
   
[image: Cover image: Murder at the Seaview Hotel by Glenda Young]






[image: Title page: Murder at the Seaview Hotel by Glenda Young]


 

[image: Headline Logo]





 
   
 

Copyright © 2021 Glenda Young

The right of Glenda Young to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

This Ebook edition first published in 2021

by HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

The Seaview Hotel, the Glendale Hotel and the Vista del Mar in this story are fictional hotels and are not based on any hotels in Scarborough.

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

Author photograph © Les Mann

Cover design by Patrick Insole

Cover images © Jen Bray Photography / Shutterstock (Scarborough) and s_oleg / Shutterstock (seagulls)

eISBN 978 1 4722 8565 2

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

An Hachette UK Company

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.headline.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk







About the Author


[image: Author Photo: Glenda Young]


Glenda Young credits her local library in the village of Ryhope, where she grew up, for giving her a love of books. She still lives close by in Sunderland and often gets her ideas for her stories on long bike rides along the coast. A life-long fan of Coronation Street, she runs two hugely popular fan websites.


For updates on what Glenda is working on, visit her website glendayoungbooks.com and to find out more find her on Facebook/GlendaYoungAuthor and Twitter @flaming_nora.









About the Book


In the charming Yorkshire seaside town of Scarborough, a murder is nothing to sing about . . .


After the death of her husband Tom, Helen Dexter is contemplating her future as the now-sole proprietor of the Seaview Hotel.


There’s an offer from a hotel chain developer to consider, but also a booking from a group of twelve Elvis impersonators, a singing troupe called Twelvis. Tom loved Elvis and for Helen this is a sign that she should stay.


But the series of mysterious events which follow, suggests that the developer is not going to give up easily. Then, shortly after Twelvis arrive, one of the group disappears. His body is found floating in a lake, with his blue suede shoes missing. Could the two be connected?


With the reputation of the Seaview on the line, Helen isn’t going to wait for the murderer to strike again. With her trusty greyhound Suki by her side, she decides to find out more about her guests and who wanted to make sure this Elvis never sang again.
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Chapter 1



Helen Dexter was sitting on the window seat at the Seaview Hotel, looking out over the sea. The Seaview was her home, a three-storey, ten-room hotel on Scarborough’s North Bay. She’d been sitting there all night, gazing out of the window, a bottle of whisky by her side.


It wasn’t something she made a habit of, sitting up all night drinking. But then it wasn’t every day that she held a memorial service for her late husband, who’d been the love of her life. Helen and Tom had known each other for over thirty years: attended the same schools, gone to the same youth clubs, hung around with the same friends. But it wasn’t until their late teens that they finally started dating and became inseparable. Everyone said they were made for each other. They married on a warm July day when she was twenty-one and Tom twenty-three. On their wedding day, Helen pledged her love for Tom in front of their families and friends, vowing to love him and cherish him ‘till death us do part’.


How the years had flown by since. Helen was forty-eight now and Tom would have been celebrating his fiftieth birthday in April, a milestone that would now go unmarked.


After Tom’s memorial, Helen had invited close friends and family to the Seaview for a bite to eat as a way to say a final farewell to the man they’d all adored. Around her now lay the detritus of half-eaten sausage rolls and glasses stained by wine and beer. Her best friend, Marie, had offered to clean up before she left, but Helen wouldn’t hear of it. As the afternoon had dissolved into evening, she had tried hard to disguise how relieved she was when everyone started to leave. She wanted to be on her own, for she had a lot on her mind.


She slid her legs along the window seat and noticed a ladder in her stockings above her right knee. Her calves shone in sheer black nylon seven-denier, smooth as silk and now ruined. She pushed her bobbed hair behind her ears and caught a reflection of herself in the window. Her big brown eyes stared back at her; she was surprised that she didn’t look as tired as she felt. Her black jacket hung on a chair and her black shoes lay at the end of the window seat. She’d kicked them off after everyone had left, but when Suki had padded into the lounge, she’d had to lift them from the floor. Suki had a thing about shoes; she liked to chew them and Helen had to be careful about what she left lying around. Suki was sprawled on the floor like a pool of liquid caramel. She was a retired racing greyhound, all long limbs and soulful eyes.


Helen turned back to look out of the window. The sun was beginning to rise now, turning the sky milky blue.


Tom had been ill for months, cancer eating away at him at a cruel, relentless pace. When Helen could no longer manage his pain and care, he’d been moved to St Paul’s Hospice. She’d visited daily, sometimes taking Suki so that Tom could see the dog through the floor-to-ceiling window by his bed. Suki would stand outside, cocking her head, staring in at him. As he’d neared the end of his life, Helen had promised him she’d carry on running the Seaview, but he’d been too ill to notice her cross her fingers when the words slipped from her lips.


The small, family-only funeral at St Mary’s Church that had marked the end of Tom’s life had done him proud. Afterwards, at the crematorium, his favourite hymn had been sung, hugs given and tears wiped away. When his coffin had disappeared behind the curtains, the first soulful notes of his favourite Elvis ballad had played, his only request. He had been an Elvis fan all his life. On the wall of the lounge in the Seaview was a jukebox filled entirely with Elvis songs, but it hadn’t been touched since the day Tom was moved to the hospice. Now, more than three months after the funeral, Helen still couldn’t bring herself to play it for fear of the emotions that would overwhelm her if she did.


She took a sip of whisky. After the funeral, she had felt unable to cope with her grief. So when Tom’s sister Tina had invited her to stay with her and her family on their farm in a remote part of Scotland, she had jumped at the chance. The farm was in the middle of nowhere, far from Scarborough, far from the sea, far from everything that reminded her of Tom. She’d locked up the hotel, bundled Suki into her car, packed a suitcase, put her foot to the accelerator and driven like a woman possessed. She couldn’t get away quickly enough.


She’d told Tina she’d only stay a few days, but those days became weeks and ended up turning into three months. Tina had insisted she stay for Christmas, and Helen gratefully accepted her invitation; she couldn’t face returning home to spend Christmas on her own. Being on the farm proved restorative for her. She’d helped feed the chickens, and walked the dogs through fields and along streams each morning. Being around Tina’s teenage sons, with their energy and vitality, had helped bring her out of herself.


When she’d finally felt strong enough to return to Scarborough, she’d decided to hold a memorial service for her beloved husband, a chance to fully celebrate his life now that she was about to face her future alone. However, something at the back of her mind was troubling her now as she remembered the guests arriving at the Seaview for drinks. It took her a few moments to remember what it was. Two of her best friends, Sue and Bev, had seemed distant with each other and she couldn’t figure out why. Had she imagined it, or did Sue make a deliberate show of walking out of the lounge each time Bev walked in? She shook her head to dismiss the thought. She had more pressing things on her mind.


She set her glass on the table and ran her hands over her face. She still had her make-up on, her mask from the day before. But there was no one here to see how crumpled she knew she must look, no matter what her reflection in the window said. In front of a mirror in the harsh light of day, she knew her soft, round face would be pale, and the skin under her eyes dark from lack of sleep. Her plan was to take Suki for a walk, then head to bed to sleep. The Seaview had no guests booked in. Once Tom had taken ill, Helen hadn’t the heart or the energy to run the place; it became too difficult even with the help of her staff. She had cancelled all the bookings, emailing the news that due to a family situation the Seaview was taking a break.


Now it was early March, the Easter holidays were around the corner and the holiday season was about to begin, but for the first time in decades, the Seaview was quiet. When asked by disappointed guests, whose holidays she’d had to cancel, if she could recommend somewhere else for them to stay, she gave them the number of the hotel next door. This was the four-star Vista del Mar, run by Miriam Jones, a woman who thought herself and her hotel a cut above Helen and Tom’s three-star Seaview. But it wasn’t Helen and Tom’s now; it was just Helen’s, and that scared her more than she dared admit. Because despite the promise she’d given Tom on his deathbed, she wasn’t sure she wanted to keep it. What kind of life waited for her on her own in a hotel that catered for families and fun?


She glanced out of the window again. The tide was rolling in, frothy waves breaking. Early-morning surfers, clad head to toe in black to keep out the worst of the North Sea’s icy chill, were making their way to the beach.


Helen often felt as if her heart would never recover from losing Tom. He’d been her husband, lover, soulmate and best friend. He had been her life, her everything, for decades. In the early days of their marriage, she’d fallen pregnant twice, but hadn’t been able to carry her babies, first a daughter and then a son, to full term. The raw pain never left her, and she and Tom agreed they wouldn’t put themselves through more agony by trying again. That was when they’d bought the Seaview. Now, with Tom gone, could she carry on running it alone? Did she even want to?


Her thoughts wouldn’t stop; they churned in her mind and kept her awake at night. Her head was all over the place, but she needed to focus because people were depending on her. There was Jean, the cook Tom and Helen had inherited when they took over the hotel. There was single mum Sally, who did the housekeeping and in the past had relied solely on the Seaview for every penny she earned. And could she really defy the deathbed promise she’d given Tom and walk away from everything they’d built up? Everyone had told her not to make major decisions while lost in her grief. But each day she struggled with her instinct to run.


She sighed deeply, glanced back at the sea and lost herself in the comfort of watching the waves, as regular as a heartbeat. And that was when her phone rang.


‘Good morning. Is that Mrs Dexter?’ a deep male voice said.


Helen glanced at the clock above the bar. It was 8.30. She wondered what sort of person called so early in the day. Was it one of their suppliers? Perhaps it was a guest wanting to book, unaware that the Seaview was temporarily closed despite the notice she’d added to the website.


‘Who is this?’ she asked.


‘Frederick Benson.’


The name meant nothing to her.


‘From Benson’s estate agents in town,’ he continued.


Helen’s head felt heavy from the whisky, her eyes were drooping after another night of lost sleep; her whole body felt as if it had done ten rounds in a boxing ring.


‘Let me see if she’s in,’ she said, giving herself a moment to prepare for a conversation she didn’t want to have. She leaned back against the window frame, looking out at the surfers. Scarborough was coming to life, with traffic on Marine Drive and early-morning out-of-season tourists out for a stroll. She held her phone at arm’s length for a few seconds, trying to focus her mind, before putting it back to her ear.


‘Helen Dexter here,’ she said as brightly as she could manage.


‘Ah, Mrs Dexter, how are you this fine morning? And what a beautiful morning it looks set to be. Not bad for the time of year.’


Frederick Benson spoke with forced cheer. Helen didn’t know the man, yet he was talking as if she was an old friend. It could only mean one thing, and her heart sank. Scarborough was a town with many hotels, a place where business properties changed hands often. Estate agents in the town called every now and then asking whether she’d consider using them if she decided to sell. She felt her hackles rise. The last thing she wanted to do was play along with a sales call at any time, never mind at 8.30 in the morning when she was in such a state.


‘Mr Benson, I’m a busy woman,’ she said, reaching for her whisky glass. ‘If you could get to the point, I’d appreciate it.’


Frederick Benson cleared his throat. ‘Ah yes, of course. Well, here’s the thing. We’ve been given a rather unusual instruction relating to the hotel owned by yourself and Mr Dexter.’


Helen kept quiet. There was nothing to be gained by pointing out to someone she didn’t know that there was no Mr Dexter any more.


‘What instruction?’ she said, confused.


‘Mrs Dexter, before I continue, could I ask you, in confidence, of course, whether you and your husband might consider selling the Seaview Hotel?’


‘Selling?’ she said cagily. ‘What is this? Are you touting for business?’


‘Not in the way you might imagine.’


Helen thought she heard a note of caution in his voice, but put it down to the fact that she needed to sleep. It had been a very long night.


‘Mrs Dexter, we’ve received an offer to buy your property.’


‘It’s not for sale,’ she said. The words came out of her more aggressively than she’d expected.


‘Our client has asked if you might be prepared to sell.’


Helen sat up straight. ‘Who is it?’ she asked.


‘I’m afraid I can’t reveal that information; it’s confidential,’ Mr Benson said. ‘But they have offered a substantial sum. It’s far above the market value for a property such as yours.’


Helen had to grip the side of the window seat when Mr Benson revealed the offer. It was enough money for her to start again. She could buy an apartment on Scarborough’s South Bay, one of the really posh ones with a balcony looking out over the sea and a garden for Suki. She could afford regular holidays, even a new car. She could have everything she’d ever dreamed of. But it would be an empty life. Nothing she could buy would ever bring Tom back. She pressed her eyes closed and swallowed a lump in her throat.


‘There is one thing, Mrs Dexter,’ Mr Benson continued. ‘The buyer has stipulated that they receive a response by close of business today or their offer will be withdrawn. That’s why I called you the moment I arrived at my desk, so that you have the whole day to reach your decision. We close at five thirty.’


There was a beat of silence before Helen spoke again. ‘Why does your buyer want the Seaview so badly?’ she said. ‘There are hotels for sale all over town. It doesn’t make sense.’


‘It’s not the business they are interested in, Mrs Dexter.’


‘They want the building, is that it? But they could have any building in Scarborough. Some of them are cheaper than the Seaview, even if it was up for sale. Which it’s not,’ she added defensively. ‘And why do they need to know by five thirty? What’s their hurry? Surely if they want the building so badly, they’d give me ample time to consider their offer?’


‘I’m afraid I’m not at liberty to comment any further,’ Mr Benson said. ‘But the clock is ticking, Mrs Dexter, and the decision is in your hands.’





   




Chapter 2



Helen stood under the shower and let the water pound her head, neck and shoulders. She tried to focus, tried to make sense of what Mr Benson had told her, but it seemed too bizarre to take seriously. Plus, there was her hangover to contend with and the effects of another night without sleep. She couldn’t think straight; nothing made sense. But there it was, an offer to buy the Seaview. An offer that would leave her comfortably off. But was it an offer she would accept?


She’d had many thoughts about selling up and moving on since Tom had gone into the hospice, but now it felt as if she was being forced into making a decision. It was too soon to decide, too quick, she thought. She didn’t want to be coerced. If she ever sold the hotel, she wanted to do it after looking at an offer from every angle. But here she was being told she had less than eight and a half hours to make a decision. It was ludicrous and she felt angry with herself for being in no fit state to think, never mind make a decision that might change her life.


She moved her neck slowly from side to side, letting the hot water ease her aches after her night on the window seat watching the velvet night disappear into a new day. She wondered who was after the Seaview, and why. It could only be a developer, she reasoned, but why did they have the Seaview in their sights? Why not another hotel?


The place had its merits, of course. It was one of eight three-storey buildings on Windsor Terrace, which stood high on the clifftop above North Bay. The buildings had been built as private homes before being converted into hotels in the nineteenth century to cater for the tourists that Scarborough attracted as the country’s first seaside resort. Back then they had come to take the spa waters. Now they came for fish and chips, bright and breezy weekends, concerts at the open-air theatre and two glorious wide sandy beaches.


Along Windsor Terrace, each hotel was similar in size but painted a different colour. The Seaview was a muted green amongst the red, blue and whites of its colourful neighbours. Each hotel had a basement, which was where Helen’s apartment was, with doors opening onto a sunken courtyard. The first-floor public lounge had a wide bay window to make the most of the sea views. However, while the hotels on Windsor Terrace were similar in shape and size, there was something different about the Seaview. It stood at the end of the row, the last one before the terrace curved towards the ruins of Scarborough Castle. Across the road from it was the dilapidated Glendale Hotel, which had closed for business months ago. Now its windows were boarded up and weeds grew through cracks in the path. A FOR SALE sign had gone up after the elderly owners had moved away, and the place had stood empty and unwanted ever since.


Helen turned the shower off and grabbed a towel. She wondered if there was a connection between the broken shell of the Glendale and the offer she’d received. It must be a developer, she thought again. It had to be. Who else would offer such a ridiculous sum? And why the urgency?


She dried herself and pulled her dressing gown over her warm, damp skin, then automatically reached for her toothbrush – and stood stock still. It was Tom’s toothbrush she held, not her own; she’d picked it up by mistake. She’d bought him a new toothbrush when he’d moved into the hospice. She’d bought him new everything then. Shower gel, toothbrush, soap, pyjamas; everything was fresh and clean. Which meant that all his belongings were still here: in the bathroom, their bedroom, everywhere she looked. He was there in the slippers that sat by his side of the bed, in the wardrobe where his jackets brushed against her dresses, in the Elvis tracks on the jukebox. And now his toothbrush was in her hand.


She couldn’t let go; her hand felt paralysed, her fist like iron. She forced herself not to cry, not again. She’d done her crying, she had to move on. Tom wouldn’t want her to dwell. He’d want her to get on with her life, to embrace every minute and make the most of each day. Her chest shuddered as she struggled to hold back her tears. Slowly, carefully, she placed the toothbrush back in its holder. She’d have to make a start at some point on moving Tom’s things, packing his clothes away, but she knew she wasn’t ready yet.


Half an hour later, dressed in jeans, walking boots and fleece jacket, Helen clipped Suki’s lead to her collar and headed out into the mild March day. The dog trotted obediently at her side as they walked to the beach. When they had first taken Suki from the rehoming centre, she wasn’t allowed off the lead, her instinct to chase too strong. If there was another dog in the distance, she’d be off like a shot, with Helen and Tom in pursuit, red-faced and out of breath, trying to get her back. There were plenty of other dog walkers on the beach, their pets walking at their owners’ side, chasing stones, bounding through the waves or digging holes with their front paws, spraying sand in the air.


Helen took greedy gulps of sea air as she strode along.


‘Where shall we go for breakfast, Suki?’ she asked the dog.


Suki turned her head at the mention of her name.


‘What’s that, Suki? You reckon we should try the Harbour Bar? Good girl, I was hoping that was what you’d say.’


Helen glanced at her watch. As Mr Benson had warned her, the clock was ticking. If she wanted to accept the offer on the hotel, she’d have to make up her mind pretty sharp. The problem was, she still wasn’t sure what to do. She slowed Suki to a stop and the dog sat obediently on the sand. Helen turned her face to the weak sun trying to poke through the clouds. She closed her eyes and the sound of the ocean roared in her head.


‘What shall I do, Tom?’ she whispered. Her words were taken by the breeze. ‘You know I can’t go on at the Seaview without you. But neither can I leave it behind. I need a sign. If you can hear me, if you know what I’m going through, help me, Tom, please.’


She waited, willing herself to feel a touch of his hand on her arm, his face next to hers, his breath in her ear. But there was just the roar of the ocean and the whisper of the wind as it danced across the sand.


‘Come on, let’s go and eat breakfast.’


Helen walked along Foreshore Road towards a brightly painted yellow and red café. The Harbour Bar was a favourite haunt of tourists, who called in to eat award-winning ice creams, knickerbocker glories, chocolate sundaes piled high with cream, or warm waffles oozing with syrup.


‘Bacon sandwich and a large coffee, please,’ she said to the elderly waitress dressed in a sunshine-yellow uniform. ‘I’ll sit outside with the dog. Any chance of a couple of sausages for her, too?’


The waitress winked at her. ‘I’ll see what I can do.’


Helen tied Suki’s lead around a table leg and settled into a chair. Foreshore Road was busy with walkers out for a stroll. It was a Thursday morning in early March, but it seemed to her that there were a lot more tourists than usual for the time of year. The fair weather forecast for the weekend might have something to do with it, she thought. On the table in front of her was a folded copy of the Scarborough Times. She picked it up and scanned the headline that warned of a strike by the town’s bin men.


Within a few minutes, a mug of steaming coffee arrived along with Helen’s sandwich. The waitress placed a metal plate on the ground beside Suki with sausages cut into chunks.


‘Thanks very much,’ Helen said.


‘No problem,’ the waitress replied, not moving. She stood with her hands on her hips, looking out over the busy harbour. ‘Beautiful morning, isn’t it?’


‘Gorgeous,’ Helen agreed.


‘I wouldn’t want to live anywhere else. I love Scarborough. It’s busy this morning, mind you. Probably the convention that’s on at the Spa this weekend that’s pulling the tourists in.’


‘What convention?’ Helen asked. She was normally aware of events going on in the town. But being away in Scotland for so long, she’d fallen out of the loop of what was going on.


The waitress laughed. ‘What convention? Only the biggest event Scarborough’s ever had.’


Helen gave a puzzled look and shrugged.


‘Have you been living on Mars, or what? I’ve had my ticket for the big gig on Saturday night for months.’


‘Who’s playing?’ Helen asked.


‘The King himself,’ the waitress said with a note of reverence.


Helen’s heart plummeted. Now she remembered. With everything that’d happened in the past few months, she’d pushed it to the back of her mind. Tom had talked excitedly about it when it was first announced, before he became ill.


‘Elvis impersonators from all over the world are coming,’ the waitress continued. ‘It’s going to be great. You should get along there and enjoy yourself, love. If you don’t mind me saying so, you look like you could do with cheering up.’





   




Chapter 3



The songs of Elvis Presley had provided a soundtrack to Helen and Tom’s lives. They’d spent happy nights dancing to his music in the hotel lounge. Each summer the Seaview hosted Elvis nights, Elvis parties and Elvis fancy dress competitions. Tom would dress up in his white suit, leg shaking, lip quivering, being a terrible Elvis who’d never win a prize no matter how hard he tried. And oh boy, did he try. He couldn’t hold a tune, that was Tom’s downfall, but that didn’t stop him singing along to the jukebox. He knew every word, every note, when to pause, when to raise the roof as an anthem soared, when to bring it back slowly with a catch in his voice. Helen would watch her husband in his element, enjoying every second of those summer nights. She humoured him, encouraged him, and danced in his arms as the King’s music played in the lounge.


‘Your dad would have loved the Elvis convention, wouldn’t he?’ she said to Suki now between sips of coffee. Suki was too busy eating the sausage to reply.


Just as Helen was about to tuck into her bacon sandwich, her phone rang with a number she didn’t recognise. She swiped it into life.


‘Hello?’


‘Mrs Dexter?’ a woman asked.


‘Yes.’


‘Greenlands Crematorium here. I’m calling to say that Mr Thomas Dexter’s ashes are available to collect. We’ve been trying to contact you for some time, ever since the funeral.’


‘They are? You have? Oh, I’m sorry. I’ve been away and haven’t been answering my phone.’


‘Well, they’re here for you to collect, Mrs Dexter, whenever you’d like to call for them. Just ask at the office and bring some ID.’


Helen hung up. ‘What do you reckon, Suki?’


This time Suki looked up and cocked her head to one side. Helen drained her coffee, paid the waitress and decided to walk to Greenlands with Suki and make the most of the warm day.


She was just about to set off when her phone beeped with a text message. It was from Benson’s estate agents, and her face clouded as she read. Mr Benson was urging her to call him to accept the offer on the Seaview Hotel before it was too late. His words sent a chill through her. What did he mean, too late? Five thirty was the deadline he’d given her, wasn’t it? His message was curt, which wasn’t unusual in a text, she knew that, but there was an edge to his words that made her feel uncomfortable. She threw her phone into her handbag, and started walking.


When she reached the crematorium, she checked her phone again, surprised to see another message from Benson’s. This time it was a voicemail, even more hostile than the text message, with Mr Benson pushing hard for her reply. She wondered what he was playing at and who was pulling his strings. Did someone really want the Seaview so badly that they were forcing the estate agent to text and call her regularly and aggressively? What on earth was going on? She shook her head to try to dismiss Mr Benson for now. She had something more important to do.


There was something comforting about the crematorium, Helen thought. The peace and quiet of the grounds, with its manicured lawns and canopy of trees, helped calm her mind after Mr Benson’s unsettling messages. Inside the small office, the business of handing over the urn was done in a brisk, efficient manner. Helen showed her ID and in return received a sturdy black cardboard bag with handles. She lifted it from the counter and felt the weight of it for the first time.


‘Oh,’ she gasped. ‘No one ever tells you how heavy someone’s ashes are going to be.’


The young woman behind the counter smiled weakly and tried to pretend she hadn’t heard that comment before.


Holding Suki’s lead in one hand and the bag in the other, Helen walked out of the crematorium grounds. She had expected it to feel odd, creepy even, to be holding the remains of her husband in a bag. But it was soothing in a way she hadn’t anticipated. Tom was back with her at last, and she knew there was only one place to take him.


‘Back to the beach, Suki?’ she said out loud. ‘Dad loved it there, didn’t he? Let’s take him one last time.’


Helen stood on the golden sand of South Bay beach, waves bubbling at her feet, Suki at her side. Around them were the amusement arcades, candyfloss kiosks, whelk stalls, fish and chip shops, merry-go-rounds, swing boats, donkey rides and trampolines. From behind her came the call of the bingo, two little ducks and two fat ladies reaching her on the breeze. With each gritty handful she scattered to the sand, with each wave that came to take Tom away, tears streamed down her face. ‘You’re with our babies now,’ she whispered to the breeze. And then the urn was empty, the ashes gone.


She stood a while in silence before returning the urn to the bag, then began to walk from the beach. She glanced at her watch and her heart lurched when she saw the time; it was much later than she’d expected, almost lunchtime. She hadn’t given serious thought to Mr Benson’s offer, and he’d texted her again demanding a response. Whoever was after the Seaview wanted it badly. But she couldn’t think straight, not yet. Oh, she could do with the money, of course, and all it could bring her if she sold up. But being forced into making a decision within hours was too much to bear. To try to help her focus, she decided to head back to the Seaview and make a start on clearing up the mess in the lounge.


When she arrived home, the first thing she did was brew a cafetière of coffee to help clear her head, which was still foggy from too much whisky and not enough sleep. The fresh air and the walk with Suki had perked her up a little, but not enough to get her through the rest of the day without more caffeine. Another phone call from the estate agent pulled her up short, and this time she took the call.


‘Ah, Mrs Dexter.’ Benson’s voice oozed like oil into her ear. ‘It appears you’ve been ignoring my messages. I was calling to find out if you’ve reached a decision on the sale of the Seaview?’


Helen felt an anger rise. She was being forced into making a decision when she hadn’t yet given the offer the attention it deserved. ‘Not yet, Mr Benson.’


‘And when do you think you’ll be in a position to give me your answer?’


Helen thought for a moment. ‘About the same time as you’re in a position to give me the reason the buyer needs to move so quickly,’ she replied.


Mr Benson gave a throaty chuckle, said he couldn’t supply those details and begged her to ring him again before the deadline of 5.30.


Helen threw her phone onto a chair. She wouldn’t be rushed into this, no matter what Mr Benson said. If his buyer was so desperate to get their hands on the Seaview, then surely there’d be other offers coming in the future, offers she wouldn’t be pressured to accept, when – or if – she put it up for sale. She made herself a sandwich and filled Suki’s food bowl.


It was mid afternoon by the time she made a start on clearing the plates and glasses – so many glasses – from the lounge. She sent it all down to the kitchen using the ancient dumbwaiter they’d inherited when they had taken the Seaview on. The lift was noisy and slow, but it saved walking up and down stairs carrying heavy trays. She loaded up the dishwasher, then headed back up to the lounge with polish and a duster. So much for spending the day catching up on her sleep. Her mind wouldn’t stop going over the estate agent’s call.


She forced herself to look at the clock. Just two hours before she had to give him her decision. She couldn’t ring him yet, not when she still wasn’t certain.


She polished the tables, then took the vacuum cleaner out and gave the carpet the once-over, hoovering up dropped crisps and crumbs. Another nervous glance at the clock warned her there was ninety minutes left. Then seventy-five. She continued to potter about, all the while trying to force herself into a decision. Suki lay on the lounge carpet watching her pace the floor. Forty minutes. She wanted to move out and sell up, didn’t she? Wasn’t that what she’d told herself she should do? Thirty minutes. She forced herself to stop and stand still. The sun that had been fighting the clouds all day had finally won its way out, and just for a second, a ray of sunshine flooded in, bathing the jukebox with soft, golden light. Helen walked slowly towards it. With each step she took, her heart hammered. She knew what she was going to do.


The metal buttons gave way at her touch. Number 158, Tom’s favourite Elvis song of all time. It was the song that had played at their wedding, when he had taken her in his arms and held her tight on the dance floor, whispering in her ear, gently moving his body next to hers as the King’s words fell like stardust around them. The jukebox sprang into action and the first notes floated out. It was a slow song, a ballad, one Helen hadn’t listened to in months. As the music filled the lounge, she wasn’t sure whether she sat or fell into the seat at her side. Her legs seemed to give way as the melody wrapped around her and squeezed at her heart. It rose in an almighty crescendo before petering out slowly, quietly, and then it was gone.


Helen couldn’t move. Suki padded across the carpet to her and rested her head in her lap just as the phone rang. She gently nudged the dog’s head away and reached for the receiver.


‘Seaview Hotel,’ she said as evenly as she could. She was feeling raw, tearful, with the last lingering notes of the song on her mind. A man’s voice responded immediately.


‘Hello? I’m calling to ask if you have any vacancies this weekend?’


She opened her mouth to reply, to say no, but she was cut short by the caller, who didn’t stop for breath.


‘I know it says on your website that you’re temporarily closed, but it’s an emergency, otherwise I would never have bothered you, and I do apologise. We need somewhere to stay this weekend and everywhere’s full. I’ve stayed at the Seaview in the past, I know the hotel, and I wondered if, you know, perhaps you’d reopened and you hadn’t updated your website, or if there might be a chance, I mean, just a small chance, you might be able to take us for two nights? Like I say, I wouldn’t ask if we weren’t desperate.’


‘Sorry, I’m . . .’ Helen tried to chip in, but without much success.


‘I’ve tried everywhere else. You’re my last hope. There’s a group of us coming in for the Elvis convention. We’re a band of Elvis impersonators and we’re playing on Saturday night at the Spa. We were supposed to be booked into caravans at Cayton Bay, but Elvis Six made an error with the booking – he’s no good with computers, I knew I should have done it myself – and now we’ve got nowhere to stay.’


‘Elvis Six?’


‘Didn’t I say? There are twelve of us in the band. We’re called Twelvis.’


‘Twelvis?’ A strange sound came out of Helen’s mouth, and it took her a few moments to realise she was laughing. It had been a long time since she’d had anything to smile about, never mind laugh.


‘I’m Jimmy,’ he said. ‘Otherwise known as Elvis One. So, er . . . would you have any rooms available?’


Helen looked at the clock. Fifteen minutes.


‘Hello?’ Jimmy said. ‘Hello? Are you still there?’


Suki sat at Helen’s feet, gazing up at her. Fourteen minutes. She glanced at the jukebox, glinting in the weak sun.


‘We’ve . . . I’ve got ten rooms,’ she said quickly, before she could change her mind. ‘Some of you will have to share. Breakfast’s included.’


She heard Jimmy give an enormous sigh of relief. She pulled a notepad and pen towards her, wrote down the twelve names and the time they were due to arrive the next day, then added a note to herself, a reminder to call Sally and Jean the minute she came off the phone. But there was someone else she needed to call first. With four minutes to spare, she dialled Benson’s estate agents.


‘Mrs Dexter,’ Frederick Benson cooed with fawning professionalism. ‘How lovely to hear from you. I trust you’re calling with good news?’


‘Well, it’s good news for me, Mr Benson, yes.’


‘Splendid. I knew you’d see sense,’ he said. ‘Now let me just get the paperwork and—’


‘No, Mr Benson, you won’t need any paperwork. Because no matter how high the offer, I’m calling to tell you that the Seaview isn’t for sale.’


There was a pause. Helen was certain she heard Benson gasp before he cleared his throat and began again. This time there was no trace of his earlier friendly tone.


‘Very well, as you wish,’ he said. ‘But let me warn you that my client will not be happy to hear this, Mrs Dexter. I fear you’ve made a terrible mistake.’





   




Chapter 4



Helen hadn’t liked the tone of Mr Benson’s voice but had put his coolness down to the fact that he’d probably been banking on a hefty commission from the sale of the Seaview and was more than a little put out.


‘What have I gone and done, Suki?’ she asked. She found herself speaking to the dog more than ever since Tom had died. But all Suki did was cock her head to one side. Helen sighed. After months of to and fro, worry and anxiety about whether she should sell up or stay, she’d finally made her decision. Or rather, the booking from Twelvis had made it for her.


Twelvis. The name made her smile, something she hadn’t done a lot of in the last few weeks. And now she had just hours to get the Seaview ready for guests. When she’d cancelled bookings after Tom had moved to the hospice, the Seaview’s rooms had been left bare. All the bedding had been washed and folded away, and the rooms hadn’t been touched. There was cleaning to be done in the bedrooms, en suites and dining room. Helen knew she couldn’t do it on her own. There was only one thing for it. She picked up her phone and rang the woman she trusted implicitly and who knew the Seaview like the back of her hand.


‘Jean? How are you? It’s Helen.’


‘Helen, love,’ Jean said warmly. ‘I’m fine. How are you? How did Tom’s memorial service go? I’m sorry I couldn’t make it. I didn’t dare leave Mum on her own at the care home, not with her legs the way they are.’


There wasn’t much about Jean’s mum’s legs that Helen didn’t know. It was Jean’s favourite subject and one she talked about often. Jean was a no-nonsense Yorkshirewoman who worked at the Seaview as its cook. She’d worked for the previous owners, and when Helen and Tom took the place over, she’d showed them the ropes. She was in her late sixties, stocky and short, with a round, plump face and glasses that she kept pushing up the bridge of her nose. She had cropped blonde hair and was a powerhouse of a woman who kept the kitchen spotless.


Her mum lived in a care home, where she was bad with her legs, and Jean herself had been a widow for many years. The Seaview was her life, and she took pride in her work, and especially in her breakfasts. Her full English was the talk of the town – well, that was what Jean reckoned after reading an online review that mentioned it: Great location. Fantastic breakfast. Can recommend. We’ll be back! She’d been so chuffed when Tom had shown it to her that she’d asked him to print it out, and it was now stuck on the fridge door, held in place by a magnet in the shape of a model train from the North Bay miniature railway. Jean’s breakfasts were no-frills, honest-to-goodness sausage, bacon and eggs with all the trimmings. Helen would never forget the look on her face when she and Tom had once suggested they offer porridge or kippers as an alternative. Jean was firm with them. She told them she did what she did well, or not at all. Kippers and porridge never made their way onto the menu.


‘Your mum’s still not well, then?’ Helen asked.


‘She’s been up and down to the hospital that many times,’ Jean sighed. ‘But never mind Mum; how are you, love? Tell me all about the memorial service.’


‘It went as well as could be expected,’ Helen said. ‘It was nice, you know. Dignified, a real celebration of his life.’


‘Did he have that Elvis song played like he wanted?’


‘He did, Jean. The same one that was played at his funeral. There wasn’t a dry eye in the house.’


‘You’ve lost a good ’un in Tom, but I think you know that already,’ Jean said.


‘He was one of the best. I’ll never meet anyone like him again. Not that I want to.’


‘Ah, you say that now. You’re grieving. It’ll take time to recover, but you’ll get there. You’ll carry him with you always, you know, like a heart-shaped pebble in your pocket. Well, that’s how it was when my Archie went. Anyway, what can I do for you, love?’


‘I’m thinking of reopening the hotel.’


There was silence, and Helen could imagine Jean in her living room in her tidy semi-detached on Dean Road, taking in the news.


‘Good lass,’ she said at last. ‘I knew you would.’


There were times when Helen wondered if Jean knew her better than she knew herself.


‘When?’


‘Well . . .’ Helen began. ‘It’s a bit short notice. I’ve just received a booking that’ll fill all ten rooms. It’s a group of men.’


‘Oh Helen, it’s not a stag do, is it?’ Jean sighed. ‘You know how much bother they are. I thought you and Tom had stopped taking in stag and hen groups?’


‘No, they’re Elvis impersonators, a band of twelve. Twelvis, they’re called.’


Jean burst out laughing. Her laugh was infectious, and it set Helen off again.


‘I know, what a name, eh? Twelve Elvises in the hotel. And what’s even more crazy is . . .’ She paused. ‘Are you ready for this?’


‘Go on, give it to me. I was brought up in Hull, I’m tough enough to take anything you can chuck at me.’


‘They’re coming tomorrow for two nights.’


‘Tomorrow?’ Jean cried.


Helen crossed her fingers and waited. There was silence, so she carried on.


‘I’m going to ring Sally next, see if I can get her in to help with the cleaning first thing in the morning. With three of us here, we’ll get it done. What do you say, Jean? Will you come and help?’


‘Tomorrow?’ Jean squeaked the word out this time.


‘They’re not due to arrive until the afternoon,’ Helen said, trying her best to reassure the woman. ‘It’ll give me plenty of time to go to the cash-and-carry and buy everything we need – biscuits, tea and coffee for the rooms, soaps, breakfast stuff. It’s almost as if we’ll be starting all over again. Come on, Jean. Please? I can’t do it without your help.’


‘By, lass, you’re a hard taskmaster, I’ll give you that,’ Jean said. ‘But I’ll be there. You can count on me, as always. What time do you want me? Will seven do you?’


Helen’s shoulders dropped as she finally began to relax. She mouthed thank you to the ceiling.


‘Seven will be perfect. Thank you, Jean. You’re an angel.’


The next call, however, wasn’t so straightforward.


‘Hello?’ a little voice answered.


‘Hello there. Is this Gracie? Can I speak to your mummy?’


‘Mummy’s in the toilet.’


Helen tried to suppress a laugh. ‘This is Auntie Helen,’ she said, using the honorary title that Gracie had bestowed on her as soon as she’d learned to talk. ‘How are you, Gracie?’


‘Auntie Helen!’ Gracie squealed. ‘Auntie Helen! I’ve been to school today.’


‘Have you? And what did you do at school?’


‘I did some maths and some drawing and some fighting with Adam cos he said I was sitting in his seat but I wasn’t, Auntie Helen, I wasn’t and he said . . . he said . . .’


Helen heard Sally’s voice in the background.


‘Give me the phone, Gracie. Hello?’


‘Sally, it’s Helen. How are you?’


‘Helen, hi. Sorry about that. Gracie grabbed my phone while I was in the, er, kitchen. I shouldn’t leave it lying around. Once she starts talking, she can jabber on for England. I’m doing all right. What about you? I mean, after Tom’s memorial service and everything.’


‘I’m doing all right; well, as best I can. Thanks, Sally. Listen, I was wondering how you’re fixed for work at the minute?’


‘Oh,’ Sally said. ‘Gracie, stop that. Put the cat down. No, don’t pull its tail. You know it doesn’t like it when you do that. Gracie, no! Sorry, Helen, what was that?’


‘I said I’m wondering if you’re working or not, and whether you’d like to come back to work here again?’


There was silence.


‘Sally? Are you still there?’


‘Honestly, Helen? I wasn’t sure when you’d be opening again, or whether you would at all after, you know, Tom and everything,’ Sally began hesitantly. ‘And you know how I’m fixed with Gracie, I’ve got to earn money to support her. And with the Seaview shut for a while, I needed money, so . . .’


Helen’s heart sank. ‘Are you saying you’ve got another job?’


‘At the Traveltime Inn. I’m sorry, Helen. I had to. I’ve got my college evening class to pay for, and there’s Gracie’s clothes – she’s growing like you wouldn’t believe – and the rent on this poky little flat, plus my bus fares and food and—’


‘I understand, Sally, honestly.’


The Traveltime Inn flashed through Helen’s mind. It was a square box of a place on the outskirts of town, by the noisy ring road, one of the new breed of chain hotels spreading like a pox around the country’s seaside resorts. Small, traditional hoteliers weren’t keen on the chain hotels, which undercut them by offering basic rooms at very cheap rates. None of the Traveltime Inns had a dedicated landlady or landlord; they had a customer relations manager, based in Dusseldorf of all places and contactable only by phone. Some of them didn’t even have a check-in desk; guests entered their credit card number into a machine – a machine! – in the lobby to receive their room key. And none of them offered breakfast. All they provided was a bed and TV in a square whitewashed room with a plastic cubicle for a bathroom. Each room was identical to the one next door to it, the one above it and below. None of them came with views, and Traveltime Inns were often tucked away in the roughest, cheapest part of town.


Helen thought for a moment.


‘How much are they paying you?’


‘Minimum wage, what else?’ Sally sighed.


‘I’ll add fifty pence an hour,’ Helen said quickly.


‘Make it a pound. Gracie! Don’t pull the cat’s ears!’ Sally yelled.


‘Sixty pence,’ Helen offered.


‘Eighty.’


‘Seventy-five?’


‘Done! When do you want me to start?’


‘How are you fixed for tomorrow morning at seven?’ Helen said, holding her breath.


‘Bloody hell, Helen, talk about short notice.’


‘We’ve got twelve Elvis impersonators coming in tomorrow afternoon for two nights. They’re playing at the Spa; there’s an Elvis convention on this weekend.’


‘I can’t just walk out on Traveltime Inns,’ Sally said. ‘I’ll have to check to see if I need to give my notice. They’ve been good to me so far.’


‘Good? How?’ asked Helen.


‘They gave me a nice new duster.’ Sally laughed. ‘And a lovely yellow bucket.’


‘Have you signed a contract of employment?’ Helen asked.


‘I’m on zero hours,’ Sally replied sadly.


‘Then you owe them nothing.’


‘But it’s too risky for me to leave on the promise of a weekend’s work with you. As much as I’d love to come back, Helen, I can’t drop Traveltime Inns just for two days cleaning up after twelve Elvises.’


‘I take your point,’ Helen said, thinking quickly. She knew she had to reel Sally in or lose her forever. ‘Well, it wouldn’t only be for the weekend. A hotel’s for life, not just for Elvis.’


‘Are you saying you’ll be staying open after they leave?’


‘That’s exactly what I’m saying,’ Helen said, making her mind up with each word she spoke. ‘And I’ll offer you a contract until the end of the summer season.’


There was silence, and she knew Sally was taking her time to think things through.


‘Then I’ll be there at seven. Is Jean coming back too?’


‘Yes, it’ll be the three of us working together again, just like the old days.’


‘Gracie!’ Sally yelled. ‘Put the cat down and take the pencil out of its ear. Now! Sorry, Helen, I’m going to have to go. She’s giving the poor cat hell. I’ll see you tomorrow, right? Look, I know things are going to be different, you know, without Tom. But I’m here for you, Helen. And there are brighter days ahead.’


‘It’s not like you to be so profound.’


‘Profound? Me? Oh . . . er, no. I meant the weather forecast for this weekend looks really good for the time of year.’


Helen’s face creased into a smile. Immediately she felt a stab of guilt over feeling happy, for the first time, without Tom.
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