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  PROLOGUE




  The swell of the sea had doubled in size in the last thirty minutes.




  “Skipper, it’s no good. We won’t make it,” Taylor shouted above the thunder and the howling wind that surrounded them.




  The captain threw back his right arm, which connected hard with Taylor’s face. Taylor staggered unsteadily on his feet and landed heavily against the door to the tiny bridge. “Get away from me, you imbecile. I give the orders around here, not you. You hear me?”




  Taylor righted himself and surged forward, determined to make the captain change his mind. It would be foolish for them to try to enter the port in a storm like this. He watched out the starboard porthole at the waves continually bombarding the deck, and knew they wouldn’t have long before the sea welcomed them with open arms and sucked the life out of them. Thoughts of his wife, Sonia, and his three adorable children entered his mind and stayed there, as if mocking him for undertaking this perilous voyage, despite the huge risk involved. Unexpectedly, his family’s beautiful smiles and the shocking thought that he’d never see any of them again spurred him into action.




  He scanned the wheelhouse for a possible weapon. He saw a metal bar in the corner and pounced on it. “Skipper, stand away from the helm.”




  Captain Smythe, a man built like a heavy weight boxer, snarled at Taylor before his gaze drifted to the bar he was holding. “Think you can take me on, sonny? Fancy a bit of mutiny, do ya?”




  “Our lives are in danger, Skipper. Surely you can see that?” Taylor watched as madness seemed to settle in his aggressor’s eyes.




  “I see no such thing. It’s a storm, and a tiny one at that. I’ve been at sea longer than you’ve been out of nappies, lad. Now, let me bring this old girl and her cargo in. Have a day off from your foolishness for a change. Leave this job for a real man to handle.”




  The captain’s undermining of him incensed Taylor. He gritted his teeth and his knuckles turned white around the bar he was holding. Smythe turned his attention back to fighting the helm. “You fucking idiot.” Taylor ran at him, screaming like a banshee with the bar high above his head. “I’ll be damned if I’ll stand by and let you kill us all.”




  Smythe cried out in pain as the bar crashed against his skull, but he didn’t go down as Taylor had expected. “Ya bastard. Think you can take me on, do ya? You’re the fucking idiot around here if you think that.” Smythe’s iron-like hands connected with first the right and then the left side of Taylor’s face, leaving him dazed. The bar crashed to the floor, and stunned, Taylor held his head in his hands. He’d never been hit so hard by a man before, and he’d been in several fights over his thirty-odd years on Earth.




  The boat swayed violently as both men stood their ground, eyeing each other with caution and contempt, but at the same time unaware of the screams coming from the hold below.




  The captain beckoned to Taylor. “Come on, then, if you think you’re hard enough. Give me what you’ve got, you nancy boy, with your snooty redheaded wife and your two point four children.”




  The captain’s intentional goading worked, and Taylor charged him with all his might. The captain’s chest puffed out and his fists clenched into tight balls. Taylor was clobbered around both ears before he got within a foot of Smythe, but he kept up his charge, despite being almost knocked senseless. Taylor bowed his head low and charged into the captain’s portly stomach. Smythe only laughed at his inept attempt to bring him down.




  Taylor, his blood boiling with anger, stooped to the floor and retrieved the bar. He swung it like a golf club at the captain’s lower leg. With the boat being tossed in the high waves, the captain lost his balance and hollered as he went down. His head hit the side of the binnacle supporting the helm, and blood erupted from a wound above his right eye. Taylor tried to stop the wheel from spinning out of control, catching his hand several times in the spokes in the process. “Fuck!” he cried out as a bone snapped in his little finger.




  The captain, who was lying on the floor, laughed.




  Taylor glared at him, then turned his attention back to the helm, and, watching it intently, he waited for the opportune moment to come his way. Finally, he grabbed one of the spokes firmly with both hands while he anchored himself behind the wheel, his feet spread wide apart. Feeling calmer now that he appeared to have the vessel under control, he guided the ship out to sea and away from the port they had been heading towards.




  “Turn this ship around. If you don’t, we’ll go under for sure,” the captain insisted.




  “Shut your mouth. If I’d left things for you to sort out, we would have been smashed to pieces on the rocks by now.”




  “It takes decades of experienced sailing to become a captain. You’ve got neither the balls nor the stamina, sonny, to bring this ship home safely.”




  “We’ll see about that, old man.” Taylor focused fully on the task at hand and chose to ignore anything else the captain had to say. In the distance, he could hear the ghostly screams of their cargo riding on the howling wind. He gulped down the frustration building within him and steered the vessel through the tumultuous waves. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the captain struggle to his feet. But there was little Taylor could do about the captain’s impending attack. His back took the force of the captain’s strike. He gasped for breath as the air was driven from his lungs. Excruciating pain shot through his body.




  “Take that, you bastard. I’m taking control of my ship. My ship, you hear me?” The captain ran to the wheel.




  Taylor’s hand went in search of what was causing the pain in his back, and his heart sank when he discovered the six-inch blade embedded there. He crumpled to his knees as the blood started to drain from his body. The beautiful faces of his young family flashed before his eyes once again. He asked only one thing: “Why?”




  The captain took his eye off the sea for a split second to glance at Taylor, and that was when disaster struck. The wheel spun out of Smythe’s hand, and the force sent him reeling across to the other side of the bridge. The whole boat lurched sideways and water flooded through the open bulkhead door as it flew open. With his life slipping away, Taylor didn’t have the strength to stop himself from being swept out the doorway and onto the deck.




  Smythe did nothing to prevent his exit for, despite his hulking frame, the water dragged the captain through the doorway after Taylor. They both choked on the salt water as the mighty energy of the unforgiving, raging sea pulled their heads under the surface. Taylor watched his captain resurface three or four times, his body smashing against the taffrail a few times before being washed overboard and out to sea. Taylor finally succumbed to the sea’s beckoning call.




  It wasn’t long before the ship, in her last death throes, finally sank.




  The sea sighed with satisfaction at the devastation it had caused, yet no one was there to hear it. Even the ship’s valuable cargo had been silenced.




  CHAPTER ONE




  “Why, you little monkey, bite the hand that feeds you, would you?” Lorne picked up the bundle of black and white fluff and kissed the eight-week-old pup on the tip of his nose.




  “He’ll soon learn that you don’t take crap from men,” Tony laughed before he took a sip of his coffee.




  “Hey, you cheeky sod, who asked you for your opinion? Aren’t they just adorable?” Lorne placed the male pup back in the zoned-off area in the kitchen with his six siblings and then fluttered her eyelashes innocently at her husband.




  Tony replied with two simple words: “Yes. No.”




  “What do you mean, ‘no?’”




  Tony laughed and shook his head. “I was pre-empting your next question,” he told her. Then he put on a whiny voice and continued, “Couldn’t we make room in the house for just one more dog? Henry’s lonely.”




  Lorne rose from the floor, picked the tea towel up off the counter, and aimed it at his head. “Dear husband of mine, has anyone ever told you that you can be cuttingly mean at times?”




  Tony reached out and pulled her onto his lap, kissing her hard on the lips. The kiss took her breath away for a second or two. He murmured against her lips, “Umm…‌yes—you. But I tend to ignore what you say half the time.”




  A cough from the doorway interrupted their romantic moment. Lorne’s father, Sam Collins, looked embarrassed as he walked over to the kettle and switched it on. “Don’t mind me, you two.”




  Lorne shot off Tony’s lap and went to hug her father. “Sorry, Dad. I didn’t know you were up. Did you sleep all right?”




  Her father pecked her on the cheek. “Not really, love. I was awake for three or four hours during the night, as usual.”




  Lorne had been worried about her father’s insomnia for months now. Since he’d been hospitalised with meningitis, his sleep had been dramatically affected. In turn, this had hampered his ability to lend a hand around the rescue centre. It was like a domino effect in that this also hindered Lorne’s new private investigation business. But there was a light at the end of that particularly dark tunnel, as the school holidays were just around the corner. Which meant that Charlie, Lorne’s teenage daughter, would be eager to help out more around the kennels, tending to the numerous strays Lorne was trying—without much luck—to rehome. Due to the recession hitting the UK, their occupancy numbers had risen to an all-time high of thirty. Ever the softie where dogs were concerned, Lorne found it exceedingly difficult to turn away animals in need, hence the little family of pups invading her family’s private space. The only member of the family who didn’t seem to mind the pups being there was their Border collie, Henry. The devoted collie kept a constant watch over the tiny pups as if they were his own flesh and blood.




  Concerned, Lorne hooked her arm through her father’s. “Why don’t you go back to bed, Dad? We can handle things around here this morning.”




  Unhooking his arm, her father smiled. “I’ll be fine. When you get to my age—closer to the grave—you need less sleep, anyway.”




  “Dad, what a dreadful thing to say.” Lorne glanced over at Tony, hoping he would back her up and reprimand her father, but he didn’t. As usual, he stayed out of their father–daughter discussions. Just as her father remained silent during those times when Lorne and Tony’s marital bliss wasn’t so blissful. Not that they argued much—any arguments Lorne and Tony had were miniscule compared to the ones she’d had with Charlie’s father, Tom.




  “I’m only being honest, love. It’s something you’re going to have to get used to. I’ll be joining your mum soon enough.” Tears misted Lorne’s eyes, and her father hugged her. “You, daft mare. Don’t go getting all maudlin on me. Hey, where’s my breakfast? I fancy scrambled eggs on toast this morning. Have you two eaten?”




  Lorne knew that was her cue to back off. Her father was an expert at changing conversations midway through when the subject matter got too tough to handle.




  “We had some toast earlier. You sit down and I’ll do it for you, Dad.” His expression reprimanded her without him having to open his mouth. She held up her hands in submission. “Okay, I’ll get the eggs out of the pantry for you. I collected them this morning from the hens. I was wondering whether we should put a small table out the front with an honesty box—what do you think?”




  “Sure, if you want the front of the house pelted with eggs,” Tony muttered as he picked up the morning paper.




  “You’re such a misanthropist, Mr. Former MI6 Agent.”




  “Umm…‌rightly so, if you’ve read any of the papers lately. I wouldn’t trust the youth of today to pick their noses right, let alone do anything else correctly.”




  “Yuck, Tony! You know what? You sound like an old man. Wait a minute—are you including Charlie in that sweeping generalisation?”




  Tony winced as if he’d received a sucker punch to his gut from an invisible man. “Damn, I forgot about Charlie.”




  Lorne’s father was beating his eggs with a fork. “It would take some doing to forget about that one.”




  “Wow! You two are unbelievable. She’ll be helping out more around here during the summer break. I hope you’ll both try to at least give her a chance.”




  “I’m joking. Anyway, I’m sure Tony didn’t mean to tar her with the same brush as the other hoodlums around today. What was it my old granddad used to say, now? Oh yes: ‘there are always exceptions to the rule.’ After what that girl has been through over the years, she’s had to grow up faster than any other kid her age. She’s mature beyond her years, which will stand her in good stead in the future.”




  Lorne nodded, but deep down in her gut, the old pangs of guilt started up. Charlie’s childhood had been stripped from her at the hands of a man who had been Lorne’s nemesis for years. She shuddered at the thought of what the Unicorn had done to Charlie almost four years ago.




  “Stop that,” Tony ordered, breaking through her dark reverie.




  “What?” she pretended she didn’t have a clue what her husband was talking about.




  He raised a questioning eyebrow. “You know. I can tell when your thoughts turn to that lunatic and your guilt resurfaces. Stop it now. Tell her, Sam.”




  Her father put his breakfast on hold as the conversation became more serious. “Tony’s right, love. You can’t keep punishing yourself for what happened to Charlie. Take a leaf out of her book. She’s accepted it and moved on.”




  Lorne spread her arms out and slapped her hands on her thighs. “I know you’re both right, but it doesn’t alter the fact that I still blame myself for involving my family in that case.”




  Sam gathered his daughter in his arms and cushioned her head against his chest. “You didn’t. Baldwin involved Charlie, not you.”




  “I know, Dad. I try not to think of it, but sometimes—just sometimes—it catches me out.”




  Sam pushed her away from him and tucked a loose lock of hair behind her ear, like he used to do when she was a child. “It’s bound to, love. Events of that awful day—those few days—changed all of our lives. Look at it this way: if that day hadn’t happened, then you and Tony would never have met.”




  Tony snorted. “Any chance I can turn the clock back four years to before that day?”




  Lorne flew out of her father’s arms and clipped Tony around the head. “You cheeky sod. I’ll get my own back, just you wait and see.”




  Tony held his hand out horizontally in front of him. “Look, steady as a rock. You don’t scare me, Mrs. Former Detective Inspector.”




  “Huh, we’ll see,” Lorne retorted. She let the idle threat linger between them for a while before she spoke again. “I hope the weather is better than yesterday’s. That storm caused havoc to the roads across the country. There were flashfloods in several areas, apparently.”




  Tony picked up his paper again. “How typically British of you, Lorne, to change the subject to the weather like that.”




  “A trick I picked up from you, I believe, dear hubby.”




  Her father settled himself into the chair next to Lorne and started eating his breakfast. Lorne watched, grateful that his appetite hadn’t been affected by his illness like his sleep had. After swallowing a mouthful of bacon, he said, “That was one of the worst storms we’d had in years. I still laugh when I think of weatherman Bill Giles ending up with egg on his face when he totally ignored a viewer’s comment about a hurricane brewing back in ’86. If I recall rightly, Seven Oaks almost had to change its name to ‘One Oak’ after it got battered by a storm.”




  “Yes. The UK didn’t cope well with the conditions around that time. The railways came to a virtual standstill and most of the small country roads became impassable, if I remember rightly,” Tony said, looking thoughtful before he continued, “Thankfully, I was oversees at the time, on holiday with my parents in Crete.”




  “Lucky you! The farthest we went when we were kids was to Butlins at Minehead.” Lorne sniggered.




  “It took a lot to run that old house of ours. Your mother always liked to have nice new furniture every five years or so, something had to give. I’m afraid Minehead was all we could afford back then, love. Mind you, I reckon that nowadays it’s just as cheap to go abroad as to spend a week at a holiday camp in the UK,” her father replied. A sad little smile had settled on his face when he’d mentioned Lorne’s mother. It had been a struggle for him to get over her death from breast cancer. He hadn’t really shown signs of wanting to go on with his own life until Lorne and Tony had bought the rescue centre and asked him to live with them. It was as though they’d given him a new purpose in life.




  Lorne smiled to reassure him. “It’s all right, Dad, you don’t have to justify anything. I loved the holidays we went on when we were kids. With you working long hours on the force, any time Jade and I had with you was special to us.”




  “What the heck?” Tony angled the paper so his wife could see the article that had caught his eye.




  “What’s that?” Lorne’s father asked.




  Lorne shook her head as she read and then glanced up at her father. “It’s terrible. A boat capsized off the Kent coastline yesterday. It says here that details are still a little sketchy, but apparently the boat was carrying some kind of human cargo.”




  “No! Human trafficking, you mean?”




  “That’s how I’m reading it. What’s your take on it, Tony?”




  Tony hitched his right shoulder up and his mouth tugged down at the sides. “It’s hard to say without actually knowing what the authorities have found.”




  Lorne left the table and went in search of her laptop. She returned and booted it up. “Let’s see what was reported on the news last night, shall we?”




  After locating a video clip that had appeared on Sky news the previous evening, they watched in silence as a windswept journalist, standing on a pebbled beach in Kent, told the viewers that rescuers were still recovering bodies from the shipwreck. “So far, at least twenty-five people of Asian origin—all dead—have been recovered.” The camera panned over his shoulder and there, lying on the beach, was a row of bodies covered in tarpaulin sheets. The camera swung out to sea, focusing on an incoming dinghy that had two men in wetsuits on board. Several men on the shoreline awaited their arrival. When the dinghy was pulled ashore, another dead body was lifted out of the boat and gently placed alongside the others.




  Lorne’s eyes moistened. “That’s awful, just awful. Those poor people. Do they know how big the boat was?”




  Tony looked back at the paper and quickly scanned the article again. “It doesn’t say. But if it hit the rocks, it would have been busted up pretty badly. I doubt they’ll be able to tell what size vessel it was for a while, unless they find out the name of it.”




  Lorne stared at the wall in front of her as she imagined Charlie’s dead body lying on the beach. She shook her head ridding her mind of the unwanted image. “Am I being overly sensitive about this, you guys? Or is this story too sad for words?”




  Both Tony and her father looked at her, but it was Tony who answered first, “Maybe you are being a touch sensitive about it, but that’s you, babe. You care what happens to people. Old wounds are bound to resurface when stories like this hit the headlines.”




  “That’s probably it,” her father agreed. “The similarities to what Charlie went through—that’s what is affecting you. That’s my guess, anyway.”




  “You could be right, Dad. I’ve just got a feeling here,” she placed her hand across her stomach and winced as if she was in pain. “Something is pushing me to delve deeper into this case. Is that daft?”




  Tony rose from the table and walked over to her. “I’d say there was something wrong with you if you didn’t want to look further into this, Lorne. But sweetheart, we’ve got to stop doing pro bono cases. Unless someone comes forward asking us to investigate the case, we’re going to have to let this one pass us by.”




  Lorne dipped her head and rested it on Tony’s chest. Her husband was right—of course he was. She glanced over at her father and smiled. His eyes rose to the ceiling before he continued to eat his breakfast. He knew her so well, well enough to know that she would grab the case if the slightest opportunity came her way. Especially as the private eye side of things was relatively slow at the moment.




  “Okay, I’m tired of all this maudlin news. What’s on the agenda for today?” Tony planted a tender kiss on her forehead and then pushed her away from him.




  “The usual, I guess. Cleaning out the kennels and feeding the hounds. I do have to make a home visit this afternoon, though. Could you both spare me for an hour or two?”




  Tony tutted and sighed heavily. “If we must.”




  Lorne playfully punched him in the stomach. “That’s twice I’ll need to get my own back now.”




  They all laughed, and Lorne reached over to turn off the depressing news channel and put on ITV’s Daybreak, instead. She cringed when the presenter introduced a celebrity Lorne strongly disliked. She strode over to the back door. “Think I’d rather clean up dog poo than listen to what that idiot has to say.”




  Tony laughed and followed her out. “I think I would, too.”




  For the next hour, the husband and wife team messed around in the kennels, cleaning and playing with the permanent inmates before they moved over to the new kennel block, which housed the temporary boarders whose owners were enjoying themselves on holiday.




  At eleven o’clock that morning Tony began going through the list of repairs he had to carry out, and Lorne headed inside to start on some paperwork.




  After a quick bite to eat at lunchtime, Lorne jumped in her father’s Nova and drove to Natasha Wallace’s elegant house in the country.




  CHAPTER TWO




  Lorne approached the Wallaces’ mansion for the second time in as many months. It never ceased to amaze her how the other half lived. It rankled her that the rich seemed to flaunt their wealth so arrogantly when there were so many starving people in the world who could benefit from the loose change in their pockets. She knew that Natasha Wallace sat on the boards of several well-known charities both at home and abroad, and did her very best to aid those in desperate need, but Lorne wished that more rich people were as philanthropic as Bill Gates.




  The gardener tending the circular rose bed in front of the house tipped his hat as she passed him. Lorne drew to a halt and pressed the button to lower the passenger’s side window in order to talk to him. “The garden is looking gorgeous, Frank. You’re doing an excellent job.”




  “Why, thank you, miss. The lady of the house is around the back with that little minx of a dog. Bloomin’ thing got in the walled garden the other day and dug up some of me carrots.”




  Lorne’s face flushed with embarrassment, she’d always regarded the dog as well-behaved when he was with her. “Oops, sorry about that. Hope they weren’t damaged too much.”




  He waved a hand in front of him. “Nah, not really. He’s a real cutie, that one. I quite often wonder if Mrs. Wallace would miss him if I tucked the little fellow in my pocket and took him home to the missus.”




  “By all accounts, Mrs. Wallace has become very attached to the little chap. I’m sure she would miss him terribly if you did that.”




  “That she would, miss, that she would. Have a pleasant visit.”




  Lorne smiled, pushed the button to put the window back up, and continued her drive up the crunching gravelled driveway. She parked the car at the front and stepped onto the narrow path that ran along the side of the property and led to the pool area at the back. The view momentarily took Lorne’s breath away as she walked through the wooden arch which was covered by fragrantly scented pink and white roses. The garden expanded into an abundance of late spring-early summer colour. Lorne suspected the garden was around two acres or thereabouts, but the extended view of the green fields beyond added to the garden’s width and length.




  “Lorne! Over here.”




  She waved at Natasha and slowly made her way over to the pool area, which was surrounded by a variety of assorted coloured lavenders. She could hear the bees contentedly working their way through their nectar. Several butterflies took flight as the lavender brushed against her calf. The place had a magical and calming effect that made Lorne let out a satisfied sigh. Ah, how the other half live!




  She could hear the yapping of the Pekingese before she saw the tiny dog. “I see he’s settled in well.” At the sound of her voice, the dog left Natasha’s side and ran up to Lorne. She scooped up the white dog, which resembled a powder puff, into her arms and kissed the excited creature on the nose. “Tiny, you’re still as adorable as ever.”




  Natasha cleared her throat and hesitantly stated, “Umm…‌we had a little name change. He’s called Timmy now. Although he should be called ‘Terror,’ the amount of mischief he gets into.”




  Lorne laughed and set the dog down on the limestone slabs that surrounded the pool. He trotted back to his owner with his tail erect and wagging he ran under the lounger and into his round sheepskin bed. “The name suits him. Frank filled me in on what the little toe-rag has been up to. He seems happy here, Mrs. Wallace.”




  “Come now, call me Natasha. Yes, he’s so sweet. Sometimes I have to stop myself from cuddling the life out of him.”




  “I’m so pleased he’s found another loving home. His previous owner still rings me every other day to see how he is. It’s a shame these care homes don’t allow the residents to keep their pets with them.”




  “It is a great shame. Maybe I’ll go and visit the lady someday to show her how Timmy is doing.”




  Lorne could tell Natasha was just saying that to be kind and that she had no real intention of doing any such thing. She really couldn’t see Natasha being caught dead in a council-run care home—or any other care home, for that matter.




  In the distance, Lorne could hear the slight clinking sound of crockery. She looked over her shoulder and saw a maid approaching them carrying a tray with teacups, saucers, and a bone china teapot. The young woman set the tray down on the table and walked away. Lorne thought it was strange that the girl hadn’t acknowledged her existence at all. No sideways glance, nothing.




  Natasha must have noticed the way Lorne was looking at the maid, because as soon as the girl had moved out of earshot, she said, “I apologise for Mai Lin.”




  “What do you mean?”




  “She’s usually a smiley little thing with impeccable manners. Unfortunately, she received a call last night from a relative with some sad news.”




  Lorne didn’t really want to intrude into the maid’s personal business, but something intrigued her enough to ask. “Sad news? Did she say what?”




  Natasha looked taken aback for a second or two, but then she shrugged. “I can’t see what harm it will do to tell you. It was in that ghastly storm yesterday. Mai Lin suspects her younger sister was in an accident.”




  “An accident? What accident?” Lorne asked. Distractedly, she poured the tea into the two cups and handed one to Natasha.




  Natasha swung her legs off the lounger and onto the ground. She took the cup from Lorne and stared into the brown liquid as she recounted the phone call Mai Lin had received. “I suppose it was around eight last night when she received a frantic call from her mother back home in Bangkok. It only lasted a few minutes. She comes from a very poor family; her mother works for a wealthy businessman. He allows her to make the odd call if there is an emergency. Anyway, I digress: as soon as the call came, I sensed there was trouble. The colour instantly drained from Mai Lin’s face as she took the call. Her mother said that she had been working and had seen on her boss’s TV that a boat had been wrecked in the storm—”




  Lorne gasped. “You mean she thinks her sister was on-board that boat—the boat on the news at the moment? My God, that poor girl! Poor Mai Lin.”




  “Her mother says she knows deep down her daughter was on that boat. You know what a mother’s instinct can be like? Isn’t it dreadful? Her sister was coming here for a better life. I knew nothing about it until last night. I’ve asked Mai Lin what I can do to help, but she says nothing. She’ll deal with her loss in her own way. She’s gone into her shell. She’s always been a little timid, but now she just won’t speak to me at all. I feel so inadequate.”




  “Grief affects people in different ways, Natasha. I wouldn’t take it personally if I were you.”




  “Oh, I’m not. I just wish I could help the poor girl, that’s all. But she keeps shutting me out.”




  “Cultural differences. I’m sure if she needs your help, she’ll ask. Has she worked here long?”




  “About a year now, I suppose. I doubt she’ll ask for my help, though; she’s never asked before. Bloody hell, I didn’t even know her sister was coming to England.”




  “It does seem odd that she didn’t tell you. Have you seen the news this morning?”




  “No. I’ve tried to keep the TV off in case it upsets Mai Lin.”




  Lorne nodded her understanding, pulled out a chair, and sat down heavily on the wrought iron seat. “Well, I tracked the story down on my laptop this morning and immediately wished I hadn’t.” Lorne took a sip of tea before she continued, “The cameraman was filming when they pulled another body from the sea. The camera panned around, and there were numerous bodies on the shore. They were laid out side by side and covered with tarpaulin sheets. Even the hardest of hearts would have found that an upsetting sight. If Mai Lin had witnessed that, she would have been devastated. I know I was, and I didn’t know any of the victims.”




  Natasha’s hand flew up and covered her bikini-clad chest. “How truly awful. Who’d have thought a storm could cause such damage?”




  “I take it from what you’ve told me already you have no idea how Mai Lin’s sister obtained her ticket?”




  Natasha shook her head. “Not a clue. I’m not sure she would tell me even if I asked. Why?”




  Lorne smiled, but avoided the question. Thinking back to what Tony and her father had said at breakfast about the vessel probably being involved in human trafficking, she didn’t want to cast any aspersions without the necessary proof. “Hey, are you in the market for rehoming another little dog, should one come in to the centre?”




  As the conversation reverted back to Timmy, Natasha’s smile broadened and she snapped her fingers to encourage the dog out from the shade under the lounger. Timmy joined them and sat in front of Natasha, begging for a treat. He jiggled his front paws up and down until he got one. “I’m not sure I could sweet-talk my hubby into having a second dog. He loves Timmy to bits, but I don’t think men view dogs in the same way as us, do they? Why do you ask? Is there a new dog due in? Another old dear going into a home or something?”




  “No, nothing like that. I can see that Timmy has landed on his feet here and is very comfortable in his surroundings; that isn’t always the case when we rehome dogs. No matter how fussy I am on the home visits before I place a dog in a new home, one bad penny never fails to slip through the net. If I know a dog is well loved, then I always ask if the new owner would be willing to take on another dog. Saves me advertising costs, etc.”




  “That’s understandable. Actually, a couple of the ladies I occasionally lunch with have taken your card. I’m not sure any of them would be interested in the larger dogs you are trying to rehome, but they all adore Timmy. I’m sure some of them will be in touch with you soon.”




  Lorne cringed inside, but kept the smile prominently fixed on her face. The last thing she wanted was a group of snooty women turning up at the centre looking for a tiny breed to keep their handbags warm. That was the kind of road she didn’t intend going down. Laughing, she said, “I’m so glad you’re not the type of woman who sees Timmy as a handbag dog. I can’t abide it when these footballers’ wives and girlfriends—WAGS, are they called?—display those poor creatures in their expensive Gucci handbags. If only they knew the psychological damage they are doing to the dogs. Sheila, the lady who got me involved in rescuing dogs, has told me quite a few horror stories about how the dogs start biting their owners; some of the poor mites even lose the use of their little legs because they’re carried around everywhere.”
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