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        Melanie Travers: owner of The Laurels B&B
      

      	
        Thomas: Melanie’s father
      

      	
        Nia: Melanie’s mother
      

      	
        David, Lewis, and Grace: Melanie’s schoolmates
      

      	
        Jennifer McLaughlin: Melanie’s best girlfriend in school
      

      	
        Hadley Deakyn: musician
      

      	
        Gemma Deakyn: Hadley’s mother, cook at The Laurels Bed and Breakfast
      

      	
        Lilwen Travers: Melanie’s daughter and Hadley’s girlfriend
      

      	
        Darren Travers: Melanie’s husband
      

      	
        Owen Booth: local musician
      

      	
        Barry Grady: sexton of St. Gregory the Great Church
      

      	
        Patrick Redfern: vicar of St. Gregory the Great Church – after Philip Butcher
      

      	
        Michael McLaren: former police detective, Staffordshire Constabulary
      

      	
        Jamie Kydd: McLaren’s friend, police detective, Derbyshire Constabulary
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      I have been very fortunate to have readers comment on my character development. You know, those people who were born and live in my head.  :)  It gave me the idea for a prequel to the McLaren Mystery series called The Swim, a frightening incident that dictated much of McLaren's life. 

      The Swim has since led to Storms, the second novella in my series titled “Crossed Paths.” These books are not mysteries—rather, they are stories based on supportive ‘cast' individuals regularly found in the McLaren mysteries. 

      Hopefully, the prequels will give you an insight into these spotlighted characters and peak your interest enough so you read the series.

      The plan is to alternate these shorter publications with my straight-forward whodunits.

      I hope you enjoy my McLaren series novels, and my prequels about him and other characters when they have ‘crossed paths.’
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      The bang of the brass knocker had barely faded when Melanie opened the wooden front door and peered into the night. A tall form stood before her, nearly one with the darkness. But the exterior light fixture gave him depth and illuminated his smile. And seemed to emphasize the hope in his eyes.

      She tugged at the hem of her pullover, laying it smoothly over her jeans, and eyed the man’s rucksack and guitar case sitting on the top step. Wanting a room, she thought. Smiling, she nudged the door open in a genial gesture. “Good evening. Welcome to The Laurels Guest House. Please, come in. It’s rather cold out to be standing on the front porch.”

      He exhaled sharply as he grabbed his luggage and stepped into the entryway. Wisps of his breath floated overhead and showed translucent and whitish in the exterior light.  He glanced around as he set down his guitar case and baggage. The hallway was a good-sized area, perhaps twenty by forty feet, with wood paneled walls and a brilliantly-polished flagstone floor. Three doors led off this space, and farther down the hall a walnut-hued staircase leading somewhere above cuddled up to a portion of the wall. The hallway might feel confined with the closed doors and the dark wood, but a transom over the door would let in sun- or moonlight, and the white ceiling reflected the light from the wall sconces.

      As it was evident he was welcome, he grinned and raked his fingers through his dark hair. “Evening. I wonder if you have a room available. I need a place for the night.”

      She nodded. “Certainly.” Gesturing at his luggage, she closed the door and turned back to him. “My name’s Melanie Travers.”

      “I’m Michael McLaren. I apologize for the hour and for not calling ahead, but I just found myself in the area rather unexpectedly, and I’m hoping I don’t have to drive any farther tonight.”

      He remained near the door, motionless and appearing to wait for instructions. She had thought him tall before, but now that he was nearer to her he seemed nearly to touch the ceiling. He must be more than six feet, Melanie thought, gazing up at him. She smiled, feeling very much at ease, and finished arranging her pullover. His eyes, she noted, were a hazel color that gave the impression they could look into her soul.

      She judged him to be in his late thirties. Near to my age, at any rate. Probably works at an outside job, she thought. Probably at something that suits his broad shoulders. She broke off her speculation, feeling herself warming to his obvious friendliness. “If you’re tired, you’d not want to continue your drive, no. Have you come far?”

      “I, uh, was in the Lake District, not too far from here, actually.”

      “The District’s a beautiful spot. We’re so lucky to have it in this part of England. Close enough for us to visit as often as we wish, I mean.”

      “Not having to make a planned holiday of it, as I did,” he said.

      “There is that advantage of a short drive,” she added, suddenly searching for something to say. “Although you might like Moorton, this village, nearly as well as the District. We’ve a lot of interesting things to see and do. But if you like the lake and sailing, well, I’m afraid you’re out of luck here.”

      “Those are nice but I’m not that keen on water activities. My interests are more land-oriented, if that makes sense.” And as such, he said, he would have a proper look-around the village in the morning. He loosened the muffler around his neck as he glanced again at the staircase. “I got a late start this afternoon and had a spot of trouble during my drive. I ended up in your village just now and as I said, I decided not to travel any farther tonight. I hope I’m not too late to get a room or that my arrival is not an inconvenience.”

      Shaking her head, Melanie moved over to the wall-hugging parsons table and flipped open the registry that sat on its top. “I’m sorry you’ve had trouble. If it’s with your car, do you need a mechanic or tow?”

      “No.” The answer came rather slowly, as though he were debating if he needed the help. “The, uh, car is fine. The problem just made me later than I would have liked.”

      “Then we’ll cross that job of work from our list.” Melanie consulted the book. “Your luck seems to be holding. I have two rooms of which you may have your choice.” She eyed his height, mentally measuring if he would fit in one of the beds. “The front bedroom has two twins. The one in the back has one king-sized bed and a twin. Both rooms are ensuite, have coffee and tea making facilities, an electric fire and telly. We’ve Wi-Fi, if you would like to use the Internet. I think that’s the main differences in them, aside from décor. If that does influence your choice, we better have a look.” She started for the stairs, but his question stopped her.

      “They both sound good. Color doesn’t influence me, but the price might. What’s the difference?”

      “Twelve pounds. The two twins is £77 per night. The king-size is £89. That room also has a hot tub, if that sways your decision either way.”

      McLaren stepped around his bag and accepted the pen she offered. “I’m on holiday. I’ll do it up proper and go with the king-size.” He registered, and grabbed the rucksack and stuffed the overnight case under his arm.

      “The price would come down by five pounds if you stay longer than tonight.”

      “I’m not certain at this point. It depends on what I decide tomorrow. I hope that won’t make a problem if I stay on a bit.”

      “Not at all. February’s not high tourist season. I’ll show you where the room is. If you’ll come with me…” She shook her head when he reached for the instrument case and picked it up.

      He followed her upstairs and down the hallway. The walls were of timber and plaster and seemed to be of the same ancient era as the paneled entryway. A thick carpet in maroon and grey muffled their footsteps.

      The passageway also held the aroma of pine and cinnamon and warm bread.

      Melanie unlocked the door and motioned him inside as she flipped on the light switch. A color scheme of navy and white greeted him, expressed in wallpaper, duvet and curtains. A king-sized bed claimed the majority of the room. A chest of drawers, dresser and small table—all walnut-hued and antique—snuggled against the remaining three walls but left space for the twin bed and oversized upholstered chair. A window seat that overlooked the back garden held an assortment of magazines and tourist publications. “Will this do?” She looked at him, her eyebrows raised in expectation.

      “Couldn’t have done better if I’d built it. It’s brilliant. Thanks.”

      “I’m glad. The ensuite is just here.” She crossed the floor, set the guitar case on the bed, and opened the door in a corner. “Towels, soap, shampoo and such are there. If you need anything else, you have only to ask.” She glanced around the area as she returned to the room’s main door. “I think that should do it.”

      McLaren nodded and set his rucksack on the window seat. “I’m sure I’ll be fine. I’m not very high maintenance.”

      She laughed again and moved into the hallway. “Breakfast is from eight to half nine. I can leave a tray of cereal, fruit, scones and milk outside your door if you need to leave earlier.”

      He stretched and shook his head. “I’m in no rush. I’ll be down on time. I suppose I can find the dining room easily. Follow the chatter and such.”

      “Or follow your nose.” She hesitated in the hall, debating about her invitation. Her fingers twisted the hem of her pullover. “I, uh, usually have a pot of tea right about now. Would you like to join me in the front room? I’ve a nice fire going.”
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      McLaren shrugged out of his jacket and muffler, laid them over the back of the desk chair, and smiled. “Thank you, yes. That sounds grand.” He eased the door closed, then followed Melanie downstairs and into the front room. It too was comprised of timber and plaster walls, but a large fireplace took up half the wall opposite the door. A massive timber ran horizontally above the firebox, serving as the mantle. He took a chair by the fire.

      “Make yourself comfortable. I won’t be half a tick.” She left and hurried into the kitchen where she set the plates, mugs, utensils, and the platter of scones on a tray. She filled the electric tea kettle with water, set it on its heating element, and flipped on the switch. As it was heating she retrieved the butter, jam, and clotted cream from the fridge and crowded those onto the tray. Then she eyed the items to see if anything was wrong. A minute later she poured the water into the pot to let the tea steep.

      She took a deep breath, amazed she was nervous. What had made her blurt out the invitation? Not that there was anything wrong with having her evening tea with one of her boarders, but all she really knew about him was his name. Yet something had prodded her to ask him. Hopefully he wouldn’t think she was hinting at anything improper.

      The piano music drifting in from a back room faded to pianissimo before it stopped. She stood still, listening for the music to begin again. But nothing else sounded. Perhaps more piano music would come in a bit.

      The timer went off with a beep that startled her. She punched the Off button, withdrew the teabags from the teapot, and dropped them into the trash bin. After giving the tray one last look to be certain it held everything they would need, she picked it up, then took a deep breath and walked to the front room.

      He must have been doing some sort of calculating or jotting down notes while she had been in the kitchen for he closed his small notebook, stuffed it and a pen into his jeans pocket, and stood up. He made as if to grab the tray but she shook her head and set it on a side table before sitting in an upholstered chair. “Thank you for your gallantry, Mr. McLaren, but I’m used to doing this, and I have my little table all ready.” She poured out a mug of tea and handed it to him. “Sugar or milk?”

      “A bit of both. Thank you.” He fixed his tea and took a sip before sliding a scone onto a plate. The fire popped, scattering a handful of sparks in all areas of the firebox. Settling back against the chair cushion, he sighed quietly. “This is extremely pleasant. Thank you for letting me invade your private time.” He glanced around the room before his gaze settled on a sepia-toned photo of an old stone building. A team of horses hitched to a wagon loaded with barrels was prominent in the foreground. The men clustered around the dray looked serious. All either held their pipes or their teeth clamped firmly on the pipes’ stems. The photographer had caught a small puff of smoke as one man had exhaled. McLaren downed another sip of tea before asking, “Have you lived here long?”

      “Not terribly. It was my grandparents’ home. I have a vague memory that it was my great grandparents’ place before that, but I’m not certain. I don’t know when they bought it. As you can see, it’s quite old.”

      “Mid seventeenth century?”

      “About then. As a child, I visited my grandparents here, of course, and I remember special summer picnics on the lawn, and occasionally climbing a tree in the back garden. Christmas was a magical time, all those large rooms upstairs where anything could be hidden. Even Father Christmas.” She gave a light laugh, tilting her head back slightly. “And of course I thought the house had a deep mysterious past, it being so very large and fairly dark. Like it was a meeting place for an abused wife meeting her lover, or it was used to stash the ill-treated villagers’ money before the wicked lord could steal it. I imagined it could even have been a highwayman’s lair where he’d stash his ill-gotten gains and stable his horse. And of course the highwayman was some nobleman who was forced into the life of crime because he was fighting injustice. Like Robin Hood, I suppose, although I never actually went that far with my plot development. ” She smiled, looking at him.

      “You root for those tossed about by the storms of life, then.” He frowned slightly as he looked at her.

      Melanie noted the glint in his eye. Not humor, she decided as she swallowed, feeling her face warm from the blush coursing up her neck. He wasn’t mocking her. The sparkle came from his interest. He was focused on her and how she felt about people. She nodded, not trusting her voice at the moment, and took a quick sip of tea. Cradling the mug in her hands, she finally said,  “Usually, yes. I do care about...those who have to battle their way through life.”

      “Commendable, if I may put in my vote.”

      She diverted her gaze from him, not knowing how to feel. A tree branch knocked against the window, breaking her discomfort, and she returned to the safer topic of the house in general. “In time, this house passed to my parents and they left it to me. Now my daughter and I run it as a bed-and-breakfast.”

      “It certainly is a beautiful place. You’re quite fortunate to have it.”

      “Thank you. I feel the same.” She stirred her tea. The spoon clanking against the sides of the mug seemed unusually loud in the quiet. “You mentioned you’re on holiday, Mr. McLaren. Going somewhere nice?”

      “Whitby.”

      “That’s a magnificent town. Ever been there?”

      “No. I, uh, just chose it on a whim.”

      “I think you’ve selected well. There’s a lot to see in Whitby, and it’s not all tied to its whaling and ship building. And North Yorkshire in general is picturesque.”

      McLaren glanced at the watercolor above the mantel. “I don’t know about Whitby, but that’s picturesque. I assume it’s your place here. I couldn’t see the house very well when I came in.”

      “It’s rather dark outside right now to be making mental notes, I agree. Yes, that’s The Laurels. My daughter painted it. You’ll be able to see the shrubs in the morning. They’re quite old and quite massive. They’ve probably reached twenty-five feet height, or thereabouts.”

      “She’s very talented.”

      “Thank you. She fooled about with painting in school, as children do. She likes art and made overtures to taking it up seriously. But it wasn’t until this year—sixth form, before she rushes off to university—that she’s made her decision about her future, about her profession, I mean.”

      “Does she want to pursue art as a career?”

      Melanie poured more tea into her mug and took a sip. “No. Her real passion is music. That was her on the piano a bit ago.”

      McLaren turned in his chair, as
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