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  AUTHOR'S NOTE

This book follows British English spelling and usage. For a glossary of British slang and expressions used in the story, as well as special terms used in Oxford University, please visit:

www.hyhanna.com/british-slang-other-terms








  
  Chapter One





Someone once said that the world is a book, and those who do not travel read only one page… And yet it’s funny how—no matter where I go—I always seem to end up reading a murder mystery!
Of course, murder wasn’t remotely on my mind that Wednesday morning as I stepped back and surveyed the open suitcase on my bed, half-filled with brightly coloured garments which spilled over the edges of the case like a colourful fountain. Pretty sundresses, floaty kaftans, denim shorts, and cute bikinis… I sighed happily as I rummaged through the clothes, picturing the outfits I was going to wear. The island of Malta sat in a prime spot in the Mediterranean Sea, just south of Italy, and boasted sunny skies, turquoise waters, and warm, balmy weather—even at this time of the year. 

Which will be a nice change, I thought, glancing out of my bedroom window at the dreary grey sky with ominous banks of clouds that threatened rain soon. Already, it was hard to imagine that only a month ago, we were in the height of the British summer and enjoying balmy days filled with warm sunshine. In the last few weeks, it had turned blustery and wet, with a continuous drizzle becoming almost a daily occurrence and the autumn winds really starting to bite. I smiled at my own thoughts. I had barely been back in England a year, and already I sounded like a typical Brit—completely obsessed with the weather!
“Meorrw!” came a voice by my feet. I looked down to see my little tabby cat Muesli staring up at me with her big green eyes and an anxious expression on her whiskered face.
“Don’t worry, Muesli. You’re not getting left behind. That’s why we went to the vet last month—so you could get your rabies vaccination and your very own pet passport. You’re going to be sitting with me and Devlin on the beach!” I grinned. “Well, okay, maybe not on the beach… but you’ll be with us at the holiday villa we’ve rented and I’m sure you’ll love it. It’s got a private garden, a view from the terrace down to the sea, and it even has a cat flap installed. It’s just perfect!”
“Meorrw!” said Muesli approvingly. She jumped up on the bed and climbed into the suitcase, making herself a little nest in the centre of the pile of clothes.
“Hey… don’t do that,” I protested. But before I could lift her out, my phone rang. It was my best friend, Cassie.

“Sorry to call you so early, Gemma—did I wake you up?”
“No, I’ve been up for ages.”
“Really?” Cassie said in surprise. “You sound suspiciously chirpy. I wouldn’t normally get more than bad-tempered grunts from you at this time of the morning. What’s going on? What are you doing?”
I gave a sheepish laugh. “Packing.”
“Packing? But you’re not leaving until next week.”
“Yes, I know, but I woke up this morning thinking about the trip and… I know it’s silly, but I’m just so excited about the holiday, I wanted to start getting ready. Just to convince myself that it’s really happening.”
Cassie’s voice was sympathetic. “Yeah, you’ve been trying to go away with Devlin for a while now, haven’t you?”
“Since forever!” I said with some asperity. “Every time we arrange something, it ends up being cancelled or postponed… usually because of a case. Honestly, the CID work him like a slave!”
Cassie chuckled. “Well, who told you to fall in love with a detective? You know they never get any time off.”
“It’s not just that—I think it’s Devlin. He’s so bloody conscientious! He never stops. It’s like he feels responsible for every crime that happens in Oxford and wants to personally get justice for every victim.”
“Ah, but admit it—it’s part of why you fell for him! It’s his dedication and integrity and passion to help others… although being six feet tall and broodingly handsome doesn’t hurt either,” added Cassie in a teasing voice. “Anyway, I wouldn’t talk if I were you. You should see yourself when you’ve got your nose in a murder investigation. And you’re not even paid to do it!”
“I suppose you’re right,” I said with a grudging smile. “Anyway, there isn’t going to be even a sniff of a dead body where we’re going—just sun, sand, and gorgeous blue water!”
“I wouldn’t speak too soon,” warned Cassie. “You know what they say about tempting fate. Anyway, listen—I was ringing to ask if it’s all right for me to leave the tearoom early today? I’ve just had a call from the dance studio: one of their regular teachers has called in sick and they’ve asked if I can take the class this afternoon. It would be really good temp rates.”
“Oh, sure. We’ll manage fine. It’s not the weekend so it shouldn’t get that busy.”
“Well, if it does, I’m sure the Old Biddies would be happy to lend a hand.”
“They like to lend a hand even when it’s not busy,” I said dryly. 
But I said it with affection, as I thought of Mabel, Glenda, Florence, and Ethel—the four little old ladies who lived in the village of Meadowford-on-Smythe, where my tearoom was located. Nosy and gossipy, the Old Biddies’ love of meddling in other people’s business was matched only by their overactive imaginations. As avid readers of Agatha Christie novels, they saw a murder mystery around every corner and a fishy character in every situation—and never passed up any chance to snoop for clues. Okay, I had to admit—they were often right in their suspicions, and their enthusiastic “sleuthing” had turned up some useful leads sometimes… if only their meddling didn’t also land me in the most embarrassing predicaments!

      ***A few hours later, I cycled into the pretty Cotswolds village of Meadowford-on-Smythe and freewheeled down the high street until I came to an old Tudor inn, with the typical half-timber framing and whitewashed walls that adorned so many postcards and chocolate boxes. I smiled as I looked up at the wooden sign above the door, with the name “Little Stables Tearoom” painted in beautiful calligraphic letters, and felt a warm rush of pride. It was strange to think that barely a year ago, I had been in this same spot, looking up at that sign and embarking on my dream of running a traditional English tearoom—and now, the Little Stables was a thriving business, with a well-deserved reputation for serving the best scones in Oxfordshire. My smile broadened as I suddenly remembered that today was actually the anniversary of the tearoom’s opening, and Devlin and I were going out for dinner to celebrate. 
As the bike slowed to a stop, I noticed with surprise that there was a large crowd outside the tearoom. It looked like every senior citizen in Meadowford had decided to gather here! I dismounted hurriedly, but before I could lift Muesli’s carrier out of the front basket, I was accosted by a swarm of blue rinses, woolly cardigans, and old rose perfume. 
“Gemma! Such wonderful news, dear!”
“Marvellous! Just marvellous!”
“Congratulations, my dear!”
“We’re so proud of you!”
“Fancy beating all those bigger establishments.”
“My dear, you have put Meadowford on the map!”
I stood and looked around in bewilderment as I was surrounded by little old ladies patting my shoulder, clasping my hands fervently, and even giving me kisses on the cheek. 
“I… I don’t understand,” I stammered. “What are you talking about?”
“The award for the contest, dear!” said one pensioner, grabbing my hand and pumping it up and down. “It’s the most wonderful news I’ve heard since the doctor told me my haemorrhoids were gone!”
I gaped at her. “What contest?”
“The Euro-Tearoom Baking Contest,” came a booming voice. 
I turned to see a formidable-looking lady in her eighties elbowing her way through the crowd. It was Mabel Cooke, the bossiest of the Old Biddies, and she was followed by her cronies: Glenda Bailey, Florence Doyle, and Ethel Webb.
“The Euro-what?” I looked at them blankly.
“It’s an annual contest to find the best baking made by tearooms across Europe,” Florence explained, her plump face earnest. “Each year, a panel of judges tastes a range of cakes, buns, breads, and scones from different establishments and selects the best to represent each country.”
Glenda caught my hands in hers, her wrinkled cheeks pink with excitement. “Oh Gemma! Your scones have been selected to represent England!”
“My scones? But… there must be some mistake,” I protested. “I never entered them in the competition.”
“No, but we did,” said Mabel with a smug smile. “We filled out the form in your name. We knew your scones would be far superior to the others. And we were right—the Little Stables Tearoom has even beaten some posh London bakeries!”
“Oh… wow,” I said, slightly exasperated at their meddling behind my back but delighted all the same to have been chosen. “I must tell Dora—after all, she bakes the scones, so she really deserves the credit,” I added, starting to head into the tearoom.
Mabel waved a dismissive hand. “We’ve told her already. But never mind Dora now. The question is when are you leaving for Vienna? The awards ceremony isn’t for another two weeks, of course, but I do think it would be nice to get there early to do some sightseeing.”
“Yes, yes!” squeaked Ethel. “There are the most marvellous museums and the Hofburg Palace and, oh, the Austrian National Library! I’ve heard that it’s the most beautiful library in the world. When I worked in the village library, all the ladies in the Librarians’ Association used to wish they could visit—”
“Wait, wait…” I put a hand up. “I can’t go to Vienna. I’m going to Malta, remember? I’ve got a holiday booked with Devlin.”
The Old Biddies stopped in mid-flow, taken aback by my words. 
“But Gemma…!” Glenda looked distressed. “You have to go! You’re representing England… and Meadowford-on-Smythe! Couldn’t you delay your holiday?”
“No,” I said firmly. Then, seeing their crestfallen faces, I added more gently, “I’m sorry. I know it’s an honour to be chosen and I would have loved to go otherwise… but I’m afraid it can’t be helped.”
The entire crowd seemed to deflate around me, like a balloon with a leak. The Old Biddies turned away, their shoulders slumping. I felt like a worm. Hurriedly, I held my hands up to get their attention and said with an attempt at a cheerful smile:
“Look, I’m sure one can receive the award in absentia… and then we can have our own celebration here in Meadowford afterwards. Tea and scones will be on me!”
Everyone nodded unenthusiastically, and the crowd began to disperse. The Old Biddies shuffled off down the street, looking dejected. I bit my lip, then I shrugged helplessly, hoisted Muesli’s carrier out of the bicycle basket, and headed into the tearoom. Inside, I found Dora in the kitchen, busily kneading dough for a fresh batch of scones. She looked up and her usually stern face broke into a wide smile as she saw me.
“Did Mabel tell you the wonderful news?” she asked. 
“About the contest? Yes, it’s fantastic. And it’s really you who deserves the credit,” I added warmly. “After all, you’re the one who actually bakes the scones. In fact…” I snapped my fingers. “Hey, I’ve just had an idea! Dora, how would you like to go to Vienna?”
She looked astonished. “Me?” 
“Yes, you! I can’t go because I’ve already got my holiday booked, but you can go instead! You can represent the Little Stables at the awards ceremony. I’ll fund the whole trip for you. It’ll be perfect! I must tell the Old Bid—I mean, I must tell Mabel and the others. They’ll be so happy. I felt really bad just now, taking the wind out of their sails like that by saying that I couldn’t go, but this is a great compromise. You can fly next week and—”
“Fly? Oh, no, no… I couldn’t, Gemma!” said Dora, looking horrified. “I’m not going on an aeroplane!”
I looked at her in surprise. “Why not?”
Dora looked away and said gruffly. “I… I don’t like flying. It terrifies me.”
“Okay, maybe you can go another way. You could get across the Channel by ferry and then take a train from France to Austria—”
“Don’t like ships either,” Dora muttered. “I don’t like going abroad. I don’t know why everyone is always gallivanting off to foreign countries these days—nothing wrong with the English seaside for a holiday, I say.”
“Oh.” I wasn’t sure how to respond. Having made several trips back to England during the eight years I was working in Australia, I had learned to take long flights in my stride. Twenty hours in a plane was never pleasant but I saw it as an irritation more than anything else. It had never occurred to me that there would be people so genuinely scared of flying that they would forego travelling abroad. And knowing my baking chef and how proud she was, I realised that it must have cost Dora a great deal to admit her weakness. 
Dora gave me an apologetic look. “Anyway, I’d be no good at a posh awards ceremony.” She shuddered. “Wouldn’t want to have to stand up in front of a room full of strangers! They’d probably all be gabbling away in German too. No, no… I just like staying in the kitchen here and baking. I’m sorry, Gemma.”
I sighed and smiled at her. “It’s okay. I guess it’s just not meant to be. Oh well, as I told Mabel and the others, we can still have a little celebration here in Meadowford after I get back from holiday. We’ll throw a big party in the tearoom, eh?”






  
  Chapter Two




Despite what I’d told Cassie, things at the tearoom were busier than I expected that day and I was kept on my toes serving large tour groups, local residents, students with their parents, and a variety of other visitors. Meadowford’s proximity to the famous university city of Oxford meant that there was always a steady influx of tourists at any time of year, and with the new academic term beginning this month, there was even more activity than usual. By now, my tearoom’s reputation had spread far and wide, and I was flattered to hear so many customers say that they’d made the trip to the village especially to sample my signature English afternoon tea with freshly baked scones, home-made jam, and clotted cream. 
I was just pausing to catch my breath during a lull in the afternoon when the tearoom door opened and my mother stepped in, accompanied by a chic woman in her sixties. 
“Darling!” trilled my mother, leading the lady up to the counter. “You remember my friend, Sofia Fritzl, don’t you? She lived in Oxford when you were little—in fact, she helped me teach you how to use the potty!”
I cast an embarrassed glance around, seeing that several customers had overheard my mother’s remark and were looking amused. Hastily, I led them to a table in the corner, hopefully out of earshot of the rest of the tearoom. 
“Um… I’m afraid I don’t really remember—but it’s nice to meet you, Mrs Fritzl,” I said, giving the woman a polite smile as they sat down. 
“Oh, it is Miss Fritzl, actually—I am divorced. But do call me Sofia.” She returned my smile, her eyes twinkling. “You were an adorable little girl, Gemma, and it is lovely to see the young lady you have grown into.”
She was an extremely elegant woman, with brown hair streaked with grey, caught up in a low chignon, and a slim figure stylishly clad in a cream wool dress, with matching shoes and handbag. Her English was fluent, but with a very slight accent. 
“Sofia is originally from Austria, although her family came over to England after the war,” my mother explained. “Her father worked in Oxford; they lived just around the corner from us when I was young girl, and Sofia and I used to walk to school together. She is a few years older than me and I think I rather hero-worshipped her!” My mother laughed. “I was very sorry when she returned to Austria after she got married.”
Sofia gave her a wry look. “Yes, perhaps I should have married a nice Englishman, Evelyn, and stayed in England… instead of following that scoundrel back to Austria! But in any case, it is done and I am settled now in Vienna. I am happy there.”
“I suppose it’s always nice to go back to your home country,” I said.
“Well, in actual fact, I often think of England as my home country,” said Sofia with a laugh. “It is strange, is it not? Perhaps it is because I spent so much of my childhood here. I even find myself speaking in English more often than German—especially if I am in a hurry or upset about something—it seems to be the language I am more comfortable in.”
“Yes, I know what you mean,” I said. “I spent almost a decade living and working overseas, and I thought I’d become quite cosmopolitan—but since I returned to England, I’ve discovered that I’ve remained more British than I realise!”
“Your mother told me all about your decision to give up your executive job in Sydney and return to Oxford to open a tearoom. It sounded like quite an undertaking! I must say, I admire your courage and your spirit in taking on the challenge—and it has obviously paid off.” Sofia looked around the tearoom with admiration, taking in the inglenook fireplace, decorative half-timbering, and mullioned windows. “This is a wonderful place, Gemma, and business seems to be going very well.” She indicated the tables full of customers around us.
“Thanks! Yes, it’s gone far better than I expected. We had a couple of hiccups when the tearoom first opened…” —like a tourist being murdered by one of the scones, I thought wryly— “…but things have smoothed out. I was incredibly lucky to find this place; it adds a huge amount to the tearoom’s charm, I think, and gives tourists the exact feeling of ‘Olde England’ that they’re looking for. It’s an old Tudor inn and all the period features were already here. I just had to restore it to its former glory.”
“Well, you have done a fantastic job,” said Sofia, looking around the room again. “I have been doing some renovation myself so I understand the work involved and—OH!” She reeled back in surprise as a furry bundle jumped up into her lap.
“Muesli!” I cried, mortified as my little tabby cat stretched her nose towards Sofia’s face and sniffed curiously. I reached out to push her off but Sofia put up a hand to stop me. 
“No, no… it is fine. She startled me, that is all.” She laughed and stroked Muesli’s soft fur. “She has great personality, this little one. Is she yours?”
I gave a long-suffering sigh. “Yes. Her name is Muesli. She’s very friendly—sometimes too friendly! She comes to work with me every day and she loves going around the tearoom, meeting the customers. Usually she’s quite good about not jumping up on the chairs or tables but…” I gestured helplessly. “As you can see, she can be very naughty sometimes.”
“Oh, I am sure most of your customers would not mind such an adorable visitor to their table,” said Sofia with another laugh as Muesli nestled into her lap and seemed to settle down for a sleep. 
“No, you’re right—most of them want to know if they can take her home!” I said with a chuckle. “Anyway, you were saying… so are you renovating your home?”
“Well, you could say that… You see, I had a fair amount of money from my divorce and it was always a dream of mine to run my own hotel. A boutique hotel. Small and warm and intimate—like staying in a real Viennese home—but with the highest standards of service, of course. So I bought a property in central Vienna last year and have been slowly converting it. In fact, the work is almost done and the hotel officially opens next week. They are just putting the finishing touches—some last-minute painting and such—and they do not need me, so I thought I would get away for a few days. I know that once the hotel opens, I will not be able to take a break for many months—so this is my last chance for a holiday before the madness begins.” She glanced at my mother with an affectionate smile. “And I had not seen my old friend for far too long. It seemed the perfect time to visit England and spend a few days in Oxford.”
“And I’m so glad you did!” my mother said, beaming. She turned to me and added, “Your father and I are planning a trip to Vienna next year and we’re so looking forward to staying in Sofia’s new hotel.”
“I hope we will have ironed out all the kinks by then,” said Sofia anxiously. “I have tried to anticipate everything and think of all the pitfalls but—oh, I am sure I have missed something! I keep worrying that perhaps I have made a mistake in the design of the hotel or there is something I have not planned properly for or—”
“Now, now, Sofia, I’m sure it will all be fine,” my mother said soothingly. “Remember how you used to get so overwrought about your school projects? You once burst into tears just because the teacher said you had two spelling mistakes! But you always received the highest mark in the class anyway. And remember what the teacher said? That you mustn’t get too desperate to make sure everything is perfect. It isn’t a sign of failure on your part.”
“Oh, but the launch must be perfect! It must be!” cried Sofia. “I have worked so hard for this; the hotel must be a success! I cannot bear the humiliation if—” She broke off, as if suddenly realising how she sounded, and took a deep breath. She gave me a sheepish smile. “I am sorry; you must think I am being absurd.”
“Oh no, not at all,” I assured her. “I can totally relate. I felt a bit like you a year ago, when I first opened the tearoom. I think everyone who starts a business feels that way, don’t they? They’re so anxious for things to succeed. But I’m sure you’re worrying for nothing. I’m sure the launch will be a huge success.”
Sofia sighed. “I hope you are right. I do have a very good business partner—he is an old friend who has worked for many years in the hospitality industry. He is also quite experienced in PR. I have adopted many of his ideas, such as offering a special discount rate in the first month of opening and inviting some influential members of Viennese society for a complimentary stay. Hopefully they will be impressed during their time with us and will then spread the word about the hotel.”
“Wow, you’re doing a lot more than I ever did when I opened the tearoom,” I said, laughing. “I think all I did was make sure I had enough scones and hang up the ‘OPEN’ sign!”
“Speaking of scones—I must sample some of yours,” said Sofia, eagerly scanning the menu. “We have wonderful cakes and pastries in Austria, of course, but I must confess that I miss the traditional British baking from my childhood. Ah! You have Victoria sponge cake… and Chelsea buns! I have not had that in a long time… oh dear, it all looks so delicious, I want to order everything!”
“How about I bring you our set ‘Afternoon Tea’ menu which has a selection of cakes and buns, finger sandwiches, and of course, freshly baked scones… and this will be on me—I insist,” I added with a smile. “And a pot of tea as well? We carry several blends; there’s traditional English Breakfast, of course, and Earl Grey—that’s my favourite—and we also have Darjeeling and Assam, and several herbal teas.”
“Yes, proper loose-leaf tea, served in a teapot with a strainer—not one of those ridiculous little bags,” said my mother, pursing her lips. 
“Teabags are very convenient sometimes,” I protested.
“No, no, I quite agree with your mother,” said Sofia. “It may seem ‘old-fashioned’ but it is nice to be able to do things the ‘proper’ way. That is one of the things I love about Vienna—there is still much respect for the ‘old ways’ and a desire to preserve culture and traditions. You can visit many Viennese coffeehouses where things seem to have remained unchanged since the turn of the century and you feel like you are stepping right back in time.”
“It sounds wonderful,” I said with a wistful sigh. “I hope I’ll have the chance to visit someday.”
Sofia grasped my hand. “Well, if you do, you must come and stay at the hotel, Gemma. The special discount rate will always be there for you. It is the least I can do for the daughter of my oldest friend,” she said. Then she looked down at Muesli, still curled up on her lap, and added, “And your little feline friend would be most welcome too! You know, of course, that we Austrians love our pets and they go everywhere with us—in the shops, in the restaurants and cafés, even in the banks and other offices.”
“Really? That’s amazing. I wish England was as pet-friendly.”
“Yes, and this means that many hotels in Vienna welcome four-legged guests. Even the great luxury hotels, like the Hotel Sacher, allow dogs to accompany their owners and provide special amenities for their animal guests, such as their own blankets, towels, feeding bowls, and cosy baskets. And my hotel—the Hotel das Herzchen—will naturally follow suit.” She looked down again at Muesli with a smile. “So we shall look forward to your stay, eh, Miezekatze?”






  
  Chapter Three


I had hoped to leave the tearoom early that day so that I could have more time to get ready for dinner, but without Cassie around to help, it was left up to me to check everything after the last customer had gone and to close up the tearoom. In fact, by the time I’d cycled home with Muesli, I barely had time to change my clothes before I had to rush out again. I peered at my reflection as I ran a comb through my pixie crop. Perhaps it was the poor lighting in the bathroom, but I looked tired and drawn, with dark circles under my eyes and a paleness to my cheeks. Hastily, I grabbed a lipstick and dabbed some colour on my lips, then used my fingers to rub some of the light pink colour on my cheeks as well. Hopefully it would be too dark in the restaurant for Devlin to see how haggard I looked. It’s definitely time for a holiday, I thought with a wry smile. But by this time next week, I’m going to be tanned and relaxed, and the picture of health!
Devlin had booked a table at Chutneys, a cosy Indian restaurant tucked down a side street in central Oxford, and we’d arranged to meet there, since we were both going straight from work. He was waiting outside the restaurant for me and I paused for a moment at the top of the lane when I saw his tall figure. He was staring into the distance, deep in thought, and looked the perfect fit for Cassie’s “broodingly handsome” description, with his dark hair slightly ruffled by the wind and his intense blue eyes narrowed pensively. Then he spotted me and his face brightened; he reached out as I approached and leaned down to give me a swift, hard kiss. 
“Have you been waiting long?” I asked breathlessly.
“No, just a few minutes.”
He escorted me into the restaurant and we were soon seated at a table by the window, munching on a platter of crispy poppadoms accompanied by sweet mango chutney. I chattered away, telling Devlin about my day, and it wasn’t until we were halfway through our main courses that I noticed he had been strangely quiet all evening. 
“Is something wrong?” I asked. 
“No, why do you say that?” he replied quickly.
“It’s just that… well, you seem a bit subdued.”
He looked away, then cleared his throat and looked back at me. “Er… Gemma… I need to speak to you about something.”
“Ooh, this sounds ominous,” I said jokingly. Then I sobered as he didn’t respond to my grin.
“You remember the big investigation going on in Cowley? The Hayley Smith case?”
I frowned. “Yeah… Some poor woman who was murdered in her own home, wasn’t it? They think her boyfriend did it. But you’re not on that case, are you?”
Devlin shifted uncomfortably. “Well, no, I wasn’t—Shaun Ferguson was handling the investigation. But Ferguson came down with a heavy cold last week, which became a bad chest infection… and now the infection has moved to his lungs. He was hospitalised yesterday for pneumonia.”
“Hospitalised!” I stared at Devlin. “But… but I’ve met Ferguson. He’s a big, strapping man!”
Devlin shrugged. “Even healthy people can get ill sometimes. Ferguson’s been working very hard lately, putting in crazy hours on the case, and he probably got run down. Anyway, the upshot of it is… there was suddenly no lead investigator on that case.”
I had a bad feeling about this. “What are you saying, Devlin?”
He cleared his throat. “They’ve asked me to take over the investigation. But with the case going to trial, this is a critical time… there are crucial aspects of the investigation that still need to be completed before the trial...” He hesitated, then said, “They can’t put the case on hold while the lead investigator goes on holiday.” 
I gasped. “Are you telling me that we have to cancel our holiday?”
Devlin squirmed. “Gemma, I wouldn’t be doing this if it wasn’t very important—”
“No!” I cried angrily. “No, not again! You can’t!”
“Gemma—”
“No, it’s not fair!” I felt angry tears prick my eyes. “Do you know how many times we’ve had this conversation? How many holidays we’ve booked which were then cancelled at the last minute, just because you had to take over something at work? Why is it always you? Why can’t it be someone else?”
“Because they need me. I’m the best person for the job.”
“The world won’t fall apart if you step out for a moment, Devlin O’Connor!”
“I never said it would,” said Devlin, starting to look annoyed. “Can’t you try to understand, Gemma? A woman has been murdered and her killer must be brought to justice. This is important!”
“And what about us? Isn’t our holiday important too? Why are everyone else’s needs always more important?”
“I didn’t say they were. But we can always have a holiday a bit later. It’s just a slight delay—”
“That’s what you always say, but it never happens. There’s always another murder! Another case of assault! Another kidnapping!”
“Gemma…” said Devlin gently. “This is my job.”
“No, it’s not!” I said furiously. “It’s Ferguson’s job!” 
People at the other tables were starting to stare but I didn’t care. Yes, a part of me knew that perhaps I was being unfair: I knew that Devlin wouldn’t have done this lightly and that he must have been as disappointed as I was to miss our holiday. But that tiny voice of reason was drowned out by the furious roaring in my ears, and the sense of grievance and indignation which filled me. 
I glared at Devlin. “It’s not the job—it’s you! It’s because you’ve got such a high sense of bloody noble ethics or something—you always feel like you’re responsible for everyone and everything. You always have to step into the breach, no matter what the cost. No one else would dedicate so much of their lives to the CID!” I shoved my plate away and stood up, trembling with anger and frustration. “I… I’m going home.”
Without waiting for him to reply, I grabbed my handbag and stormed out of the restaurant. 

      ***A shrill ringing woke me the next morning and I struggled out of the depths of sleep as I groped for the phone on my bedside table. I nearly groaned as a familiar voice trilled in my ear. 
“Darling! Isn’t it the most wonderful news?”
“What news, Mother?” I mumbled, sitting up and rubbing my eyes. 
“The Euro-Tearoom Baking Contest! I just ran into Mabel Cooke at the garden centre—by the way, they’ve got a fabulous deal on succulents, darling; would you like some?”
“No, no! No more house plants, Mother,” I said wildly, eyeing the windowsill in my bedroom which was crammed with an assortment of spider plants, trailing ivy, and multiple aloe vera. And this was a small sample compared to the collection in the rest of my cottage. My mother’s fervour to “purify my air” meant that she religiously delivered a new houseplant to my doorstep every week. I had ferns in my shower and begonias in my kitchen, and a motley crew of rubber trees, bromeliads and weeping figs taking up half my sitting room. 
My mother was still speaking, as if she hadn’t heard me: “…so Mabel told me all about the contest. How exciting that your scones have been awarded top place! I simply must tell everyone in the book club. Oh, and that reminds me, darling, would you like to take that novel away with you on holiday? The one I was telling you about? It’s got wonderful reviews and even Helen agrees that—”
“I’m not going away, Mother.”
“Whatever do you mean, darling?”
All my feelings of hurt and anger from last night came rushing back, and suddenly I felt a childish urge to wail to my mother and have her “make it better”, just like when I was a little girl. 
I said, in a piteous voice: “Devlin can’t go, Mother. He told me last night. He has to work on a stupid case. So we’re cancelling our trip to Malta.”
“But… that’s marvellous, darling!”
What? I lowered the phone and stared at it for a moment, then put it back to my ear. “No, you don’t understand, Mother. It’s awful—it means I’m not going away on holiday! And I had been so looking forward to it!”
“Nonsense, darling. Why do you need Devlin to have a holiday? One mustn’t organise one’s life around the menfolk all the time, you know. For example, when your father didn’t want to go to Indonesia—Helen Green and I went by ourselves!”
Yes, and left a trail of havoc across Southeast Asia, I thought. But aloud I said, “That was different, Mother. You wanted to try out independent travel. It wasn’t as if you had to cancel a holiday you had booked with Dad.”
“The particulars might be different but the principle is the same. You must make melons from lemons, as the Americans say.”
“Er… I think you mean make lemonade from lemons, Mother.”
“Oh no. Lemonade is full of sugar. It’s dreadful for your teeth.”
“Huh?” Why did conversations with my mother always leave me feeling like I was in a parallel universe? “No, no, the saying is ‘when life deals you lemons, make lemona’—oh never mind! Whatever it is, how can you say it’s ‘marvellous’?” I demanded.
“Well, Mabel was telling me what a shame it was that you can’t go to Vienna for the awards ceremony… but now you can!”
“I don’t want to go to Vienna,” I said sulkily.
“Oh, nonsense, darling—you’re just being silly now and feeling sorry for yourself,” said my mother, fulfilling my wish and treating me exactly like I was eight years old. “You’ve always wanted to visit Vienna. This is the perfect opportunity.” She gave a squeal. “Oh! And I just had another marvellous idea: you could stay with Sofia in her new hotel! I know she’d love to have you. I’ll go and ring her now.”
“No, Mother, wait—!”
It was too late. She had hung up. I sighed and flopped back on my pillows. But as I lay there, staring at the ceiling and fuming, my mother’s words slowly came back to me. I sat up again. Maybe she was right. Why was I sitting here feeling sorry for myself when I could enjoy a holiday in one of Europe’s most beautiful cities? 
On an impulse, I rang the customer support for the travel website where I had booked our tickets to Malta. The girl on the other end of the line was sympathetic when she heard my situation and quickly checked the booking on her computer. 
“Hmm… it’s too late to get a full refund, I’m afraid…” There was the sound of typing on a keyboard. “But I could issue you with a credit, to be used on flights and accommodation at a future date.”
I hesitated, then asked, “How about putting part of it towards a flight to Vienna?”
“Yeah, I could do that,” said the girl. “You thinkin’ of visiting, then? Lovely city.”
“Even at this time of the year?” I asked, thinking regretfully of the sunshine and turquoise water I was giving up in Malta. 
“Oh, it might be a bit chilly but that just makes everythin’ feel real cosy, don’t it?” said the girl
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