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Chapter 1
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With a confident stride, Maggie made her way towards the front desk, ready to start her morning shift at the Imperial Hotel’s reception. As she approached, Maggie expected to see the head receptionist, Julia Parkes, behind the desk, poised and professional. Instead, she was met with an empty space. Confused, she stepped behind the desk and froze in shock at what she saw there.

Julia's body was sprawled ungracefully on the floor, her meticulously organised papers scattered beneath her. A forgotten teacup sat precariously on the edge of the desk, its contents going cold. Maggie went cold as she spied the unnatural blue hue of Julia's lips, a sign that something was terribly wrong.

"Miss Parkes?" Maggie whispered, her voice trembling. When no response came, she inched closer, her heart pounding. "Julia?"

The silence that followed was deafening. Maggie's hand flew to her mouth, stifling a scream that threatened to escape.

"Oh God, oh God," she muttered, her eyes darting frantically around the empty lobby. "Help! Somebody help!" Her voice cracked as she shouted.

Maggie's trembling fingers fumbled with the phone on Julia's desk, nearly knocking it to the floor in her haste. She phoned the security manager, her breath coming in short, panicked gasps.

“Rusty? It's Maggie," she choked out when the line connected. "You need to come quick. It's Julia. She's... she's not moving. I think... I think she might be..."

Maggie's eyes remained fixed on Julia's motionless form, willing her to stir, to blink, to give any sign of life.

"I'll be right there," Rusty’s gruff voice replied with urgency. "Don't touch anything, Maggie. And don't let anyone else near her, you understand? I’ll call Mr Halligan."

Maggie nodded mutely, then realised Rusty couldn't see her. "Y-yes, I understand," she managed to whisper before the line went dead.

As she lowered the receiver, Maggie became acutely aware of the growing commotion around her. The news was spreading like wildfire, carried on hushed whispers and shocked gasps. She could hear the distant sound of running footsteps, growing louder with each passing second.

"What's going on?" a guest called out, curiosity and concern mingling in their voice.

Maggie looked at the guest and found she had nothing to say.
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THE WAIL OF SIRENS cut through the seaside air as an ambulance screeched to a halt in front of the Imperial Hotel. Its flashing lights cast an eerie glow on the Victorian facade, transforming the stately building into a tableau of urgency and dread.

Red Halligan burst through the lobby doors, his face flushed and his Manchester accent thick with agitation. "What's all this, then? What's happened to our Julia?"

Rusty Collins appeared at his side, his weathered features set in a grim mask. As the paramedics rushed past with their equipment, Rusty caught Red's eye and gave him a meaningful look. The unspoken message was clear: this could be more than a simple medical emergency.

"Let's not jump to conclusions," Rusty murmured, his gravelly voice low. "Could be anything."

They watched as the paramedics disappeared behind the reception desk. Red quickly made his way over to see what was going on and assert his power. Moments later, he heard one of the paramedics on their radio: "Requesting police assistance at the Imperial Hotel. Possible suspicious circumstances."

Red's chest tightened. "Suspicious? What do they mean, suspicious?"

Rusty's piercing blue eyes scanned the lobby, taking in every detail. "Best keep calm, boss. Don't want to alarm the guests more than necessary."

But it was too late.

By the time Julia’s body had been wheeled out of the hotel, the grand lobby, with its polished marble floors and ornate Victorian fixtures, had transformed into a hub of nervous energy. Staff members huddled in small groups, their faces etched with shock and disbelief. Guests milled about, some still clutching their luggage, exchanging uneasy glances and hushed speculations.

"I heard it was a heart attack," a portly gentleman in a tweed jacket muttered to his companion.

"Nonsense," his wife replied, her voice barely above a whisper. "She was far too young for that. It must have been something else."

The ornate clock above the reception desk ticked relentlessly, each second amplifying the tension in the air. A young porter, his once crisp uniform now dishevelled, anxiously wrung his hands as he observed the typically calm reception desk in a state of chaos.

Paula Langford came through the staff door and stopped. Her brow furrowed in confusion as she looked around the room at her colleagues' concerned expressions. Her eyes finally settled on Maggie, the usually composed receptionist whose pale skin and trembling hands caught her attention. This time, instead of standing behind her desk, Maggie was standing in front of it, adding to Paula's confusion.

Paula made her way across the lobby, sidestepping a pair of bewildered guests. "Maggie," she said softly, placing a comforting hand on the younger woman's arm. "What's happened?"

Maggie's eyes, wide with shock, met Paula's. "It's... It’s Julia," she stammered. "She's... oh, Paula, I think she's dead!"

Paula felt as if the air had been sucked from her lungs. "Dead?" she echoed, her mind reeling. "But how? When?"

As Maggie pointed behind the reception desk and recounted the grim discovery, Paula's eyes glanced around the lobby, registering details others might miss. The half-empty coffee cups on the side table, the tense postures of the staff, all pieces of a puzzle she couldn't quite fit together.

“Where is she?” Paula asked, her practical nature asserting itself through the shock.

“They took her away,” Maggie said, trying to hold back her tears. "Rusty is with Red in his office, waiting for the police."

“Police?”

Maggie leaned in and whispered, “The paramedics thought it looked suspicious!” 

Paula's thoughts whirled. Julia, always so vibrant and efficient, now... gone? It didn't make sense. She glanced at the clock, noting the time. In a couple of hours, she was supposed to pick up her daughter from school. How could the world have tilted so drastically on its axis in such a short span?

"Right then," Paula said, squaring her shoulders. "We need to keep things calm until we know more. Can you help manage the front desk? I'll see to the guests."
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PAULA MOVED THROUGH the lobby on autopilot, noting things without meaning to. The half-finished paperwork on the desk. A guest's abandoned suitcase. She kept thinking: Julia would have sorted that.

Moments later, two police officers strode through the front doors, their presence instantly commanding attention.

"Who's in charge here?" the taller officer asked, his voice gruff but controlled.

Paula stepped forward. "I'm Paula Langford, Head Housekeeper. Our manager and the security manager are waiting for you in the manager’s office. But, I can show you to... to where it happened."

As she led the officers towards the reception area, Paula noticed their businesslike demeanour. They seemed almost... dismissive.

As they taped off the reception desk, Paula caught a fragment of the shorter officer's voice, low and professional, directed at his colleague: "Paramedics flagged it. We hold the scene and wait for SOCO."

"Can you tell me what you think happened to her?" Paula asked, keeping her voice even. "She was my closest friend."

The taller officer looked at her with an expression that was not unkind but was entirely closed. "We're not in a position to comment on an ongoing scene assessment, ma'am. That's for the investigation to determine."

"But surely..."

"We appreciate your concern," he said. "If you could make sure no staff or guests come into this area, that would be a real help to us."

Paula recognised the manoeuvre for what it was, not rudeness, but procedure, and it was, in its way, more frustrating than rudeness would have been. She had nothing to push against.

They weren't going to tell her anything.

Paula's gaze locked onto the teacup, its contents still swirling faintly. A detail that nagged at her, refusing to let go.

“SOCO will be arriving shortly. I'll talk to the manager, but make sure no one gets in the way,” he said with a glance at Paula. “Where can I find the manager's office?”

Paula pointed to a doorway and replied, “Through there, it's the second door on the left.”

As a shorter police officer stood guard at the reception desk, Paula noticed Leo, one of the hotel porters, anxiously pacing near the grand staircase. She walked over to him and spoke in hushed tones, her tone urgent.

"Leo, have you heard anything from the other guests?"

Leo ran a hand through his neatly trimmed hair. "Only those already in the lobby, but that will change. Mr Farthington just demanded a refund. Says he can't possibly stay in a 'death trap hotel'."

Paula's stomach churned. "Blimey, that's a bit dramatic, innit? It's not as if..." She trailed off, unable to finish the thought.

"I know, but people are spooked," Leo replied. "If word spreads too much, we might be looking at empty rooms for weeks. You know what that means for us, right?"

Paula nodded. "Reduced hours, or worse. Let’s not get carried away. This hotel's been standing since Victoria was on the throne. It won't go under because of one unfortunate incident."

As they spoke, a commotion near the front desk caught their attention. An elderly couple, their faces pinched with anxiety, were gesticulating wildly at the overwhelmed receptionist.

"We demand to be let out of our reservation!" the woman shrilled, her voice carrying across the lobby. "This is simply unacceptable!"

Paula watched as other guests began to gather, murmuring their agreement. The tension in the air was palpable, thick enough to cut with a knife.

"I should go help," Paula muttered to Leo. "Keep an eye on things here, yeah?"

As she made her way towards the front desk, Paula tried to marshal her thoughts. How could she reassure these people when she herself had so many unanswered questions? The weight of responsibility settled on her shoulders, heavier than any load of linens she'd ever carried.

"Ladies and gentlemen," she began, infusing her voice with a calm she didn't feel, "I understand your concerns..."
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AFTER THE FORENSIC team arrived and the police had taken control, Paula slipped away from the lobby. Her feet carried her, without any conscious decision, to the back stairwell, that narrow corridor of cool air and bare marble that the guests never saw. She sank onto the bottom step.

For a few minutes, she sat there, her clipboard across her knees, the sounds of the hotel muffled and distant above her.

Julia. In fifteen years, Paula had never once imagined saying that word in the past tense. Julia had been there when Paula first walked into the Imperial, terrified and clutching a brand-new uniform, and Julia had been there every working day since, at the front desk, immaculate and calm, the still point around which the whole building seemed to quietly revolve. She'd been Paula's friend since Brightcombe High School. She'd put in a word when a Housekeeper position came up, and never once mentioned having done so.

What happened to you? Paula thought. What happened?

She glanced at her watch. Her shift was over. Everything that could be controlled had been controlled, at least for now.
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THE SCENT OF SHEPHERD'S pie met her at the door of the flat, Daniel's Thursday staple, its familiar smell usually enough to unknot something at the base of her spine. Tonight it didn't reach her.

She found him pulling dishes from the oven, his back to her. He turned when he heard the door.

"You're late," he said, then stopped. "What's happened?"

Paula sat down at the kitchen table without taking off her coat. "It's Julia," she said. "She died this morning. At the desk. Maggie found her."

Daniel set the dish down carefully. He crossed the kitchen and sat beside her, and for a moment neither of them spoke. The oven ticked as it cooled.

"How?" he said finally.

"They don't know yet. The paramedics flagged it as suspicious. The police came, forensics." She paused. "The officers seemed to think it was a heart attack. They were very..." she searched for the word, "...efficient about it."

"But you don't think so."

It wasn't quite a question. Paula looked at her hands on the table.

"I don't know what I think," she said. "She was thirty-five years old, and she hadn't had a sick day in four years. And her tea was half-finished."

Daniel waited.

"She never left her tea half-finished. Not once in fifteen years. She used to joke that the only thing she took more seriously than the guest register was her eleven o'clock cup." Paula's voice was steady, but only just. "It was sitting there on the edge of the desk. Going cold."

They sat in silence. Daniel reached over and put his hand on hers.

"Come and eat something," he said.

"In a minute."

She was still thinking about the teacup. Such a small thing. The kind of detail that meant nothing, probably, to anyone who didn't know Julia the way she knew Julia.

She thought about the last time they'd spoken properly, Julia at the ledger, leaning across conspiratorially: Sometimes I think I could write a book about the things I've seen in this hotel.

Paula hadn't thought anything of it at the time.

"The police think it was natural causes," she said.

Daniel nodded carefully. "That might be what it was."

Paula looked at him. "Yes," she said. "It might."

She got up and went to help him serve dinner. But she didn't stop thinking about the teacup, and she didn't stop thinking about what Julia had seen.
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Chapter 2
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"Good morning, Alfie," Paula greeted, her warm smile belying the unease that had settled in her stomach.

Alfie Shaw looked up from his computer. "Ah, Paula! Bright and early as always. How are you holding up?"

Paula's smile faltered for a moment before she caught herself. "As well as can be expected, I suppose. The last couple of days have been... challenging."

Alfie nodded sympathetically, his hands gesturing expressively as he spoke. "Indeed they have. We've got a busy day ahead, though. The Hendersons are checking out, and we've got that corporate group arriving this afternoon."

"Right, of course," Paula replied, her mind already racing through the day's tasks. "I'll make sure everything's in order for their arrival."

As she turned to leave, Alfie called out, "Paula? Take care of yourself, alright?"

She nodded and made her way towards the staff areas just beyond reception. Julia's face flashed in her mind, her kind smile, the twinkle in her eye when she shared a bit of hotel gossip.

Paula shook her head, trying to focus on the day ahead. She had a job to do, guests to attend to. But as she walked past the reception desk, where Julia had been found, a chill ran down her spine. Most of the police tape had been removed, but enough remained to keep the memory fresh.

"Get it together, Paula," she muttered to herself, straightening her shoulders. "You've got work to do."

Despite her efforts to focus on her responsibilities, she kept coming back to the same thing: Julia had been perfectly well.

Paula pushed open the door to the staff break room, the murmur of hushed voices immediately falling silent. Three of her colleagues—Michelle, Leo, and Elaine—huddled around a small table, their faces etched with worry.

"Morning, all," Paula said, injecting cheer into her voice. "Everything alright?"

Michelle, a veteran housekeeper, sighed heavily. "We were just talking about the bookings, Paula. Reservations say they're down. Word’s out, and people are ringing to cancel."

Paula's stomach clenched, but she kept her expression neutral. "It's just a temporary setback," she assured them, moving to put the kettle on. "Remember the seagull incident last summer? We bounced back from that."

Leo snorted. "Bit different, this. Seagulls didn't kill anyone."

"We don't know that anyone was killed," Paula corrected gently, though the words felt hollow even to her. She poured hot water into mugs, the familiar routine steadying her hands. "Look, I know it's unsettling, but we need to stay positive. Our guests need to see us calm and collected."

Elaine, a young waitress, twisted her apron in her hands. "But what if more people cancel? What if..."

"Then we'll deal with it," Paula said, passing out the mugs. "We're a team. We've weathered worse."

As her colleagues nodded, she wished she felt as confident as she'd sounded.

The break room door swung open, and Alfie, the concierge, poked his head in. "Paula, there's a guest at the front desk asking for you. Seems a bit agitated."

Paula nodded, draining the last of her tea. "Right, duty calls. Remember what I said, yeah? We've got this."

She flashed a reassuring smile and confidently walked out of the break room towards the lobby. As she made her way to the front desk, she spotted one of the hotel's frequent visitors, a middle-aged woman tapping her foot impatiently.

"Good morning, Mrs Sinclair," Paula said with a friendly smile. "It's wonderful to see you again. How may I be of assistance today?"

Mrs Sinclair’s eyes shifted around anxiously before she spoke, "Hello Paula, my dear. I have to ask, is the rumour true? About the woman who passed away here?"

Paula's smile didn't waver, though her pulse quickened. "There was an unfortunate incident, but I can assure you that the safety and comfort of our guests is our utmost priority, Mrs Sinclair."

"But I heard it wasn't an accident," Mrs Sinclair pressed. "I heard..."

"Idle rumour, it's an ongoing investigation by the police," Paula interrupted smoothly. "What I can tell you is that we are working closely with the local authorities to ensure everything is in order."

Mrs Sinclair seemed to deflate slightly, indecision warring on her face. "I suppose... well, we've been coming here for years. It would be a shame to cancel our holiday."

"Absolutely," Paula agreed, seizing the opportunity. "And I promise you, madam, the Imperial Hotel is as welcoming and luxurious as ever. Perhaps I could arrange a complimentary afternoon tea for you and your family as a token of our appreciation for your loyalty?"

As the woman's expression brightened, Paula moved on to the next thing that needed doing.

The front doors opened, and Lady Evelyn Forsythe stepped into the lobby. She did not glide, though she gave that impression. She was a handsome woman in her early sixties, silver-haired and immaculately dressed in a charcoal wool coat that had not come from anywhere in Brightcombe. Her eyes moved across the lobby with the systematic attention of someone conducting an assessment, the stained-glass windows, the marble floors, the Victorian cornicing, the arrangement of fresh flowers on the central table, and her expression throughout remained pleasantly neutral, which was, Paula thought, a particular kind of insult.

Paula knew her by sight and reputation. Lady Evelyn Forsythe, owner of The Grand Hotel, further along the promenade, the Imperial's nearest rival in size and the only other four-star property in Brightcombe. The two hotels had coexisted for as long as Paula had worked at the Imperial, though coexisted was perhaps generous. Lady Evelyn had never made a secret of her view that the promenade would be better served by one flagship establishment rather than two, and her disappointment at Red Halligan's arrival in Brightcombe and his purchase of the Imperial, outbidding her, as the story went, at the last possible moment, had been something she communicated through the medium of very precise courtesy.

She crossed to the front desk and addressed Paula directly, bypassing Maggie without acknowledgement.

"I heard the dreadful news this morning. I wanted to come in person rather than send a note. If there is anything The Grand or I can do during this difficult time, please consider it offered without reservation."

"Thank you, Lady Forsythe," Paula said. "That's very kind."

"I mean it sincerely." Lady Evelyn's eyes moved briefly around the lobby before returning to Paula. "These situations can be managed, of course. But they require careful handling, and I imagine your resources are stretched at the moment. If any of your guests find themselves needing alternative arrangements, the Grand has availability."

"I'll bear that in mind," Paula said pleasantly.

"Please do." Lady Evelyn smiled. "And if I might have a word with Mr Halligan while I'm here — purely to extend my personal condolences. I wouldn't want him to think Brightcombe's hospitality community isn't rallying round."

Paula started to direct her to Red's office when Lady Evelyn waved her off with a final smile. "I know the way. Do take care of yourself, Mrs Langford. These things take a toll."

Paula turned back to the lobby, where there were still guests to reassure and a hotel to keep running, and wondered how many people would stand to benefit from Julia’s sudden death?

She was still turning the question over when a voice behind her cut through her thoughts with the precision of a foghorn.

"Young woman. I wonder if you might assist me."

Paula turned. The man standing before her was somewhere in his mid-seventies, upright in the manner of someone who had spent decades being upright on principle, wearing a blazer that had seen considerable service and carrying a copy of the Daily Telegraph with the air of a man exhibiting evidence.

"Of course," Paula said, arranging her expression into its most professionally pleasant configuration. "How can I help?"

"You can help," the man said, "by explaining this." He held out the Telegraph. "My name is Commodore Featherstone. I have been a guest at this hotel for one week every year for the past eleven years. In that time, I have made precisely one standing request regarding my stay: that my morning newspaper be The Times. Not the Telegraph. Not the Guardian. Not any other publication. The Times." He set the offending newspaper on the counter between them with the gravity of a man submitting a legal document. "This is the third morning in succession that the Telegraph has appeared outside my door."

Paula looked at the newspaper, then back at the Commodore. Behind her, she was aware of the faint sound of the forensic team completing their work at the reception desk where her closest friend had died.

"I'm terribly sorry, Commodore," she said. "That's simply not good enough, and I'll make sure it's corrected immediately."

"It has been noted in my file," the Commodore continued, with the tone of a man who had not yet finished. "I checked with your predecessor at the front desk
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