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      I’ve never liked festivals. Don’t get me wrong: I love music, and I love going to concerts, but I love going home afterwards even more.

      The worst thing about festivals is the weather. Festival weather is predictable only in its unpredictability. It’s either scorching hot, turning festivalgoers lobster pink and making them half crazed with dehydration; or the heavens open and the showground turns into a recreation of that bit in The Never Ending Story where the pony gets sucked into a bog (a scene that traumatised a generation of young moviegoers), only with Crocs rather than ponies, and mud instead of quicksand.

      The other worst thing about festivals is having to listen to a load of bands you have no desire to see, because you only came to watch the headliners and of course they’re on so late in the day that it’s almost next week. I was persuaded (against my better judgement, but I was young and naive) to go and see Radiohead at Glastonbury in 1997. And of course there was a monsoon and I ended up getting trench foot, but worse was to come. We sought refuge from the downpour in the World Music tent, which was probably a mistake. I discovered that I wasn’t really interested in Portuguese folk singing, although I have to admit I was fascinated by one song, a traditional ballad sung by the women of a small fishing village on the beautiful Mediterranean coast while their fishermen husbands were out at sea. Entitled ‘Meu Marido Continua Olhando Para os Banhistas de Topless (e não se Concentrando nos Peixes)’, which roughly translated into ‘My Husband Keeps Looking at Topless Sunbathers (and not Concentrating on the Fish)’, there was much wailing and gnashing of teeth, and a fair bit of tearing at their hair, but it was at least authentic and strangely catchy. I found myself singing ‘Ignore as vadias de seios nus e leve suas sardinhas para casa’ (‘Ignore the bare-breasted floozies, and bring your sardines home’) for a whole week afterwards. It was certainly better than the display of Inuit throat singing, performed by a bohemian-looking woman from Huddersfield, that came on after.

      But actually, no, the worst worst thing about festivals is being forced to camp in close proximity to other people. Some festivalgoers are determined to wring every last drop of fun out of the experience, and while in theory I think, Good for them!, in real life I hate them. It’s 5am, when do you plan on going to sleep? You don’t? Okay, then. I’ll stay awake all night too. Don’t mind me, I’m sure…

      So it was with a feeling of mild surprise and a fair bit of trepidation that I found myself heading to Wave Masters, a music, arts and surfing festival just along the coast from my home town of Penstowan. Wave Masters had started back in the 90s, and had primarily been a surfing contest. It had proved popular enough to grow from a one-day event to two, then three; a market had sprung up, offering the surfers fast food, handcrafted jewellery and clothing. And then buskers had turned up and started playing, even though nobody had asked them to; which had led to stages being erected and bands being invited, until now it was really all about the music, and the surfing was almost a second thought. And once you’d driven through the gates onto the campsite and parked your car, entry wristband fastened on tightly, there was no way out of the maze of vehicles and tents until the end of the festival…

      ‘Cheers, mate.’ Nathan thanked the steward on the gate and turned the van in the direction the hi-vis-clad man had indicated. He looked over at me. ‘You all right, babe?’

      ‘Yeah,’ I said, watching out of the window as we passed the labyrinth of parked cars, bewildered festivalgoers weaving in out of them. If they were bewildered now, wait until later. ‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘Only I was looking forward to this weekend being just you and me, not – LOOK OUT FOR THAT PLONKER ON THE UNICYCLE!’

      The plonker on the unicycle, who had veered dangerously in front of the van, steered himself out of our path, where he stopped and glared at me. And then I remembered that I had the window open, and that he’d heard me call him a plonker. I stood by it, though. Germaine, my inherited Pomeranian and quite possibly the cutest dog in the entire universe (although I might be biased), obviously agreed with me, as she barked loudly at him and then snuggled back down on the seat between me and Nathan.

      ‘I saw him,’ said Nathan, mildly. ‘He’s wearing a red and blue jester’s hat. I could hardly miss him.’

      ‘It’s even got bells on,’ I said, unable to contain my disgust, but the jester hat-wearing, unicycling plonker had moved on. That was the other worst worst thing about festivals. They were full of people wearing ridiculous trousers, waistcoats (over bare chests) and stupid hats, riding unicycles or walking on stilts, and if you were unwise enough to catch their eye and not look away again in time, chances were they would come and juggle at you.

      Nathan laughed and changed gear, easing the van up an incline and parking it in a spot marked by a couple of flags. We got out and stood admiring the view as Germaine, never one to let an opportunity pass her by, relieved herself. We’d certainly got the best spot, perched on top of the hill which looked out across the whole festival site. From here we could see the campsite to the right, and to the left, the field that was normally home to a herd of sheep but now – for this weekend, anyway – housed the main stage, with a couple of other big tents scattered around. And in front of us, down the hill and across the sand dunes, the sea, sparkling turquoise in the sun. I couldn’t deny it was beautiful. I sighed. Nathan reached over and pulled me in for a hug.

      ‘Come on, it’s not that bad,’ he said. I snuggled into him.

      ‘I know it’s not, it’s just that this weekend was supposed to be you and me in Paris, wasn’t it? Not you and me running a food truck in a muddy field.’ Germaine yapped and I corrected myself. ‘All right, you, me and the dog running a food truck in a muddy field.’

      ‘It was you that said yes,’ he pointed out, and I couldn’t deny that, either. A friend of mine from catering college, Sean, owned the food truck, and he made a good living going around all the festivals in the summer. He’d already booked his spot at Wave Masters, which was one of his best earners, when his daughter had told him she was getting married on a beach in Halkidiki and that she (of course) wanted him there. Sean had offered me the chance to take over the food truck for the weekend, in return for a share of the profits. I got the impression he’d already asked a few other people and was getting desperate. Besides, the extra money would be welcome.

      ‘I know…’

      ‘And it means you can keep an eye on Daisy and her mates,’ he said. My almost sixteen-year-old daughter had been pestering me for the last six months about coming to the festival with her friend Jade, and Jade’s older cousin Ellie. There was no way on God’s green earth I was going to let them come without a responsible adult – Ellie had just turned eighteen and seemed sensible, but that was in front of the grown-ups; who knew what shenanigans she would encourage my sweet and innocent daughter to engage in once they were free of the parental shackles? But of course, the last thing any of them wanted was a responsible adult tagging along and cramping their style, plus all the responsible adults I knew could think of much better ways to spend the weekend than in a muddy field with a bunch of teenage girls.

      ‘Yeah,’ I said, knowing that he was right and that the weekend would probably be more fun than I was expecting, but slightly unwilling to let my grumpy mood go, ‘if I ever manage to find her in amongst all this⁠—’

      ‘There you are!’

      I turned to see Daisy standing behind me. Honestly, was no one going to let me carry on being moody?

      ‘Where have you been? We got here ages ago.’

      ‘We had to pick up some stock before we left,’ I said. ‘Where are you camped?’

      ‘Down there,’ said Daisy vaguely, waving her arm over at the campsite, which was already starting to resemble a Brazilian favela constructed of brightly coloured but poorly erected tents. A few campers swayed in amongst them, clutching bottles. I narrowed my eyes. There was already someone juggling.

      ‘Rather you than me. We’ll be all nice and cosy in the truck,’ I said, although I actually had a few reservations about that.

      ‘You wouldn’t catch me dead sleeping in that,’ she said firmly.

      ‘What’s the matter with it?’

      Daisy looked at me like I was a bit simple. ‘Mum, it’s called Pie Hard. It’s got pictures of pies painted all over it.’

      ‘And? We’re selling pies, what should it have painted all over it? Noodles? Hot dogs?’

      ‘Now you’re just being silly,’ said Daisy. ‘I’ll stick with Jade and Ellie in the tent, thank you very much.’

      ‘All right,’ I said. ‘But no bringing boys back to the tent.’

      Daisy rolled her eyes. ‘Not much likelihood of that happening. Ellie prefers girls and Jade’s asexual, although her mum reckons she’s going through a phase and she’ll change her mind when she meets the right bloke. But if you’re straight, no one ever says it’s just a phase you’re going through, do they?’ She had a point.

      ‘No, that’s true,’ I said. ‘Anyway, if you do change your mind and you want to sleep here instead, there’s room for you – all of you.’ Nathan cleared his throat and looked at me with an alarmed expression. I put up a placatory hand. ‘Not inside the truck, obviously. But we’ve got an awning we can put up next to it. If there’s heavy rain, or you’re just scared…’

      ‘Why would I be scared?’

      ‘You never know. I mean, you can take the dog with you for protection if you like.’ Daisy snorted. ‘Okay, she’s not much of a guard dog. But there are some weird people around…’

      ‘Cooee!’ We all whirled round to see my mum standing behind us.

      ‘I see what you mean,’ muttered Daisy.

      ‘This is exciting, innit? I never been to a festival before. Not one like this, I mean. I’ve been to the harvest festival at the church⁠—’

      ‘I think that might be a bit different, Shirley,’ said Nathan. ‘Did you find your tent?’

      ‘Jocasta says it’s a yurt,’ said Mum.

      ‘She does, does she?’ I said. I wasn’t entirely sure I approved of Mum’s new friend, who had moved to Penstowan almost a year ago. She was a retired lawyer who had left London to ‘find herself’, a process which seemed to involve crystals, scarves and metre upon metre of tie-dyed cheesecloth. She’d also found my mum, who had taken her under her wing and introduced her to the regulars at the Wednesday coffee morning (ten till twelve, Penstowan Methodist church hall and community centre, entry fee of £2, which entitled you to one cup of tea or instant coffee and two biscuits). In return Jocasta had introduced Mum to reiki and CBD oil. ‘And where is Jocasta? Off scoring some patchouli?’ Daisy and Nathan both snorted, but Mum either ignored the jibe or didn’t hear it.

      ‘She’s setting up her foot massage stall,’ she said. I shuddered. Having been in a tent full of fellow trench foot sufferers all those years ago at Glastonbury, the last thing I’d be doing at a festival would be going anywhere near people’s toes. Mum noticed my look of disgust. ‘Jodie, love, you’re so narrow-minded.’

      ‘I am NOT narrow-minded!’ I spluttered, mildly outraged.

      ‘Yes you are. You should let Jocasta have a go at your feet. I feel twenty years younger since I let her loose on my bunions,’ said Mum. She sighed, and her face took on a dreamy expression. ‘I never realised another woman’s touch could bring me such relief,’ she said. Nathan choked back a laugh, while I snorted like a hysterical pig.

      ‘Is there something you want to tell us, Nana?’ asked Daisy, completely straight-faced. ‘I promise we won’t judge you.’

      But my elderly mother missed her chance to come out and was forced to stay in the closet (or the yurt), as we were interrupted by one of the festival marshals coming to check that we were set up okay. Mum tottered off to the glamping area, which was set back from the rest of the festival, away from us workers and plebs. Daisy wandered back to the rather less salubrious tent where Jade and Ellie were waiting, Germaine trotting beside her, sniffing at all the exciting smells coming from all the exciting people, her little doggy nostrils flaring as she passed a group of festivalgoers smoking suspiciously scented cigarettes.

      The festival was very proud of its green credentials. There were solar panels and wind turbines all around the site, although with the great British summertime being as unpredictable as it was, I was betting there were probably some back-up generators hidden away under the main stage just in case. Here in the food stall area, a dedicated row of solar panels had been erected, along with a complex array of tubes which piped clean water to each cooking site; a godsend, as it meant we didn’t have to keep the engine or a petrol-powered generator running to keep the fridge on, or rely on bottled water. There were three food trucks, including ours, and four or five stalls were also being set up to serve food. It looked like festivalgoers would have plenty of choice. As well as our pies and pasties, one of the trucks would be serving burgers and hotdogs, while the other dished up organic ice cream and homemade fruity ice lollies. I already had my eye on the Cornish clotted cream vanilla and strawberry sundae. It was too early to tell yet what food the stalls would be selling – they were still setting up – but one of them had already started cooking, and the smell of cumin, coriander, onion and garlic wafted across to us. Oh dear. It was still fairly early in the day and I was already feeling hungry. Good job I’d given up diets years ago.

      The rest of the morning (not that there was much of it left by now) flew by as we set to work. I was used to working with Nathan, of course, but not in a kitchen; I’d helped him (or ‘stuck my nose in’, as some people might uncharitably – and more accurately – call it) with several murder investigations since moving back to Cornwall. I’d even been given a trial as an auxiliary detective a year earlier, as I’d served as a sergeant in the Metropolitan Police for almost twenty years, and I wasn’t exactly an amateur. That had been a weird but ultimately very useful experience. Weird because Nathan, the love of my life (after Daisy), had been my boss, which was difficult for both of us; and useful, because it had confirmed in my own mind that I had been absolutely right to leave the police force in the first place. Daisy had begged me to quit after a nasty terrorist incident when she was ten, and I’d remembered how I used to worry about my dad when I was her age. Eddie Parker had been Chief Inspector of the police at Penstowan, which in those days had been a pretty sleepy place with very little serious crime. My own daughter had had far more to worry about than I had, so how could I put her through that? She’d been so relieved when I quit, and so angry with me when I’d put myself in harm’s way again by rejoining. I’d handed my notice in at the end of the trial period, and I’d kept my word and not done any investigating since. Admittedly it helped that there had only been two suspicious deaths since then, and both guilty parties had done such a lousy job of covering their tracks that they were practically wandering around with flashing neon signs above their heads saying ‘I DID IT!’ I’d let Nathan handle them on his own.

      And now he was helping me in the kitchen, or rather the tiny work area of the truck. We were cooking with gas (literally, rather than motivationally), so after hauling the heavy gas bottle into place I turned on the oven; Sean had pre-made all the pies, which were now residing in the fridge, and all we had to do was cook them.

      ‘Do you think we’ve got enough?’ asked Nathan sardonically, holding the fridge door open. It was crammed with pies, plus there was an emergency stash of ready-made pastry and fillings in the freezer section in case we ran out. I laughed.

      ‘Touch and go, I reckon,’ I said. ‘The oven’s nearly warmed up. Let’s get out that first tray and egg wash them.’

      ‘What on earth is “egg wash”?’

      ‘Er, egg. Beaten. You brush it on the pastry to stop it burning and make it go a nice golden colour.’ I looked at him. ‘Seriously? You didn’t know that?’

      ‘I have never made a pie in my life,’ said Nathan. ‘Eaten a few, though.’ He patted his annoyingly flat stomach. I scoffed.

      ‘Oh please. They’re never going to sing, “Who ate all the pies” at you, are they? Even after living with a chef for two years you’re still fit as a butcher’s dog.’

      ‘I’m just trying to keep in trim for the wedding,’ he said.

      ‘That’s not for another year,’ I pointed out. We’d been engaged now for about ten months, which was already longer than I’d expected. We’d originally talked about just having a nice, quiet wedding, which would’ve only have taken a couple of months to organise, but it had somehow snowballed into something massive. I was half-excited about getting to wear a fancy frock and have all eyes on me as I wafted down the aisle, and half-terrified that I would trip over in front of everybody, or fart while I said my vows, or have spinach in my teeth in the photos. But then my first (ill-fated) marriage had taken place in a grotty registry office with just my parents and my mother-in-law as witnesses, so I was taking it as a good sign that this marriage would start in nicer surroundings.

      But this was not a time to be thinking about weddings. There were pies to be sold! We got the first lot in the oven, and soon the delicious smell of buttery pastry filled the truck. It was divine torture, and from the moans Nathan made every time he opened the oven door to check on them he obviously felt the same.

      ‘Stop opening the door!’ I told him off. ‘I know they smell amazing. Just remember we will have to check one of each flavour for quality control purposes…’ He grinned at me and shut the oven door again.

      The side of the food truck folded down to make a counter, and once the pies were out, they were placed on display in a heated cabinet, where hungry passersby would be able to see them and, more importantly, smell them. I went outside to check how they looked (fabulous), and then took a piece of chalk and started to write up the menu on the blackboard on the side of the truck.

      ‘Jodie? Is that you?’

      I turned round and came face-to-face with Carol, a lady in her fifties who I’d done a dinner party for a few months ago. She’d just moved into Hilltop Farm with her husband, lan, although the name (Hilltop Farm, not Ian) was a bit of a misnomer, because there wasn’t much of the farm left other than the beautiful house, which stood on a hill (obviously) overlooking Penstowan and the sea beyond. From what I could gather, neither Carol nor her husband worked anymore, but they seemed very well off. I’d been given a pretty big budget for their housewarming dinner party for eight, which had made a nice change. So much of my work was catering for parties, and all most people wanted was a buffet. They weren’t usually very adventurous, and sausage rolls, sandwiches and quiches tended to feature heavily. Even weddings with sit-down meals were quite ‘safe’, as the guests usually covered several generations, which meant I had to cook food that would appeal to all of them.

      Carol and Ian wanted something ‘a bit posh’. I did beef carpaccio and teriyaki-glazed scallops for starters, crispy-skinned duck breast with fondant potatoes for the main, and a decadent dessert platter of berries, meringues, biscotti and cubes of sponge cake, with a massive bowl of chocolate fondue to dip it all in. Carol had asked me to cook nine portions of everything, which I assumed was in case of disaster (dropping a plate, burning a scallop), but it actually turned out that she wanted to make sure I got to eat too, although of course I stayed in the kitchen. That had really surprised me, as I knew another catering college alumna who had taken a job as a private chef, and the stories she told me would make your hair curl. She hadn’t been allowed to eat any of the family’s food, even when she’d gone away on holiday with them and it had been very difficult to buy her own. She wasn’t allowed to eat until they’d finished their dinner either, and as they didn’t tend to eat until at least 8pm it was often midnight before she sat down to eat her own meagre plate of beans on toast.

      ‘I didn’t know you had a food truck,’ said Carol, squinting at the menu I’d just written. I noticed she was wearing a faded Nirvana T-shirt; I hadn’t had her down as a rock chick. ‘Or that you were such a diehard Bruce Willis fan. No pun intended.’

      I laughed. ‘It’s not mine, I’m doing a friend a favour. He told me his dream was to have a whole fleet of these. So truck number one is Pie Hard, number two would be Pie Harder…’

      ‘And then Pie Hard With a Vengeance, and A Good Day to Pie Hard…’ finished Carol. ‘That’s brilliant! So cheesy. What are these flavours, though? What’s a Bruce Willis pie?’

      ‘Beefsteak,’ I said. ‘The Nakatomi Plaza is teriyaki chicken, and the Hans Gruber is bratwurst and sauerkraut.’ Carol wrinkled her nose. ‘Yeah, apparently he doesn’t usually sell many of those, but it tastes nicer than it sounds. And of course we do steak and kidney, chicken and mushroom, we’ve got a vegan one with curried chickpeas in it…’

      ‘They smell amazing.’ Her phone buzzed, and she pulled a face but didn’t look at it. ‘That’ll be Ian saying, “Hurry up, Caz!” I’ll have to come back later and try a Nakatomi Plaza. Good to see you again.’

      ‘And you,’ I said. As she left I became aware of Nathan standing behind me. I turned round to see him staring at me in amazement. ‘What?’

      ‘Do you know who that was?’ he asked. I rolled my eyes.

      ‘Er, yeah. I did that dinner party for her and her husband.’

      ‘You mean that’s the Carol you cooked for? Why didn’t you say?’

      ‘I did! I told you, I cooked for that nice new couple that had moved in, Carol and Ian⁠—’

      ‘Carol Harper!’

      ‘No, Carol and Ian Holt.’

      ‘That’s her married name.’ Nathan looked at me like I should know what he was talking about, until suddenly the penny dropped.

      ‘Wait – Carol Harper? As in, Caz Harper, bass player with The Burners and girl power idol before girl power was even a thing?’

      ‘Yup.’

      ‘And that means her hubby is Ian the keyboard player? Oh my God, I had such a crush on both of them when I was a teenager!’ I turned and stared in the direction Carol – THE Caz Harper!!! – had gone, but I couldn’t see her. ‘Holy cow, to think I didn’t know who they were – I mean, they do look a lot different now – but I was in their house!’

      ‘Yeah, I think it’s probably just as well you didn’t,’ said Nathan, grinning. ‘I’ve never seen you fan girl over anyone before. It’s pretty funny…’
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      By about half past three we’d run out of pies. We hadn’t baked a full day’s worth, as we hadn’t been properly set up and open to the public until eleven-thirty, but still, we’d sold out earlier than I’d expected. There wasn’t even a Hans Gruber pie left. I could have put another load in the oven when we started to run low on Bruce Willises, but to be honest we were both already starting to get sick of the sight of pies, which didn’t bode well for the fact that we had another two full days of the festival to get through yet.

      As well as that, although our vantage point overlooking the rest of the festival meant we were at lower risk of potential jugglers and plonkers on unicycles, we were also further away from all the fun everyone else seemed to be having. I kept hearing snatches of music, wafting over to us on the breeze, and I was starting to feel left out despite my deep dislike of festivals.

      Nathan handed over the last pie and turned to me with a pleading look on his face. I laughed.

      ‘All right,’ I said, ‘let’s yippee-pie-yay out of here…’

      We cleaned down the surfaces (although there wasn’t much to do, as I always try to clean as I go and I’d instilled the same ethos into Nathan), then had a quick wash in a bucket of cold water and changed into fresh T-shirts that didn’t have a whiff of sauerkraut or teriyaki chicken about them. We wandered hand in hand past the other food stalls and then down into the festival site proper.

      It was good-natured mayhem. There was a fair smattering of family groups, hippie-looking parents smiling indulgently at their anarchic toddlers, who ran around completely out of control and got in everyone’s way, but no one minded because they were cute or drunk (I mean the toddlers were cute, not drunk – the people who didn’t mind were the ones who were drunk, not Little Timmy with home brew in his sippy cup or anything). There was a surprising (to me) number of middle-aged ravers and stoners, with Happy Mondays T-shirts and decent camping set-ups, because they were old hands at this and knew that it was worth spending a lot of money on a really good inflatable mattress to ensure you were in a fit state to dance the next day. And then there were the youngsters, the ones who had thrown off the parental yoke (for a few days, at least) and were going to do (and take) everything. I realised with a shudder of horror that this group included my own daughter.

      We watched a young man in his early twenties dancing by himself to God only knew what tune, because it obviously wasn’t the same one the band currently onstage were playing. He was totally away with the Cornish piskies, but at least he looked happy.

      ‘Don’t worry,’ said Nathan, reading my mind. ‘Daisy and her mates are sensible. They won’t end up like that.’

      ‘No,’ I said. I hoped he was right. Daisy and I had had both ‘the sex talk’ and ‘the drug talk’ recently. I’d learnt a lot. ‘I told her that it was natural to want to experiment, but you have to be careful. I said if she was going to take any drugs, let someone else take them first and see how they are after an hour…’

      Nathan laughed. ‘That’s a very pragmatic approach.’

      ‘If she really wants to try them, I can’t stop her,’ I said.

      ‘No. I more or less told her the same thing.’ Nathan nodded across the field, to where two large tents had been erected off to one side, slightly away from the madness. ‘I told her if her friends bought anything, they should take it to the drug-testing tent first so they can see what’s in it.’

      ‘Only she might not do that, because Debbie’s one of the volunteers.’ My friend Debbie, a nurse from Manchester, had moved to Penstowan with her husband Callum, an old school chum of mine, not long after I had. We’d hit it off immediately.

      ‘And she thinks that if she took some drugs in to be tested, Debbie would tell you?’

      ‘Yes. Which, to be fair, she might…’

      We walked on, heading away from the campsite and towards the stage. A sea of music lovers stood between us and the band, who I didn’t recognise, but then they could’ve been having number one hit singles (were they even a thing these days?) every week for the last three years and I still wouldn’t have known who they were. I quite liked their music, though.

      ‘They’re good, aren’t they?’ said Nathan, nodding towards the stage.

      ‘Yeah, who are they?’

      ‘No idea.’ He grinned at me. ‘At least they don’t look like they’re about to break into some hardcore Inuit throat singing at any moment.’

      ‘Praise the Lord for that!’

      ‘Don’t let Carmen hear you say that,’ said a voice behind us. We turned to see a sweaty but happy-looking man in a Foo Fighters T-shirt. Tony Penhaligon was my oldest friend in the world. We’d sat next to each other on our first day of school, and I’d not managed to get rid of him since. Not that I wanted to. He’d obviously been dancing and having a whale of a time, although to be fair ‘dancing’ was probably pushing it a bit. Jigging about with more enthusiasm than skill was probably a more accurate way to describe Tony’s gyrations. ‘If Carmen hears you saying stuff like that she’ll have you baptised and helping her out in the peace tent before you can say, “I’m an atheist”. Shirley was in there earlier.’

      ‘Mum was?’ I was concerned. ‘Is she all right?’

      ‘Yeah, yeah, she was just a bit lost.’

      ‘Spiritually or physically?’ asked Nathan. Tony laughed.

      ‘Bit of both, I reckon… Nah, she just couldn’t find her mate. That weird middle-class hippie woman? I think she was a bit overwhelmed by all the noise and the people, but Carmen sat her down and got her a cup of tea.’

      ‘Is she still in there?’

      ‘No, her friend came and found her. I think they’d agreed to meet up there if they got split up.’

      ‘Oh right. I told Daisy to do that, too – to go and see Aunty Carmen if she needed any help or if it all got too much and she wanted somewhere to chill out for a bit.’ I grinned. ‘I think she’s a bit freaked out that there are so many of her “aunties” all over the festival, isn’t she, Nath?’

      ‘Yeah…’ said Nathan, vacantly. He was watching a couple of nervous, geeky teenage boys across the field. I followed his gaze and saw them furtively hand some money over to a taller, older bloke, who was dressed in a hoodie despite the temperature being in the mid-twenties. He handed something back to one of them, looking around first to make sure they weren’t being watched. He obviously didn’t look hard enough, though, as he didn’t spot me and Nathan.

      ‘Nath…don’t get involved…’ I said. ‘You’re not on duty.’

      ‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘I’m on leave. I’m not ruining my holiday for them.’ And then he set off towards them. I exchanged glances with Tony and then hurried after him.

      The bloke in the hoodie had already sauntered off, but the two younger boys were excitedly (and not very discreetly) checking their purchase. Nathan approached without them even noticing. He slapped a hand on each of the boys’ shoulders.

      ‘All right, lads?’ he said, his Liverpudlian accent sounding stronger than usual. He always seemed to exaggerate it – or maybe stop suppressing it – when he was trying to relax people. It didn’t work though, as both boys leapt about a foot off the ground. ‘What you got there, then?’

      ‘Nothing!’ said the first boy, who had a terrible case of acne, although by the smell of him it was nothing a good wash with a bar of soap and some Clearasil wouldn’t have cured.

      ‘What’s it to you? You filth?’ asked the other, who was slightly braver. Nathan grinned.

      ‘I am actually, as it goes.’ Both boys shrank, obviously hoping to sink into the rough grass beneath their feet. ‘Now, I should arrest you for possession, and I should get you to grass your drug dealer mate up, too. But you’re in luck. I’m on me holidays and I don’t want to be bothering with scallies like you. What’s your names?’

      ‘Spencer,’ said the spotty one quickly. The other boy shot him an angry look. ‘What?’

      ‘You shouldn’t have told him your real name, you muppet!’

      Behind them, Tony and I looked at each other and suppressed sniggers. I had seen this sort of conversation so many times during my time on the beat in London, and it felt weird to see it again here, but also sort of reassuring. Teenagers, it seemed, were the same wherever they lived.

      ‘All right Spencer, see that tent over there?’ Nathan pointed to the drug-testing marquee. ‘I want you to go over there and tell them that DCI Withers sent you to get your pills tested. I want you to tell the nice people in there your name. And then once you know what’s in there, and they’ve told you whether it’s safe to take them, the rest is up to you.’

      ‘You’re not going to arrest us?’ The slightly more streetwise boy, despite his bravado, looked relieved. ‘Or confiscate them?’

      ‘What do I want with what appears to be—’ Nathan peered into the other boy’s hand at the tablets he was holding ‘—a couple of aspirin and some indigestion tablets?’

      ‘Indigestion tablets? But we paid⁠—’

      ‘Shut up, Spencer!’ hissed the other boy.

      ‘Off you go then, lads,’ said Nathan, standing back to let them pass. They started to shuffle off, but he put out a warning hand to stop them. ‘The lady who runs the tent is a friend of mine, and I will be asking her later if she saw you. And if she didn’t…’ He didn’t finish the sentence, letting it trail off menacingly. I looked down at the ground so the boys wouldn’t see me laugh.

      ‘Bloody hell, mate!’ said Tony admiringly, as they left. ‘That was brilliant! You proper put the wind up them! Have they really just bought indigestion tablets?’

      ‘Probably not,’ I said. ‘But they’ll definitely go and get them tested now, won’t they?’ We all laughed. ‘What about the dealer, though?’

      Nathan shrugged. ‘I told you, I’m on holiday.’

      ‘Who are you and what have you done with the real Nathan Withers?’

      He grinned. ‘I’m not completely on holiday. I’ll pass his description on to the security guards and they can keep an eye on him. Although to be fair, it feels a bit pointless, doesn’t it? If they arrest him, people will just buy their drugs off another dealer. He won’t be the only one here.’ He furrowed his brow. ‘I didn’t actually get that much of a look at him, did you?’

      ‘Mid-thirties, about six foot, tanned, dark blond hair, I think – it was a bit hard to see with his hood up—’ I stopped as I realised Tony and Nathan were both looking at me. ‘What? It was my job for twenty years. You don’t just turn it off, you know.’

      ‘Obviously not! Did you get a look at his hoodie? It had a pattern or something running down one sleeve, but I didn’t see it properly.’ Nathan ran a hand up and down his right arm, demonstrating.

      ‘It was a snake,’ said Tony. ‘A curly green and yellow snake. The head was up by his shoulder, and it had something in its mouth…’

      ‘A rose!’ I said. ‘A red rose.’

      ‘Okay,’ said Nathan, ‘I’ll pop over to the security point and tell them, then it’s up to them what they want to do about it. I’m a civilian this weekend.’

      Nathan left me and Tony to dance while he went to find a security guard. Tony headed through the crowd towards the stage, but I grabbed his arm to stop him.

      ‘There’s too many people,’ I said. I’d never been fond of crowds, but my time in the Metropolitan Police force had made me really hate them. Bad things can happen in large crowds. ‘Let’s head over that way instead.’ I pointed to an area at the side of the stage, where there were fewer people and the leaping around was rather less frenetic.

      ‘Lightweight,’ said Tony, but he let me lead him into a comparatively quiet spot, where we wouldn’t get jostled and where it would be easier for Nathan to find us again.

      A safety barrier ran along the front of the stage, to discourage over-enthusiastic fans clambering up to join the bands or start crowd surfing. The barrier curved past us and then stopped, joining onto a tall, temporary white fence, which cordoned off the backstage area. There was a gate into it, guarded by a security officer with a very serious set of muscles and a facial expression to match, with a sign on it saying, ‘Artists and Crew Only’. Next to it, plastered onto the fence, was a billboard with the weekend’s acts on it. Tony hooked a thumb towards it.

      ‘So who do you reckon that lot are?’ he asked.

      ‘Who? What lot?’

      ‘This lot here…’ He tapped the billboard and read it aloud. ‘“Special Guests, The Burnouts”. I hope they’re not some dodgy Burners tribute band.’

      I looked at him, the ghost of teenage Jodie beginning to jump up and down inside me. ‘Oh my God, Tone, that’s not a tribute band, that’s them!’

      ‘The Burners? What, playing here?’ He shook his head. ‘Doubt it.’

      ‘No, no, it’s true! It must be. You know that couple who bought Hilltop Farm…’

      ‘My mum’s met them. She reckoned they’re bankers or something that made a load of money, retired early and moved down here.’ He had the slightly disapproving tone of someone who had lived in the same town all his life and couldn’t understand why anyone would do differently. He’d never really even got why I’d moved to London as soon as I was old enough.

      ‘Well, she’s wrong. It’s Caz Harper and Ian Holt! From The Burners! I did their catering!’

      He looked at me, astonished. ‘What? Why didn’t you tell me?’

      ‘Because I only just realised it was them myself. Nathan recognised her this morning.’

      ‘You mean CAZ HARPER is actually here?’ He looked around wildly as if he’d be able to spot her lurking in the crowd, but of course she was nowhere to be seen. ‘Caz Harper! Bloody hell. I had some special times with that poster of her on my bedroom wall, I can tell you.’

      I grimaced. ‘Anyway, she came by the food truck earlier. She didn’t say why she was here, I assumed she was just having fun, you know, but – The Burnouts? It’s gotta be them, hasn’t it? But why the name change?’

      ‘I dunno. But they split up years ago, didn’t they? Maybe it were all very acrimonious and they’re not allowed to use the name.’

      ‘Acrimonious?’ I laughed. ‘Blimey, someone’s swallowed a dictionary.’

      ‘That’s what going out with a woman who speaks Latin for her job does to you,’ grinned Tony. ‘I’ve had to up me game and learn big words and everything…’

      Nathan found us, and he brought a friend: Debbie, fresh from her stint in the drug-testing tent. I opened my mouth to greet her, but she stopped me.

      ‘Before you ask,’ she said, ‘I haven’t seen Daisy or her mates, and I wouldn’t tell you if I had. Patient confidentiality.’

      ‘I wasn’t going to ask!’ I said, indignantly, but not as indignantly as I might have done, because I had indeed had it in mind to bring up, casually, in conversation later. Something like, ‘Yeah, this band are great, aren’t they? By the way, have you come across my daughter snorting anything yet?’

      We had a bit of a dance and a few drinks, until the jigging about began to cause warning twinges in my bladder.

      ‘Where’s the loo?’ I asked Debbie, looking around. She grimaced.

      ‘The nearest ones are over there, but they’re disgusting.’ She pointed to the far side of the field, where a row of blue plastic Portaloos stood like a smelly Tardis army. ‘The ones near your food truck are probably better, there are fewer people around there.’

      ‘I might not make it that far,’ I said, hopping about. I looked at the fence behind me, and the gate with its ‘Artists and Crew Only’ sign on it. The gate was open, and the serious-looking security guard was nowhere to be seen. An idea formed in my mind. ‘I bet the toilets back there are nicer,’ I said, nodding over to the backstage area.

      ‘You can’t go in there!’ said Tony, shocked. Nathan rolled his eyes.

      ‘Nice one, mate. Now she’s definitely going in.’

      I glanced around surreptitiously but no one official was looking in our direction. ‘Right, I’m off to pee with the stars.’

      ‘Hell yeah,’ said
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