
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    A Charlotte Denver 
 
    Cozy Mystery Box Set 
 
      
 
    Books 2, 3, 4 and 5 
 
      
 
    Sherri Bryan 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

 
 
   
  
 




 
 
    Contents 
 
    Fudge Cake, Felony and a Funeral – Book 2 
 
    Cast of Characters 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    Epilogue 
 
    Spare Ribs, Secrets and a Scandal – Book 3 
 
    Cast of Characters 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
    Pumpkins, Peril and a Paella – Book 4 
 
    Cast of Characters 
 
    Prologue 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
    Hamburgers, Homicide and a Honeymoon – Book 5 
 
    Cast of Characters 
 
    Prologue 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Epilogue 
 
    A Selection of Recipes from the Books in this Boxset 
 
    Note from Sherri Bryan 
 
    About Sherri Bryan 
 
    Acknowledgements 
 
    ALL RIGHTS RESERVED 
 
    
 
    Cover Design - Coverkicks.com 
 
    


 
   
  
 


 Fudge Cake, Felony and a Funeral – Book 2 
 
     Cast of Characters 
 
   
 
    Charlotte Denver - Owner of Charlotte’s Plaice café on the marina in St. Eves. Our heroine. 
 
    Nathan Costello – Detective Chief Inspector. Also Charlotte’s boyfriend. 
 
    Jess Beddington - Charlotte’s closest friend, and co-worker at Charlotte’s Plaice. 
 
    Tom Potts - 102-year-old centenarian of St. Eves. Recently deceased. 
 
    Rose Potts - Tom’s wife. Deceased. 
 
    Ava Whittington - Lifelong resident of St. Eves.  Has known Charlotte since she was born. 
 
    Harriett Lawley - as above. 
 
    Betty Tubbs - as above. 
 
    Garrett Walton - Lifelong resident of St. Eves and skipper of one of St. Eves fishing boat fleet. Also Charlotte’s godfather. 
 
    Laura Walton - Garrett’s wife and Charlotte’s godmother. 
 
    Leo Reeves - lifelong resident of St. Eves.  
 
    Harry Jenkins - lifelong resident of St. Eves. 
 
    Ellis Potts - Tom Potts’ son and Miranda Potts’ twin brother. 
 
    Rachel Potts - Ellis’s wife. 
 
    Brandon and Bella Potts - their 17-year-old twins. 
 
    Victoria Henderson - Tom Potts’ youngest daughter. 
 
    Greg Henderson - Victoria’s husband. 
 
    Miranda Potts - unmarried twin of Ellis Potts and sister of Victoria Henderson. 
 
    Fiona Farrell – Detective Sergeant  
 
    Ben Dillon – Detective Sergeant  
 
    Marjorie Wilkins - Long time resident of St. Eves.  Was a close friend of Tom Potts. 
 
    Reverend Daly - Reverend of All Saints Church. 
 
    Ryan Benson - Boyfriend of Bella Potts. 
 
    Victor Benson - Ryan’s Dad. 
 
    Will Goss - Owner of The Bottle of Beer music bar on the marina. 
 
    Adam and Yolanda - Owners of the Mini-Mart on the marina. 
 
    Dave - The Vet. 
 
    Alexander Young - The solicitor handling Tom’s estate. 
 
    Mike Walton - Garrett and Laura’s nephew. Sometimes helps out at the café. 
 
    Pippin - the West Highland Terrier. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1  
 
    “We have entrusted our brother, Thomas, into the hands of God, and we now commit his body to the ground. Earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust: in sure and certain hope of the resurrection to eternal life through our Lord Jesus Christ …”  
 
    Reverend Daly’s bass Irish brogue, which boomed to the rafters of All Saints church during his zealous Sunday sermons, was as uncharacteristically subdued as the sombre toll of the church bell.  
 
    On a dismal Thursday morning, the week before Easter, with the wind lashing the driving rain into the faces of the assembled mourners, St. Eves lamented the loss of Tom Potts – centenarian, friend and much loved resident of St. Eves.  
 
    As he was laid to rest beside his adored wife, Rose, the tears streamed down Charlotte Denver’s cheeks. Clinging onto the hands of her friend, Jess Beddington, and her boyfriend, Nathan Costello, she bid a mournful goodbye to her old friend. 
 
    She approached the coffin and placed a single white rose on its lid. “God bless,” she whispered, before rushing from the graveside. As if losing Tom wasn’t bad enough, the funeral had brought back painful memories of her parents’ deaths eleven years before in a car accident in Spain. 
 
    “Charlotte … Charlotte! Wait!” Jess called, her heels sinking into the sodden earth as she chased after her friend. 
 
    “Sorry.” Charlotte sniffed. “That was so awful. I just can’t believe Tom’s gone.” 
 
    Jess pulled her into a hug and stroked her shoulders. “Me neither. Things are going to be very different around here without him.”  She stepped back and took Charlotte’s hands in hers. “Right now, though, we’ve got a party to organise.  Come on, wipe your eyes and let’s get out of this rain.”  
 
    Ever the pragmatist, Jess was far thicker-skinned than Charlotte, possessing the enviable ability to sail through life with a breezy, but realistic, outlook on most situations.  
 
    Turning back to the crowd of slowly dispersing mourners, she signalled to Nathan that she was taking Charlotte in her car before driving the short distance to the marina. A ‘Celebration of Life’ was being held for Tom at Charlotte’s café, Charlotte’s Plaice, and there was work to be done before everyone arrived.  
 
    Despite the gloomy weather, the marina in the pretty coastal town of St. Eves had a charm that shone through even on the dullest of days. Even with the grey clouds hanging low and the rain bouncing off the ground, the sights and sounds of the marina could still hold a captive audience in their grasp.  
 
    The rough sea sent waves crashing against the hulls of the tethered boats as they lurched from side to side in their moorings, and the sound of a thousand wind chimes was carried far away on the strong, westerly winds. 
 
    As Charlotte opened the doors to the café, Jess noticed her spirits noticeably lift. Friends for years, there weren’t many things they hadn’t shared since they’d started working together. For instance, it was no secret how much the little café meant to Charlotte which, to her, represented solace and security.  Jess knew just how much it had helped her in moving on with her life after the death of her parents.   
 
    There was no time to dwell on that today, though.  Over 100 people were expected to arrive at the café at any moment, all wanting to be fed, watered and entertained. 
 
    “Right, first things first. Let’s get out of these wet clothes.” Charlotte was glad they’d thought to leave a change of clothes at the café that morning as they were both soaked to the skin.  
 
    In the ladies’ room, she checked herself in the mirror. Her hazelnut-brown eyes were bloodshot, her eyelids puffy, and her pixie cut, the colour of burnt sugar, was plastered to her face.  
 
    Oh, my gosh, I look a fright!  She quickly towel-dried her hair and ran a little styling spray through it with her fingers before squeezing in a couple of eye drops, blinking hard as they found their way behind the lids.  
 
    Re-appraising her reflection, she felt happier with the face looking back at her. Her eyes were clear now and her hair looked much less like she’d been dragged through a hedge. Slicking a wand of rose-gold gloss across her full lips and dusting the lightest covering of bronzer onto her cheeks, she nodded at the mirror. That’s better. 
 
     Five minutes later, she and Jess were setting out the food along the bar.  
 
    “It’s on days like this that I’m thankful we’ve got the enclosed awning over the terrace,” said Jess as she brought dish after dish out of the kitchen. “It’s like having an extra room, which is just as well because once everyone arrives, there’s no way they’re all going to fit in here.” 
 
    “Hmmm.” Charlotte was distracted as she took the tinfoil off the dishes and checked the food.  The café’s specialty tapas, a whole poached salmon, barbecued ribs and drumsticks, a slow cooker of slowly bubbling beef stew, a vegetarian lasagne, two dishes of apple and blackberry crisp with jugs of custard and cream, and, in honour of Tom, two huge chocolate fudge cakes – his favourite sweet treat – were among the buffet selection.  “I hope there’ll be enough for everyone.” 
 
    “Enough?!” exclaimed Jess. “Good grief, woman! There’s enough here to feed the whole town for a week!”  
 
    Charlotte relaxed a little. “I’m glad you think so. I’d hate to run out of food.” 
 
    “Did someone say something about running out of food?”  
 
    A voice from behind interrupted their conversation, and they turned to see Leo Reeves and Harry Jenkins coming through the door.  
 
    “I might have guessed you’d be here first,” Jess teased.  “Worried you wouldn’t get a seat in front of the food, were you?”  
 
    “More worried that you’d have eaten it all before we got here, more like,” retorted Leo, his craggy face breaking into a wide grin. 
 
    Leo and Harry were life-long residents of St. Eves and loyal customers of Charlotte’s café. Over the years, they had developed a gentle banter with Jess, during which the good-natured insults flew back and forth.   
 
    They settled themselves at a table. “I think you’ll find that a lot of people won’t arrive for half an hour or so,” said Harry, removing his trilby hat and shaking the rain from it. “They’ve gone home to get into some dry clothes before coming down, like we did.” 
 
    “Good idea,” said Charlotte. “There’s nothing worse than sitting around in wet clothes for hours.” 
 
    The sound of voices all talking at once signalled the arrival of the next guests. Ava Whittington, Harriett Lawley and Betty Tubbs, all in bright yellow, plastic, hooded ponchos, were competing for space on the doormat as they all tried to wipe their feet at the same time.  
 
    Having known the women since she was born, Charlotte knew that they were generous and kind-hearted to a fault.  She also knew that their propensity for gossip was legendary.  
 
    “Hello, my dears,” said Ava as she hung her poncho on the coat rack and smoothed her hand over her perfect, steel-grey chignon. “What dreadful weather! Thank goodness Nathan was kind enough to bring us in his car.  He brought Marjorie Wilkins, too. What a job he had getting her mobility scooter into the boot!  Anyway, she goes at a snail’s pace on that thing, so we came on ahead. Do you gentlemen mind if we share your table?”  
 
    Leo and Harry shuffled round and the ladies were making themselves comfortable when Marjorie arrived. A close friend of Tom’s, she had been inconsolable during the funeral. She was a frail-looking, softly spoken woman with a blue rinse and bright blue eyes, which, since Tom’s passing, had lost a little of their sparkle.    
 
    “Hello, everyone,” said Marjorie as she stepped inside. “Is there room for one more?” Everyone moved round the table again and Marjorie settled herself into a space.  
 
    Charlotte took her hand and gave it a squeeze. She knew exactly how difficult the funeral service must have been for the old woman, because she knew how difficult it had been for her. 
 
    Anticipating that Marjorie was, once again, on the verge of tears, Harriett said loudly, “Did anyone else notice how rude Tom’s family was at the church?” She ran a comb through her newly coloured, chin-length strawberry blond waves and re-applied her lipstick without the aid of a mirror. “Was it just me, or were they terribly disrespectful?” She blotted her lips on a tissue before snapping her handbag shut. “I mean, his children chatted all the way through the service, and the grandchildren were glued to those phones of theirs. Inexcusable behaviour, I thought.” 
 
    “Yes, I thought exactly the same thing,” said Jess, her brow creased and her jade green eyes flashing with anger as she recalled the bad manners of Tom’s family. “I’m glad it wasn’t just me.” 
 
    “Really? I didn’t notice anything,” said Charlotte. 
 
    “Well, you were rather upset, dear.” Betty leaned over to pat Charlotte on the arm. “You probably weren’t aware of what was going on.”  
 
    “I know that Tom didn’t talk about his children very much.  Well, not to me, anyway,” said Charlotte.  “I don’t think they kept in touch very often once they’d left St. Eves. He did tell me once though, that he and Rose had them quite late in life, because they wanted to spend as much time alone together as they could before they had children. So romantic, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Well, if today’s performance is anything to go by, I’m not surprised he never talked about them. How on earth could a couple as lovely as Tom and Rose have produced such dreadful children?” Jess’s curly, blonde ponytail swung from side to side as she shook her head. 
 
    “I remember them when they were growing up,” said Ava. “They were never particularly bad children. Of course, the twins, Ellis and Miranda, were very close, and they used to leave poor Victoria out of things a little, but they weren’t bad kids. Not until that Miranda became a teenager, anyway. And then…my goodness, all hell broke loose! She was a disruptive influence on the whole lot of them.” 
 
    “I don’t remember them at all.” Charlotte pulled the cork from a bottle of wine. “I know I went to live in Spain, but I don’t even remember them before that. Who are the young kids?” 
 
    “Oh, they’ll be Ellis and Rachel’s children. They’re twins, too, so I heard,” said Harriett. 
 
    “Good God!” The doors opened again and in walked Nathan, with Garrett and Laura Walton in tow. “That rain is coming down by the bucket load now, and the wind is really starting to howl.”   
 
    On seeing the trio, Charlotte immediately felt happier. Her boyfriend and her godparents were three of the people she loved most in the world.  
 
    She and Nathan, the town’s Detective Chief Inspector, had only been seeing each other for a little less than a year, but she knew they had something special together. Despite the fact that he was drop-dead-gorgeous, he was completely without ego or pretence. As far as Charlotte was concerned, Nathan was her perfect match.  
 
    Her godparents, Garrett and Laura, had become like family since the death of her parents. After the accident, they’d flown to be with her in Spain and had accompanied her back to St. Eves. Since then, she’d leaned on them in times of sorrow and celebrated with them in times of joy. They were good people, and she was thankful to have them in her life. 
 
    “Where is everybody?” asked Garrett, hungrily eyeing the food over Charlotte’s shoulder as he gave her a hug.  
 
    “They’ll be arriving any minute now,” she said, moving over to Laura for another hug. “I just hope everyone will fit in.” 
 
    The sound of cursing on the footpath that ran alongside the café prompted them to turn and look out of the window.  
 
    “Bloody hell!” the voice repeated. 
 
    A tall, thickset woman was battling with a large umbrella — a battle she quickly lost when it blew inside out and the nylon cover became detached from the spokes.   
 
    She cursed again and pulled her jacket over her head. “Hurry up, will you? I’m getting soaked!”  
 
    Four adults and two teenagers appeared, running to get out of the rain as quickly as they could.  
 
    The glass doors opened again and the woman stepped inside. An imposing figure, she was broad in the shoulder and long in the leg and stood over six feet tall in her stiletto-heeled shoes. She had a mean face and a mouth that looked as though it had never, ever turned upwards at the corners.  
 
    Deliberately speaking loud enough to be heard, she complained, “My God, nothing’s changed — this place is still a dive! It hasn’t stopped raining since we got here, you can’t get a decent burger anywhere, and that poky little cottage is smaller than a damn doll’s house.”  
 
    Without bothering to wipe their feet, the rest of the group stepped into the café and surveyed their surroundings disapprovingly.  With Miranda Potts leading the way, Tom’s family had arrived. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    Despite their hostility, Charlotte was determined to be hospitable.  
 
    “Hello.”  She greeted them warmly.  “I’m afraid it’s been a very long time since I last saw you. My family went to live in Spain.  Maybe you remember my parents — Molly and Scott Denver?”  She waited for signs of recognition, but none came. “Anyway, listen to me, babbling on.  I’m Charlotte. Welcome, all of you.  Please come in and sit down. Here, let me take those wet jackets from you and hang them up.” 
 
    She stepped towards them, her arms outstretched to help them off with their jackets, but on receiving a collective glare, she shrank back. 
 
    “We’ll keep our things with us.  We don’t trust strangers,” snapped Miranda.  She and the rest of Tom’s family commandeered a large table close to the bar, nodding the briefest of acknowledgements to those they knew. 
 
    “Oh, um, okay. No problem. Well, in that case, just sit wherever you’d like to and we’ll get you sorted out with some drinks shortly.” Charlotte forced a smile before walking away, muttering under her breath. 
 
    “How about we put some music on?”  Jess was keen to lighten the atmosphere which was so tense, a chainsaw would have had trouble cutting through it.  
 
    Behind the bar, a selection of Tom’s favourite music was already ready to go, and Jess slipped in a Frank Sinatra CD to start the ball rolling.  As Ol’ Blue Eyes crooned his way through Mack the Knife, the guests began to arrive in droves.   
 
    The café quickly filled up, inside and out, and Charlotte and Jess had their work cut out, keeping everyone supplied with drinks. Luckily, Charlotte had had the foresight to ask Garrett and Laura’s nephew, Mike, if he’d help out for a few hours. He sometimes gave them a hand when they were busy and he was certainly earning his wages today, collecting glasses, washing up and delivering drinks to tables on a loop. 
 
    Before long, the party was in full swing. As morning slipped into afternoon, mourners traded their coffee for stronger stuff, and the music was turned up to accompany the impromptu singsongs that were breaking out all around.      
 
    As the drink flowed, Leo, Harry and Garrett took centre stage, jiving energetically with Ava, Harriett and Betty. When Glenn Miller’s In the Mood came to an end, they were treated to a spontaneous round of applause, for which they took a modest bow. 
 
    Charlotte was enjoying the atmosphere. She’d just danced into the kitchen to fetch another jug of cream when Jess came in, looking concerned.  
 
    “I’ve just heard them talking about Pippin,” she said, nodding to Tom’s family and referring to his West Highland Terrier. “Sounds like they’re going to rid of him. They’re not at all happy that they’ve been lumbered with a dog to look after. Thing is, something tells me that they’re not the type of people who’d go to the trouble of taking Pippin to an animal shelter. I reckon they’d be more likely to just drive somewhere, dump him in the street and drive off.” 
 
    “Oh, no! Don’t tell me that!” said Charlotte. “I can’t bear to think of what’s going to happen to him.” Her imagination ran riot, thinking of Pippin being terrorised by the children and yelled at — and worse — by the adults. She contemplated the situation for less than a minute before coming to a decision. “That’s it,” she said firmly, banging down the jug of cream onto the bar.  
 
    She went over to where Tom’s family were holding court.  
 
    “So the blonde woman said, ‘I hope you won’t hold it against me, Officer!’” Tom’s son, Ellis Potts, threw back his head and roared with laughter at his own, unfunny joke.  
 
    “Excuse me,” said Charlotte, raising her voice slightly to be heard above the raucous cackling.  
 
    Ellis, who fancied himself as something of a ladies’ man, turned and looked her up and down appreciatively. “And what can I do for you?” he asked. 
 
    “Um, I hope you don’t mind me asking, but I was wondering what’s going to happen to Pippin?” Charlotte ignored Ellis’s lecherous leer.  
 
    Blank stares met her inquiring gaze. “What the hell’s ‘Pippin’?” asked Ellis, scratching his head.  
 
    “Pippin.  You know...your father’s dog.” Good grief, thought Charlotte. They’ve been here for a week and they don’t even know who Pippin is. 
 
    “Oh, that little runt.” Miranda sneered. “Well, obviously, we’re not keeping him.  If I’d had my way, he’d have gone already but we’ve had so much to organise, we haven’t had time to get rid of him. We’ll be taking him to the pound tomorrow.” She grinned, spitefully.  
 
    “Not before time, if you ask me,” said Ellis’s wife, Rachel. “He’s done nothing but howl since Tom died — gets on my nerves.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” agreed Victoria, Tom’s youngest daughter. “Even though I throw him outside every night, I can still hear him.” 
 
    Charlotte listened in horror. The weather had been dreadful recently — raging winds and torrential rain had made the lower than average temperatures seem even lower. How could they leave Pippin out in weather like that? She’d heard enough. 
 
    “Well, if you don’t mind, I’d like to take him. Would that be possible?” 
 
    The words had barely left her mouth before Miranda Potts struck a deal. “Give me £600 and you can have him.”  
 
    “£600?!” squeaked Charlotte. “But you just said you were going to take him to the pound.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I’ve just realised what a valuable asset dear little Pippin is, and I’ve changed my mind,” said Miranda, looking smugly around the table. “Tell you what.  Why don’t you just tear up that invoice you were going to give us later, and we’ll call it quits?” 
 
    “Good call, Miranda!” said Ellis, raising his glass to his twin sister. “That’s the best news we’ve had since we’ve been in this dreary hole! God, I’d forgotten how dull it is here.” 
 
    £600 was the exact amount that Charlotte was charging for the exclusive hire of Charlotte’s Plaice for the party, the food, and an open bar. It was a heavily discounted rate, but she’d agreed to do it because it was for Tom.  
 
    What she hadn’t bargained on was that his children would take full advantage of her good nature at the first opportunity. As she glanced at their table, loaded with drinks, it was obvious that the open bar was something else they were taking full advantage of, too. 
 
    Charlotte thought of Pippin and bit the bullet. “OK, it’s a deal.” She stuck out her hand to Miranda, who spat into her palm before crushing Charlotte’s fingers in a vice-like grip.   
 
    As Charlotte surreptitiously wiped her hand on the back of her jeans, she said, “Can I call round and collect him this evening? I can come straight round after I’ve closed up here. Would that be okay?” 
 
    Miranda shrugged. “Suit yourself. Just don’t come after nine, because we’ll be watching that new murder mystery series on TV.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll be there before then,” said Charlotte as she walked away with a slightly heavy heart.   
 
    “What was all that about?” Nathan was leaning against the bar, pulling the meat from a spare rib with his teeth.  
 
    Charlotte ran her fingers through her hair and sighed, shaking her head. “Put it this way. Before I went over there, I was a dog-less café owner, with payment pending on the bill for this lot.” She waved her hands in front of the food and bar to illustrate her point. “Suddenly, I’m £600 down on the deal, and before the day is out, I’ll be a dog owner. I’m taking Pippin.” 
 
    She quickly explained the conversation she’d had with Tom’s children to Nathan, repeatedly refusing his offers to take them to task about the conditions of the deal they’d made with her.  
 
    “Just leave it, Nathan. They didn’t force me into anything — it was my own decision. Seriously, just leave it.” She couldn’t help but grin at his stern face and squeezed his arm. “Really! Just forget about it. Okay?” 
 
    “Well, if you’re sure?” He wiped his mouth on a serviette. “I hate to think that people are taking advantage of you.” He kissed the top of her head. “If you get any trouble from them, let me know.” He looked at his watch. “Right, I’ve got to get back to work. I’ll see you later.” He kissed her again and then he was gone. 
 
    “What lottery ticket?” Ellis Potts’ excited voice was loud enough to hear over the music and Charlotte turned to see who he was talking to. She saw Leo sitting at a table next to Tom’s family, all of them hanging on his every word. 
 
    “You didn’t know about the lottery ticket?” said Leo, sensing the opportunity to create a little intrigue. “Well, the day before your father was taken ill, he told us that he’d had some luck on the lottery.” 
 
    “How much did he win?” interrupted Victoria.  
 
    “Oh, he didn’t say how much he’d won. Your father was old school — he came from a time when it wasn’t considered good manners to talk about money. All he said was that it was a decent amount.” 
 
    “Well, where is it?” Greg Henderson asked his wife. 
 
    “How the hell should I know?” snapped Victoria. “I’ve only just found out about it myself.” 
 
    “Did you look through his wallet?” Rachel Potts demanded of her husband. 
 
    “What do you think?” replied Ellis. “That was the first thing I did when we arrived. There was definitely no lottery ticket in there.” 
 
    The family argued amongst themselves. Even Brandon and Bella looked up from their phones for long enough to have their say. 
 
    “Dad, don’t forget — if there’s enough money, I really need a new car,” said Brandon.  
 
    “Not before I’ve had my boob job,” whined Bella. 
 
    Ellis and Rachel stopped arguing and looked at their daughter with distaste.  “You’re seventeen years old — you are NOT having a boob job,” they said, in unison. 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t know where you get these ideas from,” said Rachel, pushing up her exceptionally ample bosom, which was threatening to escape from the V-neck of her close-fitting sweater. “Just because I’ve been blessed with naturally large breasts, you mustn’t be jealous, sweetheart.” 
 
    “O.M.G, Mum! I don’t want them made bigger — I want them made smaller!”  Bella pulled a face in disgust. “They get in the way when I’m at judo practice.  And you thought I wanted them to look like yours? Eeeeewww…gross!”  
 
    Rachel shot her a withering look. “You’ll feel my hand around the back of your ear, young lady, if you give me any more backchat.”  
 
    “Anyway, can we get back to the point,” said Ellis, impatiently. “This lottery ticket. It might not be for much, but if Dad went to the trouble of mentioning it and said it was for a decent amount, it must be worth finding.” 
 
    Miranda Potts sat quietly, listening to the conversation going on around her. Since negotiating the deal for Pippin, she’d been lost in her own thoughts. Completely sober, she was the only member of the family who never let a drop of alcohol pass her lips since getting blind drunk at her and Ellis’s 21st birthday party, many years ago. 
 
    As her siblings and their respective partners argued fervently, she brought her hand down hard on the table. 
 
    “Listen!” Everyone stopped talking and looked at her in surprise. “When we get back to the cottage, I’m going to turn the place upside down until I find that ticket. And as I’m the only one responsible enough to look after it, I’m going to put it in my shoe for safekeeping until we’ve been told by the lottery claims office that the money is definitely ours.” 
 
    “Hold on.  “Why should you be the one to decide who looks after the ticket?” said her brother-in-law, Greg, his irritation palpable. “What makes you more responsible than me?” 
 
    “My sentiments exactly,” said Victoria, sniffily. “We should put it to a vote.” 
 
    Miranda opened her mouth to respond, but before she could, her brother said, “As the oldest member of the family, if only by four minutes, and self-appointed spokesperson, I say that Miranda’s the obvious choice because she’s the only one of us who’ll remain sober enough to remember where the ticket is! All those in favour?” 
 
    He, Rachel and Miranda raised their hands, while Greg’s and Victoria’s remained firmly down.  
 
    “Just a minute.  You can’t vote for yourself!” said Greg to Miranda. “That’s cheating!” 
 
    With a face like thunder, Miranda reluctantly lowered her hand. 
 
    “So, that makes two of us in favour, and two of us against,” said Greg. “Sorry, Ellis — looks like we’ll have to agree to disagree on this one.” 
 
    “Oh, no we won’t,” said Ellis. “Brandon! Bella! Get your hands in the air!” 
 
    To Greg and Victoria’s dismay the young twins raised their hands, swinging the vote.  
 
    “Yesss!” Ellis punched the air. “To Miranda — the only sensible one among us!” He raised his glass to his twin, throwing a sneer at his brother-in-law.  
 
    Amid talk of the missing lottery ticket, big band tunes blaring out, and general merriment, no one noticed that certain revellers were eavesdropping on the Potts family’s conversation with great interest. The whereabouts of the winning lottery ticket had piqued the interest of a more than a few people. After all, finders, keepers, as the old saying went.  
 
    Among the interested parties was a local reporter. She had covered the last crime in St. Eves and had got to know Tom quite well during the investigation. In amongst the crowd of people, nobody noticed her sidling up alongside the Potts family to listen as closely as she could. When she was happy that she’d heard enough, she sneaked out of the party and drove back to her office, speaking into her tape recorder all the way.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    When everyone had left the party and Charlotte and Jess had cleared up, Charlotte cycled straight round to Tom’s place. To her, it would always be Tom’s, no matter who lived there.  
 
    Thankfully, the rain had stopped, leaving the early evening air cool and fresh, and she rode straight through the deep puddles, her legs outstretched as the water splashed up to meet her.  
 
    She arrived at Tom’s and leaned her bike up against the wall. As she rang the bell, she could hear the kids yelling at each other on the other side, followed by a loud crash. More yelling … this time, the adults were joining in. 
 
    Charlotte waited patiently, wondering what would become of the little fisherman’s cottage.  
 
    She recalled Tom telling her that representatives from a firm of property developers regularly called round to see if they could persuade him to sell it to them. Of course, it wasn’t the cottage they wanted – it was the land on which it stood. Prime sea-facing, highly desirable land.    
 
    Tom would always send them away, telling them that he had no interest in selling —  he was going to live out the rest of his days in the home he’d shared with his wife, Rose, since they’d married more than sixty years before.   
 
    Although Charlotte was happy enough with her own small, one bedroomed house with its small back garden, she would snap Tom’s cottage up in an instant if she could afford it. She would cherish it, just as he had, and would never let the developers get their hands on it. She had a feeling that if Tom’s children got wind of the developers’ interest, they would have no qualms about selling it to them, not caring in the least that they would bulldoze it flat.  
 
    With its uninterrupted view of the sea and beautiful garden, front and back, the cottage would be perfect for her, especially now that she was about to become a dog owner. 
 
    Charlotte had very little spare cash. The remainder of the money she’d been left by her parents had been put into long-term investments after she’d bought the café, and most of the profits from the business were ploughed straight back in.  
 
    She sighed as she realised that she’d just have to come to terms with the fact that the cottage was soon going to belong to new owners. 
 
    Startling her out of her daydream, Miranda Potts’ loud voice boomed through the door. “Who the hell is it?” 
 
    “It’s me, Charlotte … I’ve come to collect Pippin.” 
 
    Miranda cursed and opened the door. Charlotte could see a mobile phone on the floor behind her, smashed to pieces, which was evidently the cause of the argument in the background. 
 
    “Mum, she broke my phone!” shrieked Brandon.  
 
    “Oh, SHUT UP, you PIG! I HATE you!!” screamed his sister, Bella. 
 
    “Look at that phone! You think we’re made of money?!” screeched Rachel, her voice rising to an almost inaudible pitch.   
 
    “Leave it, love.  We’ll have more than enough money soon enough to buy him ten phones,” said Ellis.   
 
    “Welcome to the madhouse.” Miranda scowled.  “You’d better come in and get the mutt. He’s in the back garden.” 
 
    The stale smell of fried food hung in the air and, as Charlotte took a breath to speak, she inhaled a lungful of cigarette smoke.  None of the family even bothered to acknowledge her but Charlotte preferred it that way — she hadn’t come to converse, just to get Pippin and get out.  
 
    She found him cowering under some bushes in the back garden, his chin resting forlornly on his paws. He would miss Tom dreadfully, but Charlotte was determined to give him lots of love and a good home. She kneeled down in front of him and spoke soothingly. “Pippin … c’mere boy. Let’s go home.”  
 
    When he saw her, he came running out and started chasing his tail. Round and round he went before jumping onto Charlotte’s lap, his paws on her shoulders, and showering her with little, wet kisses. He could barely conceal his delight. 
 
    Charlotte handed Miranda her ripped-up invoice and asked, as pleasantly as she could, “Do you have his bed or any of his toys for me to take?”  
 
    Miranda laughed a joyless laugh. “That bed was the first thing to get thrown out — it stunk of dog. And we threw the toys out, too. That damn dog would leave them all over the place.  It’s a wonder that one of us didn’t trip over them and break our neck.”  
 
    Charlotte had to bite the inside of her cheeks to stop herself from saying something she’d regret. Instead, she walked out of the house without another word, her little dog at her heels. It was beyond her comprehension that people could be so mean. 
 
    As she bent down to stroke Pippin, she could smell cigarette smoke on his coat and decided to stop off at the pet shop to buy some dog shampoo. She guessed that her clothes must stink of it, too, as she could still taste it on her tongue.  
 
    Cycling around the corner, she came to a stop at the shop.  “Wait here, sweetie, I won’t be a minute.” Pippin obediently sat down, his eyes never leaving her. 
 
    She picked up a bottle of dog shampoo, some dog food, a new bed, a basket, a food and water bowl and some new toys. As she waited to pay, she saw young Bella Potts on the other side of the street with a group of teenagers.  They were Goths from Pensands, a nearby village, and Charlotte had seen them around a few times. 
 
    Bella was in deep conversation with the tallest, oldest-looking boy and, whatever they were discussing, it looked as though they were arguing. 
 
    Charlotte was debating on whether she should go over and check that Bella was okay, but when she saw her suddenly throw her arms around the boy’s neck and kiss him passionately, she decided that there was no need for her to intervene. 
 
    As she stacked her purchases in the basket on her bike, Charlotte suddenly thought, Wait a minute.  How did Bella get here before I did?  She was at the cottage when I left, wasn’t she? Or was she?  
 
    Charlotte cast her mind back and thought hard, before shaking her head.   
 
    No, she wasn’t there. I heard her arguing with her brother, but I didn’t actually see her. She must have gone out the back door after she threw his phone, and taken the shortcut into town. Yes, that would explain it, because she certainly didn’t leave through the front door. I’d have seen her if she did. 
 
    She finished packing her basket and cycled home, her new dog running happily behind her and barking all the way. 
 
    She didn’t see the figure in the shadows, watching her closely. 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    The next morning, Charlotte woke early.  
 
    Nathan had come round for dinner the previous evening, but hadn’t stayed the night as he had a pile of paperwork at the station to get through. For the first time in months, Charlotte had enjoyed the luxury of having the bed all to herself…well, almost to herself.  
 
    Pippin had started off in his new dog bed but, when the rain had started again during the early hours, accompanied by loud claps of thunder, he’d taken a huge leap onto Charlotte’s bed where he’d stayed for the remainder of the night, curled up next to her shoulder.  
 
    She knew that she shouldn’t encourage him to sleep on her bed, but she didn’t have the heart to put him back in his own. Anyway, he was so cute, she didn’t mind him sharing the bed in the least.  
 
    The next morning, she was woken by Pippin licking her nose. “Talk about a wake-up call!”  She laughed as she pulled the duvet over her face. It was quarter-past six.  Her alarm wasn’t due to go off until half-six but, as she was wide-awake, she thought she might as well get up. 
 
    She went downstairs and made a pot of tea and scrambled eggs on toast. Putting everything on a tray, she turned to take her breakfast into the living room to catch up on the early morning news when she almost tripped over Pippin who was sitting in the kitchen doorway. She’d completely forgotten that she needed to take him out. 
 
    “Oh, my gosh! I’m so sorry, Pip — I’m not used to you being here yet! Hold on, let me get some clothes on and I’ll take you for a walk.” She ran upstairs and pulled on a pair of jeans and a jumper and then rushed back down to where Pippin was waiting patiently. “Come on, little one, let’s go.” She clipped the leash onto his collar and they were off. 
 
    Almost immediately, Pippin did what he had to do. Poor little pup, he must have been desperate.  Charlotte bent down to pick up a large pile of poop.  
 
    The weather had changed again and the air had turned warmer. “It’s a beautiful morning for a walk, Pip — where shall we go?”  
 
    The little dog looked up at her and trotted off, as if someone had just set his GPS. Without Charlotte’s guidance, he took her all the way to the beach and, when she unclipped his leash, he scampered and rolled about on the sand, chasing seagulls and running in and out of the early morning surf. It warmed Charlotte’s heart to see him so happy. “I think we’re going to get on very well, you and me,” she said as she scratched Pippin behind his ears and tickled his belly when he ran back to her.    
 
    They were on their way home when she saw a hunched figure on the opposite side of the street. Head down and stiletto-heeled shoes tip-tapping on the tarmac, Miranda Potts pulled her jacket around her generous form as she strode along purposefully. Not wishing to get into a conversation, Charlotte held her head high and looked straight ahead to avoid eye contact. Thankfully, Miranda didn’t look up and they passed each other by without incident. I’m surprised to see her up and about so early, thought Charlotte, as she turned into her road. 
 
    She was just getting her key out of her pocket when Pippin suddenly made a bolt for one of the local cats, pulling the leash clean out of her hand. He moved like lightning after the cat, who took off in the opposite direction as fast as it could.  
 
    “Pippin! Pippin!” Charlotte called after him frantically. “C’mere Pippin, here, boy! PIPPIN! WILL YOU COME HERE!”  
 
    At the sound of her raised voice, Pippin stopped in his tracks. He turned to look at her and when she’d almost caught up with him, his tail started wagging and he was off again like a rocket.  
 
    “Damn it!  Pippin, this isn’t a game! Come back!”  She followed the little dog up the street and suddenly realised where he was going. He was on his way back to Tom’s.  
 
    Oh, no, she thought as she saw Pippin approach the cottage and run in the open gate. The last thing she wanted was to get into any kind of conversation with any of the Potts family, particularly at this time of the morning.  
 
    As she got closer to the house, she saw that Pippin was busy digging up the flowerbed. “Pippin!” she whispered. “Will you come here!” He completely ignored her, intent on retrieving the bone he’d buried the week before.  
 
    She was just about to go into the garden to get him when she heard voices coming from inside the cottage. She ducked down, not wanting to be seen. This calls for drastic measures.  Getting onto her hands and knees, she crawled towards Pippin and caught him under her arm, bone and all. As long as I stay under the windowsill, no one will see me, she thought, her heart beating fast.  
 
    As she started to crawl away, she heard two men and a woman talking and recognised the voices as Ellis Potts, his sister Victoria and his brother-in-law, Greg. From her position under the open window, she could hear that they were continuing with the discussion about Miranda and the lottery ticket, and they didn’t sound happy.    
 
    “I said it yesterday, and I’ll say it again today — I don’t agree with her keeping the ticket,” Greg was saying. “We should put it somewhere safe where we can all have access to it until we make the claim and get our hands on the money.” 
 
    “Yes, that sounds the most sensible thing to do,” said Victoria. 
 
    “What’s the point of that?” snapped Ellis.  “Why do we all need to have access to the ticket?  No, Miranda’s the best person to look after it and keep it safe.” 
 
    Greg gave a sarcastic laugh. “Well, you would say that, wouldn’t you? After all, she’s your twin sister. Tell me something, Ellis. If she’s so trustworthy, why is she faking a back injury and claiming incapacity benefit?  Doesn’t sound very trustworthy to me.” He sounded smug, as though he was enjoying irritating his brother-in-law, immensely.   
 
    Ellis retaliated.  “She is not faking it! And don’t attack my sister’s character!” He was shouting now. “She’s looking after the damn ticket and that’s final!” 
 
    “Well I don't, no, we don’t think it’s fair, do we love?” said Greg. “Come on, Vic, back me up on this.” 
 
    Victoria’s reluctance to answer the question was conveyed by her silence 
 
    “So, you don’t trust Miranda, either?” Ellis said to Victoria, his voice full of scorn.  “Your own sister. God, you make me sick, both of you. In fact, I can’t bear to look at you — I’m going to take a shower.”  
 
    “Hey, hey, what’s going on?” Rachel Potts joined the conversation. 
 
    “Ellis was just extolling the virtues of his dear twin sister’s character,” Greg said, with a sneer in his voice.  “He’s adamant that she should be the one to look after the ticket.” 
 
    “Oh, for God’s sake, not this again,” said Rachel. “She hasn’t even found it yet. What are you arguing about now?”  
 
    “Ask them.” Ellis’s voice was laden with disgust as it faded away, followed by the slamming of a door. 
 
    Under the window in the front garden, Charlotte’s knees were beginning to go numb. It was time to leave. She crawled out as quickly as she could and then she and Pippin ran all the way home. 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    Earlier that same morning, Tom’s family had sat around the breakfast table.  
 
    Overflowing ashtrays and empty beer bottles littered the floor, because the bin was full of empty fried chicken buckets, pizza boxes and milkshake cups.  
 
    They had all been horribly hung-over, except Miranda Potts who had drunk only orange juice and lemonade the previous day and was just finishing a bacon and mushroom omelette. 
 
    “Well, I’ve got no sympathy for any of you,” she’d said as she’d wiped a piece of bread across the bottom of her plate.  “If you can’t drink without making yourselves ill, you obviously don’t know your limitations, do you? You’ve only got yourselves to blame.” 
 
    “Yes, okay Miranda,” Rachel had groaned. “We don’t need a lecture from you, thank you very much.”  
 
    “I’ll second that,” Greg had said, raising his hand in the air. “You’re not our mother, Miranda, so please don’t speak to us as if you are.” 
 
    Miranda had looked at her in-laws with distaste. She’d taken an instant dislike to Rachel the first time Ellis had brought her home to meet the family, and it hadn’t worn off.  Despite Rachel’s repeated attempts over the years to be cordial, Miranda had never accepted the woman who, in her eyes, would never be good enough for her twin brother. As for Greg, she couldn’t understand why Victoria had chosen such a pitiful and ineffectual man as a husband.  
 
    “Anyway, why the hell did you wake us up so early?” Victoria had complained. “It’s not even seven.” 
 
    “Because you’re going to help me find that lottery ticket, that’s why,” Miranda had said.  “I couldn’t find it last night, so we’re going to search this place from top to bottom today until we do find it. In the meantime, I’m going out to get a newspaper. We’ll start as soon as I get back.” 
 
    She’d pulled on her jacket and, before slamming the front door, had shouted over her shoulder, “And for God’s sake, will someone open a window — all I can smell in here is stale food, cigarettes and that stinking dog.”  
 
    ººººººº 
 
    Charlotte threw everything that Pippin would need for the day into a plastic bag and put it into the basket on her bike. She didn’t want to leave him home alone, so she was taking him to the café with her. She would put his new basket just outside the sliding glass doors where she could keep an eye on him and, if he seemed happy with the arrangement, she’d bring him in with her every day.   
 
    “Come on, Pip … let’s go.”  At the sound of her voice, the little dog came bounding out of the front door as though he had springs on his feet and took up his position behind her, ready to run all the way.   
 
    As Charlotte turned onto the sea front, she saw Ava, Harriett and Betty power-walking towards her in the distance. She saw them stop outside The President, the only five-star hotel in town, and assumed they were taking a break.  
 
    Then she heard the screams. 
 
    Without any regard for her safety, she cycled as fast as she could to get to them. When they saw her, they began to flag her down. 
 
    “Stop, Charlotte, stop!” they called, waving their arms in the air. 
 
    “Are you okay? What’s happened?” Charlotte rushed to her friends, who were wailing loudly and wringing their hands.   
 
    As she drew closer, the cause of their alarm became clear.  
 
    Lying in the car park of The President hotel was Miranda Potts.  
 
    A thin trickle of blood ran down the side of her face, the source of which was a small wound on her left temple. Lying on the ground next to her were her shoes and a copy of the local newspaper.  As its pages blew in the breeze, Charlotte’s eyes were drawn to the front page which bore a picture of Miranda at the café, and the headline, FAMILY OF LOCAL MAN HUNT MISSING LOTTERY TICKET IN HOPE OF FORTUNE — Daughter vows to safeguard ticket in shoe. 
 
    Charlotte bent to feel for a pulse, but even though the body was still warm, there was nothing.  Oh, no.  Not again.   
 
    She swiped the screen of her phone to call Nathan..  
 
    “Are you calling for an ambulance, dear?” Ava’s voice trembled.  
 
    Charlotte shook her head. “It’s too late for an ambulance, Ava. She’s dead.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    Before long, the area had been sealed off and was swarming with police and Scene of Crime Officers.   
 
    Nathan had already been to Tom’s cottage to inform Miranda’s family, and Ellis was now sitting on the wall, head in hands, being consoled by Rachel. Greg was supporting Victoria, her legs having given way when she’d seen the body, and she was having major histrionics in his arms. 
 
    “What kind of place has this turned into?! We come to bury our dad and someone bumps off our sister?”  
 
    Brandon and Bella were sitting next to their father on the wall, for once not a phone in sight. Two police officers were with the family, speaking quietly and comforting them. 
 
    Police Sergeants Fiona Farrell and Ben Dillon were taking statements from Ava, Harriett, Betty and Charlotte, and Nathan was deep in conversation with the forensic pathologist, who had just arrived. 
 
    Charlotte sat on the wall that ran the length of the promenade, ruffling Pippin’s coat as he sat obediently beside her. She couldn’t believe that this was happening again. She was only just getting over last year, when she’d found a body on one of the boats in the marina. 
 
    St. Eves had always been such a quiet and tranquil place to live; with barely a whisper of a crime.  She had loved the relaxed way that residents had been able to leave their doors open, day and night, without fear of being disturbed, let alone murdered.  
 
    “Oh, my dear, I’ve never been so scared in all my life!” Ava was telling DS Dillon. “I was the first one to see the body, you know.” 
 
    Charlotte looked at her phone. It was just after eight.  She called Jess to tell her she was running late. “You won’t believe what’s happened,” she said to her friend, “I’ll tell you when I see you.” 
 
    After she’d given her statement to DS Farrell, she went over to speak to Nathan.  
 
    “I have to get to the café,” she said, “but will you call me when you can and let me know how you’re getting on with the investigation?” 
 
    Nathan took off his sunglasses and squeezed her shoulder gently. He recalled Charlotte telling him of the sleepless nights the previous year’s murder had caused her, and he was glad that this time around, he would be there to comfort her for some of the time, at least.   
 
    “Listen, as soon as there’s any information I can make public, you’ll be the first to know,” he said, keeping his voice low. “I know this probably won’t help, but try not to worry. Between you and me, I’m pretty sure this wasn’t a random attack, particularly as the victim’s shoes were on the ground next to her. It seems that whoever killed her was looking for that lottery ticket and thought she might have it in hidden in one of them.” 
 
    Charlotte looked at him disbelievingly. “You mean you think the killer saw Miranda’s picture in the paper this morning and just happened to bump her off while they were out for an early morning stroll?”  
 
    “They don’t necessarily need to have learned about the missing ticket from the newspaper,” said Nathan. “According to the victim’s brother, there were a lot of people in the café yesterday who witnessed what she said first-hand. And you know what this place is like — someone tells someone else, and then they tell someone else…gossip spreads like wildfire.” 
 
    Charlotte looked horrified. “So you’re saying that the killer could be someone who was in the café?” 
 
    Nathan nodded. “That’s exactly what I’m saying — it could be anyone.” 
 
    Charlotte rolled her eyes. “Nathan…a minute ago, you were telling me not to worry. If you were hoping to reassure me by telling me that the killer could be anyone who lives in St. Eves and that they were probably in my café yesterday, let me tell you something — you haven’t.” 
 
    Nathan’s phone rang and he looked at the display. “I have to take this, but I’ll call you later.” He walked away, listening intently to his caller. 
 
    Lost in her thoughts, Charlotte watched idly as Pippin chased after a leaf blowing along the road.  I wish I felt so carefree, she thought, as she felt the first spots of a shower on her nose.  She swung her leg over her bike and cycled the rest of the way to the café, the little dog scampering along behind. 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “Oh, no! Not again!” said Jess as Charlotte filled her in on what had happened. 
 
    “That’s exactly what I thought.” Charlotte shook out a blue cloth and it fluttered into place over the table she was setting up. “This place is turning into an out-and-out crime hotspot”.  
 
    Jess followed her around the terrace, placing blue and white checked cloths over the blue base cloths. “Do you know how she was killed?” 
 
    Charlotte shook her head. “Well, she had a head wound, which she may have got when she fell, but I think it’s more likely that someone clobbered her with something.” She shuddered as she placed a vase of flowers and a menu on each table. “Anyway, we’re running late as it is, what with me being held up, so I’d better get on in the kitchen. I’m going to put Pippin’s basket just here, outside the doors, so he can have a sleep when he wants to without getting under our feet.” 
 
    “It’ll be great to have him around,” said Jess, crouching down to tickle Pippin under his chin. “How does it feel to be the most valuable dog in St. Eves, Pip?” 
 
    Pippin cocked his head to one side, ears pricked up, before chasing his tail round and round in circles in response. 
 
    As Charlotte had expected, Ava, Harriett and Betty were among the first customers to drop by that morning. Settling themselves at a table, they proceeded to discuss their traumatic morning with anyone who passed by.  
 
    “I say,” Ava called out to Garrett Walton as he came into the enclosed awning.  “Have you heard about the murder? We were there, you know. I was the first person to see the body.” 
 
    “Yes, I heard about half an hour ago,” said Garrett. “Word spreads like a dose of the…er, it spreads very quickly around the town.  Not that you ladies would know anything about that, of course.” He grinned and winked before walking into the café, leaving Ava to pounce on the next, unsuspecting passer-by.  
 
    “Mornin’, Jess.  Mind if I take these through to the kitchen?” Garrett nodded to the cool box he was holding.  
 
    “Morning, Garrett — go ahead.  Charlotte!  Garrett’s here,” Jess called out and Charlotte popped up in the arch in the wall between the kitchen and the café.  
 
    She slapped her forehead when she saw him. “Sorry! I completely forgot to collect the fish.” 
 
    She was referring to the box Garrett was holding, which contained freshly-caught fish for her ‘Friday Specials’ menu.  She took it from him as he came through the swing door into the kitchen.  
 
    “Thanks for bringing it down for me.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it — I thought it was strange when you didn’t show up but when I heard about the murder, I guessed that might have been the reason for you being delayed. It was one of Tom’s family, apparently.” 
 
    “Yes, I know.  It was one of his daughters — the twin.  I was on my way to the marina this morning when I bumped into Ava, Harriett and Betty. They’d just found the body in the car park of The President. Can you believe it? After the murder last year, I thought we’d all be able to get on with our lives without having to worry about being clunked over the head by some maniac.”  
 
    Charlotte quickly scaled, gutted and deboned the fish as she talked non-stop, venting her anxiety on the task in hand. 
 
    “Come here, you worrywart.”  Garrett held open his arms and his goddaughter stepped into them. After years as skipper of one of the fishing boat fleet, Garrett’s body was strong and hard and, as Charlotte smelled the sea on his skin and felt his muscular arms around her, her anxiety began to drain away.  
 
    “Thanks, Garrett.  I needed that.”  She kissed his cheek and tasted salt on her lips. “Right, guess I’d better settle up — what do I owe you?” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    The usual stream of regulars and holidaymakers ensured that Charlotte and Jess were kept busy. Unsurprisingly, the main topic of conversation was the murder which everyone seemed to know about but if they didn’t, Ava, Harriett and Betty soon filled them in. 
 
    It was just before two when a tall, lanky young man with a moody expression walked into the café. His jet black hair hung limply to his shoulders, its blackness in stark contrast to his face which was caked in white makeup. Multiple piercings, along with a chain that hung from his nostril to his stretched earlobe gave the young man a style that was certainly individual, albeit somewhat intimidating. 
 
    Jess was outside on the terrace when he came inside, so Charlotte went out to speak to him. “Hi, what can I get you?” She tried not to stare at his piercings, his chain, or his stretched earlobe, so instead, focused on his nose, which had a long, angry-looking scratch on it. 
 
    “Hi. My name’s Ryan Benson — I’m from Pensands, but it’s so quiet there, I thought I might have better luck asking here. I’m looking for a job — not a permanent one, though.  Just evening, weekend or holiday work. Do you have anything?” 
 
    He spoke clearly and eloquently and Charlotte felt ashamed that she was surprised. It seemed to be the norm these days to get nothing more than a grunt out of most teenagers. 
 
    She shook her head. “I’m sorry, I don’t. You could try the other bars and restaurants on the marina, though. They might have something. Or maybe even the Mini-Mart a couple of doors down.” 
 
    “Okay, I will.  Thanks. Can I get a cup of tea in the meantime, please? I’m meeting someone here.” He pulled out a handful of coins from his pocket and left some money on the bar.  
 
    “Ah, a man after my own heart.”  Charlotte smiled as she poured hot water into a blue teapot with a picture of a sunflower on it. “I love a nice cup of tea.” 
 
    The young man smiled, and Charlotte was delighted to see his face light up.  
 
    “Me, too. I hate coffee.  It gives me the shakes.” He took the tea and sat at a table in the corner, his morose expression quickly returning as he rubbed his finger over the scratch on his nose.  
 
    “Who’s the Goth?” whispered Jess when she came in to get some drinks. 
 
    “A customer.”  Charlotte grinned as she whispered back.  As she said it, she realised why the young man had seemed familiar. She was sure it was him she’d seen arguing with Bella Potts the day before. 
 
    The thought had only just crossed her mind when Bella herself walked in, heads turning in her wake. Her pink-streaked, blonde hair was pulled into a high ponytail and she wore a short, black dress covered with a black, velvet, hooded jacket, ripped black fishnet tights and neon-pink army boots. With her face painted deathly white and her coal-black lips, she was a formidable sight. Chewing gum and wearing dark glasses, she made a beeline for Ryan and plonked herself down on his lap before taking the gum out of her mouth and planting a sloppy kiss on his lips.  
 
    “Erm, do you mind? Not in here, thank you,” said Charlotte through the arch, firmly but kindly — she remembered what it was like to be their age.  She also remembered that Bella had just lost her aunt. “By the way, I was sorry to hear of your aunt’s passing,” she said to the young girl. “Please give my condolences to your family.” 
 
    Bella Potts put the gum back in her mouth and gave a sulky shrug. “Whatever,” she said, getting up from Ryan’s lap and throwing herself down onto the chair next to him.  
 
    Outwardly, she gave the appearance of a spoilt and truculent teenager, angry at the world. However, it didn’t escape Charlotte’s attention that she kept her dark glasses on and she wondered if the reason was to hide her eyes, bloodshot from crying over the loss of her aunt rather than as some overused fashion statement.  
 
    “I wasn’t sure you’d come — y’know, with what happened to your aunt Miranda,” said Ryan, rubbing his nose.  
 
    “Oh, yeah, of course.” Bella’s voice dripped sarcasm. “’Cos she was, like, my favourite aunt.  Not.” 
 
    “Can I get you anything?” asked Jess as she passed by the table. 
 
    “Lemonade with blackcurrant cordial,” said Bella, not raising her head. She realised that Jess hadn’t moved and looked up at her. “Yes?” she said, with obvious irritation. 
 
    “’Lemonade with blackcurrant cordial….’” Jess repeated the request with a pause, looking encouragingly at Bella to finish the sentence.  
 
    It was difficult to see whether Bella had a blank look on her face but, witnessing the scene from the kitchen, Charlotte guessed she probably did. She chuckled to herself as Jess continued with her impromptu lesson on the importance of good manners. 
 
    “What?” said Bella. “I have absolutely no idea what you’re talking about. You want me to say it again? Okay … LEMONADE WITH BLACKCURRANT CORDIAL. Is that better?”  
 
    “Bella, for God’s sake. Just say please, will you?” said Ryan, his face turning pink.   
 
    Bella looked at Jess and Charlotte looked on with interest. If this was turning into a battle of wills, she knew who her money was on. Jess was as stubborn as the proverbial mule when it came to matters of principle and Charlotte knew she’d never back down, even if it meant Bella Potts leaving the café without being served. 
 
    Bella laughed a humourless laugh. “Oh, my God! Really? I mean, really? Am I in a time warp? Have I been transported back to primary school? Do I have to raise my hand when I need to go pee-pee? Listen — my aunt died this morning, and you want me to say please?” 
 
    “You just said you didn’t even like your aunt,” interrupted Ryan, and Bella jerked her head towards him, her lips pursed in fury.  He held up his hands in a defensive stance. “Just sayin’.”   
 
    Charlotte looked on from the kitchen.  It’s a good thing Bella’s wearing dark glasses, she thought.  I reckon that glare would have been enough to turn poor Ryan to stone. 
 
    Jess stood her ground. “I’m truly sorry that you’ve lost your aunt.”  Her voice was kind.  “But that’s no reason to lose your manners, too.” 
 
    Under her white makeup, Bella’s hot face flushed from neck to her forehead. She debated whether she should continue arguing with Jess but thought better of it. Having evaluated her chances against the feisty waitress, she figured she was in a lose/lose situation. 
 
    She sighed. “Can I have a lemonade with blackcurrant cordial … please.” 
 
    Jess smiled.  “Coming right up.” 
 
    Charlotte smiled to herself.  She happened to think that if the young girl could find it in herself to come out and meet her boyfriend a few short hours after her aunt’s death, then she could find it in herself to say please and thank you.  The altercation had come to the conclusion she’d guessed it would.  
 
    “There you go, one lemonade with blackcurrant.” Jess delivered the drink to the table and left Bella and Ryan in peace. 
 
    Charlotte watched the couple from the kitchen and wondered how long they’d been together. Bella was stroking the scratch on Ryan’s nose and they had their heads close together, talking quietly.  
 
    She’d known that Tom had had family living nearby, but she’d had no idea that they’d lived close enough for Bella to have had a boyfriend in a neighbouring village. As far as she knew, they had never been to visit Tom in the eight years she’d owned the café. Some family, she thought.  
 
    As she plated up a steak pie with creamed potatoes and green beans, and a bubbling dish of savoury mincemeat pancakes with a crispy cheddar crust, she heard Bella say, 
 
    “Listen, I’ve told you. Don’t worry about the money.  I’ll get it for you. My mum and dad have got more money than they know what to do with. Just leave it to me … and have a little faith in me, will you?” She’d taken off her glasses now and was gazing lovingly into Ryan’s eyes. 
 
    “I do have faith in you, but I need to know that I can get the money soon. If I can’t get it, all my plans will come to nothing, and I’m not ready to let that happen. How soon d’you think you’ll be able to get it?” 
 
    “Look, I’ll ask my mum tonight — she’s a much softer touch than my dad.  She’s bound to say yes straight away. After that, I guess it’ll take a couple of days to get the money and then I can give it to you. It’s Friday today, so I reckon I should have the money on Tuesday. Will that be okay?” 
 
    “Really? You really think you could get it that soon? Even with what’s happened to your aunt? Oh, Bella, that would be amazing if you could.” Ryan pulled her hands up to his lips and covered them in kisses. 
 
    Bella giggled with delight.  “I’ll speak to my mum later — if I can get her off that online poker site for long enough, that is.”  She rolled her eyes. 
 
    In the kitchen, Charlotte had heard every word of their furtive conversation.  Interesting, she thought as she rolled the pastry for another steak pie. Wonder what he needs money for? Anyway, none of my business.  
 
    She wrapped the pastry in plastic wrap and put it into the fridge to chill before going out into the café to chat with some customers. Leaving Ryan and Bella to their own company, she stopped instead at a table a short distance from theirs, at which sat Ava with Leo Reeves. They sometimes popped into the café in the afternoon on their way back from wherever they’d been and always sat together if they saw each other.  
 
    Ava had evidently recovered from her shock of stumbling across a dead body earlier in the day and had been out to get her hair done.  
 
    As Charlotte stopped by their table, she said, “Good afternoon, Ava, Leo. It’s nice to…” 
 
    “Ssshhh.”  Ava put her finger on her lips and shushed her, motioning that she should sit down with them. 
 
    Charlotte looked in puzzlement from Ava to Leo and sat down. “What’s going on?” she whispered. 
 
    Ava jerked her head sideways to where Ryan and Bella sat. “Those two are up to no good, if you ask me. He needs money and she’s just told him that she’s going to ask her mother for it tonight. D’you know what I think he needs it for?” Ava leaned forward, and Charlotte and Leo leaned in on either side of her. “For his drug dealer!” she whispered, with a dramatic flourish. 
 
    “Oh, for goodness’ sake, Ava!” Charlotte whispered. “Just because he’s got piercings and wears makeup doesn’t mean he’s into drugs.”  
 
    “You mark my words,” said Ava, patting the back of her immaculately set hair, “and see if I’m wrong.” She took the last sip of her sherry. “Now, when is this rain ever going to stop? I’m going to lose all my bounce if I step out in this weather.” 
 
    Leo gave Charlotte a roguish wink. “And we wouldn’t want that to happen, would we, Ava? Tell you what, would you like to keep me company with another sherry while we wait for it to brighten up?” 
 
    As Charlotte went to fetch the drinks, she heard Bella say, “Okay, so £20,000 it is.  I’ll call you just as soon as I’ve spoken to my mum.” 
 
    £20,000! Good grief — what on earth can someone of Ryan’s age need £20,000 so desperately for? Charlotte eyed the young man as she took a bottle of burnished, gold-coloured liquid from behind the bar and poured it into a sherry glass.  
 
    A feeling of unease began to creep through her. This wouldn’t be the first time she’d been wrong about someone.  She was so trusting, she often made rash judgments about people’s characters, only to later find out that they weren’t the people she’d thought they were. 
 
    Maybe there’s more to Ryan than meets the eye, after all. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    For the second time in twelve months, Charlotte watched Nathan give a TV appeal for witnesses to the latest crime to rock St. Eves. 
 
    “If you have any information at all — however insignificant you may think it to be — please call our incident room on 070 123 321, where officers are waiting to take your call. Rest assured that your call will be treated in the strictest confidence, and if you prefer to remain anonymous, you do not have to give your name. If it’s more convenient, you may, of course, come in to the station and give your information to an officer in person 
 
    “All murder is brutal, but the attack on Miranda Potts was a particularly brutal one. A young woman out on her own — attacked and cut down in the prime of life. Although we have no reason to believe that the killer will attack again, it’s imperative that we catch them soon, and in so doing, restore peace of mind to our community, and to any visitors to St. Eves. 
 
    “Finally, may I reassure you all that crime such as this is very rare, and we are doing everything in our power to bring Miss Potts’ killer to justice. While I would ask you to maintain a degree of vigilance at this time, please do not allow this incident to prevent you from carrying on with your usual day-to-day activities.  
 
    “The number for the incident room will remain on the bottom of your screen throughout the following news bulletin, and we look forward to receiving any information you think may be of use in helping to further our enquiries. Thank you.” 
 
    Charlotte flicked the channel over to a Saturday morning cookery program, distractedly spooning muesli into her mouth as she watched a celebrity chef go into mini-meltdown when his goat’s cheese soufflé failed to rise on live TV. 
 
    Usually, she loved watching the program — the café was closed on Saturdays, and this was her favourite way to start her only day off in the week. Today, however, her mind was on other things. 
 
    She thought about the murder and subsequent events. Nathan had asked her not to get involved, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t try and work out who the killer was. In any case, if she came to any earth-shattering conclusions she’d be sure to let him know. The sooner the murderer was behind bars, the better. 
 
    She thought about the conversation she’d overheard and wondered if she’d missed any latent clues. She played it over in her mind, but nothing struck her as being particularly helpful in finding Miranda’s killer. 
 
    Come on, concentrate, she told herself and went over the conversation again, making notes as she went. 
 
    1. Ellis and Greg were arguing about Miranda keeping the ticket.  
 
    2. Victoria got dragged in halfway through.  
 
    3. Ellis got mad with Greg and Victoria because neither of them wanted Miranda to keep the ticket.  
 
    4. Rachel came in to find out what was going on.  
 
    5. Ellis walked out, and that was that.  
 
    She looked at her notes and scratched her head. Nope, not a clue in sight. 
 
    She’d talk to Nathan about it later over dinner. Maybe he’d be able to glean something more useful from the information.  
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “Penny for them,” said Charlotte, as she swung her legs back and forth on a high bar stool and sucked her Long Island Iced Tea through a straw.   
 
    “Hhmm?” Nathan stirred his double espresso, seemingly in a world of his own. 
 
    “Penny for your thoughts.  You’ve been miles away for the past ten minutes.” 
 
    “Have I? Sorry, babe. I was thinking about the investigation.” He raised the cup to his lips and inhaled the rich aroma before savouring his first sip.     
 
    Charlotte desperately wanted to know everything about the case but had learned from the last murder that, as far as Nathan was concerned, the less she knew, the better. Last time round, she’d developed a knack for becoming involved in things she really shouldn’t have and, on occasions, Nathan had been less than pleased. 
 
    “Is there anything you can tell me?” she asked. “I promise I’ll be the soul of discretion.” She zipped her fingers across her lips to illustrate her point. 
 
    Nathan looked around the restaurant. It was Saturday evening and they were having an early dinner at Porcinis, an Italian vegetarian restaurant on the marina that served the most exquisite food. A devout carnivore, he’d been convinced he was going to hate everything about the rustic eatery, at which the waiters would appear behind you when you were least expecting them, with super-sized pepper mills in hand. Charlotte had had to drag him there the first time they’d visited.  
 
    However, after one mouthful of his Roquefort and walnut pâté with cranberry jam, he’d been willing to accept that he might have been wrong in making such hasty assumptions, although it was the mushroom, chestnut and apricot parcel that had really swung it. Its deliciously savoury filling in a melt-in-the-mouth puff pastry shell had had him enthusing about the little restaurant for days afterwards, with the mint chocolate cheesecake dessert helping to seal the deal. 
 
    “Well,” he said, quietly.  “The coroner’s report came back and confirmed the cause of death as being a blow to the head with a stiletto heel — the heel on the victim’s shoe, to be exact.” He sighed and blew out his cheeks. “What’s really puzzling me at the moment, though, is how she ended up on the ground in the first place to allow the killer to remove her shoes. I mean, I can’t imagine she was the type of person to go down without a fight, and she was a pretty sturdy woman, so unless she was attacked by a group of people, it can’t have been easy to knock her down.” 
 
    “Maybe she was hit on the back of the head first? And maybe she was attacked by a group of people?” suggested Charlotte. 
 
    Nathan shook his head. “No. Apart from the wound on her temple, there were no other marks on her, so it’s not as though she was hit on the head to stun her before the fatal blow was dealt. As far as being attacked by more than one person, it’s a theory we’re investigating, but I have a feeling that isn’t what happened. Anyway, I think there would be signs of defensive wounds on her body if that had been the case and there aren’t any.” 
 
    “What if they came up behind her? She wouldn’t have been able to attack them if that had happened, would she?” Charlotte offered her theory. 
 
    “Maybe not,” said Nathan, “but I have a gut feeling that we’re only looking for one person.  I could be wrong, but call it instinct.” 
 
    Charlotte noisily slurped the last of her cocktail through her straw. “Oops, sorry.” Her cheeks flushed as a couple at a nearby table looked round and tutted, shaking their heads. “So, is there anything else you can tell me yet?” she asked. 
 
    “Well, let’s see…there was a white substance under one of her nails, which the lab is still processing and we’ve identified a number of potential suspects. Of course, the motive for all of them is the same.”  
 
    “And does anyone stand out as the killer?” Charlotte asked innocently.  
 
    Nathan laughed. “Will you stop asking me things you know I can’t tell you? I’ve already said that you’ll be the first to know when we’re able to make details public, but until then, you’ll just have to wait.” 
 
    “Your table is ready.  Come this way please.” An olive-skinned waiter with sleepy-looking eyes and the longest lashes Charlotte had ever seen led them to a table in the bay window. He handed them a plate of complimentary antipasto and a menu each, before smiling lazily and disappearing to get their drinks. 
 
    “You know, I might have some information that could be useful,” Charlotte said. “I didn’t think of it until earlier, which is why I didn’t say anything before.” 
 
    “Oh, yes?  And what’s that?” Nathan was already tucking into the antipasto. 
 
    The waiter returned with the drinks and took their food orders.  
 
    “Um, yes, I’ll have the aubergine with spinach and parmesan crust, please,” said Charlotte. 
 
    “And I’d like the baked ricotta and leek ravioli with a mushroom sauce, please.” Nathan snapped his menu shut and speared another marinated artichoke heart from the plate of antipasto. “So, you were saying … oh, sorry! Did you want any of this, by the way?” he asked sheepishly, suddenly realizing that there was only a slice of roasted pepper and a few shavings of pecorino cheese left on the plate. 
 
    Charlotte laughed. “No, you finish it. So, as I was saying … Pip and I were on our way back from a walk yesterday morning when we passed Miranda, who I assume was on her way to buy the newspaper that was found next to her body.” She shivered as she recounted the details.  “Anyway, we were almost home when Pippin went chasing after a cat and then ran all the way back to Tom’s place to dig up a bone he’d left behind. I didn’t want to be seen by anyone in the house, so I crawled into the front garden to get him, and that’s when I heard them talking.” 
 
    The look of incredulity on Nathan’s face needed no words.   
 
    “Why are you looking at me like that?” Charlotte was indignant. “I wasn’t eavesdropping deliberately.  I just happened to be there and overheard them.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes and leaned across the table. “Charlotte, you do appreciate that the whole family are suspects, don’t you? If one of them is the killer, and if they caught you snooping about, I dread to think what they might do. For goodness’ sake, will you please try not to get involved.” He sighed heavily as he sat back in his chair, his fingers drumming on the table top. 
 
    “I wasn’t trying to get involved,” said Charlotte, huffily. “I told you, I was just there by accident.” 
 
    Nathan shook his head and gave her a look that said he only half-believed her. “Go on.”  
 
    “Well, Ellis Potts and the other guy — his brother-in-law — were arguing about whether Miranda should keep the ticket for safekeeping when it was found. The brother-in-law — I think his name is Greg — wasn’t at all happy about it, and told Ellis so. Of course, Ellis was sticking up for Miranda, but he sounded really cheesed off with his sister, Victoria.” 
 
    “And why was that?” asked Nathan. 
 
    “Because she didn’t want Miranda to look after the ticket, either.”  
 
    Nathan rubbed his chin as he considered what Charlotte had told him. “Did the brother-in-law and Ellis’s sister say why they were so against Miranda looking after the ticket?” 
 
    The sleepy-eyed waiter returned with their food. “For the lovely lady, the aubergine and for the gentleman, the ravioli.” He placed the plates in front of them with a flourish and disappeared again.  
 
    “So, as I was saying, did they say why they didn’t want Miranda to look after the ticket?” As Nathan repeated his question, a pepper mill of gargantuan proportions was thrust over his shoulder.  
 
    “Signore would like some pepper?” The waiter poised expectantly, waiting for instructions. 
 
    “Er, yes, a little, thank you.” The waiter gave the mill a couple of twists before moving over to Charlotte. 
 
    “And for the pretty lady?”  
 
    “Yes, please, over everything.” Charlotte giggled at Nathan’s irritation.  
 
    The waiter energetically twisted the top of the mill, liberally scattering Charlotte’s food with aromatic black flecks. “Is enough, Signorina?” 
 
    “Yes, thank you, that’s perfect.”  She smiled up at him and he retreated, bowing slightly as he bid them buon apetito, casting Charlotte an appreciative glance from beneath his luxuriously long lashes 
 
    “Anyway, for the third time…”  Nathan cut into the top of his baked ravioli, a cloud of steam billowing out from its molten centre.  “Did they happen to say why they were so against Miranda looking after the ticket?” 
 
    “Actually, they did. Well, Greg did. He said he didn’t think she was trustworthy.  Something to do with her claiming incapacity benefit for a non-existent back injury.” Charlotte blew on a forkful of cheesy eggplant and spinach.  
 
    “And, just to recap — at that time, the ticket hadn’t been found?” Nathan asked, making mental notes. 
 
    Charlotte shook her head. “Didn’t sound like it. Just before I left, Ellis’s wife — Rachel, I think her name is — joined in the conversation. She said, ‘The ticket hasn’t even been found yet.  Why are you arguing over who takes care of it?, or something like that.” 
 
    “Hmm, that’s interesting.” Nathan drained his glass of sparkling mineral water. “Anything else?” 
 
    Charlotte munched on a piece of garlic bread. “Um, no, I think that was all. Oh, except for one thing. At the time of Miranda’s murder, it appears that all the family were at the cottage. But they might not have been.” 
 
    Nathan scratched his head. “Now you’re talking in riddles.”  
 
    “The short cut. If you go out the back door of the cottage, there’s a direct path to the town centre. It cuts about ten minutes off your journey. More, if you run. The only reason I even thought about it was because after I’d collected Pippin, I cycled into town and saw Bella Potts. She’d been at the house when I arrived, so I couldn’t figure out how she got there before I did. Then I remembered the short cut.” 
 
    “So what you’re saying,” said Nathan, “is that any one of the family could have left the cottage after Miranda on the morning she was killed, taken the short cut and got into town before her, lain in wait, done the deed and then got back to the cottage before anyone realised they were gone?”  
 
    “That’s exactly what I’m saying.”   
 
    They sat in companionable silence, enjoying their food. A minute or two passed before Charlotte asked, “So, is it useful information?” 
 
    When Nathan didn’t reply immediately, Charlotte knew he was choosing his words carefully. Eventually, he said, “Yes, it is useful, but I don’t want you to think that I need, or want, you to go running around St. Eves, playing detective. That’s my job. I know how much you want the killer to be found — and so do I — but we’ll find him, or her for that matter. And when I say ‘we’, I mean me and the St. Eves police department — not me and you. Okay?” 
 
    Charlotte nodded as she mopped tomato sauce from the bottom of her dish with garlic bread. “Yes, Chief.”  She saluted with her free hand.  
 
    “You like dessert?” The waiter was back again, clearing their plates. “We have beautiful Tiramisu — is to die for.” He brought the tips of his fingers to his lips and kissed them. “Also, we have very nice Panna Cotta with poached rhubarb and local honey.  Is very good.” 
 
    “Ooh, I’ll have the Panna Cotta, please,” said Charlotte.  
 
    “And I’ll just have a coffee — another double espresso, please.”  Nathan waited for the waiter to disappear again.  
 
    “Well, I hate to think that whoever did this is still out there, stalking the streets of St. Eves.”  Charlotte shuddered. “I really hope you find them soon.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, we will.”  Nathan reached across the table and squeezed her hand. “Anyway, let’s change the subject. Tell me what you’ve been up to since I saw you on Thursday — apart from skulking around the neighbourhood on your hands and knees, that is. How are you and Pippin getting along?” 
 
    Immediately, Charlotte’s frown was replaced by a smile that reached from ear to ear. “Oh, Nathan, he’s sooo adorable!  I’m afraid you might have to take the couch next time you come round, though…looks like I’ve found myself a new sleeping partner and he’s become very partial to your side of the bed.”  
 
    “Yeah, okay. Like that’s gonna’ happen.” Nathan chuckled. “Don’t you worry about Pippin.  I’ll remind him where his bed is. The trouble with you is that you’re too soft. That little dog will have you running around in circles before long if you let him. You’re supposed to be the pack leader, not him.  Just set a few boundaries and he’ll get it eventually.” 
 
    “Wow, if I’d known I was having dinner with the Dog Whisperer tonight, I’d have sold tickets.”  Charlotte laughed as she dodged the flick from Nathan’s serviette. 
 
    “Ha ha, very funny.  So, anything else exciting happened?”  
 
    Charlotte shook her head and then remembered Ryan and Bella’s visit to the café the day before. She told Nathan about it, remarking on how strange she thought it was that a young man of Ryan’s age would need so much money, and so quickly. 
 
    “Hmm, it is strange, but it’s not a crime to need money. There could be hundreds of legitimate reasons for needing to get your hands on a large sum of money urgently. However, if he’s intending to do something illegal with it once he’s got it, then that’s a different matter altogether.” He looked thoughtful. “Maybe I’ll check him out sooner rather than later — just in case.” 
 
    The waiter returned with Charlotte’s dessert and Nathan’s coffee, which was served on an extra-large saucer with three beautifully-handmade chocolates on the side. 
 
    Nathan checked his watch. “Well, I need to get going after I’ve finished this.  I’ll take you home and then I’ll go straight back to the station but I’ll come round later, if that’s okay?”  
 
    “Of course it is,” said Charlotte as her spoon cut through her silky Panna Cotta like a hot knife through butter.  “Just let yourself if it’s really late, and put Pippin back in his bed if he’s in the way.”  
 
    She slipped the creamy dessert into her mouth, letting it melt against her tongue, coating her taste buds with its heady vanilla sweetness.  “Mmmm, this is sooo delicious …it’s better than…. oh, my God!” Her spoon clattered to the table as she abruptly jerked upright in her chair, her eyes wide and her mouth open. 
 
    “What’s the matter? Charlotte, what is it?” Nathan was out of his seat and round to her side of the table in a split second.  
 
    “I’ve just remembered something — it was the Panna Cotta that reminded me. You said that Miranda had something white under her fingernails.  Well, there’s a long scratch down the side of Ryan’s nose. I saw it yesterday. He’d tried to cover it with that white makeup he always wears but you can still see it clearly. It was weeping, too, like it had happened recently. Oh, my gosh, I completely forgot about it until just now. D’you think it’s relevant.” 
 
    Nathan ran his fingers through his hair. “Do I think it’s relevant?” He bent down and held her face in his hands. “Charlotte, this is the best lead we’ve had so far! You’re a little marvel!” He kissed her, full on the lips, and signalled to the waiter to bring the bill.  “And can we have the Panna Cotta to takeaway, please?”  
 
    As they left the restaurant, Nathan called DS Farrell. “Yep, that’s the guy.  He’s usually hanging around with his friends in the town centre but if we can’t find him, we’ll have to pay Bella Potts a visit.  I’m sure she’ll know where he is.”  
 
    As he pulled up outside Charlotte’s house, he was buzzing. ”I’ll see you later, but in the meantime, I’m off to bring in our prime suspect.” He leaned over and kissed her goodbye. “Keep your fingers crossed that the next time I see you, Miranda Potts’ killer will be under lock and key.” 
 
    Oh, I do hope so, thought Charlotte as she watched Nathan’s brake lights disappear around the corner. 
 
    As she unlocked her front door, she didn’t see the figure watching her from the end of the road. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    “Can you tell me how you got that scratch on your nose, Ryan?” 
 
    Nathan and DS Farrell had picked up Ryan Benson half an hour before and were now interviewing him at St. Eves police station. A solicitor sat beside him. 
 
    “No comment,” said Ryan, looking at the ceiling. 
 
    “Can you tell me where you were on the morning of Friday, April 19th, between seven and seven-thirty?” 
 
    “No comment.” 
 
    “Would you be prepared to provide a DNA sample of your own free will?”  
 
    “No comment, but I’d like to talk to my solicitor alone, please.” 
 
    Nathan paused the recording. “We’ll be next door.  Let us know when you’re ready to resume the interview,” he said to Ryan’s solicitor. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, the solicitor turned round in his chair and gave a thumbs-up to Nathan, who had been standing on the other side of the two-way mirror the whole time, watching Ryan’s body language.  
 
    “Interview with Ryan Benson resumed at 9.35 pm, in attendance, DCI Nathan Costello, DS Fiona Farrell, Mr James Lord, defence solicitor, and Mr. Ryan Benson.  So, Ryan. Do you have anything to tell me?” 
 
    Ryan looked at his solicitor, who gave a brief nod. He looked at the ceiling again, took a deep breath and started talking. 
 
    “First of all, I’m okay about giving you a DNA sample, but can we do it now? I don’t want to come back here again unless I absolutely have to. This place gives me the creeps.” 
 
     “I’ll go and get the equipment,” said Fiona. “Be right back.” 
 
    Ryan continued. “Second of all, I got this scratch from Miranda Potts. I saw her the morning she was killed, but it wasn’t me who killed her.  She’s my girlfriend’s aunt, so I know her, but we don’t — didn’t — get on. She didn’t like me at all. Mind you, she didn’t like many people.”  He rubbed his nose.  “Anyway, I’d spent the night at the cottage with Bella.”  
 
    His eyes widened and he held out both hands in front of him. “Nothing happened, though.  I slept on the floor. We’d both drunk too much the night before and I missed the last bus home. I would usually need to get back to look after my dad — he’s disabled — but his cousin was visiting, so I didn’t have to get home. Anyway, I went back to the cottage with Bella and left early the next morning. I sneaked out the back door, so no one would see me, and took the short cut into town.  
 
    “Miranda had left just before me.  She was going to buy a newspaper and I ran into her about five minutes later. I was on my way to the supermarket to see if they had any work.” He paused and took a drink of water with a slightly shaky hand.  
 
    “When I saw Miranda I told her that if she was looking for worthy causes to donate to when she claimed the lottery money, to put my name at the top of her list.  I was only kidding, though!  I knew there was no way she would ever give me any money, but man, she went crazy!   
 
    “She called me all the names under the sun and lashed out like a wild woman. That’s how I got this.” He rubbed his nose again, the scratch still red and sore-looking, and shrugged. “And that’s what happened. After she attacked me, I got away from her as fast as I could — I saw her but I didn’t kill her.” He drank the rest of the water in the glass and poured himself another with an even shakier hand. 
 
    Fiona returned and Nathan announced her arrival for the benefit of the tape. She pulled on a pair of latex gloves and took a large cotton swab from a sealed pack. “Open your mouth, please.” She rubbed the swab over the inside of Ryan’s cheeks, before sealing it in a sterile plastic cylinder. “That’s it, all done.” 
 
    Nathan leaned forward in his chair, elbows on the table, and rested his chin on his clasped hands.  “So, to continue. Why do you need £20,000? That’s rather a large sum of money.”  
 
    “Who told you that?” Ryan was immediately on the defensive and it pleased Nathan that his question had obviously touched a nerve.  
 
    “Just a moment.  Is that relevant to the matter in hand?” asked Ryan’s solicitor. “Mr Benson has confirmed where he was between the times you stated, he’s told you how he got the scratch on his face and he’s willingly given you a DNA sample. He has co-operated with you fully, and I will be strongly advising him to say nothing further at this time.” 
 
    “If I tell you about the money, will it get me out of here?” Ryan looked pointedly at Nathan, waiting for his answer.  
 
    “It might,” replied Nathan. “But then again, it might not.” Ryan glared at him, but Nathan’s non-committal expression was giving nothing away. 
 
    Ryan turned to his solicitor. “Look, you don’t understand. I just want to go home — I need to go home. I’ll tell them whatever they want to know.” 
 
    “I would request five minutes alone with Mr Benson,” said the solicitor, apparently irritated that Ryan was disregarding his advice. 
 
    Once again, Nathan paused the interview and went into the adjoining room with DS Farrell.  
 
    “What do you think, Chief?” asked the young detective. 
 
    “Well, let’s just say that I’m not as confident now that we’ve got our killer as I was half an hour ago.” 
 
    “Me neither, Chief. He looks pretty scary but he doesn’t strike me as a cold-blooded murderer. I’m interested to find out what he needs £20,000 for though.” 
 
    The solicitor turned and gave Nathan the thumbs-up again. Back into the interview room they went and for the second time, Nathan resumed his questioning.   
 
    “So. Enlighten us, Ryan.  Why are you in such desperate need of £20,000?” 
 
    Ryan clenched his teeth. “I need the money for me, and for my dad. Actually, I don’t need it until next year, but I wanted to get my hands on it as soon as possible so I could stop worrying about it.” He wiped his palms on his sweatshirt. 
 
    “And what do you need it for?” 
 
    “To help put me through college next year, and to pay for home care for Dad while I’m away during the day. He’s got really weak lungs and he suffers with chronic asthma — not a good combination.”  He gave a bitter laugh. “The doctors say the asthma is caused by allergies but he’s had loads of tests and none of them have told us what he’s allergic to…it’s crazy. 
 
    “Anyway, since Mum died last year, I’ve been looking after things on my own — the cooking, cleaning, washing, stuff like that, and caring for Dad, too.  Don’t get me wrong, I like doing it, but Dad wants me to keep on with my studies and, if I can, so do I. Thing is, I can’t do both, so I need the money. It would just be a real weight off my mind knowing that if I’m able to go to college, Dad will be okay.” He took a long, outward breath.  
 
    “That’s it.  I’ve told you everything. Can I go now? I can’t miss the last bus, not tonight when Dad’s alone in the house.” 
 
    Nathan looked at the young man sitting opposite him and, in his heart, knew he’d been telling the truth. It would still be necessary to check the DNA sample to ascertain that the makeup, skin and blood traces found under Miranda’s nail were his, but that was merely a formality. Nathan was prepared to bet his job that Ryan had had no involvement in her death.  
 
    “Interview concluded at 10.20 pm. Those present, DCI Nathan Costello, DS Fiona Farrell, Mr James Lord, defence solicitor, and Mr Ryan Benson. Mr Benson, you are free to go.”  
 
    James Lord and Ryan shook hands and the solicitor left quickly, already on his phone to another client. Ryan followed him out of the room, eager to get to the bus stop. He was almost at the doors when Nathan called him back.  
 
    “Ryan.  Hang on.” 
 
    Ryan looked at the clock on the wall of the lobby — it was twenty-five past ten.  
 
    “Come on, I’ll drive you home.” Nathan strode past him out of the station doors. 
 
    “What? You’re going to give me a lift home?” 
 
    “Unless you’d rather make a run for the bus?” Nathan looked back, jangling his car keys.  
 
    “No way, I’m coming with you. Thanks.” Ryan caught up and they walked in silence to Nathan’s car.  
 
    “Take the first left and then it’s all the way to the end and right at the T-junction. It’s the white house with the blue shutters.  It should only take about fifteen minutes.” Ryan flicked idly through Nathan’s CD’s as he gave him directions.  
 
    “Lady Antebellum, The Script, Maroon 5, ZZ Top, Elvis, Bruno Mars, Bon Jovi, Harry Connick Jr., Dolly Parton…huh, interesting. Did you know that an eclectic taste in music is a sign of an easy-going and forgiving nature?” Ryan gave Nathan a sideways glance and was pleased to see the glimmer of a smile on his lips. 
 
    “Actually, the Dolly CD is my girlfriend’s.  She’s a huge fan.” 
 
    Ryan nodded, distractedly twisting the stud in his nose. “She’s the woman in the café, right? Yeah, I met her a few days ago. She’s pretty cool.” 
 
    “I think so,” said Nathan.  
 
    They drove in silence for a few minutes.  “So your dad’s condition. Is it treatable?” 
 
    Ryan nodded.  “Treatable, but not curable. He has, like, a million inhalers that he has to take every day and he’s hooked up to an oxygen tank for when he’s really bad, but yeah, it’s treatable.” 
 
    “What about a transplant? Is that a possibility?”  
 
    Ryan shook his head. “Because of his age, I don’t think it’s something the doctors would consider now but, when he was younger, I know they were concerned about the possibility of him having an allergic reaction while he was under the anaesthetic, and not being able to bring him round.  
 
    “Anyway, he’s a tough old boot but I reckon he’ll always need his wheelchair, because he can’t walk more than a few steps without getting breathless. It would be fantastic if he could have one of those really hi-tech electric ones — y’know, the type that buzz around really fast.  And it’d be amazing if he could see a lung specialist, but we’re talking big money for something like that.”  
 
    He shrugged and laughed good-humouredly and Nathan felt his heartstrings tug a little at the young man’s resolve to do right for his father. 
 
    “Look, can I give you a little advice? You can tell me to mind my own business, but just hear me out, will you?” 
 
    “Uh…okay.” Ryan waited to hear what advice the Detective Chief Inspector could possibly be about to give him. 
 
    “Look, I’m not proud of myself when I tell you that I totally misjudged you, but you’ve really proved me wrong.  You’re a good kid.  Let’s face it — anyone who’s taken on what you have without complaining can’t be all bad!”  He smiled and Ryan’s slightly embarrassed face beamed back at him.  
 
    “If you can prove that you’re reliable, and you really want to work, I can put in a good word for you with a couple of bar owners I know. I reckon they’d want you to do a trial first but, if things worked out okay, who knows?  
 
    “I’ve got to tell you one thing, though, and you may not like it.  You might need to lose some of the piercings if you get a job in a bar.  I know it takes all sorts to make a world but, in case you hadn’t noticed, St. Eves isn’t the most forward-thinking town, and I’m not sure that most people around here are ready to have their food and drink served up by a guy with a chain hanging from his nose. You understand what I mean?” 
 
    Ryan’s cheeks flushed and he immediately stopped fiddling with his nose stud. “Yeah, of course. If it meant I could get a job, I’d take them all out.” He looked out of the window.  “You really think you could get me an interview?” 
 
    Nathan pulled up in front of a white house with blue shutters. “This the place?” 
 
    Ryan glanced up and nodded. “Yeah, this is it. So, do you? Think you’ll be able to get me an interview, I mean.” 
 
    Nathan pulled out a card with his name and direct line number on it. “Call me tomorrow after five and I’ll let you know then, okay?” 
 
    Ryan took the card and stuck out his hand. “Thank you, DCI Costello.  You don’t how much this means to me. My dad is going to be over the moon.” 
 
    Nathan was pleased that Ryan made direct eye contact with him and shook his hand with a firm grasp.  There were few things worse than taking someone’s hand, only to feel it limp and lifeless in yours, particularly when they wouldn’t look you in the eye.  Over the years, Nathan had shaken more hands than he cared to remember and he was fairly certain that every limp, weak handshake he’d witnessed had belonged to a person of similar character. 
 
    “Well, don’t thank me too soon, I haven’t done anything yet. I’ll speak to you tomorrow, okay.” He grinned at Ryan’s beaming smile and pointed the car back to St. Eves.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    “Well, I’m glad that Ryan isn’t the killer.  He’s too cute.  But I really hope you find out who is…and soon.” Charlotte was sitting up in bed, playing a word puzzle on her tablet, with Pippin curled up beside her. “I can’t believe that’s what he wanted the £20,000 for — it makes me want to give him a hug!   
 
    “Y’know, Ava had him down as a drug lord.” Charlotte giggled and Pippin’s ears pricked up in his sleep. “You can’t entirely blame her, though.  He and Bella were acting very suspiciously when they came into the café the other day.” 
 
    “I’m going to speak to a couple of people tomorrow.” Nathan took off his shirt and put it in the laundry basket. “Hopefully, someone will have something for him.  I hope so — he deserves a break.” 
 
    “So what are you going to do now? About the finding the killer, I mean?” Charlotte put her tablet on the bedside table before lifting Pippin gently off the bed and settling him into his own. 
 
    “More questioning.  I’ll be starting on the family tomorrow. I already spoke to them all on the morning of the murder, but under the circumstances, I didn’t go in too heavy-handed. Out of respect, we’ve given them a few days before we start questioning them in earnest, but I don’t want to leave it too much longer.” 
 
    “Who are you starting with?” asked Charlotte, as she plumped up Nathan’s pillow. “If I were you, I’d start with the brother.  It’s always the one you least suspect, isn’t it? If it were me, I’d surprise him with a dawn raid on the cottage, then I’d …” 
 
    Laughing, Nathan got under the covers and pulled Charlotte down next to him. She snuggled in, her head resting on his shoulder.  
 
    “What’s so funny?” she asked. 
 
    “How many times do I have to tell you? I’m the detective in this relationship, not you. One of these days, Charlotte Denver, you’re going to feel the full force of the law if you carry on poking your nose in.” 
 
    “Am I? Actually, I’d quite like to feel the full force of the law right now.” Charlotte looked up at him with a twinkle in her eye. 
 
    “Oh, would you now? Well, we’ll have to see what we can do about that then, won’t we?”  
 
    As Charlotte squealed with delight as Nathan took her in his arms, neither of them noticed Pippin covering his eyes with his paws. 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    The next day dawned warm and bright with not a cloud in the sky and the café terrace was filling up with customers out for breakfast or morning coffee. 
 
    Charlotte was cooking the joint of beef for Sunday lunch when Jess called out to her.  
 
    “Charlotte, Rachel Potts is here.  She’d like a word with you.” 
 
    Rachel Potts! What on earth can she want? Charlotte wiped her hands on her apron and went out into the café. 
 
    “Good morning, Mrs Potts. My condolences.” 
 
    “What?” snapped Rachel.  
 
     “My condolences…on the death of your sister-in-law.” 
 
    Rachel’s face was expressionless. “Oh, yeah, right…anyway, I need to use the Wi-Fi.” 
 
    Sweaty and a little breathless, Rachel had evidently been for a run, her spandex t-shirt and shorts showcasing her trim figure. She held up her mobile phone. “We’ve lost the internet signal at the cottage, so I thought I’d try and get on here. I’m having trouble connecting to your Wi-Fi, though.  D’you you know why that might be?” she asked with irritation as she jogged on the spot.  
 
    “Well, it’s only for customers,” replied Charlotte. “If they’re eating or drinking here, I’m happy to give them the password.” She might have waived her rule had Rachel Potts been a little more agreeable but, having recently been stung by the family for the entire payment of Tom’s post-funeral celebration, she didn’t feel inclined to do so. 
 
    She could see Rachel wondering whether it was worth arguing the point, but she obviously thought better of it and ordered a lemon tea instead. “And the password.  Please,” she snapped, as an afterthought. 
 
    “My pleasure,” said Charlotte, smiling sweetly. 
 
    “Well, you don’t have to look too far to see where Bella Potts gets her manners from, do you? Or should I say, lack of them,” said Jess, once Rachel was seated at a table outside.  
 
    “Hmph,” said Charlotte. “I’ll be glad when the whole family go back to wherever it is they came from.  I hate to say it, but they really are the most disagreeable bunch of people I’ve ever had the misfortune of meeting.” 
 
    “Yes, they’re even worse than I remembered,” agreed Jess, expertly pouring a cup of choca-mocha-cappuccino to form a velvety smooth layer of foam atop the sweet, mahogany beverage. “They were always…oww! What did you do that for?” 
 
    Jess looked up to see Rachel Potts standing on the other side of the bar. 
 
    “Can I help you with something?” asked Charlotte. 
 
    “Um, yes. Look, it must be my mobile phone that has a problem.  I can’t connect to the internet from here, either. Is there any chance I could use your tablet? You do keep one here, don’t you? I’ve seen other customers using it. I wouldn’t ask, but I need to get online urgently...it’s work. And while I’m here, I’ll use the bathroom, too.  If you could get the tablet for me, I’ll be right back”.  
 
    Charlotte did indeed keep a tablet at the café, but only for her own use, or that of friends or favourite customers. Since Rachel Potts was neither she was of a mind to refuse her, but it went against the grain for her to be vindictive and she conceded.  
 
    She reached into a cupboard under the bar for the tablet and passed it to Rachel, who had reappeared in front of her. “Please be very careful with it,” she said, and was rewarded for her generosity with the briefest of thin smiles, lacking in either warmth or sincerity.  
 
    “Sorry I kicked you,” said Charlotte once Rachel was safely outside again. “I didn’t know what you were going to say next.” 
 
    “That’s okay.” Jess rubbed her ankle. “You probably did me a favour.  You know how my big mouth has a tendency to get me into trouble!”  
 
    “No, no, no, no, no! How could you do this to me! Damn you!” Rachel suddenly shouted and jumped up from the table startling the other customers and Pippin, who immediately started growling at her from his basket. 
 
    Charlotte and Jess rushed out onto the terrace. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    Rachel glared at them, a mixture of panic and desperation on her sweaty face. “No, it damn well isn’t okay!” she shouted before storming off down the footpath, almost colliding with Leo Reeves. 
 
    “My, my.  Someone got out the wrong side of the bed this morning,” said Leo as he passed by with the Sunday newspapers under his arm. “She almost knocked me flying! Wasn’t that Tom’s daughter?” 
 
    “Daughter-in-law,” said Charlotte. “Looks like she’s had a bit of bad news. Anyway, will we be seeing you for lunch later?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t miss it, my dear. I’ll be in around midday with Harry. See you then,” he replied, before continuing with his stroll up the marina, tipping his straw boater to everyone he passed. 
 
    “Sorry about the little outburst.” Charlotte apologised to the other customers as she went around the tables for a quick meet and greet, and to retrieve her tablet, which Rachel Potts had left on the table. “Hope it didn’t disturb you.” 
 
    “No, not at all,” said a middle-aged man with mousy hair and a sunburned face. “It was quite entertaining, actually. I don’t know who she was messaging but, whoever it was, they certainly knew how to wind her up.  She was furious!” 
 
    It must be exhausting to be so angry so much of the time, Charlotte thought as she went back into the kitchen. She placed sprigs of thyme over two trays of potatoes before basting them with golden olive oil and closing the oven door.  
 
    She was on her way to the bathroom when Jess called out, “I’ve got some food orders coming in a minute, just so you know.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll be as quick as I can.”   
 
    In the bathroom, someone had left a mini backpack on the side of the sink. There was nothing on it to identify it from the outside so Charlotte had to look inside for clues to the owner. There was a tube of strawberry lip-gloss, a key, and three letters. The standardised letters were all from finance and loan companies and their content was similar. 
 
    Charlotte scanned the pages, her eyes growing wide with surprise at what she saw.   
 
    “We regret to inform you that your recent application for a loan has been declined due to failure to meet our credit check.”  
 
    All the letters were addressed to Rachel Potts. 
 
    “Hey! You still awake in there?  I need a bowl of fruit granola, please, and four scrambled eggs on toast — one with bacon and grilled tomatoes.”   
 
    Charlotte laughed and opened the door.  Taking the breakfast orders from Jess, she got down to work. 
 
    Five minutes later, an extremely flustered Rachel Potts rushed into the café.  
 
    “Did you find my backpack? I must have left it in the bathroom?” 
 
    Charlotte handed it to her through the hole in the wall. 
 
    “You didn’t look inside, did you?” Rachel asked rudely, as she snatched it from Charlotte’s hand. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” said Charlotte, her sarcasm completely lost on Rachel. “And no, I didn’t look inside.” She crossed her fingers as she always did when she told a white lie. 
 
    “Good.” Rachel turned and walked out of the café without another word. 
 
    Horrible woman, thought Charlotte as she put some bacon on the griddle. Mind you, she’s probably got a lot on her mind if her loan applications are being refused. Obviously got financial troubles.  
 
    As she turned the bacon, she made a mental note to remember to tell Nathan about her latest discovery. 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    At St. Eves police station, Greg Henderson wasn’t responding well to Nathan’s questioning.  
 
    When Nathan had called at the cottage that morning, to ask if he would mind answering some questions down at the station, he’d been more than agreeable to comply with his request. Nathan had explained that he wasn’t under arrest, he was simply being asked to cooperate with the investigation — of his own free will — to help the police with their enquiries. 
 
    “So, I’ll ask you again, Mr Henderson. Can you tell me why you were opposed to your sister-in-law keeping the lottery ticket?” Nathan sat forward in his chair, chin resting on his interlocked fingers. 
 
    Greg shuffled uncomfortably in his seat, beads of perspiration forming on his forehead. How on earth do the police know about that?  “Who told you I was opposed to it?” he asked. 
 
    “Let’s just say that you were overheard discussing the matter with certain members of your family,” said Nathan. He had no intention of telling Greg that Charlotte was the source of the information.  
 
    Greg ran his hands through his unruly mop of cinnamon hair, clutching it in his fists. “Look, I didn’t trust Miranda, but I didn’t kill her.” 
 
    Nathan surveyed him closely. “Who said anything about killing her, Mr Henderson? I’m merely trying to establish why you had an objection to her safeguarding the lottery ticket.” 
 
    Greg swallowed hard and focused his attention on the large mirror on the wall. “I’m just a little nervous, that’s all.” He cleared his throat before turning to face Nathan. “Okay, okay.  I’m not sorry she’s dead, but I’m not the only one who feels that way. I didn’t trust her, either.  She hadn’t worked for over two years — she’d been claiming incapacity benefits for a back injury she never had.”  
 
    He gave a bitter laugh. “And what with everything else she was illegally claiming for, believe me when I tell you that she had more money coming her way every month than me and Victoria put together. It made me sick that we worked so hard for our measly wages, and she did nothing but sit on her backside and watch the money come rolling in. Even then, she wasn’t satisfied. She never had enough — always wanted more. That’s why I didn’t trust her with the ticket.  I wouldn’t have put it past her to go off and claim the prize money and keep it for herself. 
 
    “She was always complaining that she didn’t have a job or a man to support her, and how she had to rely on handouts. She resented that we all had jobs with pension funds.  She couldn’t see that she could have had that, too, if only she hadn’t been so damned lazy...and dishonest.  Believe me, she was a nasty piece of work.” 
 
    “What exactly do you mean by that?” asked Nathan. 
 
    Greg looked as if he wished he’d kept his mouth shut. He gave a heavy sigh. “She was not a nice person. I mean, none of us are perfect, but she was…evil, almost. It was as though she took pleasure in hurting other people.” 
 
    “Care to elaborate?”  
 
    “This won’t get back to Ellis, will it?” asked Greg. “He’d be furious if he knew I was talking about Miranda like this. They were very close.  Must have been the twin connection, I guess.” 
 
    Nathan shook his head. “Unless you’re going to tell me something which later proves to be pertinent to the solving of this case, no, it won’t get back to Mr Potts.”  
 
    “Okay…well, take me and Rachel, for example. Ever since I married Victoria and she married Ellis, Miranda was forever telling them that we weren’t good enough to be part of the Potts family — that they’d married beneath themselves. You wouldn’t believe the things she would say, but she was so spiteful, she’d reduce Rachel to tears at times.” 
 
    He rubbed his forehead and took a sip of water.   
 
    “And that’s not all. She would contrive situations that would leave us alone together and…erm…she’d make inappropriate advances towards me. Physical advances, I mean. Of course, I never reciprocated — she repulsed me in every way, but you know what they say about a woman scorned. And oh my God, she was about as scorned as they come!  She told Victoria and the others that I’d come on to her, but that she’d refused me because…well, let’s just say that she made some very disparaging remarks about certain parts of my anatomy, and my lack of sexual prowess.”  He stopped to take another sip of water, face flushed from his revelations. 
 
    “Thank God, Victoria never believed her for a second and neither did Rachel, but I’m not so sure about Ellis. Miranda had him so firmly twisted around her little finger that in his eyes, she could do no wrong. Her accusations caused a rift between me and Ellis for a long time, that’s for sure.”  He eyes darted around the room.  “And that’s it, that’s all I have to tell you.”  
 
    Nathan didn’t like it when people didn’t look him in the eye when they spoke to him. Not only was it the height of bad manners, but it also made him think they were trying to hide something from him.  
 
    “Mr Henderson. Could you look at me when you’re speaking, please? Thank you. I’m sorry, what did you just say?” 
 
    Greg looked at the table. “I said that I’ve told you everything.” 
 
    Nathan leaned forward. “I’m sorry to be so particular, but if you could just look at me, please?” 
 
    “Huh? You gone deaf, or something?” asked Greg, the colour creeping up from his shirt collar.  
 
    “Mr Henderson.” Nathan stood up and dug his hands deep into his pocket as he strolled around the room. “Let me tell you what I think. I think you’re keeping something from me. Call it a hunch, but my hunches are usually excellent.   
 
    “Now, I can’t force you to tell me anything, but if you give me reason to think that you’re withholding information that may help to solve this case, then you’re going to find yourself with a big problem. Me.” He leaned against the wall and watched Greg closely.   
 
    Without warning, Greg put his head in his hands and burst into tears. Nathan and Fiona glanced at each other and Nathan shook his head, wordlessly telling her not to approach Greg Henderson just yet.  
 
    When he looked up, the tears still spilling form his eyes, Fiona slid a box of tissues across the table to him. Greg took one and, shaking his head, looked down at his lap. Nathan could see that he was trying hard to keep himself together.  
 
    A minute or two passed before Nathan asked, “Are you okay to continue, Mr Henderson?” 
 
    Greg nodded. 
 
    “Do you have something to tell me?” 
 
    Greg dragged his shirt-sleeve across his eyes. “Me and Victoria — we’re trying for a baby. We’ve been trying for years, but it just won’t happen. We’ve decided that if we want to get pregnant before we’re too old, fertility treatment is our only option. Thing is, because we don’t qualify to get the treatment paid for, we have to pay for it ourselves. Have you any idea how much it costs?” He shook his head again. “We don’t earn a lot.  I’m an insurance claims adjuster and Vic’s a sales assistant.  We’re both working all the hours God sends to get the money together for the treatment, but we’ve still got a long way to go before we have enough.”  
 
    He took a couple of deep breaths before looking Nathan square in the eye. “I didn’t tell you before because after Miranda was killed, I thought it would put me in the frame. Obviously, when we found out about the lottery ticket, me and Vic were over the moon, but neither of us would have killed Miranda for the money.  Incidentally, we haven’t told anyone about the treatment, so I’d appreciate it if we could keep it between the three of us,” he said, looking from Nathan to Fiona. 
 
    Nathan nodded. “Okay, Mr Henderson. You’ve been very helpful. If you can think of anything else that you think might help with the investigation, please let me know. Thank you for your time.” Nathan concluded the interview for the benefit of the tape and shook Greg’s hand.  
 
    “Actually, there is one other thing,” said Greg, suddenly.  He repeated his request that he could talk without fear of his words being repeated to Ellis, and on this occasion, Rachel also.    
 
    “I don’t even know if this is relevant, but I’m telling you because I know that Victoria most likely won’t mention it when you question her, out of loyalty to Ellis, even though they don’t get on most of the time.” 
 
    “Go on,” said Nathan. 
 
    “Well, because Victoria and I have been trying so hard to get the money together for the treatment, we’ve both been taking on extra jobs.  I’ve been doing some home-shopping deliveries for the local supermarket at the weekends and in the evenings, and Vic’s been cleaning for a few of our friends. And for Ellis and Rachel.” He stopped for more water. 
 
    “Anyway, she was cleaning at Ellis and Rachel’s a few months ago when she found a mobile phone behind the bedside cabinet. She knows she shouldn’t have, but out of curiosity, she switched it on. There were some text messages and some photos on it.” Clearly embarrassed, he stopped speaking.  
 
    “And?” prompted Nathan. 
 
    “There were texts between Ellis and a woman, and, um, photos that left very little to the imagination. Vic was horrified. Not only because he’s her brother, but because he’s always been the respectable one in the family —  difficult to believe, sometimes, I know —  and he and Rachel have always seemed so strong together. The texts and the pictures too, I suppose, were obviously from someone he’s met on his travels.  Did you know he’s a pilot?  
 
    “From the texts, it was pretty obvious that the woman has been threatening to tell Rachel about their affair unless Ellis gives her some money.  Now, I don’t know much about their financial situation, but I do know that a pilot’s wage is pretty impressive.  And Rachel’s an accountant for a law firm, so she must be earning a decent wage, too.  
 
    “Anyway, if this woman is after money, I don’t know how Ellis would be able to get hold of it to give to her without Rachel finding out. She handles all their finances, y’see, so she’d know immediately if Ellis took any money out of their account.” 
 
    Nathan listened with interest. Greg and Victoria Henderson could do with some extra cash going their way because of the fertility treatment. Ellis Potts could do with some extra cash going his way because he was, apparently, being blackmailed. They all had a motive.  
 
    Nathan wondered how many others were also keeping secrets. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    After questioning Greg, Nathan, true to his word, set about finding Ryan a job.  
 
    After briefly considering who he should contact first, he decided on Will Goss, the owner of The Bottle of Beer, a music bar on the marina, popular with younger clientele and the surfing crowd that frequented St. Eves.  
 
    After exchanging pleasantries, he quickly told him about Ryan’s situation and asked if there was any possibility of him being given a trial for a job.  
 
    “You know me, Nate. I’m always on the lookout for hard-working staff. When can he come and see me?” 
 
    “That’s great! He’s calling me later, so you tell me when you want to meet with him and I’ll let him know.” 
 
    “Let’s say tomorrow evening at six.  And tell him he’d better not be late, or he won’t make it through the door!”  Will laughed, but Nathan knew he meant what he said. Despite his laid-back attitude, Will would not tolerate tardiness from any of his staff. 
 
    “I’ll be sure to tell him.  Thanks, Will, I appreciate it. Talk soon, bye.” Nathan was pleased that he’d be able to give Ryan good news when he called him later.  
 
    ººººººº 
 
    Over on the marina, Charlotte and Jess were rushed off their feet. It was Easter Sunday and the place was packed.   
 
    To help accommodate the line of people waiting for tables, Leo and Harry had offered to share theirs with a young couple and Ava, Harriett and Betty had given up their table for a smaller one to allow a family of five to sit together.  
 
    “Oh, I do love all this coming together to help each other!” said Ava. “It reminds me of the wartime spirit.” 
 
    “What do you know about the ‘wartime spirit’?” asked Harriett, through a mouthful of cauliflower cheese. “You weren’t born until 1943.” 
 
    “Oh, shush,” said Ava, crossly. “I may have been very young when the war ended, but I distinctly remember my mother running with me in her arms to the air raid shelter, and the camaraderie of everyone as we all huddled together in that hole in the ground. I remember the laughter, and the singing, and the cheering when the all-clear siren sounded. So you see, my dear Harriett, I do remember the wartime spirit, thank you very much.”  
 
    She turned her back on her friend and sulkily cut into a crispy roast potato.  
 
    “Oh, come on, Ava.  I was only pulling your leg,” said Harriett. “Don’t be such a sourpuss.  You’ll spoil your lunch.” 
 
    “If it makes you feel any better, we can have a quick chorus of ‘It’s a Long Way to Tipperary’ if you like?” said Betty seriously, her usually mischievous eyes solemn. The perpetual peacekeeper, she hated anything to upset the harmony of the group.  
 
    Ava looked at Betty, then at Harriett, and burst out laughing. It wasn’t long before they were all helpless with laughter, along with most of their fellow diners who were also wiping away the tears.  
 
    “Oh, good heavens!” said Ava as soon as she could catch her breath. “Why is it, I wonder, that laughter is so contagious?” 
 
    The smile suddenly vanished from Harriett’s face.  “Don’t look now,” she said.  “The glum bunch are heading this way.” 
 
    Ava and Betty turned to see Ryan and Bella walking down the marina, making a beeline for the café.  
 
    “Honestly, there should be a law that says sullen faces are not allowed in public places, especially on a beautiful day like today, They’re making me feel miserable,” said Ava.  
 
    “Oh, Ava.  Don’t be so mean! After all, the poor girl has recently suffered a bereavement,” reminded Betty. 
 
    “Well, from what I’ve heard,” said Harriett, laying her cutlery down on her plate and daintily dabbing at her mouth with a serviette, “she couldn’t stand her Aunt Miranda. In fact, it seems no one liked her, except that brother of hers.”  
 
    As Ryan and Bella stepped onto the terrace, Jess appeared from inside the café, carrying two plates laden with roast beef and all the trimmings.  
 
    “Wow! That looks great,” said Ryan as he stood aside to let her pass. “You look pretty busy, though…maybe we should come back later?” 
 
    “Good afternoon, both of you.” Jess greeted Ryan and Bella with a smile as she cleared tables ready to seat waiting customers. “If you want a table for lunch, there’s quite a few ahead of you, I’m afraid, but you can eat at the bar if you’d like to.” 
 
    The young couple looked at each other and shrugged. “Okay, said Ryan. “Suits us.” 
 
    “Hi.” Charlotte called from the kitchen as they settled themselves at the bar. “As you can see, it’s a little hectic right now but we’ll be with you just as soon as we can.” 
 
    At that moment, Garrett and Laura’s nephew, Mike, walked in, having received Charlotte’s call for help half an hour earlier. “Okay, I’m here, Charlotte.  What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “Oh, Mike — thank goodness! If you can work the bar, please, that’ll free Jess up a little bit.  And thanks for coming down at such short notice.” 
 
    “No worries.”  At eighteen, Mike was a good worker, albeit a little awkward at times with older customers. He was in his element with people of his own age, though, and immediately began chatting comfortably with Ryan and Bella as he got them their drinks and began washing dirty glasses.  
 
    “So, you here for much longer?” he asked Bella.  Even though she wasn’t from St. Eves, she and her family had made quite an impression on the local residents since their arrival. 
 
    “Dunno.” Bella stirred her lemonade and blackcurrant cordial with a straw. “Sounds like we’ll be here for a few more days, at least. It’s a good thing it’s the Easter break or my mum and dad would be getting fined right about now for keeping me and Brandon out of school.” 
 
    “I haven’t seen your brother around,” said Mike. “You should get him out in the evening.  We could all have some fun.” 
 
    Bella made a face. “Doubtful. The only thing Brandon likes having fun with is his phone.  He’s on it pretty much 24/7. Anyway, he’s a mummy’s boy.  He wouldn’t last five minutes on a night out with me!” 
 
    “Now, that, I can believe!” Mike grinned as he, Bella and Ryan all high-fived each other.  “Sorry to hear about your aunt, by the way.”  
 
    Bella shrugged. “No biggie. I couldn’t stand her. None of us could.”  
 
    “You two want to eat?” Charlotte called through the hole in the wall. “This roast beef is disappearing fast, so if you want Sunday lunch, you’d better let me know and I’ll keep two portions aside for you?” 
 
    “Yeah, please,” replied Ryan. “Just put us in the queue and we’ll eat it whenever you can get round to us.” 
 
    Charlotte nodded and continued with the busy lunchtime service. 
 
    “So, what’s going on with the missing lottery ticket?” asked Mike, as he worked his way through an ever-increasing mountain of dirty glasses. When news of the ticket had first come to light it had been the talk of the town and following Miranda Potts’ murder, it had become an even hotter topic of conversation. 
 
    “Well, I’ll tell you what I think,” said Bella. “Or rather, what I don’t think. I don’t think there is a lottery ticket. I think granddad Tom made the whole thing up just to spite us.”  
 
    “What? Why would he do that?” said Mike.  
 
    “Because he wanted to teach his kids a lesson.  That’s what Mum and Aunty Victoria are saying, anyway. They’re saying that it would be just like him to play a mean trick like that.” 
 
    “Well, he never struck me as being mean — not at all. Exactly the opposite, in fact,” said Mike, who, like everyone else in St. Eves, had adored Tom and was shocked that Bella would say such a thing. 
 
    “Okay, so if the old man didn’t make the whole thing up, where’s the ticket? We’ve turned that cottage upside down and inside out looking for it, and it’s nowhere.  I’m telling you, it’s a big, fat lie.  Granddad Tom obviously had a weird sense of humour.” 
 
    Charlotte, who was listening in the kitchen, was glad to hear Mike sticking up for Tom. She would have dearly loved to give Bella Potts a piece of her mind but was too busy to get involved right now. She plated up two lunches and, on seeing that Jess was seating another six diners, took them out to Ryan and Bella herself. 
 
    “Thanks, this looks great,” said Ryan, tucking his lank hair behind his ears before picking up his cutlery.   
 
    For Bella, the embarrassment of being taken to task by Jess for her bad manners was still fresh in her mind.  Anxious to avoid a repeat performance, she murmured a quiet ‘thank you’ as Charlotte put the plate down in front of her. 
 
    As the pair tucked into their lunch, the conversation turned to other things. 
 
    “Did you hear about the freak who’s going around the clubs in St. Matlock, spiking girls’ drinks?” said Mike, referring to the largest town within practical travelling distance for a night out. “Don’t know if you ever go that far, but if you do, keep your eye on your drink,” he warned Bella. 
 
    “Huh, I’d like to see someone try to spike my drink.” She jumped off her bar stool and struck a martial arts pose in front of Ryan. “If anyone tried anything funny with me, they’d be regretting it pretty soon afterwards. Hiii-yah!” 
 
    Mike and Ryan laughed. “So you reckon you could look after yourself if you needed to?” asked Mike. 
 
    “She definitely could,” said Ryan. “She’s just got her … what is it, Bella?” 
 
    “My brown belt in judo,” she said proudly. “I reckon I could take any guy who was looking for trouble. I was Regional Junior Champion, y’know.” She hoisted herself back onto her stool and continued with her lunch. 
 
    “Wow! I’m seriously impressed,” said Mike.  
 
    “Yeah, she may be pint-sized, but she’s really deadly!” said Ryan, as he fought off Bella’s playful punches. “Ow, that one hurt!” 
 
    “Yeah, well, that’s for not calling and telling me where you were last night. I was worried sick.” Bella pouted.  
 
    “Oh, man! I told you, I couldn’t call you.” Ryan dropped his voice to a whisper. “Can we please just change the subject?” 
 
    Ryan didn’t want the whole of St. Eves knowing that he’d spent most of the previous evening at the police station. There were already enough accusations and theories about the murder flying around the place as it was — he certainly didn’t want his name to be added to the mix. 
 
    Bella pushed her plate away. “Okay, whatever. Just as long as you know that I didn’t ask my mum about the money last night, because I couldn’t focus on anything with you missing. If you can promise me that you won’t go walkabout again, I’ll ask her tonight.” 
 
    Ryan grinned. “Okay.  I promise.” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    At precisely three minutes past five, Ryan called Nathan.  
 
    “Hello, it’s Ryan Benson here.” 
 
    “Oh, hi, Ryan. Good news. Can you be at The Bottle of Beer tomorrow at six?  You can? That’s great. When you get there, ask for Will.  He’ll be expecting you — and listen, don’t be late, okay?  If you are, you can forget about the job.  Will’s a stickler for timekeeping.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to say.  Thank you so much.”  
 
    “Don’t say anything.  Just get the job and do yourself and your dad proud,” said Nathan, a smile in his voice. 
 
    He was glad to have been able to help.  
 
    ººººººº 
 
    Nathan had just started his second interview of the day.  
 
    Across the table sat Ellis Potts, his dark crew cut glistening with styling wax. Unlike his brother-in-law, Ellis was cool and calm, and it occurred to Nathan that the ability to remain unflustered under pressure must surely be a pre-requisite for a pilot.  
 
    “Okay, Mr Potts. Can you tell me how you felt about the fact that certain members of your family disagreed with Miranda keeping the lottery ticket for safekeeping?” 
 
    Ellis visibly bristled at the question. “I don’t know what you mean,” he said tersely.  
 
    “Oh, you don’t? Well, that’s strange, because on the afternoon of your father’s funeral celebration, at least fifty people heard your brother-in-law, Greg, and your sister Victoria, raise objections to Miranda keeping the ticket…and to you defending her, Mr Potts.” 
 
    Ellis looked at him in disbelief. “Of course I was defending her.  She was sister!  My twin sister!  What on earth is this all about?” 
 
    “Mr Potts, I would imagine that an airline pilot’s salary is pretty impressive. Is that the case?” asked Nathan, changing tack.  
 
    “I do okay,” replied Ellis, puzzled at the line of questioning. 
 
    “I see. It must be an amazing job, flying the world. Meeting new people, new friends,” said Nathan. “The thing is, new friends can often be so demanding of one’s time, don’t you find, Mr Potts?” 
 
    Ellis eyed him suspiciously, and for the first time, began to squirm in his chair. “Listen, I agreed to come in for questioning because you said it could help find Miranda’s killer but I really don’t see how you asking me ridiculous questions about my salary and my job is going to help. Now, will you either please ask me something that is relevant to this case, or damn well let me go!” he shouted.  
 
    Nathan observed Ellis as his mood changed from laid-back to highly agitated in a matter of seconds. Interesting, he thought. 
 
    “All I’m trying to do is ascertain who was in such desperate need of money that they were prepared to kill for it,” said Nathan, walking around to Ellis’s side of the table and pulling up a chair next to him. “And you’re free to go whenever you like, Mr Potts.  You’re not under arrest.” 
 
    Ellis gave him a sideways glance. “Am I a suspect?” 
 
    Nathan nodded. “Yes, you are, and until we can rule you out as a suspect, you will remain as one.” 
 
    Ellis became agitated again. “Listen to me! You don’t understand. Miranda was the only one I really trusted.  She would never have betrayed me and I would never have hurt her!” His eyes darted from Nathan to Fiona in desperation. 
 
    “If my company find out that I’m a suspect in a murder case, how do you think it’s going to look? I could lose my job, for God’s sake. Look, I promise you — I had nothing to do with Miranda’s murder. She was looking out for me.  You have no idea …” 
 
    “No idea about what, Mr Potts?”  
 
    Ellis threw his head back and flung his arms across his face. “Okay, okay … if it puts me in the clear, I’ll tell you, but you must give me your word that you will never tell Rachel.” 
 
    This family has an awful lot of secrets from each other, thought Nathan. “I’m not about to start making indiscriminate promises, Mr Potts, but I will give you my word that I will not tell Mrs Potts what you are about to say, unless the need to do so becomes absolutely imperative to the solving of this case.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s the best answer I’m going to get from you?” asked Ellis. 
 
    “It is,” replied Nathan. 
 
    Ellis rubbed his palms together and blew out a deep breath. “Okay…I don’t know what’s going on with Rachel but she’s been so distracted, I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s seeing someone else. She hasn’t been interested in me for months, that’s for sure — not in the bedroom, anyway.  It’s like she doesn’t understand me anymore, like she’s forgotten that I’m a red-blooded guy…forgotten that I have needs. You know what I mean, Detective?” 
 
    Behind him, Fiona rolled her eyes with contempt. 
 
    “Carry on,” said Nathan, disregarding Ellis’s question.   
 
    “So anyway, I met a woman — Cristina — last year during a stopover in Madrid. It was just friendly conversation to begin with, but it, er, it became more than that after we’d met a few times…if you know what I mean. We got together after a one-night-stand.  I know I shouldn’t have, but I couldn’t resist her.  She was so passionate, so sexy.”  He shook his head.   
 
    “I rented an apartment for her near the airport in Madrid so that we’d be able to spend time together more easily, but it wasn’t easy at all.  I had to open a separate bank account without telling Rachel and arrange for all my bonuses to be paid into it. They’re what pay the rent on the apartment.” 
 
    He stopped and drank a whole glass of water. 
 
    “Anyway, a couple of months ago, Cristina began pressuring me to leave Rachel and move in with her. I told her it’s not practical for me to live in Spain.  My kids and my job are in England, you know? Well, she went mad, telling me that she was going to find out my home number and tell Rachel about us. I couldn’t let that happen.  If Rachel even dreamed that I was seeing another woman, she’d string me up by my…er, sorry.”  He turned and apologised to Fiona who was eyeing him with intense dislike. “Let’s just say she’d take me to the cleaners and I’d end up with nothing. 
 
    “Anyway, I eventually persuaded Cristina not to involve Rachel and she let it drop. Or so I thought. Next thing I knew, she told me that she wouldn’t tell her about us providing I give her €10,000 when I go back there next month. €10,000! That’s more than £7,000. There’s no way I can get access to that kind of money without Rachel finding out. That’s why I couldn’t believe our luck when I found out about the lottery ticket and why I wanted Miranda to be the one to look after it. You see, I’d already told her about Cristina. She’s the only one I told. I told her about her demanding money from me and how I didn’t know what the hell I was going to do.  
 
    “When Dad died, I knew we’d all be getting some money from the will, but Rachel would know the exact amount. With the lottery winnings, if we were careful, the only person who would know exactly how much there was would be Miranda and, from the minute we found out about the ticket, we were already thinking along the same lines.  She was going to make sure it was her who checked the numbers, her who had all the dealings with the lottery claim, and her who collected the winnings. She was going to make sure that I got what I needed to pay Cristina off before anyone else got their share.” 
 
    Ellis looked Nathan in the eye. 
 
    “So do you see now? There’s no way that I had anything to do with my sister’s murder. I had too much at stake to kill her. Without Miranda and that damn lottery ticket, I don’t know what the hell I’m going to do.” His shoulders sagged and he slumped, dejectedly, in his chair. 
 
    “Okay, Mr Potts. I think we’ll leave it there. Thanks for coming in.” Nathan concluded the interview for the benefit of the tape and watched as Fiona escorted Ellis from the room. 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    Bella Potts watched her mother closely.  
 
    If she ever needed to borrow money, she always gauged her mum’s mood by how well her online poker game was going.  
 
    If she was upbeat, that meant she was winning and more likely to be receptive to requests to borrow money but if she was snappy and irritable, it meant she was losing, and most definitely not receptive to requests to borrow money, or anything else for that matter.  
 
    Bella sat on the couch, reading a magazine. Actually, she wasn’t reading it at all.  It was just a prop to disguise the fact that she was carrying out surveillance on her mother. Her Uncle Greg and Aunt Victoria had gone for a drink, her dad had gone to bed with a migraine and Brandon was upstairs playing a shoot-em-up game on his phone. She wasn’t going to get a better opportunity to talk to her mother alone about borrowing the money for Ryan, so she was going to have to take it before it passed her by and the moment was lost. 
 
    “Yes, yes, yesssss! I win!” Rachel punched the air and stretched out her back. She’d been sitting hunched over her mobile phone for over two hours.  
 
    “That’s great, Mum.” Bella congratulated her and joined her on the couch. “Can I get you a drink?  Cup of tea, coffee — something stronger?” 
 
    Rachel eyed her daughter suspiciously. “Okay, what’s going on?”  
 
    Bella took a deep breath.  It was now or never. 
 
    “Mum, I need to ask you something.” 
 
    “Oh, God, I know that whiny voice. How much d’you need to borrow?” Rachel smiled at her daughter and gently pulled one of her pigtails.  
 
    “Um, look, promise you won’t go mad,” said Bella.  
 
    “Bella, just tell me.  If I’ve got enough in my purse, and you need it for a good reason, you can borrow it.” 
 
    “Well, it’s definitely for a good reason, but I very much doubt you’ll have enough in your purse,” replied Bella, looking around the room. 
 
    “Why, how much do you want?” 
 
    Bella took a deep breath. “£20,000.” There, she’d said it. It hadn’t been too bad at all.  
 
    Rachel frowned.  “£20,000? Are you mad? What the hell d’you need £20,000 for?” Her voice was becoming louder and louder. 
 
    “Mum, you said you wouldn’t go mad.”  
 
    “Actually, I didn’t.  Now tell me, what do you need that much money for? Oh, my God! That Ryan has got you into trouble, has he?” 
 
    “Mum! No, of course not.”  Bella blushed scarlet. 
 
    “Well, thank God for that,” said Rachel. “What then?” 
 
    “It’s so that Ryan can go to college and to pay for home care for his dad while he’s away.” 
 
    Rachel looked at her daughter, her expression immediately changing from one of pure benevolence to sheer malevolence. She tapped her fingers against the side of her ears.  
 
    “Sorry, love.  You’ll have to say that again. For a minute there, I thought you said that you wanted to borrow £20,000 so that Ryan can go to college and his dad can have a nurse come to the house every day?”  
 
    Her voice was loaded with sarcasm and there was an edge to it that made Bella feel decidedly uncomfortable. 
 
    “Um, yes, I did…but it sounded sooo much better in my head.”  She gave a feeble laugh. “Perhaps I should have waited until after we know how much granddad Tom has left us in his will.” 
 
    Rachel grabbed her arm and pulled her daughter close to her.  
 
    “Ow, let go … Mum, you’re hurting me!” Bella wrestled to pull away but her mother’s grip was strong. 
 
    “Now you listen to me, you ungrateful little bitch. You think money grows on trees? You think me and your father have a bottomless pit of money that we just dip into whenever you or your brother want something? Do you?” She shook Bella hard.  
 
    “We work for our money.  Something you wouldn’t know anything about.  And every penny we earn goes towards paying for us to have a better life, not your good-for-nothing boyfriend and his damned father!  
 
    “Whatever is in your granddad’s will is for this family —  our family —  and if I find out that a penny of it has gone elsewhere, you can’t even begin to imagine the problem you’re going to have. My God, Bella, you need to get your priorities right, you really do.”  
 
    She let go of Bella’s arm and the young girl jumped up from the couch, quickly putting as much distance between her and her mother as she could.  
 
    As if nothing had happened, Rachel calmly settled back down on the couch and picked up her phone again.  Without looking up, and completely without remorse, she said, “Now get out of my sight, before I do something I really regret.” 
 
    Bella rushed into the bathroom. Tears stung her eyes and when she looked at her arm in the mirror, she saw that a large bruise was already visible. Sitting down heavily on the toilet she rubbed her arm, inwardly cursing her mother.  
 
    “Hurry up.  I have to go!” Brandon banged on the door.  
 
    “Get lost!” Bella shouted.  
 
    “I need to pee! Let me in!” His voice became urgent and Bella allowed herself a brief moment of enjoyment, knowing that her brother was on the point of embarrassing himself.  
 
    “Bella, if you don’t let me in right now, I’m going to call Mum!” 
 
    Bella jumped off the toilet and flung open the door, pushing her brother aside. Running to the bedroom she’d bagged for herself since her Aunt Miranda’s unfortunate demise, she threw herself on the bed and fumed, trying to figure out what had caused her mum to have a major freak-out.  
 
    She wallowed in self-pity until she became bored with it. Recalling one of her dad’s favourite sayings, she told herself, “Self-pity is for losers, and I ain’t no loser.”  
 
    Jumping up from the bed, she looked in the mirror again. The bruise was turning purple. She dried her tears and her thoughts became vengeful.  
 
    How dare Mum put her hands on me like that? How dare she? I’ll show her. She’s gonna to be sorry. Oh, yeah, is she gonna be sorry … 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    The trouble with knowing someone as well as Nathan knew Charlotte was that it became very difficult to keep secrets from them.  
 
    Not that Nathan couldn’t keep secrets from Charlotte — he could when he wanted to but he figured that, as far as she was concerned, it was actually best to share some of his information with her.  
 
    He’d come to this decision very recently, in the hope that if she knew he was making progress with his enquiries, she wouldn’t feel the need to take it upon herself to go out like some vigilante crime-solver late at night…as had been the case during the last murder investigation in St. Eves.  
 
    He didn’t tell her everything, just enough to let her know that the case was moving along nicely. There was a definite method in his madness. 
 
    “So you’ve ruled out Ellis Potts and his brother-in-law?” Charlotte sat, cross-legged on the floor playing tug-o-war with Pippin and a rope toy. “I’m surprised about Ellis.  He strikes me as having murderous tendencies.” She shivered. 
 
    “No, we haven’t completely ruled them out,” said Nathan as he pulled on his trainers in preparation for a run, “but now that I’ve questioned them, let’s just say that neither of them are the prime suspect at the moment. Of course, it’s not beyond the realms of possibility that they’ve both pulled the wool over my eyes, but if that’s the case, they’re very convincing actors. 
 
    “I’ll tell you one thing, though.  The more people I speak to, the more I realize how disliked Miranda Potts really was. It’s pretty obvious that Greg couldn’t stand her, but after speaking to Ellis, I’m not convinced he liked her, either. I get the impression that he was just using her to get what he wanted.” 
 
    “And you say he has a woman tucked away in Spain, and he’s convinced that his wife is seeing someone else, too?” Charlotte threw the rope toy for Pippin and he raced after it, skidding on the wooden floor. 
 
    “Well, he’s not certain she’s seeing someone else,” said Nathan, “but she’s not paying him much attention and she’s been very distracted, so he assumes she is.”   
 
    “Of course, if she is, that would explain her hissy-fit at the café this morning,” said Charlotte. “I could only hear her side of things, but it sounded very much like she was arguing with someone who could have been a lover. I remember her saying, “’How could you do this to me?’, as though she’d just had some bad news. 
 
    “And on the subject of bad news, she left her backpack at the café and when I looked inside, I saw three letters from loan companies, all refusing her credit. She obviously needs some money for something.” 
 
    Nathan looked up from tying his laces. “Does she, now? That’s interesting. Although why would Bella Potts be telling Ryan that her parents have got pots of money if they haven’t?” 
 
    “Maybe she was referring to the money they’re going to get from Tom’s estate. Or maybe she doesn’t know they have problems.  I would guess that most parents don’t share their financial difficulties with their children.” 
 
    “You’re definitely in the wrong job, Charlotte.”  Nathan grinned. “Okay, I’m going — be back in around forty minutes.”  
 
    He bent and kissed the top of her head and threw the toy that Pippin had just brought back. 
 
    “Take care.”  A frown creased Charlotte’s brow and she pulled Pippin onto her lap for a cuddle.  The thought that a murderer was still on the loose in St. Eves was becoming more distressing by the day. 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    The following Tuesday, Charlotte was peeling carrots when her mobile phone rang. The number was a local one but she didn’t recognize it.   
 
    “Good morning, Miss Denver. My name is Alexander Young, from Beckett, Young and Davies — the firm handling the estate of Mr Thomas Potts. I’m calling to inform you that you have been named as a beneficiary in Mr Potts’ will and, as such, I wonder if it would be convenient for you to attend the reading of said will at four-thirty tomorrow afternoon?” 
 
    “Me?” said Charlotte. “Are you sure you’ve got the right person?” 
 
    “You are Miss Charlotte Denver of 26, Northwicket Road, are you not?” 
 
    “Er, yes.” 
 
    “Then I have the right person,” said the man in a cheery voice. 
 
    “Oh.  Wow. Okay. What time did you say, again?”  
 
    “Four-thirty.  Is that convenient?” 
 
    “Um, not really.  I have a café on the marina and we don’t close until six.  Is there another time I could come?” 
 
    “Well, in that case, how about six-thirty?  I’m sure the rest of the beneficiaries will be happy to accommodate you,” said Mr Young. 
 
    I doubt that very much, thought Charlotte as she searched for a pen to take down the address of the solicitor’s office. 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    Charlotte and Nathan arrived at the office at twenty-five past six the following evening. She and Jess had cleared up in double-quick time before Nathan had picked her up and she’d dropped Pippin off at home.  She’d asked Nathan if he could spare half an hour to go with her. She hated anything official like this.  
 
    The offices were in an attractive building at the far end of the high street. She pressed the buzzer marked Beckett, Young and Davies on the panel next to the shiny, dark-blue front door and waited for an answer.  
 
    “Good evening, Beckett, Young and Davies.”  A welcoming voice that went up on the first syllable of ‘Davies’, answered. 
 
    “Oh, hello. This is Charlotte Denver.  I have an appointment with Mr Young at six-thirty.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, Miss Denver.” A woman’s voice crackled out of the speaker. “Push the door and turn right. Then follow the corridor until you come to the red door. I’ll buzz you in.”  
 
    A minute later, Charlotte was knocking on the red door, which was answered swiftly by a smiling, elegant woman in an emerald green, tailored trouser suit.  
 
    “Please, come in and take a seat. Mr Young will be out to see you shortly.”  
 
    No sooner had they made themselves comfortable in the squashy couches along the wall, than a door leading off the room opened, and an elderly man with deep laughter lines around his eyes and a completely bald head came towards them, his hand extended. 
 
    “Hello, I’m Alexander Young.  I’m very pleased to meet you.”  
 
    “This is Nathan Costello.” Charlotte introduced him. “I hope you don’t mind that I brought someone with me?” 
 
    “Ah, the Detective Chief Inspector, if I’m not mistaken? Delighted to meet you. No, no, not at all,” said the solicitor. “The more, the merrier, I always say.  
 
    “Now, come into the office and we’ll get started. I should mention that Mr Potts’ family are already here, and although they know that someone else is attending the reading, they don’t know who it is. I wasn’t sure of the relationship between you, if any, so thought it best to say nothing until you arrived.” 
 
    Charlotte suddenly felt queasy. “There is no relationship between us. I barely know them.” 
 
    Alexander Young patted her arm. “No matter, I’m sure their barks are much worse than their bites,” he said jovially, as he led them into his office. 
 
    I wouldn’t bet on it, thought Charlotte.  
 
    The inner office was light and airy.  The early evening sunlight streamed through the large floor-to-ceiling windows, at which hung pale-lemon silk curtains, fluttering in the light breeze that blew through an open pane. 
 
    Alexander Young pulled up another chair for Nathan. “Please, sit down, Mr Costello.” Turning to Tom’s family, he said, “Well, I understand that you know Miss Denver, so no introductions are necessary.”  
 
    He looked pleasantly from Charlotte’s nauseous expression to the fearsome faces next to her and his smiled dimmed slightly.  He cleared his throat.  “Right, well, let’s get started, shall we?  Incidentally, Mr Costello is simply accompanying Miss Denver — he is not here in the capacity of beneficiary.” 
 
    “What the hell are they doing here?” Ellis Potts was so furious, his face had turned puce.  
 
    “I bet she forced Dad to put her in the will when he was ill. She probably only got to know him just before he was taken into hospital.  I bet she’d never wasted her time on him before that,” said Victoria with a sneer. 
 
    Charlotte jumped to her feet. “How dare you say that!  I knew your dad for almost eight years and I thought the world of him! Everyone did — he was one of most wonderful men I’ve ever met and I miss him every, single day. How on earth he ever fathered children like you, I’ll never know.  You’re disgusting, and an embarrassment to his memory!”  
 
    She sat down with a thud, the sound of the Potts family’s insults ringing in her ears. She looked straight ahead, her cheeks burning and tears pricking her eyelids, and when she could trust herself to speak, she apologised to the solicitor. “I’m so sorry, Mr Young. There’s no excuse for behaviour like that.”  She was furious with herself for losing her temper. 
 
    She took Nathan’s hand and held it tightly. She dared not look at him, because she knew she’d burst into tears if she did. He squeezed it back, and she felt comforted. 
 
    “Oh, don’t even give it a thought, Miss Denver,” said the solicitor, kindly.  “I’ve had fisticuffs in here before now, so your outburst was tame by comparison. Anyway, to the matter in hand.”  He took a large folder from the stack of trays on his desk and laid it on the desk in front of him.  
 
    “Okay.  So, this is the last will and testament of Thomas Potts.”  
 
    As the solicitor read the portion of Tom’s will that referred to his family, Charlotte tuned out. She had not the slighted interest in their inheritance. As she sat quietly, she glanced at Nathan and he gave her an encouraging wink and a smile. She hoped the reading wouldn’t take too long. 
 
    “….. and also my wife, Rose’s, jewellery, my stamp collection, my coin collection, my war medals and the total sum of my bank accounts.” Alexander Young paused, then said, “I am delighted to tell you that the total sum of your father’s bank accounts is a considerable sum. He became a shrewd investor over the years, teaching himself how to speculate on the markets wisely. He even saw some impressive returns on the odd risky investment, while others lost fortunes on supposedly safe ones. He was a very clever man.” 
 
    “So how much have we got?” asked Ellis and Victoria. “Write it down.  We don’t want her to know our business.”  
 
    Alexander Young scribbled a note and passed it across the desk. As the family began to screech with delight and discuss how they were going to spend their new-found wealth, the solicitor turned to Charlotte. 
 
    “And now to you, Miss Denver.” The family fell silent, curious to know what their father could possibly have left to Charlotte.  
 
    “As you now know, Mr Potts also wanted you to benefit in his will.” He opened the folder and took an envelope from it which he handed to Charlotte, along with a flat box.  
 
    Oh, my, if looks could kill, I’d have just keeled over, thought Charlotte as she stole a glance at the Potts siblings.  
 
    Inside the envelope was a note. “May I suggest that you read that before opening the box, Miss Denver,” said Alexander Young.  
 
    Charlotte nodded and read Tom’s scrawly handwriting.  
 
    Charlotte, my dear,  
 
    I am so proud to call you my friend. You have been very good to me over the years and I hope you will allow me to show my deepest gratitude.  
 
    This is for you — I hope you will keep it, love it and enjoy it as much as I have.  
 
    With much love. 
 
    Sincerely,  
 
    Your friend, Tom. 
 
    She smiled and found her eyes were blurred. She blinked and a big, fat, tear fell onto the note. Nathan’s ever-present handkerchief suddenly came into view and she took it gratefully. She was cross with herself for crying in front of Tom’s awful family. 
 
    The box was heavy and gave a faint rattle as she turned it on its end to open it. Inside was a photograph in an antique, filigree silver frame. A photograph taken on a sunny day when the hanging baskets were in full bloom, and the sky provided a cloudless, vivid blue backdrop for Tom’s beautiful stone cottage.  
 
    “Thank you. It’ll take pride of place on my mantelpiece.” She dabbed her eyes as an image of Tom sitting at his kitchen table, carefully putting the photograph into the frame, flashed through her mind. “I’ll think of Tom whenever I look at it,” she said with genuine happiness.   
 
    “Er, Charlotte, I have a feeling that you may have missed the point,” said Nathan, exchanging an amused glance with the solicitor.  
 
    Alexander Young cleared his throat.  “You do understand, Miss Denver, that Mr Potts has left you the cottage?” 
 
    She looked at him, blankly. “Huh?”  
 
    As she focused on the solicitor’s kindly face, his lips formed in a wide smile and she began to realize the enormity of what he’d just told her. She became aware of Tom’s family going crazy beside her, and Nathan putting his arm around her shoulders.  
 
    “I don’t get it,” she said.  “I don’t know what you mean.” 
 
    Nathan laughed. “Charlotte, Tom has left you the cottage in his will … it’s yours.” 
 
    “I couldn’t have explained it more clearly myself, Mr Costello.” Alexander Young smiled broadly. 
 
    For all of ten seconds, Charlotte was dumbstruck. Then she screamed at the top of her voice. “Are you joking?  Nathan, is he joking?  Tom left the cottage to me? The actual cottage, not just the photograph?  The cottage is mine?”  She squealed with delight and promptly burst into tears.  
 
    She felt someone tap her hard on the shoulder and turned to see Ellis and Victoria standing behind her, looks of pure fury on their faces.  
 
    “You really think that cottage is yours?” spat Victoria. “You really think we’re going to stand by and do nothing while you steal our inheritance from us? Oh, my, if you think this is over, you can think again.” She flung the door open and stormed out of the office.  
 
    “Yeah, and you’d better get used to looking at that photograph, because that’s the closest you’re ever gonna to get to that cottage,” Ellis threatened, before grabbing his jacket from the back of his chair and chasing after his sister. 
 
    “Come on, let’s get out of here,” Rachel said to the twins, shooting Charlotte a vitriolic stare before following her husband and slamming the door so hard, the pictures on the walls rattled.  
 
    The euphoria Charlotte had been feeling was immediately replaced by a sense of doom. “Can they do that? Overturn Tom’s wishes, I mean?” she asked the solicitor. 
 
    “Well, they can try, and I’ll be honest with you, as his legal heirs, they stand a good chance. However, that’s not to say that they’ll win — I’ve heard of plenty of other cases where non-family members have inherited over blood-relatives and spouses. How about we just see what happens and take it from there? Here’s my card if you have any questions in the meantime.” 
 
    Nathan drove Charlotte home in silence. Her emotions had been up and down like a yoyo and she wasn’t in the mood to talk.  
 
    “Do you want me to stay with you for a while?” he asked when he pulled up outside her house. 
 
    She shook her head. “No, I’m not very good company at the moment, but thanks anyway. And thanks for coming with me.” She leaned across to kiss him and he drove off, waving from the window.  
 
    As she walked up the path, she heard Pippin yapping excitedly and it brought a smile to her face. It didn’t matter how long she’d been away — five minutes or five hours — he always greeted her as though he hadn’t seen her for months when she walked through the door. 
 
    Bending down, she ruffled his coat as he stood on his back legs and planted wet kisses all over her face. She scratched behind his ears and between his shoulders and he rolled over onto his back. He was very pleased to see her. 
 
    Charlotte picked up the box and took out the photograph. She put it on the mantelpiece and gazed at it.   
 
    “I can’t thank you enough for thinking of me Tom,” she said aloud. “You have no idea how much I would cherish that cottage if it were mine. If you really want us to have it, though — me and Pippin, I mean — help us out, will you?  Send a little of that angel dust our way.”  
 
    She kissed the photograph and went to give Pippin his dinner. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    Garrett and Laura Walton were enjoying a rare treat — lunch together at Charlotte’s Plaice, courtesy of Charlotte herself. 
 
    “Well, if I can’t treat my godparents to lunch in my own café when I want to, it’s a pretty poor state of affairs!”  Charlotte placed a platter of chicken and shrimp kebabs with peanut sauce in the middle of the table.   
 
    “Well, we’re very grateful, sweetheart,” said Laura. “You know how difficult it is to get Garrett out during the week.  As soon as he gets home after bringing the boat back in, he falls asleep on the couch. Poor love, I can’t blame him.  Fishing in these waters must really take it out of him. But you know Garrett.  If he’s not on the water, he’s tinkering about in the water, or by the water … I’m sure he’s got salt water running through his veins! I mean, you know that we’re only here today because the boat’s been lifted out of the water for maintenance. Sometimes I think he feels lost on dry land.  Y’know, like he doesn’t quite know what to do with himself.” 
 
    “Er, hello…I’m sitting right here,” said Garrett, waving at his wife.   
 
    Laura laughed and reached across the table to stroke his hand. “I’m sorry, love.  I’m so used to talking about you when you’re not here, it must have become a habit!” 
 
    “So, any news on the hunt for the killer or the missing lottery ticket?” asked Garrett, as he pulled a piece of chicken off his kebab skewer and dunked it in peanut sauce. 
 
    “Nope, nothing that I know of,” said Charlotte. Even though she trusted Garrett and Laura with her life, she would never betray Nathan’s confidence. 
 
    “You know, she was a big woman, that Miranda Potts,” said Garrett.  “And mean, too. Whoever took her on must have had a death wish.”   
 
    “Garrett! Don’t speak about the dead like that.” Laura reproached him.  
 
    “Sorry, just thinking aloud.” Garrett apologised as he tackled his second skewer. 
 
    “Well, don’t.”  Laura grinned.  “How about we change the subject?” 
 
    “Good idea,” agreed Charlotte. “Well, I’m looking forward to making a huge pan of soup with that bag of shellfish you gave me. And, as Nathan’s working late tonight, I’m going to eat it all myself!” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    Charlotte had just settled down with a large bowl of shellfish soup and the latest edition of ‘Hey, you!’ magazine, when her phone rang. The message on the screen told her it was an unknown caller, so she fully expected it to be someone trying to sell her insurance, a new bathroom or something else she currently had no need of. 
 
    “Hello.”  She couldn’t have sounded less enthusiastic.  
 
    “Charlotte?” An unfamiliar voice spoke into her ear.  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Oh, hello, Charlotte. You don’t know me, but I had dinner at your café last Sunday. In fact, I’m just here now.  I was hoping to call in and book again for this Sunday, but you’re closed.” 
 
    “Yes, we close up at around six.”  Charlotte tried to sound a little more convivial as she hungrily eyed her bowl of soup, packed with coral pink shrimp and glossy black mussel shells, revealing their blaze of orange meat within.  
 
    “Oh, well, no matter. Anyway, the real reason for my call is to tell you that when I arrived, the doors to the café were open. It was obvious that no one was here, so I thought I’d better try and let you know so you could come and make the place secure. It felt like the neighbourly thing to do,” said the caller. 
 
    Charlotte sprung up on the couch as panic set in. “What do you mean, the doors were open? Has there been a break-in?” 
 
    “Oh, no, there doesn’t appear to have been,” said the voice. “It just looks as though you forgot to lock the doors when you left.” 
 
    “Oh, right. Okay, well, I’ll be straight down. Thanks for letting me know — I’m much obliged. Listen, if you give me your name, I’ll make sure there’s a table reserved for you on Sunday, with a complimentary bottle of wine for your trouble.”  
 
    A thought suddenly occurred to her. “Um, out of interest, how did you get my number? Hello? Hello?” 
 
    The line had gone dead.   
 
    As Charlotte pulled on her boots, she reasoned that it was quite feasible for the caller to have asked any one of the other property owners on the marina for her number. She had a good relationship with her neighbours, and they all looked out for each other.   
 
    “Come on, Pip,” she said, looking forlornly at her bowl of soup, and a pair of black shrimp’s eyes looked beadily back at her.  
 
    ººººººº 
 
    Charlotte arrived at the marina ten minutes later and leaned her bike up against the railings at the entrance to Pier 4.  It was dark now and the marina was coming to life. Lit up with table lanterns and hanging garlands of white light, soft music drifted out of the bars and restaurants as they prepared to welcome their guests.  
 
    She looked around to see if there was any sign of the good Samaritan who had called her but, apart from a few drinkers sitting on the terraces of other bars, and customers going in and out of the Mini-Mart a few doors down, there was no one to be seen.   
 
    She walked through the door of the awning, her keys in her hand ready to lock the glass doors of the café. As she drew closer, she could see that the chain and padlock around the handle were securely fastened. She went up to the doors and pulled on them, just to be absolutely certain that they were locked, which they undoubtedly were.   
 
    I didn’t think I’d forgotten to lock up.  Why on earth would someone call to tell me the doors were open?  She scratched her head.  
 
    She was overwhelmed by a sudden feeling of unease and, right on cue, Pippin growled behind her. She turned to see him, hackles raised and teeth bared, as a hooded figure that had been crouching by a table in the corner of the enclosure stood up and came towards her. She opened her mouth to call out, only to find that her voice had deserted her. Then she saw a flash of silver. The figure had a knife and was coming straight at her.    
 
    She opened her mouth and found her voice again. “Help! Someone, help! Heeeeelp.” Flailing around with her arms, she kicked out blindly at her attacker in a desperate attempt to avoid the swish-swish of the blade. 
 
    In the confusion, Charlotte saw a white streak flash through the air, followed by a loud scream. Pippin was hanging by his teeth, halfway up the attacker’s leg, and wasn’t about to let go without a fight. The attacker plunged the knife downwards and Pippin fell to the ground.  
 
    “No! Pippin! No!”  Charlotte screamed and tried to reach the little dog but the figure came for her again.  
 
    Suddenly, from nowhere, another figure rushed in, putting himself in between Charlotte and the attacker. They struggled, the knife swinging this way and that, but her rescuer managed to push the attacker back.  
 
    “Are you okay, Char … aaaggggh!” The rescuer fell backwards, clutching his face. 
 
    The attacker turned and, drawing the knife cleanly through the plastic panel of the awning, escaped through the hole and ran off down the footpath. 
 
    Charlotte started to shake and collapsed in a heap as her legs turned to jelly. She crawled over to Pippin and picked him up gently, tears pouring down her cheeks. His white coat had turned scarlet as the blood seeped from his wound 
 
    Adam and Yolanda from the Mini-Mart, who had been closing up when they’d heard the commotion, came rushing over.  “Are you hurt, Charlotte? What the hell happened?” asked Adam, almost tripping over the outstretched legs of Charlotte’s rescuer. “Oh, my God, there’s someone else in here. Is this who attacked you?” 
 
    She shook her head. There was too much to take in. Cradling Pippin in her arms, she said, “Could you call the mobile vet, please?” She handed her phone to Yolanda. “The number’s on there under V. And please tell him I don’t care what it costs for him to come out after hours.” 
 
    Pippin looked up at her, panting frantically, and as Charlotte bent her head to him, he licked the tears off the end of her nose. “You’re going to be okay, little one,” she whispered to him. “You’ve got to be.” 
 
    “I’m going to call an ambulance,” said Adam. The amount of blood spurting from the slash on Charlotte’s rescuer’s face was significant. He took off his jacket and held it over the cut to stem the bleeding, holding his phone between his shoulder and chin as he spoke to the emergency services operator. “Hello, yes. I need an ambulance please. Charlotte’s Plaice on the marina in St. Eves. Yes, it’s a man with a deep cut to his face. What? Yes, he’s conscious.” As he gave the operator more information, the vet arrived. 
 
    Charlotte burst into tears — loud sobs that shook her whole body. “Please save him. He was looking out for me.  He was trying to protect me …” She couldn’t speak any more. 
 
    “It’s too dark in here to see anything.  I’ll have to take him into the back of the truck but you’re going to have to give him to me, okay?”  The vet gently prised open Charlotte’s fingers, reluctant to release their precious cargo and, lifting Pippin into his arms, he quickly disappeared.  
 
    Yolanda bent down and put her arm around Charlotte’s shoulders. “He’ll be okay.  Dave’s a brilliant vet.”  
 
    Charlotte nodded, her shoulders shaking with emotion. “I’ll be okay now.  You go if you need to.  Thanks for coming over — you’ve been such a help.” 
 
    “Are you sure? It’s no trouble for us to wait with you,” said Yolanda.  
 
    “No, really, I’m okay. I’ll see you tomorrow.”  Charlotte sounded braver than she felt.  
 
    As she tried to compose herself, it occurred to her that she hadn’t even thanked her rescuer. She stood up and walked the few steps over to where he sat with Adam, between two tables on the floor.  
 
    She crouched down and saw a young man who looked vaguely familiar, but she was sure she didn’t know him. 
 
    He looked back at her and gave a weak smile. “So, as I was saying before I was so rudely interrupted…are you okay, Charlotte?” His attempt at humour was weak, but appreciated, and she smiled back at him.  
 
    “I can’t thank you enough,” she said. “I feel terrible. I was the one the attacker was after, but instead, you and Pippin were the ones who got hurt trying to save me.” She squinted at the young man. The more she looked at him, the more familiar he looked, but she just couldn’t think where she knew him from. 
 
    “This is going to sound terribly rude, seeing as you’ve just risked your life to save me, but do I know you?”  
 
    Before he could answer, the sound of a siren signalled the arrival of the ambulance. Two paramedics came rushing down the footpath and into the awning.  They wore flashlights attached to straps around their heads, which lit up the dark space. 
 
    Charlotte gasped as she saw the young man clearly for the first time. Even in the light, he wasn’t instantly recognizable.  With his attractive face scrubbed clean and his usually scraggly dark hair pulled back into a neat ponytail, he looked nothing like his alter-ego, the moody and intimidating pack leader of the Goths.  
 
    It was Ryan.  
 
    “Oh, my goodness! I didn’t recognize you!” Charlotte stared in amazement. “You look amazing!   
 
    Ryan’s cheeks flushed. “Yeah, well, Will wasn’t keen on the make-up and the piercings — thought I’d scare the customers away. Anyway, it’s a small price to pay if it means I’m earning a little every week to put towards my college fund and looking after my dad.” He proudly puffed out his chest. “I got myself a job at The Bottle of Beer, four nights a week. It’s great. And it’s all thanks to DCI Costello.” 
 
    Charlotte made a mental note to cook up a batch of dinners that Ryan could put into the freezer for him and his dad. It wasn’t much, but she hoped it would help them a little.   
 
    “Congratulations,” she said, with genuine warmth. “And thanks again.  Honestly, I don’t know what might have happened if you hadn’t come along.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it.”  Ryan winced as the paramedic sewed up his face, which sported a gash from his chin to his ear. “I just wish I could have saved your dog, too.” 
 
    The words had barely left his mouth when the vet returned. Charlotte felt as though a steel fist had tightened around her chest and she struggled to speak, her voice a whisper.  “Is he okay?”  
 
    The vet nodded.  “The blade gave him a nasty cut but missed anything of vital importance. I’ve put some stitches in, so he’ll be groggy from the anaesthetic for a while but, apart from that, he’s fine. I’d like to take him back to the surgery for tonight, though, just for observation. Pippin is a very lucky dog.” 
 
    Charlotte let out a huge breath. “He’s okay?!” she asked, fresh tears running down her cheeks.  
 
    “Yes, he’s okay.”  The vet smiled. “Would you like to see him before I take him away?” 
 
    Having once more lost the ability to speak, Charlotte nodded emphatically, a maniacal smile on her face. However, when she saw Pippin in the back of the mobile veterinary truck, her heart fell. Most of the coat on the right side of his little body had been shaved and an ugly wound bathed in yellow iodine ran from the top of his front leg up to his neck.  
 
    As he lay in his sedated state, his legs moved in a running motion as they often did when he was asleep, and Charlotte hoped that he was dreaming of chasing Frisbees, his favourite squeaky toy, and the lady dog from across the road.  The pink tip of his tongue poked out from between his lips, and with every outward breath he took, his cheeks puffed out like a child at his inaugural trumpet lesson.  
 
    She stroked him gently and kissed the top of his head before leaving the truck in tears — a mixture of relief and sympathy for her little dog.  
 
    “You can come and get him tomorrow after five.  Okay?  If there’s any change in his condition and I need to keep him in for longer, I’ll call you.”  The vet’s voice was calm and reassuring.  
 
    When she got back to the café, the paramedics had just finished stitching up Ryan’s face. They put a gauze bandage over the wound, gave him a prescription for some painkillers, and an appointment card showing the date he should go to the hospital to get the stitches removed. Then they were gone. 
 
    “Were you on your way to work?” asked Charlotte.  
 
    “Yeah, but I’m gonna be really late now. Will hates it if we’re late. Anyway, I don’t expect he’ll want me in tonight looking like Frankenstein, will he?” He dug his hands deep into his pockets and kicked the ground. 
 
    “Don’t be daft,” she said. “I’m sure Will won’t mind.  You’ve got a pretty good reason for being late, don’t you think? And you’re a hero! I’ll tell him so! The customers will be flocking for miles around to have their picture taken with you!” 
 
    He laughed, his cheeks flushing again. “You’d do that? Speak to him, I mean.” 
 
    “Of course I would! In fact, I’ll do it now. Come on, let’s go.” They walked down to The Bottle of Beer and Charlotte spoke to Will, explaining why Ryan was late and how he’d saved the day.  
 
    Will, a surfer with sun-bleached dreadlocks and a permanent tan, vaulted over the bar and caught Ryan in a bear hug. “I’m proud of you, mate,” he said. “Come on, you can tell me all about it.” 
 
    Charlotte caught Ryan’s delighted eye, and winked as she left him to it. She walked back down the marina, slowing before she got back to the café. She’d been intending to go back and switch on the outside lights so she could get a proper look at the damage to the awning, but on second thoughts, if whoever had tried to attack her was still around, she’d be leaving herself wide open for a repeat performance. 
 
    Instead, she took a seat on the terrace of Lulu’s Noodles, Soups & Shakes, a new bar on the marina which sold, as the name suggested, noodle dishes, soups and milkshakes, and was run by Lulu, a vivacious young woman from Tibet.  Her stomach growled as she thought of the bowl of shellfish soup she’d left behind, so she ordered a cup of chicken noodle soup with chive dumplings and called Nathan. 
 
    He answered a minute later.  “Hi.”  His voice was curt — a sure sign he was up to his eyes in something.  
 
    “Hi, you busy?”  
 
    “Well, one dead body, an ever-growing list of suspects and no closer to finding the killer. Yeah, you could say I’m pretty busy. Why? What’s up?” 
 
    Charlotte quickly explained what had happened. 
 
    “What?! Oh, my God, Charlotte. Stay there, I’m coming down now. Don’t move from where you are, okay?” 
 
    Ten minutes later, Nathan was striding purposefully down the marina towards her. She stood up and ran to him, the emotion at seeing him taking her by surprise. He stroked her hair as he held her close. 
 
    “I’m sorry.  I just can’t stop crying.” She wiped her eyes on the ragged tissue she pulled out from up her sleeve. 
 
    “Well, it’s delayed shock, I would say,” said Nathan dryly, taking a white handkerchief from his jacket and handing it to her, “brought on by the fact that someone just tried to kill you. That usually does it for me.”  
 
    Charlotte laughed as she dried her cheeks. Nathan could always make her laugh, whatever her mood.  
 
    “I’d like to go into the café and turn on the outside lights. I want to take a look at the damage to the awning.  D’you have time to come with me?” she asked. 
 
    Nathan raised his eyebrow. “Well, if you think I’m letting you go on your own, you’re very much mistaken. Come on.” They walked down to the café and Charlotte was grateful to see that her bike was still leaning against the railings. She let herself in and switched on the outside lights. Stepping outside, she gasped, her hands flying to her mouth. 
 
    The thick, transparent polythene that formed the window in the middle of the canvas frame had been slashed to ribbons during the struggle, leaving it flapping sadly in the breeze, and the inside of the awning open to the elements. To replace the specially treated plastic panel was going to be a costly repair job. 
 
    “Oh, no! Look at that! I can’t do without the awning with the weather we’ve been having, and I don’t have the money right now to get it fixed.” She bit her lip to stop herself from crying again. 
 
    Nathan wished that Charlotte would accept his offers of financial help from time to time but, on the odd occasion he’d tried to help out, she’d turned him down flat. She wouldn’t touch a penny of his money, even on the proviso that it would only be a loan 
 
    He took a close look. “Listen, you can do a temporary repair with tape. I know it won’t look great, but it’ll be okay until you can get it repaired properly, and at least it’ll keep everyone warm and dry.  
 
    “More importantly, though, I’d like to get someone down here to dust the place for prints. Whoever attacked you and Ryan may …” 
 
    “And Pippin,” interrupted Charlotte. 
 
    “Sorry…whoever attacked you, Ryan and Pippin, may have left some clues behind, especially in all the chaos. I’ll drive you home and then I’ll get someone out here, okay? You don’t have to stay. And I’ll get an officer stationed outside your house. I’ll be round later anyway, but until I get there, I want to make sure that you’ll be okay.  
 
    “Now, what can you tell me about the person who called you? Any distinguishing accent, quirks, anything at all? I know they probably weren’t using their own voice, but sometimes natural characteristics slip out when someone is trying to disguise it. Think hard.” 
 
    Charlotte’s brow creased and she crinkled her eyes as she thought back to the phone call. Apart from the fact that it had been a woman’s voice, there was nothing at all she could tell Nathan that would be of any use. She shrugged and shook her head.  
 
    “I’m sorry – I wish I could think of something that would give you more of a clue, but I wasn’t paying much attention to her voice at the time. Of course, if I’d known she was going to be coming at me with a knife shortly afterwards, I’d have taken more notice.” She gave a feeble laugh, but stopped abruptly. “You know, I’m not entirely sure that it was a woman who attacked me. I mean, I couldn’t see their face and they didn’t say anything.  I’m just assuming it was because of the phone call.” 
 
    Nathan pulled her into a hug and kissed her gently. The desire to protect her was overwhelming.  “Look, I’ll take you home now, okay?  Try to relax if you can.  Have a bath, watch some TV or listen to some music — and do your best not to think about all this. I’ll be back before you know it.” 
 
    He checked every room and every window in the house before he left. “You can’t be too careful,” he said, noticing the alarm on Charlotte’s face.  “In any case, you’re going to be perfectly safe.  I’ll get a car put outside as soon as I get back to the station.” 
 
    Charlotte double-locked the door and went into the living room. Her bowl of shellfish soup was where she’d left it but the shrimp that had watched her leave earlier had long since sunk into the rapidly cooling depths of the deep orange broth. 
 
    Her mind was far too awake to consider sleep, so she switched on the TV and absentmindedly flicked through every channel, stopping at a station that was covering the final stages of the ‘Hard Man’ tournament —  a month-long event that saw 100 men whittled down to just two, competing for the coveted ‘Hard Man’ trophy. 
 
    As Charlotte looked blankly at the TV, she watched as the contestants prepared themselves for the penultimate challenge — a 15-minute bout of unarmed combat, the object of which was to bring your opponent to the ground and keep him there for 30 seconds.   
 
    She watched the men take up their positions.  As they bowed to each other and the referee blew his whistle to announce the start of the bout, the competitors prowled in a circle, each man’s eyes never leaving the other’s.   
 
    Suddenly, the smaller of the two rushed forward and, with a deft flick of his ankle, he toppled his opponent to the ground, holding him for the full count of 30 seconds.   
 
    Impressive, thought Charlotte, as the audience erupted into frenzied cheering.   
 
    Yawning, she turned back to her copy of ‘Hey, You!” magazine, but was far too distracted to read it.  The sound of a car engine coming to a stop outside her window had her on her feet in a flash, and she was relieved to see that it was the police car, which Nathan had promised to send out. 
 
    She stood with her forehead against the cool window, and closed her eyes, only to open them quickly as her mind was flooded with thoughts of Pippin’s yelp, as the knife had sliced into his tiny body.     
 
    Offering up a prayer for her little dog, she climbed the stairs to bed. 
 
    ººººººº 
 
     “You asleep?”  Nathan’s whisper woke Charlotte immediately.  “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you.” He sat down next to her. 
 
    “S’okay,” she said, rubbing her eyes.  “I wasn’t really asleep — too much going on in my head.  Are you coming to bed?” 
 
    “Yeah, in a bit.  I’m going to make a sandwich first — I haven’t had time to eat and my stomach’s rumbling.”   
 
    Charlotte lay, wide-awake, and thought about everything that had happened since the arrival of Tom’s family in St. Eves.  She hated anything to upset the harmony of the town, and since they’d turned up, there’d been mayhem and drama at every turn. 
 
    “Y’know,” said Nathan as he sat next to her on the bed, munching on his grilled cheese and ham sandwich, “it’s a real shame we couldn’t get any clean fingerprints from anything at the café.  They would have linked everything together nicely.” 
 
    “Assuming that the attacker and the killer are the same person, of course,” said Charlotte.  “Oh my gosh, I wish I hadn’t said that!  I was just getting used to there being one crazy person on the loose, but I think I’ve just convinced myself that there may be two!” 
 
    “Would you just listen to yourself?” said Nathan.  “Is it any wonder that you worry about everything so much?  Of course the attacker and the killer are the same person — stop thinking that way.”  As he hugged her, he wasn’t about to tell her that he’d had exactly the same thought the moment she’d called him from Lulu’s.  Kissing the top of her head, he smoothed her hair with his hand.  He couldn’t bear to think about what might have happened if Ryan hadn’t been passing by the café when he had, and he’d been into The Bottle of Beer earlier to thank him in person.  Before he’d left, he’d secretly left a huge tip in the jar bearing Ryan’s name.   
 
    “Well, I’ve got some reports to read before I come to bed,” said Nathan, washing down the last of his sandwich with a swig from his beer bottle.  “I’ll look at them downstairs, though, so I don’t disturb you.  By the way, I need to be at the station early tomorrow, but I’ll be sure to leave quietly.  I don’t want to wake you — it’s the only day of the week you get a chance to stay in bed.” 
 
    “No, I need to be up early tomorrow too,” said Charlotte, suddenly yawning widely.  “I’ve got the pest control guys coming in to do the annual treatment.  I did tell you about it.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, I forgot,” said Nathan.  “OK, well in that case, I suppose I’ll see you in the morning?  I’m setting my alarm for around six.  You want me to wake you?” 
 
    “Yes please.  I want to get in early to see if I can fix the damage to the awning…you know, just try and make it as weatherproof as possible.”  She yawned again and her eyelids began to droop. 
 
    “OK, I’ll do my best not to wake you when I come up,” said Nathan.  “Now try to sleep…and try to stop worrying!”  He put his arms around her and kissed her goodnight. 
 
    “Yum, you taste of grilled cheese and ham,” she said sleepily, her head against his shoulder and her arms locked around his neck.  “I knew there had to be a reason why I love you so much…mmm…cheese and ham…and God bless Pippin.”   
 
    “Charlotte, you’re rambling,” Nathan said loudly, but it was too late.   
 
    She was already dead to the world.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    Charlotte arrived at the café at half-past six.  Everywhere was shut, except the Mini-Mart, which opened early on Saturdays to accommodate the numerous deliveries they took in.  She waved to Yolanda and Adam, bringing the bike to a stop just outside  
 
    “How are you?  How’s Pippin?” they asked, squashing her in a double hug.   
 
    “I’m fine, thanks and I’m picking Pippin up from the vet later.  The awning is in a real mess, but it could have been much worse, so I’m not complaining.” 
 
    “We popped into The Bottle of Beer last night — I think Will must have told the whole of St. Eves about Ryan’s heroics!” said Yolanda. 
 
    “Good, I’m glad,” said Charlotte.  “He’s amazing.” 
 
    “Mornin’ all.”  A cheery deliveryman approached, wheeling a sack truck towards the store.  It was laden with goods and Charlotte guessed it was a good time to let Adam and Yolanda get on with their work. 
 
    “Morning, and bye!  I’ll see you later.” She got back on her bike and cycled the short distance to the cafe.  She chained her bike to the railings at the entrance to Pier 4 and opened up the doors.   
 
    She looked briefly at the ugly slashes in the polythene window of the awning, before looking away quickly.  She’d deal with that later.  She filled the kettle and hunted around for a roll of tape while she waited for it to boil.   
 
    Under the circumstances, she would rather not have had to come to the café at all this morning but the pest control treatment was an annual necessity for any establishment at which food and drink were served, albeit a minor inconvenience.   
 
    When the pest control company arrived, she armed herself with a cup of tea, the roll of tape, her tablet and a notepad and took a chair outside to begin the painstaking task of taping up the cuts in the polythene window.  It took almost an hour, and when she stepped back to admire her work, her heart sank a little.  Covered in ugly patches of tape, the window looked like something out of a slasher movie and she made a promise to herself that every spare bit of cash she earned would go towards the cost of restoring the awning to its former glory. 
 
    A glance at her phone told her it was only quarter-to eight so she sat on the terrace with her cup of tea, watching the marina come to life.  As the time moved on, more and more people surfaced and began to go about their daily chores.  Most of them knew nothing about what had happened the previous evening and stopped outside the café, pointing at the damage to the awning and ooh-ing and aah-ing at the police officer stationed at the entrance to Pier 4, whom Nathan had insisted accompany Charlotte to work.  
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want a cup of tea or coffee, or anything?” Charlotte asked PC Milton.   
 
    “No, I’m fine, thanks, Miss,” he answered.  “You just pretend I’m not here.” 
 
    Easier said than done, thought Charlotte, as groups of tourists lined up to have their photographs taken with the young police constable.     
 
    She had some time to kill before the treatment was finished, so she sat down to search for some new dishes for her specials board. 
 
    As she swiped through a food website, she remembered seeing a recipe earlier in the week for ham baked in ginger beer and set about trying to find it again.  The ingredients were simple, but there was particular spice the recipe called for and, for the life of her, she couldn’t remember what it was.   
 
    She trawled through a dozen websites, none of which had the recipe she was looking for.  Suddenly, she slapped herself on the head.  “Oh my gosh, I’m such a dope.  Why don’t I just look at my browser history?” she said aloud. 
 
    She tried to recall when she’d seen the recipe but all she knew was that it had been within the last week.  She went back to the previous Saturday and began searching. 
 
    Something unfamiliar caught her eye and she stopped scrolling.  She clicked on the link to the website and when she saw what it was, immediately knew that she hadn’t been the one who had visited the site.   
 
    Scratching her head, she looked at the date on which the site had first been visited, and realized that the only person who’d used the tablet on that day had been Rachel Potts…but she’d wanted to use it for work.  Hadn’t she?   
 
    She thought back to the previous Sunday.  She remembered how upset Rachel had been and recalled thinking that it must have been a message from someone that had caused her to become so angry.  She knew now that wasn’t the case. 
 
    The website she was looking at hosted high-stakes poker games.   
 
    “Oh my God! Charlotte, are you alright?” 
 
    Charlotte turned to see Garrett and Laura standing on the other side of the polythene window.   
 
    “Why didn’t you call us?  Why did we have to hear about this from Nathan?” demanded Garrett. 
 
    “Well, he shouldn’t have worried you,” said Charlotte, crossly.  
 
    “For heaven’s sake!  We’re your godparents!  Are you sure you’re alright?” Laura repeated, before bursting into tears and throwing her arms around Charlotte’s neck.   
 
    “What happened, exactly?”  Garrett shook his head as he surveyed the damage to the awning again.   
 
    Charlotte recounted the events of the previous evening to her godparents, leaving out the more distressing details for Laura’s sake. 
 
    “And that’s about it.” She finished with a shrug.  “I’m sorry I didn’t call,” she said, patting Laura’s heaving shoulders, “but I just went straight home from here with Nathan and went to bed.  I didn’t even think about calling — I didn’t really think about anything except Pippin — I wasn’t thinking straight.” 
 
    “But you’re okay?” snivelled Laura.  “You’re sure?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m okay.” Charlotte smiled.  “I was a bit shaken up yesterday, but I’m okay now.” 
 
    Laura dried her eyes and took a deep breath to steady herself.  “And the police have no idea who it was?” 
 
    “No, they dusted for fingerprints, but couldn’t find anything clear.  All they have to go on is what I’ve told them, which is that even though I couldn’t see the attacker’s face, they’re obviously very strong because they put up a real fight against Ryan, and they were much smaller than him…”   
 
    She stopped, suddenly recalling the TV programme she’d watched the previous evening and her blood ran cold.  “Oh, no!  It can’t be...” 
 
    She reached for her tablet and typed into the search bar, scrolling down the list of results.  “It can’t be…it can’t be.”  She clicked on one of the search results at random and reading the article that appeared. 
 
    “Bella Potts, Regional Junior Judo Champion, celebrates her fifth successive win of the year, and her 11th victory in a row.  Bella, pictured here with her coach and trainer …”  
 
    Charlotte gasped as she read the article, all the missing pieces of the puzzle finally slotting into place.  “Oh my goodness, it all makes sense now!  Look, can I call you later?” she said to Garrett and Laura.  “I need to speak to Nathan, urgently.”   
 
    She did a couple more searches, her mind racing, then swiped her phone and prayed that Nathan would pick up.  She was just about to hang up when he answered  
 
    “Hi, I was just on the other line.  How’s the bug massacre going?”   
 
    “Oh, Nathan!  I wish you wouldn’t call it that — it freaks me out.  Listen!  I think I know who the killer is!  Can you come down to the café?  There’s some stuff I’ve found online that you need to see.  I can come to the station if you’d prefer, but I can’t leave right now.” 
 
    She looked up to see the pest control guys standing in front of her.  “Hang on a minute, can you?” she said to Nathan. 
 
    “We’ve finished, so we’ll be going now, but here’s your certificate,” said the guy who she assumed was the boss.  “I should leave it a while before you go back inside, though.  It’s not dangerous, but the fumes might get down your throat and start you coughing.  Here’s our invoice.” 
 
    Charlotte put the phone to her ear again.  “Listen, can I get back to you in a bit?  And for goodness’ sake, don’t do anything until I’ve spoken to you, okay?” 
 
    She hung up and wrote a cheque, her mind on other things as the pest control guy chatted away happily about how much he loved his job.  On any other day, Charlotte would have been delighted to listen to him, even engage him in conversation, but today she couldn’t wait to get rid of him.   
 
    “Thanks very much,” she said as she pressed the cheque into his hand and willed him to turn around and leave, which, thankfully, he did. 
 
    Immediately, she pressed redial and Nathan answered on the first ring.  “Okay, so what’s going on?”   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    At the cottage, Rachel Potts was just waking up.  It was half-past ten and she didn’t feel at all well.  She ached all over and was sure she had a temperature.  As she got out of bed, her legs felt weak and she stumbled, putting out her hand to stop herself from falling.   
 
    She hoped that she wasn’t getting the ‘flu.  A serious viral infection some years before had left her with a greatly reduced immune system and it always took her ages to get rid of even the slightest cold.   
 
    There was no sign of Ellis, but the smell of bacon told her that he was cooking breakfast. 
 
    She pulled on a dressing gown over her pyjamas and went into the kitchen, stopping in the doorway in amazement.  Everyone was sitting around the kitchen table, tucking into bacon and eggs.  Everyone except Bella.    
 
    “What time d’you call this?  I’ve been up for hours,” said Ellis as he handed her a mug of coffee.  “Want some breakfast?” 
 
    This was creepy.  This was not a normal Potts family scene.  For starters, everyone was smiling.  Even Brandon looked happy and was actually eating his breakfast without looking at his phone. 
 
    “Okay, what’s going on?” said Rachel as she lowered her aching body into a chair.  She winced as she sat down.     
 
    “Nothing’s going on.  We’re just having some breakfast.”   
 
    “Why does everyone look so damned happy?” she asked, feeling anything but. 
 
    Ellis looked at his wife.  Her face was tired and yesterday’s mascara smudged under her eyes only served to exaggerate the dark circles that were already there.  Her pale green eyes were dull and the lines at the side of her mouth seemed deeper today.  As she shook her heavily highlighted hair from its ponytail and massaged her forehead, she looked as though she was carrying the weight of the world on her shoulders. 
 
    “We’re allowed to look happy, aren’t we?” he replied.  “God knows, it’s about time we were, but if you need a reason, how about…we’ve got money coming our way —  even more when this cottage business has been resolved — and it’s a beautiful day?” 
 
    Rachel put her head in her hands and closed her eyes.  “Have we got any paracetamol?  I think I must be coming down with something.  I feel bloody awful.” 
 
    “I’m sure we’ve got some upstairs.  I’ll get you some when I’ve finished my breakfast.  I’m almost done,” said Victoria.   
 
    “You’ll be okay to take me into town later, won’t you, Mum?  You were going to get me that new phone I wanted,” whined Brandon.  “I can’t keep using this one — it’s got a crack in it from when Bella threw it across the room.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, we’ll see.  Don’t go on, Brandon — just give me five minutes peace, will you?” Rachel snapped and Brandon’s bottom lip immediately made an appearance. 
 
    “Anyway, where’s Bella?” asked Rachel. 
 
    “Dunno,” said Greg.  “She went out this morning with that weirdo.  Although, come to think of it, he didn’t look so weird when he called round for her.  He wasn’t wearing any makeup.”  He mopped egg yolk off his plate with a slice of bread.  “He’s got a great big bandage over half his face, though.  Don’t know what the hell happened to him.”   
 
    “Here, take two if you’re feeling really bad.”  Victoria passed a strip of paracetamol across the table, and Rachel popped them out of their plastic bubbles, swallowing them straight away with a gulp of coffee.  “What’s wrong with you anyway? Hope it’s nothing contagious.” 
 
    “No idea, but I feel like I’m on fire and freezing at the same time, I ache all over, and my head feels like it’s about to explode.” Rachel pulled the dressing gown around her and rubbed her hands up and down her arms in an attempt to warm herself up. 
 
    “Fresh air, that’s what you need,” said Victoria, who had no time for sickly people.  “Get up those stairs and get yourself under the shower.  Then go for a walk along the sea front.  You’ll feel better after that, I promise.” 
 
    A rapid rat-tat-tat on the door made them all jump.  Ellis pulled the blind to one side and cursed.  “For God’s sake!  What now?” 
 
    “What is it?  What’s wrong?” said Rachel. 
 
    “That damn policeman’s here with his sidekick, DS Prude,” said Ellis.  He assumed that any woman who didn’t fall under his spell when he turned on the charm, must be frigid. 
 
    “What do they want?” asked Rachel. 
 
    “How should I know?” Ellis stomped to the front door.  “Whatever you’re here for, can it wait?  We’re in the middle of breakfast.” 
 
    “Good morning, Mr Potts,” said Nathan with a cheery smile.  “Sorry to disturb you on a Saturday, and no, I’m afraid it can’t wait.  Is your wife in?” 
 
    “Yes, why do you want to know?” 
 
    “Well, I’d like to speak to her, if I may?  Do you mind if we come in?” 
 
    “She’s not well,” said Ellis. 
 
    “Perhaps I could speak to her myself?” Nathan was courteous, but insistent.   
 
    Ellis sighed and stood aside to let Nathan and Fiona pass.  Despite throwing his best smile at the female detective, she completely ignored him.  He slammed the door and followed them into the kitchen.  
 
    “Good morning, everyone.”  Nathan greeted the family politely.  “My apologies for disturbing your Saturday morning.” 
 
    “Well?” said Ellis. 
 
    “As I said, it’s actually Mrs Potts I’d like to speak to with some further questions.  A few things have come to my attention over the past day or so, which I hope she’ll be able to clarify for me. 
 
    “Mrs Potts, your husband tells me you’re unwell?  Are you feeling up to answering some questions?” 
 
    He was interrupted by the sound of shouting outside the front door, followed by the whirlwind arrival of Bella, with Ryan bringing up the rear.   
 
    “What the hell are you playing at?” Bella stormed into the kitchen and thrust a book under Ellis’s nose.   
 
    “Stop shouting!  Your mother’s got a headache.  What are you talking about?” Ellis took the book from her and glanced at it.  “I’ve no idea what am I supposed to be looking at,” he said, passing it to Rachel.   
 
    With a shaking hand, Rachel took the book from him, avoiding Bella’s icy glare. 
 
    “Well, what’s been going on, Mum?” Bella was in no mood for pleasantries.   
 
    “Look, maybe I should go…”  Ryan began to say, but Bella turned and grabbed his arm. 
 
    “No way, you’re staying right here.  Maybe then you’ll believe how vile the people in this family really are.”  With her hands on her hips and her foot tapping madly, she looked from Ellis to Rachel.  “Well?” 
 
    “Bella, I have no idea what you’re talking about and, if it hadn’t escaped your attention, the police are here so, whatever it is, perhaps it could wait until they’ve gone?” Rachel couldn’t keep the tremble from her voice. 
 
    Bella looked across to Nathan.  “Please, you carry on.”  He gestured with a sweep of his hand.  “I’ve got all day.”     
 
    Fiona met his eye.  “This should be interesting,” she whispered. 
 
    Bella resumed her interrogation.  “Mum, where’s all my money gone?” 
 
    “What?  What are you talking about?” said Ellis. 
 
    “Look at my bank book.  It’s got nothing in it. It’s been totally wiped out.” Bella pointed to the book her mother was holding.  
 
    “How did you get your hands on this?” Rachel spluttered.   
 
    Bella gave her a withering look.  “God, you never give us credit for anything, do you?  Me and Brandon have known the combination for the portable safe for years.  It took us about five seconds to work it out.  You should have thought of something more original than our dates of birth.” 
 
    “You had no right to open that safe,” said Rachel.  “It’s not yours to open.” 
 
    “Well, you had no right to take all the money out of my account.  It’s not yours to take.”  Bella was quick to retort. 
 
    “Good God, this place must be cursed!” said Rachel, in an attempt to divert attention from Bella’s empty bank book.  “First of all Miranda, then that damn lottery ticket disappears, then Tom leaves the cottage to that awful woman, and now all the money in Bella’s university fund account goes missing…I mean, what is going on?  If I never see St. Eves again, it’ll be too soon!  Thank God we’re going home in a few days.”  She was on the verge of hysteria. 
 
    “Just a minute, Bella,” said Ellis.  “Your Mum wouldn’t have taken any money out of your account.  That’s your university fund.  We’ve been putting money into it for years…and yes, before you say anything, you’ve got one too, Brandon.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know.  I’ve seen the book in the safe before.” Brandon’s smug grin swiftly disappeared as he said, “Mum hasn’t taken all the money out of my account too, has she?” 
 
    “I’d put money on it that she has,” said Bella.  “Well, I would if I had any left.” 
 
    “For goodness’ sake!” shouted Ellis.  “Your mother hasn’t take any money out of either account.  It’ll be a glitch with the bank computer system or something.” 
 
    Bella shook her head.   “We’ve just come from the bank, Dad.  I went down there to take some money out to give to Ryan, and the cashier told me that the account’s empty.  I told him it must be a mistake and he said it wasn’t.  You have no idea how much of an idiot I felt.  Look at the book, Dad — you’ll see all the withdrawals and the dates they were made.   
 
    “As far as I know, there are only three people who have access to the account — me, you and Mum.  I haven’t taken any money out of it and I doubt you have, so that only leaves Mum.” 
 
    Rachel’s face contorted with anger and she spoke through gritted teeth.  “I thought I told you that I didn’t want a penny of our money going outside of this family?” 
 
    “No,” said Bella, “what you actually said was if you found out that a penny of granddad’s money had gone elsewhere, there’d be trouble, but you didn’t say anything about my money.” 
 
    “Hold on a minute.  Why were you going to give Ryan money?” said Ellis.  “And how much were you going to give him?”  The thought of Bella giving away money that belonged to the Potts family made him decidedly uncomfortable. 
 
    “£20,000 so he can go to college next year and get home care for his Dad,” said Bella. 
 
    “£20,000?  Have you gone out of your mind?” Ellis looked at his daughter in disbelief.  “And you, what sort of man are you that you have to ask your girlfriend for money?” He turned on Ryan and Bella immediately jumped to his defence. 
 
    “Don’t yell at him!  And he didn’t ask me, I offered.  Anyway, never mind that, what are you going to do about my money?  Or should I say, lack of it.” 
 
    Ellis turned to his wife.  “You didn’t take it, did you?” 
 
    Rachel’s head hurt.  It really hurt.  Her legs felt like they were made of lead and she could see two husbands sitting next to her.   
 
    “I really don’t feel well enough to talk about this now,” she said.  “We’ll talk about it later.” 
 
    Nathan cleared his throat.  “Do you need a doctor, Mrs Potts?  I could make a call if you do?” 
 
    Rachel shook her head.  “No, no — no doctors,” she snapped, irritably.   
 
    “Well, in that case, if you’ve finished your family discussion, you’ll forgive me if I carry on with my questioning.  You don’t mind if we sit down do you?  Now, I suggest you ask the rest of the family to leave.”   
 
    “Oh no, I want them to stay,” said Rachel.  “I want witnesses I can trust in case you try and fit me up for something I haven’t done.” 
 
    “Well, I can assure you that I have no intention of ‘fitting you up’ Mrs Potts, only of asking you some questions,” said Nathan.  “And if you insist on your family members remaining, I must ask them all to remain silent throughout — this is not a debate.  Is that understood? 
 
    “Okay, will you permit me to record our conversation, Mrs Potts?  If not, I must ask you to confirm your refusal by signing a statement to that effect.” 
 
    “You don’t mind if he records it, do you?” said Ellis.  “It’ll mean they’re out of here a damn sight quicker.” 
 
    “Mr Potts, the decision must be your wife’s.  Please, no further interruptions.  Now, Mrs Potts, recording or no recording?” 
 
    “I suppose it’ll be okay,” said Rachel, too weary to care.  She just wanted to get these people out of the house and go back to bed.   
 
    Nathan started the tape, stating the date, place, and names of everyone who was present before starting the questioning. 
 
    “Mrs Potts.  Did you kill Miranda Potts?” 
 
    A gasp went up from the family and they immediately began to protest. 
 
    “Please!  If you can’t keep quiet, I will have to insist that you all leave, or ask Mrs Potts to come to the station for questioning.” 
 
    Nathan continued.  “Mrs Potts, did you kill your sister-in-law, Miranda Potts?” 
 
    “Of course I didn’t.  What a ridiculous question.”  Rachel wiped her forehead with a tissue, immediately drenching it with perspiration. 
 
    “Are you experiencing financial difficulties?” 
 
    Rachel shuffled uncomfortably in her chair.   
 
    “What a strange question…um, well, everyone has their little problems, don’t they?” she said.  “I wouldn’t say that ours are any worse than anyone else’s.” 
 
    “What financial problems?” said Ellis.  “I didn’t know we had any financial problems.” 
 
    “Mr Potts, please!”  Nathan waited for quiet before resuming his questioning. 
 
    “Can you confirm that you have applied for, and been refused at least three loans recently?” 
 
    Ellis Potts shook his head and looked at his wife. 
 
    Rachel put her head in her hands.  “Yes,” she said quietly, at which point Ellis also put his head in his hands.  
 
    “And can you confirm that you regularly participate in online poker games?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “For goodness’ sake!  Why are you asking her about poker?  It’s no secret — she’s been playing for years.  It’s just a bit of harmless fun, isn’t it, Rach?” said Ellis. 
 
    “Mr Potts — this is the last time I’ll ask you not to interrupt,” said Nathan.  “So, Mrs Potts.  Can you tell me what kind of poker games these are?  You know, the ones you regularly participate in.”. 
 
    Rachel said nothing.  She rubbed the back of her neck in an attempt to loosen the muscles, which felt like hard knots under her skin.  She turned to Nathan with a faraway look in her eyes. 
 
    “Mrs Potts, what kind of poker games are these?” 
 
    “Oh, um, they’re high-stakes poker games.”  She sounded bored with the line of questioning. 
 
    Ellis looked up sharply. 
 
    “And what kind of success rate would you say you have in these games?” asked Nathan. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know,” said Rachel, the need to throw up washing over her in waves. 
 
    “Well, give me an idea.  How much have you won in the last, say, six months?” 
 
    “I just told you — I don’t know.”  Rachel mopped her forehead.  “Quite a bit, I suppose.” 
 
    “Well, I have the exact figure here, Mrs Potts.  Would you like me to remind you?” Nathan took a piece of paper from his inside jacket pocket.  
 
    “What?  How did you get that?  Who gave it to you?  That damn poker company is supposed to keep all my details confidential!” snapped Rachel. 
 
    “You’d be surprised how cooperative people become when you tell them you’re investigating a murder case, and that withholding evidence is an offence,” said Nathan.  “So, getting back to my question.  How much have you won in the last six months?” 
 
    Rachel tried to ignore the stabbing pains in her legs.  “I really don’t know — about £100,000, I suppose.” 
 
    “£122,756 to be precise,” said Nathan.  “And how much have you lost in the same time period?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Rachel shook her head and put her hands over her ears.  “And I don’t want to know!” 
 
    “Oh, I think it’s important that you do know, Mrs Potts.  And I think it’s relevant to this case.  In the last six months, you have lost £309,498.  That’s quite a substantial loss, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    Ellis Potts uttered a restrained moan and laid his head on the kitchen table.  
 
    “Oh my God!  You’ve been gambling with our money, haven’t you?  Haven’t you?” shouted Bella.  “You lost it all and then tried to get a loan to pay it back?  I don’t believe you!”    
 
    “Bella, please, love.  You don’t understand,” Rachel pleaded, her neck feeling too weak to support her head.  “I just wanted nice things for everyone.  I wanted everyone to be happy.  I started winning, then I kept on winning and I couldn’t stop.  But then I started losing, so I had to keep going to try and win it back, but I just lost more and more.”  
 
    “I’m sorry, but in view of the constant interruptions, I’m going to have to ask everyone but Mrs Potts to leave the room,” said Nathan. 
 
    “Can Ellis stay?” Rachel put her hand on her husband’s arm, and the look of surprise on his face spoke volumes.   
 
    “If he can keep quiet, he can stay.”  
 
    Another knock on the door interrupted proceedings once more and Bella went to see who was calling.  
 
    Charlotte stood on the doorstep, holding a large plastic cake box. 
 
    “Oh…what are you doing here?”  
 
    “Um, I’m sorry to bother you, but I’ve baked a cherry pie for Ryan and I wondered if I could leave it here for him to collect later on.  You’re bound to see him before I do but be careful, it’s still hot.  Anyway, it’s to say thank you for yesterday…he was so brave.  Oh, Ryan...hi!  I didn’t expect you to be here.  Oh my goodness!  Your poor face — it looks even worse in the daylight.  How are you feeling?”  
 
    “Alright, I suppose.  How’s your dog?”  
 
    “He’s okay.  I just spoke to the vet and he said he’s doing fine.  I’m going to pick him up at five.” 
 
    “D’you want to come in for a cup of tea?” offered Bella, who had secretly grown quite fond of Charlotte and Jess.  It wasn’t often that people stood up to her, but neither of them took any of her nonsense, and she respected them for it.  “But you’ll have to be quiet ‘cos your boyfriend’s working.” 
 
    “What?” said Charlotte. 
 
    “Your boyfriend’s here. The Detective Chief Inspector. He is your boyfriend, isn’t he? He’s interviewing my Mum about her gambling addiction,” said Bella. 
 
    “Yes, thank you Bella!  I don’t need every Tom, Dick and Harry knowing my business!” Rachel’s voice was slurred as she shouted from the kitchen. 
 
    “He’s here?” said Charlotte in surprise.  “I’m sorry, I wouldn’t have come if I’d known.  I should go.” 
 
    “No, it’s okay.  Come on,” Bella grabbed her arm and pulled her in.  “Just don’t make any noise, or he’ll put you under arrest.  He’s already banished us all to the living room.”   
 
    “Um, hello everyone,” said Charlotte, blushing a deep shade of pink when she saw Nathan.  “Sorry to disturb — obviously, I didn’t know you’d be here, er, DCI Costello.” 
 
    Nathan resisted the urge to laugh at her awkwardness, instead nodding his head in greeting. “Miss. Denver.”   
 
    “I’ll just be making a pot of tea,” said Bella.  “Don’t worry though, I won’t say a word. You carry on with your questioning.” She nodded to Nathan. “And you two can wait in the living room with Aunty Vic, Uncle Greg and Brandon,” she said to Charlotte and Ryan. 
 
    Nathan waited until Bella had finished before picking up where he’d left off. 
 
    “So, Mrs Potts.  You’ve lost three times as much as you’ve won in the last six months. Didn’t that make you want to find that lottery ticket?  To get your hands on the prize money?” 
 
    Rachel fought the urge to fall asleep.  She was so tired.  Instead, she gripped Ellis’s hand and forced herself to speak.  “Yes, I did.  I wanted to find it so badly.”  She turned to her husband.   “I didn’t want Miranda to look after the ticket either, Ellis.  I know I said I did, but I really didn’t.  I couldn’t stand her, you see.   
 
    She giggled, and Nathan watched her closely.  “She was a cow.  She hated me and I hated her.  She never thought I was good enough for you, for her darling brother, and she never let an opportunity pass to tell me so.  And I didn’t trust her, Ellis.  I thought that if she found the ticket, she’d keep all the money for herself — you know how she was always going on about not having a job, or anyone to support her.   
 
    “I’m telling you, if she’d found that ticket, that would have been the last we saw of her.  She would have been off on a plane somewhere.”  She giggled again.   
 
    “Mrs Potts, are you sure you’re feeling alright?” asked Nathan.   
 
    “Oh yes!  I don’t want a doctor, no doctor!” Rachel insisted.  “I’m just feeling a bit light headed because I took two paracetamol a little while ago.”   
 
    “If you’re sure, but I can get a doctor here within minutes if necessary.  Okay?” 
 
    Rachel nodded, her eyes glazed.   
 
    “Right, we’ll continue.  So, tell me about your judo career.” 
 
    “My, my, someone’s been doing their homework,” said Rachel, suddenly shivering.   “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “Oh, you know, just a little about what you’ve done, what you do now,” said Nathan.  “Nothing specific.” 
 
    “Well, I’m a ninth dan and I’ve won an Olympic gold medal,” said Rachel, rubbing her stomach and pulling her dressing gown around her.  “Can I have a drink of water?  My mouth is as dry as a bone.”   
 
    Ellis jumped up and got her a bottle of water from the fridge.  She downed it in one.  “That’s better.  Where was I?  Oh yeah, I don’t compete now though, I coach.  I coach my little Bella.  She’s fantastic, you know.  Just got her brown belt.” 
 
    “I must congratulate her,” said Nathan.  “Tell me, Mrs Potts, would it be possible for a woman of, say, Bella’s slim stature, to throw a considerably larger person to the ground?” 
 
    Rachel started to sway in her chair.  “Oh yes.”  She nodded emphatically.  “But only if they knew what they were doing, of course...like I did when I knocked Miranda’s feet from under her within a second.  She didn’t know what hit her.”  She giggled again. 
 
    A sudden hush descended as everyone came from the living room to stand in the kitchen doorway, stunned at Rachel’s revelation.    
 
    “You what?” said Ellis slowly.  “You did what?”  
 
    “Oops, did I say the wrong thing?  Did I just let it slip that I knocked good old Miranda on her backside and then hit her on the head with her shoe?”  Rachel began to giggle uncontrollably.   
 
    Ellis jumped up from his chair.  “Stop it.  Stop it, Rachel!  You don’t know what you’re saying!  What’s the matter with you!”  
 
    “Yes I do know what I’m saying, Ellis.  I do!  And it’s okay!  I killed Miranda … it was me!  Oh, the relief of telling someone!”  Her laughter became hysterical and she carried on with her story, talking at break-neck speed.   
 
    “I left the cottage after her that morning and ran into town.  I knocked her over and pulled off her shoes — I didn’t mean to kill her, I was only looking for the lottery ticket, but she didn’t have it.  She said the most awful things.  She told me I was a bad wife and a bad mother and I just saw red.  I had the shoe in my hand and I hit her.  I only hit her once, I didn’t know I’d killed her.  Then I ran back to the cottage and walked in on all of you arguing about the lottery ticket.  You didn’t even know I’d been gone. 
 
    “But d’you know what, Ellis?  I’m glad I killed her.  I hated her so much.  She was toxic — like poison running through the veins of this family — and I’m glad that I’ll never have to see her disgusting face again.  Oh, come on!  Don’t tell me you’re not a teensy bit happy about it?”  She looked around the room, her expression glazed and her eyes rolling in her head, crossing as they struggled to focus. 
 
    Victoria suddenly flew at her, raining down punches and kicking out.  “You bitch, how could you?  How could you?  I hated her too, but she was my sister!” 
 
    Unable to defend herself, Rachel’s swaying became erratic and her shoulders suddenly slumped.        
 
    “Call an ambulance, please, DS Farrell. Mrs Potts, we’re getting an ambulance to come out to you, okay?” said Nathan.  “Can someone get some blankets or something to cover her with, please?  And try and keep her talking.” 
 
    Rachel was distraught.  “No, no doctor, no doctor.  No ambulance!  Tell them not to come! I DON’T WANT A DOCTOR!”  she screamed.   
 
    “Ambulance is on its way,” confirmed Fiona. 
 
    “What’s wrong with her?”  Ellis, asked Nathan, his face taut with fear.  “She’s acting as though she’s possessed — one minute she’s perfectly lucid, the next minute she’s babbling like a mad woman.” 
 
    “I’ve no idea.  Are you sure she’s only taken two paracetamol?” 
 
    “Positive.  She took them in front of me.” 
 
    “Here’s a quilt,” said Bella, hidden behind the king-sized cover.  “It’s okay, I’ll do it,” she said, as Fiona came forward to help.  She tucked it around her mother, crying quietly as she kept up a constant stream of dialogue.  “I don’t really care about the money, Mum, I just want you to get better.  I wish you hadn’t killed Aunt Miranda, though.  Now they’ll take you away from us.  Won’t they?” She turned to Nathan. 
 
    “Look, don’t you worry about that now,” he said.  “Let’s just get your Mum well before we think about anything else.  Okay?”  
 
    An urgent knock on the door announced the arrival of the ambulance.  Two paramedics rushed in and immediately began tending to Rachel.   
 
     “I’m sorry to cause so much trouble,” slurred Rachel, as a paramedic checked her blood pressure and gave her a thorough examination. 
 
    “She sounds like she’s drunk, Dad.  Has she been drinking?” whined Brandon. 
 
    “Not to my knowledge, son.”  Ellis gave Brandon’s shoulder a comforting squeeze. 
 
    On the arrival of the paramedics, everyone but the immediate family had moved into the living room.  
 
    “I should go,” said Charlotte.  “I never intended to stay in the first place.”  She jerked her head to Nathan to indicate that she wanted to speak to him alone.   
 
    They stood in the doorway, their backs to the room.  “Why didn’t you call and tell me you’d be interviewing her here?” whispered Charlotte.  “Can you imagine how embarrassed I was when I walked in and saw you?” 
 
    “Well, if I’d thought for one minute that you were going to come strolling in halfway through my interrogation, with a cherry pie under your arm, maybe I would have called.”  Nathan grinned.  “Truth is, I intended to interview her at the station, but she wasn’t feeling too good.  The way things have turned out, though, it’s probably better that her family is around her.” 
 
    “Well, at least you’ve got your murderer.  Thank goodness,” said Charlotte.  “All we need to do now is find whoever it was who attacked me, Ryan and Pip, and we can all sleep easy in our beds.” 
 
    “You mean all I have to do is find them, don’t you?” reminded Nathan. 
 
    “Er, excuse me.”  One of the paramedics came out of the kitchen.   
 
    “Is she going to be okay?  Do you know what’s wrong with her?” asked Greg. 
 
    “Yes, and yes,” said the paramedic.  “We caught it in time, so we’re treating it with a strong dose of antibiotics.  She’s already showing signs of improvement.  The symptoms she was exhibiting are because she has sepsis — the early stages of septic shock.  She’s got blood poisoning.” 
 
    “Blood poisoning?!  How the hell did she get that?” asked Greg. 
 
    “Well, her husband tells us that her immune system is weak, so that’s obviously why the infection has spread so quickly, which brings me to the question I was coming out to ask.  Does anyone know how long she’s had that dog bite on her leg?” 
 
    Charlotte felt the hair on the back of her neck stand on end.  “A dog bite?  Are you sure?” 
 
    The paramedic nodded.  “Oh, yes, absolutely.  There’s no doubt.” 
 
    Charlotte glanced over to Ryan, who, completely without the aid of makeup, had gone as white as a sheet.  “Is the bite on her thigh?” she asked slowly.  “About here?”  She indicated a spot on her own leg. 
 
    “Yes, that’s it, right there.  Do you know when it happened?” 
 
    Charlotte nodded.  “Yesterday evening, around half past eight.”  
 
    “And what’s happened to the dog?” asked the paramedic.  “We have to ask in cases of dog bites, you see.”   
 
    “What do you mean, what’s happened to the dog?  I’m sorry, I don’t understand the question.”  Charlotte was puzzled. 
 
    “It’s just procedure, Miss,” said the paramedic, “in case anyone complains…about the dog, I mean.”   
 
    “Complains about the dog?!  Well, let me tell you what happened to the dog.”  Charlotte struggled to keep her voice steady.  “The dog got stabbed by that maniac woman in there while he was trying to save me from getting murdered.  That’s what happened to the dog, whose name, incidentally, is Pippin!” 
 
    “It’s okay, I’ll handle this,” said Nathan, seeing Charlotte’s distress. He took the paramedic out of the room to explain the situation. 
 
    “I’m going home,” she said wearily.  She spoke briefly to Ryan before pulling on her jacket.  As she opened the front door, she heard Nathan say,  
 
    “Rachel Potts, I am placing you under arrest for the murder of Miranda Potts, and the attempted murder of Charlotte Denver and Ryan Benson.  You do not have to say anything…” 
 
    Slamming the door behind her she walked from the gloom, out into the sunshine. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    “So, turns out she only spilled the beans because the blood poisoning made her delirious.  Apparently, she was furious when she recovered and found out she’d confessed to Miranda’s murder.”  Nathan took two beers from the fridge. 
 
    “And she tried to kill Charlotte because Tom left her the cottage in his will?” asked Laura. 
 
    “Seems that way.”  Nathan cracked the top off a bottle and passed it to Garrett. 
 
    “I suppose you know that Ryan and Bella have split up?” said Charlotte, taking a sip of her rosé wine and stirring a pan of mushroom and asparagus risotto.  “I think there was too much pressure on them to stay together after Rachel was exposed as the killer.  Let’s face it can’t do your relationship much good when your Mum tries to bump off your boyfriend!” 
 
    “Out of interest, what made you look on the internet in the first place?” Garrett asked.  “For information about Bella, I mean.” 
 
    “Well when I first thought the killer might be Bella, I couldn’t quite believe it so I looked online to see if there were any videos of her in competition.  I suppose I just wanted to see for myself if it was likely that she’d have been able to knock Miranda down.  Of course, I didn’t know anything about Rachel’s involvement in judo until I saw that she was Bella’s coach, and that’s when the penny dropped.”  Charlotte added more stock to the risotto. 
 
    “I keep telling her she should get a job in the force.”  Nathan grinned.  “She gets more involved in police work than I do these days.” 
 
    “Well I sincerely hope she doesn’t!” said Laura.  “The marina wouldn’t be the same without Charlotte’s Plaice, speaking of which, how did Rachel Potts come to have your mobile number to call you at home on the night of the attack?” 
 
    “Y’know, I wondered about that for a long time,” said Charlotte.  “I’d already asked all the bar owners, and Yolanda and Adam in the Mini-Mart, but none of them had given it to anyone.  Then it dawned on me that she’d had it ever since she’d arrived in St. Eves.  She’d found it in Tom’s address book and had called me to arrange the post-funeral celebration long before Miranda was killed.”  
 
    Garrett and Laura were having dinner with Charlotte and Nathan — the first time they’d all got together since Rachel Potts had been found guilty and the Potts family had left St. Eves.   
 
    “Ryan told me that Miranda was finally laid to rest last week.”  Charlotte frowned.  “He’s still in touch with Bella, apparently, even though they’re not together anymore.” 
 
    “Well, maybe we can all forget about it now and get on with our lives.”  Laura shuddered.   
 
    “I couldn’t agree more!”  Charlotte clinked her wine glass against her godmother’s as a loud knock at the door sent Pippin running from the kitchen to the front door, barking excitedly. 
 
    “Wonder who that is?” Charlotte put down her glass.  “Laura, keep stirring this while I answer the door, will you?” 
 
    Well, if you’re not expecting anyone, why don’t you ignore it?” said Nathan.  “It’s probably only someone trying to sell you something.” 
 
    Another loud knock sent Pippin into overdrive, so intent was he to get to the person on the other side of the door. 
 
    “Yoo-hoo! Are you at home, Charlotte? It’s me, Marjorie.” 
 
    Charlotte opened the door and smiled warmly at her old friend.  Marjorie was perched on her mobility scooter, her sturdy walking stick in her hand.  She had a large wicker basket on her lap. 
 
    “Can I come in, dear?” she asked, a benign smile on her wrinkled face which lit up the moment she saw Pippin.  
 
    “Yes, of course. Here, let me help you, and let me take that basket, too.”  Charlotte held Marjorie’s arm as she negotiated the step into the house, taking the basket that was clutched in the old woman’s arthritic fingers. 
 
    “Oh, hello, Nathan, dear.  I hope I’m not disturbing you?”  Marjorie looked momentarily concerned when she saw him.  “You know, I remember when my husband and I were in the first throes of young love…we couldn’t keep our hands off each other.”  She gave a mischievous chuckle. 
 
    Nathan caught Charlotte’s eye briefly and raised his eyebrows before reassuring Marjorie with a grin that she wasn’t disturbing them. “Not at all,” he said. “Garrett and Laura are here too.”   
 
    “Let’s go into the living room.”  Charlotte steered Marjorie towards a comfortable chair after everyone had said hello.   
 
    Refusing offers of tea, coffee or wine, Marjorie asked for a small glass of water instead. 
 
    “Thank you, my dear.”  She took a birdlike sip from the glass Charlotte handed her before putting it down onto the table with a shaky hand.  “I’m sorry to call round unannounced, but I’ve come to tell you that I’m leaving St. Eves tonight.” 
 
    Charlotte opened her mouth to speak, but Marjorie held up her hand. “Let me finish, my dear, or I’ll forget what I’m going to say.” She dabbed her forehead with a lace, lavender-scented handkerchief.  
 
    “I’m going to stay with friends just outside London. They’ve been asking me for ages to go and live with them but I never felt like I wanted to. You see, I’d got used to living on my own and I liked having my independence but, since Tom passed, I’ve been lonely. I miss having him around.  He was such a treasure.”  
 
    She stopped to take another sip of water and dabbed at the corner of her eyes. “Anyway,” she said, composing herself, “there’s so much that I want to do, but I don’t want to do it on my own. I may be eighty-five, but I’ve still got a lot of life left to live.” 
 
    Charlotte looked at the old lady and felt saddened to think that she’d been lonely. She wished there was something she could do to change Marjorie’s decision, but knew there was nothing. “Oh, Marjorie, I’m so sorry you feel this way. Is there anything I can do?” 
 
    Marjorie patted Charlotte’s hand and smiled. “Yes, there is. You can stop worrying about me. I’m perfectly alright.  I’ve just decided that it’s time to move on.  I’ll be leaving as soon as my taxi arrives in half an hour.  Now pass me my bag, please.” 
 
    She took a large cake box out of the bag and handed it to Charlotte. Immediately, Pippin’s nose twitched and his tail started to wag.  
 
    “It’s my take on chocolate fudge cake,” she said, looking pleased with herself. “I’m not a bad baker, you know, and I used to make this quite a lot when Tom was alive. It has chocolate chunks in the sponge.  I hope you like it.”  
 
    “Chocolate fudge cake with chocolate chunks in the sponge…what’s not to like?!” said Charlotte. “I’m going to love it.  Thank you, but you didn’t have to go to trouble of baking me a cake, you know.” 
 
    “I know I didn’t, but you’ve been very kind to me over the years and I couldn’t go without leaving you with a small token of my appreciation.”  Marjorie pushed herself up out of her chair. “Well, I must be on my way. I don’t want to be late for my taxi.  Goodbye, my dears.  Be sure to take care of yourselves, and of each other, won’t you?”  
 
    She held Charlotte in a surprisingly strong grip as she hugged her and when she stepped back, they both had tears in their eyes. 
 
    “Oh, my, this just won’t do,” said Marjorie as she wiped her eyes again with her handkerchief. “After the funeral, I didn’t think I had any tears left to shed.” She sniffed and smiled weakly before squeezing Nathan’s hand and making her way to the front door.  
 
    Settled in her mobility scooter, she said her final goodbyes to everyone and Pippin put his front paws up on her knees. He’d become very attached to Marjorie during her friendship with Tom and she had always made a huge fuss of him. 
 
    “Goodbye, poppet.”  Marjorie scratched him under his chin and behind his ears before steering the scooter down the path and onto the pavement.  She looked back one last time as she waved goodbye and then she was gone. 
 
    “Well, that was a surprise,” said Charlotte as they all went back into the house. “I feel a bit sad.  I’ll miss her.” 
 
    Nathan put his arm around her shoulders.  “Don’t feel sad.  She’s going to be happier with friends.  Now,” he clapped his hands and rubbed them together, “how about we try a piece of that cake?” 
 
    Charlotte laughed.  “After dinner!”  
 
    ººººººº 
 
    As Nathan loaded the dishwasher, Charlotte took the lid off the cake box.  Instantly, the heady, bittersweet aroma of chocolate assailed her senses.  
 
    “Oh, my gosh.  Come and look at this,” she called out, and her three dinner guests surveyed the cake in awe.   
 
    Three layers high and topped with a luscious chocolate icing, chunks of chocolate poked through the sides of the cake and swirls of white, dark and milk chocolate decorated its generously iced surface.   
 
    Charlotte cut four large wedges, her mouth-watering with the anticipation of tasting the rich, chocolate confection.     
 
    “I think this calls for a cup of tea,” she said as she switched on the kettle.  “And I think we should go into the living room to enjoy it properly — a cake like this deserves to be savoured.” 
 
    She put the mugs and the plates onto a tray and took them into the living room before curling up on the couch, closely followed by Pippin. Holding her plate in front of her nose, she deeply inhaled the cake’s rich chocolate fragrance before popping the first piece into her mouth.  
 
    “Mmmmmm.”  She rolled her eyes.  “That is soooo good.” With every forkful, Pippin’s eyes followed the cake as it travelled from the plate to Charlotte’s mouth.  
 
    “Delicious,” agreed Nathan, as he scraped the last traces of icing off the plate with his finger. “Sorry, Pip. No chocolate for you, mate,” he said to the little dog who was gazing forlornly at the empty plate. 
 
    “Here you are, Pippin.  You can have this instead.” Charlotte threw him a beef jerky chew stick that she’d brought with her from the kitchen. “It’s only fair that you have a treat as well.”  
 
    Pippin deftly caught the chew and took it to the other end of the couch, where he promptly hid it behind a cushion, nudging it into the corner with his nose. 
 
    Later, when Garrett and Laura had gone home, Charlotte cut the remainder of the cake in half.  She planned to take it to the café and share it with Jess and a few of her favourite customers when they came in for afternoon tea or coffee.  Ava, Harriett and Betty all had a sweet tooth and Marjorie’s cake was sure to hit the spot.  
 
    “Well,” said Nathan, leaning against the wall and patting his stomach as Charlotte wiped down the kitchen worktops.  “I reckon there must have been at least a thousand calories in that slice of cake.”  He looked over at her, his hazel eyes twinkling and full of mischief.  “Any ideas about how we might work them off?” 
 
    “For goodness’ sake! Is that all you ever think about?”  She laughed as she threw a tea towel at him, but didn’t protest too much as he lifted her off her feet and carried her upstairs. 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    An hour later, Charlotte picked up Marjorie’s cake board from the worktop and rinsed it under the tap.  Made of plywood covered with tinfoil, it was one of the few things that couldn’t go in the dishwasher. She wiped the surface with a wet cloth and turned it over to do the same to the base, when she saw a patch of silver duct tape in the centre.  She ran her fingers over it and felt something underneath the tape.  Peeling away one of the edges, she found an envelope stuck to the board.  
 
    Inside it was a note from Marjorie. 
 
    Dearest Charlotte,  
 
    You were always very good to Tom, and have been very kind to me during my time in St. Eves. I know that Tom was so proud to be able to call you his friend. 
 
    I wanted to leave you a gift — a small token of my appreciation for your kindness to Tom, and to me, over the years.  
 
    When Tom was alive, we would try our luck on the lottery every week. We bought a ticket together and enjoyed the occasional win.  
 
    This last ticket was purchased from the big supermarket in town just before Tom was taken ill, but we never got round to claiming the winnings. Since his death, I’ve been wondering what I should do with it. 
 
    I know it’s a winning ticket, because I have checked the numbers, but without Tom here to share in the good fortune, it wouldn’t feel right to keep it for myself.  In any case, I don’t need the money.  
 
    So, my dear, I would like to pass the ticket on to you, and ask that you please do not feel guilty about taking it. Instead, enjoy the money.  Spend it on yourself or the people you love. Nothing would make me happier than to know that the money has brought you happiness.  
 
    The only stipulation I place on giving you this gift is that you spend it on something that will make you happy, whether it be something you need, or something you want.  The choice is yours. I know that wherever Tom is, he will be delighted with that decision.   
 
    Please don’t try to contact me with a refusal, my dear, as I will be most upset. 
 
    With my fondest regards, 
 
    Marjorie. 
 
    PS — If you have ever felt as though you’ve been followed over the last few days, don’t worry, my dear.  It was only me, wondering when would be the best time to give the ticket to you. I almost gave it to you on numerous occasions but, in the end, decided that this would be the best way. 
 
    Charlotte shook the envelope and the lottery ticket fell out. She stared at it for what felt like the longest time. It had never occurred to anyone to ask Marjorie if she’d known the whereabouts of the ticket because no one had known that she and Tom had played the lottery together every week.  
 
    She re-read the letter twice. Despite Marjorie’s assurance that she shouldn’t feel guilty about the money, she couldn’t help but feel uncomfortable. She wished she could get in touch with her, but she had no idea where she was. She’d left no phone number, no forwarding address, no nothing.  
 
    She called out to Nathan.  “You’re not going to believe this.”  He came into the kitchen and she handed him the note. 
 
    Nathan gave a low whistle.  “Well, who’d have thought it? “  He rubbed the stubble on his chin.  “Wonder how much you’ve won?” 
 
    Charlotte shrugged.  “I don’t know, but it won’t be a huge amount, I’m sure.  I mean, I know Marjorie said she didn’t need the money, but if it’s worth a fortune, I’m sure she wouldn’t have given it away.” 
 
    “Well, perhaps you should check the numbers. Or I’ll check them if you want me to?”  Nathan got himself another bottle of beer from the fridge and cracked off the top. 
 
    “Okay,” said Charlotte. “You check the numbers and tell me if there’ll be enough for me to get the awning repaired. If it’s more than £1,000, I’ll be over the moon.” 
 
    Nathan took the ticket and his beer into the living room and opened up Charlotte’s laptop. He logged into the lottery website and tapped in the numbers on the ticket. 
 
    “Well?”  Charlotte watched him look repeatedly from the laptop to the ticket and back again.   
 
    “I think you’d better come and take a look at this.”  He took a long swig of his beer. 
 
    “Oh, why don’t you just tell me how much it is?” she said impatiently.  “I can’t bear the suspense!” 
 
    A slow grin spread across Nathan’s face. “This ticket,” he said, “is one of ten winning tickets.” 
 
    “One of ten?”  Charlotte laughed. “Just my luck to share the prize money with nine other people. So how much are the winnings?” 
 
    Nathan continued. “One of ten winning tickets that have won a share of £2,000,000.” 
 
    She looked back at him, a frown creasing her brow. “Huh?”  
 
    “Charlotte … this ticket is worth £200,000.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    Charlotte knocked on the door of the pretty white house with the blue shutters. 
 
    “It’s okay, Dad, I’ll get it.”  Ryan called on the other side of the door.  “Oh, hi.  What are you doing here?”  
 
    “Sorry to call round so early on a Saturday morning, Ryan.  D’you have a few minutes?  I promise I won’t take up much of your time.”  
 
    “Oh.  Yeah, of course. Come in.”  Ryan stepped aside to let her pass.  “Um, this is my dad.  Dad, this is Charlotte Denver.  She owns Charlotte’s Plaice on the marina in St. Eves.”  
 
    Sitting in a wheelchair in the living room was a distinguished-looking, straight-backed man with a friendly face. His shock of bright, white hair and vivid, grey eyes made a striking combination with his fresh-faced, pink-cheeked complexion.  
 
    Had it not been for the small oxygen tank on the back of his wheelchair that delivered air to his weakened lungs through a thin plastic tube, Charlotte would never have known he was ill. She hadn’t given a thought to what Ryan’s invalid father would look like, but she suspected that it wouldn’t have been the attractive, healthy-looking man she found herself looking at now.  
 
    She stepped forward to shake his hand. “I’m very happy to meet you, Mr Benson. I hope you don’t mind me calling round unannounced so early on a Saturday morning?” 
 
    “No, no, not at all, my dear. It’s nice to see a pretty young face about the place. All the girls Ryan brings home look like they’ve never seen the light of day.  I was relieved to find out it was only because of their makeup.” He winked at Charlotte. 
 
    “Yes, thank you, Dad.  I’m sure Charlotte doesn’t want to hear about the girls I bring home.”  Ryan blushed, but grinned.  
 
    “So, I expect you’d like me to disappear?” Ryan’s father began to wheel himself out of the living room, but Charlotte called after him. 
 
    “Actually, Mr Benson.  I’d like you to stay, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    Ryan and his father looked at each other quizzically. “Please, my dear, call me Victor. And you’d like me to stay, you say?” 
 
    Charlotte nodded. “Yes please.” 
 
    “Well, this sounds serious. You’d better sit down.” He waved her over to the couch and wheeled himself closer to it. “Come on, Charlotte, you can sit down here, next to me and Ryan can sit beside you. That way, I can hear everything that’s going on.” 
 
    When everyone was settled, Charlotte began.  
 
    “Mr Benson…sorry, Victor. Ryan is an amazing young man. The most amazing young man I’ve ever met. I know, too, that he’s a very modest young man. For instance, you probably don’t know that he saved my life a few weeks ago.” 
 
    Victor Benson shook his head and took on a slightly bewildered look. 
 
    “No, I didn’t think he’d have told you.”  Charlotte grinned at Ryan, whose face had turned the colour of freshly boiled beetroot.   
 
    “Anyway, if it hadn’t been for Ryan I’m not sure I’d be sitting here now, so I really do owe him the most enormous debt of gratitude.”  
 
    She looked down at her shoes as she felt herself becoming emotional. Don’t cry, for goodness’ sake! She took a deep breath to calm herself.  
 
    “I know how proud Ryan is, and how selfless, too, and I know that he wouldn’t want any reward for what he did. I understand that, I really do, but I hope you’ll understand, Ryan, that I can’t let what you did for me go without recognition.” She pulled an envelope out of her purse and handed it to him. 
 
    “Before you open that, I need to tell you that it’s not a loan.  It’s a gift. And please don’t think it’s charity, because it’s not. It’s a gift that I’ve recently become fortunate enough to be able to give, as a token of my thanks, and I hope you’ll be able to accept it without being offended or embarrassed.” 
 
    Ryan looked at the envelope. He wanted to tell Charlotte that the gift wasn’t necessary and that he didn’t need any reward but the feeling that was overwhelming him was so incredible, he couldn’t bring himself to say the words.  
 
    “Now just hang on a minute,” said Victor.  “Before you open that, son, let me ask this young lady a couple of questions.”  He wheeled himself over to sit opposite Charlotte so that he could look at her, face on. “Now…you say my boy saved your life?” 
 
    Charlotte nodded. “Yes, he did.” 
 
    “And how exactly did he do that?” Victor looked on with interest. 
 
    “He got between me and someone who was trying to attack me with a knife. He fought them off and they ran away.” Charlotte shuddered as she remembered the attack with a recollection that was far too vivid for her liking. 
 
    Victor turned to Ryan.  “I suppose that’s how you got that cut on your face, is it?” he asked.  “You know what he told me? He told me he got it at work.  Said he tripped over while he was carrying a tray of drinks and fell on a glass.”  He chuckled as he wagged his finger.  “You must think your old man was born yesterday!” 
 
    As Charlotte watched the gentle and obvious affection with which father and son communicated, it made her heart ache for her own parents. If she’d had any doubts about what she was planning to do, they’d just been blown away. 
 
    “Anyway, sorry my dear, I interrupted you. Please carry on.” Victor relaxed in his chair and took a double-puff from a large purple inhaler. 
 
    “You don’t have to open that now,” she said.  “I just wanted to speak to you and your dad before you did.” 
 
    “No, no, I am going to open it now,” Ryan replied. “I’m just a little embarrassed, that’s all.” 
 
    As he tore open the envelope, he guessed it would contain a gift token, discount vouchers or money — what other kind of gift came in an envelope?   
 
    If it was money, he prayed there would be enough to have grab bars fitted in the bathroom.  On the rare occasions that his dad got out of his wheelchair, Ryan always had to accompany him in case he fell down.  
 
    Victor Benson was a proud man and Ryan knew how much it hurt his pride that he couldn’t go to the bathroom without assistance from his son. Grab bars would help him enormously, and give him back a little independence when it came to activities that he would prefer to perform in private. 
 
    He took a cheque from the envelope and gasped when he saw the amount. £4,000! £4,000! That was enough to fit grab bars all over the house, buy all his college textbooks, take his dad out to dinner, and maybe have a little left over.  
 
    Stunned, Ryan passed the cheque to his Dad and leaned across to hug Charlotte.  
 
    “Thank you. Thank you so much!  I can’t tell you how grateful I am — and, no, I’m not too offended or embarrassed to accept it!  You’ve no idea what a difference £4,000 is going to make to us. Isn’t it, Dad?” 
 
    He turned to his father and was dismayed to see tears running down his cheeks. Then Charlotte started crying, too. Victor put his arms out, beckoning her to him and she got up from the couch and leaned down to hug him. He pulled a tissue from the pack in his wheelchair and dried his eyes before turning to Ryan. 
 
    “Son, I think you need to sit down.”  His voice was shaky and a weak smile played on his lips. 
 
    “Why? What’s wrong?”  Ryan frowned.  “Why are you crying?”   
 
    Victor and Charlotte glanced at each other and Charlotte buried her face in one of Nathan’s handkerchiefs she’d brought with her, just in case she found herself in a situation like this.  
 
    “Will someone please tell me what the bloody hell is going on?” said Ryan, a bemused look on his face.  
 
    Victor took a wheezy breath.  “This cheque isn’t for £4,000, son.  It’s for £40,000!” 
 
    The information didn’t register at first — it took a little while. Ryan took the cheque from his dad and stared at it. Then he stared at it some more. Then he burst into tears.  
 
    He sat on the ground in front of his Dad’s wheelchair, rested his head on his knees and cried like a baby. Victor stroked his head, too choked with emotion to say anything at all.  
 
    This is my cue to leave, thought Charlotte and quietly let herself out.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    It was Friday evening and Charlotte and Jess were sitting on the terrace at Charlotte’s Plaice. 
 
    They’d finished stacking up the tables and chairs and were ready to lock up just as soon as they’d finished the glass of wine they were enjoying to herald the beginning of the weekend. The rest of the evening and all the next day stretched before them, and neither of them had any plans whatsoever.  
 
    “Aaah, it’s a good feeling not to have to worry about what time you go to bed tonight, because it doesn’t matter what time you get up tomorrow morning, isn’t it?” said Jess.  
 
    “Yep,” agreed Charlotte, shielding her eyes from the sun and looking out at the boats. I will never tire of this place, she thought.  
 
    She was roused from her daydreams by Pippin, who barked once and sat up from his position at her feet, ears pricked up and alert.  
 
    “What’s up, boy?” she asked, at which the little dog ran off down the footpath only to reappear seconds later with Nathan in tow.  
 
    “Evening, ladies. I can see that your weekend’s started early!” He laughed as he took a chair off the nearest stack and sat down with them. 
 
    “If you want some wine, you’d better get yourself a glass because I’m too relaxed to move.”  Charlotte leaned back to take full advantage of the early evening sunshine. 
 
    “No, I can’t stop for long. I’ve just come to tell you that Alexander Young called me about ten minutes ago to say that he’ll be calling you between half-six and seven.  He tried your number but you didn’t answer, so he asked me if I could let you know. I’m on my way to a meeting, but I thought I’d stop off and deliver the message in person.  And because I’m nosy and I want to know what he’s calling about.” 
 
    Charlotte laughed as she checked her phone. “You’re right, I’ve got two missed calls from him. Wonder why I didn’t hear the phone ring?”  She scratched her head. “Oh, I know why…he must have called when I was saying goodbye to Leo and Harry. They’re going off on Leo’s boat for a couple of weeks, remember? I left the phone in the kitchen when I came out to wave them off.”    
 
    “Who’s Alexander Young?” asked Jess, pouring herself another glass of wine.  
 
    “He’s the solicitor dealing with Tom’s estate. I’ve been dreading the call from him to tell me that the cottage has been awarded to Tom’s children. It was nice to have had it for a while though.”  She smiled, a little sadly. 
 
    Her phone gave a shrill ring.   
 
    “Hello, yes, Charlotte speaking. Hello, Mr Young. Yes, very well, thanks.  And you?” She held the phone close to her ear, listening intently as she walked over to the entrance to Pier 4, stopping to lean against the railings to which her bike was chained. 
 
    “What d’you think he’s saying?” whispered Jess to Nathan. 
 
    “Dunno.  He’s probably calling to tell her that things are taking longer to work out than he thought they would. You know how legal things can drag on.” 
 
    “Okay, thank you. Yes, I will.  Bye.” Instead of going back to the table, Charlotte walked slowly up the pier, Pippin at her heels. 
 
    “Oh, dear.  Doesn’t look like good news, does it?” said Jess.  
 
    “Well, she wasn’t really expecting good news,” said Nathan.  “She’d already resigned herself to the fact that Tom’s cottage was going back to his family. She was just waiting to find out when that would be. Between you and me, I think she was hoping for the decision to be delayed for as long as possible.  
 
    “You know how fond she was of Tom and I think that having the cottage, even if only for a little while, was helping her to grieve.” Nathan looked at his watch. “Anyway, time for me to make a move, but I’d better go and give her a hug before I do. She could probably do with one.” 
 
    He walked up the pier, stopping behind Charlotte, and put his arms around her. “I’m sorry,” he whispered against her hair. “I know how much you wanted the cottage to be yours.” 
 
    She turned to face him, her eyes brimming with tears waiting to mingle with those that had already fallen onto her cheeks. “It is mine.” Her voice was barely more than a whisper. 
 
    “What?” said Nathan. 
 
    “It is mine. The cottage — it’s mine!” She grabbed his hands and jumped up and down.  “The court’s decision went in my favour.  I can’t believe it!”  
 
    She flung her arms around his neck and he lifted her off her feet.  As he carried her back down the pier, Pippin ran ahead, stopping every few steps to make sure they were still behind him.   
 
    “Jess!” Charlotte called out as Nathan swung her round.  “Open a bottle of champagne – we’re celebrating! Well, you and me are, anyway!  Woohoo!” 
 
    As the cork popped and Nathan poured two glasses of bubbly, Charlotte cast her eyes skyward and blew a kiss. 
 
    Thank you, Tom.  Looks like that angel dust worked, after all. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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 Chapter 1 
 
    “Charlotte!  Can you hurry up and let me know where you want us to put this before I lose all feeling in my fingers?”   
 
    Garrett Walton stood at one end of the handcrafted, rosewood sideboard and raised an eyebrow at Ryan Benson, who stood at the opposite end.  Sweat rolled down his forehead and collected in beads on his eyelashes. 
 
    “Sorry, sorry!  I was making a start on unpacking the crates downstairs.”  
 
    The sound of footsteps taking the stairs two at a time were closely followed by the appearance of Charlotte Denver around the bedroom door, her West Highland Terrier, Pippin, at her heels.   
 
    A wide hair band held her short, dark hair off her face, a slick of apricot gloss across her lips her only concession to makeup.  Her light-brown eyes shone and she beamed with excitement at finally moving into her new home.  “Y’know, I don’t know how on earth I’ve accumulated so much stuff. I haven’t even brought it all with me.  I left a lot of it at...” 
 
    “Charlotte!  The sideboard?”  Garrett’s pained voice brought her back to the matter in hand.   
 
    “Ohmigosh!  Sorry…yes, um, just put it over there against that wall, please,” she said, guiltily.   
 
    Garrett and Ryan set the sideboard down and Garrett straightened up slowly, massaging his fingers.  As skipper of one of the St. Eves fishing boat fleet, he was more than accustomed to hard work, but having come straight from an all-nighter on the boat to help his goddaughter move home, he was starting to feel the effects on his already-aching muscles.   
 
    “Is there anything else that needs moving?” asked Ryan.  “I don’t have to be at work until five, so I can stay and help until around half-four if you want?”   
 
    “That’s good of you, but I think that’s about it,” said Charlotte, taking a quick look around the room before checking in the other two bedrooms.  She came back in and nodded.  “Yeah, that’s it.  Everything’s where it should be, thanks to you two.”   
 
    She looked from Garrett to her newest friend, Ryan Benson - the young man she’d met earlier in the year and with whom she’d formed a remarkably strong bond. 
 
    “Come down and have something to eat,” she said.  “We can sit outside - it’s a shame to waste such a beautiful day.” 
 
    Ten minutes later, she took a food-laden tray and a jug of ice-cold lemon squash out to her two grateful helpers on the patio.  Soft-baked rolls filled with shrimp and dill mayonnaise and corned beef and pickle, a large bowl of salad, some fresh fruit and a whole Camembert - Garrett’s favourite - were fell upon hungrily and devoured quickly. 
 
    “So,” said Garrett, wiping his arm across his mouth, “when’s your place going to be ready for your new tenant?”  
 
    Charlotte pulled a shrimp out of her roll and popped it into her mouth.  “Well, all that’s left to do is to give it a clean and it’ll be ready.  The rental contract doesn’t start until 1st October, but as it’s someone I know, I don’t mind giving him the keys a day or two early so he can start moving in before then if he wants to.”   
 
    Detective Sergeant Ben Dillon was going to be Charlotte’s new tenant.  He currently lived in the neighbouring village of Pensands, but when the opportunity to rent a place closer to work had come up, he’d jumped at the chance.   
 
    “And you’ve got some old friends coming back to St. Eves to rent Nathan’s place?” Ryan bit into a peach and the juice ran down his chin.  “They’ve been away travelling, or something?” 
 
    Charlotte nodded, handing him a piece of kitchen paper.  “Drew Ferguson and Kate Denton.  They’ve been away from St. Eves for ten years.  They got back a couple of days ago, but we haven’t seen them yet.” 
 
    When Charlotte had suggested to Nathan that it made sense to rent out their houses, as neither of them was prepared to sell until the housing market picked up, he’d agreed it was a good idea.   
 
    When Drew’s mother had found out on the St. Eves’ grapevine that Nathan was looking for lodgers, she’d put down a month’s deposit and a month’s rent to secure the house for her son and his fiancée on their arrival back in St. Eves.   
 
    “You remember Drew and Kate, don’t you Garrett?  Jess and I went to school with them.” 
 
    Garrett scratched his weatherworn face.  “I certainly do remember them.  Right pair of lovebirds, they were.  Every time you saw them, they were draped all over each other.  Never saw anyone so loved-up.”  He grinned at the recollection and moved his chair underneath the sun umbrella. 
 
    “Well, I’ll let you know tomorrow if ten years away from here has changed them because we’re meeting up tonight so they can sign Nathan’s contract.”  She turned to Ryan.  “And you’ll be able to meet them because we’re going to The Bottle of Beer.”  
 
    “Oh, okay.”  Ryan nodded.  “Yeah, I’ll be working till about midnight, so I’ll definitely be there.” 
 
    Charlotte checked the time.  “Right, you two are welcome to stay out here for as long as you like, but I’ve really got to get some of those crates unpacked.  Let me refill that jug for you and then you can relax on the loungers if you want to.” 
 
    Garrett shook his head.  “If I even think about relaxing, I’m going to fall asleep.  We were out with the boat at just before one this morning, so I really need my bed.”  He pushed his feet into his trainers and pulled on his fisherman’s cap.  “Thanks for feeding and watering us.”   
 
    Charlotte hugged him and gave him a kiss on the cheek.  “Any time, and thank you for helping me out.  I really appreciate it.”  
 
    Ryan stood up and stretched.  “I’d better be off too.”  He gave Charlotte a hug before putting on his cycling helmet and fastening the strap under his chin.  “Thanks for the food and I’ll see you later.” 
 
    She waved them off at the front door and laughed as Pippin ran along the pavement alongside Ryan, barking all the way.   
 
    “Pip!  Come on,” she called, and the little dog stopped dead in his tracks before turning and racing back towards her, his pink tongue hanging out.   
 
    Back in the cottage, Charlotte gazed around the living room.  There were twenty crates left to unpack and as much as the sunshine and the beach right outside her door were calling to her on her day off, she knew she had to get the job done 
 
    She sighed.  “Right, Pip.  I’ll call Nathan, then I’ll do some more unpacking.”  Picking up her phone, she dialled his direct line and waited for it to connect.  He answered almost immediately.   
 
    “Don’t think you can get out of unpacking those crates by chatting to me.”  She could hear the smile in his voice. 
 
    “Actually, I was calling to confirm the arrangements for tonight.  Am I still meeting you at half-seven?”  She perched on the edge of the dining table with her feet on a packing crate, the phone between her shoulder and her chin as she unwrapped a brushed chrome vase from its newspaper cocoon. 
 
    “Unless that’s too early for you?” Nathan Costello’s tone was efficient and a little brusque.  His ‘work voice’, Charlotte called it.   
 
    “No, half-seven’s fine.  Will I see you there or will you come here first?” 
 
    “I’ll see you at The Bottle of Beer.  I need to call in at home to pick up the contract, so I might as well shower and change there.  Look, there’s a call on the other line – I’ll see you later, okay?” 
 
    He hung up before Charlotte had time to reply. 
 
    Screwing up the newspaper packing into a ball, she threw it to Pippin who pushed it around the floor with his nose before taking it between his front paws and proceeding to rip it to bits.   
 
    She looked at the crates again and a slow smile curved her lips as she thought back over the last five months to the events that had brought her here, to the beautiful fisherman’s cottage that now belonged to her.   
 
    She’d inherited it earlier in the year when Tom Potts, a long-time resident of St. Eves and a much-loved friend, had died at the age of 102, leaving it to her in his will.   
 
    The sea front cottage was her dream home.  Built from local stone, she loved the slate roof and original solid front door, carved from a single piece of wood and worn to a shine in one place where, over the years, Tom had always pushed it when he left the house to make sure it was shut.  
 
    Inside, exposed original beams and open fireplaces were a feature in every room.  The living room boasted a huge bay, into which a comfortable window seat had been built; the perfect place to sit and spend a lazy afternoon reading, or from which to simply admire the spectacular view.   
 
    The only major changes Charlotte had made were to have a new bathroom and kitchen fitted - with a kitchen door complete with dog flap for Pippin - being careful to choose designs that were in keeping with the character of her new home.  Every evening for the last four months, after finishing work at her marina-front café bar, Charlotte had cycled to the cottage to check on the progress of the renovations.   
 
    With the work having recently been completed, she was now in the process of moving in all the belongings she wanted from her old house.   
 
    As if organising and moving into her new home wasn’t stressful enough, with Nathan moving in too, she was now on the verge of becoming a full-time cohabiter for the first time in her life.    
 
    Charlotte knew that this had been a blissfully happy home for Tom and his wife and the minute it became hers, she knew she wanted it to be a happy home for her and the man she loved. 
 
    She was fed up of them living out of a drawer and a few inches of wardrobe space at each other’s homes. It made sense for them to live together, and there was far more living space at the cottage than there was at either of their houses. 
 
    Of course, as Nathan was the perpetually sought-after Detective Chief Inspector, the amount of time they would actually spend cohabiting was debatable, but she was delighted their relationship was taking that next step.   
 
    She slid off the table and padded over to the seat in the bay window.  It was a glorious Saturday afternoon and the whole of the UK was basking in an Indian summer.  The September sunshine warmed her skin and dappled the gently rippling sea with patches of white-gold.  
 
    As the sun glinted off the white sails of a distant flotilla of yachts, Charlotte had to pinch herself again.  I am the luckiest woman in the world, she thought, for the thousandth time.  There was no way she would ever have been able to afford a sea front property in St. Eves.  The prime location alone was enough to ensure that the asking prices were in the high six figures, with some even creeping over seven. 
 
    With its white sand beaches and gently shelving coastline, St. Eves was one of the most desirable places to live in the UK, with buyers scrambling to put down roots in the bustling, coastal fishing town.  
 
    Her mobile phone rang, disturbing her moment of contemplation.  Her friend Jess’s name flashed across the screen and she smiled as she swiped it to answer the call she’d been expecting. 
 
    “Hi.  I knew it’d be you.  Everything okay?”  
 
    “Hi.  I just picked up your message.  Um, I didn’t realise that Ben was going to be there tonight.  You haven’t asked me to come along just so you can fix us up, have you?   ‘Cos if you have, I’m not coming.  I mean, I really like him - you know I do - but if you start playing matchmaker, I’ll die of embarrassment.”  Jess barely paused for breath as she reeled off her concerns. 
 
    “For goodness’ sake!  I knew you’d freak when you found out Ben was going to be there, but he’s coming to sign the rental contract.  And of course I’m not trying to fix you up.  I asked you to come along because neither of us have seen Drew or Kate for years and I thought it’d be nice for us all to get together.”   
 
    Despite her denials, Charlotte secretly thought that Jess and Ben would make a great couple, but she wasn’t about to get involved in arranging her best friend’s love life.   
 
    Truth was, the only reason she’d invited Jess along was to meet up with Drew and Kate but if it so happened that she got a little friendly with Ben into the bargain, who was she to argue with fate? 
 
    “So you see, Miss Worrypants,” said Charlotte.  “You don’t have to be so suspicious.  There’s no ulterior motive for inviting you to join us.  Okay?” 
 
    “Well, it would be good to see them again, I suppose.”  Jess conceded and her mood audibly lightened.  “Okay, I’ll see you at the bar at around eight’ish.” 
 
    “Yep, see you then, but Nathan and I will be there from half-seven if you want to come down a little earlier.  Either way, I’ll see you later.”  Charlotte bid her friend goodbye and stretched out on the window seat, closing her eyes and allowing herself to relax completely for the first time in weeks.   
 
    She wondered what Drew and Kate would be like now.  The last time she’d seen them was before she and her family had immigrated to Spain when she was nine years old.   
 
    She remembered Kate as being an incredibly shy and awkward, skinny young girl who, at 5’ 7”, would walk with a stoop to disguise her height and blush like a beetroot whenever a member of the opposite sex spoke to her.  With her long, glossy, poker-straight mane of mahogany hair and her long-lashed, pale green eyes that were magnified to twice their size behind the thick lenses in her astigmatism-corrective glasses, her efforts to remain incognito were hopeless as she was one of the most distinctive looking girls in the school.   
 
    Drew, on the other hand, had been the life and soul of the party.  At 4’ 10”, he’d been a rotund boy with rosy cheeks, a mop of white-blonde hair and eyes so dark brown they looked black.  He’d joined the school a couple of years before she’d left for Spain and she remembered him as a vivacious boy with a contagious zest for life and an ego the size of Mount Everest.  A keen member of the school football, rugby and swimming teams, he made up in enthusiasm for what he lacked in technique. 
 
    One of the most well liked boys in the school, Drew was one of the few people from her childhood that Charlotte was really looking forward to seeing again. 
 
    When she’d found out that Drew and Kate had started dating some years after her departure for Spain, she couldn’t have been more surprised.  If you searched the world-over, she doubted you’d find two more seemingly incompatible people and she was interested to see them together.   
 
    She’d been equally surprised, however, to learn that Jess had also had a very short-lived, schoolgirl romance with Drew.   
 
    She laughed impulsively as she recalled Jess telling her how Drew had tried to kiss her in the back row of the cinema when they were fourteen, and how she’d shoved her tub of mint choc-chip ice cream right in the middle of his rosy-cheeked face.  “The worst thing about it was that I hadn’t even eaten any of it,” she’d said indignantly when she’d told Charlotte about it one hilarious evening, during which they’d howled with laughter. 
 
    Her moment of tranquillity was brought to an abrupt end when Pippin, her West Highland Terrier, took a running jump at the window seat and landed squarely on her stomach.   
 
    “Oof!”  With the wind knocked out of her, Charlotte was momentarily helpless to stop the little dog from walking up to her face and covering her nose with little wet kisses.  She laughed and lifted him up, swinging her legs off the window seat and setting him down gently.   
 
    She looked around the living room again.  I’m sure these crates are multiplying.   
 
    She glanced from the stacks of crates, to Pippin.  It wasn’t a difficult decision to make.  “Right, Pip. I’ve had enough of this for now.  What say we leave it for a while and go out for a walk?” 
 
    On hearing the word ‘walk’, the little dog’s ears pricked up and he cocked his head, his tail wagging enthusiastically.  As Charlotte pulled on her trainers, he ran to the front door and sat obediently next to his lead, which hung from a hook on the wall. 
 
    Pulling on a hat and grabbing a tennis ball from the basket by the door, Charlotte put on her sunglasses and clipped Pippin’s lead to his collar.  She opened the door, inhaled a lungful of warm sea air and left the unpacking behind her.  
 
    When they’d crossed the road, Pippin jumped up onto the low, whitewashed wall that ran the length of the sea front and trotted along it barking at passing seagulls.  They walked to the turning which Charlotte had free-wheeled down so many times on her way to the café, near the end of which, the left fork went to the beach and the right fork went to the marina.  They took the left fork and Pippin immediately started pulling on the lead.  She let him loose and he ran off, barking at the seagulls and rolling happily on the sand, chasing after the ball that Charlotte threw for him.   
 
    They were walking back along the beach twenty minutes later when she saw someone who caused her to stop and look more closely.   
 
    A man with the peak of a baseball cap pulled down over his face and longish, white-blonde hair escaping from under the back and sides, was striding along the opposite side of the road.   
 
    She screwed up her eyes.  She’d only ever seen one person with hair that colour - hair that looked natural, anyway - but this person was considerably taller, older and thinner than the boy in her memories.  Surely that can’t be Drew?  She was about to call out to him when a south-east Asian looking woman caught up with him and fell in step alongside, chatting away.   
 
    Obviously not, she thought and continued on her way home. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    Later that day, Charlotte strolled down to The Bottle of Beer.  When she arrived, Nathan was already at the bar chatting to Will, the bar owner. 
 
    “Hi.” He smiled when he saw her and pulled her close to kiss her.  “So, d’you you want beer, beer or beer?”  
 
    “Hmm, let me think.” Her eyes scanned the vast blackboard that hung behind the bar, proclaiming every available beer on sale. “I think I’ll have a beer.” She grinned. “A honey beer – that sounds interesting. Hi Will, it’s good to see you.  How’s Ryan getting on in his new job?”  She settled herself on a barstool. 
 
    “Yeah, he’s doing great - he was made for the job.  The customers love him!”   
 
    Charlotte was pleased to hear it.  She had a very large soft spot for her young friend, Ryan and had been delighted when he’d recently been promoted to bar manager.  She would miss him terribly when he went off to college next year. 
 
    “I thought he was working tonight?” 
 
    “He is.  He’s just gone down to the Mini-Mart to pick up some limes.”  Will flicked the metal cap off a bottle and slid it across the bar with a frozen glass.  “There’s a group of guys coming in later who only drink that Mexican beer and we’re almost out of limes.  You know, they drink it with a wedge of lime stuck in the neck of the bottle?” 
 
    Charlotte nodded as she poured her beer into the frosty glass.  Rosé wine was her drink of choice, but The Bottle of Beer only sold bottles of beer.  No hardship really, she thought as she took a long drink of the chilled, golden liquid flavoured with a touch of honey.  “Mmmm, that’s delicious.”   
 
    “Hello you two, hi Will.”  Jess walked in and Will gave a low whistle.  
 
    Jess’s curly, blonde hair had been tamed into sleek waves, which fell around her bare shoulders.  A strappy lilac dress with a crimson flower print showcased her toned figure and high-heeled sandals showed off her tanned legs.   
 
    “My, oh my, be still my beating heart!” said Will, his hand on his chest.  “Who’s the lucky man?” 
 
    Jess tossed her hair over her shoulder.  “Just because I put on a dress and high heels on my day off, doesn’t mean it’s for the benefit of a man.”  She pulled up a stool next to Charlotte and fleetingly caught her eye before blushing and looking away.  “I do actually like to look nice for myself sometimes, you know.” 
 
    Will held up his hands in submission.  “Okay, okay, whatever you say.  Just sayin’ that you look really good.  What can I get you to drink?” 
 
    “Can I have one of those raspberry beers, please?” Jess smoothed the dress of her skirt over her legs and glanced at Charlotte.  “And I don’t need any smart comments from you, thank you very much,” she said with a grin.   
 
    “Wouldn’t dream of it.” Charlotte grinned back.  “Although I have to tell you that if that dress was for the benefit of a certain someone, I’m sure he’d be very impressed.”  She winked and took a sip of her beer. 
 
    “You know, it’s a shame we all have to work tomorrow morning,” said Nathan as Will passed Jess her bottle.  “Otherwise, we could have really made a night of it and gone on to a club for a boogie.” 
 
    Considering that Nathan was a somewhat reluctant dancer, his suggestion came as a complete surprise to Charlotte and Jess, who gawped at each other in astonishment.  
 
    “Am I hearing things?” said Charlotte.  “Did he just suggest going to a club?”  
 
    “D’you know, I believe he did,” said Jess.  “But what’s even more shocking is that he also said ‘boogie’”.  She turned to Nathan. “Nathan, this is not the 1970’s. No one says ‘boogie’ anymore.” 
 
    “Haha! You’re so funny,” he said, with a sarcastic smile and turned to talk to Will. 
 
    “I don’t believe it!  Is that my two favourite girls, or are my eyes deceiving me?”   
 
    A booming voice rang out behind them and Charlotte and Jess turned to see to whom it belonged.   
 
    A man with a pair of mirrored sunglasses stuck into his tousled, white blond hair, and the darkest brown eyes stood before them.  All evidence of his childhood chubbiness had gone and he’d grown by at least a foot.  Drew Ferguson was back in St. Eves.   
 
    Behind him, an equally tall, fragile-looking woman with a curtain of gleaming, mahogany hair hung back, seemingly happy for Drew to take the lead.  The milk-bottle bottom glasses and the squint were distant memories.  She stood tall now with no sign of a stoop and her pale green eyes shyly scanned the group of friends.  
 
    “Drew!  Kate!” Charlotte and Jess welcomed them in and a noisy exchange of greetings and kisses took place.   
 
    “Oh, it’s so good to see you,” said Charlotte. “I guess I should introduce you to Nathan; your new landlord, amongst other things!” 
 
    “Good to finally meet you properly.” Nathan stepped forward and shook hands with the couple. 
 
    “Likewise,” replied Drew.  “I used to see you around before we left St. Eves but I don’t recall you from school.  Mind you, you were a few years ahead of us, weren’t you?” 
 
    “I was, but just for tonight, can we forget about how much older I am than all of you?  It’s very depressing!”  Nathan grinned widely and picked up his beer.  “Should we move to a table?” 
 
    “Could we sit outside?” Kate changed the subject.  “It’s been such a long time since we were here and I’ve missed the marina so much.” 
 
    “You know, you have a doppelganger,” said Charlotte to Drew as they filed out.  “I could have sworn I saw you earlier today, but it turned out to be someone else.” 
 
    “Really?” said Drew.  “Well, they say that everyone has one - who’d have thought mine would be in St. Eves!” 
 
    They chose a table on the edge of the terrace.  The sun had long dipped behind the horizon, but the air was still warm.  Garlands of white lights were strung between the lampposts and across the frontages of the bars and restaurants, casting their silver glow over the marina front and onto the inky-blackness of the water.  Boats bobbed gently in their berths and the wind chimes that hung from so many of them tinkled like a lullaby. 
 
    “Oh, it’s so good to be back,” said Kate, leaning back and sighing in contentment. 
 
    “Yes, it’s so relaxing on the marina, isn’t it?  I always think that being here is like being on holiday - I love the atmosphere.  You know, I ... oh, I think Ben’s here,” said Charlotte and tried not to laugh as Jess placed her hair just-so, sat up straight and crossed her legs daintily at the ankles. 
 
    “Hi, everyone,” said Ben.  “Sorry I’m late.”  He shook hands with Drew and Kate before looking around the table, his eyes coming to rest on Jess for just that little bit longer than on anyone else.   
 
    “Drew, Kate, this is Ben Dillon.  You’ll probably be seeing quite a lot of him as he’s moving to St. Eves to rent my house,” said Charlotte, “and he’s also one of St. Eves’ finest!”  Noticing their blank expressions, she added, “He’s a Detective Sergeant.” 
 
    “Ah, right.  Good to know that there’s a strong police presence in the town,” said Drew, nodding as he picked up his bottle of beer. 
 
    “Not that a strong police presence is needed in St. Eves, of course,” said Charlotte, swiftly, ignoring the looks of disbelief being thrown her way by three of her companions.  She had no intention of telling Drew and Kate about the two murders that had been committed in St. Eves in recent months.  Why worry them? 
 
    “Apart from when those murders were committed, you mean?” asked Drew with a grin, before taking a swig from his bottle.  
 
    Charlotte felt the colour rising in her cheeks.  “Oh.  Well, um, yes ... apart from then.”   
 
    Seeing how mortified Charlotte was, Kate came to her rescue.  “Don’t take any notice of Drew, he’s only teasing,” she said.  “His mum already told us about the murders but they haven’t put us off wanting to move back here.  I’m sure that St. Eves is still a wonderful place to live.”  
 
    “Oh yes!  It is,” said Charlotte, eagerly.  “It’s a fantastic place to live.  Thanks to these guys,” she gestured towards Nathan and Ben, “and the rest of the force, the killers were behind bars really quickly.  Despite the murders, the crime rate here is still very low.”  
 
    “That’s true,” said Nathan.  “St. Eves has the lowest crime rate in the county, and the third lowest crime rate in the whole country.”   
 
    Drew nodded.  “Sorry, I didn’t mean to embarrass you,” he said to Charlotte.  “I really was only teasing.”   
 
    Not that he needed to apologise, but he was sincere and Charlotte appreciated it.  “Oh, forget about it,” she said, waving her hand, dismissively.   
 
    Drew smiled and downed the last of his beer.  “Right, who’s for another drink?”  
 
    ººººººº 
 
    It had been a great evening.  
 
    Drew was still the life and soul of the party and had kept them in stitches for most of the night.  Even Kate, with her dry sense of humour and ironic quips, had had them laughing until the tears ran down their cheeks.   
 
    To top it all, Ryan had insisted on being their personal waiter, bringing their drinks and delivering their food, along with the odd one-liner.  He was revelling in his new job as bar manager and it had made Charlotte’s heart swell to see him so happy. 
 
    Nathan looked at his watch.  “Well, as much as I’d love to stay, I’ve got to make a move I’m afraid.  I’ve got an early start tomorrow.”  He shook hands again with Drew and Kate.  “It’s been really good to meet you both, and I’ll see you at the house on Wednesday at nine-thirty with the keys.  If you need to speak to me about anything before then, you’ve got my number, okay?  Right, Charlotte.  You coming with me or are you going to stay on here and go home later with Jess?” 
 
    Charlotte looked over at Jess, who was sitting close to Ben, totally engrossed in what he was saying and completely oblivious to everyone else.  “Looks like I’m coming with you.”  She laughed. “In any case, I need to take Pippin out.”  She touched her friend on the shoulder.  “Bye Jess, I’ll see you tomorrow.”   
 
    “What?  Oh, yes.  See you tomorrow.  Are you going already?  What time is it?”   
 
    “It’s only ten, but I need to walk Pip and Nathan’s got to be in early tomorrow.”  She turned to Drew and Kate.  “It’s been lovely to see you both again and so interesting to catch up on all your news.  I’m glad you decided to move back.”  She hugged them both, promising to see them again soon.  “And Ben, I’ll see you on Wednesday, whenever you want to come in to collect the keys.  I’ll be at the café all day, so pop in whenever suits you.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll see you then.  See you tomorrow, Chief.”  
 
    “Goodnight all.  See you soon.”  Nathan took Charlotte’s hand and they walked off up the marina front.   
 
    “Ben and Jess were getting very friendly, weren’t they?” said Nathan when they were well out of earshot of the others. 
 
    “I know.  It’s great, isn’t it?  She really likes him and he seemed quite keen on her, too, don’t you think?  
 
    Nathan raised his eyebrows.  “Well, if drooling is any indication, then yes, I’d say he’s quite keen.”  He held the car door open for Charlotte and she laughed as she got in. 
 
    “And it was so good to see Drew and Kate again.  I didn’t think I’d enjoy myself so much, but they’re great company.” 
 
    “Yeah, they seem like good people,” said Nathan as he pulled out of the car park, “which is good to know, bearing in mind that they’re going to be renting my house.  They’ve certainly had some adventures while they’ve been away, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “Wow, haven’t they just?  Thailand sounded absolutely idyllic.  I’m surprised they ever wanted to leave after living there for the best part of ten years.” 
 
    “Well, things change don’t they?  Life changes.  I suppose for some people, the lure of home is too much and they decide that’s where they need to be.”  Nathan pulled up outside the cottage.   
 
    “I suppose so,” said Charlotte.  “Mind you, I can’t ever see myself ever wanting to leave St. Eves.  Not for good, anyway.” 
 
    “Well, I’m pleased to hear it, seeing as we haven’t even spent a night together in our new home yet.  I should be able to help you unpack some more crates tomorrow after work.  You want me to come round?” 
 
    Charlotte nodded.  “Y’know, you don’t have to keep going back to your place.  You can stay here if you want to.  It’s a bit of a mess, but the bed’s accessible.” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Of course I’m sure!” 
 
    Nathan rubbed his hands together.  “Done!” he said, jumping out of the car and running round to Charlotte’s side to let her out. 
 
    “Now, don’t go getting all worked up,” she said.  “I’ve got to take Pippin out first.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes and pulled her to him, his hands spanning her waist.  “Is that dog always going to get preferential treatment?” he asked, leaning down to kiss her.   
 
    “You’d better get used to it!” she replied, beaming from ear to ear.  


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    “Well you and Ben certainly seemed to hit it off.  D’you think you’ll see him again?”  Charlotte asked casually as she and Jess set out the tables and chairs on the terrace of the café the following morning.   
 
    “Actually, I am seeing him again.”  Jess’s cheeks flushed as she shook out a tablecloth. 
 
    Charlotte immediately stopped putting cushions on chairs. “What?  That’s fantastic!  What happened?  I want details ... tell me everything!”  
 
    Jess giggled at her enthusiasm.  “Well, there’s really not much to tell.  After you and Nathan left the bar last night, we all stayed on and had another drink and Ben and I chatted some more, and then he asked if I wanted to go out some time.   
 
    “Of course, I played it really cool ... I thought about it carefully for at least ten seconds before I said yes!”  She laughed at the recollection and Charlotte laughed with her, genuinely happy for her friend. 
 
    “Anyway, don’t get too excited - we can’t go anywhere until Saturday because Ben’s working every day until then, apart from Wednesday when he’s moving into your place.  In any case, it’s not really a proper date because Drew and Kate are coming too.”  Jess smoothed the surface of the tablecloth, pulling it this way and that to make sure it was perfectly centred on the table.   
 
    “We’re all going for lunch at The President.  Y’know, I’ve lived here forever and I’ve only ever eaten in the lounge bar, but we’re going to the rooftop restaurant - it’s meant to be amazing. It would have been nice to go for dinner, but we couldn’t get in.” 
 
    “The President, eh?  Very nice,” said Charlotte 
 
    The President was the only five star hotel in St. Eves, renowned for its opulence and first-class service.  Its restaurant - headed up by local woman and now world-class chef, Olivia Floyd-Martin - was booked for dinner months in advance, such was the reputation of said chef and the exquisite food prepared under her ever-watchful, uncompromising gaze.   
 
    “I know.  It feels terribly extravagant for a Saturday afternoon, but what the hell!  You only live once, so I’m throwing caution to the wind!”  She grinned widely. 
 
    Charlotte squeezed her friend’s hand.  “I’m thrilled for you.  Really, I am.  Ben seems like such a lovely guy ... I have a feeling this could be the start of something special between you two.” 
 
    Jess rolled her eyes.  “Oh my gosh, here we go!  You’ll be stocking up on confetti if I don’t rein you in.” 
 
    “Ha ha, very funny!”  said Charlotte, as she set a menu on each table.  “You may scoff now, but give it a couple of months and you see if I’m not right.  Oh, and don’t forget to take pictures of all the food for me!”  She checked the time.  “Yikes!  It’s almost nine.  I’d better start on the lunch prep.” 
 
    “Morning, ladies!”  Cheery voices called out and Charlotte and Jess turned to see St. Eves residents, Leo Reeves and Harry Jenkins, walking down the marina front in Hawaiian shirts, shorts, straw hats and sunglasses, each with a deckchair under his arm.   
 
    “We’re off to the beach for a spot of sunbathing,” said Leo.  “Don’t want to leave it too late or the sun’ll be too hot to sit in.  This weather’s unbelievable considering it’s almost October, isn’t it?” 
 
    “You’ll save us a table for lunch, won’t you?” asked Harry.  “We’ll be in at noon, as usual.”   
 
    “Course we will,” said Jess, waving as they disappeared off down the footpath at the side of the café. 
 
    The day began with the usual flurry of breakfast orders, followed by a steady stream of diners wanting Charlotte’s Sunday lunch of tender roast beef with all the trimmings.  At around one-thirty, the steady stream became a deluge and it was almost five the next time Charlotte checked the time.  
 
    “Oh my goodness, that was a busy one,” she said as she came out of the kitchen for a bottle of sparkling water.   
 
    “You can say that again,” said Jess.  “Y’know, sometimes I wonder if we’re the only place in St. Eves that’s open for Sunday lunch.” 
 
    “Don’t knock it!” Charlotte smiled and fanned herself with a menu.  “Are the ladies still outside?” 
 
    Jess nodded.  “They’re just finishing their desserts.” 
 
    Charlotte went out onto the terrace, stopping to make a fuss of Pippin, who was sitting in his basket chewing on a bone.  She had a quick chat with all the customers, ending up at the table occupied by Ava, Harriett and Betty, three of her favourites.   
 
    Born and bred in St. Eves, the ladies had been close friends of Charlotte’s parents, and since their tragic death and Charlotte’s subsequent return to St. Eves, they’d been very good to her.  Although in their seventies, Charlotte always thought of them as much younger.  They had a predilection for mischief and were huge fun to be with.  They were the most dreadful gossips, but they each had a heart of gold. 
 
    “Afternoon, ladies.  Mind if I join you for a while?”  Without waiting for an answer, Charlotte pulled up a chair.   
 
    “Hello, dear.  The lunch was excellent, as usual,” said Ava, her steel-grey hair framing her face in a short bob.   
 
    “Thank you, Ava and I love your hair like that!  It takes years off you,” said Charlotte.  “You look amazing!” 
 
    “Thank you, dear.  I got so fed up with having to put my hair in a chignon every day, I decided to have it all chopped off yesterday. It’s so much cooler, I can’t tell you.  And you’ll never guess who I saw while I was in the hairdressers?” She paused for a second and then answered her own question before anyone could get a word in.  “Kate Denton!  She was having a trim in the chair next to me.  We had a nice, long chat.  Lovely girl.” 
 
    “Yes, isn’t she?” Charlotte agreed.  “We all went out together last night.” 
 
    “Did that chap of hers go along, too?” asked Harriett. 
 
    “You mean Drew?  Yes, he came too.  You know, he’s an absolute scream - I can’t remember the last time I laughed so much.”  Charlotte giggled as she recalled the hilarity of the previous evening. 
 
    “I wish I’d seen her.  I always liked Kate, and her family,” said Betty, scraping the last remains of cream from her dessert bowl. 
 
    “Didn’t that bowl have a pattern on the bottom when you started eating?” asked Ava, drily. 
 
    “Oh, shush.”  Betty stopped scraping and put her spoon in the empty bowl.  Dabbing her mouth with a serviette she said, “Anyway, as I was saying, I hope to bump into Kate some time, I’d love to see her again.” 
 
    “Well, you’re in luck,” said Ava, “because I’ve invited her to meet us here for lunch next Friday” 
 
    “Oh, Ava, that’s so good of you!” said Charlotte.  “She’s feeling a little like a fish out of water at the moment, so I’m sure she was thrilled with the invitation.  I think she just wants to get out and start socialising again.” 
 
    “Did you invite that chap of hers, too?” asked Harriett. 
 
    “I wish you’d stop calling him ‘that chap’,” said Ava.  “His name’s Drew.  And no, I didn’t invite him.” 
 
    “That’s good,” said Harriett.  “You can’t have a proper chat when there are men around.” 
 
    “What’s she like these days?” Betty asked.  “Has she come out of her shell at all?  I remember, she used to be so shy, she wouldn’t say boo to a goose.” 
 
    “Well, she’s still a little shy, wouldn’t you say, Ava?” said Charlotte.  “But she’s definitely more confident than she used to be.  Mind you, Drew’s such an entertainer, she’s lucky if she can get a word in edgeways most of the time.” 
 
    “Hhmm, that doesn’t surprise me,” said Harriett.  “I never really took to that boy and I never understood why everyone else was so fond of him.  He was always far too full of himself, for my liking.” 
 
    “Oh Harriett, that’s a little unfair,” said Betty, ever the diplomat.  “He was just enthusiastic, that’s all.” 
 
    “If ‘enthusiastic’ is the new word for ‘egomaniac’, then you’re right, he was the most enthusiastic boy I’ve ever met,” said Harriett, checking her lipstick in her powder compact. 
 
    Charlotte giggled again.  “Well, I can see what you mean, Harriett.  He was always a bit larger than life - still is, actually - but he’s so funny that he gets away with it.  I hope you’ll get to spend some time with him, then you can make up your own mind.” 
 
    “Hmph.  I don’t expect I’ll be changing my mind about Drew Ferguson any time soon,” said Harriett.  “Call me a cynic but ...”  
 
    “Did I hear someone say my name?” Drew’s booming voice startled them as he walked up the footpath and onto the terrace.  Pippin immediately jumped out of his basket and ran forward, barking up at Drew and sniffing his shoes. 
 
    “And this must be Pippin?”  Drew bent down and tickled the little dog under his chin. 
 
    “Hello ladies!  Remember me?”  He stood up and held out his arms, walking towards them and catching each of them in a bear hug, one by one.   
 
    As he hugged Harriett, Charlotte had to stifle a giggle at her look of sheer loathing over his shoulder. 
 
    “Oh, how lovely to see you Drew!  Is Kate with you?” asked Betty. 
 
    “No, ‘fraid not.  She’s at my parents’ house, sorting out stuff for the move into Nathan’s place on Wednesday.  I tried to help, but I’m not very good at that sort of thing - I just get in the way - so she shooed me out of the house for a couple of hours.  I’ve been killing time walking on the beach and it suddenly struck me, why don’t I come down here and see Charlotte and Jess?  I didn’t realise that you three lovely ladies would be here too.  What a bonus!  Do you mind if I gate-crash your table?” 
 
    “Well, actually, we’ve finished our lunch.  We were just thinking of leaving,” said Harriett. 
 
    “Oh, nonsense!” said Ava.  “Yes, of course you can join us, we’d be delighted.  Sit down, sit down.” 
 
    “Charlotte, could I have a glass of red wine and whatever these ladies would like, please?”  Drew settled himself at the table and began chatting comfortably to the ladies as though he’d never been away. 
 
    “Looks like Drew’s working his magic,” Jess said to Charlotte half an hour later as she filled her tray with a second round of drinks.  “Look at the way they’re all leaning in as he speaks - even Harriett’s been drawn in.  He’s really got the gift of the gab, that one.” 
 
    “Yep, I’m sure he must have kissed the Blarney Stone,” said Charlotte.  “He’s got a captive audience, that’s for sure.” 
 
    An hour later, Drew said his goodbyes.  “Well, ladies, it’s been an absolute pleasure.”  He kissed them all on the hand.  “And the pleasure has been all mine.” 
 
    “Oh, Drew, it’s been so good catching up with you,” said Ava, beaming all over her face. 
 
    “Yes, it’s been wonderful to see you,” said Betty, wiping the tears of laughter from her eyes.  
 
    “And I do hope we’ll see you again soon.”  Harriett had a look of serenity about her, as if Drew had cast a spell and she’d fallen well and truly under it.   
 
    He stood up and put a large tip down on the table.  “Charlotte, I’m off!  I’ll see you soon, no doubt.  And Jess, I’ll see you next Saturday at The President.  Kate and I are really looking forward to it.”  He pushed his chair back under the table.  “See you all again soon.  Bye ladies!”  He waved once more before disappearing off up the footpath.   
 
    “Well,” said Charlotte, as she came out onto the terrace to collect the empty glasses.  “From where I’m standing, Harriett, I’d say that the Drew Ferguson charm offensive has just claimed its latest victim!”   
 
    ººººººº 
 
    On a beautiful early-October Friday afternoon, Kate Denton sat on the terrace at Charlotte’s Plaice with Ava, Harriett and Betty, having enjoyed a simple, but delicious, lunch of grilled fresh mackerel with gooseberry chutney, and chicken and bacon pancakes with a house salad.   
 
     “You know what?  This has done me the world of good!” she said, draining her wineglass and refilling it.  “It’s been so great to just relax and chat with all of you.  It’s been such a hectic couple of weeks - what with getting back here and then moving into Nathan’s, my stress levels have been sky-high!”  She beamed at the ladies across the table and scratched an adoring Pippin on his tummy as he lay stretched out on her lap.   
 
    “My dear, the feeling’s mutual” said Betty, squeezing Kate’s arm affectionately.  “You have no idea what a boost it is for us to spend some quality time with a youngster like you.  When we’re not out and about, we just sit at each other’s houses playing cards, watching TV and getting crabby with each other.  We’re the best of friends, of course, but it makes such a nice change to socialise with other people from time to time.  We’ve enjoyed ourselves immensely.  Haven’t we ladies?” 
 
    “Oh yes, we have.”  Ava and Harriett nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Thank you,” said Kate.  “That’s so nice of you.  I’ve caught up with a couple of old friends since we’ve been back, but to be honest, spending time with you has been much more fun!” 
 
    “Well, we might be old, but we can give you youngsters a run for your money!” said Ava, chuckling as she raised her glass.  “Cheers!” 
 
    As everyone clinked glasses, Kate’s phone rang.  “’Scuse me,” she said as she fumbled in her vast handbag.  “Hello.  Oh, it’s you.  Look, it’s a bit difficult to talk just now, can it wait until later?”  She put Pippin down and pushed her chair out to get up.  Holding up two fingers to indicate that she’d only be a couple of minutes, she walked away from the table, speaking quietly. 
 
    Charlotte was in the kitchen working her way through a pile of lunch orders when Kate walked into the empty café and sat down at a table to continue her conversation in private.  Not that she was intending to eavesdrop, but Charlotte could hear every word through the large serving hatch in the wall.   
 
    She was surprised when Kate’s softly-spoken voice suddenly turned hostile and harsh; almost spiteful. 
 
    “Now listen, Nina, you’ve got to stop calling me.  I just can’t handle you being around anymore.  You need to get out of our lives, okay, because my relationship with Drew is never going to get back on track while you’re in the picture.  If you’d just leave us alone, I know we’d work things out.  I want him to myself - do you understand me, Nina?  Oh, for God’s sake, don’t start with the tears!  That’s it, I’m hanging up now.” 
 
    She walked outside and sat back down at the table to continue her conversation with the ladies and before long, shrieks of laughter rang out again.  
 
    As Charlotte thought about the conversation she’d overheard, it struck her just how easy it was to assume that people had perfect relationships if that’s what they wanted you to believe.  How wrong she’d been about Drew and Kate who seemed perfectly happy on the surface, but who were obviously going through some troubles.   
 
    Just goes to show, she thought, as she rang the bell for Jess to collect an order.  You never know what’s going on behind closed doors in other people’s relationships. 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “D’you know, I feel a little squiffy!” said Kate, as she stood up to leave.  “Oops.”  She held out a hand to steady herself and Ava and Betty each took one of her arms.  “Sorry, I probably shouldn’t have had that last glass of wine,” she said, sheepishly.   
 
    “And I’d better take these sandals off before I trip and break my ankle - they’re definitely not compatible with three-quarters of a bottle of Chardonnay!  I was planning on walking home, but I think I’m going to have to get a taxi.”  She stepped out of her high-wedge, turquoise-beaded sandals. 
 
    “They’re gorgeous,” said Jess, as she came to the table to fill her tray with empty glasses.  “I bet you didn’t buy them locally.” 
 
    “Thanks, and no, I got them when we were in Bangkok.  They had the most beautiful shoes there.  I could have filled two suitcases, but I settled for just the one pair.”  Kate hugged the sandals to her with a goofy grin and sighed.    
 
    “Well, I should be getting home, I suppose.  Lunch was wonderful, thank you, Charlotte and I’ll see you tomorrow at midday, Jess.  Ladies, I’ve had the best afternoon.  Thanks so much to you all and I hope we can do it again soon,” she said, hopefully. 
 
    “Absolutely, my dear.  We’ll make arrangements after the weekend,” said Harriett.   
 
    Kate gave everyone a hug and walked off down the footpath to the taxi rank, singing softly to herself.   
 
    “Well!  That was the most fun I’ve had in ages!” said Ava.   
 
    “Me too,” agreed Harriett.  “Can’t wait to do it again.” 
 
    “Me neither,” said Betty.  “And Charlotte, where did you get that mackerel?  It was so tasty?” 
 
    “Thanks. It was from Garrett, so you know how fresh it was.  I don’t get my fish from anyone else.” 
 
    Garrett had been supplying Charlotte with fish for her ‘Friday Fish Specials’ board ever since she’d opened the café.  
 
    “Well, next time I see him, I’m putting in an order,” said Betty.  “I do like a nice piece of fish.” 
 
    “Right, come on you two.  Time to hit the road.”  Ava stood up and smoothed down her skirt and her sleek bob.  “Goodbye, my dears.  See you for lunch on Sunday.”   
 
    As the ladies walked off up the marina front with arms linked, Charlotte and Jess grinned at their chatter. 
 
    “I vote we all go home for a snooze and then meet at my place in a couple of hours for a game of bridge and another viewing of ‘Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid’,” said Ava. 
 
    “Oh good grief, no!  Not again!” said Harriett.  “God save us, Ava!  I absolutely refuse to sit through that film one more time.  You do realise that you mouth the words along with the actors, don’t you?  We must have seen it a hundred times.  Surely you’ve got other films?” 
 
    “I know, why don’t I bring round my ‘Anna and the King’ DVD?” Betty offered. 
 
    “No!  No musicals!” said Ava.  “You know I hate musicals.” 
 
    Oh no, dear, it isn’t a musical - it’s the new version.  There’s no singing at all and the King isn’t even bald,” said Betty. 
 
    As their good-natured squabbling faded away, Charlotte sighed happily.  After the traumatic events of recent months, it finally seemed as though things were back to normal in St. Eves ....... 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    Jess strode down the sea front towards The President hotel.  The air was warm and there was little breeze to bring relief from the heat of the sun on the hottest day of the year. 
 
    Of all the days to be running late.  She reproached herself as she felt a bead of perspiration run down her back.  Her boho-chic look was cool and casual, but if she walked any faster, she was at risk of becoming super-hot and bothered before too long.  Delving into her fringed, suede handbag for her phone, she called Ben. 
 
    “Hi.  Look, I’m really sorry but I’m running a little late.  Oh, okay.  That’s a relief, I can slow down a bit!  Right then, I’ll see you in a while.  Bye.”  
 
    Having worked overtime, Ben had only finished his shift a few hours previously and was also running late after sleeping through his alarm.  Jess slowed her pace a little and crossed over the road to a shady stretch of pavement.   
 
    As she approached the hotel a few minutes later, blotting her forehead with a tissue, a glint of gold flashed in front of her as something fell to the ground.   Bending down, she picked up a bracelet - a gold link bracelet with two charms hanging from it.  A diamond encrusted heart-shaped charm and a solitaire diamond the size of a pea in a claw setting.  Wow!  I’ll bet someone’s missing this, she thought, looking up.  Must belong to someone on the roof terrace.  I’ll take it up with me and return it.  She slipped the bracelet into the inner pocket of her handbag.   
 
    As she walked into the hotel’s blissfully air-conditioned lobby, she was glad to see a lift waiting to take her up to the restaurant.  It came to a smooth stop on the twelfth floor and she got out and turned left towards the roof terrace.  Remembering the bracelet, she was rummaging in her bag when she was almost sent flying by a woman who collided with her as she came running from the terrace and into the lift. 
 
    “Hey!  Watch out!  You almost knocked me over!”  Jess called after her, but the doors closed and the lift began its descent before she could demand an apology.  So rude! she thought, but immediately forgot the woman’s bad manners when she stepped onto the terrace.  “O.M.G!” she said, aloud. 
 
    Sprawled across almost the entire roof and, with the turquoise sea in the background, the terrace was a paved mosaic of eggshell-blue and silver-coloured tiles with a sunken pool in the far corner, away from the diners.  Immaculately dressed tables were shaded from the sun by enormous, ivory-coloured shades and a cool breeze fluttered the expensive-looking vanilla, cotton tablecloths against which, the highly polished silver cutlery shone blindingly.   
 
    The restaurant itself sat in the corner opposite the pool.  Like a vast greenhouse, its glass structure was decorated with tall, tropical plants and cool furnishings with linen blinds hanging at the windows.   
 
    Jess checked her watch.  Ten-past twelve.  The terrace was deserted.  So who dropped the bracelet?  It suddenly dawned on her that it may belong to the woman in the green dress.  Maybe that’s why she was in such a rush to get downstairs.   
 
    She was about to check the restaurant to see if it belonged to anyone inside when she heard screams and shouting from down on the street.  Following the sounds, she ran to the edge of the roof and tentatively poked her head through the gap in the railings. 
 
    “Oh my God!”  She gasped as she saw a woman on the ground, a crowd gathering round and someone leaning over her, pumping her chest.  
 
    As she stared down at the scene, a man looked up.  “Look, that woman must have pushed her!  Don’t let her get away!” 
 
    “Oh, no.  No, no, I didn’t push her!” Jess shook her head, protesting her innocence, but no one was listening.  She turned and ran straight into two waiters.  “Excuse me,” she said.  She had to get downstairs and explain that she’d had nothing to do with the woman’s fall.   
 
    “I’m sorry, Madam,” said the younger of the two men, “but we’ve just had a call from the front desk instructing us to keep you here until the police arrive.” 
 
    “What?  Why?  I haven’t done anything!  Why didn’t either of you go after that woman?  She’s the one you should be holding, not me.  Honestly, this is ridiculous.  My friend will sort it out when he gets here – he is the police.”  
 
    “Well, if you haven’t done anything, you’ve nothing to worry about,” said the other waiter, with sneering distaste. 
 
    Jess paced back and forth across the tiles, the skirt of her white cheesecloth dress twirling out as she spun round.    
 
    “Would you like to come and sit in the shade, Madam?” The younger waiter, at least, seemed to have some empathy.   
 
    “Mario!  Mon Dieu!  Don’t do her any favours – she just pushed a woman off the roof!” The officious waiter was apoplectic.   
 
    “Look,” said Jess, struggling to keep her voice steady.  “I did not push that woman off the roof, but the woman who probably did has got away because you’re wasting time with me when someone should be out looking for her!  And yes, I would like to sit in the shade.  Thank you.” She smiled gratefully at the young waiter and sat down heavily in a chair, glad to be out of the sun.  The perspiration was running down her back in a stream now, but she wasn’t sure if it was because of the heat or nerves.   
 
    “Mario!  Jean-Claude!  There are customers waiting to be seated.  I’ll take care of this situation until the police arrive.” 
 
    Jess turned to see a tall man with a bald head and piggy, grey eyes, his mouth set in a horizontal line.  She’d never met him, but recognised him immediately as Simon Clancy, the Manager of The President.  A large A-board displayed a life-sized photograph of him, complete with smarmy smile, just inside the door to the entrance lobby. 
 
    As she looked his way with a cursory glance and a brief smile, she saw something out of the corner of her eye.  Leaning over in her chair, she saw a vaguely familiar object behind one of the large, decorative plant pots placed around the edge of the terrace.  Oh no ... it can’t be.  Ignoring the manager’s protests, she walked over to the potted palm and peered down behind it.  Her breath caught in her throat as she recognised Kate’s turquoise-beaded sandal.     
 
    Another look at her watch told her that it was twelve twenty-five.  Where the hell was Ben?   
 
    No sooner had the thought left her mind when Ben walked onto the terrace with Drew.  They were laughing together but as soon as he saw Jess, the smile left his face immediately.   
 
    “What’s going on?”  He was at her side in a flash.   
 
    “And you are?”  Simon Clancy stepped forward, enquiringly, his thin lips twitching. 
 
    “Detective Sergeant Ben Dillon.”  Crouching down in front of Jess, he took her hand and she began to sob unrestrainedly.  “Jess, tell me.  What’s happened?”  
 
    She shook her head.  How could she tell Ben of her discovery when Drew was standing right in front of her?  “Huh, huh, you should be, huh, huh, you should be looking for ...”  She began to explain about the woman she’d seen rushing from the roof, but was interrupted by the arrival of Nathan and DS Fiona Farrell.  The look of surprise on their faces when they saw Jess and Ben was undeniable. 
 
    “Ah, Detective Chief Inspector Costello.”  Simon Clancy stepped forward to shake Nathan’s hand.  He’d got to know Nathan when two suspects in a previous murder case had been staying at the hotel.  “I wonder if we might adjourn to my office?  It’s just that we appear to be attracting quite a lot of attention and as I’m sure you can imagine this is not really the image of the The President that we wish to convey to our guests.”  His piggy eyes darted nervously between Jess and the increasing number of diners filling up the tables.   
 
    As the anxious manager proceeded to engage anyone who would listen, in a discussion about the reputation of the hotel, Jess managed to catch Nathan’s eye.  She hoped that he’d realise she was trying to convey something to him without speaking and when he followed her gaze, she knew he’d understood.   
 
    He walked to the edge of the roof and she saw him glance down behind the plant.  He turned back to her and she looked surreptitiously at Drew before averting her eyes. 
 
    Immediately, Nathan interrupted Simon Clancy’s monologue.  “I’m afraid the roof terrace and restaurant will have to be closed for the rest of the day.  Possibly longer.  Until we know what happened, the entire area will be out of bounds.  I’ll need to get our Scene of Crime Officers here to dust for prints and look for evidence and they can’t do that with all these people milling around.”   
 
    “’The roof terrace and restaurant will have to be closed for the rest of the day?’”  the piggy- eyed hotel Manager repeated, spluttering in horror.  “On the hottest day of the year?  Oh no, I’m sorry, it’s out of the question.” 
 
    Nathan fixed him with an icy stare.  “It wasn’t a suggestion, Mr. Clancy.”   
 
    The manager took a deep breath and turned away.  When he turned back, his face was flushed with anger.  “Chef Floyd-Martin will not be happy when she finds out about this!” he hissed at Nathan as he mopped his heavily perspiring brow.  “She won’t be happy about it at all!”  Wringing his hands in despair, he walked amongst the tables, doing his best to persuade diners that moving down to the smaller and less luxurious lounge bar would be a far superior setting in which to enjoy their lunch.   
 
    “Is someone going to tell me what’s happened?”  Ben asked in exasperation.   
 
    “It seems that a woman fell off the roof,” said Nathan.   
 
    “Although some people seem to think that I pushed her,” said Jess, as she blew her nose loudly.  She glanced over at Jean-Claude who was sucking up to a smartly dressed American couple as he escorted them down to the lounge bar.  She turned back to Ben.  “There’s a whole crowd of people down on the street.  Why didn’t you see anything when you arrived?” 
 
    “Because we came in through the side entrance.  We didn’t know anything had happened.” 
 
    For Drew’s sake, Jess was trying to behave as normally as possible.  As normally as one could, of course, having just found out that an old friend has most likely fallen to her death from a hotel rooftop.   
 
    “I’ve been trying to tell these guys that they should be looking for a woman who was up here when I arrived.  She came out as I was coming in and she was in a real rush.  She almost sent me flying.  Of course, I didn’t think anything of it at the time, because I didn’t know then what happened.”   She noticed that Drew had turned decidedly pale.  “Are you alright, Drew?  Is it the heat?” 
 
    Drew shook his head.  “Have you seen Kate?” he asked, a tremble in his voice.  “She came on ahead - I was going to meet her here.  She wasn’t up here with you, was she?”     
 
    Jess’s mouth went dry and she swallowed twice before she could speak.  “I haven’t seen her since I got here about 20 minutes ago.”  She was careful not to say anything that would either raise or dash his hopes.   
 
    Nathan’s phone rang and he walked away to take the call.  It was brief and when he’d finished he said, “Maybe we should move to Mr. Clancy’s office.  It’ll be more private.”  
 
    Jess noticed that he caught DS Farrell’s eye and gave the very slightest shake of his head.  What’s that all about?  
 
    “DC Farrell, if you could cordon off the area over by the railing and arrange for SOCO to get here asap.  No one is to be allowed up here unless they’re part of the investigating team, okay?  If you could also make sure that the kitchen team start moving out.  I’ll be back up shortly.”   
 
    Jess, Ben and Drew began to follow Nathan out to the lift when a furious voice bellowed after them.   
 
    “Would someone like to tell me what the bloody hell you think you’re doing?”  The voice reverberated around the terrace, now devoid of diners. 
 
    The Amazonian 6’ 3” figure of Olivia Floyd-Martin loomed over them, multiple gold piercings in her ears and three thick gold chains around her thick neck, her angry, red face seeming even more so against the brilliant white of her chef’s jacket. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Miss. Floyd-Martin.  DCI Nathan Costello.”  Nathan stepped forward, his arm outstretched in greeting, but the enraged chef drew herself up to her full height and crossed her arms in a definite and deliberate snub. 
 
    “It’s Ms. Floyd-Martin.” 
 
    Jess watched the exchange between them.  Having steered well clear of Olivia and her gang of bullies at school, it was common knowledge that she hadn’t changed much over the years.  She still had a reputation for being a foul-mouthed tyrant, often reducing her staff (and the odd diner) to tears, but she knew that Nathan wouldn’t be intimidated by her. 
 
    “Ms. Floyd-Martin, we have reason to believe that a crime may have been committed and we are closing off this area until our investigations have been completed.  I can assure you that every effort will be made to ensure that our work is concluded as soon as possible, after which you may resume access.” 
 
    The formidable chef drummed her fingers against her arm, her spiky, blonde, lavender-tipped hair wilting visibly under the afternoon sun.  “Have you any idea what will happen to a soufflé if it has to be transported from a kitchen on the twelfth floor to diners on the ground floor?”   
 
    Nathan shook his head.  “No idea, but whatever it is, I’m not interested.  I shouldn’t worry too much about it, though, because the kitchen up here will also be off limits while our investigation is ongoing.” 
 
    Oh my, thought Jess.  Olivia looks as though she’s about to explode.  
 
    The chef slapped her hands repeatedly against her head and ran her fingers through her hair.  With one giant step, she stood nose to nose with Nathan.  “You can’t possibly be suggesting that I cook in that hell-hole of a kitchen downstairs?  I have been at this hotel for five years and I’ve yet to set foot in it.  That kitchen is for preparing snacks and bar meals.  This kitchen,” she waved her hand behind her, “is fully geared up to serve 100 diners from an extensive à la carte menu.  There is no way on earth that I can replicate what I do up here, down there.”  She spat the words in disgust. 
 
    Nathan stared at her, not a flicker of emotion registering on his face.  “Ms. Floyd-Martin, what you do, or don’t do, in whatever kitchen, is of absolutely no concern to me.  My only concern is to find out what happened here and the quicker we can do that, the quicker we’ll be gone.  DS Farrell is responsible for making sure that you and your team vacate the kitchen as soon as possible, so please cooperate with her.  Now, if you’ll excuse me.”  He nodded and continued on his way downstairs to the manager’s office, leaving the chef cursing loudly in his wake. 
 
    Out by the lifts, Jess leaned against the cool, stone wall.  As she did her best to avoid Drew’s blank gaze, something caught her eye.  A small piece of green fabric was caught on the iron banister.  “That must be from her dress!  The woman who ran into me!  She must have caught it on the rail as she ran past - it was exactly that colour!” she told Ben and Nathan excitedly.  
 
    Nathan pulled a latex glove out of his pocket and put the fabric into a small, plastic evidence bag.  “I’ll take a statement from you when we get downstairs, Jess, and you can give me a full description.” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t see her very closely, but I’ll do my best.”  Jess wracked her brains in the lift.  It gave her something to do.  No one was talking and the atmosphere was strained.      
 
    A gentle bump let them know that they’d reached the ground floor.  Simon Clancy’s office was in a corridor just off the main reception area and his voice could be heard inside, becoming more and more feverish with every word.  “And can you believe they’ve closed off the entire roof!  The outdoor dining area, the restaurant, the kitchen and the pool!  We’ve had to squeeze extra tables into the lounge bar to accommodate all the diners.  It’s a complete nightmare – if my reputation isn’t in the gutter by the end of the day, it’ll be a miracle!” 
 
    Nathan knocked on the door.  “YES!”  The irate manager called out.  
 
    “It’s DCI Costello.  You said we could use your office?” 
 
    “I’ll have to call you back.”  The sound of a receiver being slammed down preceded the door being opened by a very sulky-looking Simon Clancy.  He stood aside and the four of them filed in, each taking a seat at the large conference table in the centre of the room.   
 
    “Right, I’ll need to take a statement from you, Jess.  If you can tell me what happened from when you arrived at the hotel.  What you saw, who you spoke to, that kind of thing.”  Nathan smiled reassuringly.   
 
    Despite the fact that she’d done nothing wrong, Jess felt incredibly uneasy.  She cleared her throat.  “Well, I arrived just before ten-past twelve.  I should have been here at twelve, but I was running a little late.  I called Ben to tell him, didn’t I Ben?  Then I took the lift up to the twelfth floor and when I got out, a woman came rushing out from the roof terrace and banged straight into me.  I called after her, but she was gone before I got a good look.  All I can tell you is that she was quite tall, she had long, auburn hair and she was wearing a green dress or skirt and top, I’m not sure which, a sun hat and big dark glasses.  I think.”  She paused.  “Would it be possible to have a glass of water, please?”  
 
    Simon Clancy turned to the water cooler in the corner of his office and filled a small paper cup from the tap.  He put it down in front of Jess without a word. 
 
    “Thank you.”  Jess drank it all in two gulps.  “That’s all I can tell you about what she looked like.  I really don’t remember anything else about her.”  She stopped and scratched her head.  “Anyway, when I walked out onto the terrace, I was surprised that there was no one around, because I thought it’d be really busy.  I was just about to go into the restaurant to ....”  She suddenly realised that she was still clutching the bracelet.  “Oh my God!  I completely forgot!” 
 
    “Forgot what?” Nathan looked up from his note pad. 
 
    “This.”  Jess held her hand out to show him the bracelet.  “It fell onto the pavement right in front of me just before I came into the hotel. I assumed it had fallen from the roof so I took it up with me to see if I could find the owner.  It may even belong to the woman who ran into me.” 
 
    “Oh no!  No!  Let me see that!” Drew leaned forward in his chair, craning his neck to see the bracelet.  He gasped and covered his mouth.  “That’s Kate’s.  That’s Kate’s bracelet!  Look on the back of the heart.”  He breathing became shallow and he fell forward on the table, his head resting on his arms.   
 
    Everything went into slow motion as Jess watched Nathan rush around the table to Drew’s side, and Simon Clancy fetch more water.  She turned the heart charm over.   Engraved in script on the back were the words, Kate and Drew, Us Two, Me and You.   
 
    She looked over at Ben and he ran his hand through his sandy-blonde hair.  His blue eyes looked at her, his expression impossible to read, and then looked away awkwardly. 
 
    “What?  Why are you looking at me like that?” she whispered.  “You can’t honestly believe that I had anything to do with this?” 
 
    Nathan turned to Jess.  “I’ll need that please, Jess.”  He took another evidence bag out of his pocket and dropped the bracelet into it.  “DS Dillon.  I appreciate you’re on leave today, but if you could just keep an eye on Mr. Ferguson for a couple of minutes.  I need to make a phone call.” 
 
    “Yes, Chief!”  Ben straightened up and jumped into action.  He sat beside Drew and averted his gaze from Jess.   
 
    “Could I have another glass of water, please?” she asked Simon Clancy who was staring daggers at her.  This time, he only half filled the cup and slammed it down in front of her, causing most of the contents to jump out of the cup and onto the table.  “For God’s sake!” she exclaimed.  “What is your problem?” 
 
    “That poor woman,” he said, dramatically.  “She probably woke up this morning as usual, never for one moment thinking that this would be her last day on earth ... thanks to you.” 
 
    Jess struggled to keep control of her voice.  “For the last time.  I did not push that woman off the roof!”  Her eyes spontaneously filled with tears and she turned her head.   
 
    She had a horrible feeling that this was a long way from being over. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    “Hi.  Look, I need a favour.  Can you get down to The President as quickly as you can?  There’s a situation and I could do with your help.  I’d rather wait till you get here to tell you what’s going on, though.  Okay, that’s great - you’ll leave now?  Yes, I’ll see you in a while.”  Nathan made a quick call to Charlotte and paced up and down the corridor as he waited for her to arrive.  
 
    He wanted to ask her if she could stay with Drew for an hour or two.  Or at least until his parents arrived.  He was going to need all the support he could get. 
 
    The woman who’d fallen from the roof was, indeed, Kate.  Nathan had known it was her as soon as he’d seen the body.  Paramedics had taken over from the Good Samaritan who’d been pumping her chest, but Nathan had seen enough accidents to know when there was a chance of recovery and when there wasn’t.  One look at Kate had told him, without any doubt, that she was beyond saving.   
 
    He’d received the call to tell him that she’d passed away when they’d all been up on the roof of the hotel, which is why he’d wanted to get Drew downstairs to Simon Clancy’s office.  He didn’t relish telling him that his fiancée was dead, but at least he’d be able to tell him in relative privacy.   
 
    “Nathan.  What’s up?  And why’s there a police tent out there?  What’s happened?”  A frowning Charlotte was walking quickly towards him, firing questions. 
 
    He took her hands.  “It’s not good news, I’m afraid and there’s no easy way to tell you.  Charlotte, it’s Kate ... she’s dead.” 
 
    Charlotte staggered backwards, her shock palpable.  “Oh no, Nathan!”  She burst into tears and slumped against the wall, her hands covering her face.   
 
    Nathan pulled her to him and she buried her face in his shoulder.  They stood together for a minute or so until her sobbing subsided and he dabbed her eyes with his handkerchief, hugging her tightly.   
 
    “What happened?” she asked.  “Oh my God, I can’t believe it.”  She shook her head and started to cry again. 
 
    Nathan gave her a quick rundown.  “And that’s about all there is to tell.  D’you think you’ll be able to stay with Drew?” 
 
    “Oh my goodness, of course, I will!”  Charlotte shook her head in disbelief and blew her nose.  “Poor Drew - and you say he has no idea?”  
 
    Nathan rubbed his chin.  “Well, if I were him, I think I’d have a pretty good idea, but I wouldn’t want to accept it.  I mean, Kate hasn’t shown up yet ... under the circumstances, I can guess what’s going through his mind.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you ask Jess to stay with him?  She knows him just as well as I do.  Better, in fact, because she knew him after I went to live in Spain.” 
 
    “Well, that’s the thing.  I can’t ask Jess to do anything because,” he paused, “because she’s a suspect.” 
 
    She stared at Nathan incredulously.  “What?  Jess is a suspect?  Have you completely lost your marbles?” 
 
    “I know ... I know it sounds crazy, but the fact is that she was here when Kate fell, and she had her bracelet in her hand, so at the moment, she’s not only a suspect - she’s the prime suspect.” 
 
    Charlotte rolled her eyes.  “Oh, come on!  You’ve known Jess since we were kids.  You don’t really believe she had anything to do with this, do you?” 
 
    “Well, I’d like to think not, but I can’t not question her just because she’s a friend.  Especially not when there’s evidence against her.”   
 
    “What about the other woman?” asked Charlotte.  “The one who ran into her?” 
 
    “Well, of course, we’ll need to find her and speak to her. I’ve sent the description through to the station, but it’s very vague.  Jess didn’t get a close look.  About all she could tell us was that she had auburn hair and she was wearing green.”   
 
    “Well, what about the other people who were on the roof?  The people in the restaurant?” 
 
    “I wish it was that easy,” said Nathan.  “Apparently, the only other people on the roof were the kitchen and waiting staff and they were all in the restaurant getting ready for the lunch service.” 
 
    “Well, I know it wasn’t Jess,” said Charlotte, stubbornly.  “There must be some other suspects you can ...” 
 
    She stopped talking and frowned.  “What are you thinking?” asked Nathan. 
 
    “I’ve just remembered ... the other day at the café, I heard Kate on the phone with someone called Nina.  They were talking about Drew, and Kate said that she couldn’t handle her being in their lives and she didn’t want her around anymore.  Something like that, anyway.” 
 
    “And that’s all you heard?” said Nathan. “As though Kate was warning her off?” 
 
    Charlotte nodded.  “Obviously, I can’t say for sure that’s what she meant, but that’s what it sounded like.  My guess is that either Drew is, or was, seeing this woman behind Kate’s back and she found out about it.  I guess it must have been someone they met while they were away - surely they haven’t been back long enough for Drew to have started a relationship with someone here?” 
 
    “Hmm, maybe that’s why they came back in the first place?” said Nathan, thinking about this new information and the new potential suspect.  His phone rang shrilly, cutting through the silence.  “Nathan Costello.  Right, right, I see.  Well, I can’t say I’m surprised.  Okay.  Yes, thanks.  Can you give me ten minutes?  I’ll be back up as quickly as I can.”  He shut off the call and looked grimly at Charlotte. 
 
    “Well, that was Ed from SOCO.  As I thought, he’s confirmed that Kate’s fall wasn’t an accident.  The rail around the roof terrace is secure and high enough to prevent anyone from falling over it accidentally.” 
 
    “So that means she jumped or was pushed?” Charlotte asked. 
 
    Nathan nodded.  “One or the other, but we don’t know yet.  SOCO are still on the roof gathering evidence.  They’ll be there for some time, I think.”  He looked at his watch.  “Anyway, time to give Drew the bad news.  You ready?” 
 
    Charlotte nodded, but she really wasn’t.  As if it wasn’t bad enough that Drew had lost Kate, there was every chance that her death hadn’t been an accident.  She shook her head, sad and scared at the possibility, and followed Nathan into the room. 
 
    When Jess saw her, she jumped out of her chair and threw her arms around her neck, tears pouring down her cheeks.   
 
    As Charlotte hugged her friend, she caught Drew’s eye over Jess’s shoulder and he smiled weakly.  He looked dreadful and her heart ached for him. 
 
    “Right, Jess, I’m going to have to ask you to leave the room for a while.  DS Dillon, if you could stay with her until I’ve spoken to Drew?  And you too, Mr. Clancy - if you could let us have the room for a while, please?”  He turned to the hotel manager whose piggy eyes widened in surprised.  It was the first time he’d ever been asked to leave his own office.   
 
    He swept past Nathan and flung the door open before striding off down the corridor like an angry diva.  Ben and Jess followed, Ben maintaining a noticeable distance from her. 
 
    Nathan closed the door and pulled out a chair next to Drew.  He turned to face him, his expression solemn.  Charlotte sat on his other side, not quite sure what to do with her hands.   
 
    “Oh no, please no ... don’t tell me.”  Drew put his head in his hands, silent tears falling onto the table.   
 
    “I’m so sorry.  The paramedics did everything they could to save Kate, but her injuries were too severe.  Please accept my sincere condolences, and those of the entire St. Eves police force.”  It wasn’t the first time that Nathan had broken the news to someone of a loved one’s passing, but it was the hardest. 
 
    Charlotte leaned over and put her arms around her friend, pulling his limp body to her and holding him tight.  “Do you want to come back to the cottage with me, Drew?  You don’t have to go back to Nathan’s if you don’t want to.  I’ll stay with you, whatever you decide.”  She leaned back and gently pushed his hair out of his eyes.  He looked lost and scared and she had to gulp back her own tears when she saw his face.  “Come on, let’s get you out of here.” 
 
    Careful not to take Drew through the front of the hotel, Charlotte made sure they left by the side door.  Nathan had brought the car around and was taking them back to the house before returning to the crime scene.  Despite being given the choice of staying at the cottage, Drew wanted to go back to Nathan’s.   
 
    “I want to go back to where we were last together,” he said. 
 
    At the house, memories of Kate were everywhere.  Drew took a silk cardigan that was hanging on the back of the couch and held it to his face, inhaling her scent.  He sobbed until he wore himself out before falling asleep on the couch, curled up and clinging tightly to the cardigan.   
 
    With a heavy heart, Charlotte watched him.  Even at rest, his brow was furrowed and every now and then, he would mumble something in his troubled sleep. 
 
    She sat next to him in an armchair and began to think of how she could prove Jess’s innocence. 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    Charlotte walked home in a daze.   
 
    It had been awful when Drew had called Kate’s parents with the news, but absolutely heart-breaking when they’d arrived, utterly devastated by the death of their daughter.  
 
    “Are you sure it’s okay if we stay?” Ken Denton had asked, not even bothering to dry the tears that were falling down his face.  “You’ll have enough room for Louise and I with your parents staying as well?” 
 
    “Yes, yes.  I want you to stay.”  Drew had sniffed and wiped his nose on his sleeve. 
 
    His own parents had arrived earlier in the day and had been busying themselves making up the beds in the guest rooms and making endless cups of tea.  “We feel so useless,” they’d said to Charlotte before she left.  “We have no idea how to comfort him.” 
 
    “Just be here for him.  That’s all you can do,” she’d replied. 
 
    She’d said goodbye to Drew and made him promise to call her if there was anything she could do.   
 
    ººººººº 
 
    At seven-thirty, a knock on Charlotte’s front door had Pippin running back and forth in excitement.  She opened it to find Jess standing on the doorstep. 
 
    “Jess!  Oh, thank goodness!”  Charlotte gave her friend a hug and pulled her inside.  “What happened?” 
 
    “Well, I had to go down to the station for more questioning, but they let me go because there’s no proof that I did anything.  And I suppose because Nathan knows I didn’t.  Well, I hope he knows I didn’t.”  She flopped down onto the couch and stroked Pippin who had jumped up beside her.  “Either way, I’m not allowed to leave St. Eves.” 
 
    “For heaven’s sake, of course he knows you didn’t do anything,” said Charlotte.  “He has to interview you, though, so he can eliminate you as a suspect.”  
 
    “Yeah, I suppose so,” said Jess, “but even though I’m innocent, I can’t tell you how guilty I felt when I realised I still had Kate’s bracelet in my hand and Drew recognised it.  Course, I had no idea it was hers until I saw the inscription on the back.   
 
    “And I’ll tell you something else I can’t stop thinking about.  If I’d been a minute later getting to the hotel, she would have fallen right in front of me.”  She shivered at the thought.  “But more than that, if only I hadn’t been running late, I might have been able to stop this from happening in the first place.” 
 
    “Oh come on, Jess.  You’ve got to stop thinking that way.  If someone did throw Kate off the roof and you’d turned up earlier, you might have ended up on the pavement with her.”  Charlotte reasoned.   
 
    “I suppose so,” sighed Jess.  “Anyway, they gave me some photos to look at while I was at the station, to see if I recognised anyone as being the woman who ran into me, but I didn’t.” 
 
    “What, you mean mug-shots?” asked Charlotte. 
 
    Jess nodded.  “If that’s what they still call them these days, yes.  And then they got an artist to sit with me and sketch an impression of the woman, but considering I barely saw her, it’s not very descriptive, as you can imagine.” 
 
    She picked Pippin up and gave him a cuddle.  “And on top of all that, Ben’s behaving very strangely.  I know he thinks I’ve got something to do with this.” 
 
    “Oh Jess, don’t be ridiculous!  Why d’you think that?” 
 
    “Because he’s being really weird.  When Nathan and you were in the office and I was waiting outside with him, it was all he could do to look at me, let alone speak to me.  I don’t know what’s going through his mind, but whatever it is, he’s being decidedly cool.” 
 
    “Are you sure you’re not imagining it?” said Charlotte.  
 
    Jess shook her head.  “Let’s just say that I don’t expect to be resuming our relationship any time soon,” she said, a hint of finality in her voice. 
 
    Charlotte sat down beside her and gave her a hug.  “Well, if that’s the way he wants to be, then he doesn’t deserve you.  It’s his loss.  Look, do you want to stay here tonight?  To tell you the truth, after what happened I could do with the company and Nathan probably won’t be back till gone midnight.  I’ll cook something and we can toast Kate with a glass of wine.  And you can borrow something of mine to wear to work tomorrow.  How does that sound?” 
 
    Jess nodded.  It wasn’t like her to feel sorry for herself and she’d had enough of it.  An evening with Charlotte would be a welcome distraction. 
 
    “That sounds, great, thanks.  I wasn’t really looking forward to being on my own tonight either.”  She looked down at Pippin.  “Looks like you’ve got a house guest, Pip.  What d’you say to that?” 
 
    The little dog barked and wagged his tail and Jess laughed for the first time that day.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    News of Kate’s death quickly spread through St. Eves, helped along by the headline in the Sunday newspaper, which proclaimed, ‘WAS FOUL PLAY RESPONSIBLE FOR LOCAL WOMAN’S DEATH FALL?’ 
 
    At Charlotte’s Plaice, all the customers were talking about the accident but the holidaymakers didn’t dwell on it for long, their focus soon turning to their plans for another day in the sun.   
 
    When Leo and Harry came into the café for their lunch, their faces were solemn and their usual chirpy banter somewhat subdued out of respect for Kate. 
 
    “Such a terrible tragedy,” said Leo as he poured two glasses of red wine.  “I heard that you were there when it happened, Jess.  That right?” 
 
    “How d’you know that?” Jess would have preferred not to speak at all about what had happened the previous day, but if anyone thought she’d been involved, she was determined to put them straight. 
 
    Leo gave a small chuckle.  “Well, you know what it’s like around here.  You can’t break wind without it making the news.” 
 
    “Apparently, Simon Clancy told someone who told someone else who told someone else,” said Harry.  “You know - the way that gossip usually spreads on the St. Eves grapevine.” 
 
    “Well, I hope no one’ll think I had anything to do with it,” said Jess, her face etched with concern as she quickly told Leo and Harry what had happened.  
 
    Charlotte came out of the kitchen and set two roast beef lunches down on the table.  “Look, the police questioned you and let you go.  And why did they let you go?  Because they have no proof that you had anything to do with it.  And why don’t they have any proof?  Because you didn’t have anything to do with it, that’s why!” 
 
    “She’s right, y’know,” said Leo, as he stuck his knife through the golden topping on the mound of cauliflower cheese on his plate to let out the steam. 
 
    “And if anyone has any doubts about your integrity, you just point them in my direction and I’ll put them straight,” said Harry.   
 
    “And I second that,” mumbled Leo through a mouthful of food as he stuck his knife in the air.   
 
    Jess took a deep breath, struggling to keep her emotions in check.  “Thanks guys, I really appreciate it.”  She gave them both a squeeze on the shoulder and left them to their lunch. 
 
    At just after three-fifteen, Ava, Harriett and Betty arrived and Jess steeled herself for another inquisition. 
 
    All three of them had bloodshot eyes and Jess didn’t have to guess why.  Finding out about Kate must have been a huge shock for them.  
 
    Before anyone could say a word, Ava held up her hand.  “Now, Jess.  We all found out the dreadful news early this morning and we’ve been in a terrible state since then.  Poor Betty had to go and have a lie down, she was so upset - that’s why we’re later than usual.  Anyway, please don’t say anything that’ll start us off again - we must have gone through a family-sized box of tissues already.” 
 
    “Jess, my dear.  Come here and let me give you a hug!” Harriett caught Jess in a squeeze, her slim frame belying her strength. 
 
    “Good grief, Harriett!” said Jess, wincing.  “I’ve grown quite attached to my ribs over the years. I’d quite like to keep them intact!”  She was trying desperately to keep the conversation upbeat.  The last thing she wanted was tears on the terrace, particularly hers. 
 
    “Sorry, dear.  Sometimes I forget my upper body strength,” said Harriett.  “Years of chair aerobics and Pilates, you know.  Anyway, don’t try and distract me.  Now, do tell, what on earth happened yesterday?  You know that whatever you say won’t go any further than us three.”  She zipped her lips with her index finger and thumb. 
 
    “For heaven’s sake!  Don’t crowd the poor girl.  She’ll tell us when she’s good and ready,” said Betty, settling herself at a table at the front of the terrace.     
 
    Jess was grateful for the brief postponement of what she knew was going to be an intense Q&A session with the ladies.   
 
    “I’ll speak to you later, when it’s not so busy,” she said quietly, and took their order.  “Charlotte’s got a few tickets before yours, so it’ll be ...” 
 
    “Oh, my word!  Look!” Ava interrupted, inclining her head in the direction of the footpath.  Drew was standing at the edge of the terrace and when he saw Jess, he motioned to her to come to him. 
 
    She was completely taken aback to see him.  Today, of all days, he was the last person she’d expected to see. 
 
    “Drew ... how are you?  What are you doing here?”  she asked, quietly. 
 
    He took off his sunglasses and she guessed that grief and a sleepless night were to blame for his red, puffy eyes and dark shadows.  “I had to come, Jess.  It’s been driving me crazy to think that you’re a suspect in this.  I know you had nothing to do with it and I had to come and tell you that.  And I’ll tell the police too - I’m on my way to the station now.  Nathan wants to ask me some questions.  He said he’d come to the house, but to be honest, I’d rather go to him.  I’m glad to get out.”   
 
    He looked down and kicked the toe of his trainer against the wall.  “Anyway,” he bit his bottom lip, which had begun to quiver, “I wanted you to know that.”  The flicker of a smile played on his lips before he turned and walked away. 
 
    Jess ran after him.  “Drew!” she caught his arm and he turned to face her.  “That really means a lot.  Thank you.” 
 
    He shrugged and continued on his way. 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    At the police station, Nathan was in his office with DS Fiona Farrell.   
 
    Having been at his desk since the crack of dawn, he’d just started on his fifth cup of coffee and was going through the SOCO report, which had been put on his desk late the previous evening, one more time.    
 
    “So, this is what we know.  Kate Denton did not fall and she did not jump.  The distance of her body from the hotel indicated that its trajectory was consistent with being thrown or pushed, as opposed to the trajectory it would have taken if she’d fallen accidentally or jumped.”  
 
    “Yes, the body would have been much closer to the building if it had been an accident, or a suicide.”  Fiona nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Precisely.  Which means that we’re dealing with another murder.”  Nathan stood up and walked over to the window, which offered a lateral view of the marina a short distance away.  Who would want to kill Kate?  And why?  
 
    “Right, as far as we know, the only people who were definitely on the roof at the time the crime was committed were Chef Floyd-Martin and all the kitchen and waiting staff.   
 
    “There’s some doubt as to the exact whereabouts of the woman in the green dress and Jess Beddington at the time of the crime, although from witness statements, it seems that Jess was certainly in the vicinity very shortly after the crime. 
 
    “As far as the woman in the green dress is concerned, that’s where we come to a dead end.  The hotel CCTV wasn’t working at the time of the accident, we have no reports of anyone other than Jess Beddington actually seeing her, and no one of that description was found during the search of the hotel that was carried out afterwards.” Nathan scratched his head.  “This is a bloody nightmare.”  
 
    “I’m sure your witness appeal will bring some people out of the woodwork, Chief.  They usually do. Till then, though, Jess Beddington’s still the prime suspect?” 
 
    Nathan sat down and leaned back in his chair.  From the very start, he’d never believed for a moment that Jess was guilty of anything.  He was convinced that her involvement in the case was purely because she’d been unfortunate enough to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.   
 
    However, his superior officer was keen for a quick arrest and was pushing Nathan to take a hard line with her.    
 
    He sighed.  “Yes, she’s still our prime suspect, but do me a favour, will you?  If any further evidence is uncovered that points to her, makes sure it comes to me before anyone else, okay?  I don’t want anything going over my head on this one.” 
 
    “Right you are, Chief.  So, what about the woman in the green dress?” 
 
    “Well, obviously, we need to locate her asap, as we do the other woman I mentioned earlier ... what was her name again?”  He looked through his notes.  “Ah yes, Nina.” 
 
    He clapped his hands and began pacing the room.  “Right, can you organise the witness appeal - I want close-ups of that artist’s impression.  I know it’s not great but it’s all we’ve got.  Could you get on that now, please, and organise it for later today - around six would be best. 
 
    “Whilst you’re doing that, I’ll get in touch with Drew Ferguson.  I want to call round and let him know the findings of the SOCO report.  I also need him to help us locate this ‘Nina’ woman, although I have a sneaking suspicious he’s not going to be too keen to talk about her ... not in front of both sets of parents, anyway.  I have to say, in view of the circumstances, I wish it wasn’t necessary to raise the subject with him, but it’s a necessary evil, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Right, Chief.  I’ll get straight on the witness appeal,” said Fiona.  “And after that?” 
 
    After he’d taken Drew and Charlotte back to his place yesterday, Nathan had returned to the hotel where he and his team had taken statements from all the staff who’d been in the vicinity at the time of the accident.  Having carried out some background checks, only one of them had aroused his suspicion enough to be questioned again so soon.   
 
    “And after that, we get Chef Floyd-Martin in as soon as we can,” he replied, grimly. 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    Chef Olivia Floyd-Martin was not at all happy about being summoned to the police station at an unearthly hour on a Sunday morning.   
 
    Her only opportunity to sleep late was on a Sunday, when she didn’t go into work until late afternoon.  Her normal routine was to luxuriate in the comfort of her king sized bed until at least three, getting up at the last possible minute.   
 
    She’d been dreaming of duck confit when her phone had rung, waking her up just as she’d been about to savour a forkful of meltingly soft meat.  “WHAT?” she’d shouted into the receiver.  “Yes, this is she.  Who?  What for?  Oh for God’s sake!  When?  What time?!  Are you joking?”  At which point, she’d hung up.   
 
    She’d had no intention of getting out of bed and trudging down to the police station to get there for eleven o’clock.  If it was so important that they speak to her, they’d have to do it at a time that was more convenient to her.  Her Sunday mornings were precious and Detective Sergeant Fiona Farrell could shove her investigation where the sun ...  
 
    Brrrrring brrrrring.  The shrill ring of her telephone had woken her again, just as she’d been drifting off to sleep to dream of buttery pan fried fillet of turbot with truffle infused mashed potato and wilted spinach.  “I swear, this had better be bloody good to be worth waking me up again,” she’d growled. 
 
    “Good morning, Ms. Floyd-Martin.  This is DCI Nathan Costello.”  Nathan’s voice was curt and to the point.  He wasn’t in the mood to deal with Olivia Floyd-Martin’s ego today.  “I understand there was some misunderstanding when DS Farrell called a while ago?”   
 
    “Yeah, you could say that.  She misunderstood that she shouldn’t be calling me with ridiculous requests at this time on a Sunday morning.”  
 
    “I see.  I rather meant that you had misunderstood the seriousness of refusing to cooperate with the police in a murder enquiry.  Now, let’s try again.  I’d like you to come to the station to answer some further questions regarding the death of Kate Denton.  Obviously, it would be preferable if you came of your own free will, but if you refuse, you will leave us with no alternative but to come to your home, or your place of work, and question you on the premises, or bring you to the station.” 
 
    Olivia had cursed under her breath as she’d considered the ramifications of not co-operating with the police.  The last thing she needed was for them to call at her home, or even worse, at work.   
 
    “What time do you want me to be there?” she’d conceded, furiously. 
 
    “What time did DS Farrell say?” Nathan had asked. 
 
    “Eleven,” she’d replied. 
 
    “Well, in that case, let’s make it ten-thirty. Good day, Ms. Floyd-Martin.” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “So, you’ve been at The President for, what is it?  Five years?”  Nathan sat opposite the chef in the interview room and tapped his pen on the table. 
 
    “Yes.”  Olivia was feeling decidedly uncomfortable.  She had an intense dislike for police stations - they held extremely bad memories for her.   
 
    “And would you say that you’re well-liked by the other staff?” 
 
    She shrugged.  “I have no idea.  Nor do I care.  I’m there to make the rooftop restaurant the best in the country, not to recruit members for my fan club.” 
 
    “Hmmm.  Well, let me give you some direct quotes from other members of staff,” said Nathan.  ‘This one, for example, “She scares me to death.  Ever since I saw her throw a pan of boiling water at the commis chef for overcooking the asparagus, I’ve been looking for another job.’  And this one, ‘I can’t stand her.  Every time I see her, I want to punch her on the nose.’  That one was from a woman, incidentally.  And this one’s my favourite, ‘Her idea of a positive working environment is when she’s positive she’s going to make our lives hell for the entire shift.’”  He sat back and surveyed the impassive chef carefully.  “All in all, I’d say that you’re not too popular.”   
 
    She shrugged again.  “I don’t know what you expect me to say.  So I’m unpopular.  Big deal.  What does that have to do with that woman falling off the roof and you wanting to question me again?” 
 
    Nathan stared intently at the chef.  “Is it true that you used to bully ‘that woman’ when you were at school?” 
 
    Olivia became flustered.  “For God’s sake!  That was over twenty years ago.  You can’t try and pin this on me because of that!”   
 
    Nathan continued.  “And that you when she reported you to the headmistress, you were suspended?  That must have made you very angry?” 
 
    Olivia said nothing. 
 
    “Would you say that you bear a grudge, Ms. Floyd-Martin? 
 
    Still nothing. 
 
    “Why did you leave your last job?” 
 
    Olivia turned pink and looked down at her hands.  “Like I just said, what’s does that have to do with Kate Denton’s death?” 
 
    “Kate Denton’s murder, you mean?  Well, I don’t know yet, but I intend to find out,” said Nathan.  “So, you were just about to tell me why you left your last job.” 
 
    Olivia sat with her fists clenched.  She hated, hated, hated not being in control.  It went against the very grain of her being.  She took a deep breath and said, “Because of my temper.” 
 
    “Your temper?  I see,” said Nathan.  “And what exactly was it that happened to make you lose this temper of yours?” 
 
    “I had a disagreement with a customer,” she said, her voice quavering.   
 
    “What’s that?  You say you had a disagreement with a customer?  I should say you did, Ms. Floyd-Martin!  As you’re obviously not very keen on talking about it, let me tell you what happened and you can stop me if I get it wrong.”  Nathan smiled widely before continuing.  “Right, when you worked in The Bannock Barn Restaurant, isn’t it true that you took exception to a four star review left by a newspaper food critic?” 
 
    Olivia retaliated swiftly.  “It was completely justified!  He said that my red wine reduction lacked depth.  Lacked depth!  He wouldn’t know depth if it smacked him in the face.”  Looking down, she closed her eyes and tried to focus on the deep breathing exercises her anger management counsellor had given her.  
 
    “So, this critic left a four star review which, to put it into perspective, was four stars out of five, not ten or twenty.  So not really a bad review at all,” said Nathan.  “Anyway, the next time he came into the restaurant, is it true that you picked him up and threw him through a plate glass window?” 
 
    Olivia sat silently, eyes still closed, breathing deeply and counting backwards from 100.  She’d heard everything the Detective Chief Inspector had said, but didn’t want to acknowledge it.  The incident he’d referred to had been the catalyst which had sparked the most difficult time of her life, and one that she was trying hard to forget.   
 
    She stopped counting and unclenched her fists.  “Yes, it’s true,” she said, quietly. 
 
    “And isn’t it true that a condition of the critic not pressing charges against you was that you sought help at an anger management clinic?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Ms. Floyd-Martin, would you speak for the benefit of the tape, please.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And isn’t it true that you’ve attended regular sessions at a clinic since then, but your counsellor is concerned that, even after all these years, you still struggle to keep your temper under control?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And what would happen if you lost your temper so badly again, and did something as bad, or worse, than what you did to that unfortunate food critic?” 
 
    Olivia stared at the wall.  It wasn’t often that she became vulnerable in the presence of others, but then again, it wasn’t often that she was forced to confront her darkest thoughts by a stranger. 
 
    “I’d be locked up.” 
 
    “Yes, you’d be locked up.  Because it’s on your record that if you make just one more slip-up and the police get involved, you’ll be behind bars in a flash.  It’s all here, in this file, along with the details of every other offence for assault, going back years.”  He tapped the sheaf of papers on his desk.   
 
    “You sure you didn’t have a slip-up on Saturday, Ms. Floyd-Martin?  You sure that grudge you’ve been holding for years didn’t rear its ugly head when you saw Kate Denton again?  You let your temper get the better of you for a split second and before you knew it, she’d gone over the rail?  You sure that’s not what happened?” 
 
    “No, no, I swear,” said Olivia, perspiration showing in patches as her tee-shirt stuck to her.  “I promise you, I had nothing to do with her death.  You have to believe me!  I know it doesn’t look good, with my record and all, but even if I’d wanted to - which I didn’t - I wouldn’t have pushed her.  I can’t risk getting involved with the police again ... the thought of going to prison absolutely terrifies me.”   
 
    Her eyes were fearful and full of tears and Nathan noticed the perspiration on her palms as she clenched and unclenched her fists.  “Listen, if I’d done anything wrong, do you really think I’d have spoken to you like that on the phone this morning?  It would have been like adding fuel to a smouldering fire.  I give you my word, I didn’t do anything.” 
 
    Nathan stared at the chef, a greatly deflated version of the arrogant woman who had sauntered into the interview room an hour before.   
 
    “Interview terminated at eleven-thirty five.  Ms. Floyd-Oliver, you are free to go but if we need to question you with regard to this matter again, please make yourself more readily available than you did today.  DS Farrell will escort you off the premises.” 
 
    “I can go?”  The relief on Olivia’s face was clear and she was out of her seat and out of the door before Nathan had turned the tape recorder off.   
 
    He crossed her name off the list in his diary and put a put a ring around his next appointment. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    Drew arrived at the station at just after quarter to four.  Nathan had called round earlier to share the findings of the SOCO report.  Kate hadn’t fallen accidentally at all.  “It’s a murder enquiry now” is what Nathan had said.  Then he’d told him that he had some questions to ask him.  Questions of a sensitive nature which might be better asked and answered at the police station. 
 
    He had no idea what Nathan was referring to, but like so many things over the past 24 hours, the conversation had been somewhat of a blur.   
 
    His mother had called an ambulance in the middle of the night, as after he’d finally fallen asleep, he’d woken ten minutes later screaming and lashing out, and she’d been unable to communicate with him.  The paramedic had given him a tranquiliser shot which had calmed him and allowed him to get some rest. 
 
    As he walked to the station, it occurred to him that he still felt a little out of it.  He didn’t mind, though - it took the edge off everything.  He knew that Kate had gone, but it made the situation that much easier to deal with.  He must remember to mention it to Kate’s parents - maybe they could get a shot of whatever it was he’d had.  They were having a dreadful time coming to terms with what had happened. 
 
    He walked through the doors of the police station and announced his arrival to the desk sergeant.  “Just take a seat, Sir, and I’ll let DCI Costello know you’re here.” 
 
    Two minutes passed and Nathan himself came down to greet him.  “Mr. Ferguson, good to see you. Thanks for coming in.”  They shook hands and made their way to the interview room, making small talk all the way. 
 
    “First of all,” said Nathan when they were settled in the interview room.  “I appreciate how difficult things must be for you right now ... which makes it all the more difficult for me to ask what I’m about to ask you.” 
 
    Drew frowned, looking puzzled.  “Will it help find who did this to Kate?” he asked. 
 
    Nathan nodded.  “We think it might, yes.  Or at least, eliminate them from our enquiries.” 
 
    Drew nodded.  “Well you’d better ask away then.”    
 
    Nathan cleared his throat.  “Mr. Ferguson, who is Nina?” 
 
    “Nina?” Drew repeated. 
 
    “Yes, we’re very keen to interview her, but we have no idea where to find her.” 
 
    Drew shook his head.  “Well, as much as I’d love to help you, I don’t know anyone called Nina.  Who is she and what’s she got to do with what happened to Kate?” 
 
    He noticed that Nathan cleared his throat again.  Must be a nervous cough. 
 
    “The day before Kate died, she was heard speaking to someone called Nina on the phone.  It sounded very much as though she was talking to her about you - telling her to stay away because she was trying to get her relationship with you back on track.  It certainly seemed as though this ‘Nina’ was causing some problems between you and Kate.” 
 
    Drew looked blankly back at Nathan.  “I have no idea what you’re talking about, I don’t know who Nina is and Kate and I weren’t having any problems.  I don’t know where you got your information from, but it’s wrong.” 
 
    He saw Nathan look to Fiona and then back to him.  “Okay, well do you know anyone who has a name that could have been misheard as Nina?” 
 
    Drew shook his head.  “No, I don’t.”  His eyes narrowed and he leaned across the table.  “Hold on ... are you insinuating that this Nina woman and I are involved in some way?”  
 
    Nathan had the good grace to look uncomfortable.  “Look, I don’t mean to insinuate anything, but I need to find out the whereabouts of this woman so that I can speak to her directly, and to my knowledge you’re the only person who might know where she is.” 
 
    Drew was shaking with emotion when he stood up, his chair crashing backwards behind him.  “Well, you’re wrong.  I don’t know where she is and I don’t know who she is.  And for your information, Detective Chief Inspector, Kate and I were very happy.  In the fifteen years we were together, I was never unfaithful.  Not once.”  A lone tear appeared at the corner of his eye and he brushed it away angrily.  “If you have no more questions, I’d like to leave now, if I may.”   
 
    Nathan stood up, his hands splayed in front of him.  “I’m sorry to have upset you, but we’re just trying to find out who did this to Kate and this woman is a likely suspect,” he explained.  “If you don’t know her, though, there’s obviously been a misunderstanding and we’ll just have to try and find her using other methods.”   
 
    Drew stood at the table, his shoulders sagging and his head down.  He wiped his hand over his eyes again.  “No, I’m sorry,” he said.  “It’s just that when you’ve been as close to someone as I was to Kate, it’s difficult to have your relationship put under scrutiny.”  He stepped back to pick up the chair he’d knocked over.  “Sorry about that,” he said to Fiona, sitting by the door behind him.  “If you do find her, you’ll let me know?  I’d like to know who she is and how she knew Kate.” 
 
    “Of course.  Now let me just stop the tape and I’ll see you out.”   
 
    “Goodbye, DS Farrell.” Drew stopped to shake her hand before disappearing down the corridor. 
 
    Five minutes later, Nathan came back into the room to collect his things. 
 
    “What did you make of that, Chief?”  
 
    Nathan blew out his cheeks.  “Well, if he does know who Nina is, he’s definitely not saying, so it makes our job very difficult.”  He sat on the edge of the table and stretched out his legs.  “How the hell are we supposed to find her?  In fact, what with the elusive woman in the green dress and now the mysterious Nina, I honestly don’t know where to start.”   
 
    “Well, if we find out that he does know her and has been keeping her a secret, we can have him for withholding evidence,” said Fiona. 
 
    “Hmmm, if being the operative word,” said Nathan, dubiously. 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    Later that evening, Nathan sat in the kitchen with Charlotte as she prepared dinner, Pippin at his feet chewing on a rubber, bone-shaped toy.     
 
    “Did you get the SOCO report back yet?” she asked as she opened the fridge and started rooting around in the salad drawer.   
 
    “Yes.”  Nathan knew what was coming and he wasn’t looking forward to it.  Charlotte was incredibly sensitive and he knew how much the news that Kate’s death hadn’t been accidental would unsettle her. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “It wasn’t an accident.” 
 
    “I knew it!” she said, a frown immediately creasing her forehead.   
 
    “Now don’t go getting all upset, okay?” said Nathan.  “We’ll find whoever did it, just like we did before.” 
 
    Charlotte began cutting up cucumber and Nathan could tell from the way the knife banged against the chopping board that she was taking out her anxiety on the salad vegetables. 
 
    “Anyway, how was your day?” he asked, keen to change the subject. 
 
    She shrugged.  “Okay.  Jess didn’t have an easy time, though.  Y’know, bad news travels fast - seems like the whole of St. Eves knows that she was at The President yesterday morning.  She spent most of the day trying to avoid questions about what happened.  Oh, and Drew popped in to see her.” 
 
    Nathan looked up with interest.  “Really?  What for?” 
 
    “To tell her that he didn’t think she had anything to do with Kate’s death.  She’s so stressed about being a suspect, it did her the world of good to hear him say that - she looked like a ton weight had been lifted off her shoulders.  Anyway, apparently, he was on his way to see you but he stopped off at the café first.”   
 
    Charlotte slid the chopped cucumber into a bowl and started on a head of celery.  “So, are you any closer to finding the woman in the green dress?” 
 
    Nathan shook his head.  “No, but I put out an appeal earlier so hopefully we’ll get some responses over the next few days.”  He looked at his watch.  “In fact, we might just catch it on the end of the local news if I switch on now.” 
 
    A minute later, his face filled half the TV screen, the other half occupied by the artist’s sketch of the woman in green.   
 
    “The suspect we are keen to question is a woman who was last seen leaving the roof terrace of The President Hotel at approximately five-past twelve last Saturday afternoon.  She is white, with auburn, shoulder-length hair, and is between approximately 5’6” and 5’10” tall.  She was wearing a green dress or skirt and blouse, a light-coloured sun hat and a pair of sunglasses. 
 
    “Unfortunately, I ‘m afraid that as the only witness to see the suspect wasn’t able to get a close look at her, the description we have is rather vague.  Therefore, I am appealing to all of you watching at home to please get in touch if you think you recognise this woman from the artist’s impression, or you have any other reason to believe that you know who she is.   
 
    “Alternatively, if you are the woman we’re looking for and your reason for being at the hotel was entirely innocent, I appeal to you to get in touch in order that we may eliminate you from our enquiries. 
 
    “Kate Denton was a local woman.  Having recently returned to St. Eves after a period of travelling, she had her whole life ahead of her.  That it was cut short so cruelly is nothing less than tragic.  If you have any information which you think may help us with our enquiries, the number you need to call is ...” 
 
    He switched off the TV and threw Pippin’s chew toy across the kitchen.  “I hope to God that turns up something.”   
 
    “Hmmm, me too.  Regardless of the fact that Drew thinks she’s innocent, Jess is desperate for you to cross her name off your list of suspects.”   
 
    The celery joined the cucumber in the bowl and Charlotte began chopping a wedge of honeydew melon into cubes for her Surprise Salad, so called because she never knew what the ingredients were going to be until she saw what was in her fridge.   
 
    “By the way, did you know that Ben’s been all weird with Jess since yesterday?  She thinks it’s because he’s convinced she’s guilty of something.  I hope she tells him to get lost if he ever comes creeping back to her.”   
 
    “Ah, I wondered what was wrong with him.  He’s had a face like a smacked backside since yesterday,” said Nathan. 
 
    “Hmpf, serves him right,” said Charlotte as she opened a can of sweetcorn and drained it over the sink before throwing it into her salad bowl.  “Anyway, getting back to the woman in the green dress.  I was thinking earlier that just because she was running from the roof, it doesn’t necessarily mean she was the one who pushed Kate, does it?  I mean, she probably was, but what if she wasn’t?”   
 
    “Well, the very fact that she was running from a crime scene doesn’t look good, but you’re right - it doesn’t prove that she’s guilty, either.  Either way, we can’t eliminate her as a suspect until we find her.  You know, we’ve gone over everything from every possible angle in this case and so far, there’s not one shred of evidence pointing at anyone but Jess.  I’m praying that the witness appeal, the results from the coroner’s report and the analysis on the piece of green fabric will turn up some new evidence.” 
 
    “Yes, hopefully when we have something more concrete to go on, everything will start falling into place,” said Charlotte, seriously. 
 
    Nathan hid his amusement.  “Why is it that when you say ‘we’ like that, it fills me with dread?  I immediately imagine you going off on your bike in the dead of night, looking for clues.  I know I’ve said it before, but just to remind you, I’m the policeman around here, okay?”    
 
    He recalled that as much as Charlotte had hated the upheaval the murders had caused previously, she’d ended up being almost as involved in solving them as he had.   
 
    He rotated his shoulders and rubbed the back of his neck. 
 
    “Need a shoulder rub?”  
 
    “Need you ask?”  
 
    Charlotte began to massage the tight muscles.  “Better?” 
 
    “Mmmm.  Much better.  So, I wanted to ask you again about the woman you heard Kate talking to in the café.  Are you sure her name was Nina, because when I spoke to Drew earlier, he denied all knowledge of her.”  He could feel his tight muscles loosening under the insistent kneading of Charlotte’s fingers. 
 
    Charlotte nodded.  “Yes, I’m absolutely sure, because when I heard the name, I immediately thought of my mum.  She loved Nina Simone and it made me think that it’s a name you don’t hear very often these days.”  She dug her thumbs into the knots on Nathan’s neck and he gave a contented sigh.   
 
    “Aahhh, you can keep doing that for at least another hour or two,” he said, his shoulders dropping as they relaxed.     
 
    “Huh!  Well, there are two chances of that happening - fat chance and slim chance.   Ouch, sorry, I’ll have to stop now because my thumbs are getting cramp.”  Charlotte flexed her fingers and shook her hands loosely from the wrists before running her fingers under the tap.  Going back to her salad, she said, “So, what are you going to do about finding her?  Nina, I mean.”    
 
    “At the moment, I really have no idea,” said Nathan.  “As far as we know, the only person who can tell us anything about her is Drew, but if he won’t talk ...” 
 
    “I know it’s a long shot,” interrupted Charlotte, “but what about asking his parents?  Or Kate’s parents, come to that?  You wouldn’t have to tell them that you think she’s involved with Drew, you could just say she’s someone you’re interested in questioning to help with your enquiries.  If they don’t know her, then no harm done, but maybe they will know her?  It’s worth asking, surely?  Don’t you think?”   
 
    “Hmmm, I could ask, but can you imagine how traumatic it’d be for them?  I mean, Drew told me today that they’re all inconsolable - particularly Kate’s parents, of course.  The last thing I want to do is add to their distress.”  Nathan stood up and stretched his lean body to the ceiling.  “Apparently, his parents are going to make the funeral arrangements because no one else can cope with it.” 
 
    “Is the body being released then?” Charlotte looked up in surprise. 
 
    “No, not yet, but I think they’re just going through the motions - you know, getting everything organised so that when the time comes, it can just go ahead without any delays.” 
 
    Charlotte shuddered.  “It gives me the shivers to think of Kate lying in the morgue, just waiting ...” 
 
    “Well, don’t think about it then.”  She felt Nathan’s arms slide round her from behind as he kissed the side of her neck.   
 
    She rapped him on the knuckles with the wooden salad server and he shrunk back, clutching his hand. 
 
    “Bloody hell!  What did you do that for?”  
 
    She giggled.  “I’m so sorry!  I didn’t mean to hit you that hard,” she said, stepping towards him. 
 
    “Why did you mean to hit me at all?” he said, dodging out of her way. He didn’t trust her while she still had the salad server in her hand. 
 
    “I dunno, it just seemed a bit creepy, you being all romantic while I was talking about Kate ...” She trailed off.  “Sorry.” 
 
    “Trust me - the moment is well and truly over.”  Nathan gave her a wary grin. 
 
    Charlotte gazed at him.  His handsome face looked tired and the stubble on his chin told her that he hadn’t shaved that morning.  He pushed his hair back off his face and her heart skipped a beat.  Not only did she love him to death, but he still had the ability to turn her stomach upside down and put her senses in a whirl.  She walked towards him again.  
 
    “It’s okay, I surrender, you don’t have to hit me anymore,” he said, picking up a serviette and waving it in front of him. 
 
    She put the salad server down on the counter.  “Oh shut up and come here,” she said, her mouth curling up in a smile. 
 
    His hazel eyes crinkled at the corners as he pulled her towards him.  He lifted her off her feet and she linked her arms around his neck and kissed him hard.  
 
    “Good thing dinner won’t spoil,” he said, as he scooped her up and carried her out of the kitchen.   
 
    She looked over his shoulder just as Pippin was about to follow them upstairs. 
 
    “Pippin!  Stay!”   
 
    The little dog dropped his rubber toy, lay down with his head on his paws, and waited obediently. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8   
 
    “I’m sure you’re all as disappointed as I am that we haven’t had a more encouraging response to the witness appeal.”   
 
    The large table in the incident room at which Nathan sat was littered with empty coffee cups, water bottles, chocolate bar wrappers and bacon sandwich crusts, discarded in their triangular plastic packaging.   
 
    A team of officers sat around the table and murmured their agreement. 
 
    “Well, it was shown on Sunday evening, then again yesterday on every local news bulletin, and it’s being shown today after the mid-morning news, so it’s sure to jog some memories,” said Ben Dillon.   
 
    “And we’re carrying on with the house to house enquiries today, Chief, so something’s bound to turn up.” 
 
    “Or maybe,” said Fiona, “we haven’t had much of a response because the woman’s just a figment of Jess Beddington’s imagination.  Someone she invented to get her off the hook.”   
 
    As popular as she was with her colleagues, Fiona Farrell was no-nonsense detective sergeant with no interest in pussy-footing around an issue, and her eye on promotion. Furthermore, she didn’t allow her colleague’s one-time relationship with Jess, nor the DCI’s friendship with their prime suspect, prevent her from saying what was on her mind.   
 
    Nathan knew he had to be impartial, but it wasn’t always easy.  He looked enquiringly at the tenacious young detective who started counting off the points on her fingers.  
 
    “We’ve been over it 100 times, Chief,” she said, eagerly.  “Number one, no one else seems to have seen the woman.  Number two, the victim’s bracelet was found in Jess Beddington’s hand after Kate Denton’s death and number three, if she’d had a grievance with Kate Denton and was planning to do away with her, she was one of the few people who knew that she’d be on the roof of the hotel at exactly that time.  It all adds up.”  
 
    The officers around the table were vocal in their response, most in agreement with her theories, but a few in dissent, Ben Dillon being one of them.   
 
    “Actually, for the record, the bracelet wasn’t found in her hand, she disclosed it herself as soon as she realised she still had it.  You’re making it sound as though she was hiding it from us when, actually, she gave it up willingly.   
 
    “And if the woman in green is a figment of her imagination, how do you explain the piece of green fabric?  Are you suggesting that Jess planted it herself?” 
 
    DS Farrell opened her mouth to respond, but Nathan held up his hand.  “Listen, we’ve all got our opinions, but let’s just keep them to ourselves for now and stay focused on the house to house enquiries for the next few days, okay?” 
 
    A rapid knock on the door was followed by a voice, which called out, “Delivery from the Coroner’s office for the DCI.” 
 
    “Come in!”  A young man holding a manila envelope appeared from behind the door.  “Report on Kate Denton, Chief.  As requested, Mr. Tomlinson fast-tracked it for you.” 
 
    “Tell him I send my thanks, will you?  And that I’ll call him later,” Nathan called as he opened the envelope.  His eyes scanned the documents and he gave a low whistle as he read the contents. 
 
    “Everything okay, Chief?”  
 
    “Well, the cause of Kate Denton’s death was trauma to the head, caused by the fall, but she also had some bruising on her arms and around her neck which was consistent with having been gripped tightly shortly before her death.  Oh wait ... and there was also a fresh scratch on her right forearm, which is thought to have been caused by the clasp on the bracelet that was retrieved from the scene.” 
 
    “So, we know she was murdered and that she was involved in an altercation with someone shortly before her death.”  Ben shook his head.  “Wish we had something more to go on.” 
 
    “Tell me about it.”  Nathan ran his hands over his hair and clasped his fingers at the back of his neck.  He banged his hand on the table. 
 
    “What are we missing?  Where is that woman?  Who would do this to Kate?”  He leaned back in his chair and massaged his temples.  “Right, I’m damned if this case is going to beat us.  You lot get out there ... I’m going over everything again.” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    The next few days passed without incident, save for the police carrying out their house to house enquiries, prompting residents to trawl their memories for any recollection of the auburn-haired woman in the green dress. 
 
    At Charlotte’s Plaice, it was business as usual, with conversation about the murder becoming less frequent, apart from amongst regulars and the odd person who had known Kate.   
 
    Although Charlotte and Jess did their best to steer the conversation onto other subjects if anyone persisted in talking about it, there were still some who insisted on doing just that.    
 
    It was early on Friday afternoon when Jess went into mini-meltdown.   
 
    She had just picked up an order for a Ploughman’s lunch and a bowl of sweet potato soup with homemade flatbreads, for a young couple who were enjoying an afternoon away from their two-year old and both sets of parents. 
 
    As she approached their table with a friendly smile on her face, the woman held up her phone and took a photo. 
 
    Um, did you just take my photo?”  Jess asked, as she put the meals down in front of them.  
 
    “What?  No.  I took one of my husband.”  Her face was scarlet and she avoided Jess’s gaze. 
 
    Jess knew what she’d seen and she knew the woman was lying.  “Would you mind showing me the picture, please?” 
 
    Her husband immediately became uncooperative.  “Listen, we’ve come out for some peace and quiet.  Now, could you leave us alone to enjoy our lunch, please?” 
 
    Jess stood her ground.  “Not until you show me the picture your wife took.” 
 
    The man and woman looked warily at each other.  “Okay, okay,” the woman confessed.  “I took a picture of you, but it’s just for a bit of extra cash.  It’s expensive having a toddler, you know,” she added, defensively.   
 
    She held her phone up and showed Jess the picture she’d taken.  “If it makes any difference,” she said, her bravado retreating fast, “I’d have asked if I’d thought you’d say yes.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?  How would a picture of me give you extra cash?”  Jess was completely confused. 
 
    “Oh, God, just show her the paper,” said the man.   
 
    The woman took a local weekly newspaper from her bag.  It was open and folded over at an article headed, ‘No Remorse from Suspect in Murder of Local Woman.’ 
 
    Jess scanned the page in horror.  A series of pictures of her - sharing a joke with Betty and Ava, smiling broadly at Leo and waving cheerily at someone out of view - accompanied an article, which read, ‘As the hunt for Kate Denton’s killer intensifies, the alleged prime suspect in the case is enjoying life, so it would seem. 
 
    These pictures were sent to us by a reader who wishes to remain anonymous, but who strongly feels that the suspect should be withdrawn from the public eye until her innocence is proven.   
 
    “It left a very bad taste in my mouth when I walked along the marina and saw her laughing and carrying on without a care in the world, when that poor woman is dead,” our reader told us.   
 
    As you know, we believe that it is our duty to bring issues of local public interest to the attention of you, our readers, so if something’s bothering you, let us know about it and we’ll help spread the word.  Send the details, along with any photos you might have, to We’re on the Case, The St. Eves Echo, PO Box 123, St. Eves.  If your story is selected for inclusion in our regular feature, we’ll pay you £30.’ 
 
    Jess read the article twice before bursting into tears.  “I didn’t do anything!  I didn’t!  I can’t cope with this, I’ve had ENOUGH!”  She ripped the newspaper to bits and threw the pieces onto the table.   
 
    Her raised voice prompted Pippin to jump out of his basket and bark up at her, which prompted Charlotte to come rushing out of the kitchen. 
 
    “What’s going on?  Jess, what’s the matter?”  
 
    “Ask them!” she shouted, pointing at the young couple.  She disappeared inside the café and locked herself in the ladies room. 
 
    Between them, the couple falteringly told Charlotte what had happened, upon which, she took their plates up from the table.  “Please leave,” she said, furious and stony-faced.  “And don’t come back.”  When they’d beat a hasty retreat, she apologised to the other customers on the terrace.  “Sorry about that, everyone.  I hope it didn’t spoil your afternoon.” 
 
    She went inside and put the plates down on the bar.  Knocking gently on the door of the ladies room, she said, “Jess, come on.  Don’t let idiots like that get to you.  It’ll be old news soon.  Come on, come out.” 
 
    The door opened and Jess appeared from behind it.  “How can they say that I’m carrying on without a care in the world?  How can they say that?  And those photos have been taken completely out of context.  I was at work - I have to be like that when I’m at work.   
 
    “They should have sent someone round to take some photos of me at home - they wouldn’t have got any of me smiling if they had, that’s for sure.”  She sniffed and dried her eyes.  “All I’ve been doing is moping around and bawling my eyes out.” 
 
    Charlotte knew the huge stress that Jess was under and she wished there was something she could do take it away. 
 
    “Are you okay to go back out there?” she said. 
 
    Jess nodded.  “Course I am.  I’m the woman with no remorse, remember?” she said, bitterly.  She took a deep breath and went onto the terrace, apologising to customers for her outburst.   
 
    There must be a way to prove that she had nothing to do with this, thought Charlotte as she put a burger onto the grill.  I just have to figure out what it is. 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “Do you fancy going to St. Matlock after work?  They’ve got that great market on Friday evenings.”  Charlotte and Jess were taking advantage of a late afternoon lull and were enjoying a cup of tea and coffee, respectively. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know,” said Jess.  “I’m not very good company at the moment.” 
 
    “Oh come on!  It’s not like you to feel sorry for yourself.”  Charlotte was trying desperately to cheer up her friend.  “Okay, so you’re going to be the centre of attention for a while, but when the police make an arrest, everyone’ll forget all about you.  You’ll just be boring old Jess Beddington again.” 
 
    “Huh, the day can’t come soon enough,” said Jess.  “Alright, I’ll come with you.  I suppose I could do with a change of scene.” 
 
    “Fantastic!  I’ll take Pippin home and we’ll go on the train if you like, then we can stop and have a bite to eat and you won’t have to worry about driving after you’ve had a drink.” 
 
    Jess nodded, looking a little brighter. 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    The St. Matlock market was heaving.  Everything from fruit and veggies to hand-made furniture could be found on the stalls that occupied every inch of the town centre. 
 
    “Well, all in all, I think that was a very successful shopping expedition,” said Charlotte, as they waited for the train. 
 
    “If your definition of successful is buying a lot of stuff that I don’t actually need, then yes, it was very successful!” said Jess as she set her bags down on the platform. 
 
    They laughed and Charlotte put her arm around her friend’s shoulder and gave her a squeeze.   
 
    The train drew into the station and a scramble for seats followed.  Finding themselves at the back of the scrum, Charlotte and Jess had to be content with standing in the aisle.  There was little room for their bags by their feet, so Charlotte stowed hers in the luggage rack above.   
 
    “Would you put mine up there, too, please?” asked Jess.  “I can’t manage it myself.” 
 
    “Course I will,” said Charlotte, hauling Jess’s bags of scented candles, pomegranates and brightly coloured crockery onto the luggage rack. 
 
    “You know, I really should start exercising more regularly,” said Jess.  “Harriett swears by Pilates - maybe I’ll give it a go.” 
 
    It took a minute before the realisation dawned on Charlotte and she grabbed Jess’s arm.  “Oh my gosh!  Jess, I know how to prove that you couldn’t have killed Kate!  As soon as we get off this train, we’re going to see Nathan!” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    It was a curious DCI who welcomed Charlotte and Jess into his office forty minutes later. 
 
    “What’s going on?”  He motioned to them to sit down. 
 
    “We’ve got proof that Jess is innocent,” said Charlotte, gleefully. 
 
    His interest piqued, he leaned forward in his chair.  “Go on,” he said 
 
    “Well, you know that I broke my shoulder when I went on that skiing trip with the school years ago,” said Jess.  “And that I had to have two surgeries to reset it properly and even then, it still wasn’t quite right.  Well, the thing is, since then, my upper body strength has been really limited.  So much so, that I can’t lift anything heavy above my head anymore.”  She paused for breath.  
 
    “Do you see?” Charlotte was pink with excitement as she leaned across the table opposite Nathan.  “There’s no way Jess could have killed Kate.  She couldn’t even lift her shopping bags onto the luggage rack on the train, let alone have lifted Kate and thrown her over the rail on the roof terrace.  It’s physically impossible.” 
 
    Nathan looked from Charlotte to Jess.  Jess nodded.  “It’s true.  Dr. Talbot can confirm anything you need to know and my hospital records will verify it all.  I simply couldn’t have done it.  I’ll take any medical test you want me to take - I’ll do anything to convince you that I didn’t kill Kate.  I just want this to be over, Nathan.” 
 
    Nathan looked momentarily serious before a grin slowly spread across his face and Charlotte and Jess squealed with delight as they hugged each other on the other side of the desk. 
 
    “Now don’t go getting too excited,” he said.  “I’ve got to go through the motions and get all the medical proof, but in light of this new evidence, it looks very much as though you’re going to be well and truly out of the frame.”  
 
    “You’ll let me know as soon as you have any news?” Tears were streaming down Jess’s cheeks as the relief began to kick in. 
 
    “I will.  In fact, I’ll get on it right now.”  Nathan pressed the intercom button on his phone and spoke to his assistant, Amanda, who was seated outside.  “Get me Dr. Talbot at the medical centre, will you, please?” 
 
    “I told you everything would work out,” Charlotte said as she hugged her friend. 
 
    “I’ll never be able to thank you enough for this,” Jess sobbed .   
 
    “Oh shush!  Come on, let’s go and tell Pippin the good news!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    Jess was over the moon.   
 
    Dr. Talbot’s testimony and her hospital records had proved, beyond all doubt, that she could not have been responsible for Kate Denton’s murder.  When Nathan had called her late on Sunday evening to tell her she was no longer helping the police with their enquiries, she’d screamed so loudly, her neighbour had rushed round to see if she was alright.  
 
    The icing on the cake was a front page article in a late edition of the local newspaper, announcing her innocence, along with a considerably smaller apology for any distress their insensitive reporting may have caused, which was tucked away between the classified ads and the restaurant guide on page nine. 
 
    Charlotte’s mood, however, was somewhat irritable as she’d woken up that morning with an eye that was so bloodshot and swollen, so she’d had to resort to wearing her sunglasses to stop herself from rubbing it. 
 
    “You need to go and get some cream for that eye on the way home,” said Jess, chirpily. 
 
    “Yeah, I will.  I should have gone to the 24-hour chemist this morning, but I thought it would clear up.” 
 
    A commotion outside interrupted the conversation.  Pippin was barking and men were shouting.  
 
    “Is that a fireman on the terrace?” Charlotte squinted. 
 
    “I bloody well hope so!” replied Jess as she scooted off to check on the cause of the disturbance. 
 
    “Are you the owner of the café?” Charlotte heard the fireman ask as she went out to see what was going on. 
 
    “No, she is.” Jess pointed at Charlotte. 
 
    “Mornin’” said the fireman, and Jess mock-swooned behind his back. 
 
    “Good morning.” Charlotte grinned at her friend’s antics.  “Is there a problem?” 
 
    “’Fraid so.  There are reports of a gas leak at the Mini-Mart, so we’re sealing off the area until it’s been repaired.  You’ll have to vacate the premises and close up until then, I’m afraid.”  He took off his helmet to reveal messed-up dirty blonde hair and Jess fell back into a chair, dramatically flinging her forearm over her face. 
 
    “You know, I thought I could smell something funny after I’d finished my Eggs Benedict,” said Betty as she fished in her bag for her purse. 
 
    “Doubt it was gas,” said Harriett, under her breath, looking sideways at Ava. 
 
    “Well, not the kind he’s talking about, anyway!” said Ava, and all three of them burst out laughing like naughty schoolgirls, Betty flicking at her friends with her serviette. 
 
    Charlotte tried to focus on the fireman.  “But I’ve got a terrace full of customers!  Can they at least finish their meals?”  
 
    “Sorry, we need to make sure that everyone’s off the marina as soon as possible, so they need to leave right away.  I can give you a minute or two to allow them to settle their bills, but no longer.”  He turned and addressed Charlotte’s customers.  “I don’t know how much of that you heard, ladies and gents, but we need to vacate the café, so your cooperation would be appreciated.”   
 
    Nodding to Charlotte and Jess, he gave Jess a wide grin.  “You do realise that I could see your reflection in your friend’s glasses?” he said, which prompted laughter and a spontaneous round of applause from the customers on the terrace. 
 
    Despite her slight crankiness, Charlotte couldn’t help but laugh at Jess’s embarrassment.  “That’ll teach you,” she said as the fireman walked off up the marina front, looking very pleased with himself. 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, with all the customers gone and all the bills paid, Charlotte clicked the padlock shut on the glass doors of the café.  She and Jess had cleared the terrace in record time and been ready to lock up when the fireman had poked his head through the door a couple of minutes earlier.   
 
    “Come on ladies, quick as you can please.  Wouldn’t want to see you get hurt now, would we?”  His tone was authoritative and flirty at the same time and it turned Jess’s knees to jelly.  He crouched down and made a fuss of Pippin and Jess rolled her eyes.   
 
    “My perfect fireman’s also an animal lover!” she said.  “Give me strength.  What is it about a uniform?” she asked, as Charlotte unlocked her bike from the railings opposite the cafe.  
 
    “I’m not sure if it’s the uniform, or the man inside it that’s giving you hot flushes.” Charlotte chuckled as they set up off the footpath. 
 
    “I know it’s not great for business having to close up early,” said Jess, “but at least you can go and get something for your eye now.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m going to.” Charlotte pedalled slowly alongside.  They reached the top of the road and Charlotte got off the bike and put Pippin into the basket on the front.  “Come on little one, it’s too busy for you to be off the lead at this time of day.”  She settled him on a cushion and he sat with his front paws on the edge of the basket, ears alert and ready to bark at the first possible opportunity.   
 
    “See you tomorrow.”  She and Jess parted ways at the top of the road and Charlotte cycled off towards the town centre.  She was waiting at a red light when she saw Drew’s baseball-capped doppelganger again.  He was going into The President.   
 
    Damn!  If I’d been quick enough, I could have got a picture of him to show Drew when he’s feeling better.   
 
    The lights changed to green and she cycled off.  Fifteen minutes later, she was on her way back home, the pharmacist having given her some cream and some eye drops.  A red light brought her to a stop on the other side of the road and as she waited, the man came out of the hotel, this time accompanied by the woman she’d seen him with before.  They appeared to be sharing a joke and as they laughed, she snatched the cap from his head and put it on.   
 
    Charlotte almost fell off her bike.  There was no mistaking it.  Without the cap, she could see him clearly.  And there was no doubt in her mind that the man standing ahead of her wasn’t someone who looked like Drew.   
 
    He was Drew. 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “Are you sure?” said Nathan. 
 
    “Absolutely.  I swear on my life, it was Drew.  Honestly, I couldn’t believe it.  They came out of the hotel together, laughing ... as shameless as you like.” 
 
    “Did he see you?” asked Nathan. 
 
    Charlotte shook her head.  “No. He was far too pre-occupied to notice me.  Nathan, she must be Nina. He’s been lying to you all along!”   
 
    She shook her head again.  “D’you know, she’s been in St. Eves since the Saturday we all met up - at least!  It must have been her who called Kate when she was at the café.”   
 
    She gasped.  “Oh my God!  If she’s been staying at The President, she was probably there when Kate died.    D’you know, it makes me sick to my stomach to think of how Drew’s been pretending to be upset about Kate, and all the time he’s been carrying on with that woman.” 
 
    “Hmmm, I have to agree.  If he’s been lying, he’s going to wish he’d never come back to St. Eves.”  Nathan had no time for liars, particularly when they interfered with one of his investigations. 
 
    “Right,” he said, picking up his phone and jacket.  “I hope to God that this will lead to an arrest.  We could really do with a break.” 
 
    “Where are you going how?” asked Charlotte. 
 
    “I’m going to pay Drew Ferguson a little visit.” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    Nathan stood on the doorstep of his house, waiting for someone to answer the door. 
 
    Since Charlotte had called in to his office earlier, Nathan’s anger level had gone up from simmering to boiling point.  He hated to think that he’d sat round a table with Drew; talked, laughed, drank and eaten with him and all the time, Drew had been taking him for an idiot.     
 
    He was prepared to give him the benefit of the doubt one more time, but if Drew wasn’t straight with him at the first opportunity, Nathan was going to arrest him on the spot. 
 
    He rang the bell again and called through the letterbox.  “Hello!  It’s Detective Chief Inspector Costello.”  No answer. 
 
    He was walking down the path when his old neighbour called out to him.  “Nathan!  You looking for that tenant of yours?” 
 
    He turned to see Julia Stapleton, a forty-something animal rights protestor who home-schooled her children and played Alanis Morissette records from morning till night.  She had a penchant for scoop-neck tee shirts which she usually wore with no bra but Nathan was relieved to see that today, she’d made an exception. 
 
    “Hi Julia.  Yes, you seen him?” 
 
    “Well, he was here this morning, but he left around midday.  Not long after that, his parents and his girlfriend’s parents put their cases in their cars and they left and I haven’t seen anyone since.  You want me to give him a message if he comes back?” 
 
    Nathan shook his head.  “No thanks.  I’ll try again later.  Give my regards to Nicholas.”  Nicholas was Julia’s husband.  He was an architect with an office in Pensands and the most traditional and conformist guy Nathan had ever met.  He remembered the arguments he’d heard through the wall when Julia had wanted to take the kids out of school.  
 
    He turned the car round and headed for The President.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    Charlotte rubbed her eye.  She knew she shouldn’t but the itching was driving her crazy.  As the pharmacist had recommended, she’d tried to sit quietly and rest it, but since seeing Drew with his fancy woman earlier, she was so worked up, sitting still was the last thing on her mind. 
 
    She paced up and down the living room, Pippin’s eyes following her like a tennis ball at the Wimbledon men’s final. 
 
    As soon as she’d left Nathan’s office, he’d gone looking for Drew.  She would have dearly loved to have gone with him, but instead, had to be content with going home and waiting for news.   
 
    Trouble was, she couldn’t wait.  The urge to do something instead of just sitting around was pushing her to do a little investigating of her own. 
 
    She stopped pacing and looked at Pippin.  “Sorry, Pip.  You’ll have to entertain yourself for a while.  I’ll be back as soon as I can.” 
 
    She pulled the front door shut behind her and walked the short distance to The President.  If she had a nosey round and hung about for long enough, surely she’d see or hear something that would be useful as evidence in the case.  
 
    The reception area was swarming with guests; checking-in, checking-out and generally keeping the desk staff busy.  No one even noticed Charlotte snooping around.   
 
    I’ll wait here for a while and see if Drew comes in or goes out.   
 
    She sat on one of the designer bucket chairs and picked up a magazine, realising as she pretended to read it that she still had her sunglasses on.  She took them off and an elderly gentleman on the next table who had tried to cover his entire head with a wispy comb-over, exclaimed in horror.   
 
    “Oh, my gawd!  Your eye looks dreadful!  What on earth’s wrong with it?” 
 
    “Oh,” said Charlotte, immediately self-conscious.  “I thought it was looking better.  Um, apparently, I’ve got non-infectious conjunctivitis.  Never had it before, but there’s always a first time, I suppose.”  She put her sunglasses back on and picked up the magazine again.   
 
    “We’ve just got back from a day trip to St. Matlock,” said the man.  “Oh, it’s wonderful there – they have the most beautiful gardens that you can walk around or just sit and watch the world go by ... are you staying here?”  
 
    “No, I live here.  I’m just waiting for someone,” said Charlotte, wishing the man would leave her in peace. 
 
    The man didn’t take the hint and flagged down a passing waiter.  “Could I have another coffee please.  Would you like to join me in a coffee, love?” 
 
    Charlotte screwed up her nose at the thought.  “Thank you, but no.”  She shook her head at the waiter.  “Nothing thanks.” 
 
    The man continued.  “You must have heard about the poor girl who fell from the roof a couple of weeks ago?”  He looked disappointed when Charlotte nodded, but undeterred, he pressed on, determined to engage her in conversation.   
 
    “I’ve been staying here for months.  We always arrive in June and stay until November.  There’s a group of us.  We come from London, you know ... do you know London?” 
 
    “Er, no, not very well.”  Charlotte was about to excuse herself to go and find somewhere else to wait when a thought struck her.  She smiled her most beguiling smile.  “So you say you’ve been here since June?”   
 
    The man nodded.  “Yes, we come every year.” 
 
    “You must see a lot of guests come and go?” probed Charlotte. 
 
    “Oh yes.  Not a lot gets past me, you know.”  The man winked and nudged the air with his right elbow.  “I could tell you a story or two, that’s for sure.”   
 
    “Yes, I’m sure you could,” said Charlotte, moving her chair closer to the man and leaning in towards him.  She crossed her fingers, as she always did when she told a little white lie.  “You know, I bet you could help me out.  I’m here to surprise some friends of mine who are staying here, but for the life of me, I can’t remember their room number.  If I told you what they looked like, do you think perhaps you’d know what room they were staying in?” 
 
    The man sat forward and said, conspiratorially, “I’m all ears, love.” 
 
    Charlotte gave a description of Drew and, as best she could, the woman she’d seen him with.  Immediately, the old man nodded excitedly. 
 
    “Oh, yes!  I know who you mean.  I’m not sure if they’re both staying here or just her, but I’ve seen them about the place a few times over the last week or so.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” said Charlotte. 
 
    “Absolutely sure.  They’re a very distinctive couple, you know.  Once seen, never forgotten.” 
 
    “And do you know what room they’re in?” 
 
    The man tapped his index finger against his chin.  “Hhmmm.  Now, let me see.”  He closed his eyes as he envisaged the layout of the hotel rooms on each floor.  “Well, as you get out of the lift, the room directly in front of you ends in 23, the one directly to the left of that one ends in 22, and so on, all the way back to the beginning of the corridor.   
 
    “Now, if I remember correctly, I’ve seen your friends going into the fourth room to the left of the one opposite the lift.  So, if they’re on the third floor, which I believe they are, that would make their room number ...” His lips moved as he counted in his head. “... 319!”  He opened his eyes and gave Charlotte a wide smile.   
 
    Charlotte took the man’s hand and squeezed it.  “Thank you so much – you’re a marvel!”  She looked around.  Time to make herself scarce.  “Well, I’d better be off.  Thanks again, you’ve been a real help” 
 
    “My pleasure, love,” the old man called out.  “Hope your friends enjoy the surprise.” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    Charlotte took the lift up to the third floor.  Apart from a housekeeping trolley piled high with clean towels and sheets, it was deserted. 
 
    Now that she was outside the room, she wasn’t sure what to do next.  Should I knock?  Or wait to see if anyone comes out?  Or should I take a picture of them?  Are they even in there?  She pressed her ear up against the door, but could hear nothing.   
 
    The lift doors closed and the lift went down before promptly making its way back up again to deliver its passengers to their respective floors.   
 
    A bell signalled its imminent arrival on the third floor and Charlotte bobbed down quickly behind the trolley.  She couldn’t see them but she could hear Drew’s voice and the reply of the woman, spoken in perfect English with just the faintest trace of an accent.   
 
    In her crouched position, trying to swipe the screen of her phone, Charlotte realised that her palms were dripping with perspiration.  By the time she’d wiped them on a towel, Drew and his fancy woman had disappeared inside the room.  “Damn it!”  whispered Charlotte as she put the towel into the dirty washing bag hanging from the back of the trolley. 
 
    A couple came out of their room further along the corridor and Charlotte busied herself, neatly re-folding and re-stacking towels until they’d gone.  She pressed her ear up against the door again.  This time, she could hear muffled voices.   
 
    “I’m so sorry.  I wish there was something I could do to make the situation better, but you know how stubborn they are.”  Drew was talking in a soothing voice. 
 
    The lift doors closed again and Charlotte resumed her hiding place in case it stopped again at the third floor on its way up.  She was aware that she must look very conspicuous with her sunglasses on in the middle of the day and she didn’t want to draw any attention to herself if she could help it.   
 
    When the lift stopped, someone got out and walked in her direction.  She pretended to be re-arranging the bottom shelf of the trolley.  The footsteps came to a stop just past her.  She put her head down and prayed to God it wasn’t the hotel manager.  Simon Clancy is the last person I want to see right now. 
 
    “Ahem.”   
 
    She looked up cautiously and let out a quiet groan.  Actually, Simon Clancy is the second to last person I want to see.   
 
    “What the hell are you doing here?” whispered Nathan.   
 
    He hadn’t been in the best of moods when he’d left his office earlier and Charlotte had her doubts that bumping into her in the middle of an investigation was going to improve his humour.   
 
    “Same as you, I expect,” she whispered back.  She shrugged and gave him a weak smile.  “I was just trying to help.” 
 
    “How many times do I have to tell you?  Will you stop interfering!”  He looked puzzled.  “How did you know what room number they were in, anyway?”  He waved a hand in front of him.  “Never mind, I don’t think I want to know.  Now go on, go home.”   
 
    Charlotte hung her head and his voice softened.  “Look, I’m sorry, but you can’t get involved in this, okay?  Now, go home and I’ll see you later.” 
 
    She nodded and walked to the lift.  She turned before she stepped into it to see Nathan knocking on the door of room 319.  She heard Drew express surprise at seeing Nathan before inviting him in.  As soon as she heard the door click shut, she ran back to the room and pressed her ear up against it again. 
 
    “This isn’t a social call, Drew.” Nathan’s tone was firm and no-nonsense.  “I need to ask you some more questions.” 
 
    “Detective Chief Inspector, this is Sumalee,” said Drew. 
 
    “Sumalee?” repeated Nathan. 
 
    “Yes,” said the woman.   
 
    “Not Nina?” said Nathan, and Charlotte could hear the slight confusion in his voice.   
 
    “No,” said the woman.  “My name is Sumalee.  In Thai, it means ‘beautiful flower’.” 
 
    Nathan cleared his throat.  “And you are ... Mr. Ferguson’s girlfriend?” 
 
    The woman laughed a tinkly laugh.  “Oh, that is so funny!” she said when she eventually stopped.  “No, I am not his girlfriend.” 
 
    “But you’re a friend?” asked Nathan. 
 
    “Yes, I am a friend,” said Sumalee.  “I am a good friend.” 
 
    “Let me explain,” offered Drew. 
 
    “I wish someone would,” said Nathan. 
 
    “Sumalee is my sister.” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    On the other side of the door, Charlotte’s mouth fell open.  His sister!  When did that happen? 
 
    “So, let’s go over that again,” said Nathan.  “Sumalee is your sister?” 
 
    Drew nodded.  “Yeah.  Well, my half-sister, actually.  She’s my Dad’s daughter but he didn’t want anything to do with her.  I found out about her years ago by accident, and that her mother had gone back to Thailand when she became pregnant and realised she wasn’t going to get any support from my Dad.  I knew I had to find her.  I told Kate about her and she encouraged me to look for her.” 
 
    “So that’s why you stayed in Thailand so long?  Because that’s where Sumalee was?” said Nathan.   
 
    “Yes,” said Drew.  “And we brought her back to St. Eves with us because we thought she’d have a better life here ... and because we wanted to try and make peace between Sumalee and my parents.  I tried to broach the subject many times when we were in Thailand, but they always freaked out.”  He paused.   
 
    “Which is exactly what they did when I told them earlier that Sumalee was here.  They packed their cases and left - so did Kate’s parents.  I know, because my dad told me when he called to tell me to keep Sumalee out of his sight.”  He laughed, bitterly. 
 
    “As far as my parents are concerned, Sumalee doesn’t exist.  The plan was for her to live with Kate and I, but if my parents had even found out she’d come back to the UK with us, let alone moved in with us, they’d have gone crazy.  They would have made our lives unbearable, which is why we were looking for somewhere else for her to stay.   
 
    “I kept telling her not to get used too used to living here - it was only temporary and it’s bloody expensive!  Now that everyone’s left though, she can move into your place with me.”   
 
    “So, you knew Kate? Nathan asked. 
 
    “Oh yes, I knew her very well.  She taught me how to read and write in English and to improve my spoken English, too.” 
 
    “And on the day of Kate’s death, where were you?”   
 
    “I was here.  I was watching TV.  I was waiting for Drew and Kate to come and see me after they had finished lunch with their friends.  We were going to spend the afternoon on the beach and then go for dinner later.” 
 
    Drew nodded.  “That’s true.” 
 
    “And afterwards?”  
 
    “No one came,” said Sumalee.  “But I did not know why.  I did not find out about Kate until the next day when Drew came to see me.  I knew that something had happened, but did not know what.  I did not go down to find out - I never leave the room when I am on my own, you see.”  She paused and Charlotte could hear a quaver in her voice.  “I could not believe it when Drew told me.  I was upset, but he was devastated.  I am glad that I am here to comfort him.” 
 
    “Detective Chief Inspector,” said Drew, “it might not seem like it, but I loved Kate with all my heart and since she died, it’s been all I can do to put one foot in front of the other ... but I have to keep going, because if I stop, I don’t know if I’ll be able to start again.   
 
    “Having Sumalee here has helped me more than you’ll ever know.  Honestly, I don’t know how I could have got through the last few days without her.” 
 
    Nathan cleared his throat again.  “Well, I have to say, of all things I was expecting to find in this hotel room, this wasn’t it.  I can’t say you’ve made things easy for us, Mr. Ferguson - if you’d told me about Sumalee in the first place, this could have been avoided.” 
 
    Charlotte felt dreadful.  A few hours ago, she’d been calling Drew all the names under the sun.  Now, she was happy to learn that he had a half-sibling with whom to share the difficult times that lay ahead for the next few months, years, even. 
 
    She was leaning up against the door, straining to hear with her ear tight against it, when it suddenly opened and she fell, unceremoniously, into the room and bumped headfirst into Nathan. 
 
    As if it was the most natural thing in the world to have happened, Drew said, “Charlotte!  I’m so glad you’re here.  There’s someone I’d like you to meet.”  He stepped aside and gently pushed Sumalee in front of him.  “This is Sumalee, my half-sister.” 
 
    Charlotte shook Sumalee’s hand vigorously.  “Hello, I’m so happy to meet you,” she said, as she felt Nathan’s eyes boring into the top of her head.  “Are you going to be staying in St. Eves for long?”  
 
    Sumalee looked at Drew and nodded.  “I think I will be making my home here.” 
 
    “Oh, well that’s fantastic!  You must come into the café some time and meet Jess and all the regulars.  Perhaps Drew could bring you some time?  Or you could come on your own?” 
 
    “I do tai-chi, yoga and meditation every morning, so I could come afterwards.  Do you have herbal tea, or green tea?” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” said Charlotte.  “We have both, so you can choose.” 
 
    “Okay.”  Sumalee beamed all over her pretty face.  “I will see you soon.  Maybe even tomorrow?” 
 
    “Okay, that would be great.  We open at nine.  See you tomorrow, then?” 
 
    Sumalee gave her a little bow.  “Yes, see you tomorrow.” 
 
    Drew held out his hand to Nathan.  “I’m glad you came.  And I’m glad that everything’s out in the open now.  I don’t like Sumalee being holed up in here like a fugitive.  She can come and live with me now - thank God!  My bank balance is starting to look decidedly green!” 
 
    Nathan shook his hand.  “Thanks for your time.”  He stepped into the corridor.  “You coming, Charlotte?” 
 
    She still couldn’t look at him, instead mumbling her agreement and bidding goodbye once more to Drew and Sumalee.  
 
    Nathan waited until they were in the lift before he said anything, but as soon as the doors closed, he let rip.   
 
    “What the hell did you think you were doing?  Have you any idea how it must have looked to Drew and Sumalee when you fell through the bedroom door like that?  It must have looked like you were with me - like I take you along with me on police business.  How do you think that makes me look?  Like a prize pillock, that’s what!”  He rubbed the back of his neck.   
 
    “I’m the Senior Investigating Officer on this case, Charlotte, not some halfwit who needs his girlfriend to come along and keep an eye on him during an investigation ... and I’ve got the Chief Super on my back, so I really don’t need you poking your nose in.  I really don’t.” 
 
    He blew out a deep breath and looked up at the ceiling of the lift.   
 
    Charlotte could see that he was furious.  It was all very well for her to play at amateur sleuthing, but it was his job.   
 
    The lift arrived at the ground floor with a gentle bump.  She got out and turned to speak to him but he shook his head.  “Not now, Charlotte,” he said, and without stopping, he walked out of the hotel. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    “Oh for goodness’ sake, Charlotte!  I don’t know what gets into you sometimes,” said Jess as she filled a tray with cups of frothy coffee.  “Why don’t you just leave the police work up to Nathan?  I’m not surprised he was cross with you.” 
 
    Charlotte sighed.  “I know, I know.  I should know better by now, but sometimes, I can’t stop myself.  I was only trying to help.”  She piled creamy scrambled eggs onto two slices of wholemeal toast and handed the plate to Jess through the serving hatch. 
 
     “Well, I suggest that you leave well alone,” said Jess, as she came back inside after delivering the breakfast.  “I know you only want to help, but Nathan’s a big boy.  You’ve got to let him get on with his job.” 
 
    “I know, I know.  You’re right.  I tried to wait up for him last night, but he got back so late, I couldn’t keep my eyes open long enough.  And then this morning, he was up and out at the crack of dawn, so I didn’t get a chance to speak to him.” 
 
    Jess grabbed her hand through the serving hatch.  “Don’t worry about it.  That man loves the bones of you, he’s probably forgotten all about it by now.” 
 
    “I hope so. He was so mad that I daren’t call him at work.”  She shook herself.  “Anyway, I’m not going to think about it anymore.” 
 
    “Good for you. I’ll make you a nice cup of tea instead,” said Jess. 
 
    Charlotte wondered if Sumalee would come in.  She hoped so.  It would be nice for her to meet everyone and she was sure that everyone would certainly be interested to meet her, with Harry Jenkins being the exception to the rule.  He would most likely take a little while to come round to the idea of Sumalee settling in St. Eves; he always said that trouble followed new faces.   
 
    “Anyway,” said Charlotte, as she stirred her tea.  “I don’t want to spoil the surprise, but we might be getting a visitor later and you’ll never in a million years guess who she is when you see her.” 
 
    “Oh, I hate it when people do that!” said Jess.  “Why don’t you just tell me?  What if she doesn’t come in? I’ll be forever wondering who this mystery woman is.” 
 
    “Look, I’ll make a deal with you,” said Charlotte.  “If she hasn’t come in by midday, I’ll tell you, okay?” 
 
    “Deal,” said Jess.   
 
    “Morning, ladies!” Charlotte called out to Ava, Harriett and Betty as they walked past on their usual morning mooch around the shops.  
 
    “Morning, you two, morning Pippin.”  Ava bent to stroke the little dog and he sat up on his hind legs for one of the treats he knew she sometimes carried in her pocket.  She threw him a small green dental chew and he caught it deftly and retreated to his basket.   
 
    “Anyway, Charlotte, dear.  I don’t suppose you’ve baked any of those marvellous scones today, have you?  If you have, we’ll probably stop off on the way back to have a cream tea.  What say you, ladies?”  
 
    “Jolly good idea,” said Harriett.  
 
    “Oooh, yes. I do love a cream tea,” said Betty, smacking her lips together.  “Save three for us, won’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, I baked some scones earlier - they’re just cooling now.  I’ll be sure to put three aside for you.  And you might be interested to know that there’s some freshly made lemon curd, too.  I know you like that with your scones sometimes.”   
 
    “Oh Charlotte, my mouth’s watering already,” said Ava.  “Come on, girls, let’s get a move on so we can get back quicker!”   
 
    They went on their way, loudly debating whether the correct way to eat a cream tea was to put the jam on the scone first, followed by the cream, or the other way round. 
 
    Charlotte was in the kitchen putting three scones on a plate when she heard someone call her name. 
 
    “Charlotte, hello.  Are you here?” 
 
    She poked her head over the swing door to see Sumalee standing at the bar.  “Hi, I’m so glad you came,” she said, giving her a hug.  “Sit down and I’ll make you a cup of tea.  Would you like herbal or green?” 
 
    “Herbal would be nice. Thank you.”  Sumalee sat on bar stool and looked around the café.  “It is lovely here.  What a beautiful place to come to work.” 
 
    Charlotte couldn’t have agreed more.  For so many reasons, the marina was one of her favourite places and she knew she would never tire of it. 
 
    “Yes, I’m very fortunate.  Oh, Jess.  I’d like to introduce you to Sumalee, and Sumalee, this is Jess.” 
 
    “Oh, hi.”  Jess tucked her tea towel into the waistband of her apron and shook hands.  “Nice to meet you.  Are you here on holiday?” 
 
    Sumalee shook her head as she held the string on her tea bag and dunked it in her cup.  “No, I just moved here recently with my brother.  My half-brother, actually.  He used to live here a long time ago.” 
 
    “Oh, well if he’s from St. Eves, maybe I know him,” said Jess.  “What’s his name.” 
 
    Charlotte couldn’t wait to see the look on Jess’s face. 
 
    “It’s Drew.  Drew Ferguson.” 
 
    It was worth the wait.  Jess’s jaw dropped open and she didn’t make any attempt to close it.  “You what?  Drew?  You’re Drew’s half-sister?” 
 
    “Yes, I am.”  Sumalee put down her cup.  “I know it is a shock to some people, because we do not look like brother and sister, but I promise you, it is true.” 
 
    Charlotte looked at her carefully.  The dark haired, pale skinned woman reminded her of a mixed race Thai-Spanish girl she’d known in Spain who was one of the most beautiful girls she’d ever seen.   
 
    Although Sumalee’s features were a definite indication of her south-east Asian heritage, it was also plain to see that she bore an undeniable resemblance to Drew.   
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t mean to be rude,” said Jess.  “It’s just that I had no idea that Drew had a sister and I’ve known him for years.” 
 
    “Yes, it was a surprise for him too.  And for me,” said Sumalee, with a grin.  “I will tell you about it one day ... if you would like me to.” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” said Jess, instantly warming to the softly-spoken woman and her gentle demeanour.  “I’d like that very much.” 
 
    “Morning, you two.  Hope the day finds you well.”  Leo and Harry came into the bar and headed straight for their usual table.   
 
    “And a good morning to you.”  Leo nodded to Sumalee.  “You’re a new face around here.  You must be on holiday? “ 
 
    “Actually, no, I am living here now with my brother ... my half-brother.  Maybe you know him.  His name is Drew Ferguson.” 
 
    “This is better than watching TV,” Charlotte whispered to Jess out of the corner of her mouth as Leo’s mouth fell open a full two inches.   
 
    Although momentarily stunned, Leo quickly regained his composure.  “Sorry about that, my dear.  That certainly wasn’t the answer I was expecting.”  He chuckled.  “I should warn you, you’re going to get a lot of reactions like that from the people around here, but don’t be offended.  We’re a pretty harmless lot, albeit rather easily shocked!” 
 
    He turned to Harry.  “Isn’t that right?” 
 
    Harry grunted and stirred the coffee Jess had just put in front of him.  “I keep telling everyone, whenever  someone new turns up, trouble’s never far behind.  Look what happened before, and then again after Drew and Kate came back?  It’s about time someone took some notice of what I keep telling everyone,” he said quietly.   
 
    Leo shook his head and changed the subject. 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    The ladies came back for their cream teas just as Sumalee was leaving.   
 
    Ava, who liked to pretend that nothing ever shocked her, was gracious in her welcome before proceeding to fire questions at Sumalee about everything from her upbringing to her hairstyle to how Drew was coping.  Harriett was less inquisitive, instead greeting her warmly and welcoming her to the community, and Betty gave her a hug and a kiss on the cheek, told her that she must try the tapas at Charlotte’s Plaice and asked if anyone had ever told her that she looked like a young Audrey Hepburn. 
 
    “Audrey Hepburn?” Ava and Harriett chorused.  “Audrey Hepburn wasn’t from Thailand, for goodness’ sake!” 
 
    “I’m well aware of that, thank you,” said Betty, “but if you go home and Google Audrey Hepburn on the interweb, you’ll see exactly what I mean.  Very similar bone structure and eyebrows,” she said, peering through her glasses at Sumalee.  “Either way, you’re a real stunner, my dear.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said Sumalee.  “I think I will also have to go home and Goggle Audrey Hepburn, because I do not know who she is.” 
 
    “Well, I think you’ll be very happy to have been compared to her.  She was a very famous, very beautiful actress,” said Harriett, filing a nail she’d just found a snag in. 
 
    “If you’d like to, you’re welcome to join us for lunch on Friday,” said Ava.  “Any sister of Drew’s is a friend of ours.” 
 
    Sumalee nodded.  “Thank you, but I will have to check with Drew before I accept.  I do not know if he will want me to come or stay with him.” 
 
    Ava nodded.  “Of course, dear, I understand.  Alright, well, we’ll be here anyway from two o’clock on Friday afternoon, so if you want to join us, feel free.” 
 
    “Okay, I will, but now I must go.  Thank you everyone.  You are very kind.”  Sumalee gave a little bow again and disappeared off up the marina front.   
 
    “Well,” said Ava, as she settled herself on a table on the terrace, adjacent to where Leo and Harry were sitting inside.  “I didn’t see that coming!  I do hope she comes to lunch on Friday and she can tell us all about it.” 
 
    “What are you looking so happy about, Harry?” said Harriett, as she took off her jacket and hung it on the back of her chair. 
 
    “Hmpf, you know how I feel about new faces,” said Harry.  “They make me feel uneasy.” 
 
    “Oh poppycock!” said Ava.  “You’ll get used to her.  I bet you didn’t even make the effort to talk to her, did you?  No, I thought not.”  She shook her head and called out to Jess.  “Can we have our cream teas now, please?” 
 
    “She’s very tall, isn’t she?” said Betty. 
 
    “What’s that?” said Harriett. 
 
    “I said she’s very tall.  For a Thai woman, I mean.  I thought that Thai women were quite short.” 
 
    “I think that’s probably a misconception,” said Leo.  “I’m sure there are plenty of tall Thai women, too.”  
 
    Jess appeared with three cream teas and all talk of Sumalee was temporarily forgotten. 
 
    “Charlotte, are you taking part in the International Festival of Food next week?” asked Harriett as she spread her scone with jam. 
 
    “Yes, I think we will be,” said Charlotte.  “Jess and I were talking about it this morning.  It’ll be quite novel, opening in the evening for a change.” 
 
    Every year from May to October, a contingent of food lovers from across the world got together and visited as many countries as they could, cooking their national dishes as they went. 
 
    The event had been started thirty years ago by a group of friends, with representatives from just three countries; the UK, Ireland and Holland.  Since then, it had grown in numbers with many more representatives keen to take part.   
 
    Now, 42 countries strong, the International Festival of Food was recognised the world-over and was attended by food lovers in their hundreds of thousands.  
 
    It arrived in the UK near the end of the tour, by which time they were well rehearsed in setting up their stalls and cooking up a storm in their pre-planned stop off points.    
 
    This year, St. Eves was hosting the local festival for three days, having been passed the honour by St. Matlock, the festival’s usual host.  Sadly, following the sudden death of their Mayor, the town had pulled out of hosting the event as a mark of respect.    
 
    “So, which day is it coming to the marina?” asked Ava. 
 
    “Friday 24th, so I hope you’re all going to put the date in your diaries.  And that includes you too, grumpy.”    
 
    Harry grinned and nodded his agreement. 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    Charlotte was basting a roast chicken when she heard Nathan’s key turn in the lock.  Pippin went running to greet him, skidding on the wooden floor in his haste to get to the door. 
 
    She took a bottle of beer out of the fridge and put it on the counter but when Nathan came into the kitchen, he ignored it completely. 
 
    Instead, he walked towards her and took her in his arms, his mouth covering hers in a kiss.   
 
    “Charlotte, I’m so sorry,” he said, when they broke apart.  “I should never have reacted like that ... I was just so wound up about everything.  I’m really, really sorry.” 
 
    Charlotte felt her heart lift.  “No.  I’m the one who should be sorry.  I’m such a busybody.  I should learn to keep my nose out of stuff that’s nothing to do with me.”  She snuggled her head into his shoulder and breathed in his scent. 
 
    “Do you forgive me?” he asked. 
 
    “Always,” she said, and hugged him even tighter. 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “That was the best roast chicken I’ve had since the last time you cooked roast chicken,” said Nathan, picking up the plates and taking them to the sink. 
 
    “Ah, flattery will get you everywhere,” said Charlotte as she took their drinks out into the garden, along with a small plate of crunchy chicken skin pieces for Pippin.  It was well into October and the weather was still mild enough to sit out in the evening. 
 
    “So, have there been any developments with the case?” she asked, throwing a piece of chicken skin in the air.    
 
    “Unfortunately, no.  The forensics report on the piece of green material that was found at The President came back this afternoon but it was inconclusive.   
 
    “We’ll get a result, I know we will, it’s just frustrating that we haven’t got a good lead.  Anyway, let’s change the subject.  It seems that all we’ve done recently is talk about the case.  We haven’t even arranged a housewarming yet.” 
 
    “I know,” said Charlotte, “but what with Kate’s death just three days after we moved in, it would have seemed a bit weird to organise a party, don’t you think?  I think we should wait until this is all over.  I wouldn’t feel comfortable doing it before.” 
 
    “No, you’re right,” Nathan agreed.  “Well, there’s plenty of time - we’re not in any rush, are we?  So, what’s new with you?” 
 
    “Oh, not much, except that Sumalee came into the café today and met Jess, Harry and Leo and the ladies.” 
 
    “Oh, really?”  Nathan grinned.  “I bet Ava & Co. could hardly contain themselves when they found out who she was.” 
 
    “Actually, they were surprisingly relaxed about it.  I thought they’d give her the third degree, but they’re probably saving the really tough questioning for lunch on Friday.  If Sumalee accepts the invitation, that is.” 
 
    “They’re good like that, aren’t they?  Always ready to take a newcomer under their wings,” said Nathan. 
 
    “Yeah, they are.  Betty was funny, you know.  She told Sumalee that she looked like Audrey Hepburn.  Audrey Hepburn!  I’ve never met anyone who looked less like Audrey Hepburn,” said Charlotte. 
 
    “Hhmmm,” said Nathan, leaning back and closing his eyes.  “Well, I can see what she means from a bone structure point of view, and their eyebrows are quite similar, I suppose.” 
 
    Charlotte looked at him in amazement.  “Oh my goodness!  That’s exactly what Betty said.  And that she’s very tall for a Thai woman, apparently.” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    Over the next few days, Sumalee called in at the café frequently and it wasn’t long before the regulars became very fond of her. Even Harry was warming to her, particularly when she told him that she thought his silence was an indication of a wise, respectful man. 
 
    As invited, she met up with the ladies for lunch and they spent an uproarious few hours, starting with Ava and Harriett trying to teach Sumalee how to jive. 
 
    Jess turned up the music and Ava and Harriett stood on the marina front opposite the café, showing Sumalee how it should be done, flicking out their ankles and spinning like tops to Elvis Presley’s ‘Jailhouse Rock’, their efforts being rewarded by a round of applause from the other customers.   
 
    “You obviously have the knack,” said Ava, as she swapped partners and led an almost step-perfect Sumalee through the song one more time.   
 
    “Now it is my turn,” said Sumalee, after they’d got their breath back.  “And Betty, even you can join in with this.” 
 
    “Join in with what?” asked Betty.  “I can’t do anything energetic for at least an hour after I’ve eaten ... it doesn’t agree with me.” 
 
    “No, Betty, this is very gentle. I promise.  It is traditional Thai dancing.” 
 
    She stood where Harriett and Ava had taught her the jive and struck a pose, her head, arms and hands carefully posed, and balanced on one leg.  In the absence of any Thai music, she began to hum a tune, moving from one leg to the other and using her arms, hand and fingers to create shapes and steps.   
 
    The ladies took to their impromptu stage, laughing at themselves as they went through the unfamiliar steps and doubling up with laughter at each other’s awkwardness.   
 
    When they came to a stop, they were treated to a standing ovation and took their bows to an appreciative audience.   
 
    “I tell you, they’re nothing if not game for a laugh,” said Jess, wiping the tears from her cheeks.   
 
    Charlotte was on her way back to the kitchen when she had a flash of genius.  She ran back outside.   
 
    “Sumalee!  I’ve got a proposition for you.  You know I was telling you about the food festival that’s coming to the marina on Friday?  Well, we’re opening the café that evening, and we were going to offer the usual menu, with a few tapas.  Thing is, I think it’s be much more of an occasion if we did something completely different. 
 
    “So ... I know it’s short notice, but I was thinking, how would you like to teach me how to cook a few Thai dishes, and maybe supervise on the night?  I’ll pay you, of course.  What do you think?” 
 
    Sumalee looked puzzled.  “You will pay me to show you how to cook Thai food?” 
 
    “Yes, of course!  Perhaps you could come shopping with me and tell me what to buy and then show me how to cook it.  We’d have to have a trial run beforehand, so maybe you could come to my place tomorrow because it’s my day off.”  She looked hopefully at Sumalee. 
 
    “That’s a wonderful idea,” said Ava, clapping her hands.  “Oh, say you’ll do it, Sumalee.” 
 
    “Well ... your idea is okay, but how about if I cook the food myself?  Then it will be proper Thai food and I will not have to show you anything in advance.  You can learn on the night.  Much better that way.” 
 
    Charlotte threw her arms around Sumalee’s neck.  “You’re right - that is better!  I’ll talk to you about it later and we can make the arrangements for going shopping.  Thanks, Sumalee.  I’m getting excited already!” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “You okay?  You look like you’re miles away,” said Charlotte over dinner that evening. 
 
    “Sorry.  I’m just thinking ... the Chief Super is really pushing me to make an arrest.” 
 
    Charlotte threw up her hands.  “How on earth are you supposed to make an arrest if you can’t find a killer?  Is he expecting you to produce one out of thin air?” 
 
    “Oh, don’t ask me.  Kate’s parents made an appeal today and he’s panicking because he’s getting pressure from his boss.  There’s not much else we can do apart from keep on the case and eventually, we’ll crack it.”  He sighed.  “Anyway, what kind of day have you had?” 
 
    Charlotte nodded.  “It was good, actually.  I asked Sumalee if she could help out on Friday when the food festival comes to the marina and she said that not only is she happy to help out, she’s happy to do all the cooking!   
 
    “She keeps bringing in little dishes of stuff she’s cooked at home and it’s amazing.  I’m sure it’s going to go down a storm.  In any case, we’re swapping roles for the evening and we’re going shopping for all the ingredients when I finish work on Thursday.” 
 
    “You paying her?”  
 
    “Of course I’m paying her.  I couldn’t expect her to work for nothing.” 
 
    “Considering she hasn’t been here for long, she seems to have settled in very well,” said Nathan. 
 
    “Yes, she really has,” said Charlotte.  “She’s even managed to wrap Harry round her little finger.  Mind you, what’s not to like about her?  She’s funny and sweet and generous ... I know a few people were quite suspicious of her to begin with, but she seems to have won over the doubters because everyone’s fallen in love with her. 
 
    “Between you and me, I think she quite likes being out without Drew.  He’s not having a great time, apparently.” 
 
    “Well, you could hardly expect to him to be,” said Nathan.  “Anyway, I’m glad you got your evening sorted out.”  He yawned widely.  “If it’s okay with you, I just fancy watching some mindless TV this evening.  I just want to switch off and relax.  D’you mind?” 
 
    “Course I don’t mind,” said Charlotte.  “Go on, you go in the living room and I’ll be in shortly.” 
 
    Nathan stretched out on the couch and flicked through the channels, his thoughts taking his focus away from the screen.   
 
    There was something about Sumalee that was beginning to bother him.   
 
    Surely no one’s that perfect? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    The last day of the food festival dawned, cool and fresh.   
 
    Maybe the weather’s on the turn at last. Charlotte opened her curtains and took a deep breath of sea air. 
 
    She took Pippin for a walk and thought about the day ahead.  It was going to be a busy one, that was for sure. 
 
    She was opening up the café as usual, but closing an hour earlier to give her and Sumalee time to get all the prep done.  Some of the dishes could be cooked at the last minute, but others needed longer cooking, so it was essential that everything ran like clockwork to ensure that dishes left the kitchen on time and at their best. 
 
    Back at home, she gave Pippin his breakfast and sat down to watch the news with a large bowl of muesli.   
 
    “Police investigating the death of local woman, Kate Denton, have today confirmed that they are no nearer to making an arrest in the case.  The admission was made following the emotional appeal by Miss. Denton’s parents yesterday afternoon.” 
 
    Charlotte switched off the TV.  She just couldn’t bring herself to watch it. 
 
    She’d been thinking how surreal the situation was.  It had only been three weeks since Kate’s death, yet it seemed like it had happened much longer ago.   
 
    Jess had said it was because Kate had been away from St. Eves for so long.  After the initial shock, most people had found it relatively easy to get on with their lives because they hadn’t had enough time to get used to her being back again.    
 
    Charlotte supposed that was true for some, but she couldn’t help but think of Kate’s parents, who also hadn’t had enough time to get used to her being back again, and now, never would.   
 
    “Oh Pip,” she said, cuddling her little dog close.  “I hope Nathan catches whoever did this soon.  For Kate’s sake and for his.” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “Hi, you busy?” Charlotte was calling Nathan before things got really crazy and she wouldn’t have time. 
 
    “Yeah, I am pretty busy. Why, what’s up?”  
 
    “Nothing, I was just thinking about you and I wanted to let you know that I was.  That’s all.  Do you think you’ll be able to get down here later for a while?  I think it’s going to be a great night.”   
 
    “I doubt it.  I’ve got people to interview and statements to take.  So no, I don’t think I’ll be able to make it.  But I’ll see you at home later, okay? 
 
    “Are they interviews and statements regarding Kate’s case?  You haven’t got a lead at last, have you?”  Charlotte said, excitedly. 
 
    “Maybe, but don’t go getting your hopes up, because it might amount to nothing.  And don’t tell anyone, okay?” 
 
    “Okay, I won’t.  Good luck and I’ll see you later.  Take care and I love you.” 
 
    “Yeah, love you too.  Have a great evening.” 
 
    Charlotte closed her eyes and offered up a short prayer.  “Please God, help Nathan to catch the killer and solve this case.  Thank you.” 
 
    She turned round and jumped when she saw Sumalee standing behind her with a large cleaver in her hand.  “Oh! You scared me!” she said. 
 
    “You ready?” said Sumalee. 
 
    “Yes, I’m ready.  Come on then, show me what you want me to do.” 
 
    They began the tiresome work of chopping, and Sumalee was a hard task master.  Everything had to be the same size and shape, not only for speed of cooking but also so that the finished dish was aesthetically pleasing.  Charlotte could certainly identify with that.  She felt the same about the cooking and presentation of her own food. 
 
    Two and a half hours later, they were still chopping and a mild panic began to creep through Charlotte.   
 
    She glanced sideways as Sumalee who was chopping furiously, but otherwise, showed no sign that she was in the slightest bit concerned that they still had a mountain of vegetables to chop and only half an hour left in which to chop them.   
 
    Jess called out to her through the serving hatch.  “Charlotte, what time can I sit the first table?  I know we said eight o’clock originally, but are we still on schedule for then?” 
 
    Charlotte looked at Sumalee.  “Well, what do you think?  I can carry on chopping for as long as you want, but if we’re going to need more time to get this done properly, then you need to tell me, because I have no idea.” 
 
    “No, I think it will be okay to start at eight,” replied Sumalee, brushing her hair from her face.  “Do not worry, Charlotte, it will be fine.” 
 
    Charlotte had her doubts, but not knowing the first thing about cooking Thai food, she had to place her trust in what Sumalee was telling her.  “Okay, yes, Jess.  You can sit the first table at eight.” 
 
    She turned back to her pile of yellow peppers when a head appeared over the top of the swing door.  “Hi.”  It was Drew.   
 
    “Drew!  Long time, no see!  You’ll have to excuse me if I don’t come out and say hello properly, but we’re a little busy here!  How’s things?” said Charlotte, trying to be upbeat and empathetic at the same time. 
 
    “Oh, okay.  You know, been better, been worse.  Don’t suppose there’s anything I can help with, is there?  I’ll do anything - prep, washing up, chopping.  I don’t feel like partying out there with everyone, but I don’t want to sit at home on my own either.”  He looked hopefully at Charlotte.  “I’d be happy to help.” 
 
    Charlotte almost cried with happiness and for the first time that night, she made a decision without asking Sumalee what she thought.   
 
    “Get in here and get yourself an apron.  I’m sure we can find more than enough vegetables for you to chop into matchsticks!” 
 
    Sumalee laughed.  “Yes, we can!  Here, take this and you can get started right away.”  She handed Drew a long, dark-blue apron and he fastened it behind his back.  “I’m glad you came,” she said, and squeezed his arm affectionately. 
 
    Charlotte realised that this was probably the first night since Kate had died that Drew had been on his own.  He’d looked so forlorn. 
 
    Looking decidedly happier, he gave her a wide grin.  “Right,” he said.  “Pass me a carrot!”  
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “Good evening, Mrs. Ferguson.  I’m sorry to call round at this hour without calling first, but would now be a convenient time to have a word with you?” 
 
    Debra Ferguson stepped aside to let Nathan pass and called out to her husband.  “Steve!  Steve!  The Detective Chief Inspector’s here.”   
 
    Steve Ferguson appeared from the kitchen, wiping his hands on a tea towel.  “DCI Costello,” he said, offering Nathan his hand.  “It’s after nine - little late for house calls, isn’t it?  What’s this about?” 
 
    “Yes, I apologise.  If we could sit down and talk, if you don’t mind?” said Nathan.  “It’s a rather delicate situation.” 
 
    “It’s Drew, isn’t it?  Oh, no!  What’s he done now?  Is he alright?” asked Debra, clutching Nathan’s arm.   
 
    “No, he hasn’t done anything and yes, he’s fine.  The reason I’m here is to ask you some questions about someone who I believe may be able to help us with our enquiries into Kate’s murder.”  He cleared his throat.  “I want to know if you can tell me a little more about Sumalee.” 
 
    Steve stood up.  “You think Sumalee had something to do with Kate’s death?”  He turned to his wife.  “See, what did I tell you?  I told you nothing good would ever come of that one!” He turned to Nathan. “I’m sorry, but I’m not wasting my breath talking about Sumalee, so if that’s all you’ve come to talk about, you’ve wasted your time.” 
 
    “Wait a minute, Steve,” said Debra.  “This could help to catch whoever killed Kate, you say?  That is what you said, isn’t it?” 
 
    Nathan nodded.  “Yes, I believe it could.” 
 
    Steve sat back down.  “Well, alright.  If it’ll help.  So what do you want to know?” he said, begrudgingly. 
 
    “Well.  As I said, this is a rather delicate situation, so I apologise in advance if I ask anything that upsets you.  Mr. Ferguson.  Can you tell me what happened to cause the rift between you and Sumalee?” 
 
    Steve Ferguson looked at his wife and then back to Nathan.  “I’m sorry, I don’t know what you mean?” 
 
    “I understand that you, and also Mrs. Ferguson, have had, er, shall we say, issues with Sumalee in the past.” 
 
    “Hmpf, you could say that,” said Steve, crossing his arms tightly across his chest. 
 
    “And did these issues begin when she was born, or more recently?” 
 
    Steve Ferguson gazed at Nathan as if he was speaking in a foreign language.  “Why on earth would they have started when she was born?  We didn’t know her when she was born.  More to the point, we still don’t know her.  She’s a complete stranger to us and that’s the way we’d like to keep it.”  
 
    Nathan recalled Drew telling him about how his father had disowned Sumalee and a muscle in his jaw began to twitch.  What a scumbag, he thought, as he looked at Steve Ferguson sitting smugly in his armchair, denying his paternity.   
 
    I’m sorry,” Steve said again.  “But I don’t have the foggiest idea what you’re talking about.  We’ve never even met.”   
 
    “You mean you’ve never met her because she was born after her mother went back to Thailand?” said Nathan. 
 
    Steve scratched his head in confusion.  “No.  We’ve never met because Sumalee is nothing to do with me ... with us.  Why would we meet?” 
 
    “I see,” said Nathan, wishing that he could take a swing at the man sitting in front of him.  “So, you don’t think that your own daughter is anything to do with you?” 
 
    “My what!” said Steve, jumping up from the chair again.  “My daughter?  Are you mad?  Why on earth would you think that Sumalee is my daughter?” 
 
    It was Nathan’s turn to look confused. 
 
    “You mean she isn’t?” 
 
    “Of course not!”  Steve spluttered, wringing his hands.   
 
    Nathan had the good manners to apologise for his mistake.  “Well, this is embarrassing.  I’m so sorry.  I must have misunderstood what Drew told me.” 
 
    “Drew told you that I was Sumalee’s father?” 
 
    “Yes, he did.  He also told me that you’d disowned her and that you weren’t happy when he found her.” 
 
    Steve sat down again opposite Nathan and leaned forward in his chair, elbows on his knees and his fingers clasped.   
 
    “Look, regardless of what Drew told you, I had ... no, we had, no problem with him going to Thailand to look for his sibling.  It was us who told him about Sumalee in the first place.   
 
    “But it wasn’t until last year that we found out the truth ... and that’s when we refused to have anything to do with Sumalee.” 
 
    Steve saw the confused expression on Nathan’s face.  “We’re not Drew’s birth parents.  We adopted him when he was seven.  Drew’s birth father is Sumalee’s father, not me.” 
 
    “You’re not Drew’s birth parents?” said Nathan.  
 
    Steve and Debra shook their heads. 
 
    “And what was it he told you that made you decide you wanted nothing to do with Sumalee?  That must have been hard for Drew - you refusing to get to know the sister he’d found after so many years?” 
 
    Steve looked uncomfortable.  “Well, that’s the thing.  If Sumalee had been his sister, we wouldn’t have had a problem.”  He paused.   
 
    “But Sumalee’s his brother.” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “I’m going to make a pot of tea - you carry on, Steve, and I’ll shout from the kitchen if you miss anything out,” said Debra. 
 
    Nathan sat on the couch opposite Steve Ferguson and listened to the story he was telling him, straight from the pages of a soap-opera script.   
 
     “We met Drew’s birth parents a few times,” said Steve.  “Neither of them were particularly discreet and between them, they told us everything about how Sumalee came to be Drew’s half-sibling. 
 
    “Drew’s father told me about a relationship he’d had with a Thai woman he’d met during a travel convention at some hotel near where they lived in London.  He had a roving eye, that’s for sure.  It was no secret that he liked the ladies.” 
 
    Suddenly warming to the subject, Steve sat forward in his chair.  “Anyway, at the time, Sumalee’s mother was working at the Thai Embassy and Drew’s father was a general manager of a chain of travel agents across the UK. 
 
    “After he’d got this woman pregnant, he wanted nothing more to do with her, but she started calling his office at all hours.  Of course, he refused to take her calls.  Thing is, he got so concerned about it, he asked his office for a transfer and that’s how the family ended up in St. Eves.  He was relocated to the St. Matlock office, and the family settled in a house just a couple of miles from here.  From what he told us, everything was okay for a while.   
 
    “Now, this is where it gets interesting.  Drew’s mother told us that one day, completely out of the blue, a Thai woman showed up on the doorstep while her husband was at work and Drew was at school.   
 
    “Sumalee’s mother was six months pregnant by then, and she told Drew’s mother everything about the relationship she’d been having with her husband.  Drew’s mother knew it was true.  She told us she’d had her doubts about her husband for ages - you know, his commitment to the marriage and his fidelity.  She asked Sumalee’s mother if she’d stay until her husband got back from work so they could confront him together, but she was catching a plane back to Thailand that night, so she couldn’t ... you with me so far?”  
 
    “Yes, yes,” said Nathan.” 
 
    “Anyway, she asked the woman for her address.  I suppose, despite everything, she wanted to give Drew the opportunity to meet his only sibling when he was older, if that’s what he wanted to do.” 
 
    Nathan nodded.  “So, how did you come to adopt Drew?” 
 
    “Well, after finding out the true extent of her husband’s cheating, Drew’s mother had a nervous breakdown.  She ended up in hospital - for months, wasn’t it, Debra?”  Steve turned to his wife who had just set a tray of tea and ginger biscuits down on the table. 
 
    “Yes, I seem to recall that she was in hospital for around eight months, altogether,” said Debra as she poured the tea. 
 
    “Anyway, what with her being in hospital and Drew’s father away working so much,” Steve said, with an air-quote, indicating that working was a euphemism for what Drew’s father was actually getting up to, “Social Services had to find Drew somewhere else to live.  
 
    “You know, you wouldn’t have recognised the boy who came to live with us.  He was an anxious, reclusive seven year old who wouldn’t speak unless he was spoken to or move unless we told him he could.  It took a while, but eventually, he started to come out of his shell - it was so great to see. 
 
    “His social worker told us that he was responding to the stable and loving home we’d provided for him and we knew she must be right because when he had occasional visits to see his mother, or the odd weekend visits with his father, it was as though he’d gone right back to square one.  He’d be withdrawn and introvert and we’d have to start all over again with him”.    
 
    Steve gulped his tea and continued with his story. 
 
    “So.  When Drew’s mother was well enough to go home, he was sent back to live with his parents.  Thing is, the social worker was concerned that the environment wasn’t good for a child - or any of them, for that matter.  The atmosphere was strained and we all knew that Drew felt a responsibility to keep the peace between his parents, because he’d told us he did.  Poor little fella, it must have been a lot of pressure for a boy of his age to deal with.”  He shook his head.   
 
    “All things considered, I don’t know why we were so surprised when it happened - it was inevitable, I suppose.” 
 
    “When what happened?” asked Nathan. 
 
    Steve took off his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose.  “Drew’s mother murdered her husband and a local woman he’d been seeing.  It was a terrible time for Drew.  For a long time afterwards, he didn’t know whether he was coming or going.  Debra and I just had to give him lots of love and reassure him that he was safe with us.  It took a while, but eventually, he settled down.  In fact, he was happier that we’d ever seen him, wasn’t he Deb?” 
 
    Debra nodded.  “Oh, yes.  We told him that if he wanted to, he could talk to us, or the social worker, any time about what had happened, but he never mentioned it again.  I think he was just so happy when that huge pressure he’d felt had been lifted off him and he could get back to enjoying his childhood.  He became a happy, loving, seven year old boy who just wanted to be like all the other boys at school.” 
 
    Steve got up from his chair and went to the mantelpiece.  “You see all these awards?” He indicated to the trophies competing for space above the fireplace.  “They’re all Drew’s.  Most of them are for an outstanding contribution to his school’s success on the sports field and the others are for his academic achievements.   
 
    “You know, we were so worried that what had happened would affect him for the rest of his life, but it was as though he’d simply brushed it aside.  He grabbed every opportunity that came his way and took on every challenge.  He excelled at everything he turned his hand to and graduated with honours.  We couldn’t have been more proud of him.” 
 
    His voice trembled slightly and he coughed as he composed himself.   
 
    “Can we get back to Sumalee?”  asked Nathan. 
 
    “Yes, sorry.  Well, on his 21st birthday, we told Drew that, as far as we knew, he had a half-sibling, possibly living in Thailand.  We weren’t sure we wanted to tell him at all, but we decided it wasn’t our place to keep it from him, didn’t we, Debra?” 
 
    His wife nodded.  “He was quite angry at first.  He didn’t understand why we’d kept it from him.  Mind you, once he’d had a little time to get used to it, he was thrilled.  He told us about the piece of paper his mother had given with an address in Thailand written on it.  All she’d told him was that he must keep it, because it may be important to him one day.  He’d never understood what she’d meant until then.  
 
     “He decided there and then that he was going to save enough money to go and find this sibling of his.  He didn’t mention a word about it to anyone but Kate - he said he didn’t want to deal with all the questions that people were bound to ask. He saved for almost five years and one day, he came home and told us that he was leaving. 
 
    “Of course, Kate left her job and went with him.  They were inseparable back then.”  Debra smiled sadly at the recollection. 
 
    “Anyway. when they arrived in Thailand, they were amazed to find the family still living at the address.   
 
    “Sumalee’s mother had sadly passed away, but he told us that he and Sumalee got on like a house on fire.  He was always sending us photos of all of them together.  He couldn’t wait to bring her home to meet us,” said Steve.  “And we couldn’t wait to meet her.” 
 
    “You can imagine how shocked we were when we found out the truth, can’t you?” said Debra.  “It wasn’t until Drew went to the city one day to Skype us, that he told us Sumalee was a young man.  Of course, we’ve seen people like that on TV, but we’ve never met anyone like that, have we Steve?” Debra said.   
 
    “No, and we don’t want to, either,” Steve snapped.  “And I’ll tell you another thing.  I absolutely refuse to refer to him as ‘her’.  He’s a man and that’s all there is to it.  I’m well aware that’s probably very politically incorrect these days, but I really couldn’t care less.” 
 
    In his position as a high ranking officer, Nathan was used to dealing with racists, bigots, intolerants and the sheer uneducated, but Steve’s inflexibility made him feel sorry for Drew.     
 
    How must he have felt to have found Sumalee after so many years, only to be told that his sibling wasn’t welcome at his family home? 
 
    “You may think I’m being unreasonable, Detective Chief Inspector, but if you’d seen him in the pictures Drew sent us ... all dressed up with makeup on.  It shouldn’t be allowed.”  Steve pulled a face.   
 
    “Would you like to see the photos?”  asked Debra.  “It’ll just take me a minute to fetch them from upstairs.” 
 
    She reappeared with a leather-bound photograph album under her arm, from inside of which she took a bulging envelope.   
 
    “I didn’t know you’d kept all those.” Steve said, with a scowl. 
 
    “Here.  They’re all in here,” she said, ignoring her husband and handing the envelope to Nathan.   
 
    He tipped them onto the table.  In almost every picture, Sumalee was wearing short skirts and tee shirts which showed off her slim figure and long legs.  Her dark hair had been shorter then, cut in an asymmetric style which framed her pale face.     
 
    Nathan had flicked through the photos until he’d come to one that made him stop in his tracks.   
 
    In it, Drew, Kate and Sumalee were standing in front of a banner which proclaimed, ‘Happy New Year!  2012’.  They were all dressed up and looked happy and excited.   
 
    “Is something wrong?” Debra had asked. 
 
    “No, things couldn’t be better, actually,” he replied.  “Mrs. Ferguson, would you mind if I kept this photo for a while?  I’ll bring it back in a day or two.” 
 
    “Not at all.  I hope it’ll be of some use.” 
 
    As Nathan walked to his car, he glanced down at the photo.   
 
    It was a typical, New Year’s Eve photo. Lots of smiles, decorations and raised glasses of champagne.   
 
    And Sumalee wearing a long, auburn wig. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    The last night of the food festival was in full swing.   
 
    Every night for three nights, floats topped with revellers wearing the national dress of their country had driven through the streets at a steady pace, each following a small band playing their national music.   
 
    On the first night, the town centre had been the hub of the activity, on the second night, the sea front had been the venue to which everyone had flocked.   
 
    Tonight was the event’s final night in St. Eves and the marina was buzzing.     
 
    Steel drums, accordions and violins encouraged impromptu dancing amongst the partygoers, with everyone full of cheer, and in some cases, a little too much alcohol.  The entire length of the marina front was occupied by different food stalls, each offering a taste of cuisine from around the globe. 
 
    Charlotte had asked Garrett’s and Laura’s nephew, Mike, to help Jess out with the bar and service for the evening and with Sumalee, Charlotte and Drew in the kitchen, Charlotte’s Plaice was ready for business.   
 
    They were all hugely excited about the evening and Charlotte was thrilled to see the terrace full of customers waiting to try Sumalee’s food.  Any concerns that she may have had disappeared as soon as the first order came into the kitchen.  The speed at which Sumalee worked had dishes being cooked, and orders going out, at lightning speed.   
 
    The customers couldn’t get enough of the food and dish after dish of Chicken noodle soup, Thai Fish Cakes, Spring Rolls with Dipping Sauce, Spare Ribs, Special Fried Rice, Thai Green Curry, Spicy Noodles with King Prawn, and Beef with Garlic and Broccoli went out and came back minutes later scraped clean.   
 
    The simple desserts of Coconut Bananas with Butterscotch Sauce, and Mango Ice Cream were the perfect way to end the meal and when everyone had finished eating, they insisted on calling Sumalee out so they could compliment the chef. 
 
    She put her hands together in front of her chest and gave her little bow, so charming the assembled customers that a number of them invited her to join them at their tables for a drink.   
 
    She looked at Charlotte for approval, who nodded and smiled.  “Of course, sit down and socialise.  Goodness knows, you deserve to!  In fact, now that you’ve finished cooking, I’d like to buy you a drink myself.  How about a cocktail?” 
 
    “Ooh, yes!  I’d like a Harvey Wallbasher, please,” said Sumalee as she sat down to peals of laughter, at a large table with Garrett and Laura, Leo, Harry, Ava, Harriett and Betty.  “Please, what is so funny?” 
 
    “It’s Wallbanger,” said Ava, giving her a hug.  “And yes, we are laughing at you, which we shouldn’t really, but it’s done with great affection.” 
 
    Charlotte brought the cocktail to the table and squeezed Sumalee’s shoulder.  “Thanks, you’ve been amazing.” 
 
    She went back into the kitchen and found Drew doing the washing up.   
 
    “Hey, you don’t have to do that.  Here, let me do it.” 
 
    “No, I want to.  It gives me something to do while she’s out there ... showing off.” 
 
    Charlotte turned to him sharply.  “She’s not showing off.  She’s worked bloody hard and she’s having a drink.  Which you’re also welcome to, if you’d like one.”  
 
    Drew’s cheeks flushed.  “No, thanks.  And I’m sorry - that wasn’t supposed to sound the way it did.  I was just thinking that Kate would have really enjoyed tonight.  We’d have been out there, dancing with everyone else if she’d been here.  It’s just so difficult to see everyone’s life just carrying on as normal when mine has changed forever.  It’s hard to come to terms with, you know?” 
 
    Charlotte went straight to him and gave him a hug.  “Of course it is.  For goodness’ sake, it’s barely three weeks since you lost her.  How else are you supposed to feel?”  She stepped back and put her hands on his shoulders.  “For what it’s worth, I think you’re amazing - I really do.  Now, put down that washing-up brush and come and have a drink with me!” 
 
    He managed a weak laugh and they went out into the bar, just in time to see Betty leading a long, winding conga up the marina front.   
 
    “Hey, Jess, Mike, come and have a drink with us,” said Charlotte.   
 
    “Actually, I won’t, if you don’t mind.”  The look on Jess’s face was decidedly sheepish. 
 
    “What’s going on?” said Charlotte.  “You look like you’re about to do something very naughty.”   
 
    “Oh come on Jess, have a drink,” said Drew. 
 
    “No, really, I can’t.”  Jess was insistent. 
 
    “Why not?  One won’t hurt, surely?  Come on, have a drink and then you can come home with us so you won’t have to worry about driving.” 
 
    “She won’t have to worry about driving anyway,” said a voice from outside and they all turned to see Ben Dillon standing on the terrace. 
 
    “You have got to be kidding me!  You’re not back with him, are you?” Drew’s tone couldn’t have been more scathing.  “After he thought you were involved in what happened to Kate?  God, you must be desperate.”   
 
    The conga arrived back on the terrace, with everyone unlinking themselves from the person in front.  Sumalee was giggling and clinging on to Laura.  Charlotte wasn’t sure if it was because she was a little tipsy, or simply because she was having the time of her life. 
 
    Drew slid off his bar stool and strode to the door, calling out to Sumalee.  “Come on, we’re leaving.”  
 
    Her face dropped, but she came to stand by his side.   
 
    He turned to Jess.  “You deserve everything you get,” he said bitterly, before striding off up the marina front, Sumalee scampering behind. 
 
    “What was all that about?” Jess was perplexed. 
 
     “He’s having a really hard time coming to terms with what’s happened,” said Charlotte.  “I think he thought that because you weren’t with anyone, you kind of had something in common, so seeing you with Ben has probably hit him hard.  He had a little wobbly moment in the kitchen earlier.  You can’t blame the poor guy.” 
 
    “I suppose not,” said Jess, slipping her arm through Ben’s. 
 
    “Anyway.”  Charlotte nodded towards Ben.  “When did all this happen?” 
 
    Ben blushed.  “Tonight.  I came crawling back to Jess to ask her if she’d give me another chance.  I just kept on and on and on until she said she would.  I’m working tonight, though, so I’m giving her a lift home to give us a little time to talk in the car.”    
 
    “I’m leaving my car here tonight,” said Jess, passing her keys over the bar to Charlotte.  “Could you put these under the bar for me, please, and I’ll take it home tomorrow.  Or you can drive it home if you want to and I can just pick it up from your place.  Whatever suits.” 
 
    Loud bangs from the firework display on the beach signalled the finale of the food festival.   
 
    Charlotte picked up two drinks.  “Come on, Mike.  Let’s take these outside and go and watch the display.  See you later, you two.  Be good.”  She grinned at Jess who grinned back as she and Ben walked off to his car.    
 
    They sat on the terrace and watched the fireworks exploding high in the night sky; sending out bright fountains and fizzling out like comets as they fell to earth.  
 
    When the last firework had extinguished itself, Charlotte was still sitting outside with Garrett and Laura, Leo, Harry, Ava, Harriett and Betty.  The marina was still alive with hordes of people milling about, enjoying the holiday atmosphere.  Mike, grateful for the extra money, had agreed to stay on and run the bar and was doing a great job of keeping the customers happy. 
 
    “Well, as I don’t have to take the boat out later, I’m having another drink,” announced Garrett. 
 
    “Why aren’t you taking the boat out?” asked Charlotte.  She’d never known Garrett miss a day, apart from Sundays which were his day off. 
 
    “Boring stuff.  I’ve got to go and sort out some paperwork for the boat and tomorrow’s the only time they could give me an appointment.  Anyway, I’ve had a fantastic evening, and the night is still young!  Anyone else care to join me?” 
 
    He disappeared into the bar and Charlotte’s thoughts wandered to Nathan.  She hoped his enquiries were starting to bear fruit. 
 
    “Did you see Jess going off with that policeman?” asked Ava. 
 
    “I thought they’d broken up,” said Laura. 
 
    “Yes, they had, but they’re giving it another go,” said Charlotte.  “I think he realises that he was an idiot and if he hasn’t already, I’m sure Jess will tell him!” 
 
    “Where did Sumalee and Drew get off to?” asked Leo.  “He didn’t look very happy when they left and neither did she.” 
 
    “I wonder if Sumalee knows who her real father is,” said Ava suddenly, rather the worse for wear.  
 
    “What do you mean, ‘who her ‘real’ father is’?  It’s Drew’s father, of course.”  Charlotte was puzzled.  “She said it was.” 
 
     “Well, yes, I know that, but which father?” Ava was staring into space, running her finger around the rim of her glass. 
 
    “Ah yes,” said Harriett.  “That is the question.” 
 
    “What are you on about?” Charlotte laughed.  “You’ve started to talk gibberish.  Too much vino, that’s your problem.” 
 
    “Oh no, dear,” said Betty.  “It’s a reasonable question.  You see, Drew’s adopted.” 
 
    “What?  Really?” Charlotte’s eyes widened.  “I didn’t know that.  Since when?” 
 
    “Since he was seven,” said Harriett. 
 
    “Oh ... I had no idea.  What happened to his real parents?” 
 
    The ladies glanced at each other, cagily, before Ava spoke in a stage whisper.  “If we tell you, you must promise to never tell anyone.  And that includes you too.” She pointed down the table to Leo, Harry, Garrett and Laura.  “We don’t even talk about it amongst ourselves.  We only know because Harriett used to be friendly with a woman whose sister was a social worker and liked to blab.” 
 
    “You’re starting to spook me, Ava,” said Charlotte, looking over her shoulder. 
 
    “And so you should be spooked,” said Harriett.  “It was a terrible state of affairs.” 
 
    “Ooh, yes, I remember. It was terrible,” echoed Betty. 
 
    “Will one of you just tell us what the bloody hell happened!” Harry rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Well, when Drew was seven years old, his mother killed his father after she found out he’d been having an affair,” said Ava. 
 
    “Numerous affairs, I was told,” said Harriett. 
 
    “Stabbed him with a knitting needle, she did.” Betty nodded her head.  
 
    “In front of the poor child, would you believe?” said Ava. 
 
    “Oh my God!”  Charlotte’s hands flew to her mouth.  “That’s horrible!  Poor Drew!  What happened after that?”   
 
    “She paid a little visit to the woman her husband had been seeing and bumped her off too,” said Harriett.   
 
    “Yes, then she confessed to everything and ended up in the loony bin.” Ava dabbed a drop of coffee liqueur from the corner of her mouth.    
 
    “Ava!” Betty reprimanded her.  “You can’t say ‘loony bin’ these days!”  She turned to Charlotte.  “What Ava means is that she was put into a secure psychiatric unit for a while but, when the doctors found out that she was perfectly sane, she was transferred to a maximum security prison.” 
 
    “Yes, and that’s where she died.”  Harriett blew out the flames on her Sambuca and tentatively touched the glass to her lips.  
 
    “Such a shame,” said Ava.  “She was so full of energy and so beautiful.  Such a terrible waste of a life.” 
 
    “D’you remember,” said Betty, “how she always used to wear emerald green?  It complemented that long, auburn hair of hers perfectly.  You know, I thought of her when I saw the police appeal on TV the other day.” 
 
    “Oh, yes!  She had the most gorgeous hair, didn’t she?  Used to put me in mind of Rita Hayworth,” said Harriett.  She noticed Charlotte’s vacant expression.  “She was a Hollywood film star, dear.” 
 
    “What?  Oh, yes, yes, I know.  I’s just that ... you say she had long auburn hair and always wore green?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right, dear.  Emerald green.”   
 
    “And what was her name?”  A shiver ran through Charlotte, from her head to her toes.   
 
    “Her name?  Her name was Nina.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    Nathan was reeling from the recent revelations. 
 
    Sumalee was a man.   
 
    A man who liked to dress as a woman and live as a woman.   
 
    He could hardly believe it. He’d seen Sumalee close up and there’d been no doubt in his mind that she was a woman. There wasn’t a hint of masculinity about her.  He ... she was stunning.   
 
    At last, the break in the case he’d needed.   
 
    At last, everything was falling into place. 
 
    The person in the green dress and the auburn wig must have been Sumalee - the killer had been living among them all this time.   
 
    With her cheery personality and her kind and gentle manner, she’d fooled them all.   
 
    Even Kate.   
 
    She hadn’t really been her friend - she’d just pretended to be.  Who’d throw a friend off a roof? 
 
    Nathan wracked his brains.  Had Sumalee been envious of the relationship Drew had had with Kate?  Had he been worried that when Drew and Kate married, the sibling bond between them would become fractured? 
 
    Jealousy certainly seemed the most obvious motive, but speculation wasn’t enough to give him a conviction. 
 
    He needed hard evidence that linked Sumalee to Kate’s death and he was on his way to his house to see if he could find exactly that.   
 
    He parked a little way from the house and quietly climbed over the back gate.  Although the house was in darkness, the streetlights cast an eerie glow over the frontage and for what Nathan had in mind, nothing less than total darkness would do.    
 
    As he slid his key into the lock on the back door, it crossed his mind that there was a clause in the rental contract assuring his tenants that he would not enter the premises under any circumstances unless he was invited, he suspected foul play or there was an emergency.  Definitely not in breach of contract, he thought, grimly.   
 
    He stepped into the house, the darkness his guide.  He knew the place like the back of his hand, which would give him the advantage over someone who was less familiar with it.   
 
    He moved quickly from one room to another.  There was no one downstairs.  He climbed the stairs, making sure to avoid the steps he knew would creak if he put his foot on them.  With his baton out and ready, he checked every room.  No one. 
 
    Assuming that Drew’s room would be the master bedroom at the front of the house, he made his way to the second bedroom, assuming that Sumalee’s would be that one. 
 
    He flicked on the light switch.  The room was spotlessly clean and tidy and his mum’s favourite saying when he’d been an untidy teenager flashed through his mind.  ‘A place for everything and everything in its place’.  He could hear her saying it now. 
 
    Searching the room quickly, the cupboards and drawers revealed nothing of interest.  He checked under the bed, under the mattress and on top of the wardrobes, but found nothing of any significance. 
 
    He moved into Drew’s room, thinking that Sumalee may have hidden evidence there, but a swift search revealed nothing. 
 
    The third bedroom was little more than a box room.  Nathan had used it for storage when he’d lived there but on opening the door, he saw that Drew was using it as an office.  Sparsely decorated, the room contained nothing but a wardrobe, a desk and a chair.  Nathan opened the desk drawers, but apart from the stationery one might usually find in a desk, its contents were minimal.   
 
    Slightly disillusioned with his lack of success, he opened the wardrobe door and gasped. 
 
    A row of pale-beige, low-heeled shoes ran along the bottom of the cupboard - six pairs in all, with an empty space in the middle.  The rail in one half of the wardrobe was filled with emerald green dresses, each one perfectly pressed and on its own hanger.  On the shelf unit to the left were two wig stands, one holding a long, auburn wig styled in soft curls and the other one, empty. 
 
    As he unclipped his police radio from his pocket to call in a ‘Be on the Lookout’ alert for Sumalee, he looked up and saw an empty hanger.   
 
    An empty wig stand, an empty hanger and a missing pair of shoes.  
 
    “Yes, change that.  Change that description to a man of south-east Asian appearance, slim build, about 5’10”, wearing a green dress, light-coloured shoes and a long, auburn wig.  Yes, I’m deadly serious.”  
 
    As he pushed the door shut, he heard something move behind the wardrobe.  A large sheet of thick cardboard that was wedged between the back of the cupboard and the wall had slipped down and he removed it carefully for a closer look.   
 
    “Oh God ....” 
 
    There were two blown-up photographs stuck to the card.   
 
    One was of Kate and had been defaced with an X drawn through it in thick, black pen.  Underneath it was written the date, Saturday, 4th October. The date Kate had died. 
 
    The other picture was, as yet, untouched, but the date below it was Friday, 24th October.  Today’s date.   
 
    And the picture was of Jess. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    Charlotte shoved her keys at Mike and asked him to lock up.  “I have to get a message to Nathan as soon as possible,” she told Garrett and Laura, asking them if they would keep trying him on his mobile. 
 
    She ran all the way to Jess’s car, hoping against hope that her instincts would prove to be wrong.  Please let her be okay, please let her be okay.  Starting the engine, she wheel-spinned out of the car park.   
 
    Holding her phone and the steering wheel with her left hand, she swiped the screen of her phone with the other and pressed Jess’s name with her thumb.  The call went straight to answer phone.  Then she scrolled through her phone book to Ben’s number.  It rang five times, also diverting to the answer phone. 
 
    “Damn it!” Charlotte banged her hand on the steering wheel and dragged her hand across her face.  Fearful tears were filling her eyes and she pulled over to get herself together.  Picking up her phone, she tried Nathan, Ben and Jess once more before dialling Ben’s direct line at the station.   
 
    “Pick up, pick up, pick up!” she said, over and over.   
 
    “Hello, DS Dillon’s phone.  DS Farrell speaking.”   
 
    “Oh thank God!  It’s Charlotte Denver here.  Could I speak to Ben please?  It’s really urgent.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, he hasn’t turned up for his shift yet,” said his colleague.  “I was just about to call him to see where he is.  Would you like to leave a message?” 
 
    Not Ben too!  Charlotte thought quickly.  “Listen, DS Farrell, I need your help.  I think Jess and Ben are in danger.  If I come by the station now, can you help me?” 
 
    She headed for the police station. Fiona was already waiting for her and Charlotte was out of Jess’s car and sitting next to the detective in seconds.   
 
    “Okay, before we go anywhere, what’s going on?” Fiona Farrell was calm and Charlotte began to feel reassured that everything would be okay.   
 
    “I’m sorry, but we can’t waste any time - you drive and I’ll explain.” 
 
    “Okay, at least tell me where we’re going, then.”   
 
    “Willicombe Road, Jess Beddington’s house.  I think the person who killed Kate Denton is going after her next.” 
 
    “What?  Why do you think that?  And who do you think killed Kate ... wait a minute, isn’t that Ben over there?”  As they drove past Charlotte’s old house, Ben was getting into his car.  Fiona pulled up and both her and Charlotte jumped out and ran over to him.   
 
    “Oh my God!  Ben, why haven’t you been answering your phone?  Where’s Jess?”  Charlotte grabbed hold of his arm. 
 
    “And why aren’t you at work?” Fiona chimed in. 
 
    “What is this?  Twenty questions?  Okay ... I dropped my phone and dislodged the battery but I didn’t realise until I tried to call the station.  As I was already running late, I was going to call you back when I got to work, Charlotte.  And I took Jess home after we left the marina, so I assume that’s where she is.” 
 
    “And why aren’t you already at work?” Fiona asked again. 
 
    “Because I had an allergic reaction to something so I went to A&E for an antihistamine shot.  Dunno what it could have been.  Anyway, why were you trying to get hold of me?” 
 
    “Charlotte thinks that whoever killed Kate Denton is after Jess.  We were just on our way over there.  You want to come with us?” 
 
    Ben was in the car before she finished the sentence.  They sped off and Ben turned to Charlotte in the back seat.  “What the hell is going on?”  
 
    ººººººº 
 
    Nathan drove to Jess’s house at breakneck speed.  Her car wasn’t there, and the house was in darkness but for a dim glow through the front door which told him that a light was on at the back of the house. 
 
    He remembered Charlotte telling him that Jess kept a key under the blue garden gnome.  Damn it!  There were at least twenty garden gnomes on the drive and in the dark, he couldn’t’ see what colour any of them were.  He took his torch out of his pocket and shone it through his hand to dim the light.  Finding the blue gnome, he saw a key taped to the bottom.  When this is all over, I must remember to tell Jess to find a safer place to keep her key, he thought, as he opened the front door as smoothly and quietly as he could.   
 
    He crept into the house, making his way to the kitchen, where the light was coming from.  He held his breath as he heard Jess’s voice.   
 
    “Listen, if you let me go, I promise I’ll help you get help.  Just don’t hurt me. Please don’t hurt me.  Owww!”  She sniffed and her voice shook, and Nathan felt his blood beginning to boil. 
 
    He made his way slowly down the short hallway, coming to a stop outside the kitchen.  Very, very slowly, he slid a small mirror into the room to allow him to see how vulnerable a position Jess was in.   
 
    She was sitting in a chair facing him, and sitting opposite her with her back to the door was a woman in a green dress and a long auburn wig.  He could see that the abductor’s arm was raised and assumed that Jess had a knife to her throat but he couldn’t be sure because the abductor’s body was obscuring his view.   
 
    He saw a sudden movement out of the corner of his eye.  The front door he’d left ajar was being slowly pushed open, to reveal DS Dillon and DS Farrell on the other side.  He wondered how they’d known where to find him but he had no time to think about that now.  As they crept down the hallway to join him, he saw that they weren’t alone.   
 
    Charlotte was with them.   
 
    He shook his head in disbelief.  How many times do I have to ... Then he realised that someone else was outside, too.  He did a double-take.  What the ... 
 
    It was Sumalee.   
 
    His mind was racing.  Then who the hell’s that in the kitchen with Jess? 
 
    He put his finger to his lips again and signalled to his colleagues that there were two people in the kitchen, and their positions. 
 
    “Please, will you just put that down.  You don’t have to untie my hands, just put that down and we can talk.  You can tell me anything.  I promise I won’t tell anyone.  Just please don’t hurt me.  Owww!”   
 
    Jess’s voice filled Charlotte’s eyes with furious tears and she looked at Nathan, willing him to do something.  
 
    He peered into the kitchen and held his finger to his lips when Jess saw him and her eyes widened.   
 
    Suddenly he could see that it wasn’t a knife at her throat.   
 
    It was a knitting needle. 
 
    He signalled to Ben and Fiona and they nodded.   
 
    After Nathan had counted three, they were to charge into the kitchen.  Nathan and Ben would overpower the abductor and Fiona would remove Jess from the room and any possible danger as soon as possible.    
 
    Nathan counted down with his fingers.  One ... two ... three ...!  
 
    Caught up in the moment, Charlotte rushed in behind them.  Even by the dim glow of the candles on the kitchen table, she could see the fear in Jess’s eyes.   
 
    The element of surprise had the desired effect and the abductor turned awkwardly, having been caught off-guard.  
 
    With makeup smeared in a grotesque mask and the long auburn wig wild and matted, Drew was almost unrecognisable dressed as his mother, Nina.  
 
    Charlotte gasped as she saw him and her hands flew to cover her face.  With a crazed roar, he raised the knitting needle high above his head and rushed towards her but before he could bring it down, Nathan charged at him and wrestled it from his hand whilst Ben pulled his other arm up behind his back.   
 
    It took less than thirty seconds for them to bring the situation under control.   
 
    They exchanged thankful glances.  This arrest meant a lot to both of them. 
 
    Nathan pulled Drew to his feet.  “Drew Ferguson, I am arresting you on suspicion of the murder of Kate Denton and for the abduction of Jess Beddingon, with intent to murder. You do not have to say anything ....” 
 
    Out in the hallway, Jess, Charlotte and Sumalee fell into each other’s arms and wept.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    DREW 
 
    For most of the day, his mother would sit in her rocking chair, staring blankly ahead and knitting an ever-growing scarf on autopilot.  When she’d been in the hospital, a support group had started a knitting circle to help with stress management and depression, and she’d carried on with the therapy at home.   
 
    By this time, it was obvious to Drew’s mother that her husband had no interest in getting their marriage back on track.  It was also obvious that he was still seeing other women, one of whom had purported to be a friend of them both.   
 
    It had been inevitable that there would be consequences. 
 
    One Sunday, Drew had been at home with his father, building a model aeroplane.  Although it happened rarely, Drew had loved spending time with his father when it was just the two of them.  He hadn’t liked it when his mother had been in hospital and his father had had a different woman at the house whenever he’d gone to spend the odd weekend with him.  He liked spending time alone with his father.   
 
    He loved hearing the stories he would tell about aeroplanes and the faraway places they could take you to.  His prize possession was a little silver aeroplane badge with red-tipped wings.  His father had got it for him from his office and when he’d pinned it to his coat, he’d told him that he only gave them to the most special people.       
 
    That Sunday, Drew’s mother had just got back from her afternoon walk.  He would normally have gone with her, but it had been raining heavily, so he’d stayed home.  Drew liked Sundays because it was the only day his mother made a real effort to leave the house and she was always happy when she got back.   
 
    That particular day, she’d kissed his cheek and ruffled his hair before going to the sink to fill the kettle.  Then she’d made her husband a cup of tea and when she’d taken it to him, she’d calmly stuck a knitting needle into the side of his neck.  Then she’d sat back down in her rocking chair and continued with her scarf. 
 
    Drew had been severely traumatised.  His mother had sent him to his room and neither of them had left the house for three days.   
 
    As he had lain on his bed, she had come to him and given him a piece of paper with a strange sounding address on it.  She hadn’t told him what it was, only that he should keep it safe because one day he may decide that he needed it.   
 
    When he’d asked her what she’d meant, all she would say was that he’d know when that day came and that she’d given it to him because she didn’t want to think of him all alone in the world when she’d gone. 
 
    Then she’d told him never to let anyone take advantage of him.  And to never trust anyone - especially women.   
 
    Men are weak, she’d told him.  They just follow what’s in their pants, but women.  Ah, women are smart.  They’ll plan how they’re going to destroy you.  They’ll get in your head and manipulate you until you don’t know where you are.   
 
    Women are supposed to stick together and look out for each other, but all they want to do is steal the people you love and take what’s most important to you.  Never trust women, Drew.  They’ll only betray you in the end.   
 
    It wasn’t until Drew’s headmistress had come round to check on why he hadn’t been at school that the murder had been discovered and the police had been called. 
 
    Some time later, a local woman had been found having suffered the same fate as Drew’s father.  On her blouse had been pinned a small, silver aeroplane badge. 
 
    Drew had been sent back to live with foster parents and when he was 17, his mother had died in prison.  Inside the box containing her belongings that the prison guard had given him was a green dress and a pair of beige, low-heeled shoes.   
 
    He’d gone to her funeral, grieved for a while and then got on with this life.   
 
    Some weeks later, when Steve and Debra Ferguson had asked him if he’d like them to adopt him, he’d agreed.  Why not?  It would be good to be part of a family again.  Steve had even helped him invest the small inheritance he’d received.     
 
    On his 21st birthday, they’d told him about the Thai woman his father had had an affair with.  They’d worried about telling him, but knew it was the right thing to do.  He was an adult now and he had a right to know.  It wasn’t their business to keep the news of a sibling from him.  
 
    After years of wondering about the address his mother had given him, the penny finally dropped.   
 
    He’d been angry to begin with.   Angry that his adoptive parents hadn’t told him before and angry that his birth father had been unfaithful to his mother.  But then he’d come round to the idea and he’d been excited to think he might have a brother or sister living on the other side of the world. He’d always wanted to travel to the faraway places his father had told him of and this could be the perfect opportunity, he’d told Steve and Debra.   
 
    For the next five years, he’d saved up every penny he earned.  Then he’d emptied his bank accounts and gone off to Thailand with Kate.   
 
    The only clue he had as to where he might find his half-sibling was the piece of paper his mother had given him.    
 
    When Drew had arrived at the address, in a rural area just outside Chiang Mai, he’d found a family of eleven living in a large wooden house, raised off the ground by sturdy pillars.  Still the family home of his half-sibling’s extended family, they’d greeted him like a long-lost friend.   
 
    Sumalee’s mother had passed away the year before, but the moment he’d been introduced to his sibling had been a particularly emotional one.  With phrasebook Thai, pidgin English and much gesticulation, Drew and Sumalee had forged an instant bond.   
 
    She was so beautiful and feminine, it was three days before Drew and Kate had found out that Sumalee was a man.  The realisation was to become life-changing for them all.   
 
    For Drew, it was as though an element essential to his well-being that had been hidden from him his whole life had suddenly become visible and, deep inside, something began to feel good.   
 
    One night, with alcohol fuelling his bravado, he’d taken his mother’s green dress out of his case.  It was the only reminder of her that he’d kept and when he’d been packing for his trip, instinct had prompted him to put it alongside his own clothes.    
 
    As he’d slipped it over his head, he’d been overwhelmed by the feeling that he’d come to the end of a long, long journey and the person he loved most had been waiting to greet him.     
 
    He’d loved that nobody have given a damn or judged him.  On the contrary, the wholly accepting attitudes of the wonderful, welcoming people among whom he was living, had made him feel liberated.   
 
    After so many years, they had allowed him to feel close to his mother again.   
 
    Instantly, he’d realised that he, too, wanted the same freedom of expression that Sumalee enjoyed, and that was the day he had become Nina. 
 
    In the beginning, Kate had been supportive, albeit surprised.  She‘d always been open minded, and her live-and-let-live outlook on life had been one of the things he’d loved most about her.  As the years had passed, though, she’d become less enamoured with his alter-ego.   
 
    When she’d suggested that they return to the UK as she was missing her family, he’d known that her ulterior motive was to rid their lives of Nina.   
 
    He knew she’d hoped that the move back to St. Eves, where everyone knew him as a macho sporting hero, would make it more difficult for Nina to exist.   
 
    In denying him his mother, Kate had been guilty of the harshest betrayal of all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    In the interview room, Nathan sat across from the table from Drew.  “Did you kill Kate Denton?” 
 
    Drew returned his gaze, his dark eyes devoid of emotion.  “I did.” 
 
    “Why did you kill her, Drew?” 
 
    “Because Kate didn’t like it when Drew dressed up as Nina.  She didn’t want her around anymore.  She wanted Drew all to herself,” he said, in an eerie, high-pitched voice.  His head fell back and he laughed before continuing to answer as himself. 
 
    “In other words, she wanted me to stop dressing as my mother.  She told me that she couldn’t cope with me being around her as Nina any more.  She wanted that part of me to be gone from our lives.  She wanted us to get married and to have a family of our own, but she didn’t want Nina to be a part of it.  That was simply not acceptable to me.   
 
    “We’d argued the day she died.  When we’d got ready to meet Ben and Jess at the hotel, I’d wanted to go dressed as Nina.  She went crazy and told me that she wasn’t going to be seen dead in St. Eves with me like that.   
 
    “She told me to get changed and then she went off without me.  She was angry, but I was just as angry.  I went after her to tell her I was sick of keeping Nina hidden and that she was going to come out wherever and whenever I wanted her to. 
 
    “I went up to the roof and Kate was there, all alone.  I tried to talk to her, but she wouldn’t listen so I grabbed hold of her.  I just wanted to make her see sense ... but then she said that my mother was the worst thing that had ever happened to our relationship.  I didn’t like that.  I didn’t like that at all.  So I threw her off the roof.  It all happened so quickly.   
 
    “If I hadn’t have bumped into Jess, no one would have been any the wiser about me being there, but once she’d seen me, I knew it wouldn’t be long before the police started searching.  So, I went to Sumalee’s room and changed.  Thank God that Kate had suggested we keep a change of clothes there for when we’d stay the night sometimes to keep Sumalee company. 
 
    “Anyway, then I went downstairs to make it look as though I’d just arrived.  Lucky for me, Ben walked in just after I’d got there and we came up in the lift together.  I couldn’t have asked for a better alibi.” 
 
    “Anyway, all things considered, I think I’ve played the grieving fiancé terribly well, don’t you think?” He smiled, smugly.  “Anything else you want to know, Detective Chief Inspector?”  He examined his nails before looking up at Fiona and flashing her his most charming smile.   
 
    “Jess.  Why Jess?  Why did you involve her in all of this?” asked Nathan. 
 
    “Ah, Jess.  Yes, well that goes back to long before Kate and I even got together.  She humiliated me.  I know it must sound very petty to you, but when you’re fourteen years old, a humiliation like that can stay with you for life.  And it did.  Which is why I had to punish her for it.   
 
    “In fact, if she hadn’t gone off with that damned policeman earlier, she’d be dead by now, too.” 
 
    Nathan had heard enough.  “Interview suspended at one-thirty am, Saturday 25th October. 
 
    “Get him out of my sight, please, DS Farrell.” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “What will happen to Drew now?” asked Jess as she sat on Charlotte’s couch with her hands wrapped around a mug of hot milk with maple syrup, the shakes she’d had since she left her house earlier slowly beginning to subside. 
 
    “He’ll undergo a psychiatric assessment.  I hope he gets some help.  He certainly needs it,” said Nathan.  
 
    “Surely they’ll take into account the fact that the trauma he suffered as a child must have been in some way responsible for what happened?”  Charlotte picked Pippin up to give him a cuddle and he rested his paws and chin on her shoulder. 
 
    “I’m sure they will, but they’re going to have a lot of work on their hands.  Drew’s a very complex character.” 
 
    “You know, it was a real stroke of luck that we ran into Sumalee when we were on our way to your place, Jess,” said Ben.  “She already knew all about Drew’s alter-ego from back in Thailand, so she confirmed what Charlotte already suspected.  Apparently, they used to borrow each other’s stuff all the time - clothes, wigs, that sort of thing. 
 
    “She was worried that he was going to do something terrible, because he was so furious after we left the café together.  When he got dressed up and went out, she had a really bad feeling, so she started running back to the marina to find Charlotte.  That’s when we picked her up.” 
 
    “You know, she might have saved everyone a lot of trouble if she’d just come forward after the witness appeal and told you about Drew’s fondness for dressing up,” said Jess, shuddering as she tried to put the thoughts of her ordeal out of her mind.   
 
    “Well, I asked her about that,” said Ben, “and she said that she never saw the witness appeal.  The only TV she ever watched were the shopping and the music channels.” 
 
    “You know, I still can’t believe that she’s a man,” said Charlotte.  “She’s so beautiful.  It can’t have been easy for her to uproot and come here.  She must have really trusted Drew and Kate.” 
 
    “What d’you think she’ll do now?” Jess swirled her mug around before drinking the last mouthful of milk.    
 
    “She wants to go back to Thailand,” said Ben. 
 
    “How do you know that?” asked Charlotte. 
 
    “She told me when I took her back to Nathan’s place.  She’s distraught about Drew.  They’ve become really close over the years - it’s going to be really difficult for her to get over this, I think.” 
 
    “Where’s she going to get the money for a ticket to Thailand?” said Charlotte.  “I doubt if she’s going to be able to borrow any money from Drew for the foreseeable future, and from you what said, Nathan, his parents certainly aren’t going to do her any favours.” 
 
    Nathan shrugged.  “Maybe something will turn up,” he said, thoughtfully. 
 
    Jess checked her watch and yawned.  “Yikes!  Look at the time.  I don’t know about all of you, but I need to get some sleep.  Thanks for letting me stay here tonight.  I felt a bit spooked about going home.” 
 
    Charlotte stretched.  “No problem.  Anyway, after what you’ve been through, I expect you’re glad that the café’s shut tomorrow.   
 
    Jess nodded.  “Let’s just say that, for the first time ever, I’m actually glad that I don’t have to go to work tomorrow. I just couldn’t face talking to anyone about what’s happened tonight.” 
 
    Charlotte gave her a hug and a peck on the cheek.  “Well, you can sleep as late at you like, but if you’re not up by the time Strictly Come Dancing starts, I’ll drag you out of bed and prop you up in front of the TV!”  She yawned widely.  “Right, come on you, let’s leave these lovebirds to say goodnight alone,” she said to Nathan.  “’Night, Ben.  See you soon, no doubt?” 
 
    “Well, that’s up to Jess, but I hope so.  ‘Night, Charlotte, ‘night, Chief.” 
 
    Charlotte was halfway up the stairs when she suddenly stopped.  “By the way, Ben.  Are you allergic to peanuts?”   
 
    “Yes.  Most nuts.  That’s why I never eat them.  Why do you ask?”  
 
    “Have you kissed Jess tonight?” 
 
    “Uh, yes,” he said, quickly adding, “but before I was on duty, Chief.” 
 
    “Sumalee was cooking with peanut oil tonight.  You might not have eaten it, but Jess did.  She tried every dish she made.  So you might want to think about brushing your teeth, Jess, before you send him into full anaphylactic shock.  Just a thought... ‘night.” 
 
    Upstairs, Charlotte snuggled up next to Nathan, Pippin stretched out beside her.  
 
    “Oh my, I’m so tired all of a sudden.” She put her hand over her wide yawn. “Better get some shut-eye, I suppose.” 
 
    “Hang on, don’t fall asleep just yet.” A frown clouded Nathan’s face. “There’s something I need to talk to you about.” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    The next morning, just after seven-thirty, Nathan and Charlotte took a drive to Nathan’s house.    
 
    “She might be out doing her tai-chi and stuff,” said Charlotte. 
 
    “No, I can hear someone moving around.  She’s home,” replied Nathan. 
 
    The door opened and Sumalee peered round it. 
 
    Her eyes were red and puffy and her ever-present smile was woefully absent. 
 
    Poor thing, she must be scared to death.  Charlotte smiled.  “Hi, Sumalee.  Do you have a few minutes?”  
 
    Sumalee stepped back and held open the door before following them into the living room. 
 
    “I will not be here for long, Detective.  I will be gone as soon as I can.  I know I cannot stay here now.”  She was struggling not to cry. 
 
    Nathan shook his head.  “Look, don’t worry about it.  Stay here until you sort out what you’re going to do, okay?” 
 
    “But I do not know what I am going to do,” she said and burst into tears. 
 
    Charlotte put her arm around her shoulder.  She hoped that Nathan’s idea would go down well. 
 
    When her shoulders had stopped heaving, Nathan said, “Sumalee, I owe you an apology.  I jumped to conclusions about you - all of which were grossly misguided.  I’ve never met ... anyone like you before, and I’m afraid I didn’t handle it very well.  I hope you’ll allow me to try and make amends.” 
 
    Sumalee shrugged.  “I know you do not like me - your eyes tell me so.  And you never, ever smile at me.  It is okay, though.  You are not the only person I have met who does not like me.  I am used to it.” 
 
    “That’s as maybe,” said Nathan, “but it doesn’t make it right.”  He glanced at Charlotte.  “Anyway, we’d like to do something for you.” 
 
    Charlotte nodded and grinned at Sumalee’s puzzled expression. 
 
    “But it is not necessary to do anything for me.” Sumalee insisted. 
 
    “Well, we’re going to, whether you like it or not.  We’re going to pay for your flight back to Thailand.  Charlotte will get together with you later and book the ticket and depending on when it is, one of us will take you to the airport.  Okay?” 
 
    Sumalee looked at him with wide eyes and burst into tears again.  She covered her face with her hands and Charlotte hugged her. 
 
    Sumalee shook her head.  “I cannot accept.  It is too much.”   
 
    “No, it’s not too much,” said Nathan.  “If getting home to Thailand and your family will help you more than anything right now, then it’s just enough.” 
 
    Sumalee gulped.  “I do not know what to say.” 
 
    “Say yes,” said Nathan and when she looked at him, he was smiling back at her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    Two months after they’d officially moved into the cottage, the day of Charlotte’s and Nathan’s housewarming had arrived.   
 
    To allow guests to come and go as they pleased, they’d decided to have the party on a Saturday afternoon.  Even though it was late November, the unseasonably good weather was holding and the sun shone down from a cloudless sky.   
 
    In the garden, a heated marquee would ensure that the guest were kept warm and a couple of large outdoor heaters would take the chill off the night air later on 
 
    Nathan had cleaned the barbecue, the fridge was stacked full of wine, beer, champagne and soft drinks, and Charlotte and Jess had been cooking all morning to get the food ready in time.   
 
    At ten-thirty, when Charlotte was putting a tray of mini-steak pies, sausage rolls and a meat-free cottageless pie into the oven, there was a loud knock on the door, followed by Ava’s dulcet tones. 
 
    “Charlotte!  You at home?”  
 
    Pippin went skidding to the door, followed by Jess, who answered it to see Ava, Harriet and Betty standing on the doorstep, each carrying a large plastic tub.   
 
    “Oh, hello dear, hello Pippin,” said Ava, stepping inside.  “We thought we’d help out with the food.  I’ve made strawberry cupcakes.  Shall I put them in the kitchen?”  She walked off before Jess had said a word.   
 
    “And I’ve made a smoked haddock quiche,” said Harriett.  “I’ll just go through and give it to Charlotte.” 
 
    “And I’ve made some barbecue spare ribs,” said Betty.  “Get down, Pippin!  They probably won’t be as nice as Sumalee’s, but they’re very nice, all the same.” 
 
    Jess grinned.  “Thanks, Betty.  I’m sure they’ll be just as good, if not better.”  
 
    “Oh, thank you!  You didn’t have to go to all this trouble!” said Charlotte, giving them all a hug.  
 
    “Nonsense!” said Ava, peering through the glass door of the oven.  “It’s a sad day when you can’t help out a friend.” 
 
    “It certainly is,” agreed Harriett.  “Now, what time do you want us later?” 
 
    “Well, we should be all ready from about two, so come any time after that.  I have a feeling the party will go on until quite late, though, so if you don’t want to come early, you don’t have to.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” said Betty.  “We’ll definitely be here early.  We wouldn’t want to miss anything, would we ladies?” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” muttered Ava and Harriett. 
 
    I love them all to death, but sometimes they behave very strangely, thought Charlotte.  “Well, I don’t think you’ll miss anything if you get here later, but it’s up to you.  It’ll be lovely to see you whenever you get here.  Won’t it Jess?  Jess!” 
 
    “Sorry ... what was that?”  Jess looked up from her phone, a guilty expression on her face. 
 
    “I was just saying to the ladies that it’ll be nice to see them whatever time they arrive.” 
 
    “Oh, gotcha.  Yes, yes, whenever.  Looking forward to it,” said Jess, nodding and smiling at the three women. 
 
    “Okay, well, I’ll see you later then.”  Charlotte could have sworn she saw Ava wink at Jess, but thought it must have been her imagination.  Either that or Ava had developed a twitch.   
 
    ººººººº 
 
    Three hours later, another knock on the door signalled the arrival of the first guest.  It was Ben, complete with a bottle of champagne and the most enormous sunflower Charlotte had ever seen. 
 
    “Hello,  You do like sunflowers, don’t you?”  Charlotte took the champagne and giggled as she watched him struggle to get the sunflower through the front door in one piece, collapsing in a fit of laughter as he resorted to a variation of limbo dancing to achieve the feat. 
 
    “Thank you, Ben,” she said, wiping her eyes, “and yes, I love sunflowers.  How did you know?”  
 
    “The Chief told me,” he replied, pink-cheeked from his exertion. 
 
    “Y’know, I’d love to know what the protocol is on calling the DCI by his actual name at his own housewarming party?” said Charlotte.  
 
    “Well, I’m not asking him,” said Ben, as he disappeared off with the giant sunflower to find Jess.   
 
    By five-thirty, the cottage was filled with guests, chatting and dancing as they enjoyed the food, the drink and each other’s company.   
 
    The usual crowd were there, along with a few others who had made a special effort to get cover for an hour or so whilst they left work.  Charlotte was particularly touched to see that Will from The Bottle of Beer, Adam and Yolanda from the Mini-Mart, and Fiona Farrell had all taken the time to come along to wish her and Nathan well in their new home.   
 
    Earlier on, she’d been brought to tears to find Ryan and his dad, Victor, at the front door when she’d rushed to answer it.  “How could I not come and give you my good wishes after all you’ve done for us?” said Victor, as he gave Charlotte a hug and manoeuvred his way into the cottage in his state of the art wheelchair.  
 
    “Nathan not back yet?” asked Laura when she bumped into Charlotte in the garden.  “He’s put Garrett on barbecue duty.” 
 
    “No, he shouldn’t be too much longer.  He’s only gone to get some beers, although I’ve just found a load in the fridge in the garage.  Oh well, never mind, it’ll all get drunk, I suppose.  Garrett’s doing a great job with the hotdogs, I see.  And those burgers look good.  I might even have one of those myself.” 
 
    It was dark outside now, but Nathan had strung tiny gold lights all over the garden and it had taken Charlotte’s breath away when daylight had started to fade, to be replaced by a mass of twinkling lights against the night sky. 
 
    “Nathan’s done an amazing job on the garden,” said Jess, as she and Charlotte bopped away to Abba’s ‘Dancing Queen.”   
 
    “Yeah, it looks great, doesn’t it?” said Charlotte    
 
    The music had just changed to ‘The Timewarp’ when she caught sight of Nathan over the crowd.  She waved to him and turned back to Jess who was grinning like a Cheshire cat. 
 
    “What are you so happy about?” she shouted, above the music.   
 
    Jess shrugged.  “Nothing, just enjoying the party,” she shouted back. 
 
    Charlotte suddenly became aware of someone dancing very close behind her.  They weren’t touching her, but she could feel their presence and feel their eyes on her.  She moved forward a little and carried on dancing, but when she saw Jess’s smile widen, she spun round to see who the recipient of her smile was. 
 
    A moment of non-recognition was followed by another of disbelief and then a squeal of delight as Charlotte threw herself upon Nathan’s sister, Barbara, who had emigrated to Wisconsin with Nathan’s parents five years previously, and with whom Charlotte had become good friends on her return to St. Eves.   
 
    She introduced her American boyfriend, Brody, who had made the trip with her. 
 
    “Hi!  I’m so pleased to meet you,” said Charlotte, shaking Brody’s hand and giving him a hug before clutching on to Barbara again.  “Oh my God!  What are you doing here?  I only Skyped you a couple of days ago, why didn’t you tell me you were coming?”     
 
    As she flung her arms around her neck, chattering nineteen-to-the-dozen in her ear, she saw two more familiar faces creeping towards her through the crowds.   
 
    George and Hattie, Nathan’s mum and dad, enveloped her in a huge hug, too emotional to speak but leaving Charlotte in no doubt of their pleasure at seeing her as they almost squeezed the breath from her body. 
 
    She stepped back and gazed at them all, still not quite able to believe they were there.  “I bet Nathan wasn’t very happy when you lot turned up on the doorstep,” she joked.  “You know how he hates surprises!”  She grinned and blew her nose on a tissue she pulled out from up her sleeve. 
 
    Nathan appeared behind her and kissed her neck.  “Where do you think I’ve been?  I’ve been to the airport.” 
 
    “What, you knew they were coming?” 
 
    “Course I did.  Everyone knew.  Except you.  Jess has been tracking their flight all day long on her phone and texting me with any updates.  We thought you’d be less likely to become suspicious if she did it.” 
 
    Charlotte looked around at her friends.  All of them were nodding and smiling and Jess, Garrett and Laura were looking decidedly dewy-eyed. 
 
    “Why did everyone know they were coming except me?” said Charlotte.  “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Okay,” he said, “I suppose it’s time to own up.”  He took Charlotte by the hand and led her to the patio at the top of the garden.  He cupped his hands around his mouth and called inside, “Can someone turn the music down please!”   
 
    When there was silence, he turned to the assembled crowd.    
 
    “Okay, first of all, I’d like to say a huge thank you to my wonderful family for making the trip to be here today.  Thanks, all of you, I can’t tell you how much it means to have you here.”  A cheer went up and Nathan’s mum dabbed her eyes with a handkerchief. 
 
    “And of course, thank you to everyone else for coming out to share this afternoon, this evening ... this celebration ... with us.  At last!”  
 
    Laughter was accompanied by more cheers and applause. 
 
    “Now.  You all know that Charlotte and I have been together for a while now.  And you all know what an amazing woman she is – God knows, I do.”  He smiled at her and chuckled affectionately. 
 
    “In every sense of the word, she is remarkable, and I am the luckiest man in the world that, for reasons I will never fully understand, she has chosen to be with me.” He took both her hands in his and brought them to his lips.  
 
    “Anyway, some of the cynics amongst you might say that what I’m about to do is a little premature. Some might even say that it’s a little foolish.  Me? I knew long before we even got together that Charlotte was the woman I wanted to spend the rest of my life with.  I loved her then and I love her even more now.  And I know that twenty, thirty or forty years from now, if we’re blessed to spend those years together, my love for her will be even stronger then. 
 
    “Now, I promised I wouldn’t do this without my family here, so now they are, I’ve got no excuse.” 
 
    He took one of his hands from Charlotte’s, and put it in his pocket. Then, to the whoops and the screams of the crowd, he got down on one knee. 
 
    “Oh, my gosh!  Nathan!”  Charlotte burst into tears as Nathan held a dark blue, velvet-covered box in front of her and flicked it open with his thumb. Inside was an exquisite platinum set, oval cut diamond ring. 
 
    “Charlotte, I bought this a long time ago.  Like I just said, I knew when we first got together that I was in this for the long-haul.  I’ve just been waiting for the right time to give it to you. I thought that as today was a day of celebration, it would be the right time, and also the right time for me to ask you something …” 
 
    More loud cheers and whoops from the crowd. 
 
    Charlotte was laughing and crying at the same time and Nathan kissed her hand again.  
 
    “Charlotte Denver, I love you with all my heart, and I will love you with all my heart until the day I die.  Will you marry me?”  
 
    Charlotte leaned down and took his face in her hands. “Yes, Nathan, yes, yes, YES!”  
 
    He stood up and caught her around the waist, swinging her round as he kissed her. Setting her down gently, he took her left hand in his and slipped the ring onto her third finger.  
 
    With the sound of cheering in their ears, they looked around at their family and friends, happy that they were here to share the moment with them.   
 
    “I will love you forever, Charlotte Denver,” said Nathan, and as he bent to kiss her, Pippin chased his tail round and round in circles before he settled happily at their feet and barked in agreement.   
 
      
 
    The End 
 
    


 
   
  
 


 Pumpkins, Peril and a Paella – Book 4 
 
     Cast of Characters 
 
   
 
    Charlotte Denver - Owner of Charlotte’s Plaice café on the marina in St. Eves. Our heroine. 
 
    Nathan Costello - Detective Chief Inspector of the St. Eves police department. Also Charlotte’s fiancé. 
 
    Pippin - Charlotte’s West Highland Terrier. 
 
    Jess Beddington - Jess’s closest friend and co-worker at Charlotte’s Plaice. 
 
    Detective Sergeant Ben Dillon – Is the tenant in Charlotte’s old house and is Jess Beddington’s boyfriend. 
 
    Samuel Slade - Ex-con, recently released from prison for armed robbery. Brother of Trevor and Richard Slade. 
 
    Trevor Slade - Ex-con, recently released from prison for armed robbery. Brother of Samuel and Richard Slade. 
 
    Richard Slade - Ex-con, recently released from prison for armed robbery. Brother of Samuel and Trevor Slade. 
 
    Maureen Slade - Mother of the above. 
 
    Lionel Hall - Owner of Hall’s Hardware Store. 
 
    Heather Hall - Wife of Lionel Hall. 
 
    Larry Hall - Son of Lionel and Heather. Council employee and drummer in the local band Night Vigil. 
 
    Lavender Burridge - Sister of Marigold Burridge. Lifelong resident of St. Eves. A member of the St. Eves Ladies Association. 
 
    Marigold Burridge - Sister of Lavender Burridge. Lifelong resident of St. Eves. A member of the St. Eves Ladies Association. 
 
    Olivia Floyd-Martin - Chef of The President hotel’s rooftop restaurant. 
 
    Ava Whittington - Lifelong resident of St. Eves. Has known Charlotte since she was born. 
 
    Harriett Lawley - as above. 
 
    Betty Tubbs - as above. 
 
    Leo Reeves - lifelong resident of St. Eves.  
 
    Harry Jenkins - lifelong resident of St. Eves. 
 
    Garrett Walton - Lifelong resident of St. Eves and skipper of one of the St. Eves fishing boat fleet. Also Charlotte’s godfather. 
 
    Laura Walton - Garrett’s wife and Charlotte’s godmother. 
 
    Detective Sergeant Fiona Farrell – DS at the St. Eves police force. 
 
    Adam and Yolanda - Owners of the Mini-Mart on the marina. 
 
    George Costello - Nathan’s father. 
 
    Hattie Costello - Nathan’s mother. 
 
    Barbara Costello - Nathan’s sister. 
 
    Brody Daniels - Barbara’s boyfriend. 
 
    Lola Whitworth - Acquaintance of George and Hattie Costello. 
 
    Remy Whitworth - Lola’s daughter. 
 
    Jamie Whitworth - Lola’s son. 
 
    Ian Bonneville - Lola’s ex-husband. 
 
    Reverend Daly - Reverend of All Saints church. 
 
    PC Milton - Police Constable in the St. Eves Police Force. 
 
    PC Willis - Police Constable in the St. Eves Police Force. 
 
    Ryan Benson - A friend of Charlotte’s. 
 
    Will Goss - Owner of The Bottle of Beer.  
 
    Sheila - Bank Clerk. 
 
    Lydia - Sales Assistant at the Bakehouse Bakery. 
 
    Virginia - Assistant at Hall’s Hardware Store. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Prologue 
 
    Detective Chief Inspector Nathan Costello stretched out on the bed in his hotel room.  
 
    The first day of the training course had been intense and he’d made his excuses to leave the other participants at the bar after one drink. He didn’t just want to get away so he could have an early night. He had an important call to make. 
 
    He took a piece of paper from his wallet and dialled the number written on it. The line was busy. He tried twice more. Still busy. 
 
    He lay back against the pillow. He’d been waiting for weeks to make this call. 
 
    He dialled the number again and the phone rang in his ear. Jumping up from the bed, he began to pace the room. 
 
    A woman answered. 
 
    “Hello.” 
 
    “Hello. Could I speak to Ian Bonneville please?” 
 
    The woman laughed. “Doubtful. We’re divorced.” 
 
    Nathan’s heart sank. So near, yet so far. 
 
    “Ah, I see. I don’t suppose you have a number for him, do you? Or, if you’re in contact with him, perhaps you could let him know that I’m trying to get in touch? It’s very important that I speak to him.” 
 
    “What’s this about?” The woman was suddenly curious. 
 
    “It’s a personal matter.” Nathan wasn’t about to divulge the reason for his call to a complete stranger. 
 
    “Oh, I see. Well, we rarely speak so it’s unlikely that I’ll be in touch with him any time soon. He’s coming to pick my kids up over the Christmas holidays though, so I can give him a message then, if you like?” 
 
    Nathan cursed under his breath. “No, that’ll be too late. I was hoping to get in touch with him much sooner than that. Is there definitely no way you’d be able to get a message to him before then? It really is important.” 
 
    The woman paused. “Oh, okay. But only because you’ve caught me at a disadvantage. I haven’t done my good deed for the day yet, so you’re in luck.” She laughed again. “Hang on, let me just get a pen ... right, I’m back. What’s your name and number?” 
 
    “My number is 07777 500005 and my name is Nathan Costello. Ian won’t know me but if you could tell him that I’m contacting him regarding a personal matter, I’d be obliged.”  
 
    “Costello? I used to know some Costellos.” 
 
    “Really?” Nathan was only half-interested. “Probably long-lost relatives of mine - there’s a lot of us about, especially in Ireland.” 
 
    “No, these Costellos were in England. Hang on, it’ll come to me in a minute ... that’s it! George and Hattie. They were a lovely couple.” 
 
    “What? They’re my parents. What’s your name?” 
 
    “Lola Bonneville ... sorry, Whitworth. I’ve gone back to using my maiden name but I’m not quite used to it yet. Anyway, that’s the name your parents will remember me by. If they remember me at all, that is.”  
 
    Nathan’s sat down heavily on the bed. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. If this was a joke, it was in very bad taste. 
 
    “Lola Whitworth. You’re Lola Whitworth?” 
 
    “Yes. Why?” 
 
    “Lola, this is going to sound strange but if you’ve got some time to spare, I’d very much like to meet with you. I’m the Detective Chief Inspector at St. Eves. I’ll give you my number at the station so you can verify that I am who I say I am and if you’ll meet with me, you can name the place and the time and bring someone with you if that’ll makes you feel more comfortable. 
 
    “In the meantime, I don’t want to discuss anything in detail over the phone but I’m absolutely certain you’ll be very interested in hearing what I have to say. I’m certainly interested in hearing what you have to say, that’s for sure. So, will you meet with me?” 
 
    The woman paused. “Well you’ve reeled me in now and if you won’t tell me anything more over the phone, then I suppose I’ll have to. Give me your phone number at the station, let me think about it overnight and I’ll call you tomorrow to let you know what I’ve decided.” 
 
    “Actually, I won’t be back in the office until Monday - I’m away on a training course at the moment. But you can still call the number before then if you want - just so you know I really am a police officer.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll do that.” The woman sounded less suspicious, but guarded. “Maybe I’ll speak to you again, Nathan Costello.” 
 
    “I hope so.” Nathan crossed his fingers. “I really hope so.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
    The snow fell silently upon St. Eves, fat crystals already covering the lone bicycle track that came to a stop outside Charlotte’s Plaice, the café bar at the end of the marina.  
 
    An early cold snap was affecting the region - snow in October was almost unheard of. 
 
    Charlotte Denver sat alone in the enclosed awning, her hands cupped around a mug of steaming, fragrant tea to ward off the chill of the dark October morning. It had taken just fifteen minutes for the snow to form a two-inch cushion on the saddle of her bike and she shivered involuntarily as she took a sip of her tea, the honey-sweetened amber brew warming her all the way down to her toes. 
 
    It was almost half-past six and apart from herself, her West Highland Terrier, Pippin and Adam and Yolanda, the owners of the Mini-Mart, a couple of doors down, the marina was deserted. 
 
    Not accustomed to sleeping alone, she’d woken early and cursed under her breath when she’d squinted through the darkness at her alarm clock to see that it was only ten-past four. She’d tossed and turned for half an hour, praying that Monday would come around quickly. Nathan would be back from his training course then and maybe she’d be able to get back to sleeping through the night again.  
 
    Over the past two years, she’d become used to having his warm body next to hers when she woke and his absence from the bed interfered with her sleep pattern like the loss of a stolen comfort blanket. 
 
    Rousing Charlotte from her daydream, Pippin gave a single bark and ran to the door where he sat down and barked again.  
 
    Charlotte grinned at the little dog. He hated the snow and had ridden in the basket of her bike that morning. As the snow on the ground was almost as deep as he was tall, she’d put a couple of fleecy blankets in the basket and settled him into them before setting off on the short journey to the café 
 
    “You need to pee? Okay, hang on.” She put her scarf and hat back on and lifted Pippin into her arms. “Come on, we’ll go around the back. The snow won’t be so deep there.”  
 
    Sheltered from the biting wind, with a roof overhang that provided partial shelter from the snow, the back of the café was a white-painted brick wall that faced the car park and which contained a small, frosted glass window that belonged to the kitchen.  
 
    There was no reason for anyone to have been there, so Charlotte was surprised to see three trails of footprints leading to the window, and then away again. She looked around suddenly wary that she might not be alone, but there was nobody else to be seen.  
 
    She crouched down and took a closer look at the prints. Based on the amount of snow that had fallen over the trails that led away from the sheltered spot, she guessed they’d been made a few hours ago. Why on earth would someone be hanging around outside the kitchen window in the middle of the night?  
 
    Two sets of prints were nondescript, with no characteristics to distinguish them from hundreds of other prints Charlotte had seen in the snow without giving a second glance. The third set of prints, though, were distinctive, showing a deep tread around the edge of the soles in the centre of which was a clear outline of a cheetah, running at full speed.  
 
    She picked Pippin up and carried him back to the café. When she allowed it to, her imagination ran riot, but she tried to keep a rational head as she considered the reasons for the footprints. It was probably someone sheltering from the snow, she thought, sensibly.  
 
    Whatever the reason, she didn’t have time to ponder it now. She sighed and gazed across to the large crates in the corner of the awning, filled with pumpkins.  
 
    St. Eves was holding its annual Halloween fair the following evening and as well as cooking a huge paella and a vast pan of pumpkin soup to sell from the stall that she and her good friend, Jess Beddington, would be running, she’d also volunteered to carve twenty jack-o’-lanterns. 
 
    I knew I shouldn’t have left these so late. If I start now, I wonder if I’ll be done by half-past eight?  
 
    She drained the last of her tea before fetching all the equipment she needed from the kitchen, along with an article she’d torn from a magazine which promised to guide her in ‘The Art of Creative Pumpkin Sculpture.’ 
 
    Covering the table with newspaper, she heaved the first terracotta squash out of a crate and set it down in front of her. As she ran her hands over its smooth curves and cool ridges she realised that, having never made a jack-o’-lantern in her life, it was a little late to be wishing she’d practiced her pumpkin carving skills before now. She scratched her head. Why on earth did I volunteer for this? 
 
    She scanned the article before quickly putting it to one side.  
 
    Slicing off the bottom of the pumpkin, she scooped out the flesh with some difficulty. She’d read that the traditional way to tackle it was to slice off the top, but by slicing the bottom, she learned that it gave the pumpkin a flat surface on which to stand. The article hasn’t been completely useless, then.  
 
    She didn’t have much time - certainly not enough to create the intricate and suitably menacing-looking works of art depicted in the magazine article. Instead, with her pen poised, she decided to give her lanterns simple, smiley faces. They’ll be easy enough to design and quick to carve, she thought as she sketched eyes, a nose and an upturned mouth on her first lantern.  
 
    Following her free-style pattern, she was soon carving through the pumpkin’s smooth skin giving it expressive features and a wide, toothy grin. 
 
    It didn’t take long to get a good rhythm going and before she knew it, her large plastic food tub contained a decent amount of burnished orange pumpkin flesh and the bottom of her rubbish bag was covered with off-cuts. Leaning back to admire her handiwork, she realised that she didn’t have a hope in hell of finishing the lanterns before half-past eight. Just one had taken almost forty-five minutes to complete and there were still nineteen left in the crates. She needed help. 
 
    “I think I know what I’m going to be doing this evening, Pip.” The little dog was stretched out on his back in his basket and at the sound of Charlotte’s voice, he opened an eye to make sure he wasn’t missing out on anything. When he realised there was no likelihood of a treat being thrown his way, he closed his eye and snuggled back down with a grunt.  
 
    As Charlotte started on her second lantern, Pippin sat bolt upright in his basket alert and still as stone, his head cocked to one side as if he was straining to hear a sound just out of earshot.  
 
    “What is it, Pip?” Charlotte cocked her head to one side, too, but it was a minute before she heard the distant rumble of the mini snowplough as it crawled the streets, clearing them in preparation for the salt truck that would follow.  
 
    As the sound of the plough got closer, Pippin jumped out of his basket and ran to the door, pawing at it as he growled loudly. He hated the snowplough almost as much as he hated snow and as it appeared on the footpath from around the corner of the café, he went into overdrive. Barking and spinning in circles, his breath misted up the glass panel as the plough passed by, its big front blade pushing the snow into a ridge at each side of the marina front to leave a clear path in its wake. 
 
    Charlotte waved at Larry Hall, the plough’s driver. A set of headphones was pulled firmly over his ears and the hood of his jacket was pulled firmly over the headphones. With his head nodding along to the music and his thumbs tapping on the steering wheel he returned the wave, his lips moving as he sang along to a silent tune.  
 
    The son of Heather and Lionel Hall, owners of Hall’s Hardware Store in town, Larry had incurred the wrath of his parents when he’d dropped out of school at the earliest opportunity, turning his back on any further education and a career in the family business. 
 
    Somewhat of an introvert, Larry was heavily into music. The drummer in a local band of ageing rockers, he much preferred to be tucked away at the back of the stage, behind his band mates, than front and centre at the few gigs they’d performed. His lack of confidence and social skills weren’t helped by the fact that, due to his extremely sweet tooth, the front four of his teeth were decayed right up to the gum.  
 
    As Charlotte watched him drive off she thought how strange it was that when he was behind his drum kit he lost all his inhibitions, head banging and flinging his hair for all he was worth but as soon as the music stopped he immediately reverted to his quiet, reclusive self. 
 
    Looking outside, she noticed that the snowfall was easing. With any luck, it’ll have stopped completely by tomorrow evening, she thought as she scooped more pumpkin flesh into her plastic container. 
 
    A sudden blast of cold air cut through her as the awning door opened and in walked Brendan Meakin and Wayne Firth, two of Garrett Walton’s fishing boat crew.  
 
    “Mornin’ Charlotte,” they chorused, seemingly oblivious to the near-arctic conditions in their short-sleeved thermal t-shirts and waterproof trousers.  
 
    “Good grief! Aren’t you cold?” The very sight of them made Charlotte shiver. 
 
    The fishermen grinned. “When you’ve been out on the boat in weather like this, like we have this morning, you can’t wait to get back to shore where it’s warm. It’s absolutely freezing out at sea - by comparison, this is almost tropical!”  
 
    “Anyway,” said Brendan. “El Godfather asked me to bring you your fish. Where d’you want me to put them?” He carried a cool box filled with fish for Charlotte’s specials board.  
 
    Charlotte laughed. It always amused her when Garrett’s crew referred to him as ‘El Godfather’, even though that was exactly what he was to her.  
 
    “Thanks Brendan, would you put them at the bottom of the big fridge in the kitchen, please?” 
 
    “And Garrett asked us to take the pumpkin heads back to the crew hut to get them out of your way.” Wayne’s eyes darted from the crates to the table, on which sat one solitary lantern.  
 
    Charlotte blushed. “Er, I’ve only managed to finish one, I’m afraid. It’s taking a bit longer than I thought it would.” 
 
    “No worries,” he said, cheerfully. “We’ll come back and collect them from you tomorrow. Just let Garrett know when they’re ready and me Brendan will come and get them.” 
 
    “Okay, that’ll be a huge help, thanks Wayne. Have you got your Halloween outfits sorted out yet? I assume you’ll be dressing up for the fair?” 
 
    He grinned and rolled his eyes. “Yeah. Laura’s making costumes for all the crew. She wanted our spare wetsuits - we’ve no clue what she’s doing with them - but whatever it is, she’s spent the last three days doing it! We won’t see them until tomorrow.” 
 
    “Typical Laura! She does love to get involved, doesn’t she?” Charlotte felt a wave of warmth towards her godmother. “I can’t wait to see what she’s done!” 
 
    “Neither can we,” said Brendan, emerging from the café. “But whatever it is, I hope it’ll be cool. I’ve got my reputation to consider, y’know.” 
 
    Charlotte smiled at the young fisherman who was considered somewhat of a heartthrob by the local girls. “Don’t worry. If I know Laura, it will be. Anyway, if you could call round and collect the lanterns from my place tomorrow, at any time to suit you, that would really help me out. I’ll be there until around five o’clock. Thanks, guys.” 
 
    As Brendan and Wayne walked out, Jess walked in swathed in a multi-coloured scarf coiled repeatedly around her neck, a quilted silver coat, thermal track suit bottoms tucked into a pair of shaggy moon boots, a pair of ski gloves and a sheepskin hat with furry ear flaps.  
 
    “Oh my! It’s like a skating rink out there.” She surveyed Charlotte amongst the pumpkin fest. “Morning, lovie. Having fun?” 
 
    “Hi, and not really, no,” said Charlotte. “I’m going to be carving these till past midnight at this rate. Why didn’t you tell me it took so long to make one flippin’ lantern?” 
 
    “Because you never asked.” Jess replied with a grin. “And I’m not surprised it’s taking you so long, because you’re using all the wrong equipment. Tell you what, as I’m such a good friend, how about I come round to your place this evening? I’ll ask my neighbour if I can borrow a couple of her proper pumpkin knives and her electric scoop and I’ll help you finish them? How’s that sound?” 
 
    “I thought you’d never offer!” Charlotte heaved a sigh of relief. “And as a thank you, I’ll cook dinner ... you’re a lifesaver.” She checked the time on her phone. “¨You’re very early, by the way.” 
 
    “Yeah, I thought I’d give myself enough time to make my way in slowly. The roads are absolutely treacherous and I didn’t want to risk skidding on the ice. The gritter lorry hasn’t been out yet.” 
 
    “I think it will be soon.” Charlotte began to clear the table of pumpkin remnants. “Larry went by a while ago on the plough.” 
 
    Jess nodded as she inspected the lantern Charlotte had carved. “You know, that’s the happiest Halloween pumpkin I’ve ever seen. As much as it’s nice to see a smiling face about the place, don’t you think they should be a little scarier? I mean it is Halloween, after all.” 
 
    Charlotte shrugged. “Unfortunately, it wasn’t until I started that I realised I’m not really cut out for lantern design. Perhaps you could carve something a little more intimidating later - I’ve got a magazine article you could follow.” 
 
    “Right you are,” said Jess as she unwrapped herself from her cocoon of clothing. “First things first, though - a tea, a coffee and a warm up in front of the heater.” 
 
    Between them, they carried the crate of pumpkins into the kitchen and the tall heater out onto the terrace. Within minutes of lighting it, the awning was as warm as freshly popped-up toast.  
 
    “Phew!” Charlotte wiped her arm across her forehead as they set the tables. “I’m roasting!”  
 
    “How d’you think I feel?” Jess pulled at her thermal track suit bottoms. “Thank goodness I brought a pair of cargo pants with me to change in to. In fact, I think I’ll do that now before I melt.” 
 
    Charlotte was in the kitchen when she heard the awning door open. “Yoo-hoo! I say. Anyone about?”  
 
    She popped her head over the swing door of the kitchen and called out to Ava Whittington, long time St. Eves resident and one of Charlotte’s most favourite people.  
 
    “Hi, Ava.” She waved. “Be right with you.” 
 
    Jess came out of the ladies room. “Morning, Ava,” she called as she went to put on her apron. “You’ll be nice and warm out on that terrace today, that heater’s like a furnace once it gets going. I was cold to my bones when I got here this morning but ...”  
 
    She stopped mid-sentence. Ava was perched on the edge of her chair in a white ski suit and matching gloves, a white half-balaclava, a fuchsia pink ski jacket with white fur around the hood, chunky snow boots with snow chains on the bottom, a ski pole under each arm and a slick of fluorescent pink sun block on her nose and cheekbones. She was nothing if not prepared. 
 
    Jess smacked her palm against her forehead. “Damn it! I’m so sorry, Ava. We would have given you a proper send off, but I completely forgot - didn’t you, Charlotte?” 
 
    “Forgot what?”  
 
    “Yes, you “completely forgot” what?” The older woman frowned questioningly. 
 
    “That today’s the day you’re setting off for the north face of the Eiger.” Jess giggled as Ava tutted and smoothed the legs of her ski suit. 
 
    “Oh yes, very funny, I’m sure. You may laugh, young lady, but at least I’m warm and protected from the reflection of the sun’s rays off the snow.” 
 
    “You look lovely, Ava,” said Charlotte, soothingly. “There’s nothing wrong with wrapping up against the elements.”  
 
    “Hmpf,” said Ava. “Well, I’m not taking any chances. The pavements were so icy yesterday, people were dropping like skittles in the town. The last thing I need is to fall on my backside and break something.” 
 
    “Quite right, Ava. I was only teasing, you know.” Jess squeezed Ava’s hand through the bulk of her glove and smiled.  
 
    “I know you were, dear.” Ava smiled back. “I can take a joke, you know.” 
 
    “You having a coffee?” asked Charlotte. 
 
    Ava pushed back the cuff of her jacket to check her watch. “Yes please, I think I will while I’m waiting for the rest of the gang. We’re going for a walk along the beach. It’s so much easier to walk on the sand in this weather than on the pavements.” 
 
    Charlotte shuddered. “Rather you than me,” she said. “I can’t say I see the appeal of walking on the beach in weather like this.” 
 
    “Well, the sea air is very therapeutic, you know, and just because it’s snowing, that’s no reason to miss out on our daily exercise.  
 
    “Anyway ...” Ava looked outside to check that the others weren’t on their way before leaning forward in a conspiratorial manner. “I wanted to come in a little early to let you in on a little secret. Don’t say anything, but there’s a budding romance in our midst.” 
 
    Charlotte and Jess looked at each other, their interest piqued.   
 
    “Romance? Between who?” 
 
    “Harriett and Leo!” Ava waited for a reaction and wasn’t disappointed. 
 
    “Harriett and Leo!” said Charlotte and Jess in unison, their eyes wide. “When on earth did that happen?” 
 
    “Oh, only recently,” said Ava. “They’re terribly keen on each other, you know, but they’ve kept it very low-key. I’m the only person who knows. They’ve been stepping out together for a few weeks now.” 
 
    Fourteen years previously, Harriett Lawley had divorced her adulterous husband and to Ava’s knowledge, had never looked at another man romantically since.  
 
    Her two children, who lived in New Zealand, had cheered when the divorce had become final. They were all for their mother finding another man with whom to share her life but she hadn’t been in the slightest bit interested to do so.  
 
    “I can do without the aggravation,” she’d said, when asked if marriage, or even a courtship, featured in her plans for the future. 
 
    Leo Reeves was a warm and friendly man who’d lost his wife in a road accident twelve years previously.  
 
    Close friends said that he’d never got over the loss of his wife but he kept his sadness well hidden. Outwardly, he was the kindest, gentlest, most fun-loving man you could ever wish to meet.   
 
    “Well, good luck to them,” said Jess. “I hope it works out if that’s what they want.” 
 
     “Yes, I hope so, too,” said Charlotte. “I think they’ll make a lovely couple. Goodness knows they deserve some happiness after what they’ve been through.” 
 
    Right on cue, the door opened again and in walked Leo, Harriett, Harry and Betty, all smiles and snow jackets.  
 
    “Morning, all,” said Charlotte. “You staying for a coffee or going straight off for your walk?”  
 
    “I think we’ll get off now and call in on the way back,” said Leo. “We’ll be about an hour and a half - I think we’re popping into town afterwards to see what they’ve got in the fancy dress shop. That still okay with everyone?” 
 
    They all nodded. “Fine by us.” 
 
    “Right, come on then, let’s get going. It’s so cosy in here, if I hang around for too much longer, I won’t want to leave.” Harriett pulled her scarf up over her nose, strands of strawberry-blond hair peeking out from her hood and framing her face.  
 
    “Allow me.” Leo stepped to one side and held open the door, giving her one of his arms to cling to as she stepped out into the slush.  
 
    Ava winked secretly at Charlotte and Jess before she and Betty both took one of Harry’s outstretched arms. “Charlotte, dear, I’m leaving my ski poles here - I’ll pick them up later. We’ll see you after we’ve sorted out our costumes. Oooh, it’s going to be a real horror-filled Halloween - I can feel it in my bones!” 
 
    If only had Ava known how prophetic her words would turn out to be ... 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    “Considering the weather, it’s a lot busier today than I thought it would be. I didn’t expect there to be many people out and about, but we’ve certainly had our fair share of customers.” Jess mopped up puddles of melted slush from the tiled floor, left by Adam from the Mini-Mart when he’d popped in for two takeaway hot chocolates.  
 
    Charlotte counted the food tickets. “Well, I’ve cooked more than 30 breakfasts in just over an hour and a half, so that’s not bad at all - as you say - considering the weather.” 
 
    “You know, I think I’m going to ...” 
 
    “You need to tilt the chair to the left!” Jess was interrupted by a loud voice outside.  
 
    She and Charlotte turned to see two men in long black coats struggling to get a wheelchair through the doorway of the awning.  
 
    “Oh my goodness! Hang on.” They rushed out and between them, managed to help the men manoeuvre the chair through the door.  
 
    “Thank you.” The occupant of the wheelchair removed her black fedora to reveal mousy brown hair, cut short and streaked with grey, watery pale-green eyes and deeply suntanned skin, as wrinkled as an old peach. “I’m so sorry to have troubled you. We often have problems - but then, my transport is rather wide.” She smiled benignly at Charlotte and Jess and pulled her blanket around her legs.  
 
    “Don’t mention it - it was no trouble at all,” said Charlotte as she closed the door against the bitingly cold air. 
 
    The woman held out her hand, its pale blue veins clearly visible beneath paper-thin skin, despite her deep tan. 
 
    “Maureen Slade,” she said. “And these are my sons, Trevor and Richard.” 
 
    Like matching bookends, either side of the wheelchair, her sons nodded in acknowledgement and stuck out their hands before removing black beanie hats to reveal tanned, smoothly shaved heads. 
 
    “Nice to meet you all,” said Charlotte. “It’s so cold outside, would you like to sit at a table near the heater?”  
 
    “That would be lovely, thank you. We’ve only recently come back from Tenerife. We were there for a month and it was so hot! I can’t tell you what a shock to the system it was to come back to snow. Oh, what a charming little dog.” Maureen Slade put her hand down for Pippin to sniff before settling herself at a table in the corner. “I don’t suppose either of you have seen my son this morning have you? He looks just like Richard and Trevor but he’s got blonde hair. His name’s Samuel. 
 
    “He went out last night, you see, and he hasn’t come back yet. Richard spoke to him last night but since then, we haven’t heard a word from him. Mind you,” she chuckled, “he could charm the birds from the trees, that one, so heaven knows where he’ll have ended up. He’s got an eye for the ladies, that’s for sure.” 
 
    Charlotte looked at Jess and they shook their heads. “Sorry, I don’t recall seeing anyone of that description. Do you, Jess?” 
 
    “No, I haven’t seen him, either.” 
 
    Maureen Slade looked a little deflated and Charlotte found herself wishing she could have given the woman some more positive news.  
 
    “Oh well, no matter. I’m probably worrying over nothing.” Maureen unwound her scarf. “You must think I’m a silly old woman, worrying about a grown man like this but once a mother, always a mother, doesn’t matter how old your children are.” 
 
    “I don’t think you’re silly at all.” Charlotte put her hand on the woman’s shoulder. “I’m sure Sam will turn up soon, but in the meantime, we’ll keep a look out for him and be sure to tell him to get in touch with you if he hasn’t already. How’s that?” 
 
    Maureen perked up considerably. “That would be wonderful. Thank you so much, dear ... but his name is Samuel, not Sam. I do hate it when people abbreviate names - it’s one of my pet peeves.” 
 
    “Oh. Of course, I’m sorry. Well, if you’ll excuse me, I have some things to be getting on with in the kitchen, but Jess will make sure you have everything you need.” Charlotte smiled warmly. 
 
    “What can I get you?” Charlotte noticed that Jess was pleasant but formal to the point of being abrupt when she took their order.  
 
    “What’s up with you?” She whispered over the swing door of the kitchen when Jess came in to make three cappuccinos for the trio. 
 
    “Can I have three chocolate brownies, please.” Jess looked over her shoulder. “Don’t you know who they are?” She whispered back as she held a jug of milk under the gurgling steam pipe of the coffee machine.  
 
    “No. Why, should I?” Charlotte put the brownies on a tray and passed them through the serving hatch.  
 
    “Hang on a minute, I’ll tell you after I’ve taken these out.” Jess poured the frothy milk onto the hot coffee and, with a few deft flicks of her wrist, created a delicate feather design on top of the foam. “Be right back.” 
 
    Charlotte racked her brain. The name ‘Slade’ was vaguely familiar but she couldn’t for the life of her think why.  
 
    “Right.” Jess dropped her voice to a whisper again. “About ten years ago, give or take a few months, Trevor, Richard and Samuel Slade were arrested for armed robbery. They were eventually convicted and sentenced to fifteen years but last month, they were released early for good behaviour.” She looked over her shoulder to make sure they were still alone.  
 
    “Anyway, since Maureen’s husband died while the boys were in prison, she’s hardly been seen around the town. In fact, I haven’t seen her on the marina for years and I’m amazed to see her out and about in weather like this - she suffers with terrible arthritis, apparently, so I can’t imagine the cold is doing it much good.” 
 
    “Why don’t I know any of this?” Charlotte peered out through the hole in the wall at the trio on the terrace.  
 
    “Well, it would have been round about the time you bought the café, so you probably had your mind on other things.” Jess looked a little sheepish. “And also ... you do tend to freak out a little at the mention of even the most minor of crimes being committed in St. Eves, so sometimes it’s just best not to discuss certain things with you. And don’t look at me like that, Charlotte, you know it’s true.” 
 
    Charlotte considered what Jess had said for a while and nodded. “Hmmm, I suppose you’re right. I do tend to shy away from negative stuff like that, don’t I?” 
 
    “You do a bit. It’s probably why Nathan hasn’t said anything to you about it but I’m sure he’s been following the case. He’s the one who made the arrests, after all.” 
 
    Charlotte’s eyes widened. “Nathan? Really?” 
 
    Jess nodded. “Yes. At the time, he was convinced that the brothers were guilty of a whole string of armed robberies but there was only one he could prove they’d been involved in.” 
 
    “And which one was that?” 
 
    “The one at Hall’s Hardware Store.” 
 
    “What? Larry’s parents’ place?” 
 
    “Yep, the very same. Unlucky for the Slade brothers, Nathan happened to walk into the store just as they were rushing out. There was a scuffle and one of the brothers hit him over the head. Two of them ran off but he managed to restrain one of them until backup arrived. Then he went after the guys who’d legged it. He caught one of them and the other one gave himself up.” 
 
    “Oh, my goodness! I wasn’t really in touch with Nathan when I first came back, so I had no idea.” Charlotte felt a sudden wave of anger towards the brothers and felt guilty immediately afterwards. “And their father passed away, you say?” 
 
    Jess nodded. “Yes. I know it happened around the time the brothers were put away, but much more than that I’m not sure of. Ava’s the one to ask if you want more info.” 
 
    “Ava? Why? Were she and her husband friends with the Slades?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know if they were friends, but they certainly knew each other. Hang on, looks like Richard’s coming in.” 
 
    “Hello ladies. Could I trouble you for a little soda water, please? I’ve got a touch of heartburn and it always helps to calm it down. Then I’ll settle up with you, if I may.” 
 
    “Bottle or syphon?” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “Would you like a bottle of soda water, or a splash from the syphon?” Jess elaborated. 
 
    “Oh, just a splash from the syphon will be fine. That was a delicious cup of coffee, by the way. I particularly liked how you put the design in the foam. Very nice. I do like pretty things.”  
 
    “Well, I’m glad you enjoyed it. That’ll be £3.75 please - thanks very much.” 
 
    As he waited for his change, Richard’s eyes came to rest on a snow globe paperweight that Charlotte kept on the bar to stop the newspapers blowing around. “Well, I’ll be ... I haven’t seen one of these in years.” He shook it up and watched the snow swirl around in the glass dome with a childlike fascination.  
 
    “Here’s your change. Can we help you out with the chair?” 
 
    He dragged his eyes away from the snow globe. “If one of you could hold the door open, I’d be much obliged.” He pulled on his hat and gloves. “You ready, Trevor? You take the front and I’ll take the back. Right, Ma, we’re off. Hold on tight.” 
 
    With a little tipping and tilting, Richard and Trevor managed to manoeuvre the chair back out of the door. They’d only just set off when Ava, Harriett, Betty, Leo and Harry came back into the café, their faces pink with cold.  
 
    “Oh, it’s nice to be out of that wind. It cuts right through you.” Harry went straight to the heater and held his hands up to the flames. 
 
    “How about five hot chocolates to warm you up?” said Jess. 
 
    “Ooh, yes,” said Betty, “and as it’s so cold, I think I’ll have a splash of coconut liqueur in mine, please. Purely for therapeutic purposes, of course.” She winked at Jess. 
 
    “Ooh, that sounds good,” chorused Ava and Harriett. “We’ll have the same.” 
 
    “And I’ll have a tot of rum with mine, please,” said Harry, as he and Leo rearranged the furniture so they could all sit around the heater.  
 
    “Make that two of them, would you, Jess?” Leo stuck his thumb in the air. 
 
    Charlotte waved to the group of friends through the hole in the kitchen wall. She appreciated that, come rain or shine, they never failed to visit the café at least once every day.  
 
    Having lived in St. Eves all their lives, they knew there were plenty of other places they could visit but they always favoured Charlotte’s Plaice, bringing friends and family when they visited, and recommending it to tourists as a great place to go.  
 
    They were Charlotte’s favourite customers and she loved them to bits.  
 
    “You’ll never guess who’s just been in for coffee, Ava,” Jess said as she placed the tall cups of frothy chocolate on the table. 
 
    “You’re right, I’ll never guess.” Ava shook her sugar sachet before tearing off the end. “Go on, just tell me.” 
 
    “Maureen, Trevor and Richard Slade.” 
 
    All five of them stopped talking and gawped at Jess.  
 
    “You’re kidding,” said Harry.  
 
    “No, honestly, they were sat right there on that table, not five minutes ago. You probably saw them walking up the marina as you got here.” 
 
    “Maureen was the person in the wheelchair?” asked Ava. 
 
    “Yes, that was her.”  
 
    “Good heavens, I haven’t seen her out and about for donkey’s years. After she lost Bill, she turned into a recluse. She stopped going out and wouldn’t answer anyone’s calls, so I understand.” 
 
    “What did she do before her husband died?” Charlotte had come out of the kitchen to join the conversation. “Did she work?” 
 
    “Oh yes.” Ava stirred her chocolate and sipped a spoonful of foam. “She and Bill owned a very successful property business for years but when his health began to deteriorate - he had very weak lungs, you know - they made a decision to give it one more year and then sell the business while they were still young enough to enjoy their lives.  
 
    “They already had a villa in Spain which they were planning to visit more often and they wanted to go on a cruise but, before they could sell up, the boys were arrested and they had to put all their plans on hold.” 
 
    “Ah.” Charlotte nodded. “Mrs. Slade mentioned that they’d recently got back from a month in Tenerife.”  
 
    Ava continued with her story. “Anyway, Bill had a fall at home just after the boys were put away. Three days later, he had a seizure and went into a coma - he never regained consciousness and died in hospital a month later. I heard that Maureen blamed his death on the stress of the trial.” 
 
    “How terrible.” Charlotte frowned. 
 
    Ava sniffed. “Yes, well, you shouldn’t feel too sorry for Bill Slade. Years ago, before you were a little dot and he became a ‘respectable’ businessman, he was quite a force to be reckoned with around here for a while. I mean, compared to gangsters these days he was about as dangerous as a newborn lamb but, at the time, the protection racket he ran with his bunch of heavies had a lot of the community worried for their safety.” 
 
    “Protection racket?” 
 
    Harriett nodded and took up the story. “Yes, I seem to recall it ran for about three years. Bill demanded £5.00 every week from every business owner. It doesn’t sound a lot now, but back then, it was a small fortune. If they didn’t pay up they’d wake up next morning to find their front door had been forced open during the night, or their car headlights had been smashed, or their tyres had been slashed. That was just the first warning, of course. If they failed to pay up a second time, the warnings became more serious.” 
 
    “Ooh, yes!” said Betty. “D’you remember when Ethel Granville was woken up in the middle of the night by the police because her haberdashery shop was on fire? Earlier that day, she’d refused to pay Bill Slade’s thugs and, even though there was no evidence against them, Ethel was convinced the blame lay squarely with them.” 
 
    “So what happened after that? Did she pay up?” 
 
    Betty nodded. “Yes, she did. She was too scared not to. And she never had any more problems. That was the thing - when they paid up, the problems went away. Bill Slade saw to that.” 
 
    “Did anyone ever get as far as a third warning?” asked Jess. 
 
    “Well, funny you should say that,” said Ava. “There was a chap, Andrew Dibble, who used to run a fishing tackle shop in the town - it’s a photographic shop now. Anyway, he refused to hand over any money and one night, he was attacked on his way home from work. And he wasn’t just pushed against a wall and roughed up a little. Oh no, they worked him over good and proper. He was in hospital for weeks and by the time he was well enough to go back to work, he’d lost so much trade to a rival business, he went under. Nice man. He died last year.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s awful!” Charlotte was fuming. She hated bullying or intimidation of any kind and stories like this made her blood boil. “So how was Bill Slade able to get away with it for so long? Didn’t anyone go to the police?” 
 
    “They would have loved to, dear, but everyone was too fearful of repercussions. They were just so relieved that, a few years later, when Bill became a ‘respectable’ property developer, the racket fizzled out, along with any evidence of it. Seemed like he wanted to leave that life behind him and the traders were only too happy to let bygones be bygones. Bill never bothered them again and neither did his heavies.” Ava scooped the last of the foam from the bottom of her cup and dabbed her mouth with a serviette.  
 
     “So, all things considered, it was hardly surprising when the three boys found themselves on the wrong path,” said Betty. “With a father like that, what do you expect?” 
 
    As Charlotte listened to the chatter about the Slade family, she resolved to give Maureen Slade and her sons a very wide berth.  
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “So what have you already organised?” Sitting at the breakfast bar in Charlotte’s kitchen Jess whizzed through another pumpkin, its innards spilling into the large container in which Charlotte was collecting the flesh for soup. 
 
    Charlotte flicked to the relevant page in her ever-present notebook as she cooked dinner.  
 
    “Um, the church and Reverend Daly, the hymns, the music for the church, the invitations, the order of service, the guest list, the marriage license, The President for the reception and the bridal suite for the night of the wedding, the sit-down meal, the evening buffet, the cake, the rings, the band and disco and the photographer and video guy.” 
 
    “And what’s left to organise?” 
 
     Charlotte turned over the page. “Right, let’s see ... okay, the flowers, my dress, your dress, Laura’s dress, shoes for all the above, Nathan’s suit, the best man’s suit, Garrett’s suit, the cars, various gifts and the favours”  
 
    She closed her notebook and smiled an uneasy smile. 
 
    Jess smiled back. “Look, stop worrying. Once you’ve got your dress sorted out, I’m sure you’ll feel much more relaxed. Anything else that needs doing, you only have to shout and Laura and I will do whatever we can to help. You know we would have been happy to help right from the start, but you were adamant that you and Nathan wanted to do most of the organising yourself.” She grabbed Charlotte’s hand. “Stop frowning - everything’s going to be fine. I promise.” 
 
    Charlotte was grateful for the reassurance. “I know it will be. It’s just that time’s run away with me and I’ve left it so late to organise stuff. I’ve got pre-wedding jitters, that’s all.”  
 
    “Well, ask Nathan to back you up. He has been helping with the arrangements, hasn’t he?” 
 
    Charlotte shook her head. “Not really, no ... he’s been so busy he hasn’t had time. He booked the church, though, and made sure that Reverend Daly’s going to be taking the service, which is a huge weight off my mind, but apart from that, I’ve done it all myself.”  
 
    “Well, why don’t you ask him to get more involved?” 
 
    Charlotte shook her head. “I’m not sure I can ask him. He really has got a lot on his plate at the moment.” 
 
    Jess switched off the pumpkin gutter, her face a picture of incredulity. “What d’you mean, you’re not sure you can ask him? It’s his wedding too, y’know. He should be involved. You know what some men are like - he probably thinks that because you haven’t said anything, you’re happy to arrange everything.  
 
    “You’ll need to tell him that you need help and what you want him to do. And, incidentally, you’ve got a lot on your plate too. He’s not the only one.” Jess was at her most indignant.  
 
    “Hmmm, you’re right, I suppose.” Charlotte doodled hearts and flowers on her notepad. “I’ll ask him when he gets back. I mean, I’ve done most things, but there are some things he could take off my hands. The cars, for example.” 
 
    “And the suits,” said Jess. “Him and Garrett are going together to get those, aren’t they?” 
 
    Charlotte smiled another nervous smile. “Yes. And to be honest, I’m a bit worried about it. I mean, I know I said I didn’t want to see what Nathan was going to be wearing until the day of the wedding, but I’m kind of wishing I hadn’t now.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because when I asked him last week what type of suit he might like to get married in, he said the white one John Travolta wore in Saturday Night Fever was really cool.” 
 
    Jess giggled. “Charlotte, he’s only kidding!” 
 
    “Hmpf, well he’d better be because, I swear to God, Jess, if he’s waiting for me at the top of the aisle in a 1970’s disco suit, I’ll kill him.” 
 
    Jess pondered the situation for a few minutes. “I’ve got it! Laura and I will go with them! That’ll be another thing you won’t have to worry about. And after we’ve been dress shopping next Saturday, you’ll be able to cross all the dresses and the shoes off your list, too. And if it helps, Laura and I can help to organise the flowers and the favours. That just leaves the gifts and I’m sure you and Nathan will be able to find time between now and the wedding to go out together and buy them.”  
 
    She took a glug of wine. “Voila! Problem solved!” she said triumphantly as she placed a gutted pumpkin to one side and started on the next. “God, I’m good! I should hire out my services.” 
 
    Charlotte grinned. “Thank you. I feel better already, just having talked to you about it.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. After all, what are bridesmaids for? So, you’ve decided to stay at The President after all?” 
 
    “Yes, although I was dead against it to start with.” Charlotte removed a couple of hake fillets from the frying pan before adding a knob of butter, a squeeze of lime and a handful of chopped parsley to the pan juices. “To be honest, I didn’t see the point. I mean, we only live two minutes’ walk from the hotel, so booking the bridal suite seemed like such an unnecessary expense. I know it’s included in the cost of the total reception package, but even so, it seemed so extravagant. 
 
    “Nathan was insistent, though, that he didn’t want us to do anything but relax and enjoy our wedding night and he knew that if we came home, we’d only end up getting involved in something or other. He’s right, too, we probably would. Anyway, the end result is that we’re staying and, to tell you the truth, I’m quite looking forward to it now.” 
 
    “Good for you. You deserve the best wedding day, Charlotte. Don’t ever think you don’t. There! I’ve finished.” Jess peered inside the final pumpkin before lining them up on the kitchen counters.  
 
    “Thank you, you’re an angel! I can’t believe how quickly you got through them - that tool’s amazing. I must remember to get one for next year,” said Charlotte, taking two warmed plates from the oven. “Right, wash up, dinner’s ready. We can work our creative magic on that lot afterwards.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    The entire marina had been transformed into a graveyard for the Halloween celebrations.  
 
    As it was Saturday, Charlotte’s Plaice was closed for usual business and the awning had been bedecked with trailing cobwebs, rubber spiders hanging from invisible threads, skeletons propped up in corners and a row of glowing pumpkin heads along the top of the terrace, casting eerie shadows from their carved features. 
 
    All along the marina, atmospheric dark purple and green lights had been strung from every possible lamp-post, tree and road sign and a hundred headstones, carefully fashioned from polystyrene by the local arts and crafts group before being painted grey, had been randomly positioned along the marina front.   
 
    As Charlotte made the final adjustments to her costume, Jess called out to her from inside the ladies room. “You ready yet?” 
 
    Charlotte took one last look at herself in the mirror and giggled. “Yes, I’m ready.” She settled herself on a barstool.  
 
    “OK, I’m coming out.”  
 
    The door to the ladies room opened and, as soon as they caught sight of each other, they began to laugh until the tears were pouring down their cheeks.  
 
    “Oh, stop, stop! My sides are aching!” Jess leaned against the wall and clutched her ribs.  
 
    Charlotte pointed, barely able to speak. “Your ... your nose ... is hanging off!” she wheezed. “Ohmigod!, I can’t breathe!” She fanned her face and turned away from Jess in the hope that the laughter would abate, but every time she turned back, they started all over again. 
 
    It was a while before they mustered enough self-control to be able to admire each other’s costumes. Jess’s sported a stuffed, felt witches broom sewn into it, which protruded from the back and front of her dress and Charlotte’s had a rubber bat sewn to the shoulder of her cloak and a stuffed, felt black cat to the side. They each sported a long rubber nose and chin, blacked out teeth, a matted wig and the obligatory black, pointed witch’s hat.  
 
    “Right, well we haven’t got time to stand around,” said Charlotte. “We’d better get on with it.”  
 
    “Okay, just give me a minute.” Jess repositioned her nose again which had moved half an inch down her face. “Right, I’m ready.” 
 
    “So ... if you can set up the trestle table on the terrace and put the gas stove on it, please. The four-ring burner, not the double one, please, and I’ll finish the soup and the punch, put the toffee apples on a tray and check the paella. It’ll only need another ten minutes or so, so it can finish cooking outside.” 
 
    Thankfully, the evening was a little warmer than it had been of late and as Charlotte wrote a chalkboard advertising her punch, Paella, toffee apples and bubbling cauldron of pumpkin soup, she watched Lavender and Marigold Burridge frantically sweeping the snow and slush off the marina front and into the sea before it froze hard in the dead of night.  
 
    “Come along, Marigold, chop chop!” Lavender’s plump cheeks gleamed rosy pink from between a yellow bobble hat that was pulled down past her eyebrows and a matching scarf that was pulled up over her mouth.  
 
    “I’m going as fast as I can, Lav,” puffed Marigold, her breath coming in misty blasts, a solitary glistening drop hanging from the end of her rather prominent Roman nose.  
 
    Marigold and Lavender had been born and bred in St. Eves. Spinster sisters in their mid-sixties, they both still lived in the large home in which they had been born, and which had been left to them by their deceased parents. It was rumoured that neither woman had ever been involved in a romantic relationship preferring instead to devote their lives to the St. Eves Ladies’ Association, of which they had both been members for over forty years. 
 
     Enthusiastic members of the community, they always showed their support for local events, helping out whenever they could, and tonight was no exception. They’d volunteered to clear all signs of snow from the marina before the Halloween fair got underway.  
 
    “Why don’t you stop for a while, you poor things,” said Charlotte. “Come and have a cup of pumpkin soup. No charge.”  
 
    At the mention of a break from sweeping, with food included, the Burridge sisters downed brooms immediately. 
 
    “I must say, this is jolly decent of you.” Lavender took off her Wellington boot in order to rearrange her twisted sock before gratefully accepting a cup of soup from Charlotte. She put her nose into the steam coming off the soup and inhaled deeply. “Mmmm, what’s the spice I can smell?”  
 
    “Coriander. It goes very well with pumpkin, I think.” 
 
    “It’s delicious.” Marigold wiped her nose on her mitten and took a cautious sip from her cup.  
 
    “Thanks. You’re welcome to another cup later if you come back this way and there’s any left. We’ll be here till the food’s finished and the last of the trick-or-treaters has gone to bed,” said Charlotte, “and judging by the number of people milling about, I think it’s going to a busy night. I was just saying to Jess that ... oh wow! Look!” 
 
    Lavender and Marigold turned to see seven luminous skeletons walking down the marina towards them. In their skeleton masks and black hooded wetsuits, onto which Laura Walton had expertly painted a life-sized skeleton, front and back, in glow-in-the-dark paint, Garrett and his crew prompted a volley of applause and screams from nearby children, delighted to see that skeletons really did come to life at Halloween. 
 
    “Evenin’ Charlotte.” They stopped outside the café and Garrett pulled down his mask to give his goddaughter a hug. “Laura wanted us to stop off so you could see the costumes.” He chuckled. “I can’t tell you what a job we’ve had getting into them and getting all the right bones over all the right places ... ahem ...if you know what I mean. Lavender, Marigold.” He acknowledged the women with a nod.   
 
    “They look amazing!” Jess appeared from inside the café carrying the paella pan, which she set carefully on the stove. “Laura’s done a fantastic job.” 
 
    “Yeah, they’re not bad, are they?” Garrett’s eyes lit up at the sight of the paella. “Don’t suppose that’s ready now, is it? 
 
    “No, but it won’t be long. Give it ten minutes.” Charlotte lifted the foil and took a peek underneath.  
 
    “Okay. Will you save a plate for Laura and I, please? We’ll be down in an hour or so. She’s bringing a load of sweets from home that need to be made up into trick-or-treat bags for the kids, so I said I’d meet her in The Bottle of Beer and give her a hand.” Garrett put his mask back on. “Right, I’d better get going. See you later, ladies.” 
 
    Lavender drained her cup of soup and picked up her broom. “Well, I suppose we’d better get on, too, Marigold. Come along, the quicker we get this snow swept away, the quicker we can join in and have some fun.” 
 
    At that moment, a huge crowd of excited children dressed in their Halloween finery came rushing down the footpath at the side of the café, parents in tow, and congregated in a noisy crowd between Charlotte’s Plaice and the Chandlery, right beside the tall banks of ploughed snow that Lavender and Marigold had been about to sweep. 
 
    As the children picked handfuls of snow from the top of the mounds and began pelting each other with it, Marigold said, to no one in particular, “Well, I suppose we’d better leave those until later.” 
 
    “Yes, why don’t you, for goodness’ sake?” Charlotte placed the pans of punch on the stove and went back inside to fetch the toffee apples. “Why don’t you go and have some fun and come back and clear the snow later when there aren’t so many people around? I mean, it’s not like it’s going anywhere, is it?” 
 
    Lavender and Marigold glanced at each other, their faces breaking out into wide grins. “I think that sounds like a fine idea. What say you, Marigold?” 
 
    “I agree! I say we down brooms and enjoy ourselves for an hour or two!”  
 
    “Fantastic! Right, give them to me and I’ll put them by the door. You can come and get them whenever you’re ready to start again. Now go and join in the party!” Jess took the brooms and shooed the women away with them.   
 
    Charlotte rubbed her hands together. “Well, I don’t know about you, but I’m having a cup of punch before we get mobbed. Want one?” 
 
    “Ooh, yes please.” Jess’s nose wobbled dangerously as she nodded her head. 
 
    Charlotte tried, unsuccessfully, to stifle a giggle. “Alcoholic or non-alcoholic?”  
 
    “Please? What do you think?” 
 
    Charlotte grinned as she handed Jess a cup of spiced punch. 
 
    “Wow!” Jess clutched her throat. “No wonder they call this stuff ‘punch’ ... I feel like I have been.” 
 
    “Is it too strong? Should I put some more apple juice in it?” Charlotte asked, anxiously.  
 
    Jess put her hand over the top of her cup. “Don’t you dare! Now it’s gone down, it’s rather nice, actually. Very warming.” 
 
    “Yoooohoooo, you two!” 
 
    The two of them turned to see Ava, Harriett, Betty, Leo and Harry walking down the marina. Ava, Harriett and Betty were dressed as the Macbeth witches, and Leo and Harry, a vampire and a mummy. 
 
    “Excellent! Love the costumes!” Charlotte clapped as they all gave a twirl to show off their outfits.  
 
    “Well, we try. We’re not old fogies yet, you know.” Ava peeled a rubber wart from her nose and stuck it to her chin. “That’s better. I could see it out of the corner of my eye ... very distracting. I think we’re all having a plate of the Paella. Everyone? Yes? Five plates, please, Charlotte.” 
 
    “And five cups of punch, too, please, Jess.” Harriett surreptitiously reapplied her lipstick before handing a cup of punch to Leo and toasting him with hers. 
 
    “You’re welcome to sit at a table and eat.” Charlotte gestured to the tables set up on the terrace. 
 
    “I think we’re okay as we are, thank you, dear. You feel more involved when you’re standing up - in the thick of the action, as it were.” Ava took a sip of punch and visibly recoiled. 
 
    A cheer rang out as local band, Night Vigil, began tuning up for their set. 
 
    Betty started tapping her foot but stopped shortly afterwards. She pulled a face. “They’re not very good, are they?”  
 
    “They haven’t started playing yet, Bet. They’re just tuning up the instruments.” Harry chuckled. 
 
    “Oh, I see. Well, hopefully they’ll improve. That’s the band Larry Hall plays in, isn’t it?”  
 
    “Yes. They’ve always been very good when I’ve seen them.” Charlotte handed everyone a plate of Paella and a dual-purpose plastic spork.   
 
    “Charlotte, you’re so thoughtful to have these plates with a little hole for the cup to fit in. I don’t know how we’d manage otherwise - we haven’t got enough hands for everything. And thank you for peeling the prawns, dear. They’re so much easier to eat, this way.” Ava speared a fat pink prawn with her spork.    
 
    “Yes, excellent idea. And excellent paella. I’m having another plate when I’ve finished this.” Leo joined the ever-growing queue for a second helping as he tucked into his first. “Better get in line. Don’t want to miss out.” He mumbled between mouthfuls.  
 
    The band struck up with their first number, a very passable rendition of Stevie Wonder’s, Superstition. Just for the evening, they’d agreed to play a set to fit in with the Halloween theme, instead of their usual heavy rock, and Charlotte grinned to see Marigold and Lavender Burridge happily bopping away in front of the temporary stage. 
 
    “Ah, yes, I see what you mean. That’s much better.” Betty began to jig about, totally out of time with the music and quietly singing out of tune. 
 
    “It’s going quite well, don’t you think?” Jess ladled another six cups of punch as Charlotte plated up more paella. 
 
    “Really well. I should’ve made another pan.” Charlotte’s eyes followed the footsteps of the customers as they took their plates and found a table on the terrace. Not a cheetah in sight. 
 
    “Will you stop checking everyone’s footprints!” Jess scolded. “Give yourself a night off from playing detective and enjoy yourself, for goodness’ sake!” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “That was a great set you played.” Charlotte congratulated Larry Hall as she handed him two cups of steaming punch. “Really great. I don’t think I can remember a local band being so good. Can you, Jess?” 
 
    “No, I can’t. You were fantastic. I bet you get a load of gigs on the back of this. Your phone’s going to be ringing off the hook with people wanting to book you for their events.”  
 
    Even under the glow of the green and purple lights, Charlotte could see that Larry Hall was blushing as he gave a very gap-toothed grin.   
 
    “Thanks - glad you enjoyed it.” A somewhat awkward man when it came to interaction with others, Larry’s delight was obvious as he wandered off to chat with a fellow band member. 
 
    It was almost quarter-past eleven when Lavender and Marigold wandered back down the busy marina, each with a shovel over their shoulder. 
 
    “These’ll be much better at clearing the snow but, before we get started, is there any more of that soup left?” Lavender hovered, hopefully. 
 
    Charlotte tipped up the pan. “Hmmm, maybe half a cup each but that’s the best I can do, I’m afraid. All of a sudden, we were mobbed with people wanting food. It was like a swarm of locusts.” She poured the soup into two cups. “You’re not going to start work again now, surely?” she asked, before disappearing inside with the empty pan. 
 
    “We most certainly are,” said Lavender. “We gave our word that we would do the job and that’s exactly what we’re going to do. We’re not just good for making cakes, jam and homemade ginger wine, you know.” 
 
    “I can see that,” said Charlotte as she re-emerged to see Marigold bashing the compacted snow with the end of the shovel to loosen it from the paving stones.  
 
    Charlotte and Jess quickly cleared up. Now they’d stopped working, the decidedly colder air was more noticeable and they began to realise how inadequate their costumes were against the cold, even with thermal underwear underneath.  
 
    They were changing into some warmer clothes when a piercing scream rang out, causing Pippin to leap out of his basket and run to the doors, barking furiously.  
 
    “What on earth ....?”  
 
    Running outside, Charlotte looked through the polythene window in the centre of the awning screen. On the other side, Lavender and Marigold were clinging onto each other, Marigold’s face pressed into her sister’s jacket.  
 
    “What’s on earth’s the matter?” Charlotte went to the end of the terrace and poked her head around the end of the awning to see what the cause of the commotion was. “Oh my God!” 
 
    “What is it?” Jess was right behind her, rubber nose in hand. “Bloody hell!”  
 
    Pippin followed them out and ran to the snow pile, nose to the ground.  
 
    “No, Pippin!” As Charlotte bent to pick him up, she shuddered as she turned her face away. 
 
    She didn’t want to look at the body at the foot of the polystyrene headstone, a blue eye of which gazed sightlessly up at them out of a face, still covered with snow and eerily illuminated by the candlelight from one of Jess’s menacing pumpkin lanterns. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    Sirens and the screech of tyres signalled the arrival of the police. 
 
    Charlotte heard the click-clack of police issue shoes walking swiftly up the footpath and was relieved to see Detective Sergeants Ben Dillon and Fiona Farrell lead a group of officers onto the marina.  
 
    Over the years, Charlotte had come to know Ben and Fiona well. In Nathan’s absence, they were the two officers she trusted the most and whom she knew would do everything they could to ensure that the cause of the unfortunate individual’s death be determined as quickly as possible.  
 
    “Evening, Miss. Denver, Miss Beddington.” They nodded to Charlotte and Jess as they walked past them to the small crowd gathered around the body.   
 
    “Okay, everyone, stand back. Stand back, please. There’s nothing to see here. PC Milton, PC Willis, can you cover the body with a tarpaulin and get a cordon in place, please? And get a tent set up as quickly as you can.” 
 
    “Oh! Oh! I feel sick!” Marigold Burridge leaned against the railings at the edge of the marina and even under the coloured lights there was no mistaking the ashen pallor to her face. 
 
    Charlotte and Jess took an arm each and helped the woman into the café.  
 
    “Come on. You too, Lavender. You’ve had a terrible shock.” Charlotte gently sat the sisters down.  
 
    “I’ll put the kettle on,” said Jess. “Y’know, I have a feeling we’re going to be pretty busy for a while.” She made two cups of Charlotte’s special cure-all; hot tea, sweetened with honey and laced with a splash of brandy, and gave one to each of the women. 
 
    “I just can’t believe that all day yesterday, that poor person’s body must have been lying out there under the snow,” Charlotte whispered as she switched on a small fan heater to keep the sisters warm. “It must have been there since Thursday night - that was the only time we had enough snow to have covered it. And I was here for ages yesterday morning on my own, just inches away from it.” She shuddered. 
 
    Ben knocked on the glass door. “Sorry to disturb. Ladies, I understand you found the body, is that correct? If you’re up to it, we need to ask you some questions. Will that be alright?” 
 
    Staring blankly ahead, the sisters nodded. 
 
    “Right, Miss. Burridge,” Ben spoke kindly to Lavender, “you and I will go and sit over at the table in the corner and my colleague, DS Farrell, will speak with you, Miss. Burridge.” Marigold nodded soberly but panicked at the mention of her sister leaving her side. 
 
    “Don’t worry, we’ll only be sitting over there. She’ll be back before you know it.” Ben assured her.  
 
    “The crowd out there’s getting bigger by the second.” Jess watched the proceedings from the doorway. “Nothing like a body to kill a Halloween party stone dead. Ironic, isn’t it?”   
 
    “Oh, I can’t tell you how awful it was.” Lavender was telling Ben as she wiped her arm across her face. “We were shovelling the snow pile and halfway down, I uncovered some hair. I thought it might be an animal at first - you know, a cat or something - but then we saw skin ... and that eye. Oh, it was horrible! I’m not going to sleep tonight, I just know I’m not.” She began to wail loudly and Ben stopped the questioning until she’d calmed down. 
 
    “You might as well go home, Jess,” Charlotte said, wearily. “There’s no point in us both staying here.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes, absolutely. I’m surrounded by police, what’s going to happen to me?” If I’m here till really late, I’ll ask one of them to take me home. Really, go on.” 
 
    “Well, if you’re sure.” Jess didn’t look entirely convinced but she put on her coat. 
 
    “I’m sure.” 
 
    “Excuse me.” Jess interrupted Ben. “Sorry to butt in, but is it okay for me to leave? Or do you need to speak to me too?” 
 
    “Well, we will need to, but when we do, we’ll know where to find you. You can go for now, though.” He smiled briefly at his girlfriend before resuming his questioning. 
 
    See you at home, Jess mouthed at him behind Lavender’s back before giving Charlotte a hug and slipping out quietly.  
 
    Charlotte sat on a barstool, wishing she could call Nathan. He was only a few miles away at a hotel in St. Matlock, but the training course was residential and all the participants were required to stay until the course finished on Monday morning.   
 
    She picked Pippin and hugged him close before settling him in his basket. “Let’s hope this turns out to be an accident,” she whispered. “I can’t bear to think there might be another murderer on the loose after all this time.” 
 
    She put her jacket on and went out for some air. She stood away from the crowd, not wanting to get caught up in the questions and speculation.  
 
    Leaning on the railings at the entrance to the pier, she tried to block out the babble of voices behind her. The beauty of the clear, star-filled sky and the gentle, calming movement of the boats on the water were in complete contrast to the ugliness of death, so close by.  
 
    She gulped down a lungful of cold air and blew it out again. As she turned to go back into the café, she glanced idly up the marina and stopped dead in her tracks.  
 
    It was just a silhouette but the stance was unmistakeable. If there had been any doubt at all in her mind, the slight limp that was always evident in cold weather would have given away the identity of the man walking towards her. 
 
    She sighed with relief. 
 
    Nathan was back. 
 
    She ran all the way up the marina and threw herself into his arms. “I’m SO glad to see you! Can I kiss you, or am I not allowed because you’re the Detective Chief Inspector and you’re working?” 
 
    He smiled and shook his head. “I haven’t seen you for almost five days and you want to know if you can kiss me? You’re damn right you can!” He took Charlotte in his arms and kissed her for all he was worth. 
 
    She held him close. It was so good to have him home.  
 
    “You know what’s happened, I suppose?” she asked, when they broke apart.  
 
    “Yep, that’s why my training course has been cut short. I had a call from the Super, asking me to get back asap.” 
 
    As they walked back to the café, arm in arm, the forensic pathologist met them from the other direction. “Evening, all. Let’s have a look at this body, then.” 
 
    “I’ll see you in a while.” Nathan followed the pathologist into the tent which had been erected over the body.  
 
    “The DCI’s back,” said Charlotte as she stepped back into the café. “He’s in the tent.” 
 
    “Can we go now?” Lavender asked. “We’ve told you everything we can.” 
 
    Ben and Fiona nodded. “Yes, thank you both. You’ve been very helpful, considering the terrible shock you’ve had. We’ll be in touch if we need any more information.” 
 
    Lavender nodded and took Marigold’s arm. “Come on, Mar. Let’s go home and have some cocoa with a little shot of something stronger in it. I think we’re still in shock.” 
 
    As the sisters made their way out, Nathan came in to the café, his face grim.  
 
    Oh no, I know that look. Charlotte’s heart sank. 
 
    The mood was lightened somewhat by Pippin jumping out of his basket and jumping on Nathan’s shoelaces as soon as he saw him.  
 
    Nathan bent to pick him up and ruffled the fur under his chin. 
 
    “Evening, Ben, Fiona. Can one of you find out where SOCO are, please, and tell them to get their backsides down here asap. We are now dealing with a murder investigation.” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “Have you any idea who the victim is?” Charlotte peered out of the doors to check on proceedings.  
 
    Nathan didn’t tell her everything about a case, but he trusted Charlotte not to share anything he did tell her with anyone else. “Yes, it’s Slippery Samuel Slade.” 
 
    “Oh no! Not Maureen’s Slade’s son?” 
 
    Nathan looked surprised. “Yes. How d’you know about the Slades?” 
 
    Charlotte told him about the Slades’ visit to the café. “The poor woman, she’s going to be devastated.” 
 
    Nathan scoffed. ““Poor woman?” You must be joking. That woman is a witch, pure and simple, and not just at Halloween.” 
 
    “Well, I think you’re being very insensitive - she might not be your favourite person, but she’s a mother who’s just lost a son. Have some sympathy, will you?” Charlotte scolded him gently. “Anyway, why did you call him ‘Slippery’ Samuel Slade.” 
 
    “Because every time I thought we were getting close enough to arrest him, he slipped out of our grip. We used to call his brothers Wriggly Richard and Tricky Trevor for the same reason.” 
 
    “How did he die, do you know?” 
 
    “Well, first signs indicate that he was strangled because of the bruising around his neck but the post-mortem will tell us more. If there’s any more to tell, of course.” 
 
    “Who’s going to tell his mum?” 
 
    “Me, probably. Unfortunately.” 
 
    “Honestly, it’s so awful. They’ve just come back from a lovely holiday in Tenerife and within a few days, her son turns up dead.” 
 
    “Ah, that explains the tan.” 
 
    “What was the motive, any idea?” 
 
    “Well, there are a few people around here who’d probably like to see Samuel Slade dead but, at the moment, robbery’s a possible motive because his watch is missing. And if I know Samuel Slade, it would have been a damn expensive one.” 
 
    “How d’you know he had a watch? Not everyone wears one. I don’t.” 
 
    “Because there’s a tan line on his arm - a white band and a hexagonal-shaped mark on his wrist - it’s quite distinctive.” 
 
    “How awful to think that someone may have lost their life because of the watch they were wearing ... I shudder to think.” Charlotte frowned as she pulled her jacket around her. 
 
    “Well, unfortunately, not everyone’s as decent as you.” Nathan squeezed her hand. 
 
    “What about his phone? Are there any clues on that? You never know, maybe the killer called him. Don’t they say that most murder victims know their killers?”  
 
    “They do say that, yes, but he didn’t have a phone. Well, not on him, anyway.” 
 
    “That’s weird, don’t you think? I mean, how many people leave home these days without their phone?” 
 
    “It’s surprising, yes, but not beyond the realms of possibility. He could have forgotten it when he went out, or mislaid it.” Nathan picked up his notebook and pulled up the collar on his coat.  
 
    “Right, I’ve got work to do. I’ll take you home first and then I’ll go down to the station. You almost ready to leave?” 
 
    “I’m ready now.” Charlotte switched off the lights and picked up Pippin before closing the front doors and fastening the heavy chain and padlock securely around the handles.  
 
    Averting her eyes from the tent on the other side of the awning, she prayed that Samuel Slade’s murderer would be found very soon.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    Nathan stood on the doorstep of the handsome town house, DS Farrell at his side.  
 
    “Have you met the Slade family?”  
 
    “Erm, no, I don’t think I have, Chief.” 
 
    “You’re in for a treat.”  
 
    The blurred image of Richard Slade grew closer through the opaque glass panel in the door. When he opened it, the look on his face told the police officers he wasn’t impressed with being woken at twenty-to one in the morning. 
 
    “Good morning, Mr. Slade. This is my colleague, DS Farrell. I apologise for the hour, but I need to speak with you and your family as a matter of urgency.” 
 
    “You know, of all the people I didn’t want to set eyes on again during my lifetime, you’re at the top of my list, Costello.” 
 
    “The feeling’s mutual, I can assure you, Mr. Slade. Now, if we could come in, please?” 
 
    “What for? Is it about Samuel?” 
 
    “I really would prefer to discuss the matter inside.” Nathan was quietly insistent. 
 
    Richard Slade cursed loudly and stood to one side. “Thank you.” Nathan and Fiona stepped into the house.  
 
    “Wait in the living room. I’ll get Ma, but I’m warning you, she won’t be happy about being woken in the middle of the night.” 
 
    As he disappeared, Fiona leaned forward and whispered, “You were joking about this being a treat, weren’t you?” 
 
    “Ma! MA! The cops are here.”  
 
    Richard Slade’s bellowing voice reverberated around the house as he banged on his mother’s bedroom door. “What? Dunno, they won’t say! And you won’t believe who it is.  
 
    “Trevor! TREVOR! Get your lazy backside out of bed. The cops are here.”  
 
    He reappeared in the living room.  
 
    “I was right. She’s not happy about being woken up and she’s going to be even less happy when she sees you.” 
 
    Trevor Slade was the first to join them.  
 
    “What’s going on?” He rubbed his eyes and yawned, treating them all to a ringside seat view of his tonsils.  
 
    Richard shrugged as he chewed his nails. “Dunno. Must be about Samuel, I s’pose.” 
 
    They sat in silence for what seemed like hours but it was only five minutes before Maureen Slade wheeled herself in from her ground-floor bedroom.  
 
    “There’s only one reason I can think of that you’d be calling round here at this time of night. It’s about my Samuel, isn’t it?” As her eyes, still heavy with sleep, began to focus she recognised the police officer standing in front of her. 
 
    She straightened herself up in her chair, her eyes narrowed with disdain. “You’ve got a nerve, Costello, coming into my house. You know, if I didn’t want to know so badly what you have to say, I’d will myself up out of this chair and kick your backside down the street. You scum. How dare you come round here after what you did to my family?” 
 
    Nathan waited until he was sure she’d finished speaking. “Mrs. Slade, Mr. Slade, Mr. Slade, I’m afraid I have some bad news.”  
 
    Maureen grabbed Richard’s hand. “I know what he’s going to say but I don’t want to hear it. I’m not ready for it.” 
 
    “Ma.” Richard stroked her hand. “We have to know. He has to tell us.” 
 
    Maureen glared at Nathan. “Alright, tell me, but get it over with quickly.” She tightened her grip on her son’s hand and closed her eyes. 
 
    “It is my sad duty to inform you that a body has been found on the marina and I’m very sorry to tell you that we believe it to the body of Samuel Slade.” 
 
    Maureen gasped and fell back in her chair, her breathing rapid. 
 
    Richard and Trevor leaned over her, their faces close to hers. “Ma? Ma! Are you alright?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, just give me some air.” Maureen pushed them away and sat slumped in her chair, a crumpled tissue held to her eyes. “What happened to him?” 
 
    “We’re not entirely sure yet but a post-mortem has been requested. We’ll know more when the findings of that come back.” 
 
    “Was it an accident?” 
 
    Nathan was reluctant to say too much. “We really don’t know for sure, Mrs. Slade, but as I said, the post-mortem will tell us more.” 
 
    “When will you know what happened to him?” 
 
    “We’re hoping that we’ll be in a better position to answer any questions you may have by tomorrow. As soon as we know anything, we’ll be in touch.” 
 
    “And when can I see him?” Maureen Slade pulled another tissue from a box at the side of her wheelchair.  
 
    “Tomorrow afternoon, hopefully, but we’ll confirm that.”   
 
    “Will you need one of us to identify the body?” Richard Slade turned to his mother. “Me or Trevor can do that, Ma. It’ll be too upsetting for you.”  
 
    Nathan nodded his thanks. “That will be very helpful, thank you.” He cleared his throat. “And I’m sorry to ask but would it be possible for one of you to come and do that now? The quicker the body is identified, the quicker we can move on with the investigation. We’ll take you and bring you back, of course.” 
 
    Richard Slade nodded. “Give me a minute to get dressed. Trevor, you stay here with Ma.”  
 
    As Richard left the room, Maureen Slater glared hatefully at Nathan.  
 
    “Right. You’ve said your piece. Now you can get out.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “I said, you can get out. Go on! Leave us in peace!” She thrashed out, her voice frantic. “Tell me, Detective Chief Inspector. Why is it that you always bring bad news to my door? I bet you love it, don’t you? Coming round here to break the news to old Mrs. Slade that her son’s been bumped off?” 
 
    “I can assure you, Mrs. Slade, it gives me no pleasure at all to be the bearer of such dreadful news but, as you wish, we’ll leave you now. We’ll be in touch as soon as possible regarding the arrangements to see your son but, in the meantime, on behalf of the entire St. Eves police force, may I extend our sincere condolences to ...” 
 
    “Oh, save your breath.” A weary Maureen Slade turned her chair round and wheeled out of the room. “And it’d better not be you who gets in touch, Costello,” she called over her shoulder. “God help me if I ever have to speak to you again.” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    Having formally identified the body of his brother, Richard Slade sat opposite Nathan in the police interview room, red-eyed but impassive. 
 
    “Are you sure you feel up to giving a statement, Mr. Slade? We can postpone this until later if you’d prefer?”  
 
    “No, let’s just get it over with. I don’t have very fond memories of cop shops so I’d like to get out of here as soon as possible. I’m sure you understand?” 
 
    “Okay. When did you last see your brother, Samuel, alive?” 
 
    “Thursday night. At home, around nine, I suppose. He was getting ready to go out.” 
 
    “On his own or were you and Trevor going with him?” 
 
    “No. He was going on his own. We didn’t often go out together - after spending so much time inside, we liked our own company, see? Samuel liked to go out drinking and womanising, Trevor just likes drinking, and I like to drive around. When you haven’t had your freedom for so long, it’s good to be able to get in your car and drive wherever you want to go” 
 
    “I see. And you didn’t see Samuel after he was getting ready at home?” 
 
    Richard shook his head. “Nope. I spoke to him, though. Just before quarter-past twelve. He was in The Bottle of Beer.” 
 
    “Why did you call him?” 
 
    “Because Ma wanted to know where he was. She worries about us since we got out of prison.” 
 
    “Was he with anyone, do you know?” 
 
    “No one in particular, I don’t think. Just the usual crowd who drink in the bar.” 
 
    “Okay, and after that? Do you know if he stayed in the bar for long, or if not, where he went when he left?” 
 
    Richard shrugged. “Dunno. He said he’d be back late, but he’s said that before and not come home.”  
 
    “We believe your brother had been wearing a watch. An unusual design - it had a hexagonal face. Do you know if he was wearing it when he left the house on Thursday evening?”  
 
    Richard shrugged again. “No idea. I didn’t make a habit of checking his wrists before he went out but I expect so, yeah. He usually wore it.”  
 
    “Can you give me a description of it, please?” 
 
    “I dunno ... gold, hexagon-shaped face. That’s all I can tell you.”  
 
    “How was your relationship with your brother, Mr. Slade?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Your relationship with your brother. How was it?” 
 
    Richard laughed and leaned back in his chair. “Oh, here we go. I agree to come in and answer some questions and you take advantage of the situation and start trying to fit me up.” 
 
    Nathan shook his head. “Not at all. I’m simply trying to ascertain how the relationship was between you and your brother.” 
 
    Richard laughed again. “Yeah, right. Okay, if you must know, it was crap. We’d never got on, even when we were young, but as we got older it got worse. To tell you the truth, I couldn’t stand the sight of him. And before you ask, no, I didn’t kill him. I didn’t like him, but I didn’t kill him.” He glared at Nathan. “Anyway, I don’t care what you think. You’ve got nothing on me. Can I go now?” 
 
    Nathan tapped his pen on the desk. Richard Slade had been far more candid than he’d expected.  
 
    “Yes, you can go. Thank you for coming in.”  
 
    Fiona escorted Richard from the room, returning twenty minutes later after she’d dropped him home. “Well, Chief. What do you think?”  
 
    “Hmmm. I don’t know. I’m not convinced he’s the killer. I mean, he’s got the potential, I’m sure of that, but I’m not sure he’s the killer in this case. What about you?” 
 
    “Well, I wouldn’t be at all surprised if he’s our man, Chief. Not one bit. I’ll definitely be keeping my eye on him, that’s for sure.” 
 
    Nathan leaned back in the chair and cradled his head in his hands. “He could be our man but we’ve a long way to go, and a lot of people to speak to, before we get to the bottom of this.  
 
    “Samuel Slade had a lot of enemies, some of whom, I’ve no doubt, will be toasting their good fortune as we speak. And one of them will have done the deed. The question is, which one?” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “That’ll be four more large breakfasts, two mediums and three scrambled eggs on toast, two with bacon, please.” Jess passed a ticket to Charlotte through the arch in the wall on an extremely busy Sunday morning. 
 
    “Oh my God! Where’s everyone coming from?” Charlotte moved swiftly around the kitchen, arranging tomatoes, bacon and sausages on the griddle, dropping hash browns into hot oil and chopping mushrooms to sauté in butter. She was opening a tin of baked beans when she cut her finger on the sharp edge of the lid. 
 
    “Ow! Damn it!” She ran her finger under the tap and put pressure on the cut with her thumb as she reached up onto the shelf for the first aid box.  
 
    She took out the long roll of sticking plaster and looked for the scissors to cut a piece off. No scissors.  
 
    She went through to the bar to fetch the other pair of scissors she knew they kept in a box along with all the pens that didn’t work, the small coins that no one wanted, bottle openers, screwdrivers, drinks coasters and emery boards. No scissors.  
 
    Where are they?  
 
    She scanned the café and spotted them on top of one of the fridges under the bar. As she reached for them, she inadvertently pushed them away and wasn’t quick enough to stop them from sliding across the polished steel surface and falling down behind the fridge.    
 
    “Damn, Damn Damn it!” She couldn’t cook with her finger pouring blood. She ran back into the kitchen to check on the food and called Jess in from the terrace. 
 
    “What’s up? Oh my gosh! Let me get you a plaster.” 
 
    Charlotte shook her head. “No, we’ve got no scissors - they just fell down the back of one of the bar fridges. Can you just tear off a piece of sticky tape with your teeth and stick this piece of kitchen paper to my finger, please? As long as I’ve got something over the top of it to cover the bleeding, I can put this finger guard on it and get back to cooking. When everyone’s gone, perhaps you can help me pull the fridge out so I can reach behind it and get the scissors out?” 
 
    Temporary first aid completed, Charlotte got back to work. It occurred to her that the reason they’d been so busy without any let-up was because the forensic team was still working in the tent and bad news travelled fast. Like moths to a flame and driven by morbid fascination, people had flocked to the café for the chance to see a real life murder investigation in progress.  
 
    Her thoughts were interrupted by Ava’s dulcet tones.  
 
    “Morning, Charlotte, dear.”  
 
    “Hi Ava. You’ll have to excuse me, I’m so busy I can’t stop and chat just now.”  
 
    “Oh, it’s alright dear, I’ve only come to see if you have any copies of this week’s local newspaper left. I was in the middle of the crossword puzzle at home this morning and I knocked a cup of coffee all over it. Anyway, you don’t appear to have any.” 
 
    “Oh. Are there none under the paperweight at the end of the bar?”  
 
    “There are no papers and no paperweight either, dear.” 
 
    Charlotte plated up the breakfasts and rang the bell for Jess to pick them up. She wiped her hands on her apron and went out to the bar. 
 
    “You see, dear. No papers or paperweight. I did tell you.”  
 
    “Well, where on earth has that gone?” The snow globe paperweight that had been in the same place, at the end of the bar, for years, had vanished. “Sorry, Ava. I think you’ll be able to pick up a newspaper at the Mini-Mart, though.” 
 
    “Yes, dear, I’ll do that. They’re bound to have some.” Ava pulled her scarf around her neck as she prepared to brave the winter temperatures. “Don’t suppose you know anything yet about what happened yesterday, do you? Who the unfortunate person was? How they died? That sort of thing?” 
 
    Charlotte shook her head. As much as she loved Ava, discretion was definitely not her forte. If Charlotte put an ad on the front page of the local paper, you could bet the news wouldn’t reach as many people as it would on Ava’s gossip grapevine. 
 
    “Sorry, I don’t. I’m sure all the details will come out soon enough, though.” 
 
    “Hmm, I expect you’re right, dear. Well, I’m off to meet Harriett and Betty for our walk and then we’ll be in for lunch later. I do hope we’ll be able to get in - it’s terribly busy.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, we’ll reserve you a table. Would you like one next to the heater?” 
 
    “Oh, yes please. That would be lovely. Thank you, Charlotte. Right, I’ll see you later.” 
 
    “Bye, Ava.” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “Well, it’s official. That was our busiest Sunday ever!” Jess flopped down on the empty terrace with a large cup of cappuccino and stretched her legs out in front of her. “I reckon I must have walked 100 miles today, in and out in and out.” 
 
    Charlotte came out with a cup of tea to join her. The area next to the café where the body had been found was still cordoned off and, as well as the tent remaining in place to protect any evidence, a police officer was stationed outside to make sure that it remained undisturbed until forensic work had been completed and the cordon had been removed. 
 
    “I know it’s not good when things like this happen but I’ll tell you what, Charlotte, it does wonders for business. I must have taken over £100 in tips today.” 
 
    “It’s certainly been a busy one.” Charlotte took a sip of her tea and turned her chair round to face the opposite direction so she wouldn’t have to be reminded of Samuel Slade’s unfortunate demise. 
 
    “How’s the finger?” 
 
    “Ooh, that reminds me. When you’ve finished your coffee, can you help me pull the fridge forward so I can get the scissors out?” 
 
    “Aw, come on Charlotte, do we have to do that now?”  
 
    “No, we don’t have to do it now but if we leave it, we’ll forget about it and then it’ll never get done and the next time we need the scissors, they’ll still be down the back of the fridge.” 
 
    Jess sighed. “Okay.” She swilled her cup round and round and drank the last of her coffee-flavoured foam. “Ready when you are.” She followed Charlotte into the café. 
 
    “Right. We can do this one of two ways. Either you pull the fridge out and I’ll squeeze in and get the scissors or I pull the fridge out and you get the scissors.” 
 
    “I’ll pull, you squeeze.” 
 
    Jess pulled the fridge forward and Charlotte manoeuvred herself into the small gap at the side to reach down behind it. She could just see the handle of the scissors on the tiled floor. Stretching out her arm, she felt for them blindly and, with a final reach, caught them in her fingertips.  
 
    “Got ‘em!”  
 
    “Thank goodness. My back’s killing me.” Jess prepared to gently drop the fridge back into place. 
 
    “Oh, hang on, what’s this?” As Charlotte looked up from her position on the floor, she saw that something was stuck to the underside of the bar with brown packing tape.  
 
    “Charlotte, can that wait? Honestly, I don’t think I can hold this fridge for much longer.”  
 
    “Oh, yes. Right. Just a sec.” She uncoiled herself and took some of the weight from Jess as they lowered the fridge back into place.  
 
    “So what’s under there?”  
 
    “I don’t know but I think I’ll be able to reach it from here.” Charlotte stretched out again until her fingers felt the tape and she pulled hard until it came away in her hand, along with a large item, wrapped in brown paper.  
 
    “What is it?” Jess looked at the brown packet. 
 
    “No idea but by the amount of dust on it, it looks like it’s been there for years.” Charlotte opened it and took out three large notebooks. Inside each one were columns of text and figures in handwriting that was so scrawly, it was barely legible.  
 
    “Nothing very exciting, then?”  
 
    “Doesn’t appear to be.” 
 
    “Wonder whose they are?” 
 
    “No idea, but before I bought the café the estate agent told me that this entire bar was brought from an old pub that was selling off its fixtures and fittings before it was demolished. If that’s true, then the books probably have been there for years.” She looked at them again.  
 
    “It’s hard to tell because the writing’s so bad, but it looks like the oldest of these entries goes back over forty years. I doubt the owner will still want the books after all that time. If they’re still around, that is.” She tossed them onto the shelf behind the bar. “By the way, you haven’t seen the snow globe, have you?” 
 
    Jess immediately looked to the end of the bar. “Oh. It’s gone. No, I haven’t seen it. How weird. D’you think someone’s taken it?” 
 
    Charlotte shrugged. “No idea. It’s been here ever since I bought the cafe, pretty much, so I don’t know why it should go missing all of a sudden.” 
 
    “Y’know, I bet it was that Richard Slade. He was looking at it the other day, wasn’t he? Honestly, once a thief ...” 
 
    “Come on Jess, that’s a bit unfair. We don’t know it was him. We don’t even know that it’s been taken. Maybe it’s been mislaid.” 
 
    “How would a paperweight get mislaid?” Jess rolled her eyes. “You think what you like, lovie. I know what I think.” 
 
    Charlotte sighed. “Oh well, never mind. It’ll either turn up or it won’t. Come on, let’s get cleared up and go home.”  
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “By the way, Samuel Slade’s phone was found today. It was in the gutter under a load of snow.” Nathan chatted to Charlotte as she cooked dinner, Pippin stretched out on his lap.  
 
    “Oh, that’s great. Can you get anything from it?”  
 
    “Well, it was very wet, as you can imagine, but once it’s dried out, it should be good for some clues.”  
 
    Charlotte nodded. “Fingers crossed. Anyway, how did it go with the Slade family last night? I assume you went round to see them? I would have asked you about it last night, but it was too late to get into a conversation by the time you got home.” 
 
    “Yes, I went round. Suffice to say, I was about as welcome as a hole in a lifeboat - definitely not Maureen Slade’s favourite person.” 
 
    “Oh. Why’s that?” 
 
    “Because I arrested her boys, I suppose. It can’t be because of anything else. I don’t know the woman in any other capacity.” 
 
    “You know, Ava told me that Mrs. Slade’s husband died shortly after the boys were sent to prison. She said his death was caused by the stress of the trial. Did you know that?” 
 
    Nathan shrugged. “You hear these things but, again, I hardly knew her husband so how would I know? I only heard about his death because I’d been the investigating officer on the boys’ case. Had I not been, I doubt I would have known anything about it.” 
 
    “Ava also mentioned the other day that Bill Slade ran a protection racket, back in the day. Did you know about that?” 
 
    “Bloody hell, Charlotte. Has Ava taken up covert ops as a sideline? Yes, I’d heard about the protection racket but only in conversation because it was way before my time. By the time I joined the force, Bill Slade’s alleged criminal activities were a thing of the past. Unfortunately for everyone concerned, though, his sons carried on in true Slade tradition where he’d left off.”  
 
    Nathan got up from the table and put Pippin in his basket. Yawning widely, he took a roast potato from the dish on the counter and tossed it from one hand to the other before popping it into his mouth. “Anyway,” he blew out the heat as he spoke, “can we change the subject? I’ve already had enough of the Slade family to last me a lifetime and I’m doing the witness appeal tomorrow. 
 
    “We’re getting married next month. Surely we can find something more interesting to discuss over dinner?” 
 
    Charlotte filled a dish with broccoli and baby carrots. “Well, funny you should mention the wedding because there are a few things I’ve been meaning to talk to you about ...”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    “Well, if you can do me a 10% discount on those, I’ll take two boxes.” Charlotte chatted to Dawn the Prawn, her shellfish supplier.  
 
    “Two boxes? Okay, my lovely, that’ll be £50 for cash. Thank you darlin’. I’ll just go out to the van and get them for you”  
 
    Two minutes later, Dawn was back with two mixed boxes of scallops, crayfish and razor clams. “There you go. Pleasure doin’ business with you, my lovely. I’ll see you again next Monday.”  
 
    “Thanks Dawn. See you then.” 
 
    As Dawn went out, Ava came in. “Oh, hello, Charlotte dear. I’m glad I caught you while you’re not too busy.” 
 
    “Hi, Ava. Hang on just a minute, can you? Let me put these in the fridge ... right, I’m back. What can I do for you?” 
 
    Ava opened her shopping bag and took out what looked like a ball wrapped in tissue paper. “Be careful dear, don’t drop it.” 
 
    “What on earth’s this?” Charlotte peeled back the paper to reveal a snow globe paperweight. 
 
    “I know how much you loved that tacky little ornament, dear,” said Ava, “so I bought you another one. I think it’s the same.” 
 
    Charlotte leaned forward and kissed Ava on the cheek. “Ava! That’s so kind of you. Honestly, I’m really touched.” She held the globe up to the light, pretending to inspect it thoroughly. “But actually, it’s not the same.” 
 
    “Give it here.” Ava snatched it from her hand and examined it closely. “It is so, the same. I made absolutely sure that I got the exact same design.”  
 
    Charlotte smiled. “No, Ava, it’s not the same, it’s better. Because it’s from you.”  
 
    Ava’s cheeks flushed and she became a little flustered, as she always did whenever someone got what she called ‘mushy.’ 
 
    “Oh, get away with you. It’s only a cheap souvenir.”  
 
    Charlotte knew the woman well enough to know that even though she gave the outward impression of being unmoved, inwardly, Ava was thrilled. 
 
    “You didn’t have to, you know. But it’s so nice that you did.” Charlotte threw the leftover Halloween candle in the bin that had been keeping the recent delivery of newspapers in place and replaced it with the snow globe. “There, that’s much better.” 
 
    “Yes, well, you make sure you look after it,” said Ava. 
 
    “I will. Cross my heart.” Charlotte drew her finger across her chest. “Tell you what, when we close up at the end of the day, I’m going to put it in my cupboard under the bar for safekeeping. How’s that?” 
 
    Jess came in from the terrace with a food order. “Oh, you found the snow globe, I see. Morning, Ava.” 
 
    “No, Ava bought us a new one.”  
 
    “Oh, nice one, Ava. Thanks.” Jess handed the food order to Charlotte and set out four saucers on which to place four coffees. “You staying for a coffee?” 
 
    “No thank you, dear.” She checked her watch. “I have an appointment with my dentist in forty minutes, but I’ll call in afterwards.” She delved into her shopping bag again. “By the way, have you seen today’s paper?” 
 
    “No, why, what’s it say?” Jess craned her neck to see from behind the bar. 
 
    Ava put on her glasses and read out the headline. 
 
    “LOCAL MAN THROTTLED TO DEATH IN REAL-LIFE HALLOWEEN HORROR STORY - Mother remembers her son in touching tribute and makes damning accusation.” 
 
     The newspaper headline accompanied a photograph of Samuel Slade alongside a smaller one of Maureen Slade holding a tissue to her eye, her face creased in grief.  
 
    “The body they found - it was Samuel Slade. You know, Maureen Slade’s son. I’m not particularly fond of the women but I can’t help feeling sorry for her.” Ava looked over the top of her bi-focal glasses.  
 
    “It says here that she was looking forward to spending time with her sons again after being apart from them for so long, but that the opportunity has been cruelly snatched away due to the incompetence of the police.  
 
    “She says, ‘It breaks my heart that I will never see my Samuel’s face again. And for that, I lay the blame squarely at the door of the detectives working out of the St. Eves Police Department. If they’d been doing their job properly, he wouldn’t have been murdered. They have the blood of my husband and my son on their hands today and I hope they all rot in hell.’”  
 
    Overly sensitive of any criticism aimed towards Ben, or the police, Jess immediately jumped to the defence of the entire force. 
 
    “How dare she criticise them! What a nerve! They can’t possibly prevent every crime that’s committed. And anyway, this is still one of the safest places to live in the UK!” 
 
    Ava tucked the paper away again in her bag. “Calm down dear, I’m only telling you what’s being reported. And if you’re going to step out with a detective, you’d better get some thicker skin. They don’t often get good press, I’m afraid, so you’re going to have to get used to it.” She pulled her hat down and tightened her scarf. “Right, well I’m off, but I’ll be back later. Toodle-pip, girls!” 
 
    Jess waited until Ava had left and she’d delivered the coffees to the waiting customers. She stomped back into the café, her cheeks pink and her eyes blazing.  
 
    “That flippin’ Maureen Slade. I could throttle her. Ben and Nathan and Fiona ... all of them, they’re all damn good at their jobs.” 
 
    Charlotte squeezed Jess’s hand. “It’s so difficult to take when the police get criticised, especially when you’re going out with one of them. Believe me, I know, but you’ve got to try and let it go over your head. It’ll drive you mad otherwise. Remember, the woman’s just lost her son. She’s bound to want to lash out and blame someone. It’s just words spoken in the heat of the moment - I’m sure she doesn’t really mean them. Anyway, let’s turn on the TV. Nathan’s appeal should be on at eleven.” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “May I begin by offering the heartfelt condolences of the St. Eves police force to the family and friends of Samuel Slade. Our thoughts are with them at this very difficult time.  
 
    “On the evening of Saturday, the 31st of October, the body of Samuel Slade was found on the marina in St. Eves at approximately 11.30 pm, between Charlotte’s Plaice café and the Chandlery. He had been strangled. 
 
    “I would ask you to cast your mind back to between the hours of quarter-past midnight on the morning of Friday, the 30th of October, which is when the last known communication with Mr. Slade took place, and when Mr. Slade’s body was found. Please think carefully. Did you see him during that time?  
 
    “You will see, on the board beside me, pictures of the clothes Mr. Slade was wearing at the time of his death. Do you recall seeing anyone of his description in these clothes? If you do, please let us know. You can visit the station in person, or contact the incident room on 070 123 321, where officers are waiting to take your call. All information will be treated in the strictest confidence and you can, of course, remain anonymous if you wish.  
 
    “Likewise, if you think someone close to you may have committed this terrible crime, I would urge you to put your loyalties to one side and let us know. 
 
    “We are also seeking Mr. Slade’s watch. It’s a distinctive design, as you can see from the picture here of a similar model, and if you have any idea of its whereabouts, I would ask that you contact us with the information. 
 
    “Starting today and for the next week, our officers will be conducting house to house enquiries to gather information which we hope will help us to piece together what happened to Mr. Slade prior to his death. Can I ask that you please cooperate fully with our officers and tell them anything you think may help us with this investigation. Even if you think the information you have is too insignificant to be of any use, it could be the one thing that helps us to solve the case, so please don’t keep it to yourself. This is your opportunity to help give closure to Mr. Slade’s family, and to help restore peace and safety to our community.   
 
    “I would like to conclude my appeal by reassuring you we are doing everything possible to bring the perpetrator of Samuel Slade’s murderer to justice. In the meantime, I would ask that you go about your normal lives but remain aware of what is going on around you. If you see anyone behaving in a suspicious manner, please do not approach them, but call 999 immediately. The number for our incident room will remain on your screens until the next news bulletin, on the hour. Thank you.” 
 
    Nathan went back to his office. No clues, no witnesses and robbery being the only apparent motive. Or was revenge more likely?  
 
     There was no doubt in his mind that there were numerous people who would have been only too happy to learn of Samuel Slade’s death but, for now, who they were remained a mystery.  
 
    He rubbed his temples and the bridge of his nose.  
 
    “Nathan, we’re going to the canteen if you’re interested?” A colleague called out to him. 
 
    “Start without me. I’ve got to make a quick phone call - wedding stuff.” He got up and closed the door. Right. Wedding cars. He scrolled through the numbers on his phone until he found the one he was looking for.  
 
    “Hi. Yeah, long time no speak. How’re things going? Great, that’s great. Look, I haven’t got much time to talk right now but I’ve got a plan and I wondered if you’d be interested in being a part of it?” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “Thanks for agreeing to see me, Mr. Hall. I’ll do my best to make sure we get through this as quickly as we can. Then you can get back to your family.” 
 
    On a bitterly cold Monday evening, Nathan sat in front of the open fire in the living room of Lionel and Heather Hall’s comfortable home. Lionel Hall had welcomed him warmly and Nathan was in no doubt that the man knew exactly the reason for his call. 
 
    “For heaven’s sake, Nathan, will you please call me Lionel. You know I can’t stand all this standing on ceremony nonsense.” 
 
    It wasn’t often that Nathan agreed to drop the formalities when he was conducting police business but over the years, he had come to regard Lionel and Heather Hall as close acquaintances.  
 
    He smiled at the man sitting in front of him settled in his favourite armchair with a tumbler of whisky and dry ginger ale, his favourite after-dinner tipple. 
 
    Nathan had known the Hall family for years but had only become close to them following the first robbery at their hardware store. 
 
    “Okay, Lionel. So, you know why I’m here. The body of Samuel Slade was found on Saturday night and I need to ask you some questions.” 
 
    Lionel Hall sipped his drink. “Because you think I had something to do with it?” 
 
    Nathan sidestepped the question. “I didn’t say that, but I wouldn’t be doing my job properly if I didn’t ask you about it. Of all people, you possibly have one of the strongest motives for wanting to cause Samuel Slade harm.” 
 
    “You’re right there, lad. I do.” Lionel Hall stared into his drink as he ran his finger around the rim of his glass. “And if you ask me if I’m sorry he’s dead, I’ll tell you that I’m not. Not a bit. As far as I’m concerned, he got his comeuppance. Nothing less than he deserved for what he put us through with those brothers of his.” His hand trembled as he raised his glass to his lips. 
 
    “Lionel, I have to ask where you were between the hours of quarter-past midnight on the morning of Friday the 30th and half-past eleven on the night of Saturday 31st?” 
 
    Lionel scratched his head. “Well, I was in bed at quarter-past midnight on Friday the 30th until six o’ clock when my alarm went off but I’m afraid the only person who can confirm that is Heather. Then I left the house at seven-thirty and got to the shop at eight o’clock. I did some paperwork, restocked the shelves and opened up, as usual, at nine.  
 
    “I took forty-five minutes for lunch from quarter-past twelve to one o’clock, when I went to the bank and bought a sandwich from ‘The Bakehouse’ in the town. Then I took it back to the shop and ate it while I read the paper.  
 
    “It had been a quiet day, because of the weather, I suppose, so I locked up shop a little early at quarter-to six and went home, where I stayed until the alarm went off at six o’ clock on Saturday morning and I went through the same routine again, except the shop closes at three o’clock on Saturdays. I came straight home after I’d locked up and stayed here until this morning. 
 
    “If you need anyone to vouch for my whereabouts, Sheila in the bank can tell you that I was there, Lydia in The Bakehouse will confirm that I went in and bought my usual sandwich, as I do almost every day, and Virginia will confirm, to the second, what time I left the shop and got back again. That girl doesn’t miss a trick.” He smiled and finished his drink. “So, you’ve got no idea who murdered him, then?” 
 
    “Not at the moment, no. But we’ve already had some promising leads from our enquiries.” Nathan scribbled in his notebook. “Right, so can I presume it’s safe to say that you have no information regarding the murder of Samuel Slade?” 
 
    “You can.” 
 
    Nathan knew the next part of his questioning wasn’t going to be so easy. 
 
    During the first robbery in which Lionel had suffered a serious head injury, Heather had been threatened with violence if she didn’t divulge the combination for the safe to the masked robbers. 
 
    The aftermath of the robbery had been traumatic for them all, but particularly for Heather. For months afterwards, she’d been unable to work, frightened to leave the house and terrified to answer the door. Many were of the opinion that had it not been for her involvement in the St. Eves Ladies Association, she may have ended up in therapy but, with help of the ladies, deeply traumatised but reparable, Heather Hall had slowly begun to smile again. 
 
    The second robbery, a year later, had almost killed her.  
 
    For days afterwards, everything she ate or drank came back up again such was her state of extreme panic. A spell in hospital had helped her to get her back on her feet but it was the SELA that coaxed her back to life. Yet again, they’d come to her rescue but Heather had never been the same since. 
 
    “Lionel. I have to speak to Heather, too. It won’t be easy for her, I know, but it’s necessary I’m afraid.” 
 
    Lionel Hall shook his head. “I’m sorry, Nathan. I can’t let you do that. You know how fragile she’s been since the robberies. Even though they were so long ago, she’s still troubled by what happened. I dread to think how the mention of Samuel Slade’s name will affect her - dragging all those old emotions up again.” 
 
    “Come on, Lionel. Don’t make this more difficult than it already is. I have to question her. You know I do.” 
 
    Lionel Hall sighed heavily, not meeting Nathan’s eye. “I’m disappointed in you. I really am.” He got up from his chair, stopping halfway as he waited for his knees to straighten out. “Wait here. I’ll go and get her.” 
 
    Nathan hated that his questioning of Heather Hall would cause her pain, but he had little choice in the matter.  
 
    Lionel came back into the room. He was a tall, straight-backed distinguished looking man with a full head of snow-white hair and a matching moustache. Favouring tweed suits and brogues, he’d always put Nathan in mind of a country gentleman - a Lord of the Manor type.  
 
    “She’ll be along presently, but I’ll say it again, Nathan, I’m not at all happy about this.” 
 
    Nathan’s response went by the wayside as Heather Hall walked in, her hand outstretched, and he hid his sadness at how the past years had taken their toll on the woman. 
 
    Her shoulder-length salt and pepper hair was pulled back off her face with a band, accentuating the white flashes at her temples. There was a time when she’d been a jolly, curvaceous woman - vibrant and full of life - her ample flesh spilling over her necklines and a smile never far from her lips. 
 
    With her husky voice and infectious laugh, Heather Hall had been the guilty pleasure of many a young man, years ago, and it shocked Nathan now to see how thin and scrawny she’d become, with deep frown lines etched between her brows and around her mouth. Her smile was without warmth and he guessed that in agreeing to see him, she was putting herself through a tremendous ordeal. 
 
    “Nathan, how lovely to see you - you don’t call round nearly often enough. And you should bring that fiancée round for dinner one night.” She took his hand and reached up to kiss him on the cheek. 
 
    “Now, Lionel tells me you wanted to see me?” She sat down on the couch and rested her hands in her lap, fingers interlocked. “So, what can I help you with?” 
 
    Lionel glanced at Nathan. “I haven’t told Heather the reason for your call. I thought that might be better coming from you.” 
 
    Nathan nodded. “Of course. Look, Heather, I know what a difficult time you’ve had over the past few years and the last thing I want to do is stir up any bad feelings for you. The thing is ...” 
 
    “You’ve come to talk to me about Samuel Slade, haven’t you?” 
 
    “Er. Yes. Yes, I have. Is that okay?” 
 
    “Perfectly okay. I’ll be happy to answer whatever questions you have. Before we get started, though, I should tell you - so you’re in absolutely no doubt about my feelings - that when I heard about Samuel Slade’s murder, I cried with joy.  
 
    “I have never hated anyone in my life, but I hate the Slade brothers with every fibre of my being. I despise them with all my heart. And if you want to know if I killed Samuel, no, I didn’t. But, by God, I wish I had.”  
 
    Her hands were clenched so tightly together, her knuckles were white. She took a deep breath in and let it out slowly and Nathan saw the colour slowly coming back to her fingers. “Okay, carry on.”  
 
    He heard the slightest tremble in her voice but her smile belied her inner turmoil. 
 
    “Right. Well, can you tell me where you were between ...” 
 
    Nathan continued with his questioning. Deep in his heart, he felt sure that neither Lionel nor Heather had anything to do with Samuel Slade’s murder but, as they had such strong motive, their names featured high on his list of suspects. 
 
    “Will that be all?” Heather had answered all his questions. 
 
    “Yes, thank you. I appreciate you talking to me.” 
 
    She nodded in acknowledgement. “In that case, I’ll leave you to chat with Lionel. I have things I should be doing.” She shook Nathan’s hand again and gave him a strained smile. As she reached the doorway, she turned.  
 
    “We just want a quiet life, now, Nathan. So we can try to heal, at last, from what happened all those years ago. Just me and Lionel, in peace. You understand, don’t you?” She smiled again when Nathan nodded, and walked out of the room. 
 
     As Lionel Hall reached for the decanter on the table beside him and poured himself another whisky, Nathan stood up to leave.  
 
    “Thank you for your time, Lionel. I appreciate your cooperation.”  
 
    The men shook hands and Lionel saw Nathan out, closing the front door softly behind him. 
 
    As he turned and walked back towards the living room, his wife appeared in the kitchen doorway.  
 
    “You did very well, my love. I’m proud of you.” Lionel stroked his wife’s face. 
 
    “Do you think we fooled him?” She clasped his hand to her lips.  
 
    “I’m sure we did, my love. I’m sure we did.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    “For goodness’ sake! What is so interesting about my flippin’ window? It’s not even as though they can see anything through the frosted glass. I don’t get it, but it’s creeping me out!” 
 
    Charlotte had arrived at the cafe that morning to find more footprints outside her kitchen window, the distinctive cheetah prints among them. 
 
    Jess shook her head. “I’ve no idea, but I wouldn’t worry about it - it’s probably just someone sheltering under the roof while they wait for a taxi, or while they make a phone call or something. I mean, why else would they be hanging around in the snow in the dark?” 
 
    “That’s what bothers me,” said Charlotte, a frown creasing her brow. 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    She was angry with herself for doing it, but Charlotte was becoming obsessive about checking for footprints. Every morning when she got to the marina, she cycled up the back road to see if her mysterious callers had paid her another visit. 
 
    On this particular morning she found not only the distinctive cheetah footprints amongst those which led to and from the window, but also a scattering of red dust on the snow.  
 
    She bent down to look at it more closely and as she straightened up, she saw a small hole in the wall. What the ... Leaning towards it, she realised it was the kind of hole a drill would make. The red dust was brick dust. Someone had drilled into the wall. She was sure of it. 
 
    Why would someone want to drill a hole in the wall? 
 
    She walked quickly back to the café. She was thoroughly spooked now and her hand shook as she pressed Nathan’s speed-dial number on her phone. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll send Ben round to see you. I can’t get there myself just now but I’ll try and come down later. And Charlotte, try not to panic. I’m sure there’s a perfectly reasonable explanation for all this.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right, Nathan. I really hope you’re right.” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “Well, they must have been disturbed, or the drill broke, because it hasn’t gone all the way through the brick.” Ben rubbed his chin as he inspected the damage to the wall.  
 
    “Actually, that’s not very reassuring.” Charlotte was more concerned than ever. “That only makes me think they’re going to come back and try again. Why would someone do this? I mean, if they wanted to break in, why wouldn’t they just come through the front doors? And what about all the footprints outside the window? Surely the two must be connected?”  
 
    Ben shrugged. “I don’t know, but I’m pretty sure that whoever’s doing this isn’t intending to harm you. If that was the case, I reckon they would have done something by now. As annoying as it is I think this is probably more likely to be a case of petty vandalism. I’ll make a report, though, and ask a car to keep an eye on the place at night, okay?” 
 
    Charlotte nodded. “Thanks. I’m probably over-reacting, but that makes me feel a little better.” 
 
    “Right then, I’ll be off. I’ll see you soon. See you later, Jess.” 
 
    “Yeah, see you tonight.” Jess turned to Charlotte and gave her a hug. “Look. If we all keep an eye out for anything suspicious and a police car comes round a few times during the night, I’m sure we’ll find out who’s responsible for this really soon, so try not to worry about it, okay?  
 
    “Meanwhile, I vote we put the kettle on and make a cuppa.” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “Jess, I won’t be a minute. I’m just going to pop out for some lemons. We’ve sold so much shellfish bake, I’ve run out.” 
 
    Charlotte walked the short distance to the Mini-Mart where Adam was battling with a wooden framework. 
 
    “Afternoon, Adam. That looks like fun.” Charlotte grinned and began filling a bag with lemons.  
 
    “Hi. You know, these things should come with an idiot guide. I’ve been trying to assemble this damn stand for almost an hour.” 
 
    “What’s it for?” 
 
    “Our Christmas display.” 
 
    “Christmas! Oh, good grief - don’t remind me. What with the wedding to organise, I haven’t even thought about Christmas yet.” 
 
    “Hello, Charlotte.” Yolanda appeared from the back of the shop. “I thought I heard your voice.”  
 
    “Hi.” Charlotte took her lemons to the counter to be weighed. “Is everything okay? You look a little confused?” 
 
    Yolanda shook her head. “You know, I think I’m going out of my mind. I could have sworn that I filled that tub by the door with Christmas tree baubles yesterday but now it’s only half-full. I must have imagined it, so I’ve just been out the back to get some more. Anyway, that’ll be £2.60, please. And how’re you? What’s the news on your peeping Tom?” 
 
    “Oh, don’t say that - I’m trying not to think about it. No news, although the police are going to send a car round during the night to keep an eye on the place. That’s reassuring, if nothing else. Anyway, I must get back. I’ll see you both soon.” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    That evening, Charlotte went shopping for gifts for Laura and Jess. Nathan had offered to go with her but she wanted to do this on her own. 
 
    A wind chime tinkled as she pushed open the door to the small jewellery shop, alerting the sales assistant to her arrival. Inhaling the scent of the patchouli incense candle burning behind the counter, Charlotte felt a sense of calm wash over her.  
 
    The shop was a veritable treasure trove of the most beautiful artisan pieces, lovingly crafted by local designers. Charlotte knew that she wanted to buy her gifts for Jess and Laura here, rather than at the more well-known jewellers in the town centre. 
 
    “Hi there, how can I help you?” The middle-aged, hippy chick sales assistant greeted her warmly.  
 
    “Hello, I’d like to look at some gifts suitable for a Maid of Honour and an adult bridesmaid. Do you have anything like that?” 
 
    “Yes, we have some beautiful pieces. Just give me a minute and I’ll fetch them from the cabinet for you to look at.” 
 
    As Charlotte waited she browsed the shop, marvelling at the exquisite hand-crafted items behind glass. She was admiring a silver and crystal owl brooch with vivid red stones for eyes, when she caught sight of a familiar face outside looking at the items in the window. 
 
    Oh no. She stepped to one side, out of the eye line of the window-shopper. The last thing she wanted was to get into a conversation with Richard Slade. Hovering out of sight, she hoped he wouldn’t come inside. 
 
    “Here we are.” The sales assistant was back and when Charlotte looked round, Richard Slade had disappeared. 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    Having bought her presents for Jess and Laura, Charlotte treated herself to a caramel hot chocolate and a large slab of ginger cake at a teashop in a quiet road just off the high street.  
 
    She sat at a small table in the window, watching the shoppers trudge back and forth in the slush, and drew a line through ‘Buy gifts for Laura and Jess’ on the ‘To Do List’ in her notepad. There were still a few things left on the list but with every one she crossed off, her shoulders relaxed that little bit more. 
 
    She was sipping her chocolate when she saw Richard Slade again. He crossed over to the opposite side of the road from the teashop and strode along the pavement, a small black holdall slung over his shoulder. 
 
    Craning her neck, Charlotte watched him walk all the way to the end of the road looking over his shoulder every now and then, as if he was expecting someone to be following him.  
 
    He turned into a small car park, stopping at a beaten up dark blue car with a sun strip across the top of the windscreen proclaiming, “SPEED DEMON’. He went to the back of the car and looked around furtively before opening the boot and putting the holdall inside. Then he got in the car and drove off, the thumping bass from his speakers clearly audible. 
 
    What’s he up to? Charlotte pondered his suspicious behaviour before her vibrating phone told her the wedding florist was calling. 
 
    Before long, she was deep in conversation about Gypsophila, Ranunculus and Calla Lilies, all thoughts of Richard Slade wiped from her mind.  
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “I was either at band practice, hanging out with friends, playing at the Halloween gig or asleep. That accounts for the entire time between quarter-past midnight on Friday and the time the body was found.” 
 
    Larry Hall sat opposite Nathan in the interview room at the police station, munching his way through a bag of blackcurrant and liquorice sweets.  
 
    When Nathan had asked him if he’d answer some questions regarding the murder, Larry had agreed on the condition that he could answer them anywhere other than at his parents’ home. They drove him crazy, he’d said, always treating him like a child and eavesdropping on his conversations. 
 
    “What can I tell you? I don’t know anything about Samuel Slade’s death. I didn’t really know the guy. And before you ask, yes, I know that my parents had motive to kill him but if you ask me if they did it, I’d have to say no. They’re pretty gutless and stupid, really ... both of them.” 
 
    His words came as a shock to Nathan. Of all the adjectives he would have used to describe Lionel and Heather Hall, gutless and stupid weren’t among them.  
 
    “Your parents have been through a lot. I’m surprised to hear you talk about them that way.”  
 
    Larry shrugged. “You don’t have to live with them. You haven’t had to listen to them crying and wailing for years, on and on and on. I mean, they’re my parents and I s’pose I love them, in a way, but I find it very hard to feel sympathy for either of them. S’just me, I guess.” 
 
    “And would you say that you also had motive? Because of what happened to your parents?” Nathan watched Larry closely. 
 
    Larry popped another sweet into his mouth and crunched it loudly between his molars. “Um, well, I suppose you could say that I had motive because of that, but you’d be wrong because I’ve never felt like I wanted to get revenge for them, see? Dunno why, I just haven’t.” 
 
    He looked at his watch. “Anyway, is that everything? Just that I’d really appreciate it if I could go. I’ve got a band practice in an hour and I could do with going home and changing out of my work gear.” He indicated his grey overalls with the hi-vis panels.  
 
    “Yes, that’s it for now. Thanks for coming in. If we need to ask you anything else, we’ll be in touch.”  
 
    As Fiona escorted Larry Hall from the room, Nathan sat back and shook his head in amazement. 
 
    What the hell happened to respect for your elders? 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “Well, this is a nice surprise. We don’t see you in here very often these days.” Jess reached up to give Nathan a peck on the cheek as she delivered a tray of drinks to a table of waiting customers. 
 
    “Everything alright?” Charlotte called out through the serving hatch.  
 
    “Hi. Yes, everything’s fine. I just had to get out of the office for ten minutes for some air before my next interview. Can I have a white coffee, please?” 
 
    “You look like you need a break. Any more evidence come to light?” Charlotte spoke quietly as she poured hot milk into Nathan’s black coffee. 
 
    “Well, Samuel Slade’s phone dried out. There was a call on it from Richard at quarter-past twelve, just like he said there’d be, but apart from that, nothing of any use.  
 
    “I’m interviewing Trevor Slade this afternoon, so maybe that’ll throw up something new but until then, nothing to report I’m afraid. 
 
    “I’ll tell you something, though. It’s no wonder Larry Hall’s got no front teeth - in fact, it’s a wonder he’s got any teeth. He crunched his way through a whole bag of blackcurrant liquorice sweets in the twenty minutes I was talking to him. It was like watching a combine harvester. I was mesmerised.” 
 
    He drained his cup and winked at Charlotte. “Thanks for the coffee. See you at home.” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “Look, I’ve told you everything I know. I saw him on Thursday night before he went out and that was it. I didn’t speak to him or see him after that. I wish I could tell you more, but I can’t.” 
 
    Trevor Slade, in comparison to Richard, was a quietly spoken man who, on the surface, seemed genuinely sorry for the loss of his brother. 
 
    “And before you ask me, my relationship with Samuel was fine. You might have guessed that Richard would have told me that you asked him.” He gave a half smile. 
 
    “That’s not to say that we didn’t have our disagreements, though. We fought something terrible at times but no worse than any other brothers.” 
 
    Nathan nodded. “Do you know who he’d been seeing since he’d come back to St. Eves? Old friends, girlfriends?”  
 
    “Hmph, that’s a joke. All our ‘old friends’ ratted on us when we got put away, so it wouldn’t have been any of them and as for girlfriends, I’ve got no idea. He liked his women, that’s for sure, but whether he saw any of them more than once I couldn’t tell you.” 
 
    “We found his phone, did you know?” Nathan was curious to see Trevor Slade’s reaction.  
 
    “Oh, right. I didn’t know it was missing.” Trevor Slade didn’t miss a beat. “And did it tell you anything?” 
 
    “Nothing I can divulge, I’m afraid.” Nathan wasn’t about to share anything with Trevor Slade. “Well, I think that’s about it. Thank you for coming in.” 
 
    Both men stood and Trevor Slade extended his hand. “I know my Ma’s not your biggest fan and, to tell you the truth, neither am I, but I don’t believe in holding a grudge. Not since I got out of prison, anyway. Life’s too short.”  
 
    As Ben followed Trevor from the room, Nathan sat back down and scratched his head. As much as Richard Slade’s candidness had been surprising, Trevor Slade’s geniality had been almost unnerving. 
 
    Ben came back in. “Well, I wasn’t expecting that. Were you, Chief?” 
 
    “No, I wasn’t. I’ll tell you something, though - what with the interviews I’ve conducted, along with the house to house enquiries carried out by the rest of the team, one of us must have spoken to Samuel Slade’s killer. I don’t think he was killed by someone passing through the town - he was killed by someone we know, I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “You think so, Chief?” 
 
    “Well, it’s just a gut instinct but it’s usually right. Whoever it is has covered their tracks well by lying through their teeth. We may not have a clue who the murderer is right now but we’re getting closer to finding out.  
 
    “And when we do, all hell’s going to break loose ... I feel it in my bones.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    The day of Operation Wedding Dress dawned crisp and bright. It was the perfect winter day and the sun shone bright from a cloudless sky. 
 
    “Come on, Pip.” Charlotte waited for him to finish sniffing the lamppost before scampering off ahead on their morning walk.   
 
    They walked past The President and onto the beach where Pippin proceeded to dig in the wet sand, sending it spraying out behind him. Charlotte gave him a wide berth, walking slowly ahead and trying to keep her stomach from somersaulting as it had a habit of doing recently every time she walked past The President.  
 
    The 200-year-old hotel dominated the seafront, gleaming ivory against the cobalt sky. Although the original building had been extended upwards and outwards, the renovations had been sympathetically carried out, ensuring that the character and design of the old building had not been compromised.  
 
    The result was that the old part of the hotel flowed seamlessly into the new, offering guests a charming space in which to relax, dine and celebrate. Whether the requirement was for the most lavish, or the most modest, of celebration, The President could cater for them all.  
 
    Regularly appearing on the list of the top 20 hotels in the country, as voted for by the most discerning guests and the most scathing hospitality critics, The President was loved by everyone who crossed its threshold, as much for its cosiness and informality as its opulence. 
 
    Charlotte’s stomach lurched at the thought that soon, it would be hers and Nathan’s guests who would be relaxing, dining and celebrating within the walls of the magnificent hotel. She took a deep breath and waited for the cold air to settle her butterflies.  
 
    Pippin was way ahead of her, running on the beach and barking at the seagulls. She ran to catch up with him, his antics bringing a smile to her lips and sending her butterflies on their way. 
 
    Back home, she showered and put on one of her sets of special wedding day lingerie before setting the table in the kitchen where the weak winter sun poured in through the window. 
 
    She laid out plates of Danish pastries and a selection of bread rolls, cold meats and cheese. When everyone had arrived, she’d put some sausages and bacon under the grill and make scrambled eggs for whoever wanted them.  
 
    She looked around the kitchen, mentally ticking things off her list. Coffee’s made, teapot’s warming, milk and sugar are out, two bottles of Cava, orange and peach juice chilling in the fridge, cups, plates, glasses, cutlery, serviettes.  
 
    A knock on the door made her jump and she ran to answer it, Pippin following close behind. 
 
    “Hi Leo. Thanks for doing this. Come in.” 
 
    Leo stepped inside and bent down to make a fuss of Pippin. “Hello, little fella. You’re spending the day with me today. We’re going to walk on the beach and annoy Uncle Harry ... just think of the fun we’ll have.” He chuckled. 
 
    Charlotte grinned. “I’m so grateful to you for having him. I can’t take him wedding dress shopping but I don’t want to leave him here all day on his own. I know he could use the dog-flap if I did, but I’d rather he had some company.” 
 
    “Don’t even mention it.” Leo picked Pippin up and scratched him under his chin. “It’s my pleasure.”  
 
    “Would you like a cup of tea or coffee before you go?” 
 
    “No, no. I’ll get out of your way and you can relax. And don’t worry about Pip. He’s going to be just fine.” 
 
    “Okay, Leo. Thanks so much. I’ll call you later and come and pick him up from you when it suits.” 
 
    She bent to kiss the little dog and ruffled his coat. “See you later, have fun and be good.” She clipped his lead to his collar and handed Leo a bag containing Pippin’s food, bowl, basket and toys.  
 
    “Come on then. Let’s go.” Leo opened the door and Pippin trotted obediently at his heels, tail wagging nineteen to the dozen. “Bye, Charlotte. See you later.” 
 
    As he walked down the path, Ava, Harriett and Betty were walking up it.  
 
    “Morning, ladies.” He greeted them, cheerily, avoiding Harriett’s eye, Charlotte noticed.  
 
    “Morning, Leo,” replied the ladies, equally cheerily, Harriett looking everywhere but at him.  
 
    Charlotte smiled to herself and stood back to let the ladies in. 
 
    “Charlotte, my dear. We can’t tell you how excited we all are that you’ve invited us to be with you today. It’s such a privilege and we’re thrilled to bits.” They all spoke at once. 
 
    “Well, I wouldn’t have wanted to go wedding dress shopping without you. You’ve all been like family to me and it wouldn’t feel right if you weren’t there. Come into the kitchen and have some breakfast. Oh, hang on, there’s the door again. Help yourself to everything.” 
 
    She opened the door to Jess and Laura and when they squealed their excitement, she began to feel the butterflies fluttering in her stomach again.   
 
    They both caught her in the middle of a hug.  
 
    “Charlotte, I’ve been looking forward to this day so much, I can’t tell you.” Laura planted a big kiss on her cheek. 
 
    “Morning, lovie. This is going to be the most amazing day!” Jess’s face seemed to glow with happiness  
 
    “Thanks. I’ve got a feeling it’s going to be quite an emotional day, too.” Charlotte already felt like crying and she hadn’t even set foot inside a dress shop yet. “Anyway, first things first. Come and have something to eat and drink and then we’ll get going.” 
 
    The next hour was one that Charlotte hoped her memory bank would store forever. To be in the company of good friends, all of whom loved not only her but each other too, was simply blissful.  
 
    When the last of the Cava was almost drunk and only crumbs remained of breakfast, a ring on the doorbell intruded on the chatter and reminiscences of the six women.  
 
    “Who can that be?” Charlotte slid off her chair to answer the door. “Yes, I’m Charlotte Denver. What? Ohmigosh! OhmiGOSH! I don’t believe it! Come and see this, all of you!” 
 
    Parked in the road outside the house was a white limousine. Charlotte held a card in her hand, with the message, To my darling Charlotte, To help you enjoy your day in style. Have fun - all my love, Nathan xx  
 
    “Can you believe that Nathan ordered this car for us for the day? I can’t believe it! It’ll take us wherever we want to go! And lunch is paid for!” She took a handful of notes out of an envelope and waved them in the air. 
 
    “Oooh, how wonderful!” Betty’s cheeks were flushed pink from excitement and Cava.  
 
    The uniformed driver smiled and doffed his cap. “Right, ladies. Everyone ready to make a move? There’s champagne and canapés in the car.” 
 
    “Oh my! Yes! Let’s go, let’s go! I can’t wait to get this shopping trip started.” Laura’s enthusiasm was unbridled and contagious.  
 
    Charlotte grinned. “Come on then ... let’s go get me a wedding dress!” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “Oh no, I don’t like that one at all.”  
 
    Hand on hip Ava circled Charlotte as she stood on the pedestal, giving her the benefit of her critique. “It flattens your boobs completely and, believe me my dear, no groom wants that on his wedding day.” 
 
    “Ava, please.” Charlotte blushed bright pink as three women on the other side of the shop turned to look at her.  
 
    “She’s right, you know.” One of the women gave Charlotte a knowing smile. 
 
    “Ava, will you please keep your voice down. I feel self-conscious enough as it is, standing up here like a flippin’ cake decoration, without the whole shop gawping at me.” 
 
    Ava was most aggrieved. “What did I say? I only meant that this particular dress is too tight across the bust. Was it wrong to say that? Should I have kept my opinion to myself? I didn’t mean to upset you, my dear, I’m only telling you what I see. Perhaps it would be better if I sat down and said nothing.”  
 
    She sniffed and perched on the edge of the squashy, ivory couch on which Betty and Harriett were reclining, flicking through bridal magazines and eating sugared almonds.  
 
    “Oh, for heaven’s sake! You won’t believe the article in this magazine, ‘Ten Telltale Signs That Your Fiancé Has Got Cold Feet’. Honestly, what sort of thing is that to have in a bridal magazine?! As if a bride-to-be hasn’t already got enough to worry about, here’s something else to add to the list.” Harriett reached for another sugared almond, too engrossed in the article to look up.  
 
    “What’s number one on the list?” asked Betty, thoroughly enjoying her afternoon in the bridal shop, surrounded by friends, watching Charlotte trying on beautiful dresses, drinking champagne and eating sweets.  
 
    “Um ... number one is that he doesn’t turn up at the church. Oh, good Lord! Can you imagine? Number two is that he’s secretive about his whereabouts or his arrangements and number three is that he becomes flustered when questioned about number two. Number four ....” 
 
    “Er, ‘scuse me ladies. I’m not sure this is the most appropriate discussion to be having right now.” Laura was kind, but firm. “There must surely be something in one of those bridal magazines that’ll provide a more fitting subject matter for the occasion? Something a little happier, perhaps?” 
 
    Charlotte gave a sigh of relief and mouthed her thanks to her godmother before turning her attention back to Ava.  
 
    “Listen, Ava, I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings. Of course I want you to tell me what you think - I’m so sorry if I made you feel like I don’t. Now get back here and help me off this damn pedestal!”  
 
    Ava grinned and was back at her side in a flash, notebook in hand. “Right, I make that thirteen dresses you’ve tried now. From my notes, it seems that most of us liked dress number five the best ... although I wasn’t one of them. Right, which one’s next?” 
 
    As Matron of Honour and Chief Bridesmaid, respectively, Laura and Jess had been given the task of looking through the racks and choosing dresses based on Charlotte’s wish list.  
 
    “How about these. They’re supposed to be worn together.”  
 
    Laura held up two hangers. One held a strapless, ivory silk fitted dress and the other, a full-length, fitted, lace coat embroidered with thousands of tiny seed pearls.  
 
    “A coat? Over the dress? Do you not think I’ll be too warm?”  
 
    “Too warm? Charlotte, you’re getting married in the middle of December. In England. You could wear a sheepskin jacket and thermal long johns and you’d still be cold. Anyway, you don’t have to keep the coat on if you don’t want to. You can always take it off if you get too warm.” Jess was quick to point out the positive attributes of the lace coat. 
 
    “Hmm, I’m not sure.” Charlotte inspected the outfit. “What do you think, Ava?” 
 
    “I think it’s beautiful. And I think the coat makes it. So elegant and understated. You must try it on, you simply must.” 
 
    Reluctantly, Charlotte took the dress and coat into the changing room followed by one of the store assistants who’d been patiently helping her in and out of dresses all afternoon. The rest of the women were chatting about everything and nothing when the curtain of the changing room opened and Charlotte stepped out. 
 
    Every one of them gasped. Laura and Jess clung to each other and burst into tears. Ava began to dab her eyes with a handkerchief and Harriett and Betty oohed and aahed from the couch.  
 
    “This is the one, isn’t it?” Charlotte stood in front of the mirror and gazed at her reflection. “I love it,” she whispered.  
 
    The understated strapless dress, nipped in at the waist and flaring out slightly as it fell to the floor, was transformed from plain into sheer elegance by the lace coat, which covered Charlotte’s arms and shoulders but left her skin and the dress underneath clearly visible. Fastened at the waist with two pearl buttons the coat followed the line of the dress, falling to the ground and forming a short train behind.  
 
    “Oh Charlotte, that’s gorgeous - absolutely beautiful.” Laura delved in her bag for another tissue and handed one to Jess who blew her nose loudly.  
 
    “It’s perfect. S’all I can say.” Jess began to blub again. 
 
    “It really is, Charlotte. It’s perfect.” Ava squeezed her hand and smiled tearfully. “Is that a thumbs-up from everyone? Yes? Well, that’s it then. Dress number fourteen it is!” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    Wedding dress shopping over, a celebratory lunch at a favourite restaurant of Charlotte’s followed.  
 
    A cosy bistro on the edge of town, with a crackling log fire burning in the huge fireplace, had been the venue of many happy visits for her and Nathan.  
 
    “Do you know, I feel rather squiffy.” Betty giggled. “I think I’ve had a little too much of the bubbly stuff ... heehee. But I’ve had the most wonderful day, Charlotte. Thank you so much.” 
 
    “And thanks to Nathan.” Charlotte raised her glass. “For making it even more special.”  
 
    “Hear, hear,” said Ava, lifting her glass to meet Charlotte’s, and everyone followed suit. “To Nathan.” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    After a sumptuous lunch, the group of friends reluctantly finished the last of their desserts, teas and coffees. 
 
    “Right, time to make a move, I think.” Charlotte stood up and between them, she and Jess helped Betty down from her chair.  
 
    “Oof, thanks, girls.” Betty held onto the edge of the table as she landed on the ground with a thud. “I’ve only had two glasses of champagne, you know, so I don’t know why in heavens I feel so tipsy.” 
 
    Harriett rolled her eyes. “That’s two glasses here, Betty. Plus the two before we left Charlotte’s, the one in the limousine and the one at the bridal shop. That’s six glasses altogether, not two.” 
 
    “Oh. Oh, well that explains it. I thought I’d developed an intolerance to alcohol, all of a sudden.” Betty hung her handbag over her arm and clung on to Charlotte and Jess as they walked her out to the waiting car. 
 
    “You know what?” said Laura. “How about we ask the driver to stop off at All Saints on the way home? It’ll be quiet at this time on a Saturday and you’ll be able to get an idea of the best places to have your pictures taken. The photographer will be able to get some amazing shots with the bay in the background.”  
 
    “Hmmm, y’know, that not a bad idea.” Charlotte pushed a button and the glass window behind the driver slid down smoothly. “Um, excuse me, could you go back via All Saints church, please?”   
 
    The driver nodded and caught her eye in the mirror. “Whatever you say, Miss. Denver.” 
 
    When they arrived at the church, there was a large table inside the vestibule laden with floral tributes.  
 
    “Oh no! We’d better go. I don’t want to be looking around the grounds for the ideal photo opportunity if there’s a funeral taking place. It doesn’t feel right.”  
 
    “For goodness’ sake, Charlotte. You’ve as much right to be here as anyone else. We’ll just make sure we keep out of the way and keep quiet, that’s all.” Jess looked around. “Actually, are you sure there’s a funeral? There are no cars and no mourners.” She went to look at the flowers on the table and read a note on a card propped up against them. “Oh.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “These flowers are for Samuel Slade. It says here that they’re for a memorial service being held later this afternoon. I suppose the family are having it in lieu of a funeral because the body hasn’t been released yet.” 
 
    They all went to admire the flowers. Charlotte hadn’t known Samuel Slade but she felt as though she wanted to pay her respects. She said a little prayer for him as she glanced over the cards, reading the touching words of tribute on them all, apart from one which she couldn’t make out.  
 
    “You know. I really don’t feel right about this. And it’ll be getting dark soon, anyway. We’ve had a lovely day, let’s just go home and leave it at that. Really, I’d rather just go home.” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    Back at the cottage, the sun had warmed the living room and Charlotte began to feel decidedly drowsy. 
 
    She checked the time. Nathan wasn’t due back until this evening and Pippin was still with Leo. I’ll just have a quick nap.  
 
    She looked out of the window as she plumped up a cushion. The sun was low in the sky and the sea as still as a pond. As always, the view bought a smile to her lips and made her think of her old friend, Tom. When the cottage had belonged to him, he had loved to sit in the bay window or the front garden, admiring the view and chatting to passers-by.  
 
    She stretched out on the seat and put the cushion behind her head. As her eyelids began to close, the last thing she saw before she fell asleep was the sky beginning to darken. 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    Her eyes opened with a start and she sat bolt upright.  
 
    Disorientated, it took her a while to remember where she was. It was cold and the sky was pitch black, although her phone told her it was only five-past seven.  
 
    The connection had come to her while she’d been asleep. The writing in the notebooks she’d found under the bar, and the writing on the card at the church that she hadn’t been able to read was the same. She was almost sure of it. 
 
    Right, I’ll go and get the book from the café and then I’ll pick up Pip. Then I’ll call Nathan. He can take me to All Saints when he gets back. 
 
    In the glow of the streetlight, Charlotte noticed that the snow had started coming down again. Pulling on her boots, she felt the all too familiar feeling of dread creep through her.  
 
    She didn’t know what any of this meant but she didn’t like the feeling it was giving her. If the writing was the same, then the person had a connection to Samuel Slade. 
 
    Why would someone with a connection to Samuel Slade have left those notebooks in her café?  
 
    And more to the point, how did they get there? 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “Thanks Leo. See you soon!”  
 
    The snow was coming down heavily now and Charlotte pedalled along carefully, Pippin snuggled into the basket on the front of her bike. The streetlights flickered, lighting her way intermittently. It’s like riding a bike at a disco, she thought.  
 
     She got to the café at just before eight o’clock and quickly found the notebooks. As she was about to leave, she noticed that the snow globe was still out so she put it in the cupboard under the bar. She wasn’t about to break her promise to Ava.   
 
    As soon as they got home, she gave Pippin his dinner. Grabbing a piece of carrot cake from the fridge, she took a big bite before sitting down on the couch with a magnifying glass in an attempt to decipher the scrawl on the pages in the books. 
 
    “Looks like these are names of places, Pip, but the writing’s so awful, I really don’t know ...” Pippin looked up at the sound of her voice before continuing with his dinner. 
 
    “Matts Maid ...Hatt ... my God, this writing is dreadful. Hatts Hom ...Hal ... Hall’s ... It’s Hall’s Hardware!” 
 
    As she continued, it began to dawn on her what the books were. Amongst the entries she found the names Hall’s Hardware and Granville’s Haberdashery, with weekly payments of £5.00 written in the columns alongside.  
 
    All the businesses in the books had an entry of money paid next to their name, except one. 
 
    Next to the name A. Dibble, Fishing Tackle Supplies, all that was written, in large, shaky letters were the words ‘OUT OF SERVICE - PERMANENTLY’. 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “Okay, I’m here. What’s so urgent?” 
 
    Nathan had left work twenty minutes early following Charlotte’s call, the tone of which had left him feeling slightly uneasy. 
 
    “Nathan, you’re never going to believe what I think I’ve got but before I can be certain, can you take me to All Saints, please?” 
 
    Nathan looked at his watch. “Charlotte, it’s ten-to nine. On a Saturday night. Why on earth are we going to church?” 
 
    “I’ll explain on the way, but I promise, you’re going to be really pleased with me.” 
 
    Nathan rubbed his forehead. “Oh God, Charlotte, it’s that voice”.  
 
    “What voice?” 
 
    “The one that tells me I should be worried. The voice you always use when you’re meddling in things that don’t concern you. Know the one I mean?” 
 
    “Oh, shut up.” Charlotte grinned and pinched his cheek. “Come on, let’s go.” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    At the church, the evening service had just ended and parishioners were filing out to be greeted by a heavy snowfall. 
 
    Charlotte went in search of the flowers that had been in the vestibule earlier and spied them on a marble plinth at the side of the altar. 
 
    “Nathan,” she hissed, “they’re here.” 
 
    Pulling the magnifying glass from her pocket and one of the books from inside her coat, she held the card from the flowers against it. “See, it’s the same writing.” 
 
    “I have to admit, it does appear to be the same.” Nathan looked closely at the unintelligible scrawl through the glass. 
 
    “So? D’you think my theory’s right about who the owner of the handwriting is?” Charlotte pushed the book back inside her coat.  
 
    “Well, if the writing is the same then it certainly seems to indicate that whoever wrote it was somehow involved in Bill Slade’s protection racket. And if the writing on the card which, with the help of the magnifying glass, looks like it probably says ‘With Love from Mum’, then those books are proof that Maureen Slade had some part in it.” 
 
    “But how d’you think they ended up in the café?” 
 
    “No idea at the moment but I’ll do my best to find out. In the meantime, I’m going back to the station to speak to the Super and I’m going to need those notebooks, Charlotte. Believe me, if that turns out to be solid evidence against Maureen Slade, I promise you, she’s going to pay for what those business owners went through all those years ago.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    Charlotte dropped the last of her plastic bottles into the recycling bin and continued on her morning walk with Pippin.  
 
    They walked along the seafront, past the marina and headed towards the town centre. “I fancy a change of scenery today, Pip. Let’s start the week with a walk along the high street.” 
 
    As they crossed the road, she caught sight of a familiar car parked in a quiet side street. With its tacky sun strip, it was instantly recognisable as the one she’d seen Richard Slade driving. 
 
    She cast her mind back to his suspicious behaviour and how secretive he’d appeared when he’d put the holdall in the boot of his car. 
 
    What was it Nathan said in his appeal for witnesses? “If you see anyone behaving in a suspicious manner, please do not approach them, but call 999 immediately.” 
 
    Charlotte thought carefully about what to do. There was no doubt that Richard Slade had been behaving suspiciously. But that was then. There was no point in calling 999 now, after the event.  
 
    She wondered where he was and made a snap decision. Crossing the road, she walked close to the car and felt the bonnet. It was warm. Hmmm. So he’s driven here recently. At that time of the morning, there were no shops open so she guessed he was probably having breakfast somewhere in the town.  
 
    As she walked around it she noticed that close-up, the car was even more battered than she remembered and it put her in mind of a very old mini she’d had years ago in Spain when she’d been learning to drive.  
 
    On the second day of lessons with her dad, she’d accidentally reversed it into a low wall and from that day, the boot would close but never lock. She’d taken it to a repair shop and when they’d told her that the cost of the repair would be more than the whole car was worth, she’d decided to make do with a boot that wouldn’t lock.  
 
    As she looked over Richard Slade’s dented vehicle she wondered if, by the remotest of possibilities, the battered boot of his battered car might also have a lock that didn’t work. 
 
    She looked around furtively as she sidled alongside the car. I hope to God no one can see me - I’m behaving just as suspiciously as Richard Slade was.  
 
    She desperately wanted to see if there was anything of interest in the boot and doubted she’d get a better opportunity than this to find out.  
 
    She reckoned she had another ten minutes of darkness before the sun rose. If I’m going to do anything, I have to do it now. 
 
    Firmly pushing the telling-off she was going to get from Nathan to the back of her mind, she walked round to the boot and pressed the button with her gloved hand. For a moment, it seemed as though the lid was jammed tight but when she wiggled the button from side to side, it suddenly popped open.  
 
    Feeling the adrenalin starting to pump, she whispered at Pippin to sit. Keeping a watchful eye, she turned on her phone torch and lifted the lid of the boot to reveal a veritable jumble of junk and the stomach-churning stench of rotting food. 
 
    Apart from the obligatory jack, wheel brace and red breakdown triangle, the boot contained a battered picnic hamper full of tools, a rusty petrol can, stacks of old newspapers, empty cans and bottles and remnants of leftover food in takeaway cartons and sandwich boxes. 
 
    There must be something in here to prove how shady Richard Slade is. There must be.  
 
    Charlotte held her breath against the smell and shuddered as she flicked away what the packaging confirmed had once been a tuna sandwich, but which was now a triangle of green mould.  
 
    There was nothing of any interest in the boot. Nothing at all. She was too late. Richard had obviously already removed whatever it was he’d put there the other day.  
 
    Charlotte sighed in frustration. I’m sure I’m missing something. I’m sure of it. Or maybe I got it wrong. Maybe he wasn’t hiding anything at all. 
 
    She was about to close the boot when a thought struck her. I wonder ....  
 
    Pushing everything to one side, she lifted the cover to look inside the cavity that housed the spare tyre. Except there was no spare tyre. Just a small black holdall in the well where it should be.  
 
    With the memory of the rotting tuna sandwich still fresh in her mind and its stench still in her nostrils, Charlotte gingerly unzipped the holdall and peered inside.  
 
    Her mouth dropped open when she saw the contents. 
 
    In amongst a selection of tiny crystal ornaments and jewellery inlaid with bright stones were a quantity of Christmas tree baubles, a snow globe paperweight and a solid gold watch with a hexagonal face.   
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “What am I going to do with you?” Nathan spoke through a mouthful of muesli as he sat at the breakfast bar. “How many times do I have to tell you not to go poking around in stuff, Charlotte? What if you’d been hurt? Good grief, you only went out to walk the dog.” 
 
    As delighted as Nathan was that Samuel Slade’s missing watch had possibly come to light, he was in no mood to pussyfoot around the issue with Charlotte. 
 
    “But I wasn’t hurt, was I?” Charlotte was in no mood for a telling-off from Nathan. “Anyway, he must be the killer! Why else would he be hiding his brother’s watch in the boot of his car?  
 
    “Give me strength.” Nathan muttered. “Look, don’t get me wrong. I’m very happy to know that a watch that might be Samuel Slade’s missing watch has turned up, but right now, there’s no proof that it’s his. 
 
    “And even if it is, that alone is not enough to pin the murder on Richard Slade. How do we know that Samuel didn’t give the watch to his brother? Unlikely, I grant you, but we don’t know for sure.” 
 
    “But you’re going to bring him in for questioning, right?” Charlotte’s anxiety level was on high as she pushed for an assurance from Nathan. “Okay, so you may not be certain about the watch, but I’m telling you, I’m convinced that snow globe is mine. You have to bring him in.” 
 
    Nathan scratched his head. “Bring him in for what? Concealing cheesy paperweights? And even if I did bring him in, how am I supposed to know what’s in the boot of his car? I can hardly tell him that my fiancée just happened to break into it while she was out walking the dog, can I? 
 
    “Look, Charlotte, as much as you want it to be, you don’t know it’s yours - he could have got it from any gift shop in town.” He looked at her troubled face and chose his words carefully.  
 
    “The thing is, as things stand, there’s no proof that he’s even committed an offence. But by breaking into his car, you have.” 
 
    Charlotte waved her hand dismissively. “Never mind that. And, actually, I didn’t break into it ... it was already open. And why are you taking his side? It’s too much of a coincidence that my snow globe went missing and then the exact same one turns up in his car. Especially as I’m pretty sure he was the last one to touch it and he said he liked pretty things. I bet you any money it’s mine - it’ll have my fingerprints all over it. 
 
    “And why would he go to the trouble of keeping it hidden so secretly if he’d bought it? He wouldn’t, would he? And what about all the other stuff? Yolanda’s Christmas tree decorations and goodness knows what else he’s taken a fancy to.” 
 
    Nathan had a feeling that Charlotte wasn’t finished yet and he was right. 
 
    “And what about the weirdo who’s been lurking around at the back of the café?” She wagged her finger at Nathan. “It’s seriously freaking me out. And what about someone drilling into my wall? You can’t tell me that’s not an offence?  
 
    “I’m telling you, Nathan, the more I think about it, the more convinced I am that Richard Slade’s responsible for all the snooping around.” She wrung her hands. “And I’m certain he had something to do with his brother’s murder. The guy’s weird. Please, Nathan. Will you please look into it?”   
 
    Nathan held up his hands in submission. “Okay, okay, I’ll look into it. I’ll speak to Richard Slade later. I won’t get time until tonight, but I’ll speak to him. Okay? And for the record, I’m not taking his side I’m just pointing out the facts.” 
 
    Charlotte was pacified. Only slightly, but she felt better knowing that Nathan was taking her concern seriously.  
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “Come on, Pip, let’s go.” Charlotte pulled on her bobble hat and gloves and pulled the front door shut behind her.  
 
    For the first time in days, she felt as though a ton weight had been lifted from her shoulders.  
 
    After Nathan’s initial reluctance to take her concerns about Richard Slade as seriously as she would have liked, she was delighted that he’d agreed to speak to him again.  
 
    Had he murdered his brother? Had he been the one lurking around outside the café?  
 
    Charlotte was over the moon that at last, Nathan was on the verge of finding out the answers to these questions, and probably a whole lot more as far as Richard Slade was concerned. 
 
    A sudden blast of wind blew snow in her eyes and she blinked against it. Unfazed and head held high Pippin trotted ahead, his new waterproof coat with its fleece lining a worthy barrier against the horizontal snow and biting wind.  
 
    If there was one thing Charlotte hated, it was clothes for dogs but the recent drop in temperature had persuaded her to relent. In his smart new hi-vis coat, she had to admit, Pippin was quite the dog about town as he garnered admiring glances from passing dog walkers. 
 
    At almost quarter-to nine, the sky had been dark for hours and the wind was whipping up the snow into mini-tornadoes. As it started to come down thick and fast in a sudden blizzard, the streetlights flickered before going off completely and, in the pitch black, Charlotte lost sight of Pippin at the end of the lead as he lunged forward.   
 
    “Careful, Pip! You almost had me over!” She righted her footing and walked forward tentatively, stopping when her foot came into contact with something in her path. With the toe of her boot, she felt around the obstruction - it was big and heavy. Her heart suddenly went cold. Oh, good God, please don’t let it be a dog that’s been hit by a car. 
 
    She bent down and tentatively reached out her hand but it was difficult to feel anything with her thick gloves on. 
 
    She took one of them off and put out her hand, jumping back in alarm when it came into contact with cold flesh. The streetlights flickered again and her hand flew to her mouth as she gasped in horror.  
 
    Beside a car which bore the message, ‘SPEED DEMON’ on the sun strip, Richard Slade lay on the snowy pavement, foaming at the mouth, his eyes having seen their last. 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “I felt for a pulse, but there was nothing.” A distressed Charlotte explained as DS Farrell took notes. “I think he was dead long before I came along - I don’t think I could have saved him.” 
 
    “Don’t feel guilty about it.” Nathan came over from where he’d been speaking with the pathologist. “It’ll have to be confirmed but, if early indications are anything to go by, it was cyanide poisoning. That smell of almonds you noticed on his breath? That’s most likely what it was. That being the case, I strongly doubt there was anything you could have done to save him.” 
 
    Charlotte frowned as the police investigation gathered momentum with the arrival of the forensics team.   
 
    “This is awful. The very person I thought was the murderer turns up dead. Why would he have taken cyanide? He’d only just got of prison. You’d think he’d want to have lived a little, wouldn’t you?”  
 
    “Well, if it’s definitely a case of cyanide poisoning, he might not have taken it himself, of course,” said Nathan.  
 
    “You think someone might have given it to him? Why? Who would do that?” 
 
    Despite Richard Slade’s unsavoury past, Charlotte found it hard to understand that someone would want to murder him for it and her thoughts immediately turned to his mother.  
 
    “Oh my goodness! Poor Mrs Slade! In spite of everything, I feel awful for her. Whether Richard took his own life or was murdered, how on earth is she going to cope with the news so soon after Samuel’s death?” 
 
    Nathan shook his head. “I have to say, in all the years I’ve known the Slade family, I’ve never felt sorry for any of them but I dread to think how the loss of another son is going to affect Maureen. I’ll tell you one thing for sure, though, she isn’t going to want to get the news from me.  
 
    “After the last time I paid her a visit, I think it’d be best if someone else went round this time. I don’t want to add to her upset.” He beckoned to Fiona. “Can you and Ben make arrangements to call at the Slade house, please, and call me when you leave to let me know how things went?”   
 
    “Right you are, Chief.” Fiona made herself scarce. 
 
    “If someone poisoned him, how on earth did they get the cyanide into him?” Charlotte breathed into her hand to warm up her nose as she pondered the answer to the question. “And why on earth did he get out of his car in weather like this?”  
 
    “’No idea’ would be my answer to your first question,” said Nathan, “but if there is cyanide in his system, chances are he’ll have been feeling nauseous. Maybe he stopped to throw up.” Nathan speculated as he peered through the misted windows of the car. “Hang on, what’s that?” He pressed his face close to the glass before taking a handkerchief from his pocket and opening the door. 
 
    On the passenger seat was a wicker condolence basket which had once been filled with a variety of sweet and savoury items. An empty cake box, a mountain of chocolate wrappers, apple cores, banana skins, a cheese selection tray and the leftover crumbs of a packet of herb biscuits littered the seat and the footwell.  
 
    With his hand inside an evidence bag, Nathan picked up an apple core and held it to his nose before doing the same with a morsel of cheese that had fallen between the two front seats. 
 
    “What is it?” asked Charlotte. 
 
    “I think I just found out the answer to your question. Seems that everything in this basket was laced with cyanide. If Richard’s been eating it over the past few days, that explains how it got into his system. The question is, where did it come from?” 
 
    He leaned forward to look at the label on the basket. With our sympathy on the loss of your brother. You are always in our thoughts. 
 
    “Who’s it from?” asked Charlotte. 
 
    Nathan shook his head. “Doesn’t say.” 
 
    The nagging doubt he’d had for the past few days suddenly became more intense. Something troubled him. It had been troubling him for a while but he hadn’t wanted to acknowledge it.   
 
    “And another thing,” said Charlotte. “Where on earth would you get hold of cyanide, anyway? I mean, it’s not like you can just go into a supermarket and buy it, is it? I wouldn’t have the first clue where to get it from.” 
 
    Nathan was grim faced. “If I told you that cyanide is a key ingredient in certain poisons, some rat poisons for example, would that give you a clue?”  
 
    Charlotte’s expression was blank. “No. I’ve never bought rat poison. Where would you buy it from? A chemist?” 
 
    Nathan shook his head.  
 
    “A hardware store.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    “I can’t believe it. I can’t believe the Halls are involved in this. I really can’t.” Charlotte’s eyes were wide with disbelief. “D’you think they killed Samuel, too?” 
 
    Nathan pulled her to him in a hug. “I don’t know what to think. Look, you go home. Go and get warmed up and I’ll see you later, okay? And I know you will, but please try not to worry.” 
 
    She nodded, her imagination already filling her mind with images of cyanide-wielding maniacs, and she quickened her pace towards home.  
 
    ººººººº 
 
    Nathan pulled up outside the home of Lionel and Heather Hall. He was about to get out of the car when his phone rang, the display telling him that Fiona was calling. 
 
    “What can you tell me?” 
 
    “Chief, there’s no one at the Slade house. We’ve rung the bell and looked around but there’s no sign of anyone. No lights on and all the doors and windows are locked.” 
 
    “Okay. Look, I’m round at Lionel and Heather Hall’s place. I’m pretty sure they’ve got something to do with Richard Slade’s death, possibly Samuel’s too. I hope to God I’m wrong, but I don’t think I am. Anyway, I’ll speak to you in a while, okay?” 
 
    He sighed heavily as he walked up the path. Why did they do it? He rang the bell and Lionel Hall opened the door almost immediately. 
 
    “Evening, Lionel. Can I come in?” 
 
    “Of course.” The old man stepped aside. “We knew you’d come, sooner or later.” With a sad smile, he shuffled along the hall to the living room where he joined his wife on the couch. He took her hand and held it between his. 
 
    “Hello, Heather.” Nathan sat down in the chair beside them. 
 
    Heather was calm, all signs of the stress which been so evident at their previous meeting gone. 
 
    “Nathan, I know you won’t understand, but I had to do it. As soon as I heard they were coming out of prison, I knew I was going to do it. I was always going to do it - it was just a matter of when. I’m so sorry I lied to you. And now you have to take me away, don’t you?”  
 
    Nathan had never been so disappointed at the prospect of arresting someone for murder. “Yes, Heather, I do. And I have to ask you officially, did you kill Samuel and Richard Slade?” 
 
    She looked confused. “No, I’ve already told you I didn’t kill Samuel. Only Richard.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” Nathan had to be certain. 
 
    “Of course I’m sure! I think I’d remember whether I’ve killed someone or not.” Heather smiled briefly. 
 
    “For God’s sake, why did you do it?”  
 
    She looked directly at him, a look of resignation on her weary face. “I couldn’t face knowing that Richard Slade was going to be back here, in St. Eves. Walking the same pavements as me, going to the same shops. That man was pure evil. I couldn’t deal with knowing that I could bump into him at any time. Not after what happened.” 
 
    “And what did happen?”  
 
    Heather put her head in her hands. “Oh Nathan. It’s such a mess. It’s been a mess for years ... and it’s all my fault.” She blew her nose and began her story. 
 
    “Years ago, I had an affair with Bill Slade. We hadn’t long been married, me and Lionel, and we’d just started up the hardware store. Bill came to us, demanding protection money but we just didn’t have it back then. The business hadn’t been going long enough to generate enough to pay him every week. 
 
    “Anyway, for some reason, he took a shine to me. He told us that if he could see me a couple of nights a week, he’d let us off the payments until we had the money to pay him.  
 
    “As you can imagine, Lionel went crazy. I had to hold him back from flying at Bill. He told him to keep his hands off me and that he’d find the money to pay him if it killed him. We ended up borrowing some money from his parents to make sure we had enough to keep Bill off our backs for a couple of months.” 
 
    She glanced at Lionel and he squeezed her hand as he encouraged her to continue with her story. “Go on, love.” 
 
    “I should never have been so stupid, but I was naive and flattered that a powerful man like Bill was interested in me so I began seeing him secretly. It was all very hush-hush, of course. No one knew anything about it to start with. Not Lionel, not Maureen, not anyone. 
 
    “Anyway, when I fell pregnant, I didn’t know if the father was Lionel or Bill. I was petrified but when I told Lionel, he was amazing. He said he’d stand by me regardless and always treat the child as his own.  
 
    “Bill, on the other hand, cleared off so quickly, you couldn’t see him for dust. He wanted nothing more to do with me. After that, it was one of his heavies who came to the store to collect the money from us.”  
 
    Heather took a sip of water from a glass on the table in front of her.  
 
    “I didn’t see Bill again in a social capacity until years later when I was much older - just after the first robbery, in fact.  Of course, at that time, we had no idea it was the Slade brothers who were responsible. We were closing up the store one evening when three men in balaclavas burst in.  
 
    “One of them hit Lionel over the head so hard, we thought he’d lost his hearing. And then the same man held a gun to my face. He tormented me and told me what he was going to do to me if I didn’t tell him the combination for the safe. He seemed to take pleasure in knowing he was hurting us. He was evil. We found out later that the man was Richard Slade.” 
 
    She stopped again and took another sip of water. 
 
    “I was a wreck after that. I just retreated into myself and lost all my confidence. It wasn’t until I went to my first Ladies Association meeting that I began to recover. They helped me so much.  
 
    “You can imagine my surprise when I found out that Bill Slade had strong connections to the Association. By then, he owned a successful property business and he had the money to donate very generously, which he did. 
 
    “I met him again when the Treasurer of the Association couldn’t get to an appointment she’d made at Bill’s home to discuss his donation for the Easter fair. She asked me to go in her place - I never planned for anything to happen, but one thing led to another, and, well ... you know.  
 
    “We kept our relationship secret for months. It was easy to get together at his house - I’d always say that I was there on Association business. It was the perfect guise.” 
 
    She turned to Lionel and stroked his cheek. “I know I’ve said I’m sorry so many times, but I really am so, so sorry, my darling.” 
 
    “It’s okay, my love.” Lionel dabbed at his eyes. “It’s yesterday’s news. Go on, finish the story.” 
 
    Heather turned back to Nathan. “One day, the boys came home unexpectedly and caught their father and I in a rather compromising position. As you can imagine, all hell broke loose.  
 
    “It wasn’t until Bill threatened to cut them out of his will that they agreed not to tell anyone what they’d seen but they weren’t happy about it. I will never forget the way Richard Slade looked at me. It was as if he wanted to kill me there and then. 
 
    “I never saw Bill again after that, but that’s when the problems really started. Those boys of his bore grudges. They bided their time and a year later, they came back and robbed the store again. That time, though, it was personal. They were doing it out of spite - for revenge. 
 
    “Just like the first time, they came back just as we were closing up. They all had balaclavas on and they pulled a bag over Lionel’s head, tied his hands and feet to a chair and pushed him over.  
 
    “One of them emptied the safe and one of them emptied the till. I was cowering behind the counter, pleading with them not to hurt us and Richard crouched down beside me and threatened me. I didn’t need to see his face to know it was him. As soon as he spoke to me, I knew.  
 
    “I can’t repeat what he said he was going to do to me, Nathan, but it put the fear of God into me. Thank God you came in when you did - I don’t know what he would have done if you hadn’t. The stress of that second robbery almost killed me - when I was lying in the hospital, I knew I would never be at peace while Richard Slade was alive.” 
 
    The strain of telling the story and resurrecting old emotions finally proved too much. Collapsing in a heap, Heather sobbed in Lionel’s arms.  
 
    Lionel rocked his wife to calm her. When her sobs had subsided to faint whimpers, he said, simply. “And that’s why we had to kill him. He came into the shop last week, you know. Just to taunt us. Even after all these years, he couldn’t leave us in peace. Heather was at breaking point. We had to get rid of him for the sake of her sanity. 
 
    “Don’t be too hard on her, Nathan. It was my idea to make up the condolence baskets. We sent three to the house - one for each of them - but there was cyanide in Richard’s. We had to do it. You do understand, don’t you?”  
 
    Lionel hugged his wife tightly and kissed her forehead. 
 
    Nathan sighed heavily.  
 
    “I really wish I didn’t have to do this, I really do. Heather Hall, I am arresting you for the murder of Richard Slade. You do not have to say anything ...” 
 
    He read Heather and Lionel their rights before calling Ben and Fiona to come to the house and take them down to the police station.  
 
    “What about Samuel Slade, Chief? Did they kill him too?” Ben Dillon spoke quietly as he entered the house.  
 
    “No. They say they didn’t and I believe them.” 
 
    “So we’ve still got a murderer on the loose?”  
 
    “Looks that way, I’m afraid. I’ll get the team together first thing in the morning for a briefing but right now, I’m going to look for Maureen and Trevor. I assume they’ll be together - I can’t imagine that Maureen would get too far on her own in weather like this. 
 
    “Anyway, I don’t want them finding out about Richard’s death from anyone else. They’re hostile enough as it is - they certainly don’t need anything else fuelling their animosity towards the police at the moment.” 
 
    “I thought you were keeping a low profile with Mrs. Slade, Chief?” Fiona raised her eyebrows.  
 
    “I was, but I’m not going to pander to her every whim forever. You two have already been on duty for too long today, so she’ll just have to put up with me. You both get yourselves home when you’ve finished with the Halls and I’ll see you in the morning.”  
 
    ººººººº 
 
    Nathan turned up the heater in his car as he spoke to Charlotte.  
 
    “Hi. Look, I’m going to be a while yet. The Slades weren’t at home when Ben and Fiona went round so I’m going to take a drive around town and see if I can find them. I’ll start off at the marina - Will was telling me the other day that the brothers have been in The Bottle of Beer a few times, so that’s where I’ll start.” 
 
    “So were Lionel and Heather Hall involved in Richard’s death, do you think?”  
 
    “Unfortunately, they were. But not Samuel’s.” 
 
    “So there’s still a killer on the loose?” Charlotte’s voice went up an octave. 
 
    “Yes, but I won’t rest until we have someone behind bars. You know that, Charlotte.”  
 
    “I know, I know. It’s just terrible to know that the killer’s still out there.” 
 
    Nathan looked at his watch. “Look, I’d better go and get this over with. I’m not looking forward to breaking the news about Richard to Maureen and Trevor and, as I’m not their favourite person, I’ve no idea how it’s going to go.  
 
    “I’ll see you later, okay, but don’t wait up. I’ve got a feeling it’s going to be a late one.” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    Brrrrrrrr, brrrrrrrr, brrrrrrrr. 
 
    Charlotte woke abruptly and looked at the clock. The digital display flashed 01:07 AM.  
 
    She threw her arm out but Nathan’s side of the bed was still empty. Must be him calling.  
 
    She reached for the phone and saw Harriett’s smiling face beaming at her from the screen.   
 
    She could count the times that Harriett had called her on two fingers and on both occasions, it had been an emergency - once when she’d come home from bingo and realised she’d left her keys inside the house and the other when Ava’s husband had accidentally reversed the car over her foot.  
 
    Charlotte had no idea why the ladies always rang her when they found themselves in sticky situations, but she was glad they did and she always dropped everything to help them.   
 
    “Hi Harriett. What’s up?” She grinned as she clearly heard Leo’s muffled voice in the background and Harriett’s urgent whisper.   
 
    “Sshhh, be quiet or she’ll hear you ... oh, hello Charlotte dear. I was just on my way back from a Ladies Night at the Masonic Lodge with, er, a friend, and I think your café’s being burgled. I didn’t think it would be you in there at this time of night, but I wanted to be sure. Hence the call, which confirms I was correct. Anyway, we didn’t wait around outside for too long, or go in, but I wanted to let you know as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Oh my God!” Charlotte’s blood ran cold. “Are you sure? Why do you think there’s someone in there? 
 
    “Well, there are no lights on but we heard knocking noises as we passed by and when we listened against the wall, we could hear voices and people moving around. I’m sorry to worry you, dear, but I had to let you know.” 
 
    “Oh yes, of course - thanks.” Charlotte’s mind was in a whirl. “Okay, um, I’ll let Nathan know right away. Thanks again, Harriett. Yes, of course I’ll let you know what happens. Right, bye.”  
 
    Knocking noises? She dialled Nathan’s number. It rang before switching to answerphone.  
 
    She pulled on the clothes she’d taken off two hours before and ran downstairs for her jacket and boots, Nathan’s number on constant redial. Still no answer.  
 
    Damn, I’ll have to go down to the marina and try him again when I get there.  
 
    She grabbed a pen and paper and wrote him a note in case he came back home before she’d managed to get hold of him. 
 
    Hi sweetie, 
 
    Harriett called. She thinks someone’s broken into the café - have gone to check it out but don’t worry, I won’t go in! Will keep trying you. xx 
 
    She propped up the note on the kitchen table before picking Pippin up and making a fuss of him. She hated leaving him on his own, but she wasn’t about to take him out at this time of night in the snow. “Be a good boy, okay. I’ll be back soon.”    
 
    ººººººº 
 
    As Charlotte approached the marina on the back road, the café was in darkness.  
 
     Pressing her ear up against the wall she could hear the faint knocking that Harriett had spoken of, muffled voices and the sound of people moving about inside.  
 
    Sounds like they’re dragging something across the floor. Probably a big bag filled with everything they’re about to steal from my café. She was fuming and fearful all at the same time.  
 
    Creeping up the footpath, she saw four tracks of footprints leading all the way to the front door of the awning. Three were partially covered in snow and one was more visible, indicating that they had been made more recently.  
 
    Peering through the transparent polythene window, she saw that the thick chain which held the doors secure with a padlock had been cut.  
 
    She crept back down the footpath and crouched down underneath the kitchen window. Her heart was pounding as she fumbled for her phone and she wasn’t sure if it was her thick glove or the fact that she was shaking from the adrenalin rush that was making it difficult to dial Nathan’s number. 
 
    She held the phone tightly to her ear and with every ring, she willed him to pick up.  
 
    It took a while before she realised that she wasn’t only listening to the ring in her ear, she could actually hear it nearby. It stopped ringing as it went to answerphone and she redialled immediately. If he was nearby, Nathan must have gone home and seen her note and was on his way to the café.  
 
    The phone rang again.  
 
    She heard it clearly this time.  
 
    But it wasn’t coming from outside the café. 
 
    It was coming from inside the café. 
 
    Her stomach churned.  
 
    What on earth is Nathan doing in there?  
 
    She had a bad feeling. A really bad feeling.  
 
    In a blind panic she swiped her phone screen again and called Ben. The phone rang six times before he answered sleepily. “Charlotte? What time is it? What’s up?”   
 
    “Ben,” she whispered. “I’m so sorry to call you so late but I think Nathan’s in trouble. Big trouble. Can you get some help down here? What? Oh, I’m at the café.” 
 
    She quickly told him what she knew and he immediately jumped into action, promising to get help to her as soon as possible. 
 
    “And for God’s sake, Charlotte, stay outside, okay? Don’t for one minute think about going in there. Okay?” 
 
    “Okay, I won’t. But please hurry.” 
 
    As she hung up, she was caught in the headlights of an approaching car.  
 
    She looked away, the high beam temporarily dazzling her. She waited for it to pass, but the car slowed down and came to a stop in front of her. 
 
    The driver’s door opened and, as she squinted through the snow that had just started to fall again, she saw that the car’s occupants were Lavender and Marigold Burridge. 
 
    “I say, Charlotte. What on earth are you doing out here at this time of night? Is everything alright?” Lavender swung her leg out of the car and pulled up the hood on her jacket. 
 
    Charlotte shook her head frantically and put her finger to her lips. “Sshhh! Keep your voice down - someone might hear you! No, it’s not alright. There’s someone in the café and I think they’ve got Nathan in there with them. I called him and I can hear his phone ringing inside but he’s not answering.” 
 
    “Oh, good Lord! That doesn’t sound very good, does it?” Marigold whispered as she zipped up her anorak. 
 
    “Come on, let’s take a look. Come on Charlotte.” Lavender took Charlotte’s hand and began to lead her up the footpath. 
 
    “No!” Charlotte pulled back but Lavender kept walking. “We can’t go in there! We don’t know if they’re armed or dangerous - or both! We have to wait for the ...” 
 
    Her feet slipped and she looked down at the snow on the path.  
 
    She saw the footprints in front of her. They were from Lavender’s boots.   
 
    And the outline of a cheetah was clearly visible. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    Her blood ran cold, every instinct telling her to run. With all her strength, she pulled to get away from Lavender but Marigold’s surprisingly strong grip caught her arms from behind and pushed her forward.  
 
    “Why have you been hanging around outside my window?” Charlotte struggled to get free from Marigold’s clutches. “What are you up to?” 
 
    Lavender sighed. “You know, it’s a real pity you couldn’t stop meddling, Charlotte. We never wanted you to come to any harm but we can’t let you go now. It’s too risky.” 
 
    The sisters hauled Charlotte into the café, the windows of which had been covered with blackout paper.  
 
    “What the bloody hell’s she doing here?” Trevor Slade looked out from the kitchen, the knocking of his hammer and chisel against the tiled wall coming to a brief stop.  
 
    “Don’t worry about it. She’s a minor inconvenience. We’ll take care of her later.” Marigold pushed Charlotte down into a chair. “Where’s Richard?” 
 
    “Dunno, but I’ll kill him when I see him. Bloody idiot, should have been here ages ago. If it hadn’t been for him not turning up, we’d have been out of here by now. He’s been moaning about a gut ache since yesterday but I’m telling you, his guts’ll be the least of his worries by the time I’m finished with him.” Trevor turned back to the task in hand and continued tapping at the wall tiles. 
 
    Intuition told Charlotte to say nothing about Richard’s death but, despite her anxiety, she was livid that Trevor appeared to be demolishing her kitchen. “What are you doing to my wall?”  
 
    “There’s something that belongs to us in your kitchen, Charlotte.” Lavender settled herself on a bar stool. “We thought we might have been able to reach it from the outside, but it would have created too much of a disturbance. So Trevor’s accessing it from the inside. That’s why we’ve been hanging around outside the window.”  
 
    “But what could possibly be behind my kitchen wall that belongs to you? And why do ...” Charlotte suddenly spotted Nathan’s phone on the bar and all thoughts of what Trevor Slade was up to went out of her head. “And why is Nathan’s phone here? Where is he?”  
 
    The kitchen door swung open and Charlotte’s mouth dropped. Without any sign of the debilitating arthritis she claimed had virtually confined her to a wheelchair, Maureen Slade strode out purposefully.  
 
    “Where’s your wheelchair?” Charlotte gaped. 
 
    “Oh, that old thing.” Maureen smiled sweetly. “I don’t actually need it, Charlotte, but it makes things so much easier that people think I do. I mean, whoever would have thought that a crippled, wheelchair-bound old lady like me would have had it in her to pull off a plan like this?” 
 
    Charlotte shook her head in disbelief. “Where’s Nathan? I want to see him.” 
 
    “Oh, let her see him, Maureen, for God’s sake. It might stop her whining,” said Lavender. “She can’t cause us any trouble if we keep an eye on her. When we’re finished here, we’ll get rid of them both, her and Costello.” She took a newspaper from the pile on the bar and began idly flicking through the pages.  
 
    “Your boyfriend’s down there - on the floor behind the bar,” said Maureen. “I’ve no idea why he was skulking around here so late at night so you can imagine our surprise when he poked his head in.” She laughed a hollow, mirthless laugh. “If only he’d stayed outside, he wouldn’t have got hurt. Poor Laurence - he almost put his back out dragging him round there.” 
 
    Charlotte rushed around to the other side of the bar where Nathan was lying on the floor, blood oozing from a gaping wound on his forehead. He was breathing, but unconscious.  
 
    “Oh, good God!” She dropped to her knees, desperately wanting to cradle him in her arms but knowing that she mustn’t move him.  
 
    The graveness of the situation dawned on her.  
 
    If these people are prepared to attack a police officer, they’re prepared to do anything.  
 
    She had to do something. Surreptitiously, she felt in her pocket for her phone and pressed redial. 
 
    “I do hope everything’s alright, dear.” Maureen Slade’s voice dripped sarcasm as she looked down at Charlotte.   
 
    “No, it damn well isn’t alright! What did you do? What did you do to him?” 
 
    “I didn’t do anything,” said Maureen. “Laurence did.” 
 
    “Who the hell is Laurence?” Charlotte was trying desperately not to panic, for hers and for Nathan’s sakes. 
 
    The door opened and a man in a black ski jacket walked in sending Marigold into raptures as she squealed with delight and ran to his side. They kissed briefly before he took down his hood and Charlotte gasped as her living nightmare took a turn for the surreal. 
 
    “Well, I wasn’t expecting to see you here, Charlotte - I hope you’re not taking my name in vain? So sorry I wasn’t here when you arrived but I had to go out for a sugar fix.”  
 
    It was Larry Hall ... and Marigold Burridge was clinging to him like a limpet. 
 
    “You? Oh no, no, Larry ... please tell me you didn’t do this to Nathan?”  
 
    He grinned and took a bag of gobstoppers from his pocket. “’Fraid so, Charlotte.” He was calm and seemingly untroubled by what he’d done. “Want one?” He offered the bag of sweets to Charlotte, shrugged when she refused, and popped one into his mouth. 
 
    “Larry, listen to me.” Charlotte spoke as calmly as she could. “I don’t know how you got involved in all this but my guess is that you’ve been pressured into joining forces with them so they can use you to do their dirty work.  
 
    “Have you any idea of the trouble you’re going to be in for assaulting a police officer? Did you ever stop to think why none of them did it? Please, Larry. Please think about what you’re doing and how this is going to affect the rest of your life. Whatever they’ve made you do, you’re not like them. Deep down, you’re not a criminal.” 
 
    Larry removed the gobstopper from his mouth.   
 
    “Charlotte, I haven’t only just become “involved in all this”. I’ve been a part of this family for a long time. How long’s it been now, Marigold?” 
 
    “Nine years, more or less.” Marigold clung to his arm and put her head on his shoulder.  
 
    “Yeah, around nine years. We got to know each other when Mum joined the St. Eves Ladies Association.”  
 
    Larry was thoughtful for a moment. “Y’know, who’d have thought that Mum joining the Association would change my life as much as it changed hers? Dad was always busy in the shop so I drove Mum to all the events ... and that’s how I met Marigold.” He planted a kiss on the end of her Roman nose.  
 
    “I can tell that you think it’s gross.” He noticed Charlotte’s look of distaste. “A forty-year old guy with a sixty-five year old woman, but we’ve got so much in common. We got chatting because we both love music. We like different styles, but our passion for it’s the same. And she’s a fantastic musician. She can play any instrument, y’know, and any tune, by ear. She’s amazing. 
 
    “Anyway, we ended up spending a lot of time together up at her place. At the weekends we’d stay up all night, listening to music and chatting. She was the first person to have ever taken an interest in my opinions and what I had to say. For the first time in my life, someone made me feel really good about myself.   
 
    “I told her how I couldn’t wait to save enough money to move out from my parents’ house and get my own place. God, their constant nagging about how I still live under their roof and don’t have a proper job really gets me down ... and if they ask me one more time when I’m going to join the family business, I swear, I won’t be responsible for my actions.” Larry laughed and licked the gobstopper he was holding between his finger and thumb. 
 
    “Anyway, I’m sorry to disappoint you, Charlotte, but you’re wrong ... because deep down, I am a criminal. It was me who whacked the Detective Chief Inspector over the head ... and I killed Samuel too.” 
 
    He took out a pair of drumsticks from his inside pocket and beat out a drum roll on the bar before popping the gobstopper back into his mouth and continuing to read the newspaper. 
 
    Charlotte closed her eyes. She couldn’t believe that quiet, introverted Larry Hall was a murderer. She was appalled. But more than that, she was furious.  
 
    It took all her self-control not to scream at the top of her voice. “Don’t say you’re sorry, Larry, because you don’t mean it. Your parents’ hearts are going to break when they find out about this. They didn’t raise you to be this way. And you know why? Because they’re good people. And they thought they were raising a good son.” The slight tremor in her voice was the only evidence of her rising anger.  
 
    “And by the way, I don’t think that your relationship with Marigold is gross because of the age difference, I think it’s gross because you’re hanging out with the family who inflicted so much pain on your own family. 
 
    “How you can even contemplate a relationship with Marigold is beyond me. She must have known how traumatised your mother was by the robberies as much as you did. Your own mother. My God, you disgust me.” Shaking with fury, she turned away.   
 
    “Don’t you dare speak to him like that!” Marigold yelled at her across the bar.  
 
    “It’s okay, Mari. Leave it.” Larry stared at Charlotte and for a moment, she thought she saw a fleeting look of sadness in his eyes before he turned his attention back to the newspaper.  
 
    Blinking back furious tears, she squeezed Nathan’s hand tightly. Please God, let him be okay. 
 
    “You do realise that you have no way of getting out of this alive, don’t you?” Still fuming, Marigold was at her most spiteful. “I’m just telling you because we wouldn’t want to give you any false hopes, would we, Lavender?” 
 
    “No, we certainly wouldn’t.” Her sister agreed. 
 
    Charlotte’s anger had reached boiling point. “You’re all maniacs! For goodness’ sake, why are you doing this?”  
 
    Maureen considered Charlotte’s outburst as she shook a cigarette from a soft pack. “What do you think? D’you think we should tell her?” She lit the cigarette and blew smoke out of the side of her mouth.  
 
    “You’re not allowed to smoke in here,” said Charlotte, proprietorially.   
 
    Maureen threw her head back and laughed till the tears ran down her cheeks. “Oh, did you hear that? I’m not allowed to smoke in here. That’s priceless.” She bent down and blew her smoke in Charlotte’s face. “And who’s going to stop me? You? Your detective boyfriend? I don’t think so.” She flicked her ash at Charlotte and hoisted herself onto a barstool.  
 
    Charlotte realised that she was going to have to stall for time until the police arrived so, in desperation, she tried another tack. “Look, if you’re going to kill us, at least have the decency to tell me what all this is about.”   
 
    Maureen looked at her thoughtfully. “Okay, Charlotte. Because I like you, I’m going to tell you what’s going on. We’re going to be here for a while so I might as well do something to pass the time.” She made herself comfortable and began telling her story. 
 
    “Years ago, my husband and I had a little property development business. It was called MB Properties. And just so you know, the MB didn’t stand for Maureen and Bill. It stood for Maureen Burridge.” 
 
    Charlotte’s brow creased in confusion. That’s Lavender’s and Marigold’s surname. And why does MB Properties sound so familiar? 
 
    “Yes, Burridge was my maiden name. Lavender, Marigold and me - we’re cousins. Not a lot of people knew that though, because our fathers didn’t get on. Even though they were brothers, they couldn’t stand the sight of each other, so our families had relatively no contact at all until after our parents had passed away and we were adults.  
 
    “Of course, I got stuck with the non-achieving brother of the family as my father. The one who had nothing and couldn’t be bothered to better his life.  
 
    “Lavender and Marigold, on the other hand, were blessed with the successful, wealthy, go-getting brother for a father. The one who left them with a small fortune and saw to it that they would never need to work a day in their lives if they didn’t want to.  
 
    “I, on the other hand, had to take every job going to earn money. I knew I didn’t want to be like my father. I wanted more and I worked hard to get it. I passed every one of my school exams with flying colours and got a place on a business and accountancy course.  
 
    “When I began to spend more time with Marigold and Lavender, they offered to put the start-up money into a property development company for me. They could see I knew what I was talking about when it came to business and they were happy to invest their money in me. They knew I’d show them a healthy return before too long, which, of course, I did. 
 
    “After Bill gave up his ... er ... shall we say, previous line of work, he became involved in the business too. We were an incredible team and for years, it was as though our life was blessed. Everything we touched became profitable. The money was pouring in and we had everything we wanted. But then the kids got arrested and everything took a nosedive.  
 
    “It started out as petty crime. Nothing more than a few snatched purses and wallets here and there but they began to get used to having money in their pockets and not having to work for it.” 
 
    She lit another cigarette from the stub of the last and blew a smoke ring up to the ceiling. “Anyway, they started robbing houses. Then they progressed to businesses and security vans. Every time they went on a job without getting caught, it became like a drug they needed more of. At first, we tried to dissuade them but when the money they were bringing home began to get serious - I’m talking hundreds of thousands of pounds - we had to rethink the situation.  
 
    “None of us wanted to turn our backs on that kind of money but, while the police were looking for the robbers, none of us wanted to keep it in our houses. So we did the next best thing. We hid it, and the property business was the perfect cover. We’d hide the money in whatever property was being developed at the time and before it was finished, we’d take it out and move it to the next one. 
 
    “It was such a perfect plan until your fiancé stuck his nose in and ruined everything. You see, we’d hidden almost £350,000 in your kitchen wall just two weeks before the boys were arrested. Trouble was, with all the commotion after that, nobody thought to put the builders on hold and they went ahead and completed the job before any of us had a chance to get the money out.  
 
    “What with the arrest, the trial, the boys going to prison and Bill becoming ill, the last thing on my mind was the money so we decided to leave it where it was - only temporarily, of course. I mean, we were so flush it wasn’t as though we needed it at the time.” 
 
    Charlotte stared in horrified disbelief as she realised why the name MB Properties had been so familiar to her.  
 
    They were the property developers she’d bought the café from. She’d never had to meet them as the agent had dealt with the sale on their behalf, but she clearly recalled the name being on all the paperwork. 
 
    It was almost beyond comprehension that this despicable family had been involved in the creation of her wonderful café, which she had credited so many times with saving her from the darkest despair following the loss of her parents.  
 
    She recalled the first time she’d set eyes on it, not long after it had been transformed from a dingy storeroom into what would become Charlotte’s Plaice. 
 
    “I can’t believe you were the property developers who turned the old Chandlery storeroom into this café. I just can’t believe it.”  
 
    “Well it’s true, dear. And you shouldn’t be so surprised - that was our business, after all.” Maureen crushed her cigarette with the toe of her boot and blew smoke out of her nose. 
 
    “You know, Charlotte, if your precious Nathan hadn’t been so intent on interfering - constantly going round to check that Lionel Hall and that insipid wife of his were okay - we would never have crossed paths, you and me.  
 
    “You see, if he hadn’t walked into the store during the second robbery, the boys would never have been arrested. They would have had plenty of time to take the money out of your kitchen wall and we would have moved on to the next property and out of your life. 
 
    “In hindsight, they should never have gone back to the Hall’s place but it had been so easy the first time - like taking candy from a baby, Richard had said - they couldn’t help themselves.   
 
    “After they were arrested, the stress made my poor Bill so ill - it was terrible to see. And it was all your damn boyfriend’s fault. When Bill died, I swore I would get my revenge on Nathan Costello one day. And that day, my dear, thanks to his unexpected, but very timely, arrival, is today.” 
 
    Charlotte glared at Maureen. “Are you completely out of your mind? Nathan’s a police officer…a detective. He’s supposed to prevent crime and protect the community. He wasn’t interfering by going round to check on Heather Hall, he was doing his job. And he probably only turned up here tonight because when he passed by he thought there was something suspicious going on. Because that’s his job.” 
 
    Maureen laughed again. “Oh my goodness, you’re beginning to sound like my Samuel. When the boys were released, we got straight on a plane and went to the villa in Tenerife to regroup and put a plan in place. We needed to figure out how to get our money back and how we were going to settle our scores with DCI Costello. 
 
    “The thing is, Samuel went a bit soft in the head while he was inside. He just wanted his money. He didn’t want revenge on anyone, let alone a copper. Can you believe he even had the nerve to threaten to tell Costello what we were planning unless we dropped the idea? I can assure you, that was the last mistake he ever made.  
 
    “I arranged for Richard to call him and arrange to meet on the marina with Lavender, Marigold and Laurence, on the pretext of planning how they were going to get into your café.  
 
    “And that’s when Laurence killed him. On my say so, of course. No one does anything without my say so. Don’t get me wrong, it was a terribly hard decision to make but it was, shall we say, a necessary evil. He was starting to become a liability and we couldn’t risk him shopping us to the police.” 
 
    Charlotte looked at her in horror. “You are out of your mind! You ordered the murder of your own son?” 
 
    “Well, yes, dear. Obviously, I couldn’t do it myself - I’m not a complete monster, you know. So it’s a blessing for us all that Laurence was around to do the deed. He doesn’t look it, but he’s awfully strong. He has to train for hours every day so that he can keep up with all that drumming - it’s very strenuous, apparently.” 
 
    “Ooh yes, he may be skinny but make no mistake, he’s 100% solid muscle. I can vouch for that.” Marigold giggled.  
 
    Charlotte turned to Larry. “So, you killed Samuel because he wanted to do the right thing?” She shook her head. “You really are the lowest of the low.” 
 
    “Listen, Charlotte, you don’t understand.” Larry removed the gobstopper from his mouth again, suddenly keen to defend himself. “Samuel would have ruined everything if he’d spoken to Costello. 
 
    “When we found out that the boys were being released from prison, Marigold knew they’d be making plans to get the money back. She was going to give me her share so I could put down a deposit on a place. We’re moving in together, see. We couldn’t let Samuel ruin everything by going to the police so when Maureen asked me if I’d get rid of him, I didn’t hesitate.” He gave Marigold a squeeze and she gazed up at him adoringly.  
 
    Maureen lit another cigarette and pushed a cuticle back with her fingernail.  
 
    “Anyway, as I was saying, Samuel wasn’t the same person when he came out of prison. He’d changed ... he would never have dreamed of threatening me with the police before he went inside.” She laughed. “I played the concerned mother very well, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Oh yes, and we were awfully good at pretending that was the first time we’d seen the body, weren’t we? You know, when we ‘found’ him in that pile of snow.” Lavender and Marigold smirked at the end of the bar. 
 
    “The whole lot of you should be locked up!” Charlotte was raging. “GBH, armed robbery, intimidation, extortion and protection rackets ... not to mention a nice little sideline in murder! I hope they lock you all up and throw away the key!” 
 
    Maureen stiffened. “What do you know about the protection racket? Nobody’s talked about that for years - not since Bill became involved in the property business.” 
 
    She glowered at Charlotte before relaxing. “Actually, it doesn’t matter what you know because you’re not going to be around for long enough to tell anyone about it. And anyway, there’s no proof. Only the word of a lot of pathetic business owners, and I’d like to see that stand up in court.” 
 
    “Actually, there is proof.” The words were out of Charlotte’s mouth before she could stop them. “Against you.”  
 
    “What are you talking about?” Maureen Slater’s eyes narrowed as she moved slowly towards Charlotte, her bony fists clenched. 
 
    “I found some notebooks that had been hidden in here underneath the bar. They show all the collections that were made from each business owner, the dates and the amounts. And it’s all in your handwriting. I’d say that’s pretty incriminating, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    Maureen’s face was puce. Before Bill had joined her in the property business she’d helped him by keeping the only records of the protection racket. After he’d died and the old books were nowhere to be found, she’d assumed they’d been destroyed. The thought that he’d hidden them from the police in the café before he’d become ill had never once crossed her mind.  
 
    She was incensed that he hadn’t told her about them before he died but more than that, she was furious that Charlotte had the only evidence that could prove her involvement in her husband’s shady business dealings. 
 
    “That bloody idiot! I thought he’d destroyed those books! No one’s ever had anything on me and I’m damned if they’re going to now. I want them - where are they, you little cow! Give them to me or, I swear, I’ll hurt you.” 
 
    Charlotte thought on her feet, praying she’d be able to buy a little time if she appeared to be cooperating. “I’ll ... I’ll take you to them after you’ve finished here. I promise. Just don’t hurt us.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Maureen. We’ll get them from her, won’t we, Larry ... Lavender?” A sneering Marigold was only too happy of the opportunity to cause Charlotte discomfort. 
 
    As Maureen contemplated her predicament, Trevor distracted her with a call from the kitchen.   
 
    “Ma! We’ll get the damn books when we’ve finished here. Right now, I need a beer.” 
 
    His mother stared long and hard at Charlotte before pushing past her for a beer from the fridge and taking it to Trevor as he continued with his destruction of the wall with his hammer and chisel.  
 
    Charlotte saw her chance as she quickly scanned the café.  
 
    Larry had gone back to reading the newspaper, Marigold was hanging blissfully, on his arm, Lavender was playing a game on her phone and Maureen and Trevor were in the kitchen.  
 
    She had to act quickly. 
 
    She quietly opened the cupboard under the bar and took out the glass snow globe that Ava had bought her. She weighed it up in her hand and offered up a little prayer. Please God, don’t let me really hurt anyone. Just a little bit, for a little while.  
 
    She had to make a split-second decision.  
 
    “Hey, Trevor!” As he turned to face her, she said, “Your brother liked pretty things. Let’s see how you like them!”  
 
    She raised her arm and he began to move towards her. With all her might, she threw the ornament at him over the kitchen door. Her aim was good. It hit him right in the middle of his forehead and he dropped like a stone.  
 
    As Maureen ran to his side and before the others had time to react, Charlotte reached behind the bar and grabbed the first thing she laid her hand on. Launching a full bottle of gin at Larry, it caught him on the chin and he clutched his throat, gasping for air as the gobstopper became lodged in his windpipe. 
 
    Immediately, Marigold became hysterical, banging him on the back and screaming for Lavender to help him.   
 
    With the others temporarily incapacitated, there was only Maureen Slade left to deal with and by now, Charlotte knew that she was prepared to do anything to keep her and Nathan alive.  
 
    Maureen picked up the chisel that had fallen from Trevor’s hand and stepped out of the kitchen, a look of pure evil on her face. “You hurt my boy,” she whispered. “Do you have any idea who you’re dealing with? You and Costello are going to wish you never laid eyes on me.” 
 
    Charlotte knew she had to stand her ground. She held a bottle of brandy out in front of her. “Please don’t make me hit you with this, Maureen. I don’t want to, but you know I will if I have to.” 
 
    As Maureen got closer, Charlotte spotted her saviour out of the corner of her eye.  
 
    It all happened so quickly.  
 
    As Maureen raised the chisel, Charlotte picked up the soda syphon and aimed it at her face. 
 
    The chisel fell to the ground as Maureen’s hands flew to her eyes, stinging from the blast of soda water. With trembling hands, Charlotte picked it up quickly and took the phone from her pocket.  
 
    “Ben! Ben! Are you there?” 
 
    “Charlotte! Thank God you’re okay. We’re outside. We’re coming in now.”  
 
    The doors flew open and in stormed what seemed like the whole St. Eves police force.  
 
    “Oh, thank God! Quick, Nathan’s been hurt. We need an ambulance.” 
 
    “We know - there’s one here. We heard everything, Charlotte. That was quick thinking of yours to call me again and keep the connection open.” Ben stepped back to let the team of three paramedics tend to Nathan, Trevor and Larry. 
 
    “He’s going to be alright, isn’t he?” Charlotte watched the medics work, willing them to give her some good news. 
 
    “By the look of it, he’s going to be fine. We’ll need to take him in for observation, but that’s quite normal procedure with a bang on the head. He’ll be out tomorrow, I’m sure.”  
 
    “Is everyone else going to be okay? It’s my fault that Trevor and Larry need medical treatment.” 
 
    “I’m sure they’re both going to make a full recovery. The chap in the kitchen will need an x-ray, just as a precautionary measure, but his vital signs all indicate that he hasn’t suffered any serious injury. He’ll have a banging headache when he wakes up and the other one will have a sore throat for a while, but they’re both going to be okay. Friends of yours, are they?” asked the paramedic. 
 
    “No, they’re bloody well not!” Nathan croaked. 
 
    At the sound of his voice, Charlotte burst into tears. She sat on the ground beside him and held his hand. “Oh, Nathan, thank God. Everything’s going to be fine. You’ve had a bump on the head, but you’re going to be okay. I’m coming in the ambulance with you ... I am allowed, aren’t I?” she asked the paramedic. 
 
    “Course you are.”  
 
    “I’ll meet you at the hospital and wait with you,” said Ben, “and then I’ll take you home.” He put his arm around her shoulders and gave her a reassuring squeeze. “I just want to make sure this place is as secure as possible and get some officers stationed outside. This is a crime scene now, but we’ll try and get things back to normal as soon as we can. I doubt you’ll be able to open tomorrow, though, Charlotte.” 
 
    For the first time ever, she couldn’t have cared less that the café wasn’t going to open. All she cared about was Nathan.  
 
    The paramedics carefully put him onto a stretcher and carried him out to a waiting ambulance. As she followed behind, Charlotte heard the snap of the handcuffs as Larry, Lavender, Marigold and Maureen were read their rights before being led away. 
 
    The nightmare was over.  
 
    Thank God. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    “Glad to see you’re fully recovered, Chief.”  
 
    “Good to have you back, Chief.” 
 
    On his first day back at work after a week at home, Nathan made his way back to his office after a team briefing. 
 
    Maureen and Trevor Slade, along with Lavender and Marigold Burridge were all facing charges of theft, conspiracy and accessory to murder. Larry Hall was facing charges of an assault on a police officer, conspiracy and murder.  
 
    In addition, Maureen Slade’s involvement in the protection racket was being investigated, with a view to charges being brought by any of the business owners who had been targeted. 
 
    Nathan hoped that the outcome of the investigation would see Andrew Dibble’s widow being awarded a sizeable compensation payout.  
 
    It would never make up for what had happened to her husband at the hands of Bill Slade and his henchmen, nor the financial problems the couple had suffered as a consequence, but he hoped it would go some way to making Ann Dibble’s life a little more comfortable. 
 
    He sat back in his chair and touched his head, gingerly. The evidence of the blow he’d suffered was plain to see but apart from superficial cuts and grazes, he was as good as new. He hadn’t wanted to take any time off work but at the insistence of the police doctor to take a week’s bed rest, Charlotte had been only too happy to ensure his orders were carried out to the letter.  
 
    He grinned as he recalled Charlotte’s words to him when he’d tried to get up and dressed the first day he’d been home from work. 
 
    “Nathan Costello. I swear, if you even think about it, I’ll ask Ava and Harriett to come round and give you a bed bath. I’m not joking.” 
 
    He rested his chin on clasped hands, lost in his thoughts. He was thankful that recent events weren’t going to prevent him from attending the meeting he’d arranged. He couldn’t have allowed that to happen. 
 
    A sharp knock on the open door interrupted his thoughts. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    Fiona poked her head into the office. “Chief, here’s the file on the Collier assault case that you asked for.” 
 
    “Thanks. I’ll take a look at it.” 
 
    “Anything else you need, Chief?” She hovered, awaiting further instruction. 
 
    “No, that’ll be all for now, thank you. If you could close the door on your way out, please.” 
 
    Nathan waited until Fiona had left before dialling a number on his mobile. He didn’t want any trace of this call on his desk phone. 
 
    “Hi, it’s Nathan. Yes, yes, I’m fine. Is eleven still okay with you? Right, I’ll see you then. What? No, of course I haven’t said anything to anyone ... especially her. Right, I’ll see you tomorrow. Yeah, looking forward to it. Bye.” 
 
    He looked at the diary that lay open on his desk. LW - 11:00 hrs was written against tomorrow’s date. 
 
    He was filled with trepidation and excitement at the prospect of meeting Lola Whitworth and although he wasn’t one for praying, he looked skyward and offered up a few words.  
 
    “Please, God. Don’t let this backfire on me.”  
 
    ººººººº 
 
     “So you’re off on another training course?” Charlotte spread buttered granary toast with a thick layer of lime marmalade.   
 
    “Yes, but only for a day,” Nathan answered distractedly from behind the newspaper.  
 
    “St. Eves must have the most knowledgeable officers in the country.” Charlotte observed, her mouth full of toast.  
 
    “Hmmm, yes, I suppose we must have.”  
 
    She flicked the newspaper and Nathan peered over the top of it. “Any chance of a face-to-face conversation? You know, where we actually look at each other and talk at the same time?” She grinned. 
 
    “Sorry. What do you want to talk about?” Nathan put the paper to one side and leaned towards her. 
 
    “Well, nothing in particular, I just don’t like talking to the back of the newspaper. Why don’t you tell me what this training course is all about?” 
 
    “The training course?” 
 
    “Yes. I like to take an interest in my husband-to-be’s career progression.” 
 
    “Oh, yes. Of course. Erm, well, it’s going to focus on er, alternative interview techniques and a new approach to, er, victim support.”  
 
    “Oh. Okay.” Charlotte mulled over his answer as she munched on her toast. “Are Ben and Fiona going, too?” 
 
    “What? Er, no. No, it’s only for senior personnel.”  
 
    “Oh, right. Where is it?” 
 
    “Where? Oh, it’s er, in, um, St. Matlock.” Nathan looked at his watch. “Look, I have to get going, I’ve got to call in at the station first. I’ll see you tonight, okay? Not sure what time exactly, depends on how long this course goes on for.” 
 
    He gave Charlotte a kiss, grabbed his jacket, came back and gave her another kiss, and then he was gone. 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    At the next roundabout, take the third exit and your destination is the second road on the left. 
 
    Nathan followed the directions and switched off his SatNav. Slowing down, he squinted out of the window at the house numbers. 28, 26, 24, 22, 20. This was it. 20, Ashwing Road. 
 
    He locked the car and walked up the path. His stomach was churning, although he had no idea why. There was no reason for him to feel nervous.  
 
    Pressing the doorbell, he stood back from the porch. Presently, he heard the pad, pad of footsteps coming closer and the door was opened by a woman, slight in stature, with short, dark hair and light brown eyes.  
 
    He swallowed hard as unexpected tears pricked his eyelids. The woman standing in front of him could have been Charlotte’s mother.   
 
    She stepped forward and slid open the porch door. Smiling, she held out her hand. “Nathan, I’m so happy to meet you at last. Please come in.” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “You can’t imagine how many questions I have for you. I understand that you didn’t want to tell me much over the phone, but I hope you’re prepared for a literal bombardment because there’s a lot I want to know.” Lola Whitworth smiled as she put a mug of tea in front of Nathan. 
 
    “And there’s a lot I want to ask you, too, but in time honoured tradition, ladies first.” Nathan sat back and unbuttoned his jacket. 
 
    “Well.” Lola sipped her tea. “First of all, how did you find me?”  
 
    Nathan explained that it hadn’t been too difficult for him to find her ex-husband’s contact details using social media and an online people-finding service. It had taken a while but eventually, his enquiries had rewarded him with an address and a phone number. The only thing was, as the online records hadn’t been updated since Ian’s departure from the marital home, Nathan hadn’t had any idea that he no longer lived there. 
 
    “Oh my goodness, I had no idea you could find that kind of information online.” Charlotte’s Aunt Lola sat in an armchair with her feet curled up underneath her and her hands clasped around a mug of steaming tea. “Anyway, what made you want to get in touch with me in the first place?”  
 
    Nathan felt the goosebumps prick up on his arms. Not for the first time since they’d met, he was struck with how similar Lola’s mannerisms were to Charlotte’s.  
 
    “Well, as I told you on the phone, I never in a million years expected to speak to you - you can imagine my shock when you told me who you were. It was your husband - sorry, your ex-husband - I was trying to get in touch with.  
 
    “Charlotte and I are getting married soon, you see, and I thought it would be a fantastic surprise if her uncle could come to the wedding. She misses her parents so much and I know it makes her sad to think she has no family left.  
 
    “Of course, having you at the wedding is going to be even more incredible but I should warn you, it’s going to be a huge shock for her.  
 
    “I was even considering telling her before the wedding but decided against it because I think the surprise will make the day even more special ... once the shock has worn off, that is! 
 
    “So to answer your question, I wasn’t actually trying to get in touch with you, because I thought you were dead. Charlotte told me that’s what her mother told her years ago.” 
 
    Lola nodded. “I’ve no doubt she did, although it was a dreadful lie and, I swear, I had no part in it.”  
 
    Nathan took a gulp of his coffee. “I must admit, that part of the story’s been worrying me. Why does she think you’re dead?” 
 
    Lola sighed and put her mug down on the coffee table. “It’s a long story, but I’ll give you the short version. When Molly and Scott decided to go to Spain, I wasn’t happy about it at all. Our parents had both passed away not long before and I felt as though Molly was abandoning me. She was ten years older than me, you see, and she’d always been very protective.” Lola shook her head. “I know how selfish that seems now, but back then, I didn’t see it that way.   
 
    “Anyway, I was hurt that she was leaving and, very stupidly, I gave her an ultimatum. I told her that if she went to Spain, I’d never speak to her again. Of course, she went. She had to - Scott had been offered the most amazing job and of course, she wanted to be with him and Charlotte. After they left, there was nothing to keep me in St. Eves so I upped sticks and went travelling. I never went back, which is why I don’t remember you, I suppose.   
 
    “You know, I think back now and it makes me so sad. Really, it was such a minor disagreement but what with the stress of them moving abroad for Molly, and for me, it somehow became a major issue. We hadn’t spoken for years but when Ian and I got married, I sent her a letter and a photograph. 
 
    “I almost picked up the phone so many times to get in touch. I can’t tell you how much I wish I’d made that call.” She bit her lip and looked at her lap.  
 
    “Anyway, not long after we got married, Ian and I began to have marital problems. I didn’t realise until after we got married how much he drank but let me tell you, it was a lot and it caused the most terrible arguments between us. I lost count of the times we split up and got back together again. 
 
    “One day, while we were screaming at each other, he told me that Molly had called me years before, after she’d received my letter. I’d been at work but because he’d been so drunk and he’d wanted to get rid of her, he’d told her I’d died and, because it was too painful for him to talk to her, never to call again.  
 
    “It was such a disgusting thing to have done, I couldn’t believe it. I thought he was just saying it to hurt me but he assured me that he really had told her that. I can’t tell you how furious I was. To be honest, I think that was the first time I knew there was no saving our marriage. Even though he stopped drinking soon afterwards, it was too late for us. 
 
    “Anyway, after that, I called Molly on every number I had for her, but they’d all been disconnected. I wanted to explain what Ian had done and to apologise for me being such an idiot. I so badly wanted to heal the rift there’d been between us but I couldn’t contact her. I assumed they’d moved.  
 
    “It wasn’t until a couple of months later that I found an obituary for Molly and Scott online. I was absolutely devastated ... not just for me, but for Charlotte and for my kids, too. That they never got to meet Molly is something I will always regret.” 
 
    “Oh yes, you mentioned before that you have kids. How old are they?”  
 
    “Jamie is 17 and Remy is 15.” 
 
    An aunt and two cousins. Charlotte was going to explode. 
 
    “I’ll be honest, Lola.” Nathan looked her straight in the eye. “It concerns me that you’ve never tried to contact Charlotte.” He needed to know why her aunt had never been in touch with her. “Even though you knew she’d lost her parents and that you and your family were the only relatives she had left.” 
 
    Lola nodded. “I can understand why you’d be concerned. Believe me, if I could have turned back the clock I’d have done anything to have found her but at the time, you said it yourself, she’d thought for years that I was dead. I didn’t know how she’d feel about me turning up out of the blue ... I didn’t even know if she’d want to see me again after what happened between me and her mum. I didn’t even know she’d come back to England.  
 
    “I’ll tell you something, though, I’m so happy to know that Molly must have showed Charlotte the wedding photo I sent. And that she must have talked about me to her. She must have done, I guess, otherwise you would never have known that I’d been married to Ian?” 
 
    Nathan had kept his cards very close to his chest during his telephone conversation with Charlotte’s Aunt Lola. He’d deliberately been tight-lipped about Charlotte, wanting to be sure that she would still be interested to meet her niece despite knowing very little about her. The last thing he wanted was for this woman to come into Charlotte’s life out of curiosity rather than love. 
 
    “You’re right. Molly did show Charlotte the photograph ... and Charlotte has it now, in amongst the mountain upon mountain of family memorabilia that she keeps in an enormous trunk.” He chuckled.  
 
    “Really?” Lola’s eyes filled with tears and she blinked them back quickly. “You don’t know how happy that makes me. ‘Scuse me a minute, will you?” She uncurled herself from the chair and grabbed a tissue from the box on the dining room table.  
 
    “Sorry about that ... took me by surprise.” She wiped her eyes. 
 
    “Well.” Nathan smiled at Lola. “Now that I’ve found you I suppose I should invite you, officially, to the wedding. And your children, of course. Do you think you’ll be able to come?” It hadn’t occurred to Nathan until that moment that Lola might have other plans. 
 
    “You just try and stop us,” said Lola, her smile wide and her eyes brimming with tears again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    Charlotte and Jess were getting ready to close the café at the end of the day.   
 
    “You know, I can’t believe you’re going to be married this time next month.” Jess stripped the top cloths off the tables. “Charlotte Costello. Lucky for you, Nathan’s got a nice surname.” 
 
    “I know, I can’t quite believe it myself. I keep waking up in the middle of the night in a cold sweat, worrying that I’ve forgotten something.” 
 
    “Like what? Look Charlotte, between us, me, you and Laura have been over everything. We’ve crossed every t and dotted every i. If you’d missed something, one of us would have picked it up and vice versa. For goodness’ sake, don’t start worrying about stuff for no reason - you’ve got enough on your plate.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” said Charlotte. “Oh, look, here’s Ben.” 
 
    “Hi, you two. Anything I can do to help?” Whenever he could, Ben called in to the café to give Jess a lift home. He hugged her and gave her a quick kiss before awaiting instructions. 
 
    “You could give the chairs a wipe down if you don’t mind.” Charlotte passed him a bottle of spray cleaner and a cloth. “Have you been working today?”  
 
    “Yeah, got off a couple of hours ago.”  
 
    “Was Nathan back from his training course when you left?” 
 
    Ben looked up from the chair he was spraying. “Training course? He’s not on a training course. Not as far as I know, anyway.”  
 
    “Oh.” Charlotte was confused.  
 
    “Why did you think he was on a training course?” 
 
    “Because he told me he was.” 
 
    “Oh.” Ben was confused. 
 
    “He said it was a course for senior officers ... something about alternative interview techniques and a new approach to victim support.”  
 
    Ben shrugged. “News to me. It must have been arranged very recently because I don’t know anything about it. I saw him first thing this morning when he briefed the team but then he went out and I haven’t seen him since.” He moved swiftly from chair to chair. “But if he said he was going on a training course, I’m sure that’s where he went.” 
 
    “Hmm, I suppose so,” Charlotte said distractedly. She was extremely intuitive and her gut told that something wasn’t right. She thought back to that morning when Nathan had fumbled for words when she’d asked him about the course.  
 
    She tried to put the incident out of her mind but, suddenly, the words Harriett had spoken in the bridal shop came flooding back to her.  
 
    Number two is that he’s secretive about his whereabouts or his arrangements and number three is that he becomes flustered when questioned about number two. 
 
    She felt as though a fist had formed around her heart.  
 
    Nathan’s having second thoughts about the wedding. 
 
    Without warning, she burst into tears.  
 
    “What’s the matter?” Jess and Pippin were at her side in a flash.  
 
    “Oh, it’s just me being silly.” Charlotte waved Jess away and lifted Pippin into her arms. “It’s just the stress of planning the wedding, that’s all.” She felt embarrassed by her tears, which had taken her by surprise as much as they had Jess. 
 
    “Come on, I know you better than that.” Jess handed her a serviette and sat her down on a chair. “You go home,” she said to Ben. “I’ll be round later.” 
 
    He nodded and made a hasty exit. “See you later. See you, Charlotte.”  
 
    She nodded and took another serviette from the bar. “I’m so sorry about this, Ben.”  
 
    “Right.” Jess pulled up a chair. “What’s up? And don’t give me any old malarkey about being stressed about the wedding. I know you, Charlotte Denver, better than you know yourself, sometimes, and I know it’s more than that.” She dabbed away her friend’s tears. “Now come on. What is it?” 
 
    Charlotte suddenly felt very stupid. Stupid for doubting Nathan’s commitment to her and stupid for allowing an equally stupid magazine article to make her so fretful.  
 
    “You’re going to laugh.” She smiled weakly. 
 
    “Well, it’s about time someone did around here,” said Jess, returning her smile. “Come on. Tell me.” 
 
    “I think Nathan may have cold feet. About the wedding, I mean.” 
 
    Jess stared at her, open-mouthed. “Have you gone stark raving bonkers? What on earth’s brought this on?” 
 
    Charlotte told her about how flustered Nathan had become when she’d asked him about his training course and reminded her of the magazine article Harriett had been reading in the bridal shop.  
 
    “When I think of it now, it was so obvious he was lying. I don’t know why I didn’t say something to him about it. He wasn’t going on a training course - I’m sure of it. So where did he go?” She bit her bottom lip to stop the tears coming again and hugged Pippin close to her. 
 
    “Oh, Charlotte! Come on! You don’t think ... I mean, you’re not worried that ...” 
 
    “That Nathan’s seeing someone else?” Charlotte finished the sentence. “Well, I wasn’t until fifteen minutes ago, but why else would he be behaving like this? We’ve never had any secrets from each other, so why would he suddenly be so cagey about what he’s doing and where he’s going?” 
 
    Jess shook her head. “No, I don’t believe it. There must be another reason for him being so guarded. I mean, how many times have I told you? That man loves the bones of you. I’d bet on my life that he’s not seeing anyone else.” She hugged Charlotte, prompting another onslaught of tears. “Now, dry your eyes. I’ll walk home with you and I’ll stay until Nathan gets back. Okay?” 
 
    “Oh, my gosh, I’m a mess. What would I do without you, Jess? I love you so much.” Charlotte wiped a serviette over her face and gave her friend a hug. “You’re the best bridesmaid ever. You know that?”  
 
    Jess rolled her eyes and grinned. “Of course I know! I could’ve told you that!” She winked. “Now come on, let’s get finished up and we can go home.”  
 
    ººººººº 
 
    It was almost half-past seven when the loud chime of a striking clock alerted Jess to the fact that she had a text message. 
 
    “For goodness’ sake! I wish you’d change that to something else. It always makes me jump out of my skin.” Charlotte chopped red onions, sweet potato, juicy peppers and parsnips for the roasted vegetable side dish she was cooking to accompany a roast chicken.  
 
    “Yes, me too, actually,” said Jess. “I’ll check this message and I’ll change it afterwards.” She swiped her screen fully expecting to see a message from Ben, but immediately saw that it was from Nathan. Instinct told her not to mention it to Charlotte. 
 
    “Everything okay?” Charlotte filled an oven dish with the chopped vegetables and whole garlic cloves and drizzled the whole lot with olive oil.  
 
    “Um, yes, it’s from my sister.” Jess was horrified that the lie came to her lips so easily. She read the message again.  
 
    Can you meet me at Garrett and Laura’s place tonight at 8? Can’t say more now but PLEASE DON’T SAY ANYTHING TO CHARLOTTE. Will explain later. 
 
    She drank the last of her coffee, thinking quickly of what excuse she could make to Charlotte to absent herself so suddenly. Again, she was disturbed at the speed with which a completely fictitious, but plausible, story came out of her mouth.   
 
    “I’m sorry, lovie, but I’m going to have to leave. My sister wants me to email her the details of that sinus medication that cleared up my allergies before the chemist closes at eight. I can’t remember what it is, or I’d send it from here. You sure you’re going to be okay on your own?” 
 
    “Of course I am. Thanks for staying with me - you didn’t have to, you know.”  
 
    They hugged and Jess pulled on her coat, hat and scarf. “Right, I’m off. And don’t worry about Nathan, okay? I guarantee, there’ll be an explanation for his weirdness. I’ll see you in the morning. See you, Pip.” 
 
    As she walked to Ben’s place, she cursed Nathan for putting her in such an awkward position. She had never lied to Charlotte before and she didn’t intend to start now.   
 
    She’d been sure that her friend’s concerns were unfounded. Sure, that is, until she’d read Nathan’s message. She hoped he wasn’t about to tell her something she didn’t want to hear.  
 
    My God, if he really is having second thoughts about the wedding or he’s done something that’ll hurt Charlotte, I’ll kill him. If Garrett and Laura don’t get to him first, that is. Or just Laura, actually.  
 
    She turned the key in the lock of Ben’s front door and as she did, her mind went back to all the times she’d spent in the house with Charlotte before Ben had moved in as her tenant. As she set foot over the doorstep, she grinned as she recalled her and Charlotte sliding down the stairs in sleeping bags wearing cycling helmets, one evening, long ago, when they’d both had one glass of wine too many.  
 
    “Ben! I’ve got to go out for a while ... mmm, what’re you cooking?”  She found him in the kitchen making a bolognaise sauce and he held out a wooden spoonful for her to taste.  
 
    “Ooh, babe, that’s delicious. Right, I’m taking the car, so I won’t be long.” 
 
    “Everything alright? Is Charlotte okay?” His blue eyes were concerned as he took her hand, but he didn’t push her for information.  
 
    She nodded. “Yeah, I think so ... I hope so, anyway. I can’t say anything yet, because I don’t know what’s going on, but I’ll tell you when I do.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll see you soon. Drive carefully.” He kissed her and she wished she didn’t have to go out.  
 
    ººººººº 
 
    She pulled up outside Garrett’s house, directly behind Nathan’s car, and the uneasy feeling she’d had in her stomach since she’d read his text increased when she saw it.  
 
    The front door opened when she was halfway up the path. “Thanks for coming, Jess. I really appreciate it, especially at such short notice.” 
 
    “This had better be good news, Nathan.” Jess eyed him suspiciously and walked past him into the front room where Garrett and Laura were sitting, uneasily, on the couch.  
 
    “What’s this all about?” Jess kissed them both and they shrugged.  
 
    “No idea,” said Garrett, stretching as he gave a wide yawn, “but it’d better be good. Laura woke me up for it.” 
 
    “Look, Garrett, I’m really sorry to have disturbed you. I completely forgot that you have to go out on the boat later.” Nathan followed Jess into the room. 
 
    Garrett waved his hand, dismissively. “Don’t worry about it. I’ve already had a few hours kip - I’ll be fine. Now, more to the point, can you please put us out of our misery and tell us what the hell’s going on?” 
 
    Nathan looked at the anxious faces of the three people, who, after him, loved Charlotte most in the world.  
 
    “Okay. You all know Charlotte as well as, perhaps even a little better than, me. You know how much losing her parents affected her and how sad she feels that she has no blood family left.” 
 
    “Any danger of you telling us something we don’t know?” Jess was impatient for him to get to the point.  
 
    He grinned. “Okay, point taken. Well, I’ll just come out and say it then.” He cleared his throat. “Charlotte’s Aunt Lola is not, as we believed, dead, but very much alive. And she’s coming to our wedding.” 
 
    There was complete silence as Garrett, Laura and Jess stared from him, to each other, looks of incredulity on every face. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Garrett was the first to speak. “Lola died years ago. Her husband told Molly.” 
 
    “Yes, I know. But it was a lie. She’s not dead. And I should know, because I’ve been to visit her.” 
 
    Laura sat forward and grabbed Nathan’s hands. “Are you sure it was her?” Her voice shook with emotion. 
 
    Nathan nodded. “Quite sure. The similarity between her and Molly is undeniable. Anyway, that aside, she showed me a load of family photos. Charlotte when she was a baby, the whole family sitting on the jetty fishing for mackerel. There was even one of Garrett, buried up to his neck on the beach.” 
 
    “Good grief, I remember that.” Garrett smiled at the recollection and his eyes misted over.  
 
    “I can’t believe it. Have you any idea what this is going to do to Charlotte?” Jess was shell-shocked.  
 
    Nathan nodded. “Well, I know it’s going to be a hell of shock, but I hope it’ll be a pleasant one.” He rubbed his chin. “You think she’ll be happy about it, though?” He looked hopefully from Garrett to Laura to Jess. 
 
    “Happy? Happy?” Jess jumped up from the couch and flung her arms around Nathan’s neck. “She’s going to be ecstatic! Look at my arms, I’ve got goosebumps just thinking about it!” She hugged him again. “You’re a bloomin’ marvel, Nathan Costello, you really are.” 
 
    Laura was sobbing into her shirtsleeves. “I can’t believe it. I just can’t believe it. Oh, it’s going to be wonderful. I can’t tell you how much this is going to mean to Charlotte, Nathan. You couldn’t give her a better wedding gift.” 
 
    Garrett stood up. “This calls for a man hug.”  
 
    Nathan grinned and embraced the only other man in Charlotte’s life who would go to the ends of the earth for her. 
 
    “I’m so grateful to you for doing this, Nathan, and I couldn’t be happier that when I walk Charlotte down the aisle, you’ll be waiting for her at the other end.” Garrett stepped back and wiped his eyes on his t-shirt. 
 
    Laura was quick to take his place. She took Nathan’s hands in hers and squeezed them tightly. “Thank you, Nathan. This is such an amazing thing you’ve done. I can’t wait to see Charlotte’s reaction. You’re a good man.” She hugged him before stepping into Garrett’s arms and sobbing on his shoulder. 
 
    “Well, I don’t know about you, but I’m all cried out.” Jess stood up to leave. “I’d better make a move. Ben’s got dinner ready.” 
 
    Nathan put his finger to his lips. “Remember, not a word to Charlotte.” 
 
    “Not a word.” Jess zipped her fingers across her lips. “Incidentally, when did you meet Lola?” 
 
    “This morning. Why?” 
 
    Everything fell into place. The secrecy, the vague answers. “Ah, so that’s where you went today? I should warn you that Charlotte thinks you’ve, a) got cold feet, b) been seeing another woman or, c) both of the above.” 
 
    “What? Are you joking?” Nathan’s jaw dropped. 
 
    “No, I wish I was. And she didn’t believe the police training story, by the way.” 
 
    “Damn it!” Nathan punched his fist into his palm. 
 
     “You’re not going to tell her where you’ve really been, are you?”  
 
    “No way. This has got to stay a secret until she sets eyes on Lola. Don’t worry, I’ll think of something.  
 
    “Oh, by the way ... I almost forgot. Lola gave me some things of Molly’s she thought Charlotte might like to have for the wedding day. Thing is, she won’t see her until after we’re married so I thought you could give them to her while you’re helping her get ready.”  
 
    He took a small lacquered box from the inside pocket of his jacket and handed it to Laura. She opened it and showed the contents to Jess and they both burst into tears again.  
 
    “Right, that’s my cue to make tracks.” Nathan put on his jacket. “Before I get swept out on a river of tears!” He shook Garrett’s hand and blew a kiss to Laura and Jess. “See you soon. And remember, not a word to Charlotte.” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    All the way home, Nathan racked his brains. What could he tell Charlotte that would appease her, and convince her that he wasn’t seeing another woman, without telling her where he’d been? 
 
    The solution suddenly came to him. It was so simple, he wondered why he hadn’t thought of if immediately.  
 
    He would tell her the truth. 
 
    He slid his key into the lock and the delicious aromas of roast chicken and garlic greeted him, closely followed by Pippin.  
 
    “I’m in the kitchen,” Charlotte called out. 
 
    He didn’t waste any time. “Hi. Look, I’m sorry to hit you with this as soon as I walk through the door, but it needs to be said.” He leaned on the breakfast bar. “I haven’t been altogether truthful with you.” 
 
    “Oh.” Charlotte looked away. 
 
    “This morning, when I told you I was going on a police training course. Well, I wasn’t.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “I didn’t want to tell you the truth, but I should have.” 
 
    “And what is the truth?” Charlotte closed her eyes and dug her nails into her palms as she steeled herself for awful news. 
 
    “I’ve been planning your wedding present.” 
 
    Her eyes flew open. “What?” 
 
    “Your wedding present. I’ve been arranging your wedding present. I didn’t want to tell you, so I made up a story about going on a training course. Sorry, that was stupid of me. I don’t know what I was thinking.” 
 
    She spun round to face him, her grin reaching from ear to ear.  
 
    “So that’s what you’ve been doing all day?” 
 
    “Yep. Are you mad at me?” Nathan took a beer from the fridge. 
 
    Charlotte burst out laughing. “Oh, thank God! No, Nathan. I’m not mad at you. I’m not mad at you at all. Get over here.” 
 
    As they kissed, Nathan offered up a silent prayer that everything had worked out for the best. 
 
    “I love you,” she said, when they parted. 
 
    “I love you more,” he replied.  
 
    They were the truest words he’d spoken all day. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    “Now, I don’t want you to worry about a thing.”  
 
    Olivia-Floyd Martin, Head Chef at The President hotel, had stopped by the table at which Charlotte, Laura and Jess were having a quiet, pre-wedding dinner, compliments of the management. They were surprised to see the chef, who only ever emerged from the kitchen on the rarest of occasions. 
 
    “Everything’s arranged. All you need to do is turn up and have a wonderful day. Okay? Just let us take care of everything.” She looked at her watch. “Right, well I must get off, I’ve got a restaurant to run! All the best for tomorrow.” 
 
    “That was nice of her.” Charlotte’s turbot flaked under her fork, perfectly complemented by a small dish of melted butter and zingy lime juice. 
 
     “I tell you, she’s a different woman since she’s been seeing her new anger management therapist.” Jess marvelled at the ease with which her knife cut through her fillet steak. 
 
    “Yes, I know - the change in her is incredible. You wouldn’t believe it unless you’d seen it for yourself.” Laura barely touched her knife to a piece of beautifully tender oxtail to send it slipping from the bone. 
 
    “It’s good of the hotel to treat us to this meal, don’t you think?” Jess dipped a new potato in melted butter. “It’s a shame Hattie and George and Barbara and Brody are so jetlagged. It would have been nice to have Nathan’s Mum and sister here, too.”  
 
    “Well, fingers crossed they’ll have slept it off by tomorrow. They’ll have had three days in bed by then, so hopefully they’ll be okay,” said Charlotte. “Although, as much as I love them to bits, I can’t think of any better way to spend the night before my wedding than having dinner with just the two of you.”  
 
    “Well, we’re honoured to be here, love.” Laura squeezed her hand across the table. “It’s such a treat for me, I can’t tell you. I thought my Maid of Honour days were over long ago.” 
 
    “Wonder what Garrett and Nathan are up to?” Jess grinned 
 
    “Goodness knows but I hope they’re not leading each other astray. You know what they’re like when they get together. I only hope they remember to walk Pippin, poor little pup, or he’ll be crossing his legs.” Laura chuckled and stopped abruptly when she saw the look of mild panic on Charlotte’s face. “Oh, love, I’m only joking. Pippin will be fine.” 
 
    “I know he will. Don’t take any notice of me, Laura. I’ve got the jitters, is all. They’ll pass soon. I hope they will, anyway.” Charlotte laughed nervously and moved her food around on her plate.  
 
    “You not going to eat that?” It was rare that Jess missed an opportunity to finish off someone else’s food at a dinner table. 
 
    “No, I can’t manage any more. Help yourself.”  
 
    Jess deftly lifted the piece of turbot off Charlotte’s plate and slid the dish of potatoes and lime butter round to her side of the table.   
 
    “No appetite, love?” asked Laura. “Don’t worry, it’ll come back. Probably by this time tomorrow!” 
 
    “I know it will. It’s just nerves. You know, earlier today, I was remembering a conversation I had with mum. We were talking about when she and dad got married. She told me it was the best day of her life - until I was born ...” Charlotte looked away, biting her lip to stop the tears that had come from nowhere to suddenly overwhelm her. 
 
    Laura and Jess both grabbed a hand each. 
 
    “Sorry. Anyway, she said that the only regret she had was that the day went too quickly. She told me that when I got married, to really try to be aware of everything that happens because it’ll make the day seem longer. I’ll be thinking about that conversation all day tomorrow ... I hope I don’t get upset.” 
 
    “Hey, a little less talk about being upset, if you don’t mind!” Laura scolded her kindly. “I remember helping your Mum get dressed for her wedding when I was one of her bridesmaids. It was the most beautiful day and she was filled with so much joy - just like you’re going to be tomorrow. Now come on, dry those eyes, chin up and we’ll order some dessert.”   
 
    ººººººº 
 
    Although sleet had been forecast for Charlotte and Nathan’s wedding day, it dawned dry and bright. 
 
    Charlotte woke at six o’clock. It took her a split second to remember that it was her wedding day but when she did, she hugged herself with excitement.  
 
    She ran into the spare bedroom where Jess and Laura were sleeping and jumped on both the beds. “Wake up! Wake up! I’m getting married today!” 
 
    Jess opened an eye and flung her arm over her face. “Oh no! Laura. It’s that crazy woman from last night. The one who wouldn’t stop crying.” 
 
    “Pretend you’re asleep, maybe she’ll go away.” Laura turned over in bed and pulled the duvet up over her shoulders. 
 
    “Haha, very funny. Come on, get up! I’m going down to make some tea and a pot of coffee and if you’re not down in ten minutes, I’m coming up to squeeze a cold sponge over you!” 
 
    “I think she’s serious, y’know.” Laura and Jess jumped out of bed and hugged her.  
 
    “I’m so excited, I hardly slept!” Jess pulled on jogging bottoms over her pyjamas. “I feel sick, I’m so excited!” 
 
    “You’re not getting married, you know!” Laura laughed as she tied her dressing gown and put her hair up with a clip.  
 
    “I know, I know, I just can’t help it! Eeeek! Come on Charlotte, me and Laura are making breakfast today.”  
 
    They ran downstairs, chatting nineteen to the dozen, switched on the coffee machine, ground some beans, boiled the kettle and made a pot of tea. 
 
    Charlotte had said that she wanted to watch the sunrise on her wedding day so after Jess and Laura had made a breakfast of smoked salmon and scrambled eggs with granary toast, the friends wrapped up in warm clothes and went out to walk along the beach.  
 
    They watched the horizon change from pitch black to deepest blue, to dark orange and pale peach. As the sun changed the sky from lilac to the most brilliant turquoise, Charlotte remembered her Mum’s words to make the day last as long as possible. As her eyes stared unblinkingly at the sunrise, she felt a wave of emotions wash over her.  
 
    This was the most important day of her life and she didn’t want to miss a thing. 
 
    Turning away from the sunrise she linked her arms through her friends’. “Come on, let’s go and get ready.” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    With slightly shaky hands, Charlotte put on the simple solitaire earrings which had been an 18th birthday present from her parents and a teardrop diamond necklace which had been the first real piece of jewellery she’d bought for herself from the money she’d earned from her job in Spain.   
 
    With a simple comb of gypsophila in her hair and her minimal makeup completed, it was time to get into her dress but, before that she wanted to see Laura and Jess in theirs. 
 
    “Okay, come on then, let’s have a look at you!” she called, and when she saw them in their dresses, the first tears of the day pricked the back of her eyelids.  
 
    Dark rose pink and fitted to the waist, the dresses flared out into flowing skirts that stopped just above the knee. Laura and Jess wore their hair loose and their smiles wide.  
 
    “Oh my gosh, you look beautiful. Just stunning. It’s a good thing I’m not wearing a lot of makeup - I can see me having to reapply this a few times today.” Charlotte grinned as she reached for a tissue. “What’s that you’ve got there, Laura?” 
 
    Laura opened the small lacquered box she was holding. “Charlotte, I’d like to give you something to wear, if that’s okay?” She took out a delicate pale blue garter with an antique lace trim. 
 
    “Oh, Laura, it’s gorgeous! Thank you ... it’s much better than the one I bought.” She carefully pulled it up her stockinged leg to a few inches above her knee. “That’s my something borrowed and blue sorted out. Is it yours?” 
 
    “Er, no ... but it belonged to someone very special to me.” Laura stole a glance at Jess whose face was becoming pinker by the second.   
 
    “And, um, you might want to wear this, too.” She handed Charlotte a delicate silver bracelet with a solitary charm hanging from it.  
 
    “Ooh, that’s lovely.” Charlotte held the bracelet up to examine it closely and saw that the charm was a locket. “Anything inside it?” 
 
    “Have a look, Charlotte.” Jess grabbed Laura’s hand as they waited for her reaction. 
 
    She opened the locket and instantly burst into tears. 
 
    The picture inside was of Molly Denver holding Charlotte close to her cheek, evidently very shortly after she’d been born. The look on her face was one of absolute joy and serenity and it was the most beautiful picture of her that Charlotte had ever seen. 
 
    “Oh, Laura, it’s beautiful! It’ll be like having Mum right here with me! Where did you get it?” She blubbed uncontrollably. 
 
    “Er, it was amongst some old photos and I thought you’d like it for today,” Laura said, as she held a tissue under her eyes to stop her mascara from running.  
 
    In doing her best not to give the game away Laura had desperately tried not to tell Charlotte any lies, but it had been so difficult. She was glad there were no more to tell.   
 
    “Can you put it on for me, please. My hands are shaking so much.” Charlotte handed the bracelet to Jess and grimaced as she caught sight of her blotchy reflection in the mirror. “Oh, good grief! How many times d’you reckon our makeup’s going to need touching-up today? Or in my case, reapplying completely!” 
 
    She quickly freshened up her face and put in some eye drops. “Okay, I’m ready to get dressed.” 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, they were all fighting back the tears again.  
 
    “Oh my gosh ... what’s wrong with us?! Anyone would think we’d never been to a wedding before.” Charlotte was taking deep breaths and doing her best to stay in control. 
 
    “It’s because we’ve never been to your wedding before. And because we’ve never seen you looking like this.” Jess gave her a hug. 
 
    “Oh, love, you look like an angel. I thought the dress looked great in the shop but it looks a million times better today.” Laura grabbed another tissue to hold under her eyelid. 
 
    The doorbell rang and, glad of a break from the high emotion, Laura and Jess both ran downstairs to answer it. 
 
    Standing on the doorstep, resplendent in his silver grey morning suit was Garrett. Laura took one look at him and burst into tears again. 
 
    “Hey, no tears. This is a happy day, remember?” Garrett kissed his wife and gave Jess a hug.  
 
    “Charlotte, Garrett’s here.” Laura called up the stairs  
 
    As Charlotte walked down the stairs, Garret felt the lump in his throat. By the time she put her foot on the bottom step, he too was a blubbering wreck. 
 
    “Hey, no tears. This is a happy day. Remember?” Laura grinned as she handed her husband a tissue.  
 
    The doorbell rang again and Jess looked through the curtain.  
 
    “Right, come on Laura. Our car’s here. We’ll see you at the church later, you two.”  
 
    They both shared an emotional hug with Charlotte before leaving and the squeals of excitement, the laughter and the tears that had filled the house for the last six and a half hours left with them.  
 
    Rather than feeling sad, Charlotte felt strangely peaceful and calm.   
 
    Garrett turned to her. “Your car will be here soon,” he said, “but before it arrives, there are a few things I need to say.” 
 
    “Oh no, please Garrett, don’t start me off again!” Charlotte’s eyes welled up in anticipation of his speech. He was a tough, streetwise, hard as nails, no-nonsense fisherman but when it came to the people he loved, he was as soft as a kitten. 
 
    “Charlotte.” He cleared his throat and took her hands in his. “From the very first day I saw you, I loved you. And when your mum and dad asked me to be your godfather, I vowed to protect you with my life. That vow still stands today - I hope you know that.” He sniffed and cleared his throat.  
 
    “I’m so proud of you, Charlotte. I couldn’t be prouder if you were my own flesh and blood. You’ve given us, me and Laura, so much joy and we will always love and support you, no matter what.” He fumbled in his pocket. 
 
    “This was your Dad’s. When he went to Spain I gave him my St. Christopher - you know - to keep him safe on his travels, and he gave me his crucifix to keep me safe at sea”. His voice broke as he handed it to Charlotte. “And now I want to give it to you.”  
 
    Charlotte took the small cross on its thin chain and gulped back the tears.  
 
    Now I’ve got Mum and Dad with me today. 
 
    “I want to wear it.” She quickly removed her diamond necklace and replaced it with the crucifix. “Just knowing that Dad wore this makes me feel close to him. Thank you so much, Garrett.” 
 
    He nodded as he blew his nose and was thankful that a knock on the door created a diversion from the high sentiments of the day.  
 
    “Charlotte, there’s someone here to see you!”  
 
    Charlotte went to the door to see an ivory, open-topped Volkswagen Beetle outside the house and a smiling Ryan Benson standing on the doorstep in a chauffeur’s uniform. “Morning madam, did someone order a wedding car?” 
 
    Her mouth fell open and, although she did her best, she couldn’t quite manage to stop the tears from spilling over again.  
 
    “Ryan! I can’t believe you’re here! Oh, I’m so happy to see you!”  
 
    Ryan had claimed a special place in her heart ever since he’d saved her life a couple of years before.  
 
    “Why are you driving my wedding car? And what are you doing away from college?” she asked as she clung to him. 
 
    “Well, Nathan called me and asked if I’d be up for it as a surprise for you. Which, of course, I was. And you didn’t think the small matter of college was going to stop me from being here, did you?” he replied, grinning all over his face. “Charlotte, you’re like a sister to me and I will always be here for you. The only problem you’ll have is getting rid of me!” 
 
    “Well, I’ll never have a problem, then, because I’ll never want to! And thanks to you and my darling godfather, I’m going to have to do my makeup yet again! Come in, Ryan, I won’t be long.” 
 
    Five minutes later, she was ready. “Right. Let’s get this show on the road.” 
 
    Garrett took her arm. “Your mum and dad are here in spirit, you know. They wouldn’t miss this for the world.” 
 
    “I know they are.” Charlotte took a deep breath as she smiled and squeezed his hand. “Come on, we’ve got a wedding to get to!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    It seemed like the whole of St. Eves had turned out for Charlotte and Nathan’s special day.  
 
    The wedding was at one o’clock and Nathan had arrived at the church at just after quarter-past twelve. He was as nervous as he’d ever been, his palms damp with perspiration as he attempted to fasten the sunflower buttonhole to his lapel. 
 
    “Here, let me do it.” Hattie Costello quickly pinned the flower in place before licking her handkerchief and wiping away a smudge of pollen from his chin.  
 
    “Mum! For goodness’ sake!” Nathan gave an embarrassed grin as his mother affectionately patted his cheek before taking her place on the front pew at the right of the church, to the laughter and applause of the wedding guests. 
 
    He turned to his best man and rolled his eyes and George Costello grinned back at him. Nathan was thrilled that his dad had agreed to take on the role.  
 
    At eight years of age Nathan had been to his first family wedding, after which he had very seriously told his dad that when he got married, he wanted him to be his best man. His dad had laughed but, at Nathan’s insistence, he’d made a promise that he would be.  
 
    Now that his son’s wedding day had arrived, George Costello was overjoyed to be fulfilling that promise.  
 
    “I must say, you’re looking very smart, Dad.”  
 
    When Laura and Jess had accompanied Nathan and Garrett to get the men’s wedding outfits they’d advised them on colours, but nothing else. The choice of suit had been entirely up to them. 
 
    George and Garrett were wearing silver grey morning suits with deep rose pink waistcoats to match some of the flowers in Charlotte’s bouquet and Nathan was wearing a charcoal grey morning suit with a bright yellow waistcoat, also to match some of the flowers in Charlotte’s bouquet.  
 
    As Nathan waited for Charlotte to arrive, a contented growling reminded him that Pippin sat obediently under the pew in a bow tie, munching on a chicken jerky chew.  
 
    Charlotte had asked Reverend Daly if Pippin would be allowed to attend and the Reverend, an avid animal lover, had agreed in a heartbeat. “As long as he doesn’t piddle up my leg, I’d love to have him along. The more, the merrier, I say.” 
 
    “You okay, son?” George Costello squeezed Nathan’s arm. 
 
    “Yeah, a little nervous, that’s all. I’ll be alright when ...”  
 
    The first notes of Gabriel’s Oboe rang out, signalling Charlotte’s arrival at the church.  
 
    Nathan looked over to the Reverend who gave him a reassuring wink.  
 
    “She’s here, Nathan. You ready?” 
 
    He nodded and suddenly he wanted to turn and run down the aisle and sweep Charlotte off her feet. He couldn’t wait to see her - every second was tortuous and when he eventually turned to see her at his side, he couldn’t say a word because she took his breath away.  
 
    “You look so handsome. I love you.” Charlotte beamed through her tears. 
 
    Nathan took her hands in his and brought them to his lips. “I’ve never loved you more.” 
 
    When Charlotte looked down and saw Pippin, the tears fell onto her cheeks and she didn’t care that she was going to have to reapply her makeup again straight after the service.  
 
    “Oh, Pip!” She laughed at his bow tie as she bent to pick the little dog up and his tail wagged as he licked her nose.  
 
    When Reverend Daly cleared his throat, she quickly handed him to Garrett for the remainder of the ceremony.  
 
    “Sorry, Reverend. That’s the first time I’ve seen him today,” she whispered. 
 
    “We’ll begin with hymn number 232, I Vow to Thee, My Country.” The Reverend led the congregation in the singing, his booming bass voice as clear as a bell.  
 
    The wedding of Charlotte Denver and Nathan Costello was underway. 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    Forty minutes later, Mendelssohn’s Wedding March rang out as Charlotte and Nathan walked back down the aisle.  
 
    On their way, Charlotte looked from one side of the church to the other, acknowledging well-wishers and remembering the advice of her mum to savour every minute because the day would be over before she knew it. 
 
    Her heart was so full of joy, she felt like it might burst. As she saw the faces of the people she loved, her friends and Nathan’s family, she felt as though she was walking on air.  
 
    “D’you know what? I can’t stop smiling - I must look ridiculous!” Looking up at Nathan, she expected to see her happiness reflected in his face but his expression was unreadable, almost apprehensive.  
 
    “What’s wrong? Are you okay?” She clutched his hand in alarm. 
 
    In the middle of the aisle, he stopped walking and turned to face her. “Look Charlotte, there’s something I should have told you. I wanted it to be a surprise, but the more I think about it now, the more I think it was a stupid idea. I hope to God it doesn’t upset you, today of all days.” 
 
    “What is it? You’re not married are you?” She tried to make light of Nathan’s strange behaviour to conceal her panic. “Nathan, tell me, what is it? You’re scaring me.”  
 
    He ran his hand through his hair and shook his head. “You’ll find out for yourself soon enough.” 
 
    Charlotte looked around the church. 
 
    Behind them, Garrett, Laura and Jess were huddled together, watching her closely.  
 
    What the ...  
 
    “Nathan, will you please tell me what’s going on, right now. Nathan! Look at me!” 
 
    But Nathan’s eyes were fixed on someone else.  
 
    Charlotte followed his gaze, suddenly afraid of what she might see, but nothing could have prepared her.  
 
    Nothing. 
 
    She gasped and her hands flew to her face.   
 
    The woman standing just a few feet away from her at the back of the church looked so familiar it made her stomach lurch. 
 
    It made her breathless. 
 
    It made her head spin.  
 
    She stumbled and felt Nathan’s strong hands catch and steady her.  
 
    She walked towards the woman.  
 
    So like her mother, but not. She couldn’t take her eyes off her.  
 
    She tried to speak but her mouth was dry.  
 
    She swallowed. 
 
    “Aunty Lola?” Her voice was a whisper. She stopped in front of her and touched her cheek, barely daring to speak. “Aunty Lola?”  
 
    Her aunt nodded and held out her arms. Charlotte fell into them and began to sob. Not dainty, wedding day tears but great, heaving sobs of raw emotion - a mixture of pain and love and joy.  
 
    But most of all, of love. 
 
    To have her aunt holding her in her arms was like a dream that she never, ever wanted to wake up from.  
 
    To know that she still had a living bond to her mother was amazing.  
 
    It felt incredible.  
 
    She felt incredible. 
 
    “Sshhh, sshhh, there, it’s okay, it’s okay.” Lola rocked her niece gently as they stood close together, Charlotte’s head on her shoulder.  
 
    Watching from the aisle, Nathan, Garrett, Laura and Jess clung to each other and the happy tears flowed. 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    Nathan’s speech was going down a storm.  
 
    In speaking from the heart and recounting real-life humorous stories from the time that he and Charlotte had been together, he’d got the balance of sincerity and comedy exactly right and the wedding guests were loving it.  
 
    “Anyway ... this is the part where I get serious.” He took a sip of champagne and cleared his throat. “You all know Charlotte so there’s not much I can tell you about her that will come as a surprise.  
 
    “You already know how remarkable she is. How kind and generous and loving she is. How loyal and dependable she is. How funny and cute she is. 
 
    “So, what can I tell you that you don't already know? 
 
    “Well, I can tell you how she makes me feel. How I feel when I look at her. How every day when I see her, she makes me weak at the knees and feel like a kid again. How I feel that, when she’s at my side, there is nothing I can’t do. And how I thank God, every day, for bringing us together. 
 
    “It never once enters her head that we, every one of us, can't achieve our dreams. She always looks for the positive in every situation and the best in everyone she meets.     
 
    “She is, quite simply, a delight to be around and knowing that I’m going to spend the rest of my life with her is the best feeling in the world. 
 
    “Will you please, raise your glasses and join me in a toast to the woman who makes loving her with all my heart the easiest thing I’ve ever done ... to my wife, Charlotte. 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    The reception was in full swing.  
 
    After Charlotte and Nathan had started off the dancing to Al Green’s Let’s Stay Together, everyone had piled onto the dance floor.  
 
    Ava, Harriett and Betty, who had already led an enormous conga around the dance floor, were now busy demonstrating the steps for the Macarena to fellow guests.  
 
    As the band played, Charlotte sat at a table with her Aunt Lola and her cousins, Remy and Jamie.  
 
    After her walk back down the aisle had been brought to such an abrupt halt, the shock was only just starting to wear off.  
 
    “I still can’t believe it.” Charlotte held onto Lola’s hand tightly. “And I can’t believe they all kept it a secret for so long. It must have been torture for them!” 
 
    “I bet it wasn’t as bad for them as it was for me, waiting to see you again after all these years!” Lola laughed. “Honestly, Charlotte, I couldn’t have dreamed of a better early Christmas present.” 
 
    “Y’know, it’s the next best thing to having Mum and Dad here, it really is.” Charlotte gave her aunt another hug. “And don’t think you’re getting away easily, either, because I’m never losing touch with you again!” 
 
    “There’s no chance of that happening, love, but we can talk more tomorrow. I can’t wait - we’ve got so much to catch up on. And it’s so nice of Nathan to have arranged for us to stay at your house tonight. I can’t believe that Tom and Rosemary’s cottage is your home now - such a beautiful place. 
 
    “Oh, and before I forget ... that garter you’re wearing - it was your Mum’s. She wore it at her wedding and she gave it to me to wear at mine. And now you’ve worn it at yours. I want you to keep it, Charlotte, and the bracelet, too. I want you to have them both.” 
 
    Charlotte hugged her aunt tightly and grinned at her cousins over her shoulder.  
 
    My family, my real family.  
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “It’s nice to see Ava’s husband, isn’t it? We hardly ever see them together,” said Laura as the band took a break and the DJ faded out Frank Sinatra’s Come Fly with Me and faded in Lady Gaga’s Born this Way.   
 
    “Yes, she often says that the reason she and Derek get on so well is because they only see each other twice a week,” said Jess. “She says it’s the secret of a happy marriage, but don’t tell Charlotte, for goodness’ sake!”  
 
    “Why do they only see each other twice a week?” 
 
    “Because he’s a ballroom dancing judge and he’s always at some competition or other. They’re very happy together, though.” 
 
    At that moment, Ava and Derek whizzed past them in a faultless tango, leaving Betty and Harry in their wake at the side of the dance floor, treading on each other’s toes and giggling like a couple of school children.  
 
    “Here, have you seen Harriett and Leo?” Laura nudged Jess as she stared at the couple who, despite the upbeat music, were slow dancing, her head on his shoulder, a faint smile playing on her lips. “Is that all out in the open now, then?” 
 
    “Well it wasn’t, but it certainly looks that way now. I could always ask them, I suppose.” Jess grinned and danced over to the couple. “Hello, you two. Sorry to disturb. So, it’s all official now, is it?” she asked as the couple spun slowly round and round in circles 
 
    Harriett raised her head from Leo’s shoulder to look him in the eye.  
 
    “Is it official?” she asked, the faint smile turning broader. 
 
    He returned her gaze and her smile. “Yes, I suppose it is,” he said, before pulling her close and kissing her gently on the lips. 
 
    “About blooming time!” said Ava as she and Derek twirled past, her thumb in the air to show her delight.  
 
    Over on the other side of the dance floor, Charlotte pulled Nathan to one side before flopping onto a chair. “I need a drink. Something to gulp, I’m so thirsty.” 
 
    “Would you like me to get it for you, Mrs. Costello?” 
 
    Charlotte laughed. “That sounds so weird ... nice weird, I mean.” 
 
    “You know, I don’t mind if you want to keep Denver as part of your surname. I know how much the name means to you. You could be Charlotte Denver-Costello. Or Costello-Denver. It doesn’t matter to me - I just want you to be happy.” 
 
    Charlotte leaned forward and put her arms around his neck. “Nathan, I am happy. It doesn’t matter what my name is - as long as we’re together, I’ll always be happy.” 
 
    Nathan kissed her on the nose. “And there is nothing on this earth that could possibly make me happier than I am right now.” 
 
    Charlotte leaned against him and closed her eyes.  
 
    Oh Nathan, I hope you’re wrong about that. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    At last, everyone had left and it was just the two of them.  
 
    Nathan carried Charlotte all the way to the bridal suite. She leaned down and slid the key card into the lock, pushing the door open with her foot.  
 
    The bed was strewn with red, white and pink rose petals, there was a bottle of champagne on ice and two L-Plates dangled from the headboard.   
 
    Charlotte giggled into Nathans shoulder. “This looks very much like the work of a certain bridesmaid and Matron of Honour.”  
 
    “Hmmm, I would say so.” Nathan leaned forward to put Charlotte on the bed but she shook her head.  
 
    “No, let’s go and sit on the balcony for a while.”  
 
    “What? Are you mad, woman? It’s freezing out there!”  
 
    “Then we’ll cover up with a blanket. Come on, it’ll be romantic.” 
 
    “Honestly, the things I do for you ...”  
 
    Nathan grabbed a blanket from the wardrobe and followed Charlotte outside. The sky was clear and as black as pitch, the moon and the stars providing the only light they needed.  
 
    They wrapped themselves up together in the blanket and she snuggled up against his chest.   
 
    “You know what, I’ve smiled so much today, my cheeks are aching! It’s been a fantastic, day, hasn’t it?” Nathan pulled his new bride closer to him and kissed the top of her head. 
 
    She nodded. “I couldn’t have dreamed of a better day. Or a better present. But it’s not over yet. It’s time for me to give you your present.” 
 
    She leaned forward and felt under the chair, hoping that Jess had remembered to put the package there as she’d asked her to. Thank you, Jess. She brought out a small gift-wrapped package and put it in his hand.  
 
    “Happy wedding day.”  
 
    “Thank you. This is a surprise.” Nathan took the package and shook it, soundlessly. “Not the key to a Ferrari, then?” He grinned.  
 
    He tore off the wrapping paper to reveal a silver box with a piece of folded fabric inside. He looked at Charlotte, quizzically.  
 
    She said nothing, just watched his face intently for his reaction. 
 
    He unfolded the soft fabric and his breath caught in his throat.   
 
    It was the tiniest romper suit with the words “World’s Best Daddy” embroidered on the front. 
 
    He stared at the tiny garment, running his thumb over the words, and his tears spilled out onto it.  
 
    “Are they happy tears?” Charlotte’s voice quavered. 
 
    Not trusting himself to speak, he nodded. 
 
    “I only found out for sure a few days ago but I didn’t want to tell you before the wedding. I wanted to tell you today, when we were on our own. I wanted it to be our special moment.” 
 
    Nathan pulled her into his arms and held her close. He couldn’t believe how much, in just a few seconds, his love for Charlotte had grown.  
 
    “I didn’t think I could love you any more than I did, but I do and I didn’t think you could make me any happier than I was, but you have.” 
 
    She pushed him away gently and they kissed, the taste of their tears mingling on their lips.  
 
    “I love you so much, Nathan.” 
 
    “And I love you so much ... both of you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
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 Prologue 
 
    The man rested his forehead against the cool glass of the window pane.  
 
    Eyes closed, he stood for a while, contemplating his situation, before looking in the mirror which hung between the window frames of his home study.  
 
    He ran his hand over his chin, suddenly weary. His reflection told him that, at 61, he still looked good. A few strands of grey peppered his otherwise-dark hair and his taut physique was confirmation that his strict exercise routine was paying off. 
 
    He had more money than he knew what to do with, a wife who turned the heads of men half his age, and the stamina of a thirty-year-old. He could party all night long when the occasion called for it, be up at five-thirty to go running, behind his desk by eight, and still run proverbial circles around anyone who dared to think they could get one over on him. Even on three hours’ sleep, he was as sharp as a tack. 
 
    So why had she left him? 
 
    Moving to sit at his desk, he rested his chin on interlocked fingers. He opened a file on his laptop and clicked on a video within it. It began to play and he sat back in his chair, watching the woman he loved exit a cab outside the exclusive block which housed the luxury apartment he’d bought her.  
 
    She held an umbrella close to protect herself from the horizontal rain, but he didn’t need to see her face to know it was her. As she leaned forward to get out of the car, he paused the video to zoom in on something he’d missed the first time he’d watched it. It was a tattoo he’d never seen before, revealed above the low neckline of her t-shirt. 
 
    Closer inspection confirmed it was a cherub, holding aloft a heart which enclosed the monogram AB & FI. 
 
    His jaw tensed and his knuckles whitened as his nails dug deep into his palms. 
 
    FI.  
 
    So she was seeing that lowlife. They’d always been close but she’d assured him there was nothing between them—that they were just friends. He should never have trusted her. 
 
    As images of them together flooded his thoughts, it took all his mental strength to push them away, the effort making him shudder.  
 
    His preoccupation with the situation was momentarily diverted when he clicked into his email. He stared at the message he’d received two weeks previously, his frustration growing.  
 
    I know what you did.  
 
    I know what you did all those years ago.  
 
    You have until the end of June to make amends with those you hurt so deeply.  
 
    If you fail to do so, I will go to the press with my story and you can kiss your reputation goodbye.  
 
    Remember—the end of June. Not a day later. 
 
    He was not easily intimidated but if there was one thing that scared him to his very core, it was not being in control; two situations in as many weeks had left him feeling powerless and it didn’t sit comfortably with him at all.  
 
    Fixated on the message he banged his fist on the desk, causing the contents of his desk organiser to jump out of their neat compartments and onto the floor. 
 
    He pressed a button on his phone. “Listen, what’s the news on the email? Have you established its source? Damn it, I have to know who sent it. Keep on it, okay? I don’t care how much overtime I have to pay you. Oh, and your weekend to London? You’ll be pleased to know I’m coming with you, so get me on a flight. What? No, definitely not pleasure—strictly business. There’s a little job I want you to do for me…” 
 
    He gave his instructions before settling back into his reclining leather chair. A gleaming bronze trophy sat on the corner of his desk and he ran his hand over it, a faint smile on his lips. The plaque on the statuette of a figure, arms raised in triumph, read ‘Triathlon Champion 2002.’ He prided himself on his ability to have beaten men half his age to win that trophy and, dented ego bolstered a little, he rewound the video.  
 
    The image of the love of his life with another man’s initials tattooed on her body was intolerable. 
 
    So he would take steps to ensure he didn’t have to tolerate it.  
 
    If he couldn’t be with her, he would damned well see to it that no one else could either.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1 
 
    “Are you sure we’ve got everything? Passports, tickets, money? Ohmigosh! Did I remember to unplug the iron?” 
 
    Charlotte Costello clambered into the back of the car, a frown creasing her brow.  
 
    “Look, will you please stop worrying? Everything’s fine. We haven’t forgotten anything, you didn’t leave the iron on, Pippin’s going to be fine with Leo, and you should be enjoying yourself. This honeymoon’s supposed to be all about relaxing, not stressing out. And you’ve got the baby to think of now, remember.”  
 
    “Er, you don’t have to remind me about the baby, thank you.” She fixed her husband, Nathan, with a glare as she settled into the back seat for the drive to the airport. “I’m the one getting kicked like a football every five minutes.”  
 
    Charlotte’s friend, Jess Beddington, grinned at her in the interior mirror. “Well, you don’t have to worry about the café while you’re away because Laura and I will look after everything—we’ll treat ‘Charlotte’s Plaice’ as if it was our own. And you’d better not be calling us every five minutes, either, to check everything’s okay because if you do, you’re going to get on my nerves. Just enjoy your honeymoon and forget about St. Eves for two weeks.” 
 
    Almost six months had passed since Charlotte Denver had become Charlotte Costello. A visit to Nathan’s family in Wisconsin in the Midwest USA had always been their first choice for the honeymoon but, when Charlotte had announced her surprise pregnancy, they’d put the trip on hold until after the birth of the baby. Instead, they’d opted to take their honeymoon in London—the capital city that Charlotte had only visited briefly, but which she longed to explore with Nathan while they still had some time to themselves. And to start the trip in comfort, they were making the journey by air, flying from the local airport to London Gatwick.  
 
    “Oh, look! Charlotte, look!”  
 
    As Jess drove past the back of Charlotte’s marina-front café, a send-off committee comprising of her godparents, Garrett and Laura, and her dear friends, Ava, Harriett, Betty, Harry, and Leo, waved them off from the side of the road. As they all blew kisses and called out their best wishes for a happy honeymoon, Leo held Charlotte’s West Highland Terrier, Pippin, in his arms and waved his paw up and down. 
 
    “Oh, that’s so sweet of them! Oh, look at Pippin! Oh dear...” Charlotte delved into her bag for one of the many packs of tissues she’d become accustomed to carrying around.  
 
    Over the past few months her hormones had caught her out on numerous occasions, causing her to burst into floods of impromptu tears several times a day. She hoped that when they arrived safely in London and the honeymoon really began, the tears would abate.  
 
    “Jess, can you pull over for a minute, please?” Nathan undid his seatbelt. 
 
    “Oh! What is it? What did we forget?” Charlotte went into a mild panic. 
 
    “Nothing. We didn’t forget anything. Everything’s fine. I’m coming to sit in the back with you, that’s all.” He shuffled along the back seat and put his arm around her. “Come here.” Taking a freshly-laundered handkerchief from his pocket, he dried her tears. “Now, please. Will you try to relax and look forward to the next two weeks? We’re going to have a fantastic holiday, you, me, and little baby Costello.” 
 
    As she leaned against his chest, Charlotte felt all her anxiety melt away.  
 
    She closed her eyes and thought how lovely it was that her friends had made time to come and see them off.  
 
    I’m so lucky, she thought as she drifted off into a light sleep. And this holiday is going to be fabulous. Two weeks of relaxation and time to ourselves. We could both do with a rest. 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    The airport was buzzing. A busy Saturday afternoon guaranteed that every luggage trolley was conspicuous by its absence, and crowds of people mooching over departure boards and queuing to check-in, filled the terminal with the muted anticipation of exciting times ahead. 
 
    “Wait here a minute, I’m going to see if I can find a trolley.” Nathan disappeared, leaving Charlotte with the bags. 
 
    It was a long time since she’d been in an airport. The last time had been when she’d arrived back from Spain with Garrett and Laura, following the death of her parents. She quickly put the memory from her mind. 
 
    As she sat on her case, watching the bustling hordes of travellers, it didn’t escape her attention that a great number of them bore intricate tattoos.  
 
    A young woman with a smooth, ash-blonde, asymmetric haircut caught her eye. Sitting on a bench beside the group with whom she appeared to be travelling, she was making cooing noises at an endearingly podgy toddler with a shock of ginger hair. As the baby clung to her sleeve, she shrugged out of her jacket to reveal a series of striking tattoos running from her hand to her shoulder, depicting the various stages of a butterfly as it emerged from its dull chrysalis into an open-winged beauty. 
 
    The woman turned suddenly. She was directly in Charlotte’s line of sight and Charlotte felt embarrassed at having been caught staring at her. She smiled and Charlotte smiled back.  
 
    “Your first?” She nodded at Charlotte’s bump.  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “How far along are you?” 
 
    “Twenty-nine weeks.” 
 
    “Ah, that’s a nice time, I seem to remember. I’d stopped riding my bike by then and was walking everywhere. Just me and him.” She pointed to the little boy. “It was a great bonding experience.” Her voice switched captivatingly between a lilting South West burr and a clipped London accent. 
 
    “Mummy! Mummeeeee!” The child held up his arms and she lifted him onto her lap. Gurgling happily, he turned to face her and patted his hands on her cheeks.  
 
    Charlotte watched as the woman laughed and pulled the baby close, rocking him back and forth. It was a perfectly normal action and one that millions of mothers throughout the world carried out countless times every day but in Charlotte’s highly emotional state, it was the trigger for more spontaneous tears. 
 
    “Oh, are you okay?” the woman called across to her.  
 
    “Oh, I’m so sorry! How embarrassing! Yes, I’m fine. It’s my hormones. They’ve been catching me out for a couple of weeks now.” Charlotte retrieved Nathan’s handkerchief from up her sleeve and wiped her eyes. “I’m actually quite rational, usually!” She blew her nose and grinned. 
 
    “No need to apologise,” sympathised the woman. “I spent almost five weeks in floods of tears one minute and screaming blue murder at Owen the next.” She nodded at the man standing close by and he turned, a half-smile on his lips.  
 
    “Ah, yes, but I was prepared for every eventuality so I took it all in my stride—plenty of earplugs and camomile tea to maintain the serenity levels.”  
 
    The woman laughed. “He was so brilliant. If I’d been him, I think I would have scared me off. Every minute was worth it, though. This little fella makes up for all of it. Don’t you, Zac?” She bounced her son on her knees and he squealed with gurgling baby laughter. “Anyway,” she turned back to Charlotte, “where are you off to?”  
 
    “London.” 
 
    “Hey! Us, too. You’re not going for the Internat Tat Awards, by any chance, are you?” 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “The International Tattoo Artist of the Year Awards.” The woman laughed. “That’s a bit of a mouthful, though, so we call it the Internat Tat Awards. It’s a lot easier!” She nodded to the crowds. “Quite a lot of people are going.” 
 
    “Ah, I see—that explains all the tattoos.” Charlotte smiled. “Anyway, to answer your question, no, we’re not going for the awards. We’re on our belated honeymoon.”  
 
    “Oh, congratulations! Where are you staying? 
 
    “At The Milestone.”  
 
    The woman gave a low whistle of approval. “Very nice—fabulous hotel. We might even bump into each other—our place is on the next street back. It’s close to where the awards ceremony’s being held and it saves on hotel bills. There’s a crowd of us, see.” She gestured to the group of people around her. “And little Zac, of course.” She tickled his bare feet and he gave a joyful squeal.  
 
    “We’re all clients of Frankie’s, well, almost all of us. He’s the tattooist who’s up for the award,” the woman explained, upon seeing Charlotte’s blank look. “That’s him over there, talking to my sister, Amy.”  
 
    Charlotte followed the woman’s pointing finger to see a short, muscular man casually dressed in a t-shirt and ripped jeans, a denim jacket tied loosely around his hips and a slouchy beanie hat pulled down over his head. A large brightly-coloured tattoo of a skull and crossbones adorned his thick neck, which he constantly scratched throughout his conversation with a young woman whose butter-blonde hair fell in an immaculate sheet over her shoulders. Charlotte noticed that when he said something which made her laugh, she touched his heavily tattooed bicep lightly and smiled adoringly.  
 
    “Yeah, so anyway, “ the woman continued, “he’s been nominated for the past four years and come second every time but this year we’re sure that trophy has his name on it. We always travel up to support him, although I missed the actual ceremony last year because Zac was only six months old. It’s pretty major—nominees from all over the world travel to London especially for it.” 
 
    The woman moved her baby from one leg to the other before sticking out her hand. “I’m Penny, by the way.” 
 
    “Charlotte.” Charlotte pushed herself up from her suitcase to shake hands. “Nice to meet you. And who knows, maybe we will bump into each other.” 
 
    As she pulled her hand back, the toddler grabbed hold of her thumb and grinned up at her. Even though his chin was covered in dribble he was the cutest thing, and enough to prompt the tears to come spilling out again before she had a chance to keep them in check.  
 
    “Oh, dear...sorry.” 
 
    Nathan reappeared with a trolley, to find Charlotte reaching for his handkerchief again. 
 
    “Everything alright?”  
 
    “We were just talking about how your hormones can mess you up. She’s a little emotional,” explained Penny. 
 
    “You could say that.” Nathan smiled as he loaded the cases onto the trolley. “But she was pretty emotional before the baby, so it’s not altogether unexpected.” He grinned. “Right, come on; let’s get these cases checked in.” He nodded to the family in farewell. 
 
    “Yes, lovely to meet you. Good luck with the rest of your pregnancy.”  
 
    “Thanks, and good to meet you, too.”  
 
    The woman turned her son to face Charlotte. “Say bye-bye to the lady, Zac.” The little boy gave Charlotte a beaming smile as he bounced on chubby legs and grabbed her finger with his tiny hand. 
 
    Nathan rolled his eyes before pulling his wife into a hug as she dissolved into another heap of tears. 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    In the departure lounge, Charlotte couldn’t concentrate on her book. Sitting beside her, Nathan was engrossed in the newspaper.  
 
    “I’m going to get a packet of mints and some more tissues. I won’t be long. You want anything?”  
 
    “No, thanks, but can you get the super-strong mints instead of those insipid spearmint ones?” 
 
    “But I like the insipid spearmint ones!” 
 
    “Yeah...I don’t, though.” He winked at her over the top of his paper, which Charlotte took great pleasure in giving a hard flick. 
 
    “I won’t be long. Save my seat for me.” 
 
    In the duty-free shop, she picked up four packets of mints—two spearmint and two super-strong. 
 
    On the way back to her seat, she saw Penny and the rest of her travelling companions in the departure lounge café. Their table was loaded with babies’ bottles, nappies, and the mountain of other paraphernalia which seemed to accompany parents with young children wherever they went.  
 
    Completely oblivious to her, they were gabbing excitedly as they enjoyed the start of their holiday. 
 
    “Here, these are for you.” She handed Nathan his mints over the top of his newspaper.  
 
    “For me? Why, thank you. What an unexpected treat.” He opened a packet immediately and popped one into his mouth. 
 
    She kissed him on the cheek and settled back for a relaxing session of people-watching. 
 
    As she scanned the travellers milling around, her gaze went back to the nearby café and the group of friends.  
 
    Penny, pale skinned with a dusting of freckles across the bridge of her aquiline nose, was deep in conversation with Owen, her fair head close to his dark one. 
 
    The woman she’d pointed out as her sister was tucking into a tub of chocolate ice cream, still debating with Frankie, the tattooist, her eyes fixed firmly on him as she spoke and ate simultaneously. He pulled a face and reached forward as if to ruffle her perfect hair, but she dodged out of reach and rapped him on the nose with her ice-cream spoon, rather harder than she’d intended, but prompting a fit of giggles all the same.  
 
    “Ow! You could have broken my nose, you numpty! In case you’d forgotten, I may have to make a very public appearance this week and I’d rather keep my nose in the middle of my face, if it’s all the same to you.”  
 
    Still laughing, but seemingly contrite, the woman gave him a hug and held her ice cream tub against the bridge of his nose to soothe the bump.  
 
    Grinning at their antics, Charlotte moved her gaze to the three people at the end of the table.  
 
    A woman wearing a flowing tunic dress, ballet slippers, a cowboy hat atop her long, chestnut waves and sporting a tattoo of a spray of purple orchids on her calf was throwing baby Zac into the air, his giggles reverberating around the departure lounge 
 
    It occurred to Charlotte that, despite the gurgling baby, the woman looked a little uptight. She wondered if the man sitting beside her was her husband. He looked vaguely familiar, but she couldn’t place him. Engrossed in a broadsheet, he shook the paper out in front of him, immediately becoming an unwitting, and, evidently, unwilling, partner in little Zac’s latest game of grabbing at the pages to reveal the man’s face for a game of peek-a-boo.  
 
    As the man turned away from the little boy with barely concealed irritation, he leaned over and spoke quietly to the young man sitting beside him. Seconds later, they had changed places, leaving the man to read his newspaper in peace and the younger man to deal with little Zac.  
 
    Charlotte noticed the immediate change in the woman’s demeanour as she became noticeably relaxed. She guessed her to be in her late thirties, or thereabouts, and the older man anywhere between his mid-fifties and mid-sixties. Although they’d sat together, there was no other evidence of closeness, and Charlotte observed a palpable detachment between them. Together…but not quite.  
 
    “I’m just going to check the board.” Nathan interrupted her thoughts. “And if there’s no gate number, I’m going for a quick walk. My backside’s gone to sleep.” He winced as he stood up and stretched out his back before folding his newspaper and handing it to the woman in the next seat, who accepted it with a smile.  
 
    As he went off in search of gate information, Charlotte turned her attention back to the group of friends.  
 
    Frankie had joined in the game of peek-a-boo now, pulling his beanie hat down over his eyes and then pulling it up again to boo Zac, making him squeal with delight. He took the hat off after a while and fanned his face with it. As he bent to retrieve his backpack from under the table, Charlotte did a double-take.  
 
    The back of his shaved head was a canvas for a tattoo of a full-sized face, complete with piercing green eyes surrounded by bloodshot whites and thin lips curled sneeringly over teeth bared in a contemptuous snarl.  
 
    “Look at that guy’s tattoo,” she whispered to Nathan, who had just reappeared. “That’s so creepy.”  
 
    “Bloody hell. Brings a whole new meaning to the phrase ‘eyes in the back of your head’, doesn’t it? Hey, isn’t that…yes, I’m sure it is.” He craned his neck as he squinted. “Yes, it’s definitely him.” 
 
    “It’s definitely who?” Charlotte followed his gaze. 
 
    “Adam Pitt. The guy reading the paper is Adam Pitt.” 
 
    Charlotte suddenly realised why he’d looked familiar. Back in St. Eves, Adam Pitt was a minor celebrity.  
 
    Not that celebrities were an unusual occurrence in St. Eves; quite often you couldn’t walk down the street without tripping over one who was holidaying at their weekend retreat. Actors, rock stars, politicians and TV personalities were flocking to put down roots in the town; some arriving with an entourage but others preferring to come and go, almost unnoticed and without any fuss. Adam Pitt was certainly one of the more guarded. 
 
    A successful property tycoon, his considerable fortune had been significantly enhanced when he’d sold his lucrative construction company and made a series of incredibly impressive killings on the stock market by taking calculated risks while others were being overly cautious.  
 
    Four years ago, before taking early retirement and relocating to St. Eves, he’d caused a sensation when he’d refused to renew his contract as business adviser on the prime-time financial affairs TV programme, ‘Your Money in Our Hands.’ 
 
    With his no-nonsense approach and shrewd eye for business, he had helped thousands of viewers to bring their financial problems under control, gaining an army of fans along the way.  
 
    However, apart from the flurry of media interest pre and post his arrival in the town, he appeared to have shunned any subsequent attention, although this hadn’t stopped a devoted following of admirers from gaining in numbers since his arrival—a group of mainly middle-aged women who called themselves ‘The Pittettes’.  
 
    Charlotte recalled there’d been a minor hullabaloo when he’d moved into a listed building on the edge of St. Eves but, as there’d been more serious matters on her mind at the time—a murder in the town that she’d become involved in helping to solve, for one—she’d paid little attention to it. She did recall hearing, though, that when he’d arrived he’d brought his ex-programme researcher with him, leaving behind an estranged wife with whom he’d had no contact for years. When his divorce had come through six months later on the grounds of irreconcilable differences, he’d married his ex-programme researcher and made Ruby Danvers the current Mrs Pitt.  
 
    “Oh, right. I wondered why he looked familiar. So is that his wife, then? The woman with the dark hair?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” said Nathan. “It might be—I don’t think I’ve ever seen her before.” 
 
    A crackle over the loudspeaker heralded the announcement they’d been waiting for.  
 
    “This is an announcement for all passengers on flight UKLG421 to London Gatwick. At this time, we are inviting those passengers with small children, any passengers requiring special assistance, and passengers who are eligible for rapid boarding, to approach the gate. Please have your boarding pass and identification ready for inspection. Boarding of all remaining passengers will begin in approximately ten minutes’ time. Thank you.” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    The hotel was grand, but not in the slightest bit pretentious.  
 
    Elegant, comfortable, and luxurious, it was the perfect place to spend a honeymoon. Charlotte had felt herself relax immediately as she’d set foot on the canopied entrance walkway and stepped into the sumptuous foyer. 
 
    As Nathan reclined on the bed, head resting in clasped fingers, Charlotte read off a lengthy ‘To Do’ list.  
 
    “So, that’s Buckingham Palace, The Changing of the Guards, Trooping the Colour—I’m so happy we’re here for the Queen’s birthday. And then we’ve got Harvey Nichols, Oxford Street, The Marylebone Farmers Market, The Princess Di memorial fountain and the Peter Pan statue in Hyde Park, a boat trip along the Thames, lunch on one of those boat restaurants along Regents Canal, a sightseeing tour on an open-topped bus, The London Eye, Madame Tussauds, and St. Martin’s theatre. Oh, and tea at The Ritz.” Charlotte tapped her pen against her chin. “Yes, I think that’s everything.” 
 
    Nathan opened an eye and arched a brow. “I see. Sure you haven’t missed anything?” 
 
    Charlotte’s reviewed her list. “Ooh yes—all the museums and lunch at Kensington Palace.” 
 
    Nathan shook his head in resignation. “You do realise we’re only here for two weeks?”  
 
    “Course I do. Why?” 
 
    “Because you should be relaxing, and that itinerary sounds anything but.” 
 
    Charlotte flopped down on the bed. “Listen, you old grump.” She poked Nathan in the ribs with her pen. “I’m not ill—I’m pregnant. I just want to make the most of being here, and what better way to do that than sightseeing?”  
 
    She grinned. “And you’d better get used to it because I’m going to buy a Union Jack t-shirt and a hat with ‘I Love London’ written on the front. While we’re here, I’m a tourist and I’m going to make the most of it. This is our capital city, Nathan, and it’s fantastic. I want to see everything I can.” She took his hand and dragged him onto the Juliet balcony. “Just look at it.” 
 
    Everywhere they looked, the architecture spoke of centuries gone by. Not far away, the green dome of Madame Tussauds waxwork museum was clearly visible, the Serpentine River a long silver snake slithering through the green grass of Hyde Park, and the London Eye turned slowly, each of its pods filled with tourists eager for their bird’s-eye view of the capital city in all its glory. 
 
    As if to reinforce Charlotte’s resolve, a red double-decker bus drove past and she suddenly felt wildly patriotic. 
 
    “So, are you coming with me on this adventure or would you rather stay here and watch the shopping channel?” Her eyes twinkled mischievously. When she put her mind to it, she could sweet-talk Nathan into doing anything she wanted.  
 
    Nathan rolled his eyes. “Okay, Mrs Costello. You win.” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    Almost a week into their honeymoon, in the hotel restaurant with its spacious white marble interior adorned with tasteful art, leafy palms, and a bevy of claret-waist-coated attentive servers for whom nothing was too much trouble, Charlotte added four kisses to the postcard she’d just written to Jess and Laura and stuck a stamp onto the top right-hand corner. 
 
    A waiter holding aloft two plates, each bearing a piping hot selection from the breakfast menu, arrived at the table.  
 
    “Scrambled eggs on maple syrup French toast, with cheddar cheese, mushrooms, and a side order of pickled baby beetroot for you, Madam and, for you, Sir, our full English breakfast. And would you care for more tea and coffee?” 
 
    “Tea, please,” said Charlotte before sinking her teeth into a deep burgundy pickle. She was grateful that whatever her craving, the hotel kitchen catered to her bizarre breakfast requests without quibble.  
 
    She took her list out of her pocket. “So, how about Madame Tussauds after breakfast and then Hyde Park? That okay with you?”  
 
    Nathan nodded. “Suits me. When we’re ready for lunch we can grab a couple of sandwiches from the deli on the corner and eat them in the park, if you like?” 
 
    “Deal!” Charlotte crossed two more items off her list and mopped up a pool of maple syrup from her plate with a triangle of French toast. “I love it when a plan comes together!” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    The Princess Diana memorial fountain, fashioned from Cornish granite, had been just as beautiful as Charlotte had imagined it to be and, a busy morning of sightseeing over, she and Nathan were relaxing in deck chairs at the edge of the Serpentine River in Hyde Park. 
 
    It was a glorious day and, all around, visitors to the park were taking advantage of the good weather; sunbathers recumbent on the warm grass, joggers pounding the footpaths, families ambling alongside the river, and gaggles of gossiping young nannies commandeering park benches, their gleeful charges delighted to be free from the confines of their pushchairs. Everyone seemed to be taking the opportunity to appreciate the park.  
 
    Everyone apart from a smartly dressed man, fixated on his phone and completely oblivious to his beautiful surroundings.  
 
    Nathan’s roast beef and mustard sandwich came to a halt mid-way to his mouth. “Look, it’s Adam Pitt.” 
 
    Charlotte turned. “So it is. He looks awfully serious. Wonder what he’s up to?” 
 
    Nathan laughed. “What do you mean you “wonder what he’s up to”? He’s on his phone, is what he’s up to. You’ve been involved in too many murders, that’s your problem—you think everyone’s up to no good these days. You’re worse than me.”   
 
    Charlotte was about to answer when a young woman on a bicycle pulled up alongside Adam. Strands of blonde hair escaped from underneath the baseball cap she wore and Charlotte immediately recognised her as being Penny, the woman she’d spoken to at the airport.  
 
    The couple spoke quietly for a while before the conversation appeared to become heated. It was impossible to hear what was being said but something had clearly upset Penny. Her raised voice attracting glances from passers-by, she shook Adam’s hand from her shoulder before cycling off in the opposite direction to where Nathan and Charlotte were sitting. 
 
    “Wonder what that was all about?” Charlotte frowned as the man strode away.  
 
    Nathan shrugged a shoulder and pushed an escaping piece of roast beef back into his mouth. “Who knows? Lovers’ tiff, maybe?” 
 
    “D’you think so? He’s married, though.” 
 
    “And? Married people have affairs all the time—you don’t know what might be going on.” Nathan washed down the last bite of his sandwich with a swig of mineral water and leaned back in his deckchair. “I’m just glad that, whatever it is, I don’t have to analyse anything anyone says or does because, for once, it’s absolutely none of my business.”  
 
    As Charlotte watched Adam Pitt disappear out of sight, a familiar niggling worry overwhelmed her. As she tilted her face to the sun, she hoped her instincts were wrong. 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    Charlotte was about to cross a long-time ambition off her list.  
 
    After an early dinner at a popular local restaurant, they were off to St. Martin’s theatre to see Agatha Christie’s, ‘The Mousetrap.’  
 
    “You know they ask the audience to keep whodunit a secret?” she said as she attempted to pick up a Chinese pork dumpling with chopsticks. 
 
    “Will you please let me help you?” said Nathan. “Or why don’t you just use a knife and fork? You’re not going to get anything to eat at this rate—I can’t bear to watch for much longer.”  
 
    “No, thank you and I’m determined to master these flippin’ things so I won’t be resorting to cutlery. I nearly had it then…c’mere, you little…ah, got it! See, I told you I’d…ooops!” Charlotte froze as she lost her grip on the dumpling and it catapulted through the air, towards an elderly woman who looked as though she’d come straight from the hairdresser.  
 
    “Got it!” a voice called out and, from nowhere, a figure jumped and caught the wayward dumpling mid-flight, to a ripple of applause. 
 
    Immediately, Charlotte knew who it was. Who else had a tattoo of a face on the back of their head?  
 
    “I believe this is yours?” The grinning tattoo artist from the airport placed the dumpling on the table in front of Charlotte.  
 
    “Thank you. I’m very embarrassed and incredibly grateful.” Charlotte put down her chopsticks and picked up her knife and fork immediately. “Thank goodness you were here to catch it—it was heading straight for that woman’s shampoo and set.”  
 
    “You’re welcome. I knew all that rugby training would come in handy sooner or later. Actually, we were just wondering if it was you.” He pointed to a table a little way behind them, at which sat Penny and the rest of the group from the airport. 
 
    “Hi!” Penny waved frantically. “See, I told you we’d bump into each other! You want to join us? Owen’s cousin’s looking after Zac until tomorrow so we’re making the most of our night off!” 
 
    “Thanks, but we’re off to the theatre in a while. We’ve got tickets for ‘The Mousetrap’—I can’t tell you how long I’ve wanted to see that play. Nathan reckons he’ll have the murderer figured out during the first act, but I’m not so sure he’ll be able to second-guess Agatha!” 
 
    Penny laughed. “Well, I won’t tell you whodunit but I bet you’ll never guess. Anyway, as we’ve bumped into you, what better time to ask if you’d like to come to a small party we’re having tomorrow afternoon? Actually, it’s a victory party for Frankie—we’re so sure he’s going to win big at the awards tonight, it’s a good excuse for a celebration. If you’d like to come along, we’d love to see you. And you won’t have far to go because we’re in the street just behind your hotel—number 196. If you’re interested, just turn up any time after midday and before six. The weather’s going to be great so Owen’s doing a barbecue—come along if you can, it'll be fun.  
 
    “Oh, and we’ll have the hot tub going for the first time this year if you want to get in or dangle your legs over the side. We keep loads of spare swimsuits and swimming shorts at the house if you haven’t brought anything with you and you’d like to borrow something.” 
 
    "Okay, we'll see how we’re fixed. Number 196, did you say?”  
 
    "Yeah. It’s the red-brick house with the black and white eaves and the post-box outside that says ‘Baker’—you can’t miss it. I hope you can make it.” 
 
    "Okay, maybe see you tomorrow. Thanks for the invite. We’ll leave you to finish your meal in peace. Good luck for tonight, Frankie, and thanks for the save.”  
 
    The young man made a Victory sign before expertly manipulating a piece of Kung Po Chicken into his mouth. 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “Bet you didn’t see that coming, did you, Inspector Clouseau?” 
 
    “Er, I think I prefer Inspector Poirot, if you don’t mind. And no, I didn’t. I must be losing my touch.” Nathan settled Charlotte’s jacket around her shoulders as they made their way out of the theatre.  
 
    “Nice of Penny to invite us to her party. They seem like nice people, don’t you think?”  
 
    “Yeah, they seem harmless enough. Do you want to go?” 
 
    Charlotte allowed herself a secret smile. It wasn't often that Nathan welcomed the company of strangers so readily. Years of being a policeman had made him instinctively wary but, over the past few days, Charlotte had seen a new side of him and she loved that he was so relaxed.  
 
    “We can pop in for a while, I suppose. I mean, she’s been good enough to invite us so the least we can do is show our faces—we don’t have to stay for long if we don’t want to. By the way, did you notice that Adam Pitt bloke at the table? He looked really grumpy—and he was crotchety at the airport, too. I was thinking that maybe he doesn’t like the thought of strangers joining their little group. D’you know what I mean? He might feel uncomfortable with us being there, what with him being a minor celebrity and all.” 
 
    Nathan shook his head. “No, I didn’t notice he was grumpy but we’re not all like Pollyanna, you know. Just because someone doesn’t have an ear to ear grin 24/7 doesn’t mean there’s something wrong with them. Maybe he was tired, or fed up. Who knows? And if he had an issue with being among strangers, I doubt he’d have come all the way to London for a tattoo awards ceremony.” 
 
    “Or maybe he’s fed up because of the argument we saw him having with Penny.”  
 
    “Or maybe…we should completely forget about Adam Pitt and his mood swings. And, incidentally, you’ve got that faraway look in your eyes. You know, the one you always get before you start meddling in something that’s none of your business.”  
 
    “What look? I don’t have ‘a faraway look.’” Charlotte was indignant. “But if I did, why d’you suppose that is? I’ll tell you why, it’s because St. Eves has become the UK’s flippin’ murder hotspot over the past few years and I’ve had to become adept at solving mysteries.” 
 
    “Actually,” Nathan pulled her towards him and kissed the top of her head, “you haven’t had to do anything, but that hasn’t stopped you turning into some amateur sleuth who won’t rest until justice is done, tearing around town on that bicycle of yours and channelling your inner Miss Marple.”  
 
    Charlotte opened her mouth to retort but closed it again. “Hmmm, I suppose I am a bit like that, aren’t I?” 
 
    “Yes, but I wouldn’t change you for anything.” Nathan tightened his grip on her shoulder. “Tell you what, how about we go back to the hotel, see if that group that’s supposed to be performing tonight is any good and then have a nightcap before turning in?” said Nathan.  
 
    “Good idea.” Charlotte pulled her jacket tightly around her and put all thoughts of Adam Pitt from her mind. “I could murder a strawberry sherbet cocktail and a pickled egg!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    Nathan pressed the buzzer on the panel next to the navy-blue front door. A crackling preceded a man’s voice, with music and laughter in the background. “Hi, it’s Charlotte and Nathan Costello. Penny invited us.”  
 
    “Oh, right. Hang on.” They heard the man put his hand over the receiver and call out to Penny for confirmation of her invite. Seconds later, he was back. “Okay. Someone’ll be out in a sec.”  
 
    “If only more people were as vigilant about letting people into their homes, there’d be a lot less crime.” Nathan took off his sunglasses and put them in his shirt pocket. “People like this are an asset to any neighbourhood—I just wish everyone was as cautious.”  
 
    “Yes, Detective Chief Inspector.” Charlotte turned to her husband and smiled sweetly. “But please promise me you won’t make that a subject for conversation this afternoon. This is a party, not the Resident of the Year awards.” 
 
    Nathan’s retort was cut short as the front door was flung open by Frankie—tattooist and dumpling-catcher extraordinaire—a winner’s sash draped around his neck and a large, Champagne-filled silver trophy in his hand from which he appeared to be drinking copiously. His wide smile was the antithesis of the snarling face on the back of his head and it was obvious there was cause to celebrate.  
 
    “I take it congratulations are in order?” Nathan shook the man’s hand. 
 
    “Certainly are. First place, no less! I’m chuffed to bits. Anyway, come in. Come in and join the party.” He led the way through the spacious, black and white tiled entrance hall and into the living room.  
 
    “Oh my, what a gorgeous house. I bet those are all original features.” Charlotte pointed at the ceiling roses, the cornicing, and the large bay windows with stained glass panels. 
 
    “Yeah, they are. Wait till you see the garden.” Frankie led them outside to where the guests were congregated on and around a tiled patio, either reclining on loungers or sitting in the shade of swinging chairs.  
 
    Penny and Amy’s London home was a handsome Edwardian house. Their childhood home, frequented so rarely in recent times since the family had moved away from London, had become theirs when their parents had handed the keys to their eldest daughter six years previously and told her to share it fairly with her younger sister. 
 
    Since then, it had become a welcome bolthole for the sisters and their friends and, over the years, it had proved its worth, not only as the ideal party venue, but also as a haven of peaceful solitude. 
 
    Large rooms with high ceilings and solid walls had been soundproofed by the sisters to allow their parties to go on until dawn without disturbing the neighbours. In the warmer weather, gatherings spilled out into the established garden, complete with fruit trees, country garden shrubs and herbs, and a hot tub big enough for ten situated in the shadow of an ornate pergola. 
 
    “Charlotte! You made it!” Penny greeted her, arms outstretched. 
 
    “We did. Thanks for inviting us. I’m not sure I’ve introduced my husband yet? This is…” 
 
    “Nathan Costello, St. Eves’ Detective Chief Inspector.” Penny finished Charlotte’s sentence as she shook Nathan’s hand. “Hi, nice to meet you. I thought I recognised you at the airport but Adam confirmed it was you after we saw you in the restaurant yesterday. It’s not always easy to place people when you see them out of their usual environment, is it? Anyway, let me introduce you to everyone. 
 
    “This is my boyfriend, Owen, our friends, Ruby and her husband, Adam, and Adam’s assistant, Eddie. And over there,” she pointed to a couple playing cricket with little Zac, “are Owen’s cousin, Danny, and his wife, Susan, who live just around the corner and who are the best babysitters. And that’s my sister, Amy, over there and you already know Frankie, our triumphant tattoo artist, who’s in rather a celebratory mood, as you can see!” 
 
    As Frankie danced on the grass with Amy, his sash now draped around both of them, Charlotte marvelled at the tattoos on the young woman’s body. Two snakes, one of fire and one of ice, entwined and reached up her right side from her ankle to the top of her thigh; another of a peacock, its tail feathers spreading across her back and shoulders; and a third of a fallen angel on her forearm. Each one was a work of art on skin.  
 
    “They’re wonderful, aren’t they?” said Penny. “They’re what won Frankie the prize—Amy’s his model, you see.” 
 
    “Oh, I see. Well, I can see how they would have won him first prize—they’re incredible. I don’t have any myself—too scared of needles—but I can appreciate them on other people. I’ve never seen one like Frankie’s got on the back of his head before, though!” 
 
    “Oh, you mean Freddy?” Penny smiled. “That’s what Frankie calls it. Yes, it’s unusual, isn’t it? That’s Amy’s work—she’s been training to become a tattooist for a while. Personally, I think Frankie was crazy to let her loose on his head—I mean, if she’d messed it up, he would have been wearing a hat for an awfully long time but, thankfully, the end result was pretty good.” She looked at her watch. 
 
    “Well, I expect you’d like a drink? If you tell Eddie what you’d like, he’ll make up whatever you want.” She gave Charlotte’s arm a friendly squeeze. “Right, Owen, come and help me bring the meat out, will you?” 
 
    Introductions over, Adam Pitt made a point of coming over to shake Nathan’s hand and engaging him in conversation. Although he was pleasant enough, Charlotte got the distinct impression that he was really only interested in talking to Nathan so, when the conversation turned to politics, she took the opportunity to slink off in search of a more light-hearted discussion. 
 
    She made her way over to Ruby Pitt who was sitting alone on a large swing chair, a large glass of wine in her hand and the brim of a sizeable straw hat covering half her face. 
 
    “Hi. Do you mind if I share the seat with you?”  
 
    Ruby pulled back her hat to reveal round sunglasses with pink-mirrored lenses, and smiled. “Not at all. Come and take the weight off your feet. When’s your baby due?” 
 
    “August 11th and it can’t come soon enough.” Charlotte manoeuvred herself onto the chair, not entirely convinced that she wouldn’t topple out of it out on one of its backward swings. “It’s not easy getting on one of these, is it? Maybe I’d be better off in one of the hammock chairs.”  
 
    Ruby rocked the swing gently with her foot. “Don’t worry, you’ll be fine—it’s a strange sensation at first but you’ll get used to it. It’s just like being on a swing when you were a kid but you can’t hold on with both hands. We’ll chat—it’ll take your mind off falling on your backside! 
 
    “So, this is your first baby, I take it? Do you know if it’s going to be a boy or a girl?” 
 
    Charlotte shook her head. “No, we want it to be a surprise. We think it’s better that way. Do you have any children?” It was a perfectly innocent question but, by the reaction it garnered from Ruby, one which Charlotte wished she hadn’t asked immediately it had left her lips.  
 
    Ruby visibly tensed, her smile forced and her voice tight. “No. We don’t. I wanted them after we got married but Adam was always too busy. You’ve heard the phrase ‘married to the job?’ Yeah, well, I reckon Adam must have been the inspiration behind it. Even though he’s been retired for ages, he hardly ever has any free time. He’s either on the phone to a business associate or looking for the next big thing to put his money into. He was a total workaholic when I met him and he’s a total workaholic now. Silly me for thinking that early retirement would mean we’d have the time to concentrate on raising a family.”  
 
    Her tinkly laugh didn’t quite hide the bitter edge to her voice. “He gave me this, though.” She held out her hand and the sunlight caught the huge rock in her engagement ring, casting rainbows all around. “He seemed to think it would make up for the absence of a baby.” She laughed again, a hint of melancholy replacing the bitterness. “Anyway, there’s still time but not much. I’m 43 and Adam’s 61. Tick-tock, if you know what I mean.” She raised her glass before downing the contents in one and refilling it immediately. 
 
    “Are you going in the hot tub?” Charlotte was as keen to change the subject as she was for someone else to join them. As pleasant as Ruby was, the last thing Charlotte wanted was to be stuck alone in the company of an inebriated woman who was in charge of how high the chair would swing.  
 
    “Yes, I’m definitely going in.” Ruby pulled her long hair up into a ponytail. “We’re late using it this year—usually, it’s the first thing we get set up but, when we arrived, Zac and Penny went down with some sort of 24-hour stomach bug, then Owen got it and then me, Amy, and Eddie. Frankie and Adam were the only ones who managed to avoid it but Frankie was too wound up thinking about the awards to be bothered with the hot tub, and Adam was too busy on the phone to his investment broker. What about you?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think I’d better risk it. I’m not bothered, though—as long as I’ve got a cold drink and someone to chat to, I’ll be happy. Ah, speaking of drinks.” She was grateful to see Eddie approach with the non-alcoholic cocktail she’d asked for. His arrival gave her a brief respite from a potentially draining conversation with Ruby. 
 
    “Here you are—one mango, passionfruit, and strawberry fizz.” Eddie pushed his sunglasses up onto his head. “You’ve got the café on the marina, haven’t you? ‘Charlotte’s Plaice’—that’s it, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right. Have you been in?” 
 
    “Yeah, it was a while ago though.” 
 
    Charlotte was embarrassed that she didn’t recognise him and she knew she definitely would have if she’d met him. Although quite unremarkable-looking, Eddie had the biggest dimples she’d ever seen and towered above her at well over six foot tall. “I’m sorry, I could lie and tell you that I remember but I don’t. I’m in the kitchen most of the time, you see, so I don’t see half the customers. If you come in again, make a point of saying hello, won’t you?” 
 
    “I definitely will. I don’t come down to the marina much—usually too busy during the day with work—but I took my mum there one day a couple of years ago for Sunday lunch when Adam and Ruby went to Paris for a long weekend. She loves marinas.” 
 
    “You’re right about it being a “long weekend”—the longest weekend of my life,” interrupted Ruby. “We were only there for three days and it rained cats and dogs from the minute we arrived to the minute we left. Adam spent most of the time on his laptop talking to anyone but me, and I spent most of mine in the hotel shop and ordering room service. The City of Love? Hmpf, not for us, it wasn’t. Was it, Adam? Adam!” When there was no response forthcoming from her husband, she set about opening another bottle of wine, muttering under her breath. 
 
    Charlotte shaded her eyes and looked over to Adam who was still deep in conversation with Nathan. What an ignorant pig. I could be doing him a disservice but, as far as first impressions go, he hasn’t made a very good one with me.  
 
    “Anyway,” Eddie continued. “It was a fantastic lunch—my Mum raved about the Yorkshire puddings for ages afterwards!” 
 
    “Good, I’m glad she enjoyed it. I hope you’ll be able to bring her again—and perhaps I could meet her next time?” 
 
    Their conversation came to a halt as Owen and Penny reappeared, their arms laden with trays of meat.  
 
    “Right, you lot—food’ll be about an hour and I hope you’re hungry because there’s a lot of it.” Owen prodded the coals, and the embers glowed as they spluttered and spat. “As soon as this food’s done, there’s a space in that hot tub with my name on it.” He dodged a wayward fragment of lava-hot coal as it whistled past his ear. 
 
    “Owen, you’re going to have someone’s eye out if you don’t leave those flippin’ coals alone!” Penny held out an ice-cold bottle of beer with a wedge of lime sticking out of the neck. “Come and sit down and wait for them to turn white, for goodness’ sake.”  
 
    She rolled her eyes at Charlotte and Ruby. “Honestly, he’s like this every time we have a barbecue. He doesn’t have the patience to wait until the coals are hot enough and then the meat doesn’t cook properly. Remember last year, Rube?” 
 
    Ruby rolled her eyes. “Oh yeah, I’d forgotten about that. All the food was burnt on the outside and completely raw on the inside. My burger was positively mooing, it was so rare.” 
 
    “Don’t you mean raw?” Penny pulled a face. 
 
    “Well, yes, that, too.”  
 
    “Ha-ha, very amusing. Glad you all found it so entertaining.” Owen went to check on the coals again. 
 
    “’Scuse me. Sorry to interrupt.” Penny’s sister, Amy, came running over. “Pen, can I have a word? Over here.”  
 
    The sisters stepped away as Ruby began to give a full-blown account of the previous year’s barbecue. Charlotte listened with one ear…the other one was earwigging on Amy and Penny’s conversation. 
 
    “Can I borrow your swimsuit? The one with the high neck?” 
 
    “What, the yellow one?” 
 
    “No, the green halter-neck one with the sunflowers on it.” 
 
    “Oh, right. Yeah, if you want. It’s in the top drawer in the bedroom.” 
 
    The young woman ran off, with Frankie following close behind. 
 
    “So, you said you all come to support Frankie every year. Are you all clients of his?” asked Charlotte as Penny re-joined them. 
 
    “We’re not.” Owen’s cousin, Danny, and his wife came over to join them with Zac, who was pink-faced and puffing after his game of cricket. “But you probably guessed that anyway, seeing as we live 300 miles away from his tattoo shop!” 
 
    “And Adam’s not, either.” Ruby took off her sunglasses and lowered her voice. “To be honest, I don’t really know why he’s here. Not only does he not have any tattoos, but he’s never shown any interest in the awards before. I’ve no idea why he suddenly decided to come along. When I asked him why, he said he wanted a change of scenery. I mean, I love him to death but having him here is a bit like having the headmaster looking over your shoulder while you’re at a school disco.” 
 
    Owen returned, crunching on an ice cube and rubbing his forehead to counteract the brain freeze. “It’s all very well him wanting a change of scene,” he said, quietly, “but it’s completely ruined Eddie’s trip. He only found out Adam was coming the day before we travelled—he told him to get him on the same flight as the rest of us. You’re a good friend of Frankie’s, aren’t you, Eddie, so I’m sure you’d have liked to celebrate with him, but I can’t imagine you feel you can let your hair down with the boss here, can you?” 
 
    Eddie shrugged. “It’s okay. I don’t mind—I haven’t had to do much work since I’ve been here. I just have to make sure I lay off the booze in case Adam decides he needs me to do something.” 
 
    “Yes, my point exactly,” said Owen as he handed out cold beers, missing Eddie out. He turned to Ruby. “You know I’ve nothing against Adam, Rube, but he doesn’t even seem to be enjoying himself. I just don’t understa…” 
 
    “Oh look, here come Adam and Nathan,” said Penny, her voice deliberately raised in an attempt to shut Owen up. “And their bottles are empty. Give them a beer, will you, love?”  
 
    “When can we get in the hot tub?” said Eddie. “It’s ready, right?” 
 
    “Yep, it’s ready when you are.” Penny slathered sun tan lotion onto her shoulders and arms. “But I bet you won’t get in there before Amy.” She turned to Charlotte. “I love her to bits but she’s a bit of an exhibitionist. She always wants to be the first one in the tub.”  
 
    Owen rolled his eyes and tapped the neck of his beer bottle against Nathan’s and Adam’s. “Yeah, in the tiniest bikini you’ve ever seen. Bloody hell! D’you remember last year? It was like four postage stamps held together with string. If this year’s version is any smaller than that, someone had better cover my eyes. Or resuscitate me.” 
 
    Penny swiped at him good-humouredly with a salad server. “Oh, be quiet and get on with the barbecue. You’d better get some of that stuff cooking or we’ll be eating at midnight at this rate. And I’m sorry to disappoint you, but Amy won’t be wearing quite such a revealing swimsuit today.” 
 
    Ruby raised an eyebrow. “Really? Well, that’ll be a first!” She glanced at Charlotte. “Can’t imagine why she’d want to cover up—she’s got the most fabulous figure—I don’t blame her for showing it off.”  
 
    Charlotte laughed at Owen’s description of Amy’s miniscule bikini and was pondering the reason for Amy’s sudden attack of inhibition when a ring on the doorbell interrupted her thoughts. 
 
    “Wonder who that can be?” Penny put down her drink and padded inside, reappearing soon afterwards followed by a small, bespectacled woman with a ramrod straight back, wearing a twin set, a tweed skirt, and a pair of sturdy brogues. A wild thatch of bleached hair with dark roots made her small head seem considerably larger than it actually was, and the overall effect of a slightly eccentric senior citizen was completed by a large bunch of keys strung around her neck and a tabby kitten under her arm.  
 
    “Afternoon, Elsie.” Owen raised his bottle to the woman, who sniffed and barely acknowledged him. 
 
    “As I was just saying to Penny,” the woman peered through her thick lenses, one of her light-blue irises completely obscured by a cataract’s milky white haze, “I hope you’re not going to be making any noise because I’ve got my granddaughter staying with me and if she gets woken up from her afternoon nap by your shenanigans, I won’t be best pleased. It takes an age to get her to sleep, doesn’t it, Idris, darling.” The cat purred loudly as she scratched it under the chin. 
 
    “We’ll be as quiet as we can, Elsie, but we’re celebrating so we can’t promise there’ll be no noise at all. I mean,” Owen looked at his watch, “it’s only half-past one, not the middle of the night.” 
 
    “I don’t see why you can’t have your party indoors—then you wouldn’t disturb anyone at all. Wasn’t that the sole reason for having the place soundproofed?”  
 
    “Well, yes, that’s true,” Owen reasoned, “but if we did, you’d have to come back in an hour and give us all a good basting because we’d cook if we stayed inside today with the doors shut—it must be at least 80 degrees out here so it’d be like a furnace in there.”  
 
    “And then there’s the barbecue, Elsie.” Penny smiled benevolently at her curmudgeonly neighbour. “We couldn’t really take that inside. Or the hot tub.” 
 
    “Hmpf, oh yes. The hot tub.” Elsie uttered the words as if she found them highly offensive. “Why anyone would need a communal bathtub outside is beyond me—all that cavorting around half-naked in broad daylight. And as for that godforsaken barbecue, stinking out the whole street to high heaven.” She leaned in and Penny’s and Owen’s heads instinctively followed her lead. “I’m sure I don’t need to remind you that this is a respectable neighbourhood.” Her good eye darted between them both.  
 
    At that moment, Amy appeared from inside the house, shrieking loudly as Frankie, dressed only in swimming shorts and a Union Jack flag, shoved ice-cubes down the back of her swimsuit. 
 
    “Oh, hello, Elsie.” Amy came to an abrupt stop, causing Frankie to bump into her and fall flat on his back. In his merry state, he rolled around on the grass, giggling as he blew the cantankerous neighbour a kiss. 
 
    “Elsie! Sweetheart! Have you come to join us in the hot tub?”  
 
    Elsie’s lips became so tightly pursed they almost disappeared. “As I was saying, this is a respectable neighbourhood. Well, it certainly used to be.” She surveyed the assembled group over the top of her glasses before turning on the heel of her sensible shoe and trotting off towards the front door. “Please don’t give me any reason to come back here again, or to call the police, which I will not hesitate to do if you create a disturbance.” 
 
    “Can you believe that woman?” Penny fumed after she’d seen Elsie out. “What a nerve. Honestly!” 
 
    “Who’s that little ray of sunshine?” asked Nathan. 
 
    “Elsie Rayner—she lives two doors down. God, she’s dismal.” Penny poked at the coals with a little more vehemence than intended and they spat back at her. “You should have seen her when we had the hot tub installed. She was round here every five minutes, checking we weren’t going to be turning the place into a house of ill-repute.” She giggled at the memory. 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry about her.” Owen began to place the meat on the barbecue rack and the coals hissed and smoked as meat juices fell onto them. “She’s always been the same. Let’s just forget about her, okay?” 
 
    Penny nodded. “You’re right. This is Frankie’s day. 
 
    On hearing his name, Frankie jumped up from the grass. “Yes, you’re right! This is my day! Onward!” 
 
    As he made a dash for the hot tub, Amy pulled him back by the waistband of his shorts, squealing as she overtook him. “Oh, no you don’t!” 
 
    “Told you she always has to be the first one in, didn’t I?” Penny turned to Charlotte. “It’s the same every year—she won’t give up without a fight.” 
 
    And that’s when, as Charlotte would recall when asked later, everything went into slow motion and became blurred and muddled. 
 
    Screams, laughter, the swing coming to a standstill and a splash as Frankie, having overtaken Amy and just a few yards ahead of her, stepped into the hot tub and began to tremble.  
 
    It took a few seconds for anyone to realise what was happening.  
 
    “Amy! Don’t touch him! Move away!” Nathan called out just in time to stop Amy from pulling Frankie’s hand from the metal rail at the side of the tub. “Someone turn off the power, quickly!” 
 
    Pulling Frankie out of the tub, Nathan turned him onto his back and started CPR. “Call an ambulance and get me a blanket or something to keep him warm.” 
 
    Penny had taken a hysterical Amy inside, along with Danny and Susan who were keeping Zac well away from the drama. 
 
    The rest of the guests stood in a huddle, the shocked silence broken only by the whimpers of Ruby and Eddie. 
 
    Sirens signalled the arrival of the emergency services who took over from Nathan.  
 
    “What’s the name of the gentleman?  
 
    Charlotte saw Nathan’s shoulders slump as he shook his head briefly at the paramedics. 
 
    “Frankie. His name’s Frankie.” 
 
    Another siren followed by a brief ring on the doorbell announced the arrival of the police.  
 
    “Good afternoon, Sir. We’re here in response to a call we’ve had following a disturbance. Is the ambulance outside also attending the same disturbance?” 
 
    “What? Oh, yes…sorry, we’ve had a terrible shock.” As Owen stood back and let the police officers pass, he noticed Elsie hovering outside on the pavement. 
 
    By the time the police reached the scene of the accident, the paramedics had stopped CPR.  
 
    There was no need for it anymore. 
 
    Frankie Ingram was dead 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    “I’m Detective Inspector Carter and this is Detective Sergeant Rafferty. Our condolences on the loss of your friend.” 
 
    Despite the warmth of the day, DI Carter wore a long beige mac, and his hairline was beaded with perspiration.  
 
    “Why are you here?” Adam Pitt puffed out his chest. “This is obviously an accidental death.”  
 
    “We were called to investigate a disturbance, Sir. Complaints of excessive noise. We had no idea that a death had occurred until we arrived. By all accounts, it seems to be a tragic accident but we’ll need to take the names and addresses of everyone here along with a brief witness statement…if they feel up to it.” DI Carter glanced into the living room, where an increasingly distraught Amy Baker was refusing any help from the paramedics. 
 
    “For goodness’ sake, is this absolutely necessary? Surely you can see what happened?” Adam gestured to Frankie’s body, which had been covered with a blanket.  
 
    “Yes, it is, Sir, but we’ll be as quick as we can.” DI Carter caught Detective Sergeant Rafferty’s eye and spoke under his breath. “Seems like a certain person wants us out of the way, wouldn’t you say?”  
 
    “I would, Guv. Wonder why that is? One to watch, I’d say.”  
 
    Charlotte hoped the police would finish whatever it was they needed to do so that she and Nathan could be on their way. She couldn’t believe Frankie was dead—it was surreal. One minute he was laughing and joking around and the next, he was gone. 
 
     “Nathan,” she whispered, tugging at his sleeve. “Is there anything you can do to get us out of here? I feel like we’re intruding.”  
 
    “Yeah, I know what you mean. Just a minute.” Nathan approached DI Carter, arm outstretched. “Detective Inspector—my name is Nathan Costello. I’m a guest here, but I’m a DCI in the St. Eves force. I appreciate that you have a procedure to follow but I wondered if, under the circumstances, you could deal with my wife and I first so we can leave these people alone. We barely knew the deceased, you see—we only met him yesterday and we feel that our presence here is a little intrusive.” 
 
    The DI looked Nathan up and down. “A CI, you say?” He gripped Nathan’s hand firmly. “Always good to meet a fellow officer. Okay, we’ll take some details from you then you can be on your way. You’re not staying here, then?” 
 
    “Oh, no.” Charlotte winced as she pushed her hand into the small of her back. “We’re staying at The Milestone. We’re on honeymoon.” 
 
    “Oh, I see. Congratulations.” The DI smiled briefly as he wrote in his notebook.  
 
    Ten minutes later, he was finished. “Well, I think we’ve covered everything—we’ll be in touch if we have any further questions. Thanks for your time.” 
 
    As Nathan chatted with the DI, Charlotte gathered their belongings. She hugged Ruby and said a quick goodbye to the rest of the guests, blowing Penny a kiss but giving her and her sister a wide berth.  
 
    As she turned away, she was sure she saw a smirk on Adam Pitt’s face as he glanced over at Frankie Ingram’s lifeless body. 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “You okay?” Nathan added a spoonful of honey to a cup of green tea and handed it to Charlotte as she settled herself into one of the hotel’s squashy armchairs.  
 
    “No, not really.” A warm bath and a lie-down had done little to ease her tension. She sighed. “You know, I could quite easily have packed our bags and gone straight home as soon as we got back here—that was horrific.”  
 
    Despite her involvement in a number of murders in recent years, she would never be as accustomed to upsetting situations as Nathan was.  
 
    “One minute everything was fine and the next, someone’s dead. I just can’t get my head around it. And poor Amy and Penny and everyone else—I can’t imagine how they must be feeling. I felt really bad about leaving the way we did but I felt equally bad being there.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. We barely knew Frankie, and we barely know the rest of them—I think it would have been weird to have stayed. No one’s going to think badly of us for leaving when we did—it’s not as though we’re going to see any of them again, anyway.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not so sure about that. Ruby and Penny were talking about dropping into the café some time, so I’m sure I’ll see them again even if you don’t. Although with what’s happened, I don’t suppose they’ll be in for some time.” 
 
    “What did actually happen?” Nathan pulled another armchair closer to Charlotte. “I was talking to Adam so I wasn’t really paying much attention.” 
 
    Charlotte rubbed her stomach. “I’m not sure—as soon as I realised what was happening, I looked the other way. All I remember is that Amy and Frankie came running out of the house while the rest of us were chatting, and we were laughing at them and then…well, then it all got so confusing, I can’t really remember what happened.” She scratched her nose and frowned. “I’ll tell you what, though, there were some pretty weird things I do remember.” 
 
    “Oh yes, what things?” 
 
    “Well, before Amy went inside to change, I heard her ask Penny if she could borrow one of her swimsuits. One with a high neck.” 
 
    “And what’s strange about that?” 
 
    “Don’t you remember Owen talking about the swimsuit Amy wore last year and how small it was? And Ruby saying that Amy had an amazing figure and liked showing it off? Well, if she was such an exhibitionist, why would she ask Penny for a high-necked swimsuit that covered everything up?”  
 
    Nathan lifted a shoulder. “When it comes to women’s fashion, I’m lost, but perhaps she felt like preserving a little modesty. Who knows?” He flicked a peanut into the air and caught it in his mouth. “What else do you remember?” 
 
    “Adam Pitt. When we were getting ready to leave, I’m sure I saw him smirk. You know, kind of smug. As he looked over to where Frankie was, I mean.” 
 
    “You sure it was a smirk? He strikes me as the type of guy who doesn’t show his emotions—maybe it was just the effort of trying to keep them under control. I can’t imagine it was intended that way—he seemed genuinely upset when I spoke to him afterwards.” 
 
    “Hmmm, maybe. Either way, I don’t think I like him very much. He’s not very nice to Ruby—he’s very dismissive of her.” Charlotte blew on her tea. 
 
    “Oh, come on; that’s quite an assumption to make—we only met the guy today. And I think it’s a little unfair to base an opinion of their entire marriage on an hour spent with them at a barbecue. He’s a bit pompous, but he seemed perfectly pleasant otherwise. 
 
    “Actually, he told me there’s something he wants to discuss with me when we get back to St. Eves,” said Nathan. “Can’t imagine what it could be—he was very tight-lipped.” He picked up another handful of peanuts. 
 
    “Anyway, changing the subject, the DI told me they’ll be arranging for someone to drain the hot tub to establish the cause of the accident. As if Penny and Amy aren’t upset enough, looks like they might have to deal with the fact that Frankie’s death was caused by their faulty equipment.”  
 
    “Poor things—it’s a nightmare. How they’re ever going to be able to live with themselves if that’s the case—or even go back to the house again, I don’t know.” Charlotte slid onto Nathan’s chair and cuddled up next to him.  
 
    He kissed the top of her head. “Look, I know how sensitive you are, and I know you’re going to be thinking about this for a long time but, please, please try not to get stressed about it. If you want to go home, we’ll go home, I don’t care. I just want you to be wherever you’ll be happiest.” 
 
    “No, I think I’m okay,” said Charlotte after a pause. “I wanted to go home straight after it happened, but I’m not sure now—perhaps I’ll feel differently tomorrow but, for now, I think I’d like to stay. We’re going to have so little time to ourselves soon; I want to finish our honeymoon.” She looked up at Nathan. “As long as you do?” 
 
    “Course I do. Now, how about we order room service, you can watch a film or read your book, I’ll give you a back rub, and we can get some sleep?” 
 
    Charlotte nodded. “That sounds good. I don’t think I could face going down to the restaurant after what’s happened and I really don’t feel like going out.” 
 
    “Perfect. Room service it is, then!” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    After a lot of tears from Charlotte, and a long discussion, she and Nathan decided that, despite the recent sad events, they would try to enjoy the rest of their honeymoon as much as possible.  
 
    They set off after a hearty breakfast, determined to make the most of another glorious day. Having walked for miles and feeling decidedly peckish, they were watching a juggling magician in Covent Garden when the smell of fried onions wafted past Charlotte’s nose and woke one of her dormant cravings.  
 
    Sniffing the air, she followed the smell. “Oh my…do you mind if we find out where that’s coming from?” 
 
    They tracked the mouth-watering aroma to a small shop, bearing the sign ‘Big Al’s Diner: Established 1980. Proprietor: Alan King.’  
 
    “Well, it must be good if it’s been here so long. Wonder if Big Al’s around today?” Charlotte peered in through the large shopfront window at the young man in a black apron and hat, flipping large, ground-steak patties on one side of a vast griddle, the other half of which contained a mound of lightly caramelised onions.  
 
    “Well, I don’t know about you, but I know what I’m having for lunch.” She was finding it hard not to drool.  
 
    “They look busy but we can wait for a table inside. Come on.” Nathan held the door open and they entered a small entrance lobby which opened up into a deceptively large space, furnished with chrome fixtures, red leather-look seats, and red and white checked cloths covering the Formica-topped tables. 
 
    In contrast to the formal waiting staff of the hotel, the servers were dressed in white t-shirts, cut off Levi’s, and roller skates. 
 
    As they waited to be seated a cheerful server sped towards them. 
 
    “Hi, my name’s Aiden, I’ll be your server…” His smile quickly faded as he realised he might not be able to stop in time to avoid a collision. 
 
    Anticipating the possible outcome, Nathan stood in front of Charlotte, his arms outstretched and the server grabbed onto his hands. 
 
    “Oh, blimey, I’m so sorry.” The young boy’s face turned pink. “I only started a few days ago and I haven’t quite got the hang of these skates yet. It’s okay, though,” he assured, quickly. “I’m not allowed to carry any food yet. I’m on ‘greet and seat’ duty for a couple of weeks till I’ve finished my training.” 
 
    He looked over his shoulder before whispering, “You won’t tell my granddad, will you? He gave me this job after I finished my exams, you know just to give me some extra cash, but if he finds out I lied to him, he’ll be really upset.” 
 
    Charlotte grinned. “Let me guess, you told him you could roller skate. Am I right?” 
 
    The boy scratched the back of his neck and nodded, sheepishly. “I didn’t think it would be so hard to learn—but I am getting better.” 
 
    “Hmm, it’s not the skating you seem to have a problem with.” Nathan observed. “It’s the stopping. “But don’t worry,” he tapped his nose, “we won’t say a word.” 
 
    Looking a little happier, the young boy grabbed two menus from a stand. “Would you like a table? I’m afraid it’ll be about twenty minutes, but you can have a drink at the bar and decide what you’d like to eat while you wait.” 
 
    “Yes, please, we’ll do that. After seeing those burgers, I’m not leaving until I’ve had one!” Charlotte hungrily eyed a platter holding ten mini-burgers, a bucket of shoestring fries, and a bubbling dish of macaroni cheese as it zoomed past her on its way to a table of appreciative recipients. 
 
    “Well, I’ll get you seated as soon as I can. Till then, you can sit at the bar and talk to my granddad—or should I say, he can talk to you.” Aiden grinned, mischievously. 
 
    Charlotte and Nathan followed him to a gleaming stainless steel-topped bar occupied by other waiting customers, behind which stood a man they presumed was Big Al. 
 
    Pale-faced, sandy-haired, and blue-eyed, Big Al wore a red and white checked shirt, a dazzling white apron, a white chef’s cap set at a jaunty angle and a smile that stretched from ear to ear. Despite being deep in conversation with a customer at the bar, his eyes darted around the diner. Charlotte doubted that much went on that Big Al missed…apart from the fact that his grandson couldn’t roller skate to save his life. 
 
    “Hey! New friends! Come, come and sit down and take the weight off your feet—oh, hold on, lady with a baby comin’ through!” He put down the glass he was polishing and rushed around to the other side of the bar. Holding out his hand, he helped Charlotte onto a stool. “There, you settled? You comfortable? Good. Now, what can I get you? First drink to all new friends is on the house. Courtesy of Big Al.” He pointed to himself with his thumbs. “That’s me, in case you hadn’t guessed.” He chuckled all the way back to behind the bar, where he leaned over and stared intently at Nathan and Charlotte. 
 
    “Now, don’t tell me. I’m good at this.” He rubbed his chin. “Now you.” He sized Nathan up through narrowed eyes. “I reckon you’re a light beer man. Am I right or am I right?” 
 
    Nathan nodded. “Very impressive. I am.”  
 
    Big Al looked pleased with himself. “And the lady, I reckon she’d like a cocktail—non-alcoholic of course. Somethin’ a little fruity with a splash of coconut perhaps?” 
 
    “Sounds delicious.” Charlotte smiled. “You’ve got me well figured out.”  
 
    Big Al half-filled a small fish bowl glass with peach pulp, cubed pineapple, and raspberries, and topped it up with coconut water, ginger ale, a splash of strawberry syrup, and a drizzle of grenadine. The obligatory paper umbrellas and coloured straws were accompanied by a giant sparkler. 
 
    “So, you here on holiday? I know you don’t live ‘round here ‘cos if you did, you’d have been in before.” 
 
    “It’s our first time in London…we’re on our honeymoon,” said Charlotte. Suddenly aware that she was rubbing her baby bump, she quickly followed with, “We got married in December. We’ve only just got round to getting away.” 
 
    Big Al put his hands up. “Hey, I’m not judging…love is a wonderful thing, whenever it happens and whatever order it happens in. So, where you staying? 
 
    “The Milestone…ooh, this cocktail is gorgeous!” Charlotte speared a pineapple cube with the end of her cocktail stirrer. 
 
    “Nice. I worked in their kitchen years ago. First-class in every respect but I’m not sure they were ready for a youngster like me and his off-the-wall ideas when it came to creatin’ new dishes for the menu. You know what I mean?” Al winked and began to dry another glass. “So, you been seein’ the sights since you’ve been here?” 
 
    Charlotte nodded. “Yep, and we’ve got a lot more to see. We’re tourists while we’re here so going to cram in as much as we can before we go home.” 
 
    “Well, if you wanna know anything about anything, you come and ask me ‘cos there ain’t much that goes on around here that I don’t know about. Same goes for the people—I pretty much know ‘em all.”  
 
    “Thanks, that’s good of you,” said Nathan, “but we’re not going to be here for long enough to get to know anyone, so I don’t think we’re going to be needing any character references—but thanks all the same.” 
 
    Al tipped his cap. “Don’t mention it; always happy to point people in the right direction if I can.”  
 
    A broad-shouldered delivery man pushing a barrow loaded with boxes of chuck steak distracted Al on his way through to the kitchen.  
 
    “Hey, Al,” he said, in an accent even broader than the proprietor. “You hear that Frankie Ingram got fried in Penny Baker’s hot tub yesterday? It’s all over the TV. Talk about some people bein’ a magnet for bad luck.” He pulled a large handkerchief from his back pocket and wiped his forehead.  
 
    Al spread his arms wide. “Jimmy, I got customers here.” He gestured towards Charlotte and Nathan. “These people are on their honeymoon. They don’t wanna hear about some poor guy who croaked his last in a hot tub—you know what I mean?” He put his hands on his ample hips and shook his head as the delivery man disappeared into the kitchen with a sheepish expression on his face. 
 
    “Sorry about that. Some people don’t know when to give their big mouths a rest, you know what I mean?” 
 
    “It’s okay. Don’t worry about it.” Charlotte poked around in her glass for more fruit. “Actually, we already know about it—we were at Penny’s when it happened.” 
 
    Immediately, Al’s smile vanished. “You’re friends of the Penny Baker?” 
 
    His reaction took Charlotte by surprise. “No, not friends, just acquaintances—we met at the airport on the way out here—but we got chatting and, when we bumped into her a couple of days ago, she invited us to her house for a barbecue. We barely know her, really.” 
 
    “And you was at the barbecue? When poor Frankie…oh my God!” Al slapped his sausage-like fingers against his forehead and sat down heavily on a stool behind the bar. 
 
    “Unfortunately, yes, we were,” said Nathan. “So you know Penny and Frankie?”  
 
    “Yeah, and Amy, too.” Al nodded. “The girls don’t come in here no more, though—it’s a long story—but whenever Frankie came back to London, he always dropped by for a chinwag and to grab a couple’a burgers. In fact, only a few days ago, he was sittin’ right where you’re sittin’ now.” 
 
    “What d’you mean, when he “came back” to London?” asked Charlotte. 
 
    “He used to live ‘round here, years ago,” said Al. “So did Penny and Amy. Frankie left first and the girls followed soon afterwards.” He inspected his fingernails. “Can’t say I was sorry to see the back of them, either. Penny and Amy, I mean. Devious pair, if ever I met one.”  
 
    He crooked his index finger, drawing them closer. “The Bakers, the parents, I mean, now they’re lovely people. She’s an interior designer and he’s got his own private investigation company. Years ago, he was workin’ on an investigation—the client had hired him to follow the husband ‘cos she was sure he was havin’ an affair.” He scratched his head. “Anyway, turns out he was havin’ an affair...with Penny.  
 
    “Oh boy, it caused a lot of trouble at the time. Thing is, she used to come in here with the guy all the time—they’d sit canoodlin’ in a booth, makin’ a burger and a rootbeer last all evenin’. She was single, seventeen but looked twenty-five—and turned out he was married, thirty-three but looked twenty. How was I s’posed to know he was so much older than her? He looked young enough to me and he didn’t wear no wedding ring. Anyway, her dad was mortified—I don’t know how he explained that to his client—and Penny was grounded for months.  
 
    “Anyone else would have learned their lesson after that, but not Penny. Oh, no.” Big Al’s big jowls wobbled as he shook his head. “She only started carryin’ on with the guy again and, when she finished with him, she took up with another old geezer. Her parents was at their wits’ end, worryin’ about her and the bad influence she was havin’ on her sister, Amy. The last thing they wanted was for Amy to follow Penny’s lead and find an old ‘friend’ of her own—you know what I mean?  
 
    “Anyway, me and my Lynne, that’s my wife, we told the Bakers we’d give the girls a few hours workin’ here in the evenin’ if it would help put their minds at rest. They was goin’ crazy worryin’ about where they were, what they were doin’, and who they were doin’ it with—if you know what I mean. We told ‘em we’d keep an eye on the girls here. That way, they could be sure they weren’t gettin’ up to no mischief.” 
 
    “Why’d you give Penny a job if she was so much trouble?” asked Nathan. 
 
    Al shrugged. “’Cos I felt kinda responsible, I s’pose. Knowin’ she’d been carryin’ on with the guy under my nose made me feel a little stupid, you know what I mean? I guess I gave her a job by way of an apology to Mr and Mrs Baker—my Lynne told me to keep out of it but I felt like I had to do somethin’.” 
 
    “So why’d you pull a face when I mentioned her name?” said Charlotte, twirling a cocktail umbrella. 
 
    Al picked up a glass from the draining tray to dry the inside. “Well, she and Amy had been workin’ here a few months when we noticed the tips were lower than usual. Our servers have always made great tips, so the drop was really noticeable.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me—Penny had her hand in the tip jar?” said Nathan. 
 
    Al nodded. “You got it in one—and Amy, too. They shoulda been puttin’ the tips in the jar behind the bar to get shared out between all the servers at the end of the night, but they was puttin’ ‘em in their own pockets instead.  
 
    “When I found out what was goin’ on, I felt like I’d been kicked in the teeth. I trusted ‘em and they threw it back in my face. The day I found out was the last day they worked here. We lost customers, too—a lot of their friends used to come here to eat when they was workin’ but, after I booted the girls out, they stopped comin’. Mind you, I’m not sure that was a bad thing—my Lynne was convinced that half of ‘em were eating for nothin’, you know what I mean?” 
 
    For a fleeting moment he looked troubled, but his frown was soon replaced by a smile. “Anyways, not my place to tell you who to hang around with and who not to, just giving you the benefit of my experience. You seem like nice people; wouldn’t want you gettin’ stung like we did. Sometimes you just gotta look at the bigger picture to see what’s going on right under your nose, you know what I mean?” 
 
    He looked over Charlotte’s shoulder at his grandson, who was rolling towards them at a frightening speed.  
 
    “Hey, looks like your table might be ready. You enjoy your meal. Oh, and don’t forget to read about the competition on the back of your menu in case you’re interested in takin’ part.” 
 
    “What competition?” asked Charlotte. 
 
    “If you can guess the secret ingredient in the burgers, you’ll get one meal on the house.” Al chuckled. “But if you think you know, don’t go shoutin’ out the answer—just tell a server and they’ll let you know if you’re right. The competition’s been runnin’ for over thirty years, and in all that time only fourteen people have guessed what it is. 
 
    “And by the way, if you’re thinkin’ of havin’ a side order with your main, we do a great macaroni cheese with bacon—it’s my own recipe and it’s to die for, if I do say so myself. Anyway, nice talkin’ to you.”  
 
    “Likewise.” Nathan helped Charlotte down from the stool. “If these burgers are as good as they look, I’m sure we’ll see you again before we go home.” 
 
    “If they’re as good as they look, we’ll definitely see you again—and I’m definitely up for the culinary challenge.” Charlotte licked her lips as a waitress rolled past them with a platter bearing a juicy burger complete with melted cheese, sliced pickles, crispy homemade fries, a house salad, handmade relish and coleslaw and, the crowning glory as far as Charlotte was concerned, a pile of glossy, deep-golden fried onions. She jabbed the air with a determined finger. “That’s what I’m having. Come on—let’s eat!”  
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “Those burgers were, without a doubt, the best I’ve ever tasted. They’re going on the menu when we get home.” Charlotte fanned her face.  
 
    “I can’t believe you guessed what the ingredient was,” said Nathan as he hung off the strap on the crowded underground train. “I knew there was something different about them but I would never have guessed what. In fact, if I’d known beforehand, I’m not sure I’d have tried them.”  
 
    “I think it’s because my senses have heightened since I’ve been pregnant—well, my sense of taste and smell, at least. I’m not sure I’d have known otherwise. Anyway, Al’s a character, isn’t he? Surprising what he said about Penny and Amy, don’t you think? Mind you, I’m not judging—we all made mistakes when we were kids.” 
 
    “Well, it’s not really surprising because we don’t know them, do we?” said Nathan. “Maybe they still do stuff like that now—how would we know? That’s the thing when you don’t have a history with someone—you have to take them at face value and hope they’re being honest with you. If they’re convincing enough, they can make you believe that the most far-fetched lies are the truth. How would you ever know any different? Anyway, come on, here’s our stop.” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    Later that evening, after a twilight circuit on the London Eye followed by a light dinner and a hot chocolate in a restaurant overlooking the River Thames, Charlotte fell into an uneasy sleep.  
 
    Her dreams were filled with images of corpses and electric chairs.  
 
    A figure in black, menacingly brandishing a triple-decker burger, removed a hood to reveal the sombre face of Big Al. “Sometimes you just gotta look at the bigger picture to see what’s going on right under your nose,” he reminded her. 
 
    Twice, she woke in a hot sweat, thoughts of recent events spinning around in her head. A nagging feeling of unease started to settle in and she suddenly craved to be surrounded by all things familiar—to be back in St. Eves in her own home with Jess, Ava, Betty, and Harriet to make her laugh.  
 
    On the verge of waking Nathan, she decided against it. Instead, she pulled the duvet up to her chin and, just as dawn’s misty veil fell away to reveal the day, she dozed off into a troubled sleep. 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “I feel a little ungrateful saying it, but I’m so glad we’re leaving today.” Charlotte winced as the baby gave her a kick any football fan would have been proud of. “I’m ready to go home now.” 
 
    “Well, wait no more, my love.” Nathan opened the taxi door and helped her into the backseat. “St. Eves, here we come.” 
 
    With every mile closer to the airport they got, Charlotte felt her heart become a little lighter, her mood remaining upbeat until she saw Penny in the departure lounge, on her own and looking lost, holding Zac in a baby sling. 
 
    “Listen, if going over there to say hello is going to upset you, don’t go.” Nathan was adamant. “She’ll never know—damn it, she’s seen us.”  
 
    Penny waved before making a beeline for them.  
 
    “Hi, how are you?” Charlotte tickled Zac’s arm as he leaned his head against Penny’s shoulder, eyelids drooping over big blue eyes as he sucked on his thumb. 
 
    “Oh, you know. In a daze, really. We still can’t believe what’s happened. We’re just going through the motions. You know, I thought the police were going to arrest us—or at least keep us here. I was so relieved when they said we could go home—I know we’re going to be hearing from them again soon, though.” She blinked back the tears that were threatening to fall and nodded towards her sister. “It’s Amy I’m worried about. She’s taken it so hard. She feels completely to blame.” 
 
    “What? Why on earth would she feel that?”  
 
    “She can’t stop thinking that Frankie’s dead because he ran past her and got in the tub first. If she hadn’t let him catch her up, he’d still be here.” 
 
    “Yes, but she’d be the one lying on a mortuary slab. For goodness’ sake, she can’t think like that—she’ll drive herself mad.” 
 
    “I know. We’ve all told her that but...” Penny shook her head and stroked Zac’s hair. “Anyway, I just wanted to come and say hello. I’m so sorry you had to be a part of all this—I hope it didn’t ruin your honeymoon, although I suspect it probably did.”  
 
    “Look, don’t worry about it.” Charlotte hugged her. “If you ever want a change of scene back in St. Eves, you’ll find me at ‘Charlotte’s Plaice’ café on the marina every day except Saturday.”  
 
    Penny managed a smile. “Okay, thanks—that’d be nice. Zac will love the boats and I might even drag Amy and Ruby along, too.” She squeezed Charlotte’s hand. “See you back in St. Eves.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    “I can’t tell you how happy I am to be back!” Charlotte pounced on Jess and hugged her till she squeaked before bursting into tears. 
 
    “Ouch, you’re squeezing the air out of me!” Jess grinned as she rubbed her ribs. “Hey, what’s wrong?” She passed Charlotte a serviette from the bar and gave her a hug. 
 
    “Oh, don’t take any notice of me—just hormones and being glad to see you!”  
 
    “Well, as long as that’s all it is. So, did you have a good time?” 
 
    “Yes…and no. Oh, my gosh, I don’t know where to start.” Charlotte dried her eyes. “Let’s get set up and I’ll fill you in on everything. You won’t believe what happened!” 
 
    With Pippin at her feet and a mug of tea in her hand, Charlotte sat on the terrace and told Jess everything that had happened on the visit to London.  
 
    “Oh, my God! So he was electrocuted? And he was the tattoo artist from that place just outside town?”  
 
    Charlotte nodded as she sipped her tea. “Honestly, Jess, it was awful. He seemed like such a nice guy.” 
 
    “Did he have a wife or a girlfriend?” 
 
    “Well, he was very friendly with one of the girls who was there—I think they were in a relationship. She was terribly upset, that’s for sure.” Charlotte checked the time on her phone. “Well, I suppose we’d better get ready to open—looks like it’s going to be another beautiful day and you know what the sun brings…” 
 
    “Punters!” Jess pushed open the sliding glass doors that separated the outside terrace from the inside café, creating a long, seamless space, and they were ready for business.  
 
    As Charlotte looked out at the view of the boats in the marina, resplendent in the sunshine, she knew it would be a long time before she would want to leave St. Eves for any length of time again. She loved her friends and her little café and she’d missed them both while she’d been away. 
 
    “Ooh, I forgot to tell you, I’m adding something to the menu. We had the most amazing burgers in London in an old diner and they had an ingredient you wouldn’t usually associate with burgers, but it gave them the most incredible flavour. I’m calling them Big Al’s Burgers, after the owner—he said I could use his name. Anyway, I’ll make one for you later and you can tell me if you can guess what the secret ingredient is.” 
 
    As she settled Pippin’s basket in its usual place, just outside the café at the top of the terrace, she was pounced on by Ava Whittington, long-time resident, loyal customer and good friend.  
 
    “Charlotte, my dear, you’re back! Oh, we’ve missed you—it just wasn’t the same without you here.”  
 
    Charlotte giggled as she noted the sideways look Jess gave the old woman.  
 
    “Erm, not that Jess and Laura didn’t do a marvellous job in your absence… of course they did, but it’s nice that everything’s back to normal. Now, let me look at you.” She held Charlotte at arm’s length. “You’re looking a little peaky, dear. Are you feeling alright?” Without waiting for an answer, she carried on talking. “Anyway, I wanted to ask about your baby shower. It’s still all set for next Saturday, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes. Why?”  
 
    “Because I want to bake a cake to bring along with me. Right, I’ve got an appointment to have my ears syringed so I must fly or I’ll be late. Toodle-pip, my dears, I’ll see you later. Or should I say, I’ll hear you later? Ha! Ta-ta for now.”  
 
    Jess looked on as the elderly woman tip-tapped away on elegant court shoes. “Has there been a hurricane ‘Ava’ yet? Because if there hasn’t, there flippin’ well should be!”  
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “Talk about an eventful start to married life!” Leo Reeves leaned against the bar with his friend, Harry Jenkins. “I thought a honeymoon was about getting away from it all!” 
 
    “Well, I can assure you,” said Charlotte as she put down two bowls of French onion soup with homemade crusty bread in front of two of her favourite customers, “this one wasn’t! We had a fabulous time but that sort of took the edge off it, as you can imagine.”  
 
    “Hmmm, I can imagine.” Leo dunked a large piece of bread into his soup and scooped up a pile of onions and melted cheese. 
 
    “So, you say these people live locally?” said Harry. “The people you met there, I mean. Any of them ever come in here? Anyone Leo and I might have chatted to?” 
 
    Charlotte nodded. “Well, Eddie’s been in once before with his mum but I don’t think you’ll know him. I don’t think you’ll know any of them apart from one, maybe—Adam Pitt. You know who I mean, don’t you? He moved to St. Eves a few years ago. He used to be a co-presenter on some money programme but don’t ask me which one because I can’t remember.” 
 
    “You’re joking? Adam Pitt?” Leo reached for a serviette. “Good God, don’t tell Ava and Harriett, for goodness’ sake. You’ll start a riot.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because they’re huge Adam Pitt fans.” 
 
    “Really?” Charlotte exchanged a surprised look with Jess. “I’ve never heard them talk about him.”  
 
    “Well, between you and me, I don’t think they’re quite as keen as those women they hang around with sometimes, but you know Ava—the first whiff of a celebrity and she’s bought the t-shirt.  
 
    “You know the women I mean, don’t you? That group who’ve kept track of his every move and spent every waking minute gossiping about him since he moved to St. Eves. What are they called, now? ‘The Pittettes’ or something equally ridiculous”. Leo finished his mouthful before continuing. 
 
    “I happened to be round at Harriett’s one afternoon when a few of them dropped in and they were such a strange bunch of women, I made myself scarce. Like robots, they were, all programmed with encyclopaedic data about Adam Pitt that they could recall at the drop of a hat. They were very creepy, I can tell you—I couldn’t wait to get out of there.” 
 
    “I don’t know about creepy—I’d call it weird,” said Jess. “I mean, what good will knowing everything there is to know about Adam Pitt ever do anyone?”  
 
    ººººººº 
 
    The hectic breakfast service was almost at an end when a familiar voice called through to the kitchen.  
 
    “Hi, Charlotte. We’re not staying long, we just dropped by to say hello.” 
 
    She raised her head to see Penny and Amy in the café, Zac slung around Penny’s neck in his sling. 
 
    “Oh, hi! You made it! Um, why don’t you go and grab a table somewhere and I’ll be out to see you in minute? Jess, this is Penny, Amy, and Zac—some of the people we met while we were away.” 
 
    “Oh, hi. Nice to meet you.” Jess fussed over Zac, took the drinks orders, and suggested that Charlotte take the weight off her feet while she had the chance. In the absence of any more food orders, she had some free time.  
 
    “Okay, I will for a while but give me a shout if you need me for anything.” 
 
    She noticed how drawn the sisters looked. Amy, in particular, had dark circles in the deep hollows under her eyes, and her skin was pale and pasty-looking. She looked so lost, Charlotte couldn’t help but lean down and give her a hug.  
 
    “How are you?” 
 
    Amy raised a shoulder. “Not great…and what’s even worse is that I don’t think it will really hit me until the funeral.” Her eyes welled up and she waved her hand in front of her face. “Sorry, I can’t stop bursting into tears. If I could just stop thinking about it…” 
 
    “Good grief, there’s no need to apologise—not to me, anyway.” 
 
    “Can we change the subject, please?” Amy blew her nose. “It’s like it’s all everyone’s talked about since it happened and I’m not in a very good place right now.” She leaned sideways to look inside the bar. “Is that the ladies room, that door on the left? I won’t be long.” 
 
    Penny waited until her sister was out of earshot. “Sorry to turn up when neither of us is at our best. I thought a change of scene would do us both good, but it was such an effort to get Amy here, I almost didn’t think we’d make it. Since it happened, she hasn’t wanted to go anywhere or do anything. She just wants to lie in bed. I had to literally drag her out of it to come down here with me and Zac.  
 
    “I know Frankie’s only been gone for a week, but I know what she’s like—she’ll sit and think about what happened and analyse it for hours—particularly as she thinks it was her fault anyway. She’ll end up making herself ill if she’s not careful, I know she will.” Penny blinked quickly and held onto Zac’s hands as she lifted him up and down on her feet. 
 
    “Well, I can understand why she’s so upset,” said Charlotte, “losing her partner in such terrible circumstances.” 
 
    Penny shook her head. “Oh, no, Frankie wasn’t her partner—not even a casual boyfriend.” She half-smiled and lifted Zac onto her lap. “They were always very touchy-feely with each other—you’re not the only one to think there was something between them—but they were just friends. Very close but just friends. They’ve known each other since they were kids.  
 
    “He was the reason we came here from London, really. He came because he wanted to be somewhere that inspired his creativity and Amy missed him so much that, a year later, we joined him. It was easy for her to get bar work down here, and I’m a freelance writer so I can work wherever I want to. When Amy said she was moving down, I had nothing to lose by packing up and coming with her. And then I met Owen here and the rest, as they say, is history. Anyway, it did us good to get away from London—it’s so much more peaceful. I find that I’m a lot more productive here and since Owen gave up his job to be a house-husband, which he absolutely loves, the lifestyle suits us both down to the ground.” 
 
    Amy re-joined them and Penny stood Zac up on her lap. “Look, it’s Aunty Amy!” The little boy gurgled happily and held out his arms, eliciting a sad smile from the young woman. 
 
    “Come on, let’s go and have a look at the boats, shall we?” Amy lifted Zac into her arms.  
 
    “Just a minute.” Charlotte went inside, reappearing a minute later with a small bag of bread. “Here. You’ll need this to feed the fish. You’ll see them in the water all along the marina-front.” 
 
    “Thank you. That’s sweet of you.” Amy gave the bag of bread to Zac, who promptly put a piece in his mouth. “If there’s any left for the fish, I’m sure they’ll enjoy it.”  
 
    “So, is your house in London all locked up now or do the police still need access to it?” Charlotte asked Penny as they watched Zac empty the whole bag of bread into the water at once. 
 
    “Yes, it’s locked up, but Owen’s cousin, Danny, has a key so we’ve left him in charge. Thank God for him and Susan—there was no way we could stay at the house after what happened, so we all went to stay at their place until it was time to come home. 
 
    “The police were going to arrange for the hot tub to be drained so someone could make it safe, and to find out what the cause of the accident was. It’s only four years old but, between you and me, I’ve got a bad feeling about it.” Penny blinked hard and focused on Zac. 
 
    “Anyway, we’ll just have to wait and see what they find out—what will be will be, I guess.” 
 
    Charlotte noticed Penny’s mood visibly lighten as Zac toddled towards her. 
 
    “Well, that didn’t last long.” Amy shook a few crumbs from the bread bag, the beginning of a smile curving her lips. 
 
    Penny checked her watch. “Do me a favour, will you? Put Zac in his pushchair while I go to the ladies room. And then we’d better be going. I won’t be a minute.” 
 
    As Charlotte watched Amy quickly secure Zac into the seat with straps and buckles, she wondered how long it would take her to become as adept.  
 
    “You know, it’s so beautiful here, I don’t know why we don’t come more often.” For the first time that afternoon, a warm smile spread across Amy’s face. “I’m sure we’ll be visiting again, though…but we’ll bring our own bread next time, won’t we, Zac?” She leaned forward for a baby wipe from the bag underneath the seat and Zac clutched hold of her t-shirt in a tight little fist. As she curled open his fingers, he pulled the front of the shirt down and Charlotte caught sight of a tattoo on Amy’s chest.  
 
    Still pink around the edges, it looked fairly new. It was a heart enclosing the initials AB & FI.  
 
    Amy Baker and Frankie Ingram. Why would Amy have a tattoo of Frankie’s initials if there’d been nothing between them? Very strange. 
 
    “Right, we must be off.” Penny interrupted her musings. “We’re going to take Zac for a long walk along the beach. Nice to see you again, Charlotte.” The women hugged briefly.  
 
    “Likewise. Look, I’m having a baby shower next Saturday—if you’d like to come, you’re very welcome. It’s at ‘Fisherman’s Cottage’ on the seafront. You know ‘The President’ hotel? Well, it’s just past there. Around one o’clock, if you’re interested—it should be good fun. And bring Zac along if you come—there’ll be plenty of people there who’ll be only too happy to take him off your hands for a couple of hours.” She smiled as she thought of Ava, Harriett, Betty, and Laura cooing over the little boy. 
 
    “Okay, thanks, maybe we will—it’ll be something to look forward to, won’t it, Amy? Right, say bye-bye to Charlotte, Zac.” 
 
    As Charlotte waved the girls off, she couldn’t stop thinking about Amy’s tattoo. 
 
    “They seem like nice people.” Jess passed a cup of tea to Charlotte as she came back into the café. “You can see how upset the younger one is, though. I assume she’s the girl you were talking about earlier? The one who was seeing the tattooist?” 
 
    “Hmmm.” Charlotte nodded. “Yes, she’s the one I was talking about, but turns out she wasn’t seeing him after all. Well, not according to her sister, anyway. Question for you…you’re friends with Nathan, right? You’ve known him for years.” 
 
    “Yes. Why?”  
 
    “Would it ever occur to you to get a tattoo with his initials in it? Or of anyone you were just really good friends with? In a big heart? Sort of here?” She touched her fingers to the top of her bra. 
 
    The look on Jess’s face answered the question. 
 
    “A tattoo with Nathan’s initials in it? Erm, funnily enough, no, the thought had never occurred to me. Why on earth would I want to do that?” 
 
    “No, I thought not. It’d be too weird, wouldn’t it?” Charlotte frowned as she chopped salad vegetables. 
 
    I must remember to tell Nathan about it later. 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “So, how was your first day back at work? I hope you didn’t overdo it?” Nathan kissed Charlotte before making a fuss of Pippin.  
 
    “It was bliss. It was so nice to see everyone. I know we were only away for two weeks but it felt like so much longer after the accident. What about you? Good day?” 
 
    “Yeah, not bad. A lot of catching up on casework, but okay.” 
 
    “And you’ll never guess.” 
 
    Nathan looked up from Pippin, who was lying spread-eagled on the floor, enjoying having his tummy tickled. “Charlotte, I hate it when you say that…no, you’re right, I’ll never guess.” 
 
    She grinned. “Penny and Amy came in today with Zac.” 
 
    “Really? I am surprised. I didn’t think you’d see them again.” 
 
    “Well, they said they’d drop in but I wasn’t entirely convinced they would.” 
 
    “Are they alright?” 
 
    Charlotte made a face. “Well, Penny seems okay but she’s worried about Amy. She’s not doing at all well—very down in the dumps. Understandably, of course. I’ll tell you something strange, though. You know we thought Amy and Frankie were an item? Well, Penny said they weren’t, that they’ve just been really close friends for years.” 
 
    “Oh, that is strange. Considering how tactile they were with each other.” 
 
    “No, that isn’t what was strange. What’s strange is that she’s got Frankie’s initials tattooed on her chest. I saw them when Zac pulled the neck of her t-shirt down. I’m no expert but it looks like she only had it done fairly recently. Anyway, if there was nothing between them, why the tattoo?” 
 
    Nathan shrugged. “No idea. Maybe she had a secret thing for him that she hadn’t told anyone about? Or maybe they were in a relationship but it was a secret from everyone else and that’s why her sister didn’t know about it.”  
 
    He frowned. “Actually, now you come to mention it, apart from all the other tattoos he had, Frankie also had one on his finger that I thought was unusual. This finger.” He waggled his wedding ring at Charlotte. “I noticed it when I was trying to resuscitate him.” 
 
    “Oh? What did it say?” 
 
    “Together...” 
 
    “‘Together…?’ ‘Together...’ what?” What’s that supposed to mean? You sure it didn’t say anything else?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure. I thought it was strange—like it was unfinished.” He checked the time. “Anyway, I’m going to get changed and get in a quick run before dinner. Won’t be long.” 
 
    Five minutes later he was clamping his headphones over his ears. “I’ll be back in a bit. Oh, and can you call your aunt? She accidentally rang my number instead of yours this afternoon. She wants to talk to you about the baby shower and she was asking about when she could come and stay for a while after the baby’s born.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s great—I’ll call her while you’re out.” Charlotte’s face lit up. Since Nathan had tracked down her long-lost Aunt Lola before their wedding, they’d kept in regular contact and Charlotte was thrilled that her aunt and her two cousins had become permanent fixtures in her life since then. 
 
    As the front door slammed, all thoughts of Penny, Amy, Frankie, and mysterious tattoos disappeared as she dialled her aunt’s number. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    Ever since amassing his considerable fortune, Adam Pitt had been paranoid that someone would try to take it away from him, break into his home, or try to kidnap him.  
 
    His state-of-the-art security systems were the best money could buy and, over the years, he had taken every precaution to keep himself, his antiques, his priceless art collection, and his money well protected.  
 
    Since moving to St. Eves, he had felt safe—much safer than when he’d lived in big cities. All his adult life, he’d been careful to surround himself with staff he could trust implicitly but, in Eddie, he was sure he’d found the ultimate employee—loyal, trustworthy, and discreet but intimidating enough to deter anyone who might be thinking of getting a little too up close and personal with him.  
 
    He knew he could trust Eddie with his life, and with any confidence, but the secret around which his current dilemma revolved was too secret to divulge to even Eddie. 
 
    He had to find out who knew what had happened all those years ago, and deal with it on his own. 
 
    As he thought about it, the veins on his forehead bulged. That someone thought they could get one over on him made him furious.  
 
    And vulnerable.  
 
    He logged into his email account to read the message again. 
 
    I know what you did.  
 
    I know what you did all those years ago.  
 
    You have until the end of June to make amends with those you hurt so deeply.  
 
    If you fail to do so, I will go to the press with my story and you can kiss your reputation goodbye.  
 
    Remember—the end of June. Not a day later. 
 
    He closed the lid on his laptop and rested his chin on clasped fingers. He didn’t want to involve the police, but he wanted their protection. Only on his terms, though.  
 
    He picked up his phone and dialled the number Nathan had given him when they’d spoken in London. 
 
    “DCI Costello, please. It’s Adam Pitt. What? Yes, I’ll hold. Good morning, Detective Chief Inspector. Very well, thank you. You recall I mentioned that I wanted to see you? Well I’d like to arrange a meeting as soon as possible—at the station, preferably. I’d rather Ruby didn’t know I was meeting with you. Right, half-past three this afternoon. Okay, I’ll see you then.”  
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “What is it I can do for you?” Nathan sat across the desk from Adam Pitt. 
 
    “I’ll get straight to the point. You must know that I’m a very wealthy, very successful man. And you must know that one doesn’t make the sort of money I have without making a few enemies along the way. It’s inevitable that many people who have not been as fortunate as me will envy what I have. Some will wish me bad fortune. And some will try to take what I have and tarnish my reputation.” 
 
    He paused to gauge Nathan’s reaction but his expression was impassive. 
 
    “The thing is… I believe that someone is out to do just that—which is the reason for my visit. I believe that someone wishes me harm and I want you to guarantee my safety.” 
 
    Nathan frowned. “So, you’ve had threats made against you? Verbal or physical?” 
 
    Adam shook his head. “No. No threats, it’s just a feeling I have—my intuition tells me that all is not well.” 
 
    He had no intention of telling Nathan about the email threatening to expose his secret. He just wanted the police to maintain a presence and for the blackmailer to be aware of it. He had no idea of their location, of course, but he hoped that, if they were keeping as close tabs on him as he imagined they were, the involvement of the police would scare them off. After all, the penalty for blackmail was harsh.  
 
    “I understand how this must seem, Detective Chief Inspector. I come to you with this crazy notion that my life, or at the very least, my reputation, is under threat. Unfortunately, I have no evidence that this is the case, nor can I supply you with the names of any potential guilty parties. All I can tell you is that I have a profound sense of doom that, try as I might, I cannot shake off.”  
 
    He crossed his legs and picked an unruly piece of lint from the knee of his impeccably pressed trousers. “So, what can you do to vouch for my safety? I was thinking of a couple of officers stationed permanently outside the house, but I’ll defer to your better judgement. I haven’t yet told Ruby of my concerns—I’ll wait until the officers arrive—but I know she’ll feel much more relaxed about the situation just knowing there are policeman standing guard.” 
 
    Nathan’s face took on a bemused expression as he scratched his chin. “You’ll forgive me if I recap briefly, won’t you? I just want to make sure I understand exactly what it is you’re asking for.” He drummed the pads of his fingers together. 
 
    “You want me to extend the personal services of the St. Eves police department to you because you have a completely unfounded, yet “profound sense of doom” that someone is out to cause you harm? Is that correct?” 
 
    Adam nodded. “That’s about the measure of it, yes. So, what can you do?” 
 
    Nathan shook his head. “I can do nothing, I’m afraid, Mr Pitt. I’m not about to stretch our already limited resources based on your whim. If you could give me something with which to back up your concerns, I’d be happy to discuss the matter with you, but, with nothing more to go on than your intuition, all I’m prepared to do is ask a car to patrol the area more often. If you could give me even the slightest proof that you, or your wife, are in any danger, then, of course, we’d have something to discuss.” 
 
    Adam wasn’t accustomed to not getting his own way. He wasn’t used to people refusing to accommodate him. Usually, he had only to ask and his wish was granted. He wasn’t happy. Not at all. 
 
    “I see.” His voice was frosty. “So, you are refusing to help a resident in need of police protection?” 
 
    Nathan sighed. 
 
    “Mr Pitt. If you were in danger, or the victim of a campaign of harassment, I can assure that my best officers would already be on the case. But, as neither applies, there is little I can do except to ask a patrol car to drive past your home on a more regular basis.”  
 
    Adam stood up, his body language a clear expression of his discontent. “Right.” “Well I won’t waste any more of my time.” His tone was clipped. “Good afternoon to you.” 
 
    As Nathan’s assistant, Amanda, accompanied him from the building, a mild feeling of panic bubbled in his gut.  
 
    He still had no idea as to the identity of his mysterious blackmailer and, without a police presence to act as a deterrent to the extortionist, there was every chance that his dark secret would be exposed at the end of the month. 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    Four days after his return to the station, Amanda put a late afternoon call through to Nathan’s office from DI Toby Carter. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Nathan. How’s sunny St. Eves?” The Detective Inspector’s gruff South London accent boomed down the line.  
 
    Nathan chuckled. “We get our fair share of sunshine, I’ll say that, but something tells me you’re not calling to talk about the weather.” 
 
    “I wish I was. No, it’s a courtesy call to let you know that Ken and I will be coming down tomorrow morning to collect some DNA samples.” 
 
    Nathan’s interest was instantly piqued. “Oh yes. Why’s that, then?” 
 
    “You remember me telling you we were going to get a technician to drain the hot tub to establish the cause of the accident? Well, we’ve just had his report and it turns out the sealed lights at the bottom of the tub had been deliberately tampered with to remove the safety mechanisms in the fittings. Whoever did it must have known that when it was refilled with water, it would become a likely death trap for anyone who stepped into it.” 
 
    “And there’s no way the damage could have occurred accidentally or as a result of wear and tear?” 
 
    “No way. The safety mechanisms in the bulbs incorporate some kind of cut-out that prevents this kind of thing from happening, and they’d all been disabled. I’m no electrician, so you’ll forgive me if that isn’t the correct terminology, but that’s the gist of it. Long story short, the damage wasn’t accidental.  
 
    “And when we examined the bulb casings we saw that all of them had identical indentations on them. It seems that a flat-bladed implement was used to prise the covers off and a search of the garden shed revealed a screwdriver, the shaft of which perfectly matches the indents. 
 
     “I must say, it surprised us to find the screwdriver on the premises, back in its box along with all the others in the set. We can only assume that whoever used it obviously didn’t envisage it being discovered and linked to Mr Ingram’s death, so didn’t go to the trouble of disposing of it. I should stress, it may be that none of the people who were present at the time of Mr Ingram’s death are responsible, but we’re equally keen to eliminate suspects from our enquiries as we are to find the perpetrator.” 
 
    “So you want the DNA samples to match what was found on the screwdriver?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    Nathan recalled what Penny had said in London. 
 
    “Are you aware that the day of the barbecue was the first time the hot tub had been used during that particular visit to the house? That being the case, I find it hard to see how anyone had the time, or the privacy, to tamper with the tub without anyone else knowing about it. Wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    “A-ha, a salient point, and one which I forgot to mention, Nathan, is that it appears the damage was done some considerable time before the last visit to London, as was indicated by the amount of rust which had formed on the bulb casings. 
 
    “Now, according to Penny Baker, she and her sister are very generous in allowing their friends to use the place whenever they want to, and Owen Fisher said he was sure they’d all visited at some point during the past year. He also said that, as far as he was aware, there had been no problems with the hot tub on any of the previous visits. 
 
    “As I said, it may be that none of them are guilty of any wrongdoing—it’s quite feasible that a complete stranger could have gained access to the garden and tampered with the hot tub—but I’m keeping an open mind.”  
 
     “I see,” said Nathan. “Well, I have to say, I’m surprised that any of them would want to cause the others harm. I only met them briefly, of course, but they seemed like genuinely close friends. Then again, who knows what grudges they may be holding?”  
 
    “Very true, Nathan, very true. Anyway, if you’re around tomorrow, we’ll drop by before we travel back up the motorway.” 
 
    “I’m around all day. I’ll see you then.” 
 
    As he put down the phone, Nathan hoped to God that Charlotte didn’t find out about the latest development in the Frankie Ingram case. The last thing she needed was stress, and the news Toby Carter had just shared with him would only serve to raise her anxiety levels. 
 
    This was one piece of information he would definitely be keeping to himself. 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “I can’t tell you on what the DNA sample was found, only that we’ve been able to ascertain foul play and we have reason to believe that the person from whom the sample came may have been involved in causing the accident.” Fighting for space with a chocolate Labrador and a scruffy mongrel, Toby Carter tried to find a cool spot to stand in Penny and Owen’s sunlight-flooded kitchen. 
 
    “Well, I’m telling you right now, you’ve wasted your time coming all the way down here. It won’t be any of us who fiddled with the hot tub. We don’t have a death wish, you know. God, just the thought of it makes me feel sick. Who would be twisted enough to do something like that?”  
 
    Penny Baker paced the tiled floor, a deep furrow at her brow.  
 
    “None of us would ever do anything to hurt each other. It’s an insult that you’d even insinuate one of us might be to blame—you should be out looking for whoever is responsible, not wasting time here with us.” 
 
    “Miss Baker.” An enthusiastic Detective Sergeant Rafferty took a swab from a sealed pack. “We don’t only use DNA results to incriminate, you know. They’re equally helpful in ascertaining who should be eliminated from our enquiries, which is precisely why our time here today is not, in the slightest, being wasted.” He flashed a smile at Penny before turning to Amy. “Right, your turn now. If you can open wide, please.”  
 
    “Hold on a second,” said Owen. “Isn’t it possible that everything at the house will have our DNA on it? It’s our house, after all. What happens then?” 
 
    “Well, if that’s the case, we’ll look for corroborative evidence to remove any doubt, but we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it, Mr Fisher. Whatever our investigations bring to light, I can assure you, we’re not in the habit of locking up people on a whim,” DI Carter allowed himself a brief smile, “whatever you may have heard to the contrary.” 
 
    “Well, I’m telling you, whoever did this is a stranger and I won’t set foot back in that house again until you have them under lock and key.” Penny wagged her finger at the detectives. “It’ll be bad enough going back there anyway, after what happened to Frankie, but knowing that someone deliberately rigged the hot tub to cause us harm is beyond belief.” She shook her head. “So what are you doing about finding some real suspects?”  
 
    Toby Carter held up his hands. “Now, hold on. We don’t know for sure that this is personal. Unfortunately, there are some strange people out there who carry out these random acts of vandalism for fun with no regard for the consequences. Empty holiday homes are often the target for all kinds of criminal activity.  
 
    “And we’ve already checked the DNA collected at the scene against our database and there are no matches so, whoever’s responsible is not known to us. Don’t worry, though, Miss Baker, we won’t give up until we’ve found the perpetrator.”  
 
    “Thank goodness that’s over with.” Amy shivered as she watched Ken Rafferty drop a cotton swab into a tube and fasten the lid. She ran her fingers through her hair. “I still haven’t come to terms with what happened and this has brought it all up again. It could have been me who got in that tub. It could have been any one of us.” 
 
    “Sorry you’ve been caused distress, Miss Baker, but you’ll understand that we have to be as thorough as possible.” Toby Carter took his notebook from the inside pocket of his beige mac. “Now, if we can just take a sample from you, Mr Fisher, and then I’d like to ask you a few questions, if I may?” 
 
    “More questions?” Owen frowned. “I would have thought we’d answered enough already.” He peered into Zac’s cot. “Okay, but can we keep the noise down? I’d rather he didn’t wake up just yet.” 
 
    “Won’t take long, Mr Fisher, and yes, of course, we’ll keep it down. I just need clarification on a few more things that have come to light since we last met. Now then, Miss Baker, can you confirm exactly who has used the property since the last time you were all there together, which I think you said was in,” the detective looked back in his notebook, “June of last year? And also, who was the last person, or persons, to stay at the house, prior to Mr Ingram’s death?” 
 
    “Well, I’m pretty sure we’ve all used the house during the past year, haven’t we, Owen?” Penny nodded, then stopped and shook her head. “Oh, no. Wait, I’m not sure about Adam and Ruby. No, they were going to visit and then they cancelled…and Adam wasn’t there for last year’s Internat Tat Awards, either. And the last people to use it were me and Owen in February.” 
 
    “And you used the hot tub during your visit?”  
 
    “Yes, we did. We use the tub every time we go to the house, except for the rare occasion we’re on a flying visit and then we don’t have time to get it set up. But the last time we were there, yes, we did.” 
 
    “And that was in February, you say?” Toby Carter’s illegible scrawl filled the pages of his notebook.  
 
    “Yes, that’s right.”  
 
    “I see. So, what would you say if I told you that someone has reported seeing a man and woman at the house in March? No description of the man, but we understand the woman may have been blonde.” He stopped writing and stared intently at Penny. 
 
    “In March? I’d say they were mistaken. No one visited after us.” Penny looked to Owen for confirmation. “Did they?” 
 
    “No. We were definitely the last.” 
 
    “Oh, for goodness’ sake!” Amy threw her arms up in the air. “It was that Elsie Rayner who told you someone was at the house, wasn’t it?” She shook her head in disbelief.  
 
    “Have you seen the lenses on her glasses? She’s so short-sighted, they’re like double-glazed windows. And until she gets that cataract sorted out, I doubt she could see two foot in front of her, let alone two doors down. And as for giving an accurate description of someone she claims to have seen from that distance…well, all in all, I’d say she’s not the most reliable of witnesses.” 
 
    “But a witness all the same, Miss Baker, and we have to take all statements into account.” Toby closed his notebook and nodded to his colleague. “Right, we’ve finished for now. Thanks again for your time.”  
 
    “What do you mean you’ve finished ‘for now’?” Amy frowned.  
 
    “Just that, Miss Baker. If we need to speak to you again, we’ll be in touch. Right, we’ll see ourselves out—good day to you all.” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “Is there really any need for this?” Adam Pitt strode around his living room, a vein in the side of his forehead throbbing. “I take it you remember who we are or, at least, who I am?” 
 
    Ignoring his question, Toby Carter cleared his throat. “At this point, Mr Pitt, we are merely trying to establish who are the persons of interest in this investigation, and who are not, and the DNA samples will assist us in establishing that. I assume you wish to be eliminated from our investigation? 
 
    “Of course I do!” A little less full of bluster, Adam sat down on the couch next to his wife, who placed her hand on his thigh in a gesture of solidarity.  
 
    “So, you believe the accident was planned?” A frown robbed Ruby’s face of its smile. “I can’t believe it. I just can’t believe anyone would do that intentionally. Can you, Adam?” 
 
    “What? No, I suppose not.” He drummed his fingers against the arm of the couch.  
 
    “Well, we don’t know that it was planned—it could have been a random act—but we do know that the damage was caused intentionally. Now all we have to do is find out by whom, and their motive.” 
 
    “Look, can we get on with it? said Adam. “I’m sure you have other things you’d rather be doing—I know I have.”  
 
    “And what happens once you’ve found the person who matches the DNA you found at the house?” asked Ruby as Ken Rafferty produced an oral swab for her sample. 
 
    “We’ll need to determine whether they actually were involved, or whether there’s a valid reason for their DNA being present. If we need to contact either you or your husband again once we have the test results, you’ll be the first to know.” 
 
    “Well, let’s hope that doesn’t happen. I’ll show you out.” Adam marched to the front door, his mouth set in a thin line.  
 
    “That must be our cue to leave.” The detectives shook hands with Ruby.  
 
    “Sorry about Adam,” she said. “I’m sure he doesn’t mean to be so rude.”  
 
    “Don’t worry, Mrs Pitt,” said Toby. “We’re quite used to it in our line of work.” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “Listen, you don’t need to take a sample to eliminate me from your enquiries.” Eddie Lewis chewed on his thumbnail. “I’m telling you, there’s no way I could have tampered with that hot tub for three very good reasons.  
 
    He counted on his fingers. “Number one, Frankie was like a brother to me; number two, I wouldn’t wish harm on any of the people who were there on the day he died—I love them all to death; and number three, I work for Adam Pitt all the hours God sends. I barely get time to visit my mother, who’s only a three-hour drive away, let alone to drive five and a half hours to London and back again. Adam will vouch for me—I hardly ever take time off.” 
 
    “Regardless of that, Mr Lewis, we’d be obliged if you’d consider agreeing to give a sample voluntarily. If you’ve done nothing wrong, you have nothing to worry about.” 
 
    Eddie blew out a piece of nail and moved to his index finger. “I’m not under arrest, am I?” 
 
    Toby eyed the young man. “No, you’re not under arrest.” 
 
    “So you can’t force me to give a sample, can you?” 
 
    “No. That’s why we need your consent. But all we’re trying to do is establish who was responsible for your friend’s death—that’s what we want the sample for. No other reason.” 
 
    “It’ll only take a second.” DS Rafferty stood poised and ready to open the sealed pack containing the swab.  
 
    Eddie glowered at the detective, his pleasant face unusually grim. “And there’s no chance you’ll speak to Adam or Ruby, so they can tell you I’ve never taken time off to travel to London on my own?” 
 
    “Not in lieu of a sample, no.” 
 
    Eddie clicked the end of his pen repeatedly as he contemplated his decision. “Alright, I’ll give the damn sample.” He signed the form and slung the pen across the table. “But I’m not happy about it.” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    Toby Carter and Ken Rafferty were decidedly hot and bothered as Nathan ushered them into his air-conditioned office.  
 
    “Nice to see you. Amanda, bring in some mineral water, would you? Thanks.” 
 
    Toby wiped his brow with a handkerchief, and droplets of perspiration dampened Ken’s cropped hair. Nathan turned up the air conditioning for the benefit of his visibly wilting guests. 
 
    “Thank you.” Toby gratefully accepted a bottle of iced mineral water, taking it from the tray that Amanda had placed on the desk and, foregoing the glass which sat beside it, removed the lid and drank it down in one long draught. “It was forty-nine degrees and raining when we left London this morning,” he said, wiping his hand across his mouth. “I can’t believe how hot it is here—it’s like the bloody Costa del Sol.” 
 
    “And not even the offer of a glass of water from anyone,” said Ken, loosening his tie and unfastening his top button. 
 
    “So, how did you get on?” Nathan leaned back in his chair and regarded the perspiring detectives with amusement. “Was everyone agreeable to supplying you with a sample?”  
 
    “Well.” Toby took off his coat and hung it over the back of his chair. “As you’d imagine, everyone denied culpability and were all suitably affronted that we’d asked. Everyone except Adam and Ruby Pitt. Well, he was affronted, certainly, but he didn’t immediately put up a defensive argument like the rest of them did. And Ruby Pitt, well, she didn’t really get a chance to speak, but she didn’t deny any involvement. Not that that means she’s guilty of anything; it was just noticeable because everyone else was so keen to put themselves in the clear.” 
 
    “And Mr Lewis’ behaviour was a little strange, too, wasn’t it, Guv?” Ken Rafferty’s face had moved a couple of shades down the colour chart from crimson to dark pink. 
 
    “Yes, it was. He did not want to give us a sample. Not at all. I thought we were going to leave empty-handed and have to come back again but he gave in eventually. We wondered if he’s committed other crimes in his past and he’s concerned that the DNA results could connect him to them.” 
 
    “Well, he’s not familiar to the St. Eves force, so he’s caused no problems here that I’m aware of,” said Nathan. “Same goes for the rest of them. That said, if you need any help with the investigation that would be more expediently dealt with from here, just say the word if there’s anything my officers or I can do to help.” 
 
    Although sincere in his offer, Nathan hoped it wouldn’t be taken up. There’d been enough murderers to deal with in St. Eves in recent years—he hoped there wasn’t another one in their midst. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 6 
 
    “Oh, come on, Charlotte! Surely you could ask him to pop in for a cup of tea or something. And then Harriett and I could be sitting on another table, acting nonchalantly, of course, and you could introduce us. We could ask some of our acquaintances along—we know a group of women who are mad keen on Adam Pitt, you know.” 
 
    “Yes! I mean, it’s not as though he’d think it was strange—you did go on holiday together, after all.” 
 
    Ava and Harriett were doing their best to persuade Charlotte to set up a meeting between them and Adam Pitt, a favour which she had no intention of carrying out. 
 
    “Er, I think he would find it very strange if I just called him out of the blue, because I barely know him. And we did not go on holiday together! We just happened to travel to London on the same plane. I don’t even have his number—I met him once for about five minutes and, between you and me, I thought he was very standoffish. Anyway, sorry, the answer’s no and I can’t discuss it anymore because I’ve got things to do in the kitchen.” 
 
    Charlotte was grateful to get away. There weren’t many things she wouldn’t do for the ladies, but this was definitely one of them. 
 
    “I think those women who came in the other day are walking up the marina.” Jess stuck her head through the hole in the wall between the café and the kitchen and passed Charlotte three food tickets. 
 
    “What women?” 
 
    “The ones you met while you were in London.  
 
    “Well, if they’re coming in here for a chat, can you let them know they’ll have to wait, please? I’ve got food orders to get out.”  
 
    Five minutes later, Jess was back. “No need for you to rush to get out there—Ava and Harriett are keeping them entertained.”  
 
    Charlotte bashed a chicken breast flat with a rolling pin for a pan-fried, breaded escalope. “Alright, I’ll pop out and say hello as soon as I’ve finished this.” 
 
    Twenty minutes later, Charlotte went out to join Penny and Amy who were howling with laughter at Ava’s account of her one and only visit to Harriett’s yoga class. 
 
    “…and then I felt something go ping. Well, my dears, to begin with, I wasn’t sure if it was my back or the Lycra in my yoga pants, but then I couldn’t move. I like to think I’m quite flexible but, I can assure you, stuck in the lotus position for forty minutes is no laughing matter…not with a bladder like mine.” She sniffed and stirred her coffee.  
 
    “Well, if only you’d said you were having problems with your back, that situation could have been so easily avoided.” Harriett rolled her eyes as she filed a nail. “That’s the trouble with Ava,” she said to Penny and Amy. “She doesn’t like people to think she can’t do something, so she just throws herself into totally unsuitable situations and ends up coming off worst.” She wagged her nail file in the air. “And don’t give me that look, Ava Whittington, you know I’m right!” 
 
    Ava opened her mouth to retort but Charlotte stopped her in her tracks. 
 
    “Alright, ladies, that’s enough, if you don’t mind! This is only Penny and Amy’s second visit and I’d like to think there’ll be a third. I don’t need you two playing fisticuffs and scaring the customers away, thank you very much.” 
 
    She slowly lowered herself into a chair next to Penny. “Nice to see you again.”  
 
    “Yes, nice to see you.” Penny wiped her eyes. “Oh, I haven’t laughed like that for ages. Those women are a riot! Are they regulars?” 
 
    Charlotte glanced over to Ava and Harriett, who were pretending they weren’t listening. “Yes, they’re part of the fixtures and fittings. If I ever sell this place, they’ll be on the inventory. So, what are your plans for the rest of the day?” 
 
    Penny smiled. “Well, it was so nice here the other morning and it really helped to take our minds off things, we thought we’d come and see you again. Owen’s looking after Zac, I’m up to date with all my assignments, and Amy still can’t face going back to work at the tattoo shop, so we’re treating ourselves to a bit of quality sister time. We’re going to have a bite to eat here first, and then we’re going to go and lie on the beach.”  
 
    “Very nice, too,” said Charlotte. “And how are you both?”  
 
    “Hmpf, after what happened this morning, shell-shocked,” said Amy. “Those detectives from London came to see us. They said the hot tub was deliberately tampered with—something about the safety device on the bulbs being disabled—can you believe it? As if we’re not already having a difficult enough time dealing with what happened.” 
 
    “What?!” Charlotte felt her stress level rise. “That’s terrible!” 
 
    “And they took DNA samples from all of us to match to some DNA they found at the house,” Amy continued, “although I’m sure they don’t really think it’s any of us who’s responsible. They said it’s likely to have been vandals who target empty holiday homes and mess with stuff to make it dangerous. Unbelievable how some people get their kicks.” She blew her nose. 
 
    “Anyway, they’re going to be in touch,” said Penny. “I don’t know quite how it works but I’ve heard that DNA isn’t always 100% accurate, so I’m a little apprehensive about the results.” 
 
    “Well, you’ve got nothing to be concerned about, have you? I mean, it’s not like you’ve done anything wrong?” Charlotte rubbed the small of her back to ease a twinge. 
 
    “No, of course not, but you hear stories about people being wrongly accused of things, don’t you. It’s a little disconcerting, that’s all.” Penny twisted a thick silver band on her wedding ring finger and shuddered. 
 
    “Oh, and you’ll never guess. You remember Elsie Rayner, our nosy neighbour in London? Well, she told the police she saw a man and a woman with blonde hair at the house in March. Like she’d be able to see anything that specific through those glasses of hers. Anyway, she’s definitely mistaken because no one was at the house in March. She’s a bloody troublemaker, that woman. Ooh, it makes me mad just thinking about her—let’s change the subject to something less irritating.” 
 
     “You know what?” said Amy. “I would love to have been a fly on the wall when the police called round at Adam and Ruby’s—you know what he’s like! I bet he was furious. I’m sure he thinks the justice system exists for everyone except him. It must have been a real shock for him to be treated like a mere mortal for a change!” 
 
    Suddenly very aware of Ava and Harriett sitting at the next table, surreptitiously leaning over as they pretended not to be listening to the conversation, Charlotte decided it was a good time to get back to work.  
 
    “Well, I’m sure it’ll all work out—one way or another—and I’m so glad to see you looking a little happier. Anyway, it’s been lovely seeing you again but I’ve got a lot to be getting on with. Don’t forget the baby shower on Saturday if you can make it. No pressure, of course, but you’re more than welcome. Right, I’ll leave you to order your food. Maybe see you on Saturday.” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    After they’d closed the café, Charlotte took a walk into town with Jess to buy some last-minute party favours for the baby shower.  
 
    “What sort of thing are you looking for?” 
 
    “Well, I was thinking of getting some of those small satin bags from the gift shop—you know, the small ones with the drawstring—and filling them with a selection of old-fashioned sweets.” 
 
    “So I take it we’re going to Crunchies, then?”  
 
    Selling every imaginable type of sweet, Crunchies was the oldest sweet shop in the county. Jar upon jar filled with all manner of confections lined the shelves and, for over a century, generations of the same family had welcomed thousands of customers through the doors.  
 
    Large cabinets with glass fronts housed the larger sweets—foot-long candy-striped walking canes, large pink and white sugar mice, and giant jelly snakes—and their random placement within the shop resulted in a slightly higgledy-piggledy appearance which only added to its charm.   
 
    Charlotte and Jess made their way down the narrow, cobbled high street past the bakery, the waterfront pubs, the coffee bars, antique and art shops until they reached the old pink and white striped fronted sweet shop with its window display of homemade sweets from a bygone age. 
 
    As they were about to go inside, Charlotte spotted a familiar face. “Ruby? Ruby, hi! It’s me, Charlotte…from London.”  
 
    The woman’s vacant expression was replaced by a brief smile of acknowledgement. “Oh, yes, hi. Good to see you.” 
 
    “You, too. Jess, this is Ruby Pitt. She was in London with her husband. Ruby, this is my friend, Jess.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you.” The women nodded to each other.  
 
    “So, um, how are you?” Charlotte suddenly felt a little awkward.  
 
    Ruby shrugged. “Oh, you know…been better. I still can’t get my head around the fact that I’ll never see Frankie again—none of us can. It’s such an awful feeling. And we had the most horrible visit from the police this afternoon.” She shivered, despite the warmth of the early evening sun. “Anyway, how’re things with you?” 
 
    “They’re good, thank you. I’m just doing a bit of last-minute shopping for my baby shower.” 
 
    Ruby’s pulled a face. “What, in Crunchies?” 
 
    “Yes. Don’t you like sweets?” 
 
    Ruby nodded. “Oh, yes, I love them, but that shop makes me itch. The layout’s a nightmare and everything’s all over the place—there’s no order. It makes me feel anxious—do you know what I mean?” 
 
    “But that’s part of its charm, don’t you think?” said Jess. “It’s like stepping back in time when you go in there, just like the shops we used to go in when we were kids.” 
 
    “My point exactly,” said Ruby, scratching her arm. “See, I’m getting hives just thinking about it. I’ve got OCD,” she said in response to the puzzled looks she was getting from Charlotte and Jess. “It’s not severe but it’s bad enough to make me feel uncomfortable if I set foot over the threshold of that shop. The only time I went in there, all I wanted to do was tidy everything up, group all the sweets by colour, and straighten all the jars so the labels faced the front. Adam thinks I’m crazy but I can’t help it—I get it from my dad. He’s always said, “A place for everything and everything in its place.” If I see anything out of place or untidy, it freaks me out a little.”  
 
    “Oh, right.” Charlotte grinned, sympathetically. “Well, you definitely won’t want to come inside then but, if you’d like to come to the baby shower, you’re welcome to tag along with Penny and Amy. It’s on Saturday.” 
 
    “Oh, well, I’m not sure I’ll be able to make it but I’ll certainly try.” She looked at her watch. “Well, I must fly; I’ve got a million things to do. Nice to meet you, Jess.”  
 
    “So that’s Ruby Pitt?” Jess watched as she retreated down the high street. 
 
    “Yes. She seems quite nice but I couldn’t help feel a bit sorry for her in London.” Charlotte peered at a jar filled with iridescent baubles which the label confirmed were Fruit Glow Rainbow Drops. “Adam didn’t pay her much attention that I noticed, and it was pretty obvious. If she comes to the baby shower, I think she’ll be good fun on her own.” 
 
    “Well, I hope so,” muttered Jess. “Sorry, but the last thing you need is her moping about her dead friend all afternoon, isn’t it? Same goes for the other two.  
 
    “I don’t mean to sound harsh—I know they’re all terribly upset—but it’s a baby shower, not a wake. It’s supposed to be a happy occasion…you know, when we look forward to welcoming the little one, and I’d hate for anything to ruin it for you.” She put her arm around Charlotte and rested her head on her shoulder.  
 
    “Well, I appreciate the sentiment but, to be honest, I doubt that any of them will turn up so I don’t think there’s any chance that’s going to happen.” Charlotte’s mouth fell open as a vast jar displaying a bouquet of face-sized pinwheel lollipops caught her eye.  
 
    “¨You know what, though? I think I might need to rethink the size of the drawstring bags…” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “I had a very interesting conversation today.” Charlotte kicked off her flip-flops and sank her feet into the cool, recently watered lawn. 
 
    “Did you, now? And who might that have been with?” Nathan turned the hose onto the yellow and white blooms of the Charlotte rose bush in the corner of the garden, a present from Garrett and Laura for Charlotte’s last birthday.  
 
    “Penny and Amy.” She waited to see Nathan’s response but, apart from nodding as he unwound some more hose from the reel, there was none. 
 
    “Were you ever going to tell me that six St. Eves residents are possible suspects in Frankie Ingram’s death? Six!” Her voice increased in pitch. 
 
    “Now listen.” Nathan turned off the hose and guided her into a garden chair. “You can’t honestly wonder why I didn’t say anything. I mean, if there was ever a queen of stress I know who’d be wearing the crown. 
 
    “I know you probably would have found out sooner or later—you know what this place is like, nothing stays secret for long—but I didn’t see the point in worrying you about it. Not in your condition.” 
 
    “Listen, Nathan, when you give me bad news, you make sure I’m in a relaxed environment, and you tell me in a way that doesn’t send my stress levels through the roof. If I hear it from someone else, it’s very likely to send me into a mild panic. Which it did.” 
 
    Nathan crouched down and took hold of Charlotte’s hands. “You’re right—I should have told you, but Toby Carter only told me yesterday and it didn’t even occur to me that you’d find out so soon. I’m sorry.” 
 
    She shook her head. “It’s okay. It’s not your fault—it’s me. I know I worry about everything far too much. I wish I didn’t but I can’t help it.” She smiled. “But seeing as I know now, you might as well tell me what’s going on.” 
 
    Nathan recounted what Toby Carter had told him. 
 
    “That’s interesting. Wonder why Eddie was reluctant to give a DNA sample? It doesn’t make him look very good, does it?” Charlotte threw a ball for Pippin and he ran after it, tumbling over and over on the grass before catching it deftly between his teeth. 
 
    “Not really, although there are lots of people who don’t like giving DNA, or even fingerprints. They see it as a violation of their civil rights. I’ve no idea if that’s why Eddie didn’t want to give a sample but, if he’s innocent, that could be the reason. Of course, the other reason may be that he knows DNA isn’t always 100% accurate. That could be a concern.” 
 
    “Hmm, maybe that’s why Adam wasn’t keen,” said Charlotte. “What did the DI say about the couple the neighbour claims to have seen?” 
 
    “What couple?” 
 
    “Amy said that a neighbour told the police they saw some people at the house in March.” 
 
    “Really? That’s news to me.” Nathan resumed watering the flowerbeds.  
 
    “Yes, a man and a blonde woman. But no one went to the house in March so the neighbour obviously didn’t see what she thought she saw.” 
 
    “Well, whatever the situation, it’s nothing for you to worry about. I don’t want you getting your knickers in a twist about something that’s absolutely nothing to do with you. Okay? Promise me?” 
 
    Charlotte pushed herself up from the chair. “I can’t promise I’m not going to worry but I promise I’ll try—how’s that for you?” 
 
    Nathan winked. “That’ll do for now.”  
 
    ººººººº 
 
    Charlotte fumbled in the dark for the alarm clock. 
 
    5:56 am. 
 
    It was no good. She couldn’t sleep. Her mind was too active. 
 
    Something was troubling her.  
 
    Since she and Nathan had returned to St. Eves, it had become increasingly difficult for her to switch off. Nathan was convinced it was because of the baby but she knew otherwise.  
 
    There was something about Frankie’s death that bothered her. Apart from the fact that he’d been electrocuted in a hot tub, of course.  
 
    She’d gone over everything that had happened time and time again. She was missing something, she knew it. She just didn’t know what it was. 
 
    She swung her legs off the side of the bed and waited for the baby to settle itself before creeping downstairs to make her go-to insomnia cure—hot milk and maple syrup—Pippin scampering ahead.  
 
    Sitting at the kitchen table, she pulled a writing pad and pen from underneath a pile of free newspapers and started making notes. 
 
    The bulbs in the hot tub had been deliberately tampered with, rendering it a death trap as soon as it was filled with water. 
 
    But who was the culprit?  
 
    A screwdriver which had been used to affect the damage had been found at the scene with traces of DNA on it.  
 
    But why hadn’t the perpetrator disposed of it?  
 
    Who could have gained access to the garden and made the deadly alterations? 
 
    The neighbour had said she’d seen a man and a woman with blonde hair at the house at a time when none of the group who fitted that description could possibly have been there. But how reliable was her recollection of events? 
 
    Charlotte recalled the lenses on the woman’s glasses had been thicker than the bottom of a milk bottle. She was doubtful she could have made a positive identification of anyone.  
 
    It was unsettling, to say the least, to think that one of the group could have been responsible—unbelievable, too. 
 
    She didn’t know any of them well, but she was usually a pretty good judge of character and none of them struck her as a cold-blooded murderer.  
 
    She drank the last of her milk and washed-up her cup. As she climbed the stairs, she tried to clear her mind of thoughts that would keep her awake.  
 
    As she pulled the covers up to her chin, she knew she’d failed.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    “Yoo-hoo, anyone home?” Ava’s shrill voice called through the letter box at ‘Fisherman’s Cottage’, Charlotte’s cosy, seafront home. 
 
    “Hang on, I won’t be a sec.” Charlotte plumped up the cushions on the couch and checked her reflection in the mirror. In an effort to be as comfortable as possible, she’d pulled on a stretchy t-shirt dress, emphasising her ever-growing bump, which she patted proprietorially before answering the door.  
 
    “Hello, Charlotte, you look adorable, dear.” Ava looked her up and down and patted her cheek with her free hand, the other carrying a large handbag and an even larger cakebox. “And hello, Pippin, sweetie.” 
 
    “Yes, pregnancy really does agree with you, you’re positively glowing,” said Harriett, kissing her on both cheeks. She followed Ava into the kitchen. “By the way, I’ve made an apple and blackberry crumble.” 
 
    “And I’ve made some homemade ice cream to go with it,” said Betty. “I hope you’re not on a diet.” 
 
    “No, I’m most definitely not on a diet,” said Charlotte. “Thanks, all of you. You didn’t have to go to all this trouble.”  
 
    And then, without warning, she burst into tears. 
 
    “Oh, I’m so sorry!” she took the tissue Jess shoved under her nose. “It’s just…” 
 
    “Hormones!” chorused Jess, Ava, Harriett, and Betty, causing Charlotte to laugh through her tears. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, dear,” said Ava from the depths of one of Charlotte’s kitchen cupboards, her bottom stuck in the air and her head and shoulders out of sight.  
 
    “What are you looking for, Ava?” Charlotte dried her eyes and grinned at Ava’s muttering as she rifled through the shelves of pots and pans.  
 
    “A cake stand…honestly, youngsters these days and their awful habit of cutting a cake straight out of the packet. Don’t tell me you don’t have one?” 
 
    “I do, but it’s not in there. It’s in the cupboard above the fridge. I’ll get it.”  
 
    Ava broke down the sides of the box to reveal a fruit cake, its rich aroma fruity and spicy in equal measures.  
 
    “Mmmm, that smells divine—like Christmas cake.” Charlotte helped Ava transfer the cake onto the stand. 
 
    “Hmm, similar, but not so heavy. It’s a boiled fruit cake—my Grandma Doris’s recipe.” Ava ferreted in her vast bag and pulled a canister of icing sugar from its depths. “There,” she said, with a flourish, one arm striking a chef-like pose as she sprinkled the surface of the cake liberally. “If you taste a better fruit cake than that, which I doubt, I want the recipe.”  
 
    Pippin, who was sitting beside the cupboard, nose twitching, wasn’t expecting to be sprinkled with icing sugar and Charlotte laughed as he suddenly shook himself and licked the sugar from his paws. 
 
    “Well, it looks lovely. It all does. Thank you.” Charlotte hugged them all.  
 
    “And we’ve got you some presents. We chose them between us so whenever you look at them, you can think of all of us.”  
 
    “Yes, it took us ages to decide which ones to get.” Betty beamed at Charlotte. 
 
    “But I think we definitely made the right choices in the end.” Harriett busied herself arranging food on the kitchen table. “I’m sure you’ll love them.”  
 
    “Oh, you shouldn’t have! But thank you—and yes, I’m sure I’ll love them, whatever they are.” 
 
    “We’ll wait until everyone’s here before we give them to you, though. Now,” Ava pulled up her cuff to look at her watch, “where is everyone?” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    It wasn’t long before the living room was filled with the sound of chatter and uproarious laughter.  
 
    As was so often the case, Ava and Harriett were keeping the guests entertained—on this occasion, with hilarious anecdotes of childbirth in years gone by, and Charlotte, Jess, Laura, Aunt Lola, Betty, Yolanda from the Maxi-Mart, Penny, Amy, and Ruby were soon helpless with laughter. 
 
    “Oh, Charlotte, this afternoon has done me the world of good.” Amy wiped her eyes and checked her mascara. “After the last couple of weeks, we were both in dire need of some light relief, weren’t we, Pen?” 
 
    “You can say that again.” Penny helped herself to a second slice of fruit cake. “It’s so nice to just be able to focus on something else for a few hours in such lovely company.”  
 
    “It really is,” agreed Ruby, scratching Pippin behind the ears. “The last two weeks have been absolutely horrendous but this has been a real tonic. Honestly, I didn’t think I’d ever laugh again after what happened in London.” 
 
    “Speaking of which,” said Amy as she licked a tissue and wiped away the mascara smudges from under her eyes, “we’re having a Celebration of Life for Frankie next Saturday afternoon. It’s the day of his funeral but, as we’re not invited, we wanted to remember him in our own way.”  
 
    “Oh. Why aren’t you invited?” said Charlotte. 
 
    “Because we found out yesterday that his family wants a private service—family only. We’re devastated because Frankie knew so many people who would love to go and pay their respects.” Penny popped the last piece of cake into her mouth. “Anyway, we’d be thrilled if you’d come along. And Nathan, too, of course. I remember you saying that you can’t usually go to anything unless it’s on a Saturday, so you’re in luck!” 
 
    “Well, we hardly knew him,” said Charlotte. “I’m not sure we’d feel comfortable about intruding on something so personal.” 
 
    “Don’t be daft! You wouldn’t be intruding. And it’s a celebration—a party—so the more, the merrier. We want to give him the best send-off we can. Anyway, you don’t know us very well but you invited us to your baby shower, didn’t you? That’s personal, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Um, yes, I suppose it is. Okay, I’ll mention it to Nathan and I’ll let you know, if that’s okay? Thanks for the invite.” 
 
    “Well, if he can’t make it, bring your friend, Jess, along if you want to. She seems lovely.” 
 
    “Charlotte! It’s time!” Ava clapped her hands to attract everyone’s attention. “It’s time for the first part of your present! Now, Harriett, Betty, and I gave a lot of thought about what we could give you that was different from any other present you’d receive. We wanted to give you something personal that you would always remember us by, didn’t we, ladies?” 
 
    “We did. Something unique.” Harriett nodded. 
 
    “Yes, and useful, too.” Betty’s eyes twinkled as she beamed at Charlotte. 
 
    “So, everyone follow us! Outside into the garden! Come along!” The three ladies marched towards the back door, Pippin bringing up the rear. 
 
    “What? There’s nothing in the garden—I was out there this morning hanging out the washing. I would have seen it.” Charlotte was bemused.  
 
    “Yes, there is, dear. Nathan collected it from my place a few days ago and put it in the garden shed while you were at work. It’s been there ever since.” Ava opened the back door and waited for Charlotte to file out with the others. “And don’t look so surprised; he’s been in on this from the beginning. It was him who suggested the shed would be a good place to keep it because you never go in there. Now come along.”  
 
    They gathered on the patio and Jess and Laura rushed forward to help Betty and Harriett push a large gift-wrapped box out of the shed. 
 
    “Come on, Charlotte. Come and open your first present.” The ladies looked extremely pleased with themselves.  
 
    “I can’t believe Nathan managed to keep this a secret.” Charlotte ripped wrapping paper off the package.  
 
    She carefully opened the lid of the box and peered inside.  
 
    “Oh. Oh, my!” Charlotte tore open the sides of the cardboard box to reveal a beautiful, brightly decorated, solid wood child’s rocking horse. 
 
    Pippin took one look at it, cocked his head, and began to bark, madly chasing his tail. 
 
    “It’s an antique, you know—fully restored,” said Ava, excitedly. 
 
    “All handmade and hand-painted,” said Betty. 
 
    “And it’s just like the rocking horses Ava and I had for our little ones—so much nicer than the ones in the shops these days. These have so much character, don’t you think?” Harriet squeezed Charlotte’s hand.  
 
    All three women looked suddenly hesitant. “You do like it, don’t you?” said Ava. 
 
    An ear to ear smile lit up Charlotte’s face. “Like it? I adore it! Thank you so much, it’s such a generous gift.” 
 
    “Oh, get away with you.” Ava swiped playfully at Charlotte. “What did you think we were going to give you? A hand-knitted bib and a bottle of gripe water? Do give us some credit, dear.” 
 
    “Shall I fetch the other gift?” said Betty. Without waiting for an answer she disappeared inside, reappearing with a package wrapped in brown paper which she pushed into Charlotte’s hand. “Go on, open it! We haven’t had a chance to look at it yet because it was only delivered this morning but I’m sure it’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Oh, thank you, it’s so sweet of you.” Charlotte tore at the paper . Really, there was no need to…oh, it’s very yellow, isn’t it?”  
 
    The package contained clothing of some kind. Something soft and bright yellow. She unfolded the garment and held it by the shoulders.  
 
    “Don’t you just love it?” said Harriett. 
 
    “It’s a 1960s-design maternity dress! Just like the ones Harriett and I used to wear!” Ava looked about to burst with excitement.  
 
    “They chose the style and I chose the colour!” said Betty. 
 
    “We had it made especially for you!” said Harriett. “You know, to keep you covered up.” 
 
    “Yes, much better than those dreadful things pregnant women wear these days, showing off their belly button—honestly!” Ava lowered her voice to a whisper when she said “belly button” as if it was a profanity.  
 
    “Actually, Ava, it looks a little long, don’t you think?” Harriett sized up the garment through a squint.  
 
    As Charlotte wordlessly held out the giant yellow dress in front of her, Jess caught her eye.  
 
    “Well, if Big Bird ever comes looking for his coat, at least we’ll be able to tell him where to find it.” Her voice quavered as she suppressed the giggles that were threatening to erupt. 
 
    “Oh, shush, Jess. Don’t tell her that, you’ll give her a complex,” said Betty. 
 
    “Well? Aren’t you going to try it on?” Ava’s tone told Charlotte that she’d get no rest until she did. 
 
    “Of course she’s going to try it on!” said Harriett. “Aren’t you?” 
 
    “Oh yes, please try it on, Charlotte!” A handful of tissues caught Laura’s silent tears of mirth.  
 
    “Yes, yes, you must!” Aunt Lola’s face was a picture as she struggled to remain calm. 
 
    “I’ll try it on later.” Charlotte smiled gratefully and put the dress back into its bag. 
 
    “Nonsense! You’ll try it on now! Just slip it on over your clothes,” said Ava. “I think it’ll be roomy enough.” 
 
    To the sound of ill-concealed splutters and thinly-veiled attempts to disguise strangled laughter as coughing, Charlotte lifted the garment over her head. 
 
    “There we are, perfect!” The three women stood back to admire their gift. 
 
    The capacious dress hung from Charlotte’s shoulders and fell two inches above her ankles, its girth more than capable of housing three pregnant women at once.  
 
    She glared at Jess, Laura, and Lola—as ridiculous as she knew she must look, she would hate for Ava, Harriett, and Betty’s feelings to be hurt. She didn’t want anyone laughing at her in front of them.   
 
    “Hmmm.” Ava frowned as she gathered a handful of excess material. “I see what you mean, Harriett. It is a little on the large side, isn’t it? I wonder why?”  
 
    “You did give the measurements in centimetres on the order form, didn’t you, not inches?” asked Harriett.  
 
    Ava blushed before changing the subject. “Ahem. Well, a maternity dress can never be too loose, if you ask me. 
 
    Sensing her embarrassment, Charlotte held out the skirt of the voluminous yellow dress and did a little twirl. “It’s lovely. Thank you all—you’re very kind.” 
 
    An awkward silence was broken by Betty. 
 
    “That reminds me...I haven’t heard the church bells ringing recently. Is one of them missing?” Her mischievous comment, in her kindly voice, was all that was needed to reduce Jess, Laura, and Lola to quivering wrecks, helpless with laughter, with everyone else following suit soon afterwards. 
 
    “Oh, my gosh, I ache!” Charlotte hid her face in the skirt of her dress. “You shouldn’t make a pregnant woman laugh so much! Please stop, or I’ll embarrass myself—you know I’m not in control of all my functions at the moment, what with all this extra weight making me want to run to the bathroom every five minutes.” 
 
    “Well, if it’s extra weight you’re worried about, you’d better take that dress off,” said Harriett. “They must have used a ton of fabric to make it!” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “So, your husband doesn’t object to your tattoos?”  
 
    “No, not at all.” 
 
    Ruby had been fielding questions from Ava and Harriett for the past fifteen minutes. 
 
    “Not that I mind them, you understand,” said Ava, “it’s just that it’s rather large, isn’t it? The one of the orchids on the back of your leg, I mean. And it’s awfully purple. Has anyone ever mistaken it for a bruise, dear?” 
 
    “Er, no.” Ruby grinned. “Not yet, anyway.”  
 
    “As I say, I think they’re rather eye-catching but others might say they were…er, how can I put it without offending, my dear…a little unbecoming on a woman, shall we say.” 
 
    “Well, Adam doesn’t object to them at all. He quite likes, them, in fact.” 
 
    Ava’s face took on the expression that Charlotte had seen many times. It was the expression that told you she didn’t believe a word you were saying. 
 
    “Anyway, let’s change the subject. Tell us, dear, how did you and Adam meet?” 
 
    Ava and Harriett could hardly contain themselves to be attending a party at which their heartthrob’s wife was one of the guests. “Cindy and Brenda are going to be green with envy when we tell them. We must get some selfies,” Ava had whispered to Harriett earlier, “or they’ll never believe us.” 
 
    “Well, it’s not a very exciting story,” said Ruby. “I’m sure you don’t want to hear it.” 
 
    “On the contrary, my dear, we absolutely do. Hold on for just a second, though.”  
 
    Ava plonked herself down on the couch next to a startled Ruby, her face fixed with a manic grin, and stuck her thumb in the air. Nudging Ruby in the ribs she said, “Say cheese, dear—Harriett, take it now! Now, Harriett! Right, carry on, dear.” As if nothing had happened, she moved back to her chair and assumed an attentive pose.  
 
    “Erm, right…well, I was Adam’s programme researcher when he worked for the TV station. We knew each other for a couple of years before we even went on a date. I suppose I never considered him in a romantic way because he was my boss and he was quite a bit older than me.  
 
    “Anyway, we were working late one night and when we left the office, he invited me to join him for a bite to eat. He said that buying me dinner was the least he could do for keeping me so late. And that’s where it all started. Ruby laughed. “See, I told you it wasn’t very exciting.”  
 
    “Not being rude but wasn’t he married when you got together?” Betty spooned a mouthful of blackberry and apple crumble and ice cream into her mouth.  
 
    “Betty!” Charlotte chided  
 
    “No, please don’t worry, it’s okay.” Ruby smiled and nodded. “Yes, he was, but he’d been living apart from his wife for a long time. She wouldn’t file for divorce on religious grounds and he just never got around to it so they stayed married, but estranged, for years. Of course, when we decided to get married, he had to get around to it! We had a small ceremony in my hometown—very low-key—and that’s about all there is to tell, really.” 
 
    “Oh, how romantic!” Ava clasped her hands over her heart. “And tell me, dear, what’s he really like? I mean, behind closed doors? Is he as delightful as we all imagine him to be? Harriett and I are very good friends with the founding members of ‘The Pittettes’, you know, and those who are lucky enough to have met him all say he’s an absolute charmer.” 
 
    Ruby smiled. “Well, he has his off days but, generally, yes, he’s quite the ladies’ man. To be honest, I didn’t quite know what to make of ‘The Pittettes’ when I first heard about them. It still strikes me as a bit weird that Adam has his own little fan club but I’ve met a few members myself and they’ve all been very nice. I’ve been jostled a few times while they’ve been trying to get to Adam for an autograph but, otherwise, they’ve been very kind to me. And it’s amazing how knowledgeable they are about Adam’s life—some of them remember more about it than he does!” 
 
    “Fascinating” said Ava. “I can only hope that we have the honour of meeting the great man ourselves one day.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll tell him you’re a fan.” Ruby patted Ava’s hand. “I know he’ll be delighted.” 
 
    “Owwwwwww!” A cry of pain from Charlotte brought the conversation to an abrupt halt, prompting Jess, Laura, and Aunt Lola to rush to her side immediately. 
 
    “What is it? What’s wrong?” Laura pushed Charlotte’s hair back off her face. 
 
    “Owwwwwww! Oooh, I don’t know. I’ve had a twinge in my back for a while and it suddenly got worse.”  
 
    “A while! How long’s a while?” Lola caught her niece’s hand in a vice-like grip.  
 
    “A week or so, maybe a bit longer. I thought it was wind.” 
 
    “Should I call an ambulance?” Jess’s wide eyes were anxious. 
 
    “Is she having contractions?” said Harriett. 
 
    “Do you think that’s what it is, love?” asked Laura 
 
    “I don’t know; I’ve never had one before, but the pain’s moving around to my stomach.” Charlotte’s face was pinched with pain. 
 
    “Yes, Jess, get the ambulance,” Laura took her phone from her back pocket, “and I’ll call Nathan.” 
 
    “Look, I’m sure it’s nothing to worry about…owwwww! Please don’t feel like you have to go home, everyone, the party only just got going and there’s so much food and drink.” Charlotte forced a smile. “Stay and enjoy yourself, I’m sure I’ll be back soon and I don’t want to come back to an empty house. Owwwww! I just need someone to come in the ambulance with me and someone to stay here and look after everyone till I get back.”  
 
    “I’ll come with you,” Jess, Laura, Aunt Lola, and Ava all spoke at the same time. 
 
    “Oh, please don’t make me pick one of you. Just choose someone…owwwww!”  
 
    “Right, there’s only one fair way to do this. Scissors, paper, stone.” Jess started the selection process and it took less than a minute to decide that Laura would go in the ambulance with Charlotte. 
 
    “It’s here!” Ruby ran to open the door and Charlotte was soon being tended to by the medical personnel. 
 
    “Okay, Charlotte, we’re going to take you to hospital for a check-up.” A kindly paramedic with a soothing voice removed the blood pressure sleeve from Charlotte’s arm.  
 
    “Is the baby okay?” Her voice wobbled and she bit her lip. 
 
    “Everything looks fine. We just want to be sure.” The paramedic reassured her.  
 
    “Nathan’s going to meet us there.” Laura grabbed her bag and gave a tearful Jess a quick hug. “Don’t worry, they’ll look after her—I’m sure it’s nothing serious. I’ll call you when there’s any news, okay?” 
 
    The door slammed and they were gone, leaving a room full of silence behind them. 
 
    “Well, I don’t know about anyone else,” said Jess, “but the last thing I feel like doing is having a party.” She flopped onto the couch and began picking at her cuticles. 
 
    “I’m sure there’s nothing to worry about, love.” Lola sat next to Jess and squeezed her hand although the expression on her face contradicted her words. 
 
    “I knew I should have told Nathan about the pains she’s been having,” said Jess, “but she told me not to worry.”  
 
    “Look, you’re not to blame—when I spoke to her a few days ago she told me she was getting twinges—I should have mentioned it to Nathan but I didn’t,” said Lola. 
 
    “Well, I hope to God she’ll be okay. If anything happens to her, I’ll never forgive myself,” said Jess. 
 
    “Oh, for goodness’ sake! Will you two harbingers of doom please stop!” Ava clamped her hands over her ears. “You heard what the paramedic said, didn’t you? Everything looked fine and they just wanted to check Charlotte over at the hospital to be sure.” She put her hands on her hips.  
 
    “Now, where’s your fighting spirit? We won’t do Charlotte any good at all if we mope around. We need to raise our energy levels and send her some positive thoughts and we can’t do that if we’re miserable—it’s a physical impossibility.” 
 
    “She’s right, you know.” Harriett flicked through the CD collection. “20 Sing-Along, Feel Good Tracks. Right, that should do it.” She slipped a disc into the CD player and the opening bars to Neil Diamond’s ‘Sweet Caroline’ flooded the room. 
 
    “Right, come on everyone…hands in the air, that’s it.” Ava swayed from side to side. “Come on, sway along to the music—side to side, that’s the way…you too, Jess.” 
 
    “I think Ava and Harriett have finally gone bonkers,” Jess whispered to Lola as she reluctantly raised her arms. 
 
     “Oh, and if you’re so inclined, you might like to say a little prayer, too,” said Ava.  
 
    Within minutes, the heavy atmosphere in the room had lifted.  
 
    “You know what?” Jess turned to Lola. “I take it all back. Those women are bloomin’ marvels. I don’t know how they do it.” 
 
    Forty minutes later, the shrill ring of the phone broke through the music. “I’ll get it—you keep swaying.” Ava took off her earring and held the receiver to her ear. “Oh, just a minute. Shush, everyone, it’s Laura. Yes, yes, oh, thank God! Yes, yes, of course we will. Bye. Fabulous news, everyone…Charlotte’s fine.” She punched the air. “Nothing to worry about. She’ll be home in about half an hour.” 
 
    As everyone cheered and, as Elvis Presley began to sing about his blue suede shoes, the party started in earnest. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    Adam Pitt sat on the edge of his desk in his home study, phone between his chin and shoulder, fingers moving swiftly over a calculator keyboard as he brought a conversation with his investment broker to a close. 
 
    “Listen, as long as they continue to show growth, don’t touch them—if necessary, we’ll talk about moving them at a later date. Okay, Maurice, I’ll leave them in your capable hands. Keep me in the loop.” 
 
    He put the phone back in its cradle and opened the door of the study that led into the garden. The sun beat down and he was struck by an uncharacteristic urge to take a break in the middle of the day. I need to get out. Get away from all this for an hour or so. 
 
    Stress and fear were unfamiliar emotions to Adam Pitt.  
 
    “Stress and fear are for weaklings”, he’d been fond of taunting the office minions who had worked for him over the years but now, it unnerved him that the blackmail attempt was causing him a great deal of both. 
 
    What he wanted, more than anything, was to track down the blackmailer himself. He smirked as he dreamed about how he would mete out his own, personal brand of justice when he found the person responsible. 
 
    However, with time running out and no conceivable way to locate the extortionist, his resolve was beginning to waver. 
 
    It went against every one of his principles to relent to the blackmailer’s demands but he simply couldn’t afford for his secret to become public. It would be the finish of him. He knew he wasn’t a reasonable man—he never had been—but, in the light of Nathan’s refusal to provide him with protection, he’d begun to wonder if perhaps he should heed the blackmailer’s warning and take steps to make amends.  
 
    But where to start?  
 
    He squinted up at the sky and stretched out his arms, allowing the sunlight to filter through the gaps between his fingers. I’ll think about it when I get back. With Ruby at that cackling women’s get-together and Eddie working from home, I’ll have plenty of time alone to think about the situation in peace. Yes, I’ll figure out what to do later. 
 
    With a considerably lighter step than he’d had for a while, he took the stairs two at a time to change into his workout gear. 
 
    Five minutes later, as he sat at his desk writing a note before he left for his run, it occurred to him that something was conspicuous by its absence. 
 
    As his eyes searched the room for the missing object he heard the sound of a footstep on the wooden floor behind him. 
 
    The first blow to the back of the head rendered him unconscious before he’d even had a chance to turn in his chair.  
 
    As he slumped forward, the last thing he saw was the email reminder of the secret he’d carried with him for years. 
 
    I know what you did.  
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “I’ll call in and get someone to cover for me. I’ll take the rest of the day off.” Back at the cottage, Nathan helped Charlotte from the car. “Here, let me carry you inside.” 
 
    “No! Nathan, I’m fine—really I am. I’ve got Laura and Jess and Lola and everyone else here. I’ll be okay, I promise.” Charlotte reached up and planted a kiss on his cheek. “Go on, go back to work and keep us safe from the bad guys.” 
 
    A fretful Nathan raked a hand through his hair. “Are you absolutely sure? I can easily make arrangements to stay with you.” 
 
    “Nathan,” Laura put her hand on his arm, “stop worrying. She’s got wind and she’s a little constipated, that’s all. If you really want an update on either, we’ll call you later but, otherwise, relax. Okay?” 
 
    “Okay.” He gave Charlotte a hug and raised an eyebrow as the sound of raucous laughter and “The Birdy Song” reached his eardrums. “Right, I’ve been convinced! I’m definitely going.” He grinned and settled himself in the car. He was just about to drive away when his phone rang. 
 
    “Sorry to disturb you, Chief, but you’re needed at Adam Pitt’s house as soon as possible.” He could just about make out Fiona Farrell’s voice over the crackly connection.  
 
    “What’s the problem now?” Exasperation was an emotion Nathan did his best to keep contained, but Adam Pitt had tried his patience to the nth degree.  
 
    Following their recent meeting, he’d bombarded Nathan with calls, all in an attempt to persuade him to reconsider his decision not to station a number of permanent officers around his home. And all the calls had gone the same way—they’d started with Nathan politely explaining why, without any proof, he wouldn’t authorise the manpower, and they’d ended with Adam Pitt yelling a stream of profanities before slamming the phone down. 
 
    The fact that he seemed to think he was the most important resident in St. Eves and the police force existed simply to be at his personal beck and call, along with the fact that Nathan had a pile of urgent paperwork on his desk that needed attending to, really didn’t inspire him to drop everything and rush round to Adam Pitt’s house.  
 
    “Whatever it is, Fiona, can it wait for an hour or so?”  
 
    “Not really, Chief.” The line suddenly cleared.  
 
    “He’s been murdered.” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “Okay, what do we know so far?”  
 
    The gravel drive at the Pitt residence crunched under Nathan’s feet as he approached the house. 
 
    “We literally came straight here twenty minutes ago after we got the call from the cleaner who found the body, and then called you. I’ve taken a statement from him but he can’t tell us much.” 
 
    “Is there any sign of a break-in? Any forced entry anywhere in the house?” 
 
    Fiona shook her head. “No forced entry, but the back door in the kitchen was wide open when the cleaner arrived, as was the door from Mr Pitt’s study into the garden.” 
 
    “And where’s Mr Pitt?”  
 
    “He’s in the study. Forensics have just arrived and SOCO got here ten minutes ago.”  
 
    “Good. Right, let’s have a look at him.”  
 
    Adam was slouched over his desk, his cheek pushed into the keyboard of his laptop, a pen in his hand and a bloody wound on the back of his head. 
 
    “Any weapon been recovered?”  
 
    “Not yet, but we’re on the case.” 
 
    Nathan looked around the study. Everything seemed to be in its place with no sign of a struggle. Fiona spoke his thoughts. 
 
    “It’s all pretty tidy in here, Chief. Wonder if the killer was a stranger who crept up on him, or someone he knew?” 
 
    “Hmm, I wonder.” Nathan couldn’t help but speculate how much of Adam Pitt’s concern for his safety had been based on more than just intuition.  
 
    His musings were interrupted by one of the SOCO team.  
 
    “You know, I don’t think I’ve ever seen a private house with so much security—this place would give Fort Knox a run for its money. It’s ironic that the deceased had all this stuff to keep him safe and yet, on the day he really needed it, it didn’t help him because none of the cameras were switched on. According to the cleaner, there’d been some connectivity problems that required the system to be rebooted several times each day. A technician was coming out to look at it tomorrow, apparently. Anyway, we found this—he was evidently writing this note when he was killed. Might be a good starting point in the investigation.” He handed Nathan an evidence bag containing a piece of paper with a name written on it.  
 
    Jill Travis.  
 
    “Mean anything, Chief?” asked Fiona. 
 
    “No. Not a thing. So, we’ll need to get on it and make it mean something.” 
 
    “And something else you might be interested in.” The SOCO team member pressed a key on Adam’s laptop to take it out of sleep mode. “Take a look at this email.” 
 
    “Where did this come from?” Nathan’s expression was grim. 
 
    “No idea yet—it’s obviously a fake email account—but we’ll be checking it out ASAP.” 
 
    “Make it a priority, will you? I want to know, as a matter of urgency, who sent this message. Okay?” 
 
    “It sounds serious.” Fiona read the message again. “I mean, if whoever sent the email is prepared to go to the press, whatever the secret is, it must be pretty incriminating, wouldn’t you say? He didn’t mention anything about being blackmailed to you, did he Chief? When he asked for police protection, I mean?” 
 
    “No, not a thing, but I bloody well wish he had.” Nathan looked down at Adam’s body. “Right now, though, we need to tell Ruby Pitt. And we need to find the guy who worked for Adam Pitt. Eric…no, Eddie something or other.” 
 
    “We don’t know where Ruby Pitt is yet, Chief; we’ll start looking.” 
 
    “Don’t bother.” Nathan sighed heavily. “I know where she is.” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “Hello, Eddie? It’s CI Costello. Listen, can you get to ‘Fisherman’s Cottage’ on the seafront in St. Eves? It’s the white cottage with the hanging baskets, not far from the ‘The President’ hotel. There aren’t any other fisherman’s cottages on that stretch of the seafront so you’ll know it when you see it. Can you come now? No, I’d rather wait for you to get here before I tell you anything. Okay.” 
 
    Nathan and Fiona sat outside the cottage, waiting for Eddie to arrive. The plan was to tell him about Adam and then get Ruby out of the party and have him be with her for support when they broke the news. It would also give Nathan an opportunity to gauge Eddie’s body language—a guilty person’s body language gave a lot away.  
 
    Without doubt, this was the worst part of the job. Telling someone that a loved one had passed away would never get any easier. And knowing that news of another death, and this time so close to home, would add to Charlotte’s stress, only made it harder.  
 
    Ten minutes later, Fiona pointed to the tall, rangy figure unfolding itself from the low, white sports car. “Is that him?”  
 
    “Yeah, that’s him.” 
 
    “What’s going on?” Eddie’s pleasant face was creased with concern. “I called Ruby but she had no idea.” 
 
    “You called Ruby Pitt?” Nathan and Fiona exchanged concerned looks. 
 
    “Yeah, just now. I told her you’d asked me to meet you here, and I knew she was here, so I wanted to ask her if she knew what it was all about.” 
 
    Ruby suddenly appeared at the front door. “What’s going on? Why do you need to see Eddie?” She walked down the path towards them. 
 
    “Look, this wasn’t supposed to happen this way,” said Nathan. “I think we should all go down to the station.”  
 
    “Why? I don’t want to go down to the station,” said Ruby, becoming agitated. 
 
    “Because I’d prefer to go somewhere we can talk.” The opening bars of ‘Dancing Queen’ blared out through the front door, Ava’s warbling soprano voice leading everyone in the first verse. Nathan shook his head. “Somewhere quiet.”  
 
    “I don’t want to go somewhere quiet.” Ruby grabbed hold of his arm. “Why can’t you tell us here? You’re scaring me.” 
 
    “I really think it would be better if we went somewhere else, Mrs Pitt.”  
 
    “I’m not moving from this spot until you tell me what’s going on.” Ruby glared at Nathan and Fiona.  
 
    Nathan sighed heavily. “Alright, but not out here. Come with me.” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    A party welcomed them as they walked through the front door.  
 
    A party that came to a stop as soon as Charlotte set eyes on them. 
 
    “What is it?” She was on her feet in an instant. “Harriett, turn the music off, please.” 
 
    Nathan put his hand on her shoulder. “Charlotte, please keep calm, okay. This is nothing for you to worry about. Fiona and I need a word with Ruby and Eddie, that’s all, but we’ll go through to the garden.”  
 
    “Eddie, what’s going on?” said Penny. 
 
    “I don’t know but I don’t like how I’m feeling.” Eddie followed Nathan outside. 
 
    “Can everyone stay inside, please?” said Fiona. “We just need a few minutes.”  
 
    The colour drained from Ruby’s face when Nathan turned to her. 
 
    “What is it? What’s happened? It’s Adam, isn’t it? There’s nothing else you’d want to talk to me about.” 
 
    “I think we should sit down.” Nathan sat Ruby on a patio chair and motioned to Eddie to sit beside her.  
 
    “I’m so sorry to tell you that your husband was found dead at your home this afternoon.” 
 
    A confused expression clouded Ruby’s face. “Dead? What? No, he isn’t—he can’t be. I saw him this morning before I left. He’s at home, he’s working. Eddie, what’s he talking about?” She reached for his hand but he brushed it away. 
 
    “You’re wrong. I saw him this morning, too.” Eddie’s face had taken on a grey hue. “I called in to pick up some figures I needed for an analysis he wants. You’ve made a mistake…I’ll call him now and you can speak to him.” He paced up and down as he dialled Adam’s number with a trembling hand, gasping when he was immediately directed to voicemail.  
 
    Adam Pitt never let his calls go to voicemail. He never tired of telling Eddie that every call was a potential money-making opportunity. If a caller couldn’t speak to a real person, they’d move on. Opportunity lost. 
 
    “Are you sure? There’s no mistake?” His eyes filled with tears.  
 
    “I wish I could tell you there was,” said Nathan, “but there’s no mistake. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    With his head in his hands, Eddie stumbled blindly towards a hysterical Ruby, his knees buckling before he fell to the ground, and they clung to each other and sobbed.  
 
    Watching from the kitchen window, Charlotte felt as though she’d been kicked in the stomach as old emotions were brought to the surface. 
 
    This party was definitely over. 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    Sunday, June 24th  
 
    “Well, yesterday was the stuff nightmares are made of, wouldn’t you say?”  
 
    As she swept the terrace of the café, Charlotte smashed the broom against the ground with such force Jess was prompted to take it from her hands.  
 
    “Well, the last hour wasn’t great, I’ll give you that,” said Jess, “but the rest of it was fab.” 
 
    “But who’s going to remember the rest of it after a finale like that? No one, that’s who. It’ll be known forever more as the baby shower from hell.” The frown line between her brows deepened with every word. “Not that I’m not grateful for all the good wishes and the gifts, ‘cos I truly am, but after what happened, I can’t help feeling that it was a bad omen.” She scuffed the toe of her shoe against the ground. 
 
    Jess flung down the broom. “Charlotte Denv…I mean, Costello, you had better stop thinking that way right now! It was a terrible thing, but to think that something bad’s going to happen because of it is just ridiculous, so get that idea out of your head. 
 
    “And as for worrying about whether people will remember the good bits—for your information, the image of you in that yellow tent will stay with me forever.” She giggled and Charlotte’s frown disappeared as she recalled the moment, her lips widening in a grin. 
 
    “And so will the look on your face when you saw that rocking horse.”  
 
    Charlotte’s smile became even wider and her eyes sparkled with tears. 
 
    “Y’see, lovie! Good stuff always works its magic,” said Jess, and hugged her tightly. 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “Well, it was dreadful.” Ava folded the local morning newspaper, its stark headline, ADAM PITT DEAD AT 61, announcing the event of the previous day. “I doubt I’ll ever be the same again.”  
 
    She was holding court at the café, sitting at a table with Harriett, Betty, Leo, and Harry. “And when Nathan told that poor woman and that poor man that Adam had passed, well, I don’t mind telling you, I shed a tear.” She patted her eyes with a tissue. “We couldn’t hear anything from inside, of course, but we could see everything that was going on from the window. I needed a lie-down when I got home. My legs were like jelly.” 
 
    “I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again…whenever newcomers upset the balance of the town, you can bet there’ll be trouble before long.” Harry poured gravy over his roast beef and tucked a serviette into the front of his shirt. “They’re a bloody nuisance.” 
 
    “Oh, come on, Harry. That’s very unfair,” said Charlotte, topping up his wine glass from the bottle of Merlot on the table. “The majority of newcomers to St. Eves are great. And anyway, these people aren’t newcomers—they’ve lived here for years.” 
 
    “How come I’ve never seen any of ‘em, then?” Harry guided a generously filled fork of meltingly-soft roast beef and crispy roast potato into his mouth. 
 
    “Because they live on the other side of town. You don’t know everyone who lives in St. Eves, you know.” 
 
    “Do the police have any idea who killed him?” Leo put a spoonful of horseradish sauce on the side of his plate. 
 
    “Not yet, but I hope they find out soon,” said Charlotte. “The last thing we need is another murderer on the prowl.” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    Nathan and Fiona Farrell stood on the doorstep of Penny and Owen’s house. A ring on the doorbell told them that Penny’s dogs were home, and very much awake, but shushed to be quiet as Penny opened the door. 
 
    “Morning. Come in, come in. Just ignore the dogs and they won’t bother you.” 
 
    After greeting them at the door and realising that neither Nathan nor Fiona, 
 
    a) had any treats for them and,  
 
    b) posed any threat,  
 
    Penny’s large chocolate Labrador with its tendency to drool, and her dishevelled mongrel, retreated to the living room, each occupying a large sofa as they lay, supine, bathed in sunlight and eyes closed, but one ear cocked in the event that someone mentioned walkies or sausages.  
 
    The dark circles under Penny’s eyes told Nathan she hadn’t slept well.  
 
    “Thank you for agreeing to speak to us, Miss Baker—especially at such a difficult time. Our condolences.” 
 
    “I’ll be happy to do whatever I can to help. We just can’t believe it—first Frankie, now Adam. By the way, Ruby’s upstairs. There was no way she could have gone home last night so I told her she could stay here. She cried so much she exhausted herself, and then she got into such a state she couldn’t breathe. We got so scared we called the emergency doctor in the middle of the night and he gave her a sedative which should help her sleep for a few hours, I hope.” She wrung her hands. “I think she’s going to be staying here for a few days, at least. It’s just terrible.”  
 
    “Yes, it is. You’re sure you feel up to answering a few questions? We don’t have to do this now if you’re not.” 
 
    “No…I mean yes, I’m okay. I’d rather get it over and done with.” 
 
    “Of course. Okay, would you mind telling me where you were yesterday between quarter-to twelve and when you arrived at the baby shower?” 
 
    “Um, well, Owen, Amy and I were here until about quarter-to twelve. Then Amy and I left to call into town to buy Charlotte a present on the way to the baby shower. Owen stayed here with Zac.  
 
    “And can anyone verify that?” 
 
    Penny frowned. “I think Owen was talking to Karen for a while; she’s the woman over the road who looks after the dogs while we’re away, because he was pottering about in the front garden and she was washing her car. I waved to her from the front door but I didn’t speak to her. But that was before midday—around ten o’clock, I think. We usually have a very lazy Saturday morning—we don’t do anything or see anyone unless we’ve got something arranged. Oh, and, Amy was here, too, of course. She’s staying here at the moment. We went to the baby shower together.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s great, thank you. And do you have any idea why anyone would have wanted to kill Mr Pitt?” 
 
    Penny shrugged a shoulder. “Well, he wasn’t everyone’s cup of tea, I’ll say that, but I don’t know anyone who would want to kill him.” 
 
    “What do you mean, “he wasn’t everyone’s cup of tea”?” 
 
    “Well, he was a bit, you know…a bit pompous. I’m sure he must have rubbed a few people up the wrong way over the years, but enough for someone to want to kill him?” She puffed out a breath. “Who knows? Actually, on reflection, I’m probably not the best person to speak to about Adam—I didn’t know him that well. Owen knew him much better than I did. He’ll be back at around half-two. You might be better off speaking to him.” 
 
    “Yes, we’ll get to Owen, Miss Baker, but for now you’re being very helpful. So, you didn’t know Adam Pitt very well?” 
 
    “No, hardly at all. I only know him because he’s married to Ruby and Ruby’s a friend.” 
 
    “Ah, well, you see, that’s interesting.” Nathan paused. “Because when we were in London, I saw you meet up with him in Hyde Park. You had a conversation with him. One which appeared to become quite acrimonious from where I was sitting.”  
 
    Penny opened her mouth and then shut it, colour rising from her neck upwards. 
 
    “Would you like to start again, Miss Baker?” Nathan fixed his eyes on her. 
 
    She cursed under her breath. “Okay, I do know him—everyone around here knows him. He’s Adam Pitt, for goodness’ sake. But I really don’t know him very well—and that’s the truth.” 
 
    “I see. So why, considering you don’t know him very well, is your number saved in his contacts list?”  
 
    Nathan’s phone rang. 
 
    “Saved by the bell, but we’ll get back to this in a minute, Miss Baker. Excuse me, would you? I should take this.” He got up and moved away from the couch. “Yes, Ben. You got something?”  
 
    “Yes, Chief, we’ve found some very interesting stuff on Adam Pitt’s laptop.” Ben Dillon’s clear voice updated Nathan on developments. “There’s a video of a young woman—can’t see her face because it’s obscured by an umbrella but when forensics enlarged the image, you can see a pretty distinctive tattoo on her chest. It looks pretty new, too, maybe only a few weeks old—it’s a heart with the initials AB and FI inside it.” 
 
    “What? Are you sure?”  
 
    “Yep, absolutely sure, Chief. We’re already working on finding the woman.” 
 
    “No need. I know who she is. I’ll call you when I’ve finished up here. Good work.” 
 
    He returned to the couch and spoke directly to Fiona. 
 
    “Interesting conversation. Forensics have found some video footage on Adam Pitt’s laptop of a young woman. She’s got a very distinctive tattoo on her chest. I think we’ve found our prime suspect.”  
 
    He hoped his bluff would prompt Penny to speak, and it paid off. 
 
    “Wait, that’s not your suspect…it can’t be,” said Penny. 
 
    “And why’s that, Miss Baker?” 
 
    As she turned an even deeper shade of puce, Penny’s shoulders dropped. Leaning her elbows on the table, she put her head in her hands.  
 
    “Because the woman with the tattoo is Amy, and Amy was here all of yesterday morning. Adam was in a relationship with her for a little while. That’s why we had each other’s numbers. And I can assure you, that was the only reason—if he’d been the last man on earth, I wouldn’t have called him for a chat. The man was a sanctimonious pig.” 
 
    “Can you tell me the reason for your meeting in the park?” 
 
    Penny shuffled in her seat. “Because Amy was upset that he’d gone to London and I wanted to ask him to leave her alone. He just wouldn’t accept that they were finished even though they’d been apart for months. It made her uncomfortable to have him there—it was like he was spying on her, you know? What with the video camera trained on her apartment and him turning up unexpectedly everywhere she went. I mean, he never made the trip to London for the awards. It was so weird that he came along. He hasn’t even got a tattoo.” 
 
    “Well, if they were no longer together, perhaps he went to keep his wife company,” said Nathan. “Not so strange, is it? For a husband to want to be with his wife?” 
 
    Penny raised her eyebrows and scoffed. “Not for normal couples, maybe, but Adam and Ruby were hardly a normal couple.”  
 
    “I see. And what do you mean by that, exactly?” 
 
    She cleared her throat and shuffled some more. 
 
    “Are you alright? This line of questioning appears to be making you a little uncomfortable.”  
 
    “Yes, yes, I’m fine.” Penny ran her fingers through her fringe. “Okay, that was a bad choice of words. What I meant is that they’re very, er, independent people—Adam was, especially. Even before he started seeing Amy, his marriage to Ruby was hardly what you’d call conventional. They didn’t spend a lot of time together because he was always going off somewhere on business—mainly to check out investment opportunities. He used to take her along with him but she got bored with just sitting around waiting for his meetings to finish so she stopped going. They always got on fine when they were together, though.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Nathan scribbled on his notepad. “And have you any idea why someone would have been blackmailing Mr Pitt?”  
 
    “What?” Penny’s head jerked upwards. “Blackmailing him? What on earth was he being blackmailed about?” 
 
    Nathan watched her carefully. She might have been lying before but he was sure she knew nothing about the blackmail attempt. 
 
    “Okay, just one last question. Do you know anyone by the name of Jill Travis?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, I don’t. Why? Do you think she’s something to do with the blackmail?” 
 
    Nathan snapped his notebook shut. “Let’s just say she’s someone we’d like to speak to. Right, I think that’s all for now—thank you, you’ve been very helpful.”  
 
    As he and Fiona stood up to leave, the dogs ran to the front door as they heard a key turn in the lock.  
 
    “Hello, darlings. Aunty Amy’s bought you some treats…yes she has. Oh, hello.” 
 
    “Good morning, Miss Baker. How fortuitous. We were just on our way to your apartment—you’ve saved us a trip.” 
 
    “Oh, really? Why’s that?” 
 
    “Because, if you feel up to it, I’d like to ask you some questions. But only if you feel up to it. I know you must have had a terrible shock so, if it’s too soon, we can do this later—either here, or somewhere else.” 
 
    Amy looked at her sister. “Er, well, I suppose so. What do you want to know?” 
 
    “Amy, I think it might be better if you went to the station to answer the questions,” said Penny. “Or your apartment.” 
 
    “Why can’t I answer them here? I’ve only just got back; I don’t want to go out again.” 
 
    Penny lowered her voice to a whisper. “Because he wants to ask you about Adam…and Ruby’s asleep upstairs. What if she wakes up?”  
 
    Amy blushed. “How did he find out about…oh, never mind. Um, okay, just a minute.” She gave each dog a dental stick and picked up her keys. “Right. Ready when you are.” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “So, what do you want to know?” At Amy’s request, they sat in an interview room at the police station. 
 
    “I’d like to know where you were yesterday between quarter-to twelve and when you arrived at the baby shower.” 
 
    “Um, I was at Penny’s until we left. I can’t remember exactly what time it was but it was a little before midday. I like to sleep late at weekends when I can, so I was in bed until around ten-past eleven…and before you ask, I was on my own.” 
 
    “Okay, thank you. So, can you tell me about your relationship with Adam Pitt.” 
 
    Amy absent-mindedly ran a finger over the tattoo on her chest. “Hmm, I thought you might. Well, I first met him about six months after he and Ruby moved to St. Eves. Owen got to know him at some event or other when he was still working in corporate hospitality, and he organised a clay pigeon shoot so that Adam and Ruby could meet some people. To be honest, I didn’t take much notice of him the first time we met. He was with Ruby and I was with my boyfriend at the time. 
 
    “Anyway, fast forward about a year and a half and I bumped into him again at that commerce and music festival that was held in the park. D’you remember it? He was there as a guest of the mayor at the time. He was always looking for something to invest his money in and he was quite involved in supporting local businesses and local people he saw something special in. ‘That special quality’ he called it.  
 
    “Anyway, we were both there on our own and he caught my eye. He was definitely on the lookout for a bit of fun—you can just tell with some people. I was single by then but he was obviously still married. We did a bit of eye-flirting during the afternoon and at the end of the festival, he slipped me his card with his private number on it.” 
 
    She shrugged. “And that was that. We started seeing each other. He told me I had ‘that special quality’ and it was great at the beginning. Sneaking around trying to find places to meet so Ruby didn’t catch us out was a real thrill. But then he bought me an apartment and everything changed. And not for the better, either.” She paused and rubbed her forehead.  
 
    “I know that sounds terribly ungrateful but it was too much. He said it would make it easier to get together but I didn’t want to make it easier—I liked the effort of trying to find the time and the place to see each other. It added to the excitement.  
 
    “Anyway, it kind of all went flat after he did that. And it made me realise how serious he was, which I definitely wasn’t. I just wanted a bit of fun—no strings attached. I kept seeing him because I felt obliged, what with the apartment and the gifts; I didn’t feel like I could break it off. But a couple of months ago, I just had to tell him straight.  
 
    “He’d started following me and videoing me coming and going from the apartment when I wasn’t with him. He was paranoid about security, see, so he had a camera set up outside the building that had a feed straight back to his laptop. Whenever I went out, he’d call me as soon as I got home to ask me where I’d been. It got so creepy, I just couldn’t take it anymore.  
 
    “That’s why I wanted to talk to you here. I only really go back to the apartment to pick up stuff these days—I spend as little time as possible there recently. That’s why I’m staying back at Penny’s. Mind you, I might stay at my place a bit more often now Adam’s not around any more. I know it sounds harsh, but now the initial shock’s worn off, I have to say, it’s actually quite a relief. That said, I didn’t kill him…just to make it clear.” 
 
    Nathan and Fiona glanced at each other briefly. 
 
    “And do you know who might have wanted to see him dead?” 
 
    Amy took a tube of lip gloss from her pocket. “No, I don’t. I mean, he told me he’d really upset some people over the years but I have no idea who. He must have really upset someone for them to have bumped him off, though. Don’t you think?” She applied some gloss and blotted her lips on a tissue.  
 
    “And what about blackmail? Do you know anything about that?” 
 
    She frowned. “Blackmail? Sorry, you’ve lost me.” 
 
    “Someone was blackmailing Adam Pitt.” 
 
    “Really? No, I had no idea. What were they blackmailing him for?” 
 
    Nathan shook his head. “That’s what we’re trying to find out. Well, thank you for sparing us the time on a Sunday morning, Miss Baker; it was most informative. DS Farrell will see you out…oh, I’m sorry, two more questions. Does the name Jill Travis mean anything to you?” 
 
    Amy shook her head, her long hair swinging behind her. “No. Why? Who is she?”  
 
    “Just someone we’re interested in speaking to. And my final question: was Mr Pitt jealous of your relationship with Frankie Ingram?” 
 
    Amy smiled. “Detective Chief Inspector, Adam was jealous of my relationships with everyone.” 
 
    As Nathan watched her leave the room, he leaned back and thought about her story. She’d made Adam Pitt sound like the guilty party.  
 
    A minute later, he heard Fiona’s returning footsteps and bet himself he couldn’t count to three in his head before the onslaught began. He also knew exactly what her reaction to Amy’s story would be. He was right on both counts. 
 
    “Good grief! I know we’re supposed to stay impartial but women like that make my blood boil. How someone could carry on like that with a friend’s husband behind her back is beyond me. Well, she calls Ruby Pitt a friend but she obviously isn’t if she treats her like that—it’s disgraceful!  
 
    “And to talk so inappropriately about Adam Pitt when he only died yesterday! Regardless of how he may have conducted himself, he was still a person. My God, I’d queue up to give that husband-stealing, disrespectful, cold-hearted hussy a piece of my mind, I really would!”  
 
    Nathan grimaced. “You know what? I’d be right behind you.” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “So, who’s your prime suspect? Please tell me you’ve got one.” 
 
    Charlotte had waited for Nathan to come home, Pippin and a cozy mystery book keeping her company until he’d arrived. 
 
    “No one, at the moment, I’m afraid. Although we now know that Adam was killed between midday and one o’clock, which is something to go on, at least.” 
 
    Nathan told her about the events of the day; about his interviews with Penny and Amy, the discovery of the video on Adam’s laptop, and the fact that no one was admitting to knowing anything about the email containing the blackmail attempt.  
 
    “You know, if only he’d told me about the email. If only he’d said something about it, I would have taken his concerns more seriously, but all he said was that he had a feeling something wasn’t right. He had nothing to back it up with—nothing which made me believe he was under any threat. I wasn’t about to go putting men on security detail on a whim.” 
 
    Charlotte held his hand. “Don’t feel guilty about it—he had the opportunity to tell you about the email but he chose not to. There was no way you could have known what was going on so don’t beat yourself up about it. Incidentally, have you spoken to Ruby yet? She might be able to shed some light on it.” 
 
    “No, not yet. She’s been on sedatives so I doubt she’ll be in any fit state to talk to us for a day or two. Fiona and I are going to see the first Mrs Pitt on Tuesday afternoon, though.” 
 
    “What? His ex-wife?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “I thought you said she was his ex-wife.” 
 
    “She is. She obviously kept his name.” 
 
    “You’re hoping she may be able to tell you who this Jill Travis woman is?” 
 
    “Amongst other things, yes. And, maybe, give us some clue as to why someone would have been blackmailing Adam in the first place.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll keep my fingers crossed that she’ll be a help, sweetie.” Charlotte turned off her e-reader and put Pippin in his basket. 
 
    “I hope to God something is soon,” said Nathan before switching off the light. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    “Do you feel up to speaking to us, Mrs Pitt?” Ben Dillon’s tone was sympathetic. “We appreciate you’ve had the most terrible shock but it’s quite possible that something you tell us could help us find whoever killed your husband.” 
 
    Ruby lay at one end of the corner couch in Penny’s living room with Beau, the Labrador, stretched out at the other. She shrugged. “I suppose so, although I’m not sure anything I can tell you will be of any use.” She took off her dark glasses and rubbed her puffy, bloodshot eyes. “Oh, I’m so tired, all I want to do is go back to sleep.” Her eyes fixed on nothing in particular as she appeared to go into a semi-trance. 
 
    “Mrs Pitt, are you okay?” Fiona touched her gently on the shoulder. 
 
    Ruby dragged her eyes away and, with great effort, fixed them on Fiona. “Yes, I’m okay. Can we get this over with, please? I want to go back to bed.” She picked up a glass of water and shook a pill into her palm from a bottle of prescription medication. 
 
    “Yes, of course.” Fiona sat down on a nearby chair. “Can you tell me about the last time you saw your husband?” 
 
    Ruby tilted her head back to wash down the pill and wiped her hand across her mouth. “It was at home, just before I left for the baby shower. I don’t know the exact time but it was around ten-to twelve, I think. I left early because I wanted to call in at the florist on the way to get Charlotte a plant. Adam was in his study on the phone so I just blew him a kiss and left…that was the last time I saw him and I didn’t even say goodbye properly.” She scrunched a handful of hair into a fist. “If only I’d stayed at home. You know, the ironic thing is, I didn’t even want to go to the baby shower. I haven’t been very good company since Frankie died—I don’t think any of us have, really. But Adam told me to go. He said it would do me good to get out. And, you know what? He was right. I was having a lovely time until DCI Costello turned up.”  
 
    She simultaneously yawned and burst into tears, her howls prompting the rest of the household to rush to her aid, and the dogs to rush from the room. 
 
    As Penny comforted her, Owen and Zac disappeared into the garden. 
 
    “I doubt you’ll get any more out of her this evening. Once she starts crying, she can’t stop—I expect she’ll cry herself to sleep. She’s still exhausted and those pills the doctor gave her knock her out.” 
 
    “Okay, we’ll leave it for now.”  
 
    Before Fiona and Ben had left the room, Ruby was snoring softly. 
 
    ººººººº 
 
     “The trouble with studio apartments is that everything’s in the same room.”  
 
    Ava, Harriett, and Betty were enjoying afternoon tea at ‘Charlotte’s Plaice’. “Your bed, your TV, your armchairs, your kitchen…I’m not sure I’m keen on that set-up although Derek’s trying to talk me round.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with it? It means that everything’s closer to hand.” Harriett filled her teacup with Earl Grey before dropping a sugar cube into the delicately perfumed brew. 
 
    “I agree with you, Harriett.” Betty took a prawn and dill mayonnaise sandwich from the three-tier stand on the table. “It’s like the difference between living in a two-storey house and a bungalow. Everything’s so much easier since I moved into the bungalow, mainly because I don’t have to keep trudging up and down stairs but also because all the rooms are so much closer together.”  
 
    “Hmm, well I’m not sure I could ever downsize to that extent.” Ava pursed her lips as she stirred her tea, little finger extended at an absurd angle. 
 
    “Everything alright, ladies?” Charlotte joined them as she took a break from the kitchen.  
 
    “Lovely dear, thank you,” said Ava. “We were just discussing retirement apartments. Derek’s been trying to persuade me that we’d be better off in one but I’m not so sure. I remember my Grandma Doris moving into one. She just couldn’t get used to having everything in the same room.  
 
    “I shall never forget the first time we went to visit her after she’d moved in—she’d driven herself to distraction, trying to get BBC1 on the microwave oven. She’d sat down on the bench seat in the kitchen and thought it was the TV. She was terribly confused, bless her.”  
 
    “I don’t know why you have this idea stuck in your head that you have to buy a studio apartment—you could get a lovely little place with one or two bedrooms and a separate kitchen that would be perfect for you and Derek. Like Betty’s place, for example,” said Harriett. “You should go and look at one—I’ll come with you, if you like. Might be an option for Leo and me in a couple of years’ time. Since we got together we’ve both been living in separate houses, but it would make much more sense to pool our resources and live somewhere smaller.” 
 
    “And a lot of them have wonderful social opportunities,” said Betty. “You know… a communal room on-site where you can get together and meet the other residents. Not that I’ve ever bothered with that because I’ve got you two.” She beamed at her two friends.  
 
    “Hmm, maybe I’ll think about it.” Lost in her thoughts Ava stared into space, suddenly realising she was looking straight into the face of a woman who’d just sat down at another table. 
 
    “Oh, my goodness, I’m so sorry! You must think me terribly rude. I wasn’t staring at you—I was staring past you, if you know what I mean. I was in a world of my own. My apologies.” Ava raised her teacup to the woman, who nodded back at her. 
 
    “Don’t worry, although I must say I was beginning to wonder if I’d left one of my rollers in. I’ve done that before now!” The woman laughed.  
 
    Sorry, I didn’t see you sit down,” said Charlotte. “Can I get you something?” 
 
    “It’s okay, I’ve just given my order to the other girl. I remembered her from the last time I was here. It’s nice to go back to a place and find the same people still there—so many places change hands so quickly these days.”  
 
    “And it’s equally nice when customers like it here enough to come back again—we never tire of seeing the same faces over and over. Are you here with friends, or family?” 
 
    “Well, I’ve come to see my son for the day. He brought me to the marina a few years ago when I came to visit and we stopped here for Sunday lunch. We spent a wonderful afternoon and this is such a beautiful location—I love marinas.  
 
    “Anyway, I got the earlier train so I’ve got a lot of time to kill before he comes to collect me. I had to come back here again—I have such fond memories of this place.” 
 
    “Well, thank you, that’s very nice of you to say. Um, you’re probably going to think I’m very nosy but are you Eddie’s mum?” 
 
    The woman’s face lit up. “Yes, I am! How on earth did you know?” 
 
    “Because he happened to mention recently that he’d brought his mum here for Sunday lunch a long time ago, and that she liked marinas, and I just made the connection.” 
 
    “Well, that’s very astute of you. I do hope I’ll be able to cheer him up. I don’t know if you’re aware but he’s had some terrible news and I’ve come down to give him a little support. He’s dreadfully upset…oh, here’s my cappuccino.” 
 
    “Yes, I know—it was terrible news.” Charlotte shuddered. “Do wish him well from all of us here, won’t you?”  
 
    The woman smiled. “Thank you, that’s kind. What’s your name? I’ll tell him you send your regards.” 
 
    “It’s Charlotte.” 
 
    The woman held out her hand. “Nice to meet you, Charlotte, and I’m Georgina. Georgina Lewis.” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “I met Eddie’s mum today.” Charlotte tied a knot in the bag of tomatoes she’d just weighed and put them in the shopping trolley. 
 
    “Did you? Was he with her?” asked Nathan as he examined the label of a bottle of blue wine. “What on earth do they put in wine to make it blue? Sorry, so, was he?” 
 
    “No, but she’d come to visit him for the day. He obviously told her what happened to Adam and she’d come to give him some motherly love, by the sound of it. She seemed like a nice lady.” 
 
    “Well, perhaps she’ll be able to see him a bit more often now that he won’t be working 24/7 anymore. He’s going to have a lot of free time on his hands until he gets himself another job.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe. Mind you, he’s worked that way for so long now I bet he doesn’t know what to do with himself. It can’t be easy to make the adjustment. Anyway, I hope she’ll be able to comfort him…he was in such a state after you told him. He took it so badly—he must have been fonder of Adam than anyone realised.” 
 
    Nathan nodded. “Yes, I was surprised at how badly he took the news. I only wanted him to be there when I told Ruby because I thought he’d be a support to her, but it almost turned out to be the other way round. 
 
    “You know, you never know what’s going on under the surface with some people.” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “Pippin, catch!” Charlotte threw a ball across the sand and Pippin raced after it, ears back and tongue hanging out of the side of his mouth. 
 
    Nathan had left early to call in at the station before he and Fiona set off to visit Adam’s ex-wife and, rather than turn over and have another hour under the covers after he’d left, Charlotte had got out of bed and taken Pippin for an early walk.  
 
    The sea was rough and she kept a careful eye on the little dog to make sure he didn’t pick up anything the surf had washed onto the shore. She was so intent on watching him she didn’t see the person running towards her until they were almost at her side. 
 
    “I thought it was you!” 
 
    She looked up. “Amy! Hi. What brings you down to this end of town at this time of day?” 
 
    Amy removed her headphones. “I always run when I want to clear my head—clear it of all the negative stuff that’s going around—and once I started running, I couldn’t stop and ended up here. How are you?” 
 
    “Oh, okay. You know, still trying to forget about what happened on Saturday but apart from that everything’s okay. You?” 
 
    “Well, we’re all just trying to get on with stuff. Sometimes I’m okay and sometimes I can’t stop crying. I felt really low when I woke up this morning—thinking about Frankie, you know?” 
 
    They walked along the beach, a gust of wind blowing sand in their faces every now and then. 
 
    “How’s Ruby?”  
 
    “Hmmm, not good. Now I know how worried Penny must have been about me right after Frankie died. It’s like she’s turned into a zombie. All she does is sleep, and when she wakes up she takes another sleeping pill, and so it goes on. She doesn’t know it, but we’ve made an appointment for her to see the doctor tomorrow morning. She can’t carry on the way she is. She won’t be fit for Frankie’s memorial if she does, and I know she really wants to be. Will you be coming, do you think?” 
 
    They stopped to sit on the wall that ran the length of the seafront. 
 
    “I think so but I’ll confirm nearer the time. Nathan won’t be, I know that for sure, but I’ll confirm with you by Thursday. Is that okay?” 
 
    “That’ll be fine. Give either me or Penny a call. Right, I’d better head back.” Amy took off her tracksuit jacket. “Phew, that’s better. Funny how you get warmer when you stop running, instead of cooling down, isn’t it?” 
 
    Tying the jacket around her waist, she settled the deep-scooped neckline of the support top she was wearing underneath. 
 
    Charlotte couldn’t believe what she was seeing.  
 
    She pointed. “Your tattoo.”  
 
    The tattoo on Amy’s chest was clearly visible. Two cherubs lifted a heart emblazoned with a pair of initials.  
 
    “Yes, what about it?” 
 
    “I thought they were Frankie’s initials.” 
 
    “What? Why on earth would you think that?” 
 
    “Because I’ve never seen the whole thing. I’ve only ever seen the top of it and I assumed it said AB and FI.” 
 
    “Good grief, no! Frankie was my best friend in the world but he was like a brother, God bless him. I can’t believe you thought that! I’ll admit, I was keeping it covered up for a little while because…um, oh, never mind. It doesn’t matter who sees it now.”  
 
    “So, EL. Is that…” 
 
    “Eddie. Eddie Lewis.”  
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “Good afternoon, Mrs Pitt. I’m Detective Chief Inspector Nathan Costello and this is DS Fiona Farrell. I spoke with you yesterday. I’m sorry we’re a little late.”  
 
    Nathan and Fiona stood at the front door of the smart white house with the red tiled roof, where a tall, homely woman with shoulder-length mousy hair, pale blue eyes and rosy cheeks smiled warmly in welcome.  
 
    “Oh, don’t worry, no harm done, dear. You want to talk about Adam, don’t you? Come in, please. You’ve come so far—did you drive or take the train?” 
 
    “We drove, although, on reflection, the train would probably have been a better idea,” said Nathan. “Less traffic.” 
 
    “Oh dear, you poor things. It’s a three-hour drive, isn’t it? The traffic must have made it so much longer. You must be terribly thirsty.”  
 
    She took them into a cosy room, dominated by two arm chairs with large throws covering them.  
 
    “Please, sit down—and take the arm chairs. The throws cover the cat hair. I’m not bothered by them—I don’t possess an item of clothing that isn’t covered in the stuff, but I don’t expect you’ll want it all over you. I’ll sit on the couch. Now, I’ve just made a pot of tea. Would you like a cup?”  
 
    Tea and biscuits on the table, Nathan began his questioning. 
 
    “First of all, please allow us to offer our condolences.” 
 
    She waved his sympathy away. “No condolences necessary. I’m completely indifferent to his demise.” 
 
    “I see. Well, there are two reasons for our visit.” 
 
    She eyed Nathan curiously. “Tell me.” 
 
    “One: to ask if you know anything about a blackmail attempt against your ex-husband and, two: if the name Jill Travis means anything to you.” 
 
    The hand which held the teacup shook a little at the mention of Jill Travis, Nathan noticed. At last, we could be on to something here. 
 
    She put down her cup. “Yes, I know who Jill Travis is but I have no idea where she is now, or even if she’s still alive.” 
 
    “And can you tell me who she is?” 
 
    “I can, but it’ll make more sense if I tell you the whole story—do you have a while?” 
 
    “We’ve got all the time in the world.” 
 
    “Okay, but I should warn you—there’s no happy ending to this story and none for me, either. But I’ll accept the punishment for my sins…I’ve been waiting a long time for the police to come knocking on my door, Detective Chief Inspector.” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “Years ago, when Adam first started out in the property business, the construction company was very small. He was always one to bend the rules…didn’t like others bending them, mind, but it was okay for him to do it. Anyway, he bribed a planning official to approve his plans to build on protected land.  
 
    “He built a number of luxury apartment blocks, all of which were snapped up, off-plan, for a small fortune. The deal made him a millionaire overnight, which, in those days, was no mean feat, I can tell you. Whatever anyone may have said about Adam, he had an eye for a business like you wouldn’t believe. 
 
    “A few years later, Adam found out that the planning official was intending to confess his part in the deal and threatening to bring the scandal to light.” 
 
    Mrs Pitt dabbed at her forehead with the back of her hand.  
 
    “That planning official was David Travis, and I know about all of this because his wife, Jill, told me everything. Out of some misguided loyalty to Adam, I’ve kept it to myself for all these years, for reasons which will become clear.  
 
    “When Adam discovered the deal might be in danger of being revealed, he arranged to meet David so they could come to some agreement to keep the matter between themselves. Knowing Adam as I did, I knew he would have been furious at the prospect of serving a possible prison sentence because some pen-pusher, as he called them, wanted to clear his guilty conscience. 
 
    “One evening, he told me he had a meeting—out of the blue at gone nine o’clock. I’d had my suspicions about his fidelity for months…oh yes, he liked the women…so, when the opportunity arose to catch him with his pants down, I didn’t think twice about taking it.  
 
    “I thought he was on his way to a hotel, so you can imagine my surprise when he pulled onto an industrial estate—hardly the place to meet a fancy woman. Anyway, he parked and walked up an alleyway that led to an unused car park and I parked in an unlit spot and followed him. I was careful to keep well in the shadows—the last thing I wanted was for him to catch sight of me and forego his meeting.  
 
    “I watched him from the alleyway and, after a minute or two, a man approached him. I’d never seen him before but I remember he looked middle-aged and was wearing a light-coloured suit. I didn’t find out until later that the man was David Travis. 
 
    “They talked for around ten minutes and, just as I was debating whether to stay or leave, Adam punched him. It all happened so quickly, I almost missed it.  
 
    “David fell backwards and hit his head on a kerbstone. I thought Adam would help him but he just looked at him once and then turned and walked away.  
 
    “I ran back to my car as fast as I could and crouched down in the seat. I heard Adam get in his car and drive away, but I stayed like that for a long time, wondering what to do. In the end, I drove to a callbox to report a man with head injuries who could be found where Adam had left him. I made sure it was a quick call and I talked through my handkerchief to muffle my voice. It’s amazing the things you pick up from watching murder mysteries on TV, you know.” 
 
    She smiled weakly and took another sip of her tea. 
 
    “Then I drove home. Adam’s car wasn’t in the drive, and I guessed that he’d most likely gone somewhere to provide himself with an alibi should he need one—the local pub, as it turned out. 
 
    “I poured a large vodka and tonic and took it into the living room. When Adam got home an hour later, he sat beside me on the couch and told me he needed help. He’d got into a bit of trouble, he said. Nothing serious, but if anyone was to ask where he’d been that evening, I was to say he’d been home with me all night, apart from when he’d gone to the pub for an hour. I asked him what kind of trouble he was in and he told me it was nothing for me to worry about.  
 
    “The next morning, the local news reported that a David Travis had been found with a serious head injury—the victim of a suspected robbery, they said. Two days later, a report came through that he’d died of his injuries. 
 
    “I watched Adam during that news bulletin. He barely glanced at the TV before carrying on with the crossword puzzle in the morning paper. Not one flicker of emotion. That was when I knew the man I’d married was a monster.” 
 
    Her voice quavered. “Isn’t it silly? Even now, it still gets to me.” 
 
    “We can stop for a while, if you like? Carry on in an hour or so.” Nathan hadn’t been expecting anything like this. Accusations, confessions, and a story he could never have dreamed of. He would stay for as long as she wanted to keep talking.  
 
    “No, it’s okay. Now I’ve started, it feels good to get it off my chest after so long. But thank you for offering.” She smiled and patted Nathan’s hand.  
 
    “Now, where was I…oh, yes…well, because Adam’s construction company had such close ties with the planning office, it was taken for granted that he would attend David’s funeral but, on the day, he made an excuse not to go. I was furious with him but he wouldn’t change his mind so I went on his behalf. After the service, Jill Travis came over and spoke to me.  
 
    “She told me her husband had confessed to her about taking a bribe from Adam. Apparently, he just couldn’t live with the guilt and was considering owning up to what he’d done to the police. She told me that Adam had contacted David and asked to meet with him—David was sure he was going to try and offer him money to keep his mouth shut but he wouldn’t have taken it. Anyway, they planned to meet on the night David died.  
 
    “Jill asked me if I knew what really happened. She never believed he was the victim of a robbery, you see. She believed Adam had something to do with his death, and she told the police, but when they’d contacted him, he denied all knowledge of a meeting with David. Even though she was convinced he was involved, she couldn’t prove it.  
 
    “I told her I felt for her, but she was mistaken. I told her Adam had been at home with me that night…apart from the one hour he’d spent at the pub. Misguided loyalty, like I told you. I never spoke to or saw Jill Travis again.” She dabbed at her forehead.  
 
    “You know, not a day goes by that I wish I’d had the courage to report Adam to the police, but I was too scared. I’d seen him sweet-talk his way out of so many situations in the past, I honestly thought he’d be able to persuade the police he’d done nothing wrong and they’d let him go. And if he ever found out that I’d turned him in, I know he’d have come after me. So I said nothing.  
 
    “Anyway, after six months of living a lie, pretending that everything between us was okay, I woke up one morning to find a note on the kitchen table. It said, “Sorry, this isn’t working. My solicitor will be in touch.” He’d left me. Just like that.” 
 
    She took a tissue from the pack Fiona passed her and wiped it across her face. 
 
    “It was such a shock, I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. But I knew I’d be better off without him. That’s why I never went after him for spousal support—I wanted to prove to myself I could do okay without him. And I have.”  
 
    “You never considered remarrying?” asked Fiona. 
 
    “No, never wanted to. But I’ve never been lonely—not once. You see, I got my life back the day he left, like I could never have imagined.” She gave a contented sigh. 
 
    “Well, Detective Chief Inspector, I think I’ve answered your question about Jill Travis more than adequately but, regarding who could have been blackmailing Adam, that, I’m afraid, I can’t help you with.” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    Nathan and Fiona had just escorted Mrs Pitt to her local police station.  
 
    “Would you mind taking me to the station, please?” she’d asked. “I think it’s time for me to tell the truth at last.” 
 
    Talking to them had convinced her to make a formal statement to the police force who’d investigated the death of David Travis all those years ago.  
 
    “So, Chief,” said Fiona, “Jill Travis must be the person Adam Pitt was going to make amends with for hurting so deeply. Why else would her name have been in a note he was writing before he was killed?” 
 
    “I’d say that’s a likely supposition, yes. It’s just a shame that he’ll never be able to make amends now.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s true. I wonder if Ruby Pitt knows about Adam’s past. About what he did, I mean.” 
 
    “I doubt it. It’s not the sort of thing you tell your new wife, I wouldn’t think. Ah, here comes our information.” 
 
    An officer approached, shaking his head. “Sorry, DCI Costello, our records show that Jill Travis died six years ago and her only child passed away a couple of months ago. No other relatives as far as I can see.” 
 
    “Damn it. Okay, thanks.” Nathan’s plan to pay a visit to Jill Travis, if she still lived in the area, had just come to a grinding halt.  
 
     “What now, Chief? Back to St. Eves?” 
 
    “Yep, back to St. Eves.” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “Hi. I come bearing wine for me, apple juice for you, and a treat for Pippin.” 
 
    Jess kissed Charlotte on the cheek and handed her two bottles. “Yes, yes, I’ve got something for you, too,” she said to the little dog, who was sitting up, ears alert and tail brushing back and forth across the floor. She threw him a chicken jerky strip and he trotted off with it, disappearing behind the couch. “Mmmm, what’s cooking?” 
 
    “Chicken casserole and baked potatoes, with optional garlic butter and melted cheese. Optional for you, that is, not me. I’m having it all…with some gherkins on the side. And help yourself to tortilla chips and guacamole.” 
 
    As Charlotte opened both bottles and they sat down at the kitchen table, Jess picked up ’The Great Big Book of Baby Names’ from the counter.  
 
    “Blimey! 50,000 names! Decided on anything yet? Or is it a secret?” 
 
    “Well, it’s not a secret because we haven’t made our minds up yet. We’d both like to see the baby before we choose a name for it, though. Otherwise we could pick something and it won’t suit it. Do you know what I mean?” 
 
    “What, you mean you could choose a name like Bert and then it wouldn’t be suitable because it would be a girl?” Jess winked and opened the bag of tortilla chips. 
 
    “Ha-ha, very funny. Anyway,” Charlotte pinched Jess’s arm affectionately, “I feel like we haven’t had an evening together in ages. We used to get together all the time.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, those were the days…I remember them well.” Jess gazed reminiscently into space. “The days when we were young, footloose, and fancy free—before we were grown-ups and you got tied to the old ball and chain…where is he, by the way?” She dipped a chip into a guacamole mini-mountain.  
 
    Charlotte giggled. “You’re such an idiot…and the “old ball and chain” is on his way back from a meeting, but he’s going back to the station first so you might not see him before you leave.” 
 
    “So, how’re you coping with all the madness?” said Jess. “For goodness’ sake, promise me you won’t let everything that’s going on stress you out? I know what you’re like at the best of times.” She scooped up a generous mouthful of guacamole. 
 
    “Well, I’m trying not to but it’s not easy to relax when you know there’s a murderer on the prowl. I mean, you must feel a little anxious, too, surely?” Charlotte pushed her fist into the small of her back, the all-too-familiar twinge bothering her again.  
 
    Jess shrugged. “A little, I suppose. I just try not to think about it.” She crunched into another overloaded chip and wiped the corners of her mouth with her little finger.  
 
    “Well, I wish it was all over and done with,” said Charlotte. “Murderers behind bars and life back to normal. I keep going over and over what happened in London, trying to work out if there was any link between Frankie’s death and Adam’s death.” 
 
    Jess rolled her eyes. “Why are you trying to work anything out? That’s what the police are doing. Leave it up to them.” 
 
    “I know, I know, I should, but I’ve got this niggling feeling that I’m missing something. Like I’ve forgotten something that’s really important, or there’s something really obvious staring me in the face and I haven’t seen it. I can’t shake it and it’s driving me mad.” 
 
    “Okay then.” Jess topped up her wine glass and sat back in the chair. “Tell me everything that happened. Maybe you can’t see it because you’re too close to it. Perhaps something will jump out at me.” 
 
    “I’ve already told you everything—you know as much as I do.” Charlotte scratched her head. “But basically, Frankie jumped in the hot tub, got electrocuted, and everyone was devastated. We all came home, someone clunked Adam over the head, and no one is any the wiser about why either of them is dead. That’s all there is to tell, really.” She took the casserole out of the oven and gave it a stir before adding four dumplings to simmer in the gravy for half an hour.  
 
    “Actually, there is one more thing I thought might be relevant but, since Adam died, my theory’s gone out the window.”  
 
    “Oh, my gosh, I love dumplings…sorry, your theory. What is it?” 
 
    “Just before we left the house after Frankie’s death, I could have sworn Adam had a smug look on his face. Sort of self-satisfied. It made me wonder if he was involved in some way, but now…oh, I don’t know what to think.”  
 
    “But you still think the deaths are connected?” 
 
    “Yes, I do. I mean… two deaths in as many weeks of people in the same circle of friends—it’s just too much of a coincidence, don’t you think? The only thing is I can’t believe that any of them would kill anyone. I don’t know them very well but none of them strike me as murderers. Oh, I don’t know—maybe I’m overthinking things, but I can’t get rid of the feeling that I’m missing something I should be seeing.” 
 
    “Well, I’m sure the police will work it out. Nathan, Ben, Fiona, and everyone else are working all hours to get to the bottom of it. Please don’t make yourself anxious by taking on stuff that you have absolutely no control over.” Jess squeezed Charlotte’s hand. 
 
    As Charlotte served up dinner, it occurred to her that the advice both Nathan and Jess had given her was almost identical and she guessed they’d been discussing how to reassure her, given her disposition to overreact to bad news. She smiled as it dawned on her—she was so lucky to have them. 
 
    As she spooned chicken casserole onto Jess’s plate, she added an extra dumpling. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    “You look shattered.”  
 
    “I feel shattered. We should have taken the train. There was traffic almost all the way there and all the way back.” Nathan hugged Charlotte as Pippin ran in circles around their feet. 
 
    “Dinner’s all ready. I’ll dish up now, if you’re hungry.” 
 
    “I’m starving, thanks.” He took a bottle of water from the door of the fridge. “How was your day…you been okay? Did Jess come round?” 
 
    “Yes, everything’s fine and yes, she did. I’ve got something to tell you, though. Come and sit down. You’re never going to believe it.” 
 
    “Well, I’m all ears.” Nathan speared a tender morsel of chicken with the tip of his knife and popped it into his mouth. “Mmm, this is good.” 
 
    “So, this morning I was out with Pip on the beach, and you’ll never guess who I bumped into?” 
 
    “You’re right, I’ll never guess.” Nathan focused on his dinner plate. 
 
    “Amy Baker. She was out on a run.” 
 
    “Really? That’s a good distance. She must be pretty fit.” 
 
    “Anyway, when she took off her tracksuit jacket, I saw her tattoo. The one here.” She tapped her chest. 
 
    “And? What about it?”  
 
    “It doesn’t say AB and FI.” 
 
    “Yes, it does. I’ve seen it on that video.” 
 
    “No, Nathan, it doesn’t. We’ve only ever seen the top of it and assumed that’s what it said. It actually says AB and EL.” 
 
    Nathan put down his knife and fork. “So when you see the whole thing, top and bottom, it says EL, not FI?” 
 
    Charlotte nodded. “Eddie Lewis.” 
 
    “Bloody hell! That answers a lot of questions. I bet that’s why Amy wanted a swimsuit that covered it up at the barbecue, because she didn’t want Adam to see it.” 
 
    “Gosh, yes! Because he had no idea that she and Eddie were seeing each other. Oh my goodness, can you imagine? He probably would have gone ballistic.” 
 
    “Well, well, well, talk about a dark horse. Knowing what I know now about Adam Pitt, I’d say that Eddie was playing a very dangerous game. Thank God Adam never found out about it, or we might have had three dead bodies on our hands instead of two.” 
 
    “Dangerous game? What d’you mean?” 
 
    Nathan told Charlotte about his meeting with Adam’s ex-wife. About how Adam had extinguished the life of someone who’d got in his way without a second thought. And how he’d left her all those years ago without a word of warning. 
 
    “Oh, my goodness, that’s terrible. I don’t like to speak ill of the dead, but sounds like she was better off without him. And Ruby, too. What’s she like, out of interest? His ex, I mean. Is she anything like Ruby? I imagine her to be a very glamorous older woman.” 
 
    Nathan shook his head. “Definitely not. Pleasant-looking, yes. Glamorous, no. Georgina Pitt is nothing like Ruby.” 
 
    “Georgina? Really? That’s a coincidence. Eddie’s mum is called Georgina, too. But Georgina Lewis, obviously.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence as the implications of Charlotte’s words sank in. 
 
    “Eddie’s mum…what does she look like?” 
 
    “Um, mousy hair, down to here,” she touched her shoulder, “blue eyes, kind face, rosy cheeks. Not as tall as Eddie, but tall.” 
 
    “Bloody hell! Lewis must be her maiden name. I’ll bet money on it…Eddie is Adam Pitt’s son.” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “I can’t take all this in. So Georgina Lewis and Georgina Pitt are the same person? And she never said anything to you about having a son when you went to see her this afternoon?” 
 
    “Not a thing.” 
 
    “I wonder if it was Eddie who killed Adam?” said Charlotte. And then, quietly, “I’m pretty sure he knows that Adam was his dad.” 
 
    “Why do you think so?”  
 
    “Because his reaction to the news of Adam’s death was exactly how I reacted when the police told me about my mum and dad. The way his legs gave way, and the grief—it was so intense. Watching you tell him made me feel physically sick because it brought it all back to me.” 
 
    Nathan pulled her onto his lap. “Oh, Charlotte, I’m so sorry. That never even occurred to me. You should have said something.” 
 
    “What good would that have done? Anyway, doesn’t matter—I’m just telling you why I think I’m right.” 
 
    They sat in silence, going over the permutations of the situation until Charlotte suddenly gripped Nathan’s hand.  
 
    “And…that’s why Eddie didn’t want to give a DNA sample—not because he was afraid it would identify him as the person who tampered with the hot tub, like we originally thought, but because it would identify him as Adam’s son and he didn’t want anyone to know.” 
 
    Nathan kissed her gently. “Do you know what, Mrs Costello?” 
 
    “What?” Charlotte played with the hair at the nape of his neck. 
 
    “If you carry on like this, you’ll make Sergeant in no time.” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “Eddie. It’s DCI Costello and DS Dillon. Will you open the door, please?” 
 
    The sound of shuffling preceded Eddie’s gaunt, unshaven face peering around the edge of the open door. 
 
    “I’m sorry, can this wait? I’m really not in the mood to speak to you just now.” 
 
    “No, Eddie, it can’t. We’ve delayed questioning you because you’ve been too upset to speak to us but we can’t put it off any longer. Can we come in, please? Or you can come down to the station, if you’d prefer?”  
 
    With a sigh of resignation, Eddie moved back to let them in. “Living room’s the second on the right.” 
 
    He slumped down into an old leather chair. “So, what d’you want to talk to me about that’s so urgent?” 
 
    “Eddie. Did you murder Adam Pitt?” Nathan’s first question caught him off guard.  
 
    “What? No. God, no, I swear I didn’t. I couldn’t…you don’t understand.” He put his thumb in his mouth and began to chew the nail. 
 
    “I think I do…Adam Pitt was your father, wasn’t he?” 
 
    The look on Eddie’s face alone confirmed the answer to Nathan’s question. 
 
    “How do you know? How did you find out? Oh God! Did my mum tell you? I really don’t want to talk about it.”  
 
    Nathan sat down opposite him, his voice a little kinder. “No, your mum didn’t tell us but you’re going to have to sooner or later—why don’t you just tell us now? 
 
    Eddie shook his head. “I wish I’d told him now that I was his son…I should have told him and now it’s too late. I was going to wait until the end of the month to tell him—when he was frantic with worry that his blackmailer was about to spill his dirty little secret to the press, but…” 
 
    Nathan interrupted. “His blackmailer? You know about that?” The realisation dawned. “It was you who was blackmailing him, wasn’t it? You sent the email?” 
 
    Eddie looked terrified. “You didn’t know? I thought that’s why you were here.” He punched the arm of the chair. “Damn, I should have kept my mouth shut!” 
 
    “Eddie, you need to help me understand all this because I need to know.” Nathan took off his jacket and rolled up his sleeves. “I have a feeling we’re going to be here for a while. Now, please. Tell me everything.” 
 
    Eddie bit his bottom lip and blew out a deep sigh.  
 
    “My mum was pregnant with me when my dad left. She didn’t tell him because she didn’t want him to know anything about me. She wanted to keep me away from him. He never even knew I existed.  
 
    “Mum kept a diary about everything my dad did. She said she wrote it for cathartic reasons—to help ease her conscience. That diary became a record of every terrible thing he had ever done, from the way he treated her like crap to the part he played in the death of that guy, David Travis.  
 
    “When I was fourteen, I found the diary when I was looking for cigarettes in her room. She used to hide them from me, y’see. When I’d read it, I asked her to tell me everything about him—I wanted to know it all. Because she’d never bad-mouthed him to me, I had no idea what he was really like. I just assumed he was an ordinary guy who left home one day. Kids don’t analyse information so much when they’re young.  
 
    “I asked her to tell me about him and she did. He was pretty successful by then but I didn’t want to find him or anything like that, I just wanted to know about my dad. I thought it’d make me feel good, but the older I got, the angrier I got. D’you know, he left my mum without a penny? She didn’t want anything from him so she never asked him for money, but you’d have thought he’d have the decency to offer her something.” He smashed his fist down on the table.  
 
    “I knew I had to get back at him for what he’d done and I knew the best way to do that was to get close to him. So I read everything I could find about him. He was doing well for himself so it wasn’t hard to find articles about him in the business sections of the newspapers. I followed his every move and spent every spare minute learning about him. I studied hard to get good qualifications and, when I was ready, I contacted him to ask him to keep me in mind if he ever needed a personal assistant.  
 
    “I made sure the letter was really smarmy and complimentary—I told him I’d be honoured to work for him, blah, blah, blah. I knew how vain he was and Mum had told me that cossetting his ego was the way to get his attention. She never thought I’d get the job but I knew I would—because I knew what made him tick. Flattery. I flattered him until he felt so good he couldn’t not give me the assistant’s job.  
 
    “Anyway, it obviously worked because he contacted me personally and told me to come for an interview. My surname is Lewis, which is my mum’s maiden name, but it’s a common enough name not to have rung any alarm bells with him. So I went for the interview and he offered me the job on the spot. That was five years ago. It was just a matter of time before I put my plan to ruin him into place.” 
 
    “But why did you wait so long? Why didn’t you blackmail him before? Why wait all these years?” asked Nathan. 
 
    “Because I wanted to lull him into a false sense of security. I wanted him to get to know me and trust me—I wanted to be the last person on earth he’d suspect of trying to bring him down. And it was working. He didn’t suspect me for a minute. He was paying me overtime to find out who was sending the emails. 
 
    “The thing is, as much as I wanted to hate him, over the years I grew to respect him. He would get everything and anything he wanted. He was so powerful; I began to feel proud that he was my dad. 
 
    “All the feelings I’d had about wanting to deprive him of knowing he had a son, changed to wanting to tell him he had one. So I decided to teach him a lesson. I was going to make him think his dirty little secrets were going to be made public at the end of the month, just to make him sweat, and then I was going to tell him all about me and that the blackmail attempt had just been my way of getting back at him.” 
 
    “And Amy? Did she know about the blackmail attempt?” 
 
    Eddie looked surprised. “So you know about me and Amy?” He rubbed his hand over his stubbled chin. “No, she didn’t know anything about it, I swear she didn’t. No one knew anything about it apart from me and mum. 
 
    “You know, when it became obvious how much he loved Amy, I knew I was going to try to steal her away from him—just because I knew how much it would hurt him.  
 
    “The thing is I didn’t expect to like her, let alone fall in love with her. Taking Amy away from him on my terms was one thing, but falling in love with the woman he loved was another thing altogether. He would have killed me if he’d found out—and possibly Amy, too. Even after she left him he was so possessive—it’s ironic that his possessiveness was one of the reasons she left him in the first place.” 
 
    “Tell me about the trip to London,” said Nathan. 
 
    “Ah, yeah, London. Well, that was supposed to be just me and Amy and the rest of the gang. We’d been looking forward to it for ages—our first real time away together and we were going to tell everyone about us—but all of a sudden, Adam decided to come along, and me and Amy had to pretend we were just friends.  
 
    “You know, Adam wanted to go to London to kill Frankie—can you believe it? Or, should I say, he wanted me to kill Frankie—“make it look like an accident,” he said. I told him not to be so ridiculous. He was convinced that Frankie and Amy were having a thing because he’d seen her tattoo on the CCTV he thought it said AB & FI. I’ll never forget the day he showed me that video—I thought he’d rumbled us. Thank God he never knew what the tattoo really said. That’s why Amy had to stay covered up in London.” 
 
    “So, did he kill Frankie?” Nathan was hopeful. 
 
    “No, he didn’t. But you remember me telling you how he always got what he wanted? That was Adam for you—everything always seemed to go his way.  
 
    “When he realised I wanted no part of murdering Frankie, he backed down. He had no intention of doing the deed himself—not when there were so many of us staying at the house and he could so easily have been found out—so, instead, he just hung around, watching Amy’s every move. When Frankie ended up dead, we were all devastated but he was over the moon.” 
 
    Eddie wrung his clammy hands.  
 
    “Look, I never meant for anyone to get hurt…I might have wanted to once, but I swear I didn’t kill anyone. Not Frankie or Adam.  
 
    “If you’re looking for a murderer, you’re not going to find one here.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    “Yooohooo, only me!”  
 
    “We’re in here, Ava.” Jess looked over the top of the swing door of the kitchen.  
 
    “Hello, dears. I wanted to give you this book, Charlotte. I just found it in the charity shop in town.” 
 
    “Oh, thank you, Ava.” Charlotte went out into the café. “You shouldn’t have.” She took the book, her smile fading as she read the title. 
 
    “What’s it called?” said Jess. 
 
    Charlotte forced the smile back on her face. “It’s called, Fifty Ways Not to Be a Pain in the Butt When You’re Expecting.”  
 
    “I assume it’s an American book,” said Ava, looking very pleased with herself. “Otherwise it would say bottom, not butt. No matter, dear, I’m sure the advice translates to all nationalities.”  
 
    Jess threw her head back and roared with laughter. “Ava, you’re an absolute gem! I don’t know what we’d do without you but I’m pretty sure we wouldn’t laugh half as much as we do now!”  
 
    As Charlotte saw the funny side, she started to giggle. “Thank you, Ava. I’m sure it’ll be very interesting.” She gave her old friend a hug and thought for the millionth time how fortunate she was to have her in her life. No matter how inappropriate her comments or her gifts, her heart was always in the right place and her intentions were always good. Jess was right: Ava was a gem. 
 
    “So, are you staying for a coffee or is this just a flying visit?”  
 
    “I’m meeting Harriett at three and we’ve got some friends joining us.” Ava looked at her watch. “I don’t think you’ve ever met Cindy and Brenda, have you? They’re the founding members of ‘The Pittettes’—you know, the Adam Pitt appreciation society. As you can imagine, they’ve been distraught following recent events, so Harriett and I thought we’d invite them out, you know, to see if we can lift their spirits a little. 
 
    “Anyway, dears, I’ll have a cup of tea, today, I think. Just a little milk, please, Jess. And I’ll go and grab that table in the shade before someone else nabs it. It’s terribly hot out there this afternoon and I don’t want my makeup to melt.” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “The one in the green jumpsuit keeps calling me Tess. I keep correcting her but she keeps doing it,” Jess whispered to Charlotte. “And they’re very intense, aren’t they?” 
 
    “You can say that again—especially the one with the perm and the pearls. Leo was right, they really do have an encyclopaedic knowledge—dates, times, places, what happened and when—I don’t know how they remember it all.” 
 
    Charlotte had just spent fifteen minutes trying to politely excuse herself from the company of Brenda Tatum, who, following a visit to the ladies room, had insisted on sharing her memories of Adam Pitt throughout the years.  
 
    Charlotte wondered how popular he would have been if ‘The Pittettes’ had known about his secret past.  
 
    “Charlotte! Jess! Oh, you must come and look at these photos. They’re priceless!” Ava beckoned them from the table outside. “Come and see!” 
 
    Charlotte and Jess looked at each other.  
 
    “Well, I can’t go out, I’ve got prep in the kitchen to get on with,” said Charlotte. 
 
    “And I can’t go because I’ve got…um, I’ve got…customers to serve! Yippee! I win!” Jess picked up her tray and skipped out to tend to a family of four who had just settled themselves at a table.  
 
    Charlotte sighed. She’d never been particularly interested in Adam Pitt, but recent revelations had made her even less so. Nevertheless, the ladies outside were customers. 
 
    Putting the smile back on her face, she called out, “Coming, Ava!” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “So the neighbour’s sticking to her story?”  
 
    “Not only is she sticking to her story but she’s got a date now. Until yesterday, all she could tell us was that she was sure she saw someone at the Baker house in March. But yesterday, she called to let me know it was the third weekend in March.” 
 
    “And you think that’s reliable information?” 
 
    “Well, between you and me, she’s too much of a busybody for my liking, but those are the people who very often give the most reliable info; because they’ve got their nose into everything, they don’t miss much.” 
 
    “So why did she only just remember about it being the third weekend in March?”  
 
    “Because she had some dental work done on the Friday of that weekend. She said she didn’t immediately make the connection between the couple arriving at the house being on the same date she had her teeth fixed, because the anaesthetic had made her drowsy and she spent most of the weekend in bed. Her daughter had dropped her home from the orthodontist that evening at around six-thirty and that’s when she saw the couple arriving at the house but, because it was dark, and she was still groggy, she didn’t notice anything other than it was two people. 
 
    “It wasn’t until the Sunday afternoon that she caught sight of the couple from an upstairs window, albeit from a distance but, because they were wrapped up so well against the cold, she couldn’t see much. She’s adamant, though, that she saw some strands of blonde hair coming out from under the woman’s hat. She said the woman was wearing a black coat and a black hat, so the blonde hair was very noticeable.” 
 
    “Have you told the Baker sisters?” 
 
    “Yeah, I just spoke to Penny and she said she and her sister took the baby to visit their parents who were on holiday in France that weekend, and her partner, Owen, went clay pigeon shooting from Friday until Sunday afternoon with Adam Pitt and Eddie Lewis. She’s adamant that no one was at the house that weekend and our witness is mistaken.” 
 
    “I see. I take it you’ve not had the DNA results back yet?” 
 
    “No, but it should be any day now. I’ll let you know when I have any news. So, how are things going with the Adam Pitt case?” 
 
    Nathan had called Toby Carter for an update on the Frankie Ingram investigation. The two cases had become so intertwined, he’d hoped that the detective would have some new information that would shed new light on Adam Pitt’s murder. 
 
    “Well, there have been a few developments but nothing that points to the identity of the killer. It’s as frustrating as hell.” 
 
    “Tell me about it.” Toby Carter chuckled. “Well, I’d better be going, places to go, people to see…you know how it is.” 
 
    “Yeah, I do. Okay, keep in touch and I’ll do likewise. Speak to you soon.” 
 
    Nathan had a hunch. He tried to ignore it but it kept niggling and niggling until he couldn’t ignore it any longer. 
 
    Picking up his keys, he called out to Amanda. “I’ll be back in an hour or so. Call me with anything urgent.” 
 
    The hunch didn’t directly concern the investigation into Adam Pitt’s murder. It was more to do with the investigation into Frankie Ingram’s death.  
 
    If it was right, it wouldn’t reveal the person responsible but Nathan had a feeling that it would reveal a significant piece of the puzzle which had, so far, eluded them. 
 
    Might as well solve part of someone else’s mystery while we’re waiting to get a result on the Pitt murder, thought Nathan as he drove out of the police car park. At least it’ll put a smile on Toby Carter’s face. 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “Be quiet, Beau.”  
 
    Penny Baker’s Labrador, Beau, announced Nathan’s arrival before sloping off in search of a cool place to flop down. 
 
    “Oh, hello. I spoke to your sidekick in London just a while ago.” Penny stood to one side to let Nathan pass. “Is this quick? It’s just that I’m getting ready for the memorial and I’ve got a lot to do.”  
 
    “It’s okay, I don’t need to come in; I just want to ask you a question.” 
 
    “Oh, right. Regarding Adam’s death? 
 
    “More to do with Frankie’s, actually—I’m just following up on a hunch.” 
 
    “Hmmm, interesting. Okay, what is it?” 
 
    “Your house in London. Who has keys?” 
 
    “Owen and I both have a set. Why?” 
 
    Nathan ignored the question. “And where do you keep them?” 
 
    “Owen keeps his on his keyring and I keep mine on a hook behind the front door with everyone else’s house keys. Why?” 
 
    “What do you mean “everyone else’s house keys”? Who’s everyone else?” 
 
    “Our next door neighbour, the woman over the road who looks after the dogs while we’re away, Amy, Eddie, Ruby.” 
 
    “You’ve got keys to their houses?” 
 
    “Yes, and they’ve all got a key to this house. Why?”  
 
    “Can’t tell you anything, I’m afraid, but thanks for the info—you’ve been very helpful!” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    ‘Ingram’s Ink’ was in a side street in a quiet neighbourhood just outside town. 
 
    Strange place for a tattoo shop. Wouldn’t have thought they’d get much business here.  
 
    As Nathan pushed open the door, a buzzer announced his arrival and a young man with a heavily tattooed face didn’t look up from the forearm he was working on. 
 
    “Be with you in a sec. Sit down in the den if you want, take the weight off. Our portfolio’s on the table if you need some design ideas.” He looked up. “It’s just over there…oh, I guess you’re not interested in looking through our design portfolio?” 
 
    Nathan grinned. “Is it that obvious? No, I’m not here to get inked. I’d just like to have a word with someone who can answer a couple of questions. I’m DCI Costello from the St. Eves station.”  
 
    “’kay. If you don’t mind waiting, Josie will be back soon. She’s only gone out to get some sandwiches—she won’t be long. This guy’s in his lunch break, see, so I’ve got to finish up so he can get back to work.” 
 
    “That’s okay, I’ll wait.”  
 
    Nathan sat down on a bean bag in the den. The walls were full of photographs of Frankie, and Nathan guessed that since his death, the shop had most likely become a less vibrant, quieter place without its namesake. 
 
    A pile of magazines and newspapers offered an eclectic selection of reading matter. As he flicked idly through it, it occurred to him that, apart from the tattoo design magazines, the alternative reading material was rarely, if ever, updated.  
 
    Good grief, some of this stuff’s older than me. A special edition of ‘Hey You!’ magazine covering the wedding of Prince William to Catherine Middleton looked to be the most current in the pile.  
 
    Oh no, hang on…this could be interesting. He pulled a copy of ‘Tats Monthly’, a magazine devoted to tattoo news and which was only a little over a year old, from the middle of the pile. The magazine’s cover promised an interview with tattoo artist, Frankie Ingram, following his fourth nomination for an accolade at the International Tattoo of the Year Awards.  
 
    Nathan thumbed through the magazine until he reached the feature, the first picture of which was a full-page, colour photograph of Frankie, leaning casually against the front window of the shop, grinning widely and surrounded by all his employees, each wearing a t-shirt emblazoned with the logo St. Eves Believes in Frankie! 
 
    The buzzer announced the return of Josie with the sandwiches and he accosted her immediately. “Good afternoon, I’m DCI Costello.” He showed her his warrant card. “Sorry, I know you’re on a lunch break but this won’t take long. I need to ask you a couple of questions.” 
 
    “Oh, alright. Is it to do with the shop? We’re all still waiting to find out what’s going to happen, see. Since Frankie died, we don’t know if we’re going to stay open or what. I’m a key holder so I can still open up but we’re still waiting to hear from his brother. He put half the money in, see, but he’s a sleeping partner. Anyway, there’s usually seven of us but since it happened, Amy and Casper have been too upset to come in to work. Not that the rest of us haven’t been upset, but if we all stayed at home, who’d keep the place running? Some of us have to…” 
 
    “Look, sorry to interrupt. No, it’s not about the shop. It’s about rotas. I assume you had rotas to tell everyone when they were working, to record holidays, that sort of thing?” 
 
    “No, Frankie didn’t use rotas; we just used the diary.”  
 
    “Perfect. Can you tell me who was working on Friday 17th and Saturday 18th March, please?” 
 
    Josie flicked back through the pages. “Okay, here we are...oh blimey, I remember now. That was the weekend Amy was away so we were short-staffed. It was a bloody nightmare. 
 
    “Right, let’s see…so Frankie was working on the Friday with me, Casper, and Giles, and on Saturday, I worked with Trinny, Casper, and Giles, and Bethany came in to do eleven till seven.” 
 
    Nathan’s heart sank. If Frankie had been working on the Friday, his hunch had been wrong. There was no way he could have been in London at six-thirty if he’d been working at the shop, 300 miles away.  
 
    He’d wondered if it could possibly have been Frankie who’d been at the house in March and when Penny had confirmed that Frankie had had his own key, it seemed that he was on the way to solving the mystery. Maybe Frankie had let himself into Penny and Owen’s house while they’d been away and helped himself to the London house key for a quick visit with a lady friend?  
 
    Nathan didn’t for a minute think that Frankie had been responsible for meddling with the hot tub—after all, why would he have jumped in first if he’d been the person responsible for causing the damage?—but he had hoped that his hunch would, at least, solve the mystery of who the neighbour had seen visiting the house.  
 
    It seemed, though, that his hunch was wrong. Frankie had been working on the day the neighbour claimed to have seen visitors at the house. 
 
    “Oh, right. So you’re sure? Frankie was definitely here on the Friday 17th?” 
 
    The phone rang and Josie excused herself as she answered it. “Afternoon, Ingram’s Ink. Josie speaking.” 
 
     As Nathan waited for her to finish, he flicked over the page of the magazine and stared at the next picture of Frankie’s feature. He froze as he began to process the information in it. 
 
    “Sorry about that.” Josie gave him a wide smile. “So anyway, yes, Frankie was working on Friday 17th. But only until twelve-thirty.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “He was only working until twelve-thirty. He had the rest of the day off, see, and the Saturday, too. I remember now, thinking back, it was chaos trying to share all his appointments out between us. D’you remember, Giles? He only decided to take the time off a couple of days before, so we didn’t have a lot of time to rearrange the diary.” 
 
    Still clutching the magazine, Nathan was already halfway out of the front door. “Thank you, you’ve been very helpful. Oh, and I’m borrowing this.” He waved the magazine in the air and ran to his car. 
 
    He almost didn’t dare to think that, at last, everything was starting to fall into place. He glanced at the headline, TATTOO ARTIST SPOTTED WITH MYSTERY WOMAN IN SWANKY CITY HOTEL. 
 
    Underneath it was a picture of Frankie and a woman being besieged by a swarm of photographers and doing their best to escape in a lift. He had a protective arm around her and his other arm outstretched, fingers splayed in front of a camera lens, and she had her head down and her arms up across her face. Before the lift doors closed, the photographer had not only captured them head on, but also their reflections in the smoked glass mirrors on the walls behind them. 
 
    The tattoo on the back of Frankie’s head was clearly visible.  
 
    And so were the blonde tresses of hair escaping from underneath the woman’s hat and the spray of purple orchids on her calf. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    “To Frankie.” Penny raised her glass and everyone joined her in a toast. “May he be covering the cherubs in heaven with his beautiful art. Thank you all so much for coming. I know that Frankie would be over the moon that so many of you turned out to celebrate his life—it’s been a wonderful afternoon.” 
 
    Frankie Ingram’s memorial service had just come to an end and Charlotte was playing taxi driver. 
 
    “Thanks so much for a lovely time, Penny…even though I didn’t know Frankie very well, you made him sound so familiar, I felt like I did…we both did, didn’t we?” 
 
    “Yes, we did,” echoed Jess. “It was so nice of you to invite me, even though I didn’t know him at all.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re welcome. Amy and I are so glad you could come. We just wanted to fill the place with people we knew Frankie loved, and would have loved, and we’re sure he would have loved both of you…you’ve been so kind to us.  
 
    “Well, I’m glad to see that Ruby looks so much better than I expected her to be. When I saw Amy the other day she said she’d been in a terrible state,” said Charlotte. 
 
    Penny nodded. “Yes, she was determined to come to the memorial so she’s been trying to manage without the pills. The doctor told her to only take one if she really needs it to help her sleep. And I’m glad she’s eaten quite a bit this afternoon, which is more than she’s done for days.” 
 
     “Well, if she does suddenly get tired, at least she only has to go up the stairs to bed,” said Charlotte. 
 
    “Oh no,” said Penny. “Ruby’s not staying here now…she’s been at Amy’s since yesterday.” She looked embarrassed. “To tell you the truth, I’m relieved—I don’t really want any negative vibes around Zac and it was all getting pretty intense with her staying here. I mean, I love her to death, but I mentioned it to Amy and she offered Ruby a place at her apartment. She’s done us all a favour by letting her stay there—it’s like an oasis of calm and Ruby needs some peace and quiet to get herself together. We’ve got a toddler and dogs, so the antithesis of quiet!” She looked at her watch.  
 
    “Anyway, if you’ll excuse me, I must get off and give Zac his bath. Thanks again for coming. Amy! Charlotte and Jess are leaving now if you want to say goodbye.” 
 
    A red-nosed Amy approached. “Thanks for coming, both of you. Frankie would have been so chuffed that so many people turned up. It’s just such a shame that Eddie couldn’t be here ‘cos he loved Frankie to bits but something came up and he had to go and visit his mum.” 
 
    Charlotte knew that, after Eddie’s confession to Nathan about the fake blackmail attempt, and his mother’s confession to the police about David Travis’ murder, he had gone to stay at her place until she found out what her fate would be. Witholding evidence in a murder investigation was a crime, and it was still being debated whether he, himself, would face any charges. She wondered how much he’d told Amy. 
 
    Amy wiped her eyes and blew her nose. “We’re going back to my place now—I think Ruby needs to get to bed. She’s a lot better than she was but she’s ever so tired…hang on, I’ll call her over. Ruby! Rubes! Come and say goodbye while I go and get our coats.” 
 
    Ruby hugged Charlotte and Jess. “Thanks for coming to say goodbye to Frankie. He loved life, he really did. It wasn’t right that he died—it wasn’t his time. But I know his death will be avenged.” She smiled and shrugged her shoulders. “Who knows, maybe even tonight.”  
 
    “Right.” Amy reappeared with the coats. “Come on, Rubes. It’s time we went home, I think. Thanks so much for making time for Frankie,” she said to Charlotte and Jess. “It means a lot to all of us. I hope we’ll see you both again soon.” She linked her arm in Ruby’s and they disappeared through the dispersing crowd. 
 
    “She knows his death will be avenged?” said Jess. “What the hell’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “I think that might have been the medication talking,” said Charlotte. “She must still have some of it in her system, even if she hasn’t taken any today. Poor thing, I feel sorry for her.”  
 
    On the way out to the car, a tattooed DJ who’d played Frankie’s favourite music throughout the afternoon was talking loudly on his phone.” 
 
    “Oh no! I’ve got a gig to get to at ‘The Bottle of Beer’ on the marina. How the hell am I going to get there? Why didn’t you call me earlier?” 
 
    “Wonder what that’s all about?” said Jess. 
 
    “Don’t know, but I’m about to find out.” Charlotte tapped the man on the shoulder. 
 
    “Sorry, I just overheard your phone call. We’re on our way back to St. Eves town centre. Has something happened?” 
 
    “There’s been an accident on the main road into town. That was my wife—she’s been stuck in traffic for over an hour.”  
 
    “Oh, I hope it’s not serious—has anyone been hurt?” 
 
    “Don’t think so. A lorry jack-knifed and it’s blocked both lanes of the dual carriageway. No injuries, according to the reports, just a lot of very irritable drivers. Anyway, the traffic’s nose to tail all the way into and out of town, so if you’re going that way be prepared for a very long delay.” 
 
    He walked off, phone to his ear. 
 
    “Well, I don’t know about you,” said Charlotte, “but I don’t fancy sitting in that for hours. What about you?” 
 
    “Not really. How about we have a drink somewhere?” said Jess. “Hopefully, the traffic will clear soon.” 
 
    They walked down the main street, past pubs, coffee shops and wine bars until a small bistro caught their eye. It was strung with lights, and candles on the tables inside gave it a cosy glow.  
 
    “How about here?” said Charlotte. 
 
    “Looks perfect,” said Jess. 
 
    They’d barely sat down at a table when a voice called out, “Charlotte! Tess! Is that you? It’s us! Over here!” 
 
    Cindy Powell, Brenda Tatum, and four other women were sitting at a table on the other side of the bistro, sharing two large pepperoni pizzas. 
 
    “Oh no! If I have to look at one more photograph of Adam Pitt…” Charlotte whispered out of the corner of her mouth. 
 
    “I swear, if she calls me Tess one more time…” Jess whispered back. 
 
    “Hello, we thought it was you.” Cindy took a large bite out of a slice of pizza. 
 
    “Fancy seeing you here,” said Jess. 
 
    “We’ve just held a vigil near Adam’s house. Just a few members this time because it’s the weekend and people have other things to do, you understand. And then we found out there’s been an accident on the road back into town so we’re sitting here killing time. Care to join us?” 
 
    For the next half hour, Cindy, Brenda and the rest of ‘The Pittettes’ exhibited their impressive recollection of virtually every move Adam Pitt had made over the past years.  
 
    While their stories kept each other entertained, Charlotte and Jess were bored stiff.  
 
    “My cheeks are killing me,” whispered Jess. “Forcing yourself to smile for thirty minutes isn’t easy, you know.” 
 
    “I’m going to try Nathan again. Tell him I’ll be late back.” Charlotte dialled the number but got a message that it was unobtainable. She tried three more times with the same result. “Can’t get him. I’ll try again in a bit. I bet he’s…” She suddenly became aware of the conversation that was going on across the table. 
 
    “Anyway, I much prefer her hair when it’s blonde. Although it’s a beautiful colour, the brown is much too dark for her skin tone—it makes her look washed out. It was very unfair of him to ask her to do it, I think.” 
 
    “Who are we talking about now?” Jess tried to involve herself in the conversation. 
 
    “Ruby Pitt,” said Cindy. “I was just saying how I prefer her original hair colour. Adam should never have asked her to change it—it was very unfair of him. Apparently, he thought she was getting too much attention when it was blonde so he asked her to tone it down.” 
 
    “The thing is, she likes it blonde so, every now and then, she changes it back. It’s a constant battle between the two of them,” said Brenda. “It’s terribly bad for her hair, though, stripping it of colour to take it back to its natural state. She goes to see a top trichologist in London, apparently, because it’s become so thin.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s why she wears a hat so often,” said Cindy. 
 
    Charlotte felt like she’d been smacked in the face as everything started to clear in her mind.  
 
    Events that had been foggy and jumbled became vivid as she gained clarity of thought. She closed her eyes and, as she recalled the events of the day of Frankie’s death, Big Al’s words suddenly came into her head; “Sometimes you just gotta look at the bigger picture to see what’s going on right under your nose.”  
 
    She gasped as she remembered the most vital clue—the one she’d unwittingly been keeping to herself for so long, which had been encouraged out by Cindy’s recent revelation.  
 
    As she thought back to Penny and Owen’s barbecue that afternoon in London, everything became un-muddled.  
 
    She’d been swinging back and forth in the chair and everyone had been chatting and laughing at Amy and Frankie’s dash to the hot tub.  
 
    After that, everything had happened so quickly and so close together that she hadn’t been able to separate events in her muddled mind but now, they were crystal clear. 
 
    When the swing had abruptly stopped swinging she’d heard a single, strangled scream amongst the laughter, immediately followed by the splash as Frankie had jumped into the tub. After that, everyone had been begun screaming as confusion reigned.  
 
    Ruby had stopped the swing as she realised the man she loved was about to jump to his death.  
 
    About to jump to his death.  
 
    She’d stopped it before anything had happened. Just like she’d screamed before anything had happened because she knew the hot tub was dangerous. 
 
    And the only reason she knew the hot tub was dangerous was because she’d been the person who’d made it that way. 
 
    She would bet her life that Ruby Pitt had been the woman with blonde hair who the neighbour had seen. 
 
    And why hadn’t she disposed of the screwdriver she’d used on the hot tub? 
 
    Charlotte was convinced now, that she knew the answer. It was because of her OCD—“a place for everything and everything in its place,” her father used to say. Ruby had to put the screwdriver back in its box, along with all the rest of them, because her OCD forced her to. She must have been kicking herself when she realised she might have left traces of her DNA on it.  
 
    “Oh my goodness!” Charlotte stood up, spilling her tea all over the tablecloth. 
 
    “What is it? You haven’t got wind again, have you?” said Jess, jumping up with her. 
 
    “No, no. What was it that Ruby said again? About being avenged?” 
 
    “Erm, something about knowing that Frankie’s death will be avenged. Maybe tonight,” said Jess. “Why? What’s going on?” 
 
    “Look, we have to get hold of Nathan. Or Ben or Fiona, or someone at the station. They have to get to Amy’s apartment. I’ll call Penny, you try Nathan.”  
 
    “Well, I’ve got Ben here. What do you want me to tell him?” 
 
    “Tell him to get hold of Nathan and get to Amy Baker’s ASAP or they’ll have another body on their hands!” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “Oh dear! Just when you thought you were all cried out.” Amy wiped her face on her sleeve. “Have you got any more tissues?” 
 
    Ruby opened her handbag. “Here, take the pack.”  
 
    “Thanks.” She blew her nose and recoiled at her reflection in the mirror on her lipstick case. “Oh, gross.” She leaned against the window of the taxi and wrote ‘Frankie’ in the condensation left by her breath. As she watched it disappear in the light cast by the streetlamps, she began to cry again. “Oh, Rubes, I need a hug.” 
 
    Ruby held out her arm and Amy snuggled down next to her. “That’s better,” she said, and closed her eyes.  
 
    In the darkness of the taxi, Ruby’s lips curled in a malevolent smile as she stroked Amy’s hair.  
 
    “There, there, Amy. I’ve got you now, I’ve got you…”  
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “Rubes, you left your wedding and engagement rings in the bathroom.” Amy called out through the bedroom door. “I’ll leave them on the kitchen table, okay?” She ran downstairs, feeling a little better for having had a shower.  
 
    She heard Ruby’s footsteps on the stairs. “I’m making a cup of tea—you want one? Ruby! Do you want a cup...” She turned to see her standing in the kitchen doorway. “Oh, you’re here. Do you want a cup of tea?” 
 
    Ruby said nothing. 
 
    “Look, I can’t imagine how upset you must be—you’ve lost Adam as well, haven’t you? Why don’t you come and sit down and let me get you a drink? What would you like? Wine, gin and tonic…oh no, better not with the meds. How about a cup of tea, then? We’ve got it all at Chez Amy, you know! Come on, sit down and I’ll keep you company. I’ll get a box of tissues ready and we can sit and talk about Frankie and Adam—it might make us feel bett…what’s that in your hand?” 
 
    Ruby had changed into a bathrobe, the object she held at her side hidden in its folds.  
 
    “What’s up, Ruby? You look a little strange, like…”  
 
    “For God’s sake! Will you shut up and sit down!” 
 
    Amy dropped into a chair immediately. “Ruby! You’re scaring me. What’s wrong?” 
 
    “D’you know what?” Ruby sat opposite her. “I am so sick of hearing your voice, endlessly whingeing on and on about how you feel because Frankie died. About how your life will never be the same. About how close you were to Frankie. My God, you have no idea.  
 
    “You’re a selfish, spoilt little brat, Amy. All you ever think about is yourself. As long as you’re okay, you couldn’t care less about anyone else, could you?” 
 
    Amy’s eyes were like saucers. “Ruby, I’m sorry. I had no idea you felt that way. Please, I didn’t mean to be selfish. I should have been more sympathetic.  
 
    “Of course, you’ve been upset about Adam, and I’ve not been much support, have I?” 
 
    Ruby laughed. “Upset about Adam? Why on earth would I be upset about Adam? I killed him!” She raised the object in her hand above her head and brought it down on the table in front of her with a crash.  
 
    Amy gasped when she saw the bronze statuette, bearing the plaque, ‘Triathlon Champion 2012’, the plinth on which it stood splattered with dried blood.  
 
    “That’s the trophy from Adam’s study…oh, no, Ruby. No…you didn’t? Not you?”  
 
    Ruby laughed. “Yep, it was little old me.” 
 
    “But how could it have been? You said you left home before Adam was killed.” 
 
    “Yeah, I did. But then I went back again.” She ran her fingers over the statue, her eyes fixed on Amy. “I left early, hung around outside for a while and then sneaked back inside. When I heard Adam go upstairs, I crept into his study and took the trophy from his desk. Poor love, he didn’t know what hit him. Literally!” She laughed again and Amy saw that her eyes were dead and humourless.  
 
    “Oh dear, poor Amy. You have no idea what all this is about, do you? You really have no idea. Think about it—think back to London. Who’s normally the first one in the hot tub? You. Every bloody year, it’s been you. Why couldn’t it have been you this year? It wasn’t supposed to be Frankie! Damn it, Amy—why’d you have to go and ruin everything?”  
 
    Amy frowned as she contemplated Ruby’s words, her mouth falling open as the penny dropped. “It was you who tampered with the hot tub? You disabled the safety mechanisms?” 
 
    Ruby raised a hand. “Yep—me again. When you went to France with Penny, and the guys went off on their weekend jolly, I let myself into your sister’s house and borrowed the keys for London. Frankie and I had a fabulous weekend there…don’t worry; he had no idea what I was up to. He was sleeping when I rigged the tub. And you shouldn’t sound so surprised…when you know what you’re looking for, you can find information on anything you like on the internet. It’s easy—especially for a researcher, like me.” 
 
    “You were the blonde woman? Oh, my God, we thought Elsie was imagining things. Even with you changing your hair colour every five minutes, we never, for one minute, thought it could be you. And you rigged the tub because you thought I’d be the first one in? Why would you want to kill me?” 
 
    “Oh, come on, Amy. Why do you think? I’m sure you won’t have to think too hard.” 
 
    The heat rose in Amy’s cheeks. “Because of me and Adam?” 
 
    Ruby gave her a patronising round of applause. “Oh, bravo. Ten out of ten. What, you think I didn’t know? Don’t flatter yourself, love, you weren’t the only one. I knew about all his floozies. The rest didn’t bother me so much, though ‘cos they weren’t pretending to be my friends.  
 
    “God, you make me sick—you act like butter wouldn’t melt in your mouth, but you think nothing of taking my husband to bed while you’re supposed to be a friend of mine. How could you do that? Did you honestly think I was going to let you carry on under my nose and do nothing? 
 
    “I’ve been waiting for this moment for months. I know how long you were having an affair with Adam. How do you think I felt when I found out, Amy? How could you have done that? How many times were we in each other’s company while you were having an affair with my husband? And how do you think I felt when I found out he’d bought you this apartment with our money?” A solitary tear forced its way out of the corner of her eye.  
 
    “I’ve hated you for so long, Amy. But do you know what made me hate you most of all? I hated you for being able to grieve for Frankie when I couldn’t. Don’t you think Adam would have found it strange if I’d been too upset? I had to keep my emotions bottled up…you think these tears I’ve been crying since Adam’s death are for him? They’re not. They’re for Frankie. I loved him. We were supposed to be together. This wasn’t supposed to happen. Amy. I couldn’t even spend what turned out to be his last days with him, because Adam insisted on coming to London at the last minute and ruined it all.”  
 
    “You and Frankie? What are you talking about?” Amy stared at Ruby. At her hand with its wedding ring finger without its wedding and engagement rings.  
 
    It bore a tattoo that said, ‘We Are One.’ 
 
    Amy’s hand flew to her mouth. “‘Together…We Are One.’ It was you?! You were the other half to Frankie’s tattoo? Oh, Ruby, I had no idea. He wouldn’t tell me who it was. Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “Why didn’t I tell you? Why do you think, Amy? Because Adam was so addicted to you by the time I fell in love with Frankie, it was as though I didn’t exist. Of all people, do you really think I would have come to you?” she said, incredulously. “Oh, believe me, I wanted to tell someone—I wanted to shout it from the rooftops but I had to keep it to myself. I tried to resist Frankie for so long, I really did, but, in the end, when I couldn’t make Adam love me, I just couldn’t help myself.”  
 
    A knock at the door startled them.  
 
    “Amy. It’s DCI Costello. Can you open the door, please?” 
 
    “What’s he doing here? Did you call him?” Ruby hissed. 
 
    “How am I supposed to have called him, for God’s sake? I’ve been sitting here with you.” 
 
    The door opened slowly. “Ruby, it’s Penny. I’m not going to come in, I’m just telling you it’s me, okay? Is Amy okay?”  
 
    “Yes, I’m okay, Pen! Please get me out of here.” Amy shrieked as Ruby raised the trophy above her head.  
 
    “Ruby! Put it down.” Nathan stood in the doorway. “Put the trophy down.” 
 
    “Why are you blaming me?,” said Ruby. “Amy’s to blame. If she hadn’t let Frankie get in the hot tub before her, he’d still be alive.”  
 
    “But she’d be dead, wouldn’t she?” Nathan took a step forward. “Just like you’d planned. Now give me the trophy, Ruby.” 
 
    For a moment, it seemed as though she was going to relent but then she ran at Amy with a cry, the bloodied plinth of the statuette swinging wildly as Amy dodged left and right to avoid it.  
 
    As she backed her into a corner and raised the statuette one last time to bring it down on her head, Nathan launched himself at her from halfway across the room and knocked her off-balance. 
 
    It took both Nathan and Fiona to restrain and cuff her, such was her strength. With her eyes wild and her breathing heavy, she spat and swore at Amy. “You’d better get used to looking over your shoulder, because I promise you, I’m going to be back to finish you off when you least expect it.”  
 
    As Fiona Farrell prised the statuette from Ruby’s fingers, she said, “And I promise you, you won’t be back to finish anything off—not where you’re going. Not for a long, long time.” 
 
    Nathan picked up the statuette and dropped it into an evidence bag.  
 
    He had the result he’d been waiting for. 
 
    He had Adam’s killer. 
 
    He had Frankie’s killer. 
 
    It was over. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    “So, Ruby Pitt killed the tattoo artist accidentally, but her husband intentionally? And she was in love with the tattoo artist? And her husband was in love with one of her best friends? And that friend was the intended victim in the hot tub accident that killed the tattoo artist? And the assistant who’d worked for Adam Pitt for years was the son he never knew existed?” 
 
    Garrett shook his head. “Good grief, I’m glad I’m a fisherman, Nathan—it’s a lot less complicated! Talk about enough material for an entire soap opera season. And this one here figured it all out?” 
 
    Garrett Walton hugged his goddaughter, taking care not to squeeze too tightly. 
 
    “I keep telling her, she’s a natural—I could put her on a case right now and I bet she’d have the bad guys in handcuffs before some of the other officers had finished scratching their heads.” Nathan grinned. 
 
    “And I keep telling you, stop putting all these crazy ideas into her head!” said Laura, wagging her finger at Nathan. “I prefer knowing that my goddaughter’s safe and sound, indoors and surrounded by people who love her. Not out pounding the pavements, having to deal with goodness knows what.” 
 
    “Laura, I don’t think I’ll be squeezing myself into a WPC uniform any time soon, so you can stop worrying.” Charlotte gave her baby bump a loving pat. “And, even if I did want to join the force, which I don’t, I doubt I’d have the time for the next, oh, eighteen years or so!”  
 
    “Well, that’s a relief, love,” said Laura. “I can’t help but worry sometimes that one day, we’ll take a walk down to the marina, find a ‘For Sale’ sign on the door of ‘Charlotte’s Plaice’, and you patrolling the neighbourhood on a police issue bicycle, in a pair of ugly police issue shoes, with a truncheon and a pair of handcuffs your only concessions to fashion accessories.” 
 
    Charlotte giggled. “Oh don’t be daft! If I was going to sell up, you’d be one of the first to know!”  
 
    “Well, I certainly hope you won’t sell up,” said Leo, whose lap was playing host to a very relaxed Pippin. “Harry and I would starve.” 
 
    “Hear,hear! I’ll second that!” Harry touched his pint of beer to Leo’s. 
 
    On a sunny July afternoon, Charlotte had opened the café for a private party. Garrett and Laura, Jess and Ben, Harriett and Leo, Ava, Betty, Harry and Aunt Lola had all been invited for a long, lazy lunch.  
 
    She’d been struggling with being on her feet all day at the café, so the following Friday would be her last full day at work until well after the baby was born. Until she gave up for good, she’d be sharing the days with Laura—50/50.  
 
    Before then, though, she wanted to make the effort to cook a delicious lunch for her friends and family and today was the only day that everyone could get together at the same time.  
 
    “Hi, sorry we’re late!” Jess and Ben arrived with flowers, Champagne and sparkling apple juice for Charlotte. “I bought sparkling for a change so you don’t feel left out when we open the bubbly,” said Jess as she threw her arms around her friend’s neck.  
 
    “Lovely, thank you! Ooh, and it’s chilled, too. Anyone fancy a glass of Champagne now? Yes? Right, can you do the honours, please Nathan. You know how useless I am at opening those bottles.”  
 
    As the corks popped and the friends relaxed in each other’s company, they were warmed by the sun in the turquoise sky and cooled by the breeze that caused the orchestra of wind chimes that hung from the masts to tinkle and clatter. Better than any music, thought Charlotte, happily.  
 
    “These burger appetisers are delicious, Charlotte,” said Betty. “Where did you find such small buns?” 
 
    “I made them. I don’t normally make my own burger buns but I couldn’t find any that small and I just wanted the burgers to be bite-sized, so I made them.” 
 
    “They’ve got a wonderful flavour,” said Harriett. “Not like anything I’ve ever tasted before. Very interesting.” 
 
    “Good, I’m glad you like them. Right, I’ll just go and check on lunch. I won’t be a sec.”  
 
    “Do you need a hand, dear?” asked Ava 
 
    “No, I’m okay, thanks. You just relax and enjoy yourself.” 
 
    “Well, if there’s anything I can do, just give me a shout. I’m very versatile, you know. I can turn my hand to most things.” 
 
    “Okay, will do, but I’m sure I’ll manage.” Charlotte smiled and took her glass of non-alcoholic fizz into the kitchen. 
 
    “Right.” She spoke to herself as she crossed off things from the to-do list on the counter. “Now let me see…starters are all ready, desserts are done. I just need to check on the turbot.”  
 
    She rubbed her back—the twinges she’d experienced in the past had been bothering her again over the last few days but, although the pain was quite intense, it didn’t last long as the twinges came and went. In any case, at her check-up four days before, the midwife had told her that everything was fine so she wasn’t in the slightest bit worried about them. 
 
    As she bent to open the oven door, she was overcome by the most intense pain she’d ever felt. She almost passed out it was so strong. She tried to straighten up but couldn’t. Her instincts told her this was no false alarm. This wasn’t wind or constipation. Doubled up and unable to move, she found her voice and shouted for help.  
 
    “Nathan! NATHAN! Help! Someone, heeeelp! I think the baby’s coming!” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “Where is that bloody ambulance?” Nathan held Charlotte’s hand and dabbed her forehead with a cold towel. His forehead was creased with worry but he tried to keep calm for her sake. 
 
    Her contractions were closer together now, and, as relaxed as she was trying to stay, concern was etched all over her face. 
 
    “Nathan, if it doesn’t get here soon, I’m going to have this baby on the kitchen floor.”  
 
    “I thought first babies took hours to be born?” said Betty. 
 
    “I think that’s more usual but they can come very quickly, too,” said Aunt Lola. “Looks like Charlotte’s going to fall into the latter category.”  
 
    “It’s early—it’s not due until August 11th. Is that okay?” A concerned Nathan rubbed the small of Charlotte’s back as she tried to find a comfortable position.  
 
    “Well, it’s not hugely early,” said Lola. “I know people who have had babies far earlier and they’ve been perfectly okay with the right care. The hospital will look after Charlotte and the baby, so try not to worry too much.” 
 
    “Do you think Garrett, Ben, Harry and I have got time to take Pippin for a walk?” Leo called, from the bar. “I think he needs to pee.” 
 
    Harriett stuck her head through the hole in the wall to speak to him. “What do you mean? Have you got time?” 
 
    “Well, we don’t want to miss anything—we want to be here when the paramedics arrive so we can cheer Charlotte on.” 
 
    ““Cheer her on?”” Harriett tutted. “She’s having a baby, Leo, not racing a horse. Yes, go on, but don’t go too far and don’t be too long.” 
 
    As Laura held onto one of Charlotte’s hands and Aunt Lola held the other, Ava was busy boiling kettles and pans for hot water. 
 
    “What are you doing?” asked Jess. 
 
    “Getting ready to deliver this baby, that’s what I’m doing,” said Ava. “Hopefully, we won’t have to but it pays to be prepared.”  
 
    Amidst the chaos, she was so calm it was as if delivering babies was something she did every day. “There are enough of us here who’ve had one, for goodness’ sake, I’m sure we can manage between us if necessary. Now, where are the clean tea towels, dear?” 
 
    “Oh, now wait a minute. I’m not sure about that, Ava,” said Nathan. “I know you mean well but I’d really rather wait for the ambulance. No disrespect, but the paramedics are qualified at this.” He looked at his watch. “Where are they? It’s been almost ten minutes since we called.” 
 
    Ava tapped her foot, one hand on her hip. “Nathan, I’ve no doubt that you’d like to wait for the ambulance but perhaps you should consider what Charlotte wants to do? I’m not one for interfering, as you well know, but don’t you think this should be her decision?”  
 
    She crouched down and stroked Charlotte’s sweat-drenched cheek. “What do you say, my dear? Would you like us to give it a go if you need us to?” 
 
    Charlotte looked at the faces around her—Jess, Laura, Ava, Harriett, Betty, Aunt Lola and Nathan. Almost all the people she loved most in the world. She wanted the paramedics to look after her but, if they couldn’t get to her in time, she knew she couldn’t wish for anyone better to try to help her.  
 
    She nodded. “Okay, if needs be.” 
 
    Ava squeezed her hand. “Good girl. Right, let’s get organised.” 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “Nathan Costello, I swear, you are never coming near me again!” Charlotte dug her nails into his hand and she panted through a contraction. 
 
    “Ow, your nails are sharp!” 
 
    “Oh. Are they indeed? I’m so awfully sorry.” Charlotte glared up at him, unable to keep the sarcasm from her voice. “Did I hurt you? Are you in pain?” She looked around at her friends. “Can someone throttle Nathan, please?” 
 
    Jess grinned at Laura. “He’ll be saying he needs a cup of tea and a lie down, next.” 
 
    “Oh, good lord!” Ava exclaimed.  
 
    “What is it?” said Nathan. “Ava!”  
 
    “This is all happening so quickly, she said. “Right, Harriett, pass me some more towels please, and that pan of hot water. Charlotte, the baby’s head’s almost here so I need you to stop pushing and pant. It won’t be easy, I know, but try hard. I’ll tell you when to push again, alright?”  
 
    Charlotte nodded. “Ava, I’m scared.” 
 
    “I know you are, dear, but just focus on me and you’ll be fine. Let’s see if we can make this the most wonderful experience of your life, shall we?” 
 
    “We’re back!” Leo called out. “Did we miss anything?” 
 
    “No, looks like you got back just in time,” said Harriett.  
 
    “Any sign of that ambulance out there?” said Nathan. “I just called them again and they said they’re two minutes away.” 
 
    “No, didn’t see it but you know what the traffic’s like on a Saturday…oh, hang on, this must be it.” 
 
    A siren was getting louder and louder. 
 
    “Oh, thank God,” said Nathan. “Charlotte, it’s here.” 
 
    “We can’t wait for them, I’m afraid, this baby’s about to be born.” Ava, who rarely showed emotion, blinked away the tears. “Right, Charlotte, focus on me and give me one more big push, alright? Come on, dear, you can do it.” 
 
    Accompanied by the rousing cheers of Garrett, Leo, Harry and Ben, Charlotte and Nathan’s baby was born. As everyone else burst into tears, the paramedics arrived. 
 
    “Someone called for an ambulance?”  
 
    “They’re in there, mate,” said Garrett, as a feeble wail, growing in volume with every second, heralded the arrival of the newest addition to the Costello family. “But it sounds like you missed all the action.” 
 
    “Blimey, you’ve had an audience, haven’t you love?” The paramedics took over as Nathan lifted Ava off her feet and hugged her. “Ava, if I live to be a hundred, I will never be able to thank you enough.” 
 
    “Oh, get away with you,” said Ava, wiping her eyes. “Go and enjoy your new baby.” 
 
    As the medics tended to Charlotte and the baby, she heard her Aunt whisper to Laura. “Oh, how I wish Scott and Molly were here. They’d be the proudest grandparents.” 
 
    Charlotte bit her lip. Her parents had been with her all through this—they were always with her, she knew that—but if she’d ever wanted a hug from them, it was now. 
 
    As the paramedic handed the baby back to her, she held it close and sobbed. 
 
    ººººººº 
 
    “Well, I don’t think I’ve ever seen a mother or baby in better shape, all things considered!” The midwife at the hospital peered into the baby blanket cocoon that Charlotte was holding. “Congratulations to both of you, and I’ll drop by and see you and baby tomorrow.” 
 
    “I suppose we’d better get home, then,” said Nathan. “There’ll be a lot of people who want to come and visit but I think we should put them off for a while, don’t you? So we can have some time together, just the three of us.”  
 
    “Yes, I think that’s a good idea,” said Charlotte. “But could you collect Pippin from Leo’s? I’d like to introduce him to the baby as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll drop you home and then I’ll go and get him. Let’s go, then.” 
 
    After twenty minutes of struggling to put the baby seat in the back of the car, they set off on the short drive home.  
 
    “What do you think about the names we talked about?” said Charlotte. “Do you think the one we chose fits? 
 
    Nathan nodded. “I think it’s perfect.” 
 
    She smiled. “That’s good. I do, too.” 
 
    “Right, I’ll come in and get you settled and then I’ll go and get Pippin.” Nathan pulled up at the cottage and helped Charlotte inside. “See you in about twenty minutes.” 
 
    It was quiet and still. As she lifted the sleeping baby from the seat and held it close to her, Charlotte knew this was probably the last time the cottage would be that way. 
 
    She sat down on the large bay window seat in the living room. With its wonderful view of the sea, it was the place in the cottage she loved most.  
 
    “So, it’s just you and me for a little while,” she said, kissing the top of her baby’s head and inhaling its new-born scent. “Daddy and Pippin will be home soon and, in a day or two, you’ll meet all our friends and family. You’ll have to wait a little while longer to meet Grandpa George, Grandma Hattie and Aunty Barbara, though. Mind you, I expect they’ll be straight on a plane when they hear about you.” She smiled.  
 
    “But, before you meet anyone else, there are two people I want to introduce you to first.  
 
    “I’ll tell you all about them when you’re older. I’ll tell you that even though you can’t see them, they’ll always be with you…always beside you.” 
 
    “They won’t ever be here to hold your hand, or pick you up when you fall, or tell you they love you, so I’m telling you—if they were here, they would love you more than anything in the world.”  
 
    She looked out at the sea, and the sand on which she and her parents had enjoyed so many good times when she’d been young. She couldn’t think of a better place to bring up her child. 
 
    She opened up the blanket and lifted the sleeping baby onto the crook of her arm. 
 
    “Mum, Dad. I’d like you to meet Molly Costello.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
      
 
    Thank you for getting this far! I hope you enjoyed the books. 
 
    If you’d like to be notified when new releases are added to the Charlotte Denver Cozy Mystery series, or my other series, The Bliss Bay Village Mystery Series, please click here to join my Readers’ List. 
 
    All my books contain a new mystery to solve in each book. Each one is a stand-alone story, so they can be read in any order but, for the sake of continuity, this is the order to follow after this boxset.  
 
      
 
    Crab Cakes, Killers and a Kaftan - Book Six 
 
    Mince Pies, Mistletoe and Murder – Book Seven 
 
    Doughnuts, Diamonds and Dead Men - Book Eight  
 
    Bread, Dead and Wed – Book Nine 
 
      
 
    The Bliss Bay Village Mystery Series 
 
      
 
    Bodies, Baddies and a Crabby Tabby – Book One. See summary below. 
 
    Secrets, Lies and Puppy Dog Eyes – Book Two 
 
      
 
    Thirty-nine-year-old Megan Fallon is in a pickle. 
 
    Not only is she suffering from empty-nest syndrome, but she’s lost the job she loved, and her fiancé’s run off with her hairdresser. 
 
    A complete life change is what’s called for so, when the opportunity to make a new start presents itself following news of a family celebration, Megan is lured back to her childhood home. 
 
    With a party to organise, old friends to catch up with, a flirtatious ex-husband and his jealous wife to avoid, a mischievous favourite uncle who’s on the lookout for adventure, a clumsy childhood acquaintance who has undergone a startling transformation, and a cantankerous tabby cat to contend with, Megan has her hands full. 
 
    However, what started as a leisurely break takes a chilling turn when members of the community start getting bumped off at an alarming rate, and Megan finds herself at the heart of an investigation that has her suspecting everyone. 
 
    Could the murderer be the local finance advisor, whose misjudged investment recommendation cost his clients their life savings? 
 
    Or maybe the village celebrity; a footballer who appears to have at least one skeleton in a cupboard he’d prefer was kept firmly locked? 
 
    Or what about a member of a classical music trio who seem to have plenty of secrets they’d rather keep to themselves? 
 
    Or is the killer someone else entirely? 
 
    As Megan becomes involved in the hunt for a murderer, it’s not long before she finds out that some of the villagers are harbouring other secrets too. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 A Selection of Recipes from the Books in this Boxset 
 
      
 
    Mushroom and Asparagus Risotto 
 
    Serves 2 
 
      
 
    Ingredients 
 
    
    	 8 oz risotto rice (Arborio rice is good for this recipe) 
 
    	 16 oz mushrooms of your choice, thinly sliced (I like chestnut and button mushrooms) 
 
    	 8 oz asparagus, chopped into pieces.  (I chop mine into approximately 1” pieces)   
 
    	 4 oz leeks, washed to remove any grit, and thinly sliced.  (I’d suggest that you don’t use the very dark green ends, as they can be tough) 
 
    	 2 cloves garlic, crushed (You can leave the garlic out if you don’t like it) 
 
    	 24 fl oz vegetable stock 
 
    	 8 fl oz white wine (or the same quantity of vegetable stock if you don’t want to use wine) 
 
    	 2 tablespoons butter 
 
    	 1 teaspoon olive oil (This is to help prevent the butter from burning) 
 
    	 1 tablespoon freshly tarragon, chopped 
 
    	 4 oz parmesan cheese, freshly grated 
 
    	 2 tablespoons fresh parsley, chopped 
 
    	 1⁄4 teaspoon black pepper 
 
    	 Salt to taste 
 
   
 
    Method 
 
    
    	 Bring the stock (and wine, if using) to a boil and turn down to a simmer. 
 
    	 In another pan (preferably non-stick), melt half the butter with the olive oil and cook the mushrooms and the asparagus until softened.  Remove from the pan and put to one side. 
 
    	 In the same pan, melt the remaining butter and add cook the leeks and the garlic until softened, but not browned.   
 
    	 Add the rice to the pan and cook for a minute or two, stirring well to coat every grain with butter.   
 
    	 Add a ladle of hot stock to the rice and cook over a medium heat, stirring gently.  When most of the liquid has been absorbed, you can either **  
 
    	 Continue adding the hot stock, a ladle at a time, cooking and stirring until most of the liquid has been absorbed before adding the next, 
or 
 
    	 You can add the stock all at once, cooking and stirring until most of the liquid has been absorbed and the rice is tender.  Hold back about one ladle of stock to add at the end. 
 
   
 
    NOTE: ** I’ve made the risotto using both methods, the second one by accident when I forgot that I was supposed to be adding the stock little by little.  It turned out OK though.  It takes about 20 minutes for the rice to cook to my liking, but if you like yours a little firmer, start checking it after 15 minutes.   
 
    
    	 About five minutes before the end of the cooking time, when the rice has plumped up nicely and is almost cooked to your liking, add the mushrooms and the asparagus back to the pan and stir in. 
 
    	 Stir in the tarragon and the grated cheese.  If you want a slightly creamier consistency, add the stock that you held back earlier.   
 
    	                    Check for seasoning and scatter with fresh parsley before serving immediately.   
 
   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Aubergine (Eggplant) with Spinach and a Parmesan Crust  
 
    Serves 4 
 
      
 
    Ingredients 
 
    
    	 1 large aubergine, cut into slices (About ½ inch thick.  If they’re any thicker, they might not cook before the top has browned).   
 
    	 8 oz frozen creamed spinach, defrosted.  (You can use fresh or ordinary frozen spinach if you prefer, just make sure the excess water has been squeezed out). 
 
    	 8 oz homemade tomato sauce, recipe after this one (or you can use a jar of shop bought if you don’t want to make your own). 
 
    	 3 oz mozzarella cheese, coarsely grated 
 
    	 3 oz cheddar cheese, mature or mild, whatever you prefer 
 
    	 6 oz Parmesan cheese, freshly grated.  (This is for the topping, but if you don’t like Parmesan, use another cheese, eg; Cheddar, Mozzarella, Gruyere or Fontina) 
 
    	 6oz breadcrumbs 
 
    	 ¼ teaspoon butter 
 
    	 2 tablespoons olive oil 
 
    	 2 tablespoons salt, plus salt and black pepper to taste 
 
   
 
    Method 
 
    1.  Scatter the salt over the aubergine slices and put them into a colander.  Leave over a bowl for about ½ hour, after which, there will be an amount of liquid in the bowl.  Throw the liquid away and rinse the slices under running water to remove any excess salt.  Pat dry with kitchen paper.  NOTE: The point of this is to remove any bitterness from the aubergine.  Sometimes I forget to factor this stage into my recipe, so I leave it out if I’m running short of time but the end result is better when I have the time to do it). 
 
    2.  Heat oven to 190ºC/375ºF.   
 
    3.  Butter an ovenproof dish.  Ideally, you want a dish that can take two layers of sauce, spinach, cheese and aubergine slices, but if you only have a dish that will only fit one layer in, that will be okay.   
 
    4.  Put a layer of tomato sauce and a layer of spinach on the bottom of the dish. 
 
    5.  Sprinkle half the mozzarella and half the cheddar on the top. 
 
    6.  Place half the aubergines on top of the cheese, and then repeat with a layer of tomato sauce, a layer of spinach, a layer of mozzarella and cheddar and finally, a layer of aubergine slices. 
 
    7.  Cover the aubergine slices with tomato sauce. 
 
    8.  Mix the Parmesan with the breadcrumbs and cover the top of the tomato sauce. 
 
    9.  Bake in the middle of the oven for 45 minutes, until the aubergines are cooked and the Parmesan and breadcrumb topping is brown and crisp. 
 
    Homemade Tomato Sauce 
 
      
 
    This is the easiest sauce to make, but it helps if you have a blender – either the stick or jug type, or a Mouli blender.  If you don’t have any of these, you could use a potato masher, but the end result won’t be as smooth. If you don’t want to use garlic, leave it out, and if you want to add a teaspoon of your favourite herbs, please do. 
 
      
 
    Ingredients 
 
    
    	 2 lbs ripe tomatoes, the squashier, the better! 
 
    	 2 tablespoons olive or vegetable oil 
 
    	 2 cloves garlic  
 
    	 2 level teaspoons salt 
 
    	 ½ teaspoon pepper 
 
    	 1 level teaspoon sugar 
 
    	 Water 
 
   
 
    Method 
 
    
    	 You can either cook this on the hob, or in the oven.  If you want to use the oven, preheat it to 180ºC/350ºF. 
 
    	 Cut the tomatoes in half, or leave them whole if they are very ripe.  If you’re using the oven, put them in a large ovenproof dish or on a baking sheet lined with foil.  If you’re using the hob, put them into a large non-stick saucepan or deep non-stick frying pan. 
 
    	 Sprinkle the tomatoes with the salt, pepper and sugar and drizzle the oil over the top.  Throw the garlic cloves (if using) into the dish or saucepan.  No need to cut or crush them, as everything is going to be blended together later. 
 
    	 Put the tomatoes in the middle of the oven and cook for about an hour, until they have become soft and the skins have started to come away from the flesh.  
or 
 
    	 Cook in the pan over a medium heat until the tomatoes have broken down and the skins have come loose.  
NOTE: Whether you use the oven or hob method, the tomatoes need to cook until the entire tomato has become soft.   
 
    	 Allow to cool. 
 
    	 Blend until smooth, adding a little water to loosen the sauce if necessary.   
 
    	 Check for seasoning and use as desired. 
 
   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Panna Cotta with Poached Rhubarb and Honey 
 
    Serves 6 
 
      
 
    Ingredients 
 
    
    	 1/3 cup skimmed milk  
 
    	 1 x 0.25 oz packet vegetarian gelatine  
 
    	 10 fl oz double cream  
 
    	 2 teaspoons vanilla extract  
 
    	 4 oz white sugar (for the Panna Cotta) 
 
    	 2 teaspoons white sugar (for the rhubarb) 
 
    	 1lb rhubarb 
 
    	 4oz caster sugar 
 
    	 Honey for drizzling 
 
   
 
    Method 
 
    
    	 Pour milk into a small bowl, and stir in the gelatine powder. Set aside. 
 
    	 In a saucepan, stir together the double cream and sugar, and heat over a medium setting.   
 
    	 Bring to a simmer, being careful not to allow the cream to boil. Remove from the heat. 
 
    	 Pour the gelatine and milk into the cream, stirring until completely dissolved. Cook for one minute, stirring constantly. Remove from heat, stir in the vanilla and pour into six individual, lightly oiled, ramekin dishes. 
 
    	 Cool the ramekins uncovered at room temperature. When cool, cover with plastic wrap, and refrigerate until the Panna Cotta is firm – overnight is best.   
 
   
 
    To poach the rhubarb 
 
    You can poach the rhubarb in a pan on the hob if you prefer, but this method gives me the best results. 
 
    
    	 Preheat the oven to 160ºC/325ºF. 
 
    	 Wash and trim any leaves from the rhubarb.  Dry and cut them into pieces (about 2” long).   
 
    	 Spread the pieces out in a large roasting pan and scatter two teaspoons of sugar over the top.  Cover the pan with a sheet of foil, crimping the edges tightly to keep in the heat and the steam). 
 
    	 Bake for 20 minutes, and then check the rhubarb.  (Take care when removing the foil that you avoid the cloud of steam that will billow out).  The rhubarb pieces should be soft enough for a knife to go through, but not so soft that they’ve collapsed into a mush.   
 
    	 Remove the pan from the oven and leave to cool, with the foil lid on.  
 
    	 To serve, run a knife around the top (inside) of the ramekin and turn the Panna Cotta onto a plate.  Put some rhubarb pieces and a pool of syrup on the side and drizzle the Panna Cotta with honey. 
 
   
 
    NOTE: If you have trouble getting the Panna Cotta out, dip the ramekin into hot water for a few seconds and try again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Mint Chocolate Cheesecake 
 
    Serves 10 portions 
 
      
 
    Ingredients 
 
    
    	 8 oz mint crisp chocolates 
 
    	 8 oz digestive biscuits 
 
    	 1 ½ packets of lemon jelly - vegetarian or non-vegetarian (7.12 oz) 
 
    	 3 oz butter 
 
    	 1 lb cream cheese - full fat is best for this recipe 
 
    	 ½ pint/9 fl oz double cream 
 
    	 ½ pint boiling water 
 
   
 
    Method 
 
    
    	 Grease a 9” loose-bottomed cake tin. 
 
    	 Crush the digestive biscuits with a quarter of the mint chocolates.   
 
    	 Melt the butter and stir in the crushed biscuit and chocolate mixture. 
 
    	 Press the mixture into the tin and chill in the fridge until firm. 
 
    	 Meanwhile, dissolve the jelly in boiling water and leave until almost set.  The jelly needs to have a definite wobble, but not be firm enough to turn out and hold its shape. 
 
    	 Crush two thirds of the remaining chocolates finely, and mix together with the cheese.  Then stir in the jelly. 
 
    	 Add half the cream to the mixture and whisk it in until the consistency becomes smooth. 
 
    	 Pour the mixture into the prepared tin and chill in the fridge until firm. 
 
    	 Once the cheesecake is firm, remove it from the tin and decorate with the remaining mint chocolates and the remainder of the cream, whisked until firm and piped onto the top in swirls. 
 
   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Peanut Sauce 
 
      
 
    If you don’t suffer from a nut allergy, this is the easiest, most delicious, peanut sauce recipe.  
 
    I always make it in a microwave, because it only takes a few minutes, but you can make it on the hob if you prefer. I make it in a half-litre jug, but any similar container will do.  I can’t give exact cooking times, as all microwave ovens vary, but basically, you’re looking for a thick, pourable consistency.  It’s great with fish, seafood, beef, chicken, pork, lamb or vegetarian dishes. 
 
    NOTE:  Take Care!  The finished sauce holds its heat for a while, so don’t burn your tongue! 
 
      
 
    Ingredients 
 
    
    	 2 ½ heaped tablespoons of peanut butter (crunchy or smooth) 
 
    	 4 tablespoons of soy sauce 
 
    	 ¼ beef, chicken or vegetable stock cube 
 
    	 1 level tablespoon sweet chilli sauce or Tabasco or chilli powder (You can leave this out if you don’t like things too spicy) 
 
    	 1 level tablespoon sugar 
 
    	 1 garlic clove, crushed or 1 level teaspoon garlic granules 
 
    	 A generous splash of lemon juice 
 
    	 Pepper to taste 
 
    	 Water 
 
   
 
    Method 
 
    
    	 Choose a suitable microwave container.   
 
    	 Put all the ingredients into the container, except the water. 
 
    	 Add water to just cover the ingredients in the container. 
 
    	 Put into microwave on full power and cook for three minutes.   
 
    	 Check after three minutes and stir.  If the sauce needs to thicken more, cook for a minute longer and then check again.   
 
    	 Cook until thickened, but pourable.  If the sauce is too thin, add another spoon of peanut butter and cook for a little longer.  If the sauce is too thick, add a little water, stir and cook for another minute or two. 
 
   
 
    


 
   
  
 



Marjorie’s Fabulous Fudge Cake 
 
    Serves 12 generous portions 
 
      
 
    Ingredients 
 
    
    	 1 ½lbs (24 oz) plain flour 
 
    	 2 teaspoons bicarbonate of soda 
 
    	 1lb (16 oz) caster (superfine) sugar 
 
    	 5 tablespoons cocoa (not drinking chocolate) 
 
    	 1 teaspoon salt 
 
    	 2 tablespoons vinegar 
 
    	 1 tablespoon vanilla extract 
 
    	 6 fl oz vegetable oil, plus an additional 2 tablespoons oil 
 
    	 16 fl oz water 
 
    	 1lb (16 oz) chocolate chunks or chips 
 
   
 
    To decorate; 
 
    
    	 2 lb of shop-bought chocolate spread (I know it’s a lot, but you’ve got a lot of cake to cover!)  I sometimes use this for convenience, but if you’d prefer to make your own icing, there’s a recipe at the end.  
 
    	 Chocolate shavings from a bar of dark, milk and white chocolate 
 
   
 
    Method 
 
    
    	 Preheat oven to 180ºC/3501F. 
 
    	 Put everything except the chocolate spread and the chocolate shavings into a large bowl and mix together well.  You can do this by hand or with an electric mixer, but whichever method you use, make sure everything is well combined. 
 
    	 Divide the mix between three x 8” cake tins, lined with baking paper, and bake for  around 40 - 45 minutes, or until a knife or a skewer pushed into the middle comes out clean. 
 
    	 Remove from the oven and allow to cool completely. 
 
    	 Spread a layer of chocolate spread on the top of the bottom cake.  Put the second cake on top of it.  Put a layer of chocolate spread on top of that cake, then put the third cake on top of it.  Finish with a thick layer of chocolate spread on the top and around the sides of the cake.   
 
    	 With a vegetable peeler, make chocolate curls by shaving the peeler against the surface of a chocolate bar. 
 
    	 Cut yourself a big slice and enjoy! 
 
   
 
    NOTE : Because it’s usually quite hot where I live, I keep this cake in the fridge.  I actually prefer it straight from the fridge - I like the way the icing firms up and becomes almost like a fondant icing.   
 
      
 
    Chocolate Icing  
 
    If you don’t want to use shop-bought chocolate spread, this is a good alternative, homemade icing. 
 
      
 
    Ingredients 
 
    
    	 1 ½lbs (24 oz) dark chocolate chips  
 
    	 2 tablespoons butter  
 
    	 2 teaspoons vanilla extract  
 
    	 6 fl oz evaporated milk   
 
    	 1 ½lbs (24 oz) icing sugar 
 
   
 
    Microwave Method 
 
    
    	 Put the chocolate chips, evaporated milk, vanilla extract and the butter into a microwave-proof bowl.  
 
    	 Set the microwave to cook on high power for 10 seconds.  Check and stir the ingredients.  Keep cooking for 10 seconds until the chocolate has just started to melt and everything combines when you give it a good stir.  You shouldn’t need to cook it for longer than 30 – 40 seconds, depending on the strength of your microwave oven. 
 
   
 
      
 
    NOTE: You need to cook the ingredients until the chocolate is just beginning to melt, but it’s important not to over overcook them, or the chocolate will burn and you’ll end up with a hard, grainy mess.    
 
      
 
    Hob Method 
 
    
    	 Put the chocolate chips, evaporated milk, vanilla extract and the butter into a large, heavy-bottomed saucepan. 
 
    	 Melt everything together over the very lowest heat, shaking the pan to help combine the ingredients. 
 
    	 Give the pan a stir and when everything has melted together, take the pan off the heat and add the icing sugar. 
 
    	 Mix until the icing becomes smooth and spreadable. 
 
   
 
    NOTE: This icing is easiest to work with when it’s warm, so don’t make it until you’re ready to start icing the cakes, and make sure they’re completely cold, or the icing will run straight off.  The icing will firm up quite quickly, so if it becomes too hard to work with, stand it in a bowl of hot water to soften up. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Scones 
 
    Makes 8 
 
      
 
    Ingredients 
 
    450g/1lb self-raising flour 
 
    2 teaspoons baking powder 
 
    62g/2oz sugar 
 
    125g/4oz cold butter or margarine, cut into cubes 
 
    1 teaspoon vanilla extract 
 
    A squeeze of lemon juice 
 
    Cold water to bind 
 
    Milk or egg to glaze 
 
      
 
    Method 
 
    
    	 Preheat your oven to 200ºC/390ºF/Gas 6 
 
    	 Sift the flour and baking powder into a large bowl. 
 
    	 Add the sugar, and margarine or butter, and rub in until the mixture resembles breadcrumbs. 
 
    	 Add the vanilla extract, the lemon juice and then the water, a little at a time, stirring until you have the beginnings of a stiff dough. 
 
    	 Roll or pat out gently with your hand until the dough is 1” thick. 
 
    	 Cut out your scones using a round cutter. 
 
    	 Put the scones on a baking sheet lined with baking paper and brush with the milk or egg, whatever you prefer to use.   
 
    	 Cook in the preheated oven for about 20 minutes until golden and well risen. 
 
    	  Allow to cool and then enjoy with your favourite jam or lemon curd, and freshly whipped cream 
 
   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Lemon Curd 
 
      
 
    Ingredients 
 
    The zest and juice of 4 large lemons.  (Take care not to include any white pith, as this is very bitter) 
 
    4 eggs, beaten (Some recipes will tell you to use only the egg yolk, but I’ve always done it this way so there’s no waste). 
 
    100g/4oz butter 
 
    450g/1lb sugar 
 
      
 
    Method 
 
    
    	 Put all the ingredients into a heatproof glass or ceramic mixing bowl and whisk them together 
 
    	 Bring a pan of water to the boil and then turn it down to a simmer.   
 
    	 Stand the bowl over the water and whisk constantly until the ingredients begin to cook and the curd thickens (You’ll need to watch it carefully, because it has a tendency to happen very quickly and it can go from gorgeously gloopy to a curdled catastrophe in a matter of seconds). 
 
    	  Remove from the heat and pour into sterilized jars or dishes.  The curd will continue to thicken as it cools 
 
    	 Enjoy with scones, on toast, with pancakes, etc., etc! 
 
   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chicken and Bacon Pancakes 
 
    Makes 10- 12 pancakes 
 
      
 
    Ingredients 
 
    For the pancakes 
 
    100g plain flour/4oz plain flour 
 
    2 large eggs 
 
    300ml/10fl oz/ ½ pint milk 
 
    A pinch of salt 
 
    Vegetable oil for frying 
 
      
 
    For the filling 
 
    A can of condensed mushroom or chicken soup 
 
    ½ can of milk (use the soup can) 
 
    3 cooked chicken breasts, chopped 
 
    1 small can sweetcorn or a handful of frozen peas (or both, if you prefer) 
 
    6 rashers of smoked bacon, chopped 
 
    1 small onion, finely chopped 
 
    1 garlic clove, crushed 
 
    A teaspoon of vegetable, sunflower or olive oil or butter 
 
    200g/7oz cheddar cheese - half for the sauce and half to sprinkle over the top 
 
      
 
    Method for the pancakes 
 
    
    	 First, make the pancakes.  Into a large bowl, put the flour, the eggs, the milk and a pinch of salt.  Whisk everything together to form a smooth batter 
 
    	 Wipe a non-stick frying pan with some oiled kitchen paper and put the pan over a medium heat.   
 
    	 When it starts to smoke slightly, pour in a little batter and swirl it around to cover the surface of the pan.  Allow to cook for about 30 seconds. 
 
    	 With a fish slice, flip the pancake over and cook the other side for a few seconds more and then slide it out onto a plate.   
 
    	 Add a teaspoon of oil to the hot pan and swirl it around.   
 
    	 Repeat the whole process until all the batter has been used and you have a stack of pancakes waiting to be filled. 
 
   
 
    NOTE: Quite often, the first pancake of a batch isn’t very good, so if you’ve never made pancakes before, don’t be disheartened. 
 
    Method for the filling 
 
    
    	 Add the oil or butter (whichever you prefer to use) to a non-stick frying pan, and allow to heat up/melt gently. 
 
    	 Add the bacon, onions and garlic to the pan and fry gently until the onions and garlic are soft and the bacon has become slightly crisp. 
 
    	 Add the soup to the pan, along with the ½ can of milk. 
 
    	 Add the sweetcorn and the frozen peas, if using, and allow everything to cook together until the mixture has thickened a little. 
 
    	 Add the cooked chicken to the mixture, along with half the cheese and turn off the heat. 
 
    	 Give everything another stir and allow the cheese to melt in the heat of the pan. 
 
    	 Allow the filling to cool, when it will be ready to use to fill the pancakes. 
 
   
 
    To assemble the dish 
 
    
    	 Preheat the oven to 180ºC/350º/Gas 4 and have a lightly oiled ovenproof dish ready. 
 
    	 Put a tablespoon of the filling down the centre of a pancake and roll it up. 
 
    	 Lay the filled pancake into the dish. 
 
    	 Repeat the process until all the pancakes are filled and all the mixture has been used.   
 
    	 Scatter the remainder of the cheese on the top and bake in the middle of the oven for about 20 minutes until the pancakes are heated through and the cheese is melted. 
 
    	 Serve with salad for a light lunch or veggies and fried potatoes for dinner. 
 
   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Ava’s Strawberry Cupcakes 
 
    Makes 12 
 
      
 
    Ingredients 
 
      
 
    For the cupcakes 
 
      
 
    8 large strawberries, at room temperature and mashed to a pulp 
 
    180g/6oz plain flour
1 teaspoon baking powder
A pinch of salt 
 
    2 eggs, at room temperature 
 
    4 tablespoons full fat milk, at room temperature
2 teaspoons vanilla extract
113g/4oz butter, softened to room temperature  
 
    225g/8oz sugar
For the buttercream icing 
 
    225g/8oz cream cheese 
 
    280g/10oz icing sugar
225g/8oz butter, softened to room temperature 
 
    1 teaspoon vanilla extract 
 
    225g/8oz strawberry puree, made by chopping and simmering fresh or frozen strawberries until they have cooked down and reduced to a puree-like consistency.   
 
      
 
    NOTE:  Allow the puree to cool completely before use. 
 
      
 
    Method for the cupcakes 
 
    
    	 Preheat the oven to 180ºC/350F/Gas 4.  
 
    	 Line a 12 cupcake or muffin tin with paper cases. 
 
    	 Sift flour, baking powder and salt into a bowl.  Set aside. 
 
    	 In a small bowl, whisk together the milk, vanilla extract and the cold strawberry puree. 
 
    	 Using a hand mixer, cream the butter and sugar together in another bowl, or use a stand mixer if you have one.  Beat until light and fluffy. 
 
    	 Add the egg to the creamed mixture and mix on a low speed until everything is well combined.  Scrape down the side of the bowl to incorporate any bits of mixture that might have been missed. 
 
    	 Add half the flour mixture and mix very briefly on a low speed.  All you want to do at this stage is begin to combine the flour into the creamed mixture. 
 
    	 Scrape down the sides of the bowl again and add the milk, vanilla and strawberry puree mixture.  Mix again until just combined and scrape down the sides of the bowl once more to incorporate all the mixture.   
 
    	 Add the remaining flour and mix on a low speed until everything is well combined 
 
    	                    Divide the batter between the cupcake cases. Put into the centre of the oven and bake for 20-25 minutes, or until a skewer inserted into the middle of the cakes comes out clean.   
 
    	                    Cool in the cases for about 15 minutes and then transfer to a wire rack to cool completely.   
 
   
 
    Method for the strawberry buttercream icing 
 
      
 
    
    	 Beat the butter, sugar, cheese and vanilla extract until well combined. 
 
    	 Add the strawberry puree to the buttercream icing, one half at a time, mixing until the icing has turned pink and becomes smooth. Keep the icing in the fridge until needed.  It will firm up a little when cold, so you may want to leave it at room temperature for a minute or two if it’s too difficult to work with straight from the fridge.  
 
    	 When the cakes are completely cool, cover them with buttercream icing and enjoy! 
 
   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Harriett’s Smoked Haddock Quiche 
 
    Serves 6 
 
      
 
    Ingredients 
 
    500g/1lb smoked haddock, cooked and flaked 
 
    ½ onion, chopped finely 
 
    300ml/½ pint double cream 
 
    A couple of leaves of basil, finely chopped 
 
    170g/6oz Cheddar or red Leicester cheese 
 
    85g/3oz parmesan, grated (If you don’t want to use parmesan, just use an extra 3oz of the other cheese) 
 
    500g/16oz pack of shortcrust pastry 
 
    4 eggs, lightly beaten 
 
    Salt and pepper 
 
      
 
    Method 
 
    
    	 Preheat the oven to 200ºC/390ºF/Gas 6 and put a baking sheet in it to heat up. 
 
    	 Scatter a little flour onto your counter or board, and roll the pastry out until it’s big enough to fit a 9” quiche/flan dish, with about an inch of overhang. 
 
    	 Line the dish with the pastry and then put a sheet of baking paper on top of it. 
 
    	 Fill the pastry case with baking beans or dried beans or rice, and put it on the preheated baking sheet.   Bake it for ten minutes until the pastry has started to change colour and texture.   
 
    	 Then remove the baking paper and the beans or rice and put it back in the oven for another fifteen minutes until golden.  Allow it to cool before using in the recipe. 
 
    	 Put the haddock, onion, cheese(s) and basil into a bowl and mix to combine them.  Then put them into the pastry case. 
 
    	  Add the cream to the eggs, with some salt and pepper to taste, and whisk everything together well. 
 
    	 Pour the mixture into the pastry case and bake in the preheated oven for 10 minutes.   
 
    	 Then reduce the heat to 180ºC/350ºF/Gas 4 and bake for a further 30 minutes or until the quiche begins to set and turn golden.   
 
    	                    Remove from the oven and allow to cool.  This is best eaten lukewarm or cold 
 
   
 
      
 
    NOTE: There should still be a slight wobble to the centre of the quiche when it comes out of the oven, but that’s the way it should be.  It will continue to cook with its residual heat and will firm up as it cools.   
 
    NOTE: If you use dried beans or rice to fill your pastry case when you’re baking it, don’t use them to cook with afterwards. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Betty's Barbecue Spare Ribs 
 
      
 
    Ingredients 
 
    1 kilo/2 lbs pork or beef spare ribs (Keep the racks whole if you can, but if you can’t, cut them in half). 
 
    1000ml/1 litre of tomato ketchup (I know it sounds like a lot, but some of the sauce will be used in the cooking, and some will be used to coat the ribs afterwards). 
 
    6 tablespoons sugar (brown sugar is good if you have it, but don’t worry if you don’t) 
 
    6 tablespoons maple syrup 
 
    6 tablespoons light soy sauce 
 
    8 fl oz/½ pint water  
 
    2 teaspoons black pepper 
 
    1 teaspoon ground ginger 
 
    1 teaspoon ground cinnamon 
 
    2 tablespoons onion powder 
 
    1 tablespoon garlic powder 
 
    2 tablespoons Worcestershire sauce 
 
    4 fl oz/¼ pint apple cider vinegar 
 
    Juice of ½ lemon
  
 
    Method for the barbecue sauce 
 
    
    	 Put all the ingredients, except the ribs, into a saucepan and bring to the boil. 
 
    	 Turn down the heat to a simmer and cook for about an hour, stirring regularly, until the sauce has thickened.   
 
   
 
      
 
    Method for the ribs 
 
    
    	 Put the ribs into a large pan and cover with water.  Bring to the boil and then turn down to a simmer and cook for an hour. 
 
    	 Remove the ribs from the pan and place them in a roasting dish. 
 
    	 Cover the ribs with half the sauce and bake in an oven preheated to 180ºC/350ºF/Gas 4 for between an hour, and an hour and a half, basting regularly.   
 
    	 When the meat starts to shrink away from the bones and is soft to the touch, turn off the oven and take the roasting dish out.  Cover with foil and leave to rest for ten minutes. 
 
    	 Cut into portions and serve with the remainder of the barbecue sauce. 
 
   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Thai Sweet and Sour Pork Spare Ribs 
 
      
 
    Ingredients 
 
    1 kilo/2 lbs pork spare ribs.  (If you can get the ribs as a whole rack, this is preferable). 
 
    2 tablespoon vegetable oil 
 
    2 cloves garlic, crushed 
 
    1 medium onion, chopped 
 
    3 teaspoons fish sauce 
 
    2 tablespoon oyster sauce 
 
    4 tablespoons tomato ketchup 
 
    1 tablespoon white vinegar 
 
    2 tablespoons sugar (You can use honey if you prefer). 
 
    2 tablespoons lime juice 
 
    ½ teaspoon chilli flakes (or more if you like your ribs really spicy) 
 
    60ml/2 fl oz pineapple juice 
 
      
 
    Method 
 
    
    	 Put all the ingredients except the ribs into a large bowl or dish and mix them together to make a marinade. 
 
    	 Add the ribs to the mix and make sure they are well covered.   
 
    	 Transfer the ribs and the marinade to a large plastic food bag, squeeze out as much air as you can and leave them in the fridge overnight if you can, but for at least three hours. 
 
    	 At the end of the marinating time and when you are ready to cook the ribs, preheat your oven to 150ºC/300ºF/Gas 2. 
 
    	 Take the ribs out of the plastic bag and put them into a baking dish, lined with foil.  Keep whatever marinade is left in the bag. 
 
    	 Cook the racks for two hours, brushing with the reserved marinade and turning them over a couple of times during cooking. 
 
    	 After two hours, turn the heat up to 180ºC/350ºF/Gas 4 and cook for a further forty minutes or so, basting and turning the ribs until they are well-coloured (but not burnt) and the meat is tender.   
 
    	 Allow the racks to rest for ten minutes and then cut into ribs.   
 
   
 
    NOTE: The meat on Thai spare ribs should be chewy tender as opposed to fall off the bone tender 
 
    NOTE: These are equally good cooked on the barbecue. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Pumpkin and Coriander Soup 
 
      
 
    Ingredients 
 
    
    	 1 kilogram of pumpkin flesh, roasted  
 
    	 1 large onion, peeled and chopped 
 
    	 4 cloves garlic, peeled 
 
    	 1 carrot, peeled and chopped 
2 teaspoons ground coriander
½ teaspoon dried thyme 
 
    	 1 litre hot vegetable stock, 
 
    	 Olive oil 
 
    	 A little salt (Remember that the stock will be seasoned, so add a little less than you usually would. You can always add more later if necessary). 
 
    	 Plenty of black pepper 
 
   
 
      
 
    Method 
 
    
    	 Preheat the oven to 180ºC.  
 
    	 Put the pumpkin flesh into a roasting tin with the onion, garlic, carrot and coriander.  
 
    	 Sprinkle the ground coriander over the top, along with salt and pepper to season, and drizzle everything with a generous glug of olive oil. 
 
    	 Place the tray in the preheated oven and roast everything for around 45 minutes or until the pumpkin and carrot are soft.  
 
    	 Transfer the roasted ingredients into a saucepan and add hot stock. Boil for a minute and then turn the heat down to a simmer and cook for twenty minutes. 
 
    	 At the end of the cooking time, blitz the soup with a blender and check for seasoning. 
 
    	 If the soup is too thick, thin down with a little water or stock. 
 
    	 Serve with croutons and a swirl of sour cream. 
 
   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Hake Steaks with Lime, Black Pepper and Butter Sauce 
 
      
 
    Ingredients 
 
    
    	 4 hake steaks, bones removed but skin left on 
 
    	 4 tablespoons olive oil 
 
    	 A generous knob of butter 
 
    	 Lime juice 
 
    	 Salt  
 
    	 Freshly ground black pepper 
 
    	 A handful of fresh flat-leaf parsley, chopped 
 
   
 
      
 
    Method 
 
    
    	 Heat a heavy-based griddle pan or frying pan until hot.  
 
    	 Season the fish with salt and pepper and brush the skin with a little olive oil. 
 
    	 Carefully place the fish steaks in the hot pan, skin side down 
 
    	 Fry the fish for 3 minutes before adding half the butter and 2 tablespoons of the oil to the pan. Turn the fish over. 
 
    	 Cook for another 3 minutes.  
 
    	 Check that the fish is cooked by putting the blade of a sharp knife into the thickest part of the fish. If the flesh is opaque and flakes easily, the fish is cooked. If it is still translucent, the fish is raw, so cook for a minute longer and check again. 
 
    	 Remove the cooked fish from the pan and put on a warm plate while you finish the sauce.  
 
    	 Turn off the heat and add the remaining olive oil and butter to the hot pan.  
 
    	 Add the salt to taste and a good grinding of black pepper. 
 
    	                    Finally, add the lime juice and stir in the chopped parsley. 
 
    	                    Pour over the hake steaks and enjoy! 
 
   
 
      
 
    NOTE: Take care if you’re using a pan with a handle that heats up along with the pan. I’ve burned myself plenty of times on one of those! 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Double Chocolate Brownies   
 
      
 
    Ingredients 
 
    
    	 8 oz unsalted butter 
 
    	 15 oz sugar - white or brown (if you use brown, the brownie will slightly fudgier) 
 
    	 3 oz cocoa (not drinking chocolate) 
 
    	 1 level teaspoon salt 
 
    	 1 level teaspoon baking powder 
 
    	 1 teaspoon espresso powder 
 
    	 1 tablespoon vanilla extract 
 
    	 4 large eggs, beaten 
 
    	 6 oz flour (plain or wholewheat) 
 
    	 16 oz chocolate chips or the same amount of chocolate broken into small pieces 
 
   
 
      
 
    To Decorate 
 
    
    	 6 oz good quality plain or milk chocolate, broken into small pieces. 
 
   
 
      
 
    Method 
 
    
    	 Preheat oven to 350ºF/180ºC and line a baking tray (11" x 7" x 1") with baking paper. Melt butter over a medium heat and add sugar. Stir and keep over heat, stirring gently until the sugar has melted. 
 
    	 Put the butter and melted sugar into a bowl. (Take care, it will be very hot). 
 
    	 Stir in the cocoa, salt, baking powder, espresso powder and vanilla. 
 
    	 Add the eggs gradually, stirring them into the mixture until combined and everything is smooth. 
 
    	 Add the flour and fold into the mixture using a metal spoon.  
 
    	 Add the chocolate chips to the mixture and stir through until well distributed. 
 
    	 Bake in the centre of the oven for 40 - 55 minutes*, or until a skewer inserted into the middle comes out covered in wet crumbs. (As opposed to raw mixture). The cake should feel quite firm to the touch on the surface, but the centre should still be a little squidgy. 
 
    	 Allow the cake to cool completely in the tin. 
 
    	 When the cake has cooled, melt the chocolate to spread over the top. You can do this as follows; 
 
    	                    You will need a saucepan and a heatproof bowl that will fit on top of the pan. Put enough water in the pan to allow the bowl to sit above it, but not touch it. (Take care not to let the bottom of the bowl touch the water, or any water get into the bowl, or the chocolate will become grainy and unusable). Bring the water to a boil and then turn down to a simmer. Break the chocolate into small pieces and put into the bowl. Allow the chocolate to melt slowly over the gentle heat, stirring once or twice. 
 
    	                    When the chocolate is melted, pour it over the cooled cake and spread it evenly over the surface.  
 
    	                    Allow the chocolate to cool and set. 
 
    	                    Once cool, cut the cake into brownies and enjoy! 
 
   
 
    NOTE: *The cooking time will very much depend on your oven. It takes around 40 minutes in my oven but in my friend's oven, it takes almost an hour. The trick is to do the skewer test to catch it when it's just right and take it out of the oven before it's completely cooked (but not raw). The residual heat of the cake will finish it off.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    No Added Sugar Chocolate Brownies 
 
      
 
    Ingredients 
 
    
    	 8 oz dates, stoned  
 
    	 4 oz unsalted butter, softened 
 
    	 1 large egg, beaten 
 
    	 1 ripe banana, mashed 
 
    	 1 tablespoon vanilla extract 
 
    	 4 oz chocolate chips or the same amount of chocolate broken into small pieces 
 
    	 3 oz plain flour + 2 teaspoons baking powder stirred together 
 
   
 
      
 
    To Decorate 
 
    
    	 6 oz good quality plain or milk chocolate, broken into small pieces. 
 
   
 
      
 
    Method 
 
    
    	 Preheat oven to 180ºC and line a baking tray (11" x 7" x 1") with baking paper.  
 
    	 Put the dates into a saucepan with just enough water to cover them.  
 
    	 Cook the dates over a low heat until they become soft. 
 
    	 Drain the dates and blend in a food processor until smooth. Leave to cool. (If you don't have a food processor, mash the dates well with a fork or a potato masher). 
 
    	 In a large bowl, mix together the dates and the butter with a wooden spoon until light and fluffy. 
 
    	 Add the mashed banana, the vanilla extract and the egg and mix everything together well. 
 
    	 Melt the first lot of chocolate (4 oz) following the method in the last recipe. When it's cooled a little, stir it into the mixture in the bowl. 
 
    	 Now fold the flour into the mixture, using a metal spoon. 
 
    	 When all the flour has been combined, pour the mixture into the prepared tin and smooth the top. 
 
    	                    Bake in the centre of the preheated oven for 30 - 35 minutes or until a skewer inserted into the centre comes out as before, with wet cake crumbs on it.  
 
    	                    When the cake is cooked, remove from the oven and allow it to cool completely. 
 
    	                    Following the method in the last recipe, melt the chocolate for decorating (6 oz) and spread it over the surface of the cooled cake.  
 
    	                    Cut into squares and enjoy.  
 
   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Spiced Ginger Cake 
 
      
 
    Ingredients 
 
    
    	 7 oz unsalted butter 
 
    	 7 oz soft brown sugar 
 
    	 10 fl oz black treacle or golden syrup - whichever you prefer. I’ve tried this with both and it works with either 
 
    	 8 fl oz cola flavoured drink 
 
    	 10 oz wholewheat flour 
 
    	 2 teaspoons bicarbonate of soda 
 
    	 2 ½ teaspoons ground ginger 
 
    	 1 teaspoon ground cinnamon  
 
    	 1 teaspoon ground allspice 
 
    	 10 fl oz mayonnaise  
 
    	 2 eggs 
 
   
 
      
 
    To decorate 
 
    
    	 Icing sugar mixed with a pinch of cinnamon 
 
   
 
      
 
    Method 
 
    
    	 Preheat the oven to 170ºC and line an 8” x 12” baking pan with greaseproof paper. 
 
    	 Put the butter, sugar and treacle or golden syrup into a saucepan and melt together over a low heat until combined. 
 
    	 Add the cola drink to the pan and mix well. 
 
    	 Take the pan off the heat and add the flour, bicarbonate of soda, ginger, cinnamon and allspice. Beat everything together well. 
 
    	 In a bowl, mix together the mayonnaise and the eggs. Then add them to the cake batter. 
 
    	 Pour the mixture into a lined baking tin and cook in the centre of the preheated oven for around 50 minutes. The cake is ready when a skewer pushed into the centre comes out just clean. If it’s still wet, cook for five minutes more and check again. 
 
    	 When the cake is ready, allow to cool in the tin. 
 
    	 When the cake is cool, remove from the tin, dust with the cinnamon icing sugar and cut into squares. 
 
   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Mulled Spiced Punch 
 
      
 
    Ingredients 
 
    
    	 1 litre of apple juice 
 
    	 4 tablespoons brown sugar 
 
    	 4 tablespoons maple syrup 
 
    	 The zest and juice of six clementines or tangerines 
 
    	 The zest of 1 lemon 
 
    	 The zest of 1 lime 
 
    	 2 whole cloves 
 
    	 1 allspice berry  
 
    	 1 x 1” piece of root ginger, peeled 
 
    	 3 cinnamon sticks 
 
    	 1 vanilla pod, split in half lengthways 
 
    	 3 litres of dry cider 
 
    	 3 measures of bourbon 
 
    	 2 star anise 
 
   
 
      
 
    Method 
 
    
    	 Put the apple juice, sugar and maple syrup into a saucepan with all the fruit zest and juice, the cloves, the allspice berry, the ginger, the cinnamon sticks and the vanilla pod. 
 
    	 Cook over a gentle heat, stirring occasionally, until the sugar has completely dissolved. 
 
    	 When the sugar has dissolved, turn up the heat and bring the liquid to a boil and continue to boil until it has reduced to a thickish syrup. 
 
    	 Turn down the heat and add the cider, bourbon and star anise to the pan. Heat very gently for a few minutes before serving in heatproof cups or glasses and sipping with care! 
 
   
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Mulled Non-Alcoholic Punch 
 
      
 
    Ingredients 
 
    
    	 2 litres grape juice 
 
    	 1 litre pineapple juice 
 
    	 1 litre dry ginger ale 
 
    	 330 ml pure coconut water  
 
    	 The zest of 1 large orange 
 
    	 The zest of 1 large lemon 
 
    	 The zest of 1 lime 
 
    	 The zest of 1 grapefruit 
 
    	 6 tablespoons maple syrup 
 
    	 1 bay leaf 
 
    	 1 cinnamon stick 
 
    	 1 allspice berry  
 
   
 
      
 
    To garnish 
 
    
    	 Extra cinnamon sticks 
 
   
 
      
 
    Method 
 
    
    	 Put all the ingredients except the garnish into a saucepan and bring to a simmer.  
 
    	 Allow everything to cook together for a few minutes. 
 
    	 Turn off the heat and serve in heatproof cups or glasses with a cinnamon stick for stirring  
 
   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chicken and Shellfish Paella  
 
      
 
    Many Spanish cooks will tell you that you cannot make an authentic paella without using a ‘Sofrito’, which is a blend of ingredients combined together to create a concentrated flavour base. Sometimes it’s cooked, sometimes not and the ingredients vary. Where I live the most common Sofrito is made with tomatoes, onions, garlic and olive oil which are cooked together in a pan until they have reduced and the flavours have intensified. This is then used in recipes, such as paella, as an added flavouring.  
 
      
 
    Ingredients 
 
      
 
    For the Sofrito 
 
    
    	 1 large can crushed tomatoes or 6 large ripe tomatoes, diced 
 
    	 1 medium white or yellow onion, finely chopped 
 
    	 6 large cloves garlic, crushed 
 
    	 Olive oil  
 
    	 Salt and pepper to taste 
 
   
 
      
 
    For the Paella 
 
    
    	 6 chicken thighs, skin and bone removed and cut into quarters. 
NOTE; If you prefer to leave the bones in, you will need to increase the cooking time accordingly. 
 
    	 12 king prawns, peeled and de-veined but with the tail shell left on. (If you prefer, you can leave the shells on the prawns. It’s certainly quicker than peeling and de-veining them, but I always peel them as they’re easier to eat that way). 
 
    	 500 g mussels, scrubbed and de-bearded 
 
    	 2 small squid (Ask you fishmonger to clean and prepare the squid for you and slice it into rings or small pieces) 
 
    	 100 g Chorizo, diced 
 
    	 8 slices pancetta or smoked bacon, chopped 
 
    	 2 litres homemade chicken stock, hot.   
 
    	 2 large pinches saffron 
 
    	 1 heaped tablespoon smoked paprika 
 
    	 500 g paella rice (Bomba if you can get it, Arborio if you can’t. Long grain rice is not suitable for a paella) 
 
    	 1 small bunch flat-leaf parsley, chopped 
 
    	 2 handfuls frozen peas 
 
    	 1 large onion, finely chopped 
 
    	 2 tablespoons of Sofrito 
 
    	 Olive oil 
 
    	 Sea salt 
 
    	 Freshly ground black pepper 
 
    	 Two large lemons cut into wedges 
 
   
 
      
 
    NOTE : If you don't have a Paella pan you'll need a shallow, circular pan, preferably with a lid, although I don't have a lid on mine, I just use aluminium foil. Spanish friends of mine cover their Paella pan with another one, upturned on top of it. I would cook this Paella for six in a 15" diameter/2" high circular pan. 
 
      
 
    Method for the Sofrito 
 
    
    	 Cover the base of a pan with olive oil and place over a medium heat. 
 
    	 Fry the onions and garlic until soft and translucent but take care not to burn them. 
 
    	 Add the tomatoes to the pan and season well with salt and pepper 
 
    	 Cook until the tomatoes have reduced and combined with the onions and garlic to form a puree-like consistency. Turn off the heat. 
 
    	 When the Sofrito has cooled you can keep in the fridge for up to five days or freeze it in portions to use at your convenience. 
 
   
 
      
 
    Method for the Paella 
 
    
    	 Heat a little olive oil in the pan and add the chicken pieces. (If you’ve left the chicken skin on, you won’t need a lot of oil as the skin will produce quite a bit).  
 
    	 Cook until almost cooked through, which should take between 15 and 20 minutes. It will finish cooking in the pan later. 
 
    	 Remove the chicken from the pan and put to one side, on a plate covered with a lid or foil. 
 
    	 Add the sliced chorizo and pancetta or bacon to the same pan and fry until browned. 
 
    	 Next, add the onion and garlic and fry until soft. 
 
    	 Add the Sofrito to the pan and fry gently.  
 
    	 Meanwhile infuse the hot chicken stock with the saffron.  
 
    	 Add the smoked paprika, rice and half the infused stock to the pan and leave to cook on a medium heat. Give the rice a good stir and then leave it alone. 
 
    	 After 15 minutes the rice will be part-cooked. At this point, pour in the rest of the stock and add the chicken thighs back to the pan along with the peas, prawns, and the mussels and squid if you are using them. Push the prawns and the mussels well into the rice. 
 
    	                    Cover the pan and cook for 10 minutes more, after which time the rice should be al dente, the chicken thighs cooked through, the prawns perfectly pink and the mussels open. NOTE: If you are using mussels, please discard any that remain closed at the end of the cooking time. 
 
    	                    When the paella has finished its cooking time, remove the pan from the heat, cover with a lid (or foil or a clean tea towel) and leave to rest for five minutes.  
 
    	                    Then decorate with chopped parsley and lemon wedges and serve from the cooking pan. 
 
   
 
      
 
    NOTE: If you don't like shellfish, you can replace it with pork, white fish, extra chicken, sausage, or whatever you like.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Grandma Doris’s Boiled Fruit Cake 
 
      
 
    Ingredients 
 
    
    	 2 medium eggs, beaten 
 
    	 1 cup sugar 
 
    	 8 oz butter or margarine 
 
    	 1½ cups dried, mixed fruit of your choice, plus ½ cup dried (or glacé) cherries or cranberries 
 
    	 1 cup water 
 
    	 1 teaspoon bicarbonate of soda 
 
    	 ½ teaspoon mixed spice 
 
    	 1 cup plain flour 
 
    	 1½ cups self-raising flour 
 
   
 
    Method 
 
    
    	 Place fruit (except the cherries or cranberries), sugar, butter and water into a saucepan of cold water, bring to a boil and cook for five minutes. 
 
    	 After five minutes, transfer the mixture to a mixing bowl to cool. 
 
    	 When cool, add the bicarbonate of soda, mixed spice and beaten eggs to the mixture and mix everything together. 
 
    	 Fold in the flour, a spoonful at a time, before adding the cherries or cranberries. 
 
    	 Line and lightly grease a seven inch baking tin and pour the mixture into it 
 
    	 Bake in the middle of a preheated oven at 325ºF/170ºC/Gas 3, for 1 - 1¼ hours, or until a skewer inserted into the middle of the cake comes out clean.  
 
    	 Allow to cool before slicing. 
 
   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Charlotte’s Chicken Casserole with Dumplings 
 
    Serves four to six people 
 
      
 
    Ingredients 
 
    
    	 1 whole chicken, jointed into eight pieces 
 
    	 6 rashers of smoked bacon, chopped 
 
    	 25g/1oz butter 
 
    	 225g/8oz whole baby onions, peeled 
 
    	 1 teaspoon mixed herbs or a bouquet garni of thyme, bay leaves, peppercorns, rosemary sprigs and a celery stalk 
 
    	 800ml/27 fl oz chicken stock 
 
    	 2 tablespoons vegetable oil 
 
    	 2 medium onions, peeled and chopped 
 
    	 2 leeks, washed and sliced 
 
    	 3 large carrots, chopped 
 
    	 2 potatoes, peeled and chopped  
 
    	 2 bay leaves (use these even if you are using a bouquet garni) 
 
    	 Salt and pepper to season 
 
    	 Chopped parsley to garnish 
 
   
 
    For the dumplings 
 
    
    	 250g/8 ½ oz self-raising flour 
 
    	 125g/4 ¼ oz cold butter, straight from the fridge 
 
    	 100ml/3 fl oz cold water 
 
   
 
    Method 
 
    
    	 Preheat your oven to 170ºC/325ºF/Gas mark 3) 
 
    	 Heat the oil in a large cast-iron casserole dish, or frying pan, and fry the chicken pieces, in batches, until brown. Transfer them to a plate.  
 
    	 Gently fry the bacon pieces in the same pan and then put them on the plate with the chicken. 
 
    	 Add the butter to the oil in the casserole and gently cook the onions until they become soft and golden brown. 
 
    	 Add the chicken and bacon back to the casserole. 
 
    	 Add the carrots, leeks, potatoes, bay leaves, herbs or bouquet garni and chicken stock to the dish and season well.  
 
    	 Cover with a lid and put into the centre of the preheated oven to cook for 40 minutes. 
 
    	 While the casserole is cooking, make the dumplings as follows: 
 
    	 Put the self-raising flour into a mixing bowl with a pinch of salt. 
 
    	                    Coarsely grate the cold butter and rub it together with the flour until it resembles breadcrumbs. 
 
    	                    Add the cold water to the flour and butter and mix together gently until you form a ball of dough. NOTE; Don’t knead the dough too vigorously, or the dumplings will be tough. The ingredients only need a gentle bringing together with your hands until they’re all combined. 
 
    	                    Divide the dough into twelve and roll into balls. 
 
    	                    At the end of the 40 minutes cooking time, carefully take the casserole from the oven and place the dumplings on top.  
 
    	                    Replace the lid and return the casserole to the oven for a further 30 minutes, after which, the dumplings should be cooked through and fluffy and the chicken, meltingly tender.  
 
    	                    Sprinkle with freshly chopped parsley and serve. 
 
   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Big Al’s Burgers 
 
    Serves four very hungry people 
 
      
 
    Ingredients 
 
    
    	 800g/1lb chuck steak mince, coarsely ground. NOTE; I’ve found that between 25% and 30% fat content in the meat makes the tastiest, juiciest burgers—even if you like them very well done—and it helps them stay together. If you can, ask your butcher to mince the chuck steak for you. If you can’t, you can buy ready minced meat 
 
    	 1 large onion, finely chopped 
 
    	 4 anchovy fillets from a can or a jar (secret ingredient)  
 
    	 1 tablespoon vegetable oil to mash the anchovies in  
 
    	 110g/4oz mature cheddar cheese, grated 
 
    	 Salt and freshly ground black pepper 
 
    	 2 tablespoons vegetable oil for frying 
 
    	 4 burger buns 
 
    	 Mayonnaise, ketchup and/or mustard and sliced tomatoes, lettuce and pickles to serve, if required 
 
   
 
    Method 
 
    
    	 Divide the cheese into four and form into balls. Put into the fridge until needed. 
 
    	 Put the anchovy fillets into a small bowl with one tablespoon of the vegetable oil. Mash them with a spoon until they break up and ‘dissolve’ into the oil.  
 
    	 Place the minced meat into a large bowl. 
 
    	 Drizzle the anchovy/oil mix evenly over the meat and add the chopped onion and salt and pepper. NOTE; you won’t need as much salt as you may normally add because the anchovies are quite salty. 
 
    	 Mix everything together with your hands—it’s a little messy but it’s the best way to combine all the ingredients. 
 
    	 Divide the mince mixture into four and form into flat patties, making sure to leave a well in the middle. 
 
    	 Put a cheese ball into each well and mould the meat around it until all the cheese is covered. 
 
    	 Flatten the burgers a little with your hands or with a fish slice. 
 
    	 Heat the remaining vegetable oil in a non-stick frying pan over a medium heat and brown the burgers on both sides. 
 
    	                    Keeping an eye on them, cook the burgers gently for between twenty-five and thirty minutes, flipping a couple of times during cooking. NOTE; If you have a pan with a heatproof handle, you can cook the burgers in the oven which has been preheated to 180ºC/350ºF/Gas 4, if you prefer, but don’t forget to use an oven glove to take the pan out! 
 
    	                    When the burgers are cooked to your liking, slice the buns and spread each half with mayonnaise, ketchup or mustard. Add the burger and fill the buns with additional ingredients if required before serving. 
 
   
 
   


  
 

 Note from Sherri Bryan 
 
    Thank you for downloading a copy of this box set, which I hope has given you a real taste of the Charlotte Denver Cozy Mystery Series. 
 
    I hope you enjoyed the books. If you did, I’d love to hear from you, and constructive criticism is also welcome! 
 
    Although these books have been proofread and edited more times than I can recall, there may still be the odd mistake within their pages.  If you should come across one, I’d be grateful if you could let me know so I can put it right.  
 
    Also, if you’d just like to get in touch to say hello, that’d be great! I’ll get back to you as soon as I can but apologies in advance if there’s a bit of a wait. I answer every email personally and, sometimes, it can take a while if I have a few to read and reply to. 
 
    You can contact me by email at sherri@sherribryan.com, on Twitter @sbryanauthor or on Facebook at https://www.facebook.com/sherribryanauthor. 
 
    If you’d like to receive notifications for forthcoming books, along with details of free downloads, discounts, and other news I think might be of interest, please visit my website at https://sherribryan.com, or my Facebook page, where you can sign up to my readers’ list. 
 
    Please don’t worry - I promise I won’t flood your inbox with messages or junk mail, and I won’t share your name or email address with anyone, either, because I respect your privacy. 
 
    Thanks again for taking an interest in my books.  I hope you’ll enjoy the rest of the Charlotte Denver Cozy Mystery series. 
 
    Sending you best wishes, and wishing you very happy reading, 
 
    Sherri. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 About Sherri Bryan 
 
    Sherri lives in southern Spain with her husband and their beloved rescue dog. 
 
    She's an avid people watcher (aka nosy), and loves to write relateable characters she hopes readers will love, and plots that will have them scratching their heads as they try to figure out whodunnit. 
 
    She currently has two series, with more books in each on the way, and all her stories have twists she hopes readers won't see coming, and happy heartwarming endings. 
 
    When she's not tapping away on her laptop, you'll most likely find her in the kitchen cooking up something experimental; playing with the dog; curled up with a book; watching crime dramas, or dreaming up new mystery plots. 
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 ALL RIGHTS RESERVED 
 
    No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form, or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the copyright owner, and publisher, of this piece of work, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews 
 
    This is a work of fiction. All characters (apart from one), businesses, organizations, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination, or are used in an entirely fictitious manner.   
 
    Whilst I have tried to be accurate throughout, for dramatic purposes, my imagination may have called for actual facts and procedures to be slightly ‘skewed’ from time to time, and I hope this will not detract from your enjoyment of the story.   
 
    Any other resemblance to organizations, actual events or actual persons (apart from one), living or dead, is purely coincidental. 
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