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For Dad




Cast List

Passenger Manifest for Vessel: The Silver Lining

Leaving Monte Carlo 13 September

Returning 26 September

Percival (Percy) Pendleton – owner of the Silver Lining and head of the Pendleton Group

Hugo Cunningham – Percy’s half-brother

Annabel Cunningham – Percy’s sister-in-law

Millicent (Millie) Pendleton-Smythe – Percy’s niece

Samantha Denning – Percy’s ex-wife

Lara Henderson – co-chair of the Red Roof Charitable Trust, twin sister of Louisa

Louisa Henderson – co-chair of the Red Roof Charitable Trust, twin sister of Lara

Alex Hopkins – ex-employee of the Pendleton Group

Oscar Ibekwe – business associate of the Pendleton Group

Tamsin Hwang – ex-employee of the Pendleton Group

Barnaby Yarrow – Percy’s executive assistant

Rosalind King – actress and National Treasure

Caro Hooper – actress, private investigator and author

Posy Starling – actress

To be collected en route:

Robert (Robbie) Grant – boyfriend of Millie Pendleton

Captained by:

Captain John Burroughs

Also on board:

12 crew members




Dear Mses King, Hooper and Starling,

I am writing on behalf of my employer, Mr Percival Pendleton, to enquire as to your availability to act as consultants in a case of expected murder.

To explain, the client anticipates being killed by one of his associates this autumn, and would like you to solve the case – ideally before his death, if at all possible.

He requests to meet with you to discuss on the afternoon of Friday 13 September, in Monte Carlo. Should the meeting go well, you will be expected to board his yacht, the Silver Lining, that evening. Dress code: maritime formal.

Payment will be discussed prior to boarding.

Yours faithfully,

Barnaby Yarrow

P.S. Pack for a two-week voyage.




Chapter One


‘There’s nothing like travel to make you see that, at the end of the day, all people want pretty much the same thing, don’t you think?’ Johnnie leaned against the railing as they looked out at the setting sun, pink and golden and red over the gentle swells of the sea.

‘Oh, absolutely,’ Dahlia agreed. ‘And that there will also always be some of them willing to kill for it.’

Dahlia Lively in Dahlia on Tour

By Lettice Davenport, 1951



Monte Carlo, Monaco 
Friday 13 September, Afternoon

Caro

Caro Hooper tipped her face towards the Mediterranean sunshine, letting the warmth sweep over her as she stood looking out over the azure-blue waves beyond Port Hercule. Monte Carlo in September bustled, packed with tourists enjoying the late summer heat without the high summer crowds. Still, it wasn’t as busy as Caro suspected it would be in a couple of weeks when the Yacht Show started. Already Port Hercule was stacked with the mega-yachts of the rich and famous.

She wondered which one was the Silver Lining.

Two weeks on a luxury mega-yacht touring the Mediterranean had seemed like a glorious idea, back in London with autumn just starting to press in and turn the streets a gloomy grey.

But now they were actually here, two weeks at sea with a stranger – even if that stranger was one of the richest men in Britain – was just a little intimidating.

Caro checked her watch. Thirty minutes before their arranged meeting with Percival Pendleton himself.

Last chance to get any wobbles out.

It seemed her companion was following the same train of thought.

‘Are we sure this a good idea?’ Beside her, Rosalind King shifted to lean against the railing, staring down at where the third member of their trio, thirty-something rising starlet Posy Starling, was picking her way along the path alone, a wide-brimmed straw hat dangling from her fingers.

‘For us, or for her?’ Caro asked. There was no point pussy-footing around on this one. They both knew why they’d agreed to take this rather unusual case.

A case of expected murder, the letter from Percival’s assistant, Barnaby Yarrow, had read.

Normally, the three Dahlias didn’t get involved until there was an actual dead body to be dealing with.

The three actresses, all famous in their own way for playing the same fictional detective, Dahlia Lively, on screen, had met for the first time three years before, at the stately home belonging to the family of the author, Lettice Davenport, who had written the original Dahlia novels. While they hadn’t immediately taken to each other, Caro had to admit Rosalind and Posy had grown on her.

Oh, fine. They were basically family now. Solving multiple murders tended to bond people together that way.

Until that summer.

‘Both, I suppose,’ Rosalind finally replied. ‘Do you really think she’s ready for this?’

Caro glanced down at Posy once more. She’d paused beside the water, seemingly lost in her own thoughts.

‘She’s quieter now,’ Caro said, softly. ‘Have you noticed?’

Rosalind nodded. ‘I suppose even a month in the Maldives with Kit couldn’t solve everything.’

At the start of the summer, Posy had been the prime suspect in a London murder case, after the dead body of her ex was discovered in her theatre dressing room – with Posy standing over him, covered in blood. And at just the moment when Posy had needed her and Rosalind the most, to prove her innocence, Caro …

Caro had doubted.

Now, just a couple of months later, she straightened her spine and vowed to do better.

‘I wasn’t what she needed this summer,’ she admitted. ‘I will be now. We’ll bring her back to us.’

Oh, Posy was pretending that everything was fine, but Caro was an actress, after all: she knew faking when she saw it. Posy had returned from her tropical paradise with her A-lister boyfriend looking relaxed and tanned. But the moment Kit had left the country to start filming again … Posy had crept back inside herself.

Caro couldn’t prove it, but she suspected Posy was still having nightmares about what had happened in London.

She’d hoped that, even if Posy didn’t want to talk to them about it, she might talk to Annie. Caro’s wife was a far better listener than either her or Rosalind. She’d orchestrated a Sunday lunch at home where Posy and Annie were alone in the kitchen for a while, but from Annie’s shrug and sad smile over the puddings, she didn’t seem to have got anywhere.

Rosalind had even called Kit, but all Posy’s boyfriend would say was that they had to give her time.

Caro never was very good at being patient.

‘This isn’t all your fault, you realise.’ Rosalind’s focus had shifted. When Caro glanced up, the eldest Dahlia had her gaze firmly fixed on her.

‘Of course it isn’t,’ Caro said, with more certainty than she felt. ‘But that doesn’t mean I can’t make it right.’

Rosalind’s mouth twisted, like she wanted to say something more but wouldn’t for fear of making things worse. Caro wondered if that was a skill one learned with age – Rosalind was, after all, a full twenty-one years older than her own forty-three. Maybe there was a chance Caro could learn not to just say whatever was in her head, one day.

Probably not.

Back to the matter at hand.

‘Look, we stick to the plan.’ Down below, Posy was slowly making her way back up towards them. They needed to agree on a united front before she reached them. ‘We meet this Pendleton guy, we figure out what he really wants from us, and if he turns out to be a freak we can still turn down the job and spend the fortnight enjoying the French Riviera on our own.’

It wouldn’t be the worst outcome, in Caro’s opinion. Not the best, though.

‘You do remember that you were the one who was so keen for us to take this job in the first place,’ Rosalind replied, with infinite patience. Anyone who didn’t know her as well as Caro did wouldn’t hear the hint of irritation behind the words. ‘If you just wanted a holiday, you could have said that, and we could have avoided all this.’

Caro ignored her. ‘The point is, if this really is a proper case – like, there’s something for us to investigate – then it could be just the thing to bring Posy back to herself. To us.’ They’d been over this before, back in London. Caro wasn’t entirely sure if she was convincing Rosalind or herself, at this point.

But a proper Dahlia investigation, the three of them working together again, solving the case before anyone – Mr Pendleton in particular – actually even got murdered? That was the best outcome.

‘And if we take the case and he really is murdered?’ Rosalind asked, one eyebrow raised.

That, obviously, was the worst outcome. Especially if they still couldn’t solve it.

‘We won’t let that happen.’ It would break Posy, after everything that had happened that summer.

They’d discussed all the possibilities at length with Posy, too. Which was how Caro knew that, in Posy’s head, preventing this expected murder was all tied up with making amends for both the deaths she couldn’t prevent that summer.

As if Posy was the one who needed to make amends.

Still, by the time they’d reached the packing stage for their trip, Posy had started to have second thoughts. So Caro had barged around to her flat with a bag full of Chinese takeaway and that sparkling elderflower thing she liked, and told her they needed to talk about Rosalind.

‘She’s dragging her feet about this wedding,’ Caro had told her over spring rolls. ‘You know she is. She’s spent more time in London this year than in Wales with her poor fiancé.’

‘Maybe she doesn’t feel ready. It’s a big life change.’ Posy made a valid point, but Caro hadn’t listened to it.

‘It’s got to be a year since Jack first proposed. Nine months since she said yes after everything that happened at Christmas. And three months now since she started wearing her ring and admitted she’d actually said yes in the first place.’ And since then: crickets. Not a hint about wedding dates or venues or maids of honour or anything. Caro didn’t even know if she needed to buy a new hat.

She had, obviously, when she saw the perfect burgundy cloche while shopping for summer clothes for this trip. Just in case Rosalind went for a winter wedding. But it would still be nice to know.

‘It’s not like they’re getting any younger,’ Caro had added, since Rosalind wasn’t there to be offended by it.

Posy had shaken her head and reached for another spring roll. ‘Okay, she’s dragging her feet. What are we going to do about it?’

‘Take this case and use two weeks trapped on a yacht in the middle of the Med to get her to actually open up for once in her life,’ had been Caro’s answer.

Two birds, one stone. She’d get Posy and Rosalind sorted out while on this trip, all while each of them thought they were only there to help the other.

‘It’s just as well you’re on the side of the angels,’ Annie had told her when Caro had explained her plan. ‘Otherwise you’d be sort of diabolical.’ Caro had taken that to mean she approved.

But now she was here … there was just a hint of nerves about the whole idea.

Despite solving many murders together over the past few years, the three Dahlias had never actually been hired to investigate a case before. And this wasn’t just any case – or any employer, for that matter.

They’d each recognised the Pendleton name, in a loose, not-quite-sure-where-they’d-heard-it way. Even then, they hadn’t quite realised that Percival was one of those Pendletons. The Pendleton Group Pendletons.

‘You know, I think I was once on a yacht with his father, Gerald. Back in the late eighties, probably,’ Rosalind had said, as their research progressed. ‘The guy threw quite a party.’

But the Pendleton name was synonymous with more than yachts and parties.

The Pendleton Group was a family business dating back at least a couple of hundred years, with canny ancestors of Percival and Gerald building the sort of generational wealth a single person couldn’t hope to ever spend. They’d owned significant chunks of London and the Home Counties long before Percival was ever born, and in the modern era ran a series of high-end housebuilding schemes as well as a luxury hotel chain. If there was a seriously lucrative property deal happening anywhere in Britain, chances were that the Pendleton Group had a finger or two in the pie.

They also had a charitable arm, sponsored industry awards ceremonies, provided scholarships for promising young architects, and had worked with the last government on a new apprenticeship scheme. Caro had a whole folder of research on the Pendleton Group. And a rather smaller one on the family members associated with it. Percival’s family were good at staying out of the spotlight. Other than a nineteenth-century ancestor who accidentally offended the monarchy, but bought his way back into favour, and the tragic death of Percival’s sister and her husband in a car accident some years before, she’d found nothing salacious, scandalous or even amusing about the Pendletons.

She wondered if that would change when they finally met one of them in, oh, fifteen minutes.

There had to be a reason he’d reached out to them instead of law enforcement, didn’t there? Or even just hired better bodyguards?

No, there was something interesting about this case, and Caro was itching to find out what it was.

Posy took the few steps up off the path to join them, still looking fresh and young and beautiful in her bright blue and white linen mini-dress. ‘So. Are we ready for this?’

Caro looked to Rosalind, who nodded. ‘We should head back to the hotel.’

Percival Pendleton had requested to meet them at the five-star Hôtel de Paris, before boarding his yacht. Rosalind had booked the three of them in there too – claiming it was the only place to stay in Monte Carlo – but they hadn’t caught a glimpse of their prospective employer yet.

‘Do you think one of those is the Silver Lining?’ Posy gestured out towards the gleaming yachts in Port Hercule as they passed. ‘I couldn’t see the name on any of the hulls.’

‘Going incognito, perhaps,’ Rosalind suggested. ‘Since he’s expecting to be murdered at any moment.’

Caro looked out at the boats. ‘Maybe he thinks he’ll be safer out at sea, where they can’t get to him.’ Unless the murderer had bribed the captain or one of the crew, of course.

She had to admit, it was a very odd case. They weren’t anything like the protective muscle someone would normally hire for such a job, which suggested to her that knowing who was behind any plot against him was more important to Percival than stopping them – or, more likely, that he already had measures in place to deal with that part, and he was just using them for their brains.

‘Did either of you check it out? The Silver Lining?’ Caro couldn’t see it either, but from what she’d read it would be one of the bigger ones.

‘How would we check it out?’ Rosalind’s forehead crumpled in confusion. ‘It’s a private boat. I don’t imagine he has the schematics up on Google.’

‘Oh, you’d be surprised what I can find on the internet.’ Caro gave a wolfish grin. ‘It looks like he’s had some custom alterations made, but I was able to find the basic specs for the model. Eighty-five metres long, twelve guest cabins plus the master suite, a spa with a gym and sauna, Jacuzzi pool, three different dining areas, a piano bar, a sun deck … it goes on!’

Posy grinned, looking almost like her old self again. ‘Imagine if we ended up doing the J’Accuse in the Jacuzzi!’

Caro laughed, and she thought Rosalind probably wanted to, she was just more committed to appearing like the only grown-up in the room right now.

‘I don’t think we should be too flippant about this case,’ Rosalind said, a frown line forming between her eyebrows to signal her disapproval. ‘I understand that it feels like a jolly, but we’ve been asked here to catch a prospective murderer. While in a confined space at sea.’

‘It’s got, like, four bars. It’s not that confined,’ Caro said. ‘Besides, I’m sure we’ll be stopping at ports along the way. He’s not going to keep us out at sea for two weeks. Is he?’

‘We don’t know. Because we haven’t met him yet.’ Rosalind’s words silenced them.

Caro checked her watch again. Ten minutes. ‘Then let’s get going.’

The Hôtel de Paris’s impressively ornate white exterior was visible through – and above – the palm trees. Black metal balconies dotted the facade like embellishments on a jacket, similar to some she’d seen in the boutiques they’d passed on their stroll. Caro had to admit, Monte Carlo was a good-looking town.

A doorman waited for them at the top of the steps, standing in front of the glass doors and the columns that made up the entrance. But Caro hesitated at the bottom.

This meeting was their last chance to ask questions, find out what was in store – and, if necessary, walk away. They had to be sure – and she had to ask the right things.

Was this really the right case for them, after everything that had happened in London that summer?

She was banking on it not just being an easy one to solve – having the proposed victim still alive and able to assist in their enquiries had to be a help, right? – but also a way to fix everything that was wrong between them, any lingering trauma Posy was experiencing and an opportunity to plan Rosalind’s wedding.

That was quite a lot to ask of one little – or even huge – yacht.

‘I mean it, though,’ Caro said. ‘We don’t even have to take the meeting. We could just … leave. I mean, if you don’t feel ready for this yet.’

She was watching Posy as she spoke, and saw her shoulders straighten.

‘No.’ There was no room for argument in Posy’s tone. ‘I’m not going to let what happened this summer stop me from being a Dahlia. Now, are you two coming, or not?’

She strode up the steps without waiting for them. Rosalind looked at Caro, raised her eyebrows, and followed. With a sigh, Caro did the same.

Inside, the hotel exuded exactly the sort of old-time glamour hinted at by the outside. Marble floors, ornate ceilings, chandeliers … and a bronze statue of a French king (Caro couldn’t remember which one, but probably a Louis) on a horse. While most of the statue had dulled to a dark colour, the horse’s front knee remained shiny and almost golden.

‘Rubbing the horse’s knee is supposed to bring luck,’ a man in hotel livery told her when he noticed her pausing by the statue. He gave her a friendly wink, and Caro grinned.

She wasn’t a huge believer in signs and superstitions – well, no more than any other person who made their living from acting, which meant she was at least a little superstitious – but a little extra good luck for the voyage, or the investigation, ahead couldn’t hurt.

‘In that case …’ Caro ran her hand over the horse’s knee.

Rosalind and Posy were already halfway across the lobby, so she hurried to catch them up, reaching them just as a man who looked to be in his early-to-mid-thirties called out to them.

‘Ms King, Ms Hooper and Ms Starling.’ He smiled warmly at them as they approached. ‘I’m so glad to welcome you to Monte Carlo. I’m Barnaby Yarrow, Mr Pendleton’s executive assistant.’ He reached out to shake hands with each of them in turn. Despite the warmth of the day, his hand was cool and dry against Caro’s, his white shirt impeccable under his waistcoat and jacket. How he wasn’t sweating, Caro had no idea – but maybe that was all part of the Executive Assistant to Billionaires training. Or, more likely, the hotel air conditioning.

Barnaby was the sort of skinny that spoke of constant movement, and the moment she let go of his hand he was already in motion, guiding them towards the lifts.

‘Mr Pendleton is awaiting you with afternoon tea,’ he explained.

Caro had expected that they’d be taken to one of the bars or restaurants the hotel boasted to meet their newest client, or perhaps a private meeting room. But instead, she found herself a short time later outside what had to be the most expensive suite in the hotel.

Of course, a man who owned his own mega-yacht would stay in the best suite in the hotel. And of course he’d want to show it off.

Caro was getting a pretty good impression of the man they were there to meet, just from his choice of hotel room and personal assistant. And that impression wasn’t disturbed in the slightest by meeting the man himself.

The suite, or at least the room of it they were let into, was glorious. Neutrals with hints of gold and crystal screamed of luxury, but with actually comfortable furniture, too. Expensive didn’t always mean comfortable, in Caro’s experience, but this place had it right.

Percival Pendleton lounged in the middle of a velvet sofa, both arms thrown over the back, in a sitting area that was larger than some whole flats Caro had lived in back in her youth. He looked to be in his mid-fifties or so, trim and healthy in the way someone with a nutritionist, personal trainer and private doctor on retainer could afford to be, with piercing blue eyes, lightly tanned skin and a full head of salt and pepper hair that only showed the faintest signs of thinning. He wore a grey suit with an azure tie and made Caro feel instantly underdressed, despite the fact that she was wearing her very favourite – and rather expensive – scarlet linen trousers and tunic set for the meeting.

From the letter they’d received, she’d sort of expected an older man, dodderier and paranoid. Perhaps a bitter old Scrooge type, reaching the end of his life and seeking someone to blame for the fact he was miserable despite his millions. Although if Rosalind had partied with his father, she should have known that couldn’t be right. She’d just assumed – something that was always dangerous in their line of work.

Their newest client greeted the three of them with a smile, and rose from his sofa to shake their hands – in age order, Rosalind first, Caro noticed. Someone who understood hierarchies, then. Perhaps that wasn’t so much of a surprise, given the echelons of society he must move in, him and his yacht.

‘The three Dahlias. Well, this is a treat.’ He grinned and motioned for them to take seats around a coffee table that was laden with the sort of afternoon tea Caro had foolishly believed could only be acquired in England. ‘You must join me.’

Caro waited for the others to choose their seats – Rosalind on an armchair at one end of the table, and Posy on the sofa opposite Mr Pendleton – before she sat herself down next to Posy.

The ritual of afternoon tea – the pouring, the stirring, the choosing of the best sandwiches and cakes – carried them through the awkward first minutes of the meeting. Then the familiar cadence of polite small talk, orchestrated by Mr Pendleton, took over. A mention of Rosalind’s most famous film – after the Dahlia Lively ones, obviously – was followed by a reference to Caro’s books, then Posy’s next project. Enough to tell them that he’d done his research – or at least got Barnaby to do it for him. Percival Pendleton knew exactly who he’d invited on his boat.

They’d done their own research too, of course. But it didn’t feel like they knew enough to understand exactly what their role was there. Which meant that one of them had to mention the giant, possibly murderous, elephant in the room.

Naturally, it was her.

‘Mr Pendleton—’

He put up a hand. ‘Please, call me Percy. All my friends do – and I’m so hoping we’ll all be friends, especially since we’ll be travelling together on the Silver Lining.’

Caro decided she’d reserve judgement on the friendship front until they all got to know each other a little better. ‘Percy, the letter you sent us asking us to come here … you said you wanted us to investigate a case of “expected murder”. I think we’d all like to know a bit more about that before we agree to go boating with you.’

‘Go boating!’ Percy scoffed. ‘Do you hear her, Barnaby? Two weeks on a luxury yacht like mine and she calls it boating.’

Barnaby, standing to one side of the sitting area, gave a tight smile and a polite nod. ‘I think you understand her point though, sir. Don’t you?’

Percy sobered instantly. ‘Very true, very true. Well, down to business then. I imagine you know my family well enough – or of them, at least?’

‘We do,’ Rosalind replied. ‘The Pendleton Group has quite a name – and a history.’

Rosalind was understating it. But Percy nodded, all the same. ‘I believe you actually knew my father, Ms King?’

Rosalind nodded. ‘Some years ago now, through a mutual acquaintance. I was sorry to hear of his passing.’ Something that had only happened when Caro had pulled up the obituary for her, not that she mentioned that part.

‘As were we all.’ From the even, unemotional tone of Percy’s voice, it was impossible to tell quite how he felt about his father’s death. But Barnaby, Caro noticed, looked away out of the window, his jaw tightening at the mention of it.

Interesting.

‘His death resulted in my inheriting the company this summer,’ Percy went on. ‘Which is the official reason for me arranging this little jaunt around the Med – to mark a new era for the Pendleton Group. But his death is also part of the reason I asked the three of you here.’

Caro raised her eyebrows. ‘The reports we read said your father’s death was due to natural causes.’

Now, it was Percy who stiffened and looked away. ‘Of course that’s what they said. But I have reason to believe otherwise.’ He pushed up from the sofa and got to his feet, staring down at each of them in turn with his hands on his hips. ‘I believe my father was murdered. More than that, I know that whoever killed him is after me next. And that’s why I called you here to Monte Carlo – and why I want you to come with me on board the Silver Lining. To catch a killer – and to stop them killing again.’




Chapter Two


‘There’s something about this woman I just don’t quite trust,’ Dahlia said, watching through the window as the woman in question made her way down the long drive of Houghton Hall.

‘You don’t think we should take the case, then?’ Johnnie asked.

Dahlia turned to him in surprise. ‘Quite the contrary! All the more reason to find out what she’s really up to.’

Dahlia Lively in Lies and Lilacs

By Lettice Davenport, 1966



Monte Carlo, Monaco 
Friday 13 September, Afternoon

Rosalind

Normally, the three Dahlias were the ones behind the dramatic moments. But Percy Pendleton seemed to have a fine handle on high drama. Rosalind had to admire that about him – far more than his immense wealth or ostentatious shows thereof.

She wished she could remember more about Gerald Pendleton. It could only help, couldn’t it? Caro had asked, repeatedly, but really, it was a very long time ago now – nearly forty years – and she’d been a different person back then, living a different life.

As far as she could recall, she and her late husband, Frank, had been invited on a little trip by one of her co-stars on a film she’d been shooting at the time – Phillip Benson, sadly now deceased – and had joined the party on the yacht in Cannes. There had been so many people on board, and they all knew who she was – it was right around the time her star was rising and she was becoming something of a name. It felt embarrassing to admit that she didn’t know who they were when the other guests talked to her as if they were old friends, so she’d just called everyone darling and gone along with it.

She must have talked with Gerald, she was sure, but in most of her memories from that trip he’d been secluded at a table in one of the bars on board with his inner circle. Frank had commented that the party was a performance, probably for the inevitable press photos taken with telescopic lenses from the shore or other boats. Gerald wanted to project the image of being rich and popular and in the celebrity circles without actually having to make the effort to socialise.

Frank was probably right – he usually had been about things like that. A fellow actor, slightly older, he’d had a fairly cynical view of both stardom and the rich and famous generally. Not unlike her current fiancé, Jack.

None of which was likely to help them understand Gerald Pendleton’s possible murder.

‘Perhaps … perhaps we should explain a little more about old Mr Pendleton’s – demise?’ Barnaby moved hesitantly towards the table, a leather portfolio in his hands. When Percy nodded, he shifted some of the crumb-laden plates out of the way, and placed the portfolio on the table between them.

‘Of course. You’re detectives. You’ll need evidence, right?’ Percy flipped open the portfolio. ‘Here it all is. Help yourselves.’

Rosalind reached forward to take the top piece of paper. Caro and Posy took the photos, and a police report, below. But they didn’t get a chance to look at any of them, since Percy was clearly bursting to tell them the whole story.

‘My father, you see, was not always a popular man,’ he began. ‘Well, nobody gets rich by keeping everyone else happy all the time, do they?’

‘No, they get rich by keeping other rich people happy,’ Caro muttered, as she placed the stack of photos back on the table for now. Rosalind shot her a look, but if Percy heard her words, he ignored them.

‘He gave his whole life to the family business – to the legacy his father, grandfather and generations back had built.’ The pride in Percy’s voice was clear. Maybe this was all a case of misplaced grief. He’d convinced himself his father was murdered to help him deal with the untimely demise of his hero. Rosalind was sure she’d starred in a movie where that happened to a character, back in the day.

‘He sacrificed everything for the Pendleton Group – his marriage, time with his family, even his health,’ Percy said.

‘That’s why the police report says he died of natural causes.’ Posy frowned down at the papers in her hand. ‘There’s a note here that he hadn’t been taking his heart medication. They think that’s what caused his heart attack?’

Rosalind was impressed. Somehow Posy had managed to tell Percy Pendleton that the police said he was wrong, all while not sounding for a moment like she didn’t believe him. That was more than acting. That was talent.

‘That’s what they said,’ Percy allowed. ‘But I know better. I know my father. He wouldn’t put himself at risk that way. He loves—’ There was a brief pause as Percy recognised something Rosalind was sure the rest of the room had already noticed. He was still referring to his father in the present tense.

Definitely some trauma playing out here. That wasn’t going to make this case any easier.

‘My father loved life. Loved living. He wouldn’t have stopped taking his medication. Not willingly.’ Percy sat back with his arms folded across his chest, clearly waiting for their rebuttals. Rosalind could picture him in the boardroom, throwing down a challenge to his staff, waiting for the first one of them to screw up by telling him it was impossible. He’d probably fire them on the spot, just to make a point.

Except this time, they were his staff. Or would be, if they took the case.

‘What do you think happened?’ Rosalind asked. It was possible that Percy’s beliefs mattered more than reality, right now. They had to figure out why he felt so at risk, before they could decide if they would be able to save him.

Percy’s slow smile told her it was the right question to ask.

He leaned forward, hands on his knees again, as if he were imparting state secrets. ‘One thing you have to understand about my father: he didn’t trust doctors – called them all quacks. He’d complained loudly and often about his own physician, not to mention the side effects of the new heart meds he’d been put on. Everyone in the office probably heard him, right, Barnaby?’

Barnaby nodded, then cleared his throat. ‘He, uh, was definitely heard saying that he “wasn’t going to take that poison any more”.’ He read it from the notes he was holding, without any expression at all. Probably because he knew that his words contradicted his boss’s theory completely, and didn’t want to be shot as the messenger.

But Percy merely chuckled. ‘Yep, that was dear old Dad. He’d complain and he’d grandstand – but at the end of the day, he wouldn’t dare risk his own life that way. He’d put on a front because that was the part he played. But those of us who really knew him, knew better. The police should have listened to Mrs Hazelton.’

‘Mrs Hazelton?’ Posy asked, politely. She had her notebook out in her lap, Rosalind saw, already taking notes on the players in this case.

‘Mr Gerald Pendleton’s secretary,’ Barnaby filled in.

Percy scoffed. ‘She was more than that! She was like a mother and a wife combined. She’d been with him for twenty-five years, and was the one who always browbeat him into looking after himself – booking his annual physicals, arranging his prescriptions for him, everything. She was the one who put all his pills into his pill sorter. Look.’

Percy pulled out a photo from the stack in the file that Caro had dumped on the table. It showed a normal, plastic pill sorter with compartments for each day of the week, covering two weeks at a time, but in a high-end, monogrammed leather case. Of course. ‘She filled it up every second Friday like clockwork, ready for the weekend. It was empty the day he died – a Friday – because he hadn’t given it to her to refill yet, but that wasn’t unusual. She normally grabbed it from his desk mid-afternoon if he hadn’t given it to her by then.’

He leaned forward across the table towards them. ‘But, crucially, she was off sick the week before he died – for the first time in years.’

Which meant she hadn’t been there to make sure the old man took his pills. Percy’s theory was looking shakier with every attempt he made to convince them.

‘The report …’ Posy sounded honestly apologetic as she winced at the paper in her hands. ‘It says they found his heart medication dumped in the bin under his desk?’

‘I’m coming to that.’ For the first time, Percy’s tone held a snap in it. Impatience, or maybe frustration. He must have told this story a lot of times to a lot of people and not been believed.

Rosalind’s attention shifted to Barnaby, still hovering on the edge of their meeting. Did he believe his boss’s theory? Or was he just going along with it to keep his job? From the way he shuffled his papers in his hands, keeping his gaze fixed on them, she suspected the latter.

She ran through the objective facts so far. Gerald Pendleton had distrusted doctors, told everyone he intended to stop taking his medication and, while his apparently controlling secretary was off sick, his pills had found their way into his bin – causing the heart attack that killed him.

No wonder the police felt confident claiming natural causes. Especially since, according the report Posy passed across to her, there was no trace of the medication he should have been taking in Gerald’s system.

Everything pointed to him deciding not to take his pills while Mrs Hazelton wasn’t there to nag him about it. She could even picture him having one of his rants about quacks and quackery and tipping all the pills into his bin to prove a point to whichever poor, unfortunate soul had to listen to him.

Rosalind’s gaze dropped to her left hand, and the diamond sparkling on her ring finger. What would Jack, her ex-police detective fiancé, think of all this? He’d raised an eyebrow about her running off for two weeks on a yacht with Caro and Posy, but only to make a joke about how investigating a murder in the Med sounded about right for a three Dahlias-style hen weekend.

She supposed that was what it was, in a way. A last jaunt away, just the three of them, before she finally got down to planning her wedding. Not that she really expected anything much to change just because they’d had a little ceremony and a bigger party. And if everything stayed the same … what was the point?

She hadn’t been a very good wife last time around. Jack knew that, and he’d proposed anyway. But Rosalind wasn’t sure either of them had the evidence to prove she’d be any better at it this time.

‘Like I told you, my father had enemies.’ Percy had control of himself again now, talking calmly and seriously, like someone used to being believed. ‘I think one of them replaced his pills with ineffective replicas – sugar pills, or what have you – and then planted the real ones in his wastepaper basket for the police to find, to make it look like he’d thrown them away himself.’

He sat back, arms crossed, smug smile firmly in place. Rosalind glanced across at Caro and Posy, and wondered which one of them would be first to point out any of the many, many flaws in his theory.

It was Caro, of course.

She didn’t even bother asking about the ill-defined ‘enemies’. She got right to the heart of the matter. ‘How would they have got hold of his pill sorter to swap them? Unless you’re accusing his secretary?’

Percy scoffed. ‘Mrs Hazelton has been with the company for decades. She retired after my father’s death, but still comes in regularly to check that the right procedures are being followed. I trust her implicitly. Besides, didn’t you hear me say she was off sick that week?’

There was something in his voice, something that told her he didn’t actually mind these questions. He was waiting to play his ace and prove them all wrong. Percy Pendleton, she felt, wasn’t the sort of man to make outlandish accusations without data to back him up. He might not, ultimately, be correct. But he’d have a plausible rationale for how and why his father was murdered.

‘You have a theory about how it could be done,’ Rosalind said. ‘Don’t you?’

‘Of course I do.’ He favoured her with a knowing smile. ‘Several of my main suspects visited my father’s offices in the month before he died – which wasn’t a usual occurrence. But any of them could have done it, whether they were there or not. It would be a simple matter of bribing or threatening or blackmailing a staff member to replace the pills and plant the real ones for the police to find. There would be plenty of witnesses who’d say they’d heard him threaten to throw them away himself – witnesses who didn’t know him well enough to realise that was always a bluff. He wanted to appear larger than life, more powerful than modern medicine, but in the end he was a pragmatist. He’d take the pills. And we know for sure that he was taking them – don’t we, Barnaby?’

Barnaby startled as Percy swung around towards him without warning. ‘Um, yes?’

Rosalind hid a smile as they watched Barnaby try to catch up on where the conversation had gone while he’d been, as far as she could tell, preoccupied by something on the phone he had balanced on his papers.

‘Tell them what you saw! My father, taking his pills, the day before his death!’ Percy insisted.

‘Oh, yes!’ Barnaby shifted, his stance more confident now. ‘I had to drop some papers off at old Mr Pendleton’s office that day, and as I walked in he threw some pills into his mouth and washed them down with water. His pill sorter was on the desk, although I didn’t notice if it was full or empty.’

‘You told the police this?’ Rosalind asked. ‘What did they say?’

Barnaby shrugged. ‘That he could have just been taking paracetamol for a headache.’ That, Rosalind could see, was in his system at the time of death.

She glanced across at Caro and Posy, and saw agreement in their eyes. Non-conclusive.

But Percy wasn’t done. ‘And! I tried to speak to the cleaner who found him, but it transpired that she was a short-term contract worker who moved on immediately after his death. Or immediately after the real pills must have been planted in his bin. Are you really telling me that isn’t suspicious?’

Rosalind pursed her lips. It wasn’t not suspicious. But at the same time, contract workers moved on often almost by definition. The turnover at any contract cleaning company had to be high, didn’t it?

Percy barrelled on regardless. ‘In fact, it occurred to me that one of the suspects could have even posed as the cleaner themselves! That would be very Dahlia Lively, wouldn’t it? Hiding in plain sight.’

He looked between them for agreement, and Rosalind managed a small smile to appease him. ‘It would. But, Mr Pendleton—’

Barnaby, still standing to one side, cleared his throat. ‘Mr Pendleton. Perhaps you should tell them about the flowers?’

Caro sat up a little straighter, obviously hoping that there might be more to this case after all. ‘The flowers?’

‘Yes!’ Percy rooted around for another photo and handed it decisively to Posy. ‘Here.’

Posy peered at the flowers in the photo, then passed it along to Caro, who passed it to Rosalind.

‘Lilies,’ she said, studying it. ‘And white roses. Very tasteful.’

‘It was, ah, more the card that came with the flowers I was thinking of,’ Barnaby said.

The next photo made rather more sense.

Rosalind stared down at the card, mind finally starting to whirr with the possibilities of this case.

You’re next, the card read, in neat, cursive handwriting. Probably the florist’s, she imagined.

Well. That put a rather different complexion on Percy’s apparent paranoia.

‘Do you know who sent this?’ she asked.

Percy shook his head. ‘It was on the coffin itself at the funeral service, which was strange, as it should have only been family flowers – although I suppose it wouldn’t be too hard to pretend long enough to achieve that. It wasn’t until they put the flowers out later at the crematorium for mourners to see that I had a chance to read the card.’

‘Did you take it to the police?’ Posy had a frown line between her brows, an odd blemish on her usually smooth and perfect complexion. Rosalind didn’t like to see it there.

Percy scoffed. ‘I did not. Not after the way they’d dismissed my concerns already. No, I called the florist myself – well, I made Barnaby do it, but I was listening in. Yes, you see I did my own investigating. Far more productive. And much simpler than those TV dramas make it look, really.’

Over on the sofa, Caro’s face was turning red. Rosalind moved the conversation swiftly on before her friend reached boiling point.

‘What did the florist say?’ She directed the question at Barnaby, who looked to his boss for permission before sharing.

‘Uh, the florist said that there must have been a mix-up.’ He thumbed through his notes to find the piece of paper he was looking for, and squinted down at it. ‘Here it is! She said that the card should have read: ‘Thinking of you, love Uncle Brian and Auntie Brenda.’ Except—’

‘I don’t have any relatives by that name!’ Percy burst out. ‘Never have. So it’s still suspicious.’

Rosalind felt that perhaps this florist wasn’t one she’d want to entrust with any important deliveries. It was entirely possible they’d got the cards mixed up twice. Still, it did add to the mystery.

Even if Mr Gerald Pendleton hadn’t been murdered, it was credible that someone had used his funeral to scare Percy into thinking he might be next.

‘And you still didn’t go to the police?’ Posy guessed. ‘Or I don’t imagine we would be here.’

‘Correct.’ Percy gave Posy a nod of approval, then looked to each of them in turn. ‘As sure as I am that I could solve this case, left to my own devices, I’m a busy man with many demands on my time.’

‘And so you called us to do it for you,’ Caro said, drily.

‘Precisely.’ Percy didn’t seem to hear the sarcasm in Caro’s voice. Which was probably for the best. ‘I’ve made it easy for you, though. I’ve gathered all my suspects in one place. They’ll be joining us on the Silver Lining. I presume that for professionals like you, two weeks will be plenty of time to wrap this up?’

Rosalind blinked, slowly, as her thoughts raced too fast to put them into words. From the silence coming from the sofa, Caro and Posy were having the same problem.

Percy Pendleton had invited all the people he thought might want to murder him on their yacht trip.




Chapter Three


‘Well.’ Dahlia placed her hands on her hips and took in their surroundings. ‘This wasn’t quite how I expected this case to go.’

‘Really?’ Johnnie asked. ‘Because it’s exactly what I expected.’

Dahlia Lively in Every Body Has Secrets

By Lettice Davenport, 1974



Monte Carlo, Monaco 
Friday 13 September, Afternoon

Rosalind

We should have seen this coming. What else could his letter have meant?

Except, who would predict this? When they’d read that he anticipated being murdered that autumn and wanted them to meet with him to prevent it, she’d assumed their time together would have been spent trying to figure out who might be behind some threats or something. Looking over the evidence together, discussing motives and alibis, and lending their investigative skills to whatever information Percy had already gathered. Two weeks had seemed excessive, but honestly, Rosalind had hoped that was because they’d also be doing some sightseeing, or even just relaxing.

She hadn’t imagined that a murder might have already taken place. Or that Percy would have taken things so firmly into his own hands.

‘You’ve invited all the people you suspect of murdering your father and threatening you into a confined space for two weeks to … give them the opportunity to kill you too?’ Rosalind really didn’t know how else to put it.

‘Barnaby suggested it.’

Barnaby’s eyes widened; Rosalind got the impression that wasn’t exactly what Percy’s assistant had said. ‘I thought that speaking to them all might help.’

Percy nodded. ‘Exactly. This seemed most efficient.’

That was one word for it. Rosalind was more inclined towards ‘baffling’. Or ‘incredibly, unbelievably arrogant’.

Perhaps that was what happened when a person possessed more money than 90 per cent of the country added together. They believed they could control anything.

Even death.

‘How did you persuade them all to come?’ Posy’s voice held a note of awe at Percy’s audacity. ‘I mean, if any of them hate you enough to want you dead … I’d think they would decline. Except maybe the murderer, because of the opportunity to do the deed, which might help weed them out, I suppose?’

‘Oh, they all said yes,’ Percy replied. ‘I wrote to them all – well, Barnaby did, but I checked and signed the letters. Didn’t tell them the real reason I wanted them there, of course – no point giving them a heads-up that we’re onto their schemes, right?’

‘So what did you tell them?’ Even Caro looked blindsided by this turn of events.

Percy looked up at Barnaby, who pulled an elegant cream and gold invitation from his file and handed it over to Rosalind. ‘We invited them to a ceremonial relaunch of the Pendleton Group, under Mr Percival Pendleton’s stewardship.’

Rosalind scanned the invitation. The front was quite straightforward – giving details of the departure date and time, and the duration. On the back, though, in flowing black ink was an additional handwritten note.


Times and tides















































































ops/images/title.jpg
DEANA]

ORN A
LIVELY S

S/2\

KATY WATSON

CCCCCCCCC





ops/images/9781408720486.jpg
se’ DAILY MAIL

A yacht full On a sea of

of suspects ... red herrings.

A THREE DAHLIAS MYSTERY






