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      ‘Whatever you do, don’t call it a fete.’

      Mum, Daisy, and I stood outside the town hall. It was a warm, early evening towards the end of the summer season and Penstowan was still busy, but it wouldn’t be for much longer. Hence the need for an annual event that would bring people to the town and hopefully entice holidaymakers to stay at least one more week.

      The Penstowan Fete – oops! – had been going since, well, forever. For as long as I could remember anyway, and for years before that. It had been one of the highlights of my childhood, with the funfair and the cake stalls, the daft games (hook-a-duck, anyone?) and the coconut shy. I’d actually won a coconut once. It had been towards the end of the day and they’d run out of prizes (badly stuffed Snoopy toys and plastic tat), so I’d ended up with this exotic but undeniably brown and hairy treasure. I’d taken it home and given it expectantly to my mum, thinking she’d be able to crack it open and inside it would be like a Bounty bar or something, but she’d just looked at it in bemusement and it had been left to sit in the fruit bowl for about three months until she got sick of dusting it and threw it out. And then of course there were the goldfish. Oh so many goldfish, swimming around in plastic bags, all tipped unceremoniously into Mum’s big glass mixing bowl because we didn’t have a fish tank. They never lived long enough for us to make the trip to the pet shop in Barnstaple to buy one, so they’d be flushed down the toilet and the cycle would repeat the next year.

      But changes were afoot. The town council had voted unanimously to ‘show those holiday-home-owning emmets down south what’s what’, by putting on their own week-long arts festival to rival the popular one held further along the Cornish coast in St Ives, haunt of artists and wealthy second-home owners from upcountry, culminating in a grand closing gala day. There would still be a coconut shy, and ill-fated goldfish would no doubt be making an appearance on gala day, but it was,in no shape or form a fete. Got that? And here I was, about to cater the opening night party.

      At least, I hoped I was. The last time I’d tried to cater an event – my oldest friend Tony Penhaligon’s wedding – celebrations had been interrupted by the appearance of a dead body. They hadn’t even had an invitation. And no, before you say it, it was nothing to do with my cooking. Rude!

      The town hall was a grand old building, with big arched windows, leaded panes, and gothic stonework decorating the facade. Made from the local grey stone, the top floor was half-timbered in the Tudor style, and it even had a (very small) crenellated tower to one side. The town council met here occasionally, but the business end of local government all took place in the municipal building down the road, a late Sixties/early Seventies glass and concrete carbuncle. Nowadays the town hall was used for weddings – the registry office was here – and grand civic occasions. Like this one.

      Behind us, looking not quite as magnificent, sat my trusty van, the Gimpmobile – so-called because I’d bought it off a bloke whose shop selling kinky underwear and, ahem … marital aids had closed down. The van’s past life was gone but not entirely forgotten, as when I’d bought it the side panel had had a somewhat graphic decal on the side. A decal that could still be seen, like the Ghost of Perversions Past, beneath the new paintwork if you caught it at the right (or wrong, depending on your point of view) angle. Daisy had nicknamed it the Gimpmobile and the name (like the pervy picture) had stuck.

      ‘Come on then,’ I said. ‘Let’s unload everything.’
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        * * *

      

      So we unloaded everything – boxes of smoked salmon, blinis, cocktail sausages, vol-au-vents, all very Seventies dinner party – and took it through to the kitchen. I’d cooked everything at home, so it was really just a case of assembling hors d’oeuvres, sticking cocktail sticks in things, and getting ready to amuse guests’ bouches. When everything was either warming in the oven, resting on the side, or cooling in the fridge, I went to move the van before it could offend the great and the good of the town who were coming tonight, not to mention the guests of honour. As I backed the Gimpmobile into a space round the back of the hall I was feeling quietly confident that everything was under control, but one look at my mum’s face when I got back to the kitchen immediately made me nervous.

      ‘What?’ I asked, not sure that I wanted to know.

      ‘Joanie just rang. She’s had a fall and she won’t be able to make it,’ said Mum. Joanie was a lovely but extremely elderly lady who served hot drinks and biscuits at the OAPs’ Wednesday coffee morning, and she had been drafted in to help serve the guests that night. If I’m honest, every time I saw her approaching with a tray of boiling hot drinks my instinct was to get as far away from her as possible so that I wasn’t in the splash zone when she dropped them, but to be fair, as wobbly and unsteady on her feet as she appeared to be, she’d never dropped her tray. Still, I was relieved that she wasn’t going be on duty this evening, even if it did put us one waitress down.

      ‘Poor Joanie,’ I said, trying to hide my relief. ‘Never mind, the others will manage .’

      ‘Yes … although of course Anthea had to cancel too.’

      Mum had introduced me to most of her elderly friends since Daisy and I had moved back to Penstowan, but I couldn’t remember half of them; after a while they all blurred into one homogenous lump of blow-dried hair and wide-fitting shoes. ‘Which one’s Anthea?’

      ‘You know the one. Her with the eyes.’

      Daisy snorted. ‘Oh, that one…’

      ‘That’s really going to leave us short-handed,’ I said, thoughtfully. I looked at Daisy, but she immediately guessed what I was thinking.

      ‘Oh no!’ she said, shaking her head vehemently. ‘I’m not doing it. I’m meeting up with Jade and going to the pictures, remember? I can’t, anyway. It’s illegal. I’m only twelve. You’re not allowed to employ me until I’m thirteen. And there’ll be alcohol. And⁠—’

      ‘All right, all right!’ I said. ‘Sheesh. I wasn’t asking you to go up a chimney or anything.’

      ‘You’ll have to do it,’ said Mum. ‘Me and Janet can’t do it on our own. Certainly not for the money you’re paying us…’ she added under her breath.

      ‘I haven’t got the right clothes,’ I said, thinking, oh God, no, don’t make me do it…

      ‘Didn’t we bring Joanie’s uniform with us in the van?’ said Daisy innocently. I glared at her. After all I’d done for her…
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        * * *

      

      I am not a girly person. It’s probably one of the reasons joining the Metropolitan Police force (my previous occupation) had appealed to me. I’ve never gone in for skirts or dresses, not unless I’m going somewhere really fancy, and even then I’ll have a long debate with myself first about whether or not a smart pair of trousers wouldn’t actually be just as appropriate. Even as a child, frills and bows were not my thing; dungarees maybe, jeans definitely, blouses with pussy bow necklines, just … no. And yet here I was.

      I tugged at the stupid, shiny, silky, horrible blouse that only just met over my chest (Joanie’s was clearly not as voluptuous as mine, and it was also rather closer to ground level), and huffed as I yanked the pussy bow away from my throat where it was threatening to strangle me.

      ‘Oh for goodness’ sake!’ Mum straightened the bow. ‘You’re like a stroppy teenager.’

      ‘Oi!’ said Daisy indignantly, and then she caught sight of what I was wearing. ‘Oh my days…’

      ‘Don’t say it,’ I said. ‘And I’m warning you, if this ends up on Facebook, last year’s school photo of you is going viral.’

      Daisy quickly shoved her phone back in her pocket and smiled. ‘Never even crossed my mind…’
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        * * *

      

      The guests were beginning to arrive. Most of the food by now was set out on the buffet table, which was covered in a long cloth, so I hid as much of my body as possible behind it and poured out glasses of champagne while Mum and her friend Janet handed them out. I began to relax; although I recognised most of the guests, they weren’t friends as such so I wasn’t too bothered about them seeing me in this ridiculous get-up. I fussed about with some of the trays of food, still reluctant to leave the shelter of the buffet table, but at the moment I didn’t really need to.

      ‘I always wanted to see you in your uniform, but I didn’t expect it to look like this…’

      I whirled around to see Tony standing behind me with a massive grin on his face. His eyes dropped down to the hideous bow and his grin got even larger.

      ‘What the— What are you wearing?’ he spluttered, failing to quash the massive guffaw that had burst from him. ‘That’s an interesting look for you…’

      I smiled sweetly. ‘Yeah, yeah, laugh it up. Let’s see if you still find it funny when I ram this cocktail sausage up your ar⁠—’

      ‘Ah, Jodie!’

      I whirled around again – whirling in a tight pencil-skirt and unfamiliar heels is not a good idea – and came face to face with Maurice Holden, the mayor of Penstowan.

      Mayors on the telly are always big, fat, jolly men, like Alf Roberts on Coronation Street. They have firm handshakes, booming voices, and hearty laughs. They know their way around the one-trouser-leg-rolled-up, one-nipple-exposed secret handshake of the local Masonic lodge, and they’ve grown fat on a diet of civic receptions and official banquets. Our mayor was nothing like that. He was a tall man in his sixties and slim to the point of being frail; he stooped slightly, the heavy mayoral chains of his office weighing him down in a way that reminded me of Jacob Marley rattling his ghostly shackles. But he was always friendly and tireless in his enthusiasm for the town, where he’d lived for almost forty years with his ‘special friend’ (as the older generation of Penstowians euphemistically called him) Tim.

      I lowered the cocktail sausage I was still brandishing aggressively and smiled.

      ‘Hello, Maurice. Good turnout.’

      ‘Isn’t it? I’m terribly pleased. I was worried we’d have a load of tickets left over but the evening’s a sellout! Everyone wants to meet our guest of honour.’ He looked around. ‘I just hope he turns up…’
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      The mayor needn’t have worried, because just as he finished speaking the heavy wooden double doors into the room opened, and our guest (or rather, guests) of honour stood on the threshold. Maurice rushed over to greet them, hand outstretched to shake, as all eyes turned to them.

      Our guests of honour were none other than the famous painter Duncan Stovall and his wife, manager, and biographer, Genevieve Lorre. He’d started his career with a bang, when not long after leaving art school he released the Penstowan pictures, a series of paintings that were kind of abstract, sort of landscapes, after a legendary month of debauchery down here with Genevieve and another artist friend. To say the paintings had become popular was an understatement. The pictures had exploded onto the art scene, managing the tricky task of appealing to the critics and his contemporaries, and the general public, who didn’t know much about art but knew what they liked. And they liked his paintings very much. The whole series – eight in total – had sold at the time (1990) for £6.5million, but one single picture had recently changed hands for that amount on its own. And as if that hadn’t been lucrative enough by itself, several of the pictures were so popular that mass-produced prints of them had flown off the shelves during the mid-Nineties. I even bought one from Ikea when I moved down to London, to remind me of home.

      Penstowan had briefly become a site of pilgrimage for art lovers, keen to see the place that had inspired such works of creative genius, but it obviously hadn’t moved them in the same way it had moved Duncan Stovall. The soaring tourist numbers had peaked in 1991–92, and then fairly quickly dropped back to normal levels.

      Ever since then, Stovall had released a dwindling number of paintings that still sold, but he never really recaptured that same spirit. The original Penstowan pictures were bright and colourful but they still managed to catch the mood of the sea, of the beach and the cliffs, even the sombre foggy mornings when the sea and the sky were the same lifeless grey. His later ones were nice enough but felt almost like a pastiche. Still, he’d made a very nice living out of it.

      Maurice greeted the pair effusively. Genevieve was a petite, slender woman, with that air of natural, artless elegance French women seem to have. I tugged at the stupid pussy bow around my neck, which was just one more reminder that I definitely didn’t have any French ancestry. She smiled warmly at Maurice, looking perfectly relaxed, which was more than could be said for her husband.

      Duncan Stovall did not look like a man who was about to spend the evening being wined, dined, and feted for his creative genius. His expression was closer to that of a man going for a prostate exam – as if the occasion were more to be endured than enjoyed. Perhaps he was just shy, introverted, like so many artists. If so then he was out of luck here. The people of Penstowan – particularly after a few pints – had never gone in for introspection, and I doubted they were going to start now.

      He was in his mid-fifties, tall and well built with short, thick black hair (the sort that had a tendency to go curly if you let it get too long, I reckoned), beginning to grey at the temples, and a neatly trimmed beard. He wore an old tweed jacket, open to reveal a black T-shirt underneath, and jeans; next to his glamorous wife and the always dapperly dressed mayor (who reminded me of Terence Stamp when he wasn’t being Jacob Marley) he was severely under-dressed. Maybe that was why he looked uncomfortable. As Genevieve spoke to Maurice he looked around the room, his piercing blue eyes stopping as his gaze reached me. I picked up two glasses of champagne and walked over to him.

      ‘Get me a whisky,’ he said gruffly. I looked at him, eyebrows raised, thinking, I don’t give a flying wotsit who you are, you don’t talk to me like that. He obviously guessed what I was thinking, because he smiled apologetically and said, ‘Sorry. I hate this kind of shindig, all these new people, and it makes me really uncomfortable. But that’s no excuse to forget my manners. Could I possibly have a whisky, please? My wife’s the champagne drinker, she’ll probably have both of those…’ He gestured to the glasses in my hand as his wife turned round. She took in my terrible outfit, and in the space of about two seconds managed to make me feel like something my dog Germaine had rolled in during one of our walks across the sheep field behind our house.

      ‘Thank you, darling,’ she purred, taking a glass and turning back to Maurice, who was gazing at her in adoration.

      ‘Ignore her,’ said Duncan. ‘I do.’ And he fixed those blue eyes on me again, as if he was actually seeing me properly for the first time. Hmm. He was quite an attractive man for his age… ‘So … that whisky?’

      ‘Of course,’ I said, giving myself a shake. Oh those eyes… ‘I’ll be back,’ I said in my best Arnold Schwarzenegger voice, then hurried away, cursing myself for being an idiot and wondering where on earth that impression had come from. It probably gave away the fact that I wasn’t a professional waitress…

      I got Duncan his whisky from the bar at the back of the room, then returned to the buffet table where Tony was surreptitiously helping himself to the prawn cocktail vol-au-vents. I slapped him on the hand.

      ‘Get your thieving mitts off! Not yet.’

      ‘I thought I was allowed to check it for quality control? I’m a friend of the chef,’ he said, his eyes constantly being drawn back to the bow around my neck.

      ‘Not for much longer you won’t be,’ I growled. ‘Anyway, why are you hanging around here? Shouldn’t you be mingling? Where’s your plus-one?’

      ‘The only woman I wanted to ask was busy tonight,’ grinned Tony. I nodded wisely.

      ‘Of course, your mum does over-seventies Zumba on Sundays, doesn’t she?’

      He laughed. ‘Something like that…’

      We stood and watched as Maurice led Genevieve further into the room and introduced her to some of the other guests. Duncan, looking a little more relaxed as he sipped at his whisky, followed in her wake, turning to raise his glass to me as he passed. Tony snorted.

      ‘Blooming heck, Nosey, you’ve only gone and pulled in that awful blouse! The guest of honour too.’

      ‘Oh, shut up,’ I said, turning away. I could feel myself blushing. God, maybe I really did need a man if a pair of twinkly blue eyes could do that to me. He was a very striking looking man, though…

      ‘Is that Nathan over there? I didn’t know he was coming,’ said Tony. I felt my heart leap at the thought of Penstowan’s resident hot police detective seeing me in this ridiculous get-up. I tugged the bow undone and turned, scanning the room.

      ‘Where? I don’t see him…’ I turned again to see Tony grinning broadly at me.

      ‘Oh no, my mistake,’ he said. I punched him on the arm. ‘Ow!’

      Maurice tapped his champagne flute a couple of times – if it was me I’d have just shouted ‘Oi!’ until everyone shut up, which is probably why I don’t have a glittering career as a public speaker – and gradually the volume of chatter in the room subsided.

      ‘Thank you so much everybody for coming tonight,’ he said, smiling around the room at the guests, ‘to this, the opening night of the first ever Penstowan Arts Festival!’ There was a polite round of applause. He smiled even more and turned to Duncan. ‘And thank you of course to our very special guests, the wonderful artist Duncan Stovall and his lovely wife Genevieve! You do our little town a great honour by being here.’ He lifted his glass to them. Genevieve smiled benignly while Duncan raised his own glass, which was already empty, in return. ‘We are so looking forward to hearing your talk tomorrow, Genevieve – the tickets have already sold out – and we cannot wait to see what magnificent new masterpiece you come up with, Duncan!’

      Duncan’s smile flickered briefly. ‘Um, what?’

      ‘The new painting!’ Maurice turned again to his audience. ‘Everyone, Duncan has agreed to hold an open studio this week. Festival goers will be able to watch as he paints a new Penstowan picture, which will be auctioned at the end of the week with all the proceeds going towards the new lifeboat!’

      Duncan gave his wife an angry – no, a furious – glance. Her smile tightened but she didn’t look at him, nodding to the assembled guests as they oohed and aahed and broke into massive applause over the news. He went to knock back his drink and stopped, realising it was empty, his eyes flicking back towards me for a second.

      He was NOT expecting THAT, I thought, as Maurice wrapped up his brief welcome speech. Better get him another whisky… But I didn’t need to because as soon as he was able to, Duncan broke away from the group and headed to the bar.

      Maurice had declared the buffet open at the end of his speech, so Mum and Janet helped me whip the covers off the food and made sure no one fought over the vegan sausage rolls. I stood back and watched proudly as everyone tucked in – I’ve always liked feeding people – but my eyes kept being drawn to the figure at the bar. He definitely wasn’t a happy bunny. I loitered behind a party hedgehog (half a grapefruit covered in cocktail sticks bearing chunks of cheddar cheese and pineapple – a Seventies buffet classic), watching. I looked away for a second and then started as I looked back and met his eyes; he was watching me, too. He gave me a brief smile then turned away guiltily as Genevieve joined him. He took her arm – none too gently – and steered her into a quiet corner of the room. Even with his back to me, I could tell he was having a proper go at her; his shoulders were set firm as if he was trying really hard to hold himself together, but every now and then he’d forget himself and make a big angry gesture. Her gaze kept moving back and forth between her furious husband and the rest of the room, the smile never leaving her lips but having nothing to do with her eyes. Only once did she drop the veneer and look him fully in the face, her expression changing briefly to exasperation and then, almost immediately, into a sneer of disdain; but then it was gone again, and both of them were turning around, smiling falsely and scanning the crowd to see if anyone had spotted the crack in the facade. I busied myself with brushing crumbs off the tablecloth into my hand, not wanting it to look obvious that I’d watched the whole thing. Then I dumped the crumbs on the floor and headed towards Duncan as his wife wandered off to talk to Maurice again. What can I say? My nickname’s Nosey Parker for a reason.

      ‘You look like you could do with another whisky,’ I said. Duncan looked down at me – he was quite tall, six-one or six-two – and smiled ruefully.

      ‘I’m afraid I’ve reached that point in my drinking career where one more won’t have much effect,’ he said.

      ‘“Drinking career”? Never heard it called that before.’

      ‘It’s what they call it when you have Irish ancestry and no gainful employment.’

      Irish ancestry, I thought. So that’s where the twinkly blue eyes and the thick dark hair come from. ‘Aah, I see…’ I nodded wisely. ‘I’ll just bring you the bottle, then.’

      He laughed. ‘And that’s called “enabling”.’

      I gave a little curtsey. ‘I’m here to serve.’

      He laughed even more at that. ‘No, you’re not. We’ve been talking for less than five minutes and I already know you’re trouble.’

      ‘Was it the Terminator reference that gave me away?’

      ‘It helped.’ He stuck his hand out. ‘I’m Duncan.’

      ‘I know. Jodie. Waitress extraordinaire.’

      He shook my hand. He had a warm, gentle grip, which went nicely with his warm, gentle smile, and neither of us was in a great hurry to relinquish our hold. Oh for goodness’ sake, Jodie, pull yourself together!

      ‘Er … I should get back to work,’ I stuttered. I thought it was best to escape before I made a complete idiot of myself in front of this (frankly gorgeous) man with his hypnotic eyes, although I had the feeling that it might already be too late. At least I’d managed to stop myself running my fingers through that mop of hair, which as well as being embarrassing could have been grounds for arrest. I let go of his hand and practically ran back to the buffet table, where Tony was stuffing his face (again) and Mum was watching him with a maternal smile on her lips.

      ‘We need some more serviettes,’ I blurted. ‘They’re in the van.’

      ‘I’ll get them—’ started Tony, but I stopped him.

      ‘No need!’ And I legged it before he could move.

      I went to the van and opened the back door, then sat on the edge of the boot. I took a few deep breaths and drank in the cool night air. It had been quite stuffy inside, even before my completely unexpected rush of hormones, and the soft kiss of evening breeze on my skin felt good. What on earth was going on with me? I’d been single for a while now, and I was pretty happy that way. Yes, I fancied the pants off Nathan, but not to the point where I’d contemplated launching myself at him. Although if he ever felt like launching himself at me I’d be more than happy to catch him. But there was something about Duncan that made me think of all those nights when I’d gone to bed on my own, wishing there was someone next to me. Not in a sexy way (okay, not only in a sexy way), but just – not being alone.

      ‘Are you okay?’ Speak of the devil. Here he was, those twinkly blue eyes staring intently at me with what looked like genuine concern. ‘I saw you race out of the room and I thought maybe you were ill? Or maybe it was something I said⁠—’

      ‘Oh no, I’m fine, thank you.’ I could feel myself going all hot again. Duncan sat next to me. I shifted over to give him room, but there wasn’t much space and I was extremely conscious of our thighs touching. ‘You should be inside; you’re our guest of honour.’

      He gave me a small but heartfelt smile. ‘Not of honour. I don’t think I’ve ever done anything that deserves that title.’ He sighed. ‘They all seem like nice enough people but can I be honest? Until I spoke to you I was hating this evening.’

      ‘Well, you know…’ I fumbled for something witty to say, but my brain had turned to mush and it completely let me down.

      ‘No, really. I always feel like an animal at the zoo at these things. Everyone else stands there watching Genevieve and me, as if they’re waiting for us to do something.’ He laughed softly. ‘She likes it, of course. She loves to be the centre of attention. I loathe it. I’d prefer to have a real conversation, with a real person.’

      ‘I’m nothing if not real,’ I said lightly, and he looked at me again. I felt like I was being closely scrutinised, which made me squirm and preen all at the same time because I got the impression he liked what he was seeing.

      ‘Do you know how it feels?’ he asked suddenly. ‘How it feels to be in a crowd of people, but still be alone?’

      I stared back into his eyes, surprised, my mouth suddenly dry.

      ‘Yes,’ I said huskily, because I really did. When you’re a copper, and when you’re out with friends who aren’t force, you’re never really part of the gang. Unless they’re really old friends from way back, like Tony, they never completely relax with you; it’s like they’re scared of saying something wrong and incriminating themselves. Being on the outside gets lonely. I swallowed hard as he looked at me with a wistful expression in his eyes. How easy it would be to just lean over and kiss him. How easy it would be to stop feeling lonely, just for one night, with no consequences because he’d be gone again by the end of the week.

      ‘Darling, there you are!’ Genevieve appeared in front of us and we both shot to our feet. She smiled at me condescendingly then turned to look meaningfully at her husband. ‘I’m terribly sorry to interrupt your private little soirée, but I think we should head home now.’ She turned to me. ‘Do thank your chef for putting on such a delicious spread. I really can’t remember the last time I had a mushroom vol-au-vent. Probably 1975.’

      ‘Actually, I’m the chef,’ I said, thinking, how dare you diss my vol-au-vents! ‘I’m just helping out the wait staff. I was going for an ironic Abigail’s Party vibe.’

      ‘And you carried it through to your clothing! How clever of you. Shall we, darling?’ She turned away. Duncan looked at me as if he was going to say something, then settled for mouthing ‘sorry’ before following his wife away into the night. I sighed heavily, although there was a hint of relief mixed in with the regret – relief that I hadn’t done anything that would make my life more complicated than it already was – and went back inside.

      The party – which was more of a ‘select social gathering’ than a proper banging rave – broke up an hour or so later. Tony went and met Daisy from the cinema for me – he was a good friend, and Daisy was fond of him too – while Mum and Janet took the weight off their feet with a cup of tea and a plate of canapés (there were an inordinate number of the mushroom vol-au-vents left over and I was forced to admit that maybe they’d been a mistake). I tidied away the trays of food, hoovering up the remains of the vegan sausage rolls (which were actually proper lush) and gazing wistfully at the plate that had once held the mini fruit scones and clotted cream; you could bet your life all of those had been eaten.

      Fifty minutes of frantic plate scraping and clearing up later, me, Mum, Daisy, and Tony stood outside the town hall, looking up at the night sky. It was quite late, but it was only now starting to get a bit chilly, the clear skies letting the warmth of the day rise into the heavens and away from our little band, huddled together. The stars were bright over the darkness of the sea, and the moon was reflected on the water, the waves rippling gently in the faintest of breezes. Daisy shivered and I pulled her into a hug to warm her up (and because you have to use any excuse to get a hug from your teenage children), and as we stood there in companionable, somewhat worn-out silence looking at the view, I thought I understood exactly why this place had inspired Duncan Stovall all those years ago.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning I took Germaine for a walk into town. The festival was starting in earnest that day, and I wanted to have a look around the various tents and stages that had popped up across Penstowan. My official involvement in the festival now was over until the closing day auction on Saturday, where they would sell off the various works of art created by the artists taking part: CDs of music by the local bands who were performing, books by Cornish writers, and of course paintings, including the new one by Duncan Stovall. If indeed there was one, because I could still remember the look on his face the night before when Maurice had announced it. Also in the auction was a cake that the town council had persuaded me to make, a representation in lemon sponge of one of Duncan’s most famous Penstowan paintings, The Beach at High Tide. I was having trouble getting my fondant icing the right shade of blue, and I was debating whether adding a sugar-paste seagull would tip it over into kids’ birthday cake territory, but I was sure it would be all right… I crossed my fingers tightly every time I thought about it, and knowing that the creator of the original painting (with his rather nice blue eyes) would get to see it made my tummy churn a little.

      Germaine trotted ahead of me down Fore Street, then we turned towards the beach. Two big tents had been erected on the grassy area between the car park and the sands. The tents were normally used at the local agricultural show and there was a definite whiff of cow doo-doos in the air, which mingled nicely with the smell of the bacon and sausage baps that were being served up by a nearby food truck. Germaine stopped by the truck with a little whine – to be fair, the scent of a couple of rashers of streaky and a good old pork banger always makes me whimper slightly too. I’d had breakfast but it was – I looked at my watch – well, all right, it was only 10 a.m. so it couldn’t with any accuracy be called ‘elevenses’ and it was nowhere near brunch, but it could be second breakfast… Germaine enjoyed the sausage as much as I did, but she wasn’t getting her paws on my bacon.

      I wasn’t sure if dogs were allowed into the art tent, but I took my fluffy white companion in with me anyway. I’d inherited Germaine from Tony’s late ex-wife, and I sometimes felt like she was looking down on me, warning me to take care of her baby. I didn’t need telling twice; besides the fact that Daisy would have had my guts for garters if anything happened to her, I was (despite not being a dog person) pretty smitten with her myself. Germaine sniffed at the tent flap – a hint of eau de sheep lingering on the canvas perhaps – and decided that yes, it was safe to enter, as long as I kept her close by me for safety.

      Partitions had been set up around the tent, each one creating an area where different local art clubs were displaying their work. The work of the Penstowan beginners’ watercolour club was as good as you would imagine (i.e. not all that), while the local primary school’s display was quite sweet, but … let’s face it, all five-year-olds’ paintings are rubbish (even your own five-year-old’s). Admit it. The sky is not a thin blue line with a big white gap in the middle until you get to the grass (which is a thin green line along the bottom); the sun is not a big yellow spidery-looking thing, and if I actually looked anything like the monster Daisy had painted me as in her younger days, then I must be a cross between Chewbacca and Marge Simpson. I’d still stuck her works of art on the fridge of course, but I was blowed if I was going to spend my time looking at other people’s kids’ rubbishy paintings.

      I did though, of course, because I’m a sucker for cuteness. Then I moved on to the more accomplished artists. These were the ones who had been painting for years. Some were professional artists; they were art teachers, or they sold their bright little watercolours of the town and the harbour in the galleries that jostled for position on Fore Street between the pasty shops and the beach-toys stores. Most of them followed the same formula: grey harbour, blue sea, yellow sand, white fishing fleet. They were completely inoffensive – some were even well painted – but none of them floated my boat (no pun intended). They were pretty, I supposed, but when you lived with that view anyway you didn’t really need it on the wall in a frame.

      ‘I don’t know much about art, but I know what I like,’ said a voice behind me, and I turned to see my friendly neighbourhood CID officer smiling at me. I’d butted heads a few times with DCI Nathan Withers (to be fair, he had arrested Tony for a murder he didn’t commit, which didn’t go down well with me) but as it was a very good-looking head (and the butt wasn’t bad either) I’d realised that I actually enjoyed our run-ins.

      ‘Spoken like a true copper,’ I said, and he laughed.

      ‘Oh what, a Philistine, you mean?’ He lowered his voice. ‘I was actually just trying to be diplomatic in case any of the artists were lurking.’

      ‘You’re not impressed, then?’

      ‘Oh no, I mean they’re not bad or anything, it’s just… If I want to see exactly what it looks like in real life, then I’ll go and see it in real life. Or find a decent photograph of it. If you’re going to go to the trouble of painting a place, to me it needs to be more than just an exact replica of it.’ He frowned. ‘I don’t know if that makes sense? It needs to be about more than what the subject looks like.’

      ‘I think I know what you mean… Like these.’ I led him over to the area set aside for the festival’s guest of honour and his works. Duncan wasn’t there, but large-scale prints of his most famous Penstowan paintings were, looking out of place hung amongst the amateurish watercolours. I’d forgotten how much I liked these paintings, especially seeing them reproduced in the sizes they’d originally been painted in; it was good to see the fine detail close up.

      ‘See, I really like that one.’ Nathan stepped closer to study the largest of them, a wash of blues and greens with a menacing grey and a swirl of gold along one side. ‘It doesn’t look anything like the beach here, but it makes you feel like you’re on it. You can almost smell the salt and feel the wind.’

      ‘Exactly!’ Nathan and I turned to see Genevieve standing behind us. She was due to give a talk a little later in the performance tent. ‘A good painting is as much about what the artist feels as what they see.’ She smiled broadly at Nathan – he had that sort of face (and figure) that made women smile broadly at him, even when they were completely irritated by his refusal to back down on something (or was that just me?) – then turned to me. Her smile wavered briefly, and I knew she had suddenly recognised me from the night before, despite the lack of hideous blouse.

      ‘No Duncan today?’ I asked breezily, and she smiled again, the sort of smile a hungry shark gives a surfer’s leg.

      ‘He has an upset stomach this morning,’ she said. ‘It must have been something he ate.’

      ‘Probably,’ I said. ‘Although the only thing I remember seeing him swallow was’ – his fury at being told he’d agreed to paint a new Penstowan picture, I thought – ‘half a bottle of whisky.’

      She smiled. ‘Well, it’s been a pleasure meeting you, Mr…?’

      ‘DCI Nathan Withers,’ said Nathan, holding out his hand. I was surprised; I’d assumed he was off duty, so I hadn’t been expecting him to give her his official title.

      ‘One of our boys in blue! How marvellous!’ she said. ‘Now I must go and prepare for my talk. Are you coming along? I will feel very safe with you in the audience.’ And she beamed at him, the charm turned on full blast. Nathan smiled back; it had worked.

      ‘I wouldn’t miss it,’ he said smoothly. He watched her shimmy her way through the tent with that smile still on his face and I thought, cow, for no apparent reason. I wasn’t the slightest bit jealous. Honest.

      ‘Well, she’s nice,’ I said, and he looked round in surprise.

      ‘Does that mean she isn’t?’ he asked, cautiously. ‘I mean, I did spot a bit of tension there.’

      I laughed sarcastically. ‘I can see why you became a detective.’
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        * * *

      

      We made our way to the performance tent where some writer I had never heard of (and I suspected would never hear of again) was giving a reading from his new book. It was packed, and he looked like he couldn’t quite believe his luck. But to be honest, from the purple prose he was spouting, I doubted the crowd was there for him. They were there for Genevieve who was on next.

      Nathan and I squeezed our way in and stood at the back. As we listened to the reading, Debbie popped her head around the tent flap.

      Debbie was married to Callum, my old (unrequited) high school crush and Tony’s best man at the ill-fated wedding. They’d been living in Manchester, where Debbie hailed from, but had decided to move back after the shenanigans with Tony and the murder investigation. I was glad; Debbie had a loud voice and a tendency to sound like Liam Gallagher on helium when she got excited, but she was a lot of fun.

      I waved to her, her eyes widening when she saw who I was standing with. She gave me an impish grin and joined us.

      ‘Hope I’m not interrupting nowt,’ she whispered, giving me a little nudge. It didn’t matter how many times I told her I was happy being single and I didn’t fancy Nathan one little bit, she never believed me… ‘So I heard all about you and that Duncan last night,’ she murmured, just loud enough for Nathan to hear. He didn’t say anything but I felt him listening.

      ‘Nothing happened, honestly,’ I said, and she grinned again.

      ‘That’s not what our Tony says. He says Duncan couldn’t keep his eyes off you.’ Nathan was definitely listening; I could practically see his ears flapping.

      ‘Yeah, well, he’s a married man, isn’t he? And his wife’s gorgeous, if a little bit…’ I left it to Debbie to work out what Genevieve was a little bit of. She laughed quietly.

      ‘Yeah, Tony said that an’ all. He said she was a real looker for her age but terrifying.’

      ‘That’s one word for it…’

      ‘Shush!’ A smartly dressed woman in a tailored navy trouser suit (which was really nice and definitely much more my kind of outfit than anything with a pussy bow neckline) standing nearby put her finger to her lips, and inclined her head towards the author on stage. I mouthed ‘sorry’ to her, remembering how Duncan had done the same to me the night before.

      We stood quietly and listened to the author read aloud. He wore little round glasses and a silk scarf or cravat thingy, flung carelessly around his neck in a casual manner that had probably taken hours in front of the mirror to achieve. He looked like a typical writer, in other words.

      ‘She peeled off her bathrobe and stood in front of the bedroom mirror, surveying herself critically in the glass,’ he read. ‘She admired her breasts, the pert pink globes jiggling slightly as she turned to look at them first from the side, then from the front. She approved of their defiant perkiness and refusal to adhere to the laws of gravity, the rose-pink areolas tightening in the cool morning breeze, causing her nipples to stiffen to attention…’ A collective shudder of disgust ran through the assembled female members of the crowd, as his gaze swept across them. He licked his lips as he turned the page.

      ‘Ewww,’ said Debbie under her breath, and I thought, this man has never actually seen a woman naked, except for on the telly.

      At the end of the reading – which did not come anything like soon enough – he closed the book and smiled magnanimously at the audience.

      ‘Thank you for indulging me with your attention,’ he said smugly, and I really wanted to slap him, or possibly myself for being too polite to walk out after the nipple debacle. ‘Are there any questions, or perhaps feedback?’

      ‘So many questions,’ muttered Debbie, ‘the main one being why?’ What the hell, I thought. I put up my hand.

      ‘Have you ever actually met a woman?’ I asked. Nathan guffawed loudly, and there was a slightly shocked titter (ahem) from the women in the room. ‘Only, I can tell you now, none of us has ever stood in front of the mirror and admired our own boobs. They get enough unwanted attention as it is. The only time I spend that much time looking at myself in the mirror is when I’m trying to decide whether I can get away without washing my hair for another day.’ I really wished I hadn’t added that last bit, as everyone in the tent then began to scrutinise my hair to see if I’d washed it recently. Bloody cheek. I’d even used conditioner and blow-dried it.

      The author looked absolutely crushed and for a moment I felt terrible, but to be fair, I’d read so many books by male writers with nasty, sexist, and just plain wrong descriptions of women and their behaviour that my guilt didn’t last too long. We really did not need another book with a passage like that in it. He opened his mouth to speak, but just then Germaine (whom I’d all but forgotten about) gave a little whine, down by my feet. I recognised that whine.

      ‘I’d better take her outside before she does her business in here,’ I said. ‘And I wouldn’t want you to take that as commentary on your book.’

      I loitered a little way away from the tent, poo bag in hand, waiting for Germaine to go. The blasted animal sniffled at a clump of leaves but they apparently weren’t the right size or shape or colour or something, because she wandered off a bit further.

      ‘Oh just get on with it, Germaine,’ I said impatiently.

      I followed her around to the other side of the tent, where I almost walked into two men talking quietly. One was medium height (how I used to hate that description when I was a copper!), well-fed and looked to be in his sixties. He was casually but expensively dressed – I recognised a logo on the breast of his polo shirt. The other man was short and wiry, with short ginger hair and a slightly belligerent expression. Designer Polo man was doing the talking, but Ginger saw me and stopped him with a rather curt, ‘Aye, you’re all right, pal.’

      I turned away and wondered if booting Germaine up the bum might get her to hurry up and have her bowel movement.

      ‘All right?’ I looked up to see Ginger standing next to me. He had a broad Scottish accent and a smile on his face, and only one of those things seemed genuine. He nodded towards the departing Designer Polo. ‘You local, hen? I was asking for directions but he didnae know. Trust me to ask another bloody tourist.’ He gave a self-deprecating grin.

      ‘Oh yeah,’ I said, feeling uncomfortable. ‘Always ask a local.’

      ‘Aye, right enough. D’you ken the Bosun’s Guest House? My pal
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