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Chapter One


Depending on the weather, Whitstable’s estuary waters could so often take on a dull pewter-like hue, or even a sepia-brown tone, after the shell-encrusted mudflats of the coastal bed were disturbed by heavy winds, but on this fine August morning Pearl Nolan found herself staring out at a calm sea of cobalt blue. She allowed her gaze to linger on the scene, framed by the square of window in the beach hut in her garden that she used as her office for Nolan’s Detective Agency. How she wished she was outside on the pebbled beach itself, hearing the waves washing up on the shore, instead of having to listen to the pompous drone of Councillor Peter Radcliffe’s voice blathering on behind her.


‘Excuse me,’ she said quickly, having heard quite enough. ‘I think we could do with a bit of fresh air, don’t you?’


She moved to open the window and allowed the soft tinkle of a small set of wind chimes to enter the room on the sea air. Then she took a deep breath, closed her eyes and imagined for a moment that she was sailing her dinghy out on the rising tide with the warm breeze flowing through her long dark hair – free of all cares …


At this time of year, an early-morning swim or sail before the crowds gathered to the magnetic pull of Whitstable’s shore was always a welcome pleasure, but Pearl knew that both would have to wait. Radcliffe, or ‘Ratty’ as he was known to most of his constituents – a nickname acquired from the toupee the councillor wore, which looked like something wild animals had fought over – had managed to extend his appointment beyond the usual time allotted and Pearl now recognised that if she failed to take control of this meeting, she would be late for opening her High Street restaurant, The Whitstable Pearl. She turned to see Radcliffe using a handkerchief to dab beads of sweat emerging from his toupee, and she couldn’t help wondering what his wife, Hilary, seated beside him, could possibly find attractive in her husband – other than Radcliffe’s status and perhaps his recent purchase of the historic home they now shared. The Old Captain’s House was a fine piece of Georgian architecture, situated in the heart of the town near the harbour. White-walled and sporting mullion windows, it had gained its name from a series of maritime owners, including one with connections to the deep-sea diving industry that Whitstable had pioneered in the nineteenth century after a local man had invented the diving helmet. That fact went largely un-commemorated save for a few artefacts in the local museum and the naming of a street of dwellings as ‘Dollar Row’, after it had been built with the proceeds of a salvage operation of a ship full of silver dollars. But the Old Captain’s House stood as a reminder of that era while providing a suitable residence for Councillor Radcliffe, from which he enjoyed lording it over this little north Kent fishing town that was most famous for its native oysters.


‘So,’ said Pearl, ‘you’re absolutely sure that these items of clothing have been stolen?’


‘Sure? Of course I’m sure,’ the councillor bellowed. ‘And this isn’t mere “clothing”, you know,’ he added with a disparaging sneer. ‘I’ve told you, the “items” are of the highest quality. Explain, Hilary.’


Hilary Radcliffe cleared her throat, producing, as she did so, a single high note like a ship’s whistle piping aboard a passenger, before confirming: ‘Peter’s right. It’s an exclusive selection, sold only in Paris, London and Rome. Five items from the Scarlet Woman range, six from the Black Widow and four from… Virgin Queen.’ She looked slightly abashed.


‘Fifteen items in total!’ Radcliffe exploded – entirely unabashed. ‘The cost runs into thousands!’


‘But you haven’t notified the police,’ said Pearl. ‘If you did that, you could claim on—’


‘Insurance – I know, I know,’ Radcliffe broke in testily, ‘but I’d only end up paying a higher premium. Besides,’ he added, ‘considering the delicate nature of the items, I can’t say I trust the local police not to leak the details to the press. I have a public image to maintain, you know.’ He preened and dabbed his sweaty forehead once more.


‘And you think your wife’s stolen underwear might affect that?’ said Pearl starkly.


‘I’ve told you,’ said Radcliffe, holding Pearl’s gaze, ‘it isn’t any old underwear, it’s—’


‘Exclusive lingerie,’ said Hilary, breaking in. ‘Torn from our washing line,’ she added with a wounded look.


Radcliffe nodded. ‘And by what I can only assume to be a local pervert.’


‘Or,’ said Hilary, ‘a covetous woman with exquisite taste.’ She offered a tight smile and for a moment, Pearl questioned whether she really wanted to go searching for the thief of Hilary Radcliffe’s underwear. If the stolen goods weren’t recovered quickly, the case would surely require prolonged contact with the Radcliffes – an idea Pearl didn’t exactly relish, especially at this time of year. Did she really need to burden herself with a mundane case from potentially difficult clients when The Whitstable Pearl, and the town itself, were busy with holidaymakers taking advantage of a final staycation before the school holidays ended? Pearl knew she could rely on her assistant chef, Dean Samson, in the restaurant that bore her name, as well as her small but hardworking band of devoted staff whom she considered more like family than employees, but there had been a dearth of cases recently for Nolan’s Detective Agency, nothing to tax the skills Pearl knew she possessed, but which she had failed to make use of following the police training she had undertaken as a young woman. The training had been abandoned by Pearl when she had discovered she was pregnant with her son, Charlie. Now, over twenty years later, Charlie was away, enjoying a working holiday on an organic farm in Burgundy with a family who made their own wine and olive oil, having a wonderful summer while his mother was at something of a loose end …


‘So,’ said Pearl, trying to wrap up the appointment with the Radcliffes, ‘what you want to know is if I can discover who’s responsible for this theft and recover all the items?’


‘Precisely,’ said Radcliffe, adding, ‘and how much that’s likely to cost me.’


Pearl plucked a leaflet from her desk and handed it to Radcliffe. ‘My rates and conditions.’


Radcliffe quickly ran his beady eyes across the text, raising caterpillar-like eyebrows and patting his sweaty brow once more.


‘Fine,’ he announced. ‘I’ll give you a retainer right now.’ He plucked a chequebook from his pocket, followed swiftly by a gold biro. ‘Who do I make this payable to – you?’ He was still staring down at his chequebook when Pearl replied.


‘The Whitstable Carnival.’


At this, Ratty looked up and saw Pearl’s slow smile. ‘The carnival committee is in need of funds,’ she explained. ‘I said I’d help by donating the fee from my next case to them.’


Hilary squealed. ‘What a lovely idea! We could help with a donation too, couldn’t we, Peter?’


She looked to her husband for a response, but Radcliffe seemed ready to scotch the idea until Pearl intervened with: ‘The committee will be listing every single donor in the carnival programme – which goes out to practically the whole town – just before the next council elections.’


‘Is that a fact?’ said Ratty, ruminating on this for only a moment before he made a hasty decision and, with a flourish of his gold pen, quickly signed two cheques and handed them both to Pearl. ‘You’ll be keeping me fully updated?’


‘About the carnival funding?’ asked Pearl, casting her eye over the sums on his cheques.


‘About my wife’s missing lingerie,’ Radcliffe said tersely.


‘Of course,’ said Pearl, relieved to see that the Radcliffes were finally getting to their feet. ‘I’ll come to the house tomorrow and check out exactly where the items were stolen from. Will you be home around ten?’


‘I’ll make sure I am,’ said Hilary before she remembered the folded newspaper lying on top of her stylish designer bag. ‘And I suppose we’ll be seeing you tomorrow evening, too?’


‘Tomorrow …?’


‘For the new dance class.’


Hilary noted Pearl’s confused expression and exclaimed: ‘Oh my goodness! I thought you would have enrolled by now. Tango – with Tony and Tanya Ballard?’ At Pearl’s lost look, Hilary explained: ‘They’re the leading exponents. Look …’ She handed the newspaper to Pearl, who unfolded it to reveal a front-page photo featuring an attractive couple in flamboyant Latin costume. Tanya Ballard wore impossibly high stiletto heels and a low-cut, figure-hugging scarlet dress, the black frills of which stood out horizontally suggesting she had just completed a very rapid spin. Her partner, Tony, sported a tight-fitting black shirt and trousers, together with red braces and a white trilby hat pulled low over one eye.


‘They’ve taken over Taylor’s Dance School. It’s now Ballard’s,’ Hilary went on. ‘The new tango classes begin at eight tomorrow evening.’ She offered a knowing smile. ‘Perhaps you could invite your friend, the police detective. I haven’t seen him around for a while?’


Pearl noted the smile playing on Hilary’s lips. ‘No,’ she said flatly, ‘DCI McGuire is away on a training course.’


Peter Radcliffe gave a derisive snort. ‘Fancy that,’ he said. ‘You’d have thought once they reach the rank of DCI they might already be fully trained.’ He took Hilary’s arm. ‘Come on, my dear.’


With a self-satisfied smile, Radcliffe steered his wife to the door. As it closed behind the departing couple, Pearl heaved a sigh of relief then looked down again at the photo in the newspaper. How had news of Whitstable’s intriguing new dance duo passed her by?









Chapter Two


‘What on earth possessed you to take on a case from Radcliffe?’ asked Pearl’s mother, Dolly Nolan, as she chopped parsley in a quiet corner of the restaurant kitchen.


‘It was really for Hilary,’ said Pearl, before taking a sip of the mignonette sauce she had just prepared for a selection of Pacific rock and native oysters. She paused to savour the sharp blend of minced shallot, white wine and rice vinegar then added some white peppercorns while Dolly pointed out: ‘Paid for by Ratty.’


‘But the proceeds will go to the carnival fund,’ Pearl explained. ‘Radcliffe’s also given a donation, so, all in all, it will make a nice tidy sum for the committee. You know how desperate they were this summer. But if we start fundraising now, as early as possible, next year should be so much easier for them.’ Pearl handed the mignonette sauce to her kitchen hand, Ahmed, who ferried it across to chef Dean, a young man who had proved himself more than capable of replicating all Pearl’s most popular dishes – and a few more besides.


Dolly lowered her voice before commenting: ‘So desperate you had to take on trying to find Hilary Radcliffe’s knickers?’


Pearl said nothing, waiting until Ahmed had crossed the kitchen to the sink before she looked back at her mother and explained, ‘I’ve only told you about this in case you happen to hear anything, but I expect you to keep it strictly confidential, understood?’


Dolly gave a reluctant nod. ‘All right,’ she agreed, ‘but why couldn’t she have just put it all in the tumble dryer like anyone else, instead of flaunting it for all her neighbours to see?’


‘Because,’ said Pearl, ‘they’re not the kind of pieces you’d trust to the tumble dryer.’


‘Oh?’ Dolly’s curiosity was suddenly piqued.


‘They’re from an exclusive range, a gift from—’


‘Don’t tell me,’ said Dolly, grimacing. ‘Naughty nicks, courtesy of Ratty? What a horrible thought.’


‘It’s actually a beautiful range from an exclusive company,’ said Pearl, producing the catalogue from her bag. ‘You can’t say she doesn’t have taste.’


‘Not in men,’ said Dolly. ‘If you ask me, Hilary Radcliffe is a traitor to the sisterhood – an attractive woman like that succumbing to Ratty? She’s nothing more than his trophy wife.’


‘Yes, I’m sure there’s a price to pay.’


‘And it’d be far too high for me.’ Dolly shoved the catalogue back at Pearl, who watched her mother huffing over her chopped parsley. Although Dolly was in her sixties she was nevertheless sporting a newly dyed turquoise fringe while each of her fingernails was painted a different colour. Beneath her Whitstable Pearl apron she wore one of her own handmade artist smocks – another riot of colour that screamed, Ignore me at your peril.


‘Well,’ said Pearl, ‘I don’t think you have much to worry about: I don’t think you’re Ratty’s type.’


Dolly looked up sharply. ‘I’ll take that as a compliment,’ she said proudly.


‘Meanwhile,’ Pearl went on, trying now to change the subject, ‘Hilary happened to mention this …’ She produced a copy of the local paper and Dolly smiled as she saw the front page.


‘Ah, so news has hit the Chronicle.’


‘You knew about this?’


‘Of course,’ said Dolly, wiping her hands on her apron. ‘Tanya Ballard is Irene’s niece.’


‘Irene …?’


‘Taylor. Irene was Susanne’s sister – that’s Tanya’s mother. She was a dancer too. Modern – not ballroom.’ Dolly looked wistful for a moment, as she recalled something. ‘Beautiful young thing she was, a pocket Venus. There was something quite … ethereal about her – especially when she danced. Like a little sylph.’ Dolly mused on this for a moment before continuing: ‘She joined a dance group – four girls – only teenagers at the time but they became quite a success … a phenomenon. Long before you were born, of course – I’m talking about the sixties. Skip to my Lou. Dreadful name, but the group’s leader was called Louise, if I remember rightly. They were all very talented, and pretty, of course, or they would never have got on to TV, where they spent most of their time prancing around to hits of the day on a chart show. They must have made quite a bit of money, though – enough for Susanne to start up the dance school. It’s a fair-sized building, you know, used to be an old chapel and would have cost quite a lot even back then. Irene ended up running it because Susanne disappeared off to India to study Transcendental Meditation with the “giggling guru” – the Maharishi – and all the other “beautiful people” he attracted at the time: the Beatles, Mia Farrow—’


‘What happened?’ Pearl broke in, curious. ‘To Susanne, I mean?’


Dolly shrugged. ‘She met a rock star and moved to California. Became a fully fledged Flower Child and never returned. A decade later, she had Tanya and …’ Dolly paused for a moment, her brow furrowing. ‘Well, she became rather a casualty of it all.’


‘Of …?’


‘Sex and drugs and rock ’n’ roll, of course. I think there were clinic referrals … psychological problems … substance abuse? The poor woman died some years ago.’


‘And the dance school?’


‘It’s managed to carry on, despite being a bit off the beaten track. Susanne may have started it up, but Irene’s always done most of the work. She never married, so in many ways it’s been her baby – her pride and joy – as is Tanya, too. Irene’s a remarkable woman – strong, persevering, responsible. The complete opposite of her sister, who always seemed so vulnerable.’ She paused and looked at Pearl. ‘If only I could have got you to Taylor’s when you were young, but you never showed the slightest interest in ballet or tap – you were much happier out with your dad on his boat.’


Pearl smiled as she watched her mother now ladling herrings in Madeira sauce on to slices of homemade sourdough bread. It was true that Pearl had adored the company of her late father Tommy, accompanying him out to sea as often as she could to fish Whitstable’s waters for oysters. From a young age Pearl had learned the routine: the heavy dredge, lowered off the stern, dragging along the seabed to fetch up a catch from which unwanted intruders would be plucked. Crabs were capable of cracking open the shells of young oysters but starfish remained the oysterman’s nemesis, seemingly innocent baby fingers clamping on to the oyster’s shell to suck the life from it. As a child, Pearl had helped her father to wrench them from their prey, sorting through his catch, on the culling table at the boat’s stern, before returning on the lowering tide with full baskets of oysters to mark a good day at sea. With her gipsy black hair and grey eyes the colour of moonstone, Pearl even resembled her late father – a rebel at heart, who had been able to trace his roots back to Galway. In contrast, Dolly was from Whitstable stock; short and stout, she appeared to have passed nothing down to her daughter – beyond her own indomitable spirit.


‘You’re the dancer,’ Pearl reminded her mother.


Dolly sighed. ‘If only,’ she said. ‘Imagine being paid to dance for a living? I can’t think of anything nicer.’ For a second Dolly considered all her former terpsichorean exploits – from belly dancing to flamenco, not to mention a stint in an eccentric local troupe known as the Fish Slappers, whose aquatic costumes – featuring scallop-shaped bras and cod headdresses – had caused quite a stir at local Oyster Festival parades in years gone by. She heaved a sigh. ‘These days,’ she continued, ‘I lack even the basic requirement.’


‘Rhythm?’


‘A centre of gravity,’ Dolly admitted, staring down glumly at her plump figure in contrast to Pearl’s willowy frame. ‘And the flamenco really did play havoc with my knees, you know?’ she added. ‘All that stamping?’ She rallied now with a smile. ‘But I’m sure I’ll do better with tango.’


Pearl turned to her. ‘You mean, you’re actually going to enrol?’


‘Already have,’ said Dolly, wiping her hands on her apron. ‘You have to get in quick, you know. Tanya and Tony are a class act. Coming along?’


Pearl shook her head. ‘I don’t think so.’


‘Why ever not?’


‘Because,’ said Pearl, ‘as the newspaper headline states: “It Takes Two to Tango”, and somehow I don’t think you and I would make the best partners.’ She stood close to Dolly and by doing so, underscored their difference in height.


‘You’re right,’ Dolly agreed, ‘which is why Ruby’s agreed to partner me.’


‘Ruby?’ Pearl glanced across the kitchen towards her young waitress, who was just heading out, with a platter of oysters, on to the restaurant floor.


‘Yes,’ said Dolly. ‘Her friend Florrie works at the school and she’s managed to get us both in for classes. I’ll ask her to put you down too – plus one – in case Nathan needs a partner.’


‘Nathan’s up for this too?’ asked Pearl, surprised to hear this about her journalist friend and neighbour – especially since he had only just returned from researching a travel piece in Italy.


‘Along with half of Whitstable, I’d imagine,’ said Dolly, ‘once they’ve seen this headline.’ She slapped the newspaper and handed it back to her daughter as she remarked knowingly: ‘Strange that the “X-ray specs” of our town should be so slow off the mark about this?’ Dolly moved off with her herrings, leaving Pearl to wonder how someone who prided herself on knowing most of what took place in her town could possibly have remained ignorant about this development. Before she could respond, Ruby Hill came back into the kitchen, this time with a cordless phone in her hand.


‘Customer,’ she explained hurriedly. ‘Says she’d like to book a table for tomorrow but asked to speak to you personally?’ Ruby handed over the phone and allowed her boss to take the call.


‘Pearl Nolan. Can I help?’


The woman on the end of the line carefully explained: ‘I realise this is short notice,’ she began, ‘but I’d like to make a group booking for tomorrow lunchtime, if at all possible?’


‘For how many?’ asked Pearl, moving to her computer screen.


‘Eight,’ said the caller. ‘I know you’re always busy and I really should have called sooner, but a relative told me that if I mentioned the name Dolly Nolan you might be able to work some magic for us?’


‘A relative?’ asked Pearl, curious.


‘Yes, my aunt, Irene Taylor. She’s an old friend of your mother’s.’


‘And you are …?’


‘Tanya Ballard – from the dance school.’


‘Tanya and …’


The woman spoke quickly. ‘Tanya and Tony, that’s right,’ she said. ‘To be honest, I’d like to treat my staff by taking them somewhere special before classes begin tomorrow. Everyone agreed there was only one place to go – The Whitstable Pearl.’


Pearl took this in and checked her seating plan, realising that with a bit of juggling she could make room for a single table near the window.


‘How does one o’clock sound?’


‘Wonderful!’ said Tanya Ballard, clearly relieved. ‘Thank you so much.’


‘It’s a pleasure,’ Pearl replied. ‘I look forward to meeting you then.’


Replacing the receiver, Pearl stared down at the newspaper, her curiosity piqued as she realised how much she actually meant this.


Later that evening, Pearl dropped in on her neighbour, Nathan Roscoe. Nathan’s cottage lay on the opposite side to Pearl’s, on a street known as Island Wall, which ran parallel to the seafront. While Pearl’s home, Seaspray Cottage, was located on the north side and came with a sea-facing garden, Nathan’s home was on the land side, low-lying and bordered by a large fence that screened it from other back gardens nearer the town. The fence sported a mural – nothing figurative, but an abstract style that perfectly matched the clean minimalist lines of Nathan’s home and outdoor space. A redwood deck, lined with a few large planters containing evergreen topiary cones, led down to a paved area containing several stylish rattan armchairs, and a settee on which Pearl now sat, relaxing after a hard day at the restaurant as she listened to the sound of birdsong and the gentle flow from a water sculpture cascading over a block of Carrara marble. An attractive man in his early forties, Nathan was wearing a long white shirt that hung loose over linen trousers, not creased, but rather perfectly crumpled. His designer stubble was peppered with grey but his thick, cropped hair remained a rich warm brown. Nathan could easily have passed for ten years younger as his taut physique was honed by regular visits to the gym. He remained perfectly groomed – as ever – pouring Limoncello over ice cubes before handing a glass to Pearl. She smiled and eyed the syrupy yellow liquid before thanking him.


‘A pleasure,’ said Nathan in the soft Californian drawl he had failed to lose in spite of having lived twenty years in Whitstable after a brief stint in Chelsea. He touched Pearl’s glass with his own and they each took a sip, savouring their drinks before Nathan sighed and noted: ‘It’s been far too long since we’ve done this.’


‘Yes,’ Pearl agreed. ‘But if you will keep running away from me …’


‘Never, sweetie,’ said Nathan, raising an admonishing finger. ‘I was hijacked by work – forced to spend weeks on the Neapolitan Riviera.’


‘Amalfi,’ said Pearl, musing, ‘Naples, Sorrento …’


‘Yes, povero me,’ said Nathan. ‘Held captive on the shores of the deep blue Tyrrhenian Sea …’


‘The Sea of the Etruscans.’


‘That’s right.’ Nathan nodded, impressed. ‘Dotted with islands like Capri, Elba and Ischia …’


‘Citrus and olive trees …’


‘The best seafood pasta – apart from yours, of course,’ he added.


‘Not to mention Limoncello,’ said Pearl, considering the drink in her hand.


‘And a forty-thousand-word travel guide to write in a very short space of time,’ Nathan continued, adding: ‘Luckily, as ever, I managed to fit my huge itinerary into my very tight schedule.’ He raised an eyebrow. ‘So now I’m able to enjoy some well-earned R and R, sweetie.’


He leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes, tilting his suntanned features to the lowering sun. Pearl smiled as she observed him with affection. Were it not for the fact that Nathan was gay, Pearl liked to think they might have made the perfect couple.


‘And …’ she began, ‘learning how to tango will be part of that?’


Nathan opened one eye. ‘I should have known nothing would get past you.’


‘Strangely,’ said Pearl, ‘Tanya and Tony Ballard did get past me. I’d never heard of them before today.’


‘Where on earth have you been?’ Nathan exclaimed. ‘They’re the Fred and Ginger of tango!’


‘I know that,’ said Pearl, ‘now! But somehow their celebrity status seems to have passed me by.’


Nathan took another sip of his drink and pointed a finger at Pearl. ‘You really must get out more.’


‘You’re right,’ said Pearl, acknowledging even more discomfort at feeling out of the loop. ‘They’re booked into the restaurant tomorrow for lunch, though,’ she told him, adding: ‘A staff outing of sorts.’


‘Ah,’ said Nathan. ‘Then you’re bound to meet my old friend Max.’


‘Max?’


‘Max Sanchez. Have I never mentioned him? He’s from across the pond, like me, but Max is Afro-Cuban – his parents were originally from Havana – and he’s a very talented dancer and choreographer. Tap’s his speciality. He’s toured the world in stage musicals – Chicago, Ain’t Misbehaving, Follies – but now he lives on Cromwell Road. Must be almost sixty, and suffering the scourge of all dancers – arthritis.’ Nathan paused to sip his drink. ‘He’s been teaching at the school for some time. A “temporary measure”, he once told me – but that was two years ago,’ he added with a knowing look before explaining: ‘I don’t think he’s been doing much else and I get the impression he’d like to move on, though he won’t actually admit it.’ Nathan sipped his drink once more. ‘He did suspect his classes might be cut – with the new takeover? But I think his concern might be misplaced. Tanya and Tony appear to be breathing new life into the place.’ He gave a smile. ‘In fact, it was Max who asked me to support this new class by going along tomorrow night – so I said I would. How about you, sweetie? Up for it?’


‘Not my kind of thing.’


‘No?’


‘Mum’s going.’


‘I wouldn’t have expected anything else.’


‘Meanwhile, I have a new case,’ said Pearl, trying to change the subject.


‘Murder?’ Nathan gave an ominous look but Pearl shook her head.


‘Hardly.’ She sighed then explained diplomatically: ‘Let’s just say I’m trying to retrieve some stolen property.’


‘A matter for the police, surely?’


‘Ordinarily,’ said Pearl, ‘but my clients want a low-key investigation. It’s all quite simple – and totally unchallenging,’ she added with another sigh. ‘In fact,’ she went on, ‘things have been quiet for far too long.’


‘As far as serious crime goes, you mean?’


Pearl gave Nathan a look that he read immediately. ‘I see,’ he said. ‘You’re thinking this may be … the calm before the storm?’


Pearl frowned. ‘Just a feeling I have.’ She studied the last of the Limoncello in her glass then drained it. ‘But I hope I’m wrong.’ Putting her glass down, she stretched her long suntanned arms and sighed. ‘You know, I could quite easily stay here all evening, but I really must go.’


‘A date with a tall handsome policeman?’


Pearl shrugged. ‘McGuire’s away,’ she said. ‘Stuck in the depths of the Hampshire countryside on an S.I.O. course.’


Nathan looked blank.


‘Senior Investigating Officer,’ Pearl explained. ‘Seems like his superintendent comes up with these things just to get him away from Canterbury.’


Nathan raised an eyebrow. Pearl explained: ‘McGuire’s a DFL, remember? A Down From Londoner, like you?’


‘Of course,’ said Nathan. ‘And the poor unsuspecting inspector was only meant to be here temporarily, wasn’t he?’ He looked at Pearl. ‘I wonder what could possibly have tempted him to stay so long – or should I say “who”?’ He gave a slow smile – which Pearl returned.


‘I wonder,’ she said enigmatically. As she got to her feet, Nathan followed.


‘Sweetie,’ he said, ‘I know I can’t possibly fill the space left by your … sexy S.I.O., but until he returns, I am here for you.’ He leaned forward and gave her a peck on the cheek.


Pearl smiled. ‘It’s good to have you back,’ she said sincerely before she turned and headed for the garden gate.


Nathan quickly called to her: ‘Hold on!’


Disappearing into his kitchen he returned bearing a chilled bottle of Limoncello. ‘This one’s special,’ he said, ‘made from Amalfi lemons, so don’t go giving it away to your customers. It’s just for you. As are these.’ He handed her a sealed plastic bag, inside which Pearl quickly identified some plump Sicilian olives.


‘Grazie mille.’ Pearl smiled.


‘Prego!’ Nathan winked.


Ten minutes later, Pearl slipped her key into the front door of Seaspray Cottage and entered her home, leaning back against the door as she stared around her empty living room. Her two tabby cats, Pilchard and Sprat, were nowhere to be seen, and with her spirits enlivened by Nathan’s company, and his Limoncello, she suddenly felt in limbo – and somewhat abandoned. Tossing her bag on to an armchair, she strolled across to the window and gazed out to see the tide had yet to return but a few hunched figures were dotted on the mudflats digging for bait. Strains of music carried across on the air from the direction of the Old Neptune – the white weatherboarded pub that had stood on the beach, in one form or another, for almost two centuries – in the eye of estuary storms and gales. Hearing the sound of voices and laughter echoing across the shore, for a moment Pearl considered taking a stroll to the pub in order to join in the evening ritual of watching the sun slowly falling behind the Isle of Sheppey. She was sure she would find a familiar face or two there, sitting at the tables outside or on the timber groynes that broke up the waves at high tide – but something stopped her. It wasn’t exactly loneliness Pearl felt in that moment but the nagging sense of something missing. With Charlie away, and work at both the agency and the restaurant undemanding, she was forced to admit to herself that over the last few weeks she had really missed McGuire. The detective had found a place in her life – and her heart – so much so that she now felt his absence as strongly as a presence. Although busy with his course, and in an area of poor mobile reception, McGuire had done his best to keep in touch, but Pearl had missed several of his calls due to problems with her own mobile. Having bought a brand-new smartphone, she now took it from her bag and plugged it into a charger, then headed off to the kitchen to fix some supper, when she suddenly noticed a light signalling a voicemail on her answerphone. She pressed the ‘play’ button and a familiar voice suddenly filled the room.


‘Pearl, are you there?’ A moment’s silence before McGuire spoke again. ‘Looks like I’ve missed you again, but never mind. That’s it,’ he continued. ‘Course finished. I’m out of here tomorrow, Pearl. I’m finally coming home.’









Chapter Three


The front door of the Old Captain’s House led into a narrow hallway, off which two open doors allowed Pearl to glimpse a comfy front room on one side and an intimate dining room on the other. Hilary Radcliffe led the way for Pearl towards the back of the house as she explained: ‘Peter’s at a council licensing committee meeting at the moment, opposing a new cocktail bar in Harbour Street – just another haunt for the DFLs.’ She gave a dismissive sniff and walked on, entering a spacious living room beyond which a smart kitchen led out through a set of French windows to the garden. For a moment, Pearl stood motionless, stunned by the sight before her. Old photos of the historic house had always shown a beautiful garden, full of mature trees and shrubs, with an expansive area laid to lawn, housing a Gustavian table for dining alfresco and a concealed folly used by the previous owners as a secluded hideaway. In contrast, Pearl now found herself facing only a bare and uninspiring plot resembling something from a low-budget TV garden makeover. The property’s historic walled garden consisted now of a large area of Astroturf, from which sprouted only a few croquet hooks. A striped sunlounger was positioned near to a kitsch pagoda beside a low rattan table on which sat a bottle of expensive suntan lotion, a long drink in an iced tumbler and a novel, the cover of which showed a pretty young nurse in a passionate clinch with what appeared to be a handsome white-coated doctor with a stethoscope hanging around his neck.


‘I hope I’m not disturbing you,’ said Pearl, feeling some sympathy for Hilary Radcliffe’s apparent need to resort to fictional romance. Her client was dressed only in a stylish red-and-white polka-dot swimsuit with a crimson sarong tied around her neat waist.


‘No problem,’ Hilary said. ‘I was just trying to enjoy a little sun. At this time of year, the beach is far too busy, don’t you find?’


‘In places,’ said Pearl. ‘But I do have the dinghy and it’s always peaceful at sea.’


‘Not for me,’ said Hilary, wrinkling her nose. ‘I don’t have a head for waves – or should that be stomach? I am a martyr to my mal de mer. We took a first-class cruise last summer to Venice and Peter swore I wouldn’t even notice when we left port but my equilibrium is so delicate I suffered for the entire trip and could barely stagger across Piazza San Marco to Florian’s.’ She gave a small shudder at the thought.


‘The line,’ said Pearl, trying to drag her client back to the purpose of the visit.


‘I’m sorry?’ Hilary asked, still lost for a moment.


‘Your washing line? The one on which you hung your—’


‘Oh, yes!’ said Hilary, quickly breaking in. ‘Follow me and I’ll show you.’ She led the way for Pearl, adding: ‘I do hope you’ll be able to solve this mystery. I have great faith in you.’ Heading down to the end of the garden, she indicated a rotary washing line set into the Astroturf lawn and smiled. ‘It’s a lightweight top spinner,’ she declared proudly, ‘turns effortlessly on the slightest breeze.’ She gave it a push with her manicured hand and set the contraption turning like a merry-go-round.


Pearl waited for it to slow down then moved forward to investigate. ‘It’s set into a tube in the ground,’ she noted.


‘Yes,’ said Hilary. ‘But the spinner lifts out, you see.’ She raised the central pole from which the drying arms sprang and nodded towards a large shed near the wall. ‘We store it in there when it’s not in use. Like I say, it’s lightweight. Top of the range.’


‘And everything was hanging on this?’ asked Pearl.


‘Until it all disappeared,’ said Hilary, glumly surveying her empty top spinner as Pearl eyed two ivy-clad walls on either side of the garden while noting that the rear wall led to a narrow alley accessed by an old wooden gate that was securely locked.


‘Your garden walls are all quite high,’ Pearl noted. ‘Were there signs of anyone having scaled them?’


‘Signs?’ echoed Hilary, confused. ‘Such as?’


‘Footprints in the soil near those shrubs? Or on the … lawn?’ she asked, for want of a better term to describe the Astroturf.


Hilary shook her head. ‘Nothing at all,’ she replied. ‘It was as though everything had simply vanished into thin air. All that was left were a few pegs – though most were on the ground.’


Pearl considered this.


‘What’re you thinking?’ asked Hilary, curious.


‘Pegs on the ground suggest the items had been snatched …’


‘Yes!’ said Hilary quickly. ‘And violently. I found a thin shred of red silk clinging to the line – no doubt from my favourite Scarlet Woman camisole.’ She pressed a handkerchief to her lips.


‘I’m sorry,’ said Pearl. ‘I know it’s upsetting.’


Hilary nodded mutely and Pearl turned to check out the walls – as well as the height of the rotary washing line – before she finally made a decision. ‘I’ll come back tomorrow with some suitable cameras,’ she said, ‘and once they’re in place, I’ll set up a sting.’


‘A trap, you mean?’


Pearl nodded. ‘It will mean having to peg out some more articles.’ Hilary looked alarmed, so Pearl quickly explained: ‘Nothing quite so exclusive this time.’


‘I see,’ said Hilary. ‘You mean …’


‘Decoy items.’


Looking up, Pearl registered that several surrounding houses seemed to have a clear view straight down into the Radcliffes’ garden.


‘Now that the mature trees have gone, you’re quite overlooked here.’


‘That’s true,’ agreed Hilary. ‘But the garden was so dark and dismal when we moved in and I am a sun worshipper, after all,’ she announced proudly. ‘You have to make a house a home, don’t you?’


‘Of course,’ said Pearl. ‘But the Old Captain’s House has always been very special.’


Hilary looked at Pearl. ‘Do you really think so?’ she remarked with some surprise, as she led the way back inside through the French windows. ‘To be perfectly honest,’ she confided, ‘I’d be far happier living somewhere else.’


Pearl turned. ‘Really?’


‘Oh yes.’ Hilary nodded. ‘Peter likes the idea of being the new … skipper at the helm.’ She indicated a white captain’s hat hanging on a coat stand by the front door. ‘But I’d rather be living somewhere modern.’ She glanced around with disdain. ‘This place is so … dated and fusty. Noisy, too! The old windows let in far too much racket from the traffic.’ She took a deep breath and exhaled with a long sigh. ‘If only we could get Harbour Street pedestrianised.’


Pearl gaped at her client in horror. ‘But … that would mean directing traffic in a virtual ring road around town … creating rat runs and problems elsewhere …’


‘Maybe.’ Hilary shrugged, unconcerned. ‘But imagine how peaceful it would be here in Harbour Street – a lovely little enclave filled with cobbled streets and café society?’


She opened the door, still waiting for a response, but all Pearl offered was a simple sentence. ‘I’ll be back tomorrow.’


A few hours later, Pearl had managed to distract herself from the Radcliffe case by busying herself in The Whitstable Pearl, dressing a large round table near the window and setting a vase of pink sweet peas on her crisp white linen tablecloth while Ruby straightened the last of the napkins. Pearl watched the girl at work, smiling at the way Ruby took pride in her work and a great deal of pleasure in her job. Although she was only nineteen years old, Ruby had been working at the restaurant for a couple of years, during which time she had found a place for herself in The Whitstable Pearl ‘family’, as if she had been born into it. Pearl felt not only a great deal of affection for Ruby but also a sense of protection as the girl had no natural family of her own following her grandmother’s death a few years ago.


‘Will your friend be coming along today?’ asked Pearl. ‘Florrie, is it? The girl who works at the dance school?’


Ruby nodded. ‘She’s an assistant there and it’s actually her twentieth birthday tomorrow so this’ll be a bit of an added treat.’ She leaned in to Pearl and confided: ‘She hasn’t told anyone, though – only me. We’re going to Canterbury for a concert at the Marlowe Theatre.’


‘Catching a meal there first?’ asked Pearl. ‘I hear there’s a new tapas bar opened near the station?’


‘Yeah, and it’s meant to be good too, but I don’t think we’ll have time to try it. We’ll probably just get a drink first. Florrie’s working and you know how unreliable the buses can be.’


‘Well,’ said Pearl, ‘maybe I could give you a lift in, if that helps?’


‘Really?’


‘Why not? I’ll come and pick you up when I leave here.’


‘Thanks,’ said Ruby with a smile. ‘I’ll find out exactly what time Florrie will be finished. Around six, I think.’ She secured a strand of her fair hair back into her ponytail, her smile quickly vanishing as she noted something through the window. ‘Look – they’re here already.’


Pearl turned and recognised Tony Ballard from the local newspaper story, ushering in a slender woman wearing an eye-catching white sundress. A wide-brimmed scarlet hat covered the upper part of the woman’s face so that all Pearl could really see of it were her full crimson lips until she took off the hat, shook out her shiny long dark hair and offered her hand – and a smile.


‘You must be Pearl?’ She introduced herself: ‘Tanya Ballard. I booked the table.’


‘And it’s all ready for you,’ said Pearl. ‘A window table, so I hope you won’t feel on display?’


At this, Tony Ballard gave a smile. ‘I don’t think Tanya will mind too much about that, will you, darling? Tanya’s more than used to being “on display”.’ He offered a wink and his hand to Pearl. ‘I’m Tony, Tanya’s husband.’ His handshake was firm but the smile he offered was friendly.


‘Oh, isn’t this lovely!’ trilled a young girl, clearly delighted by the attractive table and the paintings lining the restaurant’s walls, which served as an informal gallery for Charlie and Dolly’s work. While Pearl’s son’s efforts were bold, striking and graphic in style, Dolly’s paintings consisted mainly of a collection of seascapes and collages featuring various objets trouvés such as driftwood and dried seaweed.


Ruby leaned in to Pearl and whispered: ‘That’s Florrie.’ At this, the girl offered a broad innocent grin. Pearl noted she was slim but buxom, with tow-coloured hair and bright baby-blue eyes.


‘So pleased to meet you,’ the young woman gushed. ‘Ruby’s told me all about you.’ She continued to beam at Pearl while five other guests entered, waiting patiently by the door to be seated.


‘Please make yourselves comfortable,’ said Pearl quickly before asking Ruby to bring some prosecco. As Ruby headed off, Pearl turned back to the guests, explaining: ‘On the house. A special welcome for you all.’


‘How kind,’ said Tanya Ballard, seating herself first before gesturing to the others to take their places. ‘Tony can sit here beside me. Jack? You should be here on my right – and then Laura beside you, of course.’


She gave a smile and Pearl watched as a tall young man with long fair hair did exactly as he was told, seating himself beside Tanya, while a blonde woman in her mid-thirties took her place beside him.


‘Then Florrie,’ Tanya continued. ‘Max … Vivian … and Auntie Irene.’ She gave a sweet smile as the other three guests obediently took their places at the table.


Just as Nathan had described, Max Sanchez looked to Pearl to be in his late fifties. A short, handsome man with lively features and skin the colour of carob, he was dressed flamboyantly in a white silk shirt with red braces, and found himself sandwiched between young Florrie and the woman called Vivian, who sat beside Tanya’s aunt, Irene Taylor. Pearl also noted that Tanya had placed herself fully on display, facing straight out towards the High Street, so that anyone passing would see her. Before Pearl could say another word, Dolly appeared with Ruby from the kitchen, ferrying prosecco and olives. ‘Irene, my love! How are you?’ she called.


At that moment, Irene Taylor, a tall but unremarkable-looking woman whose short grey hair did little to enhance her drained complexion, looked a little embarrassed. Pearl couldn’t be sure if this was due to Dolly’s effusive greeting or perhaps because Tanya might feel upstaged by it in some way. Certainly, Irene lowered her gaze modestly as she replied, ‘I’m fine, Dolly,’ before quickly indicating Tanya across the table.


‘My goodness,’ Dolly remarked, ‘I don’t expect you’ll remember me, Tanya, because the last time we met you were barely a young teenager, but it’s wonderful to have you back in Whitstable, and I’m really looking forward to your class this evening.’


Tanya smiled. ‘I’m glad you’re coming, Dolly. We’ll all be there,’ she added, glancing around the table.


‘All?’ asked Dolly.


‘Yes. All of us,’ Tanya replied, with a sweeping gesture that took in every person seated at the table. ‘Everyone involved in our school,’ she explained. ‘After all, it’s a new start, and we need to show our joint commitment to its success.’


Tanya was still smiling, although Pearl noted that the only enthusiastic expression was on Florrie’s young face. Nonetheless Tanya continued, ‘Let me introduce you,’ she began. ‘My husband and dance partner of twenty years, Tony Ballard.’


Tony gave a charming smile and a nod of his head before Tanya went on. ‘Jack Harper,’ she continued, with a quick look at the fair-haired young man beside her, ‘our pianist and music coordinator.’ Jack Harper offered a nervous smile before glancing at the blonde woman beside him and taking her hand as Tanya explained, ‘And that’s Jack’s lovely wife, Laura.’


‘I … don’t actually work at the school,’ Laura explained nervously, ‘so it’s very nice of you to include me.’


‘Nonsense!’ said Tony. ‘We’re all one big happy family.’ He winked at Laura and she looked away, back at her young husband, who squeezed her hand. Tanya continued, once more: ‘Florrie Johnson is our able assistant – and currently taking care of our extensive wardrobe.’ Florrie looked pleased as punch with this description. ‘And,’ Tanya went on, ‘Max Sanchez, you’ll recognise from his many stage performances.’
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