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To my wonderful Dad,

Who fought so hard to stay.
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​CHAPTER ONE
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IN THE VILLAGE OF BLISS Bay, there was trouble afoot. 

Murder, to be precise.

At the Laugh Till You Cry Comedy Club, Detective Sergeant Harvey Decker pulled on a forensic suit and rocked back and forth on the balls of his size-eleven feet. 

“It wouldn’t surprise me to learn there’s a whole list of people who held a grudge against Andy. I heard he had trouble with a few customers over the years, not to mention all the villagers who were against him when he bought this place.”

The wind howled and gusted as horizontal rain lashed the windowpanes. Far away, thunder rumbled above the grey clouds as the crime scene photographer snapped his last shot. For the Scene of Crime Officers, who moved in to hunt for any forensic evidence left behind by the killer, it was just another day at the office.

“Well, someone obviously isn’t very fond of him, or he wouldn’t be slumped over a table with a foot-long pole sticking out of his chest.” Detective Inspector Sam Cambridge blew out a measured sigh. He took a step forward from his vantage point and looked at the deceased through narrowed lids. “It looks like a stake someone would use to support a sapling or shrub. Or something beans would grow up, maybe. Definitely something you’d use in a garden, I’d say.”

“I’m impressed, boss.” Harvey grinned. “I didn’t know you knew so much about the great outdoors.”

Sam shot his sergeant an incredulous glance, his eyebrows arching over a steely-blue glare. “If you think someone’s garden qualifies as the great outdoors, lad, you need to get out in the world a bit more,” he said, with a shake of his head. “And, for your information, I happen to enjoy a bit of gardening when I get the time. Not that I often get the time, mind you.”

Harvey leaned closer to the body and peered at what appeared to be particles of bright yellow powder on its cheek. “What do you suppose that is?” 

“No idea,” said Sam, “but no doubt we’ll find out when forensics have finished doing what they need to.” He scratched his jaw, shaded by stubble because he hadn’t had time to shave before leaving the house, his gaze coming to rest on the recently departed. 

Five years previously, ex-prison officer, Andy Cochran had caused uproar in the village when he’d bought the derelict Bliss Bay fire station and turned it into a live comedy venue.  

Situated on the outskirts of the village, it was far enough away from any residential area not to be a nuisance to anyone, but many of the villagers had vehemently opposed it nevertheless. 

Had one of them taken a grudge too far? 

Sam stared out of the window at the rain bouncing off the pavements and adjusted the hood of the ill-fitting forensic suit that hung off his wiry frame. 

The word ‘murder’ didn’t belong in the same sentence as ‘Bliss Bay’.

Village crime was usually of a petty nature. Village crime didn’t usually upset the balance of the community, or give the residents undue cause for concern. 

Andy, however, was the victim of a crime that would most certainly cause undue concern amongst the locals once word got out. 

From the first day of opening, he’d quickly gained a reputation for having little patience with customers who didn’t follow his rules – No Spitting, No Throwing Glasses, No Fighting, No Arguing With the Staff – and had taken great pleasure in forcibly ejecting anyone who thought they were above them. As far as Andy was concerned, his club was no place for troublemakers. 

It was fair to say that, over the years, he’d most likely acquired more than a handful of enemies from careers past, and most recent.

“Who found him?” Sam called across to Fred Denby, the village police constable who’d been the first to attend the scene, and was standing guard at the entrance to the club.

“Mary Tang, boss. She cleans in the morning and works behind the bar three evenings a week. She had a terrible shock when she came in at five-past seven this morning.”

“Yes, I can imagine. Did she say anything that might help us find out who did this?”

The constable scratched the end of his bulbous nose with his pen and flicked back in his notebook. “Well, I don’t know how useful it’ll be, but she mentioned that his gold earring was missing. It had a microphone hanging off it, apparently.”

“A microphone?”

PC Denby cleared his throat. “She said, ‘I saw Andy at around ten-past twelve, just before he closed up. I was the last person to leave the club. When I got here this morning and saw him, I screamed the place down. When I got closer, I could see it was too late to help him so I called the police right away. While I was waiting, I noticed that he wasn’t wearing his earring – it was a gold hoop with a microphone charm hanging off it. We all clubbed together and bought it for his birthday. It was perfect for him because we used to call him Mr Mike – he’d get on the mike and warm up the crowd before the comedians came on to do their turns, you see. He always wore it. That’s why I noticed it was missing.’” PC Denby snapped his notebook shut. “That’s all, boss. She was too upset to say much more.”

“Was the door open when she arrived?”

“No, it was closed, but not locked. Apart from Mary, Andy had the only other set of keys and they’re still attached to his belt.”

Sam Cambridge looked over to the body again. “Get statements from all the staff and find out from someone if Andy Cochran had a partner or any family we need to break the news to. I have a feeling this is going to be a very long day.”
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​​CHAPTER TWO
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TWO MONTHS LATER

Megan Fallon pushed on her glasses and shook out the letter in front of her. 

“‘I love you, Megan, but you’ve lost your spark. The hours you work have put so much pressure on you – and on us – and too much work and no play... Well, you know what they say.

“‘I’m tired of you being away at conferences, staying late at the office, bringing work home at weekends, and stressing out because you can’t get the department budget to balance – it’s not fair on me. 

“‘And as for that useless boss of yours, why you insist on staying up until all hours writing her presentations so she can look good and take all the credit, heaven only knows. The trouble with you is you’ve always been too soft, and too scared to say ‘no’. It’s about time you stopped letting people walk all over you. All that extra work you take on is the reason you’re always so tired when you get home.

“‘Anyway, I think it’s fair to say that any sizzle we might have had fizzled out long ago. It’s not fair to expect either of us to carry on in a relationship with no passion and spontaneity, so I think it’s best if we call it a day. 

“‘I know that people will be quick to tell you why they think I left, so I want you to hear the real reason from me. While you were away, I popped into The Snippety Snip for a haircut and got talking to Mario. You know he’s been so lonely since he lost his wife, and I’ve been lonely, too, with just my memoirs for company. We chatted for so long, we carried on our conversation over coffee after he finished work. By the end of the evening, it was as if we’d known each other for years – we just clicked. He’s such a free spirit – being in his company makes me feel like I don’t have a care in the world. 

“‘I want you to know there’s no romance with Mario, just companionship, and a wonderful friendship. When he read the first draft of Finding Hugh, it was as though he really ‘got’ me – do you know what I mean? I’m so sorry to hurt you, but Mario’s made me realise how much more there is to life than just being a househusband in London for the rest of my days. We’ll be leaving for Italy at the end of the week to go to his house in Tuscany – he’s invited a group of us over for the summer. Tuscany! I’m pinching myself! 

“‘By now, you’ve probably realised that I’ve moved all my stuff out, and I won’t be coming back to the house – I think it will be too painful for both of us. I hope we can stay friends, though?

“‘Take care, Megan. I hope you’ll take some time to have a serious think about what you want from life, otherwise you’re going to be alone for a very long time. You need to stop being scared of your own shadow and start standing up for yourself. The sooner you do, and the sooner you realise there’s more to life than work, the happier you’ll be. 

“‘Anyway, must dash, heaps to do. Much love, Hugh. xx PS – The engagement ring is yours, so please do with it whatever you see fit.’”

Megan tossed her dark hair over her shoulder, and the letter she’d read across the breakfast bar to her sister, Lizzie. “‘You’ve lost your spark’. Ugh. Can you believe the nerve of the guy?” She pulled off her glasses, letting them dangle by the cord around her neck. “When he wanted to give up his job so he could write his flippin’ memoirs, did I complain? No, I didn’t. I wanted him to follow his dream, so I encouraged him and worked my backside into the ground to provide for us – it’s no wonder my spark went AWOL. And I never once heard him complain about the money I was earning so he could spend all day writing and emptying the fridge.”

Brown eyes flashing, she paced the kitchen tiles with a slice of garlic bread in her hand, ripping into the crust with her teeth and sending crumbs scattering to the floor.

“And then he leaves me this letter to find when I come home after I’ve lost my job, and he’s run off with my hairdresser. My hairdresser. The man I used to tell all my secrets to. The irony of it.” 

Lizzie twirled spaghetti around her fork. “I wish I could be more sympathetic, but I think it’s the best thing that could have happened. Hugh was never right for you, he was far too selfish. Pleasant enough, but everything always had to be about him. Thank God this happened before you got married. You’ve already got one divorce under your belt – probably best to keep it at that. And it’s a good thing this is your house. At least you won’t have to go through all the hassle of dividing everything between you.” She sucked in a runaway strand of pasta and dabbed a serviette to her lips before pouring two glasses of wine.

“And how dare he say I let people walk all over me,” Megan continued, her indignation and her voice reaching new heights. “He makes me sound like a pushover.”

Lizzie pushed the cork back into the wine bottle and chose her words carefully. “Well, you do let people take advantage of you a bit. You were supposed to be an event organiser but you’re so good-natured, you got roped into organising the entire office, just so that lazy-as-sin boss of yours could spend all day sitting on her bum and looking good while you were running around like a maniac. You’ve got to admit, Hugh was right about that, if nothing else. You always say ‘yes’ to everything and end up with far too much on your plate. Sometimes, ‘no’ can be a very useful little word, y’know.”

Megan opened her mouth, then shut it again. Lizzie was right. Hugh was right. She’d become a downtrodden, all-work-and-no-play, bore. And what had she to show for it? No job and no fiancé. Although, as consolation, she had a pretty nice payoff for all her hard work.

“And I know it’s easy for me to say,” Lizzie continued, “but I hope you’re not going to waste your whole summer moping because you’re going to miss him.” 

Megan popped the last piece of garlic bread into her mouth and drummed her fingernails on the kitchen counter. “Of course I’m going to miss him!” Picking up her glass, she ran a finger around the rim. “No one can do highlights like Mario.”

Lizzie chuckled and tucked a blonde tress behind her ear. “That’s the spirit! I’m glad you haven’t lost your sense of humour.”

Megan flopped down onto a stool. “Huh, don’t believe I haven’t come close. I’ve had better weeks. First Evie goes off on her gap year to the other side of the world, then I lose my job, and then I find out my fiancé would rather be with Mario than Megan. Talk about bad timing.” She took a deep breath, blinked back the deluge of tears that threatened to spill, and gulped her wine. “Anyway, I’ve done enough feeling sorry for myself. I’m almost forty, for goodness’ sake, not a love-struck teenager. I’ve cried all the tears I’m going to cry. No more.” 

Lizzie squeezed her hand. “I know I only live half an hour away but I’m sorry I couldn’t get here before tonight. There was no way I could leave before school finished – we were so crazy busy organising end-of-term activities for the kids. And I couldn’t leave before Shaun went off to summer camp. Poor guy, he’s going to need a holiday when he gets back after spending ten days camping with a bunch of eight-year olds. And poor you, having to go through everything without me.”

“Ah, don’t worry about it,” said Megan. “I wouldn’t have been the best company if you had been here. You know what I feel really bad about, though? Now I’ve had some time to think things over, I think I’m going to miss the job more than I’m going to miss Hugh. We both knew things hadn’t been right between us for ages but we were avoiding talking about it. If I’m honest, it wasn’t really a surprise that he ended it. But the job. I loved that job.”

Lizzie slid off her stool and put her plate in the sink. “Well, you’ll get a better job. One you love even more than the last. One that’ll give you more time to enjoy life. Don’t worry – everything’s going to be fine.”

“I know... I know it is,” said Megan. “It’s just going to take some getting used to. I got complacent and I shouldn’t have. I thought Hugh and the job were permanent fixtures but now they’ve both gone, it’s a bit scary. It’s ridiculous to feel so vulnerable at my age, but you know how long it took me to get over what happened with Laurence. What I should have done was stay in Bliss Bay and deal with it, not run away like a wuss.”

“I don’t think anyone would blame you for not wanting to hang around after what happened with your rat of an ex-husband,” said Lizzie, an eyebrow raised in stern, schoolmistress fashion. “And as for that witch of a wife of his, well, the less said about Kelly, the better.”

“Hmm, you’re probably right,” said Megan, “but I still wish I hadn’t been so quick to leave. The way things were left with Kelly still bothers me. I should have stayed and had it out with her. If I had, I’m sure I wouldn’t feel so nauseous every time I think about going back to Bliss Bay which, incidentally, I promised Mum and Dad I’d do soon. Maybe I’ll find a job first and then go down to see them.” She leaned her elbows on the counter, resting her chin on clasped hands. 

“Look,” said Lizzie. “There’s no rush to do anything, is there? You’ve got a nice redundancy package, so take a breath, and some time to think about what you really want to do. Don’t go rushing into a job for the sake of it. This is the time to think about you. To get your confidence up and your life back on track. Trust me, Meg, once you get you sorted out, the rest will fall into place. And don’t be so hard on yourself because you’re feeling vulnerable. We all do, sometimes.” She planted a kiss on her sister’s cheek. “Now, come on, let’s have a toast to the future.”

Megan smiled as they touched their glasses together but as she climbed the stairs to bed later that evening, she couldn’t stop the churning in the pit of her stomach. She was a thirty-nine year old, unemployed, divorced, single parent. Not that being divorced, single, or a parent were problems, but the thought of job-hunting against competition half her age filled her with absolute dread. 

She took off her makeup and looked at the face staring back at her; a little tired, a few fine lines where she’d rather there were none, and pale shadows under her eyes due to a run of sleepless nights but, all in all, not too bad for almost forty.

I might lack assertiveness and youth, but I’ve got a ton of experience. Surely that still has to count for something these days?

Throwing back the duvet, she laid her cheek on the cool cotton pillowcase. As her eyelids dropped, her phone bleeped, alerting her to an incoming Skype call.

“Hey, Mum, just checking in. How’re you doing?”

Evie’s face went in and out of focus as the screen froze and the picture broke up. 

“Oh, I’m fine, darling. Everything’s fine. It’s so good to see you. How’s life down-under?”

“O.M.G, it’s awesome! You must try to get over here some time now you’re single. Speaking of which, I hope you’re not wasting any tears over that moron. He’s so not worth it.” 

“No, sweetie, I’m not. I promise. Your Aunty Lizzie’s finished school now so she’s staying for a while, and we’ve set the world to rights this evening, so all’s well. Anyway, what are you up to?”

“Well, it’s eleven in the morning and we’re getting ready to go skiing. Not sure where, exactly, but the mountains are a-ma-zing. Oh my gosh, Mum, even though it’s winter, this place is soooo beautiful. You’d adore it here. Oh, hang on a second. Look, I’ve got to go, okay, but I’ll speak to you soon.”

“Okay, sweetie, but listen, you don’t have to keep checking in to see if I’m alright,” said Megan. “All I want is for you to enjoy yourself and stop worrying about me. Okay?”

“Okay. Gotta run. Give Aunty Lizzie a hug from me. Love you loads, Mum.”

“Love you more, sweetheart. Take care. And have fun. And be careful. Oh, and don’t forget to turn your toes in if you want to slow down,” said Megan, the smile fixed on her face until the screen froze again and the connection dropped out. Or, better still, forget the skiing, make yourself a hot chocolate and curl up in front of a blazing fire with a good book instead. The thought of Evie hurtling down a mountainside at warp speed made her feel breathless. And not in a good way. 

She had a little sniffle and blew her nose before settling down again, her eyes falling on the diamond solitaire she’d taken off the week before and left in a trinket dish on the bedside table. She’d been wondering what to do with it and, all at once, she knew. 

I’m going to sell it and send the money to Evie. I can’t think of a better use for it. In fact, I’ll do it tomorrow.

She snuggled down, happy with her decision, and with a smile on her lips, closed her eyes. Her last thought before drifting off to sleep was, All I need to do now is get on with the rest of my life. Maybe a change of scenery and something fun and exciting. Yes, a little excitement’s just what I need.
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“MEGAN. Megan! Wake up! Mum’s on the phone.”

Megan opened a bleary eye to see Lizzie’s freckled face inches from hers and was out of bed in a second.

“What? What’s happened? Is Dad okay?”

“Dad’s fine.” Lizzie couldn’t keep the smile from her lips. “But you need to speak to Mum.” She thrust her phone into Megan’s hands and dropped, cross-legged, onto the bed. “I’m staying here. I can’t wait to see your face when you hear what she’s got to tell you.” 

“Mum?” Megan’s voice was wary. “What’s going on?” 

“Oh, darling, I’m sorry to call so early but your father and I were so excited, we couldn’t wait to tell you the news.”

“News? What kind of news is so exciting that it can’t wait until after...” she squinted at her alarm clock, “ten-to seven on a Thursday morning?” She rubbed her eyes and yawned, her mouth suddenly snapping shut. “Oh my God! You’re not expecting, are you? I was only reading an article the other day about the surge in older mothers.” 

Claudia Fallon clicked her tongue. “Megan, be sensible. As wonderful as that would be, I’m going to be sixty-four next month and even if I could, there’s no way these hips could manage another child. No, of course I’m not expecting.” Her voice became muffled as she put her hand over the mouthpiece and Megan could hear that she was calling her husband to the phone. “I’m going to put your dad on the line. I told Lizzie, so it’s only fair that he tells you.”

Megan heard her dad’s voice, as deep and reassuring as it had been for as long as she could remember. 

“Hello, love. Sorry to drag you out of bed.” Nick Fallon’s apology was sincere. “I assume that’s where you were at this ungodly hour of the morning?”

“Never mind the time, Dad, will you please just tell me what’s going on?” 

“Ah, yes. Well, your mother and I... well, we’ve decided to renew our marriage vows.”

“What?” Megan immediately burst into tears. “Dad, that’s wonderful!”

“Oh, love, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to upset you.” 

“No, no, you haven’t. In fact, it’s the best news I’ve had in ages.” Megan grabbed Lizzie’s hand and sat next to her on the bed. “When? Where? Ohmigosh, I’ve got a hundred questions!”

“Weellll.” Nick drew out the word. “That’s part of what we wanted to speak to you about. We’ve been talking about doing it for ages, you see, but we only decided for sure yesterday afternoon.”

“I can’t tell you how exciting this is,” said Megan. “It’s going to be amazing. Is it going to be before Evie gets back?” 

“What, before next July? Um, yes. Yes, it is.”

Megan massaged her temple. “Shall I fly her home?”

“Good grief, no,” said Nick. “Let her enjoy herself. She’s only just left – I’m sure the last thing she’ll want to do is come all the way back to see two old fogeys renew their wedding vows. No, tell her by all means, but don’t put any pressure on her. If she wants to come back that’s another matter but, otherwise, we can show her the photos.”

“Hmm, I suppose.” Megan made a mental note to check flight prices from New Zealand. “So, are you going to arrange it for when you get back from your cruise? Or have you not decided on a date yet?”

“Er, yes, we have.” Nick cleared his throat. “It’s the 16th of August.”

Megan took a moment to process the information. “August? What? As in next month?”

“Yes, love, this August.”

“But that’s just over three weeks away!” Megan squeaked. “I’m so excited!” 

“I know it’s short notice,” said Nick, “but we thought that as we’ve had the cruise booked for months, why not renew our vows before we go and, that way, it’ll be like a honeymoon? We didn’t have much of a honeymoon when we got married, y’see. We couldn’t afford one so we went to stay with your Grandma for a week. Not the most romantic time, I seem to recall. It rained every day, the house stunk of boiled offal the entire time, and she kept walking into the bedroom, unannounced, with cups of cocoa.” He chuckled. “Anyway, we thought we’d treat ourselves this time round.” 

“Well, I think it’s a great idea,” said Megan. “You can... Hang on, if you and Mum only decided yesterday afternoon that you’re going to renew your vows, how have you managed to get everything organised so quickly?”

“Well, ahem, it’s like this, you see,” said Nick, his voice sheepish. “We haven’t actually organised anything yet because we thought you might like to do it for us. We don’t want a big do – just a small get-together at home with a few friends, so it’s not as though you’d have to book a church, or even anyone from the church to officiate. There are no legal implications for a vow renewal, so we can choose whomever we’d like to carry out the ceremony. We thought we’d ask Des. Hello... Hello... You still there, Megan?”

Megan found her tongue. “Des? Uncle Des? Dad, have you lost your marbles?” 

Her most harrowing recollection of her wayward uncle came from her wedding. It had been her dream day: the man she loved, friends and family by her side, a beautiful dress and a fabulous venue. When it had started to snow, her final wish for her winter December wedding had come true. 

What she hadn’t wished for, though, was her Uncle Des getting blotto. 

So blotto, he’d strip naked and slide down the sweeping banister of the elegant art-deco hotel and crash onto the piano in the lobby, where one-hundred and twenty guests were enjoying canapés and a Champagne reception. 

She winced as she recalled the hotel’s ancient resident pianist having to be revived with smelling salts and much wafting of wedding hats, her ivory-tinkling cut short halfway through her rendition of The Way You Look Tonight. 

That, in itself, had been bad enough, but the banister had been decorated with garlands of poinsettias, white roses and holly. 

Though many years had passed since that day, and some memories had faded, the one which remained crystal clear – despite having tried to erase it from her mind countless times – was of Des being carted off to the Accident and Emergency department, wrapped in a tablecloth, and belting his way through the entire soundtrack of West Side Story. As her mother had said at the time, “You know, sweetheart, there are some things you just wish you could un-see.”

In spite of Megan’s resistance to the idea of Des officiating at the ceremony, Nick continued with his charm offensive,

“Oh, come on, love. Des doesn’t touch a drop of alcohol since he had that diabetes scare a couple of years ago; he literally stopped drinking overnight. And Sylvie’s had him keeping fit and eating healthy. Honestly, it’s great to see him back to how he used to be. He’s playing his harmonica after I don’t know how long, and he’s even started baking again. There’s a lot to be said for sobriety, you know. Really, Megan, you need to give him a chance.

“Anyway, what with you losing your job and all that business with Hugh, your Mum and I thought you organising the ceremony was the ideal solution. It’ll help keep your mind off what happened and you can earn a bit of money at the same time. I know it’s small fry compared to those big corporate events you’re used to but if you’d like to do it, you can help us, and we can help you.”

“Well, I’m not taking any money from you,” said Megan, a slight huff to her voice. “I might be unemployed, Pops, but I’ve still got my pride you know.”

Nick sighed. “Listen, I’m not going to debate it with you over the phone. Why don’t you and Lizzie come down and we can talk about it? Honestly, love, we’re not just asking you because of your situation, we’re asking you because there isn’t anyone else we’d rather organise this for us. We would never have mentioned it if you’d still been working – you simply wouldn’t have had the time – but if you could do it, it will make it even more special. Come and see us, and we’ll have a chat about it. Will you do that?”

“Well, I’ll have to, won’t I?” said Megan. “I’ve only got three weeks to get everything organised.”

“So you’ll do it then?” Nick’s sigh of relief filled her ear like the sound of the sea through a conch shell.

Megan laughed. “Oh, come on, Dad – of course I’ll do it! I’d be honoured to.”

“That’s fantastic, love! In that case, can you and Lizzie come down for the weekend? She’s staying with you for a while, isn’t she? Get here when you can and stay for as long as you need to arrange things. Or longer, if you like. We’ll talk about it when we see you.” 

The joviality left Nick’s voice and he spoke again with a solemn tone. “What about Laurence and Kelly, though? Are you going to be okay coming back here with them being so close by?”

At the mention of her ex-husband and his wife, Megan hid her true feelings and snorted with disdain. “Of course I am. Don’t even give them a second thought. Anyway, it’s not like I haven’t seen Laurence since I left Bliss Bay – I’ve had to because of Evie – I just haven’t seen him recently. Really, Dad, don’t worry about it.”

“You’re sure?”

“Positive.”

“Okay. We don’t want things to be awkward for you but you probably won’t even cross paths. We see Kelly every now and then because she works at the bank, but we hardly ever see Laurence, and they only live twenty minutes away. Anyway, I’d better go, love, we’ve got a busy day and we want to get out early.”

“Okay, bye Dad. We’ll see you soon. Yes, love you too.”

Megan ended the call and stared at her sister. They clung onto each other and bounced on the bed, squealing with delight. “This is going to be bloody brilliant!” 

“And talk about fate,” said Lizzie. “The perfect job just fell right into your lap!” She yawned and stretched. “Oh my, all this excitement has worn me out. I’m going back to bed for an hour or two. I’ll see you later.”

Megan nodded. “Yeah, see you later.” 

Far too excited to go back to sleep, she grabbed the pen and large notebook that went everywhere with her, and propped herself up against her pillows.

As her organiser mentality kicked in, her mind ticked over and she scribbled endless notes on a rough timeline, working backwards from the big day to make sure that everything would be ready in time.

When she’d done as much as she could, she put down her pen and massaged the knots in her neck. As she ran downstairs, she felt happier than she had in ages. Her mood had lifted as soon as she’d picked up her pen and started to make plans. When she was working, she felt confident and in control. So in control, that even the prospect of seeing her ex-husband didn’t bother her too much. 

Seeing his wife was a different matter altogether, though...

When Megan was nine, she was chosen as Bliss Bay’s Carnival Queen. 

Most of the village had been thrilled for her. 

However, when news of the decision reached her classmate, Kelly DeVille, a full-blown, foot-stamping meltdown in the village hall had ensued. In Kelly’s eyes, she was the only person worthy of that title.

As the procession had snaked its way through the village, with Megan smiling and waving from the principal float, her blood had run cold when she spotted Kelly in the crowd, glaring at her with hate-filled eyes and an expression that left Megan in no doubt of her dark and vengeful mood.

For the rest of that summer, Kelly went out of her way to make Megan’s life as miserable as possible, bullying and taunting her until she was reluctant to leave the safe haven of home without Lizzie or her parents. 

The resentment intensified in following years, the rift between them becoming a canyon as one-time friend Kelly grew meaner, never missing an opportunity to bring Megan down with a snide remark or physical force. 

Megan still bore the scar on her chin from the afternoon they’d found themselves sheltering in the same café during a summer downpour. Kelly had stuck out her foot, tripping Megan, who’d crashed face-first into the jukebox and sliced open her chin after inadvertently using it to select song number B43. 

The pain was overshadowed by the embarrassment of her skirt ending up around her waist, and being hauled to her feet by Laurence Ford, captain of the Bliss Bay over-18s cricket team, and resident Romeo. 

No one was more surprised than Megan when, despite her parents’ misgivings, she and Laurence fell madly in love and married a year later, their daughter, Evie, following a year after that. 

Unfortunately, despite his marriage vows to be a faithful husband, Laurence’s roving eye never stopped swivelling in its socket, eventually settling on Kelly DeVille. He blamed getting married to Megan at such a young age as the reason for needing to sow his wild oats elsewhere. 

As soon as she found out about his infidelity, Megan packed her bags, picked up her daughter, and left Bliss Bay. She would never forget Laurence’s words when she told him she was leaving. “It’s probably for the best, sweetheart... I thought marriage would be more fun than this.” 

Over the years she’d been back and forth, taking Evie to see her grandparents, and for visits with Laurence during school holidays, but the prospect of returning now, on her own, made her want to throw up.

She’d only ever told Lizzie that every time she returned to Bliss Bay, her stomach was in a permanent state of knots for fear of coming face-to-face with her childhood nemesis. The thought of a possible confrontation made her stomach flip-flop and her anxiety levels shoot skyward. She didn’t have the temperament, the resolve, nor the confidence, to deal with Kelly’s spiteful grudge.

She shuddered and took a deep calming breath before flopping onto a stool at the breakfast bar. This is ridiculous. I refuse to spend every minute I’m in Bliss Bay looking over my shoulder. Once the ceremony’s out of the way, I’m just going to get on with things without worrying about whether I’m going to bump into Kelly. If I do, I’ll just have to deal with it. We’re adults now, for goodness’ sake. What’s the worst that could happen?

She shuddered again. 

Not wanting to spend a second longer thinking negative, happiness-sucking thoughts, she thanked her good fortune and filled the coffee machine instead. She was going to need numerous jugs of the caffeine-laced brew to sustain her while she transcribed her scribbled notes into something more legible.

Things were definitely looking up.
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“MUM SOUNDED LIKE SHE was about to hyperventilate when I spoke to her last night and I was only calling to tell her what time to expect us,” said Megan, as she came off the motorway and headed for Bliss Bay.

“Well, you know how excited she gets when we go home.” Lizzie leaned forward and fiddled with the radio of the ancient red mini. “Especially you. I see them all the time but you haven’t had a long visit for ages.” She gave an exasperated sigh. “I give up. Every time I try to tune this flippin’ radio to another station, all I get is static. I can’t believe you’ve still got this car – it must be over twenty years old. I’m amazed it hasn’t been relegated to the scrap heap.”

“Yes, I know,” said Megan, patiently, “but I can’t get rid of him, can I? You know when Evie was little, she used to say Vinnie instead of mini. She named him, and he’s part of her history. It would break my heart to sell him.”

Lizzie rolled her eyes. “It’s not a ‘him’, Meg, it’s a car. A really old car. Don’t you think it’d be nice to use some of your redundancy money to treat yourself? Just think, you could even join the 21st century and buy a car with a radio you don’t have to wind up before you can listen to it.”

“Haha, very funny. I’m not about to blow a big chunk of money on a car I don’t need when there’s absolutely nothing wrong with this one. It’s been in the garage for years so there’s no rust on it, and it was purring like a kitten after the first blast with the jump leads. I’ll admit, it’s a bit like going back in time after driving a company car for so long, but I love this little mini. And, for your information, I never have any trouble getting the radio to work.” Megan touched her fingers to the dial and Elton John crooning a ballad immediately blared from the speakers. “See. Vinnie the Mini never lets me down.”

They zoomed along the narrow south Devon lanes, whizzing past patchwork fields, bluebell-clad banks, and random bursts of colour from the wild flowers that pushed their way through the hedgerows.

“You know Mum’s going to make a fuss, don’t you?” said Lizzie. “When she called, she was pumping me for information, wanting to know how you’re holding up. It breaks her heart to think of you on your own, especially after what happened with Laurence. I mean, she still hasn’t come to terms with him doing the dirty on you, and that was seventeen years ago. Given the chance, she’d throttle him as soon as look at him. And I swear, if she ever gets her hands on Hugh, he’ll be singing soprano for the rest of his life.” 

“Yeah, I know she’s worried,” said Megan, with a frown. “When I called to tell her Hugh and I had split, she squawked so much she almost laid an egg. She probably thinks that now I don’t have a husband, a boyfriend or a job, I’m going to turn into a lonely, shrivelled old hag, with only my daughter and my kindly sister for company.”

Lizzie chuckled. “You know, it wouldn’t surprise me if Aunty Sylvie tries to fix you up with someone. Remember when you were fifteen, and your date for the end-of-term disco got conjunctivitis at the last minute and couldn’t go?”

Megan raised a brow. “How could I forget? Aunty Sylvie got straight on the phone to her Bliss Bay Women’s Association pals and, twenty minutes later, the paperboy from the village shop turned up in a pair of jeans halfway down his backside, a sweatshirt the size of a tent, and a back to front baseball cap.”

Lizzie giggled. “And when Dad answered the door, the guy just said ‘Yo’, and gave him a peace sign. What was his name?”

“Barry.” said Megan.

“That’s it!” Lizzie snorted. “I seem to remember he had about as much charisma as a lump of coal.”

“Well, I hope Aunty Sylvie keeps her matchmaking nose out of it. The last thing I need is a man in my life,” said Megan, firmly. “What I need is to get back to work. I’m definitely not ready for another relationship – quite the opposite, in fact. I need to get used to being single again. In any case, I’m not going to have any time for men – I’m going to be too busy. It’ll be nice to see everyone again, though. Well, most people.”

Lizzie put a reassuring hand on Megan’s arm. “Don’t let Kelly get to you, will you? Hopefully, she and Laurence will be so wrapped up in each other, they won’t even notice you’re back.”

Megan’s smile waned. “Don’t worry, I intend to give both of them as wide a berth as possible. Anyway, all that bad feeling was years ago. I’m sure she won’t even give me a second glance if we happen to cross paths.” She swallowed, her mouth suddenly dry. “Either way, I don’t even want to think about them. I just want to make sure I give Mum and Dad the best day they’ve ever had, relax for a few weeks, and get my head around what I’m going to do now I’ve joined the ranks of the unemployed.” 

“Good for you,” said Lizzie. “Any ideas?”

“Something life-changing,” replied Megan with a flourish and a grin. “Don’t ask me what, though, ‘cos I’ve no idea. I just know I want to put my redundancy money to good use.” She slowed the car as the lanes narrowed further, and she and Lizzie craned their necks for the first glimpse of Bliss Bay in the distance.  

“We’ve made really good time,” said Lizzie. “It’s only taken us a little over four hours.”

Megan nodded. “I know it’s a pain to drive through the night, but at least we’ve had a clear run, rather than getting stuck in loads of traffic. You know what it’s like in the school holidays – if we’d left it much later, it would have been bumper to bumper all the way.”

“Shall we stop for breakfast?” said Lizzie. “At that little place that does the French toast with mushrooms, crispy bacon and grilled tomatoes?” 

“I was just thinking the same thing. My stomach’s rumbling.” Megan took a right turn to the village of Honeymeade, and followed the signs to Joe’s Diner. “I fancy a proper fry-up – eggs, bacon, sausages, tomatoes – the full works.”

She pulled up behind a solitary open-topped car parked in a bay just a little way down from the diner, its driver lolling sideways in his seat. “He’s obviously got the same idea as us,” she said. “Looks like he’s fallen asleep, though.” 

Lizzie looked at her watch. “Five-past six. I think it opens at half-past.

“I’m going to stretch my legs,” said Megan. “I’ll see if the opening hours are on the door.” She lifted her arms up over her head and did a couple of bends to loosen up.  As she approached the diner, she briefly glimpsed the driver of the other car from the corner of her eye, but ignored him and looked at the notice on the shutter over the door. “Opening hours, 6.30 am to 6.30 pm,” she murmured.

A van pulled up behind her car and a man she recognised as Joe, the diner owner, got out.

“Morning, both,” he said, his smile reaching from one ear to the other. “If you give me two minutes to get opened up and put the coffee machine on, you can come in and have a cuppa.” He looked up the road at the man in his car. “How long’s he been here?” he whispered.

Megan and Lizzie shrugged. “No idea. He was here when we arrived. Looks like he’s fallen asleep.”

“Wouldn’t surprise me,” said Joe, unloading bags of shopping from the back of his van.  

“Are you going to wake him up?” asked Megan.

“Not likely,” said Joe. “He can stay asleep until we shut, for all I care. He’s a miserable sod. Right, let’s get this place open for business.” 

ººººººº

“Have you decided what you’re having yet?” asked Lizzie, when the short-order cook arrived for work, fifteen minutes later.

“Yep, I’m definitely having the full English breakfast,” said Megan, scanning the menu once more to make sure she hadn’t changed her mind. “I’ll go and place the order before anyone else comes in and orders before us. Won’t be a sec.” 

As she approached the counter and saw Joe’s face, she knew something was wrong. The cook was talking to him in hushed tones, as white as a sheet and pointing to something outside. The cup Joe was holding slipped from his fingers and smashed on the floor. 

Megan’s instinct told her not to get involved. She took two steps back with the intention of going back to her seat but when Joe came out from behind the counter and asked if either of them knew any first-aid, Lizzie nodded and rose out of her seat.

“I do. Why? What’s up?”

Joe shook his head as he rushed outside. “I don’t know, but we might need you. Quickly!” 

“What’s he talking about?” asked Lizzie, following him. “What’s going on out there? Come on, I’m not going on my own.” She caught Megan’s sleeve and pulled her outside to where Joe and the cook were standing beside the open-topped car. 

Megan stole a peek at the sleeping man and her hands flew to her eyes as Lizzie felt for a pulse and shook her head.

“This guy’s not asleep... He’s dead.”

ººººººº

A police constable removed the road block to allow DI Sam Cambridge to drive through. 

As he stepped into his forensic suit, he surveyed the grim scene and popped an indigestion tablet out of its plastic bubble, grinding it between his teeth in the hope it would get to work on soothing his acid reflux sooner rather than later. Standing back to allow the Scene of Crime Officers to do their work, he looked over the body of the man in the car. 

“Who is he?” he asked DS Harvey Decker. “Do we know?” 

“According to his driving licence, the victim’s a local resident by the name of Victor Canning, boss. Seventy-four years old.”

“Nasty looking wound.” Sam gave a cursory nod to the ligature around the deceased’s neck. “Anyone see anything?”

Harvey shook his head. “Two women arrived just after six but they thought he was asleep – they could only see him from behind. They’re inside if you want a word with them. It wasn’t until the cook arrived for work and walked right past the car that anyone realised something was wrong.”

“Anything else?”

“Yes. There’s yellow powder on his cheek. I’m guessing forensics will find out its pollen, same as they did in Andy Cochran’s case, but we’ll have to wait and see.” 

Sam threw back his head and swore silently. “So, what do we know about the victim?”

“Well, Joe – the guy who owns the diner – knew him pretty well. He used to be his first customer every morning and, since he retired, most lunchtimes, too. He’d been coming here for years – even before Joe’s time when his dad used to run the diner. And, apparently, he wasn’t well-liked, not even back then. Joe said he’s not surprised someone’s done him in.”

“Did he say why?”

“Because he was an objectionable git, not to put too fine a point on it,” said Harvey. “According to Joe, Victor Canning was the kind of person who’d force you into moving out of the neighbourhood you’d loved for years if he moved in next door – quite an intimidating character, by all accounts. And he’d often try to leave the diner without paying and was rude to the other customers. He sounds like a real charmer.” 

Sam shook his head. “He was just sitting in his car. In all my years on the job, I’ve never seen what appears to be an unprovoked attack on an elderly man. Maybe he pushed someone too far this time? Did he have a wife, or a partner, do you know?” 

“Never married, apparently, and no living family that we know of.”

Sam scratched the back of his neck. “Well, I suppose it’s possible someone could have bumped him off for being a pain in the backside, but it seems pretty drastic measures to me. Did the guy in the diner say anything else?” 

“Only that this is the first time he’s ever seen Mr Canning without a bow tie in all the years he’s known him.”

“A bow tie?”

“Yep. He wore one all the time. People around here used to call
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