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Chapter One


Where on earth was Shawn? I’d dashed outside into freezing weather without a coat or my mobile. The message a friendly female police officer had given to me was that Shawn would swing by in ten minutes with a surprise just for me.


That was twenty minutes ago and I was getting cold and cross. Not only that, with Christmas just under a week away, today was one of the busiest days at Dartmouth Antique Emporium where I rented a space for Kat’s Collectibles and Mobile Valuation Services.


When a biting rain mixed with snow began to fall, I gave up and headed back to the main entrance as a tide of carol singers in Victorian dress spilled out into the car park. Two were helping the elderly homeless woman we all knew as Annie to a bench. Dressed in a grubby pink Puffa and pink beanie hat, Annie looked bewildered.


I stopped the trio. ‘What’s happened?’


‘She fainted,’ said the woman. ‘I asked Annie if she wanted an ambulance but she says she’ll be fine. It gets very hot inside. Sorry,’ gesturing to the troupe who were piling into a minibus with ‘Dartmouth Carollers’ written on the side, ‘got to go. We’re off to Kingsbridge now.’


When I turned to check on Annie, she’d disappeared.


Glad that she must be okay, I went back inside, wondering what had happened to my boyfriend.


The Emporium during the festive season was a magical fairyland and I loved working there. Heavily decorated with garlands of holly, fake snow, fairy lights and a plethora of Christmas trees, piped music was only silenced for daily performances from the local harpist, an a cappella choir, and wassailing carollers in Victorian dress in that order. The smell of mulled wine, roasting chestnuts and mince pies, handed out by seasonal staff dressed as elves, added the finishing touch.


My friend and colleague Di Wilkins rushed towards me. Her face was ashen. ‘I’ve already called the police. They’re on their way.’


‘Annie doesn’t want an ambulance— What?’ I stopped. The look on Di’s face made my stomach drop. ‘What’s happened?’


‘Barbie’s been stolen,’ she blurted out. ‘It must have happened when the carol singers came through. There was so much chaos! Annie fainted and—’


I didn’t wait for Di to finish her sentence and pushed her aside in my haste to prove she was wrong. She had to be wrong.


When I’d run outside to meet Shawn, Di had promised to hold the fort.


My three-sided enclosure was close to the main entrance and kitty-corner to Di’s where she sold vintage jewellery. Both had counters that fronted onto one of the many arteries that zigzagged through the converted barn. Access to mine was through a space just wide enough for one person to pass through.


I stared at the empty glass display box and felt sick. Someone had stolen a doll worth thousands and thousands of pounds not just in broad daylight but under Di’s nose.


‘I’m sorry,’ Di whispered. ‘You’re insured, though, right?’


Of course I was, but that wasn’t the point.


Emerald Barbie was headlining the Christmas Gala and Silent Auction at Honeychurch Hall in exactly five days’ time. Worse, the doll wasn’t even mine having been generously donated by Cathy White, a former colleague and fellow TV celebrity from my Fakes & Treasures days.


Barbie was not just an ‘original’ Barbie doll from 1959, she was called Emerald Barbie because the elaborate choker she wore around her neck contained a real emerald.


I had been so worried about the doll being stolen that every night, instead of trusting the Emporium’s excellent security system, I’d taken Barbie home and locked her in my own safe. As well as CCTV cameras inside and outside the building, I had my own nanny-cam app on my mobile – I resolved to look at it as soon as I could – and was hopeful that at least one had captured the theft.


I’d known that publicising the doll had been asking for trouble. It had been the brainchild of the new power couple who had moved into Peggy Cropper’s old cottage, on the Honeychurch Hall estate, to have Emerald Barbie as the star of the silent auction. After the cook’s retirement, Ryan and Marion Cartwright had become the estate manager and head of house respectively. My mother called them Ken and Barbie – not nicknames I could handle in the present circumstances – because they were so perfect and polished. The Cartwrights had worked for Hollywood celebrities, managed super-yachts and vast estates for the über-rich, and organised high-profile galas, festivals, week-long retreats and conferences.


Although Ryan was from California, Marion had been born in Devon and, according to my mother, who had her finger on all the gossip, wanted to come home because her mother was terminally ill. None of us thought they would stay for long – Ryan hated the cold – but the Cartwrights were certainly making their presence felt. The dowager countess, Lady Edith Honeychurch, loathed everything they stood for, and the couple’s ostentatious marketing campaigns were putting many noses out of joint, including mine.


I’d had serious doubts about broadcasting the location of the doll before the gala, but Marion had insisted that the chance for people to see her close up would boost ticket sales. At a staggering £250 per ticket, I assumed they needed all the publicity they could get but I was wrong. With the promise of an appearance by a mystery celebrity, tickets quickly sold out, as did local accommodation in Airbnbs, pubs and hotels for those travelling from afar.


I whipped out my mobile and checked the nanny-cam. Unfortunately, I’d angled the lens towards the counter, which held small and easily pocketed items, like Steiff keyrings and miniature bears.


I looked at the narrow entryway that Di had promised to guard. ‘How could anyone get past you?’ I said.


‘I don’t know how it happened,’ Di said. ‘I was standing right where you are now.’ She reddened. ‘Apart from when Annie fainted. It must have happened then – I moved but just for a minute.’


I gazed at her pale, elfin face. She looked thinner than ever in black skinny jeans, her red-and-green tartan holiday jumper embroidered with sleigh bells.


A mobile chirp interrupted my thoughts. It was Di’s phone, but she let it ring. It stopped, rang again, then stopped and rang yet again.


‘Aren’t you going to answer that?’ I said.


‘It’s just a sales call,’ she said quickly. ‘Don’t you have sales calls?’


‘But it might be the police,’ I pointed out.


‘It’s not the police,’ Di retorted. ‘I told you. They’re on their way.’


But when the phone rang again and she switched off the ringer, I wondered what was going on. Di seemed jumpy, too.


‘Have you told Fiona Reynolds yet?’ Just the thought of telling the owner and manager of the Emporium filled me with dread.


‘Jesus, Kat,’ Di snapped. ‘It’s just happened. Give me a chance.’


‘All right. I’ll go and tell her,’ I said. ‘Please stay here.’


I caught Fiona as she was coming out of her office. I had liked her the moment I’d met her. Mum said she reminded her of a military wife – efficient and brusque. She was friendly with everyone but close friends with none. Like me, she had not been keen to have such a well-publicised and valuable doll in the Emporium at the busiest time of the year.


Fiona wasted no time in enlisting her husband Reggie and some of the temporary workers – dressed as elves – to conduct a bag search of all shoppers leaving the building. ‘I’m afraid it’s a case of the stable door being bolted after the horse has gone,’ she said. ‘We’ll have the footage to the CCTV cameras this evening. Any luck with your nanny-cam?’


I shook my head. ‘Nothing.’


Fiona gave me a comforting smile. ‘I’m sure Barbie will turn up. It’s not the sort of thing you can sell on the street.’


I wasn’t so sure. Unlike Sindy, Barbie’s counterpart, original Barbie dolls had exploded in value. There would be plenty of takers on the black market.


Di left her post the moment she saw me coming back. ‘Excuse me. I don’t trust those girls,’ she said. ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if one of them took it.’


Two girls in their late teens wearing jeans and long cardigans, their naked midriffs exposed, were sifting through a tray of earrings on Di’s counter. They carried cloth bags large enough to hide a doll, but would anyone be that obvious? I didn’t recognise them but when a third joined them, I relaxed. It was Willow Mutters, dressed in a sensible padded coat, her strawberry-blonde hair swept up in a high ponytail. Home from uni where she was studying criminology, Willow had been working for me. Her grandparents, Stan and Doreen Mutters, ran the Hare and Hounds in Little Dipperton. Willow’s parents had died in a car accident when she was ten and she had lived with Stan and Doreen ever since. The trio shared a private joke, did the hugging and kissing thing, then Willow came over with her big smile.


With a nod to the two girls, she said, ‘Kylie and Teresa want me to join them tonight but I’m working in the bar at the pub.’ Willow put down a hessian shopping bag emblazoned with the image of Emerald Barbie – another marketing idea of the Cartwrights – and tucked her coat out of sight behind the Japanese tri-fold screen.


‘How was the dentist?’ I said. If Willow hadn’t had the morning off, none of this would have happened.


She pulled a face. ‘A filling and it hurt.’ Spying the empty glass display case, she raised an eyebrow. ‘Where’s Barbie?’


I hesitated. Willow would know when the police came but there was no point in announcing it to the world quite yet. ‘Having a facial.’


Willow grinned. ‘Shall I make up a sign saying just that?’


‘That would be helpful,’ I said.


Willow pulled a notebook out of her shopping bag and set to creating a sign. I regarded her with admiration. She was smart and savvy. I didn’t remember being like that at nineteen.


I kept an eye on Di, but she studiously avoided me. When I saw her grab her mobile and dart out of the Emporium without her coat or her handbag, I decided to find out what was going on. Telling Willow I’d be back in ten minutes, I went after her.


I tracked Di to the car park where she was smoking a cigarette by the skip. It was the end game for broken furniture and stood at the far end of the building next to a fire exit opposite a bank of trees.


‘There you are!’ I exclaimed. ‘Jeez. Aren’t you cold? And I didn’t know you smoked.’


Di bristled. ‘There’s a lot you don’t know about me.’


I was taken aback by her tone. ‘I just wanted to know if you were okay.’


‘No, I’m not,’ Di shot back. ‘I’m devastated by the theft and the fact that you blame me. It’s written all over your face.’


I gazed at my friend with dismay. ‘Di, please, what’s going on?’


‘Your gorgeous policeman is here.’ She flicked the half-smoked cigarette into a pile of snow.


I turned to see Detective Inspector Greg Mallory get out of an unmarked car. In plain clothes, he towered above everyone else.


‘Yes, he’s gorgeous and single,’ I said to Di, in an effort to lighten the atmosphere between us. ‘But, as you know, I already have my own gorgeous policeman.’


At this comment, Di would usually have made a joke about Shawn’s fascination for trains and bad ties but all she said was, ‘Let’s go and get this sorted out.’ She walked off, leaving me to trail after her.


My phone rang. It was Shawn. ‘What happened to you?’ I demanded, more sharply than I intended.


‘What do you mean, what happened?’ He sounded distracted. I could hear paper rustling and the buzz of voices in the background.


‘I got a message telling me to meet you in the car park at one.’


‘A message?’ Shawn said slowly. ‘Who gave it to you? It certainly didn’t come from me.’


My heart skipped a beat. ‘It was someone in your office saying you had a surprise for me.’


‘Kat. You know how my life is.’ There was a hint of weariness in Shawn’s tone. ‘I’m thirty miles away and I don’t have time for lunch or surprises.’


Shawn had often used one of his staff to contact me when he was running late or wasn’t able to come to the phone and I told him so.


‘Who gave you the message?’ he asked me again.


I started to feel light-headed. Surely someone hadn’t deliberately lured me to the car park. And then there was that weird stuff with Annie, who, I remembered, was not allowed inside the Emporium.


When I didn’t answer, Shawn said, ‘Why? What’s wrong?’


‘Emerald Barbie has been stolen,’ I said.


‘Emerald what? Hold on.’ The phone was muted and when Shawn came back on the line he said, ‘Sorry. Is that the doll?’


‘Yes,’ I whispered.


‘Is Mallory there?’


‘Yes.’ He and Di were engaged in earnest conversation outside the entrance.


‘Good. Look, I can’t talk now,’ said Shawn. ‘If anyone can help it’ll be him. I’ll call you later.’


I had no chance to say goodbye before the line went dead.









Chapter Two


‘Di’s filled me in,’ said Mallory, as I joined them and a crowd of shoppers, some trying to leave the building after their bags were searched, and others trying to get in. It was chaos.


My mother had written Mallory into her last Krystalle Storm romance novel as the hero and it was easy to see why. At six foot three, Mallory was handsome with a strong square jaw, cropped dark hair and grey-green eyes. He was also a very good policeman.


He gave me a sympathetic smile. ‘Try not to worry.’


I felt the usual twinge of something I didn’t want to acknowledge. True to his promise to his colleague and my boyfriend, Mallory had checked in on me from time to time while Shawn finished his London assignment.


Mallory and I had even enjoyed an evening drink together. He had made me laugh but I’d felt guilty too. We’d shared what my mother would term a ‘moment’ when he had seen me back to my car and I had tripped up the kerb. To quote my mother again, I’d felt a frisson of excitement as he caught me. I knew he’d felt it too because we’d jumped apart like scalded cats. We didn’t meet alone again.


Shawn and his twin boys were now back in their Edwardian semi-detached house on the outskirts of Little Dipperton, but Shawn hadn’t returned to his old policing job. To everyone’s surprise, Mallory had opted to stay in Devon, and when Shawn was offered more responsibility at Devon and Cornwall Police Headquarters in Exeter, he’d accepted.


I’d be lying if I said that Shawn’s promotion hadn’t put a strain on our relationship. I was doing my best to be understanding and supportive. I wished I could have spoken to Helen, his late wife, and asked her what it was like to be married to a policeman, but if she had still been alive, I wouldn’t have had this problem.


‘Let’s go and talk somewhere private,’ Mallory suggested.


‘The café,’ Di said. ‘We should be able to get an outside table in the courtyard where it will be quiet.’


We made our way to the café entrance along a corridor opposite the Gents and Ladies toilets and the fire exit.


A woman in her late forties with sharp, angular features and long dyed-black hair was setting up a cleaning sign. She wore a dark brown caretaker’s uniform and yellow Marigold gloves. A trolley holding supplies of loo rolls, paper towels, boxes of tissues and cleaning fluids was parked in front of the fire exit. Looped on the rear was a black plastic rubbish bag. Her movements were slow, as if she was just too weary to be alive. I had never seen her before.


‘I’m afraid you’ll have to move that trolley,’ said Mallory. ‘The fire exit needs to be clear at all times, especially when the Emporium is at full capacity like today.’


The woman glared. ‘I doubt there’s going to be a fire in the next five minutes.’


‘But if there is …’ He smiled. ‘I’m a police officer.’


The caretaker gave a grunt and manoeuvred the trolley away from the door. ‘Satisfied?’


‘You’re new here, aren’t you?’ I said.


‘Elaine’s gone to New Zealand to see her son for Christmas,’ Di put in. ‘She left on Friday. This is Pam Price, who’s filling in.’


‘And you’re Kat Stanford,’ said Pam. ‘I recognise your hair. Rapunzel. I’ve been wanting to talk to you about my son.’


‘Perhaps a little later today.’ I looked at Mallory, who seemed to guess what I was thinking.


‘Where were you when the carol singers came through, Miss Price?’ Mallory asked.


‘Where I am right now,’ Pam replied. ‘And it’s Mrs if you don’t mind.’


‘What time would that have been?’ Mallory asked.


‘I get here at eight in the morning and I leave at four,’ said Pam. ‘I do a toilet check every hour.’


‘On the hour?’ Mallory said.


Pam’s eyes narrowed. ‘What’s all this about? I heard someone fainted. Probably from the singing. I’ve heard better caterwauling from the cats in the alley behind my house.’


‘I’m afraid something’s gone missing,’ said Mallory. ‘I’m going to have to search your trolley.’


‘Everyone is being searched,’ Di said quickly.


‘What’s missing?’ Pam looked at Mallory, then back at me.


‘We’re not releasing that information at present,’ said Mallory.


‘It’s the doll, isn’t it?’ Pam said suddenly. ‘Emerald Barbie.’


I felt a rush of hope. ‘If you saw anything suspicious—’


‘Why?’ A peculiar expression crossed Pam’s features. ‘Is there going to be a reward?’


Mallory caught my eye and shook his head. It didn’t go unnoticed.


‘You think I nicked it?’ Pam gestured to her trolley. ‘And what? Hid a doll among the toilet rolls?’


‘No one is suspecting you, Pam,’ said Di.


Pam scowled. ‘I want him to look. Go ahead. Be my guest.’


Mallory hesitated and then, decision made, politely asked her to move aside. He swiftly checked the contents of the trolley and inspected the black plastic rubbish bag. It was empty.


‘And let’s not forget our pockets, shall we?’ Pam turned them out and set down her mobile phone in a leopard-spotted case, a business card saying Glitz Cleaning Services, and a small key on top of the trolley. ‘Locker number five. Knock yourself out.’


‘It’s just routine.’ Di seemed unusually concerned for Pam’s welfare. ‘We’re looking at everyone.’


Mallory picked up the key. ‘Thank you. Who else has a locker?’


‘Shoppers can leave their bags,’ I said. ‘Fiona Reynolds has the master key.’


‘I’ll go and talk to her,’ said Mallory. ‘Order me a black coffee. I’ll be there shortly.’ He left.


‘Thanks, Pam,’ said Di, warmly.


Pam ignored her. She put a hand on my arm. ‘My son is very talented. Lance wants to be a film director. You must know the right people who can give him a job.’


I stifled a groan. This happened to me all the time. The industry just didn’t work like that but it was hard to explain unless you were a part of it. ‘I’m very happy to chat to him after the holidays.’


‘Lance is the photographer of those amazing wildlife Christmas cards,’ Di chimed in.


I was impressed. ‘They’re your son’s photos?’ I’d seen them for sale in the community shop in the village and in the Emporium. ‘They’re incredible. It sounds like he doesn’t need any help.’


Pam thrust out her jaw. ‘Yes, he does. He’s got big dreams. Here.’ She picked up a business card. ‘My mobile number’s on the back. You could say I’m his manager. But I suspect you’ll meet him soon enough because—’


‘Oh, no!’ wailed a young woman, holding her little girl’s hand. ‘How long are the loos going to be closed?’


‘Ten minutes,’ Pam said. ‘Use the Gents.’


The woman recoiled, obviously repulsed by the idea. ‘Oh, no, thank you. I couldn’t.’


‘We’ll leave you to it.’ I grabbed Di. ‘Let’s go and get a table.’


The café was still packed but there were a few empty tables in the outside courtyard under heat lamps. Fake snow coated half a dozen miniature Christmas trees and topiary reindeers. A teenage waitress dressed as an elf, bearing the nametag Daisy, came over to take our orders and checked the heat lamp was working.


The moment she left I turned to Di. ‘How well do you know Pam Price?’


Di bristled. ‘What are you trying to say?’


I was surprised by Di’s reaction. ‘I wasn’t trying to say anything. I’ve not met Pam before, and you clearly know her. It was just a question.’


‘I was the person who recommended Pam for the job here,’ said Di. ‘Elaine told me she was going away and asked if I knew of anyone who could take her place for six weeks. Pam cleans at Sunny Hill Lodge—’


‘Sunny Hill Lodge?’


‘My mother is in care there and Pam is one of the cleaners,’ said Di. ‘She’s always asking for extra work because she wants to get Lance into film school and I wanted to help her out.’


‘So she’s working two jobs?’


‘And needs the money, yes, Kat.’ Di rolled her eyes. ‘She’s had a sad life. Pam used to live in a cottage on one of the big country estates until Earl whatever his name was said they didn’t need her or her husband any more. Her husband was one of the gamekeepers and she used to handle all the shooting parties and run the social side.’


‘What happened?’ I asked.


‘The earl turned them out after twenty-five years.’


‘Not Honeychurch Hall, surely?’ I seriously hoped it wasn’t.


‘No,’ said Di. ‘Somewhere else. How can someone do that? Her husband drank himself to death and left her homeless with a load of debts. Lance is her pride and joy.’


I felt a rush of compassion. It went a long way to explain Pam’s attitude. ‘That’s a terrible thing to do. Poor woman.’


‘She was wrongly accused of theft before,’ Di said, ‘so you can see why she doesn’t exactly like the police. Ah, here comes Mallory. And our coffees.’


Daisy returned and set down a tray. Mallory pulled out a chair. I searched his face for any sign of hope. ‘No luck. They’re continuing to do a bag search of everyone leaving the premises but it’s not looking good.’


I picked up my mug but set it down again. ‘I think it’s a professional job.’ I went on to tell them about Shawn’s non-existent message to meet him outside at one o’clock. ‘The carol singers come through every day around that time—’


‘And Annie fainted,’ Di exclaimed. ‘Everyone rushed to help her and in that split second, the doll was snatched.’


‘It means that the thief must have been waiting for the right time to strike.’ Mallory took out his notebook again. ‘Tell me about this woman called Annie.’


‘She’s been around for ever,’ said Di. ‘Ask anyone. You’ll easily find her down by the harbour, although I was surprised that she’d dared come inside the Emporium.’


‘Why?’ said Mallory.


‘Fiona discourages it,’ said Di. ‘Apart from the fact that Annie smells, Fiona feels that she makes the customers uncomfortable.’


Mallory nodded. ‘So it was out of character for Annie to be here at all. I’ll want to talk to her.’ He turned to me. ‘When did Emerald Barbie first appear in your space?’


‘Mid-November,’ I said.


‘What we should be looking at is anyone who has been acting suspiciously these past few weeks,’ said Mallory. ‘Whoever took her had to have been studying the comings and goings at the Emporium.’


I felt depressed. ‘If this is a professional job the chance of getting Emerald Barbie back is zero.’


‘Why don’t you tell me about the doll?’ said Mallory.


As I filled him in and answered a barrage of questions, my heart sank even lower.


Di said nothing. She just dipped her spoon into the sugar bowl and drew crop circles.


‘Twenty thousand pounds for a doll.’ Mallory sounded incredulous. ‘And you think she would have fetched that sum at the silent auction?’


‘More than that,’ I said. ‘Twenty grand is just for an original Barbie doll. The emerald pushes the price much higher.’


Mallory continued to scribble in his notebook. ‘What’s the auction in aid of?’


‘The Happy Meadows Donkey Sanctuary,’ I said. ‘One of Lady Lavinia’s favourite charities.’


‘I heard it was to pay for the guttering outside the north wing of the Hall,’ Di put in, with a tinge of malice. Judging by her comments on Pam Price’s domestic situation, I guessed she didn’t care much for the ruling classes.


‘Well, that’s true too,’ I agreed. ‘But Marion – she’s the new head of house for Honeychurch – said the word “guttering” wouldn’t attract the right clientele.’


Di sniggered. ‘That’s true.’


‘Marion maintains that people dig deep in their pockets when it comes to children and animals,’ I said. ‘The Cartwrights are very well connected and have organised a gazillion big events like this. People are coming from all over the country and a few from Europe. At least, that’s what she’s told me.’


‘As long as we don’t get that snowstorm,’ said Di. ‘Then no one will get here at all.’


‘It’s supposed to turn mild this weekend,’ I said. ‘Many of the guests are staying in the area overnight. A couple of hotels have laid on minibuses and Marion has organised vouchers for taxis.’


‘Which means you don’t get a tip,’ Di put in, adding hastily, ‘If you’re a taxi driver, I mean.’


‘They’ve got a catering company lined up with waiting staff,’ I said. ‘An eight-piece live band. Party bags with high-end goodies that must have cost a fortune. The main draw is the mystery guest, who will be the after-dinner speaker and announce the winners of the auction and the raffle. If everyone shows up you’re looking at two hundred guests.’


‘And how much are the tickets?’ Mallory asked.


‘Two hundred and fifty apiece,’ I said.


Di gave a snort of disgust. ‘Fifty thousand quid in tickets and there’s a raffle.’


‘Raffle tickets are twenty-five pounds each,’ I said, then felt a need to defend the extravagance. ‘The prizes are amazing.’


Mallory raised his eyebrows. ‘I’m impressed. And where do you fit in?’


‘I’m the MC and the auctioneer.’


‘The silent auction goes live so if you’re interested in bidding, Officer,’ said Di, ‘you’ll have to pay seventy-five quid to access the link.’


‘It sounds like there are going to be some very happy donkeys at the end of the evening.’ Mallory sat back in his chair and frowned. ‘Why Little Dipperton? It sounds like this power couple could work anywhere.’


‘Lavinia’s brother, the Earl of Denby, introduced them.’ I thought of my romantic brush with her playboy jet-setting brother, Piers Carew. Charming, handsome and wealthy, but as mad as a hatter with an equally crazy ex-girlfriend, I hadn’t run into him for a long time. ‘Apparently many of Piers’s friends have used the Cartwrights’ services over the years, organising balls, festivals, plays all over the world,’ I said. ‘Ryan’s an American and used to be an actor but Marion grew up in Devon.’


Daisy drifted over with a pot of coffee. ‘Would anyone like a top-up?’


Mallory and Di held out their cups. I realised I had hardly touched mine.


‘What about Willow and her two friends?’ Di said suddenly. ‘I wouldn’t put it past them to shoplift a few things.’


I was astonished. ‘Willow? Absolutely not!’


‘Don’t look at me like that,’ said Di. ‘We were all young once.’


‘Well, I never shoplifted,’ I retorted. ‘And, besides, to sell a Barbie doll on the black market you’d have to have connections. They’d be caught straight away. Isn’t that right, Mallory?’


To my surprise, Mallory hesitated. ‘Yes and no. But it’s something to consider. Perhaps it was a dare or a prank. If those three girls are involved, it’s highly likely you’d get the doll back for the gala. Where are they now?’


‘Willow is working for me. I don’t know about the other two,’ I said. ‘You’d have to ask her.’ I thought of how Willow had reacted when I mentioned Barbie was having a facial. The idea was ridiculous. She was conscientious to a fault and I trusted her implicitly. But I wasn’t so sure about her friends.


‘I’d like to talk to them,’ said Mallory.


I had a sudden thought. ‘Whoever snatched Barbie could have slipped out through the fire exit. It leads straight to the car park.’ It was also next to the skip where I had seen Di smoking earlier.


‘But wouldn’t we all have heard the alarm go off?’ Di pointed out.


‘Not if it was disabled,’ said Mallory. ‘I’ll check but usually when the alarm is disabled, the fire exit is too. Who has the alarm code?’


‘All the vendors,’ I said. ‘I’ve never had to use it because I’ve never come when the Emporium’s been closed. Have you, Di?’


‘Sometimes,’ said Di.


I had an idea. ‘We need to talk to Nigel.’


‘And Nigel is?’


‘The car-park attendant. He might have seen someone leaving that way,’ I said. ‘He’s ex-military and has a mind like a steel trap.’


‘Good,’ said Mallory. ‘And if our thief did come in by car, we might even get a number plate, which means we can—’


‘Trace the owner,’ we chorused. I felt that odd twinge again and felt compelled to add, ‘And I know Shawn will help too.’


‘Let’s leave Shawn out of it for the time being,’ said Mallory. ‘His workload is pretty heavy, with the new job.’


‘Is it?’ I said. ‘He doesn’t talk about his new job much to me.’


‘He can’t,’ said Mallory. ‘But you can take it from me that Shawn’s under a lot of pressure.’


Mallory’s comment went a long way to quelling my increasing frustration at Shawn’s unavailability. He rarely called me first, and if I called him it almost always went to voicemail. He had also started cancelling our dates at the last minute, promising he would make it up to me ‘when things ease up’ but, so far, it didn’t look like that was going to happen any time soon.


Daisy reappeared with the bill. Mallory took it. ‘My treat,’ he said, pulled out his wallet and paid.


‘I hope you can claim that on expenses,’ I said.


Di’s phone chirped. She glanced down and her expression hardened. ‘Excuse me. I must take this.’


And she left, knocking over a chair in her haste.


‘Your friend is obviously upset,’ said Mallory.


‘Not as upset as me – or as Cathy will be when she finds out,’ I said.


‘Cathy is?’


‘Cathy White. The sponsor,’ I said. ‘She collects Barbie dolls. I dread telling her. She’s back from a skiing trip on Thursday so I have a reprieve.’


‘Horrible situation for you.’ Mallory met my eyes. I saw compassion there.


I felt a lump in my throat. ‘You have no idea.’


‘You know I’ll do everything I can, don’t you?’ He reached over and gently squeezed my arm. ‘Let’s go and talk to Nigel.’









Chapter Three


Mallory and I tramped through the icy slush to the wooden hut to see Nigel. As usual he was dressed in a Parka, sheepskin gloves and a deerstalker hat with the flaps down.


Following the death of his wife, Nigel liked to earn extra pin money. In his late seventies, he was remarkably spry and took his job very seriously, noting down the number plates and tallying up the cash. Fortunately, we exhibitors didn’t need to pay. Dartmouth was notoriously challenging for parking, and although the first hour was free at the Emporium, Fiona had endorsed a charge after that.


The car park had a one-way system with a barrier next to Nigel’s hut. It was packed.


While we waited for a lull, I pointed out the location of the fire exit behind the skip and next to the bank of trees.


‘What’s behind those trees?’ Mallory asked.


‘Open fields, a lane. God knows.’ A handful of pedestrians strolled by. My heart sank again. ‘Foot traffic doesn’t need to check in with Nigel. It’s hopeless, isn’t it?’


‘Let’s not give up yet.’


‘Sorry about that. Busy day.’ Nigel brandished his clipboard and answered Mallory’s questions. ‘I write every number plate down. Cash only. No cards.’


‘That’s quite a job you’ve got there, Nigel,’ said Mallory.


‘Excuse me a moment.’ A car pulled up to the barrier. Nigel duly checked his list and waved him on through. ‘He came in fifty-five minutes ago. Taking advantage of the one-hour free parking. Now, how can I help you, Officer?’


‘It’s a long shot,’ said Mallory, ‘but would you happen to have seen anyone leave by the fire exit between one and one thirty today?’


‘Yes,’ Nigel said.


I gasped at the unexpected stroke of luck. ‘You did? A man? A woman? How many people?’


‘I can do better than that,’ Nigel said, with a hint of pride. ‘I can tell you the car he got into.’


‘A man!’ I exclaimed.


Nigel scanned his clipboard. ‘Yes. Here we are. It was a peppermint-green Mark 1 Ford Fiesta. The number plate was TDV 31Y. A 1978 model.’


‘You are amazing!’ I leaped forward and gave Nigel a hug. He turned pink with pleasure.


‘The man had wavy grey hair, a moustache and heavy-rimmed glasses,’ said Nigel. ‘I’d guess he was in his sixties. Tall. Long navy coat. What’s happened? Or is it on a need-to-know basis?’


Mallory cracked a wry smile. ‘On a need-to-know for now.’


‘Understood,’ he said. ‘I’ll keep an eye open for that car.’


‘Have you seen it here before?’ I asked.


Nigel nodded. ‘Yes. And I can tell you which days he came in and how long he stayed.’ Because of all the interruptions, with cars coming and going, it took a while for Nigel to give us the information. But it sounded as if the man had spent just under the hour ‘to qualify for the free parking’ in the Emporium three or four times a week. The visits began in mid-November around the same time that Emerald Barbie appeared in my space.


‘Our first lead!’ I was beside myself with excitement. This was proof that the thief had been casing the joint for weeks.


‘Thanks, Nigel,’ said Mallory.


As we were about to leave, Nigel said, ‘There is one more thing. It’s about a silver Polo. Number plate WP63 EKK. It’s always here before I am – I start at eight thirty. The Emporium doesn’t open until nine. It belongs to a woman with long dark hair. She will lift the barrier to drive her car in. The barrier is there for a reason!’


‘That must be the caretaker, Pam Price.’ I turned to Mallory. ‘Didn’t she tell us that she started work at eight?’


‘She refuses to park in the exhibitors’ car park, too,’ Nigel grumbled.


‘I’ll talk to her,’ said Mallory. ‘Thanks again for your time.’


‘I’ll notify you the moment I see the Ford Fiesta again,’ Nigel said.


‘Somehow I doubt you will,’ I said miserably.


Mallory and I returned to the Emporium. ‘I’ll run the number plate tomorrow. If you can give me Willow’s phone number, I’ll call her tomorrow as well and have a word with her friends.’


‘I’ll text it to your mobile,’ I said, and did so on the spot. ‘I really appreciate this.’


‘It’s my job,’ said Mallory. ‘I’m glad I was here. Try not to worry. You know I’ll do everything I can.’


His eyes met mine and held my gaze for just a second too long. I looked away. ‘Thank you,’ I said.


‘I’ll let you know if I see anything in the CCTV footage,’ he went on, all business. ‘Let’s hope there was a camera outside the fire exit.’


‘What about Pam Price?’ I said. ‘Now we think the thief left that way and we have a description, perhaps it will jog her memory.’


‘Or our thief timed it for when he knew she wouldn’t be around,’ said Mallory. ‘Leave her to me. Don’t question her. In fact, let’s keep this quiet until I’ve tracked down that Ford Fiesta.’


‘I definitely want to keep it quiet,’ I agreed. ‘But can’t I at least ask if anyone noticed a man behaving suspiciously? Judging by what Nigel says, he’s been around a lot. You never know.’


‘All right,’ said Mallory. ‘But be discreet.’


Mallory left just as my mobile rang. It was my mother. ‘Are you still in Dartmouth?’ she demanded. When I told her I was, she added, ‘I’m glad I caught you. On your way home, can you stop at the community shop and check your PO box? You haven’t been there for a while, and I always get so much fan mail at Christmas.’


‘Will do,’ I said.


‘Will do?’ my mother echoed slowly. ‘Just, will do? Is something wrong?’


I didn’t want to explain what had happened standing outside in the cold and, besides, it was too complicated. ‘Everything is fine. Honestly.’


‘Fine. Honestly,’ Mum echoed again. ‘What’s happened? Something has, hasn’t it? I can tell by the tone of your voice.’


Why did mothers have an uncanny way of knowing when something was wrong?


‘Is it over between you and Shawn?’ she went on.


‘No, Mum!’ I didn’t like the way she jumped to the conclusion that Shawn had something to do with the tone of my voice. ‘I’ll tell you when I see you.’


‘Aha! So there is something wrong!’ she crowed. ‘I knew it! When are you going to get here? I can’t wait.’


‘You’ll just have to,’ I said, and disconnected the line, accidentally cutting off whatever she had been going to say next.


I didn’t see Mallory again or have a chance to talk to Di, or any of the other vendors, for the rest of the afternoon because we were all busy. When there was a lull, I went in search of Pam only to discover that she had left for the day.


In the end it was Willow who turned out to be the most helpful when I finally had to tell her that, far from enjoying a facial, Emerald Barbie had been stolen.


‘Tall, wavy grey hair, long coat, heavy-rimmed glasses and a moustache,’ Willow declared. ‘I was in the Ladies when he walked in, apologised for his mistake and left.’


I felt a twinge of suspicion. ‘But weren’t you at the dentist this morning?’


‘Yes,’ said Willow. ‘But I told you what time I’d be in, remember? I don’t often get a chance to look around the Emporium because I’m always working. Why?’


‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘And you think it was one, one fifteen?’


‘Positive,’ said Willow. ‘I didn’t connect the messy trolley at the time but you’re right. He must have gone out of the fire exit.’


‘The messy trolley,’ I repeated. ‘Pam Price’s trolley?’


‘She was cleaning the Gents – maybe that was why he came in to use the Ladies.’ She shrugged. ‘But yeah. All the cleaning supplies had fallen over and one of the bottles hadn’t got the top screwed on properly so there was liquid everywhere.’


So, although Pam Price had been in the vicinity, with her trolley parked across the fire exit, neither she nor Willow had seen our mystery man escape.


Nigel’s comment sprang to mind. The thief had spent just under an hour in the Emporium. What was he doing? Hardly prowling the aisles.


‘Did you ever notice him in the café?’ I said.


‘No, but maybe ask the waitresses if they did.’ Willow looked worried. ‘Do you think you’ll find the doll in time for the gala?’


‘Let’s hope so,’ I said. ‘Detective Inspector Mallory is on the case. I gave him your mobile and he asked for your friends’ numbers too. Will you forward them to him, please?’


‘Kylie and Teresa?’ Willow sounded surprised. ‘Why? What would they know?’


‘He’s talking to everyone,’ I said.


Willow helped me cash up for the day. I looked at the empty display box with her handwritten sign. I felt sick. I was reluctant to ring Cathy – I didn’t want to spoil her holiday – but I’d certainly have to call the insurance company. And then there were the Cartwrights and what this would mean for the gala.


I felt a light touch on my shoulder. ‘Don’t worry, Kat,’ said Willow. ‘I’m sure she can’t be far.’


I wished I had the confidence of youth. ‘How are you getting home?’


‘Bus,’ said Willow.


‘That’ll take for ever,’ I said. ‘Let’s go.’


As we set off, I thought of Willow’s comment about Barbie not being far away. ‘Do you think your friends might have taken Emerald Barbie for a joke?’
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