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‘Christmas isn’t a season. It’s a feeling.’


Edna Ferber, ‘Catching Up With Christmas’




Chapter One


Tuesday 14 December, 4 p.m.


Any fisherman would have described the wind that day as ‘blowing a hooley’. The icy blast had whistled a direct north-easterly passage, straight off the Norwegian coast, arriving on Whitstable’s shores at the very moment Pearl Nolan was stepping into its path. Closing her front door, she pulled her scarlet coat tighter to her body, burying her chin into its black velvet collar as she turned her back on Seaspray Cottage and hurried along Island Wall.


Wearing a black Cossack-style fake fur hat and lace-up boots, Pearl looked much like a romantic Russian heroine, and certainly younger than her thirty-nine years with her dark hair falling across her shoulders and her light frame allowing the biting gusts to propel her along the street. Daylight had already faded as she ducked for cover in the lea of Kemp Alley, where a streetlamp reflected against the stage door of the old Playhouse which was plastered with posters advertising the coming attraction of Puss in Boots. The sound of Pearl’s own heels bounced off the alley walls as she headed for the lights of the High Street.


In her shoulder bag were the Christmas cards which she had forgotten to take with her to the restaurant that morning. Instead, they had been left behind on her kitchen table, even after she had sat up into the early hours making sure she had written every last one so as not to miss the final post before Christmas. Increasingly, it seemed that these short, bleak December days reflected a shortage of time itself.


During the summer months, the clientele of The Whitstable Pearl consisted largely of tourists – DFLs mainly (the town’s acronym for Down from Londoners), keen to sample the town’s famous oysters – but at this time of year Pearl’s customers were generally High Street locals looking for something more substantial. The menu today had featured a Stargazy pie, a hot chilli-salmon flan and a home-made lobster bisque, served with croutons and a rouille sauce fired with espelette pepper. The dishes had satisfied a host of Christmas shoppers, but having closed the door on her restaurant for the day, Pearl had trekked home, not to put her feet up, but to deal with her forgetfulness.


On the High Street, a sign helpfully directed Whitstable’s visitors to the harbour in one direction, and the station in the other, but Pearl ignored both and headed directly across the road to St Alfred’s where the old church clock suddenly chimed the quarter-hour. Pearl loved the sound of church bells and felt warmed, if only from the glow of festive lights.


Whitstable’s local council had abandoned responsibility for funding such non-essentials as seasonal decorations. Even the city of Canterbury, a twenty-minute drive away and the seat of Anglican Christianity, was now starved of Christmas lights to celebrate the Nativity. But Whitstable’s shopkeepers had characteristically risen to a challenge and used a final one-off municipal payment to provide a budget host of illuminated angels; the latter hovered above the main thoroughfare, heads bowed and hands clasped in prayer, seemingly the only figures in the busy High Street to be reflecting on the true meaning of Christmas.


Carollers’ voices grew louder as Pearl crossed the road, but none belonged to members of the church choir who would gather in a few days’ time around the dressed tree on St Alfred’s front lawn. Nor were they the voices of churchgoers who would assemble on Christmas Eve for Midnight Mass. Instead, Pearl noticed that a bunch of enterprising kids had parked themselves at the front of the Playhouse, a school beret on the pavement as they busked their own casual rendition of ‘Silent Night’.


The plaintive lyrics found their way straight to Pearl’s heart, reminding her of other Christmases from her childhood as well as memories she would always treasure of her own child’s wonder at a Christmas morning. It seemed impossible to believe that nearly two decades had passed since Charlie’s birth, but soon – in a few days’ time – he would be returning home from a working holiday in Berlin, part of his gap year from university. Pearl had yet to buy her son’s Christmas present, torn between splashing out on a much-needed winter jacket or a piece of technology. She suspected Charlie would sooner put up with the cold than be frozen out by the shame of not having access to the latest apps.


These last days before Christmas were always a fraught period before the part of the holiday season that Pearl enjoyed most – preparing and providing an unforgettable Christmas lunch. Once the home-made pudding and brandy butter was eaten, the table cleared and the usual tipsy game of charades played, a spell of wonderful idleness always followed, punctuated by welcome parties, bracing beach walks and evenings spent lounging before a roaring fire with a drink in one hand, a good book in the other and sufficient time to read it. At least, that was the plan.


The dream vanished as the rope fixed to the old union flag on the church tower whipped suddenly against its pole in the bitter wind, sounding much like the loose halyards which clanked interminably against the masts of sailboats on a blustery day down at the beach. The sound also marked the end of the carol – ‘sleep in heavenly peace’ – and Pearl took out the post from her bag and checked the envelopes to make sure that each was stamped and sealed.


Many contained business cheques payable to her suppliers. Others held charity donations and a number of calendars featuring striking photographs of The Whitstable Pearl taken in the height of summer when there had been queues of tourists at the seafood bar, sporting T-shirts, shorts and suntans. The summer now seemed an age ago and the envelopes in Pearl’s hand contained, for the most part, Christmas cards she had written to friends, family and valued customers. While it seemed that electronic greetings were becoming increasingly popular, to her mind the old-fashioned Christmas card remained a potent force. Bridging time and distance, its arrival offered welcome reassurance that established relationships remained in place, while signalling to more casual acquaintances that we still exist and might yet meet again.


Reflecting on this, Pearl checked the final envelope in her hand and dropped it into the postbox. It was stamped and clearly addressed to the man who had occupied her thoughts for the past four months – Detective Chief Inspector Mike McGuire of Canterbury CID.




Chapter Two


Wednesday 15 December, 9.15 a.m.


‘Trust me, Pearl. At this time of year, just forget all about being a private detective and stick to being a restaurateur.’


The advice came from Pearl’s neighbour, Nathan, delivered in the soft mid-Atlantic accent he had acquired during the twenty years he had lived in Whitstable; however, there was a certain tension to his voice and Pearl knew the reason why. She looked down at the Christmas card in her hand, noting instantly that it was the kind of shoddy card that usually came in a cheap boxed set. Its front cover featured a cheeky robin perched on a garden shovel in a snowy landscape that was scattered with glitter. The message inside was short and sweet, consisting of four simple words cut out from newsprint. ‘ “You have . . . ” ’ she broke off for a moment ‘ “. . . no style?” ’ She frowned up at Nathan, puzzled.


‘There’s no question mark, sweetie. It’s a statement.’ His voice sounded slightly more Californian now, as it always did when he was trying to control his temper.


‘But hardly an accurate one.’ Pearl took a moment to study Nathan as he sat across the kitchen table from her. He was wearing a baby-blue cashmere sweater, slightly lighter in shade than his open-necked shirt collar. His linen trousers were not creased, but rather perfectly crumpled, and his brown leather boots remained pristine in spite of the weather. His designer stubble was peppered with grey but his thick, cropped hair remained a rich warm brown. For a man of forty-two, Nathan was fit and youthful-looking, his taut physique honed by regular visits to the gym. He was perfectly groomed – as ever.


‘You have buckets of style,’ she announced.


‘You bet I have,’ Nathan agreed. ‘So why on earth would somebody send me this?’


But before Pearl could reply, he quickly ordered, ‘Don’t answer that!’ He snatched the card from Pearl’s hand. ‘I shouldn’t even have shown this to you. I don’t want you trying to solve mysteries when you should be getting ready for Charlie coming home. I’m sorry I ever bothered you with it.’


Part of Pearl was wishing the same, but now she felt conflicted. In the past six months, since Nolan’s Detective Agency had been operating, she was proud of having solved a string of cases – including a murder. At this time of year, she may not have been in a hurry to burden herself with another case – even one whose successful outcome might help to assuage Nathan’s injured pride – but nonetheless, mysteries were for solving not ignoring.


‘It’s probably just someone’s idea of a joke,’ Nathan said, although Pearl could see that he was cut to the quick.


‘I suppose it could have been worse,’ she suggested.


Nathan looked up sharply. ‘How?’


‘A homophobic message?’


‘That I could cope with – but this?’ Nathan looked down at the card again, his brow beginning to furrow.


Feeling torn, Pearl glanced at the clock on her kitchen wall and downed the last of her coffee. ‘I’m really sorry, Nathan, but I have to get off to the restaurant.’


‘Of course you do,’ he said, coming out of his reverie. ‘And I have my article to write.’


‘Article?’


‘The one I should have handed in last week to that women’s online mag – about New Year’s resolutions?’


‘I thought you’d finished that.’


‘Haven’t even started, sweetie. I seem to have a mental block. Perhaps my own New Year’s resolution should be never to write about them.’


Pearl smiled. ‘So why did you take it on?’


‘Why else? Christmas comes but once a year but when it does, it costs a small fortune.’


‘Yes,’ Pearl sighed. ‘And I haven’t even dressed my tree.’


‘So I see.’ He gazed at the tall blue fir which stood only half-adorned by the window in the living room. ‘It looks a total mess,’ he said in all honesty. Nathan was a proponent of the unvarnished opinion, especially with Pearl whom he considered to be worthy of the truth. Having begun his working life as a talented advertising copywriter in Los Angeles, he had soon tired of using his best ideas for commercial hyperbole and instead he had taken up freelance journalism, contributing articles to magazines on varied subjects that included interior design, food and his greatest passion – film.


Pearl stared across at her Christmas tree. ‘I haven’t even been able to get the lights to work.’


‘Tried tightening the bulbs?’


‘Of course.’


‘Then you’ll have to buy some new ones.’


‘They are new.’


Nathan sympathised. ‘Christmas is sent to try us. Come over after you’ve finished at the restaurant and I’ll soothe you with Rioja.’


‘I wish I could,’ Pearl turned to him. ‘But I have to meet Diana to go through my accounts. I’ve been putting her off for weeks.’


‘I don’t blame you. The woman’s a dragon.’ Nathan fell suddenly silent. Then he picked up the card again and frowned. ‘Think she meant my home?’


‘Who?’


‘The woman who sent me this.’


‘And what makes you think it was a woman?’


‘No man would ever be so bitchy.’


Pearl offered a knowing look. ‘No?’


‘No,’ said Nathan firmly. ‘I certainly don’t know a single gay man who would ever choose something so tacky.’ He tossed the card onto the table and immediately wiped his hands with a paper napkin as though it was possible to catch bad taste simply by touching it.


Amused by this, Pearl ferried their empty cups to the sink, recognising that as Nathan spent so much of his time away, either working or visiting friends in Europe and the States, it was a real treat to have him home again in Whitstable – especially since she was missing her son, Charlie.


‘Forget about the card and come over on Friday,’ she said suddenly. ‘There’s a charity fundraiser at St Alfred’s. You can help me chop fruit for the mulled wine.’


Nathan raised an arched eyebrow. ‘Ah, but can I be trusted to do it with style?’ He gave in to Pearl’s warm smile and finally agreed. ‘OK. When d’you want me?’ Taking his navy-blue corduroy jacket from the back of his chair, he got to his feet.


‘I’ll let you know,’ Pearl said as she picked up his scarf. ‘I’ve promised to do some mince pies as well, so I’ll get them out of the way first.’


Nathan allowed her to coil the scarf carefully around his neck. ‘You take on too much, you know that, sweetie?’


‘I know when to say no.’


‘Good.’ He looked pointedly down at the Christmas card still lying on the kitchen table. ‘So, no more cases for you until after Christmas.’ He leaned in and planted a kiss on Pearl’s cheek. ‘See you Friday.’ He smiled and gave her a wink before disappearing out of the back door.


Pearl watched Nathan’s tall frame disappearing past her kitchen windows which looked straight out on to her garden and beyond that, to the sea, but it was an unwelcome view this morning with the slate-grey estuary waters blending seamlessly into a dull sky. She glanced back down at the kitchen table and picked up not the card, but the envelope lying beside it, which bore a strange stamp. Without her glasses, it looked much like a fleur-de-lis, but before she could give it more thought, her phone rang and she picked up the receiver, listening for just a moment before she interrupted the caller mid-flow.


‘Hold on. Can you say that again? And a little slower this time?’


As the caller continued, Pearl found herself looking down at the envelope in her hand. ‘You don’t say,’ she mused thoughtfully.


That afternoon, Pearl was in her restaurant, playing hostess to an office Christmas party which consisted of staff from a local estate agents. These days, almost every other High Street premises seemed to house a new estate agent, prospering from the high demand for characterful homes by the sea and within only an hour’s drive of south-east London. Increasingly, more DFLs were coming to settle on this part of the North Kent coast, and some of the estate agents’ profits were ending up in The Whitstable Pearl, where those present today had sunk considerably more in wine than they had eaten in food.


From the counter Pearl surveyed her little culinary empire: strings of cherry-red fairy lights draped around the paintings which lined the restaurant’s walls. Pearl was known to host the odd exhibition for a hungry if talented local artist, but mainly the restaurant was an informal gallery for the work of her son, Charlie, and her mother, Dolly. Charlie’s efforts were bold, striking and graphic while Dolly’s remained as always an eccentric collection of seascapes featuring various items of objets trouvés such as driftwood and dried seaweed.


Pearl usually turned to Charlie for design advice about the restaurant, though she always reserved the final right of approval. It was a sign of her own individualism not to match the sleek minimalist lines of other Harbour Street eateries but instead to provide an example of Whitstable’s own idiosyncratic nature – particularly with Dolly’s quirky work.


There were some grand restaurants down on the beach but The Whitstable Pearl remained a small but precious gem, full of charm and with a reputation for providing some of the best seafood in town. Fresh oysters, crab, shrimps and prawns were always available at the bar but Pearl also offered a selection of signature dishes in the restaurant, ranging in the summer from marinated sashimi of tuna, mackerel and wild salmon, to a year-round menu of squid encased in a light chilli tempura batter and sautéed scallop dotted with ginger and breadcrumb.


The Whitstable Pearl’s reputation was for simple dishes created with the finest ingredients, each course having been perfected over time – which meant that while Pearl’s presence wasn’t always needed at the restaurant, the quality of her food remained constant and guaranteed a steady if not growing trade. A small but trusted group of employees were treated like an extension of her family. Ruby, a once troubled teenager, had been taken under Pearl’s wing to settle down as a fine waitress. Ahmed, a young Moroccan student, provided trusted help in the kitchen while Dolly’s extrovert nature lent itself to most front-of-house roles, including giving restaurant recommendations to customers in spite of her innate dislike of oysters.


The business had supported Pearl while she had brought up her son as a single parent, but old ambitions had reawakened once Charlie had disappeared off to university in Canterbury, convincing her that it was high time for a new challenge. Starting up Nolan’s Detective Agency had offered a fresh opportunity to use the police training Pearl had chosen to abandon on discovering she was pregnant with Charlie, and to demonstrate the detective skills she always felt she possessed. To some extent, Dolly believed that Pearl had put her life on hold for her son, eschewing many opportunities, even for romance, but Pearl had never given up on the idea of 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. That is, not until she had found herself pitted against a Canterbury police detective during a murder investigation last summer. For a time, Pearl had allowed herself to think that something might come of the relationship, but as summer had faded into autumn, the days had grown shorter and the memories had begun to fade of Detective Chief Inspector Mike McGuire. Almost, but not quite – as McGuire’s absence had only served to pique Pearl’s interest.


Now, a new season had begun, prompting Dolly to make her annual sortie to the local village green at Duncan Down, returning with ample supplies of twigs and foliage which she had fashioned into displays on each of Pearl’s marble restaurant tables. In place of a Christmas tree, a striking arrangement of dogwood – spray-painted white and adorned with Dolly’s favourite glass baubles collected over the years – took pride of place near the seafood counter. Dolly had a knack of making something beautiful out of nothing and had always been a natural recycler, long before it had become a ‘green’ responsibility. While Pearl appreciated her mother’s creative talent, she herself preferred to look deeper, beyond the surface of things and people, to what lay beneath. If Dolly acted as the eyes of the town, Pearl represented its X-ray specs.


‘Four cards, you say?’ asked Dolly, entering from the kitchen to resume a conversation with her daughter as she settled clean oyster plates on a shelf behind the counter.


Pearl nodded. ‘Yes. They all arrived today so they must have been sent in a batch.’


Dolly frowned. ‘Who else got one – apart from Nathan?’


‘Jimmy from the Leather Bottle and Charmaine from the salon.’


At this, Dolly seemed instantly curious and leaned closer. ‘And what did hers have to say?’


Pearl clammed up, recognising that her mother was showing far too much interest to deserve the full details. ‘That would be breaching client confidentiality,’ she said in a clipped manner, trying to close down the conversation.


‘Don’t tell me you’re going to investigate,’ said Dolly. ‘You’ve got enough on your plate with this place and Christmas and Charlie coming home . . .’


‘I know,’ said Pearl, quickly adding: ‘I haven’t actually agreed to take the case on.’


‘Then you can tell me what Charmaine’s card said,’ Dolly wheedled artfully.


Pearl recognised that she was trapped. ‘Let’s just say, it was an unwarranted comment.’


‘But not unfounded?’ asked Dolly with a knowing smile.


Pearl eyed her mother, who continued: ‘Well, if you really wanted to upset someone, you’d put an element of truth in there somewhere, wouldn’t you?’


Dolly was right, her daughter realised. Nathan’s card had found its mark, as had every other incisive message for the recipients – but Charmaine’s card was the most cryptic: Look sideways at others and you will never go forward, it had stated.


Dolly now asked a question that threw new light on the subject. ‘Something about her boob job, was it?’


‘What?’ asked Pearl, coming out of her reverie.


‘Well, don’t say you haven’t noticed. Charmaine’s like the prow of a ship these days. That new bust of hers rounds a corner before she does. I’ll bet there’s not much of her that hasn’t seen the knife.’


It was true that Charmaine Hillcroft had long been addicted to the cult of celebrity – and all that went with it – including a bit of cosmetic surgery. Pearl had always believed Charmaine to be somewhere in her late forties, but it was quite possible that she might be at least a decade older. Her beauty salon, Whitstabelle, was piled high with magazines about showbusiness. What the stars had, Charmaine had to have, even if this subjected her to what was known in Hollywood as a little ‘work’.


‘What about Jimmy?’ asked Dolly.


Jimmy Herbert, the landlord of the Leather Bottle pub in Middle Wall, was a genial man who spent much of his time, since his marriage three years ago to Valerie, not pulling pints but supping them. Having relinquished nearly all responsibility for his business, he now sat back and allowed his wife to take over the running of the pub, remaining content to simply watch the large flatscreen TV in the saloon while feeding a veritable barrel of a tummy with unending supplies of bar snacks and beer. Val, as she preferred to be known, was a whippet-thin woman with a honey-coloured crop of hair, who spoiled and nagged her husband in equal measure, always taking control but forever complaining how overworked she was. In fact, it was Val who had contacted Pearl, outraged that the cheap Christmas card that had arrived for her husband had contained the words Lazy slob – even though these were words she had used to describe Jimmy herself.


‘Spiteful,’ Pearl said thoughtfully.


Dolly mused on this before asking, ‘And the last? You said there were four altogether: Nathan, Charmaine, Jimmy – and who else?’


Pearl looked across at the group of estate agents, presided over by the owner of Castle Estates. Adam Castle was topping up his own glass with champagne as his young employees stared on in admiration or merely gratitude for their substantial Christmas bonuses. Adam was a year younger than Pearl but several times wealthier due to a booming trade and a competitive spirit that had been evident since the time he and Pearl had attended school together. Adam had never excelled academically but had proved himself to be a keen sportsman and athlete who had developed a taste for winning and still took pride in doing so. His flyers and advertisements in the local press always included the personal touch of a photograph of himself, posed in a smart jacket and open-necked white shirt, not unlike a young Tony Blair, with a wide smile and an eager faun-like expression. The photograph was pleasant but there was something about the man in person that Pearl found unattractive: a vague agitation and impatience in the way that he often spoke over others as though he was either in too much of a hurry, or far too important, ever to listen properly to anyone else. In Adam Castle’s world, time was money – and though he wasn’t short of the latter he could always do with more of the former to increase his commission.


Pearl handed Dolly a card from her bag. Glitter fell onto the counter as Pearl’s mother eyed the snowman on the front and the message, spelled out in newsprint, inside.


‘The love of money is the root of all evil,’ she read aloud softly. Looking up, she saw that Pearl’s attention was still fixed on Adam, who appeared to be holding the full attention of his adoring young staff as he relayed an anecdote. Dolly huffed. ‘I’m surprised he was concerned enough even to mention this,’ she remarked.


Pearl took the card from her. ‘Well, any concerns he might have had seemed to vanish when he learned he wasn’t the only person to have received one.’


A sudden burst of laughter went up as the estate agents responded to the punchline of Adam’s story. For a moment, his eyes met Pearl’s across the restaurant, as he became aware that he might be the subject of her conversation. But his wide Cheshire cat grin soon replaced any sign of anxiety and he raised his glass as though to toast Pearl before taking another sip of champagne and turning his attention to the attractive young girl who sat beside him.


‘Any idea who could be sending them?’ asked Dolly, nodding towards the card Pearl was replacing in her bag.


‘No,’ Pearl said honestly, though she was becoming increasingly curious about the identity of the person who had cut out so many newsprint messages and posted them all around town. At that moment, the door opened and Pearl saw two familiar figures enter the restaurant. Pearl’s young waitress, Ruby, immediately showed the couple to a table and the man looked across and acknowledged Pearl as he waited for his wife to take her seat. ‘I’ll be right back,’ Pearl told her mother.


Clasping two menus, Pearl hurried across to her new customers, neither of whom looked to be in the best of spirits, though Dr Richard Clayson managed something of an automatic smile, perfected over the thirty years he had practised his bedside manner. Quietly spoken, Richard Clayson always managed to convey a natural gravitas, having earned a good reputation as a caring and efficient local GP – the kind of man in whom Pearl might have found it easy to confide, if he had been her own doctor. In fact, Richard Clayson had moved surgeries some time ago from Whitstable to the neighbouring town of Tankerton.


A tall man with an angular physique, Richard had a slightly stooped posture that gave him the appearance, from a distance, of an upright canoe. Although he was not yet fifty years old, the man appeared considerably older since his naturally dark hair had turned silver overnight a few years ago.


‘Good to see you both,’ Pearl said warmly. ‘How are you?’


‘Fine, thank you,’ the doctor replied politely, though he glanced quickly at his wife as he did so, as if for confirmation. Alice Clayson gave a fragile smile before accepting a menu from Pearl.


‘We came into town for a few presents,’ she explained, but aware that they had no shopping with them, she offered a small shrug. ‘A bite to eat here seemed preferable.’


Pearl smiled. ‘Well, I’m actually going to leave you in my mother’s good hands as I have to head off to see Diana.’ Alice Clayson looked up at the mention of her neighbour.


‘Accounts,’ said Pearl. ‘It’s that time of year. But I’ll see you both on Friday at the fundraiser?’


‘Of course,’ replied Dr Clayson. ‘Alice has donated one of her paintings for the raffle.’ Pearl noticed how he squeezed his wife’s pale hand.


‘A lovely idea,’ Pearl said sincerely. ‘It will be a lucky person who takes that home.’


As she headed back to the counter, Dolly tutted before volunteering an unwanted opinion: ‘If she turns sideways we’ll never see her.’ Dolly was staring across at Alice whose attention was still taken with Pearl’s menu. ‘She’s like a wraith,’ Dolly murmured. ‘There’s something . . . Ophelia-like about her, don’t you think? The painting, I mean, by Millais. Pale and otherworldly.’


Pearl took off her white apron, recognising that Dolly was right: there was indeed an ethereal quality about Alice. Dolly had a point about the painting too, except for the fact that Alice Clayson was no artist’s muse but a fine water-colourist herself, whose popular classes Dolly had signed up to in the late summer.


‘She’s still not over him,’ Dolly muttered to herself.


Pearl remained unimpressed. ‘You’ve said that a million times.’


‘You weren’t there, so you can’t judge,’ Dolly argued testily. ‘That boy was head over heels in love with Alice and anyone could see the feeling was mutual.’ Pearl eyed her mother but Dolly continued unabashed. ‘I’m telling you, there were plenty of us in that watercolour class who picked up the vibes. I’ve never felt more of a gooseberry in my life.’ She looked across at Alice Clayson. ‘In the words of Noël Coward, she was mad about the boy.’


‘Hardly a boy,’ said Pearl


‘He was to me,’ countered Dolly. ‘At twenty-seven or twenty-eight years old, he was at least ten years younger than Alice.’


Pearl observed Richard Clayson trying to engage his wife about the menu. ‘If you’re right,’ she conceded, ‘why didn’t she stay with him?’


‘That’s something we will never know,’ said Dolly. ‘Maybe she needs more security than a boy could give her or maybe she just came to her senses.’


Pearl considered her mother’s arguments. ‘Or maybe he did,’ she suggested. ‘Since he was the one who left.’


‘Yes,’ agreed Dolly finally. ‘And if you ask me, Alice Clayson’s been pining ever since.’


Dolly returned to the kitchen and as Alice stared at the menu with doleful eyes, Pearl was forced to admit that her mother, as usual, was most probably right.




Chapter Three


Wednesday 15 December, 6.15 p.m.


Pearl sat poring over a bound booklet of figures as Diana Marshall leaned in beside her.


‘No chance of that detective agency replacing your restaurant business in a hurry.’ Diana’s expression confirmed that this was more of a rhetorical question than a genuine enquiry.


The separate accounts that Diana had prepared for both businesses showed that The Whitstable Pearl was making a very healthy profit, while Nolan’s Detective Agency was barely covering its expenses. This came as no surprise to Pearl, who knew that lately she had been too selective, or perhaps ‘picky’ was a better word, with the jobs that she had chosen to accept. Pearl really wasn’t keen on the kind of cases that provided the bread and butter income for most private investigators, cases that would have required her to spend long evenings on stakeouts, spying on errant spouses of either sex. Certainly, the added income had never been the sole reason for starting up the agency, though at this time of year, the extra money always came in handy. Having succeeded in the roles of restaurateur and single mum, Pearl hoped that she could now find new purpose for herself following the path she had always felt, instinctively, to be hers – and if she did so before her fortieth birthday arrived in February, all the better.


Coming into contact with Detective Chief Inspector Mike McGuire had reminded her that if she had made it to his rank, she would now have plenty of other officers to take on routine surveillance tasks. McGuire had earned his status and was duly given important cases to investigate, the true mysteries that required more than mere observance of a tick-list covering method, motive and opportunity. Working closely with Mike McGuire in the summer, or as closely as he had allowed, had demonstrated to Pearl that while the detective put all his trust in procedure, she still had the clear edge on him in instinct. She had therefore chosen to wait for a suitable case to come along so that she could use that instinct to best effect.


Diana handed a coffee to Pearl. It came in a mug but Pearl noted that it was still classy – white china with a gold pattern at the rim.


‘It’s true that the agency could do with more cases,’ Pearl said, ‘so I’ve no plans to give up on the restaurant yet.’


Diana passed her a stylish pen which Pearl used to sign both sets of accounts. As if in celebration, six chimes rang out from an elegant clock on the mantel and Pearl looked up, taking time to admire the tall Christmas tree that stood at the side of Diana’s roaring fire, in front of which her Labrador, Drummer, lay sleeping. The tree was dressed with traditional gold baubles, and tiny red velvet bows were scattered on its boughs. Diana’s gifts were already bought and wrapped with ribbon, the whole image summoning up the kind of Victorian elegance which marked the accountant’s style.


Diana moved to a selection of drinks on a table where a fine crystal decanter stood on a silver tray, but Pearl saw her open a new bottle beside it; the label featured what appeared to be a Dutch barge sporting dark red sails. ‘Sure you won’t join me?’


Pearl shook her head. ‘Better stick to coffee. I have too much to do.’


Diana poured a hefty measure from the bottle into a cut-glass tumbler and against the firelight the liquid took on a warm glow. Pearl was sure the drink was Diana’s usual tipple of Dutch gin, which she always referred to by its correct name of ‘old Jenever’. Although Pearl was no great lover of gin, she appreciated that Jenever possessed an altogether more smooth and aromatic taste – a certain smoky flavour acquired from having been aged in wood, much like a good whisky. Different grains – barley, wheat and rye – could be used in the process, which provided very different flavours. Diana loved them all.


She raised her glass now with a smile and a suggestion. ‘A couple of these might help you whiz through your Christmas chores?’


For a moment, Pearl considered the possibility of doing some late-night Christmas shopping, while powered by Diana’s gin. Then she decided against it.


‘Friday,’ she said. ‘Once I’ve got everything ready for the fundraiser.’


‘Ah yes,’ mused Diana, the glass still poised in her hand. ‘I should’ve recognised that our vicar would be making use of your skills, or do I mean taking advantage of your generosity?’


‘I volunteered,’ Pearl said fairly, without elaborating on the fact that even trying to provide mulled wine would prove challenging in St Alfred’s church-hall kitchen. She savoured her coffee and, for a moment, the peaceful quietude of her surroundings provided a welcome contrast to the usual hubbub of The Whitstable Pearl. Diana’s home was a large gabled house situated on the southern side of Joy Lane, a long road that began at the old tollkeeper’s cottage at the entrance to town. It was a unique and desirable area of Whitstable with the majority of its houses built, like Diana’s, on generous-sized plots that were coming under increased pressure for redevelopment for further housing.


Homes in Joy Lane were highly sought after, particularly on the northern side where gardens backed on to a sea view. The road continued straight on towards the village of Seasalter, the link route between the two towns having existed for almost 250 years when the area had been historically associated with both smuggling and farming. Much of the land that now comprised Joy Lane had been leased by the founder of the infamous Seasalter Company which, in spite of the name, had in fact been little more than a group of smugglers making use of the nearby Parsonage Farm.


Residential development had begun between the First and Second World Wars with an eclectic mix of suburban styles, a few large Victorian-style detached villas and a pub called the Rose in Bloom. While the Claysons’ home was on the northern side, enjoying a gated entrance, swimming pool and sea views, Diana’s house, Grey Gables, sat on the opposite side and was altogether more colonial in style, littered with artefacts left to her by her family: a rifle, inherited from her military father, hung in the panelled hallway beside a remarkable framed photograph of a group of men in pith helmets holding what appeared to be a dead python several metres long. The house was conservative in appearance, rather like Diana herself who was never more comfortable than in twinsets and pearls. Today, however, Pearl thought her accountant appeared rather more glamorous in a pussy-bow blouse and velvet skirt which showed a trim waist for her fifty odd years. Diana’s hair was usually cut into a thick bob but now it appeared longer, more styled and perhaps a little more blonde than grey. Certainly, Pearl was given the impression that her accountant had taken herself in hand for the festive season.


‘Are the family coming for Christmas?’ asked Pearl. Diana had never married, but her nephew, Giles, who lived in Esher, had always been treated like a favourite son following the untimely death of his young mother from a heart condition.


‘Yes,’ Diana replied. ‘They’ll be arriving tomorrow evening for the fundraiser and staying until Boxing Day.’


‘Very nice for you,’ said Pearl politely, though she never understood how Diana could stomach more than an hour in the company of Giles, his wife Stephanie, and their spoiled child Nicholas, who had once unashamedly told Dolly that her old Morris Minor resembled ‘a clown’s car’.


‘How’s everything going with Giles’s new business?’


‘Which one?’ asked Diana, as she bundled together Pearl’s accounts.


‘The last time I heard, he’d invested in a baby-basket company – goodies and essentials for new mothers in hospitals? Sounded like an excellent idea.’
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