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This is a work of fiction. All names, characters, businesses, organizations, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination, or are used in an entirely fictitious manner.  
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This book is dedicated to my sister, Denise, who was my loudest cheerleader, my biggest encouragement, and my kindest critic.

I like to think she’s sitting on a fluffy cloud with friends and family, drinking tea and eating chocolate while they keep an eye on what’s going on down here. 

Not a day goes by that I don’t think of her, and how lucky I am that she was – and will always be – my beautiful, wise, funny, kind, brave sister.
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Fenella Bourne strode along the high street, the smack of her flip-flops against the soles of her feet the only sound to disturb the still of the morning.

She used to love springtime in St Eves. The optimism and excitement for what lay ahead used to consume her.

But now, all that consumed her was hatred, and a need for revenge.

She slowed when she reached a small shop at the end of the high street, its blue and white pinstriped canopy rolled back into its housing, and its sign-written windows whitewashed inside. The sight of the faded Lease for Sale board on the door caused a lump in her throat, but when she looked up at the sign that ran the length of the shopfront, a searing rage washed through her.  

Bourne & Bread. Artisan Bakery - Established 2002.

The gold lettering that had once gleamed was now dull, the midnight blue paint on the backing board cracked and peeling. 

The shop had been her pride and joy until her husband had made a bad choice and ended up with an eleven-year prison sentence for assault.

For a while, she’d kept the shop going without him, but one by one, her customers had deserted her. It started with the whispers, the stares, the false smiles, and fake sympathy, until people started voting with their feet and going elsewhere. No one wanted to be seen supporting a business run by the wife of a violent thug. 

She was barely managing to keep her head above water when her biggest customer—the one she relied on the most to pay the bills—cancelled her contract to supply bread and pastries to St Eves’ President Hotel. When she found out, she’d rushed there to plead her case in person. She was a proud woman, but not too proud to beg with the kitchen manager and head chef to reconsider their decision. They wouldn’t even listen to what she had to say before they sent her away. She particularly remembered that the head chef seemed to take a sadistic pleasure in telling her they already had another supplier lined up to take her place. 

After that, the end came swiftly.

Filing for bankruptcy had left her grief stricken. The loss of her beloved business had hit her hard. She’d left St Eves, vowing never to return, but her absence had done nothing to assuage the anger that accompanied her every waking hour. Day by day, her rage fuelled a determination to make the person responsible for her downfall pay.

She averted her eyes from the reflection in the white window, her face prematurely aged by stress, sleepless nights and worry lines. Snapping open the locket she wore around her neck on a long chain, she brought the picture of her husband to her lips. 

Don’t worry, darling—it’s almost time. And when I’m ready to take our revenge, no one will see it coming.

ººººººº

One month later

Charlotte Costello put down the letter she was reading and let out a slow breath to quell the butterflies that were having a party in her stomach.

While the content of the letter had certainly contributed to her unease, it wasn’t completely to blame.

Her eight-and-a-half-year-old daughter Molly (the half was very important to her) had a test that morning, the thought of which had caused her so much anxiety, even the sight of her best friends, Erin and Esme, had brought barely a smile to her lips as they’d set off for school. 

Charlotte had offered positive and encouraging words as she’d given Molly the biggest hug before waving them off but, in reality, she was going through every minute of her daughter’s anxiety with her. She was hopeful that a visit to the local farm, which had been arranged for after the test, would chase away any lingering worries.

Adding to her butterflies was the return to work of her husband, Nathan, after a month at home, following a second surgery on a back injury he’d sustained while in pursuit of a suspect.

She knew how frustrated the pain made him, especially as long hours sitting at a desk, or in a car, only served to exacerbate it. Ever since his injury, she’d wished, with all her heart, that he’d take early retirement, but she might as well have talked to her dogs, because Detective Inspector Nathan Costello was all about the job. 

It wasn’t until their first family holiday in years had given him the chance to relax in a stress-free environment, and his back pain had eased naturally, that Nathan began to wonder if early retirement might be an option worth considering. When he’d discussed it with Charlotte, and she’d reacted with tears of relief, and unrestrained joy, he’d known the decision he’d been grappling with was the right one. 

As far as Charlotte was concerned, Nathan couldn’t retire soon enough and every day, she said a little prayer asking that, for the remainder of his service, he wasn’t put in harm’s way.

She sighed and turned her attention to the TV. Outside an old stone church, a reporter battled to be heard against rumbling thunder, unforgiving rain and gusting winds. Armed with a vast umbrella that threatened to blow inside out, he delivered the local news bulletin with a calm that belied the approaching storm. 

“Good morning, I'm Andrew Somerfield and you're joining me on a bleak June morning where the weather matches the sombre mood. Here at All Saints Church in St Eves, preparations are already underway for tomorrow's memorial service to remember the victims of the multi-vehicle accident that occurred outside Daisyfield Service Station a year ago. You may recall that the tragedy claimed the lives of five people and seriously injured fourteen others. 

“To coincide with the first anniversary of the incident, police are re-appealing for witnesses and to discuss this further, I'm joined under the umbrella by Detective Sergeant Fiona Farrell. DS Farrell, can you tell us a little more about the witness appeal?”

“Of course.” Fiona smiled and covered a cough with her hand as the wind gusted against her face. “But I'd like to give viewers a little background detail first. Following the accident, which involved nineteen vehicles, the only witness accounts of the likely cause of the crash came from the drivers of two of the cars involved. One was the driver of the car that crossed two lanes into the path of oncoming traffic, and the other was a driver who escaped with minor injuries. 

“Sadly, the first driver succumbed to his injuries three days after being admitted to hospital but, before he passed away, he managed to tell the police that he was dazzled by flashes of light which caused him to lose control of his vehicle and veer across the carriageway. The second driver was able to slow down and avoid serious injury, but confirmed that she'd also seen the flashes.” 

“And am I correct in saying that the driver of the first car was found to be in good health?” Andrew asked. “As in, he hadn't suffered a heart attack or seizure, or anything that might have caused him to lose control of his vehicle?”

“Yes, that's right, Andrew.”

“And what do you believe caused these flashing lights? There have been various rumours since the accident, the most rife of which is that it might have been a drone?” 

“Well, following the accident, we investigated the source of the flashes, but found nothing to indicate what had caused them, drone or otherwise. The only clue we had to go on is that both witness accounts stated that they appeared to have come from 'high up'.” The wind whipped Fiona's blonde ponytail as she turned to glance across the bay and down to the scene of the accident, now shrouded in dense fog. “That being the case,” she said, turning back to Andrew, “the police searched for clues on the hill on which we're standing, and in every house situated further down, but we found nothing to reveal from where they'd come, or what had caused them. It's for this reason that, a year on, we're re-opening our appeal for witnesses. We’d very much like to be able to solve this mystery once and for all, take any necessary action, and give the victims' families the answers they’ve been waiting for.”

“That's great news, DS Farrell. And am I correct in saying that if anything you've said has jogged anyone's memory, they can call you on the special number we've put on the bottom of viewers' screens?”

Fiona nodded again. “That’s right. If anyone has any information—however insignificant it may seem—they’re welcome to call, or drop in at St Eves’ police station to discuss the matter.”

“Thank you, DS Farrell.” Andrew turned to face the camera again as the sky grew darker and the rain clattered against his umbrella. “Let’s hope the police will have more luck in bringing the case to a close this time. 

“I'll be back with coverage of the build-up to the memorial service from eight-thirty tomorrow morning but, for now, this is Andrew Somerfield, reporting live from outside All Saints Church in St Eves.” 

Charlotte shook her head and switched off the TV. “I can't believe it's been a year already,” she murmured. “Those poor people.”

“Poor peepee!” A small voice drifted up from behind her.

Charlotte turned to her sixteen-month-old son, Oliver, a smile chasing away her frown. “Come here, you!” He chuckled and toddled out of her reach, clutching the remains of a banana in his tiny fist. Bending to pick him up, Charlotte gave him a squeeze, not caring a jot that his little hands patted mashed banana into her shirt, or her glossy, mahogany-flecked-with-grey pixie cut. 

“Dada?” Oliver said, tilting his head and looking at Charlotte from light-brown eyes that mirrored her own. 

“Daddy's not here, but he'll be home tonight.” Charlotte planted a kiss on both of his rosy cheeks and jiggled him in her arms until he squealed with delight. 

“Molly?” Oliver shook his head and held out his hands with their palms upturned.

“Molly’s at school, my lovely, but she’ll be home later.” Charlotte’s phone rang and she smiled when she saw that the caller was her childhood friend, Jess. As close as two friends could be, they were both looking forward to the imminent arrival of Jess and her husband Ben’s first child. She picked up her phone and started a video call. “Hi, how’re things?” 

“Oh, you know. Can’t fit into my clothes, can’t fit into my shoes, can’t get comfortable...and then there’s the insomnia, the heartburn, the leg cramps and the backache. Otherwise, everything’s great.” Jess laughed and tossed her unruly tumble of blonde curls over her shoulder, her green eyes dancing with mischief. 

“Aaah, the third trimester...I remember it well,” Charlotte said, with a grin. “But you’ll forget every second of it once you hold that little one in your arms.”

“Yeah, that’s what my mum keeps telling me.” Jess patted her stomach and waved to Oliver. “I’m not really complaining—I’m just impatient to meet him or her. Ouch! That was another kick. Anyway, I was just watching the news and it reminded me to call to check what time you’re dropping Ollie off tomorrow morning. I take it you’re still planning on going to the memorial service?”

“Of course. I was going to bring him to your place at around nine. Is that too early?”

“No, that’s perfect. My mum’s visiting tomorrow—she should get here at around nine-thirty—and she can’t wait to see him.”

“Will she still be there when I pick him up later?”

“Doubtful,” Jess said. “She’s got a pottery class in Bliss Bay at one o’clock, so she’ll be travelling back for that.” 

“Oh, what a shame I’ll miss her. Give her my love, won’t you?” Charlotte’s doorbell rang and a familiar voice called through the letterbox. “Yoo-hoo! Only me!” 

“Woo-woo!” Oliver said, with a giggle.

“Look, I’d better go. Ava’s at the door.”

“Okay, tell her I said hi. I’ll see you tomorrow,” Jess said, blowing kisses to Oliver until she ended the call.

On her way to the front door, Charlotte hastily shoved the letter into a drawer. She wasn’t even nearly ready to talk to Ava about it yet, and the last thing she wanted was for her to see it and start asking questions.
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“Morning Ava. Come in out of the rain, and mind you don’t slip in those wet boots. Oh, and Jess says hi.” Charlotte gave her old friend a hug and took her hand to help her over the doorstep.

Ava Whittington—lifelong St Eves’ resident and one of its most stylist senior citizens—stepped inside and shook the rain from her tailored coat. “Good grief, it's absolutely ghaaastly out there,” she said, putting a hand on Charlotte’s shoulder to steady herself as she eased off her boots. “It's like a river at the crossroads outside the bank. The car was spluttering so much, I thought I was going to break down on my way back from Alfonso's. 

“And I was convinced that Desiree—you know, Dr Talbot’s wife—was going to go under, poor thing. She had her miniature Yorkshire Terrier under one arm and two jumbo packs of loo roll under the other. What she wants with two jumbo packs, I dread to think, although whatever it is must be under control, what with her being married to a doctor. Anyway, my heart was in my mouth as I watched her cross the road.” 

She pulled off her gloves and took a breath before launching into her story again. “I would have given her a lift, but I was afraid that if I stopped, I'd never get started again, so I just gritted my teeth and drove on. I gave her a thumbs-up as I went past, though—you know, to give her a bit of moral support—but I caused a few waves that went over the top of her wellies, so she didn’t look very appreciative.” She grimaced, then took down the hood on her coat and glanced at her reflection in the hall mirror. 

“Ava!” Charlotte gasped. “You've had all your hair chopped off! It's fabulous!”

Ava ran a hand down her short, layered hairdo. “Do you like it? I mean, I told Alfonso I did, you know, just to save his feelings, but I'm not sure. I'm not used to having my earlobes and the back of my neck exposed to the elements. They've been covered for almost eighty years and now I feel naked. He's put a silver rinse on it, can you tell?”

“It's gorgeous,” Charlotte said. “And it'll be so much cooler when the weather finally warms up. By the way, you haven't lost your key, have you?”

Ava hung up her coat before reaching out for Oliver. “You mean the key to this place?” she said, as he leaned into her arms. “Of course I haven't, it's in my purse. Why do you ask?”

“Because you've had it since I don't know when, but you've never used it. I just thought you might have let yourself in rather than stand on the doorstep in the pouring rain.”

Ava looked as though she was weighing up the pros and cons of Charlotte's statement before making a carefully considered reply. “Well, the thing is, dear, I'm very mindful of the fact that if I do use it, one day I'll walk in and see something I'll never be able to unsee.”

“Like what?”

Ava sniffed and turned away. “Oh, I don't know. You and Nathan having...a romantic interlude, perhaps? After all, let's not forget the time I caught Nathan in his underwear—prancing around almost naked. In the middle of the day, if you don't mind.” A brow crept up her forehead as she brushed past Charlotte, cooing at Oliver. “Come on, poppet, let's go into the kitchen and wash these sticky hands, shall we?”

“A romantic interlude?” Charlotte scoffed and followed behind. “I'd say that's pretty unlikely. For a start, we don't make a habit of having romantic interludes in the kitchen or the living room, what with Oliver racing around at breakneck speed; Molly firing random questions at us every five minutes; and the dogs jumping on your lap every time you sit down. And, for your information, that wasn't Nathan's underwear. It was a pair of shorts.”

“If you say so, dear,” Ava said, with a disbelieving smile, “but it looked very much like underwear to me.”

Charlotte ignored Ava's comment and forged on. “And you didn't catch him! You stuck your head through the window when you turned up unannounced one afternoon and saw him. And Nathan doesn't prance! He was playing hide and seek with Molly.” She looked at Ava's perplexed expression and threw back her head and roared with laughter. “Honestly, you make it sound like wearing shorts and no shirt in your own home in the middle of summer is something sordid. 

“And, in case you'd forgotten, it’s Nathan’s first day back at work today, so I don't expect there'll be any interludes of any description for a while, because I expect him to be completely knackered for the foreseeable future. Roll on retirement day.”

“Well, that's some good news, at least,” Ava said, drying Oliver's hands. “About Nathan going back to work, I mean, not your lack of hanky-panky. How was Molly this morning? When I spoke to her yesterday, she seemed a little concerned about her test.”

“She was. Even though she knows all the answers to every question that’s likely to be on the paper, because it’s a test, she goes blank. I was the same at her age. It’s the word, ‘test’ that does it.”

“Me too, dear,” Ava said. “Although I really don’t know why we’re conditioned to fear failure so much. It’s what makes success all the sweeter.” She looked at her watch. “I assume Betty and Harriett have taken your dogs for a walk? We thought you might be a little preoccupied this morning, so they said they were going to fetch them while I was having my hair done.”

Charlotte nodded. “Oliver wouldn’t settle—probably because Nathan wasn’t able to spend as much time with him this morning as he has over the past few weeks—so after Molly had left, we went in the car with him and then walked back. When we got here, Betty and Harriett were waiting on the doorstep.” She reached for Ava's hand and gave it a squeeze. “Thank you for thinking of me. You’re all such good friends, you know.”

“Oh, get away with you!” Ava brushed away the compliment with a barely perceptible smile. “What are friends for? We've always been here for you, Charlotte, and we always will be. We may be getting on in years, but we know the true meaning of friendship and loyalty, and you can't say that about many people these days, can you? Now why don't you let me have a few minutes with this little one in peace and quiet before we set off?”

“Set off for where?”

Ava arched a perfectly plucked eyebrow. “Did I not mention it? I told the girls we’d meet them for coffee—does that fit in with your plans?”  

“Oh. Yes, of course. Not that I have many plans until Molly gets home.” Charlotte put the breakfast dishes in the dishwasher and wiped down the kitchen counters, stopping to watch Ava and Oliver play Pat-a-Cake and Eensy Weensy Spider, and her heart swelled with gratitude. 

On her return to the bustling town of St. Eves following the death of her parents, the entire close-knit community had welcomed her back, but lifelong St Eves' residents Ava, Harriett and Betty had taken her under their wings. 

Over the years, they'd been at her side through good times and bad, and their friendship meant the world to Charlotte, especially Ava's. People often misjudged her because of her sharp tongue, dry wit and political incorrectness, but Ava's intentions were always good, and she was always first in line if someone needed help. 

The doorbell rang again and Ava glanced up. “You expecting company?”

“It's probably the postman,” Charlotte said, over her shoulder, on her way to answer the door. Flinging it open, her heart sank.

“I’ve come to let you know that you should expect a visit from an environmental health officer.” Sally Bellamy, the thoroughly disagreeable next-door neighbour, glared at Charlotte through the transparent panels of her domed umbrella. She made it her business to keep watch over the town and report any wrongdoings she came across to the relevant authority, and it appeared that today was no exception.

“Morning,” Charlotte said, wearily. Sally looked ready for a fight and it was only half-past nine. “Why should I be expecting a visit from an environmental health officer?” 

“Have you any idea of the noise your dogs were making this morning while you were off gallivanting with your husband and that boy of yours?” Sally pursed her thin lips and took her phone from her pocket before tapping it with a thumb to play a recording of dogs barking. “This is what I had to put up with while you were gone. I’ve already lodged a complaint with the noise pollution department at the council and I’m waiting for a call back.”

Charlotte bit the inside of her cheeks. “I’m sorry about that,” she said, pleasantly, which took some considerable effort. It took a lot to rattle her, but Sally Bellamy managed it every time. Not only did she treat Nathan like her personal complaints officer, but she was a mean and nasty piece of work. Charlotte had never forgiven her for once aiming a kick at her dog, Pippin, or for making Molly cry after shouting at her for accidentally kicking a football into her back garden.

“Sally, you’ve lived next door for long enough to know that the dogs hardly ever bark, but it’s Nathan’s first day back at work after some time off, so Oliver and I went with him in the car for a little drive. Hardly what I’d call gallivanting. I expect Pippin and Panda were most likely unsettled by the change in routine. You know they’re usually no bother at all.”

Sally pursed her thin lips and scowled. “Well, they were a bother this morning! I’ve already had to get Victor Benson’s car towed because it was parked too close to the fire hydrant outside the doctor’s surgery. It would have been nice if I’d been able to de-stress in peace when I got back from my walk, rather than listen to your dogs yapping for the whole neighbourhood to hear.”

Charlotte’s eyebrows shot up behind her fringe and a piece of mashed banana bounced off her nose. “You had Victor’s car towed? Surely he had his disabled badge displayed?”

Sally nodded. “He did, but that’s not a licence to park anywhere he feels like it. If there’d been a fire, the hydrant would have been almost inaccessible.”

“Well, if it was almost inaccessible, it wasn’t completely blocked, was it?” Charlotte said. “And I know you’re not supposed to park there, but while they’re resurfacing the surgery car park, it’s the closest Victor can get his car. He was probably collecting his prescriptions, and you know he can’t walk far because of his emphysema. I’m sure his car wouldn’t have been there for long.”

Sally rolled her eyes. “Yes, yes, I'm aware of all that,” she said, irritably, “but I don't see why us townsfolk should be expected to make allowances for him. I have terrible trouble getting around when my sciatica flares up, but I don't park my car illegally when I need to see a doctor.”

Ava appeared behind Charlotte with Oliver on her hip. “Sorry to butt in, but I couldn’t help but overhear. Not that I was listening, of course.” She fixed Sally with a withering Whittington glare and her nostrils flared—a sure sign that she was about to speak in the most scathing tone she could muster. “Would it not have taken less time to walk the few steps to the surgery to ask Victor to move his car, than it took to arrange the removal of it?” she said, quivering with indignation.

“Yes, of course it would, but you’re missing the point. His car was illegally parked,” Sally replied, annunciating her words as if she were addressing a small child who was learning to talk. “Believe me, the last thing I wanted to do was waste ten minutes arranging a tow truck—but it was my duty as a law-abiding citizen, church assistant, and deputy chairperson of St Eves’ Better Neighbourhood Committee.”

The rain drummed against her umbrella and she gave a snort as she dismissed Ava with a wave of her hand. “Anyway, I don’t intend to debate the matter with you; I merely came to tell Charlotte that she’s likely to get a visit from the council about those irritating little mongrels.” She looked her neighbour up and down with a smug sneer. “You may be a detective’s wife, but you’re not above the law. And don’t forget, I have the recording of the racket your dogs were making as proof of their disruptive behaviour.” She waved her phone in front of Charlotte’s face, a cruel smile curling her lips. “And rest assured, I shall do all I can to ensure they’re taken away from you. Nasty, smelly things.”

Charlotte’s eyes flashed with anger. “First of all, I would never think I was above the law and second of all, if you come after my dogs, Sally, you’ll have me to deal with. You know you never hear a peep out of them normally, and I have plenty of witnesses who’ll back me up on that.”

“I’ll be the first,” Ava said, bustling forward to stand beside Charlotte on the doorstep. “One of these days, Sally Bellamy, you’re going to get more than you bargained for when you stick your nose where it’s not wanted.”

“Is that a threat?” Sally’s tone was as cold and sharp as steel.

“I’m not in the habit of making threats.” Ava moved Oliver to her other hip. “But you can call it a prediction, if you like, because it’s bound to happen one day.”

Oliver, thoroughly bored by the conversation, held his arms out to Sally and, with a grin and a gurgle, blew a fat, wet raspberry, the sound of which reverberated across the street, causing a seagull sitting on the sea wall to turn its head to look for the source of the noise.

Sally threw Oliver a glare of contempt through her umbrella. “Well, that’s absolutely charming, I must say.” Turning her attention to Charlotte, she said, “Your entire family is evidently completely devoid of common courtesy and good manners. You must be very proud.” Then she turned on the heel of her wellington boot and splashed her way back next door.

Charlotte grabbed her hair and let out a mock scream. “Gaaaahhh! That woman gets so far up my nose, I can't tell you. Every time she sees something she objects to—and believe me, there are a lot of things—she turns up on the doorstep to tell Nathan about it. Last Thursday, she caught him when we got back from his hospital appointment and spent half an hour whining to him about Sid and Bill from number twenty-five, because their washing machine was going at ten o' clock at night. She said it was a breach of the peace and was keeping her and Hugo awake.”

Ava clicked her tongue and put Oliver down, ushering him back inside. “I guarantee that if Sid and Bill were Sid and Jill, Sally Bellamy wouldn't give two hoots about the noise from their washing machine. You’d think that after working at the church for a few months, she’d have picked up a few lessons on how to live and let live, wouldn’t you?”

“I’ve no idea how someone as pleasant as Hugo can stand being married to her,” Charlotte said. “Not that I know him well, mind you, I’ve only met him a couple of times when we’ve both been bringing out our rubbish bags at the same time, but he seems like a sweet guy.”

“Maybe he’s so used to her being such a...” Ava looked over her shoulder at Oliver, who was happily chattering away to a potted palm, and whispered, “such a B-word, he doesn’t notice it any more. And, come to think of it, I’ve never met him socially either, even though they’ve lived here for years. He’s obviously not the sociable type.”

Charlotte shrugged. “Maybe not. Apart from taking a fruit cake round when they moved in, I haven’t spoken to Sally unless it’s been absolutely unavoidable. She gave me the impression that she wants to keep us at arm’s length and that suits Nathan and me fine.” Her brow furrowed and she hugged her arms around her body. “You don’t think her complaint will carry any weight now she’s the deputy chair of the Better Neighbourhood Committee, do you?”

“Of course not!” Ava said, with an exaggerated eyeroll. “Do you honestly believe that Pippin and Panda will be taken away from you based on one complaint from the Wicked Witch of St Eves, whether she’s the deputy chair of the BNC or not? Of course they won’t! Sally Bellamy has delusions of grandeur about herself and that committee, but neither are very grand at all, so don’t you worry about your precious dogs, my dear.” 

Ava patted Charlotte on the hand and checked her watch again. “Thank goodness I wore my coat with the hood this morning, and asked Alfonso to use a few extra squirts of super-strength, anti-frizz hair lacquer,” she said, peering out of the window. “You know it only takes one raindrop for my hair to end up looking like clock springs. Right, shall we get going?” She pulled her coat over her silk twinset and pulled on her boots. “If we're meeting Harriett and Betty for coffee at 11 o'clock, we'd better get a move on.”
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A short drive later, Charlotte, Ava and Oliver were dodging puddles on the way to their favourite meeting place, simply named, Tanner's.

It held a special place in Charlotte's heart because, until the previous year, it had belonged to her. 

Once named Charlotte's Plaice—on account of the fresh fish that featured on her daily specials board—the café was situated on St Eves' marina, with a stunning view of the water and the boats. A popular meeting and dining place for residents and holidaymakers alike, it had been her happy place for years, and walking away from it after Oliver was born was one of the hardest things she'd ever done. But she wanted to spend more time with her children, so she'd sold the cafe to her friend, Olivia Tanner, ex-chef of St. Eves' prestigious President Hotel.

These days, Tanner's small kitchen team served simple, but beautifully cooked, breakfast, lunch and afternoon tea, alongside an innovative daily special prepared by Olivia herself; the one concession to her culinary background and her flair for the extraordinary.

“Hello, you two.” Ava brought Oliver's buggy to a stop beside Betty and Harriett's table in the cafe's cosy outside awning, which was warm and cheerful even though the weather was cold and miserable. She looked down at Charlotte's dogs, Pippin and Panda, their tails wagging furiously as they waited for the treats Ava always carried in her pocket. “Don't worry, I haven't forgotten you,” she said, handing a small biscuit to each of them before they gobbled them down and rushed past her to get to Charlotte. 

“Your hair looks as pretty as a picture,” Betty said, spooning froth from her cappuccino into her mouth. “Very nice indeed.” The toes of her sensible rubber boots barely grazed the ground and, unlike Ava, she cared not a jot that the damp and windy weather had played havoc with her hair, causing it to stick out at all angles in the style of a mad scientist.  

“I agree.” Harriett—the other half of St Eves’ most stylish senior citizen duo—rose from her chair to appraise Ava's new hairstyle from every angle. “I told you it would suit you. That's definitely one of Alfonso's better cuts.”

Betty chuckled. “Remember the one he gave you when he was hungover the morning after his fiftieth birthday party? We called it the Tipsy Tilt because your fringe was on a slant that started at your hairline and ended at your eyebrow.”

“Hmmm, how could I forget,” Ava replied, with a droll expression, leaning towards Oliver's buggy and playing Peek-a-Boo with a menu. “It took forever to grow that out—it couldn’t have been any worse if he’d given me a mullet. If it weren’t for the fact that I was Alfonso’s first customer when he started out all those years ago, I'd have clobbered him with his hairdryer. Poor chap cried so much when he saw what he’d done, I had to wring out my shoulder pads when I got home.”

“Is Nathan back at work today?” Harriett sat down again, elegantly crossing her legs to the side. She smoothed the trousers of her classic wool suit, their creases so sharp, they could have cut cheese. “He must have been climbing the walls after being at home for so long.” 

“Well, he’s loved spending so much time with Oliver and Molly,” Charlotte said, “but you know what he’s like where work’s concerned. He wants to be in the thick of it.” She raised a hand and waved to Olivia. “Morning, Livvy.”

Clad in chef’s whites, Olivia Tanner approached, her 6’3” frame dwarfing everyone around her. Her spiky lilac hair, beefy arms, tattoos, and hands that could haul a sack of potatoes onto her broad shoulder with ease, gave the impression to those who didn’t know her that she was intimidating at best, and downright terrifying at worst. It was true that Olivia had been both these things throughout her chequered past but these days, marriage to the love of her life had had a remarkably calming effect on her and she was more of a pussycat than a tiger. 

“Mornin', all.” Olivia nodded a greeting and leaned on the back of Charlotte's chair. “Loving the new hair, Ava. Very chic,” she said, bending to high-five Oliver before glancing around the cafe's terrace. Even when she was socialising, her eyes darted left and right, making sure that every customer had everything they needed. “How's everyone?”

“As well as can be expected in this horrendous weather,” Ava said, “but we should think ourselves fortunate that it's not our loved ones we'll be remembering at tomorrow's memorial service. I can hardly believe it’s been a year since the crash. Time flies, doesn’t it?”

Everyone murmured in agreement and Olivia's expression grew solemn. “We're holding a private get-together here after the service for my pastry chef, Cassidy, and her family and friends.”

“Oh, yes, her brother lost his fiancée in the accident, didn’t he?” Ava said. “I remember how inconsolable he was afterwards.”

Olivia nodded. “He was so devastated, he couldn’t even bring himself to go to her funeral. And the past year’s been difficult for Cassidy, too. She still lives at home with her mum, and her brother moved back in, so life’s been a bit intense, apparently.” She drummed a hand against the back of Charlotte’s chair and waved to a passing customer with the other. “Actually, I’ve been a little worried about her, because the closer the memorial service gets, the more she’s withdrawn into herself. And it sounds harsh, I know, but I don't need a pastry chef who can't concentrate on work because she’s in a world of her own, so she’s taken a few days off. I'd rather she was at home with her family than working here and wishing she wasn't.”

“It doesn’t sound harsh at all,” Ava said. “For a business to be successful, all the staff have to work together, so I agree that it’s far better for all concerned that Cassidy’s taking some time away from the café if her mind’s not on the job.” 

“I wonder if her brother will go to the memorial service?” Charlotte said. 

Olivia shrugged. “I’ve no idea. I suppose it depends on how he’s feeling tomorrow.”

“Weren’t they getting ready to move into a new house?” Betty looked around the table. “Connor and...Isabella, wasn’t it? It’s such a pretty name, it stuck with me after I read about it in the paper.” 

Harriett nodded and encouraged a wayward lock of hair to sit neatly behind her diamond-studded earlobe. “And the day before contracts were exchanged, she was killed in that crash, driving back to St Eves after she sold her place in St Matlock.”

Charlotte shuddered. “It just doesn’t bear thinking about. What an awful thing for a family to go through.”

“Well, hopefully the memorial service will give them some closure,” Olivia said. “And Caroline—that’s Cassidy’s mum—has invited all her family, and all Isabella’s family to the get-together, so they can spend some time together rather than just drifting off when the service ends. I just hope Cassidy will manage to stay awake all day, because she’s coming in later to work a night shift. She wants to bake a batch of chocolate ganache macarons for tomorrow, and they need to rest in the fridge for as long as possible.”

“Ooh, I love those,” Charlotte said. “But why does she have to work a night shift? Can’t someone else make them?” 

Olivia nodded. “I could—and often do—but they were Isabella’s favourite, so Cassidy wants to make the ones for tomorrow herself. She feels it’ll be more personal that way. And we’re expecting a lot of people, so she’s making a few hundred, which will take a while.” She interlocked her fingers and stretched her arms above her head, her chef’s jacket straining across her shoulders. 

“Right, I'd better get back to the kitchen. And I need to call the temp agency to ask them to send another server ASAP. The last one couldn’t keep up with the pace when it got busy, so she locked herself in the ladies’ toilet and wouldn’t come out until closing time.” Olivia rolled her eyes. “And then she handed me her apron and quit. Roy offered to come and help out, but I think we’d be heading for the divorce courts if he did.”

“Poor you,” Charlotte said, with a grin. “Although, it must be difficult with Jess and Laura off.”

Olivia sighed. “It is. I mean, I totally understand why they can’t be at work at the moment, but we’re juggling balls without them. At least Laura should be back soon—I spoke to her last night and she said her chest infection’s finally clearing.”

“Yes, I spoke to her yesterday, too,” Charlotte said. She kept in regular touch with her godmother. “She sounded better than she has for ages, so hopefully she’ll be back on her feet before too long.”

Olivia crossed her fingers. “I really hope so.  Anyway, I'll have some more coffees sent out and a tea for you, Charlotte, and I'm sure I'll be able to rustle up something for you to nibble on.” She winked at Oliver. “And as it looks like it’s stopped raining, I'll make sure you have some bread to feed the fish. Have fun!”

ººººººº

When Oliver had worn himself out from running up and down the marina and feeding the fish, he snoozed in his buggy while the friends chatted.

“I suppose we’d better be getting back soon,” Betty said, swallowing the remains of a coconut marshmallow with a swig of coffee. “There’s a new series of Value My Treasure starting today—it’s my favourite antiques programme.” 

Harriett glanced at her watch. “It starts at half-twelve. D’you fancy watching it at my place? Leo’s gone on a trip to the National Maritime Museum in Falmouth with Harry, so I’m on my own until later this afternoon.” 

Betty nodded. “Suits me. Are you going to join us, Ava?”

“Well...I will,” Ava said, “but if the rain holds off, Derek and I are going to Porcinis for dinner this evening, so I must sort out what I’m going to wear first.”

“Ooh, that’ll be nice,” Betty said. “What’s the occasion?” 

“No occasion. It’s just that now Derek and I have moved to the retirement complex, we don’t want to get too used to staying there every night. I mean, the on-site restaurant is so convenient and the food is so good, there’s no need to venture out, but we don’t want to get into the habit of staying in. You know we always used to go out to eat every now and then, and we want to make sure we carry on the trend.”

“I think it’s lovely that you’ve settled in so well,” Charlotte said. “And that you three are all together at Sunny Days. I know what a huge wrench it was for you to sell your house, but you really do seem happy now.”

Ava nodded. “We are, and no-one’s more surprised about it than me. You know I fought against the move for as long as I could; the thought of giving up what I thought was our forever home to move into what’s going to be our last home almost broke my heart. As soon as we got used to it, though, I realised it was the best decision we could have made. It’s so much easier to manage and being so close to the girls is wonderful.” She dabbed her lips with a paper napkin, then picked up the crumbs from her plate with her fingertip. “Changing the subject, what are the arrangements for getting to the church in the morning?”

“Well, Leo’s taking the three of us, plus Harry and Derek,” Harriett said. “Our car’s big enough, so we might as well all go together. If we get there before you, Charlotte, we’ll save you a seat, if we can.”

Charlotte nodded. “I’m dropping Oliver off with Jess first thing. She’d love to be at the memorial, but she’s too uncomfortable to sit in one place for long. And I think Oliver will be better off with her for a couple of hours than stuck in church—you know how much they adore each other.” She browsed the selection of cakes on the table and decided on a vanilla macaron with a dark chocolate ganache filling.

“That's settled then, dear,” Ava said. “Or, in the infuriating words of my great-grandchildren, ‘Sounds like a plan’.”

“Did you see on the news that people have already started laying flowers at the site of the crash,” Betty said, taking a second coconut marshmallow. “Hundreds of wreaths, there are. Some of them are beautiful.”

“Hmm, I saw them when I drove past yesterday evening,” Harriett said, dusting gingersnap crumbs from her lap.

“I hope the police will have more luck with their witness appeal this time,” Betty said, dipping her marshmallow into her coffee. 

“I don't know why the police think that anyone else is likely to come forward with information now,” Harriett said. “If no one could shed any light on the cause of the accident at the time, I doubt they're going to be able to a year after the event.”

“Well, something caused those flashes,” Charlotte said, licking silky smooth ganache from her lips and taking another macaron from the plate. “And someone must know what it was. I mean, it's not as though the police didn't try to find the cause—the investigation went on for months, didn’t it? And it's not like they ever closed the case; it was just never solved.”

“All I can say is that if I knew any of the victims, I'd want answers,” Ava said, popping the last piece of a lemon bar into her mouth. “Especially if I was a relative of the poor man who was driving the car that lost control.” She leaned forward across the table and the others followed suit. “I don't know about you, but I've heard plenty of people saying that he was to blame for all those deaths, but if something dazzled him it wasn't really his fault, was it?” 

“Honestly, as if losing him wasn't awful enough for his family, they have to put up with malicious chatter that he was responsible for the other deaths, too!” Charlotte said, with a scowl. “I hope you put those people
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