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      Night-time, and the scene is set to perfection. A fox barks from the direction of Pengelly Lane, while a woman stands atop Logan Rock, encouraging her long velvet cape to billow in the breeze. With her arms outstretched and head thrown back, she beckons a low-lying sea mist ashore to join the party. A murder of crows (not so named for nothing) takes flight from deep within Sam Penhale’s wood (that’ll be the fox, no doubt) and somewhere in the distance a badger digs his razor-sharp claws into the spleen of a cornered rat while his friend, the barn owl, happily disembowels yet another small, screeching, writhing, defenceless animal, eating it alive until its heroic little heart finally beats out its last teeny-tiny pulse…

      And the meek shall inherit the earth, they say. Of course, they will.

      The wrecker’s lantern (the torch from an iPhone 11, bought for an absolute steal from eBay last week) is especially bright and clear as it swings above the mist, encouraging the prize – Jack Crowlas – away from Penberth Cove and along the coastal path towards his destination, Logan Rock. The rock is a majestic headland that thrusts itself into the Atlantic Ocean, like the prow of a Cornish ship, and is drenched in local legend such as pirates, smugglers, wreckers, giants and, of course, Poldark.

      Proper job!

      The wrecker watches on as Jack Crowlas – all credit for his perseverance – stumbles along the coastal path at a pace, drawn in by the light, his right hand acting as a navigational aid, reaching out to touch sharp, wet granite rocks as he edges along the path. The stumbling is on account of him feeling quite queasy by now, and most probably dizzy, what with being drugged.

      Silly Jack.

      If only he’d pause for a moment, if only he’d halt to rest his back against the rocks and have a bit of a think, he would realise that his eyesight is not all that it should be, and that his mouth is excessively dry. He would also realise that the exotic image of the figure he sees holding the lantern ahead of him – a mash-up of Little Red Riding Hood and a minotaur, with an exotic bird of paradise swooping figures of eight around its head – is not the purveyor of all his wildest hopes and dreams, but the exact opposite. In fact, not Little Red Riding Hood at all, but a wolf, and a wolf very definitely wearing sheep’s clothing.

      But never mind that now. It’s time to dance, and dance to music he knows well – ‘Enter Sandman’ Metallica.

      But this is brilliant! He’s dancing on the footpath. And why not? What a promise he’s had.

      It’s a promise that will finally satisfy Jack’s ultimate fantasy, and it will be handed to him – no doubt he can barely believe it – on a plate, the lucky devil.

      The rasping voice rings out in the darkness, speaking just three little words.

      ‘Are ee ready, Jack Crowlas?’ (OK, five little words).

      ‘Oh, I be ready!’ comes the reply.

      And like an overly excited dog, with his mouth gaping open and his green eyes wide – so wide, in fact, that the whites are now almost completely obscured by the pupils – Jack Crowlas, transforming himself into a trusting child, raises his arms to the heavens and reaches upwards, and with his prize in sight, he begins the final clamber to the top of the rock…

      Which is when a huge slab of cold metal slaps him across the head and within a moment he is falling (falling, falling), the ridiculous muscles in his arms now powerless as he claws into the night, the realisation dawning as he looks up that he’s been in a trance – a stupid, idiotic trance; that he’s been duped – or doped, rather. And when the final words of magic, ‘Siri, enable torch,’ ring out into the darkness and the lantern is relit, the mask slowly slips away, leading him to yell just a few (profound, one might say) little words into the damp night air:

      ‘I’ll kill you, you crazy psychopath!’

      A splash echoes across the clifftops.

      The wrecker smiles the smile of sweet revenge and turns for home.

      ‘Kill me, Jack Crowlas? I don’t think so.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          DONNA

        

      

    

    
      ‘Just before sunrise, on a rocky outcrop by the art deco lido in Penzance, Donna Nightshade – known as “Deadly” to her mates – sits alone in a powder-blue VW campervan and waits. Her focus is soft as she gazes towards St Michael’s Mount. Her middle fingers and thumbs are softly touching in a meditative trance, and as the first sliver of golden light breaks out above the horizon and the sun’s golden fingers reach out to tap an electric dance on the lapping tide, a sleek line of heavenly stillness steps out of the camper, stretches towards the stars, slips off her surfer’s robe, and falls, like a sharp dart of feline perfection, into the shimmering yet icy sea.

      ‘Fifteen minutes, that’s all it takes for Deadly to swim to the end of the rocks and back again, the first shock of cold offering an electric bolt of endorphins that no drug has ever matched. And it is that feeling of complete physical presence within her own body that Deadly craves now. It is a euphoria as necessary as the rhythmic breath of life, which is why every morning, rain or shine, Donna Nightshade puts on her distinctive swimming costume, with tongues of flaming fire licking from naval to throat, and as she dives into the mirror sea, she shatters her demons, and baptises herself in the deep, whispering waters so inexorably entwined with her dark, ancestral past…’

      My sister puts down the newspaper and glances up, looking anxious.

      ‘What a heap of crap!’ I say, referring to the garbage she’s just read out. ‘I don’t swim every morning, and how can I gaze at something if my focus is soft? That journo is trying too hard with his writing. Fact!’

      I’m standing at my workbench in a large but crumbling Victorian glasshouse in the walled garden of my ancestral home, Penberth. Penberth is a thirteenth-century manor house (with tenth-century battlements) that nestles in an idyllic valley that runs down to a tiny private fishing cove just to the west of Penzance, where pirates (like us) come from.

      My younger (and only) sister, Lamorna, is sitting on the opposite side of the workbench and is reading aloud from the local newspaper. With a hand-tied bouquet of home-grown ‘meadow mix’ in my left hand and a bright-orange dahlia varietal called Mrs Eileen (a good do-er apparently – lucky Mrs Eileen!) in my right, I put aside my rising temper for a moment and concentrate on the bouquet. I thread five long stems of Mrs Eileen into the bunch and then, bouquet complete, I tie them off with raffia, place the flowers in a metal bucket on the bench and reach across to take the Penzance Packet out of my sister’s hands.

      My eyes run over the article while Lamorna returns to playing the harp (Cornish and handily lap-sized). She’s playing ‘Secret Love Song’ by Little Mix in a soft, understated, angelic way, which isn’t surprising, because that’s Lamorna in a nutshell – soft, understated, angelic. She can play the fiddle, too, and the guitar and the piano (Lamorna didn’t bother with school), which means that her dedication to providing a musical accompaniment to all aspects of my life is thorough. She has a song (and instrument) to match my every mood, every thought, every event and it’s really annoying, but what can you do? She means well. Back to the article.

      ‘“The sun’s golden fingers”?’ I say. ‘Who the hell writes that way? It’s the local rag not the year nine literature prize!’ I tap the table hard with my right forefinger. ‘That journalist is going down in my book. In fact… Ruby? Ruby!’ I look up to the rafters of the glasshouse where our pet macaw usually hangs out. There she is. ‘Find Donna’s book!’ I say. ‘There’s a good girl. Find Donna’s book!’

      ‘Sod off!’ squawks Ruby.

      Lamorna stops playing. Her hands rest on the harp strings. She looks at me. To be fair, the moment is worthy of the dramatic pause.

      ‘Your book?’ she repeats quietly, her eyes swimming with several complex emotions. ‘You mean your actual book?’

      I return to the bunch of flowers and start to fiddle. ‘Yes.’

      ‘Isn’t that a little… severe?’

      ‘Ruby? Ruby!’ I shout again, not answering Lamorna, who has returned to her harp and is now playing ‘Pity Party’ by Melanie Martinez. (She’s trying to tell me, not so subtly, that I’m being a bit precious.)

      Ruby lands on my shoulder. ‘Hello, poppet,’ I say. ‘Where’s my book?’ She flaps her feathers, which is Ruby’s version of a shrug. ‘Find Donna’s book,’ I say, batting her off my shoulder. ‘Go on, lazy bones, find Donna’s book!’

      An avian eyeroll later, Ruby takes off.

      About Ruby.

      Ruby is a macaw, which is a long-tailed bird of paradise with a big beak – not to be confused with a common or garden parrot. She has a bright-red body, a plume of multi-coloured feathers, and is totally cool. Her beak is hooked and the colouring around her right eye is black and (by some wonderful quirk of nature) perfectly formed into the shape of a patch, which is handy, given our family history. The moment I stumbled across Ruby on a pre-loved website I was hooked, which was good news for Ruby because, with a dirty cackle of a laugh, a foul mouth, and the bad-ass attitude of a Hollywood diva, she wasn’t going to be rehomed easily. The previous owner was an old lady in Plymouth who boozed it up every night down the dockyard and whose drinking buddies taught Ruby some colourful language. Always on the lookout for a marketing ploy (Penberth Manor has never paid its way) I at once introduced Ruby to social media – or rather, I introduced social media to Ruby. She’s trending on Twitter this week (#whosaprettygirlthen) and has fifty-thousand followers. But all that notoriety does make Ruby rather difficult to live with, and the only way to keep her reined in is to threaten to put her in my book – which I would never do, but she doesn’t know that – and anyhow, it’s always best to let everyone, including macaws, think that your mental health is slightly ‘on the edge’. (It saves the bother of being arsed about later.)

      About my book…

      The first-born woman of every generation of the Nightshade family is named Belladonna Nightshade and subsequently known as Donna or ‘Deadly’ and it’s lucky because Nightshades seem predisposed to give birth to females. Thanks to our own interpretation of primogeniture, which favours women, each Donna Nightshade is also the heir to the Penberth throne – moi aussi. We share the surname ‘Nightshade’ with a poisonous plant from the Solanaceae family, a plant more commonly known as deadly nightshade. Its Latin name, which I prefer, is Atropa Belladonna and it runs rampant in a wild patch behind the glasshouse at Penberth. (As an interesting aside, Belladonna also means ‘beautiful lady’ in Italian, which is nice.) With a lineage that dates to Agincourt and a family history that includes more than a little swashbuckling and derring-do, there have been quite a few Deadly Nightshades over the years; I’m Deadly Nightshade XIII (lucky for some). My Aunty Donna was the last woman in charge, but I didn’t have to wait for her to die to get my hands on Penberth because she’s presently indisposed… and by that, I mean that she’s in prison on Bodmin Moor on account of being certified insane. It’s not a high security prison, although she’s not allowed to leave. What happened was that poor old Aunty Donna took her name too literally in her younger days and got into more than a bit of bother with a man called Jack Crowlas – in fact, she married him and subsequently tried to kill him – but unlike other Nightshades before her, she wasn’t good enough at covering up her tracks.

      I took on the mantle of monarch when I turned eighteen, being the oldest daughter of the next generation of Nightshade women, although not the actual daughter of the previous Deadly (the one in prison) as she has no children. My own mother (dead) was a younger sister to the last Deadly (the one who’s in prison). I do have another aunt – Kerensa – who hasn’t bothered having children (‘My pelvic floor is too precious, Darling’) and is Aunt Deadly’s identical twin. She’s an absolute pussycat. Kerensa lives here in the family manor with Lamorna and me, and we also have Uncle Jago living with us too (real name: Mardon Lucius Nightshade V) who is named after a saint from Wales and whose name means either mad, fortunate, or lucky, depending on which site you go to on the internet. But we just call him Jago.

      Every Belladonna Nightshade buys herself a book – a journal, if you like – on the day she assumes command; mine has a nice Liberty print cover. It’s an important document in which we are expected to chronicle the events of our lives for future generations to ponder over and, presumably, learn from. This habit began with the very first Belladonna Nightshade, who was the grand dame of the brood and revered by the rest of us as a goddess. This journal is the place where secrets are kept, and helpful hints and tips are passed on. I am, therefore, duty bound to write down the name of any person declared a sworn enemy to the family. The name of the perpetrator is written down on the back page (if there’s room) and a line is drawn through the name – preferably in blood, but these days a red Sharpie will do. Strange things tend to befall those who are unfortunate enough to go down in ‘the book’ – and they really do, honest to God, it’s weird. But maybe it’s not so surprising because in going down in the book they automatically receive ‘ye wrecker’s curse’, also known as, ‘ye curse of the deadliest of all ye black pyrates’.

      We’re such a pleasant family.

      The book works on suggestion – a bit like voodoo but without a shaky rattle or a witch doctor – and although no one outside the Nightshade family has ever clapped eyes on the book, the local population choose not to get on the wrong side of us just in case. (The Cornish do love a bit of legend.)

      But back to the glasshouse where Ruby is looking for the aforementioned book. The elephant still lingers in the room (the newspaper article), and I lean across the table to grab it. Lamorna, who is the gently running brook to my Niagara Falls, continues playing the harp.

      ‘It doesn’t even make sense,’ I say, scanning the page with the speed and unsettledness of a victim of atropine poisoning. ‘And he might as well have sent up an aircraft over Penzance trailing a banner with “Deadly is a druggie!” written on it.’

      ‘Was a druggie,’ my sister corrects, stilling the strings on the harp again.

      I assess a photograph (of me, practically naked) that takes up most of the page.

      ‘I just knew that journalist was a weasel,’ I say, narrowing my eyes. ‘He had one of those weaselly faces, you know?’

      Lamorna shuffles on her stool.

      ‘I thought he looked quite attractive when I saw him,’ she offers. ‘Not that he’d float my boat, obviously.’

      She puts fingers to strings again and moves on to Ariana Grande’s ‘Dangerous Woman’.

      I grab a dustpan and start to tidy my workbench but pause with the brush halfway across the table.

      ‘What do you mean, “when I saw him”?’ (My sister doesn’t often venture much beyond the manor, except to skip along the coastal path when she’s out searching for wildflowers, rare choughs, unusual moths, sea pixies… that kind of thing).

      Lamorna progresses from a shuffle to a shrug. Her sweet, pale heart-shaped face is framed by a mass of copper curls. She stops playing.

      ‘He was down by the cove the other day. You were in town. I’m sure it was him. Fairly ripped surfer type. Nice hair.’

      I snort. Ripped? Hardly. Decent pins. But ripped? No way.

      ‘What did he want?’

      ‘No idea.’

      ‘Did you have a go at him?’

      ‘What for?’

      Lamorna can be so hazy sometimes. ‘Trespass, obviously! Did you tell him the cove is private land?’

      Lamorna is doing her usual thing of concentrating more on her harp than her conversation. ‘He was out for a walk along the coastal path and just happened to wander up the valley a little way. No harm done. It was nothing.’

      I grab the cuttings bin from the back of the greenhouse and brush the debris from the table into it.

      ‘Journalists, dear one, are never out for a purposeless wander. Never.’

      Lamorna glances up. ‘I thought you said he wasn’t a proper journalist?’

      She isn’t being sarcastic. Lamorna takes everything literally. It’s a spectrum type thing, which is why she’s as cool as all hell.

      I return the bin to where it belongs, sit down, rest my head on one hand, and pick up the newspaper with the other. I examine the image and decide that I look… well, good. Sexy, even. But no, this is wrong. I’m regretting meeting him at the Penzance lido now… and why on earth did I wear a swimming costume?

      Lamorna quiets the harp once more (this is how we live our lives – conversation, music, conversation, music – rinse and repeat) and just as a negotiator might carefully lean forwards to remove a gun from the fingers of a rampaging psychopath, she reaches across the table and takes the newspaper from me while smiling her understanding at my frustration. I have no idea how she understands me so well. Surely, she’s too young and innocent to reach into the horror show that often rampages through my mind.

      ‘I think we should frame it,’ she says, smiling at the photo. ‘He caught you just right.’

      My expression is unaltered. I am impervious to flattery.

      ‘And what was it he called you again?’ Lamorna runs an eye down the column by tracing a finger down the text. ‘A… wait a minute… here it is: a “sleek line of heavenly stillness” and a “sharp dart of feline perfection”.’ She glances up. A ghost of something bordering on flattered amusement flashes across my lips. I button it up, quickly.

      ‘That’s as may be,’ I say, ‘but it was supposed to be a simple interview for the spotlight feature to drum up business. Not a bloody criminal profile.’ I take a deep breath. ‘I’m going to regret this, but you’d better read on. Forewarned is forearmed, as they say…’

      Ruby swoops by and throws my book onto the bench just as Lamorna begins the next paragraph.

      ‘She approaches me in her swimsuit, a towel thrown over her left shoulder, her right hand outstretched in greeting. The body art on her right thigh draws me in. I’m helpless, fascinated – a scuppered ship heading towards a wrecker’s lantern. We sit together at a table by the lido, and I wait while Donna squeezes the water from her long gypsy hair. That’s when I see the electronic tag on her ankle, an accessory that speaks of a rebellious past. It is covered by a delicate braid of leather, as though she keeps it there as an echo, a need to re-live the pain of her own (and her ancestors’) shackled past.’

      Lamorna dares to glance up again. My nostrils are flaring like a tethered dragon. She reads on.

      ‘But we’re here to talk about her new venture, not the past, she reminds me, because Donna Nightshade has just launched a new business – the Edge of the World Detective Agency – an enterprise that sets her firmly in history as Penzance’s very first private eye – or pirate eye, as I point out.’

      Lamorna breaks off and glances up again.

      ‘Pirate eye?’ she repeats. ‘I love that. We should go with that as a logo, not the other thing.’

      She waits for my response. None comes.

      ‘It’s not too late,’ she presses. ‘I could draw a fab picture? You’d be the pirate, obviously, but instead of an eye patch, you’d have a magnifying glass, and a tricorn hat, just like a pirate Sherlock Hol⁠—’

      ‘Forget it!’

      She returns to the article.

      ‘The new business will run alongside all the other Nightshade enterprises, one of which is the “Pirate Experience”, which is run from the Nightshade family boat – a sloop moored in Penzance Harbour. Donna is also CEO of a flower farm and floristry service, both run by the whole family – aunt, sister, and uncle – and orchestrated from their business HQ, the family home, Penberth Manor, which is hidden in its very own picturesque valley near Lamorna Cove. The valley runs to the only private fishing cove on that stretch of coast and has been in the Nightshade family for hundreds of years.

      ‘The Nightshades also run a small theatre company that performs regularly at the Minack amphitheatre. Isn’t it a little unusual, I ask her, this decision to merge floristry with detective work? Not at all, Donna is quick to answer, her elbow on the table, her chin resting on the back of her hand. “Florists,” she explains, “are the keepers of many secrets. The seemingly innocuous handwritten messages written on those little cards hint at all kinds of shenanigans. Flowers are, after all, messengers of the heart, and if crime is linked to emotion… well, Cornwall is rife. Oxford, Midsomer, and Shetland can’t have all the fun, you know!” She laughs. “Passion, grief, loss, love, agony, secrets, and lies – it’s all here, hidden in just a few simple words on a card and stuffed into a bunch of flowers. I’m hoping to pick up quite a few detective agency clients as a direct link to my flower deliveries. Cornwall is a county that is proud of its colourful and passionate history and remains crammed to the rafters with dodgy characters and illicit goings-on, especially around Penzance. Yes, there are a few more pasty and charity shops here nowadays, but it’s pretty much remained true to its roguish past.”’

      Charity shops? Roguish past?

      The locals will kill me!

      I am outraged. I turn to another bucket sitting on the table and grab the initial makings of my next order. I grab my snips, and with the nimble fingers of a surgeon working against the clock, quickly strip a rose stem of its thorns while muttering, ‘He’s painted me as a complete tit!’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          DONNA

        

      

    

    
      A woman in her fifties floats into the greenhouse to break the mood. She is a woman with the grace and poise of an expensive cat, despite wearing a lollipop lady Dayglo coat over yoga gear. (Note for the non-British: a lollipop lady is someone who willingly throws themselves into the path of oncoming traffic and represents an iconic British institution designed to help school children cross the road safely. Every morning in Britain, thousands of women – and the very occasional bearded man – loiter near primary schools holding metal ‘stop’ signs in the shape of a lollipop, before walking defiantly out into the middle of a busy road during rush hour. With a menacing glance at the driver, she will shove her ‘stop’ sign in front of a speeding car, and with a saccharine smile to the adorable school children waiting patiently on the pavement, she beckons them to cross the road.) It’s a role Aunt Kerensa was not necessarily born to play, but she gets by.

      About Kerensa…

      Kerensa is a genuine yogi, as opposed to some woman in her forties who orders a yoga DVD and finds herself with her leg stuck behind her head being carted into Accident and Emergency. I have never joined any of Kerensa’s popular Ashtanga yoga classes, even though her brand of yoga is regarded as the most rigorous form to practise and would therefore usually appeal. No. I do a kick boxing class twice a week instead, because when the shit hits the fan, as it invariably will for a woman, adopting a tree pose might be restful but it will be bugger all use against an assailant who grabs you from behind in a dark alley – or a lit one, for that matter. And as for the downward dog… my eyes water just thinking of the vulnerability associated with that particular pose.

      Lamorna returns to her harp while Kerensa rests her lollipop stick against the back wall of the glasshouse. She removes her sou’wester hat which allows a long mass of soft curls the colour of New Zealand’s finest manuka honey (those bees work so hard) to trickle over her shoulders. She shakes the rain from her coat while nodding in the direction of the newspaper.

      ‘You’re taking centre stage in every newsagent’s in town, darling.’ Her deep voice is full of sexy breath. Ruby goes into attack mode and starts strafing Kerensa. They have a love-hate relationship, those two. Kerensa bats her off – rather aggressively for a yogi – but I let it go. ‘But you do realise that half the county will have ejaculated over that image by lunchtime?’

      My head drops into my hands.

      ‘Only half?’ interjects Lamorna, snorting. ‘Let’s be honest, if she weren’t my own sister, I’d do her!’

      Kerensa frowns. ‘Don’t say do, Lamorna, dear,’ she chides, hanging her coat on a peg. ‘Say have sex, or at the very worst make love to but never say do. It’s every bit as crass as shag or screw.’ Kerensa turns to me and nods to my bouquet. ‘Are these the flowers for June Baker?’

      ‘Yes. And have you seen my knife, by the way? I’ve lost it.’

      ‘Your knife?’

      ‘The one Aunty Donna gave me. It has my name on it.’

      ‘No, I’ve no idea where it is. No idea at all.’

      Kerensa picks up the previously made bouquet and fiddles with a dahlia. ‘Are these the ones we’re sending from Old Man Bosullow?’

      I put down a camellia branch and pick up a couple of sprigs of fern. ‘Yes. Why?’

      Kerensa hovers by my right shoulder. ‘Then you’ll need to put the last of the sweet peas in there, too.’ (It’s been a great year for our sweet peas, and even now, in September, there are still a few left from a late sowing.)

      ‘Won’t the colour clash horribly with the dahlias?’ I ask.

      Kerensa floats through the glasshouse and nips outside, dashing through the rain. She returns with a shake of her head and a handful of sweet peas, cut long on the stem. ‘But according to the lore of love⁠—’

      ‘The lore of love, my arse,’ I say.

      ‘—According to the lore of love,’ she repeats, ‘they bring an abundance of luck and blissful pleasure.’ She raises her voice a little to be heard from the far end of the glasshouse. ‘And Old Man Bosullow needs all the help he can get, poor dear. He’s desperate for a sh—’ Kerensa floats back towards me holding the sweet peas. Lamorna stills the harp and glances up.

      ‘…A good time?’ finishes Kerensa.

      I hold the pale-pink sweet peas against the bright colours of the tied bouquet and scrunch up my nose. The candyfloss pink clashes dreadfully with Mrs Eileen. Kerensa sighs.

      ‘You’re right,’ she says, perching on the stool next to me. ‘I’ll make a separate little bouquet. We’ll call it a special offer. The effect will be the same.’

      Ruby jumps onto the table and offers me a sprig of gypsophila to add to the sweet peas before taking up her own perch on the peg where Kerensa’s coat hangs.

      ‘Don’t shit on my coat, Ruby,’ says Kerensa, turning to look at her. ‘There’s a dear.’

      Kerensa titivates the sweet-pea posy and notices my book on the table. She looks at Lamorna. I can’t see her face but I know she’ll have adopted an expression of troubled concern. Lamorna offers a microscopic nod towards the newspaper while simultaneously arriving at the final bars of ‘Dangerous Woman’. I throw a ball of twine across the bench at my sister. It bounces off her head.

      ‘You were reading,’ I say.

      Lamorna swaps harp for newspaper.

      ‘But if Donna is hoping to find mystery and intrigue lurking in the Penzance underworld, she need look no further than her own family’s notorious past – a past infamous for its wreckers, smugglers, and thieves.

      ‘“The first thing you need to know about me is that I come from a long line of pirates,” she says, before falling silent and throwing me the seductive smile of a temptress. When I ask what the second thing I need to know is, she leans forward, her gaze as steady as a rock and says, “When the first thing to know about me is that I come from a long line of pirates, there’s absolutely no need to know anything else.”

      Well, quite.

      ‘But when considering the notion of a Nightshade taking on the role of detective, I can’t help but conjure the phrase, “poacher-turned-gamekeeper”. I say this and she laughs.

      ‘“They do say, set a thief to catch a thief,” she says, her eyes glistening. “But I hope to show that my generation of Nightshades has more in common with Robin Hood than Blackbeard. We aim only to do good work in the community these days.”

      ‘That may be so, but this latest venture is a serious departure from the past, and at thirty-something (she would not reveal her age) Donna “Deadly” Nightshade is already a true Penzance legend, with rumour and gossip abounding regarding her teenage exploits – exploits that cement her place in local history every bit as firmly as the likes of Cut-throat John and Black-hand Bill.

      ‘When I ask what the local detective sergeant – her childhood sweetheart, Joseph Enys – thinks of her new venture, a flash of something ineffable crosses Donna’s face. “Didn’t he arrest you on Newlyn Green years ago,” I ask, “leading you to spend considerable time at Her Majesty’s pleasure? And didn’t his great-great-great-grandfather, the local magistrate at the time, arrest your own great-great-great-grandfather at the Admiral Benbow pub, subjecting him to the hangman’s noose?”

      Deadly throws back her head and laughs.

      ‘I can assure you that no one from that particular family has ever kicked any Nightshade arse!’

      ‘I was going to correct her by saying that, in fact, by sending her to prison in her late teens, Joseph Enys had done exactly that, but whatever the case, if Deadly knows what DS Enys really does think of having a new private eye on his beat, she doesn’t say, but there is, I note (at the thought of the detective sergeant) a faraway look on her face and a trace of… is it regret? Affection? Love, even?’

      ‘Stop!’ I screech. ‘Read that last bit again.’

      ‘Which bit?’

      Which bit?

      Lamorna glances up at Kerensa, aware that, in the whole article, this is the bit that will truly grip my shit.

      ‘But there is, I note (at the thought of the detective sergeant) a faraway look across her face and a trace of… is it regret? Affection? Love, even?’

      ‘That’s it!’ I jump off the bench and cross to a set of pine drawers. Ruby, always one to enjoy a good fracas, jumps onto my shoulder and eggs me on, squawking. A terracotta pot acts as a pen holder, and I take a red Sharpie from a collection before opening a drawer to rummage through an assortment of crap until I find a ruler. With pen and ruler in hand, I return to the bench and open my book at the last page. I nod towards the newspaper. ‘Carry on…’

      ‘As the interview draws to a close, I ask about the Penberth Players, a local amateur theatre company that is about to stage a performance of a play written by Donna herself called Sleeping Dogs Lie. I confirm that the players are all close friends of Donnas and ask if they are her merry band of men, perhaps? She laughs and says, “Yes, I suppose they are. We’re all very close.”

      ‘She stands then. The meeting is over. I can’t help but glance at the distinctive tattoo on her thigh. She places her foot on the chair and flexes.

      “Want a proper look?” she asks.

      I do and I am undone.

      The tattoo depicts a stem of purple flowers running from knee to hip, the last tendril disappearing into the inner thigh, behind the line of the swimsuit. Body art of a beautiful flower seems fitting for a florist, but then I look deeper and see that the stem weaves its way around a silver cutlass and speaks of a different kind of life entirely, a life that is light years away from the serene idyll of the flower farm at Penberth Manor. For a moment I think I notice something else, too, something hidden deep beneath the cutlass – a scar perhaps. Donna notices the angle of my enquiring head and removes her tanned, toned leg from view. The show is over, and I know as she slips on her shorts, vest top, and flip flops, that this is a woman who will fascinate me long after the interview is over. Who is she, this Deadly Nightshade? This woman who hides behind layer after layer of legend and is clearly caught up in her own tangled sense of self?

      As she turns to leave, I quickly ask what motivates her. What motivates a woman to run a flower farm, a tourist ship, a theatre company, and now a detective agency amongst other things (such as singing jazz and soul music at the Star Inn, Newlyn). Without a moment’s pause, she says, ‘Penberth.’ And as I stare across the pale blue waters of the lido, with the bitter taste of espresso lingering in my mouth, I remember that still waters run deep and think of Donna’s right thigh – that tattoo, that flower. I quickly google the etymology of the plant and find that deadly nightshade is a chameleon of many uses – it is a plant that can be used either to kill or to cure. It simply depends on how you choose to handle it.

      ‘Words and photograph, Jase Clarkson.’

      The glasshouse is silent now, the rain having petered out. Silent except for the scratch of the pen as I write out the name, Jase Clarkson, in my book. Even Ruby knows it’s best to keep schtum. Lamorna and Kerensa look on while, very neatly, I draw a line through his name in red.

      Tis done.

      My fingers begin to tap out a rhythmic drum beat on the bench. Lamorna takes the newspaper to the compost bin and shreds it. (First rule of composting: shred. Things rot quicker that way – cabbages, flowers, dead bodies…). She doesn’t return to the bench but crosses to a baby grand piano at the far end of the glasshouse – it’s a roomy old place (built by an Edwardian Deadly). She lifts the lid, cracks her fingers (Lamorna’s only annoying habit), and begins to play the introduction to ‘The Fear’, Lily Allen.

      Kerensa turns to me with a newly created posy in her hand. A petal falls off – I did say that the sweet peas were past their best. ‘He obviously has the biggest crush on you,’ she says. ‘What’s he like?’

      I open my mouth. Words are spoken but they aren’t mine. Lamorna speaks over the piano to answer for me.

      ‘Hot,’ she says, before adding, ‘And Donna’s type… If he hadn’t been subject to the wrecker’s curse, obviously.’ Lamorna allows herself an amused smile and returns to concentrating on the music.

      Kerensa sighs and pops her posy in the bucket of water.

      ‘Well, I hope you haven’t been a little hasty putting him in your book,’ she says. ‘You could have had some rare old fun with a man like that, I should think.’

      The woman is deranged.

      ‘Fun?’ I add a few sprigs of rosemary to my bouquet as additional filler. The whole arrangement looks like it’s had a fight with a bramble hedge, but it is an odd day and I’ve been distracted.

      ‘Yes, darling, fun.’

      Lamorna has moved onto the classic Lily Allen line, ‘And I don’t know what’s right and what’s real, anymore…’ while I reach up and stretch.

      ‘Anyhow,’ I conclude, ‘it doesn’t matter how stunning he is; he’s called Jase.’

      Lamorna stops playing.

      ‘So?’ both women say together.

      I take the bouquet back. They wait for an explanation as I add three stems of Michaelmas daisies.

      ‘Isn’t it obvious?’ I eventually explain. ‘No woman should ever have to scream out the name “Jase” in the height of passion. It’s up there with Des, or Peter, or Harold.’

      ‘Now you’re just naming serial killers,’ says Kerensa, before adding, ‘It wouldn’t be a problem for me – the name. I stopped shouting out the name of my lovers ages ago, right after my’—she pauses and looks up at the rafters, thinking—‘tenth, no, eleventh, sexual partner.’

      I look at Lamorna, whose hands hover above the keys. We both wait for an explanation.

      ‘Why?’ we ask in unison.

      Kerensa takes the dizzy posy of sweet peas out of the bucket, holds it to her nose, and takes a deep breath. The petals scatter like confetti.

      ‘Because my eleventh lover was José…’ Kerensa’s eyes betray the fact that her mind has taken a quick stroll down memory lane, which is a pleasant lane by the looks of things, paved with gold, and erotica. ‘What a difference a single vowel and an accent on the E can make! Now there’s a name to be shouted out in bed! His lovemaking had the majesty of the bullfight mixed with the spiritualty of the Catholic church. Amazing. But I suppose I’m always worried that I might shout out José’s name by mistake – my mind does tend to drift back to him to get me in the zone sometimes, so to speak.’

      I nod my understanding.

      My sister pipes up. ‘What happened to him, Aunty Kerensa? To José?’

      Kerensa sighs the sigh of a person recalling a beautiful memory. She shrugs. ‘He moved on, as is the right way of things. Some men should be shared liberally, I think. Never look back in anger, girls, never look back in anger.’ She pops the posy back in the bucket. ‘Not if the sex is that good, at least.’

      Lamorna and I make eye contact before Lamorna grabs her guitar, joins us at the bench, and hits the intro to ‘Don’t Look Back in Anger’ by Oasis.

      Kerensa and I sing along to the line, ‘So, Sally can wait, she knows it’s too late…’ etc.

      ‘Well, it’s stopped raining,’ says Kerensa, rendition complete. ‘I think I’ll head up to the dahlia field and do a spot of deadheading.’ She pauses to kiss me on the head. ‘Stop thinking about the article, Donna.’

      ‘I’m not.’

      ‘You are,’ she says. ‘You’re clenching your jaw. Such a bad habit, darling. It’s ageing, and you’ll get all kinds of problems with your neck.’

      I relax my jaw and smile. She strokes my hair and adds, ‘For what it’s worth, I think that was a fabulous write-up.’ She nods towards my book. ‘And I’m sure that your Great-Great-Great-Great-Great-Grandma Donna (that might not be enough “greats”, but you know what I mean) would be very proud of you.’ She grabs a trug and a pair of secateurs and heads towards the door. Ruby, having sensed my body relax, decamps to Lamorna’s shoulder and perches on the left strap of her dungarees. Kerensa pauses by the door.

      ‘But… perhaps let’s make sure Uncle Jago doesn’t catch sight of it – the article.’ She turns the door handle. ‘Or he’ll be taking the blunderbuss off the wall again to chase after this Jase fellow, and that thing is such a pig to clean.’

      ‘Good!’ I shout. ‘I wish he would! This family is becoming far too “live and let live” for my liking.’

      Kerensa wafts a final angelic smile our way before turning to step out of the glasshouse, which is when a hulk of a man wider than he is tall, with a hoop in his left ear and wearing a pair of 1980s-cut faded jeans and a heavy-metal-inspired T-shirt steps in.

      A fraction of a second later, Kerensa has dropped the trug and her hands are around his throat.

      Oh great! Uncle Jack is back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      A woman stands in front of an altar with her hands in a prayer position and gazes upwards at a big gold cross. The heavy doors of the Church of All Saints, Penberth, are slammed and bolted, and robes are abandoned on the cold, stone floor. On the altar sit what seem to be offerings of a vicar’s dog collar and a photograph of a naked woman. She bows her head.

      ‘Dear Lord,’ begins the woman, which is as good a start as any. ‘I am the way, and the truth, and the life. I know that you are the all-seeing omniscient one and so you alone know what I have become. I have veered from the path of goodliness, godliness, and of righteousness, and damnation and regret are to be my burden. Can you ever forgive me?’

      A trapped bird flutters in the rafters suddenly. The woman takes this as a sign that He will … or maybe He will not, forgive her. It’s always so difficult to decide with signs. She drops her hands from the prayer position, picks up the photo, and reverses from the altar to take a seat on a pew. Like a motorist that can’t help but glance at the car crash on the other side of the road, the woman looks at the photograph before lifting her head to look through blurry eyes at the stained-glass window above the altar. God is bearing down on her, and if she’s not mistaken, he’s started to grimace (well, as much as any man with a beard, white robes, a kind smile, and Jesus sandals can bear down and grimace) and she knows that she’s just about as deep in the proverbial poo as any woman can be. She also knows that this stained-glass image of the big man is nonsense – God is love, after all, not a middle-aged white man holding a lamb in one hand and a cherub in the other. But still. He seems to have taken on more of a glower over the past few days, and really, who can blame Him?

      Her hands rush to the prayer position again. ‘I promise, one way or another, dear Lord, I will do your will, and that wicked man – that wicked, evil man – will get exactly what he deserves.’

      She drops to her knees. ‘Bloody hell that floor’s hard,’ she says, before grabbing a prayer kneeler and slipping it under her knees.

      The hands go up again – let’s call it an occupational habit – and she shouts out, in full ecclesiastical glory: ‘And I say unto him … Jack Crowlas, May the Lord strike you with Egyptian boils and with tumours, scabs, and itch for which you find no cure.’

      (It is probably the biblical passage quoted least frequently back to the Almighty on a day-to-day basis, but right now, it’s all the woman’s got.)
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      I prise Kerensa off Uncle Jack and rest her against the whitewashed wall that constitutes the back of the glasshouse. Jack reeks of the 1980s – stale beer, fags and Paco Rabanne (the more discerning nose would probably pick up a whiff of Newlyn fish market, too). The aroma visibly follows him as he approaches the bench, something with which he is all too familiar.

      He’s back, then. Jack Crowlas. Uncle Jack. The man who would be king. I’ve seen neither hide nor hair of Jack for many years, not since Lamorna was tiny.

      Lamorna and Ruby pick up on the tension and I realise that they are probably wondering who this man is. Lamorna puts down her guitar and takes up the Cornish harp again while Ruby carries out a quick feather ruffle.

      ‘If it isn’t little Donna Nightshade,’ says Jack, ignoring Kerensa completely and glancing around with obvious disdain, his nostrils flaring. ‘All grown up and out of prison.’

      He takes up a position at the head of the workbench and leans backwards against a display stand of exotic plants. The stand wobbles as lots of obvious metaphors flow into my mind – bad pennies, shit on my shoe, an ill wind…

      ‘Hello, Jack. It’s been a while,’ I say.

      Lamorna plucks out the opening bars of ‘Scarborough Fair’, very slowly and with great feeling. She somehow manages to convey an aura of… is it… menace? Yes, it is, and that’s not easy with a tune as innocuous as ‘Scarborough Fair’.

      ‘I’ve had a few things to do,’ he says, ‘but decided it was finally time to come back to the old homestead.’ Jack flexes his arms and looks at his biceps, one then the other, which is quite unnecessary but he’s obviously proud of them. He leans forward and places his hands on the table, his jaw tight. I think of advising him to relax his jaw but sod it. Why offer this idiot any advice? ‘This place is rightly mine, after all,’ he adds.

      I’m about to tell him to sling his hook and that he’ll have to take us to court if he wants one sniff of my manor, but then he takes a business card out of his jeans pocket and places it on the table in front of me. I see that it’s my business card for my new private detective business. He taps on the card.

      ‘Picked this up at The Wink’—that’s a pub—‘and it’s funny because I’d just been thinking to myself, I wonder what my little Donna Nightshade is doing with herself these days? Then I sees this card… which is very handy. Very handy indeed.’

      He sniffs and walks around the table, grabbing a stool before sitting down next to me like he’s just rocked up at an American bar.

      He leans in. His breath is rank. He lowers his voice.

      ‘Somebody’s after me
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