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    Julia Renton returns from a trip to Kenya to discover her mother is dead – evidently having committed suicide. Her brother Ryan is equally devastated and the pair rushes to their cottage in Cornwall to escape their cold and unforgiving father.




    Soon, a body is discovered in an outhouse and things start to go wrong, including the presumed murder of one half of an elderly pair of sisters, and the Renton’s cottage burning down.




    Trying to move on, Julia takes employment with Bryce Davies, a local holiday and property dealer. There seems to be something major in the pipeline and Bryce is involved, but his intentions with the Rentons are possibly less than innocent.




    When strange things start happening to Julia, she realises someone has made themselves involved in her life – and closer than she originally thought.




    

      


    


  




  

    


    


    


    It was dark inside the outhouse.




    He groped around the floor and his hands felt several boxes. His heart quickened with excitement as he pulled open the flaps of cardboard. His fingers encountered the unmistakable shape of wine bottles. He almost shouted out his triumphant pleasure.




    He pulled a bottle out and took it towards the light. He couldn't read the French label but it was undoubtedly wine. Fancy someone being so stinking rich they could keep boxes of wine in a lousy outhouse, not even bothering to lock it. He conveniently forgot the padlock and hasp he had prised away to gain entry. If someone could afford a place like this, just for holidays, they could afford to lose their wine. Probably wouldn’t miss it.




    He dumped the two plastic bags containing his worldly goods and laid his brightly coloured umbrella outside the door. Pulling out an old penknife from the ragged layers of his clothing, he carved his way through the cork and took a long deep swig from the bottle. He wiped his mouth on the back of his sleeve and sat to enjoy his treasure. Château-bottled wines were wasted on him. The effect was the same whether it cost many pounds a bottle, or was just cheap cider. He slumped down between the cases of wine, blissful and oblivious


  




  

    Chapter One




    Pale-faced and red-eyed, Julia stared at her brother in total disbelief.




    ‘You’re saying she committed suicide? My mother committed suicide? No. You’re wrong. I don’t believe it. I won’t believe it.’




    ‘She was my mother too, don’t forget. She was very sick, you know. She had no chance of getting better and didn’t want everyone to see her gradually withering away. I’m sorry but you had to know.’ Ryan’s voice wavered as he spoke but he gritted his teeth.




    He felt tears burning his eyes but he knew he mustn’t cry. A harsh voice from somewhere deep in his past was telling him that boys don’t cry. He swallowed the tears away and wished he hadn’t been born a boy, now a man. But still he wasn’t allowed to cry. He had dreaded this moment. Telling Julia the truth.




    Julia listened in horror, her eyes burning with tears. This new information from her brother could not be true … whatever her mother had been, she was not a coward. In Julia’s eyes, anyone taking their life was cowardly. In any case, didn’t people taking their own lives always leave a note? Something to explain their actions to those left behind. But her mother had left nothing.




    ‘And how exactly was she supposed to have done it, if she was so ill?’ She forced herself to speak.




    ‘The pills. She saved them up for a few days and took the lot in one go. It seems quite certain. Father had employed a nurse and she said it was the only possible conclusion. Mum was far too sick to write a note. You didn’t see her at the end. She was shrinking to nothing. You should be glad that your memories of her will be as she was. Not what she had become.’




    Despite his words, there was no accusation in Ryan’s voice. Those days had been desperate, as he and his father had desperately tried to contact Julia. The speed of his mother’s decline had terrified him and he desperately needed his big sister to be there to share the burden. His father would have poured scorn over him if he once allowed his emotions to show.




    Julia’s trip to Kenya had put her out of reach for several weeks and it was only pure chance that she had phoned home the day before the funeral. Despite a dramatic dash across country, she had failed to get a flight home in time to join the mourners. While her mother was being cremated, she was weeping bitter tears of remorse somewhere over the ocean. She had wept for the loss of her mother and, just a little, to salve her own conscience.




    The trip abroad to work as cook to a luxury camping tour was her rebellious escape from her father’s dominance. It had denied her the chance to share the last few days of her mother’s life. If she had been with her mother surely it could never have happened? She would have looked after her mother properly. They would never have needed the nurse. The nurse.




    ‘What about this nurse? Who was she? Another of Dad’s little friends? Do we know anything about her? She could have fed the pills to Mum.’




    ‘Unlikely. She was at least fifty and large with it. Dedicated and unemotional. Not at all father’s type,’




    Ryan answered, his voice carefully controlled.




    ‘I don’t understand how it could all have been so rapid. Mum wasn’t all that well when I went but she said it was nothing serious. I would never have left her if it was.’




    Overcome, Julia went outside. She stood silently, staring out into the lush garden of their Buckinghamshire home. The mass of spring bulbs had no business looking so cheerful without her mother there to see them. She had planted banks of them everywhere. Julia would never again look at a daffodil without remembering her mother. Damn her father. Damn the pompous prick he was. Always so cocksure of himself. Always knowing what was best for everyone. Now he’d won, as usual. He’d tried to stop his daughter going on the working holiday. It had made him feel uncomfortable and out of control. What was it he’d said? ‘Heavens, girl. If you suddenly have some urge to see wild animals, I’ll pay for you to go on a safari. You don’t have to work your passage. Tell me what you want and I’ll write you a cheque. Take a friend with you.’ He never listened. Never took time to understand. Never realised the effect he had on his family. He was always too busy making money, building his precious business. His trips. They’d always been a joke and were assumed by the family they provided excuses to go and screw every tart he could lay his hands on. It had been a family saying for years – Father’s little friends. Mum had pretended not to care nor gave a clue that she knew. Even when challenged with the truth, her mother had always made excuses.




    ‘I’m happy with my home and family. I couldn’t want more. If it keeps your father happy when he’s away, whoever he is with, it’s fine by me. He comes home in the end. He provides for us very well. You’ve both been to the best schools and university and when you decide what career you want, he will help you with that as well.’




    ‘But I want to do some things for myself. Take a few chances and even make a few mistakes … mistakes that Daddy can’t buy me out of. I want to enjoy something I have accomplished by my own efforts. I have to take this job. Two months. A chance to make my own decisions. You do understand don’t you, Mum?’




    And it seemed she had understood. For once, she had supported her daughter against her husband. Julia could clearly remember the sense of pleasure she had gained from the expression on her father’s face. His jaw had dropped in disbelief and his eyes had narrowed. He’d shrugged his shoulders and walked from the room.




    ‘Does that mean he agrees?’ she had asked her mother.




    ‘Looks like it, darling. But you will keep in touch, won’t you? Phone home as often as you can.’




    ‘You’re all right with this aren’t you, Mum?’




    ‘Of course, darling. I understand what you’re saying and why you want to do it.’




    Had she sounded a bit frail at that time? Julia tried to remember. Maybe there was something in her voice … a clue she should have picked up on. But Julia had made up her mind to stand firm for once and her father was not going to change it.




    Despite her promises to keep in touch, it hadn’t been that simple. Her phone had been stolen on her first day in Nairobi and, from then on they had been camping out somewhere deep in the African country. The villages they had visited rarely had a telephone at all, let alone one she could have used. It was an adventure holiday after all and she was enjoying every minute of it. She’d achieved exactly what she wanted … anonymity and freedom from her father, but at what cost?




    ‘I had to go, Ryan. I had to get away from his eternal control. He never lets us make any decisions for ourselves. Thinks he can buy us off all the time. I’m twenty-five, for Heaven’s sake. Why should I feel guilty?’




    ‘Because he can control us. He’s made us depend on him for every penny but we have enjoyed our lives so far, haven’t we?’




    ‘I suppose.’ She fell silent as she thought about their lives so far.




    Even university had been a mockery. She’d spent three years gaining a low grade degree because she had never needed to fight for anything. This final fiasco of the trip to Kenya proved it. Her urge to rebel had turned sour with a vengeance. She had lost her mother for ever. She glanced around their beautiful home and began to hate every last well-chosen artefact; every perfect item of expensive furniture.




    ‘I’ve got to get away from here.’ Julia rushed out of the room. She needed time on her own. She stuffed an assortment of clothes into a holdall and grabbed a few provisions from the kitchen, driving away at a speed endangering anything in her way.




    ‘You’re a spineless twit,’ Gerard Renton informed his son when he discovered Julia’s absence. ‘Why didn’t you stop her?’




    ‘I am not my sister’s keeper. Why should I stop her from leaving? There’s precious little here for her now.’




    ‘You’re a wimp. Doesn’t anyone think of my feelings? I’ve lost my own beloved wife remember, under very tragic circumstances.’




    He wiped away a tear, marginally before it had formed.




    ‘Where’s Julia gone? That dratted cottage, I suppose.’




    ‘Haven’t the foggiest. But it sounds like a damned good idea.’




    Ryan ran from the room and charged out to his car. Like Julia, he wished he wasn’t quite so reliant on his father’s money but it did provide decent cars and a comfortable life. At least the Cornish cottage was now their own, thanks to their mother’s will. It was a place of refuge, a place filled with memories untarnished by adulthood. He had no doubt that Julia was driving there at this very moment. He felt confident that she would welcome him to what was now their own home.




    The small village of Trengillyn was set in the larger Porth Bay on the South Coast of Cornwall. There was a narrow, rather bumpy lane leading from the main part of the village along the side of the sea. A number of properties made this an exclusive area, far enough away from a car park to make it a peaceful place for the residents. Crofters, the Renton’s cottage, was right at the end of the lane overlooking the magnificent bay.




    At nine o’clock next morning, brother and sister walked along the deserted beach. The air smelled clean with a faint salty tang as the waves crashed endlessly on the beach, reliable and comforting as childhood itself. The March wind ruffled their dark hair. They were alike and with only a year between them, were often mistaken for twins. They had common interests bred from a childhood spent closely together. They had adored their gentle, loving mother and both shared a growing dislike of their father.




    Not even his sister realised the true depths of Ryan’s hatred. As long as he could remember, his father had poured scorn on the sensitive boy, so unlike himself. As a teenager, he had discovered poetry and loved painting. According to his father, this stopped him from being a man so he had learned to keep it hidden. His time at public school had been a nightmare, comparable to a prison sentence in the boy’s mind. He always talked about “serving his time” for seven years. It had indeed been a sentence, with humiliations he had tried to forget. His father’s disappointment in him had eroded any self-confidence that might have developed. Gradually he assumed the role of “The Wimp”, as suggested by his father.




    ‘Hope you didn’t mind me coming after you?’




    ‘Glad you decided to follow me.’




    Ryan and Julia spoke at precisely the same moment. They smiled before Julia spoke again.




    ‘I’m sorry you had to face it all on your own, you know, Mum and everything. Perhaps I should never have gone on that trip. It was only to get back at Dad. I can’t help feeling that if I hadn’t gone, I might have prevented everything that happened. If I’d been here to listen, Mum might have talked to me.’




    ‘She was in a very bad way, Jules. You weren’t to know. Christ, she wasn’t even that ill when you left. Just a few weeks and she went from a minor ailment to … well, full blown collapse. Don’t beat yourself up about it. If modern medicine and any amount of money couldn’t help, I’m damned sure there was nothing you could have done.’




    ‘But that bastard has got his way. Now he’s free to do whatever he wants.’ Her face twisted with pain. It was so unfair. Her mother had always been so perfect and she’d died so horribly.




    ‘Even his money and strong will-power could never have controlled Mum’s illness.’ He paused, frowning and seemed to push away some unpleasant memory.




    ‘Let’s get breakfast. Come on, Sis, race you.’




    Like two carefree youngsters for a brief moment, they scampered across the beach. They reached the steps near the bottom of the garden and clambered up, remembering idyllic holidays at the cottage and briefly forgetting their loss.




    ‘Thank Heavens, this place was Mum’s own,’ Ryan said, biting his toast. ‘And that she left it to us. Dad would have insisted on selling it. Actually, I was thinking we might invite some friends down. Cheer us up.’




    ‘Suit yourself. As long as you look after them. I’ve done my share of cooking for other people. Don’t you fancy a bit of peace and quiet for a bit though?’




    He shrugged. ‘If you’d rather, we could be alone for a bit.’




    ‘No. You’re probably right. A few people might liven things up a bit. I don’t really mind.’ She knew she needed to do something or go mad but she still needed a few days to allow the gentle Cornish way of life begin its healing process.




    ‘Hey! Where’s the telly gone? And the DVD player? We didn’t take them back last time did we?’ he asked, noticing the gaps.




    ‘The microwave’s missing as well. Good Lord. Check and see if there’s anything else. With any luck, that ghastly collection of CDs will have gone. Our dear father has the worst taste ever in music. Oh dear, no such luck – the thief obviously had taste. He just took the system and left the disks.’




    They looked around and exclaimed as they realised how many items were missing.




    ‘I suppose we’d better call the police. We should make a list of everything that’s gone. What a bore. I expect there’ll be hours of interviews and statements. ‘We could just go and buy more stuff. We’ve got credit cards.’




    ‘Till dear Daddy cancels them. But that’s not the point,’ Julia protested. ‘If someone’s broken in once, they could get in again. No windows are smashed or doors damaged. They must have found the key. Give me your mobile.’




    He switched it on and it rang immediately. He listened. Three messages, all from their father. He deleted them. He handed her the phone. She dialled the police and reported the losses.




    ‘We’ve got to stay here till they arrive.’




    Sergeant Trekellis drove up an hour later.




    ‘You’re absolutely certain these items were left here?’ the local policeman asked. They both nodded.




    He was an elderly man, slightly tubby and obviously Cornish born and bred. ‘When did you discover they were missing?’




    ‘We didn’t arrive till late last night and went straight to bed, so not until this morning. And yes, they were left here. Always are. But surely, stuff like this would hardly be worth the effort of breaking in? They couldn’t get much for it.’




    ‘We’ve had a right spate of thefts lately. Doesn’t look like much individually, but add them all up and we’re into significant money. Probably youngsters that don’t know what they’re doing. They target holiday homes like this one. They take what they can carry. Small electrical goods and the like; owners replace them all with new from the insurance pay-out and the sods break in and grab the new lot. Mind you, it’s well organised and like yours, the properties don’t show signs of any actual break-in. Very clever they are. People sometimes leave keys hidden and they know where to look. Now, if we can just check outside. Anything gone from the outbuilding?’




    ‘We haven’t looked,’ Julia replied. ‘There’s an old outhouse but I don’t think there was much there. Just the usual garden furniture and a few tools.’




    ‘Dad kept some wine out there, I think. They did regular trips to France. Booze cruises.’ Ryan felt irrationally pleased the thieves might have taken something his father might actually miss. He led the way outside and saw the broken hasp hanging loose, with the still locked padlock attached. They looked at each other and shrugged.




    ‘Looks like they found this too,’ Ryan said. ‘God, what a stink. There must be something rotting in there.’ He pulled the door open and reeled back gasping. The heap of old clothes smelled sickly sweet and rotten at the same time. Julia went white as if she was about to faint.




    ‘See to the lady, would you, sir?’ the officer asked. He blanched himself as he realised the bundle of old rags contained the decaying remains of a human life. He pressed his handkerchief over his face and peered into the gloom. He took stock of the situation before moving back and drawing in lungs full of fresh air. He pushed the door to again and turned to the Rentons, his face grave.




    ‘I think it would be a good idea if you both went back inside. You might put a kettle on and make us all a cup of tea. I suspect this is going to be a long day.’




    He pulled his radio out and made his report. He walked down the garden towards the sea, as if he too, needed to put a few yards between himself and the abomination he had just discovered. He sucked the fresh air deeply into his lungs




    ‘Poor sod,’ he muttered. It was obvious what had happened. Some old tramp must have tried to take shelter, found the wine and thought all his Christmases had come at once. Drank himself to death probably. The forensic blokes would know. Suspicious deaths didn’t come his way too often, thank goodness. His ambition was long gone and the quiet life suited him just fine as he approached retirement.




    He turned and went back into the house. Odd couple, he thought, these two Renton youngsters. He remembered their mother from way back, a charming lady, rather on the quiet side but always polite when she’d asked him to keep an eye on this place. He’d seen her with these two when they were small enough to enjoy beach holidays. Then there had been the larger groups of teenagers, surfing and building bonfires on the beach at night. Harmless youngsters having fun. He’d sometimes seen extra tents in the garden to house them all. He knew the cottage had been in the family for years, since their mother had been a girl herself and come for holidays with her own parents.




    ‘How’s your mother?’ he asked trying to calm the situation. ‘Haven’t seen her down here for a while.’




    ‘Mum died a few weeks ago,’ Ryan said, his voice sounding deliberately flat and devoid of feeling. If he allowed his emotions to show he knew wouldn’t be able to cope.




    ‘Oh no,’ Sergeant Trekellis said softly. ‘Oh dear, no. I’m so sorry to hear that. I was fond of your mum. Lovely young lady, she was. I watched her grow up and then she married and had you two. Oh dear me. Accident was it?’




    ‘She had cancer. It was very quick in the end.’ Julia was still clinging to her belief that her death had been caused by her illness or at least by an accidental overdose. Not suicide. Not when Julia was away. She would have waited for her daughter to return, if only to say goodbye. Julia dug her nails into her palm. She was not going to cry.




    ‘Oh, the poor lady,’ the sergeant continued.




    ‘I’ll make some coffee. There isn’t any tea. I could go to the shop,’ Julia muttered.




    ‘Coffee’s fine, thanks. And you’d best wait till the inspector gets here before you go off shopping.’




    He watched the youngsters. They must be in their twenties, he reckoned. The boy seemed agitated but then, the shock of this gruesome discovery on top if his mother’s death was enough to shake the strongest body. Ryan Renton didn’t look as if he came anywhere near strong. There was something about him but he hadn’t worked out what it was. He turned his attention to Julia. She didn’t resemble her mother at all. Though currently she was rather pale and with dark rings under eyes, she was certainly something of a looker. She had the same dark hair and deep brown eyes as her brother. They must take after their father. The sergeant couldn’t quite place him, having mostly known the wife and her parents. The daughter was taller than many women of his acquaintance, unlike her rather delicate looking mother. Cancer, he mused. Seemed nobody, however wealthy, was safe from that disease.




    ‘Sorry, there isn’t any sugar either,’ apologised Julia, handing him the mug of coffee.




    He grimaced slightly but remembered a pack of sweetener his wife had taken from some café. He’d scolded her for pilfering at the time but she’d argued it was there for the taking. She was determined he would lose some weight. He felt around in his pocket and pulled out the crumpled packet.




    ‘Carry my own sweetener,’ he smiled.




    ‘What do you think it was, in the outhouse? Something dumped there?’




    ‘I’m sorry to say it, miss, but it is undoubtedly human remains. Been there a while I’d say.’




    Julia paled. She sat down heavily, her head reeling and almost ready to retch. Ryan came in from the kitchen.




    ‘What is it, Jules? Something wrong?’




    ‘It’s the body, sir, in your outhouse.’ It was Ryan’s turn to look sick. ‘The Inspector’s on his way. Don’t worry, sir, madam. I expect it will be just a formality. Poor sod obviously took shelter and maybe got himself stuck in there. Drunk most likely.’




    ‘But how long has he been there? I mean to say, we haven’t been down for months.’




    ‘Hard to tell. It could have been quite some time, judging by the state of decomposition.’ The policeman was trying hard to remain impassive but inside, he was fighting off his own waves of nausea. His normally peaceful life in this quiet corner of Cornwall was rarely troubled by anything more than thefts and occasional rowdiness from holidaymakers.




    ‘It’s all too ghastly,’ Julia said. She was still feeling sick. ‘I don’t think I’ll ever feel the same about this place again.’




    Ryan put a comforting hand on her shoulder. ‘P’raps you should go to the shop? Buy some tea and stuff.’




    Sergeant Trekellis looked doubtful but then began to smile.




    ‘You could get some sugar as well. I happen to know the Inspector has a sweet tooth. A biscuit wouldn’t go amiss either.’




    Julia drove along the lane beside the sea, the quarter of a mile to the village shop. Myrtle Jones smiled her welcome and began her usual friendly interrogation. The news had already reached her ears. Her interview techniques could put the sergeant in the shade.




    ‘I hear Sergeant Trekellis is at your mother’s place. Nothing wrong I hope? Haven’t seen you since last year. Everything going well for you is it?’




    Julia sighed gently. How on earth had that bit of news spread so quickly? It was no use even trying to avoid giving answers and anyway, it did have the advantage that the entire village would soon be informed of all the goings on. In the long run, it might save endless repetition.




    ‘My mother died recently. The cottage was left to my brother and me and we came down for a short stay. We’ve had a break-in and someone has died in our outhouse. Think that’s about it for news.’




    She spoke calmly, turning to pick up a pack of biscuits to add to the basket. As she dumped it down next to the till, she lost all her careful control and burst into tears. Myrtle rushed round from behind the counter and put her arms round the girl’s shoulders.




    ‘You poor dear. Come and sit down at the back. I’ll pop the kettle on.’ Julia allowed herself to be led to the tiny store room at the back of the shop and perched on a pile of cartons, tears running down her face.




    ‘I’m sorry. Don’t know what came over me,’ she mumbled. ‘I don’t usually cry.’




    ‘You poor dear. Just you let it all out. Nothing like a good cry for releasing the tension. That and a strong cuppa.’ The shopkeeper snatched a new box of tissues from the carton and handed it to Julia.




    ‘That’s right dear. Sit there for a mo.’ She busied herself with the small tasks and went into the shop again, turning over the open sign and sliding the bolt across the door. ‘We won’t be disturbed for a while now and you can tell me everything.’




    As briefly as she was able, Julia told the kindly woman the bare bones of the story. She listened without comment, her eyes bright with interest. Only when Julia paused to sip the hot tea, did the shopkeeper speak.




    ‘What a horrible experience for you my dear. And does anyone know who the poor old thing might be?’




    ‘Not yet. Probably some old tramp or something, the sergeant suggested. Has there been anyone hanging round over the winter?’




    ‘Bless you, yes of course, there are always some of these people around. Always trying to get shut of them, we are. Someone’s organising a petition to get rid of them. Harmless mostly. Just old boys looking for a bit of warmth. Not so bad down here in Cornwall, of course but there’s winds that would freeze your very soul some days. But the thefts … I reckon that’s down to someone else, dear. Don’t think any of our old boys would do sort of thing. Quite a worry. You’d do well to talk to Mr Davies. You know, the one that runs the holiday lets? Owns most of the damned place, it seems to me. He might have some ideas. Most of his places seem to have been done over. He’s got some security firm in now, I believe.’




    ‘Thanks, Mrs Jones. I’m really very grateful and sorry to weep all over you.’




    ‘Don’t mention it, dear. Just you come back any time. I’m always willing to lend an ear, not to mention the excuse to make a cuppa.’




    Julia rose from the box she had been using as a seat and picked up the wire basket with her shopping. She added a few more items to the collection and paid at the till. Myrtle had unlocked the door and was talking to one of new arrivals who were curious to know why the door had been locked. Julia smiled ruefully, knowing that the full details, such as they were, would be broadcast as soon as she left the shop.




    By the time she returned to the cottage, several cars were parked outside. The constable at the gate barred her way.




    ‘Here she is,’ Sergeant Trekellis said, grinning at her. ‘The lady to make us a cuppa.’




    She felt irritation welling up inside her. Why did he have to be so bloody hearty? And what was it with people who seemed to think that eternal cups of tea could cure every ill? She vowed she would never drink tea again once this was all over. The whole world was crashing around her and all they could think of was bloody tea.




    ‘You’d better put the kettle on, Ryan,’ she ordered. ‘Seems nothing can be solved without endless tea.’


  




  

    Chapter Two




    Around three o’clock that afternoon, Julia walked away from the cottage alone. She’d had enough of strangers invading her territory and spoiling what was to have been a quiet time coming to terms with the disasters threatening her life.




    Ryan was concerned about leaving the cottage in the hands of so many strangers. There were forensic scientists fingerprinting everything, assorted constables whose sole purpose in life was to bar all entrances and exits, reporters from the local papers plain-clothes officers who conferred in low voices. The over-excited Sergeant Trekellis was making the most of his moment of glory, as the local man on the scene.




    Julia had made tea and biscuits for so many people she had lost track. She’d come to the cottage for a bit of peace and time to think. Some chance, she thought ruefully kicking at pebbles down on the beach. What had the sergeant said? Initials H.D. on a penknife they’d found? H.D. meant nothing to her. It meant nothing. She could scarcely remember anyone’s name. There were always a few surfers they’d met up with and a crowd down at the local pub.




    She wandered slowly towards the rocks that marked the end of the beach. The wind was rising and she shivered, still resenting that her haven had been ruined by some unknown tramp.




    ‘Julia, isn’t it? Julia Renton?’ The voice was high pitched and inquisitive.




    The girl sighed and turned to face the Misses Annie and Betty Smythe. The two elderly sisters were among the last few permanent residents of Trengillyn and extremely nosy. They would certainly not have missed anything of the goings-on at the cottage living opposite, as they did.




    ‘We were so sorry to hear about your dear mother,’ began Annie.




    ‘Very sorry indeed,’ continued Betty. ‘We were so fond of her … of you all, of course. We’ve …’




    ‘… known you for all your lives.’




    The pair had lived together for so long they had grown into the habit of speaking as one. Julia gave the merest flicker of a smile. The sisters took it as a sign of her acceptance and gratitude for their remarks and nodded encouragingly to her.




    ‘It helps to talk about things sometimes, my dear. You can tell us …’




    ‘… anything you feel the need to.’




    Julia’s slight smile was caused by the memory of her and Ryan impersonating the two old ladies for their mother. Mummy had laughed and told them not to be so wicked.




    ‘Is it true they have found a …’ began Annie.




    ‘… corpse?’ completed Betty.




    ‘Yes. In the outhouse,’ Julia obliged. ‘Some old tramp, they think.’




    ‘I wonder if it was old …’




    ‘… Harry.’ The two spinsters stood in front of Julia, their eyes wide with a mixture of horror and the pleasure of a good piece of gossip.’




    ‘We’ve been saying for ages, these …’




    ‘… vagrants should be found a place to stay. Especially …’




    ‘… in winter. It isn’t safe for them …’




    ‘… or us, to wander around the place.’ She gave a shudder and gripped her sister’s arm more tightly. ‘In fact, we are …’




    ‘… getting up a petition. We want the poor wretched …’




    ‘… people rehoused. Perhaps you and your dear …’




    ‘… brother would be willing to sign?’




    Julia began to feel dizzy trying to keep up with the elderly pair.




    ‘Let us walk you back, my dear. We really …’




    ‘… were so sorry to hear about your poor dear mother.’




    ‘Yes. Thank you,’ Julia replied. There was nothing else to say.




    The two elderly ladies gripped her arms, one each side of her and she felt as if she were being frogmarched. They paused at the gate, peering into the garden and all the activity of the men as they poked under bushes with sticks, evidently looking for clues.




    ‘Would you like …’




    ‘… a cup of tea dear?’ Annie and Betty asked.




    ‘I’ll drown if I drink any more tea. Policemen seem to have unlimited capacity. But thanks all the same. You’re very kind.’




    Julia turned to open the gate and one of the constables stepped forward. Once he recognised her, he waved her through. She turned to say goodbye to the Misses Smythe, but they were agitated. They were obviously communicating to each other, totally wordlessly. After a moment or two, they nodded and spoke to her again. It seemed they only required words to speak to other people. Some form of telepathy existed between them.




    ‘That …’




    ‘… umbrella. Belongs to Harry. Was it …’




    ‘… with the body?’ Their voices were rather more quiet than usual. Obviously, this was a dramatic moment in their lives.




    ‘You recognise it, ma’am?’ asked the young policeman.




    ‘Oh yes. We haven’t …’




    ‘… seen him around for weeks. It’s …’




    ‘… Harry, all right.’




    ‘Harry who? I mean, do you know anything about him?’ He produced his notebook to take their statement.




    Julia sidled away. She felt sick of the whole business. She toyed with idea of driving somewhere, getting right away from this circus. Ryan was brooding inside the cottage.




    ‘Hi, Sis, I’ve been thinking. Maybe we should leave here, at least for the time being. I’m sick of people telling me what I can and can’t do. What do you think?’




    ‘I’m thinking the same. But I won’t go home. No way. Shall we find a hotel?’




    ‘I expect the Trengillyn Hotel will have some rooms at this time of year. I’ll give them a call.’




    ‘I met the Smythe sisters when I was out. They got worse. Neither of them finishes a sentence without the other. God help them if they’re ever parted.’




    ‘Which is the elder?’




    Julia pursed her lips and frowned. ‘I’ve never thought about it. Maybe they are twins. They have identical hairdos … earphones of plaited hair. Always dressed in identical browns.’




    ‘Perhaps the hair is designed to hide personal iPods. Closet groupies of one of the boy bands. Or maybe it’s rap that rocks their boat.’ They both giggled, made slightly hysterical with the added stress. A knock on the door broke the mood. Sergeant Trekellis was nearing the end of a long day.




    ‘Excuse me, but the inspector thinks it might be a good idea if you were to spend the night at the hotel. Although we’ve more or less finished in here, there is still a fair bit to do outside.’




    ‘We’ve reached the same conclusion. This place has lost its appeal. We’ll be at the Trengillyn Hotel if you need us. You might as well have the keys to this place. We’ll move back in when you’ve finished.’ Julia felt suddenly drained of all energy. The thought of someone to look after her and cook supper was very attractive.




    ‘Right, Brother. Let’s get our act together and move out.’




    The sergeant smiled and left them. He was tired but the adrenaline was flowing and he relished his role as the Main Man.




    ‘I wonder if this place will ever be the same again,’ Julia said to her brother later in the evening. They were feeling more relaxed after a meal and a shared bottle of wine.




    ‘We need to make plans for the future. We should see the chap who runs the holiday lets. He has some sort of security setup doesn’t he?’ Ryan suggested. ‘At least we’d know that someone was looking out for the cottage when we leave it.’




    ‘I don’t know where else you intend going. I plan to stay here indefinitely. I’m never going back to live with Dad.’




    ‘You’re very bitter, considering.’




    ‘I’ll never forgive him for what he did to Mum. He played around all his life. She never told you the half. Take my word for it, his so-called generosity is conscience money. That’s all it ever was. What do you fancy doing now? Pub?’




    Ryan shrugged. ‘If you like. Too early in the season for the usual crowd to be down.’




    Brother and sister walked the short distance to the village pub. A sea mist was blowing up, causing a chill dampness in the air. They pushed open the door of the public bar and walked into the warmth and hum of conversation. There was a sudden silence as the pair were recognised. The gossip had been buzzing all day.




    ‘Nice to see you again, Julia, Ryan,’ said the landlord Jim Willis. He always remembered his customers at the Miner’s Arms. ‘Down a bit earlier than usual this year. Sorry to hear about your spot of bother. Now, what can I get for you?’




    ‘I’ll have pint. What about you, Jules?’ Ryan asked.




    ‘Half a pint, please,’ Julia replied. She only ever drank beer when she was down here. It always seemed the right thing to do.




    ‘Have they identified the body yet?’ asked Jim, as he poured their drinks.




    ‘It seems likely that it … that he … was one of the regular vagrants. The Misses Smythe said they recognised the umbrella. Someone called Harry?’




    ‘I thought I hadn’t seen him around for a while. And did the Smythe sisters try to get you enrolled in their petition? Rehousing the vagrants and working hard to clean up the village.’




    ‘They did mention it,’ Julia smiled.




    ‘Quite a double act, aren’t they?’ Jim grinned. ‘God knows what will happen if either of them should kick the bucket without the other.’ He passed the drinks over and Ryan handed him a note.




    They sat down at a table near the fire. There was no one in the bar they recognised. None of the younger locals had appeared and as Ryan had suggested, it was too early for most holidaymakers. After just one drink, they decided to leave and have an early night. Neither of them had slept much the previous night and the day had been traumatic to say the least.




    ‘We’ll see this Davies chap tomorrow, shall we?’ Julia suggested. ‘I don’t fancy finding any more bodies at the cottage. He might also know something about the burglaries.’




    ‘I suppose it couldn’t have been this Harry character? Doing the burglaries?’




    ‘Hardly. Myrtle at the shop didn’t think so. He was in his own paradise once he found the booze. Poor old thing. I wonder what his background was? Even tramps had to come from somewhere, once upon a time.’




    Neither of them expected to sleep well. There was too much to think about. Ryan chewed over his own future. He knew his father despised him and he did not want to work in his father’s company. Granted, he had his degree, a modest pass, but it meant little or nothing these days. Without a decent chunk of nepotism, he’d stand little chance of a decent job and certainly not one that would pay for his current lifestyle. He could possibly rub along with his father, as long as they didn’t see each other too much. But for now, his sister came first. He had to help her through this, at least until she could come to terms with their mother’s death. He needed time to grieve himself, without his father despising him. Why was it always so hard to live up to one’s parents’ expectations?




    In the next room, Julia was also lying awake. She knew she could never work with or for her father. She disagreed with everything he believed in, though she had the sense to realise that she had been dependent on her father for her way of life. What sort of job was she qualified for? She had a degree but had done nothing since leaving university. Her father had insisted she took a Cordon Bleu course, so, if nothing else, she could produce decent meals for the husband she would doubtless find someday.




    Meanwhile, she had generally wasted time with friends in London. She had occasionally worked in the garden with her mother, just to give them an excuse to talk. In recent months, she had learned about their parents’ sham marriage. But she would never understand her mother’s philosophy of acceptance. Now, the mother she had adored was gone. Her sense of bereavement went deeper than she realised. Could she bear to stay here where there were so many memories?




    If she did stay here, what could she do to earn a living? Even though they owned the cottage outright, there were still bills to pay. The small cash inheritance they had received, would go nowhere towards long-term upkeep of the place. Besides, she had to live and feed herself. Maybe she could get a job as a chef somewhere? What a prospect! Cooking from dawn to dusk every day. It could be a stopgap though, until she had decided on her future.




    Ryan was finishing a huge cooked breakfast by the time Julia came down the next morning. The grumpy waitress informed her that the breakfast chef had gone off duty but she could manage some coffee and pastries, if that would do. Julia said she rarely ate breakfast and that coffee would be fine. The girl shuffled away and the brother and sister pulled faces at each other.




    ‘I’ve been thinking,’ Ryan began. ‘We’ll see the Davies character soon. Find out about his security. Once we’ve had a bit of a holiday, we’ll need someone to look after the cottage. When we go back, I mean.’




    ‘I shan’t be going back. I told you. I thought you realised I meant it. I’ll have to go and collect a few things but I shall certainly never live at The Gates again.’ She poured a cup of coffee from the pot which the waitress had dumped unceremoniously on the table. Her brother stared at her.




    ‘You can’t really mean it? Where will you go? What will you do? The old man will never keep doling out money if you’re out of his reach.’




    ‘I’ll get a job. I want to stay here, for a while. If you don’t mind, that is. The cottage is half yours. Maybe you’d like me to pay rent on your half?’




    ‘Don’t be ridiculous. But what will you do? I mean, you’ve never done a day’s work in your life.’ Ryan looked troubled. He’d never cope, left alone in the house with his father. But he could see that circumstances might make it necessary.




    ‘And just what do you think I was doing in Kenya? I cooked for a dozen people every day on camping stoves. I’ll become a chef.’




    Ryan stared in disbelief. Was this really his sister talking? The one who could get through a whole month’s generous allowance on one trip to the West End?




    ‘Everyone wants a decent chef during the season. No problem.’




    ‘You’d never exist on what you’d earn.’




    ‘Don’t bank on it. We’ll go and see this Davies chap anyhow. He may have some clues about this insurance and robbery scam.’ Julia’s expression remained impassive.




    ‘He’s probably another Daddy in the making. Build up an empire and see where you can go from there.’ Ryan’s voice held a tinge of bitterness.




    Whatever he actually wanted to do with his life had always been irrelevant to his father. His destiny lay with the family business, regardless of any of private, personal ambitions. He would never dare to breathe a word about his creative side. If his father even suspected his love of poetry, painting and books, Ryan would never hear the end of it. He tossed up between writing poetry or painting. After enduring Public School, he knew better than to let anyone know of this wish.




    ‘So, how do we find this Mr Davies?’ Julia asked, draining her cup.




    ‘Call in at the estate office, I guess.’ Ryan yawned. ‘I’m knackered already.’




    ‘Stress,’ Julia diagnosed instantly. ‘I’ll grab my bag and we’ll go.’




    The estate office was situated quite near to the older houses which made up the Trengillyn Holiday Village. The complex had not been custom-built but was series of local houses purchased by Bryce Davies, almost before anyone knew they were being put up for sale. Many of the older residents had wearied of the constant coming and going of holidaymakers during the summer months and were only too pleased to sell their properties, as soon as he made an offer. This was usually below a fair market price but generally he managed to complete a deal before an estate agent was called in, thus convincing vendors they were saving money.




    The outer office was small and unprepossessing. There were a couple of plastic covered seats by the wall, and a small desk. A receptionist raised a bored glance as the Rentons entered. Lucy was the typical local girl, with a certificate of typing competence from the nearest college. An engagement ring on her finger, she was interested only in whiling away the weeks till her wedding. She was quite pretty in a way but clearly totally disinterested in anything going on in this office.




    ‘How can I help?’ she parroted to the visitors.




    ‘We’d like to see Mr Davies, please,’ Julia said politely.




    ‘Do you have an appointment?’ the girl asked automatically.




    ‘No. Do we need one?’




    ‘Mr Davies is a busy man. He only sees people by appointment.’




    ‘Then we’d better make one.’ Julia’s tone was brisk and business-like, in contrast to the girl’s bored responses.




    ‘He may be able to fit you in next week sometime, though I can’t promise anything. I’ll get his diary.’




    Ryan looked at his sister and hesitated. ‘We can’t really wait, can we?’ he whispered.




    ‘Course not. She’s an idiot anyway.’




    ‘Looks as if there’s a possibility on Tuesday morning. Shall I pencil you in?’




    ‘Forget it. We’ll go elsewhere. Come on Ryan. We’ll have to go into Penzance after all if the locals aren’t interested.’




    Ryan stared at her. He opened his mouth to say something but seeing her expression, he shrugged his shoulders and glanced back at Mr Davies’s guard dog. She smiled at him but thought better of it and went back to her tapping on the word processor. Just as the Rentons were leaving the office, the inner door opened. Bryce Davies appeared. He was younger than she expected. Early thirties maybe? Good looking and very smartly dressed.




    ‘Did you need any help?’ he inquired.




    ‘Apparently you don’t have a window until next Tuesday. We can’t wait that long,’ Julia replied curtly.




    ‘What’s it in connection with?’ he asked.




    ‘A property we own in the village.’




    ‘I see. Come right in,’ he said, opening his private office door. ‘Coffee for three, Lucy.’ The secretary gave him a look of pure hatred. The sooner she was out of this place, the better, she told herself.
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