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​Don’t Wish for Murder
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When I said I wanted more excitement, I didn’t mean another murder. Or encounters with vampires. Or my dark secret biting me on the bum. As the saying goes, be careful what you wish for.

––––––––
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27th October 1987

In lovely Piddleton-on-Sea, Sussex, I was enjoying yet another day of leisure. Robbie, my new and gorgeous husband, was at his antique shop in nearby Brighton Lanes. 

Apart from a brief maternity break when Kaye, my soon-to-be-married daughter, was born, I’d worked full time since I was sixteen. And in the last few months had solved two murders and rescued Kaye from an evil demon. 

I know! Tell me about it.

From my comfy red sofa in the spacious, light-filled living room, I looked across the wide road at the pebble beach, the sea sparkling in October sunshine, and should have sighed with contentment. I’d recently sold my London flat for a fab price, given up my cafe, and it was bliss to have no money worries or responsibilities. 

But instead of embracing leisure, I closed Sue Grafton’s C is for Corpse and muttered, ‘I could do with more excitement for real.’ 

What should I do that day? Perhaps nip into Brighton for a spot of shopping. No – I’d shopped till I dropped in the last few weeks and would soon need an entire room to store my clothes. 

‘Perhaps get a dog, take it for long walks,’ I wondered out loud.

‘Don’t inflict a canine on me,’ said Saphira, the beautiful 200-year-old talking cat, as she blinked her divine turquoise Oriental eyes. ‘Pathetic to get a dog because you’re bored. Besides, I can’t abide their servility, stupid enough to run after sticks, balls and frisbees all day long. One of those silly drooling creatures will disturb my peace.’

‘Don’t be nasty, Saphira – dogs are cute.’

‘Not as cute as me.’

‘You’re as cute as a she-devil.’

She cackled. ‘I’m a bit prickly on the surface but have a heart of gold underneath.’

‘Buried so deep it would take archaeologists to unearth it.’

Saphira had belonged to various witches and warlocks since she was born in Siam centuries earlier, only used her magic for good but enjoyed being catty. And her sarcasm, which she called sarcatm, was rubbing off on me. 

I inherited her from my old boss and friend Prill, who I didn’t know was a witch until she died, haunted me and asked me to find her murderer. 

After masses of strange and unfortunate events, all now resolved, I’d recently married her son Robbie, and he didn’t know of his mum’s ghostly presence or magical history. Darling Prill still visited occasionally, popping up whenever and wherever. 

The phone rang, and I crossed the deep-pile green carpet to the sideboard and picked up the receiver.

‘Hi, Milly. It’s me,’ said a chirpy voice.

It was my friend and ex-business partner, Fawn. ‘I thought you were in Thailand with Tarquin,’ I said.

‘I am – we’re in Bangkok but fly back sometime this week.’

‘That’s rather vague.’

‘Tell me about it – we were supposed to fly home yesterday, but Tarquin got his dates mixed up, and we’re awaiting a cancellation.’

‘With his money, you can hire a private jet or even buy one,’ I quipped.

‘I sometimes suspect Tarquin isn’t as wealthy as he makes out. Anyway, are you enjoying your life of leisure?’

‘It’s great.’

‘Liar. I can hear the boredom from here. Fancy starting a new business?’

‘Still considering the costume jewellery idea.’ I’d planned to open a costume jewellery shop in Brighton Lanes but kept putting it off. I told myself it was silly to sell fake jewels where many shop windows glittered with the real thing – both new and antique. 

‘But you’re not keen?’ Fawn said across the miles. 

‘Not really.’

‘What are you doing this afternoon?

‘Nothing.’

‘Good.’

‘What’s good about it?’

‘You’re free to check a cafe.’

‘What cafe?’

‘Listen up...’
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​Rich and Pour
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As I put the phone down, I grinned stupidly.

‘You resemble the Cheshire Cat,’ said Saphira.

‘Fawn has a great idea.’

‘I heard the conversation – anything to stop you mooning around the house – a cat needs her privacy.’

Fawn’s boyfriend owned many businesses in Brighton, including a department store and a few smaller concerns. One of the smaller concerns was Rich and Pour, a cafe on Union Street. Hamish, the current proprietor, was returning to Scotland, Tarquin had offered the cafe to Fawn and me at a low rent, and we had to decide fast.

As Fawn was away, return date unknown, the decision was mine.

‘You have good intuition, Milly,’ Fawn had said before she hung up, eager for a swim in the hotel pool. ‘If the place feels good to you, phone me tomorrow as early as you like as we’re about eight hours ahead here.’

‘I’ll call you either way, or you’ll wonder.’

‘Good. Yes, Tarquin, I’m coming. Go on ahead and order me a Mai Tai, and I’ll shimmy into my swimsuit and be down in five. Don’t forget to call me tomorrow, Milly.’

––––––––
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When I left for Brighton, Saphira was snoring gently on a sofa, curled up in a ball – unusual, as she usually slept splayed out, taking up as much space as possible.

I hadn’t bothered with a car in London, but a week after moving to Piddleton-on-Sea, I treated myself to a new Jeep Wrangler. It took some getting used to, but I adored my soft-top funky yellow convertible, and as I drove along the seafront towards Brighton, the autumn wind in my hair, my heart lifted with delighted anticipation. 

I’d thought that being married to a man who made my heart sing and having lots of free time would be heaven. But I missed a job to get up for in the mornings because leisure seemed less fun without the work contrast. 

Turning off the seafront, I nosed the Jeep through narrow, busy streets into an underground car park near Brighton Lanes, which was an intriguing, quirky maze of twisting narrow alleyways, some of its buildings dating back to the 16th and 17th centuries. It was an ‘Olde Worlde’ film set and only a stone’s throw from the beach.

After navigating the maze, I entered Rich and Pour on Union Street.

At first, it disappointed me as, despite its upmarket name, it was smaller and more downmarket than Scone but Not Forgotten – the London cafe Fawn and I briefly ran on King’s Road, Chelsea. This place was more ‘greasy spoon’ than chic cafe. Gosh, how soon I’d become snobby after inheriting a London flat and a healthy back balance a few months earlier. Who did I think I was? Audrey Forbes Hamilton from To the Manor Born, perhaps. Or maybe Margot from The Good Life. 

Get over yourself, Milly. I found a seat at a Formica-topped table in the cosy, smoke-filled cafe with a definite bohemian vibe and an eclectic mix of chatty, animated punters – all ages, all fashions. 

Billy Joel was belting out ‘Uptown Girl’ from four speakers set high on the terracotta walls. 

On second thought, I Ioved the place. 

There was no table service, so I popped my denim jacket over a chair back, approached the counter and studied the chalk-written menu on the rear wall. As I was about to order tea and a fruit scone, a waiter strode from the kitchen with a mountain of chips topped with melted cheese. It must have contained over a thousand calories. ‘What’s that dish, Rita?’ I asked the woman behind the counter. I knew she was Rita because her name badge said so. Miss Marple, eat your heart out. 

‘It’s our special – Cheesy Chip Mountain – fat and crispy French fries covered in strong melted cheddar cheese.’

I drooled. ‘One of those and a mug of black tea, please.’

There goes the diet – again.

As a young teen, I stopped drinking tea with milk when Mum’s mate served me a vomit-inducing beverage that was more milk than tea. Mum said I had to drink it, and I vowed never to risk it again.

Back at my table, I felt like a fat pig when a waiter served the young couple next to me with coffees and a tiny shortbread biscuit apiece.

I caught the woman’s eye and said, ‘You’re sensible – I ordered the Cheesy Chip Mountain.’

She laughed. ‘We’re getting married soon, and my expensive dress is tight because of this place. The food is delicious.’

‘My silly fiancée has no control and needs me to keep her in check,’ said a pinch-faced man. ‘We come in every morning and some afternoons, like today.’

‘Do you have breakfast here?’ I asked him.

‘I don’t allow breakfast.’ 

What a charmer. The pretty young woman reddened and shuffled in her seat. Almost lost for words, I regarded her and said, ‘Do you work locally?’ 

‘Yes. Simon has an estate agency, and I’m his secretary – Tuppence.’

‘As in Agatha Christie’s Tommy and Tuppence? I’m Milly, by the way.’

‘Hello, Milly. Yes – Mum’s always been a fan of the books. Have you seen the TV series, Partners in Crime?’

It was one of my favourites, and Francesca Annis, as Tuppence was gorgeous and wore the most divine hats and outfits. Tommy, played by James Warwick, wasn’t half bad either. ‘Yes, I love it,’ I enthused. 

Simon rolled his eyes. ‘I have to see a man about a dog. See you in the office, Tuppence and don’t waste time on silly female chit-chat.’

Outrage erupted inside me, and I wanted to slap his smug face.

Tuppence fluttered her long eyelashes. ‘Simon, I thought I’d food shop after this, then go straight home as I have that dinner party to prepare. Do you mind?’

He groaned. ‘Can’t get the staff.’

As he exited the cafe, my Cheesy Chip Mountain arrived. 

‘Can you help me out with these?’ I asked Tuppence.

‘I’d love to – don’t tell Simon, or he’ll kill me,’

‘For eating a few chips?’

‘For eating anything. When Simon had his tomato juice this morning, he allowed me a cup of coffee and said he doesn’t want a fat wife.’

Allowed? ‘There’s nothing of you – you’re a string bean.’

The blonde beauty clapped a hand to her full mouth. ‘It was disloyal of me to diss Simon, but there’s something about you that inspires confidences.’

The story of my life. My friend Prill, who was Robbie’s mum – dead, a witch and a ghost, reckoned it was a superpower. ‘When someone tells you something, nothing or nobody induces you to tell a living soul,’ she’d said, or words to that effect.

Now I looked Tuppence directly in her large Disney-Princess blue eyes and said, ‘Tell me whatever you want.’

I hadn’t seen such beautiful eyes since ... don’t go there, Milly – I pushed the guilty memory away as usual.

After a moment’s hesitation, Tuppence said, ‘Simon says I’ve developed a tummy pouch, was skinnier when we got engaged, and I’m letting myself go.’

She popped a cheesy fat chip into her mouth, moaned with illicit culinary pleasure, then said, ‘Simon has changed.’

‘For the better?’ I said, guessing the answer.

‘Definitely for the worse. I want to escape him, but a powerful force won’t let me.’

‘What do you mean by worse? Is he violent?’

‘No – just cold, controlling, calculating and money-mad. Before, Simon was only running the estate agency to appease his dad, but now seems obsessed.’

‘Is his dad out of the picture?’

‘Sort of – he retired to Phuket with his new Thai bride.’

‘My friend, Fawn, is in Bangkok with her boyfriend.’ I popped another succulent chip into my eager mouth.

‘Tell her to keep him from the red-light area.’

I laughed.

‘Don’t laugh. Simon’s parents were happy until they went to Phuket and his dad fell in love with a young woman who gave him a “healing massage”. At first, he told his wife he wanted to rescue her, bring her to England, put her through university, but it was a ruse to keep her near. Within a year, he divorced his wife, signed over his business to Simon, lost twenty pounds, bought loads of designer swim and beachwear, then moved to Phuket where he runs a bar.’

Fascinated, I said, ‘Is Simon’s mum devastated?’

‘No – euphoric. You must meet her – she’s a hoot and rather cunning. She played the devastated wife card until a hefty divorce settlement was agreed. She also warned me against marrying Simon – or to at least wait a while as her son needs a battle-axe to control him, and I’m too sweet and compliant.’

I recalled my former lacklustre marriage, a symphony of over-politeness. But my ex was thriving with his new bossy and outspoken wife.

Remembering I was here to assess the cafe’s potential, I said, ‘What do you think about this place, Tuppence?’

‘It’s great – particularly in the mornings between eight and nine when everyone comes here before work. It’s like a social club, and lots of business gets done amidst the gossip, frivolity and coffee cups. Although I hear the current proprietor is moving to Scotland with Rita, the love of his life, so I hope it doesn’t become another antique shop or stuffy cafe.’

‘Is there a stuffy cafe in Brighton Lanes?’

Tuppence groaned theatrically. ‘Yes – Sweetie Pie, which has the cheer of a funeral parlour – the two cafes should swap names.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘Sweetie Pie sounds casual, approachable, Rich and Pour rather snobby, upmarket, but the former is full of joyless social climbers, and the atmosphere is frigid.’

I’d planned to keep it secret but said, ‘My friend and I might run this place. We recently gave up a cafe on King’s Road, Chelsea.’

Tuppence’s mouth fell open. ‘Not Scone but Not Forgotten?’

‘The very one.’

‘I’ve heard loads about it.’

‘Good or bad?’

‘Good, particularly the amazing shortbread – I heard it’s magical.’

‘Just a good recipe,’ I lied. With the help of Saphira’s magic, Fawn or I baked the shortbread with a drop of magical essence called Ojalis, which temporarily boosts mood and confidence. 

I recalled Prill saying, ‘The effect of Ojalis wears off but doesn’t have the toxic effect of drugs and alcohol. Regular use trains the mind to be more optimistic, so eventually, it’s unnecessary.’

Tuppence interrupted my reverie. ‘So, will you buy Rich and Pour?’

‘Probably just rent it. Anyway, I can’t decide until I chat with Fawn.’

‘Tarquin’s new girlfriend?’

‘Yes. How do you know?’

‘Tarquin is Brighton royalty. He had a stable of admirers down here but dismissed them for Fawn. And there aren’t many Fawns around.’

Gosh, I hadn’t known about Tarquin’s harem and doubted Fawn had either. But until recently, my friend hadn’t been exactly faithful, so I would keep my mouth shut and not be a shot-dead messenger.

One gooey chip left on the plate, Tuppence and I eyed it. ‘You have it,’ I said.

‘You have it,’ parried Tuppence.

‘No, you. I insist. My husband doesn’t control my food intake.’ The very idea – a husband who controlled my food intake would be dead or ex.

‘Are you sure?’ Tuppence licked her lips.

‘Yes – go ahead.’

Practically drooling, she picked up the last fat chip and popped it in her mouth. ‘Must go,’ she said, mid-chew. ‘I’m off to Marks and Spencer to buy dinner and must get home before Simon, so he doesn’t see the boxes.’

This was insane. ‘Simon doesn’t know you buy ready-made food?’

‘No – he thinks I’m a great cook. I dispose of the packaging and serve the food in Royal Crown Derby. Although funnily enough, he used to be a glutton, now just picks at his food. No wonder he’s got skinny recently.’

Skinny? I don’t think so.

Tuppence ferreted in her handbag, pulled out a photograph. ‘I saw the look on your face. Check out this photo – Simon three months ago when he was slightly fatter but nicer.’ 

Slightly fatter? This Simon was at least three stones heavier than the Simon I’d seen earlier, and his cheekbones were lower, his hairline higher. 

Odd. 

As I mulled the difference, Tuppence popped the photo back in her bag and said, ‘See you in the morning.’

‘Did we make an appointment?’ Gosh – I didn’t mean to sound so formal.

‘No – but pop here before 9 am, and your decision will be made.’

‘What decision?’

‘Whether to run this place.’

She sped away as I contemplated another Cheesy Chip Mountain.

No, Milly, just no. Besides, Robbie and I had plans for the local Indian restaurant, Currying Flavour, that evening, and I needed room for chicken tikka masala and its many delicious accompaniments.

––––––––
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Over a bottle of ice-cold Mateus Rose and ample amounts of curry and side dishes, I told Robbie about Rich and Pour.

Robbie had recently relocated his antique shop from Piddleton-on-Sea to Brighton Lanes. ‘I usually go to Sweetie Pie for my morning coffee, but I’ll join you tomorrow, Milly. Shall we drive into town together?’

About to say I’d take my Jeep, I considered my tight waistband and said, ‘Yes, I’ll come in with you, then walk home.’

He raised a doubtful brow. ‘It’s over five miles.’

‘And I need the exercise.’ I undid the top button of my jeans, which had been roomy a few weeks earlier. Perhaps I needed what Simon was on, but I hated the idea of going off my food. Although if I were genuinely disinterested in gluttony, maybe it wouldn’t matter.

At school, I’d had a friend who was terrified of becoming a nun.

‘Why would you do that? You only go to church because your mum makes you,’ I said to the worried girl. ‘What brought this on?’

‘Mum’s youngest cousin got the calling.’

‘What calling?’

‘God called her to become a nun.’

‘Called her on the phone?’ I joked.

‘No, you dafty. Mum’s cousin was watching The Song of Bernadette when she heard God’s voice.’

‘What did He say?’

‘Hilda, devote your life to the church and become a nun.’

‘Did she?’

‘Yes. What if that happens to me?’

‘It won’t.’

‘Are you sure? I’d look awful in a habit.’

‘Positive – I swear on my budgie’s life you’ll never be a nun.’

Perhaps I took Joey’s name in vain as he fell off his perch three weeks later, but my friend never became a nun. Last I checked, she had three children and worked in Woollies.

What got me on that train of silly thought? Oh, Robbie’s concern that I might go off my food – fat chance – more chance of me going up a dress size or three. 

‘You’re miles away.’ Robbie took my hand across the table.

‘Thinking of becoming a nun.’

‘Don’t you dare – I doubt convents have conjugal rights visits.’

‘Is that all you care about?’

‘Hardly. You also make a fine apple pie.’

I laughed. ‘Talking about puddings, have we room for mango kulfi?’

‘Always.’
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​The Bully
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28th October 1987

The following day, we drove to Brighton in Robbie’s white convertible Aston Martin. After he stowed his pride and joy in a safe corner of the underground car park, we strolled hand-in-hand to Rich and Pour. When we entered the riotous, convivial atmosphere, we were lucky to get a free table.

As we flopped onto red vinyl chairs, I noticed we were next to Tuppence and Simon. 

‘Hello again,’ said Tuppence in a strained tone before looking bleakly at a half-eaten slice of dry toast.

Was that a bruise on her neck? No, perhaps a love bite and Simon was more passionate than he looked. 

I fancied a sausage and fried egg sandwich with lashings of brown sauce along with a mug of tea but felt bad ordering such deliciousness in front of Tuppence.

‘Come on, Tuppence, you’ve had enough food, and it’s greedy to eat until lunchtime. Grab your coat and my takeaway coffee, and let’s go.’

‘Can I have a takeaway coffee, Simon?’ she said.

Fancy having to ask.

‘No – because you won’t drink it black and don’t need the milk calories.’

Simon said no.

As Robbie and I exchanged outraged glances, poor Tuppence muttered a hasty farewell and scurried after Simon.

‘What a bully,’ said Robbie. ‘Is it table service?’

‘No – order at the counter – we’re not at the Ritz.’

‘Perhaps not – but there’s loads of wealth in this place.’ He nodded towards tables laden with jewellery, wads of cash, and small antiques.

A small pixie-like man with a wide grin sat at the vacated table and said, ‘Us dealers do loads of business here. I’m Terry of Terry’s Treasures.’

‘Robbie of Retro Relics and this is Milly, my wife,’ said Robbie. ‘I recently relocated from Piddleton-on-Sea.’

‘Where business was probably piddling – you’re in the right place now – we scratch each other’s backs here, and it boosts business. Take yesterday at Bermondsey market – I spotted a diamond engagement ring at a diamond price. Now, my shop doesn’t sell jewellery, so I’ll sell it to Derek.’ 
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