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Prologue


Seaspray Cottage, Whitstable, June


It was early morning; the summer sun had barely risen. Pearl Nolan gazed up at Mike McGuire as he lay propped on one arm beside her, toying with a ringlet of her long gipsy-black hair that was spread across a white lace pillow. Outside Pearl’s bedroom window, waves could be heard softly lapping upon the shoreline. The detective’s ice-blue eyes scanned Pearl’s features. ‘Feels like I’m dreaming,’ he said. ‘After all this time?’ He had been out of her life for several weeks. Nothing too unusual for the busy Canterbury police officer, except Pearl herself detected that something seemed to have shifted on his return, something indefinable, but it was there in his eyes and in his touch.


‘You’re here now,’ she said.


McGuire nodded and his strong hand gently framed her cheek. For a moment Pearl thought he was about to kiss her, then he suddenly paused, as though struck by an idea. ‘Look, I’m owed some leave,’ he said. ‘We should get away. Take a trip somewhere. Give things a chance.’


‘Things?’


‘Us.’


He allowed the word to sit there for a moment between them, before he finally leaned in again, his face lowering to fill her view. Pearl felt her body arching beneath him but in that same moment, the raw cries of a noisy seagull on the beach suddenly melded into another sound.


Opening her eyes, Pearl saw that her smartphone on the bedside table was buzzing her early-morning alarm. She reached out and silenced it. With the morning sunlight streaming into the room, McGuire had vanished, but a tabby cat by the name of Sprat was kneading a section of duvet on which his three-legged brother, Pilchard, had already made a comfortable bed for himself. On seeing Pearl awake, the cats gave a curious look, as though recognising the expression on their owner’s face, a mixture of confusion and disappointment; the kind of look, in fact, that a cat might give on recognising its prey had somehow managed to escape …




Chapter One


Two weeks later


‘I can’t believe you volunteered me for this without asking.’ Pearl Nolan was brandishing her smartphone in front of her friend and neighbour, Nathan Roscoe. On its screen was an e-mail she had received that morning. Nathan glanced at it then noted Pearl’s frustration and the fact that her long dark curls were still glistening wet from her morning shower as she added: ‘And you’re not even going to be here.’


She waited impatiently for his response but Nathan took his time, carefully packing a pair of stylish shirts into an equally stylish suitcase on his bed, before he pointed out calmly, and in the relaxed mid-Atlantic accent he had acquired during the twenty or so years he had lived in Whitstable: ‘I recommended you, Pearl. There’s a difference.’


As Pearl watched Nathan close his suitcase she felt conflicted, because Nathan had only just returned from a trip to Paris where he had been doing research for a travel article he had been commissioned to write. She had missed him, as she always did when he was away. He was her best friend, after all, and if he hadn’t been gay, he could have been so much more to her; but now he was off to Glyndebourne for some opera and, instead of enjoying these last few moments with him, she was taking him to task for having saddled her with a commitment …


‘Do you know how many people are meant to be coming to this event?’ she asked.


Nathan remained unperturbed. ‘Droves, I’d imagine,’ he said casually. ‘Your reputation goes before you. Who wouldn’t want to sample food from The Whitstable Pearl?’


Having sweetened his compliment with a sugary smile, he saw she wasn’t appeased. ‘OK,’ he sighed. ‘So, just say no – stand aside and let some flashy restaurant on the beach take over and gain all the kudos from this event—’


‘Kudos?’ echoed Pearl, curious.


Nathan now gave her his full attention. ‘This isn’t any old bunfight, sweetie,’ he explained. ‘Whit Fest promises to be a comprehensive festival of our local arts, and its launch will be prestigious. Those representatives from that German twinning association will be taking back with them a full report of everything Whitstable has to offer: fine art, literature, music … and local cuisine.’ He pointed at her. ‘The whole town is relying on you, my darling.’ Then: ‘As is poor Heather Fox. She’s run herself ragged trying to get this off the ground – and take care of her sick father at the same time.’ He allowed a moment for that thought to settle.


Pearl sighed. ‘No pressure then.’


‘Look, it really is your decision,’ he continued. ‘But, even at this late hour, you could still rise to the challenge? You always do. Besides,’ he went on, ‘as it’s your restaurant, I’m sure you can invite a few special guests of your own.’ He slipped his packed suitcase from the bed before offering two more words. ‘Inspector McGee?’


‘McGuire,’ said Pearl, pointedly. Her eyes narrowed with suspicion. ‘Why is it you can never get his name right?’


Nathan remained silent as he checked his appearance in one of the mirrored doors of his wardrobe, smoothing a hand through his chestnut-brown hair and examining a few silver strands at his temples. He wasn’t the only person in Pearl’s life who failed to give due respect to the Canterbury police detective by correctly remembering DCI Mike McGuire’s name. Pearl’s mother, Dolly, only ever used the pejorative term ‘the Flat Foot’ when referring to him – and that thought also now rankled for Pearl.


‘Well?’ she asked.


Nathan turned, and noted her peeved expression. He decided to make amends.


‘All right. So, maybe I’m scared of losing you to him.’


Pearl’s expression was pure shock. ‘To McGuire?’


‘Don’t look so surprised! You make a beautiful couple. You’re all dark fury, like Cathy in Wuthering Heights and he’s …’ Nathan paused. ‘Well, he’s tall, blond and … if he ever leaves the police force, he could make a fortune giving handsome lessons.’ He raised a well-groomed eyebrow. ‘Isn’t it about time you were more than just … partners in crime?’


Pearl turned away from Nathan’s knowing gaze and confessed: ‘Chance’d be a fine thing.’ She slumped down on the bed. ‘If it’s not his police work getting in the way, it’s my life.’ As she began idly stroking Nathan’s brand-new taupe bedspread, he sat down beside her, concerned both for Pearl and his bedspread. He took her hand. ‘What is it, sweetie?’


She looked at him. ‘We were planning to go away. For a long weekend. A city break in Amsterdam. But then—’


‘Don’t tell me,’ Nathan broke in with a sense of foreboding. ‘Someone got murdered?’


Pearl shook her head. ‘Charlie got himself on a summer course in animation and I ended up having to drive him to Dorset.’


Nathan looked sidelong at her, convinced she was teasing him. ‘Sweetie, your son is twenty-one years old and there are trains to Dorset.’


‘But you didn’t see what he took with him,’ Pearl protested. ‘It barely fitted in my car.’ She paused. ‘When I got back I found a text from McGuire explaining that he’d been assigned to some high-profile robbery case – and has a new DS.’


Nathan looked at her blankly. Pearl explained: ‘Detective Sergeant Terry Bosley.’ She gave a huff and went on: ‘No doubt they’ll be all buddied up by now. Racing around the county, chasing leads.’


Nathan looked decidedly unimpressed. ‘That’s what cops do on TV, sweetie, but I don’t imagine it’s half as much fun as you think.’


Nathan was well aware of Pearl’s former ambitions to become a fully fledged police detective, and how an unplanned pregnancy had put paid to them. At the tender age of nineteen, and while showing real promise in putting her natural people skills to use with the CID, Pearl had given up on her police training and returned instead to her home town of Whitstable in order to bring up her beloved son, Charlie. Two decades on, and the unpretentious seafood restaurant that bore her name had become one of Whitstable’s most popular eateries, with a selection of signature dishes that included squid encased in a light chilli tempura batter, marinated sashimi of tuna, mackerel and wild salmon, and a popular staple of sardines with garlic and chilli ajillo. One thing, however, always remained in popular demand, the single item that defined this little north Kent town which might have gone quite unnoticed without it: its native oyster. Over the course of twenty years, Pearl’s dishes had come to satisfy the tastes of locals and visitors alike, but two years ago she had found herself at a crossroads when Charlie moved to Canterbury to begin a degree at Kent University, leaving his mother with an empty nest. Recognising the need for a new challenge in the next stage in her life, Pearl had started up her own detective agency – Nolan’s – and Mike McGuire had entered her life.


‘Well, I’m sure Inspector McGoo—’ Nathan was suddenly silenced by Pearl’s look. ‘McGuire,’ he then continued, ‘will un-buddy himself before too long and find his way back here to regale you with stories about his case? But, until then, you have this fabulous event to cater – and I’m sure you’ll exceed all expectations.’ He smiled, rather too smugly for Pearl’s liking, so she chose to remind him: ‘I haven’t actually agreed to do this.’ She indicated the e-mail still on the screen of the smartphone in her hand. ‘But I have replied to your friend, Heather, to say I’ll pop round later for a chat.’


‘Good,’ said Nathan. He looked at his suitcase then at Pearl. ‘And I only wish I could come along with you,’ he added, torn.


‘I don’t,’ said Pearl. ‘Or you might end up volunteering me for something else.’ She gave him a knowing smile and a peck on the cheek before turning for the door. Nathan called out to her. ‘It’s a wonderful thing, you know, to be called upon to support the arts?’ He paused for a moment before adding: ‘Could be lucrative, too, in the long run, though I know that would never be reason enough to persuade you.’ He offered a wink which served to remind Pearl that, as usual, Nathan’s flattery got him everywhere.


It was late afternoon before Pearl was able to get away from the restaurant. In the early summer months, before July came storming in, bringing fine weather and plenty of DFLs (the town’s acronym for Down From Londoners), it was possible for Pearl to relax by taking a much-needed stroll along Whitstable’s pebbled beach, before the restaurant’s busy evening service began. She did so now on her way to meeting Heather Fox, heading east from The Whitstable Pearl towards her destination: a sea-facing cottage on the lower part of some grassy slopes. Fairview belonged to Heather Fox’s father, Colin, and was situated between the Art Deco façade of the Continental Hotel and a municipal building which housed a café serving Mediterranean food. The cottage was aptly named, since it enjoyed an uninterrupted vista across the sea towards the Red Sands army fort that had been constructed eight miles offshore during the Second World War. On a clear morning, the fort sat squarely on the horizon, but this afternoon’s heat haze concealed its steel supports so it appeared more like a phantom ship at sea.


Although Pearl had passed by Fairview many times, today she gave proper attention to its latticed windows and a neat front garden filled with flowering bushes of hebe, deutzia and philadelphus. A low boundary wall meant the property was as much on display to passers-by as Pearl’s own home, Seaspray Cottage, which backed straight on to the beach. In the summer months, Pearl’s sea-facing garden became the backdrop for numerous tourist ‘selfies’, as well as refuge for the odd holiday drunk seeking a few hours’ snooze on her small square of lawn. Her own coastal view included the area known as West Beach, on which stood the famous white clapboarded Old Neptune pub, and a stunning sunset vista which compensated for all intrusiveness from DFLs. As she walked up a sloping path to Fairview, she imagined the same was true for its owners, since the Fox family had lived there for decades.


Reaching the front door, Pearl noticed a movement behind the lace curtain at its bay window; before she had a chance to ring the bell, the door quickly opened to reveal Heather Fox, smiling warmly as she offered her hand.


‘Thank you so much for coming,’ she said brightly, beckoning Pearl quickly inside. Pearl reckoned she must be in her early thirties, tall and slim, with shoulder-length dark brown hair, streaked with chestnut highlights. Her outfit was fashionably nautical: a navy and white striped T-shirt, blue jeans and deck shoes, but her crimson fingernails and stylish silver earrings discounted any recent boating trips. She glanced quickly up the stairs before whispering: ‘Dad’s just taking a nap so I thought we could talk in the conservatory.’


The two women moved together through a hallway that was stacked with large cardboard boxes, into a dining room which appeared to be a curious mix of the traditional and ‘on trend’; a fashionable display of poppies in a modern porcelain vase sat on a Victorian card table, while cushions bearing geometric designs were strewn over an antique chaise-longue. Heather explained. ‘I’m sorry everything’s so untidy but I gave up my flat in London recently. As storage is so expensive these days, I brought everything back here.’


Pearl nodded. ‘Nathan mentioned your father has been unwell lately. I’m sorry to hear that.’


‘Thanks,’ said Heather, troubled. ‘Dad’s been seriously ill. He had to have a heart operation. To be honest, I’m not too sure how much longer he may need me.’ Pearl noted that the comment was ambiguous, leaving Pearl in doubt as to whether Colin Fox was getting better – or worse. For a moment, Heather looked conflicted, but rallied quickly and led the way for Pearl to follow her into a small conservatory filled with cane furniture.


‘Come in,’ she said, taking some paperwork from the cushion of a chair so that Pearl could sit down. As Pearl did so, she took in the view of a carefully tended established cottage garden filled with colourful borders of foxgloves, delphinium, phlox and some hardy pink geranium. Heather went on: ‘I was so relieved when Nathan suggested you might be able to help. I mean, it’s one thing for me to organise this festival – I’ve worked in PR for almost ten years, so I’m used to promoting book launches, art exhibitions and concerts – but … well, I realised that what we really need for Whit Fest is a kind of … unifying event right at the very start, something to properly welcome the German committee members while showcasing the town at the same time? Oysters are the thing we’re most famous for,’ she continued, ‘so your Whitstable Pearl restaurant would be the perfect venue.’ She gave a smile which Pearl returned, warming to the young woman before her.


‘Thanks,’ said Pearl. ‘But I’m not quite sure why you’ve decided to hold the festival right now – in June? Surely it would attract more interest, and visitors, in a month’s time, during the Oyster Festival?’


Heather sat down to face Pearl. ‘Perhaps,’ she conceded, before adopting a softer tone. ‘I’m not sure how much Nathan has told you, but my father has been chairman of the local twinning association for almost twenty years. He loves Borken and the whole community there, so keeping strong ties between the two towns has always been very important to him, especially as he’s seen some of the other local twinning associations fade away due to lack of interest. Dad’s a very strong European. He’s always made regular trips to Borken but, well, since his last heart attack, he’s been unable to travel, and though he doesn’t complain much, I know how he hates not being able to see his old friends.’ She looked pained once more then rallied again. ‘But if he can’t get to Borken, it occurred to me that a little bit of Borken might come to him.’ She smiled. ‘The German committee members told me they’d be more than happy to come, but they have to do so sooner rather than later, due to previous engagements. Unfortunately, some have had to drop out completely, but a lovely lady – Dad’s old friend, Wibke Ruppert – and her brother, Laurent, who’s a widower and a retired charity trustee, are still making the trip here as Borken’s “ambassadors”. They’re both very cultured and adore Whitstable.’ Her smile faded momentarily as she confided: ‘I must admit, I was a bit worried about the cost of hotel bills, but then Marion, who owns Beacon House, came forward and kindly offered me her property for their stay. She’s been wonderful, taken herself off to visit relatives in Italy, and isn’t charging a penny.’


‘Very kind of her,’ said Pearl. The local landmark property had acquired its name from a signal which had once stood in its garden as a low-water warning to sailors. Although there were grander, more expensive seaside homes along the western coast, where a millionaire’s row of ‘new builds’ jostled for the title of best design statement, Beacon House possessed a more distinctive style and arguably the best sea view in Whitstable, since it had looked out for over a hundred years at the mysterious ‘Street’, or Street of Stones, a stretch of shingle which became visible at low tide.


‘Marion’s a great supporter of the arts,’ said Heather. ‘She also runs the local book group.’


‘Yes, I know,’ Pearl smiled. ‘My mother – Dolly – is a member. Mum’s also visited Borken a few times, though I’ve yet to do so.’


‘Oh yes, of course,’ said Heather. ‘I’m really pleased that we’ll be showing some of Dolly’s artwork in our exhibition at The Horsebridge on Friday.’


‘Are you?’ asked Pearl, trying to imagine her mother’s eccentric efforts in the grand exhibition space at the local cultural centre.


‘Of course,’ Heather added with a fair degree of diplomacy, ‘it’s going to be a wonderfully eclectic exhibition. Something for everyone.’


In the silence that followed, the bells of St Alfred’s Church suddenly rang out for the evening service, prompting Heather to add: ‘Rev Pru is staging a candlelit concert on Saturday.’ She turned to indicate a wall chart as she explained: ‘And that will immediately follow a children’s dance routine at the junior school.’ She turned back to Pearl and explained: ‘I’m still relying on this chart because the brochure’s taken longer than expected to finalise – mainly due to a few hiccups …’


‘Hiccups?’


‘Nothing to worry about,’ said Heather. ‘But, well, let’s just say it can be a challenge to manage “creative personalities”?’ She looked up apologetically, as if having said too much, but a man’s voice suddenly sounded from the hallway.


‘Heather?’


‘In here, Dad!’


In the next moment, Colin Fox followed his daughter’s voice into the conservatory, brought up short to see she was not alone. He looked quizzically from Heather to Pearl, his face drawn, its pallor making him appear like a waxwork. Heather gave him a warm smile and explained: ‘This is Pearl Nolan, Dad.’


At this, Colin seemed to come to life with a genial smile. Stepping forward he took Pearl’s hand. ‘Of course it is. Good to see you,’ he said. He pumped Pearl’s hand before pointing a finger at her. ‘You won’t remember the last time we met, because you couldn’t have been more than a young teenager. How’s your mother?’


‘She’s well,’ said Pearl, returning his smile.


‘And looking forward to this festival, I shouldn’t wonder. As are we all.’ He looked back proudly at his daughter as he continued. ‘Heather’s been working so hard to get things off the ground. And I hear you might be tempted to help out with the food?’


Pearl took a deep breath, about to voice a few concerns. ‘Well, I …’ But she broke off as she saw Colin suddenly putting out a hand to steady himself.


‘Dad?’ Heather moved quickly to support him. ‘Are you OK?’


Her father nodded, but glanced in some embarrassment towards Pearl. ‘I … think I may have got up too quickly,’ he said. ‘Maybe I’ll go and lie down again and leave you two alone.’


‘Here, let me help you,’ said Heather. But Colin gently pushed his daughter’s hand away. ‘I’m fine,’ he insisted. ‘No need to fuss.’ Turning to Pearl, he managed a weak but sincere smile. ‘Good to see you, Pearl. Please give my regards to your mum.’


He gave a gentle nod and turned for the door. Heather Fox watched him go and listened carefully for her father’s footsteps climbing the stairs. Only with the sound of a door softly closing upstairs did she turn again to Pearl, concern still written on her pretty face as she asked: ‘I’m sorry. Where were we?’ It was clear the young woman’s earlier enthusiasm had palled. Pearl reminded her: ‘You were talking about the importance of having a welcoming event – at The Whitstable Pearl?’


‘Oh, yes, of course,’ said Heather, summoning enthusiasm. ‘And it really would be wonderful if you felt you could possibly help but …’ She broke off for a moment before admitting: ‘I’m afraid I’ve not been able to attract any sponsorship from the high-profile businesses, but, nevertheless, I’m sure we could stretch to offering some of your finest oysters?’


Pearl studied the face of the young woman before her – it was clear from her earnest expression that there was much more at stake in Whit Fest than a series of cultural events. Pearl made a decision. ‘I think we can do better than that,’ she said finally. ‘How about a full seafood buffet for your guests? A few drinks too – Prosecco; a light summery dessert and—’


‘But … how? ‘ Heather had quickly broken in, and looked pained as she confided: ‘My budget is barely shoestring.’


Pearl smiled. ‘Let me worry about that.’




Chapter Two


Pearl’s fruit and vegetable supplier, Marty Smith, the owner of the upmarket High Street store Cornucopia, stared down at the list in his hand, then back at Pearl as he asked: ‘You want me to supply this lot at cost?’


He was looking at Pearl askance but she held her nerve. ‘I’ve just explained,’ she reminded him. ‘This festival is for the benefit of the whole community, so it’s actually a privilege to be invited to contribute.’


‘Yeah, an expensive one,’ said Marty, unimpressed. ‘D’you know the price of asparagus right now?’ He began to fiddle with an attractive display of choice asparagus spears as though it might have been a flower arrangement.


‘Of course,’ said Pearl. ‘And the cost of a truckle of Canterbury cheese, but nevertheless Nick’s agreed to supply one.’


At this, Marty turned quickly back to Pearl. She saw his brow had furrowed. He was an attractive man in his early forties with dark good looks and a toned body gained from regular sessions lifting weights at the gym – and heavy crates in his shop. Nevertheless, over the years, Pearl had failed to find him any more than a casual friend, and vegetable supplier, though Marty never gave up hope of capturing Pearl’s heart. Resenting competition, he now asked with suspicion: ‘Nick? Him at the posh cheese shop, you mean?’


He was referring to Quel Fromage – a popular new Harbour Street store which, in spite of its French name, had been doing an excellent job of promoting local cheeses.


‘I spoke to him this morning,’ Pearl explained, ‘and he said he’s more than happy to help out,’ adding: ‘especially since he’ll be getting a special thank you in the new festival brochure.’


At this, the corners of Marty’s mouth set like a knitted buttonhole, but Pearl continued by throwing in another bargaining chip: ‘He understands how important this festival is and that a mention in the brochure will provide very effective … free … advertising.’


‘Oh, is that so?’ said Marty, still sour.


‘Of course,’ Pearl went on. ‘The festival’s attracting a lot of local interest but, apart from that, I’ve discovered there are no fewer than forty thousand residents in Borken, and lots of them have already visited our town. With the German committee members reporting back about Whit Fest, there could be many more Borken visitors in Whitstable soon – perhaps in search of our … finest asparagus?’


At this, Marty’s pinched expression relaxed. ‘Forty thousand?’


Pearl nodded. ‘Forty-one thousand, to be precise. And the Germans are very keen on their asparagus. I think they call it “Edelgemüse”.’ Seeing Marty looking blank, Pearl explained: ‘The noble vegetable?’


Marty mused on this as he looked down again at the list in his hand then back at Pearl, who was waiting for an answer. If there was one thing that rivalled the place Pearl held in Marty’s heart, it was making a good profit from selling his fruit and vegetables – and Pearl knew it.


‘Right,’ he said finally. ‘When d’you want this lot?’


‘First thing tomorrow morning?’


‘Tomorrow!’ said Marty, shocked. ‘You could have given me a bit more notice.’


‘Look, I know you can do this, Marty,’ said Pearl. ‘That’s why you’re my most trusted supplier.’ As she smiled sweetly, the greengrocer’s heart began to melt. He tucked Pearl’s list manfully into his shirt pocket and declared: ‘Never fear, Pearl. The … Eagle Mousse will be yours.’


‘Edelgemüse,’ said Pearl. Marty gave a nod and Pearl moved off to the door. She was almost safely out of it when Marty called to her: ‘Any chance I could get a mention in this brochure above the cheese shop?’


Pearl turned and saw his expectant smile but said only: ‘We’ll see.’


After leaving Cornucopia, Pearl took a deep breath and basked in a warm glow of achievement, as she raised her face to the morning sun. It was still too early for the majority of tourists to be up and about, and the High Street was filled instead with early local shoppers: young mums with pushchairs and middle-aged women with shopping trolleys jostling for position on the narrow pavements. In an hour’s time, the DFLs and overseas visitors would be ambling and dawdling in their place, investigating the pretty front windows of Whitstable’s independent shops, which were a novelty compared to the cloned High Streets of so many other towns and cities. Pearl checked her watch and wondered if she had time for a coffee in town, but it was nearly 9.15 a.m. so she hurried on instead, towards Harbour Street.


Dolly Nolan’s home was situated at the back of the small shop, Dolly’s Pots, from which Pearl’s mother sold her shabby-chic ceramics and other works of art. She wasn’t in the shop that morning and an old friend was standing in for her, knitting what appeared to be an extremely unseasonable item of clothing, considering the sunny weather. Instead, Pearl found Dolly on her tiny overgrown back terrace, working on a canvas mounted on a rickety easel. Dolly’s outdoor space was in stark contrast to Pearl’s ordered garden, and almost crowded out by the extension she had built when she had sacrificed the rooms above her shop to create her little holiday flat, Dolly’s Attic. The apartment remained popular for guests throughout the whole year, providing a source of customers for Dolly’s handmade oyster platters, which Pearl also used in the restaurant. In Dolly’s courtyard space, a number of terracotta pots housed various flowering plants – peonies, Busy Lizzies, and Brown-Eyed Susans – but a batch of bamboo had proved to be a bedding error since it had spread inexorably across the entire area, giving what little garden there was a distinctly jungle feel. Set against this backdrop, Dolly suddenly became visible to Pearl like Captain Kurtz in Apocalypse Now – but in colourful drag which consisted of a paint-splattered paisley smock and a primrose-yellow turban, from which a flash of magenta fringe protruded. Dolly’s hair needed as much taming as her bamboo, and though she was usually full of boundless energy, this morning she looked somewhat defeated.


‘I do so wish Charlie was here,’ she opined as she saw Pearl approaching.


‘So do I,’ Pearl admitted in all honesty. ‘But he’ll be back soon.’ She now offered a smile to reassure herself as much as Dolly, then noticed how the bark of one of her mother’s old pear trees had almost totally grown over what remained of an old piece of washing line left tied to the tree.


‘Not soon enough for me,’ Dolly sighed. ‘I could have done with his help on my frames. This canvas is as baggy as a granny’s knickers.’ Pained, she picked up her brush from the paint-splattered stool on which she’d left it, while Pearl peered over her mother’s shoulder to see what it was she was creating.


‘What do you think?’ Dolly paused to chew on her lower lip, attracting a smear of bright fuchsia-coloured lipstick to her teeth as she did so. ‘Come on. Be honest!’


Pearl tried hard to summon a tactful response. The painting was a departure from Dolly’s usual style of work, which consisted mainly of small seascapes dotted with various objets trouvés acquired from her regular beachcombing sessions – pretty shells and various dried beach plants. Pearl usually found room for her mother’s work on the walls of The Whitstable Pearl and had agreed to do so with this canvas, as a special preview before it was exhibited for the festival. However, her new painting was a distinct contrast to the rest, being so much larger and with a dramatic dark tone – an abstract spiral in which trailing seaweed had been caught up – while giving off a strong sulphurous smell. Pearl found herself almost lost for words. ‘It’s certainly a … Dolly Nolan,’ she said finally, nodding confidently to assuage any performance anxiety on her mother’s part.


‘‘Think so?’ asked Dolly, unsure and a little confused by Pearl’s comment as she pointed out: ‘I’ve used a totally different palette. None of my usual ochre or—’


‘But it works,’ Pearl insisted brightly, doing her best to offer encouragement while knowing her mother’s work was an acquired taste, her canvases appreciated more by friends and fellow artists than the owners of the trendy galleries of Harbour Street.


‘Perhaps,’ Dolly conceded, slightly bolstered, though knowing, for her own part, that her daughter’s opinion wasn’t to be wholly relied upon since Pearl’s creativity lay in cookery, not painting. Taking a rag to wipe her brush, she turned to face her. ‘You don’t need my help at the restaurant today, do you?’ she asked anxiously. ‘Because I really do have to get on, or I’ll never finish this in time for the exhibition. On top of that I’m going to have to find something to wear for the Private View. Everything in my wardrobe seems to have shrunk.’


Pearl noted her mother’s helpless expression but chose not to comment on the constant losing battle Dolly fought with her weight, a battle the two women failed to share since Dolly was as short and broad as Pearl was tall and willowy. Dolly was from old Whitstable stock, but her late husband, Tommy, had been an oysterman of Irish heritage, able to trace his own roots back to Galway. Pearl had inherited her mother’s spirit but had been blessed with her father’s dark good looks.


On most days Pearl would tie up her long dark curls and seldom wore jewellery, certainly no rings on her fingers that could become lost in restaurant dishes during their preparation. The restaurant was often used as an excuse for Pearl’s simple style, but her modest wardrobe of clothes – bought, for the most part, for comfort and practicality – included many beautiful vintage items, and represented a personal rejection of Dolly’s flamboyant fashion choices. What was clear to everyone was that Pearl looked striking whatever she wore and whatever she did to herself. With gipsy-black hair and grey eyes the colour of moonstone, some said she had the look of the ‘black Irish’, descendants of the Spanish Armada sailors who had escaped death on the beaches of the west coast of Ireland to serve under rebel chiefs such as Sorley Boy McDonnell and Hugh O’Neill. Unlike Dolly, Pearl had never experienced her clothes mysteriously shrinking.


‘The restaurant’s fine,’ she said in an effort to quell her mother’s anxiety. In fact, The Whitstable Pearl was more than fine because hiring a new young chef, Dean Samson, had taken considerable pressure off Pearl, which she had hoped would give her the time she needed to promote Nolan’s Detective Agency, though Whit Fest threatened to provide a further delay to that.


‘I just thought you’d like to know I had a meeting with Heather Fox,’ said Pearl, as Dolly continued work on her painting.


‘Heather …?’ Dolly looked momentarily confused. ‘Colin Fox’s daughter,’ Pearl explained. ‘He says he knows you so I’ve agreed to put on an event for the festival – to welcome members of the German twinning association.’


‘Oh excellent!’ Dolly exclaimed. ‘I’ve been trying to brush up my schoolgirl German for this festival.’ She frowned before adding, ‘Not the easiest of languages, I must admit. Too many rules for my liking …’


Dolly wasn’t a fan of rules of any kind, having managed to remain a rebel at heart, even at sixty-two years of age. She continued to question all authority, including that of the police, so twenty years ago she had been sorely disappointed by Pearl’s decision to join the force, and equally relieved when Pearl had left. Dolly made no secret of her view of Pearl’s relationship with DCI McGuire, and worried that Nolan’s Detective Agency brought her daughter into jeopardy …


At that moment, Pearl’s smartphone trilled an incoming e-mail and she checked it to find it was from Heather Fox, offering thanks to Pearl for all she had promised at the meeting. Pearl slipped on her reading glasses and opened an attachment. Curious, Dolly leaned in closer. ‘What’s that?’ she asked.


Pearl began scrolling through a list of the names that had been confirmed for the gastro evening at The Whitstable Pearl. They included Colin Fox, the Borken representatives, musicians from a samba band, a dance troupe, teachers from the local junior school and a group of six artists, which included Dolly. ‘It’s a definitive guest list.’


‘Let me see,’ said Dolly, quickly grabbing the phone from Pearl’s hand. She peered at the smartphone screen and smiled to herself. ‘Ah,’ she exclaimed, ‘look at that! I see I’m actually heading the Fine Art section.’ She preened at this but Pearl explained: ‘That’s because the artists are all listed in alphabetical order. Look – Nolan, Peisley, Phillips, Taylor, Williams … You’re lucky there wasn’t a Butterworth there.’


Dolly frowned at this. ‘So … who’s confirmed for the other events?’


Pearl looked pointedly at her mother. ‘I haven’t had a chance to look yet,’ she said, motioning quickly for her phone, but Dolly was refusing to relinquish it and instead suddenly reacted to something else she had just seen. ‘My goodness,’ she gasped. ‘That’s a bit of a coup.’


‘What is?’


‘Blake Cain.’ Dolly was clearly impressed, though the name meant nothing to Pearl. Dolly elaborated. ‘B. J. Cain. The author?’


Pearl’s memory was suitably jogged as she remembered this to be the pen name of a novelist who had once filled the entertainment supplements of local newspapers.


‘But I thought he moved abroad …’


‘He did,’ said Dolly, ‘for a while.’ She began scrolling down a short biography as she explained. ‘He disappeared off to California with a new publishing deal then came back a couple of years ago when the book failed to sell … He was trying something new, of course, and it didn’t work out but …’ She broke off suddenly, her jaw dropping open. Pearl looked at her in frustration. ‘What is it now?’


‘Heather’s only gone and matched him with Cathy McTurk. His ex-wife.’


Pearl took this in for a moment then shrugged. ‘Lots of divorced couples have good relationships—’


‘Not Blake and Cathy,’ said Dolly determinedly. ‘They’re a stormy pair – the Richard Burton and Liz Taylor of our local literary world …’ She gave a final gasp as she stared down again at the phone again.


‘And they’re on with Vesta!’


‘Vesta?’ echoed Pearl, increasingly confused.


‘You really must catch up with your reading, Pearl.


Come to one of Marion’s book club meetings—’


Pearl persisted. ‘Who … is Vesta?’


‘Why, Vesta Korbyn, of course. The Queen of Gothic Noir?’ Seeing Pearl was none the wiser, she went on: ‘Surely you’ve seen her around town? Wraith-like figure … Long black hair, pale complexion – looks like she’s on her way to a Halloween party? She drives a vintage black sedan car, like a hearse.’


‘Oh yes,’ said Pearl. ‘I think I’ve seen it parked on Ham Shades Lane.’


‘That’s where she lives,’ said Dolly. ‘Big old house – like the Bates Motel?’ She gave a knowing look. ‘Her books are very popular, you know. Edgar Allan Poe meets Fifty Shades of Grey? A winning formula, it seems. Not only that …’ She paused for effect before finally whispering, ‘I believe she’s sunk her talons into Blake Cain.’


‘Really?’ asked Pearl, intrigued.


‘Really,’ said Dolly knowingly.


Pearl glanced down at the phone still in her mother’s hand. ‘And … Heather’s put them together for this …


“Take Three Writers” event?’


‘Looks like it.’ Dolly gave a nod, then handed the phone back to her daughter. ‘Make sure you get us some tickets, Pearl,’ she ordered. ‘Because I wouldn’t miss that one for the world.’ And with that, she picked up her brush once more and resumed painting her seascape.


Much later, after a busy day at the restaurant, Pearl left the evening service in the capable hands of Dean the chef and headed home, taking a scenic route across the beach. With an incoming tide, the air always felt fresher, and she paused for a while to sit down on a bench at a spot called Cushing’s View to watch the sun set. The bench bore a metal plate explaining that it was in memory of Peter Cushing, the actor well known for his roles in horror movies, who had once lived only a stone’s throw from Pearl’s cottage on Island Wall. That thought prompted Pearl to consider all that Dolly had told her about the Queen of Gothic Noir, Vesta Korbyn, and the curious mix of writers that Heather Fox had put together for the festival’s literary event. Considering Dolly’s reaction, it now seemed to Pearl that this could well be Heather Fox’s way of guaranteeing some free fireworks for her festival – especially since any other pyrotechnics were beyond her meagre budget.
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