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            Prologue
      

         

         Mal tried blinking, but the darkness was total. One of her eyes remained closed as she gingerly explored her face with her fingertips. A thick sticky substance had coated one eye, and she followed the liquid up to the brow of her hairline. Her head was throbbing as she discovered a gash on her temple. She didn’t think she was still bleeding, and she stopped touching her head. Instead, she rubbed at her eyelashes until she felt that eye open, but the darkness remained.

         Groaning, she tried to come to her senses. She had been following… Who had she been following? It was hard to gather her thoughts. She decided to ignore that for a second and try to understand where she was. Her trousers were wet, and she appeared to be sitting on a stone floor. Using her fingers, she began to explore her surroundings. Clambering to her feet, she held her hands out in front of her, feeling the cold, rough walls under her palms; now and then, they brushed over something slimy and organic hanging from the stone. Leaning forward, she sniffed the plant and realised it was seaweed. As she slid her hands across the wall, she felt the familiar undulating surface of mussel shells.

         Fear gripped her as she raised her hands above her head and felt the wall above. Everywhere she touched, the walls were wet and covered in seaweed. Shells and seaweed could only thrive when submerged in seawater. Wherever she was, she knew that in a few hours the tide would return and this room would fill up with water. And if she couldn’t find a way out, she would drown. Trying not to panic, she began to look for a way out.

         Time and tide waits for no man. But sometimes a canny woman can beat the odds.

      

   


   
      
         
            DAY ONE Chapter One
      

         

         
            Dear Oppy,
      

            It is not a dirty weekend! Sorry to start my letter so abruptly, but honestly, I nearly had to pick up the phone to tell you off!
      

            I tell you that I’m simply going for a bridge weekend with Jacques and you jump to all the wrong conclusions.
      

            You know how much I love playing cards. Jacques just thought I might enjoy the opportunity to have a whole weekend of bridge, and I have to say I am very much looking forward to it.
      

         

         Putting her pen down, Mal drummed her fingers and wondered if she was protesting too much. Malachite Peck, disgraced City trader, ex-convict, and now bookseller, sat in the little flat above her bookshop and twitched her lips. Maybe she was being overly defensive. The truth of the matter was that she was looking forward to Jacques Pellofey’s company as much as the cards, and as usual, her sister had gone straight to the heart of the matter.

         Over the past few months, they had become regular companions, visiting the Truro market together, and the odd Sunday walk and lunch. She turned down as many invitations from him as she accepted for fear that her enthusiasm for his company be misinterpreted as anything more than a desire for like-minded company. She would rather be lonely than give him the wrong impression. But when he invited her to join him on his annual bridge weekend, she had completely caved. Beyond the opportunity to play bridge all weekend and spend time with Jacques, the location was utterly appealing: an island hotel, a boat ride off the Cornish coast. Her very own Alcatraz. The thought made her laugh; she had spent five years in prison, now she was dashing off to an island set adrift from the Cornish mainland. She imagined the accommodation would be very different indeed, and she was looking forward to some stimulating company.

         Finishing the letter and adding it to the pile, she set off to finish her last-minute chores. Jacques was picking her up at ten, so all she had to do was post her letters and wait. She had already put a sign up in the shop saying, ‘Closed for a few days’; told Sophie she was away; filled Mack’s bowl with food; and asked the postie to leave any parcels at the pub next door. Sophie was the local police officer and, despite Mal’s recent brush with the law, she had found her to be a lovely young woman and a credit to her uniform. Sophie had no inclination to become a detective and was Mal’s first port of call when situations became tricky.

         Grabbing her suitcase, she began making her way down the steep and narrow staircase. Jacques would have been happy, no doubt, to bring her suitcase down for her, but she’d be blowed if she let him think she was the sort of woman who couldn’t carry her own luggage.

         That said, these stairs were an absolute nightmare to navigate. Just her luck, if she were to break her neck before her holiday even started. She had spent the past week refining her suitcase until she had whittled it down to a single carry-on piece of luggage. She would have to rotate a few items for a range of outfits and had picked out clothes that went with a few pairs of shoes rather than shoes for each outfit. Even so, Mal felt dreadfully under-prepared and wished she had a further suitcase, but was determined to show Jacques that she wasn’t a total clothes horse.

         Despite her mutterings, she was looking forward to the opportunity to dress up once more. As a City trader, life had been a never-ending round of dinners and social events, and Mal loved to dress up. One time she had arrived in high heels and ripped denim and caused a sensation. When her host had gently remonstrated her attire, Mal pointed out that she had made three million for her hosts that year and they had responded by cutting benefits to their workers. Mal wondered if her hosts had wanted that on the press release?

         Mal knew how to use clothes to create impact as much as a well-constructed portfolio of stocks and shares. Nowadays, she had to work out if James Patterson was a crime writer or a thriller writer. Her life had changed immeasurably.

         Leaving her alarmingly small suitcase by the front door of the shop, she headed out into the village.

          
      

         ‘Is that all you’ve packed?’

         Jacques raised his eyebrows at Mal’s small blue suitcase. He placed it in the back of his Land Rover, trying to obscure the fact that both of his cases were considerably larger.

         ‘You said pack light,’ Mal shrugged. ‘Besides, it’s just a weekend. Not all women are clothes obsessed.’

         Jacques gave her an old-fashioned look, which she ignored and climbed up onto the Land Rover seat, sweeping the seat before she sat down. Given she had a very limited amount of clothes, she didn’t want to start the trip with dirty clothes, even if it was a long raincoat. As Jacques made his way to the front of the car, she settled in quickly, making sure he hadn’t spotted her actions. There was no point declaring she didn’t care for her appearance whilst trying to make sure his car didn’t mess up her outfit.

         ‘I put the potatoes and fishing pots in the back, you know,’ said Jacques meaningfully. ‘The seat is perfectly clean.’

         Mal was about to protest, then laughed.

         ‘Guilty as charged. I may have under-packed.’

         ‘We’ve got time if you want to grab some more clothes?’

         Mal looked over her shoulder into the back of the car and saw the size of Jacques’ case.

         ‘It is just three nights, isn’t it?’

         ‘It is. What can I say? I’m a bit of a clothes horse from time to time.’

         Given that she and Jacques had so far only met in the village for beach walks and home cooked-lunches, she had little to go on. They had started playing bridge with some of his friends and he was always very smart. Maybe this was a side to him she hadn’t spotted.

         Today he had on a knitted navy jumper with a red-coloured collar peeking out over the top. Navy chinos matched dark leather ankle boots, and he was wearing a smart wax jacket as opposed to his fish-stained sou’wester. In fact, the longer that Mal looked at him, the more she felt that she might be hopelessly outmatched this weekend. However, having made out that she was happy to travel light, she now had to prove it.

         When Jacques had first invited Mal, she had tentatively agreed, then looked the place up as soon as she got home. Wolf Rock was a luxury resort. They prided themselves on offering unlimited privacy and had been the venue for many individuals looking for unparalleled creature comforts. During the recent G7 conference, the Americans had hired the entire island.

         Lying half a mile off the coast, it offered total privacy from drones and long-lens cameras. Private security could quickly repel any approaching boats.

         All this luxury came at a cost, though, and Mal had nearly fainted when she saw the prices for the bridge weekend. She was used to charity events like this, but back when she used to attend, either work footed the bill or she earned so much that the ticket price was negligible. Now she just looked at the screen in horror. That was a month’s takings for her bookshop, in summer, at the absolute height of the tourist season!

         As Jacques started the engine, she looked across again, frowning.

         ‘And you’re certain your friend is happy with me tagging along?’

         Jacques rolled his eyes as the engine roared into life and they made their way out of the village.

         ‘You are not tagging along! He offered me a guest pass after I did him a favour.’

         ‘It must have been an exceptional favour?’

         ‘It was nothing. Besides which, I have been going for years. Maybe I have collected frequent flyer points, yes?’

         ‘And you really are friends with Wulf Clarkson?’

         ‘He prefers Clarksie.’

         ‘Does he now? And what about his wife, Kira? Does she prefer K?’

         ‘As it happens.’

         Mal turned in astonishment to see Jacques openly laughing.

         ‘I have no idea. I am neither rich enough nor famous enough or young enough for the superstar that is Kira to pay any attention to me.’

         Mal scoffed. She didn’t care how much of a superstar you were, Jacques still had presence. Part of the selling feature of Wolf Rock was that it was owned by Wulf Clarkson, one of the major figures of the music world in the eighties who went on from stadium to global brand, and was now an international figure in the same bracket as Elton John or Beyoncé. He had expanded beyond the music world with business interests all across the globe. And when he promised discretion and privacy, you knew he had the wherewithal to provide it.

         His cachet had only improved when he married the film star and now UN ambassador, Kira. Where Clarksie had clout in the business and entertainment world, Kira had the political power.

         Mal noted that Jacques had neatly side-stepped how he knew Clarkson, and what favour he had done to get a free place for Mal.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two
      

         

         Arriving in Falmouth, Mal was surprised by the size of it. Her only experience of coastal towns so far ran to large villages or small towns, like Fowey, Padstow, and Golden. Falmouth was altogether larger.

         ‘It’s been a naval base for centuries, and a dockyard. The port is huge and with the expansion of the art college, Falmouth is now a very lively venue.’

         Jacques gave her a potted history as he drove through the town centre and then out toward the outskirts. As she looked at the variety of world cuisines nestled amongst the bars and restaurants, Mal felt a pulse that she had thought was missing in Cornwall. There was a busker to one side and a group of skateboarders were hanging around some barely dried graffiti. The energy was palpable as students rubbed shoulders with tourists and locals.

         ‘Lots of foreigners in Falmouth,’ said Jacques, smiling. ‘Cruise liners bring them in, as do cargo vessels. Sailors and ship hands from every corner of the globe. Everyone passes through Falmouth eventually.’

         He spoke so fondly of the place Mal wondered why he had chosen Golden rather than here. He looked across at her and drove slower as the street narrowed and pedestrians ambled along the road.

         ‘You’re wondering how I settled in my sleepy little village, aren’t you?’

         ‘Well, this place does seem to have more energy.’

         ‘I wasn’t looking for energy. I was looking for peace. When I want energy, I can get in my boat or car and head over here. Then, I can come home to my beautiful view and peaceful life. We are here.’

         Mal had been looking out across the water as it gave way from dockyards to beaches, and now saw that they had arrived at a very large Georgian townhouse with an unimpeded view across the water. Pulling into the drive, Mal read the sign, Wolf House.

         ‘Is this connected to the island?’

         ‘Yes, this is their land-based arm of the hotel. You can holiday here, and they also use it as a backup if they can’t land the helicopter or get a boat to the island.’

         Looking at the hotel, Mal thought it was a rather impressive backstop. The red brick walls stood out from the other properties she had seen; the large columns and portico suggested a level of elegance more at home in London.

         ‘Was this an Admiralty house?’

         ‘I think so. Pretty grand, isn’t it? Now, if we jump out, they can park the car and load our luggage onto the boat. Let’s have a drink before the shuttle takes us down to the dock.’

         Mal climbed out of the Land Rover and smiled at the expression of the valet as he came out to park the car. A Jaguar pulled up behind, and Mal felt certain the Land Rover would be the scruffiest car in the car park. A second valet arrived and made a beeline for Jacques, shaking his hand.

         ‘Mal, can I introduce James? Needs to get himself off to college, but never seems to leave Falmouth.’

         The young man smiled and nodded at Mal.

         ‘Welcome to Wolf.’ He had long curly brown hair, and would have looked at home hanging ten on a surfboard were it not for his smart polo shirt and chinos. He turned and grinned at Jacques. ‘And as it happens, I am going to college. I got a place here at the art college. This,’ he gestured to the house, ‘helps pay the fees. Now give me your keys and I’ll park the rust bucket round the back.’

         As he left, Jacques gestured for Mal to lead the way to the main entrance.

         ‘He’ll park it next to the most expensive car back there. I think he enjoys teasing the other guests, discreetly, of course. Drivers of orange Veyrons should maybe not take life so seriously.’

         As they approached the house, the doors swung open, and they were welcomed into the hotel. Mal could smell lavender and, in the distance, someone was brewing a coffee.

         ‘Monsieur Pellofey, Madame Peck, welcome.’

         A beautiful lady in her thirties seemed to materialise out of nowhere. There was certainly nothing as vulgar as a reception desk. She obviously knew Jacques on sight as she chattered to him briefly in French and then turned to Mal, addressing her initially in French.

         ‘Welcome to Wolf House. I believe this is your first time?’

         Mal nodded and replied in French that it was indeed her first visit, and then swapped back to English, ‘And I’m very much looking forward to visiting the island.’

         Claire smiled, not missing a beat, further emphasising her skill as an unflappable host.

         ‘It is a remarkable place. Now, some of the others have already arrived if you would care to join them, or I can have drinks brought to a private table?’

         Jacques thrust his hands into his pockets and smiled at their host. ‘Doubtless, it will be the usual crowd.’ He addressed Mal directly. ‘Unless you would prefer some privacy?’

         ‘I’m about to board a boat with them and then spend the weekend trying to beat them at cards. Let’s go say hello.’

         Mal and Jacques followed Claire along a carpeted corridor that led them to a light and airy room looking out over the sea. From the elevation of the hotel above the road, the view across the bay was spectacular.

         Mal caught her first glimpse of what she assumed was Wolf Rock. A large, craggy island reared up from the sea. White-capped waves surrounded the island, sitting under a large blue sky. From here, she could see an impressive castle rising out of the island, seemingly the only property on the small outcrop. She nodded at the majesty of the scene and couldn’t wait to explore it. Between the island and the mainland, two kitesurfers flew across the waves, the wind tossing their red kites up into the air as they hung below them. Mal could imagine the hoots of delight as the surfers flew like mad gulls, twisting and looping, before bouncing back on to the water’s surface and zipping along again.

         The scene within the lounge was far more sedate, although as Jacques entered the room, there were some shouts of delight. One of the men sprang up from his seat and came over, his hand outstretched.

         ‘Oh boy! Every year I hope you’ll stay behind and let someone else win!’

         The man turned to Mal and winked. Although his hair was white, she didn’t think he was much above sixty. He was heavily tanned and a strong Texan accent betrayed his nationality.

         ‘Let me guess, you are also a bridge demon, Madame?’

         Mal held her hand out, preparing to shake, but instead he lifted her fingers and kissed the back of her hand.

         She tilted her head, smiling wryly, then doubled down on her crispest British accent.

         ‘Please, call me Mal. Malachite Peck, bridge player extraordinaire, and immune to flattery.’

         ‘She’s got you there, Teddy Bear,’ drawled a woman over by one of the sofas. Her long Southern vowels indicating another Texan, though she looked several decades younger. Given the amount of stones on her fingers, Mal suspected this was a third or fourth wife. They tended to get younger as the marriages progressed until often, if she was fool enough to have him back, the man in question would return to his first wife.

         ‘Mal,’ said Jacques, jumping in. ‘May I introduce Teddy and Violet Bonderman? Also, Penny and Henry Fitzgibbon.’ A couple dressed in matching knitwear raised their glasses. Her clothes could have come from Marks and Spencer’s twenty years ago, but her jewellery though simple was clearly expensive. She wore a heavy gold locket with P inscribed on it, an enormous emerald engagement ring and a simple gold wedding band. They had the air of a couple who had been married for a long time and were utterly comfortable in their skins. Mal imagined they were probably loaded. Although, given the cost of this charity weekend, it was clear that everyone was loaded.

         Two men sat at a corner table dealing cards to each other. They nodded at Jacques and returned their attention to the deck. Although dressed differently – one in a suit which Mal considered incredibly inappropriate for a boat; the other in a blazer and deck shoes more at home in the nineteen thirties – they were, in fact, identical.

         ‘Morris and Laurence Barta,’ continued Jacques. ‘Both excellent players. Very hard to beat.’

         ‘Amen to that,’ said Ted loudly, and then insisted that Mal come and sit with him whilst Violet had already slipped her arm through Jacques’ and had pulled him over to where she was sitting. Maybe she thought the writing was already on the wall and was lining up her next suitor, or maybe she and Jacques were simply old friends.

         Teddy smiled after his wife and patted the seat next to him.

         ‘You mustn’t worry yourself over Violet. She simply can’t bear not to be the centre of any hot-blooded man’s attention. She’ll release him by and by.’

         Mal laughed and came over and sat beside him.

         ‘I’m not worried.’

         ‘Indeed,’ said Teddy with a smile. ‘It’s nice to see Jacques with such a fitting partner.’ Mal was about to disabuse him of the notion that they were together when he ploughed on and introduced the Fitzgibbons and then, taking her drink order, headed over to the bar. She watched him leave and say something to Jacques as he passed him. Jacques looked back at Mal and mouthed an apology as Violet pulled on his elbow, concerned that he wasn’t displaying the appropriate amount of attention to her. Shaking her head with a smile, she returned her attention to the married couple next to her.

         Penny and Henry had been watching a group of six young women over on the other side of the room, and frowning. The girls were clearly enjoying themselves and their cocktails, and Mal was pleased to see bridge appealing to a younger crowd, and said as much.

         ‘Oh, they’re not with us,’ said Penny. ‘They’re heading over to Little Wolf for a pamper package. One of the girls is getting married next month and her maid of honour’s passport hasn’t come through yet. Apparently, they had planned a hen party abroad, so now they are having a party here. Well, not here. Over on the island.’

         Mal looked across at the beautifully groomed young women again. She was prepared to bet that every one of them skied at Verbier and spent the summer in Mustique. Their parents likely owned racehorses, estates, banks. She wondered if they knew Jasmine, her nephew’s wife. An inoffensive girl that Mal had learnt to, if not love, at least appreciate. She wasn’t who Mal would have chosen for her nephew, but God knows Giles did love her, and that probably was all that mattered.

         These girls looked to be of an age, and if they lived in London, they probably ran in the same circles. If they didn’t know each other, Mal was certain that they would have friends in common. They even laughed the same. One of the girls kept glancing out of the window over to the sea and was sipping a glass of water as quickly as some of her friends were drinking their champagne. As she stood up to let a tall girl with long blonde hair pass, she placed her hand across her stomach and Mal wondered if she might be pregnant. Catching Mal’s eye, she smiled, and Mal smiled back before returning her attention to her companions.

         ‘To have the gift of youth with the wisdom of time; wouldn’t that be a joy?’

         ‘Those girls will never have wisdom,’ said Penny. ‘The Botox will have addled their brains by the time they hit thirty. They’re just spending their trust funds, pretending to have careers whilst they wait for a suitable husband.’

         Mal was surprised by the depth of contempt and looked over at the girls again before shaking her head.

         ‘There’s no Botox there. Just generations of good fortune, health, wealth, and a stress-free existence. Do excuse me.’

         Penny blinked rapidly, then reached for her glass before rolling her eyes. Dismissing Mal, she turned to her husband, who in turn had raised his eyebrows in solidarity with his wife.

         Standing up, Mal smiled politely and headed over to the hallway. Jacques had his back to her, and she didn’t want to interrupt him; but she didn’t want to stay and listen to Penny either. She would find the loos and come back in a few minutes. She was too old to entertain idiots and bigots. She’d never done it before and she wasn’t going to start now.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three
      

         

         ‘Well, hello missy. Why’re you in such a hurry for your drink?’

         Teddy headed towards her with a Bloody Mary and a big grin. ‘Nemo and Lurch already sucked the joy out of your conversation, have they? Those two sure are fun sponges. They’re excellent players, but oh boy, even when they win, they don’t cheer up. Imagine, they’ve got even more money than I have, but don’t have a clue how to enjoy it.’

         Mal looked across at the pair in surprise.

         ‘They seem so—’

         ‘Dull?’

         ‘I was going to say unassuming.’

         She knew that would have been a mistake. Some people wore their wealth very lightly; some liked to splash it all around.

         ‘How did they make their money?’

         ‘Back in the day, he invented a piece of hardware that levered the whole internet revolution. Plus, he also has a few proprietary pieces of software. Now, who else can I dish the dirt on? The Barta twins are European nobility, lots of generational wealth, plus they’re heavy gamblers. Mostly beating the odds. Mostly. When they’re out of earshot, let me tell you about the time they lost a castle. The following day, they won a fighter jet. I believe they are still squabbling about whether to swap the jet for the castle.’

         He held out her glass. Mal took a sniff, grinning as she smelled the celery salt. She had high expectations that this drink was going to be well-mixed. She took a sip. The kick of tabasco was powerful and her nose twitched.

         ‘Must say your Bloody Marys look a tame affair.’ He looked curiously at her. ‘It looks like some sort of detox nonsense.’

         Mal laughed and held the glass back to him.

         ‘Try it.’

         ‘No, ma’am! I like my Bloody Mary’s with a bit of bite. This looks like it will actually be good for me.’

         ‘Chicken.’

         ‘Now, you take that back.’

         He was laughing now and took the glass from Mal.

         ‘I’m not going to let some little English lady challenge me like that. We Texans pride ourselves on having blast-proof taste buds. Your little English version holds no terror for a true born Texan.’

         Taking a large gulp, he coughed explosively, as Mal winced.

         ‘I’d have sipped it if I were you.’

         He was still coughing, his face beet red against his white hairline as tears filled his eyes. Violet came running over, full of concern.

         ‘Teddy Bear?’

         He flapped his hand at her as he tried to recover his breath. By now, all eyes were on him. Even the bar staff had come into the room.

         Mal knew she was going straight to hell. She’d snubbed one couple and choked another player. The boat ride would be dreadful.

         Teddy wheezed and then, finally catching his breath, let out a huge bark of a laugh and turned to the server. The young girl was looking horribly alarmed at the drink she had just mixed.

         ‘Sweetie. Will you make us two more of these?’

         He turned to face the room.

         ‘Boy, howdy! That was one hell of a drink. Violet, you have to try this. At least the Texas version has the decency to look deadly. This is the iron fist in a velvet glove!’

         Having watched her husband nearly choke to death, she took the glass gingerly and sniffed it.

         ‘Why? It’s just tomato juice.’

         ‘Well, just you knock it back then!’

         Mal shook her head vigorously.

         ‘Or maybe just a small sip?’ she said quickly. ‘It has a little bit of a kick in the tail.’

         Violet sipped it and smiled, looking confused at her husband, and then pulled a glorious face, stretching her mouth wide and screwing her eyes closed.

         ‘Oh my Lord, that’s a Bloody Mary! Why that’s positively sneaky.’

         She screwed up her face again as Jacques offered her a glass of water, and the server returned with two fresh Bloody Marys. Teddy took one and passed the other to Mal.

         ‘You got me well and proper. Think I’ll sip at it this time.’

         He nodded at Mal in appreciation, and this time drank slowly.

         ‘Boy, that sure is a fine drink.’

         ‘It certainly is. It used to be my favourite hangover cure, back in the days when I over-imbibed.’

         Teddy paled.

         ‘My Lord. You Brits are crazy. You cure a hangover with this!?’

         Behind her, Jacques laughed, then stepped to her side.

         ‘Our English hosts always keep us on our toes. Yes? This weekend we shall have to remind them of what we can achieve when France and America are united.’

         Mal sighed dramatically and took the teasing in good spirits. As they chatted, a few more couples entered the room, and it was clear that most attended regularly.

         ‘Jacques is quite popular. There will be a lot of speculation about yourself, Mal,’ said Teddy as they watched the dynamics of the room. ‘He’s never brought a date before. He always fills in for anyone without a partner, like himself. But now…?’

         ‘Mr Bonderman. I am not Jacques’ date. I am simply new to the area and play bridge. He thought I might enjoy getting to know some new people.’

         ‘My apologies. But now it means I can flirt with you shamelessly.’

         Mal gave him an old-fashioned look.

         ‘I think your wife would object.’

         ‘I don’t think she will. That one always keeps her cards close. She’ll trade me in if a better offer comes her way.’

         ‘Well, you seem well-matched then.’

         Teddy turned and narrowed his eyes, appraising her. A smile curled around his lips.

         ‘Betsy would like you.’

         ‘Betsy?’

         ‘The first Mrs Bonderman.’

         ‘Still in touch, are you?’

         Now it was Mal’s turn to smirk, and Teddy blushed.

         ‘Do be sure to send me an invitation.’

         ‘Ah, she’d never have me back.’

         ‘And why’s that then?’

         ‘Because Betsy has brains.’ He looked forlorn for a second and then chuckled. ‘You are good at seeing through people. Going to have to watch you at the table.’

         Mal shook her head.

         ‘Trust me, I’m a bit rusty. I’ve only been playing for fun. I can’t think when I was last at a competitive event.’

         ‘I shouldn’t worry none. Some of the players here are damn fine, but mostly we play for the social occasion and to raise money for charities. We play all around the globe.’

         ‘And Jacques goes to all of those?’

         Mal hadn’t pictured him as some high-flying social butterfly.

         ‘Not a bit. This is the only one he attends. He says for the rest of the time he has to catch the fish.’

         ‘He is a fisherman, though,’ said Mal, trying to argue Jacques’ position.

         ‘And our Lord Jesus was a carpenter.’

         Mal tried to reply, but wasn’t certain what Teddy was getting at.

         ‘Ladies and Gentlemen.’

         Mal turned around to see Claire standing in the doorway. ‘The boat is ready. When you’ve finished your drinks, could you make your way to the reception?’

         Having spoken, she then came across to Mal.

         ‘Madame Peck. Would you like your luggage unpacked?’

         Mal nodded. It was always lovely to have everything already put away when she came into a room.

         ‘Yes, please. And I wonder, do you have any postcards of the island? I’d like to send a little note to my great nephew.’

         Claire smiled as she nodded once.

         ‘I will bring you one now. In your luggage, do you have any clothes that need to be pressed?’

         Oh, Mal did like this place.

         ‘I have a cream silk blouse and crêpe de Chine trousers. They would benefit from a quick blitz.’

         As Claire left, Mal turned to Teddy.

         ‘This place is really top-notch, isn’t it?’

         ‘You haven’t been here before?’

         ‘Like I said, I’m new here.’

         ‘But you’d have to be living under a rock not to have heard of it.’

         She gave a friendly shrug of her shoulders and raised her palm.

         ‘Call me a rock dweller.’ She wasn’t about to explain that copies of Tatler were few and far between in prison.

         Claire returned with a stamped postcard and a pen, and Mal excused herself for a second. Looking at the postcard, Mal saw the hotel had chosen a glorious image of the island with a stunning sunset bleeding down onto the dark sea. It was wonderfully atmospheric and Mal immediately found herself wanting to make up a story about it.

         
            Dear Barney,
      

            Look where I’m going!? Apparently, the sea is infested with sharks and pirates, and there’s hidden treasure in the cave. Have you read Island of Adventure by Enid Blyton? I think it’s going to be like that.
      

            Lots of Love
      

            Yaffle.
      

         

         Mal made her way to the front hallway and handed the postcard to Claire. Joining Jacques, she smiled up at him in excitement. This was going to be a most marvellous weekend. And she couldn’t wait.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four
      

         

         The wind tugged at Mal’s hair as they climbed out of the minibus. Jacques held out his hand to steady her, and she gratefully accepted his offer of help as she tried to manage her hair and handbag. She slipped her hand into her handbag for a headscarf, saw Penny and Violet doing the exact same thing, and paused. She had never been a lady that lunched, delighting in the leisure of a husband’s bank account, but now she felt as if she was somehow falling into that camp; Jacques’ partner, rather than a player in her own right. Stuffing the scarf back into her handbag, she pulled out a sports cap, and grabbing a bobble, pulled her hair into a ponytail and through the strap gap.

         Leaving the minibus, one of the girls from the bridal party tapped her head, smiling at Mal. ‘Very sporty.’ Her own hair was in a sleek bob held back by a few hairpins, and Mal grinned back.

         ‘But not quite so chic?’

         ‘That’s cute,’ said her friend as she joined them, nodding at Mal’s ponytail. ‘My hair frizzes up the minute it gets so much as a hint of moisture.’

         ‘Mine is in a permanent state of alarm,’ said Mal in despair. ‘I guess I’m just learning to live with it.’

         Another girl joined them and they were soon laughing and swapping horror stories about hairstyles. The girl with the sleek hair bob introduced herself as Julia Hawkes, and as the wind blew against her dress, Mal could see clearly that the young lady was indeed pregnant. Looking at the waves, Mal hoped she wasn’t suffering from morning sickness. She turned to her friend, who was rapidly tying her long blonde tresses into a hasty plait.

         ‘Smart move, Octavia. In this wind, you’d be likely to catch seagulls if your tresses got loose.’

         Octavia shuddered from head to toe. She towered over Mal, and was easily one of the most beautiful women Mal had seen in a long time, and Mal wondered if she was a model. ‘I can’t think of anything worse.’

         ‘Vomit,’ laughed the third girl in the trio, who announced herself as Johanna before turning back to Mal.

         As Mal and the girls swapped haircare tips, Jacques made his excuses and headed over to a group of fishermen. Mal watched him walk off, smiling at his retreat, and then returned her attention to the girls. Apparently, they swore by coconut oil. It was a daft conversation, but it still made Mal grin. Being amongst such a vibrant group picked up her spirits, and she leant into their youth.

         As they were chatting, Claire let them know the launch was now ready for them. That it hadn’t been when the shuttle had pulled up had clearly vexed her, but Mal could see the sea was surging, and preparing the vessel had probably been an effort. The short ride across was going to be a bouncy one.

         ‘I’ll go and let Jacques know we’re ready.’

         ‘There’s no rush,’ said Claire politely, in a tone that suggested an immediate departure would be required. Mal smiled in acknowledgement and headed off across the quay.

         Jacques was standing further along the pier, chatting with the group of fishermen. Fishing vessels were moored on the other side of the pier. In the distance, an enormous grey naval vessel dominated the skyline, and on the other side of the large harbour were several tall ships, their masts swaying back and forth. All around, the clink of yacht lines sang out in the stiffening breeze. Fishing nets hung nearby, adorned with colourful buoys and weighted with the promise of the day’s catch. Seagulls circled overhead, ever watchful for any discarded bait or the opportunity to swoop down and snatch a morsel.

         Jacques smiled as she approached and stepped aside to include her in the group. The men were dressed in rugged, oil-stained overalls, rubber boots, and knitted beanies, and gave off an air of experience and resilience earned through countless hours at sea. Some had beards that mirrored the salt and pepper hues of the surrounding ropes and nets, whilst others wore sunglasses to shield their eyes from the bright glare of the water. They reminded her of the fishermen back in Golden, and she smiled warmly at them as she approached.

         ‘Gentlemen, may I present Malachite Peck, a friend.’

         ‘Ah, Jackie boy,’ said the man in the blue beanie. ‘This is the first time you’ve brought a guest over to the island. Malachite? That’s French, is it?’ he asked, grinning at Mal.

         ‘Nope. Just a father that liked daft names for his daughters. My sister is called Opal. We still don’t know who got off worse.’

         The men laughed.

         ‘Londoner?’ replied one of the older men gruffly. Her accent had revealed her.

         ‘Not so much anymore. I run the bookshop in Golden. None of you coming across to play bridge, then?’

         Now the men laughed harder and nudged Jacques.

         ‘We’re not made of money. Plus, Wulf doesn’t owe us any favours like he does Jackie there.’

         ‘Yes,’ teased Mal. ‘Exactly what is this impressive favour?’

         ‘Oh, we don’t know. He’s very tight-lipped about it.’

         Jacques gave the men a stern look and then smiled at Mal.

         ‘Did you come over to let me know the launch is ready?’

         Mal grinned at the fishermen. ‘It looks like his secret gets to live another day,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘Lovely meeting you.’

         As they turned and made their way back to the island group, Jacques’ expression became thoughtful.

         ‘I promise not to ask,’ said Mal. If he did have a secret, then it was his to keep.

         ‘What?’ said Jacques, frowning in confusion, and then he shook his head. ‘Oh, that was nothing. No, it’s something they were saying that’s concerning me.’

         For such a reserved man, Jacques’ expression was unusually serious. ‘Concerning?’

         ‘Unmarked boats.’

         ‘Which is an issue because?’

         ‘An unmarked boat indicates illegal activity. Smuggling, poaching.’

         ‘Poaching? In the sea? What can be poached?’

         ‘Lots of stuff. Stealing from lobster pots, dredging for scallops in protected zones, landing small fish, but in this case—’

         ‘Are you ready, Monsieur Pellofey?’ Claire was now walking over to them briskly. ‘Only, the tide is falling.’

         ‘My apologies. Just catching up with friends.’ Ushering Mal forwards, he grimaced an apology and turned to Claire. ‘Of all people, I should know better.’

         ‘I think after last year’s incident with the Hamiltons, you need never apologise again for anything. That said, let’s make haste.’

         He grinned at Mal and she was happy to see his troubled expression had gone. Much as she admired them, fishermen were, in her experience, superstitious doom and gloom merchants.

         ‘What happened with the Hamiltons?’ she asked, as they walked up the small gangplank.

         He chuckled and shook his head. ‘That is a story for a fireside and a stiff drink. I shall tell you all about them this evening.’

         They stepped out of the fresh air and into a very plush cabin.

         ‘Jacques,’ trilled Violet, who had already made herself comfortable on one of the leather sofas. ‘Come and tell me how to stop being seasick.’

         Mal gave him a quick nudge. ‘I think you have your hands full.’

         He turned and gave her a mock glare. ‘You’re supposed to be saving my honour.’

         ‘Oh, get on with you. I’m going to chat to the girls over here and see if I can pick up any social media tips.’

         Even as she looked, three of the young women from the bridal party were all laughing into one of the camera phones, and one of them waved her way.

         ‘Mal, come and join us.’

         Making her excuses to Jacques, who was already gallantly nodding along to Violet’s conversation, Mal couldn’t resist a mischievous grin at his somewhat alarmed expression and headed over to the girls. She couldn’t see the bride, or the girl with the red hair, or the one dressed head-to-toe in this season’s Fendi. Instead, she sat down next to the pregnant girl with the smart hairstyle.

         ‘Octavia, budge up,’ said Johanna, who had waved her over. ‘Julia, stay where you are.’

         Julia gave Mal a pained smile as the boat hit another wave.

         ‘I wouldn’t sit too close to me. I’m liable to hurl any minute.’

         ‘Hence why she cut off all her beautiful locks,’ said Octavia sympathetically. Julia shrugged.

         ‘She’s not wrong.’ She took a deep breath. ‘Okay, deep breath, let’s grab a selfie. I am determined to have a blast this weekend and I am not going to be responsible for spoiling things for Imogen.’

         ‘That’s the spirit,’ said Mal. ‘And look on the bright side; all the upholstery is leather.’ The girls looked puzzled.

         ‘Easy to wipe down,’ said Mal, grinning and joining in their laughter. As the engines fired up, the boat headed out onto the choppy seas.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Five
      

         

         Jordan Thatcher lowered his binoculars and spat on the rocks below his feet. Scratching his stubble, he watched the boat head towards the island. The guests were a bloody nuisance, but occasionally one of the wives would seek out a bit of rough. They took one look at his dark blue eyes, dismissive gaze, and young, athletic frame, and would suddenly declare an interest in the flora and fauna. Sex was always preferable to the tedium of their conversation. So long as he didn’t get caught, it was a good way to pass an afternoon.

         He turned his back and began to walk along the rocky foreshore towards the whale watch station. Tucked away from the fancier activities of Wolf Rock, the maritime observation station was co-funded by Cornwall University and Wolf Rock. A month back, a humpback had been spotted off Penzance, and all the volunteers were hoping they would spot one in their area. Funding wasn’t an issue with Wulf Clarkson sponsoring the station, but the kudos would be pretty cool.

         Jordan wasn’t a fool. He knew his job here couldn’t last forever. But whilst he was here, he wanted to make the most of it. As he trudged back, he picked up a few bits of litter and placed them in a sack. Ange whined to kingdom come if people came back without litter, and he still had a bellyache from her nagging after he ran the taps without the plug in. The island had a natural spring, but Ange said that wasn’t the point. She’d gone on and on, but Jordan pretty much switched off the minute the preaching started.

         Out to sea, a flash caught his eye, and he quickly raised his binoculars. After a few minutes, he pulled out his mobile and sent a quick text. Whistling, he shoved his hands into his pockets, the rubbish bag hanging from his wrist, headed up to the grassy scrubland and trudged home. Smoke was rising from the station’s aluminium chimney. The station was both his workplace and sleeping quarters. Housing ten volunteers, the dorm was mixed, but the women had pretty much dominated one end of the long bunkhouse and had vociferous opinions on how to use the toilets beyond.

         Jordan spat again. If he needed a slash in the middle of the night, would they rather he turned all the lights on, or some hit the floor? There was seriously no pleasing some people.
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