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      My dad was always fond of a good chat. My mum used to say that he was worse than her when it came to gossip, but that really wasn’t true. Whereas Mum was (and still is) fond of the opportunity to pass village news around without being too fussed whether or not it was true, my dad mostly just listened. He liked to keep his ear to the ground, in a professional capacity. Being in charge of the police in a small, close-knit community like Penstowan, it was (and again, still is) very useful to know the ins and outs of the inhabitants’ lives.

      Being dead, of course, meant that my dad, Chief Inspector Eddie Parker, formerly of the Devon and Cornwall Constabulary and now of St Botolph’s churchyard, was rather out of the loop. I tried to keep him informed but my life had become so busy lately that I didn’t get the chance to visit his grave very often. Ironically, I’d moved back to Penstowan after quitting the Metropolitan Police Force (and a bad marriage), searching for a quieter, safer life for me and my teenage daughter Daisy than the one we’d had in London; but the Cornish coast had proved to be much less sleepy than I remembered from my own teenage years.

      ‘Hello, Dad,’ I said, feeling a bit daft. I sat down on the grass next to his headstone, and scraped away the thin layer of green moss that had started to cling to it. The summers in Cornwall are beautiful, long hot sunny days that stay light later in the evening than up country; but the weather can turn without warning, sea mists quickly rolling in to envelop the land and then staying there for what sometimes feels like weeks on end. Mould and damp are constant problems when you live near the ocean, even for the dead.

      I shuffled my bottom on the damp ground and sat and thought about my dad. Now that I was here – I hadn’t actually made a special effort to come, I’d just been passing on my way home from picking up some supplies for a catering job – I realised why I didn’t visit his grave more often. He wasn’t there. My dad – his spirit, anyway – was in Penstowan, watching out for troublemakers in the King’s Arms; and on the bench at the top of Fore Street, where he’d kept an eye on me and my friends playing on the beach when we were kids, and on Daisy when I’d brought her down for a visit when she was little. And most of all it was in the police station, where DCI Nathan Withers, current holder of the (unofficial) title of Cornwall’s Sexiest Copper and possessor of my heart (along with various other parts of my anatomy), carried on my dad’s good work, albeit with more technology and a touch less local knowledge. Luckily he had me for that.

      ‘So,’ I said, clearing away the weeds that had sprouted up around the headstone. ‘Things are still going well with me and Nathan. I wish you could’ve met him, Dad, you’d really like him. He’s a good copper and a lovely bloke. He’s so good with Daisy, and Mum – you wouldn’t believe it, but he’s got her eating out of his hand. She keeps trying to iron his shirts for him and stuff like that.’ I smiled. ‘I think – I think he’s The One, Dad⁠—’

      ‘Ahem…’ I looked up at the sound of someone clearing their throat. Tony stood behind me, smiling but looking a bit awkward. ‘Thought it was you. Come to see your dad?’

      ‘Yeah.’ I jumped up and brushed the earth from my jeans. ‘Just filling him in on current events. What you doing here?’

      ‘Believe it or not, I’m here to see the vicar.’

      I raised my eyebrows. ‘Don’t tell me you’ve found religion? Weren’t you the little boy at St Buttholes primary who made the RE teacher hand her notice in after you asked her what day God invented the dinosaurs?’

      He laughed. ‘I still think that was a reasonable question. Dunno why she got so upset about it…’ We turned and headed up the hillside, through the graves, towards the church; my new catering van was parked in the neighbouring car park, and Tony’s assignation with the vicar was presumably in the church itself. Although I’d been sad to replace my old van, the Gimpmobile (so called because I’d bought it cheap from a sex shop that was closing down, and there was a surprisingly graphic decal of a cartoon man in full BDSM gear, holding a whip, on the side), I was also slightly relieved, because it wouldn’t have felt entirely appropriate parking it next to the church. I hadn’t had a choice, anyway, as it had resolutely refused to start, despite the close attentions of Rob Trevarrow, the town mechanic.

      ‘How’s the new van working out?’ asked Tony, gesturing towards the car park. ‘It looks good, although I did have a soft spot for the old one.’

      ‘Yeah, me too. But I have to admit Gwyneth’s more reliable.’

      ‘Gwyneth?’

      ‘Yeah. After Gwyneth Paltrow.’ I grinned at Tony’s confused expression. ‘It used to belong to the fishmonger on Fore Street – he’s gone electric now. When we first went to look at it, it absolutely stunk of fish. Debbie said it reminded her of that candle Gwyneth Paltrow’s company brought out, the one that supposedly smelt like her va⁠—’

      ‘Oh my God!’ spluttered Tony, laughing. ‘That sounds like Debbie, all right. I’m sure there’s something in the bible about not talking about Hollywood actresses’ unmentionables on hallowed ground…’

      ‘Talking of which, why are you meeting the vicar?’

      ‘My mum comes here, and she was talking to her last Sunday⁠—’

      ‘Her? We got a female vicar? I didn’t know that.’

      ‘No, nor did I. For some reason they got talking about Merrymaid, and Mum volunteered me to help.’

      Penstowan’s Merrymaid Week was one of those uniquely Cornish festivals that supposedly harked back to the olden days and celebrated the area’s historic fishing industry, but nowadays was an excuse for fun and games for locals and tourists alike, culminating in a carnival, a costume contest, and a huge booze-up with fireworks at the end. It was based on the legend of the Penstowan Siren, a fearsome mermaid who had once been the scourge of the local fishing fleet. The name Merrymaid Week was a bit of a misnomer, as it only ran for five days, Monday to Friday, but that was because changeover day at the nearby holiday camps tended to be on a Saturday. Like I said, it was completely traditional and in no way seen as an opportunity to liberate the holidaymakers who flocked to Cornwall in the summer from their spending money.

      ‘Do they want you to dress up as the mermaid?’ I asked, sniggering.

      ‘Let’s face it, I’ve got the legs for it,’ said Tony, giving me a saucy pose.

      ‘Mr Penhaligon?’ A female voice stopped us in our tracks. We turned around to see a very attractive woman in her late 30s, early 40s, straightening up from behind a grave. She had long blonde hair, tied back in a ponytail, and was holding a pair of gardening shears. Tony leapt out of his daft pose and straightened up. I suspected he was holding his stomach in. ‘Sorry, didn’t mean to sneak up on you, I was just trimming the grass around Agatha and Jim.’ She waved towards an ancient-looking headstone, which I assumed was the last resting place of the aforesaid couple. ‘Between you and me, Jago Thomas is meant to keep the grass tidy, but he’s getting on a bit. You must be Tony, and you are…?’

      ‘Jodie, Jodie Parker.’ I held my hand out to shake, then nudged Tony when he didn’t move. I glanced at him and thought, uh oh… His mouth was open and he looked absolutely transfixed by the vicar.

      ‘Uh, yeah, I’m Tony…’ he said, finally. She gave him a big, friendly smile, completely without judgement, which I thought was very kind of her seeing as he was acting like a moron. She shook both our hands.

      ‘I’m Carmen Sommersby. The vicar.’ She laughed. ‘Obviously. Why else would I be lurking in a graveyard?’

      ‘I was,’ I said, smiling. ‘But I was visiting someone.’

      Her expression changed to one of sympathy. ‘Ah, I hope they’re not one of our more recent residents?’

      ‘Nine years ago,’ I said. ‘My dad. I don’t come to his grave very often, but I was just passing.’

      ‘We’re not together,’ blurted Tony, and I had to restrain myself from groaning out loud.

      ‘No, Tony just spotted me and came to say hello,’ I said. ‘Well, I’ll leave you to it…’

      ‘You’re welcome to stay,’ said Carmen. ‘I was rather hoping we’d have a few more recruits by now, but so far it’s just you and me, Mr Penhaligon.’

      ‘Tony,’ croaked Tony. He really was hopeless. I decided I should stay and make sure he didn’t make a complete muppet of himself.

      ‘Well, I’m not sure how much help I can be, but count me in,’ I said, and they both looked at me gratefully.
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      ‘How did I get into this again?’ I asked, looking at my reflection in the mirror. This was not the sort of thing I usually wore on a Monday morning. My mum, who had sat on the bed watching me squeeze into the costume with an amused look on her face, snorted.

      ‘With difficulty.’ Next to her, Daisy laughed and reached over to high five her. My family can be so disloyal.

      Studying my tight costume carefully, though, I had to admit she was right; it had been touch and go whether I would get into it. The long, curly blonde wig suggested Dolly Parton to me, but the skin-coloured mesh top with built-in seashell bra cups definitely had more of a mermaid feel. A slightly slutty mermaid feel, unfortunately. Thank God the mesh was tightly woven and opaque enough to protect my modesty.

      The tail/skirt was just plain ridiculous, particularly as it had been specially modified for Merrymaid Week. It was long at the back, but very short at the front (so short I had to wear Lycra cycling shorts underneath it, to prevent passersby getting a glimpse of what I only allowed myself, my gynaecologist and Nathan access to). The back was shaped like a fish tail, covered in a shiny, scaly-patterned material in shades of blue, green and silver. Tony had had the good grace to look slightly embarrassed when I’d taken the costume out of its packaging, but as he pointed out, if they’d left the skirt as it was – long, back and front, all the way down to my feet – I would hardly have been able to move; I’d have found it hard to muster up even a waddle. So now it just stuck out behind me, like a weird padded dinosaur tail. My most comfortable (but shabby) trainers completed the look. I was, after all, going to be running through the town, chased by a pack of feral children, so I needed to be nimble on my feet. Across my cheeks, pale, silvery face paint gave me an ethereal, unearthly glow, while my eyes were rimmed with red eye-liner to make me look evil, or like I was suffering from the worst bout of hay fever ever.

      I sighed and made my way to the top of the stairs, stopping for a moment to get my misbehaving tail under control, as it seemed determined to trip me up. Downstairs in the kitchen, I could hear Nathan getting ready to go out. He had to go into work that day, but he’d promised to come and watch at least some of the chase if the inhabitants of Penstowan behaved themselves, or at least didn’t get caught. Oh good, I thought sardonically.

      ‘I’m off in a minute, babe,’ he called out, as I carefully descended. ‘Good luck with the chase in case I don’t see – Jesus Christ Almighty!’ – this, as he turned and caught sight of me. He recovered his wits, clearing his throat and quickly replacing the shocked expression on his face with one of calm. ‘Is that what you’re wearing?’

      ‘No, I still need to get changed,’ I said sarcastically. He grinned.

      ‘Sorry, stupid question. It’s a … you look very…’ He gave up. ‘Bloody hell.’

      ‘That about sums it up,’ I agreed.

      ‘Can you run in it?’

      ‘Let’s hope so, or the little angels will catch me well before I reach the church.’

      Nathan looked surprised. ‘You have to run all the way to the church? I wouldn’t have thought you’d make it that far even without the costume.’ I swatted him with my tail. ‘No, seriously, why do you have to go to the church? I thought you’d just lead them around the town and end up on the green by the car park.’

      ‘Because then the vicar will subdue the evil mermaid and lead us all back down to the harbour, where she’ll bless what’s left of the Penstowan fishing fleet,’ I said. ‘Part of the legend, innit.’
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        * * *

      

      The Siren (so the legend went) was a beautiful creature. She would sing to the fishermen of Penstowan when they were lost in the sea mists that had a habit of suddenly appearing from nowhere, guiding them back to the harbour. In return the fishermen would avoid her part of the bay, around a rocky promontory near the harbour; all the fish in that part of the sea were hers, so no nets were cast there, and no crab or lobster pots put out. But one day a fisherman called John Hawken, who had no time for anyone or anything other than money, noticed that the biggest lobsters lived in the Siren’s fishing waters. He secretly cast his pots there, and sure enough, his catch was the biggest he’d ever had. He sold the lobsters for top price, and after drinking away half of his profits in the local pub, he mouthed off to the other fishermen about his new secret fishing spot. The next day, one of the other fishermen sent a boy to spy on Hawken and find out where he was fishing. Soon all the fishermen were setting out their crab and lobster pots there.

      The Siren was furious. And now, instead of guiding the fishermen back to shore, she began to lead them astray, hypnotising them with her beautiful song until they were claimed by the huge waves that broke far out in the ocean. Many fishermen were lost, and no one understood why their luck had changed. Apart from one boy; the same boy who had followed Hawken. He alone knew that it was the Siren luring men to their death, and he knew why. But the fishermen had got used to making more money and were unwilling to go back to their old ways. There was only one thing to be done.

      The boy built the biggest lobster pot anyone had ever seen, and early one morning, as the sun rose, he went to the Siren’s fishing grounds and cast the pot out on a line. The other fishermen laughed at him, but they were beginning to think that he was right; too many of their number had drowned. That night the whole fleet – those that hadn’t met watery graves, anyway – went out to help the boy haul in the lobster pot. Sure enough, as they pulled at the rope they could hear the song of the Siren; but instead of being beautiful, it was heartbreakingly sad. They carried on pulling and finally the pot broke the surface of the waves. Curled up inside, sobbing, was the most beautiful creature they had ever seen; a mermaid with flowing hair and big blue eyes, her long eyelashes heavy with tears. She pleaded with them to let her out. The boy had planned to release her after showing the fishermen who they had been upsetting, hoping that they would apologise and that things would get back to normal; but the fishermen refused. They jeered at the Siren; not so powerful now, was she? At that the mermaid changed, her eyes turning red, her pearly white teeth becoming evil fangs, and her fingers clawing at the rope. The fishermen dragged the pot to shore with her inside, then hauled it all the way through town and up the hill to the church. The Siren howled with fury and pain, and as they entered the church she gave a bloodcurdling scream and turned to stone. The stone Siren was placed on a ledge inside the entrance to the church to stop her returning to the sea, halting her campaign of terror among the fishermen. John Hawken used his ill-gotten gains to buy a whole fleet of fishing boats, and he became extremely rich and powerful, but he never went out to sea himself again. As for the boy, he became the vicar of St Botolph’s so that he could watch over the Siren and pay his respects to her every time he entered the church.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Poor Siren,’ said Nathan, and I had to agree.

      ‘It’s just another misogynistic myth, created by a patriarchal society,’ said Daisy firmly. Mum looked at me with a here we go again look on her face. Daisy had just discovered feminism, and I was simultaneously extremely proud and a little bit over it; I’d spent near on twenty years in the Met, and I knew what it was like to stand up for myself against a room full of men, but Daisy seemed to think I’d never even heard the words ‘toxic masculinity’, let alone been subjected to it. She was at that age where she knew everything… ‘Every time something bad happened back in those days, it was the fault of a woman. The fishermen couldn’t just have been drowning because they were stupid and went out when it was too rough. No, they had to blame it on some mystical female monster. Medusa, Scylla and Charybdis, the Harpies – all women. Crops failed? Probably a witch. Find a stroppy woman who doesn’t know her place, then burn her. Men have always been scared of intelligent women.’

      Nathan looked taken aback. ‘I wasn’t scared but I think I am now…’

      We let Nathan go to work, while I had a last cup of tea. I hoped I wouldn’t regret it. I’d had serious issues getting into that skirt (and the cycling shorts underneath), so the fewer toilet breaks I needed, the better.

      The Mermaid Chase was due to start in an hour and a half, although families would already be gathering on the beach and enjoying breakfast from a selection of food stalls in the car park. I wished I’d been a bit quicker on the uptake and not allowed myself to be talked into playing the mermaid, because I could’ve had my own catering stall out there now. It was the beginning of the holiday season, and according to a text from my friend Debbie (who was also helping out with the festival, registering teams of mermaid hunters) the stalls were swarming with tourists as well as locals, tucking into bacon rolls, waffles and all manner of breakfast goodies. I might actually have made myself some money, rather than risking a hernia from that stupid tail. I had still ended up doing some baking – there was a charity cake stall at the church, where the hunters could celebrate the mermaid’s capture and replenish their sugar levels, all for the sake of the stained-glass window restoration fund – but that just meant any money would be going into the church’s coffers, rather than my pocket. Oh well. I’d get my reward in heaven, if it existed. I’d driven my contribution to the cake stall over the night before, in Gwyneth, who still smelt somewhat of her previous vocation, despite repeated scrubbings. I hoped my coffee, choc chip and nut cookies would not have a faint suggestion of haddock about them.

      I somehow managed to get behind the wheel of the car and drove myself, Mum and Daisy (and Germaine, our dog) to the town car park, where Tony was lurking not far from a large group of families, both local and holidaymakers, who had just signed up for the hunt. He smiled as he spotted the car and rushed over, carrying a large blanket.

      ‘Here,’ he said, chucking the blanket over my head as I climbed out of the car. I threw it back.

      ‘Bloody hell, Tone, let me get myself straight first! What are you doing?’

      ‘We can’t have the kids seeing the ug – scary mermaid yet,’ he said, looking me up and down properly. ‘Good Lord, that skirt’s tight…’

      ‘Oi you, eyes up here!’ I snapped, more because I knew that I looked a right state, not because I suspected Tony of perving over my figure in that costume. ‘Can I at least take a breath before you go smothering me with a blanket?’ I looked down as I felt a tug on my tail. Germaine was growling at it, then pouncing on it, giving it a shake and letting go, only to start the game again. ‘Get off, Germaine! Where’s the other mermaid? The beautiful one, not the ugly one.’

      Tony grinned. ‘Sorry. We should probably call you the “Before” and “After” mermaids – before and after the Siren gets caught and transforms into an evil harpy. The festival budget didn’t cover Hollywood-style special effects for the transformation, hence your dodgy costume… The lifeguard’s parked his truck on the beach and our “Before” mermaid is hiding in there until we get started.’ He squinted up at the sky. ‘Glad the sun’s out and it’s nice and warm, her costume’s a bit less…’ He waved his hands vaguely at my dreadful outfit. ‘…just less. A lot less.’ I was suddenly pleased to be the ugly – or rather the ‘Before’ – mermaid, after all.

      ‘Say cheese!’

      I whirled around to see my friend Nina standing there with her phone raised. ‘Oh my God!’ she giggled, as she snapped a picture. ‘That’s a fantastic photo … Tony said your costume was bad, but…’

      ‘Oh, thanks a lot,’ I said, grumpily. ‘You know I could have you arrested for breach of privacy or paparazzi-ing or something?’

      ‘You could, but it’s my turn to do lunch next week and you wouldn’t want to miss that, would you?’

      One of the things I’d simultaneously looked forward to and dreaded about moving back to Penstowan was catching up with old friends, some of whom I’d lost touch with on purpose. But Nina wasn’t one of them, and after a slightly awkward start – I’d run into her at the council, where she worked, and hadn’t even recognised her at first – we’d put together a ‘ladies who lunch’ club, consisting of the two of us, Debbie, Lily Swann (who now lived over near Bodmin in a flipping massive 13th-century abbey hotel), and Louise Gifford, who worked part time at an engineering works in Launceston. We’d meet every couple of weeks, taking it in turns to host and each of us bringing a plate. We’d sit and cackle and gossip and OH MY GOD it had just occurred to me that we were basically my mum’s Wednesday morning coffee club, only with alcohol.

      ‘At least let me do a better pose,’ I said, giving her a snarl and arching my fingers into claws. ‘What’s this for, anyway?’

      ‘For the council website,’ said Nina. ‘It’ll be on the local events page, so everyone can see you. You could go viral.’

      ‘She definitely looks contagious,’ said Tony, and I elbowed him.

      ‘Daisy!’ My daughter’s best friend Jade, who lived just down the street from us, appeared. Germaine barked and leapt up at her, but she was a Pomeranian (the dog, not Jade), so she only came up to Jade’s knees. ‘Hello Germaine, who’s a good girl then?’ said Jade, turning to look at me with a smile. ‘Hi, Mrs Par – bloody h—’ She stopped abruptly, her eyes wide.

      Daisy sighed. ‘Only my mum could have that effect on my mates,’ she said. ‘Come on, let’s get out of here.’ They toddled off across the car park, Germaine following dutifully at Daisy’s heels.

      ‘Keep her on the lead!’ I called. Daisy raised a hand in reply, not stopping or even turning around, and I got the feeling she was pretending to not know the mad woman in the terrible wig and bizarre scaly costume. I turned to Mum. ‘You coming with us?’

      ‘What, you think I’m going to follow a bunch of screaming kiddies around town, with my bunions?’ She grimaced. ‘Bugger that. I’m off for a cuppa.’

      We watched her toddle off to meet some of her more rebellious friends from the coffee club – they were going rogue, meeting on a Monday, and at Rowe’s bakery rather than the church hall – and said goodbye to Nina, who was on her way to work. Then we headed down to the beach. Tony did his best to shield me from prying eyes but only succeeded in making me stand out even more. The tide was out, the sun shining on the wet sand, glinting off the rock pools and making the waves out to sea sparkle. I took a deep breath, savouring the tang of salt in the air. This was why I’d moved back; not just because I missed being near family and friends who I’d known long enough to feel like they were family too, but because of the sea. I never wanted to live anywhere I couldn’t see or at least smell the ocean. London had had its moments – it had been fun when I’d first moved there – but the fun soon wore off. The effect the sea had on me never did.

      We reached the long finger of rocks and boulders that protruded out onto the sand, extending from the face of the cliffs. Over those cliffs, just around the bay, was Penstowan Harbour, the tiny but still (just about) working heart of what was left of the local fishing industry. It was picturesque enough, but most visitors ignored it or were even unaware of its existence, preferring to stay on this gorgeous sandy beach, swimming in the icy cold water, or fishing for tiny crabs in the rock pools.

      The lifeguard’s four-wheel drive was parked on the sand, near Mermaid’s Rock, the enormous (and predictably named) boulder that sat on its own a few feet away from the rock pools. It had probably been part of that small promontory once, but the sea had carved a channel between it and the other rocks, a river forming between them when the tide began to come in. The boulder was permanently circled by a tiny natural moat of sea water, making it the perfect mermaid throne. Which was just as well, as the perfect mermaid was sitting in the passenger seat of the truck, waiting to make her entrance. Kira Tiddy, daughter of Maggie, who ran one of the local B&Bs, was back from university upcountry somewhere, and I had to admit that with her pale skin and wide blue eyes, she had the undersea ingenue look down to a T.

      Tony nodded to the lifeguard, Billy Trevarrow (son of Rob – everyone in Penstowan seemed to be the son or daughter or second cousin of someone I’d been to school with), as he got out of the driver’s seat.

      ‘All right, Billy?’

      ‘Aye, all right, Tony? All right, Jo—’ Billy turned to look at me and stopped abruptly. I sighed. I was getting used to this reaction.

      ‘Yes, I’m fine. Are we ready to get started?’

      Billy nodded, taking out his walkie talkie. ‘I’ll see if the hunt marshals are ready,’ he said.They were ready, having finally collected all the entrance fees (which were going to the RNLI), and shepherded the multitude of hyped-up kids and their parents into some semblance of order. Tony went to join them, then, at his signal, Billy opened the other door of the truck and lifted Kira out of the passenger seat; she couldn’t really move much herself, as she had a proper tail. Other than that, as Tony had said, her costume was very much less than mine: she wore the same seashell bra top, but where mine had mesh around it to keep my bits under control, she just had the bra. Luckily her bust was also rather less than mine, so it wasn’t threatening to overwhelm the seashells in a tsunami of female flesh like it would’ve done on me. She had a glittery blue piercing in her belly button (you can tell SHE hasn’t had kids, I thought slightly bitterly, as I noted the lack of stretch marks on her smooth stomach), and naturally long blonde hair, and I had to admit that she looked gorgeous. Which just made me look all the more terrible. Oh well. Good job I wasn’t trying to impress anyone with my svelte figure.

      She giggled and fluttered her eyelashes at Billy as he gallantly lifted her onto Mermaid’s Rock. Billy, bless his cotton socks, blushed, but seemed to be enjoying himself immensely. He set off a large bubble machine, and soon the beautiful Siren was surrounded by iridescent bubbles. He signalled for me to hide behind the rock, as the crowd of juvenile mermaid hunters made their way down the beach, led by the infamous fisherman, John Hawken (or Tony, in what looked like a medieval peasant’s costume).

      The children oohed and aahed at the pretty lady sitting on the rock, until Tony stepped forward and did his bit, telling them how the Mermaid had been very naughty and had sunk some of the fishermen’s boats (the committee had decided to gloss over her sending the fishermen themselves to watery graves, in case it scared the kiddies). At that point Billy set off a massive smoke bomb that made all of us jump (as Tony had said, no Hollywood-style special effects here…) and Kira almost fall backwards off her rock; but he was there to catch her. He unceremoniously elbowed me out from behind the boulder and towards the shrieking children.

      I stalked towards them through the smoke, scowling and flexing my plastic claws, channelling my inner Harpy, but my motivation was slightly ruined by one of the mums standing nearby, who guffawed loudly and drawled, ‘Oh my God…’ I turned towards her and snarled loudly, causing the kids to shriek even louder, and one very small, very cute little girl burst into tears. I don’t usually have that effect on children. Not very often, anyway.

      Tony led the screaming, giggling children up the beach and into town. We went in and out of a couple of shops (Tony’s family’s department store, Penhaligon’s, of course, plus a couple of others by arrangement – we made sure to avoid the chemist shop, as the owner was an infamously cantankerous Cornish curmudgeon). I followed behind, sometimes getting close enough to grab at the slower kids loitering near the back of the group. I did actually make the mistake of catching one, but his two brothers and some of the more excitable kids turned back and started hitting me with plastic swords until I let go. I made a mental note to tell Tony and the other hunt marshals off for allowing some of the little darlings to have weapons.

      After an exhausting (and noisy) ten minutes, Tony led them into the library, where they would be ‘safe’. There was paint and glitter and seaside themed craft to get stuck into for a while, so the poor knackered mermaid could have a sit down and a bottle of water. I was boiling hot and out of breath. I was in the best shape I’d been in for about two years; I’d let myself go a little when I’d left the police force, but since I’d been recruited for Devon and Cornwall CID I’d made an effort to do a bit of training and get fit again. Not that I’d had much opportunity to use it. After sitting my National Investigators Exam and attending training courses to get me back up to speed on police procedure – all of which had taken several months – I’d been made a kind of probationary ‘floating’ detective sergeant. The probation was scheduled to last for a year; I was about nine months in, and so far the only work I’d been given was on a murder case in Penzance (really straightforward, two well-known drug dealers had been involved in a turf war and one had run the other over), where all I’d done was catalogue witness statements, and a week spent helping Nathan cover Penstowan and the surrounding areas when his full-time DS, Matt Turner, had broken his arm and one of the other officers had holiday booked. It appeared that all the criminals had gone on holiday that week too, as it had been dead. The whole town had been disappointingly well behaved. Still, it had been nice to spend time with Nathan. I wasn’t sure it proved that CID actually needed me, though.

      I got my breath back, and then headed up the hill towards the church. Tony and I had worked out that if I waited in the field between the back of the pub and the churchyard, amongst the old standing stones of Morvoren’s Circle, the children would be able to spot me there when they came out of the library. Tony would encourage them to ‘sneak’ up on me, during which time I would hide behind one of the stones and then leap out at them. They would chase me the rest of the way up the hill and to the church, where Carmen the vicar (who Tony clearly still had the hots for but could now at least form a coherent sentence in front of) would be waiting.

      I reached the stone circle not a moment too early. I turned round to look back at the town and the kids were already out of the library, Tony and a couple of the other marshals trying discreetly to get them to look up in my direction. I grinned to myself; he might look like a poor man’s Pied Piper in that get-up, but Tony would make a great dad. I hoped it wasn’t too late for him. Carmen looked like she was still young enough to have children.

      I shook my head; I was starting to sound like my mum. I heard shouts and knew I’d been spotted, so I made my way to the other side of the stone circle. Tourists assumed they’d been put there by the druids for some mysterious purpose – probably human sacrifice, or something exciting like that – but in reality they’d been put up in 1867 by the bloke who owned the land as part of the Victorian craze for garden follies and fake ruins. There was a footpath across the field up to the church, so ramblers would occasionally pass through the stone circle, but the most frequent visitors were the sheep that grazed there.

      There was a water trough at the other side of the circle; I could duck down behind it and hide, whilst still being able to see the hunters coming. But as I approached it looked like someone else had had the same idea. A man was hunched in front of it, arms and head over the side. Was he trying to get a drink of water? Yuck!

      ‘I wouldn’t drink out of there, mate,’ I called, but he didn’t look up. He didn’t move. He didn’t even start at the sound of my voice. Uh oh, I thought. I rushed over and looked down. His face was submerged in the brackish water of the trough, and his arms were hanging limply. I grabbed the hair at the back of his neck and pulled him up, but I was obviously too late. He was dead…
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      I sat on a boulder and watched as the police did their work. I’d abandoned the stupid padded mermaid tail, and Debbie had brought me a Merrymaid week marshal’s T-shirt to put on over the awful mesh top so I felt less exposed, before hurrying off to rejoin the hunt once the police had arrived.

      After discovering the body, I’d called Tony (you don’t want to know where I’d been keeping my mobile phone in that get-up, but it was on vibrate) and told him to lead the children to the church via the road, and maybe get Kira to meet them there so they would still find a mermaid. I hadn’t gone into detail, but he knew me well enough to realise that there would be a good reason for the change of plan. Then I’d hung up and immediately called Nathan.

      Everyone had swung into action. Debbie, who had been waiting at the church and who had received a garbled text from Tony, had reached me within three minutes, and the police had got to me within five – I could see the roof of the station from where I’d been standing, so there’d have been no excuse for them to take much longer. Now, half an hour later, the Scene of Crime team from Barnstaple were here, too, in their white hazmat suits. They were scouring the area for clues; footprints in the grass, fibres from clothing that might have been caught on the rough edges of the metal water tank… I didn’t hold out much hope though, as the sheep hadn’t been grazing around the stones recently, and the only evidence I could see was some trampled-down long grass by the trough, which had probably been caused by me, finding the body.

      ‘You okay, babe?’ I looked up as Nathan stood in front of me, a look of concern on his face. ‘Room on there for one more?’

      I shuffled over so he could sit next to me on the boulder. ‘That wasn’t a pretty sight,’ I said, shuddering as I remembered the bruised and bloated face. ‘Do you know what cause of death was yet?’

      ‘It looks like he drowned.’

      I nodded. ‘I thought that. Someone held his head under the water.’

      ‘We won’t know that until the ME looks at him. Maybe he was drunk and needed a drink of water, but then passed out or hit his head as he bent over⁠—’

      ‘Nah, to even consider drinking that filthy water you’d have to be too drunk to make it up the hill,’ I said. ‘And if he was coming from the pub, where was he going? There’s nothing but the church up here. Look at his hands. Look at the side of the tank. He was grabbing on to the side, trying to push himself away. There’ll be scratches on the tank, or metal under his fingernails or something.’

      Nathan looked at me shrewdly. ‘I think you’re probably right, to be honest, but with the town full of tourists we don’t want word to get out until we know for certain that it was murder.’

      I laughed softly. ‘Spoken like a true local. We don’t want to put the tourists off and let them go home before they’ve spent all their money.’

      ‘I was more thinking that I don’t want a load of them traipsing up here to have a look and getting in my way…’ Nathan stood up and I followed suit, as DS Matt Turner approached us. ‘Matt, any luck getting an ID?’

      ‘Yes, Guv.’ Matt swallowed hard. ‘I recognised him. Although he looks a bit different to the last time I saw him. Mick Tyler. We hired him last summer to take us out fishing on me dad’s sixtieth. Nice bloke.’

      ‘And you’re sure it’s him?’

      ‘Yeah. Davey Trelawney found this.’ Matt held out a plastic evidence bag. Inside was a leather wallet. ‘It’s got his driver’s licence in it.’

      ‘Where did he find it?’ I asked. ‘On the body?’ Matt shook his head and pointed to the other side of the stone circle.

      ‘No, in the long grass over there. There’s a faint trail of flattened grass leading from there to the water trough, so I reckon they dragged him across the circle and stuck his head in the water.’

      ‘And his wallet
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