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            In memory of Tom Parker, who encouraged me to write my first ever short story. He promised me a decent lunch, as a prize, if I could find a publisher. I got my lunch!6
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            PROLOGUE

            Chelsea, London

         

         Sir Hubert Eustace opened his eyes to find the sun streaming through his bedroom window. Somewhere nearby, a pigeon was cooing. He shut his eyes again quickly and, just for a moment, he could almost believe he was back home in Devon. Then the reality of his situation smothered all other thoughts, and he turned to his wife for comfort.

         She wasn’t there, of course. Three days ago, with his blessing, she had set off to stay in their home near Newton Abbot. She’d said she would only be away for a few days, just to catch up with some friends. Sometimes he wondered if she ever met a man on her jaunts. Once, he would have been insanely jealous, but not any more, though he still loved his wife dearly. She was young, healthy and full of life. He was old and ill – it was right she should have some fun.

         Of course, he knew he was overindulging her – indeed, he had always done so. He had known her since she was 8a little girl; her parents had been close friends of Hubert and his first wife Cynthia, and they had been hugely caring and helpful when Cynthia was killed in a hit and run. Then it was Hubert’s turn to provide support. When their daughter was just nineteen, her parents had died in a speedboat accident. She was an only child, so he’d acted as her guardian and taken on full responsibility for sorting out her life following her parents’ deaths. At some point, during the year that followed, his role as guardian changed to that of lover, and shortly after her twentieth birthday, they married. Hubert was forty-five.

         Now, though, their story was nearly at its end. At the Royal Marsden Hospital yesterday, Hubert had been told that he had only two months to live.
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            CHAPTER ONE

            St Ives, Cornwall

         

         Merrin McKenzie was feeling nervous – in fact very nervous, which annoyed her intensely. In her years as a family solicitor, she had battled formidable prosecution lawyers, faced terrifying judges and just last year, she had placed herself between a teenage girl and a loaded gun. This, however, was a different sort of nervous. It was very personal and fuelled, she suspected, by a real sense of impostor syndrome, which, of course, was entirely justified. She had absolutely no experience of running a shop, and here she was, about to do just that. She gazed around her, trying to view the shop objectively, as a customer would do – and failed miserably. She fiddled with a couple of mugs on the shelf in front of her, twisting them at a jaunty angle. Then she put them back as they were, and let out a ragged sigh.

         It was now over four years since her policeman husband, Adam, had been stabbed to death on the streets of Bristol. As a result, Merrin had returned to her home town of 10St Ives, where she’d not lived for well over thirty years, but where she had expected to find peace and quiet after her terrible loss. However, since her return, she had become involved in a murder, a county line drugs gang, a missing body, a nasty assault, a kidnap and the episode with the loaded gun. If she were being uncharitable, she could say that all of this was due to her association with Chief Inspector Louis Peppiatt, for it was he who had involved her in most of the aforementioned dramas. They had started working together because Merrin had needed a job to keep her occupied while she tried to come to terms with her grief. Louis had offered her pro bono work as a solicitor, representing clients who desperately needed particularly sensitive and compassionate support but couldn’t afford to pay for it. Oh yes, Louis had a lot to answer for, but if she was being entirely honest with herself, she knew she should accept responsibility for at least some of the challenges they had faced together. They also shared a common loss. Louis’s marriage had broken down some years ago and, like Merrin, he found living alone something of a challenge.

         It was the incident with the gun that had made Merrin feel she needed a break from the law. Initially, she had acted instinctively, shielding the young girl who had been kidnapped while temporarily in her care. Immediately after it was all over, everyone kept telling her how brave she’d been, but still nothing registered. It was only when Louis Peppiatt turned to face her, having removed the gun from the perpetrator, that she saw the fear and dread still reflected in his eyes and, at that moment, realised how close she’d come to death. 11

         For the past couple of years, Merrin had been attending pottery classes and absolutely loved them. So, she had taken the plunge, rented a little shop in St Ives’s main shopping street and set up a co-operative for creative people. As well as her own ceramics, she was displaying contributions from a sea-glass jeweller, Pippa Meadows; a quirky landscape artist, Joey Moon; and a candlemaker, Lizzie Cambridge – all talented local young people who were hugely excited about the project. They were calling the shop the ‘West Cornwall Crafts Co-operative’ – not a very original name, but at least it explained what they were doing.

         Tonight was the private view; the shop would be formally opened in the morning. Invitations had been distributed, but would anyone actually turn up, let alone buy anything? Far more than for herself, Merrin wanted the shop to succeed for her young colleagues, who had put so much work into creating both the stock and the charming displays of their work. She glanced at her watch – twenty minutes to go until the first guests should arrive. She now felt positively sick with nerves; it was ridiculous.

         Merrin climbed the stairs to the first floor, which she had turned into a little pottery studio. Following very close behind her was her dog, William. He had picked up on her mood and was clearly wishing to lend support. She stopped at the top of the stairs and bent down to stroke him.

         ‘Sorry to be so pathetic, William,’ she said. ‘I’ll be OK once someone arrives, assuming anyone does. You’re going to have to be good and stay in your basket by the till.’

         Dear William was not a thing of beauty, but his understanding of human frailty was quite remarkable. He 12gave her a kind look and gently wagged his tail. Don’t worry, I’ve got your back, he seemed to be saying.

         Merrin walked through into the upstairs bathroom and gazed at her reflection in the mirror. She ran her fingers through her hair in an effort to tidy it, but instead she just looked dishevelled – in her own eyes, at any rate. Merrin was not someone who normally gave much thought to her appearance, but this evening she was in uncharted waters. She was short, only just over five feet tall, slim with dark curly hair, big blue eyes and a fresh vivid complexion. She had never been beautiful but she was very pretty, a pleasure to look at, even now in her mid-fifties. However, the woman who scowled back at her from the mirror was not feeling it.

         She was still making grizzly faces at herself when she heard the front door of the shop open. ‘Pearl, darling, are you there?’ It was Clara, Merrin’s best girlfriend, who had nicknamed her ‘Pearl’ since they had been toddlers together.

         Merrin felt an instant sense of relief. ‘I’m here, Clara,’ she shouted. ‘Me and William are just coming down.’

         Clara was standing in the middle of the shop clutching two huge plates.

         ‘Where shall I put these, Pearl? Tristan has made you some canapés. They’re really good, I nicked a few when he wasn’t looking.’

         ‘That’s so kind of him, but you must let me pay for them,’ said Merrin. ‘Here, give me a plate, we can put them on this table by the till.’

         They put down the plates, and the two women exchanged a hug. Clara Tregonning was the absolute antithesis of 13Merrin. She was tall and willowy, with pale blonde hair. She had always been a naughty girl, loved a party, invariably drank too much and was blessed with a wonderful sense of humour. She was also a true friend. While she always professed to being man-mad, it was all talk – she had been faithfully married to Tristan for nearly thirty years and adored him. Together they ran a fish restaurant on the Wharf called Tristan’s Fish Plaice.

         ‘Of course you’re not paying for the canapés, darling Pearl. They’re our present for your shop opening. Now, I’ll organise the food and wine. I can see you haven’t put out nearly enough glasses. This evening’s going to be a wow, the whole town will come out to support you. I’ve asked Max to bring another couple of cases of wine, because I knew you wouldn’t have enough.’

         ‘Clara, I don’t want it to turn into a party. It’s supposed to be a chance for people to come and see what we have to offer and hopefully buy something.’

         ‘Don’t be such a killjoy, darling Pearl. You’re thinking like a lawyer – so cautious. Trust me, I know what I’m doing – the more they drink, the more they’ll buy.’

         Merrin looked at her quizzically but couldn’t help laughing. It was true; this was Clara’s field of expertise – she’d worked in hospitality all her life, starting as a kitchen porter, aged eleven. ‘Just make sure nothing gets broken. A lot of work has gone into all of this,’ she said, firmly.

         ‘Pearl, darling, no one is going to get drunk, I’ll make sure of that. They’ll just be merry enough to spend a little recklessly,’ Clara said with a wicked grin. ‘Now go away and let me get on with my job, they’ll be here in a few minutes.’ 14

         As if on cue, Max Richards staggered through the door carrying the promised cases of wine.

         ‘Brilliant, Max darling, well done. Let the party begin,’ said Clara, who clearly still had opposing opinions to Merrin as to how a private view should be run.

         
             

         

         Max Richards was a Cornishman, through and through. He was also a serious Lothario. He had been at school with both Merrin and Clara and in the same academic year as Jago Tripconey, Merrin’s older brother. The four of them had spent much of their time together during their childhood and teenage years. Max called them ‘The Posse’, clearly having watched too many western movies. Things had changed when Jago went off to Australia and then two years later, Merrin left for Bristol University. Neither brother nor sister had come back to live permanently in St Ives again – until, that is, Merrin returned following her husband’s death. As with all true friendships, Max, Merrin and Clara had seamlessly picked up the relationship they’d last enjoyed as teenagers.

         Max had never married, although he was good-looking and charming with a marvellous sense of humour. His problem was commitment. The moment a lady started to show interest in a long-term relationship, Max shot off like a frightened rabbit. However, in the last few months, Merrin and Clara had become cautiously optimistic about his current companion. Poppy was nearly twenty years younger than Max and they had been together for over a year – something of a record for Max. Poppy was such a free spirit and she had everyone’s full approval – she was 15friendly, fun and kind. It was just possible that she might be a keeper.

         Max and Clara had just finished setting out the glasses and opening some wine, when the first crowd of people arrived bang on six o’clock, immediately filling the shop. Merrin’s three other exhibitors, Pippa the jeweller, Joey the painter and Lizzie the candlemaker, were first through the door accompanied by family members. Then Poppy charged into the shop, and having given Max a smacking kiss, began handing round glasses of wine and canapés with Clara. Poppy was followed by Sergeant Jack Eddy, a St Ives local policeman and childhood friend to them all.

         ‘Well, just look at this, little Merrin Trip,’ he said. ‘It’s lovely. You’re a clever maid, so many talents.’ He gave her a hug.

         As a boy, Jack had worked for Merrin’s fisherman father, Harry Tripconey. Despite the passage of the years, Merrin would always be ‘little Merrin Trip’ to Jack.

         ‘Jack!’ shouted Max. ‘I’ve got a beer under the counter for you, which I know you’d prefer to wine.’

         ‘God bless you, Max,’ said Jack, ‘I’m on my way.’

         ‘See, darling Pearl, I told you everything would be alright,’ Clara whispered to Merrin as she hurried by with a tray of glasses. ‘The artist, Joey, is that his name? He’s rather a dish, just my type.’

         ‘Clara,’ said Merrin, good-naturedly, ‘he’s half your age!’

         ‘No harm in window shopping, darling Pearl. Look, you’d better put someone on the till, you’re going to make a lot of sales tonight.’

         Lizzie Cambridge, the shop’s candlemaker, offered to 16man the till. Merrin had just finished showing her how it worked when there was a shriek by the door, arms waving above the crowd. It was Merrin’s daughter, Isla, who was supposed to be in Guildford, studying law.

         Mother and daughter threaded their way through the increasing crowd and embraced.

         ‘Mum, this is fantastic,’ said Isla, ‘and so much more fun than being a lawyer. Maybe I should give it all up and open a shop in St Ives.’

         ‘Don’t you dare, darling,’ said Merrin, smiling. ‘What are you doing here? Term doesn’t end for another week.’

         ‘Mum, I wasn’t going to miss this for the world. I got a day off today and then it’s the weekend, so I’ll be able to stay until Sunday. I’m very excited for you, and Dad would be so proud.’

         The evening progressed, people came and went, and the till seemed to be in constant use. Clara was right. It felt like most of the town had turned up, and it wasn’t just for the free wine. People were really buying.

         ‘Do you want a break, Lizzie?’ Merrin asked.

         ‘No, I’m fine, thanks. Taking all this money is brilliant. Honestly, Merrin, I think our shop is going to be a success.’

         ‘Me too,’ said the woman who, only an hour ago, had been convinced the whole project was doomed to be a flop.

         Suddenly, near the door, Merrin spotted a familiar face smiling at her. She’d issued him with an invitation but had never expected him to actually turn up. Chief Inspector Louis Peppiatt was always so busy. With him was a young girl whom she recognised as Louis’s daughter, Daisy, and also an elderly woman. Could it be his mother? No, Merrin 17remembered his mother had died when he was young.

         Merrin pushed her way through the crowd. ‘Louis, Daisy, how kind of you to come,’ she said. Normally, Merrin would have given Louis a kiss on the cheek, but in front of his daughter and this unknown woman, she felt inhibited.

         ‘Of course we’ve come,’ said Louis, smiling. ‘Merrin, may I introduce you to Sally Baxter, who is my boss’s secretary. Without Sally’s protection, I would have been sacked years ago.’

         Sally and Merrin shook hands. ‘He’s absolutely right, I’m afraid to say,’ said Sally. ‘Keeping him out of trouble is almost a full-time job.’

         ‘I can well believe it,’ said Merrin. The two women smiled at one another, feeling an instant kinship. Merrin turned to Daisy. ‘So, no Ed tonight?’ she enquired. Ed was Daisy’s younger brother, aged eleven.

         ‘Definitely not,’ said Daisy, firmly. ‘Dad said you were selling pottery, among other things. Letting Ed loose in here would be asking for trouble – you know what he’s like. Oh, is that Isla over there? I must go and talk to her.’ Daisy rather idolised Merrin’s daughter.

         ‘And I’m going to look at what you have on offer,’ said Sally, none too subtly leaving Louis and Merrin alone.

         ‘This looks like a triumph,’ said Louis. ‘Well done, though I’m rather sad for my sake that it’s obviously going to be such a huge success.’

         ‘Why’s that?’ said Merrin, already knowing the answer.

         Louis smiled at her. ‘You know very well, Mrs McKenzie! Stop fishing for compliments. I miss you and without being able to pass any pro bono cases your way, 18goodness knows when I next will have an excuse to see you again.’

         ‘I’m sorry I haven’t been in touch, Louis, only getting all this together has been very full-on, and I know how busy you are.’

         They were still standing in the doorway of the shop when a young man running down Fore Street suddenly stopped. ‘Mrs Mac, how are you?’ The diminutive figure of Billy Carew stood in front of Merrin, a huge grin on his face.

         ‘Billy, how lovely to see you. How’s college?’ Merrin asked.

         ‘Everything’s fine – I love college and the family are good too, thanks to you.’ Billy turned to Louis. ‘I don’t know who you are, sir, but Mrs Mac saved me, saved my whole family. I owe her so much.’

         ‘Billy, this gentleman is Chief Inspector Louis Peppiatt, and it was he who told me about your case and suggested I should try to help you,’ said Merrin.

         Billy smiled a little nervously at Louis. ‘Well, thank you for telling Mrs Mac about me. I don’t know what I’d have done without her.’

         Louis and Billy solemnly shook hands. ‘I know how you feel,’ said Louis, gruffly.

         ‘I must go,’ said Billy, ‘I’m painting a holiday cottage up Bailey’s Lane and it must be finished tonight, as the next lot of guests are coming in tomorrow afternoon. Good luck, Mrs Mac.’ And in a moment he was gone.

         ‘It’s nice to have actually met Billy in person, at last – I only ever saw him at a distance in court,’ said Louis. ‘He looks like he’s turned his life round after that nonsense 19of being charged with carrying a knife. And he’s right, of course, you’ve pretty much saved him and his family. I understand you’re still helping them.’

         ‘Not so much now, really, I just check up on them from time to time. Louis …’ Merrin hesitated and made an issue of looking round the shop to avoid eye contact. ‘I miss you, too,’ she said.

         Louis smiled at her. ‘Then we’d better do something about that, hadn’t we?’

         
             

         

         After the guests had left, the floor had been swept, the glasses washed and the stock replenished, the four creators of the West Cornwall Crafts Co-operative stood and stared at one another, unable to believe what had just happened.

         ‘How much did we take?’ Merrin croaked at Lizzie, her voice hoarse from all the talking.

         ‘Over three thousand pounds altogether,’ Lizzie replied.

         There was a stunned silence, broken at last by Isla, who had stayed behind to help clear up. ‘Wow!’ was all she could manage, on behalf of them all.

         ‘Upstairs in my studio,’ said Merrin, ‘there are three bottles of champagne. I put them there not really daring to believe we’d be celebrating – and certainly, never for one moment did I think we would take that much money.’ She looked at her watch. ‘It’s only just nine, and I assume we’re all too wired to go home yet. Shall we turn out the shop lights and go upstairs, to address the problem of the champagne that’s cluttering up my fridge and definitely in the way?’

         ‘Yes!’ shouted everyone. ‘Absolutely, yes,’ said Joey Moon, making them all laugh. 20

         They all sat down on the floor as Isla served the champagne. ‘The canapés were eaten ages ago, but someone must’ve brought some cheese straws, so we can eat those.’ Isla placed them in the middle of the floor within everyone’s reach.

         Meanwhile, William had taken a fancy to Pippa and was sitting on her lap, giving Merrin baleful looks to make sure she was feeling jealous. ‘Yes, I am jealous, William,’ Merrin conceded.

         ‘Me too,’ said Isla, ‘traitor!’

         They munched and drank in silence for a few minutes, and Isla topped up glasses. ‘How much money did each of us take?’ Pippa asked at last.

         ‘As you know, you’ve each got your own button on the till,’ said Lizzie. ‘So I’ve cashed up the subtotals to show each person’s sales. The till roll is downstairs but basically, Joey took the most, then Pippa, and the rest was split pretty evenly between me and Merrin.’

         ‘If this goes on, I could give up bar work and paint full-time,’ said Joey, his face alight with excitement.

         ‘We need to be very cautious about making those sorts of decisions,’ said Merrin, very aware that her three colleagues were all in their early twenties. ‘We can’t expect to take anything like that amount every day. Free wine and a night out for the locals, before the season kicks in, must have been a major factor in our success tonight.’

         ‘Some of the schools up-country break up today,’ said Lizzie, ‘so the season’s almost begun – the traffic this evening was horrendous coming into town.’

         ‘And the punters who came tonight didn’t just eat and drink,’ said Isla, ‘they bought as well. Some who bought 21this evening were locals, who, on the whole, don’t have much money. Once we get the visitors down in force, I bet they’ll go mad for this shop. Well done, you lot.’

         They then discussed who would be manning the shop and when. Pippa offered to do three days a week because she could work on her jewellery beside the till, while everyone else needed a separate space in which to work. They had agreed that initially they would draw no wages for running the shop, but hoped this would change as the business grew. It suddenly all felt very exciting. Merrin’s main aim, when she had first thought up the idea of a co-operative, was to help creative young people establish an outlet for their work – an outlet which wasn’t going to cost them a great deal. Her plan was that hopefully the sale of her ceramics would cover the cost of the rent, and if this evening was anything to go by, it certainly would.

         When everyone had left, Merrin locked up the shop and she and Isla walked home along the Wharf, with William beside them. It was a warm early July night, the tide was almost full, and the lights of the town were reflected in the gentle waves as they swept into the harbour.

         ‘How was Cip?’ Isla asked. Cip was her nickname for Louis. She maintained Chief Inspector Peppiatt was too much of a mouthful.

         ‘I wish you wouldn’t call him that, darling,’ said Merrin.

         ‘He doesn’t mind,’ said Isla. ‘I spoke to Daisy but didn’t get a chance to speak to Cip. I saw you two in earnest conversation – is he OK?’

         ‘He’s fine, I think. We haven’t really seen each other for months, what with me involved in setting up the shop and him trying to keep West Cornwall a safe place in which 22to live. Of course, we used to meet regularly when I was doing pro bono work, but he understands I needed a break from that after Emily’s kidnap.’

         ‘You could meet without it being associated with work,’ Isla suggested.

         ‘Maybe,’ said Merrin.

         ‘Look, Mum, I’m not trying to set him up as your boyfriend. It’s just that as much as I love Clara, Tristan and Max, Louis is different. He understands your world, yours and Dad’s. You have a lot of shared knowledge and experience, and he would make a great friend – someone who, like you, knows about life beyond the confines of our dear little town. Cip’s marriage broke up, you lost Dad … You must both get lonely. It’s time you guys had some fun.’ Isla smiled. ‘And he’s a good man in a crisis.’

         Merrin smiled back. ‘I certainly can’t deny that. Actually, we did talk about meeting up if either of us can find the time. Oh, Isla, look at that.’

         The light of the moon had cut a path across the harbour and into it came a stunning yacht, chugging slowly in on its motor. It was an old clinker-built sailing boat, full of character – the likes of which were not often seen in the modern world of fibreglass. A figure climbed onto the yacht’s prow, the motor was cut, and they watched entranced as an anchor was thrown overboard and the yacht settled onto its mooring.

         ‘What a beauty,’ said Merrin. ‘I wish more boats were still made of wood.’

         ‘She’s lovely,’ Isla agreed. ‘I wonder where she’s come from.’

         ‘No doubt we’ll know soon enough. It will be all round 23the town by morning,’ said Merrin. ‘Come on, darling. You must be exhausted after your drive, and I’ve got a busy day tomorrow with the shop opening. We need some sleep.’

         They turned their back on the harbour and began climbing up the hill to Merrin’s cottage. After a moment, Merrin stopped and looked back at the beautiful yacht. For some reason, it made her feel uneasy.
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            CHAPTER TWO

         

         Retail sales on Saturdays during the season were always somewhat unpredictable in Cornwall. It being the main changeover day, visitors were either coming or going which meant, even on a lovely sunny day, the beaches were often very quiet as visitors packed or unpacked. That didn’t mean, however, that the beaches were instantly filled with locals. Most of the indigenous population were heavily involved in hospitality and retail, so there was no time for fun – maximising the season was all-important.

         This being the case, the opening day of the West Cornwall Crafts Co-operative was not the grand affair they had expected. As inexperienced retailers, Merrin, Pippa, Joey and Lizzie waited in vain for customers. The few that did appear had just arrived in town, so they had a quick look round and said they would be back later in the week. By lunchtime, they had taken just twenty-three pounds.

         ‘It seems you were right, Merrin,’ said Joey, glumly. ‘It doesn’t look as if I’ll be a full-time painter any time soon.’

         25‘You can’t make a judgement on the strength of one morning’s trade, Joey,’ said Merrin, firmly. ‘Look, why don’t the three of you go out and get some lunch. I’ve brought a sandwich so I’m fine. It’s a lovely day – go and sit on the beach for a bit, that’ll cheer you all up.’

         Left alone, Merrin ate her sandwich and gave William some treats. She knew it was stupid, but she always felt uncomfortable about eating in front of William unless he had something to eat as well. She was just about to call Isla to suggest they went out for dinner that evening, when the door was flung open and an impossibly glamorous woman walked into the shop. She looked as if she had just stepped out of one of the pages of a fashion magazine. Her smooth, glossy dark hair was expensively cut to jaw length, which somehow accentuated her incredible cheekbones and startling blue eyes. She was simply dressed in a cream linen shirt and blue linen trousers. On her feet were some crazy-looking sandals in all colours of the rainbow. She carried a handbag, perfectly matching the colour of her trousers and which Merrin suspected was probably Hermès.

         ‘Hello,’ she said, ‘what a wonderful little shop. Do you mind if I look round?’

         ‘Of course not,’ said Merrin, trying hard not to look awestruck by the woman’s appearance.

         ‘I take it you don’t make all this marvellous stuff yourself?’ she asked.

         ‘No, there’s a merry band of us,’ said Merrin. ‘I just make the ceramics and I have three fellow associates, all young people hoping to get their skills recognised. We’ve formed a sort of co-operative. They’ll be back soon, they’re just having some lunch.’

         26‘I love these paintings. They’re interesting, sort of abstract and yet not. I’m probably talking nonsense.’

         ‘The artist is a young man named Joey Moon,’ said Merrin. ‘He uses a drone to get a bird’s-eye view of the Cornish landscape. His absolute hero is the artist Peter Lanyon. Do you know his work?’ The woman shook her head. ‘Some of his paintings are usually on display in the Tate, in the gallery’s permanent collection, if you’re interested in having a look.’

         ‘You sound as if you really care about these young people. My name is Roxanne Barrow, by the way, though everyone calls me Roxy.’

         ‘I’m Merrin McKenzie.’ The two women shook hands. ‘The thing is,’ Merrin continued, ‘I know the appreciation of artistic endeavour is a very subjective thing, and the three young people I chose to give space to in this shop produce work that I love. It might not be the right approach commercially – I should perhaps be impartial and have chosen people whose work I thought would sell best. However, in the end, the only way I could make a choice was to fill the shop with items I love.’

         ‘I totally get that. I think if I were in your shoes, it would be the only way I could run this place,’ said Roxy.

         At that moment, Joey came through the open door, carrying a coffee. ‘I’ve brought you a proper coffee, Merrin – Americano with hot milk, right?’

         ‘Perfect, Joey, thank you. This lady is showing an interest in your paintings.’

         ‘Hello,’ said Joey, ‘my name’s Joey Moon. Can I help you in any way?’

         27‘How do you do, Joey Moon – great name, by the way. My name’s Roxy.’

         They shook hands and began talking avidly about Joey’s work. While they were busy, Merrin hurried upstairs and dialled Pippa’s number.

         ‘Pippa,’ Merrin said in hushed tones, ‘there’s a woman in the shop who apparently loves what we’re doing here, and she looks like she might be loaded. Can you and Lizzie hurry back. I think Joey is going to make a sale and I think you two might do as well.’

         ‘On the way,’ said Pippa.

         Merrin was not wrong. Roxy spent an extraordinary amount of money buying two paintings from Joey, a brooch and necklace made with sea glass from Pippa, a variety of candles from Lizzie, and plates and bowls from Merrin. Towards the end of the spending spree, her husband arrived, whom Roxy introduced as Tony Barrow. He was a good-looking man, about the same age as Roxy, which Merrin judged to be mid-thirties. Unlike his wife, Tony was dressed in a pair of salt-stained jeans, a faded T-shirt and equally faded espadrilles. He seemed completely unfazed by the amount of money his wife was spending, uninterested really, except to mention that the parcels would take up a lot of room on the boat.

         ‘Boat?’ said Merrin. ‘Was it, by any chance, your wonderful clinker-built sailing yacht that came in on the tide last night?’

         ‘Yes, we arrived about ten o’clock, and I don’t think we’re now in a hurry to leave, are we?’ Tony looked across at Roxy for confirmation.

         28‘No,’ she gushed. ‘I’ve never been to St Ives before. In fact, I’ve never even been to Cornwall. I’ve immediately fallen in love with your fabulous little town. I hope you guys realise just how lucky you are to live here.’

         ‘We do,’ they all chorused, dutifully. It was a question they were used to answering.

         ‘What’s the name of your yacht?’ Merrin asked. ‘She’s a wonderful old girl.’

         Tony smirked. ‘She’s called Llamedos, spelt with two Ls.’

         ‘Was she built in Wales then?’ Merrin asked.

         ‘He’s teasing you,’ said Roxy. ‘Tell the story, Tony.’

         ‘No, you tell it,’ said Tony, clearly a man of few words.

         ‘The boat was a wreck when he bought it, so he had to pretty much rebuild it from scratch. When he came to registering her, he found it very difficult. Every name he came up with, someone else had already taken. He got so fed up, he dreamt up the name Llamedos, which is Sod-em-all backwards. It was accepted immediately, apparently, with no problem!’

         Everyone laughed. ‘I really like that,’ said Joey.

         ‘Talking of names,’ said Roxy, ‘Joey, you ought to make better use of your surname. On every one of your paintings, you ought to paint a little moon – different moons for the different moods of each painting – full, half, new, even a harvest moon. It could become a sort of trademark for you and would help get your name known. Potential customers would ask the significance of the moon, and whoever is selling your work could then tell them your name.’

         ‘Actually, Roxy, that’s a really great idea,’ said Joey. ‘Thanks so much.’

         In preparation for leaving, Tony went to the till to pick 29up Roxy’s numerous bags, and from behind the counter came a low growl. ‘Who’s that?’ said Tony, peering over.

         At the sight of Tony, William’s growl became louder and he displayed a not very attractive set of yellowing teeth.

         ‘I’m sorry,’ said Merrin, hurriedly, ‘that’s William – he’s a rescue dog and he has issues, but he never actually bites anyone.’

         ‘Looking like that, I’m not surprised he has issues. It seems as if two completely different dogs have been stuck together – his front half is totally different from his rear end,’ jeered Tony.

         Normally, Merrin would have responded none too favourably to such an insulting description of William, particularly as it was entirely true. Instead, she smiled through gritted teeth, trying to focus on what good customers the Barrows had been.

         ‘Well, thank you very much,’ she said, ‘I hope we’ll see you again before you leave St Ives.’

         ‘You certainly will,’ said Roxy. ‘Hey, Joey, paint a moon on one of your paintings and I’ll buy it. And before we leave, maybe you’d all like to come aboard Llamedos. Bye, guys.’ And with that, they swept out of the shop.

         ‘Goodness,’ said Pippa, ‘she must be seriously rich. Odd though that her husband didn’t seem involved. I understand why he wasn’t interested in my jewellery and maybe the candles, more a girly thing, but you would have thought he’d want to be involved in choosing Joey’s paintings and Merrin’s ceramics.’

         ‘I noticed that,’ said Merrin, ‘and I didn’t especially like the way Roxy seemed to be flaunting the fact that she was 30the one with the money. I felt a bit sorry for Tony – at least, I did until he started being insulting about William’s looks. William certainly didn’t like him.’

         ‘Well, I hope they come back,’ said Joey, grinning, ‘and I’d better start practising my moon painting.’
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            CHAPTER THREE

         

         Chief Inspector Louis Peppiatt burst into Sally Baxter’s office, hot and dishevelled, like a boy who was late for school.

         ‘So sorry to be late, Sal dear, the traffic was awful and yet the season’s hardly begun.’ He glanced towards the open door of the office belonging to Chief Superintendent John Dent. The room was obviously empty. ‘Have I missed sir?’ He glanced at his watch. ‘I’m not that late.’

         ‘The summons came from me, not from sir, although the instructions are his and his alone.’

         ‘Goodness,’ said Louis, smiling. ‘I’m late for a summons from the power behind the throne, now that is truly terrifying.’

         ‘Enough of your nonsense. Would you like a coffee?’

         Coffee dispensed, Louis drew up a chair beside Sally’s desk. ‘So, what can I do for you, fair lady?’

         ‘You’re not going to like it, which is why sir left me to break the news. He wants you to go to St Ives to investigate the theft from an art gallery.’

         32‘That’s a job for Jack Eddy, surely,’ said Louis. ‘I’m trying to sort out who’s who in that nasty GBH over in St Austell. Jack always deals with petty pilfering in the St Ives shops. He’s really good at it, because the shopkeepers know and love him and work hard with him to help track down the culprits. I’d just be in the way.’

         ‘It’s not petty pilfering. I gather it’s a very valuable painting. I’m not sure how much it’s worth, but certainly many thousands,’ said Sally.

         ‘There’s a young man in hospital from last weekend’s altercation and there is a strong possibility that he won’t survive,’ said Louis, gravely. ‘If the poor chap doesn’t make it, we’re certainly looking at a manslaughter charge, maybe even murder. I think that takes precedence over a stolen painting.’

         ‘Louis, I’ve already made that argument on your behalf,’ said Sally, wearily. ‘Sir is not to be swayed. He thinks it might be the beginning of a spate of art thefts, and let’s face it, there’s plenty of opportunity at this time of year with the galleries full of stock.’

         ‘Alright, Sal, I’ll dash over there now and debrief Eddy – but I need to be back in St Austell by four when I’m interviewing the suspects, who are currently being rounded up.’

         ‘You’re making a fuss, Louis. You’ll have plenty of time, in fact even time enough to pop in to see Mrs McKenzie and find out how her shop is doing today.’ At this point, Sally could not contain a rather sly grin.

         ‘Stop it, Sally, we’ve been through all this. I am a huge admirer of Mrs McKenzie, but that’s it. I’m sure her shop will be a great success, but I can’t help wishing she hadn’t 33given up her pro bono work, she’s so good at it. Incidentally, I met Billy Carew last night. Do you remember that case?’ Sally nodded. ‘Merrin and Billy’s uncle have turned Billy into a fine young man, in my opinion. She’s brilliant at dealing with these sensitive cases, and she really cares. To be honest, she’s wasted as a shopkeeper.’

         ‘She’s rather more than that,’ Sally said indignantly. ‘As well as making her own ceramics, as I understand it, she is providing three talented young people with a showcase for their work. She’s charging them no rent, you know. It’s just a different way of helping out. It’s so hard for creative young people to get established. They usually need a job to support themselves and end up being too tired to work on the thing they really want to do. Mrs McKenzie is giving her three a real chance to follow their dreams. I think it’s wonderful.’

         ‘How do you know all this, Sally?’ said Louis, frowning. ‘I thought they were all just sharing a shop together and presumably saving money by splitting the costs.’

         ‘I had a long chat with her daughter, Isla, and Daisy too, last night. Isla told us all about what her mother is trying to achieve. All the young people have to do is take it in turns to man the shop, and keep it stocked, of course. Mrs McKenzie does everything else and pays the bills. She’s a lovely woman, Louis – kind, talented and, for some inexplicable reason, obviously very fond of you.’

         ‘Thanks for the vote of confidence, Sally. Look, I know I’ve told you I met Merrin’s husband once. He was an extraordinary man, so impressive. Merrin adored him and is still grief-stricken at her loss. She and I have been through a lot together in the last few years, and it’s true, 34we’re fond of each other, but that’s as far as it goes, as far as it will ever go. Enough now, please.’

         ‘Alright, I will never mention the subject again, except to say this – you’re lonely, she’s lonely, you share many of the same ideas and interests, and I believe you both care deeply for one another. You really need to pull yourself together. It’s such a bloody waste, dear boy.’

         ‘I must go,’ said Louis, standing up.

         Sally came out from behind her desk and, uncharacteristically, gave Louis a hug. ‘Sometimes you should really listen to your elders and betters. If you were mine, I think I’d send you to bed with no supper for being so stubborn.’

         Louis kissed her on the cheek. ‘Elders and betters?’ He grinned. ‘I’ll take the elders but certainly not the betters!’

         ‘And you’re also very rude – be off with you, and don’t come back here until you’ve found the art thief. Sir expects nothing less.’
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            CHAPTER FOUR

         

         The gallery owner, Jeremy Murdoch, was clearly distraught as he regaled Louis and Jack Eddy with details of the theft.

         ‘Honestly, Chief Inspector, I just don’t know how he managed to do it.’

         ‘Or she?’ suggested Louis.

         ‘Maybe, I suppose. The painting was in the window, so the theft was – well, so audacious. Not only was there a good chance of someone seeing the painting being taken from inside the gallery, but it happened on Friday afternoon when Fore Street was packed. Someone could also have seen it being taken out of the window from outside the shop.’

         ‘I suppose the thief could have been mistaken for a member of your staff, particularly anyone looking in from outside,’ suggested Louis.

         ‘How big was the painting, sir?’ Jack asked.

         ‘Not big,’ said Jeremy, ‘not much bigger than A4. It was 36in the window because the subject was obviously going to be a popular one.’

         ‘How come, sir?’ Jack asked.

         ‘It’s a charming painting of a seal, its head popping out of the sea. It’s a dull day but the colours are beautiful – greys, silver and just a tiny hint of pale blue. Exquisite, actually.’

         ‘Who’s the artist?’ Louis asked.

         ‘P. Kernow,’ Jeremy replied.

         ‘Ah, no wonder you think the painting’s exquisite. Peter Carew is a wonderful artist.’

         ‘I-I couldn’t possibly comment about that,’ said Jeremy, looking awkward.

         Louis smiled. ‘It’s OK, Mr Murdoch. I know Peter and I appreciate what a private man he is, and how he likes to hide behind his pseudonym.’

         Jeremy stared at Louis for a moment. ‘Were you the policeman who was involved in saving that young girl, who was kept captive up in a stable on Peter’s farm?’

         ‘Yes, that was me,’ said Louis, ‘which is how I came to know Peter, although I’d been an admirer of his work for years.’

         ‘I was there, too,’ said Jack, obviously anxious not to be left out.

         ‘I absolutely hate the idea of such a lovely painting being in the hands of a crook,’ said Jeremy. ‘Do you think there is any chance of getting it back?’

         Louis hesitated. ‘When you think back to yesterday afternoon, did any of the visitors to your shop stand out in any way? I gather from Sergeant Eddy that you have no 37cameras inside the gallery. Isn’t that rather rash, sir?’

         ‘Now this has happened, yes, possibly it is, but we’ve never had any trouble before. I’ve always worked on the principle that it would be very difficult to steal the average painting because the size would be hard to conceal. It would be different if we were selling jewellery, or something small.’

         ‘Not so difficult if it’s A4 size,’ said Jack. ‘It would fit in a carrier bag, no problem.’

         ‘Which is why the thief went for that particular painting, I suppose,’ said Jeremy. ‘And to answer your question, I can’t remember anyone in particular standing out yesterday, but I will think about it.’

         ‘Wait a minute,’ said Louis. He went outside and was back in seconds. ‘Mr Murdoch, there’s a council CCTV camera just across from your shop, and from the angle, it looks like it will pick up your gallery window. Has anything been done about this, Sergeant?’

         ‘No, boss. I only learnt just now that the painting was taken from the window display,’ said Jack, looking aggrieved.

         ‘Well, get on to the control centre right away. It amazes me that you haven’t followed this up already, Sergeant.’

         ‘Right, boss,’ said Eddy.

         ‘It wasn’t his fault,’ said Jeremy, as soon as Jack hurried out of the shop. ‘He came to see me yesterday afternoon. The gallery was very busy and a policeman hanging about is not good for trade. I’m fairly certain I didn’t mention that the painting was taken from the window – I was anxious to get rid of him, to be honest.’

         38‘Thank you for sparing Sergeant Eddy too much grief from me,’ said Louis, privately thinking Eddy should have checked for a camera anyway. ‘Have you informed Peter Carew about the theft?’

         ‘Yes, I called him yesterday evening. He was very upset. I’m not surprised, I thought it was one of his best works. How he got the sea to look translucent using watercolours, I just do not know.’

         ‘Do you paint yourself, Mr Murdoch?’ Louis asked.

         Jeremy smiled. ‘A little, just for pleasure really – but my daubs are useful in that they make me appreciate just how talented the artists are whose work I sell.’

         ‘I can see you love your work. You’re a lucky man,’ said Louis, smiling.

         ‘You’re right, Chief Inspector, and tell me, do you love your work?’ Jeremy asked.

         Louis laughed. ‘A fair question, I suppose!’ He thought for a moment. ‘I think the answer is probably now and again. We’ll see if the camera shows up anything useful and either I or Sergeant Eddy will let you know the results, one way or the other. I understand Eddy has talked to the shops either side and opposite you, but no one saw anything useful. It’s really difficult to know where to go from here – but let’s not despair, Mr Murdoch, until we learn what the camera throws up.’

         As soon as Louis left the gallery, he called Jack Eddy, who sounded decidedly grumpy. ‘They’ve got the coverage for Friday, boss. I’m here now and we’re running through the tape.’

         ‘Does the camera cover the gallery window?’ Louis asked.

         ‘Yes, boss,’ said Jack.

         39‘Well, you’ll be glad to hear that Jeremy Murdoch has come to your rescue and says he neglected to tell you about the painting being in the window display. However, Eddy, surely you should have thought about checking for a camera, in any event. We need to see who went in and out of that gallery, and whether they were carrying anything which could have concealed the painting. This is a chance to cover yourself in glory. Got that?’

         ‘Yes, boss,’ said Jack, sounding a little more cheerful.

         ‘I’m off to St Austell shortly. Contact me if you find anything interesting.’

         Louis cut the call. Jack Eddy was a good man, with a quite extraordinary degree of local knowledge, but the word ponderous did come into Louis’s mind when thinking about his sergeant. On impulse, he walked through to the Wharf, and sitting down on a bench overlooking the harbour, he called Peter Carew.

         Peter answered almost immediately. ‘Peter, it’s Louis Peppiatt. I’m calling about your missing painting, I am so sorry.’

         ‘Thank you, it is a bugger. I’m not often pleased with my work, but that one was a rare exception. Still, I’m very happy to have a chief inspector on the job – though it’s a bit over the top, isn’t it, for a straightforward theft?’

         ‘You’re a very important artist, Peter, but I must admit that my boss has got it into his head that this could be the beginning of someone, or even a gang, having a bit of a spree where art theft is concerned.’

         ‘Well, Louis, you’re clearly the man for the job. If you can find a kidnapped girl, I feel sure you can find a missing painting.’

         40‘Can I remind you, Peter, that it was you and Merrin who found Emily, not me. I was just involved in the clear-up operation.’

         ‘True,’ said Peter, laughing. ‘Perhaps we should put Merrin up for the job of finding my seal painting! Where are you at the moment?’

         ‘I’m in St Ives, sitting on the Wharf, admiring the view. However, I’ve shortly got to go back to St Austell to interview some nasty, vicious youths, who are going to deny everything.’

         ‘What a thrilling life you lead, Louis. Have you time to pop into Merrin’s shop?’

         ‘Briefly, I suppose. Why?’

         ‘I want to ask you and Merrin to come to mine for lunch, maybe at a weekend – in fact, what about tomorrow? I know Merrin wants to see my studio and I thought, rather pompously, you might like to see it, too. What do you say, are you free tomorrow? Surely chief inspectors get Sundays off occasionally? Actually, it’s not even a day off, is it? You can interview me on my views as to who stole my painting.’

         ‘Have you got views on that, then?’ Louis asked.

         ‘You’re going to have to prise the information out of me. You can practise on the nasty, vicious youths this afternoon. So, you’ll come?’

         ‘I would love to,’ said Louis, ‘and yes, I am free. I’ll go in to see Merrin now and find out how she’s fixed for tomorrow. Thank you so much, I’ll come back to you.’

         
             

         

         41The founding members of the West Cornwall Crafts Co-operative were sitting around drinking cups of tea when Louis arrived.

         ‘What’s all this then? It doesn’t look much like work to me.’ At the sound of his voice, William came rushing out from behind the counter, tail wagging with excitement. He loved Louis.

         A lot of fussing and tummy rubbing went on, until Merrin said, ‘So, are you going to say hello to the rest of us, or did you just come to see William?’

         Louis straightened up. ‘Mostly William, of course,’ he said, smiling. ‘You must be aware that William and I haven’t seen one another for a long time. We have a lot of catching up to do.’

         ‘Did you meet this lot the other night?’ Merrin asked, waving in the direction of her colleagues.

         ‘I think so – Pippa, Joey and Lizzie. Is that right?’

         ‘That’s brilliant,’ said Pippa. ‘How on earth did you remember us all in that scrum?’

         ‘Because he’s a policeman,’ said Merrin. ‘He never forgets a face, so you lot better watch it. May I introduce Chief Inspector Louis Peppiatt.’

         ‘Goodness,’ said Joey, ‘a chief inspector. We really better be on our best behaviour.’

         ‘So why are you all sitting about drinking tea and looking pleased with yourselves?’ Louis asked.

         ‘At lunchtime, we sold a massive amount of stuff to just one woman,’ said Merrin. ‘She bought items from all of us and she’s threatening to buy another of Joey’s paintings. It was really quiet and
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