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      Oxford, 1982

      Seventeen St George’s Terrace was a very pretty house to begin with. Not beautiful – that would be too much – but it was certainly pretty, at least that’s what Sylvie thought as she admired it from the front gate, standing behind her little sister, hands resting on her shoulders while Mother searched in her handbag for the key. They moved in (Sylvie’s mother called it ‘taking possession’) on Sylvie’s ninth birthday, and from the moment her buckled shoes crossed the threshold, she felt at home. The Victorian tiled mosaic on the hall floor told the story of dancing fairies, and although the tiles were cracked and a little jaded, those fairies were just as precious to Sylvie as if they had been skipping across a relic from a Roman Villa. On Sundays, when Mother was still in bed, Sylvie would park her bony backside on the fifth stair, between sharp tacks that once secured a carpet to the staircase, and watch the sunlight filter through the stained glass window of the front door. She tried to capture the dancing fairies on paper, which wasn’t easy with only a pencil case of broken crayons and a Christmas colouring book to work with, but she managed it.

      Sylvie managed everything.

      The stained glass depicted a sunrise – gold and red and warm – and when they stepped into the house on that first day, Sylvie’s mother said the sunrise was a symbol of a bright new beginning for the three of them – their new start as a family. And she had laughed then, Sylvie’s mother, a big, bold laugh, which led Sylvie to take her sibling Sam’s cold hand in hers, glance up and ask, ‘Will you be OK this time, Mummy?’ At which her mother thought for a moment, promptly took off her coat, and headed straight through to the kitchen.

      ‘Of course I will, darling,’ she said, opening the oven door. ‘Look! The cooker is electric!’

      But by the time Sylvie’s tenth birthday came around, number seventeen looked and smelt like all the other houses looked and smelt before it, and by the time her crayons had worn to the point where little fingertips became sore with colouring, the sun in the panel above the door, like the light in her mother’s eyes, had disappeared. Sylvie’s beloved fairies were hidden, too – buried and gasping for breath – their little hands clawing upwards through the dirt on the mosaic, trapped underneath an abandoned archaeological dig, caught under the grime of a nasty winter and a tsunami of unopened mail. Layers of dirt marked the ages of the children now, you could have sawn into them, like tree rings.

      But Sylvie always knew that the real problem with Seventeen St George’s Terrace – the reason she felt a constant sense of unease – was not the empty vodka bottles hidden under the sink, but the absence of a back door. Mrs Chang, the next-door neighbour, who played Old Maid with Teddy as often as she could, said that in all her years living in St George’s Terrace, happiness never came to number seventeen, because the flow of energy was wrong: ‘Bad feng shui!’ she said.

      She was right.

      With no back door, there was no escape; no Narnia to step into.

      And no back door meant no back garden, either. No tree to climb, no ball to throw, no dog to play with. With the sash windows painted shut, the genetic memory of old meals – the DNA of Captain Birdseye – clung to every curtain, every wall and every blocked-up fireplace. There was a slither of a front garden and, like the house, it looked quite pretty from the road. But closer inspection revealed that the roses – ruby-red to match the front door – were imprisoned by an iron fence and were being strangled into submission by a sticky, suppressing weed. Eight steep steps led up to the door, where hobnailed boots of past generations had worn the slate into a lethal downward-sloping camber. Sylvie always made sure that Sam went down the steps behind her, just in case, and grew to hate those steps, the last mountain to climb while carrying string bags full of tinned food – mixed fruit, spaghetti hoops, and sausages with beans – hauled from the corner shop, lugged up those eight treacherous steps and deposited with a final hurl at the feet of the fairies.

      At eight o’clock in the morning on the 20th March 1987, Sylvie and Sam stood staring at Mother who was sprawled at the foot of the stairs. Her eyes were open, but so were her wrists, allowing her pooled blood to drown out the last gasp of breath those poor fairies could muster.

      There were no hysterics. Sylvie and Sam stepped over their mother, followed the trail of blood into the kitchen, and closed the door. Sylvie poured out Sugar Puffs and milk into two bowls before wiping the blood from the floor with the dishcloth. It was important, she explained to Sam, to have breakfast on a day like this, and anyway, Mother’s dead body was not a shock to either of them. It was a sight they had both played out in their minds many times before – had even discussed at length before.

      Mrs Chang said, ‘She probably tried to stick her head in the oven first, and then remembered it was electric.’ Mrs Chang was full of advice. She once told Sylvie to be careful of the direction she allowed her thoughts to wander. One night, as Sam dealt the cards and Sylvie did indeed allow her thoughts to wander, Mrs Chang had shaken her shoulder gently and warned that dark thoughts could soon turn into dark reality, leading Sylvie to wonder, as she ate her Sugar Puffs, if she had somehow brought this moment about herself, just by imagining it. She also wondered how on earth she was going to get the blood stain off the fairies because surely the cracks and the grouting would be soaked through with her mother’s blood for an eternity.

      After breakfast, Sylvie shepherded Sam into the lounge, having wiped the blood off their feet on a tea towel first, shut the lounge door behind them, and they sat, Sam and Sylvie, side by side on the back of the settee with their bony legs hanging down the back panel. The net curtain was draped over the top of them like a drab, bridal shroud, and on account of being unable to open the front door because of the dead weight of their dead mother, and unable to open the windows because of the paint, they waited for someone to walk past. Sam glanced up at Sylvie and said, ‘A body must be heavier when it’s dead. You would have thought she would have been easier to move.’ And Sylvie said, ‘I have no idea but you’re ever so clever, I’m sure you’ll know the answer one day.’

      Two days later, the police forced their way through the door and Mrs Chang, who had been away visiting her sister, took the children into her home and made apple tea. Mrs Chang cried for a while and told Sylvie that it would be OK for her to cry, too, at which point Sylvie did have the good grace to break down, but really, she was crying for the fairies. Mrs Chang told Sylvie she was certain that Mother mustn’t have meant to die, not really, or else why would she have gone from the kitchen to the door? The smeared blood across the rising sun was surely a sign that she’d tried to open it, to cry out for help, and they would always have that thought to comfort them. But it didn’t comfort Sylvie. Sylvie wished that Mother had kept to the kitchen, where the floor was covered with lino at least.

      Sylvie, you see, knew the truth.

      A lady policewoman rang the doorbell and filled out a form in red ink because neither she nor Mrs Chang had a blue or black pen. It bothered Sylvie for some time afterwards that she had come so unprepared. Sam and Sylvie were led from the house towards two cars parked in the street. Sylvie was led to one car, Sam to another. When Sylvie realised what was happening, she flailed around and even bit the woman who had no pen, but her body – the angular body of neither a child nor a woman – was dragged backwards by what seemed to be an octopus of hands, towards the open car door.

      ‘I’ll find you, Sam!’ screamed Sylvie. And little Sam, a portrait of blank confusion, was bundled into the car.

      It would be ten long years before Sylvie saw Sam again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          DONNA

        

      

    

    
      My name is Belladonna Nightshade. I’m a private detective and flower farmer based at the edge of the world in Cornwall, where the tip of the toe is on the map. I’m alone in the kitchen at my ancestral home, Penberth Manor, which is a rambling old pile that sits very comfortably just above a pretty fishing cove close to Penzance. It’s mid-morning on a grey January day and I’m sitting at the table with a notebook in front of me. The end of a well-chewed pencil is in my mouth. On the top line of a fresh page, I have written, New ways to make money. But the rest of the page, like my mind, is blank. The flower farm is ticking over, not so much now because it’s the middle of winter, but I was hoping that the deficit would be made up by taking on a little detective work – missing cats, missing husbands, maybe a murder or two. Five months into my new venture as a private detective, however, and The Edge of the World Detective Agency is yet to pay its way, which is why we’re skint, and by ‘we’ I mean me and my family, the Nightshades, an infamous Penzance family with a history of piracy and derring-do. We’re also the custodians of The Book of Ye Deadliest Curses, but we don’t tend to stray to the wrong side of the law these days, at least, not too much.

      So no, The Edge of the World Detective Agency hasn’t been the successful enterprise I hoped it would be, which is odd because my business plan was foolproof, incorporating such strategies as asking my mate the vicar to pray for us, handing out swish business cards with a fab logo in the local pubs, a mood/visualisation board (A1 size) and loads of visualisation work (‘I’m sorry Mrs Jones but I simply can’t investigate the suspicious death of your uncle this week because I’m absolutely snowed under with dead bodies’, etc.). And yet, the phone does not ring, the emails do not spout forth and the bodies – those ten-a-penny corpses that litter the streets in the likes of Shetland and Midsomer – are notably absent. Cornwall has gone quiet all of a sudden, which is weird because it’s a county whose landscape and history surely cries out for copious amounts of wickedness (or a missing cat, at least).

      I got off to a decent start last year by nabbing a drug cartel and an actual killer, and one would think that such proficiency with my first case would have spawned lots of fresh cases; but the truth is, my montage of enterprises (including an Ella Fitzgerald tribute act) does not bring in sufficient income to run the house, which is vast, and ancestral, and expensive. And the bad news is that a winter storm blew off a portion of the roof last month, which we can’t afford to mend. We do own several houses in the Penzance area, but we rent them out to low-income families for under-value rents and donate a percentage of the income to a homeless charity, so the cost to maintain and administer them is often greater than the income they generate. What’s a girl to do?

      (Not complain about it, that’s what a girl has to do.)

      There are five of us in the family: my younger and musically talented sister, Lamorna, Uncle Jago (eccentric, also musical, academic), and my spirit-junkie auntie, Kerensa. That adds up to four. The fifth is Aunt Kerensa’s identical twin sister who shares my name, Belladonna Nightshade (Donna for short) and is spending the next couple of years in prison having already spent many years there for the attempted murder of her husband (and also for being certified a danger to public health due to psychotic tendencies). The good news is that Uncle Jack is now finally dead thanks to a few dodgy shenanigans last year, but really, Auntie Donna didn’t deserve to be ‘sent down’ in the first place because honestly the man was an absolute arsehole.

      The prison is in Cornwall on Bodmin Moor, so not too far away, and luckily, it’s a fairly casual kind of prison designed to incarcerate the type of woman who hasn’t coped well with the menopause and has resultingly lost her way by wielding knives at husbands, that kind of thing. I discovered last year that, being identical twins who have always shared everything, Kerensa and Auntie Donna have been trading places now and again without any of the prison wardens noticing (well, either that or Auntie Donna has been paying them off). All of which means that Kerensa is very generously sharing the burden of ‘doing time’ with Auntie Donna. She says she doesn’t mind doing this because it gives her time to work on her Kundalini meditation, but Lamorna says that Kerensa’s got the hots for the prison governor, so who knows what’s afoot where those two are concerned. All of this means that sometimes we have Auntie Donna at the manor (medieval with battlements) and sometimes we have Auntie Kerensa. The two of them carried out this little deception for a number of years before I cottoned on that our pet macaw, Ruby, was sometimes nice but sometimes nasty to Auntie Kerensa – Ruby absolutely hates Auntie Donna. If I’m ever in doubt which witch is which, I just pop Ruby onto her shoulder and if Ruby adopts ‘attack mode’, then, hey presto, I know that we have Auntie Donna at the manor.

      But back to my blank piece of paper ...

      What I really need is a juicy murder to get stuck into, where some wealthy woman (or man, but let’s face it, it’s most likely to be a woman and almost certainly posh) rocks up at my door and says, ‘Donna! There you are. Excellent. I’m in a terrible fix and I wonder if you could help me out. Only, someone has been murdered and I could really do with your help.’

      Nah, that’s never going to happen, is it?

      Time to drop my forehead onto the table and pray to the angels.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      ‘Ah, Donna, you’re here, good.’ It’s Uncle Jago. He’s just walked in and is taking off his coat while ushering a stylish woman of middle years into the kitchen. I lift my head from the table. The lady in question is called ‘Lady Helen’ and she’s the owner of St Michaels Mount, a tidal island situated not far from us near Penzance. The Mount is one of the most impressive (if not the most impressive) landmarks in Cornwall and is linked to the mainland by a tidal causeway. It has a castle and chapel stuck on top of it.

      Lady Helen is looking a little ruffled.

      ‘Sit down here, Helen, dear,’ says Jago, pulling out a chair. ‘And do tell Donna all about it while I pop the kettle on. Are you still off dairy?’

      ‘I am,’ she says. ‘But only because of my bowels. If you can cope with the farts, I’d love an Irish coffee ... Pile on the cream and have a heavy hand with the brandy.’

      ‘Oh, don’t worry about a little morning breeze,’ he says, putting on a pinny and heading to the Aga. ‘Farts are compulsory in this house.’

      ‘Super!’ says Lady Helen, who pulls out a chair and turns to face me. ‘To be honest with you, Donna,’ she says. ‘I’m in a terrible fix.’

      This looks promising …

      ‘Go on.’

      ‘The thing is, I’ve got a high-profile guest coming to stay next weekend who is in a spot of ... let’s call it ‘bother’. Murder threats and so on, and I could really do with your help … I’ll pay you appropriately, of course.’

      I pat her hand and glance up to the heavens. ‘Thank you, sweet angels,’ I whisper under my breath. ‘Thank you.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          DONNA

        

      

    

    
      While Uncle Jago dollops a spoonful of cream on the top of three boozed-up coffees, Lady Helen opens her Harris Tweed handbag and takes out a piece of good quality card.

      ‘This is what I’m worried about,’ she says, handing me the card.

      
        
        On the occasion of ...

        The twenty-year anniversary of the Pimpernel Club

        You are invited to attend a weekend reunion at

        St Michael’s Mount, Cornwall

        Dinner Dress: black tie

        Goodie bags of local produce provided

        Date: 27–29 February

        Boat leaves Marazion at 15.30

        (Sensible shoes for the climb to the Mount)

        Lest we forget...

      

      

      ‘Seems benign enough,’ I say, running an eye over the card while Jago takes a seat at the table.

      Lady Helen takes a deep breath and sighs. This is not a great sign as she is from a breed of stoic women who do not easily succumb to throwaway sighs.

      ‘The guests are all friends of Arthur’s godson, Rupert Pendleton,’ she says. ‘There are seven of them coming in total, that’s including Rupert.’

      ‘The Godson?’

      ‘Yes. You may have seen him on television. He’s one of those weather-forecaster chaps on the BBC ... Ex-Royal Navy.’ She dips a finger in the cream and licks it. ‘He did Strictly last year.’

      ‘Never heard of him,’ says Jago. ‘Does he do the shipping forecast?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘There you are, then,’ concludes Jago, dismissively.

      Lady Helen turns to me. ‘It all started when Rupert emailed to ask if he could bring a few friends along for the weekend, but we didn’t realise he was going to make such a big event of it, so we said yes. Arthur felt that we couldn’t really say no because they’re all war veterans ... He thought it would be a bit poor-spirited of us.’

      ‘Right. Tell me more about Rupert.’

      Lady Helen looks away to have a think.

      ‘Where to start? Both parents died in an avalanche in the Alps when he was a teenager. Dreadful business. Arthur took him under his wing, what with being his godfather, you know. Then he joined the Royal Navy after Oxford ... I suppose rudderless vessels often turn to the forces for a safe harbour, and that’s where he studied for all his meteorological bits and bobs, in the Royal Navy as a met officer. The guests are all ex-forces, actually. Well, more or less. That’s how they all met, in Iraq. They worked together on the general’s deployed staff. It’s the twenty-year anniversary of the war this year, of course.’

      ‘Tempest fugit,’ offers Jago, with a shake of the head.

      I look at the card again. ‘And why do they call themselves the “Pimpernel Club”?’ I ask.

      Lady Helen shrugs. ‘Rupert said it was an ‘in joke’ and offered no more. They were all living in tents in the desert, hiding from the Iraqis behind the front line, until eventually HQ was established permanently in Basra at the airport. He said they used to meet up for a cigarette several times a day throughout the war, and then, once they were settled at the airport, they would arrange a time in the evening when they would go onto the airport roof – hidden beneath the parapet, so to speak – for some downtime, like a little social club, I suppose. I believe they even managed to get hold of a few bottles of gin, but don’t ask me how.’

      ‘Sent by friends and smuggled in through care packages, would be my guess,’ says Jago.

      ‘Quite possibly,’ agrees Lady Helen. ‘Arthur made an effort to keep Rupert stocked up with Haribo and baby wipes, but I don’t think he sent booze, at least, none that he told me about. Anyhow, none of them stayed in the forces for very long after the war, except for one, and he’s done jolly well out of it. He’s a brigadier now, I believe.’

      I’m beginning to think Lady Helen could chatter along similar lines all day. I need to focus her thoughts.

      ‘And you’re worried about the reunion because of one particular high-profile guest who’s attending, you say?’ I pick up my pencil. ‘You mentioned something about death threats? Who is this guest, exactly?’

      She fixes me with a stare, as does Jago.

      ‘Here’s the rub,’ begins Lady Helen, who glances towards the door before leaning in with a whisper. ‘It’s the Home Secretary!’

      ‘The actual Home Secretary,’ I say. ‘That Nadine woman ...What’s her name again?’

      ‘The Right Honourable Nadine Pinkerton-Smyth,’ says Uncle Jago.

      ‘She’s been getting death threats, according to Scotland Yard,’ adds Lady Helen. ‘One of the chaps there phoned Arthur for a bit of a chat.’

      ‘Arthur is Helen’s husband,’ explains Jago.

      ‘Yes, thank you, Uncle. I have met Lord St Clement on quite a few occasions ...’ I say.

      Jago sniffs. ‘Only trying to help.’

      I glance down at the sheet of paper in my notebook. It’s still blank. I’m struggling to see in which direction Helen is going with this. ‘And, as far as the weekend goes ...You’re worried because?’

      ‘Isn’t it obvious?!’ says Jago. ‘Poor Helen is worried out of her wits that this Nadine woman will be bumped off while she’s staying at the Mount!’

      ‘Is that likely?’ I ask, thinking that surely someone as high profile as the Home Secretary will bring a security detail with her. She’s staying in a fortress castle, a castle that is very easy to defend but not so easy to infiltrate, which is kind of the point with castles, so ...

      Lady Helen and Jago exchange frustrated glances. She leans in closer to explain.

      ‘Think about it, Donna. What if someone has found out that she’s going to be staying at the Mount?’

      ‘A mount that has a display room full of every possible antique murder weapon you can think of ...’ adds Jago, who I fear isn’t helping in terms of calming Lady Helen’s nerves. Quite the contrary: he’s bloody loving it. ‘It’s all very sinister!’ says Jago. (As I said, loving it.)

      ‘Or, very safe,’ I offer. ‘After all, once Nadine is inside, all you have to do is lock and bolt the main door and she’s as safe as houses. I’d have thought an impenetrable tidal island was the perfect place to put a high-profile guest for her to enjoy a perfectly safe weekend with old friends ...’

      Lady Helen and Jago exchange glances once again, only this time they both shrug and look almost  ... disappointed.

      ‘That’s not to say that someone on the inside couldn’t pop her off,’ I say, hoping to buoy them up a bit on the potential-murder front, and also remembering that Lady Helen mentioned paying me actual money.

      ‘Well, quite,’ says Jago, perking up.

      ‘That’s rather unlikely,’ says Lady Helen, with a bit of a bristle. ‘I’m sure Arthur’s godson keeps only the best company.’

      Jago and I take a turn to exchange glances, and here’s why: the Home Secretary is a fifty-year-old woman who has a reputation for being a piece of work i.e. a hardnosed player who would have made Maggie Thatcher look like a pussy cat. She was banned from Twitter last year for being too outspoken – on Twitter!

      Our impasse is broken by our pet macaw, Ruby, who flies in through a thin slit of opportunity afforded by the open, kitchen window. She flies with the skill, speed, and grace of a fighter jet on manoeuvres and lands on Lady Helen’s shoulder, causing not one inch of a reaction, but then I did say she was stoic (the lady, not the macaw. Drama-queen Ruby is the very opposite of stoic).

      Lady Helen commits to a full swig of her coffee, opens her handbag, removes a neatly folded and initialled handkerchief and wipes a line of cream from her top lip.

      Noblesse oblige.

      ‘Have you spoken to Rupert about your concerns?’ I ask.

      ‘Yes. But Rupert says not to be a ninny ... and so does Arthur. But there was that additional phone call from Scotland Yard ...’

      This sounds more promising.

      ‘Go on.’

      ‘Apparently, Pinky is ...’

      ‘Pinky?’ I say, interrupting.

      ‘Oh, that’s what Rupert calls her – Nadine Pinkerton-Smyth. AKA, ‘Pinky’. The thing is, she’s refusing to bring a protection officer with her, or have any police presence on the island at all, which is bonkers because I’ve googled the organisation that’s been sending her death threats (she extradited one of them to South America a couple of months ago; it was all over the news) and they aren’t the kind of people that you want to be leaving yourself open to. It wouldn’t be so bad, but Arthur and I will be away for the weekend, so we won’t be on hand with the old blunderbuss et cetera.’

      ‘Ooh, going anywhere nice?’ I ask, hoping to lighten the mood.

      ‘Antarctica,’ she says, offering an additional, ‘Penguins’, by way of explanation.

      ‘And this last line ...’ I say, glancing again at the invitation card. ‘Lest we forget. Forget what? The war, presumably.’

      ‘That’s my guess,’ says Lady Helen.

      Jago’s eyes narrow. ‘Although ... it could be some kind of secret code between them, referring to something truly sinister,’ he offers. ‘It could refer to some nefarious shenanigans they all got up to in Iraq ... or afterwards. They could be an international crime ring all by themselves. What about that, eh?’

      Somewhere in the distance a crow caws.

      ‘Can’t you simply call the whole thing off, Helen dear?’ asks Jago, offering what is clearly the only sensible solution.

      Lady Helen says not. ‘Arthur says I’m being silly. He was very close to Rupert’s father at school, and he thinks it would be pretty rum of us to go back on our word, especially as all of the invitations have gone out already.’

      ‘And who wrote the invitations?’ I ask. ‘Rupert, I suppose?’

      ‘I think it was Nadine’s PA,’ says Lady Helen. ‘But I’m not one-hundred per cent certain on that. Rupert can be a little woolly sometimes.’

      I make a few notes, just to look professional, but really all I’m writing is a shopping list for later.

      ‘Just to confirm, Lady Helen,’ I say. ‘You’ve come to see me because there’s going to be a reunion party at the Mount, and you think that one of the party has a chance of being murdered over the course of the weekend.’

      ‘Exactly that,’ says Helen.

      ‘Right. And how do I fit in?’

      ‘Isn’t it obvious?’ asks Jago.

      I ignore him and wait for Lady Helen to answer.

      ‘Well, dear. I’d be very grateful if you could come along for the weekend and basically run the show – look after the place. To be honest, you simply have to come as I’ve told Scotland Yard, who are understandably nervous, that I’m putting Cornwall’s best man, who happens to be a woman, on the job – the job of protecting Pinky. Godson or not, I think there’s something very definitely épineux about this reunion ...’

      ‘Dodgy,’ says Jago. ‘She means dodgy.’

      ‘Quite,’ says Lady Helen.

      How to word my next sentence ...

      ‘Don’t you think you might be overthinking it ... just a little bit?’ I resist the urge to pat Lady Helen’s hand. ‘I doubt a cabinet minister would be willing to put herself in perilous danger. She must be fairly sensible, what with being a politician …’

      Jago and Helen burst into spontaneous laughter and proceed to laugh out loud for a good minute, which I ignore and wait for an answer from Lady Helen. Once she’s stopped dabbing her eyes with that handkerchief, she says,

      ‘You’re right, of course. But then there’s the return of the samurai to consider …’

      ‘Isn’t that a film?’ I say.

      ‘Don’t be facetious, Donna,’ says Jago. ‘You know perfectly well that Helen is referring to her resident ghost.’

      I do. But, really … ghosts now? This is turning into a Scooby-Doo mystery.

      ‘He’s been a bit busy lately – our samurai friend. On the prowl type of thing,’ explains Lady Helen. ‘He keeps swishing the library curtains whenever I sit down to watch Countdown, and I know there isn’t a draught in that room because Arthur only recently put the secondary glazing in.’

      ‘I think he’s trying to tell you something, Helen,’ says Jago, glancing over his shoulder to double-check that the samurai hasn’t followed her to Penberth.

      Lady Helen takes another swig of her brandy coffee.

      ‘Right then,’ I say brightly, positioning my pencil above the page for the umpteenth time. ‘Let’s start with the basics. Who exactly is coming to this shindig? Names, ages, backgrounds… Tell me everything you know.’

      Helen grabs her handbag and takes out a Filofax.

      ‘I’m glad you asked that,’ she says, her eyes more animated now. ‘Because I’ve made a few notes…’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          DONNA

        

      

    

    
      ‘Start with the juicy MP!’ shouts Jago from across the kitchen. He’s returned to the Aga and is wearing his best pinny to prepare brunch. It says, Prick With A Fork on the front. ‘I bet she’s got a secret or two tucked up her sleeve,’ he adds. ‘Or my name’s not … well, Jago Nightshade.’

      I turn in my chair to face him. ‘Since when did you, my dearest uncle, refer to anyone as, “juicy”?’

      Jago points a fish slice in my direction. ‘I wasn’t always middle-aged, you know.’ (He was. I bet he appeared from the womb wearing a tweed suit and carrying the minutes of a village council meeting.) He returns his attention – and the fish slice – to the pan of potato and chorizo hash he’s knocking up (Jamie Oliver. Delicious) while I turn to the back page of my notebook and write The Guest List across the top.

      ‘Right then, Lady Helen. The Pimpernel Club… What have you got?’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Guest One.

      The Right Honourable Nadine Pinkerton-Smyth (AKA ‘Pinky’) graduated from Oxford with a degree in international politics and law in 1994. There are pages and pages of guff about her on the internet, so much so that you really can’t see the wood for the trees, but the bottom line is that most of Twitter hates her while the Prime Minister loves her; at least, he does at the moment, but twenty-four hours is a long time in politics. Pinky is one of two of the seven guests who never served as a member of the armed forces. As a young, thrusting, civil servant at the time of the war in 2003, Pinky was deployed to Iraq to act as the political advisor to the major general. According to Helen (and therefore, according to her godson, Rupert), Pinky has always pedalled the story that she spent the war as the general’s right-hand woman, operating as a key link between the government at home and the military at the front. After being promoted quickly through the ranks of the civil service, Pinky reached the dizzying heights of assistant private secretary to a cabinet minister. After which time Pinky came to the, quite correct, conclusion that she could most likely do the job better herself. She quit the civil service and used her influence and contacts within the party to nab herself a Home Counties’ safe seat and found herself gracing the back benches of the House of Commons quicker than she could say, get me the Prime Minister on the phone, or, why wasn’t I told about this immediately. It was her ‘front line’ credentials that helped her to win the support of her constituents, but in reality (again, according to Rupert), she swanned about the Iraqi desert for the duration of the war wearing designer combat trousers and silk blouses, with a pistol and gas mask hanging from her belt, while basking in her own self-importance. (I’m beginning to think that Rupert might be a tad jealous of Pinky.) Pinky’s journey from the back to the front benches was stratospheric and Helen’s final summation describes Pinky as being very attractive ‘for her age’. (I would pull Helen up for ageism, but I’ll let it slide as she’s older than Pinky and so entitled to say such things.) In summation, Pinky is ‘made for politics’, which says absolutely everything I need to know about the Right Honourable Nadine Pinkerton-Smyth (or plain old Nadine Smith as she was known before becoming an MP). Anyhow, according to Scotland Yard, who’ve been on the blower, there’s a killer on the loose with a bullet with Pinky’s name on it and (even better) some kind of blow-your-mind-scandal is about to blow about her. All in all, it’s perhaps not the best of times for Pinky Smyth. No wonder she wants to escape for the weekend.

      Guest Two.

      Atticus Black. Mr Black was Special Forces Liaison Officer on the general’s staff. Helen knows nothing about him except that when she googled the army website, he didn’t look at all as she expected. When asked to elaborate, she says, ‘Well, what can I say? He looks like just an ordinary man and not the least bit like Daniel Craig!’ Atticus is the only one of the Pimpernel Club to have remained in the armed forces for a full career. He was the 2004 Olympic champion at rifle shooting. (Was he now?)

      Guest Three.

      Miles Johnson was the United States Marine Corps liaison officer on the general’s staff and the only officer who was allowed to access US intelligence services via his laptop. According to Rupert, Miles was a bit full of himself during the war, and having seen a picture of him on the internet taken at a swanky business dinner a few years ago, Helen feels that his teeth are a little too white, his hair a little too well-groomed, and his biceps a little too buffed for him to fit in well at the Mount. He’s now an entrepreneur of some description, but Rupert has no idea what commodity he’s dealing in these days. Miles was living in the Middle East, last he heard, Abu Dhabi or maybe Doha; Helen can’t quite remember.

      Guest Four.

      Sienna Blackville was one of several officers from the Intelligence Corps working at Headquarters. Her particular strength on the team was her in-depth knowledge of the oil industry, having done a doctorate focusing on the socio-economics of the Middle Eastern oil industry only a year before (timing is everything). She was also the go-to person for any tricky photographic interpretation during the invasion. Sienna Blackville is now a famous TV journalist. I have never heard of her but that means absolutely nothing as I rarely watch TV and never watch the news – who wants to be depressed that badly on a regular basis? She is divorced and has a grown-up daughter who is in her late teens and has a life-limiting genetic condition that manifested in adolescence. Sienna is understandably bereft and has taken a break from journalism to spend more time with her.

      Guest Five.

      Matt Lewis is a handsome (Lady Helen’s words) ex-RAF pilot who was deployed (begrudgingly, in Rupert’s opinion) to work with the army as a liaison link between the general and the RAF, who were safely tucked away with their aircraft in the likes of Kuwait and Qatar. Rupert said that (being RAF) Matt was automatically despised by his colleagues because the army tend to view the RAF with an unhealthy dose of jealousy and suspicion that is often, but not always, warranted. Nevertheless, he’s a ‘decent kind of a chap’ according to Rupert, and Helen quite fancied him after looking at a photo online. (The internet really is a blessing for this type of caper.) Apparently, he has an uncanny resemblance to that actor who played Captain Townsend (Princess Margaret’s love interest) in the first series of The Crown. Matt now flies the Boeing 777 long haul for British Airways. On hearing this, Jago said, ‘What a dull job! No wonder he accepted the invitation to come to Cornwall. There are only so many times one can fly to Bora Bora without becoming bored to death of the damn place…’

      Guest Six.

      Dr Jane MacAvoy. Dr Jane was the chief medical officer in Iraq. She spent her days at Headquarters on the radio advising which assets should go to which casualties on the battlefield – deploying helicopters and manpower to recover the wounded and so on. She returned to Iraq a year later for a tour as a battlefield surgeon, then left the army after a second Iraq tour, and is now a doctor at a medical institution near Oxford. She gives lectures around the world advising on medical facilities and operational requirements for military deployments. The summation of Dr Jane is that she’s seen some terrible things, has a brilliant mind and is impervious to shock. (She won’t mind coming across the samurai ghost then.)

      Guest Seven.

      Rupert Pendleton is Helen’s godson and was the meteorological officer who gave weather briefings to the army several times per day. He was injured in Basra after getting caught up in a roadside, bomb attack and had to have his right knee rebuilt, which left him with a limp. It was Dr Jane who applied battlefield first aid and thereby saved his life. He’s now a weatherman for the BBC and lives on the outskirts of Marlow. His ambition is to take over from Carol Kirkwood on BBC Breakfast, but he doubts she’ll ever leave, so he’ll have to make do with the six o’clock slot instead. He’s a solid, all-round good egg, according to Helen, although I have the feeling that Helen is keeping something back.
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        * * *

      

      ‘And that’s it. That’s your lot,’ concludes Lady Helen.

      I look down at the guest list and whistle.

      ‘A TV met man? Famous journalist? MP? It’s quite a list.’

      Lady Helen mops up the egg from her brunch plate with a piece of sourdough toast while Jago pours her another cup of tea, the brandy coffee having long since been polished off.

      ‘So, you see,’ she says. ‘There is absolutely no way I can leave Rupert and his friends in the castle without proper supervision – who knows what these types of characters might get up to when they’ve had a few snifters! Donna, you and your sister are to provide the entertainment for Friday evening – a little singing, a bit of soul – you know, the Ella Fitzgerald numbers you do at the pub. Lamorna can play her little harp during dinner; and if Jago does the cooking, well, together you will all provide a lovely night while keeping an eye on things.’ She narrows her eyes and leans in. ‘After all, St Michael’s Mount is a very lonely – one might say, dangerous – place to leave a group of … let’s call them “interesting” people for the weekend.’

      ‘Especially when one of them has a price on her head,’ says Jago.

      Hmm. As much as I have prayed for the detective agency to bag a job like this (thank you, angels, by the way) this all seems so unlikely, so melodramatic. And if I were the honourable Pinky Smyth, I’d definitely want to escape for the weekend without any hangers-on like us.

      ‘But a potential murder in a castle on a tidal island,’ I say. ‘Isn’t that just a bit … 1920s?’

      ‘I’ll pay well above the going rate, obviously,’ says Lady Helen, patting my hand. ‘And you can all stay in one of the holiday cottages down at the harbour. They’re all empty until Easter – it’ll be like a little holiday for the family!’

      Ruby, who has transitioned to Jago’s shoulder, squawks and fluffs her feathers a bit.

      ‘And of course, you can come too, Ruby,’ says Lady Helen. ‘Just don’t shit on the Persian rugs … or the samurai soldier, will you?’

      Ruby throws me a side eye just as my sister Lamorna walks through the door with a guitar in her hand, playing Hopelessly Devoted to You in the style of Cornish singer, Daisy Clark, who also does a cracking cover of the timeless classic. She’s barefoot and wearing an old, twill suit of Jago’s that’s pulled together at the waist by a broad belt. The ensemble somehow looks amazing, but poor Lamorna hasn’t had any new clothes in years…

      ‘In that case … we’d be happy to help you.’ I hold out a hand to shake Lady Helen’s already outstretched one.

      ‘Help with what?’ asks Lamorna, resting her guitar on a spare chair.

      ‘Murder!’ screeches Ruby.

      ‘Ooh, our speciality!’ says Lamorna, opening the biscuit tin and taking out a Jammie Dodger. ‘Are we committing the murder this time or solving it, because things got a bit unnecessarily complicated last year, didn’t they, Jago?’

      ‘Murder! Murder!’ screeches Ruby.

      Jago looks away and I jump up to shoo my sister out of the kitchen while throwing some reassuring words over my shoulder in Lady Helen’s direction.

      ‘My sister!’ I say, my accompanying laugh far too high-pitched. ‘She’s such a joker!’
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      Detective Sergeant Joe Enys of Devon and Cornwall Police (Penzance station) is standing in a small kitchen in a newly refurbished townhouse in a lovely part of Penzance. He’s in Chapel Street, to be precise, where the Brontë sisters’ mother was born (there’s a blue plaque). Joe is admiring a copper sink with such delight that you would think modern plumbing is a revelation to him, especially as he doesn’t usually care about sinks – the stainless steel one in his flat of ten years has always been perfectly adequate – but this particular kitchen, with its quartz worktop (non-porous and scratch-resistant), Neff appliances and wine fridge, is the dog’s whatsits. And so is the rest of the house; a three-storey, newly renovated townhouse to be sold fully furnished (IKEA, but nice) with no onward chain. Joe wouldn’t normally be able to afford a townhouse on Chapel Street, this is Cornwall, after all, and the locals aren’t used to being able to afford the really nice places, but Joe’s grandad – who owned the type of farm up Zennor way that sits well with the type of bored housewife belonging to a London banker who is looking for a Cornish smallholding from which she can keep alpacas and distil gin – died last year (the grandad did) leaving Joe a tidy stash of cash. The house on Chapel Street has no parking and it’s only a couple of doors down from a popular pub, which is not ideal for a copper, but number fifty-one screams out ‘home’ to him.

      ‘Can you get me a few quid off?’ asks Joe, addressing Chris, the estate agent.

      Chris pulls an, ‘I don’t know, mate,’ expression just as Joe’s phone rings. It’s Chief Inspector Penworthy, his boss lady from Truro.

      ‘Better get this,’ says Joe, wandering through to the lounge and taking a seat on what’s likely to become his new sofa, a green velvet two-seater from Loaf.

      ‘Yes, ma’am?’

      Penworthy isn’t known for pleasantries. ‘Where the hell are you?’ she asks.

      Why lie?

      ‘I’m viewing a house that I’m thinking of buying, if I can get the price right,’ says Joe, throwing a knowing glance in Chris’s direction. Chris shrugs and starts turning off lights.

      ‘Where?’

      ‘Chapel Street.’

      ‘On your wage? Did someone die?’

      ‘Grandad.’

      ‘Ah. Nice one. You on speaker phone?’

      Joe hates speaker phone, seeing it as just one of many indicators of the end of decent behaviour on so many fronts. ‘No.’

      ‘Good, because I’ve got a job for you and it’s a bit hush-hush. Well, it’s completely hush actually, not just hush-hush, if you know what I mean.’

      Joe does. He steps out onto the street. If he concentrates hard enough, he can hear the sea as it breaks across Battery Rocks. He’s only a stone’s throw from the promenade, too, and the lido, and the Yacht Inn, and the fish and chip shop… Yep, he’s definitely buying this gaff.

      ‘All clear,’ he says.

      ‘Right. How do you like the sound of having a cabinet minister pay a visit down your way?’ asks Penworthy.

      ‘I don’t like it at all. Which one?’

      ‘Nadine Pinkerton-Smyth. And before you say, “Who?” that’s the Home Secretary – or ma’am to you. She’s the one that’s always in the news for saying the wrong thing.’

      Joe examines the paint colour on the exterior walls. The developer has chosen a very stylish dark olive colour. Farrow and Ball, Joe reckons, or something pricey like that. The windows are proper quality, too. There’s no garden, but who needs the hassle of mowing grass when you’ve got the sand and the sea literally on your doorstep? Shame about there not being a shed, though. A man should have a shed. Where will he keep his fishing gear?

      ‘Oh, yeah. Blonde woman.’ Joe stops himself from saying, Great legs, looks like a right goer, because he’s done the ‘Inappropriate Behaviour and Unconscious Bias Awareness Course’ and knows that you can’t say that kind of thing anymore.

      ‘That’s the one,’ confirms Penworthy. ‘Massive tits. Bit of a tart, I reckon.’

      Joe allows himself a smile.

      ‘Why all the hush-hush?’ he asks, ‘Sorry,’ he corrects himself. ‘Why all the complete hush?’

      Penworthy lets out a long (can’t be arsed with this) sigh. It sounds to Joe like she’s loading
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