
The Charlotte Denver Cozy Mystery Series

Books 8, 9 and 10

Doughnuts, Diamonds and Dead Men – Book 8

Bread, Dead and Wed – Book 9

Flash, Crash and Chocolate Ganache – Book 10

by Sherri Bryan

Contents

Copyright

Acknowledgements

Dedication

Doughnuts, Diamonds and Dead Men

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

Epilogue

Bread, Dead and Wed

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

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Epilogue

Flash, Crash and Chocolate Ganache

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

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Other Books by Sherri Bryan

A SELECTION OF RECIPE FROM THIS COLLECTION

A Note from Sherri

About Sherri Bryan

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Copyright

[image: ]


Copyright ©2025 by Sherri Bryan 

Doughnuts, Diamonds and Dead Men ©2017 by Sherri Bryan  

Bread, Dead and Wed ©2018 by Sherri Bryan  

Flash, Crash and Chocolate Ganache ©2023 by Sherri Bryan  

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 names, characters, businesses, organizations, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination, or are used in an entirely fictitious manner. 

Any other resemblance to organizations, actual events or actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Acknowledgements

[image: ]


The biggest thank you to everyone who picked up the very first book in the series and enjoyed it enough to carry on reading! I can’t tell you how much I appreciate it.

And thanks, too, to Helen and Francis for editing the books in this collection.

I look forward to spending many more happy hours with you all.

Sherri.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Dedication

[image: ]


This collection is dedicated to my dad, my mum, and my sister, Denise.

I like to think they’re all together, drinking tea, and having fun.

Not a day goes by that I don’t think of them, and how lucky I am to have had them in my life.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Doughnuts, Diamonds and Dead Men

[image: ]


A Charlotte Denver Cozy Mystery – Book 8

by

Sherri Bryan

​

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue

[image: ]


At the annual St. Eves' summer fair, the fragrance of hot doughnuts and burnt sugar scented the balmy evening air, mingling with the deliciously pungent aroma of glistening fried onions waiting to be piled into warm hotdog buns.

Giddy with excitement, children scurried to stand in line, waiting to hand over the pennies in their sweaty hands in exchange for a ride on the bumper cars or a full circuit on the big wheel which dominated the fairground.  

The three friends strolled, arm in arm, content to watch the fast rides from afar but stopping to take their turns on the numerous stalls offering chances to win cuddly toys and trinkets of every description.

“Here, hold this, will you? I'm going to have a go on that shooting range.” Ava Preston thrust her handbag at Harriett Lawley and strode the short distance to Tony’s Targets, taking her place beside a young man who was chatting with the stallholder. He cut his conversation short when he saw her and turned to give her his full attention. 

“Evening, Ava. You're looking very lovely, if I may say.”

Ava threw him a pointed glare. “No, you may not say. And, if you could bear not to hear the sound of your own voice for a minute, Derek Whittington, perhaps you could stop talking so I can concentrate?”

“Well, pardon me for living.” Derek pulled a face and zipped a thumb and index finger across his lips before folding his arms and stepping back to watch.

“Sure you know what you're doin' with that, love?” The stallholder watched Ava handle the air rifle uncertainly. 

“Course I do. I just point and shoot, don't I?”

“Sure you wouldn’t rather try your luck on the coconut shy?”

Ava turned her glare to the man, cutting him dead mid-chuckle. “I want that teddy bear hanging over there—the big one with the floppy ears—you see if I don't win it. How many targets do I have to hit?”

“If you want that bear, you'll have to hit all six of 'em.”

“Right-o.” She steadied the rifle against her shoulder and squeezed an eye shut. Pop, pop, pop, pop, pop, pop.

“Well done. You hit one. You've won a rubber duck.” Derek congratulated her, his expression droll. “You know you're only supposed to shut one eye, don't you?” 

Ava opened her mouth to offer a swift retort, but he spoke over her. “Would you like me to show you what you're doing wrong?”

“When I want your opinion, Derek Whittington,” she snapped, “I'll ask for it, thanks very much.” With a toss of her dark curls, she flounced back to her friends. “Honestly, that boy, he thinks he knows everything.”

“He's only being friendly, Ava,” said Harriett. “And, anyway, all you’ve done all week is talk about him—Derek, this, Derek, that. I thought you liked him?” 

The girls stopped momentarily by a crowd of young men responding to the call to, “Step right up and test your strength! If you can ring the bell, you'll win a Strongman tie-pin and cufflinks set, or a cuddly toy for the lady in your life. Come on gents, step up and show us what you’re made of!” 

Betty Tubbs gazed at a young man as he picked up the heavy wooden mallet. He walked with a limp but there was nothing frail about Patrick Jones. He raised the mallet high above his head and brought it down on the red lever, sending the metal puck shooting up the tower and ringing the bell at the top, prompting a spontaneous round of applause. 

“‘E's got the strength of Samson, this one! Well done, sir! Come on up and choose a prize.” 

Patrick threw Betty a grin and a wink as he flexed his biceps, and she turned away, her cheeks flushing.  

Ava and Harriet giggled. “Cat got your tongue, Bet? You must be smitten—it’s not often you’re lost for words. Mind you, he’s quite a looker, so it’s hardly surprising. Is that the chap you were telling us about?”

“Oh, be quiet!” Betty stuck out her chin and shook back her golden hair. “I hardly know him. My bicycle chain came off last week outside the post office and Patrick was kind enough to stop and ask if I needed help. He moved to St. Eves a few months ago and I’ve only spoken to him a few times, so I’m hardly smitten.”

They continued their stroll, only to be stopped by Derek Whittington blocking their way. 

“So, you going to stop playing hard to get and do me the honour of coming out with me next Saturday, Ava Preston?” He hung back from his friends as they sauntered past. 

Ava attempted to walk on, but Derek held his ground, walking backwards in front of her. She stopped and crossed her arms, tapping an impatient foot as she looked him up and down. “Hmpf. Well, I might consider it but only if you're on your best behaviour. No funny business, alright? I'll be ready and waiting at six o' clock. That's what we said, isn't it? And if you're just one minute late,” she wagged an index finger in front of his face, “don't even bother knocking on the door. 

Derek clicked his heels together and saluted her with a grin. “Don't worry, I won't be late.”

Harriett shook her head as she watched him catch up to his friends. “Honestly, Ava. One minute you're jumping down his throat, the next you're making arrangements to go out with him. Are you going to the cinema?”

“No. We're going dancing with a crowd from his ballroom club. I thought the cinema would be too awkward. You know, where would we sit? If we sit in the back row, he might think I'm...well, you know...that kind of girl, and if we sit anywhere else, we won't be able to whisper to each other all through the film.” 

Betty jumped as she felt a tap on her shoulder. 

“Here, this is for you.” 

She turned to find herself face-to-face with a large toy poodle. Patrick Jones poked his head out from behind it and beamed an impish grin. Her cheeks flushed and her mouth went dry. “What's that?”

“Er, well, obviously, it's a stuffed toy. For you. I mean, I won it for you on the Strongman Challenge.” 

“What for?” she said, her eyes seeking out her shoes.  

Patrick scratched his head. “Because I thought you'd like it.” 

“Well, yes, I do, but I didn't need you to win it for me.” Betty raised her chin, still not meeting his eye. “Look, thank you, it was very kind, but I don't accept gifts from virtual strangers. Now, please stop bothering me.” She linked her arms though Ava's and Harriett's. “Come on girls, let's go and get some candy floss.”

As they walked away, Harriett turned back to see Patrick staring after them, a confused crease at his brow and the stuffed toy hanging dejectedly from his hand.  She waited until he was out of earshot. 

“Honestly, Bet. You could try to be a bit more pleasant, you know.”

“It's alright for you,” Betty huffed. “You've both been out with a few boys. I haven’t. I don't know what I'm supposed to do.” She held a hand to her cheek, its heat a reflection of her embarrassment.  

“What d'you mean, what you're ‘supposed to do’?” said Ava. “There aren't any rules set in stone, you know, although being nice is a good place to start.”

“Erm, have you ever thought of taking your own advice, Ava?” Harriett arched a brow. “Talk about pot, kettle and black.”

Betty exhaled sharply and picked a clump of candy floss from its stick. “It's not that I don't like him, I just don't know what to say to him—I always get so tongue-tied—so I think it's best we don't take things any further and just stay friends.”

“Somehow, I don’t think that’s going to be a problem,” said Harriett. “I should think you've well and truly put an end to any more romantic gestures he might have been planning. Poor Patrick.”

“Oooh, look, a fortune teller!” said Ava, licking the tips of her sugary fingers. “Come on, let's go in. I want to know if Derek's my tall, dark, handsome stranger or if there's another one waiting around the corner!”

A wooden board hung from a faded yellow and white striped tent, proclaiming that Madame Babushka was inside, waiting to reveal all in her crystal ball. 

Ava peeped through a gap in the canvas. “Well, she certainly looks the part. Very wizened and mystical. Who's going in first?” 

“I will,” said Betty, depositing her candy floss stick in a nearby waste bin. “I could do with someone telling me if my love life's ever going to go further than making polite chit-chat.” She grinned before sticking her head tentatively into the tent. 

A gloom immediately descended upon her, the only light coming from a solitary candle on a rickety table at which Madame Babushka sat, a yellow silk scarf covering her hair and large hooped earrings dangling beside her wrinkled cheeks. 

With some effort, Betty tore her eyes away from the mesmerising swirling lights in the iridescent globe on the table and, when a sense of foreboding swept over her, she put it down to nothing more than her imagination and the murkiness of the tent. 

Madame Babushka motioned to her, gesturing that she should sit in the chair opposite.

“That'll be a shilling, please, my dear.” She slid a metal cup across the table, into which Betty dropped a silver coin.  

The old woman ran her hands over the crystal ball and focused on its glassy depths. As minutes passed without any prediction issuing from her lips, Betty stifled a yawn and peered through the gloom at her watch.

“You shouldn't be in such a rush to find out your destiny, young lady,” snapped Madame Babushka. “You could end up regretting your haste.”

Betty’s eyes widened. “What's that supposed to mean? And I haven’t got all day, you know. I’ve been sitting here for—”  

“Hush!” The ancient clairvoyant pointed a gnarled finger. “You have an admirer. I foresee that his love for you will run deep for many years.” She peered into the globe again and the candlelight cast mournful shadows on her face. “But your connection to him will put you in grave danger. Take heed of my prediction... Madame Babushka is never wrong.” 

Betty nodded. “Hmmm, I see, very interesting. Is there anything else?”

The old woman peered into the ball for a while longer before sinking back in her chair. “No. That's all. Madam Babushka has seen all there is to see.”

Betty pushed herself up from the chair and flashed the woman a smile. Nutty as a fruitcake. “Okay. Thank you. I'll be off, then. Bye.”

Ava and Harriett pounced on her. “Well? What did she say? Is Patrick Jones going to be the love of your life?”

Betty rolled her eyes. “I’ve never heard such a load of old codswallop! She said I have an admirer who's going to love me forever but that my connection to him will put my life in grave danger. What utter tosh. Mind you, nice work if you can get it. She charged me a shilling for that!”

“A shilling?” squealed Ava. “That's daylight robbery! Well, I'm not going in for that price, are you, Harriett?”

“Certainly not. I can think of far better things to do with my money. Like a ride on the big wheel, for one.”

As they walked off, chattering nineteen to the dozen, Betty kept the uneasy feeling that had started to flutter in the pit of her stomach to herself.
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Sixty Years Later.

“For heaven's sake, Leo! Will you please watch what you're doing? You almost took my eye out with that chisel.” 

At the Sunny Days retirement complex, Harriett Reeves dodged the offending implement and put down a tray holding two cups and a plate of jam doughnuts.

“Sorry, love. It didn't occur to me that it wasn't a good idea to scratch the back of my head while it was still in my hand.” Leo Reeves pecked his wife on the cheek and, placing his hands in the small of his back, stretched his aching muscles. “Come on, Harry. Tea's up.”

“Oooh, aaah... I'm too old for this sort of thing.” Harry Jenkins grumbled as he heaved himself up from the floor, rubbing his creaking joints. “Why did I ever agree to help you lay this blasted carpet?”

“Because you're a good friend, that's why,” said Harriett, drumming her fingers on her hip as she reviewed the progress so far. “Hmmm. Yes, I think it's going to look very nice when you've finished—it’ll be a good morning's work.”

“Hmpf, it's all very well for you to say that. You haven't been crawling around on all fours for hours. Ooohhhh, aaaaah, my poor knees! I shall be ready for a hot bath and my bed tonight, make no mistake.” Harry eased himself into a chair and helped himself to a doughnut.

Ignoring him, Harriett walked across the bare, wooden floorboards. “You know, Leo, it's a shame these aren't in better condition. They'd look wonderful sanded and varnished with a couple of those big rugs we like. Mind you, I think... Oh, dear, what's this?” She pressed on an uneven board with the toe of her shoe and one end raised up towards her. “Well, we can't leave it flapping around like this. You'll have to secure it before you lay the carpet over it. It looks like it isn't fixed at all.” 

“Will do, love. Give us five minutes and we'll get back to it.” Leo wrapped his hands around his mug of tea and relaxed back in the chair.

“Don't leave it too long, will you? That was the whole point of starting early, remember? So, you could get the job done before it got too hot. It's almost ten o'clock and it's awfully warm already.” Harriett glanced at her watch. “Anyway, I’ll be leaving you in peace shortly because I’m meeting Ava and Betty for coffee. With any luck, my absence will help to hasten things along.” 

“Slave driver,” mumbled Harry, as Harriett left the room, and he took another doughnut.

“I heard that, Harry Jenkins,” she called over her shoulder.

“I might as well take a look at this now,” said Leo, flexing his fingers. “Then we can get on—the sooner we get this finished, the better.” He adjusted his kneepads and examined the loose floorboard. “Funny how we've been in this bungalow for almost four years and never noticed it before.”

“Well, it's close to the skirting board, that's why. You never walk over there, do you?” Harry handed over the hammer and a box of nails. “And if it hadn't been for old eagle-eyes, we'd probably have laid the new carpet right over the top.” 

Leo chuckled. “She doesn't miss much, I'll give her that. Oh, hang on, it looks like there's something underneath these boards.” He reached into the floor space and pulled out a large biscuit tin, its colours still vivid despite the years it had been hidden away.

“What's inside?” asked Harry, approaching with caution. 

“Dunno till I open it, do I?” said Leo, lifting the lid to reveal a bundle of envelopes tied with string, and a faded black and white photograph.

“Who’s that, then?” said Harry, peering over Leo’s shoulder at the young woman paddling in the sea, a pair of shoes in one hand and her skirt pulled up above her knees with the other. An Alice band held back her blonde hair, and she was laughing, seemingly oblivious to the camera being aimed at her.

“Do we know her? She looks familiar?”

Leo nodded. “She should do. It’s Betty.”

ººººººº

Harriett flipped through the envelopes. “They're all addressed to Betty at her family home. According to the postmarks, they’re sixty years old.”

“They’ve all got 'Return to Sender' written on them. Did you see?” said Leo. “She obviously didn’t want them.”

“Well, we'll have to give them to her now,” said Harriett, turning over an envelope.

“Who’re they from?” asked Harry.

Harriett peered down her nose at the envelope she held at arm’s length. “The return address is for a Mr. P. Jones.  Hmmm, Jones. Who could that be, I wonder?” 

“Yooo-hoooo! Only me!” Ava Whittington’s shrill call pierced the reflective silence. “Morning, dears. You know, I was just speaking to that chap who lives in the bungalow across the road from Betty—you know, the one who always looks like he’s wearing someone else’s teeth? Anyway, he was telling me that when he went for his stroll this morning, there were two fire engines and a police car blocking off the entrance to the marina to traffic and pedestrians so, before we make a wasted trip, we’d better call Charlotte to find out what on earth’s going on.” She took a small bottle of cologne from her handbag and upturned it onto a pristine handkerchief which she dabbed on the base of her neck. 

“Morning, Ava. We’ve just had a bit of a surprise.” Harriett opened the box again. “Leo found this lot under the floorboards. They’re all addressed to Betty.”

Ava lifted a brow. “Betty? Who are they from?”

“A Mr. P. Jones, according to the return address,” said Leo, “but that definitely wasn’t the chap who passed away before we moved in. I can’t remember what his name was, but it wasn’t Jones.”

Ava flapped her handkerchief in front of her face. “Just a minute. That man—the one who knew Betty from way back—you must know the one I mean, Harriett? The one who used to gaze at her with that ridiculous gooey look on his face. We thought they were going to get together for a while when they were teenagers but then it all fizzled out. Know the one I mean? He lived here at Sunny Days for a while, didn’t he? Don’t you recall Betty saying what a stir he caused with all the single ladies when he moved in? Oh, come on, you must remember! We used to tease her about fixing the two of them up?”

“Aah, yes, I do remember. He only lived here temporarily though, didn’t he—while he was waiting for a smaller place to become available? And then, when he moved out, a married couple moved in. Now, what was his name?” Harriett tapped her chin.

“Wasn’t it Peter?” said Ava. 

“No. No, it was... Patrick! That’s it, it’s just come to me,” said Harriet. “Patrick Jones.” 

Ava snapped her fingers. “You’re right! Patrick Jones. He was a bit of a showman if I remember correctly. Used to keep the residents entertained with stories, impersonations, and singalongs, so Betty said. And then he left quite suddenly, didn’t he?” 

“Wonder why she sent the letters back?” said Leo.

Harriett shrugged. “No idea but I seem to recall that he was a lot keener on Betty than she was on him. If he came on too strong, that would have definitely put her off. I’m fairly certain she only wanted to be friends, but Patrick wanted a very different relationship. 

“The last thing Betty would have wanted to do was lead him on so I suppose that's why she returned them—she wouldn’t have felt comfortable keeping them. They obviously meant a lot for him to have kept them for so long, even though they must have been a constant reminder that she didn’t want him.”

“And she never mentioned receiving them?” asked Harry. 

“Never. I mean, Ava and I suspected that Patrick was carrying a torch for her long after our teens, but we had no idea he was this besotted.” Harriett tapped her fingernails against the lid of the tin. “There must be a hundred letters in here.”

“Wonder why she never told us about them?” said Ava, taking a powder compact from her bag and removing all traces of the beginnings of a shiny nose. 

“No idea, but I suggest we take them over to her now.” Harriett picked up the tin and tucked it under her arm. “Right, won’t be long, you two. Don’t do anything we wouldn’t do!”

ººººººº

Betty Tubbs flicked through the envelopes before returning them to the tin and firmly closing the lid. “Well, I don’t remember that photograph, so he must have taken it without me knowing. And I don’t understand why on earth he didn’t throw all these letters out. After all, I didn’t write them, he did.”

Ava gave her eyes a theatrical roll. “Because, my dear, he was in love with you when he wrote them. They must have had great sentimental value—even if you did send them all back. Why else would he keep them for all those years? Seems to me that he loved you for all that time.”

“So romantic.” Harriett sighed. “Unrequited love—the most tragic kind.”

“Well, I had no idea he felt that way for so long,” said Betty, her usually kind voice uncharacteristically harsh. “I mean, I knew he was keen but I never for a minute thought he was that keen. I only opened the first letter he sent and when I saw it was pages and pages of him telling me how he hoped I’d reconsider going out with him, I sent it straight back. Not that that put him off, mind you. He kept writing for months afterwards, and I kept returning the letters.”

“But why did you send them back?” asked Ava.

Betty blushed. “You must remember how shy I was back then? I just decided that life would be far less complicated without a man in it, so I didn’t think it was appropriate to keep them in case he thought I was encouraging him.”

“Did he ever ask you why you’d returned them all?”

Betty nodded. “Eventually. He saw me in town and took me to task about them. I had to get really cross with him before the message finally sunk in that I wanted him to stop writing to me. I told him that if he didn’t, I’d never speak to him again. 

“It all got a bit strained after that but at least it made it easier to avoid each other. We eventually lost touch completely and we didn’t see, or speak to, each other again until he arrived here at Sunny Days. We got quite friendly again, then, but everyone thought he had a soft spot for Nora Tweedie. When he was here, they were always going off for walks and out for afternoon tea. That’s the sort of man he was, see? Always very giving of his time and the most wonderful company—it was such a shame when he left.” Betty sighed and put the tin in a kitchen cupboard. “He must have been gone about four years now—time flies. Anyway, he certainly didn’t give any indication that he still had feelings for me when he was here.” 

“Well, take it from me,” said Ava, “no man keeps a woman’s photograph, and letters he wrote to her, for all this time unless he’s pretty keen. What a pity he never told you. Who knows what might have happened?” 

Betty nodded. “Hmm, who knows, indeed, but it’s a bit late for that now. Right, that’s enough reminiscing. Let’s go and get some fresh air and a cup of coffee. I need to clear my head.”

Ava delved in her bag for her phone. “Let me just give Charlotte a tinkle. The marina’s been closed off apparently, so I’d better find out what’s going on. Won’t be two ticks.” 

ººººººº

“No, Ava, we don’t know what’s happening yet, but I think we might have to close the café for a while. We can’t go back there yet so we’re killing time for an hour in The Fisherman’s Rest. Okay, see you in a bit.”

While a team of engineers investigated the source of a gas leak, and the marina was out of bounds, Charlotte Costello and her friend and co-worker, Jess Beddington, sat in a window seat of the centuries-old market square tea shop.

“I don’t know about you but I’m starting to get quite excited about the prospect of having some time off. We’ve never closed the café in the summer,” said Charlotte, stirring her iced tea with a straw, the clattering of ice cubes against the glass reminiscent of wooden wind chimes. 

“Well, seeing as this is the second gas leak we’ve had in recent years, I don’t fancy going back to work until it’s sorted out,” said Jess, a smile turning up the corners of her mouth as the waitress delivered a tall, espresso milk shake to the table, scoops of coffee ice cream bobbing on its creamy surface. 

“It’ll mean missing out on some summer trade if we close,” said Charlotte. “You know how busy we are during the holidays—especially in August—but it’ll be worth it to be able to spend some more time with Molly. And it’ll give Laura and Ava a break.”

Whenever Charlotte was at work, her six-year-old daughter, Molly, was well looked after by Charlotte’s godmother, Laura, and good friend, Ava, who took it in turns to take care of her. The arrangement had been in place since she was born, and it suited everyone.

“Well, you can tell Ava about it now,” said Jess, pushing her spoon down to the pool of mocha sauce at the bottom of her glass. “They’re here.” 

The tinkle of a bell above the door signalled the arrival of Charlotte’s oldest friends. 

“Helloooo, dears!  We’ve arrived at last.”

Followed by wafts of lily of the valley, citrus and lavender, Ava, Harriett and Betty slumped into three chairs closest to a whirring ceiling fan. 

“Good heavens! This weather takes me back to when I was a girl,” said Ava, dabbing her neck with a handkerchief. “We always used to have the most wonderful, long summers in those days. Not like now when you miss the entire season if you blink too many times.” She flagged down a passing waitress. “Three white coffees, please, dear. And do you think you could turn up the fan? It’s barely moving the air. Thanks muchly.”

“Morning, ladies.” Charlotte shuffled over to make room for them at the table. “Come on, come and sit over here—there’s a bit of a breeze coming through the window.”

“I didn’t think we’d see you until your carpet had been fitted, Harriett,” said Jess. “I thought you’d be keeping an eye on Leo and Harry to make sure they didn’t cut any corners. Surely they haven’t finished already?” 

“No, they’re still at it.” Harriett fanned her glowing face with a menu. “Although I think they were quite pleased when I left them to it. They’ve had enough interruptions already this morning.”

“Oh, yes, we must tell you!” said Ava gleefully. “Leo made quite a find under the floorboards. He—” She stopped mid-sentence as Betty cut her dead with a glare. “What? What have I done now? I didn’t know it was a secret, Bet. You never said.”

Betty shook her head. “It’s not a secret but I’ve only just found out myself and I’m not sure how I feel about it yet so it would have been nice to have had a little time to mull it over before you broadcast it to the rest of St. Eves.”

Charlotte and Jess exchanged a glance. “Broadcast what to the rest of St. Eves?”

Betty blew out a sigh. “Oh well, I don’t suppose it’ll matter if you two know, but I’ll let the girls tell you. I feel embarrassed talking about it.” 

Harriett leaned across the table. “Leo found a biscuit tin under the floorboards. Full of old letters, it was. Love letters, no less. Addressed to Betty.” 

“All tied up in a bundle with a picture of her when she was a teenager,” added Ava. “Isn’t that the sweetest thing?” 

“Who are they from?” asked Jess.

“Patrick Jones. He lived in our bungalow for a while some years back,” said Harriett. “And it seems he was rather taken with our Betty.” 

“Well, he’s got good taste, then,” said Charlotte, reaching across the table and squeezing Betty’s hand. “Do Jess and I know him?” 

“Um...well, kind of.” Betty’s cheeks flushed. “He came to Charlotte’s Plaice a few times. You may remember once when he cut his foot on a broken shell after a crowd of us had been to the beach. You gave him some antiseptic and a plaster.”

Jess squinted. “Was he quite tall? With a limp? Was that him?”

Betty nodded. “That’s right, that was Patrick. One of his legs is a bit shorter than the other. Some condition passed on from his father.” 

“In that case, yes, I do remember,” said Jess. “He left his walking stick behind, didn’t he? It was a very smart black and gold one, if I remember rightly. And you came back for it, didn’t you?” 

Betty chuckled. “You remember rightly. Nora and I were making such a fuss of him because of his foot—she had him by one arm and I had him by the other—that he forgot the walking stick. It was black, with a brass handle and brass fittings. Nora and I used to tease him that it had more brass on it than a front door.”

“Well, you don’t look very happy about the letters being found,” said Jess, tipping up her glass for the last drops of melted ice cream.

Betty clasped her fingers together on the table and twiddled her thumbs. “No, I’m not, really. They’ve stirred up some old memories. Memories I’d rather forget, if I’m honest.”

“What memories?” said Ava, taking a battery-operated fan from her handbag and pointing it down the front of her blouse. 

“You’ll think I’m being silly,” said Betty with a sheepish grin.

“No, we won’t,” said Charlotte. “Something’s obviously bothering you—what is it?”

Betty fiddled with her earring and shot a decidedly uncomfortable look at Ava and Harriett. “D’you remember that fortune teller I saw at one of the summer fairs when we were young? The one who told me I had a secret admirer—do you remember?” 

“Hmmm, vaguely,” said Harriett.

Ava’s brows drew together. “Actually, I do remember her. Wrinkled little thing with a headscarf, wasn’t she? Very mystical.” 

Betty nodded. “That’s the one.”

“What about her?” asked Charlotte. 

“Well.” Betty scratched her nose and cleared her throat. “She told me that my connection to an admirer would put me in danger. I worried about it for years but, when nothing happened, I put it out of my mind. 

“Then Patrick arrived at Sunny Days, and I started thinking about it again but, as nothing terrible happened and I thought he was keen on Nora, I put it out of my mind after he left. But now these letters have turned up and I’m all unsettled again.

“You’ll think I’m silly, I know, but I’ve always been superstitious and as I’ve never had another admirer—not that I’m aware of, anyway—I assume the fortune teller must have been referring to Patrick. And those letters are a connection to him, aren’t they?”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake, Bet!” said Harriett, raising her eyes skywards. “I can’t believe you’ve been worrying about a ridiculous prediction that was made over half a century ago. And why on earth have you never told us before?” Her menu wafting became more vigorous. “A problem shared is a problem halved, and all that.”

“Exactly,” said Ava. “What are friends for? You know, it’s a disgrace that people are allowed to tell you things that can scare you half to death and then charge you for the privilege. It shouldn’t be allowed.” She scowled and turned her fan up to high speed.

“Well, I think it’s lovely that he kept all the letters and the photo, Betty,” said Charlotte. “And I can see why you were concerned but, I have to agree, I think you’re worrying unnecessarily. I mean, I don’t see how any connection you had to this man is going to cause you problems now, particularly as he’s not even at Sunny Days any more.”

“I agree,” said Jess, “and I’m pretty sure if danger was heading your way sixty years ago, it would have caught up with you by now. Honestly, what a load of old bunkum. So, you’re not in touch with him at all now?”

Betty shook her head. “I don’t even know where he went, although he often talked about wanting to spend his last years in the countryside. He was a real country boy, see. There wasn’t a flower, tree, animal, bird, fish or insect that he didn’t know about. His family came to St. Eves when he was eighteen, but he lived in Somerset before then. A village called Sutton’s Folly, if I remember. He used to joke with Nora and me that he was going to buy a country retreat and be Lord of the Manor and take us with him as his concubines.” She giggled. “He had a very naughty streak.”

“Doesn’t anyone else know where he is?” asked Charlotte. “None of the other residents?”

“No. We all took turns trying his phone for a couple of days after he left but he never answered. We assumed that, because he’d left so suddenly, he didn’t want to be found. He always said that he hated goodbyes, so we guessed that was why he just vanished the way he did.” Betty sipped her coffee. “We asked Cooper and Ellen if they knew where he’d gone but they were as surprised as we were when he cleared off.”

“Cooper and Ellen?” 

“Oh, they’re the couple who manage Sunny Days.”

“Apart from the letters, did he leave anything else behind?” asked Charlotte. 

“All the furniture,” said Betty. “Actually, I remember Cooper being very cross about that because he had to pay someone to move it out. It was an unfurnished bungalow, you see, so Patrick really should have cleared everything out when he left, but the only things he took with him were his clothes and some personal bits and pieces.”

“Wasn’t it him who gave you that ghastly painting? That pink and purple abstract abomination that’s hanging above your fireplace?” said Ava. 

“It’s not an abomination!” said Betty. “But yes, it was him. He gave it to me the night before he left. I’d popped round to see him, and it was on the couch. It caught my eye straight away because I loved the colours and when I remarked on it, he immediately said he wanted me to have it. 

“To be honest, it sticks out like a sore thumb against my traditional country cottage décor, but Patrick was so sweet, I couldn’t turn it down. He walked me back to my place and put it on the wall for me and told me to think of him whenever I looked at it. I’ve grown awfully fond of it.” 

She turned to Ava and jabbed her on the arm. “And while I think of it, blabbermouth, if you should bump into Nora Tweedie, please don’t say anything in front of her about Patrick leaving me the painting as a gift. She was very soft on him, and I know it would put her nose out of joint to know he gave me something, but not her. It took her months to get over it when he left, and I don’t want to give her any reason to start wailing like a petulant toddler again.”

Ava rolled her eyes. “Of course I won’t say anything. Honestly, I don’t know why everyone is under the misguided impression that I like to gossip. Anyway, what I’d like to know is why Patrick didn’t take the letters with him when he moved out of Harriett’s place.”

Charlotte signalled for the bill. “Maybe he was preoccupied with the move and he just forgot. And once he’d remembered, the new tenants would have settled in, wouldn’t they? He could hardly go back and ask them if they’d mind moving their furniture and ripping up the carpet so he could get something he left under the floorboards.”

Betty nodded. “Hmmm, I suppose you’re right. And I suppose there was little point in him keeping them forever. They’re just a bunch of his old, unwanted words, after all.” 

“What a shame you don’t know where he is,” said Jess. “You could send them on to him if you did. Then you wouldn’t feel like you still had a connection to him.”

“What a marvellous idea! Maybe we can send them to him, Bet?” said Ava. “If we could find him.”

“I already told you. I don’t know where he is. And neither does anyone else.”

“What about Nathan? Surely he could find out? Couldn’t you ask him, Charlotte, dear?”

“Er, not really, Ava.” Charlotte looked up from her purse as she hunted for some coins to leave for a tip. “He can’t use the police computer to track someone down just because Betty wants to return a few old letters.”

“Oh. What a bother.” Ava returned her fan to the depths of her handbag. “I thought we’d cracked it, then.”

“Never mind. It really doesn’t matter,” said Betty. “You know how I hate to cause any inconvenience. “I’ll just keep them in a cupboard out of the way and try to forget about them.”

Ava tutted. “You know what, Elizabeth Tubbs? You give up too easily. If we put our heads together, we’ll track him down, you see if we don’t.” She inspected her reflection in her powder compact to check on her shiny nose, before snapping it shut. “Now then. How about a spot of shopping before lunch?”
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In the wake of a light lunch of perfect triangles of smoked salmon and cream cheese sandwiches, with the crusts neatly trimmed, followed by a generous slice of homemade strawberry cheesecake back at Betty’s bungalow, Ava and Harriett relaxed in reclining armchairs in the comfort of the air-conditioned living room. 

“Oh, this is bliss! Ava wiggled her toes and took a sip from a glass of homemade lemonade with just the right balance of sharp and sweet. 

Harriett fumbled down the side of the chair for the TV remote and gave a sigh of contentment as she pressed a button and the opening credits for their favourite early-afternoon quiz show rolled up the screen. 

“Has it started yet?” Betty appeared with a towel around her neck and a spinach and avocado mask smeared liberally over her face.

“Only just. Mind you don’t get any of that on your upholstery,” said Harriett.

“I won’t, that’s what the towel’s for,” said Betty, settling down on the end of the couch and pulling a lever to raise the footrest.

Ava’s nostrils flared in horror. “Please tell me you’re going to close the curtains while you’re looking like the Jolly Green Giant’s long-lost sister? You never know who might walk past and look through the window.”

Unlike Betty, Ava was precious about who saw her when she wasn’t looking her best. 

Betty shook her head. “Ava, it’s the middle of the afternoon and I’ve no intention of closing the curtains. It’s only a facemask—I couldn’t care less if someone looks in and sees me like this. And if they don’t like what they see, they shouldn’t be so nosy, should they?” She reached for her lemonade. “Anyway, I’ve no intention of blocking out the sunlight. You know I like to keep my curtains open for as long as possible—I never close them until it’s time to go to bed.” 

Once a week, the friends got together for a home-pampering session. Ava had given herself a manicure, Harriett had her feet in the foot-spa and Betty was trying a homemade facemask.

Ava gazed lazily out of the window, watching a car that came to a stop outside the retirement complex office, its occupants spilling out to unload shopping bags from the boot.

“Is that the manager of Sunny Days?” she asked, peering over the top of her TV glasses.

Harriett pushed herself up on an elbow. “Yes, with his family.”

“Thought so.” Ava jumped up from the armchair and slipped her sandals on. “Won’t be a minute.”

“Where are you going? Ava? I hope you’re not going to say anything about Patrick Jones. Ava...Ava!” Betty scrabbled to get out of the armchair, but she was too late to stop her friend. While she didn’t mind anyone looking in to see her wearing a facemask, stepping outside her front door while she was wearing one was a different matter.

“Yoooo-hoooo! Mr. er...Manager.” Ava approached the car at a rapid pace, her heels click-clacking against the sultry tarmac.

A tall, blond man, his hair streaked with swathes of grey at his temples, turned and smiled and the outer corners of his grey-green eyes curled upwards. “Are you talking to me?”

“Yes. I’m so sorry, dear. I don’t know your name. I’m visiting some friends, you see.”

The man held out his hand. “I’m Cooper Anderson and this is my wife, Ellen, our daughter, Jemima, and her husband, Gavin.” 

“Charmed, I’m sure,” said Ava, flashing her best social smile.

“What can I help you with?” asked Cooper as he lifted a large box of groceries from the back of the car and placed it on a trolley. 

“Well, I wanted to ask you about a gentleman who used to live here. He left rather suddenly and a friend of mine is trying to track him down. I wondered if you might have heard anything over the years about where he might be.” Ava averted her gaze from Betty’s bungalow, at which she could see a bright green face and a shaking fist at the window.

“Oh yes?” Cooper brushed beads of sweat from his brow. “And who might that be?”

“Patrick Jones. He lived in Leo and Harriett Reeves’ place for a while until he moved to another property, so I understand.”

The entire family stopped in their tracks, each head snapping round at the mention of Patrick.

Cooper straightened up. “Oh yes, we remember him...unfortunately. I had to pay out of my own pocket to have his place cleared out when he left and he didn’t leave a forwarding address for us to send the bill to. I mean, it wasn’t like he didn’t have the money—he was loaded, by all accounts. If I ever see him again, I shall tell him exactly what I think of him.” 

“Oh, don’t be like that Dad. He was a lovely old bloke.” Jemima beamed. “I was really sad when he left. He was always so friendly and kind to me. I wish he was still here.”

Gavin Campbell glared at his wife from beneath the flip-up lenses of his sunglasses, his jaw clenched and his face red and bloated from years of steroid use. 

“What is the matter with you, Jem? Telling complete strangers how upset you were when some old guy you barely knew moved on. You know how that makes you sound? It makes you sound like someone who has an unhealthy obsession with old men, that’s what.” 

A pair of faded khaki shorts hugged his huge thighs and the thin fabric of his white t-shirt strained across his chest as he heaved a sack of onions onto his broad shoulder. He gave his wife one last scowl before pushing past her and striding off to the kitchen, his footsteps heavy in a pair of well-worn, military issue combat boots.

Jemima stuck out her bottom lip and turned her head. 

“Take no notice of him, love. He doesn’t mean it.” Ellen Anderson patted her daughter’s arm in a motherly fashion. “He’s under a lot of stress,” she explained to Ava. “He’s not usually as grumpy as that—we wouldn’t adore him as much as we do if he was!” She hooted raucously.

Ava cast a glance at Cooper. I’m not sure he feels quite the same way, she thought as she followed his glare after his son-in-law. 

“Anyway, Coop,” said Ellen. “Wasn’t Patrick always saying that he wanted to go and live in the countryside? Cooper!”

“What? Oh, sorry, um, yes, he was. He was always talking about it.” Cooper tore his gaze away from Gavin. “But I’ve no idea where he went. Why do you want to track him down, anyway, Mrs...?”

“Oh, my goodness, where are my manners.” Ava blew on her fingernails and touched them to her cheek before holding out her hand. “Just checking my manicure’s dry. Mrs. Ava Whittington. Very happy to make your acquaintance. We’re trying to trace Patrick to return something of his that was found in Mr. and Mrs. Reeves’ bungalow.”

“Really? Wherever did you find it?” Ellen picked up two shopping bags and promptly put them down again. “We would have checked everything when Patrick moved to the other bungalow to make sure nothing had been left behind.” She leaned against the car and gathered her mousy hair from around her glowing face, securing it in a messy topknot. “Excuse me, won’t you?” she said, wafting the bottom of her skirt around her knees. “I'm not sure if I'm having a hot flush, or it's this weather—both, probably. Anyway, what is it you’ve found?”

“Oh, nothing that would be of any interest to anyone else,” said Ava. “Just some old letters under the floorboards that he’d written to an old sweetheart. Nothing very exciting.”

Ellen put her hands over her heart. “Oh, how adorable! I do hope you manage to find him. I’m sorry we can’t help you, but good luck in your search.”

Jemima reached for Ava’s arm. “If you track him down, will you send him our love?”

“Er, don’t speak for me, please,” said Cooper. “If you’d like Mrs. Whittington to pass on your regards, that’s up to you, but I won’t be sending that man anything at all.” He forced a smile. “Well, if there’s nothing else, we must be getting on.”

Cooper Anderson gave Ava a curt nod before turning on his heel. 

The conversation was definitely over.  

ººººººº

“Ava Whittington, I could flipping well throttle you! I already told you they don’t know where Patrick is!” 

The bits of Betty’s face that weren’t green were as red as a London bus. “I specifically asked you not to go out there and what do you do? The exact opposite. I could scream, honestly, I could. Now you’ve told them I’m trying to get in touch with Patrick, they’ll be thinking that I sit at home every night like a lonely old spinster, desperate to find a man.” She flopped down into the chair and drummed her fingers on her knees, a frown creasing the green pulp between her brows.

“Oh, come on, Bet. They won’t think that, and I didn’t mean any harm. I was only trying to help.” Ava laid a hand on her friend’s arm. “I could see how worried you were, and you’ve already admitted that you’d feel better if you could return those letters. You have to admit, it would be good if you could get rid of them, wouldn’t it? Then there wouldn’t be a connection to Patrick any more and you could stop worrying about being in mortal peril...or whatever ridiculous thing it was that fortune teller told you. You see, there’s always a method to my madness.” 

A smile fluttered on Betty’s lips. “Oh, you make me so cross, sometimes, but how can I not forgive you?” she said, giving Ava’s hand a squeeze. “So, come on then, what did you find out?” 

“Well, nothing about where Patrick is, unfortunately, although the Andersons also mentioned that he’d wanted to move to the countryside. And Jemima was very fond of him, apparently. Other than that, I didn’t find out much at all. Apart from that the son-in-law has the most appalling manners and spoke very disrespectfully to Jemima. Mrs. Anderson tried to sweep it under the rug by making excuses for him, but I wanted to give him a clip round the ear. That poor girl, having to live with someone so uncouth.” 

“Erm, you didn’t tell them why we wanted to find Patrick, did you?” Betty asked, warily.

“Yes, of course I did.” Ava rolled her eyes. “Why? What have I done wrong now?”

Betty drummed her fingers on the arm of the chair. “Oh dear. It’s just that Ellen Anderson is a bigger blabbermouth than you, and this place is a gossipmonger’s paradise. They thrive on scandal in the clubhouse. Remember, some of them don’t get out much so a good gossip brightens up the day for them.” 

“That’s dreadful!” exclaimed Ava. “A manager should be the sole of discretion. I can’t believe she’d repeat something a resident had told her in a private conversation.”

“Hmpf, well, she does,” said Betty, with a firm nod. “She can sniff out a juicy piece of gossip from miles away—she’s like a bloodhound. As long as it’s not about her, or her family, it’s fair game as far as she’s concerned.” 

“Well, if it’s any consolation, she didn’t seem that interested.” Ava admired her freshly manicured nails. “She was far too preoccupied with her hot flushes and making excuses for her son-in-law.”

Betty wrung her hands. “I hope you’re right. I really would prefer that news of the letters doesn’t get back to Nora. We’ve become very friendly over the years, going to bingo and playing cards, but her nose will be well and truly put out of joint if she finds out that Patrick was fond of me, particularly as everyone thought he had a soft spot for her.”

Ava flapped a dismissive hand. “Oh, Bet, stop fretting. They’re just some old letters he wrote—they’ll hardly even register on the gossip scale. And, anyway, now I think about it, I’m sure I didn’t say who they were addressed to, just that they were found in Harriett and Leo’s bungalow. So, you see? It’s so uninteresting, I’m sure it won’t even make it to the clubhouse. Really, don’t spend another second worrying about it. I’m sure it’s old news already.”

ººººººº

As soon as Betty set foot in the clubhouse that evening, she knew that her worst fears had come to pass.

At a nearby table, Nora could barely contain her excitement, her round cheeks flushed and her eyes sparkling as she beckoned Betty to join her.

“Oh, thank goodness you’re here! I’ve been bursting to tell you the news! Come on, I’ve saved you a seat. Come and sit down and I’ll tell you all about it. You’ll never believe what’s happened!”

Betty glanced around the room. Even if she hadn’t already known, it wouldn’t have taken long for her to find out. The air was abuzz with the hum of chatter about the letters which had been found under the floorboards in bungalow number eleven. 

Nora leaned forward and grabbed Betty’s hand. “When Patrick Jones moved out of that bungalow, the one where your friends live now, he left some letters behind. Love letters, if you please.” 

“Er, yes, I heard about it earlier,” said Betty, fiddling with the collar of her blouse. “Gosh, it’s stuffy in here, isn’t it?”

Ignoring her, Nora continued. “You know what everyone’s saying?”

Betty shook her head. “What?”

“That the letters were written to me, of course! Patrick must have been dying to give them to me but didn’t have the nerve, poor thing. And then, when he moved out, they got left behind and stayed under the floorboards, just waiting for someone to find them. Can you believe it? All that time he was at Sunny Days, he really was in love with me!” Nora sighed and sent a beatific smile around the room. 

“Anyway, I was wondering if you’d mind speaking to Harriett for me, to ask her for the letters? I mean, I could ask her myself, but you know her better than I do. Between you and me, I think it’s a bit off that she hasn’t given them to me already. I mean, they’re not hers to keep, are they?”

Betty’s wooden smile would have looked perfectly at home on a ventriloquist’s knee. This was exactly the scenario she’d wanted to avoid.  

Nora gave her a knowing look and put a hand on her shoulder. “Are you alright? You look awfully upset. Look, I know you were probably keen on him, too—so many of us were—but please, let’s not fall out over this. We’re not going to let a man ruin our friendship, are we?”

Betty knew she couldn’t keep the secret. She couldn’t let Nora carry on thinking that Patrick had written the letters to her, and she knew no good would come of holding back the truth, so she crossed her fingers and hoped for the best.

“Look, Nora, there’s something I have to tell you. I didn’t want you to find out because I know how fond you were of Patrick but, I’m sorry, the letters aren’t yours.”

The smile vanished from Nora’s face. “Eh? What d’you mean? They must be mine. Who else would he have written them to?”

Betty hesitated. “To me,” she said quietly. “He wrote them to me.”

Nora stared for what seemed like an age. Then she hooked her handbag over the crook of her elbow, tossed her head, and made a beeline for the exit, looking neither left nor right, and ignoring calls from the other residents to join them at their tables for an in-depth chinwag.

Betty sighed deeply and followed suit.

ººººººº

The following morning, as she walked the short distance to Harriett’s bungalow, Betty became aware of stares being thrown her way and comments being whispered behind furtively raised hands. 

It wasn’t until no one answered her good morning greetings, and Nora Tweedie passed by with Bea Berry and Jocelyn Pickler, two of the bitchiest women on the complex, all three of them making a point of very deliberately looking the other way, that Betty felt angry tears prick the backs of her eyes. 

I don’t believe it. They’re ignoring me! 
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At Charlotte’s Plaice café, Charlotte and Jess were preparing for an unexpected hiatus.  

For the next week, at least, the marina would be closed to allow for the repair of the recently discovered gas leak. 

“Well, I don’t know about you but I’m going to spend the week getting up late and working on my tan.” Jess peered at her pale reflection in the mirror and pulled a face “I look like I’ve been living underground for the past six months. What are your plans?”

Charlotte shrugged. “I don’t have any, but we won’t be short of things to do. You know you’re always welcome to spend time with Molly and me, don’t you?” she said, shaking out a tablecloth and folding it neatly. 

“Yeah, I’d like that. Maybe we could—”

“Yooo-hooo, girls, it’s only us!” 

Ava, Harriett and Betty appeared on the terrace from around the corner. “Oh. You’re definitely closing, then?”

“We found out this morning,” said Charlotte. “The engineer said it should take a week, maybe more, to fix the problem, so I’m not sure when we’ll be open again. All the business owners have been given a few hours to do anything that needs doing before the work starts, so Jess and I have been cancelling deliveries, clearing out the fridge, and doing a bit of cleaning.”

“Oh, I see,” said Ava. “Well, that’s a bother. Where are we going to go for coffee every day?”

“We’re not the only café in St. Eves. I’m sure you’ll find somewhere to go for a week or two...if they’ll put up with you for that long.” Charlotte winked. “And you can always pop round to my place for a chat and a cuppa if you get withdrawal symptoms. Anyway, you can sit down inside if you want, while Jess and I finish up. You okay, Betty?”  

Betty dabbed at her eyes behind her sunglasses and waved away Charlotte’s concern. “Oh, don’t take any notice of me, love, I’m just feeling a bit sorry for myself, that’s all.” She sniffed and blew her nose. 

“Actually, if you must know, Charlotte, no, she’s not okay,” said Harriett, pursing her lips. “Those horrible women at Sunny Days are completely ignoring her. Honestly, it makes my blood boil. You’d think people of their age would have a bit more sense between their ears.”

“What? Why?” 

“Because Nora Tweedie heard about the letters and when she found out Patrick had written them to Betty, she got the raving hump. It’s not Betty’s fault, for goodness’ sake. Honestly, I could throttle her.”

“So, Nora thought Patrick had written the letters to her? And now she’s not speaking to you?” said Jess.

“Yes, she did. And no, she’s not,” said Betty. “And nor are half the other residents on the complex. Nora obviously didn’t waste any time telling everyone what happened. She probably laid it on thick—telling everyone how I upset her—and now everyone’s avoiding me.” She sniffed and let out a dejected sigh. “Honestly, it’s so ridiculous—it’s not a contest. I mean, what is it they say? ‘All’s fair in love and war’? Well, it obviously isn’t as far as Nora’s concerned.”

“I feel so responsible, Betty. I hope you know that the last thing I wanted was to cause you any upset,” said Ava. “Honestly, if I could get close enough, I’d poke that flipping Nora Tweedie in the eye. Actually, make that both eyes. It’s not your fault that Patrick Jones wasn’t in love with her, for heaven’s sake.”

“I know you didn’t mean any harm,” said Betty. “It’s those damn letters! They’re already causing trouble. I wish I could get rid of them!” 

“Why don’t you just throw them out?” asked Jess.

Betty shook her head. “I couldn’t. As much as I wish I’d never laid eyes on them, it wouldn’t seem right to put them in the rubbish bin. No, I’ll just keep them somewhere, out of sight.”  

“You know, I was thinking,” said Jess. “Wouldn’t Patrick have gone back to where he used to live before he came to St. Eves? Sutton’s Folly, you said, didn’t you?”

“Yes, but I don’t think he’d have gone back there. He never even used to want to talk about it. Every time we brought it up he changed the subject. I think it was because he’d been away from it for so many years, it’s probably not somewhere he felt was home any more. No, I don’t think that’s where he went.” Betty tapped her chin. “Although he could have changed his mind, I suppose. Oh dear, I don’t know.”

Charlotte took out her phone. A few taps later, she announced triumphantly, “According to this, there are two retirement homes—Hill View and Forest Dell—each less than half a mile away from Sutton’s Folly. What do you think, Betty?”

Betty chewed her lip, nervously. “I’m not sure. Although I suppose I could call to find out if Patrick’s staying at either of them.” 

“Would they give out that information over the phone?” said Harriett.  

“I’m not sure they would,” said Jess, as she wiped down the window frames. “My gran was in a care home for a while after she had a fall and they wouldn’t give us any information over the phone until we’d answered a whole list of security questions to prove we were family. If that’s anything to go by, I doubt they’ll tell you anything.”

“Oh, well, not to worry.” Betty put on a smile. “I never really expected to find an address for him, anyway. Like I said, I’ll just put the letters away in a cupboard and forget about them.”

“Or...” Charlotte muttered from behind the bar.

“You know talking to yourself’s a sign that you could be going bonkers, don’t you?” said Jess, throwing her sideways glance.

“Or...” Charlotte repeated, “you could totally forget about locking Patrick’s letters away in a cupboard, Betty, or sending them back to him. Why don’t we go to Sutton’s Folly? I’ve got to close the café, Molly’s school’s closed for the summer break, Nathan will be okay on his own for a week, and you look like you could do with getting away from Nora Tweedie for a few days. I’ll see if we can get a late booking somewhere and we can pack up the car and be there in a few hours. What do you think?”

“Er, hello.” Jess waved. “What about me? Don’t think you’re going on a road trip without me.”

“Well, if you’re going,” said Ava, “I’m coming, too. What about you, Harriett?” 

Harriett shrugged. “Fine by me.”

“Well, if we’re all going, we’ll need another driver.”

Jess’s hand shot up.

“Right, then.” Charlotte grinned. “And I’ll have to bring the dogs. I could never put them in kennels, and it wouldn’t be fair to ask Leo or Harry to look after them at such short notice. Ooh, and we could ask Laura, too. She
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