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Ellie Tangye laid the book down and stared at the body on the cover. Beyond the Blue was her debut novel and already sales were climbing.

She blinked. Could that be it? Was she being persecuted because of her success?

Was this some bitter fellow author acting out of jealousy?

But why would anyone do that? Felix Ansel wasn’t real. He was a character created from her imagination. Yet someone seemed to be acting out his life.

Her glance went to the notes spread out on the table. 

The first one had arrived a week earlier; its message, like the four that followed, had been taken from the pages of her book. Not copied out, but literally cut from an edition. 

‘I’m watching you!’

She’d tossed the note aside, dismissed it as having been sent by some crank, some twisted mind that got a thrill from trying to frighten people. Well, she’d said to herself, it wasn’t going to work with her.

But the next day, another note had arrived. The second note read:

‘I know what you did!’

Her hands had shaken as she’d stared at it, asking herself why this was happening. She’d done nothing wrong. This had to be some deranged person trying to be funny. But she’d been curious enough to retrieve the first note from the wastepaper basket where she’d thrown it and eased over the creases to compare the two.

On day three, Ellie had been watching for the post. When the familiar envelope had fallen on the mat, she’d stared at it, her address, same as before, had been neatly typed on the cheap envelope. ‘Ms Ellie Tangye, Watchman’s Cottage, Polperro, Cornwall.’ She’d tried not to tremble as she’d opened it. 

‘You can’t escape!’

A cold shiver had run through her. What did it mean? She’d thrown the note down, as though it was burning her fingers. Escape from what? Someone was playing games with her.

She had tried to ignore the obvious, but she couldn’t. The origin of these notes was staring Ellie in the face. Her book’s main character, Emily Rose, had received this exact same sequence.

When the next envelope had arrived yesterday morning, she’d known before she’d torn it open what the words would say.

‘Are you worried now?’

Ellie had dropped the note on her desk, backing away from it. The sender had achieved the response they’d planned. Of course, she’d been worried. It was like some disturbed person was stalking her. And the feeling only intensified with the fifth and final note currently sitting beside the others on her desk.

She had to stay calm, work out how best to deal with these notes. Going to the police was not an option. She was imagining some overworked young detective slinging the notes into a desk drawer with a disdainful mutter about menopausal women. 

Would that be any more annoying than another reaction? What if the police suggested she’d written the notes herself as some kind of publicity stunt? 

No, she couldn’t go to the police. What then? She had to do something. 

Ellie’s eyes went to the bookcase where copies of her book were neatly arranged on a shelf.

Beyond the Blue by Arabella Croft. She still couldn’t quite believe this was her. It was a pseudonym of course, the professional identity her publisher, Mel Julien, had suggested.

Arabella Croft was the one who wrote the murder mystery. No one from Ellie’s real life knew this was her...well, almost no one. Whoever was sending these anonymous notes knew. She picked up the book again and turned it over. Her eyes flicked across the blurb on the cover.

After years of crafting the perfect façade in London’s elite banking circles, Emily Rose finally sees the cracks in Felix Ansel’s polished veneer – and what seeps through is pure poison. Her escape to Cornwall was meant to be a fresh start. Instead, her rustic cottage becomes a trap, and her cookbook research a desperate distraction from the whispers spreading through the village like a virus. The locals oppose her plan to open a teashop, but when Emily stands before them, their faces are a gallery of barely concealed malice. The public meeting becomes like a witch trial, with her at the stake.

But it’s the footsteps behind her at night that make her wonder: did she trade one monster for an entire village of them? Then the notes start appearing on her doorstep, each one written in a hand she swears she recognizes.

“I’m watching you!”

“I know what you did!”

“You can’t escape!”

“Are you worried now?”

“‘Vengeance is mine,’ said The Lord!”

Ellie glanced to the scattering of letters on her desk and swallowed the lump in her throat. The words in these notes were her own words, the ones she’d created in the book. But that was fiction and this was reality – and something was, creepily wrong.

She went back to the book and continued reading the blurb:

The notes become a sick countdown, each one more intimidating than the last. Emily recognizes Felix’s tactics – the slow psychological torture, the calculated escalation. But something about this feels different, more primal than his usual corporate power plays. When she pushes open her cottage door that final night, the scene inside tells her the horrible truth: Felix didn’t hire someone to frighten her. He hired someone to finish what he always promised he would.

Ellie set the book down and moved away from her desk. Some crank was playing a joke on her, trying to scare her with her own words. Still, it was a completely bizarre thing for anyone to do. 

She cast her gaze over the notes again, and straightened up. She refused to cower away in fear from this, but she needed help. 

Ellie’s brow creased as she worked out what to do.

She had someone in mind to confide in. But could they be trusted?
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Chapter One
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Loveday sat at her kitchen table frowning. ‘I think I’m being followed, Cassie,’ she said, meeting her friend’s startled stare.

‘Followed?’ Cassie Trevillick’s eyes tracked Loveday as she got up and crossed the room.

‘I know it sounds ridiculous, and it’s just a feeling. I haven’t seen anybody ducking into the shadows or anything like that but...’ Loveday looked back at her friend.

‘What d’you think, Cassie? Am I going mad?’ 

Cassie sighed, but Loveday didn’t miss the glint of concern in her eyes.

‘You’re not going mad.’ She touched her hand. ‘But I do think you have an over-active imagination. Everything will feel different when Sam and Rosie get back from Wales.’

She pulled a face, giving Loveday a stern look. ‘I still say you should have gone with them.’

‘I couldn’t do that. With Merrick and Connie still away in Malta, I could hardly take time off as well. Running a magazine doesn’t work like that.’

‘Well, I think it’s very selfish of them to go off and leave you in the lurch like this.’

‘That’s not how it happened, their trip was booked months ago. We all knew about it. The Welsh thing was Maddie’s idea, a spur-of-the-moment decision.’

Maddie and her brother Jack were Sam’s children from his first marriage to Victoria. The relationship hadn’t survived the stress, irregular hours and other demands of Sam’s job in the police. Years later he had married a beautiful young woman whose life was cut short when she’d been involved in an accident with a drunk driver. Loveday was not sure Sam had ever fully recovered from losing Tessa.

‘Maddie suggested this little holiday,’ she said, ‘because she wanted to spend more time with her baby sister. She was all for cancelling when she realized I wouldn’t be able to join them, but that was ridiculous. I had to more or less force them to go, and anyway, it’s only for a week and they’ve already been away for three days.’

‘I can’t imagine Sam was happy about leaving you on your own here for a week.’

A slow smile crossed Loveday’s face. ‘He wasn’t, but it’s only a few days, after all. And when I told him about the homecoming I was planning...’

Cassie put up a hand. ‘Too much information.’ She laughed. ‘But I still think you were wrong not to go with them.’

‘Well, it’s done now. And here I am with this weird feeling that I’m being watched.’

‘OK, let’s think this out.’ Cassie reached for her bag and fished out a dog-eared notebook. She pushed it across the kitchen table to Loveday. ‘Make a list of all the people you’ve interviewed in the past couple of weeks.’

‘What!’ Loveday’s eyes were amused. ‘What does that have to do with anything?’

‘I don’t know, I’m just trying to be helpful. Anyway,’ she shrugged. ‘What harm would it do?’

Loveday sighed and took the pen Cassie offered, trying to remember the people she had interviewed. Had she upset any of them without realizing? She didn’t think so.  

Cassie tapped the notebook. ‘You’re not writing.’

‘Give me a chance.’ Loveday got out her phone to check her diary and scrolled through the days. ‘Heavens. There are dozens of interviews here. I didn’t realize I worked so hard.’

‘That’s because you don’t consider what you do as proper work. You can’t kid me, I know how much you love your job.’

‘I do,’ Loveday said. ‘But this is still a long list and I can’t imagine anyone here would be following me.’

‘What about that author woman you interviewed? She writes cloak-and-dagger stuff, doesn’t she?’ 

Loveday looked askance. ‘Ellie Tangye? She’s a retired shopkeeper. She would hardly be following me even if she has written a crime novel. Why would you suggest such a thing?’

‘Don’t dismiss her out of turn,’ Cassie persisted. ‘What if she was acting out a plot and was trying it out on you to see how you would react?’

‘Interesting theory, but hardly plausible. Ellie Tangye is a lovely, intelligent woman who happens to enjoy writing in her spare time.’

‘She doesn’t do too badly for a part-time writer. I read the newspapers. Her debut novel, Beyond the Blue, is selling really well. And landing a double-page spread in Cornish Folk wouldn’t have done her ratings any harm.’

‘She deserved the publicity. It’s an ingenious book.’

Ellie’s publisher, West Country Books, had sent the magazine a copy of Beyond the Blue requesting a review. Loveday had read it and been so impressed that she emailed the couple who ran the publishing company Mel and Ritchie Julien, suggesting an interview with the author. She had been offered an online interview with Arabella Croft, but no photos. Their reticence had surprised her. It wasn’t the way Loveday worked. 

On checking the publishing company’s website, she had been surprised to discover they were based in a village just outside Truro. There had been a contact number at the bottom of the page. She’d rung it and a crisp, professional female voice had answered. ‘Mel Julien,’ it had announced. ‘How can I help you?’

Loveday had introduced herself. ‘It’s about that interview I requested with your author, Arabella Croft. I’m afraid Cornish Folk only offers live interviews, face to face, I mean. Would it be possible for me to discuss this with Arabella?’

‘I’m sorry, Miss Ross, but our instructions are to offer only an online interview.’

‘Ah, that’s a pity. Your author will be missing an excellent opportunity to promote her book.’

‘Believe me, we’ve tried to persuade her differently, but she’s adamant.’ Mel had paused. ‘She’s local, you see, but her friends and family know nothing about her writing. Arabella Croft is not her real name. She’s determined to keep her private and public life separate.’

‘I see,’ Loveday had said, not seeing at all why a potentially successful author would want to hide her skills from anyone. ‘I suppose the decision is hers, but I would be grateful if you could pass on my interest. Please tell her that having a chat with me commits her to nothing. Even if she still decides against the interview I would really love to speak with her.’

‘I’ll tell her,’ Mel had replied. ‘But don’t hold out too many hopes, will you.’

It had been two days before Ellie Tangye had contacted her. ‘I understand you want to speak with me,’ she had said in a pleasing Cornish accent.

Loveday had searched her memory for anyone of that name. ‘I’m sorry. Who did you say you are?’

The woman had laughed. ‘You’ll know me as Arabella Croft. It’s a pseudonym, of course. My real name is Ellie Tangye. I understand you’ve been speaking to my publisher, Mel Julien.’

‘Ah, Miss Tangye...’ Loveday had started, but the woman had interrupted her.

‘Call me Ellie. Everyone else does. I understand you want to interview me about my book.’

‘Well, I was hoping to.’

‘It’s not possible. I don’t do interviews. I don’t want to get into details here, but I just don’t do them.’

‘What a shame. I was hoping we could at least have a chat about your writing, face to face, I mean. It wouldn’t commit you to anything, and I would never publish anything without your approval.’ She had paused and when there had been no response, continued. ‘I just thought it would be nice for us to meet.’

There had been a silence and then Ellie had said, ‘It won’t make any difference to my decision, but I don’t suppose it would do any harm to meet for a chat. Do you ever get up to Polperro?’

‘I have a car, Ellie.’ Loveday had laughed. ‘Polperro isn’t the end of the world.’

‘There’s a café in the village, The Cat’s Wink. I can meet you there. How about tomorrow at 11 o’clock?’

‘Sounds good to me,’ Loveday had said. ‘And, Ellie, thanks for agreeing to this.’

Loveday hadn’t been sure who would meet her when she walked into the café, but if she’d been expecting an elegant lady author she would have been disappointed. The woman who had come towards her had been homely, her greying dark hair bobbed attractively on her shoulders when she moved, and there had been a glint of mischief in the sparkling brown eyes. ‘I’m Ellie,’ she’d said. ‘We’ve got a table. They’re like gold dust here at this time of day.’

Loveday had followed the woman through the maze of tables and sat down.

‘I hope you like home-made scones,’ Ellie had said. ‘This place bakes the best in Cornwall.’

Loveday had thought of all the fresh baking she often sampled in her friend Priddy Rodda’s kitchen and had smiled. 

‘Have you read it then, Beyond the Blue?’

‘I have, and I thought it was a great read, which is why I wanted to interview you.’

Ellie Tangye had sighed. ‘I suppose I owe you an explanation. The thing is, I live in this village, and until recently I ran the village store. People here know me as Ellie, the shop. I can’t image their shock if they were to discover I wrote racy crime novels.’

Loveday had put her hands on the table and leaned in closer. ‘For a start, Ellie, I don’t think Beyond the Blue is at all racy, the plot is ingenious and the writing impeccable. If I had written that book, I’d be shouting about it from the rooftops.’

‘But you’re not me.’

‘No I’m not, but I think you do your friends and neighbours an injustice if you assume they wouldn’t be proud to have an author like you in their community.’

Ellie had given her an uncertain frown. 

‘I really mean that. Yes, I would love if you agreed to be interviewed for Cornish Folk, but even if you don’t, you should at least make the good folk of Polperro aware they have a celebrity in their midst.’

Ellie had given a shy smile. ‘I’m not a celebrity.’

‘But you are, Ellie. You are inspirational. Imagine how many people out there dream of doing what you’ve done.’

‘You mean writing a book, but that’s easy.’

‘Then tell people. You have fans out there, whether you believe it or not, and they want to know about you. Of course, it’s your decision how much you share, but you know about writing and readers find that fascinating.’

‘You’re a very persuasive, Loveday. What would I have to do for this interview?’

‘Really? Are you sure about this?’

The woman had nodded.

‘I could come to your home. The actual interview is really just a chat, like we’re doing now.’

‘Then we’ll do it today,’ Ellie had said as the scones and tea things arrived. ‘I don’t live very far from here. We can walk up to my cottage as soon as you’ve tried this delicious baking.’

Loveday’s mind switched back to the present.

Cassie tilted her head, watching her.

‘You’re smiling,’ she said. ‘Why are you smiling?’

‘I was remembering the first time I met Ellie Tangye. And you’re quite wrong about her. There is no way she would follow me around Cornwall.’
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Chapter Two
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Loveday turned, sighing at the empty space beside her in the big double bed. She ran her hand over Sam’s pillow and tried to imagine what he and Rosie would be doing now. Knowing their daughter, he wouldn’t be having a lie-in. Rosie enjoyed her breakfast far too much not to be up with the lark.

Last night’s Zoom call with Sam, Rosie and Maddie had been fun. The three of them were enjoying their time in Wales. Loveday smiled, remembering the camera tour they had taken her on through their holiday cottage. It looked really cosy.

She had laughed at the little video clip Sam had sent of Maddie struggling to keep control of a canoe out on the lake while he and Rosie cheered her on from the safety of the shore. And today they planned to make good use of Rosie’s new off-road buggy by going on a gentle hike. 

‘Are you missing us?’ Sam had asked.

‘Hardly noticed you’d gone,’ she’d said airily.

‘Really?’ He’d sounded disappointed.

‘No, not really. I’m teasing you. Of course, I miss you. I feel terrible not being there with all of you.’

‘We miss you too.’ Sam’s voice had been a touch huskier than usual. 

‘Don’t work too hard,’ Maddie had called over his shoulder as Rosie bounced up and down in his lap.

‘I won’t do that. Enjoy yourselves,’ Loveday had said, as the Zoom call ended.

It was Tuesday, the family’s fourth day away from home, and she was already looking forward to that evening’s catchup with a rundown of everything they’d been up to during the day.

On impulse, she messaged Sam. ‘Have a wonderful day you lot. Wish I was with you. xx’

He responded immediately. ‘Will do. Thinking of you. xx’

Loveday had delayed the start of her day as she’d taken work home the previous evening and had been busy on her computer late into the night, so the traffic was quieter as she drove into Truro later that morning. Loveday found her mind wandering to the previous night’s conversation with Cassie. She hadn’t meant to tell her about the strange feeling she was being followed. She’d played it down, but it had unnerved her. 

Her mind was straying to the previous day when she’d strolled to the local museum to meet a friend for coffee. Although it was November, the streets of Truro were still busy with late season tourists, mostly older folk at this time of year. She’d been conscious of eyes boring into her back. Several times she had turned, checking out the people walking behind her, but nothing seemed out of place. 

Perhaps Cassie was right, and it was her imagination playing tricks, but she knew it wasn’t.

Her PA Keri Godden greeted her with a cheery wave as she walked into the office. ‘You’ve just missed a call from Ellie Tangye. She wondered if you were free for lunch.’

‘Really?’ Loveday’s forehead crinkled into a frown. She’d got on ever so well with the woman when she’d interviewed her, but was surprised she’d rung her out of the blue.

‘Did she say why she wanted to meet?’

‘No, only that she’d be in the bistro in the hotel round the corner at one o’clock. She also said not to ring her, as she was going into a meeting and her phone would be switched off all morning.’

Curiouser and curiouser. Was this call, coming as it did from Ellie today, a coincidence? She had dismissed Cassie’s suggestion that Ellie might be the one following her to play out some plot for a new book. Now she wasn’t so sure. Apart from interviewing the author some months earlier, Ellie Tangye had never contacted her before suggesting they meet for lunch.

Had that interview backfired on the author? Loveday frowned. Ellie had insisted on being Arabella Croft throughout the feature, but her face was recognisable enough in her home village of Polperro. And her family must certainly now be aware of her book.

She was intrigued why Ellie wanted to meet up. There was nothing for it but to accept the invitation.
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Chapter Three
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Sam didn’t believe in coincidences, so Loveday knew he would have been sceptical when Ellie Tangye invited her for lunch the day after she and Cassie had been discussing her. But coincidences did happen and Loveday was in buoyant mood after the previous evening’s Zoom call with Sam, Maddie and Rosie.

She didn’t spot Ellie at first when she entered the restaurant. The woman had played up to her successful author image today by wearing a tailored blue suit and frilled blouse. The bouncy bobbed hairdo had been replaced with a styled coiffeur that had elegant touches of grey.

And she had a companion, an equally elegant woman who Loveday didn’t recognize. As her glance travelled from one to the other she felt distinctly under-dressed in her casual M&S jacket, cream polo sweater and white trainers.

Ellie’s face broke into a wide smile when she saw Loveday approach and stood up to greet her. ‘I’m so glad you could come,’ she said, turning to her companion. ‘I don’t believe you’ve met Mel, although you’ve spoken on the phone.’

The woman offered her hand. ‘Mel Julien, My husband Ritchie and I run West Country Books. We published Ellie’s novel.’

‘Of course.’ Loveday shook Mel’s outstretched hand. ‘It’s good to put a face to the name.’

Loveday studied the woman as she spoke. She estimated her to be in her mid-thirties, with glossy black shoulder-length hair framing an attractive, animated face. She wore a smart navy coat, which she was peeling off to reveal a floral pink dress. Her immaculate nails were long and gleaming pink. 

‘I hope you didn’t mind my inviting Mel along, she knows about everything I’m going to tell you. She wants to help.’

‘Of course not, but I’m intrigued now. What’s going on, Ellie?’

‘That’s just it, I’m not sure. At least I don’t know why, but someone is sending me anonymous notes.’ She gave a nervous smile. ‘It’s horrible, Loveday. I feel I’m being watched all the time.’

‘I’ve told her it’s probably someone’s idea of a joke,’ Mel interrupted. ‘I really think she’s taking the whole business too seriously.’

Ellie gave her a dismissive frown and opened the briefcase she’d brought, extracting the collection of letters. She handed them to Loveday. ‘Read these and you’ll see what I mean.’

Loveday took the notes, her eyebrows lifting as she read each one, pausing over the last. ‘These are all from Beyond the Blue.’ Her gaze went from one woman to the other. ‘I don’t think this is a joke, Ellie. You should take these to the police.’

‘I can’t, don’t you see? As soon as the police set eyes on this stuff they’ll think it’s a huge publicity stunt.’

‘Is it?’ Loveday said, her eyes on Ellie’s face. 

The woman shook her head, a flash of resentment in the brown eyes. ‘You see, even you don’t believe me, so what’s the point in going to the police? I’m being set up here, Loveday, and I don’t like it, not one bit.’

‘Sorry, Ellie, of course I believe you, but I had to ask.’ Loveday pressed her lips together, trying not to frown. ‘If this is a joke someone has gone to a lot of trouble.’ Her gaze travelled over the notes. ‘These look as though they have been clipped out of your book.’

‘You’re right. They have been cut from Beyond the Blue. That’s what’s so creepy.’

‘It’s a striking title,’ Loveday said, ignoring Mel’s attempt to conceal an irritated sigh.

‘Oh, I can’t take any credit for the title. It was my editor’s suggestion.’

‘Your editor?’

‘Yes, Rosen Pedrick. She was full of great ideas.’

‘You didn’t mention her before.’

‘Probably because we’ve never actually met. It was Mel who recommended her. Rosen works with her authors online. It’s what most editors do these days.’ 

‘Me included.’ Loveday smiled. ‘I can’t tell you how much our correspondents appreciate not having to trek into the magazine to have their articles copy edited for every edition. The internet makes everything so accessible.’

‘It does,’ Mel agreed. ‘Lots of the writers we represent use Rosen. She’s very popular.’

‘She certainly has an eye for a catchy title,’ Loveday said. ‘But what about the plot? I don’t mean the stuff we talked about when I interviewed you for the magazine. I’m thinking we need to dig deeper. You told me at the time that the plot just came to you and you started to build the story around it.’

‘That’s right, well mostly right. I had this image in my head of a man’s body in a bed. There was blood everywhere and I knew he’d been murdered.’

A polite cough halted the conversation. Loveday glanced up to see a young blond waiter had arrived to take their order and was now looking unsure if he should even ask.

Mel gave the young man a captivating smile. ‘Can you give us another five minutes?’ she purred. ‘We haven’t quite decided what to order.’

‘Of course. I’ll come back,’ he said, reddening as he moved away.

Mel watched him go, her face a picture of amusement. ‘I’m afraid our talk of murder and bodies in beds has scared our young waiter away.’

Loveday and Ellie returned to their conversation. ‘An image in your head, you say. Can you explain that?’

‘I don’t think I can. It was just there and I knew I had to write about it.’

‘Could you have been revisiting something from your past, a memory that was there but had been buried?’

‘We were a very ordinary family, my father was a fisherman and my mother ran the local shop. They’ve both passed on now, but like I said, we were ordinary. We definitely didn’t have any dead bodies in any cupboards.’

‘I didn’t know that about your family,’ Mel said. ‘You’ve never talked about them.’

‘You didn’t ask.’ There was an edge to Ellie’s voice that she wasn’t quite able to hide.

‘Tell us more about your dad. Did he have his own boat?’ Loveday had no real idea where she was going with this. They had each shared memories of their childhood with each other, but if the nameless notes had something to do with Ellie’s past maybe she needed to dig deeper. 

Ellie stared across the room, her eyes glazing over as she was taken back in time. ‘My Maggie, that was our boat. Dad named it after my mum, Margaret Tangye. He was Robert.’ She laughed. ‘Better known to everybody in Polperro as Bert. He loved the fishing, but it was never enough to sustain the family. We depended on Mum’s little shop for that.’

She turned to Loveday. ‘You’ve been there. It’s now a little café called The Cat’s Wink; where we had those delicious home-made scones.’

‘That was your mum’s shop?’

‘It was, and you could buy everything there. The whole village depended on it.’

‘You must have been sad when it passed out of the family.’

‘But it didn’t. What made you think that? My sister Tegan runs it now. She’s the one who makes those scones you enjoyed.’

Loveday’s mind returned to the first day she’d met Ellie, and the attractive blonde woman who’d served them. She should have recognized the family likeness, but her focus had been on that possible interview. 

‘I can see the way your mind is working, and you’re right. Our waitress that day was my sister Tegan.’

Loveday was trying to imagine Tegan’s reaction to reading Ellie’s author interview in Cornish Folk. ‘I take it your sister knows about Beyond the Blue?’

Ellie nodded. ‘You were right, I shouldn’t have tried to keep my writing a secret from my family. Tegan was actually quite proud when I told her about the book.’

Loveday gave a grin. ‘And now Tegan runs that lovely café. It’s nice, very homely, but surely it’s as much trouble to run as your family shop?’

Ellie screwed up her face, not quite understanding the remark, and then she did, and nodded. ‘Ah, I see what you mean, but that’s not why we made the shop into a café. Mum died when Tegan was ten, and Dad never really recovered. He passed away the following year. But by that time I was running the shop and looking after Tegan.’

‘That must have been hard.’ Loveday inclined her head in sympathy.

Mel’s sigh was dismissive. ‘I don’t see how delving into Ellie’s past is helping the current situation.’

Loveday held the woman’s steady gaze. Maybe she had a point, but she’d started this now and wasn’t ready to give up. ‘You must have been run off your feet with the business and bringing up a child. I can’t see you having much time to write.’

Ellie shrugged. ‘I didn’t, not in those days, well apart from my journal. I’ve always kept one. I’d write a few lines every night before going to bed.’ She glanced away. ‘It sounds ridiculous to say it was comforting, but it was. Putting my thoughts down on paper somehow brought the events of the day into focus.’

‘What did you write about?’ Loveday’s voice was gentle...encouraging.

‘Everything and anything. I’d write about how the day had gone, the nice customers who came into the shop.’ She grinned. ‘And the nasty ones.’

‘Nasty customers? In a little place like Polperro?’ Mel’s voice rose in surprise.

‘Oh, Mel.’ Ellie laughed. ‘You’ve had such a sheltered upbringing. Every village has its gossipy old women and grumpy old men, but when the chips are down, these are the people who support you. The older residents are the backbone of every Cornish village. It’s how things work.’

Mel shrugged and looked away, clearly not understanding any of this.

‘What else did you put in your journal?’ Loveday continued, not wanting to divert the woman from her memories.

Ellie’s expression settled into a wistful smile. ‘I wrote about Tegan, it was mostly Tegan. We’d talk for hours about what she did at school, who her friends were, the adventures they got up to. The little stream that runs behind the houses down to the harbour was where Tegan and her friends would sail paper boats and play out the pirate tales I made up.’

Loveday blinked. ‘Wait a minute. What pirate tales? Are you saying you wrote stories for the village children?’

‘Not wrote so much as told. I used to make up these adventures.’ Her eyes shone as she remembered. ‘In the old days, people were poor, so every family in the village would be involved in the smuggling trade. It was important to have good hiding places to stash the illegal goods that came ashore. But greedy pirates would sneak up at night and try to steal the villagers’ booty. The children had to make up ways to stop them.’

‘And you don’t consider that to be writing?’ Loveday almost threw her arms in the air. ‘You have a collection of children’s books right there, not to mention a possible gold mine of stories in those journals.’

‘But it’s not writing,’ Ellie scoffed. ‘Not real writing.’

‘Tell that to Roald Dahl. If he was still alive, he’d be here giving you a real ticking off.’

‘Ellie doesn’t write children’s books, and even if she did, I don’t see what this has to do with what’s happening now,’ Mel said, picking up a menu and running her eyes over the dishes on offer. ‘I don’t want to spoil your fun, but isn’t it time we ate? I’m conscious you have to get back to your magazine, Loveday.’

Ellie threw her a scowl. Loveday is here at my invitation, Mel. She doesn’t know any more than we do what these notes mean, but she’s trying to help. And if recalling the past is a way to do that, then it’s fine by me.’

There was an awkward silence as Loveday and Ellie waited for Mel to apologize. She didn’t.

Loveday picked up a menu. ‘Mel’s right. We should eat.’

Throughout the meal Loveday and Ellie chatted easily together, while Mel tinkered with her food in silence.

When they’d finished, Mel glanced at her watch. ‘Goodness, is that the time? I have an appointment at three. I should really be going.’ She bent to kiss Ellie’s cheek. ‘You know what my advice is, darling. This is someone playing a joke on you. Taking it to the police would give this person the last laugh. Don’t give them the satisfaction.’ She tilted her head at Ellie. ‘Stay away from the police. I have your best interests at heart.’

Ellie met the woman’s eyes. ‘I’m sure you do, Mel.’

‘And lunch is on me,’ the woman announced, gathering up her things before striding to the bar to settle the bill.

Both women watched her go. ‘Sorry about that,’ said Ellie. ‘I shouldn’t have asked her to join us, but I really thought she wanted to help. I’m regretting telling her about those notes now.’

Loveday pulled a face. She was due to interview a couple who had set up a new carpentry business in St Ives and was conscious she should be leaving. ‘I’m sorry, Ellie. I don’t think I’ve been much help either.’

‘You have, actually. You’ve made me realize I need to think about other events in my past, things I’ve never shared with anyone. Perhaps we could meet again, just the two of us this time?’

Loveday paused and then gave Ellie a reassuring smile. ‘What if you come to my place tonight? My family is away at the moment, so I’m on my own. And if you’re worried about the drive home to Polperro, well, you can stay over.’

‘Wouldn’t that be putting you out?’

‘Not at all. I’d appreciate the company.’

‘I could be there by seven, if that’s OK.’

‘Sounds good to me.’ Loveday wasn’t sure why, but she was looking forward to this meeting.
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Chapter Four
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Loveday was thoughtful as she drove home later that evening. Not only had she agreed to help Ellie Tangye uncover the mystery of the worrying notes, but she was going along with the woman’s insistence of not reporting it to the police. And now she had invited Ellie to her home and even suggested her staying the night.

She knew exactly what Sam would say if she told him. She could almost hear his voice. ‘Don’t get involved, Loveday!’

Too late for that advice. Firstly, she’d already agreed to help the woman, although she had no idea how that would play out. Secondly, she’d put the idea into Ellie’s head that the answer to what was going on could be in her past, and now she was preparing to share some, well what? Family secret? 

Loveday turned off the roundabout and drove down the hill into Marazion. All she had to do was listen.

When she got home, she busied herself making a light supper to offer Ellie when she arrived, but her eye was on the clock waiting for Sam’s Zoom call.

It came on the stroke of seven. Loveday tried to control her excitement. ‘Sam! How’s it going? Are you all still having a great time?’

She could see an excited Rosie stretching out trying to touch the image of her she would be seeing on Maddie’s laptop and a lump came into her throat. She blew her daughter a kiss. ‘Hello, darling. Are you having a lovely time?’ 

‘Mama!’ the child called.

‘Has Daddy been reading you a bedtime story?’

‘Dada!’ Rosie squealed excitedly.

‘We’ve been playing with your teddy, haven’t we, Rosie,’ Sam said. 

‘Teddy!’ Rosie repeated.

They all laughed. 

‘My little sister is becoming quite a chatterbox,’ Maddie said.

‘It’s so good to see all of you.’ The lump was back in Loveday’s throat. ‘How did your hike go today?’

‘Brilliant,’ Maddie said, turning to Sam. ‘Wasn’t it, Dad?’

He nodded. ‘Rosie adored being out in the hills. That’s a sturdy little buggy she has. We’ll have to do more of this outdoor stuff when we get home.’

Loveday grinned. ‘I’m not sure Rosie’s ready yet for jogging along Marazion beach. I’m still struggling with that.’

‘That’s what I mean,’ Sam joked. ‘We all need more practice.’

‘What’s on the agenda tomorrow?’ Loveday asked.

‘We might give that kiddie’s theme park a try,’ Sam said. ‘What d’you think, Rosie?’

Rosie was still stretching out trying to reach Loveday.

‘She misses you,’ he said quietly. ‘We all do.’

‘Same here,’ Loveday said quickly. ‘Enjoy the theme park.’

She blinked away a tear as they all waved goodbye. It was always the same. She looked forward to these nightly Zoom calls so much, but as each one ended, the feeling of emptiness grew. One thing was sure, future family holidays would be just that. All of them together.

The ring of the doorbell brought her back into the room. Her visitor had arrived.

Ellie Tangye’s apprehensive expression as Loveday ushered her into the kitchen surprised her.

‘Are you sure this is all right? I don’t want to intrude on your private home time.’

‘It’s fine,’ Loveday assured, leading the way to the spare room. ‘My parents sleep here when they visit and assure me it’s comfortable.’

Ellie gave an appreciative smile. ‘It’s great. Quite the home from home.’

‘Come through to the kitchen when you’re ready. I have a chicken salad in the fridge if you’re hungry.’

Ellie delved into her overnight bag and produced a bottle of red wine. ‘I don’t know if this is right with chicken, but I’m assured it’s quite delicious.’

‘That was really thoughtful.’ Loveday raised an approving eyebrow. ‘Let’s find some glasses.’

They piled salad onto their plates and took trays through to the sitting room where Loveday had previously lit a fire. ‘November evenings can be so chilly,’ she said, indicating a fireside chair. ‘Make yourself comfortable.’

Loveday had lit the lamps, and the fire sent a cosy glow around the room.

They ate, comfortable in each other’s company, and laughing as they shared more tales of their childhood. Loveday was relaxed as she carried their trays into the kitchen and put the dishes into the machine for washing.

When she returned, Ellie had kicked off her shoes and curled her legs underneath herself. She was sipping her wine and gazing into the fire.

Loveday took the seat opposite, watching her and wondering where to start the conversation. But Ellie did that.

‘I was really nervous about asking you to meet us today. I followed you around for days before picking up the courage to ring you.’

Loveday put down her glass and stared at the woman. ‘You’ve been following me?’

‘Yes, I’m sorry. I wasn’t impinging on your privacy or anything and I didn’t follow you into any shops. I made sure you didn’t see me.’

Loveday threw her head back, laughing. ‘No, Ellie. I didn’t see you.’

‘I was trying to work it so we met casually in the street when I would suggest meeting up for lunch.’ She gave Loveday a defeated smile. ‘Anyway, that didn’t happen and I ended up calling your office and leaving an invitation with your secretary.’

The stress Loveday had experienced over the last few days believing she was being stalked was draining away. There had been no stalker, after all. She was picturing Cassie’s face when she told her.
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