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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘Wow!’

      ‘Bloomin’ ’eck!’

      ‘Holy guacamole!’

      ‘Woof!’

      The exclamations of my companions as we drove through the wrought-iron gates and chugged painfully up the snow-covered driveway echoed my own thoughts. The house that was still some way ahead of us, framed by an avenue of bare, skeletal trees silhouetted blackly against a pale sky, was undoubtedly impressive.

      ‘Yeah, it’s all right, innit?’ I said calmly, as if I was used to working in great big, fancy country mansions. But, truth be told, I was hugely excited about this job. This one was going to be fun.

      The gears on the Gimpmobile, my ancient but well-loved (and inappropriately decorated) catering van, ground nastily as I shifted down to second, slowing down as we approached the front of the house. I assumed my employers for the day would not want my knackered old Transit parked there, where their guests would see it, but in this weather I wasn’t wholly convinced that, once parked, the van would start again. I leaned on the horn, hoping for a jaunty Toot! Toot! to alert the inhabitants that we’d arrived, and was rewarded with a sort of strangled whine that reminded me of the year I’d had to sit next to Colin ‘Thunderpants’ Dobson in Maths. The combination of the school’s hard plastic chairs and the weird diet that his mother fed him had resulted in many similar noises, and had left me unable to attempt any type of mathematical equation without my eyes involuntarily watering.

      As I’d hoped, the grand wooden door opened and Lily Swann, an old friend of mine from the same school (but with a better digestive system), rushed out, waving me on and pointing around the back of the house. The Gimpmobile groaned but made it around the corner of the house before I took pity on it and parked up, leaping out as soon as the engine was off.

      Mum climbed creakily out of the van on the passenger side, stopping to stretch and trapping my teenage daughter, Daisy, who was trying to follow her out.

      ‘Hurry up, Nana,’ said Daisy. ‘Germaine’s been crossing her paws since Launceston.’

      ‘She’s not the only one,’ muttered Mum, jigging about. ‘It’s the cold weather.’

      Our Pomeranian, Germaine, who we’d ‘temporarily’ inherited after her owner had died and who had wormed her way into the family for ever just by virtue of being more cute and floofsome than was strictly legal, couldn’t wait any longer and climbed over both of them before jumping down into the snow. She yelped; her little legs meant that her fluffy tummy was only inches away from the cold stuff. I’d bought her a cute little coat, not that I’m a sucker, or that I treat her like my baby or anything (ahem!), but that wouldn’t keep her feet warm. She trotted round to the back of the van, picking up her paws in a highly exaggerated fashion to avoid them being in contact with the ground for too long, and peed up one of the wheels. I could almost hear her sigh with satisfaction.

      I bent down to pick her up, then thought better of it at the sight of the snow under her paws, which was yellow and still steaming slightly. Instead I clicked on her lead as the fifth member of my ragtag band of helpers, Debbie, followed me out of the driver’s side of the van. It was a bit of a squeeze up front – the van’s passenger bench-seat was only really meant for two passengers, not three and a dog – but given how cold it was, the journey from our homes in the seaside town of Penstowan, across Bodmin Moor to Kingseat Abbey, had been more cosy than cramped.

      ‘Blooming heck, this is some house, innit?’ said Debbie, her Mancunian accent showing unaccustomed signs of awe. She had a dry sense of humour and was usually quite hard to impress, probably a result of her years as a nurse back in Manchester where she had, as she was proud of telling us, seen everything. She’d only been living in Cornwall for about three months, and as much as she didn’t really regret moving, I knew she still occasionally hankered after the shops and big-city lifestyle she’d left behind. If her husband Callum (Penstowan High School’s Class of 1996 Top Stud Muffin, although – bless him – that was kind of hard to believe when you saw him now) had found them a house like this down here, I don’t think she’d have given her home town a second thought.

      ‘Jodie!’ Lily had gone back indoors and reappeared at the rear door, which was a much less grand affair; what I assumed had once been the servants’ entrance. She wore a smart suit, trouser legs shoved hastily into a pair of wellies, with a pink puffer jacket slung incongruously over her shoulders. She stamped her feet against the packed snow and ice in the courtyard, trying to keep warm. ‘Thank you for doing this at such short notice. I wasn’t sure you’d get here in this weather.’ She stepped forward and we hugged.

      I’d spoken to her on the phone and made most of the arrangements for today by email, but we hadn’t actually seen each other for several years. I’d moved to London to join the Metropolitan Police when I was nineteen, almost twenty. I had always made a point of looking up my old friends on my regular visits home, but Penstowan was the kind of place where people regularly moved away, and every time I came back there’d be fewer and fewer of the old gang. Lily was one of those who had moved, working overseas and raising her family away from Cornwall.

      After my dad had died seven years ago I’d toyed with the idea of coming back for good, but I’d only taken the leap earlier that year. I’d returned to set up my catering business and have a quiet life with Daisy, away from the dangers of my previous career and the irritation of having my useless ex-husband and Lifetime Holder of the ‘Crappest Dad in the Universe’ award, Richard (aka That Cheating Swine), living just round the corner. Lily had also only recently returned herself.

      Lily smiled as she stood back and looked me up and down. ‘Tony said you hadn’t changed a bit. You haven’t.’ Tony Penhaligon was my oldest friend in the whole world. He knew everyone in Penstowan and everything that they got up to, and he was almost as big a gossip as my mum. ‘Shirley, you’re looking well. Daisy, you were a baby the last time I saw you! And you must be Debbie? Come in, I’ll show you where the kitchen is and you can get warm before you unload everything.’

      We followed her inside, glad to get out of the cold. The snow that had started falling as we left Penstowan had stopped as we crossed the moors, but it was starting again now in earnest and I was already dreading the drive home. But that was hours away. Hopefully the weather would sort itself out. We didn’t normally get snow this close to Christmas, with the day itself usually being grey and miserable rather than white and pretty.

      ‘This place is amazing,’ I said.

      ‘A bit different to Singapore, though,’ Lily laughed.

      ‘Yeah, and a lot colder.’

      ‘You used to live in Singapore?’ Daisy’s eyes widened. We’d watched a programme on the telly about the world-famous botanical gardens in Singapore, and she was now obsessed with going there. I hadn’t told her, but I had this dream of saving up and taking her there for her eighteenth birthday. It was just as well that was some years away.

      ‘Yes, we lived there for eight years. I worked in hotel management⁠—’

      ‘Did you work in that amazing one with the swimming pool on the roof?’ Daisy had done her research. I wasn’t sure my budget would ever stretch to us staying in that particular hotel, though…

      ‘No, although I knew people that did, and I used to sneak in and use the pool,’ said Lily. ‘Have you heard of Raffles? I used to work there.’

      ‘Wow,’ said Debbie, impressed again. I made a mental note to tell Callum to start saving up so they could come to Singapore with us, although I doubted we’d be staying at Raffles either. ‘I’ve always wanted to stay there.’

      ‘How on earth did you end up back here?’ said Daisy, which could have sounded rude – I mean, the house we were standing in was hardly slumming it – but then, living and working in one of the most beautiful and historic hotels in the world was definitely not an easy thing to live up to.

      ‘It just felt like time to come home.’ Lily smiled at me. ‘You know how that feels.’

      The house was every bit as impressive on the inside as it was on the exterior, even in what would once have been the servants’ domain. The stone floors were polished and smooth with hundreds of years’ use, but still felt sturdy and reassuring underfoot. The walls were at least a foot thick; massive slabs of the local granite keeping the cold at bay. The windows were small and mean, and didn’t let in much light; but then this was the business end of the house, and I assumed the more ornate arched windows and carved stone lintels that I’d spotted as we’d slowly crawled past the main entrance would have been saved for the bits the aristocracy saw. At least it meant the draughts had trouble finding their way in.

      Lily slipped off her wellies and jacket, hanging them in a cupboard in the rear entrance lobby, then led us down a corridor towards a lime-washed hallway, with several doors leading off. She pointed to one.

      ‘There’s a toilet just there, if you need it—’ she started. Mum rushed off without a word. We all stopped and waited for her, Germaine taking the opportunity to sniff at Lily’s trouser pockets. You never knew where a doggy treat could be concealed, and she lived in constant hope.

      ‘Thanks for letting me bring the dog, by the way,’ I said. ‘She won’t be any trouble. All my usual dog-sitters have come with me.’ I gestured to Debbie and Daisy, who were both having a good gawk at the house.

      ‘That new bloke of yours not able to look after her?’ Lily said with a grin, and I knew that Tony really had been gossiping. He was such an old woman.

      ‘Nathan’s working,’ I said, feeling a little warm glow in my tummy that DCI Nathan Withers, once of the Royal Merseyside Constabulary but now firmly ensconced in the Devon and Cornwall Police (and my heart), was indeed my ‘new bloke’. To say it had been love at first sight would be a massive lie – I had muscled in on his first big investigation down here, and in return he had threatened to arrest me at least three times – but once he’d realised that it was better to work with me than against me, because I wasn’t backing down, and I’d realised that what I’d mistaken for arrogance was actually him trying to find his place in a new town, it hadn’t taken long for it to develop. It was still early days for us as a couple – it was our two-month anniversary in five days, on Christmas Day – but I thought it was going well.

      ‘All right, Shirl?’ asked Debbie, as Mum rejoined us. ‘You can stop crossing your legs now.’

      ‘It’s the cold weather,’ said Mum. Germaine yapped in agreement.

      ‘Is there somewhere we can put down her bed, and some water?’ I asked. ‘For the dog, I mean, not Mum. Although…’

      ‘There’s the old butler’s pantry.’ Lily pointed to a doorway up ahead next to the kitchen. ‘We use it as a kind of mud room. That should do.’

      We reached the kitchen and went inside, me clutching tightly onto Germaine’s lead. Bringing a dog on a catering job was hardly ideal, and normally I’d have let Daisy stay at home and look after her with her best friend Jade, who lived a couple of doors down. Jade’s mum, Nancy, was always happy to keep an eye on Daisy and as for the dog, she felt almost as at home at their place as she did at ours. But they’d gone up country, visiting relatives for Christmas. I could usually ask Tony, seeing as he was the one who’d initially suggested we look after the dog, but he was away too, enjoying a summer Christmas with his sister in New Zealand. Lucky beggar. I knew from her photos on Facebook that it wasn’t always sunny at Christmas over there, but it sure as hell wouldn’t be snowing. But Tony had had a pretty tough year and I could hardly begrudge him the chance to escape for a bit.

      And then there was Nathan, my Nathan, who was stuck at work trying to solve a spate of burglaries that had hit Penstowan and the surrounding villages. Cornwall may be beautiful, but it can be a tough place to find work, and nothing brings poverty home to you like Christmas time. Theft always seemed to rise during the height of summer, when tourists came to enjoy our beaches and sometimes relaxed a little too much, leaving expensive phones, watches and wallets in unguarded backpacks on the sand while they went for a swim, and at Christmas, when the lure of other people’s presents became too much.

      I wasn’t sure what I’d been expecting in the kitchen – maybe an old-fashioned range, and a big scrubbed wooden table in the middle to work on – but it wasn’t what confronted me. It was love at first sight.

      ‘Wow,’ I breathed. Lily looked at me anxiously.

      ‘Is it OK? Trevor just had the whole thing refitted.’

      ‘It’s perfect,’ I said, running a hand along the stainless-steel worktop as I took in the two large ovens and the eight-burner gas hob, all of which gleamed. ‘This is a proper professional kitchen.’

      ‘I’m glad you like it.’ Lily smiled brightly. ‘This’ll be the first big event Trevor’s held since he bought the house. I told him the first thing he needed to make this a luxury hotel was a decent kitchen to cater for the guests with.’

      ‘So this Trevor fella, he’s your new beau, is he?’ asked Mum. Honestly, and they say I’m the nosy one.

      ‘Nana!’ Daisy rolled her eyes at Mum, who tried to look all Who, me?

      Lily blushed. ‘No, no, he’s my boss.’

      ‘Well-heeled, though? And I heard from your mum that you and Nick split up a couple of years back⁠—’

      ‘Mum!’ I hissed. ‘Any more of that and I’ll be dropping you off at a nursing home on the way back to Penstowan.’

      ‘It’s all right,’ laughed Lily. ‘I remember how the village gossip thing goes. OK. Trevor is forty-eight, divorced, has three children and shares custody with his ex-wife, who’s actually really nice and they still get on. He was a property developer up in Yorkshire, residential stuff mostly, but he decided he’d had enough of flipping houses and wanted to settle down. He found this place and decided to turn it into a hotel. Have I missed anything out?’

      ‘How big’s his⁠—’

      ‘Oh my God, Nana, will you just stop?’

      ‘—bank balance? How big’s his bank balance, is all I was going to say!’

      ‘How did you get the job?’ asked Debbie. I gave her a Don’t you bloomin’ start look, but she just shrugged.

      ‘I was part of the team who moved Raffles⁠—’

      ‘Wait, what? You moved a whole hotel?’ Oh God, now I was questioning her.

      ‘Yes. They took the hotel down and rebuilt it in another part of the city, back in 2019,’ she said, like we should all have known that. Because I do like to keep abreast of developments in the overseas luxury hotel industry, obviously. ‘We rebuilt it and renovated it back to its former glory. So Trevor could see that I knew a thing or two about setting up a hotel from scratch, although the budget here’s a lot lower, of course.’

      ‘So he’s not your—’ Mum shut up abruptly as I glared at her, but I couldn’t help but notice Lily blushing again.

      ‘So will you be doing weddings here, that sort of thing?’ asked Debbie, changing the subject with a quick grin in my direction.

      ‘That’s the plan.’

      ‘Ooh, this would be a lovely place to get married, wouldn’t it?’ said Mum enthusiastically. She looked at me with a glint in her eye. ‘Don’t you think so, Jodie, love?’ I gave Debbie a Thanks for setting her off! glare, but at least Mum had stopped badgering poor Lily, who was looking slightly bemused. If this was what Mum was like after I’d been seeing Nathan for a couple of months, God help me on our actual anniversary.

      Lily looked at the clock on the wall above the door, and assumed a business-like air. ‘Right, make yourself at home. Help yourself to tea and coffee to warm up first. Will you need a hand unloading the van? There’s only me and Pippa, and Trevor of course, but if you need us…’

      I could tell she was hoping we’d say we could do it ourselves – she probably had a lot to organise still – so I said we’d be fine on our own. Lily hurried out, a busy woman with a lot on her plate. I tied Germaine’s lead to a table leg, well away from the main prep area, rubbed my hands together in anticipation and said, ‘Right, first things first, who wants a cup of—’ then stopped as I spotted that Mum had already filled and switched on the kettle, found mugs and located the teabags. That woman was like an airport sniffer dog when it came to PG Tips. Give her another couple of minutes and she’d have found the biscuits, too.
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        * * *

      

      We had a cuppa to warm ourselves up and rehydrate ourselves (as an English person, there is nothing I fear more than allowing my tea levels to fall below a certain point and risk dehydrating), then got on with unloading the van. I’d brought along extra pots and pans, and even baking trays, as I wasn’t sure what equipment the abbey would have, but the new kitchen was so well equipped, I left most of it in the van.

      The day’s event wasn’t a big posh sit-down meal. It didn’t require cordon bleu-type recipes or fancy ingredients. The guests, although possibly a bit fussy and unlikely to eat anything green on the grounds that it might be a vegetable, probably weren’t too discerning, as long as there was enough sugar in everything. We were catering a massive children’s Christmas party.

      The abbey had been hired by the multi-millionaire entrepreneur and philanthropist, Isaac Barnes. Barnes was originally from St Austell, where he’d grown up in quite severe poverty and deprivation. You know the picture-perfect, pretty little villages and harbours that populate the postcard stands when you’re on holiday? The pristine but rugged beaches, the golden sands, the tiny fishing fleets? Yes, the tourist spots are just like that, but when you live here, Cornwall is not all pasties and cream teas and doing things ‘dreckly’. Towns like St Austell, where the locals had relied on the tin mines rather than holidaymakers, had suffered when the natural resources started to run out, or when it just became too expensive to extricate it safely to be financially viable. Even the holiday hotspots were hard areas to live in, with little year-round work. Places like St Austell and Penzance had high unemployment rates and, with that, the sort of problems faced by most deprived areas: rising crime, a dwindling population, and one of the highest rates of heroin use in the country. No wonder young Isaac hadn’t stuck around. At the age of sixteen he’d left home and gone off to seek his fortune in the world, and, unlike most of us, he’d actually found it. He’d blagged his way into a small tech firm and, despite having no formal training but an extremely quick, creative mind, had been taken under the founder’s wing and worked his way through the ranks to take over as CEO. The company had become a massive success, and Barnes had first appeared on the Sunday Times’ Rich List when he was just thirty-five.

      But after personal tragedy struck – his wife dying in childbirth – he’d taken a step back from the business side of things and had set up a charity foundation, doing a lot of work with young people from disadvantaged homes. He was now just as (if not more) famous for his incredible backstory and subsequent charity work as for his business dealings. Everyone knew and loved Isaac Barnes. He was universally (in England, at least) deemed to be ‘a good bloke’.

      Every year he threw a big Christmas party for disadvantaged kids in different parts of the country, and this year he was back on home turf. Which was where me and my only-slightly-press-ganged group of glamorous assistants came in, providing Santa cake pops, meringue snowmen, chocolate reindeer muffins – anything sweet and sugary that could be festiverised (totally a word) – as well as the usual sandwiches and sausage rolls. I’d already baked all of the cakes and biscuits, but I hadn’t dared ice or decorate them, worried that the unsteady suspension of the Gimpmobile could not be trusted and that by the time we reached Kingseat, Santa’s beard would have migrated to his knees, the snowmen would have melted, and the Yule Log would look more like an ‘accident’ Rudolph had left on the carpet.

      I gulped down my second cup of tea and said, ‘Let’s do this.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘Thank the Lord that’s over,’ said the man in red, as he stomped into the kitchen. ‘It’s so hot next to that fire, and these trousers really chafe.’ He fiddled with the rough material, pulling it out of it his bum crack without even trying to hide what he was doing.

      Never meet your heroes. That’s what they say, isn’t it? Although Santa wasn’t exactly a hero of mine, and even Daisy hadn’t believed in him for a few years now, this behind-the-scenes glimpse into the man himself did dispel the magic of Christmas somewhat.

      ‘Don’t you like kids?’ asked Mum, shoving a mug of tea into his hands. He nodded his thanks to her.

      ‘Oh no. I love kids, but couldn’t eat a whole one.’ He rubbed his beard gingerly. ‘Do you know how many of the little angels thought this was false and tried to get it off? Five. Five of the little bleeders, tugging at my hair. I should’ve charged more. God knows, Barnes can afford it.’

      Debbie and I exchanged glances – there really are some people who shouldn’t play Santa, and this bloke, Steve from Plymouth, was probably one of them, even if he did naturally look the part.

      From my point of view, the party had been a massive success. Three coach-loads of kids had turned up and run riot around the abbey. The owner, Trevor (who I’d been briefly introduced to but hadn’t really chatted with, as we’d all been so busy getting everything ready), had looked in turn shell-shocked, then horrified at the small, sticky, excitable humans galloping around and touching all of his lovely soft furnishings, and at one point he’d been forced to bark at a couple of them as they attempted to open a glass display cabinet in the hallway, which housed a long, ancient but still sharp sword. The children had been firmly shepherded away from the potentially deadly (but fun) weapon, while Pippa, a tired-looking woman in her mid-forties who cleaned and did odd jobs around the house, carefully lifted the sword out and hid it in the butler’s pantry.

      The kids had enjoyed party games, passing the parcel, pinning the tail on the reindeer (not a live one, thankfully) and ODing on sugar. After that they’d gone to visit Santa in the snug, been asked what they wanted to do when they grew up, told to stay in school, and then been given a generic but not cheap present from the big man’s sack. Halfway through the local press had turned up, to take some photos of Isaac and his charity foundation’s manager, James – a smiley, terribly well-spoken old Etonian in his thirties – pressing the flesh with the leaders of the local kids’ clubs who were here today, and presenting them with a massive cheque.

      I’d been concerned that Daisy would be a bit bored, but she too had had a good day. I’d thought that she could roam around in the grounds with Germaine during the party, keeping our fur baby away from both tiny grabbing hands and sausage rolls (which both of them had a taste for), but the snow meant the dog preferred to stay indoors, only going outside once or twice to relieve herself or stretch her little legs. Germaine had been happy to curl up on her dog bed in the butler’s pantry for most of the day, although she did have an impromptu run around upstairs, away from the party, after Pippa accidentally let her out. Debbie had found her just as she was about to curl up on a huge carved wooden four-poster bed in the owner’s private apartment, the door to which he’d foolishly left open. Germaine had not been happy about being turfed off it, and, to be honest, I couldn’t blame her; I have always wanted to sleep on a four-poster bed.

      Daisy had grabbed her camera after the kids had arrived – Mum and I had clubbed together to buy her some decent photography gear for her thirteenth birthday a few weeks ago – and had gone to explore the house, both inside and out. I got the impression that part of her really wanted to join the party, but it was for kids and she was basically a grown-up (according to her), so how could she go and see Santa, and get a present, and eat all that yummy food…? One day, I thought, she’d realise that there was no hurry to grow up, and that you could miss out on a lot of fun if you did it too quickly.

      Mum sat in the kitchen (she always managed to find a chair from somewhere, and whenever she helped me on a job I would always walk in to find her comfortably settled next to the kettle, gossiping with the client if they were female, or flirting outrageously and embarrassingly with them if they were male), chatting to Santa Steve, while Debbie and I went out to the dining room, where the kids’ buffet had been set up. It looked like a cross between the Last Supper and Armageddon; a long table, covered in plates and serving trays, scattered with the remains of a thousand devastated Rice Crispy Christmas tree bites, Rudolph cookies and pigs in blankets. All that had survived of the yule log was a smear of chocolate frosting across the serving platter, suspiciously smooth, as if someone had picked it up and licked the plate. Which was flattering – it obviously tasted that good – if slightly disgusting.

      Debbie picked up a fruit kebab from a tray that was almost untouched. ‘These went down a storm,’ she said. I laughed.

      ‘I liked them, but they were far too healthy for most of my guests.’ We whirled around to see Isaac Barnes standing behind us, a big grin on his face. He was an attractive man of around forty-five, forty-six. His light-brown hair was fairly long and a bit shaggy, giving him a slightly bohemian air, and he was casually (but, I thought, expensively) dressed; he looked more like an out-of-work theatre actor than a businessman. Next to him stood his son, Joshua, who looked about eight or nine. He was red-faced, flushed with excitement and sugar. ‘What did you like best, Joshy?’

      ‘The pigs in blankets,’ said Joshua, shyly. I nodded.

      ‘Good choice! They’re my favourite too. My dog was hoping there would be some left for her, but they’re all gone. Probably just as well.’

      Isaac smiled. ‘Thank you for your hard work today. The food was excellent. Even the fruit kebabs.’

      ‘They didn’t stand a chance next to the Santa cake pops,’ I admitted. He laughed.

      ‘No, probably not. Do you do a lot of events like this?’

      ‘Oh yes…’ I said, not wanting to admit that this was only my sixth paid job, and that three of those had been gatecrashed by dead bodies in one form or another. ‘I’m relatively new to the industry and I’d love to do more like this.’

      ‘Interesting… You’ve obviously got a good team around you, too.’ Isaac looked at Debbie, and I could tell by the smirk on her face that she was debating curtseying or something. My team consisted of a sarky (but loveable) ex-nurse who was more used to stitching up wounds than cutting up veg; a geriatric whose idea of fine dining was a non-ironic prawn cocktail served in half an avocado; and a reluctant teenage pot washer who was quite possibly even now taking an arty photo of a bit of potato peel.

      ‘They’re crack kitchen commandos,’ I said, crossing my fingers behind my back. He nodded.

      ‘Email your contact details to my assistant,’ he said, patting at his pockets. He pulled out a business card. ‘I’ve got some more events coming up in this neck of the woods, so I might be able to put some work your way.’

      ‘Oh, that’s brilliant, thank you!’ I said, aware that I was gushing a bit too much, but also aware that my savings were steadily dwindling and that I really needed business to pick up after Christmas if I was going to make a go of it. Isaac smiled and reached out for a fruit kebab, then winked at me as he walked away, nibbling at it.

      ‘Hark at you, getting the millionaire’s digits,’ said Debbie. ‘Rich and good-looking.’

      ‘Is he?’ I asked, but I couldn’t deny he was. She laughed.

      ‘Oh, you are SO loved-up, aren’t you? Not even a millionaire could tempt you away from Nathan.’

      ‘Not even a billionaire,’ I said. ‘But don’t tell Mum that or she’ll be buying a new hat and booking the wedding celebrant.’

      We started to clear everything up. Some of it, like the fruit kebabs and boring stuff like sandwiches, looked untouched, but the rest of it had the slightly icky appearance of food that had been poked and prodded in an attempt to work out what it was. It all went in the bin. I hate throwing food away, but small children are not the most hygienic when it comes to helping themselves to buffet food, and there was no way I was going to let anyone eat the leftovers.

      ‘I’m starving,’ said Debbie, and I had to admit I was too.

      ‘We’ll stop for a takeaway on the way home,’ I said. ‘If the snow’s bad we’d best go through Bodmin and join up with the A39, rather than go across the moor. There must be a McDonalds or a Dominos or something in Bodmin.’

      ‘I would kill for a Meat Supreme with extra cheese,’ said Debbie, dreamily. I moaned.

      ‘Oh my God, yes. Come on, let’s hurry up and get out of here.’

      But getting out of there was going to be a problem. As we finished packing up in the kitchen, my phone rang. I went to answer and saw it was Nathan, but it stopped ringing almost immediately. Lily, who had just come into the kitchen, smiled at my confused expression.

      ‘Our mobile phone reception here is rubbish at the best of times, but in bad weather like this it’s practically non-existent,’ she explained. ‘I’m surprised it even rang. You’re welcome to use our landline. Or if you go up in the tower, you can usually get a couple of bars there. Enough to at least send a text.’

      ‘The tower?’ Daisy was picking at a plate of Christmas treats I’d put aside for her, and I could almost see her ears prick up at the words. Lily laughed.

      ‘Yeah, we’ve got a tower. A mini one, anyway. You want to come and see it?’

      Daisy grabbed her camera and the two of us followed Lily out into the main part of the house.

      I hadn’t had much time to admire the house, apart from the well-equipped kitchen and the dining room, which according to Lily was too ‘informal’ at the moment to be used for the fancy dinner parties, banquets and wedding receptions they were hoping to hire it out for, although I had to say it looked pretty fancy to me and I would have been happy to have my wedding reception there. Not that I had any intention of getting married again… The house was a bit of an architectural hotchpotch, with the earliest parts of the abbey standing cheek-by-jowl with much later additions. There was fine plaster cornicing in many of the rooms, from (I guessed, wildly inaccurately) the Regency period, while in others there was wooden wall panelling, which made it feel very warm and cosy, if quite dark. It was in just one such room that a massive Christmas tree had been put up, lights decking its branches and wreaths of holly and ivy draped around the windows. Daisy and I peeked in as we passed the doorway, over which hung a sprig of mistletoe. A roaring fire glowed in a large brick fireplace, next to a big, very comfortable-looking, squashy armchair which still bore the impressions of Santa’s butt cheeks. No wonder he’d been feeling overheated, sitting that close to the flames in his thick red uniform. But it looked lovely, and very, very Christmassy; far more Christmassy than I could ever hope to achieve in my 1930s three-bedroom semi-detached house overlooking a sheep field.

      Lily led us through the grand hallway, to the sweeping staircase that led to the upper floors, where another huge Christmas tree had been set up. It was decorated with beautiful glass baubles and vintage-style ornaments, ceramic gingerbread men, candy canes, and a whole choir of angels. On top of the tree was a very shiny silver star, guiding the way not to the Baby Jesus in his manger, but to the foot of the stairs.

      ‘It’s a shame today’s been so busy,’ Lily said, ‘or I’d have given you the grand tour. You’ll probably be wanting to head straight home in this weather, won’t you? You don’t want to get stuck on the moors in the snow at night.’

      ‘Definitely not,’ I said. We followed her up the stairs, onto a landing with a wide corridor and doors leading off – the bedrooms, I assumed – then up another flight of stairs, smaller and less grand than the big staircase below.

      ‘This would have been the servants’ quarters,’ explained Lily. ‘Trevor’s been renovating them.’

      ‘Turning them into guest bedrooms?’ I asked, stepping around Daisy as she stopped to take a random photograph of a bit of flaking plaster. Art. I don’t know much about it but I know what I like.

      ‘Yes. The floor below’s got six rooms, all big suites with proper fancy bathrooms, four-poster beds in some of them, and lounge areas overlooking the grounds, whereas these would just be ordinary rooms with an en suite each. We – Trevor – wants to appeal to the wedding market.’

      ‘Downstairs for the happy couple and immediate family, up here for the dodgy uncles and distant cousins you’ve only invited because otherwise there’d be a feud?’ I said, thinking of my own wedding years ago to Richard. It certainly hadn’t taken place anywhere as grand as this. Lily grinned.

      ‘That’s exactly what we’re thinking.’ We followed as the corridor curved gently round to the left, where almost immediately the atmosphere changed. The walls went from smooth, lime-washed plaster to cold, thick, grey stone slabs. I shivered and Daisy, who was still tagging behind and taking photos of bits of plaster and architectural details that interested her, caught up with us, reaching out to take my hand. When your thirteen-year-old grabs your hand, something is definitely up. Lily looked at both of us keenly.

      ‘You can feel it, can’t you?’ she said. We both nodded.

      ‘What is it?’

      She smiled grimly. ‘The ghosts.’ Daisy drew closer to me, and Lily laughed. ‘Oh, don’t worry about them, they won’t hurt you. Let me introduce you to them.’ She stopped outside a heavy wooden door and turned the handle. Daisy and I both held our breaths…then released them as Lily reached out and turned on a dim light.

      ‘We discovered this room during the renovations,’ she said. ‘The doorway had been bricked up. Trevor doesn’t really know what to do with them.’

      ‘Holy— Look at them all!’ I gasped and stepped forward.

      The small room had no windows, and looked like a cell. It was cold, although considering the bad weather outside, not as cold as you might expect, and there didn’t appear to be any damp present at all – something of a miracle for such an old, and unheated, room. The walls were built of the same big stone slabs as the corridor outside, not that you could see them; because they were lined with bookshelves, each one full of very old books.

      ‘Wowsers…’ breathed Daisy, gazing around in wonder. She lifted her camera, almost an instinctive, automatic move, and put her eye to it. Lily put out a hand to stop her.

      ‘No flash,’ she said. ‘Apparently bright light could damage the spines, spoil the colour or something.’

      ‘Blimey
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