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There is a pleasure in the pathless woods,


There is a rapture on the lonely shore …


‘Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage’


Lord Byron












CHAPTER ONE


Whitstable, June


It was early morning at Seaspray Cottage and Detective Chief Inspector Mike McGuire was standing behind Pearl Nolan, the palms of his strong hands shielding her eyes. He leaned forward and gently whispered: ‘Keep them closed …’ Then his voice trailed off as he moved towards the kitchen. Pearl resisted all temptation to take a glimpse of whatever lay in front of her until, moments later, McGuire returned. ‘Okay!’


Pearl opened her eyes to see her dining table laid for breakfast. As McGuire set a plate down before her, and a second one for himself, she glanced at him, astonished. ‘But you said you were going to rustle up some bacon and eggs.’


‘And I did.’ He smiled proudly, indicating Pearl’s plate on which a poached egg sat on top of a toasted muffin, smothered in a buttery sauce and latticed with two rashers of Pearl’s finest pancetta. He handed her some cutlery. ‘You said you were hungry? Tuck in.’ He nodded for Pearl to begin, waiting expectantly for her verdict.


Taking her first bite, Pearl’s eyes closed once more, this time to appreciate fully the silky consistency of a rich Hollandaise sauce, enlivened by a hint of citrus – just sufficient to lighten without producing any over-acidity or curdling. The English muffin base was suitably firm and the crisp pancetta offered an exquisite scorched contrast to a perfectly poached yolk. As the sum of all parts melted in Pearl’s mouth, a sigh of satisfaction, coupled with the look on her face, told McGuire all he needed to know.


Pearl’s eyes narrowed with suspicion as she now asked: ‘How long have you known how to make perfect Eggs Benedict?’


McGuire checked his watch. ‘Since around eight fifteen this morning.’ The Canterbury police detective tapped his smartphone. ‘There’s a recipe for everything on here and I knew you’d have all the ingredients.’


He nodded towards Pearl’s well-stocked kitchen then began to enjoy his own breakfast while Pearl considered how conscientiously he must have obeyed the instructions of a cookery website to have achieved such a result. But that was McGuire all over – he was a man who liked to follow a well-trodden path and always put his faith in procedure.


Pearl, by contrast, trusted her instincts – especially when it came to cooking. Having long ago learned the basics of good cuisine, she now preferred to improvise and experiment rather than to follow doggedly any recipes – other than her own, that is. It was a tactic that had paid off well, because Pearl’s restaurant had become one of the most popular eateries in her native north Kent town of Whitstable. Although there were some swanky establishments near the beach, The Whitstable Pearl remained a popular and precious gem – full of charm – and with a reputation for providing some of the best seafood in town, for locals and visitors alike. Fresh oysters and tapas were always available at the bar, but the restaurant also offered a selection of signature dishes, ranging from marinated sashimi of tuna, mackerel and wild salmon in summer to a year-round menu of squid encased in a light chilli tempura batter and sautéed scallop dotted with ginger and breadcrumb.


Pearl’s reputation was built on simple dishes created with the finest ingredients, each course having been perfected over time. Now, with a new and very able chef in place, her presence wasn’t always needed at the restaurant, but the quality of her food remained constant – guaranteeing a steady if not growing trade.


The business had supported Pearl while she had brought up her son as a single parent but old ambitions had reawoken once Charlie had disappeared off to university in nearby Canterbury, convincing Pearl that it was high time for a new challenge. Starting up Nolan’s Detective Agency had offered her the chance to use the police training she had abandoned on discovering she was pregnant at the tender age of nineteen, and to test the detective skills she felt sure she still possessed twenty years later. It was true that she had put her life on hold for her son, eschewing opportunities, even for romance, but she had never given up on the idea of, one day, finding the right partner. She had simply found nothing among the sparks of a few short-lived liaisons to match the white heat of her first love for Charlie’s father, Carl, not until she had found herself pitted in a murder investigation against a Canterbury police detective by the name of DCI Mike McGuire …


At that very moment, McGuire was sipping his coffee and enjoying not only the satisfaction of having prepared a perfect chef-y breakfast – but also the sight of Pearl there beside him, dressed only in a vintage red silk dressing gown, as she tucked into her Eggs Benedict. Not long awake, her beautiful features were devoid of make-up and her long dark curls still glistened wet from the shower. McGuire noted that her moonstone-grey eyes were the very same shade as the sea beyond her window on this fine summer morning.


Sensing his gaze upon her, she turned to him, leaned in close and whispered, ‘Thank you.’


‘For breakfast?’


‘For everything.’


Her eyes lingered on McGuire’s handsome features, her gaze tracing the lines of his strong chiselled jaw and fine cheekbones. She smiled at his tousled ‘bed-head’ blond hair then lost herself in his ice-blue eyes as he gently framed her face with his hands – and kissed her …


They had returned the night before from Bruges, late enough to allow themselves to believe they might still be there, lost among the winding lanes and cobbled squares of a romantic medieval city. McGuire had booked a 5-star hotel – a sixteenth-century landmark building, just 200 metres from the Burg Square and the Markt, the main market, but close enough to the canals to enjoy the sight of white swans gliding past their window. A carriage ride had taken them through the city’s fabled streets and on to Minnewater Park. There they had discovered the Lake of Love and heard from an old couple who had been crossing a bridge that spanned it the story of a girl named Minna, who, in love with a warrior of a neighbouring tribe, had run away rather than marry the man of her father’s choice. Escaping into the forest, the girl had finally died of exhaustion just as her lover had found her, so the area and bridge had been named in Minna’s honour. ‘If you walk across this bridge and kiss your loved one,’ the old couple had explained, ‘that love will last.’ Pearl and McGuire had waited until the couple had disappeared before doing just that, each considering they might have entered the pages of a fairy tale – somewhere, at least, far from the stress of their hectic working lives.


Three nights only – an all-too-short break – but long enough to enjoy an unfamiliar landscape, when, in spite of Pearl’s fear of heights, they had climbed over three hundred steps in the Belfry of Bruges for a panoramic view of the city. The building had once acted as an observation post for identifying fires and other dangers but now it served as the location for Pearl and McGuire to recognise that in spite of all their differences, their relationship might finally be given a chance to develop into something more …


Breaking away from McGuire’s kiss, Pearl glanced back at the breakfast table noting that, with characteristic attention to detail, the detective hadn’t forgotten a thing. There was a cafetière filled with rich French coffee, sugar bowl, milk jug, napkins and even a small glass vase containing a sprig of honeysuckle blossom – the fragrance of which now flooded the warm room. Glancing towards the window, Pearl realised that McGuire had cut the shoot from a plant that climbed the walls of the lilac-painted beach hut in the garden, which she now used as an office for her detective agency. After savouring her last mouthful, she looked down at the empty plate before her and smiled teasingly at him. ‘I can see I’ve got some competition. You’ll be opening a restaurant next.’


McGuire shook his head. ‘’Fraid not,’ he replied. ‘I’ve never much liked the idea of us being in competition.’ He winked, but then held her gaze and Pearl’s smile faded as she looked away, as though in need of a distraction. Her thoughts drifted back again to the short break they had just spent together while she considered how easy life had seemed when they weren’t at loggerheads over one of McGuire’s cases. For three days they had left behind The Whitstable Pearl, McGuire’s police work at Canterbury CID and Pearl’s own cases at Nolan’s Detective Agency – not that there had been much in her in-tray recently, apart from a few credit checks, a hunt for a stolen bicycle and an appeal to find a lost Russian Blue cat by the name of Sergei.


‘It was wonderful,’ she whispered, leaving McGuire unsure if she was referring to their recent trip, his breakfast or perhaps even the agreement they had reached not to allow work to come between them again. He felt a need to clarify but the urge to kiss her was far greater. He leaned closer, but before their lips could meet, the sound of his smartphone broke the silence between them.


Checking the caller ID, he seemed to struggle with himself before answering the call. Terse, he gave only his surname, and as he did so, Pearl remembered that in spite of their close relationship, she still referred to him in just the same way – McGuire – which was how he was mostly known to his colleagues. He listened carefully to the voice at the end of the line, then gave a cursory nod and checked his watch before offering a brief reply. ‘Okay. I’ll be there in twenty minutes.’ Ending the call, he paused for a moment as though finally aware that he was no longer in a fairy-tale city but back on police duty.


Pearl reached out to him and rested her hand on his strong forearm. Her look was questioning and McGuire seemed torn before responding. ‘Sorry, Pearl. I have to go.’


At this, she gave a resigned smile. ‘Of course,’ she said. ‘It’s begun already.’ McGuire looked back at her and she offered a stark reply: ‘Work.’


‘Life,’ said McGuire.


Pearl knew that as far as McGuire was concerned, they were one and the same, but before she could voice this, her own phone sounded with an incoming text. Glancing quickly down at it, she saw that it was from her mother, Dolly.




Hope you had a nice time. You can tell me all about it at the restaurant. PS Charlie’s done quite a few shifts in your absence. He’s got a favour to ask. Bye. Mum x





Pearl continued to stare at the message as McGuire asked: ‘Everything all right?’


Pearl nodded and quickly pressed a napkin against her lips before checking the time on her own phone. ‘I’d better get ready for the restaurant. Call me when you get a chance?’


‘Of course, but …’ He hesitated for a moment as he got up from his chair. ‘How about I come back later – take you out for dinner?’


She looked up in surprise. ‘But it’s your first day back. You probably won’t get time.’


McGuire was snatching his jacket from the back of his chair. As he slipped into it, Pearl got up and eased the collar of his shirt over his jacket lapel, before gently raking her fingers through his blond hair. Caught suddenly in her gaze, he leaned in to her, kissing her hard before he reminded her: ‘We said we’d make time, remember?’


Pearl nodded. Returning his smile, she watched him head towards the front door, where he grabbed his suitcase from the small pile of luggage that had been dumped there the night before. He looked back at her, gave a wink and said: ‘Tonight.’


As the door closed after McGuire, Pearl’s tabby cats, Pilchard and Sprat, stared up at their owner, as if for an answer. Pearl had none. Instead, she turned back to the breakfast table and decided to clear away the plates, wondering what kind of favour Charlie needed to ask of her, and whether he might be in some kind of trouble – with his grandmother covering for him, as Dolly was apt to do. She looked again at her phone lying on the table, and was just considering calling her mother when a sound began echoing from the beach: a man’s strident voice distorted through a loudhailer.


Pearl was unable to make any sense of what was being said but after opening a window, she could see people hurrying along the promenade as though summoned by a clarion call. It was the kind of racket that was frequently heard by residents during the town’s annual oyster festival in July – advertising events on the beach like the epic tug-of-war that took place on the muddy flats of the shore or the blessing of the first catch of the new season’s oysters – but the festival wasn’t due to take place for another six weeks. Pearl’s curiosity was piqued. As the volume grew louder, she hurried to her kitchen ready to head out through her sea-facing garden to join the crowds on the beach … until she suddenly remembered she was wearing only her red silk dressing gown. Pulling it tightly around her slim waist, she rushed back inside to get dressed, keen to discover what all the commotion was about.









CHAPTER TWO


A short while later, Pearl closed the wooden gate behind her that led from the foot of her garden on to Whitstable’s promenade. To the west lay the Old Neptune – the white clapboard pub that stood on the beach itself, audaciously some would say, because several times throughout the centuries the right, or maybe wrong, conditions of wind and wave had created seas to threaten ‘the Neppy’s’ existence. Instead, Pearl headed east, following a warm sea breeze and the sound of the man’s voice that was still booming through a loudhailer. It wasn’t long before she caught sight of figures milling around a familiar landmark.


The Peace Bench, as it was known locally, had been placed on the beach in memory of Brian Haw, a campaigner who had spent some of his childhood in Whitstable before conducting a highly conspicuous protest against the Iraq War in a Peace Camp based in London’s Parliament Square. Made by a local craftsman, and carved with slogans, the bench was used as a location for various events, as well as serving as a structure on which children climbed or lovers sat staring out to sea, especially on a clear day like this.


But today was different because as Pearl approached, she saw that the bench was in fact surrounded by a great number of people. DFLs – the town’s acronym for Down From Londoners – were easily identifiable by the selfies they were taking, while the local people in the crowd were giving their full attention to the speaker, a slightly built middle-aged man who was standing on top of the bench itself, addressing them in a well-spoken voice through the loudhailer. Pearl inched her way forward, recognising some familiar faces: a few fishermen from the harbour and some shopkeepers from the nearby High Street, all listening carefully to what the man had to say.


‘We have never suggested that local people have opposed these plans just for the sake of it,’ the man said. ‘What we have always maintained is that this particular development deserves special attention. It must be better situated – and proportionate to the environment. As to the houses that are planned for this site, there needs to be adequate infrastructure and reasonable access to services – to nurseries, schools and GPs’ surgeries – or the whole development will be nothing more than a white elephant.’


Heads nodded and Pearl turned to the woman beside her, recognising her as the owner of a new pet store in the High Street. She leaned in to ask: ‘What’s going on, Gloria?’


Gloria Greenwood, an attractive woman in her early forties, tugged the dog’s lead in her hand to prevent her Jack Russell terrier from jumping up at Pearl, before tilting her head towards her as she explained. ‘Seems they’ve just lost their case – the campaign group fighting that new development near the downs?’ With this, she gave a disgruntled shake of her head and returned her gaze to the man on the bench who Pearl now recognised as Frederick Clark, chairman of an organisation called the Whitstable Preservation Society. He had just come to the end of his speech and was lending a hand to a woman who joined him up on the Peace Bench.


In contrast to Clark, she was dressed casually in a loose bright batik shirt over faded blue jeans and trainers, and appeared a striking figure, with a shock of thick, dark, shoulder-length hair streaked white at a deep widow’s peak. Lean and spry, the woman’s age had been disclosed in numerous local press stories as somewhere in her midfifties, but to Pearl she now seemed at least ten years younger. The loudhailer was passed to her but she refused it, clearing her throat before she continued without it – more than adequately, since her voice was as powerful as her tone was authoritative.


‘My name is Martha Laker,’ she announced. At this, a trickle of applause sounded, together with a few whistles of support. Martha put up her hand for silence before continuing. ‘I’d like to give thanks to Frederick here, and to everyone at the Whitstable Preservation Society, for their support in helping the Save Our Downs campaign with our legal challenge. As you know, the judgement has gone against us, but that doesn’t mean to say we are beaten.’ A murmur spread among the crowd. ‘Far from it,’ Martha went on. ‘We now believe we have even more reason to continue our fight.’ Vigorous nodding of heads expressed support for this. ‘The developer, Invicta Land, and our own local council will no doubt issue a statement that building work can now begin. But any such statement would be highly premature. Not a single brick has been laid since planning permission for this scheme was granted two years ago and the council has yet to issue the required formal approval notice.’


She paused as she noticed some were looking confused by the planning jargon she was using, so she took a deep breath, and some time to reorganise her thoughts, before continuing with a far simpler message. ‘We are not protestors but protectors,’ she said. ‘Protectors of clean air and green space for residents; protectors of our right to cross that land freely and to use it for traditional purposes and customs – as has been our right for centuries. We may well decide to take an appeal to the Supreme Court and we can also challenge the planning approval notice when it is released. We’ve campaigned, so far, and on your behalf with a fighting fund backed not only by you but by a legal team sympathetic to our cause. And with your help we have raised tens of thousands – while Invicta Land claims the delay has cost them millions.’


A cheer went up at this but Martha raised her hand for silence. ‘I don’t believe that’s true. It’s simply crying wolf on their part. What they’re referring to are the millions they stand to lose in profits – the money they will never receive unless the project goes ahead as planned. That is an entirely different matter. So we will continue to fight for all the reasons we’ve set out during our campaign. We’ll delay this development further and if the company does go out of business—’


‘Good riddance!’ yelled an old fisherman, his comment followed by a loud murmur of approval.


‘Yes!’ called out Gloria suddenly. ‘Let them go to the wall!’ Gloria’s Jack Russell terrier, Teddy, barked his own agreement.


But as the crowd began to applaud, another voice suddenly shouted: ‘You don’t know what you’re talking about.’


Heads turned as a man stepped forward. Casually dressed in a T-shirt and jeans, he wore a sun visor, which he tilted back off his forehead before raising his arm in the air. ‘And what about the people who work for that company?’ he asked. ‘Are you happy to see them all lose their jobs?’


Gloria Greenwood frowned. The crowd fell silent until the man went on: ‘We need homes to live in, don’t we? Houses that local people can afford to buy? That’s what this development is all about.’


He now looked directly at Martha Laker but before she could respond, another woman spoke up, this time from the edge of the crowd. Wearing a pink jacket, and with her blonde hair tied up in a high ponytail, she pushed her way forward, raising her voice as she pointed an accusing finger at Martha. ‘You know what? I think you’re in this for yourself.’


A murmur of disapproval spread through the crowd, but the woman continued, nonetheless. ‘That’s right.’ She turned again to Martha. ‘You like being in the limelight, don’t you? But you’ve tried to prevent this and failed, so why don’t you stop moaning and give up? Let it go ahead, I say!’


Pearl noted confused expressions among those in the crowd but someone called out pluckily: ‘Why should she?’


‘Why?’ responded the woman in pink. ‘Because I, for one, would like a chance to buy one of those houses. Because I love that area and I want to live there – with my family.’ She looked away from the crowd and up at Martha. ‘Maybe you’d do better looking after your own family, instead of plastering yourself in the paper at every opportunity.’ She paused before moving closer, her eyes narrowing with suspicion: ‘You’re a DFL, aren’t you?’


The collective gaze of the crowd now shifted to Martha, who remained silent.


The man in the sun visor responded instead: ‘Yeah, she’s a DFL all right. And where does she live now? Close to the development, that’s where. She’s just worried it’s going to spoil her special view!’


A communal groan of disappointment spread among the onlookers. Martha stared at a sea of unhappy faces but seemed to take this as her cue to turn quickly back to face the man. ‘Yes,’ she said firmly, ‘I am a DFL. But I’ve lived here for almost fifteen years and I love this town every bit as much as you do.’


Pearl sensed the crowd wasn’t wholly convinced. Their earlier confidence had been shaken. But in the pause that followed, another voice suddenly piped up.


‘She’s telling the truth.’


A tall figure moved purposefully to stand not before Martha but in the middle of those assembled. In his early thirties, he wore a white collarless shirt with a bright red bandanna tied around his neck and a leather hat pulled forward on his head. Mud-streaked jeans were tucked into worn boots. Raising a grimy hand, he took off his hat and pushed his long dark hair back from his face, revealing soulful eyes and dark good looks. He took a moment to calm himself before continuing.


‘D’you seriously believe that Invicta Land really cares about you or your housing shortages?’ With no reply he went on: ‘Take a look at the prices they expect to get for those new homes. How much “affordable” housing is there actually going to be? And if the local council really wants to solve the housing problem, surely they could start by doing up all the homes that have been left empty at the local army barracks. There are plenty of other places to build cheap houses without bulldozing the few green spaces in this town – but none of those are being used. Ask yourselves why not.’ He paused. No one spoke. The man went on, ‘I’ll tell you – because developers prefer building on greenfield sites and local councils like keeping developers happy. Green spaces are cheap to build on and companies like Invicta know they can get top prices in those areas. So don’t be naïve about this.’


He paused for a moment and looked up at Martha Laker. She pointed at him. ‘He’s right,’ she said finally. ‘Invicta Land thinks we’re all fools. They’d have us believe they’ve dealt us a comprehensive defeat today – but that couldn’t be further from the truth. I say to you all: our battle is not finished – it’s only just beginning. And we will carry on. With your help, we’ll fight together to stop this blot on our beloved landscape. Once and for all.’


In the next instant, Martha’s voice became engulfed in loud applause. Whistles blew, people cheered and Gloria Greenwood, still standing beside Pearl, nudged her as she commented: ‘I’ll say one thing about that woman: she doesn’t give up without a fight. Aren’t you glad she’s on our side?’


As Gloria moved off to congratulate the handsome man in the red bandanna for his contribution, Pearl found herself nodding. ‘Yes,’ she said softly to herself, aware that her own son was one of many young people from local families who might never be able to afford to rent or buy a small flat for himself in his home town of Whitstable. The thought that someone like Martha Laker and the Whitstable Preservation Society might continue working on behalf of Charlie and everyone else in the same position was certainly something to be applauded, but as the crowd began to disperse and the woman in the pink jacket disappeared, Pearl saw that one person was still firmly unimpressed. The man in the white visor remained rooted to the spot – scowling. A moment later, his hand reached into his pocket for his mobile phone and he turned abruptly on his heels. Pearl watched his figure receding into the distance along the beach – and decided to follow.


Once on the promenade, Pearl found herself surrounded by a raucous group of Spanish teenagers. They blocked her path before finally parting to allow her to pass, by which time the man in the visor had seemingly vanished. Ahead, Pearl viewed only wooden trestle tables on the beach at which couples were sitting, sampling oysters on the half shell, while young children played on the shingle beach. The man in the visor was nowhere to be seen, until, glancing towards the sunken car park at old Keam’s Yard, Pearl suddenly caught sight of the visor – this time in the hand of the man who was standing by a top-of-the-range silver Lexus. Its rear passenger door opened and the man got inside, turning his head towards someone already seated there.


Pearl followed on quickly, about to descend a few wooden steps leading into the car park, only to find herself confronted by a young mum, struggling to heave a toddler and pushchair up to the beach. ‘Couldn’t give me a hand, could you?’ The young woman wiped a weary hand through a damp fringe and Pearl took charge of the pushchair. Glancing across the low sea wall towards the car cark, Pearl saw the rear lights of the Lexus flashing on as the engine started up. The man in the back seat was turning to fasten his seat belt. As he did so Pearl caught sight of a woman beside him … a pink jacket … a blonde ponytail …


‘Thanks for your help!’


The young mum had spoken up before leaning forward to take the brake off her pushchair, and with her son now safely settled back into it, she offered Pearl the warmest of smiles. But a sudden cool breeze, blowing in with a fresh tide, sent a chill through Pearl – as did the sight of the silver Lexus slowly gliding out of the car park.









CHAPTER THREE


Throughout the twenty years of running her restaurant, Pearl had become adept at looking beyond her customers’ appreciation of The Whitstable Pearl’s menu, and as she went about her busy day she found herself peering straight into the lives of those who came into her establishment, carefully noting how the loud sizzle of chilli prawns might highlight an awkward silence between the couple who had ordered them, or how the overuse of mobile phones during a meal could provide a welcome distraction for those preferring not to engage with one another. Similarly, a stray look or a stolen glance would not go unnoticed and Pearl could easily recognise whether this signalled a negative response or, more often, a moment of fateful attraction which could develop after a few more glasses of Pearl’s fine wines.


It was true that Pearl Nolan was a ‘people person’ and would always do her best to ensure her customers enjoyed their time in The Whitstable Pearl, but in the early days, the restaurant had presented a huge challenge for a young single mother with only the support of her immediate family. Now, over twenty years on, and with Pearl in her early forties, the business ticked over nicely with the help of a few trusted members of staff. As she entered her kitchen, following the rally on the beach, she found everyone fully occupied. Kitchen hand Ahmed was helping the chef, Dean, to garnish a dish of red mullet in escabeche, while young waitress Ruby was out on the restaurant floor and Dolly, whose culinary skills left much to be desired, was busy in the safe but nonetheless essential duty of quartering lemons to accompany oysters on the half shell. Her face lit up as soon as she saw Pearl.


‘There you are!’ she exclaimed.


Instantly, Pearl saw that her mother had changed her hair colour – yet again. Her fringe had been magenta before Pearl’s trip to Bruges, but now it was a stunning aquatic green, which gave Dolly the look of an ageing mermaid. She instantly abandoned her lemons and leaned forward to kiss her daughter before wiping her hands on her apron and firmly clutching Pearl by the shoulders, so that she could take a good look at her. After a moment, she gave a satisfied nod. ‘Good,’ she said. ‘You’re looking nice and relaxed.’


‘That’s because I am.’ Pearl smiled, slipping out of her jacket and hanging it up by the back door. ‘It was a lovely break.’


Dolly rolled up the sleeves of the crimson blouse she was wearing and began rinsing her hands at the sink. ‘I don’t doubt it,’ she said. ‘Bruges is a wonderful old city but time away anywhere would have done you the world of good. You know what they say: a change is as good as a rest.’ She turned off the tap, dried her hands and unrolled her sleeves. ‘How did McGuire enjoy it?’


‘We both had a great time,’ Pearl said, reservedly, aware that a rapprochement between her mother and McGuire was only very recent, and therefore remained rather fragile. Dolly held an antipathy towards the police in general, not least because, in spite of her age, she remained a teenage rebel at heart and liked to rail against authority. In particular, however, she feared that Pearl’s relationship with a police detective like McGuire was likely to involve her daughter in more cases – and, more importantly, put her in jeopardy – as had happened in the recent past. The fact that McGuire had demonstrated his own desire to put a distance between Pearl and his work had allowed Dolly to make an unholy alliance with him – though how long this would last had yet to be seen. Certainly, Dolly and McGuire seemed to have their work cut out in keeping Pearl away from local crime – especially since Nolan’s Detective Agency had been in operation.


Dolly watched her daughter securing her long dark curls high on her head – a ritual that took place before every restaurant service. Pearl was as tall and willowy as her mother was short and stout, and the pinning up of Pearl’s hair served to emphasise her slender neck and natural grace.


After checking Dean’s menu and complimenting her chef on his red mullet dish of the day, Pearl turned to her mother and asked: ‘What do you know about Martha Laker?’


Dolly was suitably surprised by the non sequitur but Pearl nodded back to the door and explained: ‘She was on the beach at a rally this morning.’


‘Rally?’ Dolly frowned.


Pearl nodded. ‘Did you know the Save Our Downs campaign has lost its case?’


Dolly’s face set. ‘Damn it,’ she cursed. ‘I was hoping the judge would see sense and find for the campaign.’ She appeared crestfallen at the news and Pearl felt the need to console her.


‘Well,’ she said, ‘all’s not lost because it seems Martha and the Whitstable Preservation Society are going to fight on.’


‘Good for them!’ said Dolly. ‘If Invicta Land is ever allowed to build so close to our downs there’ll be no green space left in this town before long, you mark my words.’


Pearl checked their bookings for the day while asking: ‘You really think it can be stopped?’


‘If anyone can do it – it’ll be Martha,’ said Dolly, convinced.


‘And why do you think that?’


‘Because the woman never gives up, that’s why. She’s persevering, indomitable … and remember how hard she fought to save those old oak trees the supermarket wanted to take down? Every single one now has a preservation order on it – and rightly so. We’ve such a small swathe of trees across the town – and hardly any rural space – Martha Laker’s just what we need.’


‘A DFL,’ said Pearl. Dolly looked admonishingly at her daughter but Pearl continued: ‘Well, it’s rather ironic, isn’t it? An outsider taking up the cause?’


Dolly wrestled with this thought then conceded: ‘Maybe. But a drowning man doesn’t look too closely at the hand that saves him. Besides, Martha isn’t exactly a blow-in. She’s lived here long enough to love our town – and to fight for it – when needed.’ She smiled now.


‘So,’ said Pearl, ‘you like her?’


Dolly considered the question for a moment then admitted: ‘I can’t say I know her very well but what I do know I like – and I respect her. She’s honest, plainspeaking, bolshie, committed—’ She broke off as she saw Pearl’s smile. ‘What’s so funny?’


Pearl was about to point out that Dolly was listing the very qualities she could have used to describe herself, when at that moment the kitchen door swung open to reveal Pearl’s young waitress Ruby with a look of dread on her pretty face.


‘What is it?’ asked Pearl.


‘Councillor Radcliffe,’ said the girl ominously. ‘He’s just arrived with a couple of guests.’


‘Has he booked?’ asked Dolly.


Ruby shook her head.


‘Then tell him we’re full!’


‘Tell him no such thing,’ said Pearl calmly.


Dolly’s face set. ‘We don’t need his custom. He’s a pompous old—’


‘Let me deal with it,’ Pearl insisted. Moving quickly to Ruby, the two women disappeared together through the swing doors.


Once in the restaurant, Ruby pointed out three men standing near the door. Two were sharp-suited businessmen, one of whom was instantly recognisable to Pearl as a local property magnate, Gordon Weller; the other – a younger man, with short black hair and an avian look about him – was unknown to Pearl. Both men appeared to be at the mercy of local councillor Peter Radcliffe, who was addressing them loudly – and at length.


Pearl turned to her waitress. ‘All right, Ruby,’ she said. ‘Leave this to me.’


As she moved off towards the men, Radcliffe caught her gaze. ‘Ah, at last!’ he exclaimed. ‘I’m looking for a table.’


‘For three?’ Pearl raised some menus in her hand, trying to ignore the ridiculous toupee Radcliffe always wore, which had earned him the nickname ‘Ratty’ among his constituents.


He nodded, then paused before suggesting: ‘How about the window seat?’


Pearl hesitated for a moment before: ‘Fine.’


At this, Radcliffe preened and, with an expansive gesture, indicated the table to his guests. ‘Take a seat, gentlemen,’ he proclaimed, as if the restaurant was his own. Weller, a stocky man in his early fifties, who looked like he had enjoyed a lifetime of business lunches, took his seat first while the younger man continued to appraise Pearl. Radcliffe pointed to her. ‘May I introduce Pearl Nolan – owner of The Whitstable Pearl.’


The older man nodded. ‘Gordon Weller,’ he announced.


Pearl offered a polite smile to him then turned her attention to the younger man who took a seat beside Weller as Radcliffe introduced him. ‘And this is Jason Ritchie.’ Radcliffe took pride in adding: ‘Co-director, with Gordon here, of Invicta Land. Jason’s currently living in the renovated windmill close to the site.’


‘Black Mill?’ asked Pearl. The young businessman nodded and offered his hand to Pearl who shook it, before glancing back guiltily towards the kitchen. As she did so, she saw Dolly glaring her disapproval from the swing doors. Her mother shook her head ruefully and then disappeared back inside the kitchen.


Radcliffe offered Pearl a proud smirk ‘So, these are two very important gentlemen,’ he announced. ‘Both of whom would like to try your famous oysters.’ He held Pearl’s gaze for a moment before adjusting his toupee, which looked like something Pearl’s cats might have fought over.


Jason Ritchie flashed a charming smile at Pearl but she quickly produced her notepad as a distraction.


‘Anything else?’


‘I think three glasses of champagne might be in order,’ said Gordon Weller.


‘And why not?’ Radcliffe smiled. ‘There’s certainly cause for celebration today. In fact, it’s a shame I didn’t bring some of my best cigars for later. You like a fine Havana, don’t you, Gordon?’


‘Not any more,’ said the developer. ‘I managed to give them up – along with the cigarettes. In the end, it was them or me,’ he admitted.


Pearl saw Dolly, again at the swing doors, this time beckoning her urgently back to the kitchen. ‘I’ll be right back,’ she said, turning with her order.


As she entered the kitchen, Dolly instantly reproached her. ‘Pearl, how could you!’ she hissed.


Ignoring her mother’s look, Pearl handed the oyster order to Dean, hoping for kitchen efficiency to silence any further complaints. But as she approached the fridge to grab a bottle of champagne, Dolly followed, continuing in a loud whisper: ‘Has that trip away softened you up?’


Pearl failed to reply and gave her full attention to pouring three flutes of champagne. Dolly moved in closer, adding: ‘Allowing Ratty into this place is bad enough, but you could at least have put them on a less conspicuous table. The whole town will be able to see they’re here.’


‘So?’ asked Pearl, setting her champagne flutes on a tray.


Dolly huffed. ‘“So” you’re likely to get a reputation for collaborating with the enemy. Is that what you want?’


Pearl waited until Dean had finished assembling a platter of the finest Pacific rock oysters, all neatly arranged around a bowl of Mignonette sauce, before she finally responded: ‘Sometimes it pays to remain neutral.’


Dolly’s brow furrowed. ‘And since when has profit been more important to you than principle?’


‘I didn’t mean financial payment.’


‘Then what did you mean?’ asked Dolly, confused.


‘I meant in general.’ She reached out her hand for the quartered lemons. Dolly obliged by shoving the plate on to her, while commenting: ‘Still time to lace them with rat poison.’


Pearl glanced sharply at her. ‘Don’t you think we’ve had enough murders in this town?’


‘Where some people are concerned, we could do with a few more.’ Dolly looked at Pearl, unrepentant.


‘That’s not something to joke about.’


‘And who said I’m joking?’


Pearl gave up on arguing with her mother and picked up her tray, heading out of the kitchen and back into the restaurant where she found a few young couples now seated around her seafood bar. Ruby, taking their orders, flashed a smile as Pearl moved on to the window table, where she settled the order in front of Radcliffe and his guests.


‘Magnificent!’ Ratty declared, staring down at the platter of oysters before selecting the largest for himself. ‘Tuck in, boys.’


With an extravagant gesture, he tipped the oyster into his mouth and gave a single wet crunch before downing some champagne. ‘Care to join us, Pearl?’ he asked.


She shook her head. ‘Thanks, but I’m afraid I have a restaurant to run.’


‘Surely you can find a few moments to toast some good news for your town?’ asked Weller, choosing an oyster for himself.


‘You mean the court ruling?’ Pearl asked.


‘What else?’ said Radcliffe brightly, offering a simpering smile for his guests. ‘Nothing much slips past Pearl Nolan,’ he explained. ‘Not only does she own this fine establishment, she also runs a little detective agency, so there’s not much that escapes her. Always got your nose close to the ground, haven’t you, Pearl?’


He looked at her now, waiting for a response, but Pearl had taken exception to his pejorative description of her as a local busybody – and failed to give one.


It was left to Ritchie to ask: ‘I … suppose having a restaurant like this does put you at the heart of the community?’


Radcliffe beamed once more and sipped his champagne. ‘Rather like being a councillor,’ he commented before downing another oyster.


Ritchie ignored him, still looking to Pearl for a reply. Finally, she gave it. ‘I trained as a police officer,’ she explained. ‘It was a long time ago but nevertheless the experience still comes in useful.’


‘As does your … friendship … with that local detective sergeant, I shouldn’t wonder,’ said Radcliffe, his smirk back in place.


‘He’s a detective chief inspector,’ Pearl said, ‘and you’ll probably find it no secret that the fight against the Invicta Land development goes on?’


Radcliffe hesitated, champagne flute in hand. Pearl continued. ‘Oh, sorry. Didn’t you know? Martha Laker said as much in a rally on the beach this morning. In fact, she gave an impassioned speech and made it clear she intends to oppose it.’


‘I’m sure she did,’ said Radcliffe, unimpressed, before downing his glass of champagne. ‘The woman’s a loon.’


‘A rather determined loon,’ said Pearl.


Radcliffe opened his mouth to protest but it was Jason Ritchie who spoke. ‘You’re right,’ he said to Pearl. ‘If Martha Laker wasn’t so opposed to this scheme, she’d be someone I wouldn’t mind having on our team.’ Radcliffe’s head snapped sharply towards him but Ritchie continued. ‘She’s as passionate about the environment as we are about this development. It’s a shame she’s on the wrong side, because she’s just the sort of person I’d like to work alongside at Invicta Land.’


‘Perish the thought,’ said Radcliffe. ‘She’s an inveterate self-publicist.’


‘Well, publicity’s important,’ said Weller, finally offering his own view. His gaze met Ritchie’s as he continued: ‘We all need good press and she’s managed that well in the past.’


Ritchie nodded. ‘Yes, she’s made quite a name for herself. So we could certainly take a lesson or two from her on that.’


Councillor Radcliffe frowned, confused. ‘But—’


Ritchie broke in. ‘It’s an old cliché: developers are evil and only interested in profit. While people continue to believe that, it allows campaign groups to occupy the moral high ground and give the impression they’re always seeking to preserve what’s good.’


‘A simpleton’s view,’ said Radcliffe dismissively.


‘Simplistic,’ said Ritchie. ‘But while we’re ranged on different sides like this, it makes it harder for local people to see the truth.’


‘Which is?’ asked Pearl, impressed by the young developer’s grasp of the situation.


‘People will always need homes,’ said Ritchie, ‘and if a development is completed sensitively, and with the consent of local people, it can bring more benefits than disadvantages to the community.’ He toyed with his glass and eyed Pearl. ‘Progress doesn’t have to be a dirty word.’


Throughout this exchange Weller had seemed thoughtful as he tapped his index finger against his glass but now he nodded and pointed to his partner as he decided: ‘Jason’s right. I remember this town some forty years ago. No one could deny it was totally run-down and dependent on its fishing industry. There were dilapidated properties wherever you looked. Even the castle was in a poor state. But look at it today – renovated with a Lottery grant, the gardens restored and all the old local dwellings gentrified? Even the smelly old fishing huts have been done up and rented out to holidaymakers. There’s a burgeoning local economy – from which you’re also now benefiting.’ He eyed Pearl knowingly, then glanced towards her seafood bar. It was clear that the couples seated there were not locals but DFLs – that much was apparent from their accents, their bleached-teeth smiles and salon tans.


Pearl considered disputing Weller’s point, then decided against explaining that there was one important drawback to Whitstable’s new-found popularity: its proximity to London compromised the single thing that contributed most to its popularity – namely, its individuality. The High Street was full of quirky independent shops but they were becoming increasingly threatened by the ability of incoming chain stores to meet freeholders’ rent increases. A few local campaigns had boosted the determination of local traders to fend off high rent hikes for the time being, but every local shop owner feared the day their rent might become unaffordable – the day on which they would have to vacate their premises and allow the town to become like any other ‘clone’ high street in the country. Pearl knew this to be true, but there was little point trying to explain it to Radcliffe and a pair of property developers, who she suspected viewed Whitstable merely as a ripe location from which to profit, not a beguiling seaside town in which to build a life. It was true Gordon Weller had been born locally but he had long since moved out to an imposing property in the neighbouring leafy parish of Chestfield – which remained safe from development, for the most part, because at least a third of the village consisted of totally unspoilt woodland.
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