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      Amelia Barry lowered her shoulder bag to the curb by her feet and looked around. The arches of the station building that towered behind her were flooded in light, but the car park that spread in front of her was dimly lit. She strained her eyes, trying to spot her godmother’s silver Vauxhall Corsa among the few vehicles parked by Whitby train station. The spitting rain made the visibility worse, as did Amelia’s tiredness and sensory overwhelm. Her head buzzed, her stomach ached, and all she wanted to do was to curl up on a sofa in a dark, quiet room and sleep.

      But sleep was not on the menu. Not yet.

      ‘Amelia, hop-hop,’ a familiar voice called out to her right. A tall, slim figure in a long red coat emerged from behind a lamppost ten yards away. Amelia relaxed her shoulders a little.

      Her godmother had arrived almost on time.

      ‘Hello, Martha,’ Amelia replied, grabbing her bag. She headed towards her godmother, happy to see her again.

      ‘So good to see you, darling,’ Martha said, opening her arms and swooping in to envelop her in a tight hug.

      Amelia counted five one-thousands in her mind. She resolved a while back that Martha was a close family member; hence an appropriate-length hug was required.

      Martha smelled of freshly baked cake and wet wool.

      ‘How are you? Put the bag on the rear seat and let’s go. We don’t have much time. How was your trip?’ Martha rattled on, letting Amelia out of her embrace and opening the car.

      Amelia pressed her hand to her stomach and took a deep breath. Over the past few months, she'd got to know Martha and had grown to accept her quirks.

      Well, she’d learnt to ignore some of them. Like her habit of asking more than one question at a time.

      ‘I’m tired and overwhelmed,’ Amelia replied. ‘As for my trip…’

      ‘Hurry up, get in,’ Martha rushed her, clambering into the driver’s seat. ‘You’ll get wet and we’re late.’

      Amelia dropped her bag on the rear seat as advised and settled into the seat alongside her godmother.

      ‘I’m already wet,’ Amelia replied. ‘And I’m not late. My train was on time.’

      ‘Oh, Amelia, darling…’ Martha said and sighed. ‘I mean, we’re late for the party. It’s already started.’

      Amelia tensed again. The surprise seventieth birthday party for Trudy Janssen, one of her new acquaintances, or maybe she could call her a friend? Amelia was always uncertain where to draw that particular line.

      ‘Why are you so quiet?’ Martha asked, starting the engine.

      ‘Because I’m tried and overwhelmed, as I told you.’

      ‘Oh, of course. How was your trip?’

      Amelia checked her watch.

      ‘It was five hours and thirty-five minutes long, with two changes: one in Darlington, and one in—'

      ‘That’s not what I mean,’ Martha groaned.

      Amelia blinked.

      ‘So, what did you mean?’

      ‘I wondered whether you were okay. Were there any issues with the trains? I mean… that sort of thing.’

      Now, Amelia groaned.

      ‘Why didn’t you ask what you meant to ask?’ Amelia's head began to throb.

      People…

      Martha glanced at her.

      ‘Oh, you didn't understand my questions, did you?’

      ‘Your questions were unclear and delivered more than one at a time.’

      ‘My questions were… Never mind. I gather you’re tired and overwhelmed.’

      ‘That’s what I said at the beginning,” Amelia explained. ‘This conversation is pointless,’ she added. ‘Now, I’ve got a headache.’

      ‘I’m sorry, honey,’ Martha said. She drove the car out of the car park onto the road. ‘Of course, you are tired and overwhelmed. Are you sure you want to attend Trudy’s party?’

      Amelia considered her response.

      ‘I don’t know,’ she replied truthfully. She’d spent most of her trip thinking about that. ‘I do want to meet Trudy. I like her, but I don’t like parties. Surprise parties scare me even more than ordinary parties. But you, my mother, my sister, and even my father have all told me that a big birthday party such as this one is too important to miss, if you like the person who is being honoured. As you know, I find most social obligations a burden, but I want to do the right thing.’

      ‘That’s a detailed reply.’

      ‘Because the answer’s complicated.’

      Martha raised her eyebrows.

      ‘I gather you’re going to the party.’

      ‘That’s right. But I need time to recover from the journey first.’

      ‘Zipping up,’ Martha murmured, making a zip-the-lip sign with her thumb and forefinger.

      ‘Thank you,’ Amelia said and let her head fall onto the head restraint. The wipers pushed tiny droplets of rain aside, revealing a long, dark ribbon of the road weaving its way between two rows of houses. The car passed the board with the name of town on it and accelerated.

      Amelia glanced at the dashboard.

      ‘You’re going too fast, Martha,’ she said. ‘It’s dark and slippery—’

      ‘We’ve got to reach the pub before eight o’clock,’ Martha cut in. ‘If we want to arrive before the cake, which it at eight on the dot, and we do because it’s a very special cake. I’m a good driver, and the road is empty. Don’t look at the dashboard. Count some trees.’

      Amelia wanted to protest, but it was pointless. Her energy level was low, and Martha was stubborn. Such a pointless discussion. She needed to count trees. Martha was right. Counting trees, or counting anything else for that matter, always helped calm her. Amelia could already feel the throbbing in her head easing.

      Eighteen minutes later, Martha pulled off the road and parked the car on the side of the road, alongside The Two Fishes pub.

      ‘No more room in the car park,’ she said, turning off the engine. ‘There must be a real crowd inside.’

      Amelia counted the cars, parked around the building, barely visible in the semi-darkness cloaking the surroundings.

      ‘You said there were going to be under twenty people. I see six cars in the patrons’ car park and one on the other side. How many people precisely are inside?’

      ‘Oh, I’m not sure,’ Martha replied, unbuckling her seatbelt. ‘There are definitely less than twenty people, including the Williamses who are running the service.’

      ‘Fewer,’ Amelia corrected.

      ‘What fewer?’

      ‘Fewer than twenty people, not “less than”. But that’s still imprecise—’

      ‘Oh, for goodness’ sake, Amelia.’ Martha opened the door. ‘If that’s too many for you, just come in to wish Trudy a happy birthday and stay for the big cake surprise. If you’re going to be so… upset, there is little point in pushing yourself. But I’m not taking you back to the house until the party is over. You can sit in the car.’

      Amelia moistened her lips with the tip of her dry tongue.

      ‘Okay. I’ll come in for the cake and to present my wishes and the card I’ve got for her,’ Amelia replied. ‘Meanwhile, I’ll sit in the car, no problem.’

      ‘Good plan,’ Martha agreed. She stepped out of the car and marched towards the pub.

      The entrance was lit by a single bulb and the light coming from two tall windows on the ground floor. Another large shape loomed at the end of the patron’s car park. Cube-shape, wide and tall. Probably a skip bin, since the renovation of the pub had just finished. The windows upstairs still had their shutters down.

      The skip bin was blocking a large section of the car park; no wonder it looked crowded. Maybe Martha was right, and the number of attendees wasn’t as overwhelming as Amelia feared?

      Amelia checked her watch again. 19:48 p.m. She still had twelve minutes, and she needed every second to mentally prepare for the party.

      She reached to her pocket for her mobile phone. Over the years, she had developed a number of strategies to help herself calm down and reduce the overwhelm. Watching certain TV series was one of such strategy.

      She opened the phone. A new message flashed on the screen: from Jordan, her ex-boyfriend.

      Amelia’s heart skipped a beat. Finally, he replied. Over nine days after her birthday message to him and forty-five hours after her, “are-you-okay-did-you-get-my-message” prompt.

      Her finger trembled as she tapped on the screen to read the note.

      No, she didn’t care about Jordan, but she was worried that her birthday wishes were some sort of social faux pas. She did wish him well, despite the breakup. And she didn’t want to commit any social faux pas, and both sending the good wishes and not sending them seemed like one. But having consulted her sister, Emma, Amelia concluded that sending the wishes was less likely to cause an upset. And of course, as Jordan didn’t reply, she wanted to make sure he had received it. Because from his reaction, she could then draw conclusions as to further interactions with him.

      Human relationships were so difficult.

      The message opened.

      
        “Yes, got ur text. Thank you 4 ur wishes & concerns. You’re not the only pebble on the beach, I’ve moved on. Time u moved on 2.”

      

      Amelia read and blinked. She re-read the message, this time out loud, just to make sure she’d interpreted the text-speak correctly.

      Good.

      So, Jordan was okay, moved on.

      Good…

      The throbbing in her head returned to its previous intensity.

      Maybe something wasn’t good?

      Not the only pebble on the beach…

      Amelia had seen the saying before. It might have even been in her secret file, the one containing proverbs, idioms, and other metaphorical sayings, but she knew what it meant. No need to check.

      She stared at the screen. So, she wasn’t the only person in Jordan’s life. That was correct. Jordan was a much more social person than Amelia. It was he who wanted an… what did he say? An open relationship. Someone had said Jordan had another girlfriend on the side. Maybe he had. Maybe not. As Emma had said, Jordan was not worth her tears.

      So, Amelia moved on. She had already moved on. That’s why she was… Amelia paused to check her feelings.

      Feelings were almost as difficult to read as people.

      Her head was aching, and her stomach had curled up into a ball. She was upset.

      She was upset because Jordan was incorrect: Amelia had already moved on.

      Her fingers hovered over the ‘reply’ button.

      Should she? Or was that unnecessary? People didn’t like being corrected.

      Amelia pressed her lips into a thin line. She’d better check her next move with someone more experienced in relationships, Emma, or maybe Martha.

      Martha would do. Once the party was over.

      Amelia swiped the message off and opened her video-viewing app.

      If she was about to go and interact with people, she needed to get her emotions under control.

      She scrolled through her options and picked up her favourite baking show.

      A few seconds later, Amelia immersed herself in the world of beautifully organised ingredients, friendly atmosphere, and intricate recipes which had to be followed in an orderly manner to achieve the desired beautiful outcome.

      A sharp sound, like slamming door, cut through the soft music and voices coming from the video.

      Amelia jerked upright and glanced at the car park, the pub and the driveway.

      Nothing.

      19:56. Almost time to go.

      She closed the app, slipped her phone into her handbag and watched the dashboard, waiting for the clock to move. At 19:58 she looked up. The space around the pub hadn’t changed at all. Or, maybe except the van that stood on the left-hand side of the pub. Its door was now open and someone wearing a white apron and a pair of white gloves stepped out, holding a light-coloured box.

      The cake, no doubt.

      Amelia unbuckled her seatbelt and stepped outside. The wind blew/threw a handful of tiny droplets of rain into her face.

      This was a typical November evening in North Yorkshire. But to be honest, the weather hadn’t been that much better in London.

      She zipped up her jacket. The birthday card was in her handbag, safe from the rain.

      The person in white apron set the box on some sort of a trolley, barely visible, and slid the van door shut. The trolley squeaked and rattled as the person pushed it.

      Amelia walked up to the paved path.

      ‘Ah!’ the person called out. The squeaking and rattling stopped. ‘You scared me.’

      A screechy female voice.

      ‘I’m sorry, didn’t mean to,’ Amelia replied.

      ‘Jumping out of nowhere like that always scares people,’ the woman replied. ‘Particularly if it’s by a graveyard. Strange place for a pub, but never mind,’ the woman rattled on. Her face was still barely visible in the darkness. A note of anxiety rang clear in her voice.

      ‘“Always” and “people” are generalisations, and as such…’ Amelia paused, remembering that this might not be the correct way to respond. She opted for a factual response. ‘I was just sitting in the car. Now, I’m going inside. It’s time for the birthday cake, right?’

      ‘Right.’ The woman’s voice relaxed a little. ‘And you’re invited to the party?’

      ‘My name is Amelia Barry, I’m invited.’

      ‘So why were you sitting in the car? Why aren’t you at the party?’

      ‘Because I needed some time to calm my thoughts. You’re asking an awful lot of questions.’

      The woman gave a sharp laugh.

      ‘Looks like you’re a friend of the birthday girl,’ she said and stepped forward. ‘Anyway, it’s getting late. How about you come and help me with the cake.’

      ‘I can’t come since I’m already here, but I can help you with the cake. What do you need me to do?’

      ‘I need to get the trolley to the entrance and then light the candles. The pavement is not very smooth.’

      That didn’t sound like any instructions or a request, so Amelia waited.

      ‘Can you help?’ a note of urgency or annoyance appeared in the woman’s voice. Amelia couldn’t exactly tell.

      ‘As I said, I can, but tell me precisely what you want me to do. I can’t make the pavement smoother.’

      ‘Of course not…’ the woman murmured and pushed the trolley. The squeaking and rattling resumed. ‘Just grab the handle and pull the trolley, and I’ll push it.’

      That was clear enough. Amelia stepped towards the woman and grabbed the handle. Now, the woman was standing close enough to the light and Amelia for her face to be visible. Amelia glanced at her. Maybe it was the bulb, but the woman’s skin looked as if covered by a smooth layer of yellowish dough. No, that was makeup, heavy layer of… what was that called? Foundation. Probably. Her sister would know.

      Amelia never bothered with makeup. Her interest in it was purely out of curiosity. Emma, on the other hand, seemed to be very up to date with available resources and techniques used to enhance facial features, like the fashionable, thick, swept upwards eyebrows and the fake lashes the woman was sporting under her pinned-up blond curls.

      Amelia suppressed a wince and turned her gaze away. It was rude staring at someone. Fortunately, pulling the trolley meant she didn’t have to look at the woman. She just needed to watch her step and the cracks in the pavement.

      Together, they reached the access ramp.

      ‘Up to the door,’ the woman instructed. ‘What a strange place to have a pub, right? But maybe it’s perfect for all those after-the-funeral cups of tea and pints in memory of the dead,’ she carried on.

      Amelia didn’t respond. It seemed like a monologue; something people often did to fill what they considered an uncomfortable silence. To her, silence was usually very comfortable. What she hated was chitchat.

      A gust of wind rattled in the trees behind their backs. Graveyard trees.

      ‘Do you want to light the candles here or inside?’ Amelia asked, stopping with the trolley just by the door. ‘It’s windy.’

      ‘Here,’ the woman replied. ‘I’ll call Sarah inside. She’ll turn the lights off and we’ll get the candles sorted.’

      The woman did what she'd said she'd do.

      ‘Now, hold the top of the box so that it shelters the cake from the wind,’ she instructed as soon as she’d finished talking on the phone.

      Amelia followed the instructions. She watched the woman’s hands swiftly lighting the candles. Plain white gloves stood out in almost complete darkness. The tiny flames flickered, adding almost magical glow to the shiny white icing with “Happy 70th Birthday” written in golden cursive script.

      ‘Beautiful,’ the woman said. Her voice sounded softer, almost normal – a relief after the screeching before. ‘Now, open the door for me.’

      She grabbed the opened box with the cake inside. Amelia pressed the handle and glanced at the woman. Her face was hidden behind the box, but the wrists were visible, exposing a lovely, flower-shaped tattoo just above the wrist line on her right hand. A flower with a ruby, or simply a red rhinestone piercing in the middle. How lovely.

      Amelia opened the door and stepped aside.

      The woman stepped forward.

      No, it wasn’t a tattoo. It was a birthmark made into a tattoo. Very nice…

      The woman disappeared in the dark inside of the pub.

      ‘Surprise!’ she yelled in her screechy voice. Amelia cringed. The lights went back on.

      A loud cheer and clapping attacked Amelia’s ears. She closed her eyes and shut the door, suppressing the vague sense of nausea shooting up from her stomach.

      It took her a few minutes to master the nausea and to overcome the drive to flee.

      ‘Good, you’re here,’ Martha whispered into her ear. She felt her godmother’s hand gently squeezing her shoulder. ‘Open your eyes, if you can. If not, I’ll guide you towards the back door.’

      Amelia gulped.

      ‘I think I can handle it now,’ Amelia said. ‘Where’s Trudy?’

      ‘Standing across the room, all pale and petrified, staring at the enormous cake. It’s really pretty.’

      ‘What’s pretty?’

      ‘The cake, of course. But you can see it for yourself.’

      Amelia forced herself to open her eyes. The light flooding in brought with it another wave of nausea, but Martha’s presence helped ground her. She took a deep breath.

      ‘I’ll present my wishes and then find somewhere quiet to sit. Is that okay?’ she checked.

      ‘I suppose so. Let’s go.’

      Amelia reached into her handbag, found the card and followed Martha. She was so focused on putting one foot in front of the other and achieving her goal, she didn’t look at anything but her feet.

      Someone might have called her name, but she dismissed it.

      ‘Hello Trudy, happy birthday,’ Amelia said as loud and as cheerfully as she could.

      ‘Oh, you’re here, too. It is a surprise party,’ Trudy Janssen groaned. Her round face was indeed paler than usual. Her grey curls were sticking to the skin, and the woman’s watery blue eyes glinted behind her thick glasses.

      ‘Are you angry?’ Amelia asked, confused.

      ‘No, of course, not,’ Trudy grumbled. ‘I’m supposed to be happily surprised.’

      ‘Aren’t you?’

      ‘Would you be?’

      Amelia bit her lower lip. Answering a question with a question was bad manners. Trudy didn’t always comply with social conventions. Moreover, Trudy’s question was a very valid one.

      ‘No, I wouldn’t be. Not at all. But apparently, many people are,” Amelia replied. ‘Or so I’ve heard from Martha and my mother.’

      ‘And Liz Webb, no doubt,’ Trudy said and sighed. ‘Oh, I’m so sorry. Of course, I’m happy to see that so many people care about me getting older.’

      ‘And I’ve got a card for you,’ Amelia remembered. She handed the white envelope across. ‘I didn’t know what to get you for a present, so I thought I’d better ask you and get you what you really wanted. I hate so-called surprise presents.’

      ‘So do I.’

      ‘A hug is in order. Three one-thousands,’ Martha’s whisper cut into Amelia’s awareness.

      ‘Indeed,’ Amelia said. ‘I’ll give you a hug.’ She put her arms around Trudy’s stocky shoulders and counted as advised. ‘And now, I need to find a quiet place,’ she said once she concluded the ritual had been completed.

      ‘Amy, petal, so good to see you!’ The familiar voice of Mrs. Webb, Martha’s new best friend, attacked Amelia from behind. Amelia tensed her shoulders.

      ‘Good evening, Mrs. Webb,’ she said automatically, closing her eyes to limit the sensory input. She briefly considered correcting Mrs. Webb regarding the misuse of Amelia’s first name, but she had resolved long time ago to stop doing it. ‘I feel overwhelmed, need to go,’ Amelia said instead.

      ‘Must you? Really? You should try the cake, it’s delicious,’ Mrs. Webb carried on.

      ‘Maybe later, Liz,’ Martha’s voice said calmly. Someone’s hand, probably Martha’s gently pushed Amelia’s shoulder. ‘I’ll show you where the back rooms are.’

      Thank heavens for Martha…

      ‘Sorry, petal. Of course,’ Mrs. Webb murmured. ‘There’s a staff room at the back. Walk through the door past the toilets. I’ll find you a cup of tea.’

      ‘This way, Amelia,’ Martha said, guiding her towards her left.

      ‘I’ll go with her,’ Trudy said. ‘I know where it is. The staff room may be…’ her voice trailed off. ‘We’ll find something, and I need a break myself.’

      ‘Are you sure, Trudy? After all, it’s your party…’ Martha protested.

      ‘Absolutely certain,’ Trudy replied.

      Martha released Amelia’s shoulder.

      ‘Follow me,’ Trudy said.

      Amelia opened her eyes but kept them narrowed and lowered; open just enough to be able to see where she was going.

      Trudy confidently navigated between the guests milling around what must have been the bar, and then angled to their right, towards the door labelled “Staff Only”.

      Once the door closed behind them, Amelia relaxed her back and opened her eyes. The hallway was brightly lit, but the green colour on the walls coupled with the dark wood of the doors and panels dampened the effect. The air still smelled of paint.

      ‘They’ve just finished renovating,” Trudy said, as if reading Amelia’s mind. ‘I don’t think they’ve cleared all the equipment away yet. There’s a storage room over there.’ Trudy headed for the last door on the left, just by the back exit.

      Amelia checked the other doors.

      ‘But here’s the staff room, see,’ she pointed to the middle door, between the staff toilet and the storage room. Amelia walked up to it.

      ‘Nah, no. It’s better here,’ Trudy replied and walked into the storage room.

      Amelia hesitated with her hand on the door handle of the Staff Room.

      Should she follow Trudy?

      A muffled sneeze broke the silence. It was Trudy next door.

      As with most of the storage rooms Amelia had ever been in, this one was probably full of dust.

      She shrugged and pressed the handle. A staff room sounded like a much better place to sit and relax than a storage room. Logical!

      She pushed open the door and stopped at the doorstep, taking in the view.

      The room was furnished with basics: a table, four chairs, a line of lockers against one wall, a single, naked bulb filling the room with light. A very typical staff room. Including a tall, balding man half-sitting in the chair, half-lying across the table, as though he was asleep.

      Amelia strained her ears.

      Nope… no sound. No snoring, whistling or any sound of breathing.

      Amelia stepped forward, her hand hovering over the man’s back.

      And then she saw it – a long, slim, light coloured wooden handle sticking out of the man’s chest right over where his heart would be. A large, red, shiny blotch spilled over his white shirt and seeped into his marine blue cardigan. Multiple red spots of various sizes dotted the table.

      Amelia gulped.

      She reached for the man’s left wrist. His plump, dough-white hand was still warm to the touch, but the pulse was definitely gone.

      She straightened up and fished her phone out of her handbag.

      ‘Police, please,’ she said into the receiver as soon as the operator came on and asked which service she required.
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      Amelia finished the call and stepped back out into the hallway. Trudy, standing in the doorway to the storage room, stared at her.

      'You've just called the police,' Trudy said. 'Why?'

      'There's a dead man on the table. He's been murdered.'

      Trudy drew her eyebrows together. Her face paled.

      'Don't be silly. He's asleep… I mean, what if he's asleep?'

      'He's not.'

      Trudy trotted towards her.

      'Have you checked?' she asked, trying to glance into the staff room. But Amelia stood in the doorway, and Trudy was too short to see past her.

      'But… but…' Trudy stuttered. 'We should check on him. Properly.' She tried to push Amelia away.

      'Trudy,' Amelia said as seriously as she could. Her head was spinning. Her stomach had just flipped inside out. 'This is a murder scene. The man has been stabbed through the chest. We are not allowed to touch anything.'

      Trudy placed her hands on her hips.

      'I know you've seen a few dead bodies recently, but honestly… Maybe you should call the ambulance as well.'

      'They're coming, too,' Amelia replied. Maybe she should also call the police and tell them to come through the back door — the large door with a big "Exit" sign above it. That would save so much hassle. Just imagine all the party guests pouring into the staff area to check what was happening.

      Trudy stepped aside.

      'We must tell others,' Trudy said firmly. She turned on her heels, ready to march back into the pub.

      'Don't. Do you really want them all to pour into here?'

      'But if you're saying it's murder, the killer might still be here.'

      Amelia considered the suggestion. The bloodstain was shiny and maybe a little jelly-like, but it was still seeping. From what she had read, this meant the victim had been dead for not more than thirty minutes.

      'But what if we just cause panic? And cause the killer to flee?'

      Trudy turned around and looked at her.

      'I think whatever we do there'll be panic and fleeing.'

      Amelia swiped her phone open again. She needed to call Sergeant Webb, Ryan, to tell him to enter through the back door.

      Sergeant Ryan Webb was smart and experienced, and definitely knew how to navigate the complex landscape of the little town and its inhabitants with their interdependencies and personal quirks.

      He was also smart and respectful enough to navigate her own idiosyncrasies carefully. And furthermore, over the previous couple of months, he had become a friend.

      She scrolled through the contact to find his number.

      'But how come he is dead?' Trudy asked. 'Why? And who did it Who killed him?'

      Amelia glanced at Trudy. Her friend's face had drained completely of colour. Her forehead shone in the sharp light coming from the naked bulbs on the ceiling.

      'And why did he have to die during my birthday party? Not that I really care about the party, but-'

      'Trudy,' Amelia interrupted. 'These are all questions for the police to answer. That's why I've called them. Do you know who he is, since it is your birthday party?'

      'I suppose you were right calling them,' Trudy grumbled and glanced at the door leading into the pub. Her chin trembled. 'I don't want to stay here, but I don't want to go there. The storage room is too dusty. I'm overwhelmed.'

      'So am I. But at least here is quieter. And I know how to deal with the police.'

      Amelia remembered she was going to call Ryan. She found his number and pressed it, but the call went straight to voice mail.

      Maybe Ryan was off duty today?

      'I'm going to the bathroom,' Trudy announced and rushed into the door on her left.

      Amelia closed the staff room door. The only window was boarded up, or closed with the shutters, so not easy to open. The man was already dead. And she needed to rest.

      She leant against the wall beside it. It was good to feel something steady and firm at her back, but her legs trembled. She allowed herself to slide to the floor, closed her eyes and breathed deeply, counting from one thousand back to zero.

      Somewhere around six-hundred-and-fifty, a sound of a door opening brought her back to reality. The hallway filled with loud noises. Amelia opened her eyes.

      'In here, officers. Amelia, honey! Are you okay?' Martha's voice reached her first.

      'You look like you've seen a ghost, Amy. Where's Trudy?' This was Mrs. Webb.

      And then a tangle of noise erupted, so loud that Amelia's hands automatically jerked up to cover her ears.

      'Step aside, please. Police,' a thundering voice cut through the crowd.

      Amelia clambered to her feet. It wasn't Ryan, but she did recognise the voice.

      A medium height, stout figure in a police uniform arrived at the entrance. Curly, greying, thin hair. She'd seen the man before. What was his name?

      'Constable Derek Lee, Leah by the Sea police,' the man said. 'Someone has called us.'

      'Yes, it was me,' Amelia said, straightening her jacket and stretching her neck to see if Ryan was somewhere at the background. Another uniformed officer appeared behind Constable Lee.

      Police Community Support Officer, Ann-Marie Clapton. Ann-Marie Clapton was nice. But she was no Ryan. Ryan must have been off duty.

      'Close the door, Ann-Marie,' Constable Lee said. 'Where's the body?'

      Amelia watched the female office skilfully corral the excited crowd back into the main area of the pub.

      'Here, officer.' She pointed at the door. 'Can I go now?'

      'No, I need you to give us a statement. You have to tell us about finding the body, when you found it, and who was with you at the time. That sort of thing,' Constable Lee kept talking as he entered the room. Ann-Marie Clapton followed close behind.

      Amelia stayed in the hallway.

      'Man, probably in his late sixties, early seventies. Definitely dead, not long,' Constable Lee said.

      'I found him about…' Amelia checked her phone. 'About 20:05. Seconds before I made the call.'

      'Did you see anyone else around when you found the body?' Constable Lee carried on.

      'Yes. Trudy was here with me. Trudy Janssen.'

      She'd almost forgotten.

      'Creepy Trudy?' Ann-Marie Clapton's head appeared in the gap between the door and the jamb. The rest of her body followed. 'I mean, where is she now?'

      Amelia decided that Ann-Marie Clapton only expected her to answer the last question.

      'In the toilet,' Amelia pointed with her chin. 'Trudy?' she called and knocked on the door. 'The police are here. Come out.'

      Trudy emerged a few moments later. Pale, her face covered in droplets of water.

      'Were you sick?' Amelia asked.

      'No,' Trudy shook her head so hard, the droplets from her hair sprayed on her glasses. 'I was just… feeling a bit sickly, so had to refresh myself with water.'

      'Do you know the victim? Any idea who this might be?' Ann-Marie asked.

      'No and no,' Amelia replied. 'One question at a time, please.'

      She was too overwhelmed to deal with much more.

      'No idea? One of the guests, maybe?' the policewoman pressed.

      'Of course, not. I only arrived… what… twenty-three minutes ago.'

      'What about you, Ms. Janssen?' Ann-Marie turned to face Trudy.

      Trudy covered her face with her hands and stayed there, breathing heavily. Her ample chest heaved up and down, and her hands trembled.

      'Are you okay, Trudy?' Amelia asked.

      'No, I'm not,' Trudy replied, still holding her face in her hands. 'First this surprise birthday party, now… this… this… murder. And before you ask, yes, I know the victim. His name is Bill, Wilhelm Brown. And he is… was… my ex-husband.'
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      'Your ex-husband.' Amelia repeated. Even to her socially challenged mind it sounded strange. 'Why did you invite your ex-husband to your birthday party?'

      'Yes, my ex-husband.' Trudy threw her arms in the air. 'I didn't invite him. I didn't invite anyone. It was a surprise party, remember!'

      'So, who invited him?' Amelia asked.

      'Ask your aunt, I mean, your godmother, and Liz Webb. After all, they're the ones who planned the party, right?'

      Trudy stomped away, towards the door leading back into the pub. 'Can I go now? I'm tired of this thing.'

      'Not before we interview you, Ms. Janssen,' PCSO Clapton said. She pulled a notebook and a pen from the breast pocket of her uniform tunic. 'I know your name and address but would like to know…' she mumbled. 'When did you last see the victim alive?'

      Trudy pursed her lips. Her face still shone, maybe from the water, maybe from sweat. Amelia was beginning to feel quite hot. The hallway was stuffy, all that paint and dust.

      Her head swirled. Amelia leant against the wall again.

      'Can we talk somewhere else?' Amelia asked. 'I feel quite dizzy.'

      'Derek, have you finished with the scene? Can I take the witnesses and interview them outside?'

      'Uhm... not sure,' the constable emerged from the staff room. His brow was furrowed. 'I think we need to call for help. What a bugger that Ryan had to take a day off just when we need him most.'

      So, Ryan Webb was off tonight.

      'But who else are you going to call? We can always try Dan, but it'll take him a while to get here. And I guess Ryan will be furious if we call the big bosses without first letting him know what's happening on his beat.'

      Constable Lee scratched his balding head.

      'You're right, girl,' he said. 'We've got to call Ryan. And then, we'll call the bosses.'

      'He's phone is off,' Amelia supplied.

      Ann-Marie Clapton smiled at Amelia.

      'See, you're almost a local,' she said. 'Have you tried calling the B&B landline?'

      'He's not at home,' Constable Lee said, clearly better informed than Ann-Marie Clapton. 'He's at his sister's helping Pete with the kids, because their mum's sick.'

      'Ah, poor Donna.'

      'Poor Pete, I'd say,' Constable Lee said, adding a smirk. 'But never mind. I don't know if this-' he paused and pointed his thumb at the staff room behind his back. 'If this is enough to call him off family duty.'

      'Yeah... not sure either, but I've got a brilliant idea,' Ann-Marie Clapton said and crossed to the door leading back to the pub. 'I'm sure his mother would know.'

      Amelia held her breath as the door reopened, letting a buzz of conversations and nervous energy into the hallway. The first person Amelia spotted was Mrs. Webb herself, holding onto Martha's arm.

      No doubt they had been trying to listen by the door.

      'Oh, Mrs. Webb, we were just talking about you,' PCSO Clapton said. 'May I have a word with you, please?'

      'Of course, Ann-Marie, dear,' Mrs. Webb burst into the staff hallway. 'But first, you need to take care of the crime scene. I'll take these poor girls back home and get Ryan to talk to them. Just look at our Trudy,' she clucked, walking up to Trudy. 'My dear, what an awful thing to happen at your birthday party.'

      Mrs. Webb draped her arm around Trudy's shoulders and guided her towards the back door.

      'Come along, Amelia. Hurry up, Martha, you're driving Amelia, and I'll take Trudy to my house and…' Mrs. Webb paused and stood in the doorway to the staff room. 'Would you believe that?' she said, her voice suddenly changing the tone from artificially cheerful to bone-chilling serious. 'That's Bill Brown. Why is he dead?' Mrs. Webb turned around slowly and stared at Trudy.

      Trudy set her jaw and looked away.

      Mrs. Webb knew who the victim was, which wasn't surprising, if, indeed, one was to assume that Mrs. Webb and her friends, including Martha, had organised the party. But why was she staring at Trudy as if Trudy had something to do with the murder?

      But maybe Trudy did.

      Amelia thought back to Trudy’s behaviour while walking into the staff area. Not wanting to go into the staff room, avoiding answering her questions, hiding in the toilet. And now...

      Amelia shifted her gaze from Mrs. Webb to Trudy.

      There was a glimmer in her eyes, and a wet spot on the glasses - was it water or a tear?

      Amelia had never seen Trudy cry.

      What did it mean?

      'All right,' Mrs. Webb suddenly recovered her usual voice. 'Let's get out of here. I'll contact Ryan, you guys'—she started at the two police officers—'manage the crime scene and the rest of your procedures. You have too much work to do interviewing everyone else, without us getting in the way,' she ordered as she marched towards the back exit, pulling Trudy along behind her. A moment later, the door was open, letting in a blast of cold, wet air.

      Amelia froze. Mrs. Webb was certainly breaking a lot of rules and getting away with it.

      Martha trotted behind.

      Amelia glanced at Constable Lee.

      'May I, Constable?' she asked. Surely, they were the ones in charge here, not Mrs. Webb.

      Constable Lee raised his bushy eyebrows. Amelia waited for a clearer answer, but he wasn't giving her one.

      'Officer Clapton?' Amelia shifted her attention to the female colleague.

      'I suppose so. They're already gone. You'll be staying with your aunty, in the house above the bookshop, right?'

      'Martha is my godmother, not my aunty,' Amelia replied as patiently as she could. She might have as well have printed the statement on her t-shirt… Even after so much time spent in Leah by the Sea, so many people still got this data incorrect. 'But yes, I'll be staying at her place. Although, I suspect we're going to Seashores, that is, to Mrs. Webb's place, not Martha's flat.'

      'Perfect.' PCSO Clapton clasped her hands. 'Ryan, I mean Sergeant Webb, will take care of the two of you, while we deal with the crime scene and the mess… I mean the party over there.'

      When PCOS Clapton strode back into the pub, and Constable Lee re-entered the staff room, Amelia concluded it was okay for her to leave.

      Outside, the rain had stopped, but it was as gloomy and cold as before. Amelia hugged her jacket as she headed for the front of the pub, where the cars were parked. It took a while for her eyes to adjust and see the back of Martha, Mrs. Webb, and Trudy walking just a few steps ahead of her.

      'Why aren't there any streetlights?' Martha asked.

      'The pub hadn't been used for ages, and it's out of the way, so I suppose the council wanted to spare some money,' Mrs. Webb replied.

      'But the graveyard, isn't it still in use?' Martha asked.

      'It is, but no one of sound mind goes to the graveyard after dark,' Mrs. Webb answered. 'Thank goodness there's a little light from the bulb on the porch. You can see your car, Martha. Mine is parked in the side driveway.'

      'I'll turn the lights on so you can see it,' Martha said, stopping. 'We're all going to Seashores, right?'

      Mrs. Webb and Trudy stopped, too.

      'Where else?' Mrs. Webb replied. 'You girls need to calm down and we need to discuss what really happened.'

      'I don't want to talk about it,' Trudy grumbled. 'If I have to talk to the police, I will, but I have no intention of going over the whole story.'

      'What whole story do you mean?' Martha asked. 'I thought you had no idea about the party and who was invited. Liz, have you told her?'

      'No, not me. I mean…' Mrs. Webb suddenly sounded short of breath. 'Trudy,' Mrs. Webb turned towards Trudy, who was slowly hobbling away, towards the car park. 'You knew he was coming, didn't you?'

      Trudy stopped, turned around and crossed her arms over her chest.

      'No,' she said firmly. 'I didn't. I had no idea about the whole blooming party, let alone who'd been invited. Will you finally get off me? I've really had enough. I want to go home and forget all about it. I'm exhausted with all these social interactions, I'm distressed by finding the body of my ex-husband, and I'm dreading the police interview because that means even more of those distressing things. So, let's just get on with it without any additional drama. Let's just go to Seashores and get the police interview over and done with. I refuse to talk about anything on the way there. Full stop.'

      'Very clear,' Martha murmured. 'I'd better get into my car and turn those headlights on. Come, Amelia.'
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      Amelia and Martha travelled in silence interrupted only by the hum of the engine and the occasional clicking of the indicator. Amelia hoped that in the other car, Trudy could also sit in some peace and quiet, because she didn't think that Mrs. Webb could hold off her questions for much longer then the seven-minute drive between the pub and Mrs. Webb's house.

      As a result, Amelia was not surprised to hear Mrs. Webb's voice as she followed Martha into the B&B's hallway.

      'Cup of tea. Sugar and milk, Trudy?'

      'Yes to sugar, no to milk,' Trudy replied.

      'Make a whole pot, I'll have some, too,' Martha called, taking her coat off in the hallway.

      'Me too,' Amelia joined in, removing her jacket too. She was cold and still somewhat dizzy. A hot cuppa should help her get through the inevitable inquisition.

      'So, you didn't know Bill was coming to the party?' Mrs. Webb asked, bustling around the kitchen. The kettle hummed on the counter.

      'How many times do I need to say I had no idea about the party, or the guests invited?' Trudy replied. She was standing by the window, staring onto the empty street. 'Have you called your son?'

      'In a second, just getting the tea going.'

      Trudy sighed.

      'Liz, did you contribute to the list of guests, or was it all another person's job?' Martha asked.

      'Someone else's job,' Amelia corrected automatically.

      'How do you know?' Martha glanced at Amelia.

      'How do I know what?'

      'That it was someone else's job?'

      Amelia blinked.

      'I've no idea whose job was whatever the question was to do with, but the question itself was incorrect. I was merely correcting your grammar.'

      Martha opened her mouth, shook her head and turned away.

      'Liz? I was asking you,' Martha addressed Mrs. Webb, who was holding the door to her pantry and staring into its contents. 'Just your usual tea, don't fuss, and answer my questions, please. Who was dealing with the guest list?'

      Mrs. Webb reached into the pantry just as the kettle turned itself off. She shuffled back to the kitchen counter and got busy making the tea.

      Martha stood, arms crossed over her chest, watching Mrs. Webb in silence. Amelia watched both women, wandering at what point it was appropriate to ask for explanations.

      'Liz,' Martha's voice brimmed with urgency. 'I know you've tried to keep it secret, but I bet that when the police arrive to interview us, this will be one of the key questions they ask. Who are you covering for?'

      'It was Ann, wasn't it?' Trudy said suddenly over Amelia's shoulder. 'She's kept in touch with him over the years.'

      'Well… ' Mrs. Webb said. 'Now you've guessed it, there's is no point in keeping it secret. Yes, it was Ann. Ann Rogers.'

      'Ann Rogers, the teacher who lives opposite the bakery that's been closed for ages?' Martha asked.

      'Yes, the very same. The bakery, Sea, Sun, and Bun has been closed since before summer, so just a few months, not for ages,' Mrs. Webb replied, putting the steaming teapot on the table, and grabbing her cute rose crochet cosy from the hook above the counter. 'Let's all sit down and consider the possibilities. Martha, get the cups.'

      They settled around the table, Trudy as the last one, pour milk into their drinks, and added sugar as required.

      'Let's get this straight,' Mrs. Webb said, wrapping her hands around her steaming cup. 'Someone's murdered your ex-husband. Who would that be and why?'

      'I've no idea,' Trudy replied. 'If you haven't noticed, I've had nothing to do with the man for nearly twenty-five years now. We have no children together, and our financial split was smooth. I'd like to remind you that Bill is… was… an accountant and a financial adviser, and I'm also not stupid, so we sorted out our financial affairs pretty cleanly.'

      'He did hurt you, didn't he?' Mrs. Webb asked, and took a sip from her cup.

      Trudy blew out her cheeks.

      'Of course he did. I thought we were friends and we got along pretty well. Not one of those Hollywood-style love stories, but a solid, well-balanced marriage. And all of a sudden, I discovered he had an affair with one of his clients. Of course, I was fuming at the time. But then…' Trudy paused and started into her cup for a moment. 'Then I realised it was better for both of us. He had been gambling with our money. Investing. At least… he called it investing. That wasn't going well at the time. So, I was actually pleased when we split. At least it meant that I could protect what was left of the little wealth we had accumulated.'

      'So, your ex, was he poor, then?' Martha asked.

      'I'd like to remind you that I hadn't seen his bank accounts since the divorce. He left me the house, and a whole pile of debt. I had to work very hard and save for years to pay it all off.'

      'A good reason to hate someone,' Mrs. Webb mumbled, taking another sip from her cup.

      'Don't be ridiculous, Liz. Why would I kill the… poor man? I repeat, I've had nothing to do with him for twenty-five years.'

      'So why did he come to your birthday party?' Martha asked. 'To die?'

      'Don't ask me. Ask Ann Rogers.' Trudy pushed the chair away from the table and stood. 'Have you rung Ryan, Liz? I really want to go home.'

      'No, not yet, just a second.'

      'Would you mind?' Trudy's voice took on an urgent, insisting note.

      'Sure… Onto it right now.' Mrs. Webb climbed to her feet and headed for the hallway where the landline phone was.

      'Did he marry his lover after you divorced? Is there someone we need to inform of his death?' Martha asked.

      'I imagine the police will do that,' Amelia chipped in.

      'Honestly, I don't care. And as far as I know, there isn't anyone very close to inform.'

      'Yes, he married the lover,' Mrs. Webb called out from the hallway. 'She was quite well-off at the time. Did he gamble all her money away, too?'

      'As I said before,' Trudy said firmly. 'I don't have access to my ex-husband's bank account. But from what I've heard from some nosy family members, Bill and his wife have done rather well for themselves. Quite well, actually.'

      Martha paused with her cup halfway to her mouth. Mrs. Webb said something in a muffled voice. Amelia guessed she had managed to call the number she was supposed to call.

      'I imagine his current wife stands to inherit a lot of money with his death?' Martha asked.

      Trudy crossed to the window and stared through it again.

      'He doesn't have a current wife,' she said after a while.

      'Is she an ex-wife, too?'

      'No, she's a late wife. She died earlier this year.'

      'How do you know that?'

      Trudy shrugged.

      'I heard it from Ann, I believe. She's always been very keen to share the news from other family members.'

      'How is she related?' Martha asked. 'I thought she was just a friend of yours.'

      'She has definitely tried to be my friend, but it hasn't worked out. I don't get along with her, I admit that, but she keeps trying to build bridges.'

      'Ann Janssen Rogers is Trudy's cousin,' Mrs Webb said appearing in the doorway. 'Ryan is on his way back.'

      'Second cousin,' Trudy corrected. 'How far away is he?'

      'Not far. Five minutes or so.'

      Amelia opened her mouth to say something about distant relationships not being measurable, and particularly not in units of time, but realised she might have misunderstood something.

      'Second cousin means that one of Trudy's parents and one of Ann Rogers' parents are siblings,' Amelia said. Somehow, she felt an urge to explain.

      'It's actually…' Trudy said and paused.

      'Hang on a second, Trudy,' Mrs. Webb said, studying Trudy's face carefully. 'Did you say Bill and his wife, can't remember her name now… But they were well-off, weren't they?'

      'That's what Ann insinuated. But Ann is a bit of a sensationalist, so maybe she was exaggerating.'

      'Hm…' Mrs. Webb exhaled and drew her eyebrows together. 'I seem to recall hearing the same thing from someone else. Or maybe reading in the local paper that they were wealthy people. They live… lived nearby, didn't they?'

      'Somewhere in York. Or a wealthy suburb,' Trudy answered.

      'See. That's correct. So, your ex-husband died a wealthy man. Someone out there must benefit from his death. Any surviving children?'

      'Not as far as I know. But if you're looking for details of his life, call Ann, okay? And would you please stop grilling me about my ex-husband? I had no idea he was even at the pub.'

      'Fine. Let's just wait for Ryan to do that,' Mrs. Webb said and returned to her seat at the table.

      Trudy continued staring through the window.

      Amelia chewed on her lower lip, running through her recollection of the event of this evening.

      'If you had no idea he was even at the pub, why didn't you want me to go into the Staff Room where he was lying dead?'
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      The silence that filled the kitchen was deafening. Mrs. Webb clasped her hands so hard, her knuckles turned white. Martha stared at Trudy with her mouth open. Trudy stared at the floor.

      Amelia wondered if she had said something inappropriate. She sometimes did and then people felt awkward.

      Should she ask her friends? They were friends, right? It was okay to for one to ask one's friends if one had committed a social blunder.

      Amelia cleared her throat.

      'Did I say something awkward?' she asked.

      Mrs. Webb winced.

      'What did you say, petal?' she asked.

      A car drove up and stopped. A door slammed.

      The main door opened and shut.

      'Good evening, everybody. Why are you all here, and what was the urgency in calling me back home?' Ryan's voice cut into the air.

      Amelia sighed with relief.

      Temporarily saved.

      'Good evening, Sergeant Webb, Ryan.' She still found it strange to address to the tall, well-built police officer by his first name only. 'Are you back on duty yet?'

      'Hey, Amelia, good to see you back,' Ryan looked at her and smiled. The line between his blue eyes relaxed for a moment. But then, he glanced at his mother and the frown returned.

      'Mother?' he said with a note of urgency, or maybe even reproach, in his voice.

      Mrs. Webb started wringing her hands.

      'I'm glad you came back, now sit down and listen. I'll pour you a cuppa.' She crossed to the cupboard to fetch a cup.

      'I don't want tea, Mother,' Ryan groaned. 'I want answers.

      'But you haven't answered my question,' Amelia cut in. 'Are you back on duty?'

      'Of course I'm not. Why would that matter? Anyone drunk too much at the party? And by the way, why are you all back? Wasn't the party a success?'

      'Which of those four questions would you like me to answer first?' Amelia asked.

      'It was awful,' Trudy said, still looking at the floor. 'Whose idea was it?'

      'Usually, it means it's the two of them.' Ryan pointed at Martha and his mother. 'So why did you call me home so urgently, Mother?'

      'No. The party was more of a… team effort. We wanted to surprise you,' Martha carried on.

      'And surprise me you did. Just in a bad way,' Trudy replied. 'A deadly way,' she added.

      Ryan crossed his arms.

      'I sense something… Amelia?' he asked, looking at her.

      Amelia waited a moment, watching Mrs. Webb take a cup out of a cupboard and put it on the table.

      'Can you specify your question?' Amelia asked as it became clear that no further explanation was coming from Ryan.

      People and their question-asking habits… so confusing!

      'I think a cup of tea is in order,' Mrs. Webb said and patted the chair next to her. 'Come and interview us, Ryan, dear.'

      Ryan's eyes opened very wide.

      'Interview you about what?'

      'The murder, of course,' Mrs. Webb replied in a very matter-of-fact way. 'Your phone is off.'

      'I'm off duty, Mum. Helping Donna and Pete with their children. Enjoyable, but having children is hard work, I must add,' he commented. 'Sorry, have I missed something? Did you just say murder?' he asked, his voice taking on a serious note.

      'Yeah. That exactly what my ex-husband said about children, and then - all of a sudden, he wanted children,' Trudy said.

      'You mean your late ex-husband,' Mrs Webb corrected.

      'Whatever.'

      'But you said he didn't have any children,' Amelia said. Trudy's fragmented comments were becoming increasingly confusing. Why was Trudy behaving in such a way? Normally, which seemed to mean up until now, Trudy was one of the easiest people to understand. What had happened to her friend?

      'Yes, Bill has no surviving children, not that I know of, anyway,' Trudy explained, glancing at Amelia. 'He and Becky, his second wife, had a child but the baby was born with severe health problems and died very young.'

      'So, who will inherit after him?' Amelia asked.

      'Hang on a second, can someone-' Ryan said.

      'As I said, no idea. But there is certainly a will. And anyway, I'm here to answer the police questions not anyone else's.' Trudy snapped. 'Officer Webb?' she turned to look at Ryan.

      Ryan blew out a breath.

      'Finally,' he said. 'I thought I'd never be given voice after being called here urgently. But first, who are you talking about and why?'

      'Wilhelm Brown, Trudy's ex-husband,' Mrs. Webb said. 'I think you should turn your phone on, son. Oh, wait a minute, the landline's ringing. You should answer it.'

      The ringing of the phone drowned out Ryan's muttering. He strode out of the kitchen.

      'You didn't tell him what happened?' Martha whispered. 'Why not?'

      'Otherwise, he'd tell me to call 9-9-9 and work with the local police team. You've seen what they-'

      'You should have told him someone had been murdered,' Martha argued.

      'You don't know Ryan. He insists that I follow the rules. And the rule would-'

      'The rules say you should call 9-9-9, which I did, and cooperate with the local police.' Amelia stood. 'I want this over and done with. I don't mind who interviews me, but I'd like it to happen now. I'll go and talk to Ryan before one of you drags him into one of your pointless, circular conversations. I'm sick of all those questions that are being asked and not answered.'

      She crossed to the door.

      'If you, indeed, are sick of unanswered question, then you should be keen to hear the answer to the question you, yourself posed at Trudy,' Mrs. Webb said. 'Trudy, if you really had no idea your ex-husband was in the pub, why didn't you want to go into the staff room, where Amelia found the body?' she asked jabbing her finger in the air.

      Trudy blew out her cheeks. It sounded like one of those noises horses made.

      'All right, all right, amateur sleuths,' she said walking up to the table and grabbing the cup prepared for her. 'I lied about not knowing that Bill was in the pub. I knew he was there, in the staff room. I saw him earlier on, when I sneaked out to find a quiet space. I entered the staff room and saw him sleeping on the table.'
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      Amelia turned on her heels and marched back to the table. The world was very unfamiliar today. People she thought she'd known were making her feel unsettled, dizzy, scared.

      She grabbed the back of the chair and held onto it. It helped to steady her.

      'But you said you didn't know he was in the pub. Why did you lie?' Amelia asked, staring at Trudy.

      Trudy rested her elbows on the table and hid her face in her hands.

      'Sorry. I got scared,' Trudy said, her voice muffled. 'But the truth is, I really didn't know he was coming to the party. It was a shock when I saw him in the staff room. I suspected Ann had invited him, so I went to ask her why and for what reason. Really, just to grumble at her. But she just said he'd wanted to talk to me, very much. And she also said he'd explain everything.'

      'You mean Ann Rogers, your second cousin?' Amelia checked.

      'Yes, her. I bet the whole party was her idea. She's always trying to make other people happy, instead of looking at her own miserable life and fixing it,' Trudy said.

      'Sounds like a lovely, caring person,' Martha observed.

      'Always thinking of others, that's for sure,' Mrs. Webb added.

      'It's also known as sticking her nose into other people's business.'

      'Trudy!' Martha snapped.

      'Just commenting that there is a flip side to it.'

      'I can't tell you whose idea the party was, but it was certainly done with the best of intentions,' Mrs. Webb added.

      'Best intentions are the worst… and never an excuse. What an unnecessary fuss,' Trudy grumbled.

      'And a murder,' Amelia jumped in. 'And to change the subject, I'm assuming that Trudy didn't kill her ex-husband. So, if Trudy didn't murder him, who did? And why did it have to happen at Trudy's birthday party?'

      'That is an excellent question,' Ryan's voice cut in.

      'Actually, two questions,' Amelia corrected herself. 'I shouldn't have.'

      'You've been spending too much time with us, I suppose,' Ryan replied. 'Nevertheless, those are two excellent questions. And here's an even better one: why the heck did you bring everyone home, instead of letting the police handle it?'

      'Because they were rubbish,' Mrs. Webb replied.

      'No, they were not. I've just had a call from DI Taylor of the regional Serious Crime Unit, who's leading the investigation. He wants to read your statements.'

      'Finally, we'll be interviewed, and we can go home,' Trudy said, draining her cup. 'Let's get on with it.'

      'Fine,' Ryan replied. 'I think I need a cup of tea though. And we'll need another cup. Ann-Marie Clapton is also coming.'

      'You need your notebook, Ryan,' Amelia reminded him.

      He reappeared with his notebook. At the same time the doorbell rang, and a moment later Anne-Marie Clapton walked in.

      Mrs. Webb had them all settled around the table, with steaming cups of tea in hands. Trudy begrudgingly sat at the table too. Amelia pushed her chair a little farther away from the group. Being so close to so many people made her feel dizzy and a little breathless.

      Finally, the real interview began.

      'The victim's name is Bill Brown, I understand?' Ann-Marie asked.

      'Wilhelm Brown,' Trudy corrected gloomily. 'Not William, to stress the difference. Also known as Bill. Do you need his date of birth?'

      'No.'

      'To identify his body?'

      'You've done that at the scene, Ms. Janssen. And we had that confirmed by Ann Rogers, who says she has known the victim for many years.'

      'Did she say she'd invited him to this afwu- I mean this surprise birthday party?' Trudy asked.

      'Indeed, she did,' Ann-Marie Clapton replied. 'Who else beside the two of you-'

      'I didn't know he was coming, please stop accusing me,' Trudy snapped.

      Ann-Marie Clapton exchanged glances with Ryan.

      'Nobody is accusing you of anything, Ms. Janssen. Let me rephrase my question: who knew that Mr. Brown was coming to your party?'

      'One thing is clear, I didn't!' Trudy leant back on her chair, her arms crossed under her ample chest, her mouth clamped shut.

      'Any comments from anyone else?' Ryan asked. 'The secret organisation committee, whoever is on it.'

      'I suppose the person sending out the invitations would know,' Mrs. Webb said carefully.

      'Which will be who?'

      Now, Mrs. Webb and Martha exchanged glances.

      Amelia had to admit to herself that she'd never thought these two great friends and amateur gossips would ever be able to keep secrets.

      'I-I'm not sure. You need to ask Ann Rogers,' Mrs. Webb replied.

      'Are there any other family members beside Ms. Janssen and Ann Rogers?' Ryan asked.

      'His second wife is dead. Bill had some siblings, or rather half-siblings, both older than him, so they may already be dead. You best ask Ann; she's kept in touch with family. I've had nothing… I mean, very little to do with any of them since our divorce, which was,' Trudy paused and took a deep breath, 'twenty-five years ago!' she almost yelled.

      Amelia winced.

      'That's probably almost as long as some of you been alive,' Trudy added.

      PCSO Clapton's face turned red. Amelia wondered if Trudy's comment was directed at her, or the young policewoman.

      'I actually vaguely remember your ex-husband,' Ryan said, calmly. 'I seem to have a recollection of the two of you running a business together, is that correct?'

      'Yes. We ran a small business providing bookkeeping and admin support for companies who outsource, particularly for small businesses,' Trudy said. Her tone of voice changed, and her eyes shone. She sounded… proud? 'We supported a lot of local businesses, mostly fishing. Bill started as an admin person, slash bookkeeper, slash do-it-all boy for his family's business. They switched from fishing to taking tourists on trips just at the time when it started to become popular. They actually made a lot of money. But Bill was more ambitious and wanted to stand on his own two feet, so once we were comfortable financially, we set up our own business.'

      'And you were quite successful at the time,' Mrs. Webb said.

      'Yeah, before Bill had his mid-life crisis and started gambling on the stock exchange. And he took too much interest in one of his clients.'

      'Which client?' Ryan asked.

      'That'll be Becky Drummer, who then became his wife,' Trudy said.

      'The wife died a few months ago, leaving the victim a considerable amount of money,' Ann-Marie Clapton added.

      'Anyhow, dear ladies,' Ryan interrupted, sounding exasperated. 'The consensus is that none of you knew he was coming to the party, correct?'

      'Correct,' Mrs. Webb and Martha replied.

      'I had no idea either, just for completeness. And Trudy said the same,' Amelia said.

      'And none of you saw him at the party?' Ryan carried on, watching all three of them carefully.

      'No,' Martha and Mrs. Webb replied.

      Amelia shook her head. And then, all three of them stared Trudy.

      'See, it would have been easier if you had all waited for the police interview and had not started your clandestine investigation.'

      'Ms. Janssen, can you just tell us if you've seen the victim and under what circumstances?' Ryan urged her.

      Trudy repeated the story about looking for a quiet place.

      'When was that?'

      'Just after I had an argument with Ann about Bill wanting to come and talk to me about something. This must have been…' she paused and looked away. 'No idea. Sometime after everybody jumped out of the dark and yelled "Surprise!" at me. It must have been about fifteen, twenty minutes later. But I didn't even walk into the room,' she stressed.

      'I think Trudy meant she saw the victim about 19:15-19:20,' Martha said.

      Ryan rubbed his chin.

      'Have you got the timing from other participants, Ann-Marie?' he asked.

      PCOS Clapton flipped a few pages in her notebook.

      'The Williamses, Sarah, Linda and Ben from Sunny Side Up café arrived at 18:30 to set up the place.'

      'And we both arrived with them, to open the pub and get the venue ready,' Martha added.

      'Guests started arriving about 18:50, I understand, just as stated on the invitations. Ms. Janssen arrived at…' she flipped the page, trying to read.

      'Precisely at 19:00, I believe,' Mrs. Webb said. 'Ann and I went to collect her just before.'

      'More like drag her,' Trudy murmured.

      Ryan and Ann-Marie Clapton ignored the comment.

      'What happened next?'

      'I left to pick up Amelia from the station,' Martha said. 'I left about quarter past seven and came back… Amelia?' Martha glanced at Amelia.

      '19:47,' Amelia supplied. 'Martha entered the pub about a minute later, I sat in the car to… to calm myself until 19.58. I got out, met the woman rolling the cake to the main entrance. The lights went out just before 20:00 and were switched back on some thirty seconds later.'

      'Maybe that was when the murder was committed?' Mrs. Webb said.

      'No,' Amelia said, keen to share her observations and even keener to hear Ryan's comment on it. 'I don't think so. The blood on his shirt was already coagulating. We found him at 20:04.'

      Ryan's eyebrows shot up.

      'What's the presumed time of death, Ann-Marie?' he asked.

      'We suspect that Mr. Brown was killed between 19:30 and 20:00, if Ms Barry's comment regarding the blood is correct.'

      Amelia opened her mouth to protest.

      'I think it's a valid point we need to take into consideration,' Ryan said and nodded to Amelia. 'Who, besides Ms, Janssen, might have seen the victim?'

      'From the interviews we've completed so far, I only got the waitress, or the organiser, Julie Berry. She or Sarah Williams, I'm not sure, they were working together by the entrance. One of them served the victim tea and a sausage roll. That was still before 19:00, before anyone else arrived; probably around 18:45. Nobody else's admits to seeing him.'

      Amelia took in a deep breath. An image popped into her head, an image of the staff room, with the table and the immobile body resting on it. Her stomach flipped. Cold sensation filled her chest. She shook it off.

      The kitchen filled in with silence. Everyone seemed to be engrossed in their own thoughts.

      'If you didn't even walk into the room, and you say you didn't realise he was coming to the party, how did you know it was Bill?' Mrs. Webb asked, her blue eyes watching Trudy carefully. 'The body was sitting with its back to the door.'

      'The snoring seemed familiar and then… there was the patch on his skull. A birthmark, just above his hairline, to his left - in the shape of a leaf. He started going grey and bald quite young, in his forties, and the birthmark was showing through. He hated it, as much as he hated going bald. He was always a bit critical of his looks, and it intensified into that mid-life crisis. He wanted a hair transplant, but it doesn't look like it worked out,' Trudy explained.

      'I see there was no love lost between the two of you," Ryan observed.

      'Love is exactly what got lost between us, Sergeant Webb,' Trudy replied.

      Amelia cleared her throat. She recognised the saying–it was on her list of sayings about love and friendship. She'd learnt it from a book.

      'It's an expression which means that the two people don't like each other, Trudy,' Amelia said.

      Trudy looked at her, and nodded, and then shifted her gaze back top Ryan.

      'I did like him. We had a lot in common, and that's why we got married. But it's hard to continue liking, let alone loving, someone who discards you like… like…' Trudy's voice trailed off.

      'Like you're not the only pebble on the beach,' Amelia suggested in a wooden voice.

      'Exactly,' Trudy said, again nodding at Amelia.

      Amelia felt Ryan's glance on her face, so she just looked away.

      'Going back to the events of tonight,' Ann-Marie Clapton said, breaking the awkward silence. 'What did you do after you saw the victim?'

      'As he was sitting… or rather sleeping… at the table, snoring loudly, and I got even angrier seeing him, I really needed a quiet place, so I went to the toilet instead.'

      'Which one?'

      'The one in the main pub. I didn't feel comfortable in the staff section, knowing he was there.'

      'How uncomfortable?" Ryan asked.

      'What do you mean?'

      'As uncomfortable as getting rid of him forever?'

      'Officer Webb,' Trudy said, putting her hand on her hips. 'I might be Creepy Trudy, a social outcast, a grump who truly doesn't like people, but I don't harbour hatred. I may be brutally honest, but I am not brutal. I am certainly not capable of killing anyone.'

      'Thank you, Ms. Janssen,' Ryan replied smoothly. 'And changing the subject back to the evening. During your trip to the staff section, and to the toilet, did you see or hear anyone else going past the Staff Only door?'

      Trudy's face relaxed.

      'Not sure. I heard someone going into the toilet next door. I guess a woman.'

      'Why?'

      'Because I was sitting in the man's toilet. I didn't want to inconvenience other people because of my own inconvenience.'

      Martha and Mrs. Webb exchanged glances again. Martha covered her mouth.

      'Very thoughtful of you, Trudy,' Mrs. Webb said.

      Amelia thought Mrs. Webb looked as if she was about to burst out laughing, but she didn't.

      'Wasn't that inconveniencing men, though?' Amelia asked.

      'Certainly, Amy, dear. But with only, what?' Mrs. Webb paused and thought. 'Six men and twelve women, men were much less likely to be inconvenienced.'

      'Precisely my thoughts at the time,' Trudy said.

      'Actually, it's hard to tell if people were going to the staff section, or just to the toilet. If someone's heading in that direction, you tend to turn your head away,' Martha said. 'I mean, at least that's what I do. So, I can't really tell you if I saw anyone, but do you know there is a direct passage from the kitchen into the staff section?'

      'Not the kitchen, the pantry,' Ann-Marie corrected. 'I've got a sketch.'

      She shoved her notebook under Ryan's nose. Instinctively, he pulled away.

      'Ah, yeah… It means someone could have come through the pantry without anyone else noticing?'

      'Correct,' Martha confirmed.

      'And who had access to the kitchen?'

      'The Williamses: Mrs. and Mr. Williams and their daughter Sarah, who was the waitress. They were looking after all the food and drinks,' Ann-Marie explained.

      'And the other waitress, right?' Ryan asked.

      'Oh, indeed. Julie Berry is her name. She's…' Anne-Marie Clapton paused and looked at Mrs. Webb and Martha. 'I'm not sure what to say.'

      'Ah… that woman,' Mrs. Webb said. 'She's a… someone who is hard not to notice.' Mrs. Webb paused. 'She was quite… wasn't she?'

      'She certainly was…' Martha said quietly.

      'What was she?' Ryan asked.

      'Quite a person. Tall, not chunky, but strong built, wearing clothes a little too tight for her, and that make-up…' Mrs. Webb said and shook her head.

      Actually, Amelia had to agree. The woman was quite a sight.

      'Just the eyebrows,' Martha said.

      'And the eyelashes. Don't tell me those eyelashes were real.'

      'Young people these days,' Martha replied. 'I've seen a lot of young woman with those incredibly long, lush lashes.'

      'She wasn't that young,' Mrs. Webb protested.

      'Early to mid-thirties, I'd say. Smooth face. From what I've noticed. It was painful to look at her, so I didn't really look.'

      Amelia had to agree, that summed the woman up quite well.

      'But she seemed quite competent in whatever she was doing,' Mrs. Webb carried on. 'Apparently new in the business and hence so… so…'

      'Eager to please,' Martha chipped in.

      'Excellent, thank you, Martha.'

      Amelia had gotten used to the fact that her godmother and Mrs. Webb had got on so well ever since they met for the first time, but certain moments still surprised her.

      'So, none of you saw anyone leaving the main pub room between 19:30 and 20:00?' Ryan asked.

      'I was obviously walking around and chatting to people, making sure they were having fun,' Mrs. Webb said.

      Trudy wheezed a breath but didn't say anything.

      'I was away, so can't help you here,' Martha added. 'And so was Amelia.'

      'Actually,' Amelia said, thinking back to the scene. 'I know who left the pub exactly between those times.'

      All the eyes in the room turned on Amelia. Her face burned.

      'The woman, Julie Berry. She left to fetch the cake from the van parked by the pub.'

      'Indeed,' Mrs. Webb said thoughtfully. 'How very perceptive of you. But that must have been for a couple of minutes only. I saw her walking among the guests, checking on them.'

      'The extraordinary woman, Julie Berry, right?' Ryan asked. 'Is she a new employee in the cafe?'

      'An employee of the company organising surprise parties, Surprise with an exclamation mark,' Anne-Marie read off her notebook.

      'Catering?' Ryan asked. "I thought that was what the Williamses were doing.'

      'I think that the party organising company works with local suppliers, but they take on the organisational role. At least, that's my understanding of it,' Martha said. 'But for details of who did what you'd need to ask-'

      'Martha!' Mrs. Webb hushed her.

      'What? It's a murder investigation, Liz. They need to know it.'

      'Ah!' Trudy roared. 'Finally!'

      Amelia closed her eyes to avoid anyone seeing her rolling them. She liked her godmother and Mrs. Webb was a great person, too, but sometimes they could be so tiring.

      And now, Trudy.

      'Are they always like that?' Amelia caught the whisper of Anne-Marie Clapton speaking to Ryan.

      She opened her eyes fast enough to catch a glimpse of Ryan lifting his eyebrows.

      'I had a hunch that it was a bad idea to let Bobby and the boys…' Anne-Marie said quietly and stopped. 'I mean… you know who… to interview them. They'd drive him crazy.'

      'Who would drive who crazy?' Martha asked.

      'Whom…' Amelia mumbled.

      'That wasn't a question for you, Amelia. There's no need to hum at us,' Mrs. Webb said. 'I think I know what she meant. I've heard that term before.'

      'Will you all just please sh- close your mouths and let me finish with this interroga- interview?'

      'Sure,' Mrs Webb said. 'What was your last questions? Did we answer it to your satisfaction?'

      'No,' Amelia cut in. Her head was beginning to ache again. She would not be able to stand another round of this nonsense. 'What you still haven't told anyone is who the heck was the person behind the whole idea of the party. The brain, the organiser, coordinator, whatever you call it, but the person who-'

      'No need to patronise us,' Mrs. Webb said, her voice clipped. 'If you really must know, son…' she let her voice hang.

      'Yes, mother.'

      'Then the best person to talk to is Ann Rogers.'

      'I knew it!' Trudy said.

      'Which doesn't mean that Ann Rogers is the killer,' Mrs. Webb said. 'Have you considered that someone could have walked in through the back door?'

      Ryan's nose twitched. Amelia pressed her lips into a thin, hard line. Exploding or running out of the house weren't really options at the moment, but she considered them seriously.

      'Would anyone have noticed?' Ryan asked.

      'The back door opens onto the backyard, which is surrounded by a high wall,' Mrs. Webb explained. 'The old graveyard.'

      'I see…' Ryan glanced at Ann-Marie. 'So, it is possible that the murderer exited through the back door and jumped over the wall to disappear into the old graveyard. It's been raining on and off today. I'd imagine there'd be footprints or car tracks in the mud?'

      'There weren't any car tracks other than the cars which were already parked by the pub,' Anne-Marie Clapton replied. 'The pub hasn’t been used for a while. So, the only car tracks are those from whoever attended today's party.'

      'I didn't see anyone coming or going when I was sitting in the car, except the woman who brought the cake,' Amelia supplied.

      'Well,' Ryan said, slamming his hands on his lap and climbing to his feet. 'It looks like the murderer was either among the guests or someone who disappeared into the night on foot.'

      'But whoever did that must have known that the victim was coming to the party. Mr. Brown lived in York. That's a fairly long drive,' Mrs. Webb said.

      'Indeed,' Ryan replied and walked up to the door. 'We've got to find out who it could have been.'
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      Once again, the kitchen filled with awkward silence, accentuated by the tap-tapping of Ryan and PCSO Clapton's steps. Once the main door closed, Mrs. Webb pushed herself off the chair.

      'Honestly, that calls for a fresh cuppa,' she said and shuffled to put the kettle on.

      'I knew it was Ann,' Trudy said. The kettle's bubbling drowned out the rest of her comment.

      'But that means Ann knew that Bill was coming,' Martha said loudly. 'Did she have a reason to kill him?'

      'You need to ask her,' Trudy replied.

      'Come on, Trudy. I know you're angry and tired-'

      'I'm also upset, scared, and god knows what else,' Trudy interrupted. Her eyes shone. She pulled a tissue from the pocket of her cardigan. 'Regardless of what happened between me and Bill, I had no hard feelings for him. I don't think he was a bad man. I mean… he cheated on me. Maybe he had always been a womaniser, maybe he just had a mid-life crisis, but we separated, went our own ways. And that was it. No one had a right to kill him. Killing people is just wrong.'

      Trudy dried her eyes and then blew her nose.

      Mrs. Webb approached her and placed a hand on the distraught woman's shoulder.

      'Sorry, Trudy, petal,' Mrs. Webb. 'We're really sorry for your loss. It's awful what's happened. And it's even worse that it happened at your party. No matter how badly you didn't like the party.'

      'You know what,' Martha said as she, too, crossed toward Trudy. 'I might have not been a direct organiser, but I admit that I was one of the people who thought a surprise party would be a great idea. I can see now how wrong I was—'

      'We were,' Mrs. Webb cut in. 'How wrong we were. I was also on the organising committee. And I think we need to pay for it. I mean, not literally pay, but to help fix it.'

      'You can't fix the situation. The party is ruined, and Mr Brown is dead,' Amelia remarked. 'I don't think that an attempt at recreating the party without the murder-'

      'Amelia!' Martha snapped. 'Honestly, girl. We do know it's not possible. I'm trying to say that we'll do whatever's in our power to help find the killer.'

      'And bring him or her to justice,' Mrs. Webb added.

      'Ah, okay. That makes sense,' Amelia said. 'I want to help, too.'

      'You're just doing it yourselves, then,' Trudy remarked. 'Snooping and gossiping?'

      'You're welcome to join us,' Martha said. 'You did an excellent job previously.'

      'Actually, it'll be a nice distraction from all these messy emotions,' Trudy said. For the first time tonight she was not sounding as grumpy.

      The kettle switched off and a moment later, Mrs. Webb carried a steaming teapot back to the table.

      'I think we need to summarise what we know so far,' Mrs. Webb said. 'Grab a cuppa, everyone, I'll be back in a tick.'

      She disappeared into the hallway, closing the door behind her.

      Amelia glanced at Martha, hoping for an explanation, but Martha just shrugged.

      'Tea, anyone?' Martha asked.

      Trudy sat at the table, holding her mug. Amelia checked the contents of her own mug-it was still almost full, but with a fine layer already floating on top of it–an unmistakable sign that the brew had gone cold. On an evening like tonight—cold, rainy and windy—a hot cup of tea was a great idea. She crossed to the sink and tipped out the contents.

      'Hot tea, please,' she said to Martha.

      They all sat, holding their steaming mugs, and sipping slowly on their contents.

      The door opened.

      'Rrr-ight,' Mrs. Webb said. 'Managed to get hold of her just before Ryan walked in to interview her. Ann says she knew Bill was coming, but she didn't tell anyone. But,' Mrs. Webb said, and paused with her finger in the air, no doubt for effect. 'But Ann insists she didn't send out the invitations. That was organised via the party company, which was the beauty of it. They've offered to take care of everything: invitations, decorations, catering, the cake, waitressing, cleaning up; the whole shebang.'

      'Surprise with an exclamation mark?' Amelia checked.

      'That's right,' Mrs. Webb answered. She reached for her cup. 'Ann says she should have their contact details somewhere, but she's too upset to look for it. Understandably. She suggested checking with the Williamses. They've had a lot of contact with the rep.'

      'Who's the rep?' Amelia asked.

      'Julie Berry, I presume,' Martha replied. 'We can't solve anything without speaking to Sarah Williams and Julie Berry.'

      'You're probably right,' Mrs. Webb said. 'And while it is entirely possible that the killer came from outside and disappeared into the night, I'd be inclined to think the murderer was one of the guests.'

      'You don't have a good opinion of your fellow Leah by the Sea inhabitants,' Martha said.

      'Haven't we've seen some nasty crimes since you arrived a few months ago?'

      'Fair enough. But do you honestly think that one of the guests could have done it? We all know them. They're nice people. They're all Trudy's friends.'

      'More acquaintances,' Trudy joined in. 'But fair point. I know them all, and I know them as essentially good people. Plus, stabbing someone to death requires strength. I don't think I could physically do it. We need to look at younger, fitter people.'

      'That doesn't leave us with many,' Mrs. Webb said, leaning back on her chair and wrapping her hands around the mug. 'Ann, her husband Rob, and their teenage son, the Williamses, and of course, us three.'

      Amelia considered that.

      'No. I am excluded, because when I entered the building, he was already dead.'

      Mrs. Webb shot her a long, careful look.

      'Don't get me wrong, petal, but we only have your word for that,' she said after a while. 'Theoretically, you could have entered through the back door, done whatever needed to be done and returned just in time to walk into the building with the cake.'

      Amelia shifted in her chair, suddenly feeling uncomfortable.

      'Okay,' she said slowly. 'I see your point, but this would have to be done at running speed, since I would have had just under ten minutes for all that, probably about eight to avoid being seen by that woman, Julie Berry. Plus, why would I harm a man completely unknown to me?'

      'Fine, I'll take you off my mental list,' Mrs. Webb agreed, smiling. 'But by the same token, shouldn't we exclude anyone else who didn't know Bill Brown?'

      'They've all known him,' Trudy announced. 'The house I live in was the house we bought after our wedding. Of course, the family, I mean the Rogers family, and other friends and acquaintances, such as Joyce Pike, Lavinia, or even her second husband, they all knew Bill. And Barbara Carr - we met when she and I both worked in Bill's family's business. I suspect that even the Williamses knew him. The café has been in the Williams family for thirty years or so. Bill's office was in town and I'm sure he's had lunch at the Sunny Side Up a few times.'

      'Sounds like the only people who didn't know him were me and Amelia,' Martha suggested.

      'And the woman from Surprise company, unless she's a local, too.'

      'Another thing to check with her,' Mrs. Webb said. 'We assume that whoever knew that Bill was coming is a suspect. Should we exclude people who are too frail for this act of violence?'

      'I don't think we can,' Amelia said. 'The victim was big, somewhat overweight, so maybe harder to deal with because of that. But he was also fast asleep, according to what Trudy said. Much easier to kill. I'm against eliminating anyone based on their fitness level.'

      'Let's see if we can vouch for any of the guests not ever leaving the main pub area?' Mrs. Webb said.

      Silence followed.

      'I can think of a couple of people who did leave the pub area, but they all had reasons for that,' Martha said. 'I, for starters, went to collect Amelia.'

      'No, that's not going to help.' Mrs. Webb waved her hand. 'Let's try something else. Let's think… He was stabbed through his heart, right? There should have been a lot of blood.'

      'On his shirt and some on the table,' Amelia supplied.

      'Wouldn't you think the killer got some blood on his or her clothing or hands?' Mrs. Webb carried on. 'Literally on his or her hands.'

      'There is a bathroom next door,' Trudy reminded them. 'Perfect for washing your hands and changing clothes.'

      'But we would have noticed if any of the guests got changed, wouldn't we?' Mrs. Webb looked around at all present, as if expected reply.

      'I suppose so,' Martha offered. 'But I can't really comment. I was away for about forty minutes, driving to Whitby and back.'

      'I didn't notice anyone changing their clothes,' Trudy said. 'Not that I usually pay attention to these things.'

      'I do,' Mrs. Webb said. 'And I don't recall anyone appearing in a different outfit than they arrived in. And since they all came dressed up, I'd imagine having a spare set is always an option, but not so easy.'

      'Nothing here seems easy,' Trudy said, and put her cup down on the table. 'As you can see, we can't solve it. I hope the police can. Not sure how you feel, but I'm exhausted, it's nearly ten o'clock. I want to go home, have a hot bath, and forget all about it, however unrealistic that may be. Can you please take me back to my cottage?'

      Martha let a long sigh out.

      'However much I want to disagree with you regarding our ability to solve the case, I must agree that it's too late to do anything else now,' Martha said, standing up. 'Come on, Trudy and Amelia, I'll drive us all home and tomorrow, we can start snooping again.'
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      When Amelia walked into the kitchen the following morning, Martha was already sitting at the table, sipping her coffee. The room was filled with soft, warm light from the three lamps hanging over the dining part of the room - a new addition since Amelia's last visit. And a very good one. The light made the wood of the table shine and look almost golden. The cat sleeping on the windowsill and the aroma of freshly brewed coffee that tickled Amelia's nose added to the homely atmosphere.

      Amelia headed for the cupboard.

      'Morning, honey,' Martha greeted her. 'The coffee is in the pot on the hotplate,' she added, even though Amelia could already see it.

      She grabbed a mug from a rack by the sink, smiling at the teapot covered with the yellow cosy - the twin sister of the one in Mrs. Webb's kitchen. She poured herself a mug of the dark, steaming brew and sat opposite her godmother.

      'I like the lamps,' Amelia said. 'The table looks quite old.'

      'I think it is. It came with the house. I just cleaned it a little. It's becoming a real home, isn't it?'

      Amelia blinked. Her human-reading radar suggested that this was an important question, but her content analyser failed to detect the meaning.

      'What do you mean?' Amelia asked.

      'That the house is becoming a real home.'

      Amelia took a sip of coffee. The hot brew warmed the inside of her mouth, but it was probably insufficient to wake up her brain.

      She was still at a loss.

      'Don't you think?' There was a note of urgency in Martha's voice.

      'This house is your home now,' Amelia said carefully. Her inner critic rebelled at the thought of stating the obvious, but maybe that was exactly what was expected.

      'It is, you're right,' Martha said. 'Shall we have breakfast?' she asked, standing.

      Amelia took another swing from her mug. It must have been the correct answer. Maybe this was how those obvious statements worked: as an answer to a confusing statement. She should probably do some more research into it.

      'It's breakfast time, so we probably should have breakfast,' Amelia replied. 'Would you like some help preparing?'

      'It depends on what you want to eat. I was going to have some toast with jam. You?' Martha took a loaf of bread from the cupboard.

      'Toast with jam sound good,' Amelia replied. 'I'll set the table and get the spreads out.'

      'How is the business going?' Amelia asked, taking plates out of the cupboard. Talking about Martha's bookshop was more… well, business-like, and hence less likely to require Amelia to second guess.

      'Slowly, slowly… I really hope the monthly theme idea takes off. As you know, I couldn't do much last month, being sick, but I'm all set up for the December event. It's obviously Christmas, so a lot of lovely things will be happening.'

      'Such as?'

      'I've got the books rearranged to display anything to do with Christmas and winter. Books on Christmas traditions, the history, meaning. I've put out a note in the window and in the local paper asking the locals to share their photos of the town at Christmas. I've already got some and I’m looking forward to seeing more,' Martha said, and paused. The toaster clinked and two somewhat pale slices popped out. 'Oh, the first ones are always underdone,' she murmured, and pushed the button in again. 'We're also hosting our second Book Club event in two weeks' time. The first one last month was a bit… shall I say, it could have gone better? But I've learnt some valuable lessons. But the biggest thing is the baking contest next weekend.'

      'In the bookshop?' Amelia asked, setting the covers on the table.

      'Of course, not, silly. In the bakery. What's its funny name? Sea, Sun, and Bun. The owners, for whatever strange reason, can't keep it open, but have agreed to let us use the kitchen for free, under the condition that we don't break anything and clean the place up afterward.'

      'Fair offer. Is that theme Christmas as well?'

      'What else?' Martha gave a short laugh. 'The opportunity is so great it can't be neglected. Whatever is being baked will be sold at a fair in the church. Proceeds are going to the publishing of a book with recipes and some other local causes.'

      'Sounds like a big project.' Having prepared the table, Amelia proceeded to bringing all the necessary products. 'I hope you're not organising it alone.'

      The slices popped out and Martha placed them in the holder. She slipped two more slices into the toaster.

      'No. I may be mad but not that stupid. The whole local book club is helping with the practical tasks, and so are the bakery owners, their name is Bakers, by the way. They've been away for a while and are happy to get involved in the local community. We're really happy about that, because the Williamses were keen, but didn't have much time. They were too busy with Trudy's party. I wonder if they're regretting it now… Is murder bad for business?' Martha asked suddenly, looking at Amelia over her shoulder.

      'Hm…' Amelia said, as she always did when she didn't know how to answer a question. She wanted to say, "You should have known better", but it didn't feel appropriate. So, she decided to ignore the question. 'And what about the funds, for ingredients and the like?'

      'Ah, of course. Ingredients, cleaning products, packaging, marketing, all that costs money,' Martha answered, fortunately picking up the subject. 'I've managed to convince the local council to sponsor us. The book, once we publish it, will be an excellent way to promote the town. We need to go beyond being a summer holiday village.'

      'Town. Leah by the Sea is a town.'

      'Yes, I know that dear, but a holiday village is an expression, isn't it?'

      Amelia put the jars with jam, marmalade, and honey in a neat row on the table, halfway between her and Martha's mug.

      'No, it isn't,' she said. 'A holiday village is a park with villas, or other type of holiday and therefore temporary housing where-'

      'Look, the toasts are ready,' Martha interrupted. 'Let's eat. I'm starving.'

      Amelia wondered if she'd pressed the button to get the toasts to pop up, because the slices were visibly paler than the other set. But then she thought that maybe Martha didn't want to argue about the true meaning of "holiday village".

      Martha brought the toast holder with the sweet-smelling slices to the table.

      'Sit down and tell me how you are doing,' Martha gestured her towards the chair.

      'Are you asking for real or just as a way of exchanging greetings?'

      After so many social blunders, Amelia preferred to check before pouring her heart out.

      'Of course, for real.' Martha plopped onto her seat and reached for a toast. 'Happy with your new flat? Your flatmates are tolerable?'

      'The flat is satisfactory. The flatmate is training to be a doctor, so she works long hours. And she's not very sociable, which helps,' Amelia replied, fighting the urge to remind Martha not to ask more than one question at a time. 'Do you wish me to explain why I find the situation satisfactory?'

      'What?' Martha looked at her with confusion in her eyes. 'Ah, no. I can read between the lines,' she added and returned to her toast. 'You do seem to be more comfortable around people here though.'

      Amelia inspected her toast to establish which side was better suited to having jam spread on it.

      'Oh, I think I'm getting used to it,' she replied after a short reflection. 'Not with everyone, but definitely with you, Mrs. Webb, and Ryan.'

      'I see you've stopped with Sergeant Webb nonsense,' Martha said glancing at her.

      Amelia felt her cheeks burning.

      'That's not nonsense, that's respect. After all I first met him in his official capacity as a police officer in a murder enquiry.'

      'Yes, yes, but he's no longer just a police officer. He's a… friend, isn't he?'

      Amelia focused on making sure that all but a small margin of the surface of her toast was covered with a not-so-thin yet not-too-thick layer of strawberry jam. The note in Martha's voice suggested there might have been another meaning to her question, which made the question even more difficult to answer.

      'I think he is a friend,' she replied. If Martha was after something else, she'd have to ask a better question.

      Amelia finished her task and bit into her toast.

      'I mean… you seem to like each other,' Martha asked after a while of crunchy chewing.

      'I suppose we do.'

      'Any… further developments?'

      Amelia put her toast down and looked at her godmother.

      'What developments?'

      'In your… you know…' Martha's voice trailed off. 'Love life,' she whispered.

      Amelia sighed.

      'I don't have a love life,' she replied. 'Out of all people, you should know that.'

      'Okay, okay. So, it's all over with that Jordan prick. I was hoping that your heart would have healed and-'

      'I don't know what you mean by heart healed, but with Jordan, it's definitely over.' She reached for her toast again. 'I think.'

      'You think?" Martha had an uncanny ability to pick up on stuff that Amelia wanted to hide.

      Amelia bit off a piece of her toast. Part of her didn't want to mention anything, just forget it. But part wanted to hear what another person, someone skilled in human relationships, thought about the situation. By the time she swallowed the piece of toast, she knew what was stronger.

      'Okay, so I've sent him a birthday message.' She told Martha about the text exchanges with her ex-boyfriend. She was risking another uncomfortable conversation, but maybe she could learn something from it.

      'I see.' Martha took her time to savour her toast. 'Rejection hurts, doesn't it?' she said eventually.

      Amelia opened her mouth to protest, but a dull pain in her chest told her that maybe Martha was right.

      'I thought I've got over him, but it looks like maybe not completely. And yes, you're right, it does hurt. But why did he have to say that I'm not the only pebble on the beach?'

      'Sour grapes, I think.'

      'What?'

      'It was you who left Jordan. You rejected him first, so he's looking for ways to make himself feel better by rejecting you. Look it up in your smart machine.'

      Amelia made a mental note.

      'Does it mean I shouldn't worry about what he said?' she checked.

      'Definitely don't worry about it. Apart maybe from the part about moving on. Move on. He's not the only pebble on the beach.' Martha drained her mug. 'Now with all that thinking, I need more coffee. Would you like a top up, too?'

      'Maybe a little.'

      'I'll get the coffee pot,' Martha said, and stood up.

      Her mobile rang. She glanced at the screen.

      'It's Liz,' Martha said, and answered the call. She listened to her friend for a while.

      'Sure,' she said eventually. 'We'll be there shortly,' she added and ended the call.

      'Finish your breakfast, Amelia, dear. Liz is coming, and we'll be going to Sunny Side Up. They're open for breakfast.'

      'But we've just had breakfast.'

      'No, not for us. For other people. Never mind… we're going there to talk to the Williamses, aren't we?'
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      It was all very confusing for Amelia: going to the café for breakfast but not for breakfast. And why should Mrs. Webb come here, since they could all meet outside the café, just a few yards away from Martha's shop? But she finished her coffee and cleared the table while Martha searched for a notebook.

      Just as they were about to leave, the doorbell rang.

      'It's me, Liz,' a familiar voice called out.

      'We're ready,' Martha replied, opening the door.

      Mrs. Webb marched inside, bringing a waft of cool, damp air with her.

      'Warm in here,' she said, unbuttoning her dark green winter coat.'

      'We're ready to go,' Martha said, staring at Mrs. Webb, her hand on the handle of the open door.

      'Close the door, Martha,' Mrs. Webb said, lowering her voice to a whisper. 'I've got some news to share.'

      Martha released the handle. The door slammed. Amelia winced.

      'Ann Rogers has come in, just as I was leaving, looking for Ryan.'

      'Is he home?' Martha asked.

      'No, he left early. Apparently, for a meeting with the serious crime team from the city, or whatever it's called, but he's got interviews booked with suspects and witnesses.'

      'And so he should. It's a murder inquiry,' Amelia commented.

      'Amy, petal, we know that.' Mrs. Webb dismissed her with a wave of her hand. 'Ann was meant to be seen at 9:00 today, so she came looking for him. She was surprised that Ryan was working from the police station.'

      'He should. It's a murder inquiry and he should not conduct anything from home,' Amelia cut in.

      Now, both women were looking at her. From the tension on their faces Amelia deduced that her comments were not appreciated.

      'What? This is a serious matter-' Amelia defended herself.

      'I don't want to hear anything about us meddling, okay? We are not meddling,' Mrs. Webb said firmly. 'We are helping to dig up some facts that those city boys could not otherwise get.'

      'I totally agree with Liz,' Martha chipped in. 'Which is why we're going to Sunny Side Up. But what was that about Ann's visit?'

      Amelia clamped her mouth shut. She obviously had an opinion on the matter of the so-called help to the police, but she had a feeling it would be unwelcome.

      'Apart from asking me to apologise to Trudy about the party, and to reassure her that all she wanted was to do something special for Trudy, she told me that the police had found the victim's will.'

      'And? Who's the main beneficiary?' Martha asked.

      'She didn't say that, insisting she wasn't familiar with the contents.'

      'A lie, don't you think?' Martha asked.

      'Don't think so. Because you see…' Mrs Webb paused, no doubt for effect, as she liked doing. 'After she left to go to the police station, I called someone…'

      'Ryan?'

      'No. He wouldn't tell me anything, anyway.'

      'And nor should he. It's a-'

      'Amelia, we know that. See, Liz doesn't even try anymore…'

      Amelia sighed and shook her head.

      'So why are you still meddling?' she asked.

      'To help our friend, Trudy, of course,' Mrs. Webb answered. 'And from what I heard last night, it's what you swore to do, didn't she, Martha?'

      Martha crossed her arms over her chest. She nodded severely.

      Amelia felt her cheeks blush.

      'I didn't swear, but fair enough, I did say I wanted to help, too.'

      'Just as a reminder to deliver on your promise,' Martha said. 'So, who did you call, Liz, or is that a secret?'

      'No, not a secret, but I'd rather keep it quiet. Don't really want Ann Rogers to know.'

      Martha raised her eyebrows.

      'Liz?'

      'It's Ann Roger's husband, Rob. He used to work together with my Bert, my late husband, that is. And Ann still somewhat blames Bert for… some of the things that happened. But never mind, Rob and I are on speaking terms. He told me that.' Mrs. Webb stopped and fanned herself with her hand. 'Really hot in here. Or maybe it's just the emotions running high. So, Bill Brown asked Ann and Rob to sign the document revoking his previous will and then witness him signing a new will.'

      'These things happen,' Martha said carefully. 'Why does it matter here? You mean that Ann or her husband would have seen what's in the will? I don't think that would be the case unless, she had managed to read the document secretly.'

      'It does matter, Martha. Because it means that Bill Brown had just made a new will. And they knew about it. I wouldn't be surprised if Ann or Rob saw what it contained. That also means they both knew he was in town. I wouldn't be surprised if they had a motive to kill him.'

      'Like inheriting the money?'

      'Exactly. And they do need money very badly.'

      Amelia moistened her lips with the tip of her tongue. She cleared her throat. She could only keep her mouth shut for so long.

      'I'm sorry to interrupt your… investigation again,' Amelia said. 'But it's nons- I mean, not possible. First of all, if they're related, even if only through marriage, he shouldn't be asking them to sign at all. But maybe for whatever reason he was pressed and couldn't find anyone else to do it. More importantly, if he asked them to witness his will, it means he didn't leave them anything at all.' Amelia said as clearly and firmly as she could.

      'Why so?' Mrs Webb asked.

      'Because for the will to be valid, the witnesses must not be potential beneficiaries, spouses of beneficiaries, or members of your own family.'

      Martha's and Mrs. Webb's jaws dropped.

      'So, is Bill's testament invalid, then?' Martha asked.

      'I'm not a lawyer, but I've read somewhere that the witnessing and therefore the will remains valid, but the actual gift not.'

      Martha and Mrs. Webb exchanged a glance. They did that a lot.

      'So, either the Rogers don't inherit a penny from the dead man, or-'

      'There is no or. They don't inherit anything from him,' Amelia explained. 'Either way.'

      Mrs. Webb shrugged.

      'I suppose that settles my suspicions then,' she said. 'I think we'd better go. Maybe we'll learn something more useful from the Williamses.'

      Martha opened the door and froze.

      'Trudy!' Martha called out. 'What are you doing here?'

      'Was just about to knock, but I heard you talking inside, so I thought I'd better wait until you finish,' Trudy replied. She was wearing the same dark grey rain jacket with a hoodie, fringed with faux fur in a lighter tone of grey. The rain had wet the faux fur, making it look like a cat that had fallen into a bath.

      'But why are you here?' Martha asked and stepped backward. 'Do come in. It's wet and cold outside.'

      Trudy stepped inside, and Martha closed the door.

      'I came because there was no one in Seashores. I thought Liz would be here.'

      'And you were correct,' Mrs. Webb said. 'Why were you looking for me?'

      'I wasn't looking for you. I was looking for your son.'

      'Then why didn't you call him?' Martha asked.

      'I did call him, on his mobile, a few times. He didn't answer. So, I called the B&B landline, but no one answered.'

      'I heard the phone going off just as I was locking the door,' Mrs. Webb said.

      'Probably me, bad timing, I suppose. So, I thought I'd find you here and you'd tell me where Ryan is.'

      'Surprisingly logical,' Amelia murmured. This wouldn't have worked in London, but here it seemed to.

      'So, you found me,' Mrs. Webb said. 'And as far as I know, Ryan can be anywhere. He doesn't really tell me where he's going, even though he should, considering that people keep coming to ask me where he is.'

      'It's only me,' Trudy corrected. 'I'm not people.'

      'You're the second person today who's been looking for him, and it's barely 9:30 a.m. Apparently your cousin, Ann, is searching for him, too.'

      'She's my second cousin, but never mind.' Trudy waved her hand. 'Why is she looking for him?'

      'You need to ask her. But why are you looking for him?' Mrs. Webb asked.

      'Oh, it's that stupid will,' Trudy replied. 'One of his colleagues called me this morning, asking if I knew that Bill had left me some money in the will. Of course, I didn't. Why should I? I mean, why should he?'

      'Exactly, why should he?' Mrs. Webb picked up.

      Amelia caught sight of Mrs. Webb's elbow sinking in her godmother's side. 'You divorced years ago.'

      'Yes, but then you can't just pack twenty-five years of your life in a suitcase and put it out together with your other half,' Martha joined in.

      'I did,' Trudy protested.

      'But it looks like he didn't. He was still carrying a torch for you, Trudy,' Martha said. 'All the attempts to meet you and talk to you about whatever it was he wanted… Maybe he was trying to reconcile with you. Maybe he realised after many years that you were the love of his life.'

      'Nonsense,' Trudy insisted. 'We were both quite fond of each other where we were younger, but Bill was definitely not a romantic. He was quite rational. In fact, that's what I liked about him.'

      'All right, I give up,' Martha said and stepped aside. 'Any other ideas, Liz?'

      'Sounds like he must have appreciated you and your views. What did you say he wanted to consult with you about?'

      'That's exactly why I want to talk to your son,' Trudy opened her handbag. 'I've found the letter Bill sent me a couple of months ago. He says here he wanted to discuss his new will with me and maybe even ask me to witness him signing it, which would mean that he wasn't intending to leave me anything. In case you didn't know, you can't-'

      'We do know,' Mrs. Webb interrupted.

      'See? Told you,' Amelia said.

      Trudy was well informed.

      'But maybe he didn't know?' Martha asked.

      'Bill didn't know the will writing rules?' Trudy snapped. 'Of course, he did. We always had wills, all properly signed and so on. I don't think this has changed since then. Here's the letter,' she held up an envelope. 'And I'm intending to show it to the police, so they can remove me as a suspect. It reads here…' she pulled the letter out of the envelope, unfolded the paper and started reading.

      '"Since Becky died, I've had some, shall I say, relations and other people sending their condolences and wanting to meet me. Inevitably, sooner or later they reveal their underlying motive-money. Lending or gifting them, however little I can, but always–money."'

      'Yeah, a lonely widower is the perfect prey,' Mrs. Webb said.

      'Generally, that's true, but not Bill,' Trudy protested. 'Listen further. "There is something personal I would like to discuss with you,"' Trudy read on. '"I realise this may be upsetting for you, but I've always valued your rational approach to life and relationships; and I trust your judgement. This is to do with… let's say relationships and money, and it definitely needs the rational, sober approach of someone who is not directly involved. I want to write a new will and want to discuss some of the bequests with you. If you're okay with this, we could also organise the signing of the will."' She finished reading and looked at them all in turn.

      'That's quite cryptic, isn't it?' Martha said carefully.

      'No, it's quite straight-up,' Trudy protested.

      'I mean the comment about signing of the will. He doesn't say he wanted you to witness it.'

      'Maybe not directly, but the intention is there,' Trudy snapped, folded the letter and stuffed it back into the envelope. 'I'll leave it to the police. But it seems like he was reconsidering who he wanted to leave his money to.'

      'I wouldn't exclude that the comment he made could have referred to you,' Amelia remarked.

      'Come on, we've been divorced for so long, and that's over.'

      'So why is he asking you to get involved in his personal matters? Why not ask his financial adviser, or his solicitor?' Martha asked.

      'Because it's about relationships,' Mrs. Webb chimed in. 'I bet there was a new woman.'

      'Liz, you're such a romantic,' Martha said and smiled. 'Cherchez la femme? Should we limit our suspicion to the women?'

      'As long as you don't suspect me,' Trudy said. She pushed the enveloped back into her handbag. 'I suppose you already know that Bill was drugged before he was stabbed?'

      'No!' They exclaimed in an almost perfectly synchronised chorus.

      'That's what that colleague of your son told me. The autopsy showed that Bill consumed a sedative about an hour before his death. They asked me if I'd known of him taking any of those pills. Zopiclone was the name, I think. A sleeping pill, I'm told. How would I know? When we were still together, he never needed anything like that.'

      'Interesting…' Martha said slowly. 'So that was why he was so fast asleep… Why would anyone come to a party and take a sleeping pill? My guess is it was the killer who gave it to him to makes his, or her, job easier.'

      'And therefore, it's very reasonable for us not to exclude anyone from our suspect list,' Liz added.

      'As long as it's not me,' Trudy snapped, and turned on her heels. 'So where did you say Ryan is?'

      'Check the police station,' Mrs. Webb replied.

      Trudy marched out of the door.
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      'I wonder what Ryan will make of it,' Mrs. Webb said as soon as the sound of the door shutting behind Trudy died out.

      'Do what of what?' Amelia asked.

      'With all the issues with the will. Not that I suspect Trudy, but he left her money in the will. That's very irregular, if what she says is true. What do you think, Martha?'

      'No idea,' Martha replied. 'But Trudy, however grumpy she can be sometimes, is not really a killer type.'

      'I think you're operating using certain stereotypes,' Amelia said carefully. She was keen to express her view, but also careful not to come across as patronising. 'There have been a lot of murderers who didn't look like typical killers. If we are to be serious about… helping the police, I think we need to look at evidence and not get biased by someone's looks, or the fact that…' Amelia paused to moisten her paper-dry mouth with the tip of her tongue, '…that someone is a friend of ours or not.'

      Actually, she was hoping very strongly that Trudy was not the killer.

      'Usually, I mean, in premeditated murders, the murderer benefits from the death of the victim, so I would rather focus on people who-'

      'That's exactly what I meant, Amy, petal,' Mrs. Webb interrupted. It was so annoying. Not the interrupting, but the saying one thing and meaning another. 'The will. And who benefits from his death.'

      'That would mean also Trudy, if what she says about the will is true,' Amelia said.

      'Why is she insisting Bill had no intention of leaving her anything?' Martha asked. 'In her place, I'd be happy to discover that I've inherited some money.'

      'So would I, unless it put me on the suspect list,' Mrs. Webb added. 'I don't really see how Trudy can think the letter indicates that Bill wasn't going to leave her anything in his new will. What did he say?'

      '"And if you're okay with this, we could also organise the signing of the will,"' Amelia recited. 'He didn't say explicitly that he wanted her to witness the will, but I suppose it could be interpreted that way.'

      'Okay, I see,' Mrs. Webb said. 'But there was something else he said. About the discussion not being pleasant.'

      '"There is something personal I would like to discuss with you. I realise this may be upsetting for you, but…"' Amelia supplied.

      Both women stared at her.

      'You never stop amazing me, Amelia,' Martha said. 'You've got a photographic memory, or whatever it's called for sounds.'

      'It's called echoic memory,' Amelia replied. 'But no, I don't have it.'

      'Oh, just say thank you, girl,' Martha snapped.

      'Why should I? It's not correct.'

      'Because…' Martha paused and exhaled loudly. 'Never mind. You're so… precise.'

      'Ah, now that is a compliment and, as such, I say thank you,' Amelia observed.

      'I don't think it was meant as a compliment,' Mrs. Webb mumbled.

      'So why was it said as a compliment?'

      'Never mind, never mind,' Martha blurted. 'And never mind you've happened to remember completely out of the blue and randomly the very words that struck me—'

      'I remembered them so well precisely because they struck me, too,' Amelia explained. Finally, the conversation was shifting back to the topic that interested her. And a safe one. 'I can't really see how they might prove that the victim didn't intend to leave any bequests to Trudy.'

      'Okay, ladies,' Mrs. Webb said. 'Let's stop beating around the bush and assume that anyone who benefits from William-'

      'Wilhelm,' Amelia corrected.

      'Wilhelm Brown's death,' Martha carried on, 'is a suspect. And so are all the people who knew he was attending the party. Now, let's finally go to the Sunny Side Up and start exploring another way of refining our suspect list.'

      Amelia grabbed the door handle. She was more than ready to leave.

      Outside, the sky was grey, and the air filled so much with moisture, it condensed on the surface of Amelia's jacket. She should have taken the umbrella. But then, Sunny Side Up was only a short walk away from Martha's door.

      As soon as Martha locked the door, a little black cat emerged at the top of the fence separating Martha's yard from the old, dilapidated house next door.

      'Here you are, little devil,' Martha mumbled and squatted to call the cat. 'I saw you sneaking out when Trudy came in. Had enough of the weather? Come here, Luna.'

      The cat drew closer. Her purring could be heard from a distance. She stopped just a step away from Martha's feet and stretched.

      'Want to go inside?' Martha asked and stood up, holding up the house keys in her hand.

      'Martha, she's got her cat flap. I've seen her use it,' Mrs. Webb said.

      'You're obviously not a cat person,' Martha replied, and unlocked the door. The cat slipped between her legs, right into the hallway. 'We'll be back a little later. You know where your food is,' Martha called after the cat, and locked the door again.

      Mrs. Webb just shook her head so hard, her copper-coloured curls danced around her round face.

      A few minutes later, they were sitting in the café, reading the menu.

      'Good morning, ladies,' Sarah Williams, the waitress, said, appearing by the table. Her hair was still impeccably spiky, although it appeared not as intensely pink and purple as before. 'We're still serving breakfast, anything?'

      'A coffee with a side of murder for me,' Mrs. Webb in a whisper.

      'Don't be so dramatic, Liz. Two coffees for us, grab whatever you like for yourself, Sarah, and what would you like, Amelia?' Martha said.

      Fortunately, Amelia had that prepared.

      'A coffee for me, too.' She needed to get her brain to work properly, and one coffee was not enough.

      Sarah arrived with the drinks for the three of them.

      'Sorry, can't really sit down with you. We've been quite busy today.'

      'Have you?' Mrs. Webb asked, pointing behind her back, toward the main room of the cafe. 'Looks quite empty.'

      'The café is not very busy, but we're still dealing with last night's stuff. A lot of tidying up, counting, putting stuff away, that sort of thing.'

      'The organising company not helping out?' Martha asked.

      'They were supposed to, but I can't get hold of Julie. I've called her several times today. There is still some of their stuff she needs to collect from us.'

      'Unreliable?' Mrs. Webb cut in, dropping two lumps of sugar into her coffee.

      'I wouldn't jump to that conclusion,' Sarah replied, shaking her head vigorously. 'Julia has been really good. Excellent communication skills, really good at figuring out what would work best for a party like that. It looks like she knows her stuff, even though she said she was a beginner.'

      'I thought Ann decided to go with them because it's a well-established company in the niche,' Mrs Webb said.

      'Dad got them checked. He's always suspicious, my dad. But it turned out they've been around for a good few years. The company was struggling financially a little while back, even considered closing down. But then, the owners came up with a recovery plan and have been working on it. Apparently, it's going well. Robinson is the owner's name. Apparently, some acquaintance of an acquaintance of Dad. Decent businesspeople.'

      'Sounds like a thorough check,' Mrs. Webb commented. 'Trustworthy people then?'

      'Trustworthy enough. I suppose you need to give people the benefit of the doubt sometimes. Although, there's always risk when you're doing something new.'

      'And who dealt with all the organisational aspects of the party, invitations, booking?' Martha asked. 'The owners or Julie?'

      'That was definitely done by Surprise! But who did the actual work, I'm not really sure,' Sarah replied. 'I imagine most of the work was done over the phone and Internet. But all the location things were delegated onto Julie. From what I've heard, the owner is quite keen on expanding her reach, and Trudy's party was a trial to show whether or not the new model of working panned out.'

      'What's the new model of working?' Martha joined in.

      Amelia sat back and took a sip from her mug. The two friends were clearly well prepared for such a conversation. As far as she could tell by now, all the information being checked was relevant.

      'More remote working,' Sarah explained, her eyes shining, 'Collaborating with the local suppliers so that you don't end up dragging everything from your local bakery. That's why I liked the idea. We provided all the cooked food and the baked goodies, apart from the birthday cake, which was prepared by Bakers from Sea, Sun, and Bun bakery.'

      'The one that we're using for the competition?' Martha asked.

      'The very same. I'm glad that Stephanie and Kurt are back in town and back in business. They're really good at what they do. It really is great to see them back.'

      'No doubt they're keen to rebuild their business, too,' Mrs. Webb added. 'It does sound like an excellent opportunity for your café and their bakery.'

      'Exactly,' Sarah picked up, her voice brimming with energy. 'That's why I'm keeping in touch with Julie. She's excited about the opportunity, too, for herself and the company.'

      'Is she a local?' Martha asked.

      'Julie? No, she comes from somewhere else in the country. She says she came to start her life afresh, has no contacts here. She's renting a tiny studio in Whitby, very short term, just to see if it all works out.' Sarah paused to catch a breath. 'But now with this murder…' She exhaled heavily. The corners of her mouth dropped. 'I feel sorry for Julie. Such a nice person, so eager to make this work.'

      'Why are you assuming it's all lost? Maybe it's just a bump along the road. Don't give up, girl,' Martha said in a cheerful voice. 'Life's a marathon, not a sprint.'

      'I'm not giving up, no way!' Sarah replied. 'I'm positive we can develop a collaboration with Surprise! It's just that the murder has thrown me off kilter.'

      'Hasn't it all of us?' Mrs. Webb said. 'And don't worry about Julie not answering your calls. It's Saturday. And after such a long evening yesterday, and all those dreadful things, the poor girl is probably sleeping it off. Who knows, maybe she got home and got completely drunk last night. It must have been a shock for her to be dragged into a murder investigation.'

      'Fair point,' Sarah agreed. 'I'll try again later this afternoon, but I have to go back to university on Sunday, so I'll have to drop off her stuff on Sunday morning at the latest.' She glanced over her shoulder toward the counter. 'Sorry, Mum's waving at me. I've got to go. Is there anything else I can get you?'

      'Well, yes,' Mrs. Webb said. 'Maybe you could ask Julie who sent out the invitations to the party.'

      Sarah raised her thick, shiny eyebrows, which reminded Amelia of Julie.

      'Why?' she asked.

      'Ah, we're just…' Mrs. Webb said and paused, glancing at Martha.

      'Just curious,' Martha said. 'Wondering who was aware of the guest list.'

      Sarah's face brightened with a smile again.

      'Are you doing some detective work? We've been wondering the same thing. Who on earth would wanted to kill that poor man? Dad says the victim has not been in town since the divorce with Trudy. I can ask, why not? But you can check the envelope.'

      'We didn't get any invitation,' Martha explained. 'I sort of tagged along with Liz, who was, sort of, on the organisational committee.'

      A tall, round figure appeared a few steps away.

      'Sarah, I really need you to check those documents now,' Linda Williams said. Her perfectly coiffed head towered above her daughter's.

      'Sure, mum. Sorry, ladies,' Sarah said. 'I'll let you know when I hear anything useful from Julie. Now, if you excuse me…'

      Sarah turned and a moment later, her short, plump figure disappeared through the door by the counter.

      'Since I've got you here,' Linda Williams said, looking at Mrs. Webb, a tension in her voice. 'Can you tell me what the heck has happened with the police? I've just had a call from Stephanie Backer. They're neighbours with Ann and Rob Rogers. Your son has apparently just dragged poor Ann into a police car.'
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      Mrs. Williams made her statement and stood there, shifting her gaze between the three of them. Martha pursed her lips. Amelia lowered her eyes, finding such direct stare uncomfortable. Mrs. Webb cleared her throat.

      'What?' she said. 'Don't tell me it comes as a total surprise.'

      'Liz,' Martha hushed her friend. 'We don't have any proof. And what would be Ann's motive for murder?'

      'Exactly, if she signed that will, it means she isn't a beneficiary. Actually, maybe that's precisely why she decided to kill him — she was angry, and all that. I can tell you that she could really do with some money.'

      'Ann could do with some money, but killing the person who hasn't left you a penny means you'll never be able to change their mind,' Mrs. Williams cut in. 'It's irrational.'

      'Emotions are irrational,' Mrs. Webb stated. 'I'm sure the police have discovered the real motive. Any idea on what it might be?'

      'Are you asking me, Liz?' Mrs. Williams asked. 'How should I know? You're the closest one to the police sources, hence the reason I'm here, posing the question.'

      'Well…' Mrs Webb said, her cheeks filling in with colour. 'Well… And what did your sources tell you?' she fired back.

      'My sources tell me that the police have found Ann's fingerprints on the dishes by the body.'

      'The dishes?' Mrs. Webb said. Amelia wondered if she changed the subject deliberately. 'Plural? I can't remember what was on the table.'

      'A teacup on a saucer, a paper cup, a small dessert plate with crumbs, and a fork,' Amelia supplied. 'And of course, the ice pick. Although the ice pick was not actually on the table, but-'

      'We know about that last one,' Martha interrupted. 'But why are the police asking about the plates and cups? He was stabbed. Shouldn't they ask about the ice pick? Where did it even come from?'

      'The ice pick was wiped clean. It wasn't even ours. Whoever used that ice pick must have brought it with them.'

      'And wiped it clean after use,' Martha added.

      'Of course, all the dishes and cutlery had our fingerprints on them. After all, we brought all the tableware and cutlery. But we've got ironclad alibis. Ben and I never left the bar or the kitchen area. And Sarah was either with us in the kitchen, or out on the pub floor, waitressing with Julie. Besides, we have absolutely no current connection to the victim and had no idea he was coming.'

      Mrs. Williams sounded very self-assured, and her story well-rehearsed.

      Too good to be true? Or was Amelia becoming too suspicious?

      'And Ann Rogers' fingerprints were found precisely on which of the dishes found by the body?' Amelia asked.

      'On the teacup and the saucer.'

      'Interesting,' Amelia said, poring through her recollection of the conversations with Ryan. 'It was either Julie Berry or Sarah who served the victim a drink and a snack on his arrival, correct?'

      'Yes, and Sarah is not really sure which of them did it.' Mrs. Williams thought for a moment. 'Water or some other cold drink in a paper cup and a sausage roll.'

      'Cold drink?' Mrs Webb asked. 'On a night like yesterday, I'd want hot drink in a china cup.'

      'If he got it, it means that's what wanted,' Linda Williams said. 'And then, Ann brought him a cup of tea in a proper cup.'

      'Except that she lied to the police about whether she had seen him,' Amelia added. 'Maybe he got the drink himself?'

      'Apparently, there were no victim's fingerprints on the teacup,' Mrs. Williams said. 'Or so I've heard.'

      'Interesting,' Amelia said. 'Where was the sedative found?'

      'No idea,' Mrs. Williams replied.

      'Ladies,' Martha said in a firm voice. 'We need to be scientific about this. When Trudy saw the victim, he was fast asleep. That was about 19:20. How long does it take for the sedative-'

      'Zopiclone,' Amelia supplied. 'Kicks in within twenty minutes to half an hour. If he was asleep because of the sedative, which is a likely consideration, he must have taken it around the time of arrival. With the drink and sausage served by Sarah or Julie.'

      Mrs. Williams' eyes bulged.

      'If you're implying that my daughter-'

      'She's not implying anything, Linda,' Mrs. Webb interrupted. 'She's just stating the facts.'

      'Or what we know,' Amanda corrected. 'After all, Trudy could have lied as well.'

      'I wouldn't be surprised,' Mrs. Williams said, her face relaxing. 'Not that I'm saying anything bad about Trudy. You'd be surprised how many people lie… And I can imagine being involved in a murder enquiry might make it even worse.'

      Amelia opened her mouth, keen to ask where Mrs. William' conviction came from, particularly if it was anything to do with personal experience, but she had a feeling that this was precisely wrong type of question to ask at that particular moment.

      The room fell silent. Martha bit her lip, looking away. A deep frown creased Mrs. Webb's forehead. Mrs. Williams clasped her hands behind her back and appeared to be scanning the room.

      'I think I may need to speak with my son,' Mrs. Webb broke the silence. 'Let's finish our drinks and return to town.'

      'I'll get you your bill,' Mrs. Williams said, and marched back to the counter.

      Martha glanced at Mrs. Webb.

      'Liz… Are you planning something sneaky?' she asked in whisper.

      'No, not at all,' Mrs Webb replied in a tone that sounded so innocent Amelia wondered whether it was purposefully put on. 'I'll just give Ryan a call,' she added, pulling her phone from her handbag.

      The call was very short.

      'And?' Martha asked, pushing her empty cup away.

      'The usual.' Mrs. Webb shrugged. '”Don't stick your nose in” type of reply, but at least we know that Ann has not been arrested. Apparently, she's only been called in for an interview. A second interview,' she added.

      'That'll be the third,' Amelia corrected. 'Assuming she got to the station this morning.'

      'Anyhow, Let's not jump to any more conclusions,' Mrs. Webb said, and stood up. 'I've got some work to do in preparation for the contest next weekend. And I believe Martha does, too. Don't you? And don't you need any help?'

      'I do. Hence, I've invited Amelia,' Martha replied.

      'I mean extra help. And I bet Trudy could do with a bit of distraction right now,' Mrs. Webb said and headed for the counter. 'The coffee is on me. See you later.'

      Martha collected her belongings and stood.

      'Let's go then.'

      Amelia followed her, trying to second guess what had actually been said. She had a deep sense that what she'd heard was not necessarily what was actually said.

      They walked to Martha's car, parked in the service lane behind the row of houses, and drove to Trudy's cottage in silence.

      Trudy's house was a two-level brick cottage with sash windows in white frames and a white gate opening into a small garden. A narrow gravel path led straight to the door, painted in the same shade of white as the window frames and the gate, and adorned with a wrought iron, teardrop-shaped door knocker.

      Martha knocked at the door and Trudy opened.

      'Hallo again, we've come to check on you,' Martha said as soon as Trudy opened. 'You looked really upset this morning.'

      'I'm fine,' Trudy replied stepping back. 'You could have called.'

      'Preferred to see you in person,' Martha replied smoothly. 'Besides, I've got a request, and this is better done in person.'

      'Nothing to do with the murder?' Trudy asked sharply.

      'No, no. I was just wondering if you could help with the baking contest,' Martha explained.

      'As long as it doesn't involve lifting anything heavy, or complicated intellectual work.'

      'Just some organisational help. I understand you're great at administrative stuff. I hate it.'

      'I suppose I am,' Trudy said reluctantly. 'You'd better come in,' she added, letting them into the hallway and then leading them into the kitchen.

      The kitchen was small, quite dim, lit only by the natural light coming through the sash window and a lamp standing on the windowsill. A ball of red yarn with two knitting needles sticking out of it, which stood in the middle of the table, indicated that Trudy might have had some plans.

      'What are you knitting?' Martha asked, walking up to the table. 'That's a beautiful shade of red.'

      'A winter hat for Ann. She's been moaning about not being able to find something matching her coat. But I can't focus.'

      'Do you know that Ann-' Amelia said.

      'I'm sure Ann will be delighted to see it,' Martha cut in. 'Are you sure you've got time to help with the contest then?'

      'Normally, I'd rather stay home, but everything here reminds me of Bill.'

      'Didn't you redecorate the house after the divorce?' Martha asked.

      'Not really. We had redecorated the house only a year or two before the divorce. The furniture was in perfectly good condition. Why throw things away and get new stuff, if your current stuff is still quite new? Besides, I didn't have the money for that sort of nonsense. I was broke. It never really mattered to me. But now, it seems like suddenly, all the memories are flooding back. You know, memories of us redecorating the house, or choosing the new sofa,' Trudy paused and pulled a tissue out of the pocket of her grey cardigan. She dabbed at her eyes and blew her nose loudly.

      'So, my offer comes at the right time? We'll get you out of the house and keep you busy with other things. Happier things. Such as numbers and lists of things and timings and more numbers.'

      Amelia glanced at her godmother. It sounded like a very appealing job to her.

      'Yes, it actually does,' Trudy agreed. 'Do I need to take anything with me?'

      'I suppose your favourite cup and whatever other tools you may need to be able to operate- Oh!' Martha paused with her mouth wide open. 'You do operate a computer, don't you?'

      'Uhm!' Trudy grunted. 'Young people! Always thinking that the previous generation is retarded and can't learn new tricks. Of course I can. I can also operate a mobile phone, but I need my reading glasses for it. My special reading glasses, which are accidentally my knitting glasses, which I'm having trouble finding, which is why I haven't started on the woolly hat yet,' she went on. 'Or rather, the official reason. I'd better go and find them.'

      Trudy strode out of the kitchen. At that very moment, the phone in the hallway rang, and Trudy answered it.

      'What a strange thing,' Trudy said, appearing in the doorway a few minutes later, confusion clear on her face. 'This was Bill's solicitor, Mr. Johnson. He asked me if I know anything about his new will. I told him about that letter from Bill, and that I had no clue what it actually meant.'

      'So why is Mr. Johnson calling you?' Martha asked.

      'He's trying to establish the course of action, so he tells me. Apparently, Bill had signed a cancellation of his previous will and then produced a new will with a statement including all his children, without naming them, as long as they can prove that he is their father.'

      'What a strange comment to make,' Martha said. 'You said he didn't have any living children.'

      'No, not strange for Bill. He's always been quite precise, particularly when dealing with things he couldn't be very precise with,' Trudy said, looking at her feet. 'As for the children, he didn't have any alive, as far as I know, but…' Trudy's voice trailed off. 'One never knows… But that would explain the comment he made in the letter to me. And Ann insisting that I meet Bill, or at least talk to him on the phone. Maybe he wanted to tell me about an illegitimate child?'

      'Or children,' Amelia corrected. 'Still entitled to the inheritance, unless specifically excluded from the will, I think.'

      'The new will is the one witnessed by Ann and her husband, right?' Martha said.

      Trudy jerked her head and stared at Martha.

      'Why, yes. How do you know?'

      'Village grapevine,' Martha replied. 'So, it looks as though some illegitimate kids might inherit a fortune?'

      'Maybe, but…' Trudy shook her head. 'This is when it gets really weird. The new will is very likely invalid. That's why the solicitor is trying to find out if there might have been another one signed properly more recently.'
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      'If Bill's will is invalid, what's going to happen now?' Martha asked.

      'If this is the case, then unless there is another will, he died intestate. In which case, people who have a claim to his estate can come forward,' Amelia explained.

      'That would be all those illegitimate children, right?' Martha asked.

      'Yes, and any other family member, I understand,' Trudy added.

      'Well, there is a certain order,' Amelia said, hesitating and wondering whether she should go further. She had learnt that people didn't always appreciate her explaining things in detail. 'First, it'll be the surviving spouse or the civil partner. Then any living children or their direct descendants, which includes illegitimate children. Then, the siblings of the deceased or their descendants if there aren't any surviving-'

      'Oh, but that doesn't make sense. From what Trudy said, the poor man had no direct descendants. His wife was dead, and all his siblings were likely dead, too. Who on earth would have wanted that?' Martha said.

      'Do half-siblings' children count?' Trudy asked.

      'I'm not a lawyer, but I understand that this is so,' Amelia replied.

      'Then, Ann Rogers would get a nice chunk of Bill's money.'

      Martha stared at Trudy. Amelia found it hard not to stare, too.

      'How come? Isn't she your cousin?' Martha asked.

      'She's my second cousin through marriage, so no blood relation, but she's Bill's niece. Ann's mother was Bill's stepsister. His younger sister.'

      'And why does nobody talk about it?' Martha asked.

      'I've no idea. I think it's because of the name that we happen to share. Ann's maiden name happens to be Janssen, too, by accident. But people in the town have always assumed that we're family because Ann and I are related. And there is a link, but obviously, she's a much closer relative to Bill.'

      'Was,' Amelia corrected. 'And now, she's likely to inherit the money she thought she had lost because she was asked to witness signing the will.'

      Trudy's kitchen filled with silence, an uncomfortable type.

      'Is anyone else now thinking that Ann had a really good reason to get rid of Bill?' Martha asked.

      'Hard not to think that way,' Mrs. Webb agreed.

      'Uhm,' Amelia said. Was it really that obvious?

      Trudy folded her arms.

      'But there is something that baffles me,' Trudy said. 'The solicitor says that the Rogers' witnessing the will is not the reason why the will is likely to be invalid, but he wouldn't tell me what it was.'

      'Told you so,' Amelia cut in, unable to hold her mouth shut.

      'Still, it gives Ann Rogers a good reason for wanting Bill dead intestate,' Trudy carried on. 'She would come into a lot of money and she and her husband need it badly. Rob has been unemployed for months. Ann has been working as much as she can to keep the house afloat. They've been living very modestly, but it's still barely enough. Their financial situation is quite bad.'

      'And the police have just arrested her,' Martha said.

      'No, Martha,' Amelia interrupted and sighed. 'They're interviewing her.'

      'Are they?' Trudy joined in. 'I… I don't mean to incriminate her in any way but… she certainly knew Bill was coming. And she clearly had a motive to want him dead.'

      'But only intestate,' Amelia specified.

      'Oh, there's nothing easier than doing something with the document you're signing to make it invalid,' Martha added.

      'That's a fair point, but I'd imagine Bill would realise.' Trudy turned back to the window. The sky outside cleared a little, and the kitchen filled with a few timid rays of sunlight, filtering through the net curtains. Trudy stood there, looking outside.

      'I know there is a lot of money involved. And maybe they were hoping that Bill would leave them a bequest. But then… Anneke is not a bad person, even if she can hold a grudge for years. I wonder if there was something else that pushed her to it.'

      'Anneke?' Amelia asked. 'Who's Anneke?'

      'Ann is short for Anneke,' Trudy explained. 'Anyhow, I can't imagine her being a murderer. She's more of a passive-aggressive type.'

      'If not Ann, then who? Who could have a motive and the opportunity to kill your ex-husband?'

      The sun disappeared behind another cloud and the kitchen darkened again. Trudy turned away from the window.

      'I'm not sure. Another family member who inherits after him? Maybe there is an illegitimate child. Most likely someone who benefits from his death. Bill and his second wife had some money invested, maybe there is someone who benefits indirectly from the will, but through some sort of manipulation with their investments. But to be honest, one thing is sure for me: I'm glad he died intestate, because at least that new will in which he left me some money is no longer valid.'

      Amelia considered what she had just heard. Her throat tightened.

      'What you’ve just said is bizarre, Trudy,' Amelia said.

      Trudy glanced at her.

      'Why so?'

      'You've just told us you benefit from your ex-husband's death.'

      'No, I don't.'

      'But that what you've just said: "I'm glad he died intestate".'

      'Yes, intestate. I'm glad that he died intestate. Not that he died at all.' Trudy said loudly. Deep lines appeared between her eyebrows.

      'But it was in your interest that he died without a valid will. That's what it means,' Martha joined in.

      Trudy threw her arms up.

      'Hang on, ladies. I didn't kill anyone. I didn't want his money. I didn't ask him to leave me anything. We split our estate at the time of our divorce, and I had no further claim on his-'

      'But he left you some-'

      'But I didn't want it. See! I'm happy I don't have to take money from him. I wouldn't have taken the bequest even if they begged me,' Trudy carried on, shouting. Her face turned red, and her hands were shaking. 'I'm happy to hear I don't benefit from his death. Because even though he hurt me badly, that was many years ago and I had forgiven, maybe even forgotten him. He's no longer in my life, so I don't know why he even wanted to get back. I've had enough of all these speculations. Can we please stop?'

      Amelia covered her ears with her hands. Her head swirled. She wanted to curl up and hum. Anything to stop the wave of noise smashing around her skull.

      'Amelia?' Martha's voice sounded as if coming through a layer of cotton wool. 'Are you okay?'

      'Just… Dizzy, with a headache. Sorry, I need to get out,' Amelia said, and turned on her heels. 'I'll be outside,' she added, and marched to the front door.

      The moment she stepped outside a cold breeze hit her in the face. She took a deep breath, letting the air fill her lungs. And then breathed out. She closed the door. The wind was rustling in the empty branches on the trees around her, but that was okay. Tolerable. Just innocent white noise.

      She took a few more breaths. It helped ease the dizziness, but her head was still thumping.

      She needed to go for a walk. She had a problem-an almost moral one. Trudy was a friend, and Trudy had said she didn't kill her ex-husband. But from what Amelia could see, Trudy had a motive, an opportunity, and she benefited from his death.

      Amelia wanted to believe Trudy because she cared about her friend. But was it the right thing to believe her? She had to think it through.

      Amelia stepped onto the path, and the gravel crunched under her feet. She reached the gate and opened it. A familiar car stood a few yards away. Ryan's car.

      She stopped, not sure what to do or think. The door opened and Ryan, dressed in his dark blue uniform, but without the funny bucket hat, emerged.

      'Hi, Amelia,' he said, and waved at her. 'You're not answering your phone. Mum told me I'd find you here. I need to talk to you.'
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      Amelia's heart flipped into a gallop. She pressed her hand to the spot just below her breastbone, where the beating was the strongest.

      That's better. At least some control.

      What was it she felt?

      'What's happened?' she asked as lightly as she could.

      Ryan opened the passenger door and waited for her to get in.

      'Nothing, I hope,' he said, climbing back into the driver's side. 'I just wanted to check on you. You found the body, and I wondered how you were.'

      Amelia pushed her back into the back of the seat. Grounding-that was what she needed.

      'Are you asking how I am?' she asked.

      'Indeed.'

      'You should have said so,' she murmured. 'I'm fine,' she added, louder.

      His Adam's apple bobbed up and down.

      'Good, good. But you look a little…' he stared at her intently for a few seconds. She lowered her eyes.

      Uncomfortable?

      'A little what?' she asked.

      'Upset, I'd say.'

      'I've got something on my mind.'

      'Is everything okay?'

      Amelia pressed her palms together. One of those conversations. Ones which baffled her.

      'There isn't, otherwise, I wouldn't have anything on my mind, right?'

      He took a deep breath.

      'Right,' he replied. 'I meant, are you okay?'

      Amelia interlocked her fingers. She had reached the limit of her understanding of human behaviour. But it was Ryan. She liked Ryan, so she was going to do her best to handle an unclear situation.

      'I've just answered this question. If you're not getting the answer that you're seeking, you're probably asking the wrong question,' she answered, still not looking at him.

      'Hm…' Ryan said, shifting in his seat. 'Good point. I see that you've got something on your mind, and I'm worried about you. I suppose I'd like to know what you've got on your mind.'

      Amelia relaxed the grip. Now, they were finally getting somewhere.

      'I'm thinking about Trudy. She's my friend, I like her very much. There was a point where I thought that she was very much like me. But now, with this case, I'm so confused.' She lifted her head a little, just enough to see the line of Ryan's jaw. A very pleasant line. Clean shaved.

      'What are you confused about?'

      'She lied to the police when she said she hadn't known that her ex-husband was at the party. She didn't tell us either, until recently. Now, she's saying she's happy he died intestate. In the light of all that, can I still consider her a friend?'

      'I see… it's complicated,' Ryan said.

      Amelia tensed. Her head pulsated again.

      'Sarcasm?' she checked.

      'No, not at all. I can see what you mean. I know you value honesty and straightforwardness. Trudy is normally like that—direct and straight—to the point of being blunt. But not now. It's the trust that is at stake here, isn't it? I'm very familiar with this issue.'

      She thought about it for a while.

      'I think so. I find this lack of trust toward my friend difficult. Is there anything I can do to reduce this discomfort?'

      He thought about it.

      'Depends on whether I was approaching it personally or professionally. And sadly, in our little town, these two are often intertwined. I've had my old school friends not tell me the whole truth about the amount of beer they've consumed before they got behind the wheel. How come someone's reported a missing bicycle is in another person's shed, or that sort of thing. But I've been guilty of not always telling the truth in personal life, as well. How often I told my sister that I don't mind her little boy pulling my hair and screaming into my ear, or…' He paused and smiled. 'Or how many times I said to Chelsea, my ex-fiancée, that the dish she made was delicious, while it really wasn't… Eh… if only life was that easy.'

      Amelia stared at him. She was confused. What did all these examples have to do with her own conundrum?

      'What?' he asked, a smile on his lips. 'Something's not right, right?'

      'Correct. I'm trying to draw a conclusion that fits my dilemma but so far, I've failed. From what I understand, you've just listed a number of so-called white lies, that means untruths about unimportant, trivial matters that someone tells to avoid hurting another person, or some other well-intentioned diplomatic avoidance of telling the truth. But this is not the case here.'

      'Ah, I see. Indeed. Anyhow. I don't think I really intended to take this conversation to where we've reached. Meandering. I should have been more direct.'

      Finally.

      'You definitely should have. Now, I'm getting angry with you,' Amelia said. ‘You wanted to talk to me. We've ended up wasting…' She checked the watch. 'About seven minutes and neither of us has progressed in their process. I'm puzzled by Trudy's behaviour, and you've got your stuff to do. What is it?'

      Ryan's eyes opened wide. A few pink spots appeared on his cheeks.

      'I… I… just wanted to talk to you,' he said meekly, the tip of his nose twitching.

      She'd seen that before.

      'Your nose is twitching. Are you lying to me?'

      'No, I'm not lying to you. I'm… eh…' He gave a sharp, nervous chuckle. 'I… just enjoy your company, I'm really happy to see you. What a shame that I get to see you in a context of yet another murder.'

      Amelia gulped. Normally, she would have had no major issue telling the person that she enjoyed their company, too, but… she somehow felt unsure that she should.

      What a relief that there was an opportunity to change the topic!

      'Yeah, how is it going? The investigation, I mean,' she asked, relaxing her shoulders.

      'I'm not allowed to tell you.'

      'Good, I can tell Martha and your mother that this is what you've told me.'

      'They're snooping around, aren't they? And you?'

      'Yes, not sure, probably yes.'

      He started at her; his eyebrows raised.

      'Sorry?'

      Oh, people... if you only stopped asking more than one question at the time!

      'The answer to your first question is yes, to the other not sure, probably.'

      'Ah,' he smiled. 'Thank you for clarifying it for me. And could you all please stay out of the way?'

      'Out of the way of what or whom?'

      'The police and the investigation.'

      'But we're not in the way. We're just on the side.'

      'The person we're after is really dangerous. She or he has already killed someone.'

      'With an ice pick, after having previously sedated the victim.'

      'So, you have been snooping around. What else have you discovered?'

      'I thought you want us to stay out of it.'

      'I do, but I also want to know what you know, in case.'

      'In case of what?'

      'In case you know something I don't know, but that is of importance to the investigation.'

      'You may need to ask your mother. She keeps track of all that.'

      'She'll force me to share what I know.'

      'That'll be fair.'

      'I disagree, but let's not get into a pointless argument. Who do you suspect?'

      Amelia paused to run through her suspect list.

      'I'm struggling not to see Trudy as a suspect. Then, Ann Rogers is an obvious choice, since she might have gotten angry at the victim from not benefitting from his will. Furthermore, I'd add anyone else who might have benefitted from his death. That is, anyone included in the will. Which may include any of his children he was intending to include in his new will, according to his solicitor. You've probably talked to the solicitor. That's all I can come up with for now.'

      He glanced at her; his face changed.

      'How do you know Ann Rogers is not benefitting from the victim's will?'

      'Deduced,' she replied, and hesitated. Should she? Well, there was no harm in trying. 'How come the will is considered invalid, though? It's not because Ann and her husband were given bequests, right?'

      Ryan smiled.

      'That's two questions, Miss Holmes. Which one would-'

      'The first one. It's only logical…'

      He cocked his head.

      'It's because of Ann's signature. Try and guess.'

      Amelia blew out her cheeks while considering possible scenarios.

      'There are only two elements I can think of: the name and the date. She could have put the wrong date, by accident or deliberately. But I can't really see how she could have…' Amelia stopped and wheezed in a breath. 'Anneke! Trudy said her real name was Anneke, but everyone calls her Ann. Is that the reason why?'

      Ryan nodded slowly.

      'What do you make of it?' he asked.

      Amelia's pulse accelerated, but this time in a happier way. Not that she was happy to see Ann, or Anneke, Rogers looking more and more guilty, but this meant that she could shift the focus from her friend, Trudy.

      'While you can get the date right, I'd imagine you would know that you should sign a legal document with your legal name,' Amelia said.

      'Precisely my line of thinking.'

      There was just one thing that needed clarifying.

      'What about the cancellation of his previous will?'

      'That one was signed correctly,' Ryan replied. 'On the same day,' he added.

      Now, this was all clear and obvious.

      'So, if the previous will is cancelled, the new one is invalid, and he died intestate. Trudy will not inherit anything, and it's not her fault that the situation is the way it is,' she summed it up. 'Under the circumstances, Ann Rogers would be my key suspect.'

      'Why so?'

      'You know she's the victim's niece, right?' It was better to check first.

      His jaw tensed.

      'Something like that.'

      'Okay, I'm guessing you didn't,' Amelia said. 'And as such, given what we know about the victim, Mrs. Rogers might be his closest family member, and who, apparently, is in a great need of money.'

      'The last part I'm aware of. The earlier assumption we're still investigating.'

      'So is Ann Rogers your key suspect?'

      'We're still investigating-'

      'Fine. Is Trudy a suspect?'

      'We're still-'

      'Fine. I understand you can't talk about it. No problem, I can go now, I've got a headache,' she said and opened the door. Her head was buzzing and throbbing again, her heart was hammering with a different type of rhythm. But she was as confused as at the beginning.

      Didn't he say he liked her company?

      'I'm sorry, Amelia, but I shouldn't be talking about the investigation. And you go if you want to go. But if you ever wanted to have another chat with me…'

      'And what we can talk about?'

      'Whatever you like.'

      'I'd like to talk with you,' she said. Yes, that was true, and somehow saying it out loud made her feel a little less upset. 'I'd like to talk about the investigation, but I understand it's not possible. What else can we talk about?'

      'Life, your favourite things, my favourite things, travels, cats and dogs. The weather. I might also have a question for you regarding your area of expertise?'

      'Really?'

      A little ball of warmth settled in the pit of her stomach.

      'Really. Plus, I'm hoping this is a way to ask you out.'

      The ball expanded, making her feel a bit woozy but pleasantly so.

      'Are you asking me out on a date?'

      'I am,' he said and smiled. 'Tomorrow morning? I'll text you tonight with a specific time, okay?'

      'Okay,' she replied. The ball of warmth spilled in her chest. The tightness in her head relaxed. Was that simply a relief that she could get out of the car and the uncomfortable conversation?

      Or the prospect of a… date with Ryan?

      Anyway, she was uplifted and happier than before the conversation. Amelia stepped out of the car.

      'See you tomorrow! I'll wait for your message.'
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      Amelia walked in the cool air of the November morning, letting the breeze tangle her hair. Tiny droplets of rain, or maybe just mist, prickled her face, but it felt good. She marched, counting her steps. Rhythm was good for calming herself. And it was working.

      By the time she reached the town centre, her headache was almost gone, her heart rate had returned to the usual about seventy beats per minute, and the warm ball in her chest had dissipated.

      All good, maybe except for the last thing, which had been a really pleasant feeling.

      As she was approaching Martha's bookstore, her godmother's car arrived. The silver Vauxhall Corsa stopped by the door to the bookstore. Amelia cringed. It was against the rules. She picked up the pace to remind Martha before anyone could report it to the authorities, or said authorities arrived.

      But Martha must have realised that herself, because as soon as Trudy emerged from the car, and the door shut, the Corsa pulled off, and turned back, no doubt heading for the service lane at the back of the row of buildings.

      'Here, Trudy,' Amelia waved at her friend.

      'They've arrested Ann Rogers,' Trudy said gloomily. 'Now, it's for real, not just some "we need to ask you a few more questions" nonsense. I suppose it's not a surprise.'

      'No, no surprise, given what's happened with the will,' Amelia added.

      'And let's not forget the fingerprints on the cup. I'm sad and angry at her at the same time. Sad because I know her as a decent person, but angry because I can see why and how she could have done it.'

      'Uhm,' Amelia said, not knowing what else to say.

      'There's one thing that baffles me though.'

      'Which is?'

      'That Bill died intestate. This was one of the things he tried to avoid. He was always so… I think the word is anal, about keeping his financial and legal affairs in order. Ann says he wanted to cancel his previous will without waiting too long, just in case, she doesn't know why. That part, I understand, it seemed very much like Bill. And he didn't want to be without a new will, which is also very much like Bill. Ann says he might have said something about the new will being a temporary measure, until he had more time to write a new one. But why didn't he check if everything was done properly before accepting the document?'

      'Maybe he didn't have a chance? Maybe he was tired, the light was bad, and they were all rushing to the party?'

      'Yeah… I think you might be right. They did sign it yesterday.' Trudy paused and looked away. Martha's car disappeared behind the houses. The street ahead was almost empty, with most of the businesses closed for the winter, and the Sunny Side Cafe about to close for the day.

      'That makes me even more certain that Ann did mess up her signature on purpose,' Trudy picked up her train of thought. 'She wanted to inherit after him, so she invalidated his will.'

      'Did she admit to doing it?' Amelia asked.

      Trudy pursed her lips.

      'Apparently, she was planning on telling him the following day that she'd made a mistake in signing the will. She was hoping he'd reconsider, and that he'd ask someone else to witness his signature.'

      'I gather she's saying she didn't kill him?'

      'That's exactly what she's saying. She's also admitted that she had come to check on him during the party; brought him a cup of tea. That was around 19:30, and she says he was fast asleep, so she just left the cup on the table beside him.'

      'Why didn't she tell the police about it straight away?'

      'Dunno. Probably freaked out.' Trudy paused. 'I still hope it turns out not to be not Ann. Haven't they got any other suspects?'

      'No idea.'

      'Hasn't your… policeman friend told you about it? We saw you talking with him.'

      Amelia stiffened and she wasn't sure why. After all, she expected curiosity, if not absolute nosiness, on the part of Martha or Mrs. Webb.

      'Ryan said clearly that he can't discuss the investigation with me.'

      'Ah, that settles it then,' Trudy said, and shrugged. 'I'm still curious, though. Liz told us that the police are putting a call out for anyone who may know anything about Bill's death to come forward. No more details at this stage, apparently.'

      Amelia doubted that. In the past couple of months, Ryan had become much stricter than before about not taking police-related calls at home.

      On the other hand, Mrs. Webb was so creative, if not simply ingenious, at acquiring even classified info.

      'You should talk to her some more,' Amelia suggested.

      'She's busy preparing for the baking contest. She's taking part too, with some secret creation of her own. Martha and I will be working on the organisational stuff.

      That was as much as they knew for the moment. Not much, Amelia concluded. But it had been an eventful day and she was totally exhausted. Seeing Martha and Trudy poring over spread sheets and lists on the kitchen table, Amelia withdrew to her bedroom to watch her favourite shows. After which, she called it an early night.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The following morning, Amelia woke to a message from Ryan:

      "There is a Christmas and Winter music concert nearby this afternoon, fancy going there with me?"

      Her gut twisted. The answer to a music concert part of the question was simple-she never 'fancied' crowded places, no matter how much she liked the music, although she wouldn't mind a Christmas concert. But the 'going there with me' was a different matter altogether.

      Amelia washed and dressed, and then went downstairs with her mobile in the pocket of her jeans-the message from Ryan still unanswered.

      Martha, as often happened, was already sitting at the table, sipping her coffee.

      'Coffee, I presume?' Martha said, glancing at Amelia. 'You look like you need an extra shot,' she added, standing up.

      'Extra shot?' Amelia stared at her. 'What do you mean?'

      'Caffeine, of course. You look confused to me, is it sill sleepiness?'

      'It is, but it's also related to a message from Ryan.'

      'A message from Ryan in the early morning…' Martha said and smiled. 'What does it mean?'

      'Precisely my question.' Amelia crossed to the counter, fishing her out phone. 'Listen,' she said, and read out the message.

      'That's a date,' Martha said, handing Amelia a steaming mug.

      'That, even I know. We've agreed it's a date. But what should I reply?'

      Martha cocked an eyebrow.

      'Dear girl, do you want to you on a date with this man?'

      'I do, but not to a concert. Being in a crowded place fills me with dread.'

      'So, tell him. And tell him what you prefer.'

      'Somewhere quiet, without other people. Outside.'

      'Fish and chips from the local chippy and sitting on a bench on the beach?' Martha said and smiled. 'Our idea of a date, but it may be too cold for that. There's not much to do for young people in our town out of season. I must change that…' she murmured. 'We must change that, but never mind. For now, you must make do with what you've got. You can always sit in the car and talk. Or walk and talk. But tell him what you prefer. I'm sure he'll understand.'

      That sounded doable. Amelia took a large sip of her coffee and sat at the table. She opened the messages app and saw the text from Jordan she received two days ago. A pang of guilt squeezed her stomach.

      'Now what?' Martha asked hovering over Amelia's shoulder. 'Sorry, not reading,' she rushed to add and sat at the table, opposite Amelia. 'What's the problem, I can see it on your face.'

      'Oh, I'm just not sure if it's not too early after the breakup with Jordan?'

      'Do you think it's too early? Do you feel rushed or pressured into dating Ryan? What are your feelings?' Martha rattled on. 'Sorry, too many questions.'

      'Yes, too many questions,' Amelia replied. 'My feelings are difficult to read, but I think I don't feel pressured into going on that date.'

      'Wow, they must be confusing, because I'm not sure how to understand you. But in case you were worried about what other people think, it's only too early if you think it's too early. You're the only person who decides if it's time to move on. And Jordan is stupid and there are, indeed, plenty of fish in the sea, and pebbles on the beach. You should have left him long ago.'

      'I did. I left him over two months ago.'

      'And you did the right thing.'

      Amelia, encouraged by that, typed her reply. A moment later, she received another text from Ryan:

      'Walk by the sea? Sounds great to me (rhyme intended). May I pick you up around 9:00?'

      Amelia checked the clock-plenty of time to get ready.

      She typed a quick 'Yes' and sat back, wrapping her hands around the mug. She rolled her shoulders back and forth a few times. Nice, she was beginning to relax.

      'So…' Martha's voice cut into the silence filling Amelia's head. 'What are you going to talk about with Ryan?'

      Amelia froze, her shoulders tensed again. Martha had an uncanny talent for uncovering issues.

      'Not the murder, that's for sure,' she replied, feeling a wave of heat spilling over her face. She should check the topics to discuss at the first date and write some questions and answers!

      'That's what I thought,' Martha said slowly. Her tone of voice suggested a disappointment.

      'Disappointed?'

      'Me? No,' Martha said. 'Yes, a little,' she added. 'You see, Liz insists that they've arrested the wrong person. But Ryan won't listen.'

      'And what's her reasoning?'

      'Gut feeling.'

      'Just as I expected,' Amelia said and sighed. 'No wonder Ryan won't listen.'

      'You two are so… alike,' Martha said. 'I'm sure you'll find plenty to talk about. Even if you just talk about us. How we are… imprecise and following our gut feelings and the like.'

      Amelia's cheeks prickled.

      'Martha, I sense a hidden message in your comment,' she said.

      'Not hidden-oh,' Martha uttered and paused. 'Sorry, I'm a bit upset that we're stuck in the investigation.'

      'But the police have found the killer, haven't they? She had the opportunity, the means, and the motive. Isn't that enough? I'm sure if there is anything wrong with the police reasoning, it'll come out sooner or later. Personally, I'm glad it's not Trudy. And I don't think I can do anything more about Ann, or Anneke, Rogers.'

      'Fine, fine. I'm not asking you to pump Ryan for information, but if you hear him talk about the investigation, please-'

      'He said he won't. And he does what he says. He's not always direct and clear, but he is sufficiently so for me to be able to communicate with him,' Amelia said and took another large sip from her mug. 'And now, if you'll excuse me, I'd like to get ready for the walk on the beach.'

      'For the date,' Martha corrected and winked. 'Put some makeup on.'

      Amelia stood up. She shrugged.

      'No makeup. But I'll wrap up warm. I'm glad it's not raining.'

      Her mobile rang just as, all dressed up and ready, she decided she had studied the chat topics for long enough.

      'Approaching,' Ryan said.

      'Don't!' Amelia called into the receiver. 'Park by the sign. I don't want you to park in front of the house. It's a no-parking zone. I'm coming.'

      She disconnected before he could argue and ran downstairs. Sunday or not, she didn't want anyone, particularly a police officer, to break the no-parking rule.

      She ran out onto the street, her footsteps echoing on the cobbles.

      'Amelia, hello!' A young female voice caught Amelia's ear. She looked to her right where the voice was coming from. 'Got a question.'

      The short, plump figure of Sarah Williams was standing in the door to the Sunny Side Up Café and waving.

      'Hi Sarah,' she called back and stopped. She didn't really want to talk, but Sarah was already trotting towards her.

      'Is that the police car over there?' Sarah asked, catching her breath and pointing towards Ryan's white Ford Focus.

      'No. That's Ryan Webb's car,' Amelia replied. 'Personal, not work.'

      'Yeah, that's what I meant. I need to talk to him,' Sarah said.

      'I'm quite sure he's off-duty this weekend,' Amelia said, feeling her cheeks burn. She didn't know whether Ryan was really off duty for the whole weekend, but she really wanted him to be. 'It's Sunday. Why don't you call the police?'

      'Oh,' Sarah said and paused. 'Indeed, it's Sunday. I suppose police officers also need a day off. I'll call the whatever number. It may be even better since it's about someone in Whitby, not Leah by the Sea.'

      'Sounds like you'd better call 9-9-9. Sorry, I've got to go,' Amelia said and stepped forward.

      Sarah's face twitched. She exhaled loudly.

      'It's about Julie Berry,' Sarah said. 'I've just been to her place. She's disappeared.'

      Amelia stopped. Her curiosity was definitely piqued.

      'She hasn't called you back?'

      'She's not answering my calls and hasn't called me back since Friday night. That's highly unusual for her. So, I went there. The van is still parked by the house. I knocked, and I rang the bell. I had a look through the window…' Sarah said, her face taking on a reddish hue. 'That's not illegal, right? The flat looks disturbed, with things thrown around, but there is no sign of Julie.'

      'Did you contact her employer?'

      'Of course, since I've still got some of their things. I wanted to return them. The owner says she's not had any contact with Julie since Friday night either. She thought Julie just needed some time after the awful incident so she left her a message to say Julie can ring her at any time, and she left it like that. Mrs. Robinson didn't want to spoil her employee's weekend. She was going to check on her on Monday. But now… I'm really concerned about Julie. What if she saw something that's important to the murder and now she's gone?'

      'I think you definitely need to call the police,' Amelia said.

      'Right, I'll do it now.'
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      Ryan climbed out of the car while Amelia approached.

      'Hey, Amelia,' he called. His voice sounded softer than usual. He also looked a little different than usual: younger and more relaxed, wearing a pair of jeans and a dark grey winter jacket with a bright yellow scarf and a matching beanie hat on his head. His cheeks were pink.

      'Wrapped up warm?' he asked, walking around the car to open the passenger door for her. 'It's quite chilly on the beach. See, I've park precisely where you requested,' he added.

      'Thank you, appreciated,' she replied, not looking at him. Her face burnt. She suddenly felt an urgent need to already be at the beach with the cold breeze blowing right into her eyes.

      She sat in the passenger's seat, fumbling with the seatbelt. He was watching her—and she knew it without checking.

      Blooming self-consciousness…

      'You seem very keen to get going,' Ryan said, a note of amusement in his voice.

      'Because I am,' Amelia replied. That was one hundred per cent truth. She hated chitchat. But she hated the awkwardness of the atmosphere in the car even more. According to the tips she found on the Internet, she should she say something about the weather.

      She took a deep breath and glanced at the sky outside. Gee, she had checked the weather forecast on her mobile before getting dressed. There were words by meteorologists, some description–great stuff to use in as a conversation starter. And she'd read them. Why couldn't she now remember a single word?

      Ryan turned the engine on. The car hummed.

      'It's…' she croaked. 'Grey. But it's not raining.'

      Ryan chuckled.

      'Are you stressed?' he asked, reversing the vehicle.

      'How did you know?'

      He looked at her and smiled. A dimple appeared in his cheek.

      'I'm a cop, remember? I may not be quite a detective yet, but I hope to be one at some stage. You never talk about the weather.'

      'Yes, I'm stressed.'

      'I am too. But guess what, we're going to the best place to let the hair down and just relax.'

      'I'll be keeping my hat on. It'll keep my hair under control,' Amelia said. She supressed the urge to check if she'd got the expression correct.

      Ryan drove the car out onto the main road.

      'So,' he said drawing out the word. 'Tell me more about yourself.'

      Amelia gulped. That was one of the worst types of question she could imagine being asked. It was far too broad. The only way it could be topped was if he'd asked, "How are things"? Fortunately, she'd managed to read enough about interactions on first dates that she was prepared.

      Ekh. Sort of.

      'You obviously know my name, and my address, since I gave it to you on the day I first arrival at Leah by the Sea, when I found the first body. I gather you're interested in knowing more about things such as my hobbies, correct?'

      Ryan laughed.

      'Yes, sorry, Amelia. I forgot you prefer more specific questions.'

      'I do. Your consideration is noted and appreciated.'

      'I appreciate your appreciation,' he murmured. 'No sarcasm intended,' he rushed to add.

      Amelia relaxed her shoulders. That was one of the things she liked about Ryan–his being able to adapt his communication style to her limitations.

      'Hobbies,' Amelia said, glancing through the window and trying not to count the trees they were passing by. Yeah, it was a stressful situation, but she needed to focus on the conversation. She wanted this to be enjoyable for both of them. Fortunately, she was prepared for the question about hobbies. 'I find the whole idea of hobbies difficult, because it involves the notion of doing something during one's leisure time. And leisure time is defined as time when one is not working or occupied–free time. If I'm not occupied, I'm asleep, although I'd argue that sleep is also a form of activity, just of a different type. But I gather that, as with most people, by leisure activity you may mean things I do when I'm not working.'

      'That's a pretty good guess.'

      'When I'm not working, I like to learn new things, so I read a lot.'

      'What do you read?'

      'Mostly non-fiction books, scientific articles and informative sites, such as Wikipedia, even though it's not always correct.'

      'Someone on the Internet is wrong, tell me about it,' Ryan said. Amelia pressed her lips together. She knew this expression meant the opposite. 'I used to get quite worked up about it, particularly if it was about the police work or…' His voice took on a hesitant note. 'Manga or anime.'

      Amelia pricked up her ears. Did she hear what she heard?

      'Did you just say manga and anime?' she checked.

      'That's right. Why?'

      'I'm…' She had to stop to consider what to say. 'I was very into it when I was younger. In fact, I was very into Japanese culture, and crazy about origami and Japanese gardens. That was after a holiday trip to Japan. I didn't want to go at first, but then, we stayed in this house and it was so perfectly minimalistic and so neatly organised. And there was a garden behind it. It was like living in a movie. I spent hours in the garden, just admiring the symmetry, the perfect balance. When we returned home, I bullied my poor mother into setting up a Japanese garden, but we were living in Hong Kong at the time, so there was no chance of ever getting a house with a garden.'

      Ryan drove into the car park by the beach.

      'What about bonsai? I've had a bonsai indoor garden, a couple of trees, but beautiful. Just a pleasant thing to look at,' he said.

      'I love bonsai trees too, just never had enough time for them. I've not seen any bonsai trees at Seashores. Where is your miniature garden?'

      Ryan pulled the car to the stop.

      'Oh, I should have said–my ex had a bonsai tree garden,' he said, turning the engine off. 'But I'd like to get one for myself when I'm in my own place.'

      'Are you getting your own home?'

      'I'm looking for one.'

      Finally…

      A little spark of warmth tingled in her chest.

      'I'd like to come along and help you look for it.' She opened the door.

      'Really?' he asked a way that made her glance at him. Eyebrows raised, a half-smile… Incredulity?

      'Yes, why not?' she replied. 'I like looking at bonsai trees. They're so tidy. So perfectly formed. Every little leaf or needle has it place, in prefect balance with all other needles or leaves and branches and the rest of the environment. It's a cosmos in miniature.' She finished talking, a little short of breath.

      Ryan burst out laughing.

      'Ah, you meant come along and help me buy a bonsai tree. I thought you meant help with finding a flat.'

      A hot wave spilled over her face. Her ears burned.

      'I definitely meant the tree,' she croaked. 'I hate looking for places to live. Don't find it interesting at all. But miniature trees, on the contrary…'

      'Bummer! I hate looking for places to live, too. Was hoping for someone to share the hate with,' he said and opened his door.

      Fresh breeze hit her Amelia's cheeks. It smelled of wet sand, salt, and seaweed. A seagull squawked somewhere above their heads.

      'Let's go. I'd love to hear more about your trip to Japan,' Ryan said and stepped outside. Amelia did the same. The clouds covering the sky shifted a little and sun burst out from behind, right into her eyes.

      'Which one?' she asked, narrowing her eyes.

      'There was more than one?'

      'Yes. We went to the same place once more and did some more touristy things as well.'

      He gave her a long look. The corners of his mouth bent upwards, and a net of tiny wrinkles appeared around his eyes.

      'I want to hear about both trips. Starting with the first one. When, where, how long, and what did you see are my questions,' he said. 'And let's go down to the water.'

      'Very clear,' Amelia replied, stepping onto the sandy path snaking among the patches of grass and boulders down to the sea. 'The first trip was when I was twelve and a half, and we went-' she stopped. 'Your phone is ringing.'

      'Is it?' he replied, looking at the sea in front of them.

      She listened out. Yes, the muffled sounds of a phone ringer cut through the humming of the sea and wind.

      'Yes. Still ringing,' she said.

      He shrugged.

      'I'd rather listen to your story,' he said, shifting to look at her. A strange light shone in his eyes.

      Amelia bit her lip. The ringing kept going. That was probably about five signals now. It should stop.

      It stopped.

      'Okay,' she picked up. 'So, we went to this small town, and stayed at the house of a colleague of my father. The town…' she paused. The phone started ringing again. 'Your phone again,' she said. 'Do you think it's urgent?'

      'It's probably my mother, trying to spy on us,' he said and gave a sharp laugh.

      'What if it's work?'

      'I'm off duty today. Derek is taking all the calls. He's a smart guy.'

      Amelia shifted her weight from one foot to the other. The phone kept ringing. Seven signals by now.

      'If he's smart and he's calling you it means it's an important call, don't you think?'

      Ryan looked away.

      'I was really hoping for a nice walk with you. Not more work.'

      'I was also looking forward to the walk, but this person sounds really desperate to get hold of you. That is the ninth signal. Answer it.'

      Ryan huffed but shoved his hand into his jacket pocket.

      'It is Derek,' he said, his voice suddenly losing its warmth. 'Hi, Derek, what's up?'

      As he listened, his face turned tense.

      'Are you sure?' he asked, and then listened some more. 'Okay, I'll be with you… shortly.'

      He disconnected and slipped the phone back into the pocket. A deep line appeared on his forehead, and he pursed his lips.

      'I'm so sorry, Amelia, I'll have to cut our walk short, but I promise I'll compensate for that as soon as-'

      'The case is solved,' Amelia finished his sentence for him. 'I'm obviously not happy, but I do understand that something really important happened.'

      'I suppose so,' he said hesitantly.

      She really wanted to know. Oh, was it something to do with that strange woman?

      'Was that anything to do with Julie Berry? She's disappeared, right?'

      'Yes. How on earth…? You always seem to be a half a step ahead of us.'

      'Not always. But sometimes.' She told him about the exchange with Sarah Williams.

      'Yeah. She rang Derek, who happened to be in Whitby, so he went around to check on the woman. She is really gone. Her flat looks like she left in a hurry or was made to leave in a hurry. There are traces of blood as well.'
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      'Traces of blood?' Amelia asked. 'Derek got into the flat?'

      'Yeah, welfare check,' Ryan replied, his brow furrowing.

      Amelia's heart flipped into the fifth gear.

      'Someone killed her?'

      'Or kidnapped. We need to check everything properly.'

      'But Ann Rogers is in the cells, isn't she?'

      'She is. Why are you asking?'

      Amelia stared at him.

      'Don't you think it's related? That Julie Berry was killed or kidnapped because she saw something related to the murder?' she asked.

      Ryan's jaw tensed.

      'I see the local grapevine has already developed a hypothesis.'

      'No, it's just me and Sarah. But actually…' she took a deep breath. 'Actually, it doesn't make much sense. If Ann Rogers killed her uncle…' she paused again and shook her head. 'No, that doesn't make sense either. If Ann is, indeed, the killer, then Julie Berry's disappearance has nothing to do with the murder. But why would Julie Berry disappear? According to what Sarah and Mrs. Williams told us, she seemed very keen to start her life and new career here, in this area. She invested her own time and energy into the future. Running away doesn't seem like an option, nor does suicide. She doesn't know anyone here. Of course, it could be that her previous life in whatever part of the country she came from… With her high-pitched voice, it was hard to tell her accent. Maybe that's what's happened. Of course, you don't start your life afresh in another part of the country unless you have a good reason to.'

      Ryan's eyebrows shot up.

      'You seem to have a lot of knowledge about the missing woman.'

      'Just what I've heard on the local grapevine,' Amelia said, adding what she hoped was a cheeky smile.

      But Ryan's brow furrowed again.

      'Hmm… Might have made a mistake,' he mumbled, looking down.

      'Not getting more engaged with the local grapevine?' she asked, hopeful.

      'What?' he glanced at her. 'Ah, that too. So, what's the grapevine's verdict regarding the current main suspect?'

      'Arrested suspect,' Amelia corrected. 'Your mother says you arrested the wrong person, but she offers no reasoning. Trudy hopes it's not Ann, but together with Martha, they seem to agree Ann Rogers could have done it. Murdered Bill, I mean.'

      'What do you think?'

      'I don't know her. I can see the reasoning and it all makes sense, but…' Amelia paused to return to her memories of the evening. 'I don't recall seeing her at the party, but your mother is certain no one changed their clothes, and no one had clothes splattered with blood. Wouldn't the murderer be splattered with blood?'

      'That's what I've heard from Anne-Marie and Derek,' Ryan said, looking down again. 'When the ice pick nicked the small artery, a lot of blood was spilled. You would have thought that some of it would have ended up on the killer's clothes and hands. It means the killer was a professional or got washed and changed in the staff bathroom, unseen. Having said that, we checked all the bathrooms and there was no sign of blood or anything else suspicious. And although I dread to admit it, my mother is likely to be correct regarding the clothes.'

      'Maybe the killer was lucky as they didn't get any blood on their clothing?'

      'Maybe,' Ryan said quietly. 'Anyway, there are still elements that don't fit.'

      'Are those the mistakes you've mentioned earlier?'

      'Yes. There are a couple of questions that should have been asked at the time, but they weren't.'

      'Why don't you ask them now?'

      Ryan exhaled loudly and shoved his hands into the pockets of his jeans.

      'Because the person that I'd like to interview is no longer available.'

      'The victim?'

      'No. Julie Berry.'

      'I see… So do you think that her disappearance is linked with the murder?'

      'I'm not sure. The obvious conclusion is that it is, of course. But, as you just said, it could have been her former life catching up with her.'

      Amelia thought for a moment, to check her reasoning.

      'Actually, we don't know exactly when Julie Berry disappeared. Although, she's been presumed missing since Saturday morning. So, if Ann Rogers was involved in Julie's disappearance, it must have happened sometime between Friday night and yesterday afternoon when Ann was arrested. This is possible. And of course, it's possible that Ann did something to Julie before she realised that the police would suspect her based on other evidence, not just what could have possibly been provided by Julie.' She paused. 'Am I being clear enough?'

      He nodded.

      'Go on,' he added.

      'However, Julie's disappearance suggests that maybe there was someone else involved.'

      'Her husband has an alibi for the entire party. He talked with two other men who were invited–Harry Morgan and Mr. Adams. His son, Josh, joined them on and off as well.'

      'Maybe someone else. It may be someone who just came, murdered Bill, washed their hands and left.'

      'Maybe, but did you see anyone leaving the party?'

      'No, no one left while I was sitting in the car.'

      'How long where you there for?'

      'About… ten minutes or so. I didn't see anyone coming out of the building.'

      Ryan cocked his head.

      'You must have seen Julie Berry coming out to get the cake.'

      Amelia thought back to the evening.

      'No. I saw her emerging from the van with the cake, but not coming out of the pub.'

      'If you were there ten minutes, surely, you must have seen her.'

      'Negative. I saw Martha walking into the pub. And then no one coming out or walking in, but to be fair, I wasn't really looking at the main door.'

      Ryan looked away for a moment.

      'Okay. So, you didn't see Julie coming out of the building,' he said eventually.

      'She could have left through the back door,' Amelia suggested.

      'And you wouldn't see her?'

      'No, the van was in the way. It was parked by the graveyard's wall, at the side of the pub. I guess for quicker access to the side entrance. Which door did Julie Berry use to get to the van to collect the cake?'

      'We don't know. That's one of the questions I'd like to ask her.'

      'But you can't because she's missing.'

      'Precisely.'

      His phone pinged. He pulled it out of his pocket.

      'Sorry, It's from Derek again. The guys with the forensic kit are on site. I'd better go, too,' he said. 'Once again, I'm terribly sorry that this date that hasn't panned out. I'll drop you back to Martha's place.'

      On her insistence, he dropped her off at the “no parking” sign, and Amelia walked back to the bookshop. When she was by the café, she noticed a familiar figure on a tricycle.

      'Trudy!' Amelia called and waved.

      'There's no one in the house,' Trudy said as soon as she reached Amelia. 'I should have rung, but I hate phones so much. And I needed some fresh air, so I got onto my bike.'

      Amelia waited for more information to decide what to say.

      'She's not here. Martha, that is.'

      'That's what I understood,' Amelia replied, still confused. 'I do have the spare key, so I can get in.'

      'Good, good. But don't you know where Martha is?'

      'No. My guess is that she's at Seashores. But maybe call her, or Mrs. Webb first.'

      Trudy shrugged.

      'Unnecessary. I'll just go for a ride to Seashores. I need the fresh air, anyway.' She pushed on the pedals.

      'Trudy,' Amelia called. 'But why do you want to talk to Martha? Is it something about the contest or about the… the case.'

      Trudy stopped her trike again.

      'I don't really want to talk to anyone, but I'm upset and can't stand sitting in the house, so I'm looking for distractions. I've just had that stupid solicitor on the phone again,' she carried on. 'As if I knew anything about my ex-husband's affairs. He's asking if I know of a certain person. Someone called Ruth Robinson, or something. I've no idea.' She wheezed in a breath. Her face grew darker, her lips trembled. 'Apparently, she claims to be Bill's child. I'm done with my ex. There was a time I regretted the divorce. There was a time I remembered mostly good things about my marriage. I started even thinking it was a good time in my life, but now, it's definitely over. How much more humiliation, how much more of washing dirty linen in public do I still need to go through just because of that man?'

      Amelia's throat squeezed.

      'I'm not good at reading people, but you seem upset to me,' Amelia said. 'I think you should come in and maybe, I don't know… have a cup of tea? I've heard that tea is good if you're upset.'

      Trudy rubbed her eyes with the tips of her fingers.

      'That's fine, Amelia. I'll just ride it off. I'll do a trip around the old church and then head for Seashores. I'm sure your godmother and Liz will find something to keep me busy.'

      She grabbed the handlebar and rode away.

      Amelia watched the trike disappear around the corner and headed for Martha's house. She fished her mobile out of her handbag. She needed to let the friends know about Trudy's state of mind.

      'Amelia, good to hear you, but then, not so,' Martha greeted her. 'Am I allowed to ask why you're calling me when you should be walking on the beach with a fine young man?'

      'There have been some developments,' Amelia said, and filled Martha in on the disappearance of Julie Berry and the news she'd heard from Trudy. 'Trudy should be there shortly. Can you find something to distract her? She's very upset.'

      'Oh dear,' Martha groaned. 'We're in the middle of talking about the murder. Liz has found the leaflet, you see. That's why she called me and the reason I'm here.'

      'What leaflet?'

      'We've managed to track back how it all started, the whole surprise birthday party idea. Back in the summer, Liz found a leaflet in her letterbox, one of those marketing things, for Surprise! company. The one announcing that they were coming to town and offering such a good deal.'

      'So, was it Mrs. Webb who instigated the party?' Amelia asked.

      'Partially. Liz thinks, she can't remember all that clearly, but she thinks she must have got talking with Ann Rogers, who must have got the leaflet as well. The Williamses had talked with a representative from the company back in August, around the time of the festival. Then, the leaflets appeared once more, in October. And they got talking about the surprise party for Trudy.'

      'Sounds like a longer process and doesn't seem to be particularly planned,' Amelia suggested.

      'Precisely. That's when she decided that it must have been a sign to arrange the birthday party for Trudy.'

      'But who invited the victim?'

      'We still think it was Ann. She admits that, too. She spoke to the rep from Surprise! about invitations and the guests list. It turned out that the list of guests, the initial list of guests, was quite short. And Ann felt sad for Trudy, so she went with the suggestions of the rep to expand the list a little and invite people from the birthday girl's past.'

      'And so, Ann did,' Amelia said. 'To the guest's own detriment.'

      'Unfortunately,' Martha said. 'So, now we learn that the young woman is missing, presumed dead?'

      'Missing, but nobody's actually saying she's dead,' Amelia corrected. She wasn't sure how much she should disclose. She should have asked Ryan. Second guessing people's intentions was never her forte.

      'But she's disappeared off the face of the earth,' Martha said. 'Her phone is off, the flat is empty, nobody has seen her or heard from her since Friday evening. And didn't you say the police found blood in her flat?'

      'I didn't see the flat.'

      'And the Williamses still have all the company's stuff.'

      'They need to return it to Surprise!' Amelia said. 'The company's phone number should be on the leaflet. Or is it Julie Berry's number?'

      'Hold on,' Martha said. Amelia heard some rustling. 'No, there is just the company's name, then Julie's name and her mobile.'

      'I'm sure you can find the names of the owners and the contact details on the company's website. You just need to put the company's name into the browser…'

      'But we'll have to get the laptop started. I can’t search the Internet on the phone. The keys are too small.'

      'They're not,' Amelia protested. She put the phone on the loudspeaker and called up the browser. 'Just key in the name, and the city where they're based. I think Sarah said Scarborough, right?'

      'Right.' It was Mrs. Webb's voice coming from a little farther afield, but still clear and understandable. Amelia tapped on the keyboard. 'The browser comes up with the link, you click on the link… And here I am, looking at the company's website. Then there is a “Contact us” button. The owner's names are Mike and Ruth Robinson. The company's phone number is-' Amelia paused and gulped. She stared at the website.

      'Are you there, Amelia, dear?' Martha's voice took on a caring note.

      'Yes, I am. Ruth Robinson. That's the name Trudy mentioned. Apparently, some Ruth Robinson is Wilhelm Brown's illegitimate daughter!'
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      Amelia could hear the breathing of both friends on the other end of the line. Was it a cue to end the call?

      'Hallo?' she said. 'May I now disconnect?'

      'Well… we're in shock,' Martha said eventually. 'We don't really know if the owner of the company is Bill's daughter, do we?'

      'I'm not saying she's actually his daughter. I'm saying hers was the name the solicitor used. Check with Trudy,' Amelia explained. 'There might be quite a few Ruth Robinsons in the area.'

      'Or in the whole country. Or even abroad. I'd imagine that Bill and his second wife will have travelled extensively,' Mrs. Webb joined in. 'We have to get more information,' she added, determination clear in her voice.

      'Just don't do anything irresponsible,' Amelia said. A few tiny drops landed on her face. She looked up. Oops, the sky had turned grey during her call. 'I'd better go,' she said hurriedly. 'It's starting to rain.'

      Before any of the friends could say anything, she disconnected the call and rushed into the house.

      Once in the kitchen, she prepared herself a cup of hot chocolate. As soon as she sat at the table, the steaming mug in her hand, the cat jumped on the chair beside.

      'Meow.'

      'Are you hungry, Luna?'

      'Meow.'

      Amelia stood up to glance at the bowl in the corner by the window. It had been licked clean.

      'Hang on a second, I'll get you some food.' She put her mug down and crossed to the cupboard.

      The main door opened at the very moment Amelia finished filling the cat's bowl. With Luna happily chomping away, Amelia returned to her seat.

      'You'll never guess what's happened,' Martha said, striding into the kitchen. 'We need a cup of tea,' she ordered, heading for the kettle.

      'Trudy says that the woman, Ruth Robinson, called the solicitor to tell him she was Bill's daughter,' Mrs. Webb added, emerging from behind Martha's back. 'What cheek!'

      'Why are you telling me to guess, and then explaining what happened anyway?' Amelia grumbled. 'That's illogical.'

      'Amy, petal, didn't you want to know what happened?' Mrs. Webb asked, heading for the cup shelf.

      'I don't know. It would have depended on what you wanted to say, but now that's irrelevant, since you've told me anyway.'

      'They're not very logical, those two, are they?' Trudy joined in, stepping into the kitchen alongside her friends.

      'No, they aren't,' Amelia replied. 'Didn't the police issue an appeal to people who might have known anything about the victim? That means they wanted to know, which is probably the reason the woman called.'

      Mrs. Webb stopped, holding a cup in her hand like a shield.

      'Whohoho, that we don't know yet. What we do know is that the woman called the solicitor to ask him if she would inherit any money.'

      'What we also know,' Trudy cut in, her voice vibrating with frustration, 'is what the solicitor told me, which is that a woman called him, claiming to be Bill's illegitimate daughter. The rest is up to the police to discover.'

      'Pfff! Ladies, calm down,' Martha called. 'Peace and tea to all. What we've got here is insufficient information. The police are keeping us in the dark.'

      'That's not my fault,' Mrs. Webb protested.

      The kettle started to hum, which added to the overall level of noise in the kitchen. Amelia's chest suddenly felt heavy. She gasped for breath, and her head pounded.

      'I need to go for a walk,' she said, and marched out to the hallway.

      'Amelia, it's raining, honey,' Martha yelled.

      Amelia grabbed her jacket and in three long steps was outside.

      The door shut behind her. She let the rustling of the wind and pitter-patter of the rain soak into her head and down into her chest. Her teeth started to chatter. She put the jacket on and buttoned it up. The rain wasn't all that heavy, no need to put up the hood.

      She shoved her hands into the pockets of her jacket and marched along the street. On a Sunday afternoon at the end of November, Old Church street was quiet and empty. Only the windows of Martha's bookshop were lit and full of colours: old Christmas cards and photos of the town in one window, and holiday-themed books with a big poster about the baking contest in the other. The door was locked, though, and had the "Closed" sign on it. Yes, the town could do with more activities, for old and young. For everyone.

      She passed the café, with its shutters down, and the empty terrace, heading for the intersection. She didn't really have an idea what to do with herself, where to go. The nausea subsided. Her chest was getting less and less tight with every step, which was a relief. Now, all she wanted was for her head to stop pounding. Over the years she had learnt to manage her difficulties, which her doctor had called Asperger's Spectrum Disorder. Some people used the term Aspie for short, but she didn't like the term. It was as if someone tried to make it sound lighter, cuter. Her difficulties were anything but light and cute. It meant not getting so-called social cues, taking people too literally, and reacting with strong body responses to sensory overload. Such sensory overload included too many people taking too loud and at the same time, humming household devices, and people arguing.

      At the junction, she turned left and kept walking, past the bus stop and the corner shop. For the lack of trees, she counted the lampposts. The alternative was to think about the murder, Julie Berry, and whether the two were or were not connected. Ah, and of course, Ruth Robinson. It didn't make sense, and with her head still not fully operational, she wouldn't be able to come up with any answers.

      A car horn beeped behind her. Amelia shrugged. She was walking on the pavement safely. The horn could not be directed at her.

      The horn beeped again. She pulled her shoulders in. Nope, she wasn't responding.

      'Amelia,' a familiar voice called.  Her heart made a flip.

      'Ryan?' she said, turning to check.

      Yes, it was Ryan-waving at her through the open window on the passenger's side of his car.

      'Where are you going? It's raining.' The car pulled up and stopped just a yard from her.

      'Nowhere. Yes, it's raining, but it's quite pleasant,' she replied.

      He opened his eyes wide and then chuckled.

      'Ah, you're walking to cool off again?' he said. 'What is it this time? Not my mother?'

      'I've just had too much. Yes, I do need to cool off.'

      'Can I offer you a lift to somewhere on the way to nowhere?'

      She stared at him. Was he being serious or was it some sort of humorous, metaphoric reply? The crooked smile on his face and the dimple in his cheek suggested the latter.

      Ah, and it was quite a smart humorous remark. Amelia smiled in appreciation.

      Well, she hoped her smile conveyed her appreciation.

      'The whole point of cooling down is to be exposed to fresh air and rain,' she replied. It would have been so much better if she could come up with a witty reply.

      'Judging by your face and hair you've been sufficiently exposed.'

      'You don't know that. The cooldown meter is inside my head.'

      'You're right, it is. I'd love to see inside your head one day.'

      'It looks exactly the same as inside your head but is about…' she paused to try and estimate the difference in the size of brain between her and Ryan, considering their respective sexes, sizes, and age. No, age, in their cases, was probably irrelevant.

      'I mean,' he said, undoing the seatbelt, leaning across the passenger's seat, and opening the door. 'Jump in, come with me. I promise not to create any rumpus. I can even keep my mouth shut the whole time.'

      'That's not really necessary,' Amelia said. In any other circumstance she would have just declined. She needed some peace and quiet, but peace and quiet with Ryan sounded somehow much more attractive. 'Where are you going?'

      'To Whitby. But I can drop you back to Martha's place.'

      'No, they're still arguing.'

      'Then you're welcome to travel with me for as long as you like. Even to Whitby and back, but you'll have to wait in the car. I've got something to do, but it shouldn't take long.'

      A drive to Whitby, with trees along the road to count, and Ryan as company?

      It seemed a much better option than continuing her walk.

      'Sounds good, thanks,' she said and climbed into the car. 'I find people arguing difficult,' she added, doing the seatbelt up.

      'So do I,' Ryan said. The car started moving again. They were under way. 'There was a period of time when my parents were fighting a lot. My dad wanted to invest all their money in a fishing company. Incidentally, that was the company owned and operated by Wilhelm Brown's family. But my mum was against it. She wanted to build an extension and start running a guest house to cater for the increased number of tourists in town. So, they argued, and I started to leave the house for walks. The walks became longer and longer. I would tell them that I was going to a friend, but I'd take a very long time to get there. Sometimes, I wouldn't even get there. My mum found out one day and was very, very angry with me. She said she was worried about my safety, and that I'd abused her trust. All big key words to me at the time,' he added.

      'How old were you?'

      'Six or seven.'

      'Too young to go out by yourself.'

      'Eh,' he pouted. 'In Leah, most kids were running around without much of an adult supervision. How about you?'

      'I spent most of my youth in Hong Kong. That's not really a place where you'd go and walk about by yourself as a child.'

      'What was it like growing up over there?'

      She thought about it.

      'Crowded. Noisy. With smog. My dad worked a lot, so did my mum. They both moved to Hong Kong for career opportunities.'

      'And you? What were you doing while your parents were working long hours?'

      'I don't remember much from our early years. We had an au pair. She took care of me and Emma.'

      He put the indicator on and turn into the road heading towards Whitby.

      'When did you return to the UK?'

      'Ten years ago. My mother wanted both of us go to university here. So, we moved to Kent, near my father's family. My sister came a little later, she had to finish her high school.'

      'How do you find the life here?'

      'Difficult. I'm not good with change.'

      'It must have been a huge change. The weather, for starters…' he said and glanced at her.

      There was the same half-smile with dimple on his face, so Amelia assumed the comment was intended humorously. She suppressed her urge to explain the similarities and differences between the weather and climate between Hong Kong and Kent.

      'As you can see, I've gotten used to it,' she replied.

      'Well done. And you seem to be doing well in adapting to our crazy little town.'

      'Trying my best,' she replied and shifted in her seat. Of course, this would have been a conversation they had had, if their morning walk hadn't been interrupted by his work.

      Ah, yes! Work. It could get in a way any moment.

      'So, what do you have to do in Whitby?' she asked.

      'I need to drop a couple of documents off to their police station, and I hope to speak with the owner of Surprise! She's coming to help us go through stuff that Julie Berry left behind.'

      Ruth Robinson! Did he know?

      'Do you know that someone called Ruth Robinson-'

      'Yes, I do. Trudy rang me,' he replied. 'And then so did my mother. Apparently, poor Mrs. Robinson is the main suspect right now.'

      'On your suspect list?'

      'No, my mother's, of course.' A note of amusement coloured his voice.

      'So, you don't think it's related to the murder?'

      'I don't think anything of the sort without checking my facts first.'

      'Very wise. So, what are the facts?'

      He gave a short chuckle.

      'Are you trying to wheedle some information out of me?'

      Amelia glanced at him. His eyes were focused on the road, his face straight. Very hard to read. She chose the safest option.

      'I am. For myself,' she rushed to add. 'If you tell me not to share it with anyone, I won't.'

      That should settle the issue.

      'Hm…' he sighed. 'Actually, sharing some information with your lovely rural crime club has proven to result in interesting discoveries in the past.'

      Amelia waited a little, but a clearer answer was not coming.

      'Is that a "yes" or a "no" to my "Can I share it with Martha, Trudy, and your mother?" question?' she asked.

      'Sure, share it as you feel fit.'

      'Okay, thanks,' Amelia replied. He could have just said it normally. It would have saved her so much time and effort.

      'So, what are these facts?'

      'Julie Berry is still missing. Her phone is currently turned off, but it was turned back on for about fifteen minutes in the early hours of Saturday morning.'

      'Strange time to turn your phone on,' Amelia commented.

      'Unless you want to contact someone urgently. Like calling for help.'

      'Did she call for help?'

      'No. No calls were made,' he replied. 'We're looking for her in the local area and trying to establish any links.'

      'She's not local, apparently.'

      'No. And she's someone who has hidden her past really well. The owner of the company, Mrs. Robinson, has told us Julie didn't know anyone here. They have met a few times, and Julia has struck her as eager to get her life back on track, get a job. She didn't talk much about herself, just mentioned an unhappy relationship which she escaped by moving north.'

      'So maybe the ex has got her?'

      'Could be.'

      They drove in silence for a while. The sky darkened and the rain became heavier. Amelia watched the wipers going left and right, with a subtle swish.

      'And Ruth Robinson?' Amelia asked eventually. 'Is she really the victim's daughter?'

      'She says so. Apparently, it was a total surprise. She had seen the name in the papers and heard in the media calls for information and made a connection.'

      'Made a connection?'

      'She was brought up by her mother, who remarried when Mrs. Robinson was little. The mother's husband adopted her as a child, and she took his name. Her parents told her about her real father, she had the birth certificate somewhere, but never really bothered looking for him. She says she learnt from her mother that it was pointless searching for him.'

      'But obviously, when you hear that your biological father is dead, and he was a very rich man and there is a fortune up for grabs…'

      Ryan glanced at her over the shoulder.

      'Jumping to conclusions, aren't you?'

      'Seems a pretty easy conclusion to make.'

      He took a while to respond.

      'Actually, that's exactly what I'm thinking. But there is nothing wrong with the actual stepping forward. Wouldn't you do that if you'd learnt you may be eligible?'

      Amelia chew on her lower lip.

      'I don't know. Is the hassle worth the money?'

      'Depends how much you need the money, I guess.'

      'Does Mrs. Robinson need the money?'

      'I wouldn't have a clue.'

      Amelia chewed on her lip a little more.

      'I think the Williamses would have a clue. From what Sarah said, Surprise! was in financial difficulties not long ago. They were considering closing down at some point.'

      'Yeah, someone is checking the company's finances, although I cannot see the connection. There's really nothing illegal with being in financial-'

      A sudden thought crossed Amelia's mind.

      'What if Mrs. Robinson really killed Wilhelm Brown, her father, to inherit his money?'

      'But first she sweet-talked Ann Rogers into invalidating the victim's will, so that she could benefit from it?' Ryan fired back.

      'Which “she” do you mean?' Amelia asked. 'Oh, they both would… they both benefit from it. What if they collaborated on the plot?'

      'Hm… Mrs. Robinson happens to have a good alibi for Friday night. And the whole collaboration idea sounds crazy, but… interesting. Go on,' he added.

      'Oh… I don't have anything more, but then, I can fit Julie Berry into the whole picture.'

      'How so?'

      'What if Ruth Robinson came to the pub to kill her biological father? Ann was an accomplice, so she let her in and out, covered for her. Did whatever else needed to hide her presence. Then Ruth left the pub. And Julie saw her and recognised her. And then confronted her employer. And this is how she ended up missing.'

      Ryan slowed down. They were driving into the town.

      'Crazy. We have no reason to suspect Ruth Robinson of any involvement with the murder. She might have had something to do with the disappearance of her employee, although she seemed genuinely upset. She tried to contact Julie several times on Saturday. She was curious to know how the party went.'

      'And there is a record of the calls she made?'

      'Not checked yet, but easily done.'

      Amelia crossed her arms over her chest. She felt deflated. She thought she had a good hypothesis, but there wasn't enough evidence to support it. And it looked a bit too far-fetched.

      The car came to a stop-red light.

      'Hey, are you okay?' Ryan asked, his voice suddenly taking on a warmer tone.

      'Yeah. Just thinking about my crazy idea,' she replied.

      'So am I. I'm going to try and drop a few questions into my conversation with Mrs. Robinson.'

      'To check her alibi?'

      'Yeah, and maybe something else. Just in case. Because we've got a suspect in the cell.'

      'But Ann says she didn't kill her uncle.'

      'And that's why I'm going to explore all the other avenues. Thank you for your suggestions.'

      'You're welcome.'

      'Amelia…' Ryan said softly.

      Amelia tensed. Her heart kicked into a gallop.

      'Aha?' she croaked.

      'Thank you for the chat and… the time we've spent together. I've really enjoyed it. I wish we could have chatted on the beach this morning…'

      'Aha…' She was stuck. Something was stuck in her throat. What was she supposed to say now? 'Hm…' This was always a good option. And then the truth. 'I've enjoyed it, too. Thanks.'

      She glanced at the light. Still red. She closed her eyes.

      His hand touched hers. The warmth from his skin spread over hers. She thought of pulling her hand away, but… realised she didn't want to. She let the sensation seep into her flesh.

      The connection was disrupted. The car moved again.

      Without opening her eyes, Amelia knew-the light had turned green.
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      For the rest of the journey to the police station, Amelia fought the lump growing at the back of her throat. Her heart was still pounding well above its natural speed limit, and she wasn't sure if she should say something or not. And if she should, what was it Because she didn't want to say anything. She'd rather continue sitting in silence, for it was a comfortable silence.

      Ryan drove into the last remaining slot in the off-street parking.

      'I probably should park in the staff car park, but it's often too busy. Don't want to risk losing this slot,' he said. 'Are you okay?'

      She nodded.

      'I won't be long.' He reached to the backseat and picked up a folder. 'Fifteen minutes maximum. Unless Mrs. Robinson is in a mood to talk to me. But my colleagues would have already got what they can from her.'

      'No problem,' Amelia replied, relieved to hear her voice coming out normal. Her vital organs seemed to have settled back to normal, too.

      She watched his tall, broad-shouldered figure walk up to the main entrance to the police building. She really liked him. It didn't happen very often for her to like people, particularly people she hardly knew. When she was younger, she struggled to make friends, and whatever fragile relationships she had been able to develop were gone when she moved to England. Amelia was simply too busy and too overwhelmed with the challenges of her new life to have energy to keep up with the people from her previous life. And once she was settled enough, she discovered that those who she thought of as friends had no more time for her, busy with their lives and their new friends. At university, it was the same, just played out over a shorter period of time: first too much change to manage to have time for anything else but study and change, then-too late.

      Was it finally now that she had the headspace and energy and stability to develop friendships? It definitely had felt like this at her job, at least until the incident with the client and the party where Jordan…

      Never mind Jordan.

      But it was also the case now, in Leah by the Sea.

      Ryan disappeared inside the building. A strange, gentle sucking appeared in the pit of Amelia's stomach. Was she hungry? Or was its appearance related to Ryan's absence?

      Was this what people meant by the expression, "absence makes the heart grow fonder"?

      No, could not be. It was definitely her stomach, not her heart. Unless, of course, one assumed that the sensation was translocated from her heart to her stomach. Or radiated. Or…

      Oh, feelings were so complicated. And this was certainly to do with feelings. Nothing else made her so confused.

      Maybe except relationships. But relationships and feelings went together.

      She found the biggest drop of water on the windshield and watched it wind its way down the glass, coalescing with other droplets along the way. It helped restore some order in her mixed-up head.

      Ryan was a good person. She felt comfortable around him, but was this enough to pursue a further relationship with him? Martha thought they had enough in common to enjoy one's company.

      She'd have a good test once they finally got to spend more time together, uninterrupted by anyone or anything. Probably after the puzzling case was solved.

      But maybe there were two cases–the murder and the disappearance of Julie Berry. And if these were unrelated, then the murder had been already solved–with Ann being arrested, even though she still denied killing her uncle. Now, Ryan had to find the missing woman. Or maybe that wasn't even his job.

      Amelia watched the water dance on the windshield. A couple of cars drove up the road, driving around, likely looking for a space to park. A busy Sunday afternoon on a busy one-way street. Ryan was probably right to snatch the last remaining spot.

      And here he was, walking behind a medium-height woman wearing a long brown winter coat. Her wispy ash-blond hair was sticking in all direction, blown by the wind. Ryan seemed to be talking to her.

      Was this Ruth Robinson?

      Ryan and the woman walked towards the car where Amelia was sitting. They stopped just a step away from her but were speaking too quietly for Amelia to hear what they were saying. The woman pointed at a car parked somewhere in front of Ryan's.

      Ryan nodded, said something. The woman replied. She took her right glove off and extended her hand, no doubt saying "goodbye".

      Ryan shook the woman's hand. For a few seconds, Amelia had an excellent view of the woman's hand and her wrist.

      Just above the end of the radius bone, where it slightly sticks out of the wrist, was a small tattoo in a shape of a flower, encapsulating a birthmark. No ruby dot now, but everything else was just the same.

      Amelia's heart froze.

      She looked at the woman again: a broad, square-shape face with rosy cheeks and wrinkles, suggesting the woman might be in her late forties, early fifties. No makeup, unremarkable eyelashes, boring hair-and dress style, and maybe a familiar-looking stubby nose. Overall, no-one Amelia had met before.

      But despite the woman's looks, Amelia couldn't shake off the feeling of déjà vu: the birthmark made into the tattoo on the wrist of the missing Julie Berry.
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      Amelia waited with bated breath and her heart hammering for Ryan to get back in the car.

      'That's her. The woman from the party,' she said as soon as he shut the door.

      He looked at her, his eyes all round and full of confusion.

      'What woman? What party?' he asked.

      'The missing woman. Julie Berry,' Amelia replied lifting herself to see the woman. 'Her.' She pointed at the figure wrapped in the brown coat a few yards away from them.

      'That's Ruth Robinson. The owner of Surprise!' Ryan said shifting his gaze between Amelia and the woman who was now getting into her car.

      'No, that's Julie Berry.'

      'I've not seen Julie Berry,' Ryan said slowly. 'But this lady hardly corresponds the description I've received from a number of people.'

      'I know,' Amelia said. 'But so much can be done with makeup and wigs, clothes, and shoes on heels or… wedges.  That's what my sister and my mother often tell me. My sister loved watching a show about total makeovers. They make a person look like someone completely different. I think Julie Berry was wearing shoes on wedges. But the birthmark on her wrist, that's definitely the same. Although, it's obviously possible that two people who apparently don't really know each other have the same tattoo in the same place.'

      Ryan put on his seatbelt in silence.

      'I see what you mean,' he said after a while. 'And to make things more interesting, Ruth Robinson has just been interviewed by someone from the regional team, not by Derek or Ann-Marie, who spoke with Julie Berry.'

      'I doubt Ann-Marie or Derek would recognise her, unless one of them noticed the tattoo.'

      'Could they?'

      'No idea. Julie Berry wore white gloves.'

      His face tensed.

      'Fabric gloves, right?'

      'Yes, the type food servers sometimes do.'

      'I see…' he put his hand on the wheel and stared straight ahead.

      She studied him for a while but couldn't guess what he was thinking.

      'So,' Amelia said, 'if my suspicion is correct and Ruth Robinson is Julie Berry, how does it change the state of things?'

      'Good question,' he said looking at her. 'What do you think?'

      'Well, firstly,' Amelia said, spreading her fingers to help herself keep track of her thoughts. 'I wonder why Ruth Robinson went to such great lengths to pretend she's someone else. Then, I'm wondering if the fact that Ruth is the victim's daughter has anything to do with the murder. Thirdly, yes, that's a word,' she added noticing his eyebrows arching up.

      'That's not what I meant. I was just thinking you could comment on Ruth being Wilhelm's daughter,' he added. 'You seem to have jumped to that conclusion.'

      Now, Amelia tensed.

      'Is that not the case?' she asked.

      'Incidentally, she says she is. She showed the birth certificate and repeated her story to the interviewer. I understand that they've checked her alibi for the night of his murder, and it sticks.'

      'Fine. What about the night when Julie Berry disappeared?'

      'Supposedly, it still sticks. It was the same night, just good eight hours later.'

      'And she was in bed, asleep?'

      'How did you know?' he said, in the tone of voice which suggested sarcasm, so Amelia ignored it.

      'And her husband confirmed that for her. What's his name?'

      'They're divorcing, so no longer living together, I'm told. I didn't check her alibi but the person in charge should have. Sorry, I've interrupted your thirdly, and I know it's a word,' he added.

      'No problem,' she picked up pointing with her right index finger to the left middle finger. 'Thirdly, what if it was a premeditated murder? One that was well planned, months in advance, with the leaflets left in the letterboxes, a fake new identity with a backstory that assumes no one would dig around and that the eventual disappearance can be blamed on the woman's past.'

      'Interesting,' he said looking at her thoughtfully. 'What about the suspect in custody then?'

      'Ann Rogers? I think it's a coincidence.'

      'Brave thinking,' he said and turned on the engine. 'Because Ann Rogers ticks all the boxes. She had the motive, the opportunity, and the means.'

      'Everybody had the means. You can buy those ice picks in any homeware shop.'

      'But not everybody has a good motive.'

      'Ruth Robinson does.'

      'Only if she'd known that her biological father was to die intestate. Which she claims she didn't know. She never planned to look for him, never wanted anything from him-'

      'Until she learnt he died leaving a lot of money for those who can prove they were his children.' Amelia stopped. She remembered one of the comments made by Trudy. 'How strange that the victim had included all his children in his will as long as they were able to prove that they were his children.'

      'His very likely to be invalid will.'

      'Nevertheless, his will. It also looks a little too coincidental to be a coincidence, don't you think?'

      Ryan drove out of the parking slot.

      'As I said earlier, I prefer to consider evidence than to speculate.'

      'But unless you consider different hypotheses, certain things, people, comments, et cetera, may not even appear to be evidence. It starts being evidence once you've adjusted your point of view.'

      'Very good point, I agree. But your crazy hypothesis, the new crazy hypothesis, that Mrs. Robinson killed Wilhelm Brown, is even harder to weave into what we've got.'

      'Unless Ruth Robinson collaborated with Ann Rogers.'

      'But she didn't.'

      'How do you know?'

      'Okay, I don't. We've asked Ann if she had any accomplices, but she denies killing the victim, and denies anyone else being involved. She didn't even tell her husband she was making Mr. Brown's will invalid by signing it all wrong.'

      Amelia chewed on her lip. She watched the building they were passing by. The rain had eased off and the world looked less dark. Her stomach grumbled. She had forgotten to eat lunch. Maybe this was the reason why she wasn't thinking so well.

      'Didn't anyone find anything suspicious in Julia's van or her flat?' she asked.

      'Define suspicious,' he snapped back.

      Definitely low blood glucose…

      'Traces of the victim's blood. Or stained clothing in her flat.'

      'Nope. The droplets of dry blood we found in the flat were not from the victim.'

      'I guess we're back to the same point about no one having blood on themselves or on their clothing, and no one getting changed. But maybe we've missed something.'

      'Like what?'

      Amelia closed her eyes to concentrate better. She pressed her hand on her stomach, which seemed to help muffle the sound a little. Or maybe this was her impression. Anyhow, her thoughts seemed clearer.

      'The van was parked in a dark place and in such a way that she could have stood behind it and I wouldn't have seen her.'

      'Interesting. Go on, please.'

      She squeezed her eyes harder, but it didn't help much.

      'I know,' she said and clasped her hands together. 'Let's go back.'

      'Home?'

      'No, first to the pub, The Two Fishes. I need to look at the scene again. I think I've missed something in my reporting of the incidents on the night of the murder.'

      'Yes, sir,' he said, his hand jerking to his forehead as in a salute.

      She smiled and pulled out her phone.

      'What are you doing? I know how to get there,' he said.

      'I'm calling Martha. We need one more person to recreate the events. Or maybe… more than one.'

      'Not my mother,' he groaned.

      'Your mother too. Her comments can be very enlightening.'
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      They weren't too far from The Two Fishes, but Martha and Mrs. Webb were closer. By the time Amelia and Ryan reached the pub, Mrs. Webb, Trudy, and Martha were emerging from Martha's Corsa that was parked in the patron's car park on the right side of the pub building.

      The yellow 'Police. Do not enter' tape attached to cones set around the building flapped in the wind.

      Ryan drove off the road onto the driveway.

      'Park it over there, by the old graveyard's wall,' Amelia ordered. 'That's where Julie's van was parked that night.'

      'You've got a clear idea what you want,' Ryan remarked.

      Was it a genuine remark or one of those sarcastic ones?

      Oh, whatever, genuine...

      'Yes. It was obviously darker than it is now, but maybe it's better. We'll be able to see. Let me out. I'll show you how to park.'

      He stopped the car, she got out, and then instructed him.

      The three ladies were watching the manoeuvres with curiosity.

      'I see you're recreating the scene,' Martha called. 'What do you want me to do?'

      'Park your car where it was on Friday night,' Amelia requested.

      Martha obliged.

      Once the cars were arranged correctly, Amelia sat in the passenger's seat of Martha's car with the door open. Ryan, Martha, and Mrs. Webb stood in a semi-circle a couple of steps away. Trudy was pacing slowly along the pub.

      Amelia closed her eyes to concentrate better, but her grumbling stomach got in the way again. She pressed her hand to it and counted to five.

      Maybe it helped, maybe it was self-suggestion.

      'So, I was sitting here,' Amelia said. Maybe talking it through out loud would help. 'Martha had just disappeared into the pub. I was sitting here, looking at my phone.' She lowered her eyes as if looking at something in her hand. 'I heard a sound, coming from that direction, as if a door opened,' she carried on, pointing at Ryan's car. 'At the time, I thought it must have been the van's door that opened and shut.' She lifted her eyes to glance at Ryan's car parked across the driveway, by the graveyard. 'I looked at the van, but it was dark, so I thought I must have misheard it. If you open a door in a car, the light comes on automatically, right?'

      'Generally, yes. Unless you've turned it off earlier or the bulb is burnt out,' Martha supplied.

      'Okay, but the van remained dark and quiet. So, I returned to watching my video,' Amelia continued. She closed her eyes again. 'And then, a few minutes later, I heard the van's door opened again. I mean, I heard a sound of a sliding door, like the side door of a van… now, when I'm thinking back, I realise the first sound was a little different.' She opened her eyes. 'It could have been another door. The van had a few doors, right?'

      'Usually, that's the case,' Ryan said. 'That might have been the driver's door or the back door.'

      'Maybe,' Amelia carried on. 'There was definitely the sound of something metallic hitting something metallic, not hitting too loud, either. Something closing. Like a door or a cover.'

      Mrs. Webb pricked her ears.

      'A cover. Like on one of those large, industrial-sized rubbish bins?' she asked.

      'No, the skip bin is over there, behind the pub,' Martha pointed in the direction where she had parked previously.

      'And it's been checked,' Ryan added.

      'No, the noise definitely came from that direction,' Amelia insisted, and pointed again at Ryan's car. 'Maybe there is another bin, behind that stone wall in the graveyard?' she asked.

      'But of course,' Mrs. Webb clasped her hands. 'There will be something in the graveyard.'

      Ryan rushed toward his car. Everyone else, including Trudy, followed. Martha stayed behind and seemed to be catching Trudy up with the developments. Amelia walked past Ryan's car, towards the old stone wall.

      'Here's a gate,' she pointed at an old, wooden gate on a metal frame. The metal was rusty, but everything else about the gate looked solid. Particularly the large padlock hanging on the equally sturdy looking bolt.

      'Locked,' Mrs. Webb said, disappointment clear in her voice.

      'Pff,' Ryan said, snapping on a pair of rubber gloves that he must have gotten from the car. 'Not too high even for an average person to climb,' he added and grabbed the top of the metal frame. He pulled himself up and, using the narrow slots between the planks and the metal frame, climbed over the gate.

      A few seconds later he was in the graveyard.

      'Fit, isn't he?' Mrs. Webb said with pride in her voice.

      Amelia smiled. She felt her cheeks burning just a little.

      'You were right, Mother,' Ryan yelled. 'There is a bin here. A big one.'

      Martha trotted towards the old gate.

      'You can't expect us to jump over this fence,' she said, looking at Mrs. Webb.

      'Of course, not,' Mrs. Webb giggled. 'For all the ladies, there is a new gate off the main road. Follow me,' she added, and headed back onto the road.

      Amelia, together with the other two women, followed suit.

      A sound cut into the air. A sound of something metallic hitting something metallic.

      'Yes, that's the sound,' Amelia called out. 'Almost certainly.'

      She increased her pace.

      By the time they entered the graveyard, they saw Ryan standing by a large, industrial rubbish bin, with a big smile on his face. 'I've found something,' he yelled.

      'What did you find, Ryan?' Mrs Webb asked.

      'I think it's an apron, and if I'm not mistaken, a pair of rubber gloves. With blood stains on them,' he replied. 'Call the police, Amelia, or whoever has the phone at hand. Tell them to send the forensics team here. I think they'd like to see this.'
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      Amelia wanted to stay with him, but Ryan ordered everyone to go home while he waited for the forensics team.

      She felt like protesting. After all, it was her idea to recreate the scene from the night of the murder, and Mrs. Webb's thinking which prompted the search of the bin in the graveyard. But then, she could imagine Ryan might have had different priorities.

      They all climbed into Martha's car and drove back to the bookshop, which was a relief, because Amelia was starving.

      After the buzz around the discovery in the graveyard's bin died down, the main topic of conversation in the car and then in Martha's kitchen was Amelia's breakthrough. She had to catch them up.

      'Are you absolutely sure that Ruth Robinson is Julie Berry?' Martha asked, setting the table. Mrs. Webb was making her famous pancakes, and Trudy was preparing hot drinks. Amelia's tasks included searching for photos of Ruth Robinson.

      'She doesn't look anything like that strange girl,' Mrs. Webb said, standing behind Amelia and looking over her shoulder. 'Not at all.'

      She shuffled back to the frying pan.

      'That's the whole point, I think,' Amelia argued. 'To look so outrageous that everyone notices your outrageousness and misses the person behind it.'

      'I agree with you,' Trudy chipped in. 'I was always told I'm quite unremarkable. And on my wedding day everybody was surprised how beautiful I looked… Oh, I can't really stop thinking about that cheating pig, Bill,' she added, angrily.

      'Trudy, why are you assuming he cheated on you?' Martha asked. 'How old is Ruth Robinson?'

      'No idea,' Amelia replied. 'In her early fifties, I'd say.'

      Trudy pursed her lips.

      'It really depends,' she said.

      'No, Trudy,' Mrs. Webb said, slipping another portion of golden discs onto the plate. Amelia's stomach squeezed. The buttery-sweet smell was overpowering. Her mouth watered. 'It doesn't depend. You married Bill when you were what, twenty-five?'

      'Almost.'

      'Bill was younger than you by what, three years?'

      'Correct.'

      'You married him forty-five years ago. So, if Ruth Robinson looks to be in her fifties, maybe she is really in her late forties. That means Bill had the baby as a very young man.'

      'She may also be younger than Amelia thinks,' Trudy protested. 'After all, she could make herself look so much younger as Julie Berry. If it was her, that is.'

      'Amy, petal, help Martha set the table,' Mrs. Webb ordered, carrying the plate loaded with steaming and delicious-smelling pancakes to the table. 'Are you sure it was the same tattoo?'

      Amelia grabbed a bunch of cutlery and started distributing it around the table.

      'Yes. A flower. The only thing that was missing was a little ruby. I mean, at the time I thought it was some sort of a rhinestone piercing, but now I'm almost sure it must have been a drop of dried blood.'

      'But no blood anywhere else on her?' Martha asked, bringing a bottle of maple sirup and a jar of strawberry jam.

      'No. Her apron was white, and so were her gloves. She must have changed at the graveyard.'

      'Yeah, another person, beside the Williamses, who could have changed, and nobody would notice, unless they saw a big red blotch on her apron before.'

      'But nobody did, right?' Martha asked. 'Come ladies, let's sit down to our improvised late lunch early dinner. Lunner.'

      'Or dinch,' Mrs Webb joined in.

      'Dunch, if anything,' Amelia corrected. 'If we accept brunch as an example of a blend word to follow, then we have to take the first syllable-'

      'I thought you were starving, honey,' Martha said, sitting down. 'Come on, let's eat. It's unhealthy to have deep debates on an empty stomach.'

      'Totally agree with you, Martha,' Mrs. Webb chimed in. 'Tuck in, no more talking about gore.'

      They dived in, and to her great surprise, no one talked about the murder, blood, or anything else. Just the upcoming baking contest. Trudy finally seemed a little more animated and even smiled a little.

      Once they finished, Amelia collected the dishes and placed them in the sink.

      'Okay, I'll wash up,' she offered. 'You all prepared the food while I was watching. My turn to pay it back.'

      It was also a great excuse to avoid too much overwhelming contact. She turned on the water and engrossed herself in the activity. Washing up was just as much a calming activity as organising and cleaning were.

      Unfortunately, the peace and quiet didn't last long.

      'Amelia, turn that water off and come back to earth,' Martha yelled into her ear.

      Amelia jumped. Her hands sprang to her ears.

      'I'm so sorry, darling, I didn't want to startle you,' Martha apologised. 'I keep forgetting. Are you okay?'

      Amelia breathed slowly and deeply.

      'Getting calmer,' she replied, her heart slowing down. She uncovered her ears.

      'What's happened?' she asked.

      'I just wanted to tell you that Ryan rang. He's asking if we all,' Martha made a broad gesture with her hand, 'and he meant all four of us here, could come to Seashores tonight. He's bringing his boss along.'

      'His boss?' Amelia asked. Was that suspicious? 'What's happened?'

      'My guess is they want to make an announcement,' Mrs. Webb said from the chair where she was sitting sipping on her tea.

      'Like an announcement that Ryan has been promoted?' Amelia checked.

      'I hope so, but probably not,' Mrs. Webb replied. 'He didn't want to say anything, but we all suspect they have solved the case, thanks to our help-'

      'Meddling,' cut in Trudy.

      'The same,' Mrs. Webb retorted with a shrug. 'But are you coming or not?'

      'Of course, I'm coming,' Amelia replied. 'Just try to stop me!'
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      The evening was just like the day: grey, wet, and long. Mrs. Webb finally accepted that after the late lunch (or dunch), stuffed with her delicious pancakes, no one wanted any "proper dinner", no matter how much she tried to insist and tempt. Even Ryan declined. He was going to "grab something on the way", he said. But he enthusiastically accepted the offer of dessert.

      So, Mrs. Webb baked an apple pie and made a pot of tea. All four women sat around the table in the warm, cinnamon-infused kitchen of Seashores. The tension was palpable, despite a superficially relaxed chat about the baking contest, and the clattering of spoons and saucers.

      In a phone call, Ryan announced that he and the DI from the serious Crime Unit in charge of the investigation, RA Taylor, were arriving shortly, so everyone was glancing at the clock between sips of coffee and mouthfuls of the excellent apple pie.

      But finally, the main door opened and a moment later, Ryan and a medium-height, bald man holding a big box entered the kitchen.

      'Is this your Justice League of Leah by the Sea?' the man asked. His voice thundered in the kitchen. Mrs. Webb made a strange noise, almost like squealing. Amelia fully intended to send her a reproaching look, but Mrs. Webb, Martha and Trudy all stood up.

      Amelia followed suit.

      'Yes, these four fantastic ladies have helped me find the vital piece of evidence.' Ryan made the introductions.

      'Thank you very much, dear ladies, excellent job,' DI Taylor said, and handed the box to Mrs Webb. 'I've brought cake, although I understand that you've already got something that smells irresistible. Please, leave the cake for later. That's my thank you from me and the team.'

      'Does thanking the team include thanking my son?' Mrs. Webb asked.

      'Liz…' Martha groaned.

      'Of course,' Ryan and DI Taylor said in unison.

      'That's great,' Mrs. Webb replied. 'Please, join us for tea.'

      She busied herself getting the plates and cups, while Ryan sorted out the chair problem.

      'Now, you can tell us all about it,' Mrs. Webb said once everyone was seated with a plateful of pie and a cup of tea.

      'We've just made the arrest,' DI Taylor said. 'Ruth Robinson indeed committed the crime. The gloves Ryan found, thanks to your help, had her fingerprints all over them.'

      'How did you know they were Ruth Robinson's fingerprints?' Amelia asked.

      'That was the trickiest part, I must say,' DI Taylor said with his mouth full of pie. 'It's delicious, Mrs. Webb. Excellent job.'

      'Thank you,' Mrs. Webb was all smiles.

      'The fingerprints,' Trudy cut in.

      'Indeed, the fingerprints. We found the same prints in the van and the flat rented by the person using the name Julie Berry.'

      'Did Ruth think if someone found the gloves and the apron, the blame will fall on Julie Berry, who disappeared anyway?' Amelia asked.

      DI Taylor made an 'uhm' sound, his mouth full of tea this time.

      'We don't know that for sure, but this is a hypothesis,' Ryan picked up. 'I used a spurious excuse to get her back into the station and told her that someone had seen a person looking like her by the pub at the time of Wilhelm Brown's murder. She denied being there, repeating that she was staying at home after a failed date, watching a TV series, eating ice cream, and crying so loud her neighbour heard her.'

      'So how did you get her to admit the murder?' Amelia asked.

      Ryan glanced at DI Taylor, who happened to have just freed his mouth from food and drink.

      'Ah, sorry, ladies, that's a trade secret. But in the end, we fingerprinted her, and it was plain sailing from there. No matter how much she denied it, she couldn't explain away the fact that she was at the scene of the crime at the time when her biological father was killed-'

      'A very wealthy biological father,' Trudy filled in.

      'And one who abandoned her and never had any contact with her,' Mrs. Webb added.

      'Indeed,' DI Taylor said. 'Nor could she explain why she was there, pretending to be someone else, leaving latex gloves and an apron stained with the victim's blood and adorned with her fingerprints, and disappeared shortly after the investigation was launched.'

      Everyone nodded, some added confirmatory noises.

      'So, it was all about money, Inspector?' Trudy asked. 'Or was it a crime of passion? She was angry with him?'

      'Good question,' DI Taylor replied. 'We're still investigating. Ryan, what's your hypothesis?'

      Ryan set his cup down on the table and reached for the teapot.

      'I think it was premeditated murder. In cold blood. And it was done in revenge for being abandoned. I believe what Ann Rogers said about her will-invalidating actions being done on the spur of the moment. I think Ruth Robinson didn't know about her father's will. Ruth might have, indeed, not known much about her biological father until sometime last year. We found a letter from her in the victim's house. It was a short letter, explaining that she had found his name in the local paper, in connection with the information about the death of his wife. She offered condolences and told him that she was probably his daughter. She asked to meet with him and check if her suspicions were correct.'

      'Hence Bill's hesitation and request in his new will that whoever claimed to be his child provide a reliable proof,' Trudy said.

      'That makes sense, doesn't it?' Ryan carried on. He poured himself a fresh cup of steaming brew.

      'Who is she, then?' Mrs. Webb asked. 'Is she really Bill's daughter?'

      'I don't think we can answer that right now,' Ryan replied.

      'I've got a suspicion who she is,' Trudy said, gloomily. 'I've made my own enquiries… There was a girl who worked in the company run by Bill's family one summer. She was very friendly, I am told. A little too friendly. But that doesn't exonerate Bill. He was a little… how you call it? Had a bit of an inferiority problem and when a girl showed him some interest, he probably… went for it. And you were right. He was very young at the time. Still doesn't justify his actions. Apparently, Bill's parents went ballistic when he told them the girl was pregnant. They told him the girl was… you know… a bit too easy and they sacked her. He never got a chance to put the situation right–this is according to my… connection.'

      'So, it was not his fault,' Mrs. Webb stated.

      'Oh no. It was definitely his fault all right,' Trudy protested. 'He was there when the girl fell pregnant, right? Even later, over the years, he could have found her and made things right for her and the baby. So no, I can't really defend him. He discarded the young woman as if she was a toy.'

      'No surprise that his child, his daughter, decided on revenge?' Ryan asked.

      'I totally get it,' Trudy said, and reached for her cup. 'But I wouldn't have gone as far as harming anyone. I'd just be raging inside, and I’d end up grumbling, and being unpleasant to people who don't deserve to be on the receiving end of my annoyance.'

      'Trudy, we understand,' Martha said.

      Mrs. Webb stretched her arm across the table and squeezed Trudy's hand.

      Amelia stared at them baffled. She must have missed something.

      'So," Amelia said, 'Ruth Robinson killed her father because he rejected her when she was a baby, and wasn't jumping for joy when she contacted him after the death of his second wife?'

      There were still so many unclear details in this story.

      'How do you know?' DI Taylor asked.

      'From what you've said and what we've heard from Trudy. Or rather, what we heard from the solicitor via Trudy. I guess Bill Brown asked Ruth to provide a proof that she was his daughter. Probably a paternity test. And maybe he said the birth certificate was not enough.'

      'That's my guess, too,' Ryan said. 'We don't know for certain what happened, but we can only assume that this was when Ruth Robinson started to plan the revenge.'

      'When did the letter arrive? When did they meet?' Mrs. Webb asked, attacking the leftover pie on her plate.

      'Bill received the letter in July. We're not sure when they met but strongly suspect that a mid-August day entry, "Meeting with RR", on Bill's calendar marked the day when the victim and Ruth Robinson met. Why, is it important?'

      Mrs. Webb chewed the piece of pie, her eyebrows drawn together.

      'I think we've been played. Very cleverly, but still played. Ruth Robinson must be a smart woman, and a very patient woman too. That required a lot of groundwork, and excellent planning. But then, she's been planning events for a living.' Mrs Webb paused and sighed. 'From what I got from Linda Williams yesterday, Ruth Robinson came to Leah by the Sea at the end of August, during the festival, as herself. That was the first and only face-to-face contact the Williamses had with Ruth. Maybe it was some sort of reconnaissance to check if there were still connections in town to Bill, to get through to him. But I bet it was part of the overall plan.  She used what she had at hand - her own company, her skills and experience in organising surprise parties. All she needed was to find someone with close enough connections to her father so that she could invite him to the party.'

      'She found me,' Trudy said in her grumbling voice. ‘The ex-wife! There would have been less suspicion if she'd done it with someone else: Ann and her family, or even one of Bill's old workmates. Why did she chose me?'

      'Probably because your birthday was the first one to come up,' Mrs Webb carried on. 'I think she's just jumped on the opportunity. First, she came as herself, to get some info and plan. Then she returned dressed as Julie Berry. That was back in…' Mrs. Webb paused, a deep line etched on her forehead. 'Sometime in September or October. That was when Sarah first spoke with Julie Berry. She left the leaflets in Ann's letterbox. By the way,' Mrs. Webb turned to look at Ryan, 'how did she manage to disguise herself so well?'

      'She originally trained as a beautician. Must have watched a few instructional videos.'

      'Told you so,' Amelia said, but no one took any notice.

      'What's happening to Ann?' Mrs. Webb asked.

      'She's been released without charge. There may be some consequences for what she did with the will, but that's not a major crime.'

      'Thank goodness she's home,' Martha said. 'We'll have to pop in and check on her.'

      'But not before we hear the rest of the story,' Mrs. Webb rushed to add. 'A murder in cold blood, well planned ahead. The ultimate revenge for the abandonment of her mother, and then her as a baby, and the rejection, or perceived rejection, of her as an adult. Plenty to be angry about.'

      'It had nothing to do with the money then?' Trudy asked. 'Just being discarded like yet another pebble on the beach?'

      'I wouldn't exclude the money as a motive,' DI Taylor said. 'Not when your very wealthy father rejects you and you’re left high and dry by your own soon-to-be-ex-husband. And when your company is in financial trouble.'

      'Oh, complicated…' Martha said. 'Emotions, relationships… money.'

      'Always,' DI Taylor agreed. He pushed away his empty plate.

      'One more piece?' Mrs. Webb offered, reaching for the big plate with the pie.

      'No, thank you. I've had enough, and I'd better be going soon,' DI Taylor said.

      'You can't leave yet,' Martha protested. 'We still don't know how it all happened.'

      'Hopefully, that'll be further explored soon,' Ryan replied. 'But my suspicion is that Ruth put the sleeping pill in his initial drink, when she was serving him after his arrival at the pub. That ties in with the time Ann Rogers and Trudy saw him asleep. She waited for him to fall asleep and must have sneaked into the staff area shortly before she was due to bring the cake and stabbed him.'

      'And no one would have noticed that she was out of the main pub area. Everyone assumed she was out just for a couple of minutes to collect the cake,' Amelia said. 'Left through the back door. Jumped over the fence. Got rid of the apron and the gloves, returned to the car, put on a fresh apron and her white gloves. Then she rolled out the cake. Perfect timing. She did look startled when I approached her. Frightened. Surprised. But at the time I thought it was because she didn't see me coming, that she thought all the guests were already in.'

      'That's a very good deduction, young lady,' DI Taylor said, and stood up. 'I've been told that your analytical skills are first class, and you have expertise in IT security. Do you have any clearances?'

      Amelia gulped. What was that about?

      'I do,' she said, trying not to stare too much at the inspector.

      'Awesome, great job. I'd like a word with you, if possible.'

      Amelia took in a deep breath.

      'Didn't I warn you?' Ryan said lightly. 'Sorry, might have slipped my mind,' he added and grinned. 'In the hallway.'

      DI Taylor made his goodbyes and led the way out of the kitchen.

      Amelia stood up and strode into the hallway. DI Taylor followed her.

      'Miss Barry, I hope you don't mind me doing this,' DI Taylor said as soon as Ryan closed the door to the kitchen. 'Our IT security person is… currently unavailable. In the middle of a large project. We need some urgent assistance.'

      'Can you give me any further details? What is the project about?' Amelia asked.

      'I can't tell you now, but someone from our cyber team can explain the situation. I understand you've worked with government organisations before?'

      'I have.'

      'Excellent. Are you available in the next week or two? This could be an evening or a weekend job.'

      'I'm not sure if I've got the time.' She was actually hoping to come to Leah next weekend to watch the baking contest. Not to dig in government security documents.

      On the other hand, though… this might be something interesting. And she might get to work with Ryan.

      Inspector Taylor's face furrowed.

      'Please, think about it. Just talk to the cyber team. The actual work shouldn't take that long, but your help will be appreciated–and paid for.'

      'Greatly appreciated,' Ryan added. His face was also serious.

      'Okay, I'll speak with the person from the cyber team.'

      'Thank you very much,' DI Taylor said. 'I really need to go now. Once more, thank you for your help with this case.'

      The door closed behind the inspector. Amelia stood there, feeling lightheaded and stunned.

      'You okay?' Ryan asked.

      'Seems like a very universal type of question,' she replied, not looking at him. He really should have learnt by now. 'Please refine it.'

      'You seem a bit shocked.'

      'I am. I'm not sure what to think of it. My stomach is squeezing on the inside and this is usually a sign of me being terrified.'

      'What are you terrified of?'

      'I guess, the potential threat of change. With the job. I've already got a job. I like it. Or I like it enough not to want to quit it.'

      'You don't have to take it. And it may not even be a job. It might just be a consultation.'

      He was right. Maybe she was worrying too much and without good reason.

      'I don't like change, Ryan. I find it difficult.'

      'You've done an amazing job adapting to us.'

      'It's been hard… but I'm seeing some positives. It's been an interesting, sometimes even painful, but overall enjoyable experience.'

      'That's good to hear,' he said and stepped towards her. 'Actually, I’ve got an idea to make it even more enjoyable,' he said, lowering his voice and drawing his face even closer.

      She felt his breath on her temple.

      A tiny shiver went down her neck. A pleasant, warm shiver.

      If it was warm, should she even call it a shiver?

      She shook off the thought. Something was telling her this was not a moment for linguistic dilemmas.

      'What is it?' she asked, turning her face ever so slightly to glance at him.

      'I owe you that walk on the beach,' he said, his face soft, and a net of wrinkles again around his eyes. 'The sky has cleared up. It's cold but beautiful outside, all the stars are out. I bet you don't get to see so many stars in London.'

      Her heart made a flip. She touched his hand. It was warm. As warm as the feeling that spilled in her chest.

      'No, we don't. Too much light pollution,' she blurted. 'Oh, sorry.' Her cheeks now joined the festival of warmth.

      He chuckled.

      'Just what I thought, and a comment I expected from you. But was it a "yes"?'

      Now her whole face burned.

      'That was a yes,' she said.

      They grabbed their jackets and, holding hands, they stepped outside into the fresh, starry November night.
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        Paper Crafts Mysteries

        

      

      Do you enjoy a good mystery that keeps you guessing until the end? Would you like to get immersed in an atmosphere of a small town in England?

      A smart single mum, a nerdy inspector, a town full of quirky suspects and paper craft tools turned into murder weapons - The Paper Crafts Club Mystery series.

      

      Book 1: Filigrees Fortunes and Foul Play
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      Katie finds the body of her best cleaning client stabbed with a… quilling needle and ends up being one of the prime suspects. Will she find the murderer before there is another victim and clear her name?

      If you haven’t read the story yet, click here to find out.

      

      For the remaining books in this series, check the series page.
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      Do you love cozy mysteries with a sprinkling of romance? Enjoy reading about baking, cooking, and rescue cats?  Don’t mind a quirky crowd? Fancy an escape to an (almost) subtropical paradise? Here is a series for you:

      

      Book 1: The Long Island Iced Tea Goodbye
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      Heather Hampton, a burnt-out fashion journalist from Long Island, arrives in the subtropical paradise of Dolphin Cove, New Zealand to start a new life as a beach café owner, not to battle a grumpy chef, rescue feral kittens and find bodies & skeletons in cupboards.

      When her chef is found poisoned and Heather is accused of her murder, Heather has to find out what really happened.

      With the help of a semi-retired police officer and a rescue kitten, Heather discovers a few secrets, makes friends with her quirky neighbours, and almost ends up on a date. But will she guess who the murderer is?

      Grab a copy to find out.

      

      For the remaining books in this series, check the series page.
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