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Prologue
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The man leaned 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 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 core, it was not being in control. The fact that two situations in as many weeks had left him feeling powerless didn’t sit comfortably with him at all. Not 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. “Look, 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. 
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“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?” said her husband, Nathan. “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 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 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 in London and the honeymoon really began, the tears would abate. 

“Jess, can you pull over for a minute, please?” Nathan said, unfastening 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 wave 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 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, and Charlotte blushed, embarrassed to have been caught out staring at her. She smiled, and the woman smiled back.  

“Your first?” she said, nodding 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,” he said. “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. 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 the tattooist who’s up for the award,” the woman explained, upon seeing Charlotte’s blank look. “Well, almost all of us. That’s him over there—Frankie Ingram—talking to my sister, Amy.” 

Charlotte followed the woman’s pointing finger to see a short, muscular man 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.”

“Nice to meet you. I’m Charlotte,” she said, pushing herself up from her suitcase to shake hands. “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. “Anyway, we must get these cases checked in, so we’d better make a move.”

“Good luck with the rest of your pregnancy, Charlotte,” said Penny, taking her baby’s hand and waving it up and down. “Say bye-bye, Zac.” The little boy bounced on chubby legs and sent Charlotte a beaming smile and a gurgly baby chuckle.

She tried to smile back at him, but her hormones had other ideas. 

As she dissolved into another heap of tears, Nathan grinned and pulled her into a hug, dropping a kiss on top of her head. “Come on. Let’s go and get rid of these cases and find somewhere to have a cup of tea.”  

ººººººº 

In the departure lounge, Charlotte couldn’t concentrate on her book. 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, prompting a fit of giggles. 

“Ow! You could have broken my nose, you numpty!” said Frankie. “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 short tunic dress, ballet slippers, a cowboy hat atop her long, chestnut waves, and sporting a large tattoo of a bunch 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’d 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 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 and, 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, when he came back. “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... I’m sure it is...” Nathan craned his neck and squinted. “Yes, it’s definitely him.”

“It’s definitely who?” Charlotte followed his gaze.

“Aidan Pitt. The guy reading the paper is Aidan Pitt.”

Charlotte suddenly realised why he’d looked familiar. Back in St. Eves, Aidan 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. Aidan 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. However, that 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—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 teeth. “Yes, I think that’s everything.”

Nathan opened an eye and arched a brow. “I see. Sure you haven’t missed anything off?”

Charlotte reviewed her list. “Ooh yes—all the museums and lunch at Kensington Palace.”

Nathan shook his head. “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 was architecture from centuries gone by, and sights that Charlotte couldn’t wait to visit. Not far away was the green dome of Madame Tussauds waxwork museum, the shimmering Serpentine River slithering its way through the green banks of Hyde Park, and the London Eye slowly turning, 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 and laid it on the table. “So, how about Madame Tussauds after breakfast and then Hyde Park? I can’t wait to see the Princess Diana Memorial Fountain. 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 memorial, fashioned from Cornish granite, was just as beautiful as Charlotte had imagined it to be and, after a busy morning of sightseeing, she and Nathan relaxed 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 reclined on the warm grass, joggers pounded the footpaths, families ambled alongside the river, and gaggles of gossiping young nannies commandeered 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 Aidan 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 Aidan. 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 Penny as clearly upset by something. When her raised voice attracted glances from passers-by, she shook Aidan’s hand from her shoulder and cycled off.

“Wonder what that was all about?” Charlotte frowned as Aidan 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 Aidan 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 get the hang—oops!” 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? 

“Frankie Ingram—at your service.” The grinning tattoo artist from the airport, placed the dumpling on the table in front of Charlotte. “I believe this is yours?” 

“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.”

Charlotte looked at Nathan and nodded. "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 with his chopsticks.

ººººººº

“Bet you didn’t see that coming, did you, Detective Inspector?”

“Actually, 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 Aidan Pitt bloke at the table? He looked really grumpy—and he was crotchety at the airport, too. I wondered if perhaps 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 Pollyannas, 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.”

“Maybe he’s fed up because of the argument we saw him having with Penny?” said Charlotte, drumming her fingers against her chin.

Nathan rolled his eyes. “Or maybe we should completely forget about Aidan 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,’” said Charlotte indignantly. “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 accustomed to 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 from turning into the local 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 hugged her tighter. “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?” 

“Good idea.” Charlotte pulled her jacket tightly around her and put all thoughts of Aidan Pitt from her mind. “I could murder a strawberry sherbet cocktail and a pickled egg!”
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Chapter 2
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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. 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 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 was drinking liberally. 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 said, shaking Frankie’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—”

“DI Nathan Costello.” 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 Aidan 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, Aidan;  and Aidan’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.” Penny gave Charlotte’s arm a friendly squeeze. “Right, Owen, come and help me bring the stuff for the barbecue, will you?”

Introductions over, Aidan 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 bench swing, 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 bench, 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 basket 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!” She sipped her wine. “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—from Ruby’s reaction—was one 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 Aidan was always too busy. You’ve heard the phrase ‘married to the job?’ Yeah, well, I reckon Aidan 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 Aidan’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,” said Ruby, pulling 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 Aidan 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 Aidan was too busy on the phone to his investment broker.” She rolled her eyes. “What about you?”

“No, I don’t think I’d better risk it,” said Charlotte. “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, here comes Eddie with mine.” She took the non-alcoholic cocktail she’d asked for, grateful for a brief respite from a potentially draining conversation with Ruby.

“Here you are—one mango, passionfruit, and strawberry fizz,” said Eddie, pushing 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?”

“He nodded. “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?”

Eddie nodded. “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 Aidan and Ruby went to Paris for a long weekend. She loves marinas.”

“You’re right about it being a ‘long weekend’—it was the longest weekend of my life,” said Ruby. “We were only there for three days, and it rained cats and dogs from the minute we arrived to the minute we left. Aidan 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, Aidan? Aidan!” 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 Aidan 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 your Yorkshire puddings for ages afterwards!”

Charlotte chuckled. “Good, I’m glad she enjoyed it. I hope you’ll be able to bring her again. 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, fish and vegetables for the barbecue. 

“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 said, dodging 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 shook her head. “Honestly, he’s like this every time we have a barbecue,” she said to Charlotte. “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,” said Owen, checking 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?” said Amy. “The one with the high neck?” 

“What, the yellow one?”

“No, the green halter-neck one with the sunflowers on it.”

“Oh, right,” said Penny. “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 Aidan’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 Aidan wanting a change of scene,” he said, quietly, joining in the conversation, “but it’s completely ruined Eddie’s trip. He only found out Aidan was coming the day before we travelled—he told him to get him on the same flight as the rest of us. I mean, Eddie’s a good friend of Frankie’s, so he’d have liked to celebrate with him, wouldn’t you mate?”

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 Aidan decides he needs me to do something.”

“Yes, my point exactly,” said Owen as he handed out cold beers, missing Eddie out. “You can’t let your hair down while the boss is here, can you?” He turned to Ruby. “You know I’ve nothing against Aidan, Rube, but he doesn’t even seem to be enjoying himself. I just don’t understa—”

“Oh look, here come Aidan 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 such an exhibitionist and so competitive. She always has to be the first one in the tub.” 

Owen rolled his eyes and tapped the neck of his beer bottle against Nathan’s and Aidan’s. “Yeah, usually 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. “She’s got the most fabulous figure—I don’t blame her for showing it off—so I can’t imagine why she wants to cover up.”

Charlotte nodded and smiled, 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 with a small, bespectacled woman with a ramrod straight back, 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,” said the woman, peering 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 threw her curmudgeonly neighbour a benevolent smile. “We couldn’t 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 needs 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—dropped 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 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 striding 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 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 shake. 

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.”

As Penny took a wailing Amy inside, and Danny and Susan kept Zac well away from the drama, the rest of the guests stood in a huddle, the shocked silence broken only by the whimpers coming from 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 gave the paramedic a brief shake of his head.

“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
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