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TO YOU, AND EVERYONE who has reads my books—a huge thank you for your support.

And to Joyce, Rolo and Tom, who went to fly with the angels while this book was being written. You were loved, and you are missed.

“May your spirits soar high and free,

May your love be ever present,

May we keep you always in our hearts,

And may God keep you close in His kingdom.”

Sherri Bryan - 2015
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AT THE ANNUAL ST. EVES' summer fair, the fragrance of hot doughnuts and burnt sugar scented the balmy evening air, mingling with the deliciously pungent aroma of glistening fried onions waiting to be piled into warm hotdog buns.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Betty jumped as she felt a tap on her shoulder. 

“Here, this is for you.” 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Do we know her? She looks familiar?”

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

ººººººº

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

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

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

“Who’re they from?” asked Harry.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Wasn’t it Peter?” said Ava. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

ººººººº

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

ººººººº

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Who are they from?” asked Jess.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Hmmm, vaguely,” said Harriett.

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

Betty nodded. “That’s the one.”

“What about her?” asked Charlotte. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Cooper and Ellen?” 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Charlotte signalled for the bill. “Maybe he was preoccupied with the move and he just forgot. And once he’d remembered, the new tenants would have
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