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PREFACE


From: amy_y@travelbird.com


Sent: 4th August 2022 18:52


To: pearl@thewhitstablepearl.com; pearl@nolansdetectiveagency.com


Subject: Summer Surprise


Dear Pearl,


It’s been so long since we last saw one another and I know it’s my fault for the break in contact, but keeping in touch has proved quite a challenge while on the other side of the world – until now.


Could you please reply ASAP and let me know if you might be free for a few days soon?


I can explain more once I fly out of Bangkok on Friday.


I’m coming home, Pearl, and for a very special reason.


With love.


Your old friend,


Amy ♥









CHAPTER ONE


The day was deceptively bright with a clear blue sky, and Whitstable’s estuary waters remained undisturbed by waves as they lay stretched out beyond Pearl Nolan’s home at Seaspray Cottage. Nevertheless, as was so often the case on the north-facing Kent coast, there was a chill to the air, sufficient for Pearl to close her latticed window before turning back to find her mother holding aloft a small, framed painting.


‘So, what do you think?’ asked Dolly Nolan, beaming as she waited for an opinion. For a moment, Pearl was lost for words as she noted that the seascape in her mother’s hands had been created in Dolly’s favourite medium, ‘objets trouvés’ – a sophisticated term for the flotsam and jetsam Dolly was apt to collect on her beach walks: dried seaweed, fragments of bleached timber and tiny pieces of ancient glass polished by the tide.


‘It’s …’ Pearl struggled for a suitable adjective. ‘Unique,’ she said finally, ‘and very kind of you to do this for Amy.’


Dolly gave a shrug. ‘Well, as there’s no wedding list I thought a personal gift might fit the bill. It ticks all the boxes.’


‘Boxes?’ asked Pearl as she zipped up the travel bag she had packed that morning.


‘The old rhyme,’ said Dolly, ‘to bring a bride good luck on her wedding day. Something old,’—she indicated the painting’s antique gold leaf frame—‘something new’—She paused to remind Pearl: ‘It’s a brand-new piece of work. And as to “something borrowed”,’ she went on, ‘a friend lent me some brushes for this piece, and I haven’t yet given them back.’ She offered a mischievous smile then. ‘Something blue? Well …’ She allowed her daughter to guess for herself.


‘The sea,’ said Pearl, pointing to the azure band above a mass of oyster shells affixed to the canvas. She returned Dolly’s smile. ‘I’m sure Amy will really appreciate this. A reminder of home?’


Dolly considered the painting. ‘Yes,’ she said thoughtfully, ‘though not quite the tropical climes she’s used to. You said she’s been living in Thailand?’


Pearl nodded. ‘And we might be short of waving palm trees here, but Whitstable has its own charm – as has your gift,’ she added, before checking her watch and noting it was almost midday. ‘I’d better get going.’


‘What’s the hurry?’ asked Dolly. ‘The wedding’s not until tomorrow.’


‘I know, but as the guests have all been invited to stay at the venue for the whole weekend, I was hoping to arrive reasonably early today to catch up with Amy.’


Pearl grabbed a white linen jacket from the back of an armchair while Dolly began carefully wrapping her painting in a sheet of silver gift paper. Pearl watched her and flipped her long dark curls from the collar of her jacket as she mused, ‘It’s true there’s no wedding list, but it’s usual these days to have one, isn’t it?’


Dolly shrugged. ‘I presume they’re not in need of much,’ she commented as she continued wrapping. ‘Guy Priddey’s a very wealthy man.’


Pearl reacted to an element of disdain in her mother’s voice. ‘Successful,’ she said.


‘An adventurer,’ said Dolly with conviction before she pushed back her fringe, which had recently been coloured a bold magenta – a return to her favourite shade after a period of sporting a strong turquoise. Pearl knew it wouldn’t be long before her mother chose another attention-grabbing hue. Vivid colour was a weapon in the armoury Dolly used against age, as evidenced by her shockingly bright clothes. Dolly was sixty-five but going on sixteen and committed to growing old disgracefully. She finished wrapping the painting and remarked, ‘I can quite see why Amy’s been swept off her feet by him.’


‘Can you?’ asked Pearl.


Dolly looked back at her daughter as she secured a gold bow to the wrapped painting then stood up and smoothed the folds of her Technicolor artist’s smock.


‘Of course. Quite aside from his money, Priddey’s a free spirit – just like Amy – though he needed to be more than that to salvage that precious cargo from the South China Sea.’


‘And sell it for a small fortune,’ said Pearl.


‘Not so small,’ remarked Dolly knowingly. ‘It raised over five million at auction.’


‘That much?’ Pearl asked in shock.


Dolly gave a nod. ‘And I wasn’t in the least surprised. It was the finest Ch’ing dynasty porcelain.’


Pearl suddenly felt out of the loop. ‘How d’you know so much about it?’


Dolly preened before declaring: ‘I made it my business to find out. I read a few articles about the whole operation. I’m a ceramicist, remember?’ Pearl paused before humouring her. ‘Of course,’ she said, failing to point out that her mother’s shabby-chic platters hardly resembled priceless Chinese porcelain – though they did come in handy for oyster displays at the High Street restaurant that bore Pearl’s name – The Whitstable Pearl.


‘There again,’ said Dolly tentatively, ‘we mustn’t think that having all that money makes Priddey any more attractive to Amy than he clearly is.’


Pearl eyed her mother before setting the record straight. ‘Amy’s in love,’ she declared. ‘She called me from Bangkok and talked of nothing else but Guy. They may only have been together for a short while but they’re both old enough to know what they feel for one another.’


‘Good,’ said Dolly, seemingly satisfied, ‘though why Amy, or any other woman, feels the need to get married these days remains a mystery to me.’ She gave a sidelong glance at her daughter to which Pearl failed to react, then added: ‘Especially when you’re in your forties.’ She now offered the wrapped gift to Pearl, who gaped at her in shock.


‘Like me, you mean?’


‘You’re not married.’


‘Yet,’ said Pearl. ‘But I am engaged.’


‘Yes,’ said Dolly with a confused frown. ‘But what does that actually mean? You’re promised to one man and therefore unavailable to any other?’ She gave a pinched look. Pearl grabbed the wrapped painting from her and said, ‘McGuire proposed.’


‘And you accepted,’ said Dolly quickly, raising a finger to stress her point. ‘So now you’re neither single nor married, but in a form of … purgatory? You’re not even living together.’


‘This cottage is too small for us.’


‘It was big enough for me and your dad,’ said Dolly, ‘and now that Charlie’s moved out, you have a spare—’


‘I’m not getting rid of Charlie’s room,’ said Pearl quickly, before picking up her travel bag.


‘Why not?’ asked Dolly. ‘Charlie’s in his twenties and managing to pay rent on his own place in Canterbury – finally,’ she added, aware that Pearl had been subsidising him for quite a while.


‘And what if something goes wrong?’


‘If Charlie knows you’re keeping his slippers warm at home, it most certainly will,’ said Dolly. ‘He’ll be bouncing back here instead of learning to stand on his own two feet. But if he does ever need somewhere to stay in Whitstable there’s always my place – if I don’t have any guests staying.’


‘You’ve always got guests staying,’ said Pearl, knowing that Dolly’s Attic, the Harbour Street apartment situated above her mother’s home and the shop from which she sold her ceramics and artwork, was one of the town’s most popular holiday haunts.


‘Then he can sleep on the chaise longue in my conservatory,’ argued Dolly before she paused and considered her daughter. ‘There again … if you’re looking for a reason not to settle down with McGuire—’


‘I’m not,’ Pearl insisted. ‘We … just haven’t had time to discuss wedding plans, that’s all.’


Dolly watched as Pearl hitched her bag over her shoulder, then she paused and came closer. ‘So … this is really what you want, is it? Marriage?’ Somehow she made the word sound deeply unattractive.


‘Would I have said yes otherwise?’


Dolly took a moment to consider this. ‘Lots of women get carried away with a proposal. There’s nothing wrong with having second thoughts.’


‘You mean cold feet? I haven’t got them.’


‘After all these years of independence?’


‘What’s that got to do with it?’


‘You’ll be giving up the life you’ve carved out for yourself – your routines. We settle into middle age like a pair of comfy slippers.’


‘Forty is not “middle-aged”.’


‘You’re over forty now, Pearl.’


‘So?’


‘So, I’m just saying … our needs change as we grow older. When I was young, I’d have given anything for love.’


‘And now?’ asked Pearl, curious.


‘Now, it’s a foot spa.’


Pearl gave a heavy sigh. ‘Is it marriage you’re trying to put me off – or McGuire?’


Dolly gave a shrug. ‘It’s really nothing personal.’


‘You just don’t like the idea of having a police officer in the family, is that it?’


It was true that Dolly Nolan had always shown a disregard for all authority – including members of the police – though she had warmed to Pearl’s fiancé, DCI Mike McGuire, evidenced by the fact that she no longer called him ‘the flatfoot’.


‘Now that you mention it,’ mused Dolly, ‘we could do with a useful profession in the family.’


‘“Useful”?’


‘Like a plumber,’ said Dolly. ‘With the money they charge these days, I’m going to have to remortgage just to get my old boiler overhauled.’


Pearl gave up. ‘Why don’t I find a brain surgeon and get you overhauled?’


‘Uncalled for,’ said Dolly. ‘I’m just pointing out the obvious, that’s all: you hardly have time to see one another as it is, what with McGuire on call at the police station and you at the restaurant – or embroiled in trying to solve someone’s problems.’


‘Cases,’ said Pearl. ‘Nolan’s is a detective agency – not a knock-and-drop-in centre.’


‘Whatever,’ said Dolly dismissively before beginning again. ‘I’ve always wanted what’s best for you, Pearl. You need to invest time in a marriage for it to work.’ She gave a knowing look. ‘As for Amy,’ she went on, ‘why on earth would she want to give up a dream job like hers, jetting all over the world and writing about interesting people?’


‘I told you – she’s in love.’


‘She was in love with her job.’


‘Work isn’t everything.’


‘It is to you and McGuire.’


‘Well then,’ said Pearl. ‘Things will have to change.’ The finality of her tone seemed to serve as a punctuation mark to the conversation. Dolly got the message and finally softened.


‘At least you’ve got a nice break to look forward to.’ She plucked an invitation from its place on Pearl’s mantelpiece. It featured an aerial photograph of a country manor house nestled in stunning grounds. Dolly gave the card an approving nod. ‘Very tasteful,’ she said, eyeing the silver lettering against its stylish dove-grey background before checking the back of it. ‘Thompson’s of Faversham,’ she noted. ‘Nice work. They’ve done Mount Ephraim proud with this. It’s a beautiful venue,’ she said, ‘for a special person.’ She looked over at Pearl as she suddenly recalled, ‘Poor Amy had a lot to overcome as a child, didn’t she? Can’t have been easy losing her mum as she did, only for her dad to fall under the spell of Madame Meadows.’


‘The Stepmonster,’ said Pearl. ‘That’s what Amy used to call her.’


‘And I’m not surprised. Barbara Meadows squeezed herself into Geoffrey’s life like an octopus into a bottle.’


‘Yes,’ said Pearl, pained by the thought. ‘She completely displaced Amy.’


Both women reflected on this for a moment before Dolly remarked, ‘She must have been so unhappy. Perhaps that’s why she always looked so … otherworldly?’ She thought for a moment then added, ‘As though she was trying to … absent herself from life.’


‘She certainly always hankered after getting away from Whitstable,’ Pearl commented. ‘I missed her when she left, but now she’s back. To get married,’ she added pointedly. ‘And I, for one, am very grateful for my invitation.’ She plucked the card from Dolly’s hand then picked up her travel bag, moved to the door and threw a glance back to where her two tabby cats lay sprawled on the sofa. ‘You will look after Pilchard and Sprat for me?’


‘Of course,’ said Dolly. ‘I’m Cat Woman of Whitstable,’ she purred. ‘They’ll be in safe hands with me – as will the restaurant.’


‘No need to worry about that,’ said Pearl, grateful that her young chef, Dean Samson, could more than cope in her absence. ‘Charlie can cover some shifts if needed.’


‘As can I,’ Dolly insisted.


Pearl smiled, aware that while her mother was no cook, Dolly Nolan’s spirited presence front-of-house was always a boon at The Whitstable Pearl – unless she had to talk about the town’s most famous delicacy – oysters – which she despised.


‘In any case,’ Dolly went on, ‘you’ll only be gone for the weekend. Back on Monday?’


Pearl nodded. ‘Right.’


She moved towards the front door then eyed her mother, asking hesitantly: ‘Did you … really mean what you said?’


‘About?’


‘Me getting married?’


Dolly looked uncomfortable and carefully gathered her thoughts. ‘Look,’ she began, ‘in my day, you got wed because you needed a bit of stability before starting a family. You already have a family – unless, of course, you’re thinking of—’


‘I’m not,’ said Pearl firmly.


‘Then you won’t be needing a spare room.’ Dolly smiled again – triumphantly this time. Pearl decided to let the matter drop. Instead, she leaned forward to kiss her mother before finally heading to the front door.


Once outside, Pearl hurried over to her Fiat, which was parked nearby on Island Wall, a long street that ran parallel to Whitstable’s coastline. A row of seagulls perched on the roofs across the road appeared to observe Pearl carefully as she placed her travel bag in the boot; once they were sure there were no food scraps forthcoming, they lost interest and returned to basking in the pale sunlight. Pearl got into her car and settled Dolly’s wedding gift carefully on the passenger seat beside her. Opening the driver’s-side window, she saw her mother was already waving from the doorstep. ‘Have fun!’


Dolly blew a kiss at her daughter and Pearl called back: ‘Don’t worry, I will!’ Then Pearl put the Fiat firmly in gear and drove off, leaving Dolly gazing after her, confident that her daughter was about to enjoy a well-earned, peaceful break.









CHAPTER TWO


Ten minutes after leaving home, Pearl found herself in a heavy flow of traffic on the dual carriageway heading in the direction of London. Putting her foot hard on the accelerator, she recognised she was not only responding to the general road speed but to the faster pace of life that existed beyond Whitstable. Pearl’s hometown on the North Kent coast had been something of a backwater, most famous for its oysters and a fishing industry that had existed since Roman times, with the estuary waters providing the perfect shallow mix of salt and fresh water in which the molluscs thrived. At the start of the twentieth century, during the ‘glory days’ of oyster fishing, more than a hundred boats had been involved in local dredging, and oysters had been so plentiful they had been considered not an expensive delicacy but the mere cheap padding of a steak and oyster pie. Now, for the most part, Whitstable’s famous native oyster had been replaced by its larger grey-shelled competitor, the Pacific rock oyster, which could be eaten all year round and was therefore now farmed, not fished, in industrial proportions on a proliferation of metal trestles which stretched out for some distance along the foreshore to become visible at low tide as the estuary waters receded.


The rock oyster was also now considered to be an invasive species as it had escaped its local containment to spread along the Kent coastline at such a rate that it threatened other sea life. Local fishermen talked of rock oysters weighing more than two kilos – monsters taking over the local marine ecology – and environmental groups were working hard with volunteers to destroy the species, likening the farming of rock oysters for profit to growing Japanese knotweed in polytunnels. In other coastal areas, a similar programme of removal had been put in place, not least because the razor-sharp shells of the Pacific rock oysters, which sat vertically rather than horizontally on the sea bed, were sharp enough to penetrate the soles of rubber boots and injure the feet of sailors jumping out of their boats at low tide.


There were parallels between the threat from the rock oyster and Whitstable’s other non-native ‘invasive species’: the DFL – the acronym locals used for the ‘down from Londoners’ – who were snapping up second homes for themselves in what they considered to be a quaint little fishing town less than an hour’s drive from south London. They had pushed up property prices so that a whole generation of young adults could no longer afford to remain in their hometown. Charlie was one. He had first moved into student accommodation in Canterbury while studying graphics at the university, but he now seemed permanently settled there, secure in the knowledge that he would be unable to manage the rent on even the smallest Whitstable apartment. To Pearl’s chagrin, her son had now made his home in a university city filled with tourists, bars and chain stores – a contrast to all he had ever known in Whitstable. The fact that Charlie had become a city boy continued to unsettle Pearl, whose own haven remained the estuary coastline which was now fast receding out of her driver’s-side window.


The sea was in Pearl’s DNA, gifted to her by her fisherman father, and his before him, from a bloodline of men whose harvests were gathered from the seabed itself. The estuary waters coursed through Pearl’s veins – ebbing and flowing with the beat of her heart – so much so that even following the traffic on its way to London made her slightly uneasy. Relief finally appeared in the form of a road sign which offered an exit just before those for the creek-side haunts of Faversham and Oare. Pearl moved into the slow lane destined for local traffic and followed a signpost for the hamlet of Fostall.


Bordered by orchards and farmland, the winding road was in fact little more than a country lane, and it was a welcome contrast to the busy dual carriageway as it carried Pearl uphill through glades of overhanging trees until another sign came into view, this time informing her that she was nearing the village of Hernhill – twinned with the French town of Vis en Artois. From a landscape of rolling farmland, a tractor appeared, which hindered Pearl’s progress but allowed her time to appreciate the pretty cottages that lined the road. The tractor slowed to a halt, forcing Pearl to do the same just in front of The Red Lion, a centuries-old inn that looked out on to a village green where an ancient oak tree stood guard over the old church of St Michael’s.


As the tractor waited to turn into a nearby farm, Pearl stared across at the pub’s half-timbered exterior, graced with colourful window boxes and the date, 1364, above the door. A chalkboard menu was displayed outside, which Pearl took the opportunity to investigate as the tractor continued to block her path. It soon became clear that the old country inn had long since exchanged ‘pub grub’ for a more sophisticated bill of fare which included starters of crispy salt and pepper squid, Chinese five spice duck rillettes, and a chevre cheese cheesecake on walnut sable. Vegans were catered for with a Buddha bowl salad of mixed grains, nuts and spiced corn, and a vegetable risotto with a garlic-oil confit. Within the Pub Classics section, even the beef pie was ‘handmade’, and there was a selection of chef-inspired desserts and an extensive cheeseboard that included quince jelly. Seated at tables shaded from hazy sunshine by parasols were a mixture of locals and visitors – the latter easily identified by the photographs they were taking, not only of the pub’s good food but of an old set of stocks that stood near the door.


Pearl glanced across to the village green, which on one side was home to four pretty cottages built on a site which centuries ago had housed the old vicarage and a tithe barn. But as she considered the medieval church, she found herself reflecting on Dolly’s comments about her engagement to McGuire. While she had so often been a guest, if not bridesmaid, at the weddings of her friends, she had never walked down a church aisle as a bride. It was true her independent spirit had a lot to do with that, and the fact that for two decades Pearl’s son, Charlie, had remained the most important man in her life. But then she had been brought into contact – and conflict – with Mike McGuire, a Met CID detective seconded temporarily to Kent to work out of Canterbury, and fate had ensured that Pearl and McGuire had crossed paths. McGuire’s blonde good looks contrasted with Pearl’s dark beauty, and yet the old cliché of opposites attracting had proved to be accurate. The pair were yin and yang – even in the way they approached a case. Pearl relied on her instincts to solve the crimes that came her way at Nolan’s – the small detective agency she had started up in part to assuage her empty-nest syndrome – while McGuire preferred formal procedure to satisfy the demands of the CPS. He and Pearl were distinct but ever connected – two sides of the same coin – even as partners in crime.


Although McGuire wasn’t exactly a closed book, he played his cards close to his chest, which meant Pearl had learned little about his life before his move to Kent. If McGuire preferred to keep his past undisclosed, so did Pearl. The complexity of crime had brought them together, but it was McGuire’s proposal, posed as a simple question on Whitstable’s beach at full tide, that had finally moved their relationship on. In that instant, all Pearl had been aware of was the look in McGuire’s blue eyes that matched the colour of the sea that hot summer afternoon, and his need for certainty and assurance, which she had given in a single word – ‘yes’.


Since then, time had moved on, and Dolly was now posing the questions Pearl had asked herself. What was it that she had actually agreed to that day? To becoming Mrs Mike McGuire, shedding her name and her own identity as Pearl Nolan while giving up the home in which she had brought up her son – a home filled with decades of memories? Staring across at St Michael’s Church, she realised that a walk down an aisle also constituted a leap of faith – as it clearly did for her old friend, Amy Young, who had remained single for as long as Pearl had. Would the two friends’ faith in their new loves – and lives – prove justified? Before Pearl found an answer, a loud horn sounded behind her, and in her rear-view mirror she caught sight of a disgruntled driver indicating the clear path ahead of her as the tractor turned off the road. Pearl set her Fiat back in gear, relieved to be moving on – and leaving behind a trail of anxious thoughts.


It wasn’t long before the entrance to Mount Ephraim came into view, marked by a pair of imposing wrought-iron gates decorated with the entwined letters that formed the initials of the family members who had occupied the estate for three centuries. At the end of a serpentine driveway stood the elegant two-storey red-brick manor house, but before Pearl had a chance to properly take in her surroundings, a figure appeared. A young woman with cropped red hair, like burnished gold in the bright sunlight, was standing at the main pillared entrance – perhaps having seen the Fiat turn into the driveway. Pearl parked on the gravel forecourt while the young woman remained quite still, as though standing to attention, giving Pearl the impression she might be a member of staff. Finally, she approached, and as she did so, she seemed vaguely familiar to Pearl – a ghost from the past.


‘Good to see you, Pearl,’ she said with a warm smile.


Taken aback, Pearl was unsure if her mind was playing tricks on her. ‘Emma?’ she asked. ‘Is it really you?’


The young woman nodded. ‘It’s been a while, hasn’t it?’


Pearl quickly took stock. ‘Ten years, or more,’ she recalled. ‘I hardly recognised you – which is not to say you look—’


‘Older?’


‘Different,’ said Pearl. ‘Your long blonde hair?’


‘Long gone,’ smiled the young woman. ‘A new style for a new life.’ As Pearl opened the boot of her car, Emma reached forward to take Pearl’s travel bag. ‘Here, let me …’ But at Pearl’s hesitation, she explained. ‘It’s okay. It’s my job. I work here, but when I saw your name on the list of guests, I asked Amy to leave it as a surprise.’


Pearl smiled at the thought. ‘It’s certainly that,’ she said as she allowed Emma to take hold of her bag. ‘How long have you been here?’


‘Eighteen months. I manage the accommodation and catering, and my partner, Ryan, helps with the gardens.’ She glanced around. ‘It’s idyllic, isn’t it?’


Pearl turned around to take in her immediate surroundings: an expansive central lawn with a circular fountain and two magnificent trees partially obscuring the view of what appeared to be a cricket pitch with a white pavilion a few hundred metres from the house. Turning back to Emma, Pearl smiled. ‘Was it too much to expect that you might have stayed working for me at The Whitstable Pearl?’


‘It was good of you to take me on in the first place,’ said Emma. ‘I was a juvenile delinquent in those days. A bolshie teenage kitchen hand.’


‘At first, maybe,’ said Pearl, ‘but you were always a natural chef, Emma. I could tell that from the way you made every dish your own.’


‘Even though they weren’t always a success?’


‘Some people need a rule book. Others learn by trial and error.’


‘Like you?’


Pearl shrugged. ‘Maybe. But I didn’t mind you making a few mistakes in the kitchen as long as my customers didn’t have to eat them.’ She smiled again and added sincerely: ‘We missed you after you left.’


‘Really?’ Emma asked with surprise.


Pearl nodded. ‘We still have some of your postcards on the noticeboard in the office. All those glamorous places around the Med? It looked like you were living the high life.’


Emma smiled. ‘I took a summer job cooking aboard a yacht.’


‘How was it?’


‘Hot – and hard work. But it was good experience and I put everything that I learned from you into practice. When the season ended, I took a job at a little restaurant in the hills around Antibes. Then I studied everything I could about French cuisine. It’s stood me in good stead.’


‘I bet,’ said Pearl, impressed. ‘I’m sure you could teach me a thing or two now.’


The women shared a smile before Pearl looked back at the house. Emma indicated a flight of stone steps leading to a balustraded terrace surrounding a wing of the old house.


‘Is this where I’m staying?’ asked Pearl.


Emma nodded. ‘It’s known as the garden wing and was built later than the rest of the main house, which connects to it. Most of the guests will be staying here – but some will be based in the west wing.’ She nodded to the other section of the house across the terrace.


‘And … is everyone here?’


Emma shook her head. ‘Only two other guests so far,’ she explained. ‘Friends of Amy’s: Tess and James. They’ve just gone into Faversham. James is a playwright and Tess is an actress, so they wanted to take a look at the local theatre – the Arden. Amy has a few things to sort out with the florist and the celebrant, and Guy’s in town too – soon he’ll be picking up some more guests from the station. You can take your time and get settled before everyone comes back.’


Pearl followed Emma up the steps and said, ‘I can’t believe you’ve been here for so long and you haven’t once come and eaten at The Whitstable Pearl.’


‘You’re always fully booked,’ said Emma. ‘Besides,’ she added, ‘we’ve had our hands full here. Apart from helping with the grounds, Ryan’s always busy with odd jobs. You wouldn’t believe how much there is to maintain.’ She paused. ‘It’s strange, but … it’s sometimes easy to forget that there’s another world beyond here.’ She considered this for a moment before she explained, ‘The owners are away at the moment on a cruise. The house and estate have belonged to the same family for hundreds of years and amazingly there are only two gardeners, but the family are very hands-on with the estate’s upkeep. It’s their home, after all.’


‘And yours now too?’


Emma nodded. ‘Ryan and I have an apartment near the tea terrace.’


A bell tolled the hour and Emma smiled. ‘That’s the old clock tower. Thankfully, I’ve got used to the chiming now.’


Arriving on the terrace, Pearl noted how it wrapped around the end of the garden wing. An antique wrought-iron table and chairs were situated at the best vantage point, offering a view of the central lawn and a series of neatly clipped yew hedges which enclosed some of the gardens. Following Emma to the door, Pearl saw that a courtyard in a basement area remained in shade, bordered by dust-covered windows that peered blindly from the building, unable to view the magnificent grandiflora magnolia blossom that shrouded the upper terrace.


‘What’s down there?’ Pearl asked, curious.


‘The old service wing,’ Emma explained as she produced a set of keys from her pocket. ‘It’s disused now, apart from storage, but once upon a time it would have been the kitchen.’


‘Shrouded in darkness …’ mused Pearl, noting how little sunlight reached the area, but in the next instant Emma opened the door to the garden wing to reveal a bright welcoming hallway with parquet flooring. The shelves of a long wooden dresser housed a large selection of books as well as several vintage port bottles and what looked like a couple of grouse feathers. Setting down Pearl’s bag, Emma opened a door to a cosy drawing room with an antique desk, sofa and a pair of comfortable-looking armchairs. Windows offered different views of the terrace: one looking straight out at the wrought-iron table and chairs while the other looked back on the magnolia blossom.


‘The sitting room’s through here,’ Emma said, moving back into the hall and on to an elegant room, its own dual aspect looking out onto the central lawn in one direction and further grounds in the other. Noting the enormous stone fireplace, Pearl commented, ‘I’m sure I could fit the entire ground floor of Seaspray Cottage in here.’


Emma smiled. ‘Wait till you see the kitchen and dining room.’


She led Pearl along a corridor to an open door, and Pearl caught her breath at the sight of an enormous kitchen and dining room, its table set with a dozen chairs.


‘An Aga and a cooker,’ Pearl noted, before putting her head around another door to find a well-equipped scullery. She looked back at Emma. ‘What I wouldn’t give to have this space at The Whitstable Pearl.’


‘Well, there’ll be no need for you to cook this weekend,’ Emma replied. ‘I’m your chef, and if the weather holds we’ll be eating outside on the terrace this evening. But I’ll prepare everything in the west wing to give you all some privacy.’


Glancing around, Pearl’s attention was drawn to an imposing iron door at the side of the Aga. She looked back at Emma, who shrugged. ‘An old strongroom,’ she explained. ‘No longer used – just another bit of history that comes with the house – like that.’ She pointed above the door to an antique bell system for summoning staff, then she gestured towards the other side of the room, saying, ‘Those two double doors beyond the dining table lead to the games room. Come on, I’ll show you.’


Again she led the way, this time opening the doors to an enormous room dominated by a full-sized billiard table overhung by a frame of lamps. A long sofa lined a wall, together with some well-stocked bookcases and a large painting of a ship, the SS Ruahine, a reminder for Pearl that the owners of the estate had been a shipping family. An antique scoreboard also hung on a wall near a bank of tall windows. A piano stood at the far end of the room. ‘Do you play?’ asked Emma.


Pearl shook her head. ‘Not a note,’ she said. ‘But my snooker’s not bad.’ She smiled and, for a moment, allowed herself to imagine playing a game with McGuire – if he had only been able to spend the weekend with her.


Emma noted Pearl’s thoughtful reaction and went on. ‘How are Dolly and Charlie?’


‘Both fine,’ said Pearl, recognising the years that stood between herself and the formerly troubled girl who had once worked in her kitchen but who was now managing such an impressive establishment.


‘We’ve actually crossed the threshold into the original house,’ said Emma, ‘and the far door near the piano leads into it but it’s kept locked most of the time, so if we head back into the hallway I’ll show you to your room upstairs.’


Pearl followed Emma as they climbed a wooden staircase to an upper corridor. On the right-hand side, several doors faced a large window which looked out on to the opposite section of the house.


‘The west wing?’ said Pearl.


Emma nodded. ‘There are six bedrooms in this part of the house. Amy is in the main suite.’ She nodded to the first two doors they encountered. ‘Tess and James are next door in the blue room.’ She then indicated the open door to another room which Pearl could see was tastefully decorated in dove-grey tones. ‘Ingrid, Amy’s agent, will take that room, and’—she moved on to the fifth door—‘Amy chose this one for you.’


Throwing open the door, Emma revealed a charming room decorated in a muted pink shade. ‘I think it has the best views,’ she added, gesturing towards the room’s two windows.


‘Amy’s quite right,’ said Pearl. ‘I love it.’ Looking back at Emma, she noted, ‘But you’ve … mentioned only four bedrooms?’


‘That’s right.’ Emma nodded. ‘There’s a shower room at the end of the corridor and a bathroom next to this, and there are two more bedrooms through the door at the end of the corridor. They’re actually situated above the games room.’


Pearl took stock of this. ‘And you said that some guests are staying in the west wing?’


Emma smiled. ‘It’s tradition for the groom to spend the night before the ceremony in the Sir Edwyn Suite, so Guy’s there and Amy will join him after the wedding. The west wing is now bed-and-breakfast accommodation but it used to be the old servants’ quarters, so the rooms are all named accordingly. Guy’s sister, Sarah, and her husband, Toby, will have the Cook’s Room, and another friend of Amy’s will take the Gamekeeper’s.’ She handed Pearl a set of keys. ‘I’ll leave you to settle in, Pearl, but would you like me to bring you a drink and a sandwich?’


Pearl shook her head. ‘I’m fine, Emma. But I’m ashamed to say I haven’t actually visited the gardens here at Mount Ephraim since I was a child, so I wouldn’t mind taking a short walk and getting reacquainted with them.’


‘Of course.’ Emma reached across to the dressing table. ‘Here’s a map.’ She handed it to Pearl and said, ‘You’ll soon get your bearings using this. If you take the steps down from the terrace, you’ll find a path that leads to the Japanese rock garden on your left and the rose terraces to your right. Below that are two other grass levels with a tennis court at one end and the wedding pavilion at the other – that’s where tomorrow’s ceremony will take place.’ She smiled and nodded her head towards one of Pearl’s windows. ‘The lowest terrace leads down to the edge of the lake.’ She indicated this on the map and Pearl suddenly caught the fragrance of Emma’s perfume – something familiar and aromatic which Pearl couldn’t quite identify but which she associated with North African countries like Tunisia and Morocco – Neroli, perhaps, she thought. Oblivious to Pearl’s distracted expression, Emma continued to trace a route on the map then looked back at her. ‘It’s quite a back garden, isn’t it?’


‘It certainly is,’ Pearl agreed, ‘and a perfect setting for a wedding.’


‘You’re right. I have a feeling this is going to be a very special weekend.’ For a moment Emma seemed to reflect on this before she finally moved to the door. ‘I’m sure everyone will be back soon, but in the meantime make yourself at home, and if you need anything at all just call me on my mobile.’ She slipped her hand into her pocket and produced a card. ‘I’ll be at the end of it,’ she said, ‘or Ryan.’ She paused, then smiled and said sincerely, ‘It’s so good to see you again, Pearl.’


‘And you, Emma.’


Once alone, Pearl stepped across to the window and saw bright sunlight streaming down into the beautiful grounds below – another reason to believe that Emma was quite right: it would be a very special weekend indeed.
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