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Prologue

Jersey, Channel Islands

 

Yet again Drew Portland thanked the lucky stars that undoubtedly shone down on him. He raised his glass of champagne in a grateful toast to the slowly darkening night sky. This was his first proper drink in days as he was recovering from a disgusting bug of the worst kind. He’d felt fine earlier, but the nausea had come back a couple of hours ago, and he’d had the indignity of being caught throwing up as she arrived. The night was warm, but a chill overtook him, and suddenly he was cold, shivering.

He sank back in his chair. The sunset blazed across the horizon, and, sitting at the prow of his boat, it was as if he were anchored in the middle of an empty ocean, floating in isolated splendour, and not berthed in one of St Helier’s private marinas. Gentle waves rocked the boat as rhythmic vibrations reverberated through the polished wooden deck. He checked his watch; almost time to go home. He sighed at the thought; home was what paid for his champagne, his boats, and his lifestyle. Not that he wasn’t grateful—he was—although sometimes he needed solitude.

The shrill beep of his mobile jolted him out of his musings. He knew who it would be but read the text anyway. Can you talk? No, I can’t, was his immediate thought. Everything was in place, and it was all going to be okay. He’d call later.

He heard her behind him, footsteps clacking against the metallic stairs. She smiled as she fussed over the table, reaching out for the empty bottle of fizz to clear it away.

“Leave it. I’ll do that later.” He didn’t mean to be sharp, but impatience echoed in his voice. He tried to make up for it. “I’ll probably have another drink anyway, and then I’ll hide the evidence, eh?”

“How are you feeling now?” He could tell she was concerned, and hated how her disapproving eyes flicked to the glass in his hand. His head had been down the loo when she’d arrived so he couldn’t blame her censure, no matter how much it stung.

“I’m fine. It’s nothing. I’ve been a bit under the weather this week. You better be off. It’s not right for you to be seen here.”

The night had grown cooler, and she pulled on a patterned woollen poncho that stopped short of her hips and jammed a baseball cap on her head. He watched as she made her way to the lower deck. She was certainly a good-looking woman but a whole pile of trouble. He hoped she was worth it. Only time would tell. He heard the sound of her footsteps as she left the boat and hopped across to the dock. She came into sight again, and he couldn’t help himself as he admired her tight jeans-clad ass as she disappeared along the walkway heading in the direction of town.

A sharp pain shot through his abdomen, and he bent over, clutching at his stomach as vicious, hot spasms attacked his gut. His flesh burned as the damned bug took hold of him again. He’d felt like crap all week, had started to feel a bit better with fewer bouts of vomiting and diarrhoea, but now it was back in full force.

A metallic creak disturbed the silence. Someone had crossed the walkway that anchored the boat to its berth. Soft footsteps sounded on the lower deck. Placing a hand on the table to steady himself, he turned and called out, “Hello, who’s there?”

He looked across the marina and saw she had turned back at his voice, which must have carried in the night air as she walked away from the boat. He could make out her features as she stood in the pool of light from one of the old-fashioned lampposts that illuminated the dock. She looked puzzled, and he wondered if she had seen whoever had walked onto the boat. He waved her away with an impatient flick of his hand. She turned and did as he bade.

Christ knew who was here to see him. He wasn’t in any fit state for company. With an aggrieved sigh, he pushed away from the table and headed to the stern and looked over the railing to the lower deck. There was no one there. All he could hear was the sound of the waves as they gently lapped against the hull. However, there was a small wooden box sitting on the deck. One that hadn’t been there before.

He recognised it at once and smiled as he made his way down the stairs, holding tight to the railing, ignoring the aches in his very bones. It was the same gift he had received the week before. The markings etched into the wood had given the game away, and, as suspected, the lid slid back to reveal a bottle of Château Margaux. He carefully removed the bottle of wine from its packaging and checked the label. It was a 1988 and one he’d drunk a fair amount of over the years; he figured the value would be around £350.

A note fell out. The writing was in block letters. A LITTLE THANK YOU FOR YOUR HELP. Someone apparently liked him, and he had a damned good idea who it was. He’d helped them plenty. He idly wondered what courier they had got to deliver the wine at this time of night.

He flicked his tongue out and ran it gently over his lips in anticipation. No, he didn’t feel great, but what harm would one more drink do? Even he baulked at opening a bottle like this when he was on his own—and for no good reason—however, it was only the ’88. The 1996 would have set someone back the better part of £600, so it wasn’t that extravagant. He mentally hushed the devil on his shoulder that whispered he had forgotten where he came from.

He headed back to the foredeck, grabbing a wine glass and a bottle opener from a lacquered cabinet, and quickly dispensed with the foil and cork. There was a satisfying gurgle as he half-filled the glass. He knew he should let the wine breathe, one of the many titbits he’d picked up that had taken him further away from the boy he had been and the company he had run with. He didn’t care about the niceties tonight, and there was no one here to call him out for being uncouth.

He raised the glass, swirled the deep red liquid and saw the legs form, vertical lines of heavy, dark wine. He sniffed the aroma—black cherry and spearmint—and could almost taste it. His stomach lurched, but anticipation had him buzzed, and he drank deeply, the rich wine cascading down his throat, warming and invigorating. He gagged. Perhaps it hadn’t been so smart to drink when he wasn’t feeling great.

His stomach spasmed, and he bent over; sharp, stabbing pains ripped at his insides. He choked out a ragged breath and grabbed at his throat as his windpipe tightened and burned. The glass fell from his hand and smashed into tiny pieces on the deck. His vision blurred, yet he could still see the shards sparkle in the moonlight. He stumbled, placed a steadying hand on the table, but his arm wouldn’t work, wouldn’t cooperate, and he lurched to the side. He collapsed to the deck, knocking the bottle off the table. As the wine spread a dark stain over the deck, he cursed his weakness and greed. His heart was racing, and a layer of sweat covered his entire body. He rolled over onto his back. Paralysis was seeping through his limbs, and his chest exploded in an arc of pain.

Through the horror of the moment, he heard a noise—footsteps. Thank God, someone was here to help. A figure moved out from the shadows and stood over him. His brain was slowing, closing down. He couldn’t think why they, of all people, would be here. He struggled to speak the words that were crowding his mind yet couldn’t escape. Eventually, he rasped his plea. “Help me, please.”

The laughter floated on the breeze. “No, I won’t be doing that. I’m here to make sure tonight is the end of it. I’ve been watching you. I hope you enjoyed my gifts.”

Comprehension flooded his senses, and a visceral fear took hold. He couldn’t speak, could barely move. He strained, reaching out a trembling hand, which fell to the ground. No assistance was offered. Drew heard the familiar laugh as a hand plucked the note from the table.

His world, his awareness, his very being shrank as everything around him was blotted out by the thunderous tattoo of his furiously pumping heart. He tried to move his legs, but his limbs were frozen; all feeling gone. As his heart gave one last blast, a bitter regret washed through him. He had so nearly had it all.


CHAPTER ONE

Sophie Ginelli glanced over her shoulder as she quickly crossed the small deserted car park at the side of the marina. She wore a cardigan with a cowled hood that covered her head, and she had pulled the sides closer together to conceal her face. The marina was new, like so many things on the island, and Diane had given her precise directions on where to find the Louise II. Her friend had also told her that Drew Portland had long had the habit of disappearing on one of his jaunts for days on end, and she had heard he had got worse recently, so she was grateful he was in Jersey at the moment.

She took in the sight in front of her and briefly closed her eyes. The sleek motor-yacht had a gleaming black hull that blended with the darkening sea. All trim curves and expensive leather that screamed money. Whose bloody money was the point?

She took a steadying breath; she needed to remain calm and see this through to the end. The marina area was lit by globe lamps atop evenly spaced knee-high stone mounts, interspersed with mock-Victorian lampposts. There was no one else around, and the other boats lay in darkness. If things were still how they used to be, she’d bet that the majority of these expensive playthings were rarely used. She had to keep calm. She couldn’t blow this.

The small access gate at the stern of the Louise II was open, and she stepped onto the narrow metallic walkway that led to the lower deck. She waited at the bottom of the steps and called out, “Drew? May I come up?” She paused for a beat and raised her voice. “Drew?”

There was no answer. She held tight to the rail and climbed the steep steps, emerging on the upper deck. She glanced around the empty dining and lounging area and headed to the prow. She saw his feet first, then the rest of his body, inert. In slow motion, she took in the slack features, the dribble of spittle that fell from the side of his mouth. And she screamed.


#




DCI Jack Le Claire had left an early night, a warm bed and a willing wife and sped into town, heading for one of the fancy new marinas. The first-on-scene officer had immediately put in a dispatch, and the Chief had called Le Claire, telling him to handle any sensitivities. He’d soon find out what that meant, no doubt.

He parked in the marina car park and caught his reflection in the rear-view mirror. He ran his hands through his hair. No matter how short he had it cut, there were always a couple of errant strands that stuck up. His jaw was stubbled with a dark shadow, but it would have to do. He’d already shaved once today and wasn’t going to do it twice.

He took in the busy scene in front of him. An ambulance was parked up; its back doors wide open with two paramedics waiting outside. There was also a marked police car and his detective sergeant’s vehicle. Yellow tape had already been put in place to cordon off access to the entire marina. Halfway along the berthing slots was what he assumed was the actual crime scene. The area surrounding the boat was yellow-taped, and several uniforms were on the dock. He considered for a moment whether this was a boat or a yacht. He never quite knew the distinction. What he did know was that the elegant vessel in the berth in question would have cost a fortune.

Dewar was one of those waiting by the docks, and as she came rushing to him, he could see the apology in her eyes.

“Sorry.” She gestured to her clothing. “I was out when the call came.”

“Yes, I guessed that.” He had to admit DS Emily Dewar did look entirely different out of uniform. Her cap of short dark hair wasn’t quite so neatly brushed. It was a bit wild, actually, and she had more make-up on than usual. There was a load of dark stuff around her eyes, and she had stained her mouth with a pinkish lipstick. She was dressed in an extremely un-police officer-like short skirt and a frilly top. She even wore high heels. She certainly wasn’t dressed for a crime scene. She’d been working out more recently, had even been going to yoga with his wife, and it had paid off. She looked slim and toned. A few of the uniforms were throwing her distinctly appreciative looks, and he had to resist the protective urge to ask them what the hell they were looking at.

Her colour had risen. “I got changed at the station and was going on a night out when the call came in from the chief’s office to meet you here.”

He had too much on his mind to be overly bothered by his DS’s choice of outfit. “Okay, what have we got here?”

“I’ve not long arrived. Hunter was one of the first responders. He’s over there with the woman who called in the incident.”

Le Claire saw PC Hunter talking to a pretty young woman who was sitting on a wooden bench. Hunter loomed over her as he was hitting six feet, but his youth, pale blond hair and boyish features took any menace out of the situation. A blanket, presumably from the ambulance, was wrapped around her shoulders. He thought for a moment, then decided to leave the witness interview to the uniforms. “Okay, let’s get on board and see what we’ve got.”


#




A crime scene investigator was waiting by the mooring. He held out sealed bags containing protective plastic overalls and shoe covers. Le Claire pulled the baggy outfit on top of his clothes, as did Dewar. He smiled when he saw she had discarded the high heels and slipped her bare feet into the shoe covers. Her look was nonchalant and unconcerned, but he knew she’d be burning with embarrassment. He had to give her credit. She was off duty and could easily have asked them to call someone else in, but she’d have known there would be suspicious circumstances if she and Le Claire were to be involved.

The boat was moored alongside the dock and connected by a small steel walkway. Le Claire stepped onto the lower deck, which moved beneath his feet, and his stomach dipped and lurched. He wasn’t comfortable on the water, nonetheless he had to get a grip—they were hardly on the high seas. A waiting uniform directed them up the flight of stairs to the top deck. They passed a cosy seating and dining area, and the smell of expensive, smooth leather fragranced the sea air.

Le Claire wasn’t in the habit of messing about on boats, so he took in his surroundings with care. The stairs opened onto a wide deck that circled the wheel room with padded chairs dotted around. However, it was the front of the boat that caught his attention. Dr David Viera, dressed in protective gear, was hunched over the body of a man. Le Claire nodded a brief hello as Viera stood and moved to the side.

Le Claire didn’t miss much, and he saw the look Viera gave Dewar. He’d been curious about the obvious attraction between his surly DS and the young doctor for some time. That speculation would need to wait for another day. The matter in hand was the man at his feet.

He was on his back, arms to the sides and legs bent, as if his knees had given way and he had collapsed. He looked to be in his forties with an expensive-looking tan and sun-bleached hair. A table had been over-turned, and a small side unit held a champagne flute. An empty bottle of champagne lay on its side on the deck along with a similarly drained bottle of wine. The contents from the latter had spilled out and stained the decking. A wineglass had broken, and small pieces of glittering glass were scattered underfoot.

Dewar’s voice came from behind him. “Looks like he had a bit of a drinking session.”

“Yep, it does. Viera, any comments at this stage?”

“He hasn’t been dead long, and, from the facial contortions, it looks like he could have had a seizure of some sort.”

Dewar looked at the body and then back at Le Claire, who could see the question in her eyes. “I guess you’re questioning why the Chief called us in?”

“Yeah, I was. I mean, it is a sudden death, but we’d usually be called in later to liaise with the coroner and the consultant pathologist at the hospital who would do the post-mortem examination.”

“And that’s exactly how we will proceed. The deceased is well known in certain circles, and I guess the chief wants to make sure that no criticism can be laid at our door. You know what it’s like these days; everyone has an opinion on social media.”

“So who was he?”

“Drew Portland. He and his wife are connected to Ginelli’s.” The popular hotel and restaurant had a Michelin star, and his parents often ate there. “I think he was the second husband.”

Viera confirmed this. “Yes, my mum’s event company does a fair bit of work there. He lived a privileged life, apparently.”

Although not that charmed, thought Le Claire, as he gazed at yet another life suddenly ended.


#




Dewar had followed the directions supplied by station coordination. The lane they wanted was past Jersey Zoo. The massive site was in darkness as they drove by.

Le Claire asked, “Have you ever been to the zoo? It’s a pretty special place.”

Dewar shook her head. “You won’t catch me going there. I remember going to one in Scotland when I was a kid. I hated seeing the animals caged like that. They all looked so dejected and sad. Skinny, depressed-looking tigers in a tiny little enclosure. It was horrible.”

“No, it isn’t like that. The place recently turned its name back to Jersey Zoo. It used to be called Durrell Wildlife Park and then, I think, Durrell. Everyone always called it the Zoo. However, it is a wildlife conservation centre. You should go sometime.”

“Oh, right. Will do.”

They fell silent. Inane chit-chat wouldn’t take their minds off their next task.

She grimaced as she slowed the car to fifteen miles per hour and turned into the narrow lane. Her voice was a grumble, the Scottish accent more noticeable than usual. “I tell you, it takes some getting used it. Why anyone drives a flash car on this island, I have no idea, yet trophy cars are littered all over the place. Why? I mean you can only go as fast as forty miles an hour on virtually one road, and that’s only for about ten minutes, if that!”

“I know, it’s part of the island’s charm.” He decided not to say anymore as he registered her black look.

Automatic lights snapped on as they turned into a flagstone courtyard. The house was big, mock-Tudor in design; the pristine white-rendered walls accented by thick slabs of dark wood. The myriad of mullioned windows were in darkness, apart from a ground-floor room from which there was a hazy cast of light through slatted blinds. He dreaded doing this; in truth, he didn’t need to carry out such tasks. It was usually those of a lesser rank who knocked on doors and shattered families’ hopes and dreams. However, where the cause of death wasn’t immediately apparent, he liked to be the one to break the news when he could. Carefully watching the reactions firsthand, gauging the depth of surprise—most victims had known their killer, some intimately.

He rang the bell and heard the shrill buzz echo through the thick wooden door. There was a short delay, until a light flicked on, illuminating the opaque glass panel at the side of the door frame.

A woman opened the door, and her brows lifted as she took in Dewar’s uniform. Le Claire was glad he had insisted they detour past the station so she could change out of her civilian clothes. By long habit, he mentally catalogued his first impressions. She looked to be in her forties, with small, neat features showing a hint of age. She was of medium height and slim, almost skinny. Her red-gold hair was tied back in a loose ponytail and her face make-up free. Her skin was pale and her eyes a dark green. She wore a long, flowing kaftan in muted blues. A woman dressed for a quiet evening at home, an evening he was about to shatter.

“Mrs Louise Portland?” At her brief nod, he carried on. “I’m DCI Le Claire, and this is DS Dewar. May we come in for a moment?

“What is this about?”

Dewar’s voice was soft. “It would be better if we spoke inside, Mrs Portland.”

Louise Portland moved aside with a puzzled look on her face and beckoned them in. “Of course, follow me.”

The hallway was long and wide with various closed doors along its length. She headed to the far end of the hall, and they entered a snug lounge. An L-shaped sofa faced a white-painted fireplace. The hearth was filled with a mass of lit candles, and there was a sweet smell in the air. He sniffed and noticed a wooden incense burner. A tall, middle-aged man walked into the lounge carrying a glass of wine and a tumbler of clear liquid. He stopped when he saw them. “Oh, sorry, I didn’t hear anyone come in. Here’s your water, Louise. I’ll leave you alone and wait in the kitchen.”

“No, Tom. Please stay.” Louise Portland stretched out a hand and indicated the plump sofa. She turned back to Le Claire. “This is Tom Mathison, a family friend. You can speak freely in front of him.”

Mathison set the two glasses on a low coffee table, nodded a brief hello and sat on the sofa. Louise followed suit. This family friend was over six feet with craggy good looks that matched his lean, rangy build. Le Claire couldn’t help wondering about a marriage where the husband sat drinking alone on his boat while the wife entertained a male friend past 10:00 p.m. He brushed that thought aside. He had something more important to deal with now.

“Mrs Portland, I am afraid I must tell you that your husband, Drew Portland, was found dead on his boat this evening. I’m sorry for your loss.”

Louise Portland stared at him as her brain undoubtedly fought to process the words, then she swayed and lilted to the side, shaking her head. “I’m sorry. You must be mistaken. Drew can’t be dead.”

Tom Mathison’s voice was soothing. “Stay calm, Louise, take a deep breath.” He gently placed his hands on her shoulders and pressed her back into the cushions of the plump sofa. He turned to Le Claire, and his voice held a hint of authority. This was a man who was used to being obeyed. “What did Drew die of? He was in good health. I gave him a thorough checkup a month ago. I’m the family doctor.”

Le Claire bit back the retort that it seemed a bit late for a house call. “Given the sudden nature of his death, we will have to arrange an autopsy. As a matter of form, Mr Portland’s death will be treated as suspicious until the results are in.”

He turned to Louise Portland. “I do have a couple of initial questions. Why was your husband on his boat this evening?”

She shook her head. “No particular reason. He likes to have a drink or two of an evening to unwind. A boat is a special place for him.”

Le Claire lodged this to the side. There was something not quite right with this marriage.

“As Mr Portland’s next of kin, we will need you to identify the body.”

Louise Portland drew back and clasped her arms around herself as she automatically looked to Tom Mathison. The doctor’s voice was abrupt. “That will have to wait until tomorrow? I won’t have Louise distressed any further tonight.”

Le Claire stiffened. He couldn’t help himself. The doctor was beginning to annoy him.

Dewar was quick to reply. “That will be okay. Would you like us to call in the family liaison officer?”

Louise Portland shuddered, as if offended by the suggestion. “What for? Sorry, I don’t mean to be rude, but I don’t need a babysitter. I have Tom.” She turned to the doctor. “You’ll stay, won’t you?”

His voice was gentle. “Of course. I won’t leave you.”

Le Claire stood, followed by Dewar. “We’ll organise for a car to collect you in the morning.”

Tom Mathison’s voice cut across whatever Louise Portland had been about to say. “That won’t be necessary. I’ll drive Louise.”

“Very well, we’ll leave you now. We will need to ask some more questions tomorrow.”

Louise Portland stood, her face calm. “I’ll see you to the door.” Tom Mathison made to get up, but she motioned for him to stay where he was. “Sit and have your wine. I may even have a drop myself in a moment.”

“Louise!” There was a warning in Mathison’s voice that she brushed aside with a wave of her hand.

She led them back through the corridor to the front door. They were almost in the car when her voice drew them back. “I’m sorry, in the shock I forgot to ask. Who found Drew?”

Dewar answered. “It was a young woman who was out walking around the harbour. Her name was Sophie. From the notes I understand she has only just returned to the island after several years away.”

“Thank you. I will see you tomorrow.”

They kept silent until they were in the car and heading back through the lanes. Dewar puffed out a huff of air. “I have to say that the new widow was looking exceptionally cosy with the family doctor.”

“I noticed. If this turns out be anything other than an accident or natural causes, we’ll need to look closely at Mrs Portland and her dashing friend.”


#




Louise took her time walking back to the lounge, each step a heavy weight as her brain struggled to send the right messages to her body. Walk, left leg, right leg, walk. She concentrated on the movement, the rhythm, refusing to let any other thoughts make themselves known.

Tom was still sitting where she’d left him, and he looked as dazed as she felt. He rose and came forward, pulling her into his arms. She stiffened, but he held her tight and whispered shushing noises; his breath was warm and not unpleasant as it caressed her ear. She relaxed into his arms. His embrace was a welcome balm to the maelstrom of thoughts that threatened to devour her.

When she spoke, her voice was gruff, her throat dry. “I can’t believe this. I may have wished Drew gone a thousand times, but dead? How can this be?”

“I’m sure we’ll find out in the days to come.”

She drew back and moved out of his arms. “You seem unconcerned.”

“You no longer need to worry. No matter what happens, the business will be safe.”

“Yes, but I wouldn’t have wished him dead.”

“You don’t have to worry about it any longer. You’ve more than enough to concern yourself with.”

Yes, she did—and if Sophie Ginelli was back then she was one of those concerns; especially if she was the one who found Drew.


#




Sophie had been expecting the call for several hours. She’d given a brief statement and been driven the short distance to her hotel. She’d raided the minibar and poured a large gin and tonic. She alternated sipping it and worrying away at a ragged thumbnail. She hadn’t told them everything, and she’d panicked at the last. She had called the police, waited for them to arrive and said she had been out walking. Explained she’d been admiring the luxury boats when she’d seen him. A large shape lying on the deck. She’d approached, called out and, as she got closer, had seen dead eyes staring into hers.

She shook her head to clear the thoughts and took a large gulp of her drink. The bitterness of the tonic water made her tongue tingle, and she relished the sensation.

She checked the caller ID and let her mobile ring out. The ensuing silence was thunderous. The phone rang again. She knew the caller wouldn’t rest until they had spoken. She answered with a brief, “Hi.”

The caller’s voice was sharp. “Is that all you have to say? Was it you? I guess it was, since you’ve actually bothered to answer my call. What a bloody mess. What the hell happened on the boat?”

“Hello to you too, Louise. I found your husband dead and called the police. There’s nothing else to say.”

She closed her eyes at the sigh that whispered through the phone, and an ache of regret stabbed until she could almost feel physical pain. The years of happiness were faded sepia images in her mind compared to the Technicolor vitriol and bitterness of the past decade.

“Sophie, we need to talk. Why didn’t you tell the police who you were?”

“I didn’t think, and when I did, it was too late. I couldn’t face going into it.”

“Well, you’re going to have to. I will need to tell the police I know you.”

“I know, I know.” She ran a hand through her hair. “How did you get my number?” She kept the phone numbers of friends and family in her contacts book. Not to call them but to know what calls she should leave unanswered. She hadn’t received a call from Louise in almost a decade.

“Diane knew better than to hold out on me. I’ve had this number for years. Just in case I needed to get hold of you.”

She knew she would have to meet with Louise when she’d come back to the island. She hadn’t expected it to be so soon. “I’ll come see you tomorrow. We can talk then.”

“Fine, make it around noon. I need to identify the body in the morning.”

“Oh Christ, do you want me to come with you?”

“No, Tom will take me.”

“Tom Mathison? Is he still on the scene?”

“Don’t be snide. Tom is a good friend. Anyway, don’t change the subject. What were you doing on the boat?”

“I’ll explain it all tomorrow.” She paused, and the silence lengthened. She knew what she had to say and cleared her throat. It was gravelled. Perhaps words did stick in your throat. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

There was a bark of mirthless laughter. “You may feel empathy for me, having lost a second husband, however I sincerely doubt you are sorry that Drew is dead.”

“Louise . . .”

“Don’t say anything. No platitudes or lies, please. I’m almost scared to know what you were doing there. I didn’t even know you were back in Jersey.”

Thoughts raced through Sophie’s head. What was the point of the truth? Not now, not when everything had changed so dramatically. So she said what she thought was believable. “I wanted to make peace with you. I needed to make everything all right with Drew first. At least enough so that he didn’t think I’d be shooting daggers at him all the time.”

“If only you hadn’t left it so late.” Her sigh drifted through the phone. “I better go now. Come and see me tomorrow. Don’t let me down.”

The call disconnected and the not again hung in the air as if Louise had spoken the accusation.

Sophie tossed her phone onto the bed and moved to the floor-length window overlooking the harbour. She could see the marina off to the right. Lights brighter than usual as the police did their night’s work. She downed her drink and moved to make another, then stopped. She’d better leave it. She would need to be thinking straight tomorrow, for she was sure she’d be talking to the police, and she definitely had some explaining to do.


CHAPTER TWO

The next morning Le Claire watched in silence as an ashen-faced Louise Portland was comforted by a grim-looking Tom Mathison. Her voice was hoarse. “Yes, that’s my husband. That’s Drew.”

Dewar placed a gentle hand on the woman’s shoulder and directed her to the door. “Follow me, please, and we’ll get you a hot drink and sit somewhere quiet.”

Le Claire was last to leave the stark viewing room with its steel gurney in pride of place. He had seen similar white-shrouded figures more times than he cared to remember. It wasn’t a sight he would ever get used to. He shook away his musings and followed Dewar into a small anteroom equipped with a drinks machine.

He waited until everyone sat down. Everyone except Dewar, that was. She was lingering by the drinks machine and jumped into action at his nod. Everyone plumped for coffee, which would no doubt be vile, apart from Dewar, who got one of her habitual strong teas. She’d better enjoy it because this was the last time they’d be stopping for refreshment today.

Louise Portland sipped at her drink, and she looked even paler than she had yesterday. In the harsh light of day, there was a gauntness to her face, and he asked himself if she was yet another woman with money who almost starved herself to look good in the latest fashions. She wore a black dress, simple to the point of austerity. The distinctive buttons, embossed with interlinking Cs, gave the game away. His own mother had bought something similar for an event with some visiting dignitaries, and even his father had baulked at the cost of the outfit.

“Mrs Portland, if it’s okay, I do have a few questions.”

“Of course.”

“As your husband died suddenly, we can’t rule out any third-party involvement until the autopsy results come through.”

Louise Portland drew back a little and shook her head. “I don’t know what you mean by third-party involvement.”

Mathison drew back, shaking his head. “I assume the detective means murder. Why not say so, even though it’s a ridiculous idea.”

Le Claire kept his features even. “Third parties can also be involved in accidents, so let’s not jump to any conclusions. Can I ask you again why your husband was at the marina?”

Her initial response was a brief shrug. “Drew loves the sea and has always spent hours on the boat. He is from a fishing family. The sea is in his blood.”

Le Claire noticed that she used the present tense; it would no doubt take time for her to speak of her late husband in the past tense. “It looked as if Mr Portland was drinking alone.”

She smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “Is that a crime now?”

Dewar interjected, “Of course not, but we did find several empty bottles of alcohol on the deck.”

“You are asking if my husband had a drinking problem? Drew was a man of appetites and would often drink to excess. He would also abstain for several days in a row.”

Le Claire said, “The autopsy will determine if the death was alcohol related. Do you know if anyone was with him?”

“You said he was alone.”

“We didn’t see any evidence of another person there. Was he in the habit of taking people on board?”

“I wouldn’t know. I don’t monitor my husband’s every move.”

“Understood. That will be all for the moment.”

“Detective, wait, please. I have to tell you something that will seem a little odd, but so are the circumstances. The girl who found Drew was Sophie Ginelli. She is my stepdaughter.”

The name didn’t register at first, taken out of context as it was, then it smashed into his brain. “The girl who found your husband’s body? I don’t believe she made my colleagues aware of that.”

Dewar turned to face him. “According to the report, she said she’d been out for an evening walk. She’s staying at the hotel in the square. Miss Ginelli didn’t indicate that she knew Mr Portland.”

No, and Hunter probably didn’t bloody ask, nor had he connected her surname to the hotel. Le Claire masked his irritation. Was it any wonder that he did so many things himself? Moments like this didn’t exactly encourage delegation.

Louise Portland shook her head. “Sophie hadn’t seen Drew in years. She left the island before our marriage. I hadn’t seen or spoken to her myself in a decade. I had no idea she was back. She said she went to talk to Drew to make amends and found him dead. The poor girl was in shock.”

“What do you mean by amends? Was there an issue?”

“Sophie was not at all happy at my remarrying. She wanted no part of my life after that.”

“Why change her mind now?”

“I don’t know. You’ll need to ask Sophie.”

They didn’t know what Drew Portland had died of. The fact that the stepdaughter by marriage, with whom he didn’t get on, had found the body was throwing shade on this being a simple matter.
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Back at the station, Le Claire had one mission in mind, even though Dewar had begged him to be gentle. He was still getting used to the new building but was already heading to his own area on automatic pilot. He found Hunter tapping away at his computer. He had to give him credit for keeping his reports and records updated. At least that was something. The young PC noticed him and shot to his feet. He was like a puppy with gangly, uncontrollable limbs. “Sir, what can I do for you?”

“You can tell me if you asked Sophie Ginelli last night if she knew the deceased and, if you did, what she said.”

Hunter immediately clicked at his keyboard. His eyes scanned the computer screen, and the silence lengthened. He tapped the keys again and scrolled upwards as he rechecked the records. He reddened and said, “No, sir, I didn’t, sir.” There was a brief pause. “Should I have, sir?”

Le Claire kept a firm control on his temper. “Yes, particularly since it turns out that Sophie Ginelli did indeed know Drew Portland. She is the wife’s stepdaughter from a previous marriage, and there is bad blood between Miss Ginelli and the deceased. If we are looking at anything other than natural causes, then it could be a major factor.”

Hunter paled. “I’m sorry, sir. I didn’t think to ask.”

“In Jersey, people you’d least expect do know each other. There are a hundred thousand people in forty-five square miles. So always ask. It may not have been obvious to you that Drew Portland was involved with Ginelli’s but make sure the files are properly updated.”

Le Claire took a breath as he made to berate him further, then snapped his mouth shut as he thought better of it. Hunter was a good kid and rarely put a foot wrong. “As matters presently stand, no harm has been done. Take more care in future.”

“Yes, sir. I will, sir.”

“Good. Now get me Sophie Ginelli’s contact details.”
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Le Claire stood outside the interview room and stared through the concealed window at Sophie Ginelli as she sat at the table. She was an attractive woman with long dark hair that waved past her shoulders, soft brown eyes and lightly tanned skin. She had a wide, full mouth and was currently biting on her bottom lip. Fidgeting, she tapped the bottom of a plastic water bottle on the table in a rhythmic motion. She was nervous. Not that it meant anything. Often the innocent looked the most guilty. He heard heavy footsteps slapping down the corridor and knew who it was without turning around. “Dewar, thanks for calling Miss Ginelli. Was there any problem?”

“None at all. She had been going to call us today. She realised she should have informed us that she knew Drew Portland. “

“Hmm, all sounds plausible after the event, doesn’t it? Come on, let’s do this.”

They entered the room, and he shut the door behind them with a loud click that echoed in the silence. Sophie Ginelli jerked upright at the noise, and her eyes locked on his face as he sat in front of her. “Thank you for coming in. It’s best if we get straight to the point. What were you doing on Drew Portland’s boat? And why did you conceal the fact that he was your stepmother’s husband, and you therefore knew him well?”

“I wasn’t concealing anything—well, not intentionally. I was shocked. Christ, what a mess.” She ran a shaking hand through her hair.

“Why did you go to the boat last night?”

“I left Jersey ten years ago in a monumental huff. My dad married Louise when I was nine. We’d lost my mum a few years before, and it was so good to have Louise as part of the family. The three of us were incredibly happy. Then my father got ill when I was seventeen.”

She sighed and looked down at the table for a moment. When her gaze next met his, the softness had gone—replaced by bleakness—and he questioned if it had ever been there or merely a trick of the light. “He died before my eighteenth birthday. A year later, Louise had married Drew Portland. I knew she’d been seeing him, and she tried to make him part of our lives. I didn’t want him anywhere near me and he can’t have been enamoured with his girlfriend trying to make him play happy families with her stepdaughter. I was outraged that she could forget my father so quickly. It all got a bit fraught, and I went to university in the UK. Next thing I know, she’s marrying him. I refused to attend the wedding and haven’t been back to Jersey since.”

Dewar asked, “So why return now?”

“After graduation, I got a trainee manager job for a large hotel chain. I’ve worked my way to a senior position in their restaurant and bar division, and I’ve travelled the world. I’m thirty later this year, and I guess I’ve been taking stock. I have a three-month sabbatical from my job while I decide if I carry on doing what I am or try something else. I may even return to Jersey permanently. I knew I’d have to face Louise, so I thought I’d better make peace with Drew first. A woman approaching thirty sees things with a different eye than a grieving teenager does. I had to let the past go.”

“That’s an about-face. Surely you were still carrying some resentment towards Drew Portland. He did take your father’s place.”

“I would never have been his friend, and, if I had a choice, I would never have met him again, alone or otherwise. Louise and I have matters to discuss, and I didn’t want any awkwardness between Drew and myself.”

“Very well, and Mr Portland was dead when you approached the boat?”

“Yes, I mean, I guess. He was lying on the top deck, and at first I thought he was drunk or something, and then I realised his eyes were open, staring. There was no movement. I panicked and called an ambulance.”

“Why was it so important that you make peace with the Portlands? You said you had something to discuss—what was it?”

“I told you I left in a huff. Well, I didn’t think matters through properly. I need to talk to Louise about my inheritance. My dad told me that he had put measures in place so I’d come into my share of the business when I was thirty. I came back to find out what I was left and what it’s worth. My dad worked damned hard to build up the hotel and restaurant. I wanted to know what the future could look like. I don’t see what any of this has to do with Louise’s husband dying.”

Le Claire stood. “Nor do I—at the moment, that is. DS Dewar will see you out. Please do let us know if you move from the hotel you’re staying at or if you leave the island.”

Her brows lifted.

“Merely a precaution until we confirm the cause of death for Mr Portland.”
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Le Claire sat in his office, feet propped atop one of the plastic storage containers that held paperwork, files, tatty textbooks and the debris that had littered his old office at the Rouge Bouillon station. He’d unpacked a few boxes as soon as they had moved to the new HQ at Route du Fort but had soon got distracted. He hadn’t even opened some of the containers, and they’d moved weeks ago.

He’d spent the last hour flicking in and out of the computer files on open cases and updated himself on the latest reports. There was nothing pressing that needed his attention, and he’d even spent ten minutes looking through the police Facebook page. Apparently, there was a cow on the loose in the lanes of St Peter. If it wasn’t rounded up soon, his evil streak tempted him to send Hunter to investigate. Chasing down a roaming bovine might not be a grown-up punishment, yet Le Claire pettishly knew it would at least make him feel better.

Viera had said the Home Office pathologist had arrived midmorning from London. It was 5:00 p.m. now. Surely the autopsy would be completed soon.

As if conjured by his thoughts, a large shadow fell across the desk as Viera’s rugby-honed build shouldered into the room.

Le Claire snapped to attention. “Well?”

Viera slumped into the visitor’s chair in front of the shiny new desk. He looked exhausted. “I forgot how much I hate assisting in autopsies.”

Le Claire drew back. “Whoa, I didn’t know you got involved in that?”

“I only help out when the hospital is short-staffed. I got quite a bit of experience when I worked in London. It’s dirty work, but the Home Office chap has pinpointed the cause of death.”

“And?”

“Complete organ failure.”

“What do you mean?”

“Drew Portland’s system shut down, gave up and overloaded.”

“Well, at least we know how he died. What was it caused by?”

“Ah, now that’s the sixty-four million dollar question. We know his ten-year medical history, courtesy of Tom Mathison, who provided the details to us earlier today. Portland had a thorough checkup each year, and his last one was a couple of months ago. Apparently, he was as fit as a fiddle, apart from drinking too much—but that’s par for the course on this rock. Apart from that, he reportedly looked after himself, ate well and exercised regularly. Bit of a runner, did marathons and that.”

“Any clues as to cause?”

Viera leant back in his chair. “This isn’t conclusive yet—we’ll need the test results for that—but unless anything unforeseen turns up in the blood and tissue analysis, we could be looking at the introduction of foreign bodies.”

“Meaning?”

“Toxins. Something introduced into the body that caused it to shut down. We’ve sent various samples in for testing as a rush job. I spoke to Vanguard, and he’s investigating several items from the scene as well.”

“Are we talking accidental?”

“Could be that he ate or drank something nasty. We won’t know until the results from the tests come back.


CHAPTER THREE

“You look so grown-up now. I almost wouldn’t have recognised you.”

Sophie shook her head at Louise’s words, brushing them away. She didn’t want the ties of past fondness and familiarity to cloud their discussion. “That’s what ten years and a bit of make-up can do for you.”

“No, I mean it. You look polished. Life must be treating you well.”

“I can say the same for you, although you have lost some weight.”

“A woman could always do with dropping a few pounds.”

Sophie nodded and sipped at her cup of tea so she didn’t have to reply. She had been surprised to see that not a great deal had changed at her childhood home apart from some general decoration and maintenance. The same couldn’t be said for her stepmother. In truth, Louise was a shadow of her former self. When Tony Ginelli had married Louise Connelly, the bride had been in her early twenties, curvaceous and bubbly. The woman who sat in front of Sophie was thin to the point of emaciation, and her eyes were dark and shadowed. The latter could be accounted for by grief, and Sophie assumed the former was driven by fashion. She had heard that Louise had taken to frequenting the designer boutiques in town since her marriage to Drew Portland.

“Are you staying in the flat?”

“No, I booked into a hotel. I had intended contacting you to say I’d like to use the flat if that is okay.”

“You don’t have to ask; the place is yours, Sophie.”

“I know, but I wanted you to know that I was going to be around.”

“It’s fine. Does Justin know you’re back? I know you never kept in touch with him either. He was heartbroken when you left.”

“I doubt that, and no, I never maintained contact. What was the point? I was angry and wanted to blank everything and everyone.”

“You stayed in contact with Diane. I had to settle for my niece letting me know what was going on in your life.”

“Diane and I have been friends forever. When her mum died, she was always round here. It was easier to keep in touch with her; even though we only made contact every few months. I wanted a new start, a different life.”

“Well, you certainly got that. Have you spoken to the police? I had to tell them of our connection.”

“Of course. They called me into the station. I was going to go and see them anyway to explain. I was so shocked last night; I guess I wasn’t thinking straight.” She paused, looked into Louise’s eyes, and let the mask of social chitchat fall away. “How are you? Really?”

Louise’s eyes filled with tears. “I don’t know. I can’t believe he isn’t going to come walking in the door. That I’ll never see him again.”

“I am sorry for you, Louise.” Sophie knew her words sounded stilted, and by Louise’s glance, so did she.

“Let us not pretend, my darling. You felt so strongly about my marriage to Drew that you stayed away for almost a decade. I treated you like a daughter. We were family, and yet you dropped me, simply walked away, and that was that. Why the desire for peace now?”

Sophie hadn’t wanted to get into this, not too soon, and certainly not under the circumstances, but she had no choice, not after such direct words. “I’m almost thirty.”

“Ah yes. I was waiting for you to reach out.”

“I want what I’m due.”

“The business isn’t doing quite so well as it used to, so we’ll need to see what’s available.”

“I’m due to receive fifty percent of the business on my thirtieth birthday, which is in two months, so we have time to look at the figures. And it doesn’t matter what’s available. I’m due the fifty percent.”

“Let’s not argue, Sophie, not now. Times have got harder, so I’m saying that a fifty-percent share may not be quite as valuable as it once was.”

Sophie stood, rage coursing through her. “My dad worked eighteen hours a day to build this business; my mother worked in it until she became too ill to move. And your fancy man has spent the last ten years sipping champagne on a series of yachts, all paid for by my dad’s money.”

“My money, Sophie, my money. Your father left it to me.” Her voice had risen, and she coughed, her eyes closing as she tried to regain her composure. She visibly deflated before Sophie’s eyes. “I can’t get into this now. Get settled in the flat. I have arrangements to make for Drew’s funeral and need to concentrate on that. We can talk later.”
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Tom Mathison’s surgery was in a renovated terrace. The hallway was covered in sleek posters where the other occupants apparently promised straight, gleaming smiles, banished wrinkles and sucked out fat.

They headed to Mathison’s floor, where a heavily made-up young woman presided over the public areas from a delicate, spindle-legged desk. Having confirmed that they did indeed have an appointment with the doctor, they were shown through to an elegant office, decorated in the same beige and taupe tones as the reception area. Mathison pushed away from his desk and came to greet them.

“Detectives, please take a seat. I’m busy, so can we get to the point? Why do you want to see me?”

Le Claire appreciated the directness, which saved him time in polite introductions.

“Fine. May I ask what your relationship is with Louise Portland?”

The good doctor maintained a level gaze and seemed unperturbed by the question. The twitch by the side of his mouth gave lie to that.

“Louise and I don’t have the type of relationship that I believe you mean. We’ve known each other for a long time. To be trite—we are just good friends.

Dewar asked, “Can you ever be ‘just’ friends without one person feeling more than the other?”

Mathison’s smile was brittle. “It would be disingenuous of me to pretend that I don’t have feelings for Louise. However, it is not something I have acted upon. Louise was a married woman after all.”

Le Claire needed to dig deeper. “You spend an awful lot of time together.”

“Yes, we do.”

Le Claire kept quiet. He figured the weight of silence would eventually drive the doctor to speak. It invariably worked.

“The situation with Drew means Louise needs support—something I am happy to provide.”

“And before that? Was Mr Portland comfortable with your friendship with his wife?”

“He was always cordial to me.”

“Cordial is a lukewarm emotion. I’m not sure I’d be happy if another man was spending so much time with my wife.”

“I can’t comment on what he thought or not.”

Le Claire looked around the room. The only decorations were Jersey sea and landscapes. Nothing to indicate what type of surgery this was.

“What exactly are you a doctor of?”

“I still work as a private GP and have a small number of clients. However, I also make the impossible dream a reality.”

Le Claire hazarded a guess. “Cosmetic surgery?”

“From Botox to knee fillers and everything in between.”

“I guess it pays well?”

His smile was so quick Le Claire almost missed it. “In this Peter Pan island, few want to grow old, and there are a lot who have the money to do something about it. That’s where I come in.”

“And the private GP work? What does that entail?”

“I have a few select patients, and carry out annual medicals and more frequent general assessments.”

“You said Drew Portland’s last medical results were good and clear of any issues. Yet now he is dead. I hate to be indelicate, but Louise Portland is now a widow, which leaves the coast clear for you.”

“I find your insinuation distasteful.”

“Which is how I react to murder. Did you get rid of Drew Portland to free his wife?”

There was no anger on Mathison’s face, just a smirk of amusement. “You’re clutching at straws. I have nothing else to say unless you have something to back up your accusations.”

Le Claire made his way out followed by Dewar. Something bothered him about the doctor, and he would get to the bottom of it.
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Tom Mathison waited a beat until his office door had closed behind the police. He took a deep breath, slowly exhaled and, grabbing his mobile, dialled the number he had memorised weeks ago.

The call was answered by a breezy American voice. “Melanie speaking, how may I help you?”

“Hi, it’s Tom Mathison.”

“Hello again. What can I do for you today?”

“I’d like to progress matters. Can you organise the flights and the room bookings please? It will be in the names of Louise Portland and myself. I’ll send you the passport details.”

“That is great, sir. What dates, please?”

“Make it two weeks from this coming Sunday. I don’t have a return date yet, so please book the flights one way.”

He wasn’t taking Louise’s prevarications any longer. It was time, and with Drew gone, there was no longer anything to stop them.
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Sophie checked out of one hotel and into another—almost. She packed her suitcase into her hire car and drove west. Ginelli’s was on the outskirts of town and occupied a prime position across from the beach with uninterrupted views. Little had changed about the property in the last ten years, but not so the surroundings. Sophie remembered that the hotel site had been flanked by a row of low-level shops and restaurants on one side and some large private houses on the other. Both had been replaced by tall apartment buildings, catering for the increased population and the finance industry. Ginelli’s itself had remained the same. The five-storey main building, with lower wings on either side, was painted a crisp white and offset by chrome-and-glass balconies. She saw with pleasure that the surrounding gardens were well maintained and that flower filled troughs surrounded the guest car-parking area.

When her father had first renovated the hotel, he had added a small flat that he had occupied with his young wife and baby. They had moved out to her mother’s dream home when Sophie was four, her father’s hotel and restaurant business being a bigger success than anyone could have imagined. In his will, he had said the flat was Sophie’s to occupy whilst it, and the hotel, remained in the family’s ownership. She’d never had a chance to live there before.

The hotel reception area had been repainted, and new artwork adorned the walls. The sofas and chairs looked the same, although they’d been re-upholstered in dark purple crushed velvet. It still looked classy and expensive, and Sophie felt at home for the first time in years. The pretty, smiling receptionist was new and didn’t know who she was, so Sophie asked for Justin.

“Who shall I say is asking for Mr Le Mahe?”

“Tell him it’s Sophie, Sophie Ginelli.”

The receptionist dialled a number and listened intently. Soon a frown appeared, and she hung up. “I’m sorry. There is no answer. May I take a message?”

At that, someone came through the revolving door, and a familiar voice called, “Sophie? Christ, it really is you.”

She turned, and the moment seemed to be suspended as the years rolled away. Justin didn’t look any different, simply a little older and, if possible, even more handsome. He stood in front of her, and she had to bend her head back to look at him. He was a couple of inches over six feet, and she could see he had filled out with the years. No longer a lanky twenty-three-year-old, he had apparently found the gym as his body, under a sharp grey suit, looked toned and taut. His dark wavy hair no longer fell untamed into his eyes and past his shoulders. Now it was trimmed and shaped into a short cut that flattered his square face. The dark, serious brown eyes hadn’t changed at all. They still looked as if they would devour her. She glanced away, moved back a little.

“Hi. Yes, it really is me.”

“You got back into the island quick. I’ve been to see Louise and heard what happened to Drew. What a bloody shocker. Seems they don’t know how he died yet.”

“I’ve been back a couple of days. It was me that found Drew’s body.” She shivered at the memory of the horror of the night before.

“Oh, Sophie, what a nightmare that must have been. Come on, I’ve got some wine in the office. Let’s go and have a drink.”

Sophie hesitated for a moment, but then dutifully followed Justin past the reception desk and into the corridor that led to what had once been her father’s office. She shivered a little as she walked through the door and looked at the once-familiar space. “You’ve barely changed it at all.”

“Louise didn’t want it touched at first, and I didn’t see the need. This office stood your dad in good stead while he built the business and kept it on such a successful path. I was hoping some of that luck would rub off on me. What happened? Why are you back, and why the hell were you anywhere near Drew Portland?”

Justin walked to a small drinks trolley that sat in the corner. Her father used to dispense whisky and vodka from the burnished wooden top. Now it was set with elegant-stemmed wineglasses, and she watched as Justin popped the cork on a bottle of red wine. He poured two glasses and handed one to her.

“Thanks. I decided it was time to come back. I’ve been gone too long. I wanted to make peace with Drew before I met with Louise. I was too late; he was dead when I arrived at the boat. He was just lying there. Christ.”

A tremor ran through her as she sipped at her wine. Justin took the glass from her and set it down, to hold both her hands in his. The contact startled her, and sadness swept through her as she realised she couldn’t remember the last time another person had touched her.

“I’m glad you’re back. Will you be staying in the flat?”

“Yes, that’s the plan.”

“Okay, I’ve got the keys here. We’ve always had the place cleaned on a monthly rota, so it shouldn’t need much doing to it. Finish your drink, and we’ll get you settled in.”


CHAPTER FOUR

Diane Hunt fluffed out her hair, the blonde curls carefully teased and styled. She knew her make-up was perfect—she’d spent long enough applying it—and her outfit would hit any male’s sweet spot.

She wore a body-skimming top that zipped at the front and barely contained her full breasts. She hadn’t closed it all the way; she’d left it open enough that the shadowed V of her cleavage was on display, as was the promise of what bounty would be unleashed if the zipper edged farther south. Her jeans were tight, and, not wanting to look a complete slapper, she had thrown on a colourful shirt that she left undone.

Her high-heeled sandals clicked on the tiled floor as she strode into the bar, her mobile phone held to her ear as she spoke. “But I’m already here, what do you mean you have to work late? You’re supposed to be meeting me.” She fell silent and waited to speak. “Fine, fine. I get it. Thanks for nothing.”

She shoved the phone into her handbag and looked around the lounge area, uncertain for a moment. She marched to the bar and ordered an ice-cold glass of rosé. The man standing next to her turned at her voice and spoke.

“Hey Diane, I didn’t expect to see you here. Are you okay?”

Peter Frobisher was propping up the bar, beer in hand. “Oh, hi.” She clutched her hand to her chest, hoping it signified the right degree of surprise. “I didn’t see you there.” She paused, thought about her next words. “Are you all right? It was such a shock about Drew dying.”

“Yeah, I can’t get my head around it yet. I had lunch with him yesterday and he seemed fine. I can’t believe it.” There was a tremor in his voice, and his words trailed away as he ran a shaking hand through his hair. “How’s Louise? I called the house, but it went to answerphone.”

“As the saying goes, I guess she is as well as expected.”

He looked awkward for a moment. “Well, send Louise my best. I know she isn’t too enamoured of me, but I’m sorry for what she must be going through.”

“I’m afraid Aunt Louise had always thought you a bad influence, even before she met Drew.”

He smiled, a quick lift of the lips that acknowledged their shared history. “So what was all that about on the phone?”

She sipped her rosé, and the wine egged her on. “I was supposed to be meeting a friend. She called me as I walked in here to say she was stuck at work and couldn’t get away.”

“Bit late notice.”

“Yeah, to be fair, she said she hadn’t noticed the time, and one of her clients has a transaction that is closing. So I thought I’d have a quick drink before heading home.”

“Good plan.” He looked down at his bottle of beer as if it was the most fascinating thing on earth. He held it in one hand, the other resting on the bar. She reached out with an instinctive reaction, and gently placed her hand over his.

He jerked, yet didn’t move his hand away. “Diane . . .”

“Hush, I want to say how sorry I am. I know how close you were to Drew.

His look was direct, yet his eyes weren’t signalling any message she wanted to acknowledge. She willed his words to remain unspoken, but they came all the same.

“It was a mistake—the other night shouldn’t have happened.”

She slowly removed her hand from his as a tremor of shock, mingled with humiliation and disappointment, rippled through her. She took a steadying breath and smiled in what she hoped was a friendly manner. “Hey, don’t worry. It was one of those things. You’re going through a tough time, and I guess a little spark from the past reignited itself. We go back a long way, so we shouldn’t let one night ruin our friendship.”

He smiled. “I couldn’t agree more. Here. Let me buy you another drink before you head off.”
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The sun was setting on what had turned out to be a day of questions and not many answers. Le Claire nursed a beer as he leant over the balcony and watched the sun dip ever closer to the horizon; to the left, Mont Orgueil Castle bathed in a rosy glow, the ramparts stark and majestic. He tried to remember how long it had been since he had moved in with Sasha. Was it two months or three? Their divorce was well and truly off the table, and he now found himself living in his wife’s home. And one that had been bought by her indulgent parents. His father-in-law didn’t seem too pleased that Le Claire was back on the scene, but right now all he cared about was that he and Sasha were on the right track, the past forgiven—if not exactly forgotten.

His gaze raked the beach, and he idly watched the couples and dog-walkers taking advantage of a pleasant evening to stroll along the shore. Perhaps they’d have time to go for a walk before dinner?

“Jack?”

He turned, suddenly anxious that his wife’s voice betrayed a shaking tremor. Her face was pale, which emphasised the dark brown of her eyes that held an unreadable, unfathomable expression. He couldn’t tell if she was shocked, horrified or happy.

“Sasha, what is it? What’s wrong?”

She shook her head, and her long dark hair bounced and waved. Her eyes were wide, and her hand stretched out, trembling. She was holding something. He couldn’t make out what it was at first, and then comprehension slammed through him. He looked closer, his eyes shot to Sasha.

“Are you kidding? Of course you’re not. Oh, I’m babbling. We’re pregnant?”

Sasha laughed, her voice a bubble of joy as she held out the pregnancy test, the word positive emblazoned in the results window with a bright blue cross next to it.

“Oh, Jack, we’ve been trying for years. I assumed I was late because I was ill or something. I thought I’d do a quick test before I went to the doctor. So that I could say I wasn’t pregnant and they’d need to find out what was wrong. This one is the third test I’ve done today, all positive.”

He slowly shook his head, knowing he had a stupid grin on his face. A whoosh of adrenalin rushed through him, and he pulled Sasha into his arms, drawing her tight against him. He pressed a soft kiss to the top of her head, pulled her closer still. “I didn’t know how much I wanted this until this moment. I’m going to be a dad; you’ll be a mum. God, I don’t believe this.”

“I know, I know. I’m so excited but scared too.”

He knew what concerned her and didn’t have the ready words of reassurance. “I know we’d virtually given up hope. These things happen at their own pace, I guess. It’ll be fine. You need to take care of yourself, and I’ll help with that.”

He pulled her into his arms and kissed her soft lips. The usual burst of desire shot through him, but this time it was accompanied by something else—a sense of protectiveness even fiercer than the one he had first experienced on the day they married. He’d do whatever it took to make sure she—and their baby—would be fine. A new mantle of responsibility settled upon him, and he liked it.
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Diane smothered a giggle as Pete unlocked the front door and ushered her into the house with a dramatic flourish of his hand. She was a little unsteady on her feet and stopped halfway along the hallway and leant against the wall. They’d polished off two bottles of wine, and all they’d had to eat were some peanuts and crisps. She’d gone to the bar with the sole intention of meeting him, and now here she was—exactly where she wanted to be.

He locked the door, threw his keys onto the low hall table and moved towards her. The air crackled with sexual tension. The memories of their last time together were crowding her mind and egging her on. He kept walking until they were almost, but not quite, touching. There was an incessant thrumming in her ears as her heart pounded, and her chest rose and fell and ached for his touch.

His hand grabbed the back of her neck and drew her closer as, head bent, he crushed her mouth with his. She wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed against him, chest to chest, hip to hip and groin to groin. He pulled back and whispered, “Will you stay for a while? Come upstairs?”

She smiled in what she hoped was a shy yet seductive way and kept her jubilation deep inside. Her voice was a husky whisper, “I thought you’d never ask.”

He grabbed her hand and turned to the stairs, pulling her with him. She bent her head to hide her self-satisfied smile.
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A thick band of moonlight poured through the gap in the curtains and illuminated the bed. Diane was lazing in a post-coital glow, her head resting on Pete’s chest, their legs intertwined. His voice was a lazy rumble, “That was great,” and he bent down and pressed a kiss on the top of her head. Checking his watch, he said, “Whoa, it’s nearly one o’clock. I better call you a cab.”

The careless words were a resounding slap. Her skin chilled, and by the time she found her voice, Pete had ordered a taxi. “It’ll be here in five minutes, so we better get a move on and get you dressed.”

She kept quiet as she furiously pulled her clothes on, and he eventually got the message.

“Diane, are you all right? You’re not saying much.”

She debated holding her tongue and playing the game, but that had never been her style. Her shoulders were rigid and her face set as she spoke. “No, I’m not bloody all right. You’ve shagged me, and now you’re chucking me out. I don’t know where I stand with you.”

He looked completely taken aback, and his words were a stabbing dagger, “Don’t overreact. We don’t have any standing with each other. We’ve hooked up a couple of times—that’s it. I’m sorry, you must know this is only a bit of fun.”

She didn’t know whether to be angry or embarrassed, before realising she was both. She grabbed her shirt from the floor, pulled it over her shoulders and held her handbag tightly in front of her.

“You utter dick. You screwed me over once before, and I should never have trusted you again. You fooled me twice, shame on me.” Her voice wobbled, and tears filled her eyes. To her embarrassment, he noticed, and she recoiled from his pity.

“I’m sorry. I can’t get into anything right now.”

“Fine, fine.”

And she ran downstairs to the waiting taxi, leaving small pieces of her heart in her wake.


CHAPTER FIVE

Le Claire had lain awake most of the night, and so had Sasha. They’d snuggled, intertwined as if they were one being, sharing the same skin. They’d been buzzing, adrenalin keeping their eyes wide open and their minds whirring. They’d seen every hour of the night; their excitement wouldn’t allow sleep to take this moment from them. They’d talked about the future—a future they had thought would never be theirs.

They must have eventually drifted off, for he awoke as the dawn broke. The wooden slatted blinds didn’t protect the room from the relentless onslaught of the rising sun, and he turned to the light like a storybook vampire. He grimaced as he checked the time. Turning, he saw a few strands of hair escaping from under the duvet—the only visible sign of his wife, who cocooned herself under the covers. The light wasn’t going to wake Sasha anytime soon.

He considered getting up and then, glancing down, decided to sink back under the covers and pull his sleeping wife into his arms. She grumbled in her sleep at being disturbed, but she soon settled in the crook of his arm and snuggled into his chest. Mere months ago they were on the brink of divorce, and now their marriage was back on track, and they had a baby on the way. A baby—now that was going to take some time to get used to. They still had issues to face, and the London situation would rear its ugly head again, but they had each other, and he knew they’d get through whatever life threw at them. They’d done it before.

He closed his eyes and willed for a little more sleep. His breathing deepened, and he relaxed into the firm mattress and his soft wife.

The shrill ring of the telephone jolted him upright.

“Christ, answer that, Jack.” Sasha was fully under the duvet again, and her muffled grumble had him hurrying to answer the call. The voice on the other end made him still. “Vanguard, what is it?”

For the CSI chief to call him at past dawn undoubtedly meant news.

“We’ve had the test results in overnight.”

He pushed the duvet back and moved off the bed. “Well, tell me about them.”

“I’m on my way into work for an early start. I’m outside your place. Any chance of a coffee?”

“Sure. Be with you in a minute.”

He hauled on last night’s jeans and grabbed a T-shirt from the drawer. Barefoot, he ran down the wooden stairs and opened the front door to a grim-faced Vanguard.

“Come on in.”

Vanguard followed Le Claire into the gleaming white kitchen. He spooned coffee into two mugs and filled them from the boiling hot filtered-water tap.

He handed Vanguard a mug. “It’s black for you?”

“Yeah, thanks. Your tap’s a bit fancy.”

Le Claire smiled. It was a fancy tap in a fancy house paid for by his father-in-law, who was anything but. He brushed the thought aside. He had more to contend with than his current indebtedness to a man who couldn’t stand him.

“What have you got?”

“We found toxic elements in the traces of wine left in the glass and bottle.”

“What toxic elements?”

“It’s a match for Amanita phalloides.”

Le Claire frowned and couldn’t keep the impatient snap from his voice. “Don’t play funny devils. What the hell is that?”

“Death cap; the most poisonous—and deadly—of the fungi. Found in America, Europe and, apparently if you know where to look, the woodlands of Jersey.”

“Drew Portland died from drinking poisoned mushrooms?”

“I don’t know about that. You’ll need the autopsy results to find out what killed him. However, I can tell you that the pieces of glass and the empty bottle of wine found to the side of the body held traces of the twenty toxins found in death caps. I don’t know what killed Drew Portland. However, if he drank that wine, he ingested liquidised mushrooms—deadly mushrooms.”
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Vanguard headed to work, and Le Claire showered and changed before driving into town. By the time he reached his office, he and the Home Office Pathologist had each received an email with the full test results. The call came in at 8:45 a.m.

The caller’s voice was direct and professional. “Le Claire, this is Dr Newman. I’m the Home Office pathologist who carried out the autopsy on Drew Portland. I’ve read through the CSI team report and test results.”

“And what do you think?”

“I can now finalise my own report. Drew Portland died from organ failure, consistent with deadly fungi, most likely death cap poisoning.”

“So we can safely say his death was neither an accident nor from natural causes. And the instrument of his death was the poisoned bottle of wine found at the death scene.”

“I’m afraid that’s where you have a problem. When poisonous mushrooms, such as death cap, are ingested, the toxins attack the body, eventually leading to death from liver or kidney failure.”

“What’s the issue?”

“It can take from six days to two weeks for death to occur. Unless he first drank from that particular bottle over a week ago, there is no way it could have been the cause of his death.”

“So you’re saying we know someone poisoned the bottle of wine found by the body and it was the same type of poisonous toxin that killed Drew Portland, but he must have ingested it before tonight, and at least a week ago?”

“Exactly. Right cause, same toxic compound, but the wrong instrument.”

He disconnected the call and sat in silence for a moment, trying to make sense of what he had heard. He dialled an internal extension. “Sir, it’s Le Claire. Drew Portland’s death is suspicious, and there is undoubtedly third party involvement. I’ll need a Major Incident Room.”


#




Le Claire had left Bryce Masters and Hunter in charge of setting up the Incident Room. Masters would happily boss the others about without wrinkling his pristine suit or dirtying his hands. The smug DI often cut corners and could talk his way out of just about anything with a charming grin. His carefully styled jet-black hair, square jaw, and megawatt smile had him classed as the force’s poster boy, and he was often rolled out for promotional initiatives and PR duties. Le Claire disliked him, so tried hard to overcome his prejudices. Masters, he had found, was better working with him rather than against him. He’d be happy he was in charge, and Hunter’s common sense would prevent his colleague from screwing up.

He’d hunted down Dewar and found her in the staff canteen, having a cup of tea and a chocolate-filled croissant. She would need to wait until later for the tea, and could eat the pastry on the way. “Come on, I’ll update you in the car, but Drew Portland’s cause of death is consistent with ingestion of poisonous mushrooms.”

Now he stood in front of Louise Portland’s front door, which was opened by Tom Mathison. Le Claire kept his face passive. Was this guy a permanent fixture? It was certainly looking like it. “Dr Mathison, we’d like a word with Mrs Portland.”

“Can’t it wait? Louise is exhausted.”

“No, I’m afraid it can’t. Some new information has come to light, and we need to ask a few more questions.”

The dark look didn’t shift. “Wait in there.” He pointed through a doorway into a spacious kitchen. “I’ll get Louise.”

Dewar followed Le Claire, and he could hear the soft whistle that was her initial reaction. “Wow, this looks professional; it gleams.”

Louise Portland’s kitchen was an industrial space, which wouldn’t look out of place in a commercial kitchen. Pristine white units ran from floor to ceiling, and stainless-steel counters and splash-backs completed the look. There was a huge Aga, a separate triple oven and a mass of shiny cooking implements and pots and pans suspended from hooks.

“Yeah, I imagine you could produce enough food for an army in here.”

“And I have done, Detective, on many an occasion. Only instead of soldiers, I feed our guests. I have always loved to entertain.”

Louise Portland looked washed out, with shadowed and red-rimmed eyes. Her hair was rumpled, and it looked as if she may have been sleeping.

“I’m sorry to bother you. There has been a development we would like to discuss.”

“Go ahead.”

“The autopsy report is in, and I’m afraid it is conclusive that your husband had traces of poisonous fungi in his system; the likelihood is this was the direct cause of his organ failure and subsequent death.”

Her face paled, and her hand clutched at her throat. He noticed her fingers were claw-like and her skin almost translucent, exposing the veins beneath. “No! Oh God, how could this have happened? He knew better than that. Obviously, something he ate. How stupid.”

Dewar shuffled from foot to foot and shot him a glance. Le Claire knew what it meant. Get rid of the illusions and hammer in the bad news. “It could have been, but we have reason to suspect a third-party may have added poison to his wine.”

Mathison’s voice cut across Le Claire. “What the hell do you mean? Are you saying it was murder?”

“I’m saying it’s suspicious.” He turned to Louise Portland, who had settled into a high-backed chair, an anxious-looking Tom Mathison hovering by her side. “Mrs Portland, we will need to piece together your husband’s movements on Wednesday. Can you tell us a bit more?”

She shook her head and, shrugging her shoulders, said, “I can give you a rough idea. However I didn’t keep tabs on my husband’s whereabouts. Drew left the house before I got up. He’d had a bad bug but seemed to have perked up.”

Le Claire interrupted before she could carry on. “What kind of bug?”

“Something was going around I guess. He had been vomiting for a few days. Was it connected?”

“I don’t know, but it could be relevant. The more information we have, the quicker we can work out what happened. How did your husband spend his days?”

“It was his habit to go to the marina in the morning, and he usually had lunch at the restaurant. If he was alone, I would join him, or I’d leave him to it if he was with friends. I’m not entirely sure how he spent his afternoons. Again, perhaps at the harbour. Sometimes he went to visit his family or maybe took out one of the boats.”

Dewar looked up from taking notes. “You weren’t expecting your husband for dinner. I mean, you hadn’t seen much of him during the day?”

From her sharp glance, she had got the implication in Dewar’s words. “It is no secret my husband and I had different interests. The sea was Drew’s life, and I gave him the freedom to enjoy what he loved. We were happy to be together as and when we could.”

Le Claire asked, “So you would say you had a happy marriage?”

Mathison was the one who replied. “What nonsense is this? Louise’s husband is dead, it may be murder, and you’re questioning the state of her marriage? Of course, it was happy.”

Le Claire kept his voice calm. The good doctor was getting on his nerves. “I asked Mrs Portland the question, but we’ll leave it there for the moment. Now could we have a look at your bedroom and any private spaces Mr Portland had, please? We need to find out more about him as a person.”

She darted a look in the doctor’s direction, and her smile seemed strained. “We didn’t share a bedroom. Drew often left extremely early to go out on the boat, or sometimes he joined his brothers on their fishing trips.” She pushed herself off the chair. “I’ll show you his room first and then the study.”

They followed her through the spacious hallway and up a light-flooded staircase to the first floor. She led them to a door in the wide corridor and ushered them through. “This was my husband’s room. Christ, I can’t believe he’s gone.”

Mathison had followed them upstairs and, putting an arm around Louise Portland’s shoulders, led her towards the staircase. “You must come and sit down. It’s been a traumatic couple of days.” He looked at Le Claire. “I suggest you look at what you need to in there and then come back downstairs. Drew’s study has a boat engraved on the door. You can’t miss it. Louise, it’s okay for them to go in there?”

Her voice was weak. “Yes, yes of course.”
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Le Claire waited until he was sure no-one could overhear them. He moved deeper into the bedroom, Dewar following. “I’m not convinced this marriage was a particularly happy one. Something seems off.”

“A lot of marriages go that way over time. Separate rooms and lives but shared memories. I guess that’s all that keeps people together. That, and perhaps a fear of being alone. Mind you, that’s when people do stupid things.”

Le Claire had never asked, but he didn’t believe Dewar had ever been married. Even if she had been, she was too young to have spent years in a relationship gone wrong. He could never remember, but she must be in her mid-twenties. There was a bitterness that escaped whenever they came across unhappy relationships. Perhaps she came from a broken home? Didn’t everyone in some way or another? His own parents were very much together and a tight unit. It was their son they had problems understanding.

He brought his mind back to the present and looked around the luxuriously decorated bedroom, which resembled a five-star hotel. A plush carpet lay underfoot, and framed prints of the sea, yachts, and regattas covered the walls. The room contained a double bed, two nightstands, a two-seater sofa and a coffee table, the latter in front of a large wall-mounted TV. There were two doors set into the far wall. One led to an en-suite bathroom and the other into a huge open dressing room. He stopped for a moment, jarred by the neatness and obsessive-compulsive-like feel.

Suits, shirts, trousers, casual jackets, and tops were all grouped by type of garment and colour. Sweaters and T-shirts, again displayed by colour, were piled on open shelves. As entire wall held racks of shoes, shiny evening shoes, trainers, boating shoes and flip-flops.

A narrow glass-topped island in the middle of the room displayed watches—expensive watches nestled on velvet cushions as they slowly, and silently, rotated.

Le Claire said, “Well, he certainly liked to be tidy.”

Dewar snapped shut her gaping mouth before answering. “Obsessively so, by the looks of it. Some of this stuff looks pricey.”

Le Claire moved a few of the clothes on the rails, looked at the labels. “All of it is expensive.” He flicked a hand over the glass watch cases. “A few Rolexes, a couple of Breitlings. He had expensive tastes, yet we need to know more about him than that.”

They searched through the drawer units, but all they contained were socks, underwear, and baseball caps. “He must have kept all his papers in his study. Let’s try in there.”

The boat motif-engraved door was at the bottom of the staircase. The study was small and neat. A glass desk held a globe and a fancy pen set. A high-backed leather desk chair was accompanied by a two-seater sofa and matching armchair. A huge TV was on the wall, and a well-stocked drinks cabinet took pride of place in the corner. The room was luxurious but devoid of any objects that displayed the personality of the man who had used it.

Dewar was shaking her head. “There aren’t any cupboards, drawers or filing cabinets. Where are his papers? His bills?”

Louise Portland’s voice drifted in from the doorway. “I look after the bills and suchlike. Drew never involved himself with anything like that.”

“But he must have had some papers, bank statements, financial data and the like.”

“I dealt with all of that. Drew wasn’t interested.”

Le Claire was clutching at straws. “Yacht club subscriptions? He must have had bills for boat fuel. Birth certificate?”

She smiled, a fleeting lift of her lips. “And again, I dealt with all of that. I opened all mail addressed to Drew, paid the bills, took out subscriptions. All important documents are in the safe. I was more like my husband’s PA sometimes.”

“Okay, fine. Where can we find Mr Portland’s family? We’ll need to speak to them.”

“They have a small seafood stall by the old harbour. His brothers, Ian and Oliver, are fishermen, and their mother, Maura, runs the sales part. You can’t miss the stall—Portland Fisheries—and they have an office behind it in one of the dock warehouses.”


CHAPTER SIX

The Portland Fisheries stall looked like it had seen better days. It was an open-sided trailer on wheels with a display counter, the bottom part of which was angled and filled with ice, on top of which were what were presumably the remnants of the day’s catch—or maybe a few days before, for the stench of fish filled the air. Le Claire instinctively held his breath as his eyes were drawn to a bucket of guts and waste that stank to high heaven. He wouldn’t be asking Sasha to get dinner from here anytime soon.

An untidy-looking woman stood behind the counter. She was running to fat, and her greying hair was drawn back into an unflattering bun. Her apron was stained, and she was smoking a cigarette, which she quickly stubbed out on the floor as she saw Dewar’s uniform. The smell of smoke lingered and caught Le Claire at the back of his throat. He coughed—discreetly, he hoped.

“Can I help you, luvvies? Fancy a nice bit of crab meat? I’ve got some going cheap.”

Le Claire shook his head and, not wanting to offend, hoped he hadn’t done so too vigorously. “No thanks, I’m looking for the Portland family.”

Her eyes narrowed, and he saw a flash of suspicion. “I’m Maura Portland. What you after?”

Dewar spoke, “Mrs Portland, I’m DS Dewar, and this is DCI Le Claire. We’d like to have a word with you about your son Drew.”

Her face sagged, and he could see a mother’s grief in her eyes. “Call me Maura; everyone does. Let me shut this up, and we can go to the warehouse. No bugger’s buying from me anyway, not with the fancy-pants stalls some have turned into posh stores. Beats me how they do it.”

She pulled the shutter down and came out of a door set into the side of the trailer, squelching through a pile of something with her wellington boots. Le Claire didn’t look too closely. They followed her along the harbour wall to a row of wooden warehouses. She stopped at the first one, whose entrance was wide open. The smell of fish was fierce. This room led onto another, and Le Claire could see it was the refrigeration and preparation area. A dark-haired, slender girl was sweeping up, and Maura barked at her. “Ali, I need to talk to the police. Get out of here and keep an eye on the stall. Come and get me if anyone needs serving.”

The girl bobbed her head and rushed outside to do her boss’s bidding. Maura sat down on one of the mismatched wooden chairs that stood to the side of a battered desk covered in empty packing crates. Bits of rope and plastic packaging trays were scattered around the floor, making it hazardous to navigate. “What you got to say about Drew? How did my son die? His wife won’t tell me anything. She called round here with the doctor who’s always hanging about and said our Drew was found dead on the boat. Here, sit down.”

Le Claire knew Dewar had tensed—she did like to keep her uniform tidy; he preferred his suit without stains as well—so he put her out her misery. “No, thanks. We’ll stand. I’m afraid the autopsy results show cause of death as poisoning, more specifically fungi ingestion.”

At her blank look, he said, “Fungi is a name for mushrooms and the like.”

“What? Talk sense, son. My Drew take magic mushrooms? Rubbish.”

Dewar’s voice was soft, her Scots burr a comfort in the devastating words she spoke. “No, Maura, traces of deadly mushrooms were found. Drew must have ingested poisonous mushrooms. Unfortunately, they would have started attacking his system almost immediately, and his vital organs would have failed within days. We are treating Mr Portland’s death as suspicious. We are sorry for your loss.”

“Suspicious. You mean someone gave him something dodgy. How did it happen?”

“Ask that fancy wife of his. This’ll be her doing.” The rough voice came from the open doorway into the back room. A man stood there. Of average height, he had light brown tousled hair and a shadowed jawline. He looked to be in his late twenties or early thirties.

Maura turned at the voice. “Oh, Ian, did you hear that? Your brother died of eating funny mushrooms. This is the police. They’re asking about Drew.”

Le Claire spoke, “What did you mean, Mr Portland, when you mentioned Louise Portland?”

Ian Portland’s words were bitten out with a savage edge. “Because the bitch is one of those fancy-pants foragers. She goes out in the woods picking all sorts of weird and wonderful crap she serves in her restaurant and charges a bloody fortune for. She knows all about mushrooms and what’s deadly. Go and see her. Stupid cow probably got mixed up.”

Le Claire held his emotions in check and resisted the temptation to throw a “what the hell” look at Dewar. Louise Portland hadn’t offered that information. “We certainly will, Mr Portland. Thank you for that. While we’re here, may we ask you both a few more questions about Drew?”

Ian Portland sat next to his mother and motioned for them to continue.

“May I ask when each of you last saw him?”

The mother was the first to speak. “It was about a week ago. He’s had an upset tummy and wasn’t feeling great, so he was hanging out on his boat during the day.” She paled. “Was his being ill anything to do with what happened?”

Le Claire said, “I can’t say for sure, but it may have.”

Ian Portland spoke up. “I saw Drew on Tuesday. He was meant to come out on the early morning fishing run with me as our other brother, Oliver, is away at the moment. He was ill, so I had to go out with one man down on the crew. He said he had the runs and wasn’t well enough to be out at sea.”

“Thanks. Can you let us know where you were on Wednesday evening?”

Maura recoiled. “Christ, neither of us had anything to do with what happened to Drew. Don’t be daft.”

“It is a formality. We’ll be asking everyone connected with Mr Portland where they were. It helps us eliminate people.”

She drew in a long breath and noisily exhaled through her nostrils. “I had tea at my neighbour’s and watched telly with her for a bit.”

“And you, Mr Portland?”

“I was at home.”

“Do you live alone? Could anyone corroborate your movements?”

“No, I was alone. Made myself something to eat and had an early night.”

Le Claire smiled. “Thank you for your time. We will have some more questions, I’m sure, but will talk to you later. You said your other brother is away. When is he due back?”

“We sell some of our catch in the UK. He’s off on a delivery trip. Should be back tomorrow.”

Le Claire led the way to the car. “We’ll speak to the restaurant manager before catching up with Louise Portland, our fungi expert. First, let’s check out what’s going on at the station.”
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Maura closed her eyes and shook her head, willing the horror of the past days to disappear. She had lain awake the night before, begging and praying for this to be over, to be a mistake. Yet each day she awoke to the same reality. Drew was gone. A mother shouldn’t have to lose a child. It wasn’t the natural order of things.

Ian’s voice roused her, brought her back to the here and now. “Christ, I knew something wasn’t right. Our Drew was fit as anything, and he’d only been checked over a month ago by Louise’s pet quack.”

Maura felt old and feeble as she considered her son’s words. Her mind was fogged with grief as she stumbled over what the police had said. “Suspicious death. What exactly does that mean?”

“It means the old bill don’t have a clue what happened.”

Rage built inside; its foundation was impotence and its fuel dislike of her snotty daughter-in-law. “That bitch will have something to do with it. Stupid cow must’ve cooked him one of her fancy meals and served some dodgy toadstools.”

“Don’t worry, Mum. If Louise did anything to Drew, we’ll have her done.”

Maura stared at her son. Her deepest fears, the ones she’d hidden since they’d heard about Drew, came to the fore and exploded into words. “You don’t think it was deliberate? Maybe it had something to do with . . .”

“No, Mum, no way.”

“I wish Oliver hadn’t gone out on his own.”

“He isn’t alone. Jake is with him.”

Maura cast her eyes to the heavens. “Your nephew is fifteen years old. He’s barely shaving. He doesn’t have the experience the rest of you boys have.”

“I couldn’t go, Mum. It wouldn’t have done for both of us to be off-island.”

She saw the worry in his eyes and knew it would be mirrored in her own. “There’s fog forecast. I hope they get back all right.”
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Sophie had spent the morning unpacking and nipping into town for some bits she needed. She would lunch in the restaurant and brace herself for seeing Justin. Her mobile rang, and a familiar number filled the caller ID. “Hey, Diane, how are you?”

“I’m all right, darling. How are you? Louise said you were back. I didn’t realise you were going to be here so soon. What a shock about Drew.”

“I know. I’ve seen Louise, and she seems to be coping okay.”

“You must have been horrified when you found out.”

“I found him.”

“Shit! Did you have a chance to confront him?”

“No, I didn’t. I went to talk to him, and he was lying there, dead.”

“What the hell happened? I didn’t want to press Louise.”

“I don’t know. They’re doing an autopsy. I’m sure Louise will let us know as soon she hears anything. Look, I’m going to have lunch at the restaurant. Fancy joining me?”

“Try and stop me. I’ll be there in ten minutes.” There was a pause. “Have you seen Justin yet?”

“Yes, last night when I arrived at the apartment.”

“So how was it?”

“Fine, the place hasn’t changed much.”

“Don’t be obtuse! You know what I mean. How was it with Justin? Is he still pining for you?”

Sophie shook her head and rolled her eyes. Diane’s comment had been a tease, looking for a reaction. “That was a long time ago, and we were kids.”

“He knows we’ve kept in touch and keeps asking me how you are. And don’t play it down with me, missy. You were starry-eyed over him for ages before you finally hooked up. And no wonder. We were all a bit moon-eyed about Justin then. He’s turned into a right looker and filled out nicely. Did you see those biceps?”

Sophie laughed at her exuberant friend, who never seemed to change. “Stop it, and don’t be in too good a form at lunch. I am grieving for my stepdad by marriage. Actually, I’m not sure that’s even a relationship.”

“He was my uncle by marriage, but Drew Portland was a lying bastard, and we both know it.”

“Shush, I’ll see you in the restaurant. Big kiss.”

Sophie hung up and reflected on the night before. Her heart had flipped a little at seeing Justin again. He’d shown her to the apartment, carried her bags and, standing in the doorway, one arm braced against the doorjamb, had leant across to her and placed the gentlest of kisses on her lips. Surprised, she had stood there as he straightened and walked away, his voice carrying along the corridor as he said, “Take care, sweet Sophie. I’m delighted you’re finally home.”
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Le Claire looked around the new Major Incident Room. New in that it had recently been set up by Masters and Hunter, and it was also the first time they’d used this particular space. This area gave a place for all the hand-picked team to be together, to have all the resources they needed: TV screens, whiteboards, desk units, computer systems permanently linked to the main applications. It also had a snazzy hot-and-cold drinks vending machine, with a small kitchen area as well. Dewar would be in her element.

The leading team members were already present, working away with heads down. Le Claire approached Masters, who was lording it over the rest of the team as he tried to tell them where to sit, leaving a desk near a window for himself. “Well done, Masters, this looks great. Everybody grab some table space. We’ll hot desk each day, so take a place where you can.” All papers had to be locked away at night, so it was no hardship to use different units, which all looked identical and had the same equipment. Masters threw him a hastily concealed black look, and Le Claire knew he would be first in each morning to bag what he considered the best seat. He did get more than a little pleasure at the thought of Masters rushing his morning beauty routine to get to work.

Le Claire stood in the middle of the room and, raising his voice, said, “Would everyone gather round, please? I’ve got an update for you. Okay, as you know we have created this MIR to investigate the sudden death of Drew Portland. The autopsy results and tissue testing came back this morning, and the pathologist has confirmed the victim’s death is consistent with toxic fungi poisoning, otherwise known as deadly mushrooms. The CSI team also identified traces of the poisonous elements in the wine bottle found by the side of the body. However, what was in this particular bottle wasn’t the cause of his death. Drew Portland must have first ingested the poison several days ago as it takes time for the toxins to take full effect and shut down the organs. We’re not only looking at what occurred on the day he died. We need to look before then, by at least a week. Okay, what is everyone doing so far?”

Masters spoke, “We’re checking the CCTV around the marina which is privately owned. We need them to release their records and are trying to contact the owners. We have Drew Portland’s mobile phone and have requested his records, same with access to his email and social media accounts.”

Le Claire was sure Masters would be using the royal “we” and would have delegated everything out. No problem with that, but he didn’t want Masters to be bored. “Great, you can have a look into Portland’s connections, specifically his family. Dig into their background and go and see them to find out more about our victim.” He hoped he was portraying an innocent look on his face. The evil part of Le Claire, the one he kept hidden and only allowed out every now and again, was gleeful at the thought of the immaculate and pristine Masters tiptoeing around the Portland Fisheries outfit.

Dewar’s voice broke into his thoughts. “What I don’t get is why use poison? It’s the 1930s pre-technology method of choice for your cunning murderer, but not now. I mean, these days the tissue and organ testing is massively accurate and sophisticated. Toxic substances are identifiable and they will show up. So it will be clear, in a lot of cases, that the death wasn’t accidental. I can’t see why they’d use that method.”

Hunter blushed as he piped up, but his voice was strong. “Perhaps someone was being naive and hoped it could be seen as a tragic accident. People have accidentally eaten deadly mushrooms before.”

Dewar agreed. “Yes and maybe they didn’t expect the body to be found so quickly. No one had a chance to remove the wine bottles before the police were at the scene.”

Le Claire nodded. “If we hadn’t seen the bottle, we would never have had concrete proof that someone other than Drew Portland himself was involved in his death. And don’t forget, poison means you don’t have to be there. You don’t have to lay hands on the person physically. You don’t need extreme strength, so we could be looking for a man or a woman. Okay, everyone, get at it, and we’ll talk later.”


CHAPTER SEVEN

Le Claire and Dewar asked to see the hotel manager and, after flashing their badges, were shown into a small conference room on the ground floor. Le Claire declined the offer of refreshments, although he almost gave in at Dewar’s crestfallen look. He mentally counted and figured her last mug of tea must have been several hours in the past, but he avoided her glare and, rocking back and forth on his heels, stared out the window. The room overlooked the road and the beach beyond. The hotel was on the outskirts of town in an excellent location. A spacious terrace ran the length of the building and overlooked a prime sea view. Lunch parties had already filled most of the tables.

The door opened, and a tall man came rushing in. He was smart and professional-looking in a well-cut pale grey suit with a white shirt and dark tie. “I’m sorry to have kept you waiting. I’m Justin Le Mahe. I manage the hotel and restaurant. What can I do for you?”

“I’m DCI Le Claire, and this is DS Dewar. I’d like to ask a few questions about Drew Portland.”

“God, yes, of course. Poor Drew. Is there any news yet on how he died? It was so sudden.”

“We are treating Mr Portland’s death as suspicious until we have completed our investigations. Had you known him long?”

His face was serious. “I’ve been the manager here since Tony Ginelli died. I was his assistant. Tony ran the whole operation himself. He took me on straight from school, and I worked my way around the various jobs, reception, kitchen, waitstaff. You name it and Tony made me do it. The plan was I’d take on more responsibility and give him more time with Louise, but he died before he could enjoy his retirement.”

“You must have been young to take over as manager.”

“Louise trusted me and gave me a chance to prove myself. Anyway, I met Drew when Louise began seeing him. He used to drink in the terrace bar with his pals on a summer’s evening, and that’s how Louise met him.”

“I believe they got together soon after Mr Ginelli died.”

Le Mahe visibly bristled. “I don’t know what you’re insinuating, but Louise was a good wife and went through a terrible time when Tony passed away.”

Le Claire smiled. The hotel manager was certainly touchy about Louise Portland.

“I believe Mr Portland ate here on Wednesday?”

“Yes, he did. He came in as usual about twelve-thirty and stayed for a couple of hours.”

“Was he alone?”

“No, he was joined by two other guys. I didn’t know them both, but one of them was Peter Frobisher. He’s a boating chum of Drew’s.”

Dewar leant across the table. “Do you happen to know what Mr Portland had for lunch?”

Justin Le Mahe laughed. “We like to say we are conscientious hoteliers and restaurateurs and look after our guests, but I don’t keep that close a tab on them.”

“Can you find out?”

“Yes, of course. All our orders are computerised, and Drew had the same table reserved for him each day.”

Le Claire spoke, “Thank you. I’ll also need details of all the other times Mr Portland ate here over the last, say, three weeks, with details of what he ate.”

“Really? I guess I can get you that, but I hope you’re not trying to say there is anything wrong with the food here. Our kitchens are immaculate, and I won’t have anyone say otherwise.”

Dewar’s voice was a soothing balm. “Please be assured we meant no such thing. We need to piece together Mr Portland’s movements and try to build a picture of who he was, what he was doing and the like. So if you could let us know what days he ate here and what he ate, that would be great, even better if you know who he was with, although I appreciate it’s a long shot.”

His sigh was audible in the quiet of the room. “Sure, I’ll do what I can.”

Le Claire said, “Thank you. Does Mrs Portland still work in the restaurant?”

“Only occasionally. We run special menus every few weeks, and Louise has input in creating them alongside our head chef. Plus she runs the market garden and foraging tours.”

“What are these tours?”

“We have some land we use as an allotment, and we take people—mainly hotel guests—on guided tours; they help us harvest some produce, and we cook it for their lunch or dinner.”

“And the foraging?”

“That is where we take people around the island, either beach or countryside, and show them where there is effectively free food. Again, we help them collect some, and it becomes part of their next meal.”

Dewar said, “Isn’t that dangerous? I mean, what if they picked a poisonous plant or something?”

“That isn’t an issue. Our guides are well-versed in foraging, and Louise is personally on hand to make sure everything is as it should be.”

“Mrs Portland is an expert in these matters?”

“Yes, she has studied wild foraging and is a chef herself. That’s how she met Tony Ginelli. She worked in the restaurant, and, actually, she has been instrumental in making Ginelli’s what it is today.”

“Thanks. While we’re here, could we have a quick look at the wine cellar?”

“The wine cellar? Sure, this way.”

They headed to the kitchens. A white door repeatedly swung as servers swarmed in and out. They went through the door into a wide corridor. In front of them lay an opening, which led into the actual kitchen area. To the side of it was a closed door.

Justin Le Mahe pushed it open. “Follow me. It’s down here.”

As they descended the steep steps, the air chilled and cloaked them in a cool caress. Talented hands had gouged the wine cellar out of the earth and walled it in thick slabs of granite. Rows of floor-to-ceiling bespoke shelving covered the entire area, each slot cradling a bottle of wine.

The air was still and oppressive, the silence deafening. Le Claire looked around. “This is impressive. I believe you keep a varied cellar. Do you have Margaux?”

“You do have expensive taste. Yes, we stock a few bottles. We don’t sell a lot of it. When someone does buy it, they’re generally showing off. It’s too expensive for most. It’ll be over here.”

He walked past the rows of shelving and headed down the last row to the farmost corner of the cellar. “We keep the good stuff tucked away down here. Here it is.”

He bent down and pulled a bottle out of the rack, holding it carefully in an angled position, so the neck pointed slightly upwards. A piece of the puzzle clicked into place. The bottle and label were identical to the doctored wine delivered to Drew Portland.

Le Claire said, “We’ll need to have details of the stocktaking for this particular make. I need to know the amount in stock and that all bottles’ usage has been accounted for. Can you do that?”

“Yes, of course. We can check the dates we sold any of these bottles from the computerised records.”

Dewar passed across her card. “Give me a call when you have the information.”

They followed Justin Le Mahe out of the cellar, and as they exited the door, Le Claire asked, “Is this door usually unlocked?”

“Yes, the wine staff are in and out of here all the time. We don’t have the time to waste on unlocking and locking the door. It’s right next to the kitchen, so we’d notice anyone going in who shouldn’t be there.”

Le Claire would reserve judgment until they had accounted for all the bottles. This sounded like an accident waiting to happen.

They headed down the corridor, but before they reached the reception area, they heard anguished sobs that raised the hairs on Le Claire’s arms.

Le Mahe jumped back, startled. “What the hell is that?”

Dewar pointed to a door marked staff only. It was slightly ajar. She pushed it wide, and they saw a girl hunched over as she sat on the first step of a flight of service stairs. She wore a black skirt and white blouse and lifted her head when she saw them. She took one look at Justin Le Mahe and jumped to her feet. “Sorry, Justin, I needed a moment.”

Her voice was hoarse, her face blotchy and her eyes red-rimmed. Her kohl and mascara were smudged, and her lipstick looked as if it had been chewed off. Her fair hair was pulled back in a low ponytail, and Le Claire could see she was attractive despite her obvious distress.

Le Mahe spoke, “I told you all yesterday, Cathy. It’s an upsetting time. Why don’t you take the rest of the day off?”

She rose, a determined look on her face. “No, I need the tips. I’ll tidy myself up, and I’ll be fine” Her voice wobbled.

“Okay, go and freshen up, but seriously, we can’t have the servers crying all over the place, so please go home if you can’t control yourself.”

She nodded and ran up the stairs as Le Mahe grimaced. “Sorry about that. The staff has been pretty upset. I guess Cathy knew Drew well since her husband—well, actually, they’re separated—is a friend of Drew’s. It’s Peter Frobisher, who Drew had lunch with on Wednesday.”
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Sophie carefully looked at her oldest friend. “Are you okay? You seem distracted.”

“I’m fine. It’s only a bit of man trouble.”

“You’re seeing someone?”

Diane’s laugh was short and sharp. “No, I’m not, and that’s the problem. It’s nothing I can’t handle. Will you tell Louise everything?”

The change of subject was abrupt and pointed. Whether Diane was seeing someone or not was none of Sophie’s business, so she sipped at her glass of chilled rosé and considered the question “There’s no need now, is there?” Sophie glanced at her drink, twirled the wine around the glass while she thought. “You never explained why you didn’t say anything to Louise yourself. She is your aunt.”

Diane’s smile was swift, yet her eyes were sad. “You know Louise and I have had our ups and downs. And it would never have worked, me speaking to Drew. He had little time for me and even less respect. No, you talking to him could have sorted it all out. Stopped it in the tracks, so to speak.”

“I guess. Anyway, bit of a shocker, but Louise called me earlier. It seems the police have been to see her, and they are saying Drew’s death is suspicious.”

Diane opened her mouth and then pressed her lips tight together as if trying to stop the words from escaping.

“Come on, spit it out.”

She shook her head, and her red-gold curls bounced on her shoulders. “I can’t believe Drew is dead. I mean, it all seems too good to be true, doesn’t it? Now he won’t be around to interfere with what you’re due, will he?”

“And what does that mean?”

“It means be careful. If the police are looking for suspects, you’d probably be top of their list.”

Sophie’s reply was as dry as her wine. “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

“I’m not saying I think you did anything. I’m saying the police might.”

“Thanks again. Oh, talk of the devil.” Sophie was looking over Diane’s shoulder and quickly looked away. “The police who interviewed me are here. They’re with Justin. Shit!”

Diane quickly turned around. “That detective’s hot. I wouldn’t mind him interrogating me.”

“Be serious for once.”

“Ignore them. You only found the body, for chrissake. It isn’t a crime.”

“No, but lying to them is. I panicked and didn’t tell them straight away that I knew Drew.”

“So the police know you lied to them?”

“Yes—I mean no, I didn’t really lie. I simply didn’t mention I knew him.”

“Knew him? Jesus, Sophie. He spent years spending money like water that was rightfully yours. He replaced your father in Louise’s bed within months. You despised him.”

“No one else needs to know that.”

Diane drained the last of her wine. “Sod it, I’m taking the afternoon off. The girls can manage the shop. Let’s have a bottle. I’ll order.”

Sophie sipped at the last of her wine as Diane’s head swivelled as she tried to catch the attention of the service staff. She idly glanced around the room as her friend waved her hand in the air a few times and heard the deep sigh as the harried workers ignored her. Suddenly, Diane stilled, and her hand fell as her mouth pursed in apparent disapproval. “It’s her.”

“Who do you mean?”

“That girl, the one clearing plates at the table by the window. That’s her. Cathy Frobisher.”


#




Cathy’s shift was due to end in an hour; she was going to go home and collapse into bed. She’d love a huge glass of white wine to numb the mess she was in, but it would only make matters worse.

She’d cleared the table her diners had vacated and thankfully taken the £20 tip. All cash should go into the tips pot and be shared amongst everyone, but she needed every penny she could get her hands on. The restaurant manager’s voice broke into her thoughts, “Cathy, you have a new guest at table seven.”

“Oh, okay, thanks.” She collected a menu and headed across the restaurant floor. She’d almost reached her destination, a professional smile on her face, if not in her eyes, when she halted, and her heart raced as the room seemed to stand still.

“Don’t just stop there, Cathy.” One of the waiters brushed passed her, and she quickly apologised.

The sole diner at table seven raised his head and caught her glance. His eyes looked haunted and his face drawn. Drew Portland had many friends, and there would be a lot of people with grief etched onto their faces. She took a deep breath and approached him. “What do you want? We agreed you wouldn’t sit at any of my tables.”

Her estranged husband shook his head. “Don’t, Cathy. I don’t have the strength to argue, not with my mind all messed up about Drew. I can’t believe he’s gone.”

“Nor can a lot of people, Pete.” She could hear the weariness in her voice. It wasn’t only grief she saw in Peter’s eyes. There was a wild look that came from too much alcohol in a short space of time. “I can’t do this today. I’ll get someone else to come and look after you.” She turned away, but his hand shot out, his rough fingers encircling her wrist, squeezing hard.

“I deserve more than a few seconds of your time. Sit down.”

“I can’t. I’m working.”

“Then serve me. You used to be good at that.”

She ignored the crudeness of his words and handed him the menu. “I’ll be back in a moment to see what you want.”

“No need. I know what I want. I want my wife. So why don’t you stop this nonsense and come back home to me?” He looked away. He still held her wrist, but his grip loosened. She pulled back to disengage herself, yet he held fast. “Cathy, he’s gone. You can come back to me now.”

His voice was a plea, and she froze. A light layer of sweat dampened her blouse, and she glanced away from him, stared at the table. Her voice was quiet. “I don’t know what you mean, Pete. Please don’t make a scene. Let me go and get you some food. You want a nice glass of wine as well?” Anything to shut him up.

He jerked on her arm and pulled her across the table so she was awkwardly perched on tiptoes as he pressed his face closer until she could see spittle forming in the corner of his mouth and fire raging in his eyes. “Don’t try and humour me. You both must’ve thought I was a fool. He’s gone now, and there’s nothing to keep us apart.”

“Don’t. Please don’t do this. Come to my place later. Let’s talk there.”

“You don’t deny it, do you? I was right, wasn’t I?” He pushed her away, and her stomach lurched. She lost her footing and crashed to the floor as he stood. His next words silenced the room. “You were fucking Drew Portland. Did you laugh together? Make a mug of me? Snigger about how you’d told me you needed some space, wanted to be alone, when you were screwing my best mate? Bitch.”

She placed her hands protectively across her stomach as she pushed herself back along the floor. “Don’t, Peter. Please don’t hurt me. Please.”


CHAPTER EIGHT

Le Claire and Dewar had left the terraced area and were headed for the main foyer when they heard a tremendous crash. They looked at each other for a split second and then pelted into the restaurant. The mention of Drew Portland’s name stopped them in their tracks for a moment, before Le Claire ran across the room, elbowing the chattering onlookers out of the way.

He flashed his badge as he pushed through the crowd of diners and headed towards the man who seemed to be causing all the trouble.

“Calm down, sir. We’re the police.”

“Bollocks to you; I’m talking to my wife.”

The man moved closer to the woman who was cowering on the floor. Le Claire grabbed him by the shoulder and spun him round as he kicked out and swept the man’s feet to the side, causing him to fall. A few deft moves and Le Claire had him in an arm-lock and kneeling on the floor, head slightly bent.

Justin Le Mahe stood to the side, an anxious look on his face. “That’s Peter Frobisher, Cathy’s husband. He’s accused her of having an affair with Drew Portland.”

Le Claire looked at the girl on the floor. It was the same waitress they had seen crying on the stairs. She was ashen-faced, trembling and clutching her stomach.

“Are you all right? Have you been hurt?”

“No, I got a shock and I fell. I’m fine.”

“Okay, we’ll get you looked at. Sorry, what’s your name again?”

“Cathy Frobisher.”

“Dewar, call this in and have someone come down and sort things out. Please get Mrs Frobisher some medical assistance, and then we’ll need to have a chat.”

So Drew Portland had been having an affair with one of the waitresses, or at least that’s what the woman’s husband thought. They’d need to find out all about it.

Justin Le Mahe opened his mouth to speak and then looked at the far corner of the room and paled. “Oh Christ, I hope she didn’t hear.”

Le Claire turned around and saw Louise Portland standing in the doorway, grasping onto the doorjamb for support. The colour leached from her face, and she stumbled. He’d hazard a guess she had been a witness to the whole scene—or at least the pertinent parts. A hand steadied her. Tom Mathison. The doctor didn’t appear to spend much time at his day job; he was never far from the new widow’s side. He quickly steered her out of the room.

Le Claire glanced at Dewar, “You deal with matters here, and I’ll be back soon.”

He followed Louise Portland along the corridor. Her face was pale, her eyes bleak. “You’re chasing after me, Detective. What can I do for you?”

“I’d like a quick word.”

She sighed and nodded. “Come into my office.” She opened the door to a small room, furnished like a lounge but with a small antique-looking spindle-legged desk facing the bay window. She turned to Tom Mathison. “I’ve kept you from your own business enough for today. On you go. I’ll call you later.”

“Are you sure? I can stay for a bit.”

“I’ll be fine.”

She waited until the doctor turned to walk away before closing the door. “Sit down, Detective.”

He looked around. Everything was chintzy and floral, small and delicate. He chose the least fragile-looking chair and was alarmed when it creaked as he sat down. Louise Portland settled herself on the small sofa. She stared at him, waiting for him to speak, so he obliged. He kept his voice neutral. “Apparently, Peter Frobisher accused his wife of having an affair with your husband. Is it true?”

She stared at him for a long time, her expression unreadable. When she spoke, her voice was weary. “Isn’t the wife always the last to know? If you are asking if I knew for sure, I would have to say no. If you’re asking if I suspected anything, that is a different matter.” She briefly closed her eyes, and a shadow crossed her face. “Drew spent more and more time on the boat. He was evasive when I asked where he’d been. I suspected he must be seeing someone. Little things, yet when you add them up, you get a whole mess of something else.”

“So you didn’t know your husband was unfaithful?”

“I still don’t know that. I have Peter Frobisher accusing his wife of being unfaithful, and with Drew, but I don’t know if it’s true.”

“Perhaps I was too literal. Do you believe it’s true?”

She looked away for a moment. “Yes, I do.”

He asked the question that was foremost in his mind. “You didn’t tell me you were an expert in foraging.”

“I can’t see what that has to do with anything.”

“Your husband likely died from ingesting poisonous mushrooms.”

“You have got to be kidding. Drew eats something dodgy, and you blame me?” She flashed him a sharp look. “You’re not going to pin this on Ginelli’s. He didn’t even bloody like mushrooms, so he’d never have ordered them.”

Her voice had risen, and Le Claire wasn’t surprised when the door was flung open, and Mathison rushed into the room. “What the hell is going on? Are you all right, Louise?”

“Yes, I’m fine, seriously. However, the detective was asking—indirectly, of course—if I fed Drew poisoned mushrooms.”

“He didn’t like mushrooms.”

Her voice was dry. “I know. That’s what I said.”

Le Claire held his hands out in supplication. “I didn’t mean that, Mrs. Portland. It seems odd you didn’t mention your foraging menu when I told you the cause of death was most probably deadly fungi.”

“I’m sorry. I’m on edge at the moment and wasn’t thinking correctly. The foraging is harmless. We take people along to a couple of beaches and country areas and pick wild rocket, edible flowers and the like.”

“What about mushrooms?”

“Yes, we pick those. I can assure you we don’t go anywhere near anything except the common edible varieties. Why would I be so stupid as to kill my husband in a manner that has such a glaring link to me?”

She did have a point, but a devious mind could throw shade on an investigation by making themselves look like the prime suspect and then claim it was surely too obvious to be them; that it must be a frame.

She looked down, stared at her hands, and her shoulders drooped. “It was such a shock to find out Drew had been sleeping with Cathy Frobisher, his best friend’s wife, and one of our waitresses. I knew we weren’t as connected as we had been once, but I didn’t think Drew had found comfort so close to home.” Her voice broke on the last word.

He gave her a considering look. “Let’s leave it there for the moment. We’ll be back in touch soon.”
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Diane had changed her mind and gone back to work after the commotion. She’d made her apologies and was out the door before Sophie could blink. At a loose end, she headed to the bar for a quiet space to try and make sense of the scene she had witnessed, which was where Justin found her.

“Is there room in the booth for a little one?”

He was anything but little, and Sophie let a smile escape as she slid along the velvet-covered seat. “Sure, come and tell me all about it. What’s happening now?”

He ran a hand through his hair; the resulting ruffled mess made the years disappear, and he was once again the boy she’d known—and loved. “Ah yes, I saw you in the restaurant. What a nightmare. I take it you heard?”

“Oh yes, I heard all right. Drew was doing the dirty with the waitress.”

“Did you see Louise?”

She placed her glass on the table with too heavy a hand, and some of the amber-coloured wine slopped onto the tablecloth. “Christ, no, I had no idea she was there. Is she okay?”

“I don’t know. The policeman, Le Claire, was talking to her in her office. He’s gone, and Tom Mathison is with her now.”

“What gives there? Mathison seems to be very close to Louise. Anything going on?”

“Who knows? Tom’s always been part of their crowd, but the last couple of months he has been like Louise’s shadow. So you’ve been proved right, about Drew being a bastard. Sorry to speak ill of the dead.”

“Don’t go there, Justin. I am not that petty. I don’t want to see Louise hurt, and I don’t want to malign Drew now he’s gone. I guess whatever he did doesn’t matter now.”

“Yeah, I didn’t see this happening. I mean, Cathy works for me, and I didn’t have a clue she was shagging Drew.” He scratched at his jaw as he slowly shook his head. “Poor Peter. He was supposedly Drew’s best friend. They were always off on each other’s boats.”

Sophie sniffed. “Drew was getting off on more than Peter Frobisher’s boat. You didn’t suspect anything?”

“No. No-one did. You know what hotels are like behind the scenes. Gossip and scandal are lifeblood, and nothing is sacred. How the hell Cathy kept this a secret, I have no idea.”

“And Drew. Shitty of him to have treated Louise like that.”

Louise’s voice broke into their conversation. “Yes, darlings, that’s exactly what I’m thinking.” She beckoned to the barman. “Can you bring me a gin and tonic, please? Make it a double.”

Justin moved closer to Sophie, and, given the now cramped space, the length of his thigh pressed against hers. Heat intensified deep inside as his proximity brought memories rushing back. She thought she’d got over him, perhaps not. She was jerked back to the present by the sound of her name.

“Sophie, I’m glad I caught you and Justin together, which I have to say is sweet after all this time.”

Sophie didn’t know what to say to that. She was sure Louise was taking a swipe at her but, given all the circumstances, decided to let it go. The waiter placed the gin in front of Louise, who immediately drank half of it before carrying on.

“Before we get into anything else, I’ve something to tell you. The police say Drew died from mushroom poisoning.”

Sophie’s mind stuttered. Justin tensed next to her. They spoke in unison. Her “No” was mingled with his “Christ.”

Justin was quickest to recover. “What happened?”

“They don’t know. He didn’t even like mushrooms.”

Justin said, “Louise, I hate to be indelicate . . .”

Her voice was dry. “I know. Husband dies of mushroom poisoning and wife is a forager and chef; yes, I’m sure the police are ahead of you there.” She paused, glanced at them both. “So what’s your opinion of that bloody awful scene?”

It was Justin who answered. “I don’t know. I had no idea Drew was seeing Cathy.” He shook his head. “None at all.”

She downed the rest of her drink. “Well, I did. No, that isn’t true.” She sounded weary. “I had known for ages things weren’t right between us, and I had moments where I suspected something was off. Deep down, I knew there was someone else, although this is a slap in the face. Cathy Frobisher, of all people.” She shook her head and picked up her drink, setting it down with a look of surprise when she saw it was empty. “I guess I better not have another one.”

There was a short silence, and Sophie sensed Justin felt the awkwardness as much as she did, if not more. Louise was his boss after all. The silence lengthened, and the urge to break it grew. “Do you know Cathy well?”

The reply was quick and sharp. “Apparently not as well as I thought I did.” She shook her head. “Sorry for being snappy; there’s no call for me to take this out on you. I’d known Cathy a while. We used to socialise as a foursome. Peter was Drew’s best friend, but he wasn’t my favourite person. I know it was only a fling, and years ago at that, but he didn’t treat Diane well when they broke up. Christ, how could Drew do that to him, to me?”

Sophie gently touched Louise’s hand. “I am sorry.”

“So am I. I’m the one who gave her a job when she split with Pete. I was sorry for her. Christ, the two of them must’ve been laughing behind my back. Anyway, what’s done is done. So, Sophie, how long are you going to stay around?”

“A few weeks. I may take a short holiday before starting my new position.”

“You’ve done well.”

“Thanks. I’ll stay long enough to sort everything out.”

“Ah yes, I recall the ulterior motive that brought you back. Let’s talk again in a few days. I have a husband to bury first.”

Louise left, tossing a “See you later” over her shoulder.

Justin looked puzzled. “Ouch, that was barbed. What’s going on?”

Sophie sighed, sipped at her wine. “Under my dad’s will, I am to get a share of the business when I turn thirty, which is in a few weeks. I want what my dad left me. Louise has seen off two husbands now. What if she marries again? Maybe to her shadow. I’ve never known a married woman so openly attached to another man.”

“Yeah, I suppose it is odd.”

Sophie pushed her half-full wine glass to the side. “I’ve had enough for today. I better be off.”

Justin didn’t move to let her out, and she couldn’t exit without him doing so. He looked at her, really looked at her, and held her eyes for a fraction longer than politeness decreed. She wanted to hear his words, and yet she didn’t. She was torn. The same way she had been when she left ten years before.

“Will you have dinner with me tonight? Somewhere away from here?”

Her memories answered before her mind could think it through. “Yes, I will.”
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Dewar was waiting in the foyer for Le Claire. She was alone. “What have you done with the Frobishers?”

“The wife, Cathy, is in the staff room having a cup of tea with the head waitress, and I’ve put the husband in the small lounge over there to cool down.” She indicated a closed door to their left. “Justin Le Mahe says they won’t be pressing charges for any damages, and the wife says she got a shock and fell and doesn’t attach blame to the husband.”

“Everyone seems to be in a generous mood. Fine. Let’s have a chat with Mr Frobisher before we send him on his way. If nothing else, he is someone who had a reason to wish ill of Drew Portland.”

Peter Frobisher rose to his feet as they entered the room. He looked abashed. “I’m sorry about that. I overreacted, I guess.”

Le Claire motioned for him to sit back down. “You certainly did that. However, luckily for you, the hotel isn’t going to press charges, and your wife says she stumbled, so there is no assault charge.”

“That’s a relief. Thank you.”

“I will caution you to avoid your wife for a while, and let’s not see a repeat of this type of scene.”

“Yes, of course. Well, I won’t trouble you anymore.”

Frobisher made to stand, but Le Claire motioned for him to stay where he was. “I do have a few questions regarding Drew Portland. You were friends?”

“Yes. I’ve known Drew for years. We both sailed. He was born with it in his blood, and I fell in love with everything maritime a long time ago. I run a small charter business now.”

“When did you find out Drew Portland was having an affair with your wife?”

His bark of laughter was rueful. “About twenty minutes ago.”

“What do you mean?”

Frobisher sighed, his shoulders sank, and his head dropped. He closed his eyes, and when they opened, Le Claire could see a flash of pain.

“Cathy left me six months ago. Said it wasn’t working out and she wanted some space. I thought it was a temporary break. She was adamant there wasn’t anyone else, and I believed her. She got herself a small flat in town. I stayed in the house and kept the mortgage going. The business doesn’t make a lot, but I managed to put a bit extra into her bank account each month. I kept my distance and gave her space. I’d call her once a week to see how she was, and I often lunched here with Drew so I’d at least get to see her.”

“Where does Drew Portland come into the picture?”

His eyes shadowed with pain. “I didn’t think he did. I knew Cathy was up to something. Her attitude changed as if she was done with me but hadn’t told me yet. She rarely answered when I called, and when she did, she was distant and dismissive. I saw her a couple of times in town, wearing expensive-looking jewellery, and that’s what did it for me. I knew she was seeing someone else.”

“How did you know it was Drew Portland?”

“I didn’t. I even talked to Drew about it. You know, to get a mate’s perspective.” He lowered his head into his hands, and Le Claire let him sit silently for a moment. When he raised his head, there was a bleak hardness to his features. “Drew died, and I saw Cathy’s reaction. Completely over the top for someone who was only meant to be her husband’s friend. And then I got the note.”

Dewar asked, “What note?”

“There was a letter amongst the post this morning. It said Cathy had been sleeping with Drew. Everything clicked into place, but I still didn’t want to believe it. And she didn’t deny it today. She did not deny it.” The last words snapped in a staccato.

“Could we see the note?”

“I don’t have it. I kept it until I got to the boat. My head was all over the place. I threw it into the water. I wanted it gone, wanted the words to disappear.”

Dewar moved in closer. “Where were you on Wednesday night between the hours of 5:00 p.m. and 10:00 p.m.?”

He looked puzzled for a second, and then, as recognition dawned, laughed without mirth and shook his head. “That’s when Drew died. I figured his death was alcohol-related. With the amount of drink he slams down in a day, it’s a wonder something didn’t happen years ago.”

Le Claire was brisk. “We are currently treating Mr Portland’s death as suspicious. We believe it likely there was third-party involvement, so please answer the DS’s question.”

“Jeez. Okay, I had lunch with Drew and a boat-builder friend who was over for the day. Then I took my boat out for a bit and came home—alone.”

“Okay, that’s it for now. Give us your contact details, and we’ll be in touch if we have any more questions.”
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Cathy Frobisher was sobbing in a quiet corner of the otherwise empty staff room. Le Claire looked around. “I thought someone was sitting with you.”

“I sent Helen away. She’s got work to do, and I don’t need a babysitter.”

Le Claire begged to differ. The woman in front of him was a wreck. She sat huddled on a chintz sofa, her legs tucked beneath and to her side. He figured she’d be a stunningly attractive woman under normal circumstances, but today her straight blonde hair was lank, blue eyes dull with grief and her skin blotched, no doubt from bouts of tears. She moved slightly. “I don’t want to press charges. Peter had every right to be upset. He didn’t hurt me. I only fell.”

“Of course. DS Dewar already let me know.”

Dewar said. “We have released Mr Frobisher.”

“Oh, okay. Well, thanks. I better go and finish off my shift, I suppose.”

He ignored the words of dismissal. “When did your affair begin with Drew Portland?”

Her lips tightened, and her eyes sharpened. “That’s no one’s business but mine. I don’t even know how Peter found out.”

“Apparently, you told him.”

She stiffened. “I did not. Where did you get that from?”

“Mr Frobisher said he was surprised at the grief you were showing at Drew Portland’s passing. He received an anonymous note indicating you were sleeping with his friend. He said he didn’t believe it. Your actions confirmed you were indeed having a relationship with Mr Portland.”

What little colour she had leached from her face. “Oh God, I should have denied it. What a mess.”

“Indeed. Now, Mrs Frobisher . . .”

She cut across him. “Call me Cathy. I’m not really Mrs Frobisher anymore.”

“Fine, Cathy. We are investigating Drew Portland’s death as suspicious.”

She sat upright. “What do you mean by suspicious? Did someone kill Drew?”

“We don’t know what happened yet. Where were you on Wednesday night?”

“What? I was working. I was here until after 11:30 p.m. I didn’t harm Drew. I loved him. He can’t be gone; he can’t.” She buried her head in her hands as her loud sobs filled the air.

Le Claire glanced at Dewar, who quickly took the hint and sat beside Cathy, offering her a tissue from the pack she habitually carried in her uniform pocket. He patiently waited while Cathy blew her nose, and her crying subsided.

“How long were you together?”

She glanced to the side before replying—a reflexive action. “Not long, three months or so.”

He doubted that. She had probably been seeing Portland either before or not long after her marriage imploded. There was a cunningness about her when the conversation turned to her relationship with Drew Portland.

“So it wasn’t serious?”

The look on her face was indignant. “Of course it was. Drew and I loved each other. He was going to leave his wife for me.”

This relationship had definitely been going on for longer than three months.

“Was his wife aware of your relationship?”

“Louise? No, she doesn’t know anything.”

Dewar’s voice was gentle. “I’m afraid she knows now. She overheard your husband’s accusations.”

“Shit! I’ll get the sack.”

“We have employment protection laws now. They won’t be able to fire you, not without good reason.”

“But will I want to stay here? If they offer to pay me off, I’m taking it. I can always get another job.” She looked away. “The timing isn’t great though.”

Le Claire asked, “When was the last time you saw Mr Portland? And what was his frame of mind?”

“I saw him when he had lunch here on Wednesday. I kept away from the table as I didn’t want Peter to suss anything. I was on the boat with Drew on Tuesday night. I hadn’t seen him since the Friday before as he had been at some fancy party with Louise, and then he’d been ill for a few days.”

“And how was he when you saw him?”

“Fine. I mean, he’d had a dodgy tummy and wasn’t completely over it. It still didn’t hold him back, though. He cooked steaks, and we had some lovely wine.”

Le Claire sensed Dewar tense. “Did you both have the wine?”

“Yes. Well, no. I mean, I don’t like red wine. Drew had some fancy French red, and I had Chardonnay. I don’t care if it’s supposed to be red with steak. It’s too heavy for me. Drew always made sure he had what I liked on board.” Her voice trailed away, and Le Claire figured he wouldn’t get much more out of her today.

“Okay, that’ll do for now. Except—do you know where Mr Portland usually got his wine?”

“Yeah, he took it from the hotel.”


CHAPTER NINE

Friday nights had been lonely affairs when he and Sasha were separated. He had usually worked late and grabbed a takeaway on the way home. The home had been the apartment above his parents’ garage block. A space he’d first occupied before going to university. It had been a sad reflection of the state of his marriage when he’d had to move back in there when he returned to the island a year ago.

Now he’d eagerly driven home to spend the evening with Sasha. She’d cook a lovely meal, and they’d snuggle on the sofa watching TV. Usually, they would share a bottle of wine, but not now.

As he neared the house, his bubble of happiness burst and shattered as he saw the two cars parked in the drive. He’d completely forgotten both sets of parents were coming round tonight. They were going to break the big news to them.

He shouted a hello as he ran upstairs to change. Fifteen minutes later, he headed downstairs, his hair still wet from the shower.

Sasha was walking through the hall, wearing a brightly coloured apron, and when she saw him, a welcoming grin made her eyes crinkle in the special way that always made his heart beat a little faster. “Hello, handsome, the folks arrived ten minutes before you and were early, so you’re not late.”

“Thank heavens. I thought my mum would be moaning at me for keeping everyone waiting.”

Sasha rested a finger against her chin as she playfully replied, “Hmm, I’m sure you’ll get into trouble for something. The night is still young.”

He laughed as he pulled her into his arms and kissed her on the lips with a loud smack. “You taste sweet.”

She giggled, and the girlish sound made him smile. “Strawberry lip gloss. I thought you might like it.” She moved out of his arms and slapped him on the bum, then handed him the open bottle of Prosecco she was carrying. “Go and get everyone another drink while I finish dinner. And don’t let our dads wind each other up.”

That was a task he wasn’t in the mood for, but he dutifully headed into the lounge. The sliding doors were open to the small balcony where his mother was sitting with Sasha’s, deep in conversation. His dad was leaning on the railing, looking out to sea, so was Sasha’s dad. He was sure they wouldn’t be conversing much.

“Hi everyone, who’s for a top-up?”

The reactions made him laugh. He had apparently interrupted his mother speaking, and she looked slightly disgruntled. His dad glanced at his watch and raised a brow, and Alex Fraser nodded his head at his son-in-law. It was his mother-in-law, Ellie Fraser, who showed a man a proper welcome.

“Jack, darling, how lovely to see you. Come here and kiss me.”

He dutifully kissed his mother-in-law on each cheek. “You look lovely as ever, Ellie.”

And she did. Sasha took after her mother in looks, and Ellie’s dark hair was without a hint of grey. Her eyes crinkled with laughter lines, but the rest of her plump face was wrinkle free. She held her head to one side, considered him and said, “Thank you. However, I wish I could say the same about you. You look tired.”

“Doesn’t he always? I’ve told you before, Jack, and I’ll tell you again. You work all waking hours for that ridiculous pay of yours—” His father was interrupted by an even harsher critic

“And you have to consider the future. You’re a married man and have my daughter to support.”

“Now, Dad, leave it be. Jack and I support each other; that’s what makes a modern marriage. Now top-up those glasses, darling, and let’s do this.” Sasha placed her hand on the small of his back and gently pushed him towards their parents. He topped-up their glasses and poured some of the bubbling Prosecco for himself. Sasha held a glass of what looked like sparkling mineral water. He saw his mother glance at the drink in Sasha’s hand, and her eyes lingered for a moment when she looked at him. Her gaze held a question. His wife would usually have poured herself a large glass and joined in the fun.

He cleared his throat, feeling unaccountably nervous. Sasha’s hand crept into his own, her fingers intertwining with his, and a shot of pure love galvanised him.

“We’ve got some news.” He turned and smiled at Sasha and almost faltered as he saw the depth of love in her eyes. The responsibility of having a love this big was huge, but he knew he was a lucky man. He inhaled and puffed up like a peacock. “We’re going to have a baby.”

There was complete silence for the smallest moment before Ellie gathered them both into a huge bear hug. She turned to his mother. “Oh, Elizabeth. Isn’t it wonderful? Oh no, I’m crying. I’m so happy for you both. Well, for all of us. Oh, I’m babbling.”

“Wonderful news indeed, isn’t it Philip?” His mother sounded less excited, but there was a slight tremor in her voice.

His father nodded, shook his hand and patted Sasha on the shoulder. “It is indeed. Well, you’ll have to pull your finger out now, Jack. You’re going to be a family man. What do you say, Alex?”

His father-in-law hadn’t spoken, and his face was unreadable. He hugged his daughter, held her tight as he pulled her close. Le Claire could hear the whispered words as he spoke into Sasha’s ear. “This is what you want? With him?”

Sasha pulled away from her father with a tight smile. “Yes, Daddy. It is all I want. Come on, let’s eat.”
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Sophie had to admit she was impressed. Justin was quietly relaying their food orders and his choice of wine to the waiter as she took in the dining room, which still exuded timeless elegance. They had redecorated in the years since she had last been here, but the ambience remained that of a country house party, married with attentive service, exquisite food and, now, fine wine.

The last time she had been at the manor, her father had been alive and happily married to Louise. It was her seventeenth birthday, and she had transformed into a sophisticated grown-up, or at least that had been her opinion. She’d spent a whole Saturday in town with Louise, going from shop to shop and trying on dress after dress. Their final stop was in a boutique more Louise’s age group than Sophie’s, but the plain black dress with a rounded neck and flirty chiffon skirt was perfect for a girl on the cusp of being a woman. It was the first night she’d slept with Justin, the first night she’d slept with anyone, in fact. Oh, she didn’t need her mind going in that direction, especially not tonight.

Justin had ordered champagne when they arrived, and she sipped, the effervescence tingling in her mouth. He raised his glass, lightly touched hers. “Welcome home. It’s been a long time coming. Here’s to getting reacquainted.”

She was crowded with memories tonight, to the extent they almost suffocated her. Where had these thoughts been the last ten years? The timbre of his voice, the way his hand nestled in the palm of her back as he shepherded her into the restaurant, how a gentle finger brushing a stray hair from her face could bring back recollections of other times, other days and other touches.

“Reacquainted indeed. Cheers.”

“So what have you been doing? Haring around the world?”

“I guess. My employers are great. I’ve worked everywhere from London to Hong Kong. I’ve been heading the sociability side in Barbados for the last two years; you know, overseeing the restaurant and bars. There are worse ways to earn a living.”

“Louise mentioned a new job?”

“Yes, I’m on a bit of a sabbatical. I’ve got a new position in New York. It’s promotion, a bigger hotel and more responsibility.”

“Well done, your dad would have been proud.”

“Thanks. And you look like you’re in charge of the whole Ginelli’s empire; hotel and restaurant.”

“I’ve worked hard these last few years. Louise had other concerns, and, well, you were gone.”

She didn’t know what to say, so she simply smiled and sipped her wine.

After a moment, Justin said, “I can’t get my head round Cathy and Drew.

“Yeah, crazy.”

His look was sharp. “You don’t seem surprised.”

She took a long drink from her wineglass, and the cold made her head throb. She took a moment to consider what to say, looked at his familiar face and any hesitation disappeared. “No, I wasn’t surprised. It’s why I came back.”

“What the hell do you mean?”

“Well, Diane told me she’d heard rumours Drew was seeing someone, and it was getting serious. Anyway, Diane had also heard that Drew was thinking of leaving Louise.”

“Why didn’t Diane say something? She is Louise’s niece after all.”

“They still go through periods when they don’t get on. Diane was worried Louise would assume she was making it up.”

“Sorry to be obtuse, you haven’t spoken to Louise in ten years, and yet you come back to save her from a broken marriage? Or did you want to be proved right after all this time?”

“Something like that. Anyway, it’s a moot point now. Tell me, did Drew ever try and push his way into the business?”

“He showed an interest in the early days, but Louise wasn’t having it. I mean, what could he add? He was an accountant, and we hire those.”

“Is Mr McMasters still around?”

“He retired as the head of finance a few years back. He was getting on, and it was time for him to step down.”

“Do you remember when he was looking for you and we were in your room at the hotel? I had to hide in the wardrobe.”

“Oh God, how could I forget. All I could think about was him telling Tony, who’d be gunning for me and sending you to a nunnery.”

“And later he said to you if you wanted to keep your rendezvous a secret, it would be better if ‘Miss Ginelli didn’t park outside the hotel and leave her bright pink coat lying on your bedroom floor’.”

“I’m the one who was pink. I couldn’t look him in the face for a month afterwards.” Their laughter mingled in chords of recollection. He sobered, caught her eye. “You seeing anyone?”

“No, not for a couple of years. I was seeing someone for a year or so when I lived in Vancouver, but it didn’t work out. You?”

“I’ve never met anyone I wanted around on a permanent basis, or at least not in a long time.” The meaning in his words, the reference to their shared past was unmistakable. She shifted, wasn’t ready for any of this.

“Justin . . .”

“I’m not coming on to you, or at least not tonight. Let’s enjoy the evening and see what happens.”
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They had left St Malo at 10:00 p.m. and the weather had been fine. There was some fog forecast. He had figured they’d be well out to sea before it came down. He’d assumed it would, as usual, mainly hug the coast and creep its way inland, the ghostly tendrils cloaking the island in a blanket of thick fog. The joke was that the airport always seemed to get the worst fog. If they’d built it in the east, the sea mist would still have been a problem.

It was bad tonight. He’d taken the RIB out as it was easier to manoeuvre. The crossing to the French coast had taken thirty minutes, and the going was smooth enough. Well, as smooth as navigating the English Channel in the black of night ever was. Or should it be the white of night? The fog was so thick it seemed to brush and push against him as the RIB ploughed through the water. He’d lowered the speed, but he daren’t go too slow—they had a cargo to deliver.

He had planned to return to Jersey, lie low overnight and head out at first light for the Kent coast. The fog had put paid to that. Delivery had to be completed the next day. There was too much money at stake to mess around. If the fog came down too heavy, he’d never get out of the island waters in the morning. So he’d decided to keep going, moor in one of the quiet, deserted bays that were the first touch of English soil and head over to the drop-off point after a good night’s sleep.

He hadn’t expected the fog to be this bad, and an ache of concern worried away at him. He had tried to stay out of the shipping lanes, desperately trying to avoid any cargo ships making the night-time crossing. So far he’d been lucky, and he begged the sea gods to let this state of affairs continue.

The sea was rough, and the boat rose and fell as it battled with the surging waves. Visibility was getting worse, and he was struggling to keep his feet as the sea pounded the hull. He held tight to the wheel as yet another wave lashed across the bow. Her voice startled him.

“Is everything okay?”

She had yelled, and he heard her above the roar of the sea. She hadn’t spoken for a while, and her voice croaked with the roughness of prolonged silence.

“Stay down and hold on tight.”

He’d covered the back of the boat with a waterproof sheet, tied tight and pulled taut to create a safe space. He saw another pair of eyes looking out at him, and his rebuke was swift. “I told you to keep her there, make sure she is okay.”

The wind carried away the mumbled apology.

He saw the anxious look in her eyes, mixed with fear. “It’s fine, but stay down. It’s rough out here, and I’m struggling to navigate. I don’t need any distractions.”

She bowed her head. “Of course, forgive me.”

His heart stuttered as a foghorn shattered the air. “Where the hell is that coming from?”

But he knew, experienced it in the sway of the hull beneath his feet, sensed it from the tensions in the air, the movement of the sea. “For Christ’s sake, hold on, something’s near and it’s big.”

The boat surged, almost tipping over on itself, then righted, before the swell came again and again. The sea spray blinded, the roar of the waves deafened. He held tight to the safety ropes attached to the hull. He wore thick gloves but could feel the chafing through the leather material. The untamed sea seemed to come at them forever, yet it couldn’t have been more than minutes until the something big—a cargo vessel, perhaps—had passed them. The boat slowed until it maintained a steady rocking pace. He slowly let go of the ropes, used a shaking hand to brush his sopping-wet hair from his eyes, saw familiar ones looking back at him and realised it wasn’t only fear they held, but terror. He quickly looked around the RIB. There was no safe hiding place. She was gone.


CHAPTER TEN

Le Claire had slept through the alarm-clock. He hadn’t wanted to leave the warmth of Sasha, pressed against him in their bed. He’d gulped down a cup of coffee and a bowl of cereal and had been about to leave the house when the call came in. There had been an incident on the North Coast. The Honorary Police had been called out, and they’d requested States Police senior assistance. He didn’t live too far from the bay in question so had agreed to go and have a look.

He relished driving in the opposite direction to almost all the other morning traffic; the cars snaking their way into town.

He reached his destination and saw a police car parked on the grass verge and pulled in behind it. Once outside the car, he looked around. There was no one in sight, so he peered over the edge and saw two men standing on the beach by a rocky outcrop.

Years of pounding feet had gouged a steep track into the cliff face that led to the picturesque bay. He headed down it, his eyes never leaving the men and what lay in front of them. There hadn’t been much fog on the way here, but virtually the entire beach was concealed by a dense mist; he could see tendrils stretching across the horseshoe-shaped bay, and it was impossible to see the far shoreline. The nearer he got to the beach, the colder it became, and he shoved his hands into his trouser pockets.

He picked his way across the pebbles. As he neared the two men, he halted when his brain registered what lay in front of them. He recognised them. Both had been with the Honorary Police for many years, serving the community and being first on call for many incidents. The one they faced today required States Police involvement from the start.

“What happened?”

The taller of the two, David Jenkins, spoke, “A woman was walking her dog on the headland, called in and said she saw a lump of something on the beach but was too nervous to go down and see what it was. I live nearby, so I called Bill, and we got down here fast.”

Bill Harris carried on, “We called it in straight away. We found her like this and haven’t touched anything.”

The woman lay on her back, her legs bent at the knees and twisted to the side, her arms outstretched. Her face was pale with a huge gash running from jawline to brow, the skin ripped and pulled back to reveal a bloody mess. The most horrifying part was her eyes. They were wide open in a dark brown death stare, unseeing. Her head twisted at an unnatural angle, the neck broken.

Bill Harris asked, “What happens now?”

“We’ll get the medical examiner and CSI team down here ASAP. We need to search this beach before the tide comes in and takes away any evidence. More importantly, we need to find out who she is. I’ll pass the case onto one of the other teams, and they’ll be in touch.”
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Dewar had taken a call from Le Claire advising he was busy on the north coast and she should go ahead with their morning plans on her own. She grabbed her jacket and, on a whim, called out, “Hunter, with me. We’ve got a call to make.”

She kept her face straight as his jaw slackened and his mouth hung open for a second before he scrambled to his feet and came rushing to join her. “Me? With you? Sir, I mean, ma’am.” He blushed furiously, and she remembered her younger self and resisted the annoyance that bubbled at the surface. “Yes, come on. We’re off to the Ginelli kitchens.”

She swore he’d grown a foot taller as he walked alongside her, even though he loomed over her in any event. “You drive; it’ll give me some thinking time.”

He agreed with alacrity, and she decided it was fun to play at being Le Claire for a little while.

The kitchens at Ginelli’s were bustling with people rushing to and fro in a well-rehearsed and orchestrated dance as chefs in crisp white outfits stirred pots, crisped meats and worked their magic. Justin Le Mahe gestured to the room. “Here you are, then. You wanted to see the kitchens.” He sounded puzzled, and Dewar figured he questioned why she needed to see this area. That was police business.

“I’m interested in the foraging menu. Who could we speak to about that?”

“Louise Portland oversees the foraging tours and the menus, but she won’t be in until later today. Adam Taylor is the restaurant’s head chef, and I’m sure he’ll be able to answer your questions. Adam, over here, please.”

The head chef of the renowned restaurant looked irritated. “Yes, yes, what is it?”

Justin’s smile was conciliatory. It seemed like the chef could be a handful. “Adam, it’s the police. They have some questions. If you’ll excuse me, I have to attend a meeting. Adam will show you out.”

Taylor rubbed his hands on his apron and blinked several times as if navigating an exit from his world of measures and timings and elegant creativity. Dewar said, “I’m sorry to bother you, but we’d like to know how the foraging works. You use locally sourced produce?”

“You’re a Jock; where are you from?” His Scots burr matched hers, and she knew he’d consider her a kindred spirit in the way of the Scottish the world over.

“Outside Glasgow. You?”

“Edinburgh. So you want to know how it works?” He continued at her nod. “We pick stuff for free, cook it and sell it for a small fortune. That’s the basic outline. So can I get back to work now?”

Dewar smiled. “I can see that makes good business sense. Perhaps you could give us a little more detail?”

He sighed. “Fine. It’s a cracking idea. We always use local ingredients wherever we can but usually purchase these from local suppliers, such as farms and fisheries. Louise got the idea from some fancy French hotel. You go on walking tours and collect edible plants to be used in your meals. Several times a week we have different foragers’ menus.”

“What do you serve?”

“Wild mushroom risotto and other mushroom dishes, sauces flavoured with wild herbs and even edible flowers. The wild garlic has a sweet, light flavour, and the single bulbs exude an incredible aroma; little touches give off a unique vibe.”

“And who collects all this stuff?”

“Louise often goes herself. We have two experienced sous-chefs who also lead the tours and know what’s edible and what isn’t.”

It was time for her to play dumb. “What do mean by what isn’t edible?”

“You have to be careful. There is a skill to being able to distinguish tasty, entirely edible mushrooms, for example, from poisonous fungi.”

And so to the point of her visit. “Is that easy?”

“No. The dreaded death caps look like common Caesar’s, which also grow wild in the island. We know the safe areas to forage but still take extreme care. We even take all those on the tours and staff members to see the dangerous ones to have an awareness of what they look like.”

“So you’d know where to get the poisonous ones if you wanted.”

“Sure, but we wouldn’t, that’s the whole point.”

“Could some be picked by accident and go into in someone’s meal?”

“Christ, no way. Not a chance. We take this extremely seriously.”

“Fine, thank you.”

Hunter followed Dewar as they left the kitchen. A door to the side opened, and Sophie Ginelli came out clutching a bottle of wine. It was the entrance to the wine cellar. She recognised Dewar and flashed a look of mock-horror at the bottle of wine. “Don’t be getting any ideas. I’m honestly not on the red wine at 11:00 a.m. I’ve got a friend coming for lunch, so I grabbed a bottle from the cellars.”

“You can just go in and take what you like? That’s generous.”

She laughed. “There’s a notepad by the stairs, and you’re meant to write down what you take. They used to have lock-ins here, and I’m sure there would have been a well-beaten path to the cellar. Anyway, I better let you get on.”

She disappeared through another door, and Hunter asked, “What’s a lock-in?”

“I don’t know if it’s the same in Jersey, but in Glasgow, they’d close a hotel or restaurant bar at the end of the night and let their favoured punters stay behind. No one new could get in, so effectively a lock-in. The decent places would play by the rules and offer free drinks, making it a private event.”

“And the not so good?”

“Ah, they’d keep charging their paying customers until the small hours.”

As they headed back to the car, Hunter turned and said, “Seems any of the staff would know where to get poisonous mushrooms.”

“Yep, looks like it. Plus anyone who’d ever been on one of the damned foraging tours.”
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Cathy had the day off. Well, strictly speaking, she was supposed to be at work, but Helen had called and said it might be a good idea if she took a bit of time to recover from the upsetting incident. Cathy knew what that meant. Stay away until we work out how to deal with this. She was happy with that. She turned over in her bed, pulled the pillow across to her and, pressing it to her face, inhaled deeply. She could still smell him, the musky maleness that had enticed her and pulled her in. Her stomach lurched, and bile rose. She threw the covers back and swung her feet to the floor, a hand against her mouth. She sipped from the water glass on the bedside table. It settled her stomach, and the nausea passed. What was she going to do without him?

She hadn’t known grief wasn’t purely an emotional pain, but a physical one as well. The ache of loss spasmed deep inside her, and it was heavy, all-encompassing as it lay on her shoulders, weighing her down. She looked around. All she could afford was a studio apartment. It was one big room with separate areas for sleeping and living. The small galley kitchen and tiny shower room completed her home. She had been happier here than she had ever been in the three-bedroom house she’d shared with Peter.

The shrill ring of the doorbell made her jump. It was still early, just gone 9:30 a.m. Who the hell could it be? She checked the video intercom, and her heart stuttered. Oh Christ, what to do? The bell rang again and again. She looked around in a panic, threw a robe over her nakedness and took a deep breath as she spoke into the intercom. “Hi, what can I do for you?”

“I’d like a word. May I come up?”

What choice did she have? She made her bed and had to lie in it. “Sure.” She buzzed the front door open and tied the sash of the robe tighter. She opened her door and waited for the lift to open. By the time it did, she had collected herself and said, “Hi, Louise, come in.”

Louise Portland was dressed all in black, wearing a severe suit, which covered her from neck to mid-calf. Cathy smoothed her short flowered kimono and regretted not taking the time to get properly dressed.

“Thank you, Cathy. I’ll get straight to the point. I thought we better have a word after yesterday.”

“Look, Louise . . .”

“No, Cathy, you look.” She reached into her handbag and took out a long white envelope. “It’s best we terminate your services. We won’t need you anymore. Here. I’ve added a little extra something as this is such short notice.”

“You’re getting rid of me? I might have expected it, and I do appreciate your feelings, but I could take you to a tribunal for this. There was nothing wrong with my work, so you can’t get rid of me.”

“In this envelope is payment for your statutory notice period. I have tripled the amount you’re due as I won’t see anyone suffer unexpected hardship.”

“But—”

“Cathy, you were screwing my husband, and you work for me. You and Peter caused a huge rumpus yesterday, and it’ll be the talk of the bloody island by now. Let’s both agree it would be untenable for us to work together and you need to move on. Leave it at that.”

Cathy took the envelope, opened it and her eyes widened at the amount. “Okay, fine.”

“Good. I’m glad we got that settled. Now I don’t expect to have to see you ever again.”

“I will need to collect my things from my locker.”

“I’ll get someone to package them, and they can let you know when they are ready.”

“Louise, don’t you have any questions? Don’t you want to know how it started, what it meant? It wasn’t some cheap affair. I’m sorry. I didn’t want this to happen, didn’t expect it.”

Louise’s laugh was loud and jarred on Cathy’s nerves. “Drew is gone, and I couldn’t care less what you did or what he may have stupidly promised you. It’s all over now.”

She turned and walked out, closing the front door behind her. Cathy sank to her knees onto the worn rug, clutching the envelope in her hand. What the hell was she going to do now, especially if her fears became a reality?


CHAPTER ELEVEN

A cab had dropped Sophie off at the hotel the night before. Justin had offered to walk her to her apartment, but she’d politely refused. She didn’t want to tempt fate and get carried away. He’d kissed her on the cheek and said he’d see her soon. As she left the cab, impulse jumped in, and she had offered to make him lunch the next day. She didn’t know why.

So here she was, table set and wine opened. Instead of calling room service, she’d headed to town and come back armed with cheeses and cold meats, the makings of a salad, some good bread and olive oil and the best balsamic vinegar she could afford.

She checked her reflection in the hall mirror for what had to be the hundredth time. Her mascara had smudged a little, and she wet her finger and rubbed the marks away. A sharp rap on the door made her jump, and her hand flew to her chest; her heart was beating a tattoo at double pace. Her nerve ends were tingling as she opened the door.

Justin was wearing one of his tailored suits; this one was charcoal with a crisp white shirt and a tasteful dark grey tie. He was clutching a huge bunch of pink roses.

“Here. I mean, I hope you like these.” His words tumbled over one another, and his nervousness seemed to match her own.

“Great, thank you. Come on in.”

He closed the door behind him, and she reached to kiss him on the cheek as he turned to do the same to her, and they ended in an awkward peck as their lips met. She jumped back and quickly turned away as her cheeks flamed.

“I’ve done a load of cold bits. Hope that’s okay. Why don’t you sit down and pour us some wine while I pop the flowers into some water.”

She fled into the small galley kitchen, dumped the flowers into the washing-up basin and ran enough water to cover the stems. She placed her damp palms on her cheeks to cool her face. She had to calm down or she’d look like a complete prat.

As she walked into the small lounge, he handed her a glass of wine. “Good choice. I take it this is from the cellar?”

“Thanks, yes, it is. I’m glad the old tradition of being able to get the wine at cost hasn’t disappeared.”

“Not yet, but business isn’t what it was, so let’s be grateful we have it for the time being.”

“The international hotel industry has taken a battering over the last few years, and I guess the island hasn’t been immune.”

“Indeed. We do the best we can.”

She fiddled with the stem of her glass. They’d shared so much in the past it seemed odd to speak of banalities.

“You’ve certainly done that. Your dad would have been proud of you.”

Justin was quiet for a moment. She knew he had never liked talking about his father, but Gary Le Mahe’s failings were a long time in the past.

“I don’t know about that. If he had valued success, I guess he’d have made a go at being in partnership with your dad. Not being bought out within a few years because he couldn’t keep away from the bottle. He wasted the money he had on flash cars and buying everyone drinks whenever he went out, which was most nights.”

“You’ve come a long way.”

“Thanks to your dad. If he hadn’t taken me on, I have no idea where I’d have ended up.”

“You were ambitious back then. You always used to talk about having your own hotel, which you do. It’s you that runs this place after all.”

“Yeah, I guess one of my teenage dreams came true.”

She sensed the moment his thoughts veered onto a different path. The air seemed charged, and part of her prayed he wouldn’t speak, wouldn’t move their conversation onto a different level. His voice was low; she had to lean in, head bent, to hear him.

“I have to ask. Why did you never answer my calls? I must’ve left a hundred messages. I didn’t have the address of your new digs. Nor did Louise or Diane. One minute I thought we had a future, and the next you cut me off entirely.”

He’d caught her unawares, and she instinctively drew back and crossed her arms. “Well, that’s direct. I guess I asked for that.”

“I’m owed an explanation after all this time.”

The years faded away as she remembered the sheer joy, the rush she experienced each time she had been in Justin’s company.

His voice drew her back to the present. “Why didn’t you keep in touch? Not a word all those years.”

She’d thought about this a lot over the last decade, and her answer was quick. “It was too intense. When I was here, all I could think about was you, and I was dreading going to college. Then Dad died, and Louise was with Drew. I was furious with her and needed distance.”

“I get that, but why did you have to leave me as well?”

“I guess I was overwhelmed by our feelings. We were talking about settling down and being together forever. I was only nineteen, and I suppose I must’ve panicked. Once I was at university the easiest thing to do was to forget all about Jersey, push it from my mind and make a new life for myself, and to do so meant breaking contact. I was a foolish, careless girl who shouldn’t have disappeared.”

“Well, you’re here now.” He raised his glass in a toast. “To friendship, I hope we at least have that now.”

She raised her glass in a silent response. They were akin to strangers, two people who hadn’t met or spoken in ten years. A decade during which they’d each grown to full adulthood, each new experience shaping and sculpting them into the people they were now; people who didn’t know each other. They hadn’t always been strangers. They’d laughed together, shared whispered confidences, grown sure of their emotions and spoken of the future. She’d sneaked out of the house and lain beside him in a moon-dappled meadow and shown her love the only way she could. How could they ever be friends?
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Le Claire had switched his computer off and was reaching for his jacket when Dewar popped her head around the door. He was dog tired and hoped she wasn’t here on any business requiring serious thought.

“Justin Le Mahe called. They’ve reviewed the records and accounted for most of the bottles of Margaux either as stock or verified sales. However, six bottles were taken by Drew. The procedure is lax. The cellar is left open and unattended, and those in the know can go in and help themselves. It’s a bit like an honesty box. They write down their name and what they’ve taken. Sophie Ginelli confirmed this earlier. Le Mahe scanned across the relevant records. Drew would simply scrawl the name of the wine and his initials.”

She handed him several sheets of paper, and his eyes flicked to the entries she had highlighted. “Yeah but we’re talking about bottles of wine worth hundreds of pounds each, not the honesty boxes you find on island lanes selling eggs, potatoes or tomatoes. His writing was a messy scrawl. Anyone could have falsified that it was Drew who took the Margaux. Plenty knew the cellar was unlocked and that this process was in place. Okay, let’s leave it for tonight.”

She turned to leave and hesitated. “A few of us are off for a drink. You want to join us?”

The refusal was on his lips before he knew it. Sasha had gone to a friend’s for supper, and he’d be fending for himself.

“It’s Hunter’s birthday, so we’ll grab a bite to eat as well.”

Ah, to hell with it. “Okay, count me in.”

An hour later, and while not exactly regretting his decision, he certainly doubted it. He wasn’t the most sociable of men—dinner parties were a chore, and he’d long outgrown a Saturday night in town. His idea of a good time was a comfy sofa, food served at his own table, a bit of TV and a loving wife. It was, therefore, no surprise he was out of place in the Berkley Arms.

It was a good old-fashioned pub with dark wood-panelled walls, a kaleidoscopic swirl of sticky carpet, low lighting and cheap beer. There was a raw charm and ambience you wouldn’t find in any of the interchangeable restaurant/bars dotted around town. He’d seen who was there—Hunter, Dewar, Masters and a few junior PCs and admin staff—and wearily gave in as he took their orders. This night was going to be expensive. He ordered seven beers and two white wines and propped himself against the bar as he surveyed the room, a tactic born of long habit. It was a mixed crowd. Trendy twenties and thirties jostled for space with an earthier crowd who claimed the bar as their local.

“I thought you might need a hand. Here, let me take those.”

It was Dewar, and she held a glass of wine in each hand. He noticed the remaining drinks on the counter-top and a barman with a not-so-patient look on his face. “Sorry. I was wool-gathering.”

He paid and grabbed three beers in one hand and balanced four in the other. His university education came in handy sometimes.

“Here you go, guys. Happy Birthday.” He smiled widely at Hunter to hide the fact he had no idea what his first name was.

“Yes, happy birthday, Rob.” And Dewar to the rescue.
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Two hours later and Le Claire had consumed two more beers and demolished a burger and chips, plus he’d finished off Dewar’s fish, chips and mushy peas, and someone’s deep-fried calamari. He’d texted Sasha, and she’d agreed to collect him on her way back through town. He looked around the table. “Right, I’m off soon. Let me get a final round.”

His offer was taken up with alacrity, and he headed to the bar. The mirrored back wall above the bar gave him a good view of the room. His team was laughing, and, judging from his flushed face, they were gently teasing Hunter. They saw more crap in a day than most, and he was glad they could have some respite. His eyes glided over the room, idly tracking the goings-on.

There were two men in the far corner that caught his attention. One was tall and muscular, the other slightly shorter and packing a paunch. His eyes surveyed the rest of the room but kept flicking back to rest on the two men, who were having an animated argument, which was increasing in volume. The fight erupted before he could move. The taller guy hit out at his drinking buddy, a hard punch direct to his stomach. He fell and stumbled into a couple of seasoned-looking drinking professionals, knocking their pints flying. All hell broke loose. One of the pissed-off drinkers smacked the guy with the paunch, knocking him to the ground.

Le Claire had launched himself off the bar and was halfway across the room, but Masters, followed by Hunter, beat him to it. The guy with the muscles had stopped fighting his friend and instead jumped to his aid. Masters caught the man’s swinging punch and, twisting his arm up his back, forced him to his knees. Dewar and Hunter jumped on the other would-be pugilist with shouts of, “Stop. Police.”

A shocked-looking barman was standing around, but there didn’t seem to be anyone in authority. Le Claire headed in the direction of a door marked staff only to try and find the manager. What he found was a man kneeling by a pile of crates, who demanded, “Who the hell are you?”

“I’m DCI Le Claire. Sorry to bother you. Are you in charge?”

“Yes, I’m Steve Bates, the manager. What can I do for you?” The man replaced his grimace with a welcoming grin. He’d also moved in front of the crates, blocking them from view.

“You’ve had a bit of a contretemps in the bar. Luckily, my team was here having a drink, so we’ve got everything under control.

“Great, great. Let’s get out there. You first.”

He flapped his hands, indicating for Le Claire to turn around and head back to the bar. His upper lip beaded with sweat, and his pupils dilated. Le Claire deliberately maintained eye contact as he leant to the side and glanced at the crates stacked behind the man. He realised what he was looking at and smiled.
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Le Claire had cancelled the pickup from Sasha and said he’d make his own way home in a taxi. He watched as the team, protective gear on, moved the rest of the crates into evidence. “Secure them and let Vanguard know his team has got some more work.”

Dewar was by his side. “I’m still not entirely sure what is going on.”

“Smuggling. Contraband. We have wooden crates marked toys and books, which are duty-free, but the interiors are built to accommodate twenty-four bottles of wine each. And they’re filled with French wine.

“Ah, so they’re avoiding the duty.”

“Looks like it. Wine can still be found much cheaper in France, and a cheaper cost makes a bigger profit.”

“Is there always a scam running on this island?”

His laugh was genuine. “Yes, you could say that.”


CHAPTER TWELVE

Le Claire had delivered an early morning cup of tea to Sasha as she snoozed in bed. His phone rang, and he quickly answered. He didn’t want her disturbed. She’d tossed and turned most of the night.

“Le Claire.”

“Jack, it’s Gareth Lewis. How are you?”

The words were short and the tone sombre. Le Claire had seen it was a London number but wasn’t prepared for hearing the familiar voice.

“I’m all right, Gareth.” He stumbled over the words and barely resisted the temptation to revert and call his old boss sir. The silence was oppressive, and he could taste the sourness of his dread. There was only one reason Gareth would contact him. This was no time for pleasantries or prevarications. “What’s the latest?”

“They’ve brought the date forward. The defence is putting in a case for dismissal. The court will hold a private hearing in the next couple of weeks.”

“I knew they’d be going for dismissal as an opening gambit, ridiculous as it is. So what’s new, apart from the early date?”

“We’ve had feedback that the outcome isn’t looking good.”

Acidic bile burned his throat, a bitter manifestation of his mounting rage, and he couldn’t keep the edge from his voice. “Define ‘not looking good’.”

“The prosecution team say the defence’s claim of insufficient evidence could hold some weight and have the case thrown out.”

“What about Chapman’s confession? How about the fact he led us to April Baines? It was too damned late, but he showed us exactly where she was.”

The devil that rode his back whispered in his ear. What if he hadn’t battered the man unconscious—no matter Chapman had been wielding a vicious blade and wasn’t reluctant to use it. If the man hadn’t been unconscious for weeks, maybe they’d have found April in time. But they hadn’t. April Baines, a teenage runaway and, to some, another statistic, had been raped, beaten and buried alive. Even in his darkest moments, he couldn’t comprehend the unspeakable agonies she must have endured before her death. He shuddered as Gareth spoke.

“I’m sorry, Jack. It looks like the confession will be inadmissible. We knew there was a risk this could happen. Only you heard him speak about April in the hospital. His team claims you heard it elsewhere and used it to pin these abductions and murders on him. As for the confession? You know the lawyers say it has the taint of brutality, Chapman was scared of you and only said what you wanted to hear.”

“Is that what you believe?”

“Don’t be an ass. If that were true, the original internal hearing would have had a very different outcome.”

“Fine, but if Chapman gets off because of me, I assume there will be questions.”

“You no longer work for the London Met. The States of Jersey is a separate force.”

“Right, but mud sticks. What now?”

“I’ll keep you posted. Don’t worry.”

He disconnected the call and leant back against the headboard.

“Jack? Is something wrong? Was that Gareth?”

He heard the concern—and fear—in her voice and wished he hadn’t. Neither of them needed any reminders of London, not now they were finally back on track. But it looked like London wasn’t going away. He took a deep breath. “He says Chapman may get off—that the case may not even get to trial.”

She sat up, the duvet falling to her waist. “No way, the man is a psycho. He raped and murdered young girls and buried April Baines alive. They can’t let him off.

He ran a shaking hand through his hair. “It’s one thing catching a criminal, but that’s only the beginning. The legal machine kicks in, the lawyers get involved, and it doesn’t always go as you expect from there. I wonder why I do this sometimes. Maybe Dad is right. It’s the lawyers who make a difference, not the police.”

She touched his arm in a soft, soothing caress. “The criminal lawyers would have nothing to do if guys like you didn’t catch the monsters in the first place. Don’t let this disillusion you.”

She leant into him, and he held her tight, but a knot of dread had formed in his chest.
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It might be Sunday, but murder investigations didn’t follow a Monday-to-Friday pattern so forget the nine to five. Le Claire had been at his desk for two hours, and it wasn’t yet 10:00 a.m. He’d pushed the Chapman matter to the side; he had to—there was no other way to cope. He’d handed in the reports on the previous evening’s incident so it would be someone else’s problem now. He had enough of his own to deal with.

He knew they were looking at murder. There were quicker and easier ways to kill yourself than the slow, agonising method of fungi poisoning, and why the hell would you doctor your own wine? As far as he could make out, there were plenty of people with a reason to want Drew Portland gone. His betrayed wife, his lover, her husband, the wife’s shadow or even the stepdaughter. They’d need to speak to his lawyer and find out what would happen with Portland’s estate. Most murders were carried out with either sex or money in the motive mix.

He sighed, leant back in his chair and stretched his arms over his head to ease his aching shoulders. He’d finish in a bit and go home. He and Sasha were going out for breakfast. But he couldn’t wait that long for a coffee, so he grabbed his jacket and headed to the snazzy new cafeteria. He might have to avoid coffee at home as it was giving Sasha heartburn. She hadn’t said as much, but she’d thrown him a filthy look when he’d walked back into the bedroom, coffee mug in hand, to give her a good-bye kiss. Sasha loved coffee almost as much as he did, so this was going to be a challenge. As was it all, but he was ready for it. Their future was taking a different path, but it was one that gave him a jolt of wonder every time he thought about it.

“What have you got to be so bloody cheerful about?”

A harassed-looking Vanguard scowled even further at Le Claire’s breezy, “And a good morning to you as well.”

“Stop smiling; you’re ruining an already crap day.”

“What’s up?”

“I’m overworked and overstretched. The recent budget cuts mean I can’t employ anyone else at the moment, and I’ve more than enough on to expand the team. Ironically, I now also have space and snazzy new equipment since we moved here.”

“I guess I shouldn’t ask how you got on with the stuff from Drew Portland’s office?”

His glare was disconcerting. “No, you shouldn’t. I’ve allocated someone to run through what we’ve taken away. I’ve sent a team back in there today, and they’ll finish with a thorough review of Portland’s boat, in case we missed anything. I’ll let you know the results soon enough.”

Vanguard rarely missed anything, mainly because he always allowed his teams a couple of days to finish their investigation. There were no rushed jobs on his watch.

His thin face looked tired and even more drawn than usual. Le Claire made to move away and then asked, “The woman on the beach. Do we know who she is yet?”

“Yes, some youngsters were messing about in a kayak and came across a lightweight rucksack caught amongst the rocks.”

“Our mystery woman’s?”

“Yep. It contained a small Swim Cell. That’s a waterproof store for valuables. Surfers and swimmers use them. This one was meant to hold a phone.”

“And did it?”

“Yep, plus about fifty quid in notes and, the piece de resistance, a passport. The photo matches our Jane Doe.”

“Who is she?”

“A French girl. Francine Bresson. The passport says she was born in St Malo, so we’ve contacted the local police. See if they can access any up-to-date information from their database.”

“What’s the current status?”

“Given the circumstances, the Home Office pathologist has been called in to do the post-mortem, but he’ll likely only arrive this afternoon, that’s if the fog lifts. DI Murphy is running with the investigation, and I believe there are no leads yet as to how the body got onto the beach. No one of that name has entered the island or been reported missing or lost at sea.”

“At least we know who the poor woman is.”

“Yes, but not what she was doing on the beach or what led to her death.”

“The facts never stay anonymous forever.” He clasped the CSI chief’s shoulder. “Take care. The last thing we need is you getting ill. Don’t work so hard.”

Vanguard’s voice followed him down the corridor. “Pot and kettle spring to mind.”
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The pub was quaint and served great food. He’d had a full breakfast washed down with a real pint; typical of this part of the Cornish coast. They had satisfactorily concluded business and would offload the merchandise when they had finished eating. He had been forced to keep the prices low, but any profit was better than none, especially in his current predicament.

The inn’s proprietor, he had no idea what his name was, said, “Can you let me have the same order in a couple of weeks?”

He smiled, but inside he seethed. This backwater village wouldn’t get through this delivery in a few months, let alone two weeks. The cheeky sod of a landlord would sell to further afield pubs and restaurants and pocket a bit for himself. There was nothing he could do. “Sure, I have an order I’m collecting early tomorrow so I can let you have it two weeks today.”

How much longer was he going to have to go on like this? He needed money, and he’d better get it soon. Enough had gone wrong already.
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Louise pushed the platter of roast beef towards Tom. “Have some more. As you can see, there’s plenty.”

He speared two generous slices and added them to his plate. “Thanks, I will. I appreciate you inviting me for lunch, but you shouldn’t have gone to so much trouble.”

She ignored the slight censure for she knew he meant well. Perhaps she had gone a little overboard. She cast her eye across the table. She’d roasted a side of beef and served the trimmings. Her Yorkshire Puddings were perfect, crispy on the outside and fluffy within. She’d cooked far too many vegetables, but she’d honeyed and spiced them until they oozed with flavour and perfectly complemented the joint. They’d enjoyed a simple starter of fried calamari, and there was a devilish chocolate pudding for dessert.

“I needed something to do, and cooking calms me, takes my mind off things.”

“How are the arrangements?”

“I’m waiting to hear when they’ll release Drew.” She couldn’t say the body, that was too cold, too clinical. “I called Maura, and we’ve agreed on a quiet, private funeral. No fuss.”

“Can we leave after it?” There was a plea in his voice she didn’t want to hear.

“Don’t. Not right now. The truth is, I don’t even know if it’s what I want.”

“Louise, you promised.”

“I said I would give it serious consideration, but I truly don’t know what to do for the best. I mean, how can I leave the business?”

“By putting yourself, and your needs, first for once. Justin can manage. Luckily, he’s taken on more and more the last few years.”

“I promised Tony I’d look after the hotel, and I’ve tried, but I had to give time to Drew as well.” She hesitated, voiced her fears. “What if this doesn’t work out?” Her voice wobbled, and hot tears filled her eyes.

“I would never steer you wrong. You know what you mean to me . . .”

She drew back. “Please don’t, not now.”

He sighed and sipped at his wine. “Very well but this can’t wait forever. There needs to be a decision.”
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Peter was bone-weary as they tied up the boat and made sure everything was tight and in its place. He glanced at Beth. His sister was a wonder, and he didn’t know what he’d do without her. “That was a great help, love. You head on off now and thanks for today.”

She’d changed into clean jeans and T-shirt, and he had to keep his face straight when he saw the slogan on her top, Displaced people, Disrespected Souls. The one she’d taken off had said, Feminist Rules, Manly Fools. He was never entirely sure what her latest cause or belief was. She’d once chanted all the way to France in her Wiccan phase; claimed it was a protective spell. He hadn’t known where to look when the holiday-makers who were day-tripping with them hadn’t seemed to know whether they should be worried about why they needed protection or the fact a self-proclaimed witch was their protector. However, she was far too touchy for him to tease her.

“You sure? I haven’t tidied the galley yet.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll do it.” He craved some time alone to consider all that happened and perhaps even indulge in a little self-pity.

The small kitchen wasn’t too untidy. Beth had made herself some soup and a sandwich when he was ashore. She liked to keep to herself and didn’t like company. He set to and had everything washed, dried and packed away in ten minutes. He grabbed a can of lager from the fridge and headed to the deck. He’d sit on his rickety chair and watch the sun go down. The small harbour was devoid of people, but not boats. These weren’t fancy yachts but personal craft used for fishing and, if they weren’t too decrepit, going on jaunts to France or the UK. Patched hulls and mended sails were the order of the day, and the engines chugged and spluttered. Real boats, real seamen.

His vessel was the largest and best maintained, but it was his livelihood. Or part of it. He had free rein with what he had jokingly referred to as Drew’s fleet. Whether it continued would depend on Louise.

He tipped his head back and took a long, slow draught of the ice-cold lager, straight from the tin. The alcohol soothed him, although he didn’t need a hangover in the morning, not when he’d be sailing out before the sun rose. Dusk brought swooping gulls, flying low and venturing farther inland. The Jersey seagulls were entitled creatures, known to steal sandwiches from plates and chips out of your hand. They’d get nothing from him tonight. He couldn’t be bothered going home, as he’d need to come back in a few hours. He’d have another drink and make his bed in the small cabin. The roar of a car-engine, close by, surprised him. No-one came here at night.

He recognised who it was and shame mixed with anger, each fighting for prominence. Anger won as she slammed the car door and he watched her stroll to the dock.

“Hey, how you doing? I came by earlier, but the boat was gone. Where have you been?” Her voice was light and coated with honey.

That wasn’t any of her bloody business. “Out with clients. What the hell are you doing here, Diane?”

He knew his voice was cold and the words unwelcoming but he did not need this. His mind was crowded with enough at the moment without her piling on the pressure.

“Don’t be like that. I came to see how you were. Apparently, I needn’t have bothered. What has you in a foul mood? Shall I hazard a guess?”

He was taken aback by the sly look in her eyes and the vicious twist of her mouth.

“Imagine Cathy having an affair with Drew. What a shocker. You’re well rid of her.”

He raised his hands, palms facing her as he stepped back. “That’s enough. Leave it. I don’t want to talk about this with you. Cathy is my wife and whatever happens is between us, no-one else.”

“You think you can make this okay? She was shagging your best mate who was laughing about you behind your back. Tell me you’re not going to forgive her?” Her lips pulled back, baring her teeth and she looked dangerous, unhinged, feral. “You hope she’ll come back to you now lover-boy is dead? Not if she finds out about us, eh?”

He tensed, his heartbeat racing. “Keep your mouth shut. You hear me.” He’d shouted the words, and she stilled.

“You watch your step, Peter Frobisher. You can’t treat me like this and get away with it.” And with that, she ran back to her car and sped off.

His heart was thudding. Was it all going to come crashing down again?


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The next morning Le Claire was sitting in his office, admiring his new space but secretly missing the old when Dewar popped her head around the door. “Louise Portland gave me the name of her husband’s lawyer. I’m off to see him now. Do you want to come?”

“Sure, let’s go.”

The lawyer’s office was tucked away at the top end of town, sandwiched between a jeweller’s and a computer repair shop. Happily, it was a five-minute walk from the new station.

The receptionist directed them to a cramped room directly off the small foyer. A man who looked to be in his forties, with glasses and untidy hair, greeted them as he rose from behind his cluttered desk. He swept the piles of paper on his two visitor chairs to the floor and gestured for them to sit.

“Thanks. I’m DCI Le Claire, and this is DS Dewar. You must be Mr Mason?”

He inclined his head. “William Mason at your service. Now, what can I do for you?”

“We’d like to know about Mr Portland’s will. Has it been read yet?”

Mason took his glasses off and rubbed them clean on his tie. “No, we’d usually do something like this after the funeral, when all the parties are together. However, there are some complications I need to look into.”

“And those might be?”

“Mr Portland was my late father’s client. My dad passed away several months ago, and I’m trying to make sense of the business. I’ve taken a sabbatical from the practice of which I’m a partner to get all this,” he swept his hand around the jumbled mess of papers, “into some order.” His sigh rebounded in the small room. “It’s not easy. Anyway, the long story short is that I have a couple of points to look into about Drew Portland’s will, and I need to collect details of his estate and determine the bequests. But I must investigate a major issue first.”

Le Claire lifted a brow. “Is there a problem with the will? Who inherits?”

“That’s the problem. Drew Portland left his entire estate to parties other than his wife. I’m sure you appreciate I can’t go into exact details at the moment but the heirs are relatives. The problem is that Jersey has heirship provisions that determine minimum percentages of an estate that must be passed on to widows or children.”

“So his will may not be legal?”

“I need to check it out. There may be an agreement between husband and wife to override the heirship rules.”

Dewar leant in. “And if it is legal, how much would we be looking at the heirs inheriting?”

“I can’t say. I don’t have any idea what he was worth personally, apart from the business, of course.”

“What? He had an interest in Ginelli’s?”

“I’m trying to find that out. However, he ran a small charter business. My father drafted the partnership agreement about a year ago.”

“He had a partner?”

“Yes, let me see. I recall the agreement said the charter business would pass to the survivor if one of them died within the first three years. So this is not an asset of the estate.” He opened a manila folder, where pages were neatly clipped or stapled together and filed under coloured dividers, and ruffled through the papers. The son was more organised than the father had been. He pulled out a typewritten sheet of paper. “Yes, here it is. The partner is a Peter Frobisher.”
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Peter Frobisher’s boat lay in a less salubrious location than that of his business partner. It was tucked away in a small harbour, with few amenities but much lower fees. Frobisher was waiting for them on the deck, a beer in hand as he leant precariously on the back legs of a striped chair. He waved his free hand at the metal walkway connecting the boat to the dock. “Come aboard.” A young woman stood beside him. She had a natural way about her with short curly hair and a make-up-free face. From her clothes, waterproof dungarees and a sloganed top, Le Claire presumed she was helping clean the boat. “This is my little sister, Beth. She was just leaving. Thanks, love.” She mumbled a goodbye as she hopped onto dry land.

Le Claire moved to the side to let her pass with a polite smile, but inside his heart beat a little faster, and his palms were sweaty as he thought about what he had to do next. Even being on a docked boat in a sheltered harbour didn’t appeal to him. “Great, thank you. Come on, Dewar.” He wondered if his voice sounded forced but concentrated on walking onto the boat, telling himself not to look down at the sliver of sea flowing between the hull and the dock. He was conscious that he held onto the rope railing a little too tightly and prayed no one noticed. Once on board, he leant against the side of the boat and held on to the railing in what he hoped was a nonchalant manner. He gestured to Dewar. “We have a few questions. Go ahead.”

She threw him a quick look, and he couldn’t blame her. He always kicked-off the questioning first, but he was concentrating on steadying his roiling stomach.

She ably took over. “We hear you were in partnership with Drew Portland.”

His eyes widened enough for his surprise to be evident. “Yes, that’s right. No one knows about it, but we ran a small business taking the occasional charter.”

“Why was it a secret?”

“It wasn’t a secret. We only did a few jobs, and Drew didn’t seem keen on Louise knowing. I don’t know, and frankly, I couldn’t care less now. If he weren’t already dead, I’d bloody strangle the treacherous bastard.”

Le Claire ignored the remark. “So the business is yours now?”

“I guess so. We thought it best to keep it between us in the early years to see if it was valuable enough to be considered an asset. It isn’t at the moment. We’ve only done a few inter-island trips and a couple to France and the UK.”

“What boat do you use?”

“Depends. This one for the traditionalists, Drew’s fancy-pants one for the would-be millionaires and something faster, the RIB, for the thrill-seekers.”

“Whose is the RIB?”

“Drew’s—well, Louise’s, actually, but it’s used by all of us. Family and friends have carte blanche. I have to admit that he was generous with his good fortune over the years.”

“Fine. Do you have any records of the business?”

“Drew kept everything at his office.”

Le Claire recalled the empty study at the Portlands’ home. “Where is this office?”

“At the Portland warehouses. He’s always had a small space there.”
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The flat was on the top floor of an end terrace, not far from the harbour. An open doorway led into a narrow stairwell. There were no lifts, and Le Claire climbed the three flights of stairs, Dewar hard on his heels. The concrete stairs and bare, unpainted walls smelled of something unpleasant with an acrid whiff, and he wondered if the neighbourhood cats, or the occasional drunk, made use of the facilities.

He knocked on the thin, plywood door to No. 5, no answer, knocked again. He could hear hurried footsteps, and then Ian Portland opened the door. He was dressed in loose sweatpants and had bare feet.

“Oh, it’s you. What can I do for you? We had a bellyful of your preening colleague the other day.” And that correctly summed up Bryce Masters. Portland made no move to invite them in, and Le Claire thought he heard a noise, but it could have come from a neighbouring apartment.

“We’d like a word in private. May we come in?”

Only a few seconds passed, but Ian Portland didn’t seem to be in a welcoming mood. He eventually shrugged, moved to the side and ushered them along the hallway. The flat was small but neat and well cared for. They followed Portland into a small lounge/diner.

Le Clare said, “Thanks for your time. I understand Drew had an office at your business premises. We’ll need access.”

He looked relieved, and Le Claire made a mental note to keep an eye on him. “Of course. Let me know when you want to have a look.”

“How about now?”

“What? Right. I’ll need to get changed.”

“Fine. We’ll wait for you.”
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True to his word, Ian Portland had emerged from the bedroom after five minutes in jeans, sweatshirt and trainers. They were at the family warehouses shortly after. The messy space was the same as when they had been there previously with what must be the ever-present smell of fish that had, over the years, seeped into the fabric of the building. “It’s up here.” They climbed a steep wooden staircase and followed Ian Portland along a narrow corridor. He pulled out a huge bunch of clanking keys and, picking through them, selected one. “This is it.”

The door opened, and Le Claire smiled. This was what he expected from a study or office, unlike the antiseptic space that had been Drew Portland’s zone in the home he shared with his wife. A wooden desk, sanded and oiled and polished to a honey-gold, took centre place in the middle of the room, facing the single window, which overlooked the sea.

The desk had a laptop, some notebooks and an assortment of jars and tubs holding pens, loose change and a collection of elastic bands. Floor-to-ceiling shelving held books, trophies, yachting magazines and pictures of a much younger Drew larking about on boats with friends. Peter Frobisher was in more than one of them. A wedding photograph sat on the windowsill. Portland and Louise looked happy and, to his surprise, in love. This was a room that held a man’s life.

He glanced at Dewar. “Call Vanguard and say we need his team down here to go through this place. I want to know who Drew Portland was. They can take the laptop as well and run analysis on emails and social media. Have we got the call log back on his mobile yet?”

Dewar shook her head. “Not yet. I’ll chase it when we get back to the office.”

He addressed Ian Portland. “What was your relationship like with your brother?”

“We were brothers; sometimes we got on, and sometimes we drove each other mad.”

“And were you getting on?”

Ian Portland sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “Drew was older than me by almost ten years. Years which were a wide divide when I was a kid but narrowed as I grew up. We got on fine. He looked out for me, and I, for a long time, looked up to him.”

“And your other brother, Oliver, when is he due back?”

“He should be back today. He’s in England, even went as far as Scotland, but Mum got in touch and told him about Drew and said to sail home.”

“He’s the middle brother?”

“Yes, Oliver is only a couple of years younger than Drew.”

“Were you jealous of Drew? Of his lifestyle?”

“I don’t like the inference. What exactly are you getting at?”

“You said you looked up to your brother for a long time. What made you stop? Drew was living the high life with his wealthy wife. Was that an issue between you?”

Ian Portland’s snort of laughter was a staccato bullet in the quiet. “Not everyone is driven by money. I’ve heard your folks are rolling in it, so it’s all right for you to play at being one of the masses, but you’re not, are you? Being ordinary, being average means you get by, you have the odd treat, but if an unexpected bill turns up, you’re screwed. There is no backup. Ordinary people don’t have a rainy-day fund. Hell, the island doesn’t even have much of one any longer.”

A tic worked away at the corner of Le Claire’s mouth, and his jaw tensed. It was their wealth, not his, but a tiny voice whispered he’d inherit it all one day, so what did he know about struggling to get by? “That was quite an impassioned speech. So was money an issue between you?”

“Yes, but not in the way you imagine. Drew loved the fancy clothes and fine wines. He liked playing the jovial hotelier to the mega-wealthy guests. He craved attention and beautiful things; handmade leather shoes, bespoke suits, a fancy motor-yacht. We grew up in a two-bed cottage. Mum still lives there. Drew was, well, I guess he was growing apart from us. He led a different life and one in which we had no reference point. But he was my brother, and I loved him.”

“Did Drew ever work in the family business?”

“Not for long. He got a job in a local trust company when he left school, doing bookkeeping and preparing accounts. He hated it, but I guess it was better than getting out of bed in the middle of the night and stinking of fish guts most of the time.”

“I assume he left that position?”

“Yes, when he got married. There was no need for him to work. He tried to get involved with Ginelli’s, but even though Louise gave him a shareholding in the company, she didn’t seem to want him interfering, and her hotel manager certainly didn’t want to have Drew around.”

So Portland had an interest in the business but appeared to have little to do with its management. “Justin Le Mahe? Was there any acrimony there?”

“Drew couldn’t stand him. Justin Le Mahe was Tony Ginelli’s pet and can do no wrong in Louise’s eyes. And because there was no place in the business for him, Drew was left with nothing to do and turned into a man who took three-hour lunches and frittered his life away.”

“Thanks. We’ll go and wait in our car for the CSI team. Do you mind locking this office and giving me the key? We’ll need to secure the room.”

“Oh, of course, sure. I’ve got some paperwork to do, so I’ll be in my office downstairs.”

They were settled in the car when Dewar said, “That was interesting. Wonder what’s going on there.”

“With what?”

“I mean, who was in Ian Portland’s flat when we were there?”

“You’ve lost me.”

She rolled her eyes. “I’m sure he wasn’t alone. The place is way too neat for a bloke like Portland. I could see into the kitchen. There were two wine glasses on the counter, both half-full, and two plates dumped in the sink. We may have interrupted a lunch rendezvous. Plus, the scent of Angel perfume was strong, and I don’t think it was Ian Portland wearing it.”

“Hark at you, super sleuth. So he had a girlfriend there. I wonder why he hid her away? It’s not a crime, but he merits watching, especially as William Mason said that the heirs were relatives.”

“I’ll keep on at the lawyer to find out when the will is to be read. If it takes too long, we can get a disclosure order.”

She was growing in confidence, and that pleased him. “Good, now let’s go and see Mr Le Mahe and find out exactly how much of an issue there was between him and Drew Portland.”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Justin Le Mahe had the morning off, and the receptionist said he wasn’t expected at work until mid-afternoon. Dewar checked his address, and they headed to the waterfront area. They parked in the underground car park and headed through the paved pedestrianised area, dodging the skateboarders.

Le Claire drew his brows together. “Why aren’t these boys in school?”

Dewar laughed. “Probably because they all look like they’re in their late teens.”

“Well, they’re still a bloody nuisance. Hey, watch it!” A T-shirted boarder wearing a baseball cap had sailed a bit close to the wind and almost clipped Dewar as he hurtled past. “You all right?”

“I’m fine. I also used to be a kid myself. They’re not doing any harm.”

“I guess I’m getting old and grumpy.”

Dewar didn’t reply.

They walked on, and Le Claire shivered. The wind whistled between the tall apartment buildings, bringing an intermittent chill, but the enclosed area protected the ground-floor shops and coffee bars, and people relaxed on the chairs and tables dotted outside.

“It’s hard to believe this is reclaimed land.”

Dewar looked at him, surprise on her face. “What do you mean?”

“Where we’re standing used to be covered by the sea. The land was reclaimed all the way back there,” he pointed behind them, “to the old sea wall.”

“So the cinema, the swimming pool, apartments—everything is on what used to be covered by water? That doesn’t make me feel good.”

“Yeah, I suppose it seems a bit weird.” He now wished he hadn’t mentioned it, or thought about it, for now, he was nauseous, imagining the weight of all the displaced water pressing down on him.

Dewar raised her eyes heavenward as they neared the tall apartment block. “It’s in here. Top floor.”

“Oh, the penthouse. Nice.”

“See, I don’t get that. What’s so special about being on the top floor? I tell you, my granny had a flat on the top floor of a block of council flats in Glasgow, and she never even knew she was living in a penthouse. They say crime pays, but it looks like the hotel trade rewards even better.”

He joined in with her laughter. The top floor had two apartments, and they found Justin Le Mahe at home and doing some paperwork in his fabulous penthouse. The flat was monochrome, sleek and show-house ready. The floor-to-ceiling windows were the focal point of the room and drew the eye, making it almost impossible not to stare.

“Pretty special, huh? The view is the reason I bought this place.”

The windows curved, giving a panoramic view over Elizabeth Castle, the marina and the open sea and across to a rooftop view of St Helier. Le Claire had to agree. “Yes, it’s spectacular. Must have cost a fair bit, if you don’t mind me saying.”

“I was lucky and got in early and got the place off-plan; add in a huge mortgage and here I am.”

Dewar was still staring out the window with huge round eyes.

“Thank you for seeing us, Mr Le Mahe. DS Dewar and I have a few questions. If she’s finished admiring the view, we can get started.” He spoke loudly to make sure she heard him and had a rush of guilty pleasure as she virtually jumped to attention.

“Of course. How may I help?”

“I imagine you must have known Drew Portland well?”

“I wouldn’t say I knew him. We didn’t socialise or anything like that.”

“But you worked together.”

“Drew didn’t have anything to do with the hotel or restaurant.”

“But I believe he owned shares.”

“Yes, but that was as far as his involvement went.”

“Through his choice or yours?”

Justin Le Mahe levelled a decidedly cool look at him. “I am not sure I know what you’re getting at.”

“You were close to Tony Ginelli. He thought enough of you to leave you shares in the business, and his widow made you the manager at a young age—early twenties, weren’t you?”

“That’s right. Tony Ginelli was a friend of my late father. They’d worked together years ago, and Tony took me into his business and under his wing.”

“It must’ve been a shock when Louise married Drew Portland. Did he try and muscle into the firm? What caused the issue between you?”

“Have people been saying there was no love lost between Portland and myself? That’s right, and I won’t deny it. Drew did try to get involved, but luckily Louise respected the fact it was Tony Ginelli’s business, and it wasn’t appropriate that her second husband interfere.

“What was your relationship like with Mr Portland?”

“We were civil, but I had to hold firm if Drew tried to interfere. He’d try and tell staff members to take the day off for no reason at all; he was always filching wine from the cellar for him and his cronies, and the good stuff at that. The man was a liability.” He ran a hand through his hair and sighed. “I’m sorry, that sounds awful, but I don’t want to lie. Drew loved acting the big man; he was never happier than having a drink in his hand and a willing audience to listen to him.”

“Where were you the night Drew Portland died?”

His eyes widened, and a range of emotions played across his face. “I didn’t realise where you were going for a minute. I was working. And before you ask, no, I didn’t kill Drew. What the hell would I gain from his death?”

“I don’t know, Mr Le Mahe, but if there is something, I will find it out. Be sure of that.”
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Monday afternoon brought a slur of rain to suit Cathy’s dark mood. Bad news and miserable weather were undoubtedly perfect bedfellows. She’d hauled herself out of bed for her 11:00 a.m. appointment and skipped breakfast. She hadn’t been able to keep anything down for days. Now she stood in front of the hotel and searched for the courage to go inside. They’d all know about her and Drew and be passing judgment. Well, to hell with them.

She cloaked herself in bravado, slapped a smile on her face and strode into Ginelli’s reception area. She didn’t know how convincing it would be and her heart beat a little faster. As luck would have it, Nikki was on duty. It was comical how her mouth flapped open, and she looked like a goldfish as she apparently searched for what to say. Cathy knew the gossipy Nikki would be beside herself with glee that she was the one who was there when she turned up.

“Cath, love, are you all right? We heard you’d left and wouldn’t be back.” Her voice was honeyed with false concern.

“You heard right. I’m here to get my stuff out of my locker. So I’ll go on up.”

She looked uncertain. “Well, I’m sure that’ll be okay. I mean, it is your stuff.”

She headed to the staff room and puffed out a breath of relief when she didn’t encounter anyone on the way there. The room was empty too. It was a place to store coats and bags and grab a break-time coffee. She opened her locker and quickly filled a plastic tote with a bulging make-up bag and mirror, a cardigan and some spare tights.

She descended without incident and was almost at the front door when a voice, cold and bitter, made her halt. Louise was standing at the far edge of the reception desk. “I thought I told you to make an appointment to collect your things.”

“I didn’t think you’d mind getting this over and done with.”

“I object to you being in my sight. I wanted to know when you were coming so I didn’t have to see you. Get out and don’t come back in here again.”

Cathy stilled at Louise’s smirk of dismissal. She didn’t think, just opened her mouth and let the words spew out. “You’re so high and mighty, aren’t you? You were a little cook when you met Tony Ginelli. You married him for his money, and his wife was barely cold, as I hear it.”

“Don’t you dare speak to me like that.”

“I can do as I please. Shut up and stop trying to control everything. That’s what you did with Drew, wasn’t it?”

“You’re a little tart who slept with a married man. My husband.”

Something broke deep inside, and her snarl was feral. “Your husband, yes, but I loved Drew, and he was going to leave you. I know he talked to you about it. He loved me, and you can’t take that away.”

“Get out.”

“It’s me who will be doing the taking. I’m pregnant with Drew’s child, and it’s entitled to something. And I’m going to make sure we get it.”

The rage left her as she saw the destruction she had caused. Louise stood ramrod straight, face pale and eyes dark and devoid of emotion. Nikki’s eyes were glittering with malice. She’d be loving this, and, with her vicious tongue, the whole island would know of this before nightfall. And so would her husband.
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Le Claire sat on the low windowsill and waited until quiet descended over the incident room. “Thanks, everyone. This won’t take long, but it’s a new week, and I want to make sure we all know the current position. Hunter, you kick off.”

He resisted rolling his eyes as the young PC coloured and stood to his feet. “Yes, sir. I checked through Drew Portland’s financials. He didn’t appear to have a bank account in his sole name but had a joint account with his wife.”

He laid down his tablet. Le Claire waited in vain for him to go on. “That’s it?”

“Yes, sir, so far, sir. I am looking to see what other assets he had.”

“His lawyer is doing that at the moment, so don’t spend too much time on it.”

He turned his attention to Masters. “And you?”

The handsome DI, all smoothed hair, tanned face and sparkling teeth, flicked through the notes he held. “Portland Fisheries has been in the family for several generations, but they haven’t moved with the times.”

“In what way?”

“The kiosk they sell from is shabby and looks like it’s falling to bits, and they could take better care in keeping the general area clean.”

Masters wrinkled his nose, and Le Claire hoped he recalled the stench of fish guts, but he carried on with his report. “By the time the father died, Drew was already married to Louise Portland. His two brothers, Oliver and Ian, run the place with their mother. She’s a piece of work all right. They don’t have a lot of staff, only a girl who helps out. Pretty little thing who wouldn’t say boo to a goose.”

Le Claire didn’t like the look on Masters’ face. He held his tongue, but if he ever found out Masters was making a nuisance of himself with women he met while working, then he’d have his head—and his badge.

“Is the business in trouble?”

“Gossip says it is. The Portlands can’t compete with the fishing families who’ve invested into their businesses and premises.”

“Okay, what about any social media accounts?”

“He didn’t have any. Not even Facebook.” Masters’ voice was tinged with wonder. The narcissistic detective probably changed his profile picture every week.

The door opened, and Vanguard sloped in. “Apologies for being late. I’ve sent a team to Portland’s office, and we’ll see what they get there.”

Vanguard’s eyes were alight, and Le Claire guessed—or was it hoped?—that he had something good. “What have you got?”

“A hundred thousand, give or take the odd tenner.”

“What?”

“It’s what held me up. I sent a team onto Drew Portland’s boat to do a deep search. The task was to go right through the fibre of the place once we’d taken the initial evidence and materials away. Under the bunk in the cabin was some loose floor panelling. One of the guys pried it up. There was a small holdall containing cash and some notebooks. The latter are filled with a load of nonsense we’ll need to try and decipher. It looks like code.”

Le Claire was dumbfounded and didn’t know where to begin—they had mysterious books filled with code and cash. He recalled you should always go for the money. The catcalls and whistles in the room told him that’s where the rest of the team’s minds had gone. “That’s a load of change. Who’d have so much cash lying around?”

Le Claire heard a muttered, “Why not ask your dad?” but ignored it. It was all he could ever do, for most of what they said about his family wasn’t wrong.

Hunter broke the awkward silence. “And it was hidden away.”

Dewar’s quip was fast and dry. “Well, you’d not leave it in full view of anyone, would you?”

Le Claire jumped in. “Maybe not, but that’s a ridiculous amount of cash to have lying about. Hunter, check any large withdrawals from his bank account. It’ll be quicker to speak to the bank manager and check if any internal reports were triggered.”

Even taking your own money out of the bank wasn’t easy these days. “Right, what about these notebooks?”

Vanguard moved to the front of the room and handed Le Claire a piece of paper. “This is a photocopy, but there are pages like this.”

It looked like a random collection of letters and numbers. “What the hell is this?”

Vanguard looked cross as he snatched the paper from Le Claire. “Who bloody knows? You’ll need to get one of the clever clogs onto it. It looks like a code.” Where was he going to find a code-breaker?

“Dewar, find someone who can decipher this. Now, what about his mobile call log?”

“The calls were to and from his wife, family, and a few friends. The last communication was a text from Peter Frobisher asking if they could talk. Nothing else. Too innocuous by far.”

“I get it. No calls made to or from Cathy Frobisher. So he must have had another phone he used to communicate with her. Let’s see what the team searching his office throws up.”
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Cathy had been waiting for the phone to ring or the doorbell to buzz ever since she had come home. The scene with Louise Portland had drained her, and she’d lain down for an hour or so. But she couldn’t sleep, not with the gnawing dread. When the bell finally rang, she was almost relieved. She braced herself and opened the door without checking the spyhole. There was no need. She knew who it would be. He looked haggard, and there was a wild light in his eyes she did not like. Not at all.

“Is it true? Is it fucking true?”

“Come in, Pete. Let’s not give the neighbours a floor show.” The walls were paper-thin, so they’d no doubt hear them anyway, but they didn’t need to see her as well. The door shut with a loud click. Her husband’s rage was a volcano; controlled and contained on the outside, but, from the fire in his glare, she knew one wrong word from her, and he’d blow. She could see a tic working at the corner of his mouth, matching the anger in his eyes. He looked as if his rage had consumed him and the embers were burning bright.

His voice was tight. “I asked you if it was true.”

She was numb, empty. There was no point in lying. “Yes, I was having an affair with Drew.”

His look was contemptuous. “I know that, you stupid bitch. Don’t take me for a fool. Are you pregnant?”

One word. So simple and yet so hard to say. She cleared her throat. “Yes.”

He sank onto the small couch and buried his head in his hands. She heard his shudders of breath followed by his broken, defeated tone. “Why? Why him?”

She sat beside him and tried to find the right words to make it sound better. She couldn’t, so told the truth. “Initially, it was the glamour. Sipping expensive wine on a motor-yacht, not drinking beer from a bottle on your old sea-tub, and having someone buy me nice things and treat me right.”

His eyes were bleak. “Is that all it was about?”

Her bravado deflated, and her voice was gentle. “No, of course not. He saw me, really saw me. Something you stopped doing a long time ago.”

A belligerent look flashed, and she thought he was going to argue, then his shoulders sagged in recognition of the truth and weight of her words.

“I was trying to build a life for us, make you proud. I was too busy working to wine and dine you. How the hell will you manage with a child?”

“I’m due something. Drew was going to leave Louise. Well, my kid is owed something now. I’m going to get a lawyer and make sure I get what I’m due.”

He jumped to his feet. “You make me sick. You know that, don’t you? You enjoyed his money when he was alive, and now you’re going after it when he’s dead.”

He’d never understand. It hadn’t been about the money; only Drew and how he made her stomach jolt when he was near, and her heart yearn when he wasn’t. But now she was going to have a child, one who would grow to adulthood without their father. She had next to nothing in the bank and no job. She couldn’t expect Pete to finance another man’s child. She had no other option.

“I’m due it.”

“And you’ll drag me even further through the mud. Make a fool of me? You’re a bloody bitch, and I’m not going to stand for this.”

There was a second, one infinitesimal moment when she thought he was going to hit her, but he didn’t. Instead, his fist slammed into the wall by the door with a resounding thud that left a shallow indent. Shit, she’d have to pay for that. “Fuck you, Cathy. Fuck you.” She heard the pain in his voice, and it didn’t make her feel proud.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Sophie parked her hire car and walked across the paved drive to the door. She allowed a moment to take in her surroundings. This had once been her home, but not anymore. It was a haggard and drawn Louise who opened the front door. Her smile was wan, her eyes watery and her voice strained, but her welcome seemed genuine enough. “Come on in.”

She’d redecorated, as people do, but to Sophie there was a sense that her father, even she, had been stripped from this house with its mellow-toned walls and discreet paintings. Tony Ginelli had been a man of passion, colour and vibrancy. All of which was missing in this neutral-toned magazine-ready house.

They settled at the kitchen island and drank steaming cups of coffee. She indicated the stainless-steel herb pots covering the window ledge. “I see you still love cooking at home.”

“Not so much the past couple of years. Drew and I preferred to eat out.”

She even spoke differently. Gone was the girl who’d become her stepmother, and in her place was this brittle woman in her fancy clothes with her expensive lifestyle. But that was a discussion for another day.

“What can I do for you?” Her voice held an edge, was combative.

“I came to see if you needed anything. I heard about Cathy Frobisher being pregnant.”

“Ah, that didn’t take long.”

“Justin told me. I’m afraid it’s all around the hotel.”

“What a bloody mess. I may as well come clean. Drew told me he wanted a divorce. I knew there was someone else, but he wouldn’t admit it. Bastard.” The last word was spat out.

“I’m sorry, Louise. I knew. That’s partly the reason I came back.”

Her mouth fell open, and her eyes widened. “Why would you do that?”

“You were like a mother to me, Louise.”

“Yes, and you managed to ignore me for ten years. Were you maybe more concerned that Drew would divorce me and the settlement might reduce any assets you may have received?” Louise’s voice was sly and knowing; what annoyed Sophie the most was that she was on the button with her reasoning.

“Don’t be ridiculous. I didn’t want to see you hurt. What about this Cathy, what is she after?”

“She said she’s going to fight for a share of Drew’s estate for the child. Well, good luck to her with that. It’ll be dragged through the bloody lawyers, perhaps even court, and I’ll be a laughing-stock.”

“Can she do that?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t asked anyone about it yet. I haven’t even buried him, and I can’t clear my head until that is done.”

“Jeez, it wasn’t Drew’s money. It’s yours, and I’ve got a share in it. How dare she?”

“I don’t know what the law is. Don’t worry. I’ll deal with it.”

“Are the police any closer to finding out what happened to him?”

“It’s clear he was poisoned. The police have probably got me on the hook for that.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“Maybe, but I’m the fungi expert, so it doesn’t look good.”

Sophie took a proper look at Louise. “No wonder you look so stressed. If you don’t mind me saying, you do look pale.”

Louise’s voice was brisk. “I’m fine. Don’t concern yourself about me. Worry about Cathy Frobisher and her damned child. She better not try and go after what belongs to me.”
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Ian Portland held her tight in his arms and murmured soothing words as he rained kisses on her soft hair, her brow, anywhere he could reach. “Hush, they don’t know about us, and they won’t find out—they can’t.”

A shaft of late afternoon light fell across the bed, illuminating her face, caressing her bare shoulders and highlighting her plump, bare breasts. The rest of her was slender, but her bust was full and tempting. He lazily traced the outline of a dark aureole, grazing her nipple. Her eyes darkened, and a slow smile lifted the corners of her mouth. Her voice was husky. “I know you’ll look after me, but it’s so dangerous now.”

“I know. No one can know we’re together, especially with everything that is going on about Drew.”

She shivered, and he pulled her closer to him. She burrowed in and nestled against his chest in a way that made his senses buzz. He pulled her close until not even the air separated them. He couldn’t lose her, not now. And he most certainly would if the truth came out. The ringing doorbell hit him like a shot of cold water in the preternatural stillness of the bedroom.

Ian climbed out of bed and threw on the sweatpants and T-shirt he’d discarded earlier when they’d tumbled into bed. “Stay here.”

He crossed the hall and looked through the spy hole in the door before quickly opening up. “Oliver, thank God you’re here. When did you get back?”

“Right now. I came straight here. I can’t believe Drew’s gone. Do you know what’s in the will yet?”

“Don’t be a bastard. Your brother is dead.”

Oliver brushed past him and made his way to the kitchen. Ian followed and heard the fridge door slam shut as he walked into the room. Oliver offered him one of his own cold beers. His brother leant against the countertop, and for a moment Ian saw shades of Drew standing in Oliver’s place. They shared similar build and colouring with the same lazy smile. The only real difference was that Oliver’s skin was wind-blasted from years at sea. Drew’s had been a mahogany rich-man’s tan. He momentarily closed his eyes to rid himself of the image.

“I’m not callous. I’ve been thinking about this as I sailed home all the way across the bloody Channel. Drew is gone, and we need to be sure that he kept his word; he always said we would inherit whatever he had.”

“Don’t you care about what happened to him? Our brother was found dead in what the police say are suspicious circumstances, and all you’re worried about is money.”

Oliver pushed himself away from the counter and stood a hairs-breadth from Ian, so close he could smell the alcohol fumes. The beer filched from his fridge obviously wasn’t the first his brother had consumed today.

“I am worried, and so should you be. We don’t need the police shining too much light on Drew’s life. You should know that more than most.”
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Louise Portland was in her courtyard watering the shrubs and tubbed plants dotted around the paved drive. She gave Le Claire and Dewar a weary look and, wiping her hands on her trousers, gestured for them to follow her. “Come on in. Bad news does travel fast, doesn’t it?”

Le Claire had no idea what she was talking about, but he knew the best way to get information was to play along. “It certainly does.”

They entered the kitchen, and he declined the offer of a seat.

“If Drew weren’t already dead, I’d bloody strangle him. How he could be so stupid as to get Cathy pregnant, I have no idea. Mind you, who’s to say it is Drew’s? She could have been with anyone.”

Dewar rallied from the surprise first. “What? Cathy Frobisher is pregnant and says Mr Portland is the father?”

“Yes, isn’t that what you’re here about?”

“Maybe we will sit down now, and you can tell us all about it.”

Louise Portland looked cross as she sat on the sofa across from them. “There’s nothing much to say. Cathy came to collect some of her stuff. Obviously, I’ve had to let her go. I can’t have her working at Ginelli’s.” She caught Le Claire’s eye. “And don’t give me that look. I paid her plenty to go away. Anyway, the spiteful cow’s parting shot was that she is expecting Drew’s baby and is going after money. She won’t see a penny from me.”

“And she is speaking the truth?”

“I’ve no idea, but I guess time will tell.”

“Well, we’re here on a different matter. Was your husband in the habit of holding large amounts of cash?”

“No, we were both card users or on account. It was easier for us to keep track of what we spent. Why do you ask?”

Le Claire ignored her question. “Did your husband have access to cash? Perhaps from the hotel or restaurant?”

She shook her head, puzzled. “No, Drew had no access to the financials, and anyone would tell me if he took money from the till.”

“We’re talking about a bit more than a day’s takings. We found cash on the boat. Slightly over £100,000.”

She shook her head. “Drew didn’t have access to money like that.”

“Well, we found it on his boat. Perhaps it has something to do with his business?”

She stilled, shook her head and looked from one to the other. “What business? What the hell are you talking about?”

“Your husband had a partnership agreement with Peter Frobisher for a charter business. You didn’t know?”

“No, no, I didn’t.” Her eyes were dazed. “I’m sorry, I’d like to be alone now. This is a lot to take in. It looks like my husband was lying to me about virtually every part of his life.”
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Le Claire was almost finished for the day when he got a call to join Vanguard in his office. The CSI chief was hunched over his desk and nodded a distracted hello as he finished checking through some typed notes.

“Sorry to get you down here, but I thought you’d want to see this.” He indicated various evidence boxes scattered over a long table, but it was the laptop and phone that caught his eye. “Ah, are these Portland’s?”

“Yep. They were on the desk in his office at Portland Fisheries. We’ve taken away a lot of stuff, and we’re working our way through it. We’ve accessed the phone; it’s a basic pay-as-you-go, and he wasn’t in the habit of deleting his call history. The vast majority of calls were, as expected, to and from Cathy Frobisher. There were also some unregistered international numbers. Again, pay-as-you-go, with no contracts.”

“So we’ve no way of knowing who they are?”

“Not from any official records. We have tried calling the numbers, but they are dead lines or ringing out.”

“Drew Portland was a man with hidden threads to his life.”

“Doesn’t everyone?”

“Sure, but it only concerns me if they turn up dead.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

His father’s PA had relayed the polite request that Le Claire attend his offices at 9:15 a.m. He knew it wasn’t a question, but a demand.

Le Claire Senior was waiting for him in the spacious office he still maintained in the law firm he had founded. A cup of aromatic coffee was waiting for him. Was his father trying to please or placate him? He sat down, determined to find out. Philip Le Claire didn’t do social chitchat.

“What’s up, Dad?”

“That’s right, no time to waste, so let’s get straight to the point. I know about the latest in the Chapman business. Sasha met your mother for coffee yesterday, and it all came out. What’s happening?”

It wasn’t that he hadn’t wanted his parents to know about Chapman in detail. He didn’t even know how he felt himself, so what would have been the point?

“A special hearing has been called. Chapman’s lawyers are going for dismissal on the basis he only confessed because he was intimidated by the police—that would be me they’re talking about.”

His father’s face darkened, and he recognised the aggressive look of old. “That’s bloody ridiculous. Chapman told you where the girl was—April something, wasn’t it?”

“Baines. Her name was April Baines.” He hated that his voice cracked as he spoke the words. “Look, I never went into all the details with you—police business and all that—but I met with Chapman when I was last in London. I was on a case, and Gareth Lewis contacted me to say he’d had a request via the lawyers for a meeting to take place. There were rumours he was going to change his plea.”

His father leant forward, forearms resting on his knees and attention entirely focussed. “You saw him? What happened?”

“He set the scene exactly as he wanted it. His lawyer accompanied him.”

“Who’s representing him?”

“Abigail Larsen of Jackson Lamont.”

“I’ve met her before at a drinks party in the city. She’s in her early forties, attractive and polished. It’s a clever move to have her represent a man accused of vile crimes against women. If it goes to trial, they’ll hope the jury will think there is no way an educated and strong woman could defend a man who was guilty of rape, brutality and murder.”

“What about evidence and the facts?”

“Of course they’re important, but remember, perception often trumps reality. Anyway, go on.”

His head jerked from side to side in denial, but he knew this unfairness was a fact of life in general. “Chapman set us up. He has lost a lot of weight and is looking gaunt. He acted nervously and shrank away from me, pretended to be cowering in fright as he begged me not to hurt him again.”

His father’s growl disturbed his concentration for a moment before he carried on. “He is claiming it wasn’t him who’d told me about April, saying that I heard it elsewhere and pinned it on him to close the case and get a conviction.”

“What utter rot!”

“I agree. However, the only other person in the room with us was the nurse, who now says she isn’t sure what she heard.”

His father stared straight ahead into space. “And there was no hard evidence for the other murders?”

“It’s mainly circumstantial. We were put onto Chapman in the first place by the occupier of a nearby industrial unit. He’d been away and not seen the initial news reports about the murdered girls. When he returned and caught up on the news, the call came in to say he thought he’d seen one of the youngsters around the industrial estate. The caller said the girl had been with Colin Chapman. We were relying on the confession holding as we had little else.”

“What is the defence looking to achieve?”

“That he gets off with it, I assume, which would be a farce.”

“Well, you don’t need to worry about anything. I’ll take care of it and pay for everything.”

Le Claire clenched his fists and slowly forced them to relax. “What do you mean? I don’t need money.”

“Accusations may be levied against you if the court rules in Chapman’s favour. We’ll get the best lawyer. You don’t need to concern yourself with anything.”

He tensed. “What do you mean?”

“I don’t always agree with your choices in life, but I won’t see you being blamed or pilloried for Chapman getting away with this.”

“Dad, there’s no need for that. I can take care of myself.”

“No, you can’t, Jack. Not all the time.”
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Cathy fidgeted with her glass of water. She’d almost ordered wine from sheer habit but remembered in time. She’d made a right muck of her own life, but she wasn’t going to ruin her kid’s as well. She checked her watch for the tenth time in as many minutes. The telephone call had surprised her, but there was no way she’d have refused to turn up. A melodious voice broke into her thoughts. “Hello, Cathy. I’m Sophie Ginelli.”

Cathy saw an attractive woman with dark eyes and shining hair. She wore a pretty, silk navy blue dress, and Cathy self-consciously tugged her low-cut neckline a little higher. Sophie Ginelli sat opposite her and waved the waitress away when she came to collect her order.

“I won’t keep you long, Cathy. I had a chat with my stepmother, who is naturally upset at the moment.”

Cathy didn’t say a word. Sophie Ginelli had asked to meet; she had said she had something to discuss with her and Cathy knew—well, hoped—that it was going to be good, like a settlement, so they didn’t have to go to court. It would save her the bother, and she didn’t have the money for lawyers’ fees in any event.

Sophie Ginelli smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes, and Cathy had the first stirrings of unease. Her voice remained light and pleasant, which made her words the more shocking.

“Drew Portland was a tosser, a chancer and a user. I’m sorry you’ll be lumbered with his child, but let us be clear about something. You and your child, Drew’s or not, are due nothing. You have no entitlement. Louise Portland had nothing until she married my father. Since then she’s benefited from my family money, built by my father and my mother. You have no claim on any of that.”

Cathy had heard of the rift between Louise Portland and her stepdaughter. She’d hoped it would ally her with Sophie Ginelli. “I read this wrong. I thought you might be on my side, the enemy of my enemy and all that.”

“Oh, we won’t be friends. If it pissed me off that Drew’s been living the high life these last years, on my dad’s hard-earned cash, imagine how I’d feel with his mistress getting her hands on it.”

Cathy’s ferocious glare made her sit back in her chair. “Drew is the father of my child. My baby is due something. I know my rights.”

“You don’t have a child. Not yet. As for rights, you don’t have any. You were the lover of another woman’s husband. I won’t let you take what’s mine, not again.”

“It’s not yours. It’s Louise Portland’s assets I’m going after.”

“My father built the hotel and restaurant from nothing, working side by side with my mother. I won’t allow you to take what is rightly mine.”

Cathy placed a hand on her stomach, drawing on a strength she hadn’t known existed. Standing, she reached into her pocket and threw several £1.00 notes onto the table.

“That’s for my drink. I pay my way. And Drew’s going to have to do the same. He was a wealthy man, and I’m carrying his only child. You do the maths, love.”

She flicked a cocky look at stuck-up Sophie Ginelli and walked out of the bar, head held immeasurably high.
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Sophie watched her go and had to admire Cathy’s pluck. Drew had been a charmer with a lazy, languid way of speaking and a handsome face and fit body. She couldn’t deny that, even if she couldn’t stand him. There was a tiny part of her that understood how the lovely, grieving widow had fallen for the sexy, charming Drew Portland. What she couldn’t fathom was Louise’s sheer stupidity and callousness in marrying him when her father was barely cold, and without protecting Sophie’s inheritance.

As for Cathy Frobisher, she couldn’t be much older than Sophie herself. She had a failed marriage behind her and a future as a single mother. Neither of which Sophie envied. It had struck a chord when Cathy said her baby was a rich man’s only child, for hadn’t Sophie been that herself? Though her father had seen fit to delay her inheritance until she was thirty, which was now weeks away. She was due her parents’ legacy; she only hoped neither Drew nor Louise, had spent the lot.

“Hey, what are you doing here? Shunning the homestead?”

She smiled a genuine smile of welcome and accepted the tremor that was becoming her usual reaction when she saw him. “Justin, this is a pleasant surprise.”

“Glad to hear that. I was walking past when I saw Cathy Frobisher running out like the hounds of hell were chasing her, and I saw you through the window. You okay?”

She hesitated. Justin was a part of her past, and Louise trusted him, as did she. “No, I’m not. Can you spare time for a chat?”

“Of course, what’s up?”

He settled into the seat Cathy had vacated, and she almost cried at his look of concern. “It’s a nightmare. Cathy is adamant Drew’s the father. I’ve been to see Louise.”

“How is she?”

“To be honest, she’s in shock about it. I mean, it was bad enough to know Drew had been having an affair with one of her employees, but to get her pregnant as well? That’s all a bit too much.”

“Why did you meet with Cathy?”

She took a second before replying, knowing the truthful response didn’t paint her in the best of lights, but she had nothing to hide from Justin. “I wanted to warn her off. Let her know Drew Portland wasn’t entitled to my dad’s money. She hit back and said her child will be entitled to a share of his assets. That might be true, but what did he own? I bet Louise kept him on a tight string.”

“He owned shares in Ginelli’s. Surely you knew that?”

She stilled, unable to speak as her mind raced to process his words. “I’m sorry. It can’t be true.”

“I thought you knew. You know your dad gifted me twenty percent when he passed, and Louise had the remaining eighty.”

“Yes, and she was holding fifty percent of them for me. What did she give him?”

“Drew held twenty percent, Louise retained sixty and I have my twenty.”

Rage burned. “That bitch.” She flapped a hand at the look on Justin’s face. “Oh, I know you think the world of her, but my dad trusted Louise to make sure I was okay financially, and look what she has done. She said she held the shares in trust for me and it turns out she gave away part of my inheritance to Drew. It can’t be legal.”

“I don’t mean to be indelicate, but Drew’s dead, so surely the shares will revert to Louise?”

“Well, I don’t know what’s in his will, but he’d have to leave her something. But now there’s going to be Cathy Frobisher and her offspring standing in line with their hands out. My dad worked too damned hard for his money to go out of the family. I’m not having this, not at all.”

“Are you going to speak to Louise?”

“Eventually, but I’m going to talk to Dad’s lawyer first.”
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The incident room was its usual scene of controlled chaos with a haze of artificial light from computer screens and laptops. Le Claire approached Hunter, who was hunched over his keyboard tapping away. “How are you getting on with the data on Portland’s laptop?”

“Okay, it didn’t take long for the tech boys to get access. He had an email account, and his browsing history was mainly related to sailing and looking up route maps and er, well, porn. Yes, he watched a fair bit of that.”

Le Claire managed to keep a straight face as Hunter turned crimson. He could almost feel the heat. “What about the charter business?”

“He had an email account for C.I. Charters and the emails redirected to his personal email address. We’ve got a detailed history as he apparently didn’t like to delete anything. I’m working through the emails, but nothing stands out so far. Emails are asking for availability of trips, detailing how many passengers and pickups. It looks like they mostly made day trips. You know, going to France and the UK.”

Le Claire thought about this. “It would be helpful if you could compile a spreadsheet of the charters he took on. I’d like to be able to try and tie it in with the cash we found. As long as he was declaring it to the tax-man, there isn’t anything wrong with payment in cash.” Le Claire wouldn’t jump to conclusions. Not yet.

“And DS Dewar asked me to have a look at the coded notebook. I was in the Code Society at uni.”

He should’ve guessed that. “Okay, keep at it.”

“Sir?”

He turned and saw one of their newest, rawest recruits. She must be shadowing someone on the team. “Dawson, what is it?”

“Sir, Mr Vanguard called. He was looking for you and asked me to see if I could find you and tell you to go to his office as soon as possible. He said it’s urgent.”

Le Claire was heading to Vanguard’s office when the CSI chief came barrelling down the corridor, barely slowing in time to prevent a collision.

“Whoa, where’s the fire?”

“Not a fire, but explosive.”

“What is it?”

“We’ve finished checking through the personal effects of the woman on the beach, Francine Bresson. There was a pay-as-you-go phone in her pack. It only called one number: Drew Portland’s second phone.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Tom Mathison opened the front door, and his pleasant welcome quickly changed to a scowl when he saw who was calling. Le Claire experienced a perverse pleasure at spoiling the taciturn doctor’s day, so he smiled widely. “Hello, we’d like to speak to Mrs Portland, please.”

The good doctor merely grunted and showed them into the small sitting room where a tired-looking Louise Portland lay on the sofa, a blanket stretched across her knees and a book in her hands. She laid aside her reading material with a sigh. “Detective, this is becoming a frequent surprise. What may I help you with now?”

“I have a quick question. Did your husband know a woman by the name of Francine Bresson?”

Her neat eyebrows rose. “I’ve never heard the name before in my life. Mind you, given how little I know about what Drew was up to, we both know that means nothing. So who is she?”

Before Le Claire could answer, Tom Mathison’s voice carried from the doorway. “I heard the name on the news. That’s the dead woman found on the beach. What the hell has she got to do with Drew?”

Louise Portland gasped. “What is this all about?”

“We have reason to believe your husband had a telephone conversation with Ms Bresson on the day of his death.”

She slowly shook her head. “I’m sorry. I can’t add anything because I have no idea who she is.” She turned to Tom Mathison. “Am I the biggest bloody fool around? How many others was he running around with?”

Dewar spoke, “We don’t know what the connection is and can’t jump to conclusions. There may have been an entirely innocent explanation.”

Tom Mathison jumped in. “You don’t know a lot, do you? You don’t know who killed Drew; you don’t know how this woman was connected to him. Tell me, what do you know? Louise doesn’t need this stress.”

Le Claire ignored the doctor and focussed on Louise Portland. “Forgive me, but I need to keep on asking questions and getting answers until we know what happened to your husband.”

“I know, and Tom does too; he is rather protective. We’ve been friends for a long time.”

Dewar asked, “Did Mr Portland go to France often?”

“Yes, at least every few weeks. He’d sometimes go overnight, occasionally for a few days. He liked to take one of the boats out.”

“He didn’t always use his motorboat?”

“No, we have a RIB, a cruiser and some smaller craft. Drew loved boats, and so did I. It’s a consequence of island living, isn’t it, Tom?”

“Yes, it was Louise and Drew who got me into sailing.”

“You have a boat?”

“I’m afraid not. Louise and Drew kindly let me use one of theirs.”

She smiled at him. “Like all our friends and family, you are welcome to take any of the boats out anytime you want to.”

Le Claire figured he’d get nothing else today. “Thanks, we’ll see ourselves out.”

As they walked slowly down the hall, they heard Tom Mathison murmur from behind the half-closed door, “Hush, lie down and I’ll get you some tea. Here, take these with some water.”

Dewar raised her eyes and pulled a face but waited until they were in the car and driving onto the lane to speak. “Did you hear him? The way he hangs on to her every word is a bit creepy.”

“You might be right. Look into him.”


#




Cathy knew this was a task—a chore,—that she couldn’t avoid. Not now, not since everyone not only knew about her and Drew but likely had also heard about the baby. She’d been a bit queasy this morning, and her stomach lurched as the overwhelming stench of fish guts assaulted her. She paused and placed a hand on the harbour wall to steady herself as she took a deep breath. It was more than fish bits that was making her feel ill. She didn’t know what welcome she’d get.

As she neared the Portland Fisheries area, she could see Maura sitting on a deck chair by the stall. The girl, Ali, was cleaning some trays and wiping down the countertops. At least someone had the nous to keep the place looking neat. She shouted a hello, and her heart sank when she saw the cold look on Maura’s face. Ali bobbed her head and carried on with her tasks. She was a quiet little thing.

“Look what the cat dragged in. What you after? There’s nothing for you here.”

“Maura, it’s not like that. I just, well, I wondered, did you hear about Drew and me?”

Her laugh was a harsh bark. “The phone never stopped ringing with supposed friends calling to make sure I was okay after finding out my dead son was also an adulterer. I don’t bloody blame him; he should never have married the cold bitch.”

Cathy relaxed. Maybe this wouldn’t go so badly after all. Maura spoke again.

“But I do blame you. You’re a married woman and acted like a dirty little slut. You’ve been in our company plenty of times over the years. I never knew that while you were playing the devoted wife, you also had your eye on our Drew. You broke Peter’s heart when you left him. How the hell must he be feeling now?”

“Like crap, Ma, just as you’d expect when you find out your wife was screwing your best friend. He’s bitter, betrayed and royally fucked over.”

The deep, harsh voice came from the direction of the warehouses to her right, and she turned to see Oliver Portland emerging from the buildings, followed by Ian. From his words, she figured she was in for a hard ride.

Maura frowned. “What have I told you before about that kind of language?”

Oliver ignored his mother. He stopped when he was only a foot away from Cathy. She ached, deep inside, as his resemblance to Drew brought home all she had lost. But when she looked closer she knew he wasn’t like him in the ways that mattered. He had a dark, menacing look to his features, and she wanted to shrink back, hug her arms across her chest and protect herself. She wasn’t going to let it show. She tossed her hair over her shoulder and put what she hoped was a brave look on her face. “Hello, Oliver. I’m not here to have an argument or cause trouble. I’m here to have a chat with your mother.”

Maura spoke up. “Let’s hear what you’ve got to say, then.”

Cathy glanced at the two men and then at Ali behind the counter. Maura said, “We’re family, and Ali’s a good girl. Anything you have to say I’d like said in front of all of us. We’ve nothing to hide in this family, or we didn’t until you became Drew’s little secret.”

“Fine.” Hadn’t they heard the latest news? She took a deep, steadying breath. “I’m pregnant. Drew’s the father.”

Maura paled, Ian’s mouth dropped open, and Oliver raged. “Really? That’s a bloody joke. Pete wanted a kid for years, and you kept saying maybe one day. You drop your knickers for my brother, and all you can see is pound signs, and suddenly you’re conveniently up the duff. It could be anyone’s.”

Cathy kept her cool. They didn’t know her. “No, it couldn’t. It’s Drew’s. We were together; he was going to leave his wife. He’d spoken to her about it. I loved Drew.” Her voice broke, her eyes smarted and her throat burned with held-back emotion. She would not cry in front of them; she wouldn’t. She inhaled deeply, exhaled, did it again, and her emotions settled. “I loved him, and I will love his child. I want it to get the best start in life. I’m going for a share of Drew’s estate—for his kid. Will you help me?”

Maura’s face flushed purple as she snapped, “The Fisheries is in my name, not the boys. You’re not getting a share of my business.” Cathy was taken aback and resisted the urge to laugh.

“I’m not interested in your business, Maura. Drew was a wealthy man, and my kid deserves a decent upbringing. I am not giving up.”

Oliver’s voice held the timbre of latent fury. “You’ll get no help from us. If, and I mean if, that kid turns out to be Drew’s, then maybe we’ll consider it. But right now you’re a little chancer.”

She drew back, looked at Maura. “I am carrying your grandchild. Drew’s child. Doesn’t this mean anything to you?”

Maura said, “There’s many a slip twixt cup and lip, love. You can’t be that far gone. It may come to nothing. We can talk again when you’re sure, but Oliver speaks for all of us. You better go.”
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Ian watched Cathy walk away. Her head was held high, but he could see from the rigid set of her shoulders that she wasn’t unaffected by the conversation. He turned to his older brother. “I don’t get why you’re so harsh.”

Oliver huffed his impatience. “This is a spanner in the works. At the least, it could lengthen probate of Drew’s estate; at worst, we’ll be screwed over.”

“What do you mean?”

“Look, we don’t know what’s in the will yet, but Drew always said he’d make sure we were okay.”

“Well, he wouldn’t have left us everything, but surely we’d get what he’s left us, and Louise and Cathy can fight it out for the rest?”

Oliver shook his head. “I’m no lawyer, and nor the hell are you, but maybe you have to provide for any children first or something. I’d guess Louise gets what she’s been left and then us. But what if there isn’t as much as we need? We’re finished.”

Ian considered his brother’s words and saw the sense in them. “What now?”

“I don’t know, but Cathy Frobisher isn’t going to mess with us. And don’t think I’ve forgotten our most critical dilemma. I don’t know how to make you appreciate the extent of the problem. You must see the danger she poses.”

“Not this again. I am sick of your paranoia.”

“You can’t see what’s in front of you. Or is it that you don’t want to see? She has the power to ruin us and this business and threaten our safety.”

“That’s a bit over the top. I mean, the situation isn’t ideal, I agree, but it is where we find ourselves. We have to deal with it.”

Oliver slammed a hand against the warehouse door, and Ian knew his brother would prefer to have punched him in the face. “You’re right. She has to go.”
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Le Claire had caffeine on his mind and was going to head out to the nearest coffee shop. He was trying a few in the area to see which he preferred. The station move meant getting used to a new neighbourhood, and he had to source the perfect coffee. He was enjoying the selection process. He popped his head into the Incident Room and shouted a quick hello. Dewar was on the phone; she caught his eye and beckoned him over.

“Great, we’re on our way.”

Her eyes bubbled with excitement. “That was one of the CSI guys. They’ve got their hands on the CCTV from the marina, and say we’ll find it interesting.”

Coffee forgotten, they were at the CSI team’s area in minutes. He needed a break in this case and hoped this would be it. A harassed-looking Vanguard was waiting for them. “Come in, come in. I’ve got work coming out my ears, but we heard from the owner of the private security company at the marina this morning. He’s been on holiday and got back on the island last night. He’s sent us access to the camera records. We’ve run through them, starting from two weeks before Drew Portland’s death, which is all that was available.”

“And?”

“It’s a private company, and I have to say they did some of their work on the cheap. There are cameras dotted everywhere, but they aren’t all connected. That’s common practice to act as a deterrent. No bloody use if something happens though.”

Le Claire was getting impatient. “Tell me what you’ve found.”

“Okay, okay—I was only trying to set the scene. We’ve got limited material as the marina operators delete the recordings on a regular basis. I guess that’s due to data protection. Cathy Frobisher was a frequent visitor to the boat, as was Peter Frobisher, on separate occasions, of course, and also Portland’s family. The camera caught both brothers, and his mother, at different times. Justin Le Mahe and Louise Portland visited on separate occasions. She stayed for half an hour and looked visibly upset when she left. There was also a woman who was on the boat the night Drew Portland died. We can’t make out who she is as the camera angles are rubbish and she was wearing a baseball cap. She didn’t stay long, perhaps an hour, and all we can see is the back of her as she heads into town. Look.”

The images flicked past in a blur until Vanguard froze the screen. “This is the clearest view we have.”

The woman was slender and of average height. She wore a baseball cap pulled low over her brow, casting distorting shadows over her face. He quickly looked at Dewar. “I can’t make out a damn thing. Who the hell is it?”

Dewar said, “Perhaps Drew had yet another mistress?”

“Maybe, let’s keep an eye open for our mystery girl.”

Vanguard handed over the remote. “Work through the images yourself. You’ll know when you get to what I wanted you to see.”

Le Claire pressed play. There were several camera images shown on the screen. They showed one of the main entrances, each of the docks and the walkway in front of Drew Portland’s boat. A stroke of luck. Le Claire grabbed chairs for himself and Dewar, and they settled down to watch. He kept his eye on the CCTV images in front of the boat, his eyes jerking to the other images to make sure he didn’t miss anything. Dewar would be doing the same. He fast-forwarded, stopping only when there was movement.

“And look at that.” At Dewar’s voice, he stopped the recording, and his gaze followed her pointing finger.

A hooded figure was standing by Drew’s boat. They wore a long coat, and underneath it was a hooded garment, perhaps a sweatshirt. The front of the hood fell over their face, and in the shadowed night their features couldn’t be seen. “Where the hell did they come from?”

Vanguard’s voice came from behind them. “I figure they came in through the far side of the marina. There is a small gate that doesn’t have any cameras near it.”

They were slightly bent over as they approached the boat. Reaching out, they left a box on the deck and then, head down, moved swiftly away. They were out of the camera angle in seconds.

“Damn.”

“Yep, the cameras don’t cover the right-hand side access to the docking area. So our individual appears from nowhere and disappears too fast to give us much to go on.”

Dewar asked, “What’s in the box?”

Le Claire pressed play. Moments later they saw Drew Portland peer over the top deck railing. He must have heard the visitor. Spotting the box, he looked puzzled but came down the stairs. It gave Le Claire a jolt to see the man alive and looking vibrant. He fought for justice for victims and got to know them after their deaths, visualising them through others, piecing together their personalities from the anecdotes of others and the debris of their lives. This was different. This brought it home with greater clarity. Someone had deliberately taken this man’s life, and he wouldn’t rest until the murderer was in sight.

Drew Portland hopped onto the lower deck and knelt down to open the box. He ripped the cardboard apart and discarded what looked like pale straw. He rocked back on his heels and pursed his lips in a whistle. He had pulled out the contents of the box and held two bottles of wine. He laughed and headed back up the stairs.

Dewar looked at Le Claire. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

“Yes, I believe I am. The video is from the week before Drew Portland’s death. That was our killer delivering two bottles of poisoned Margaux, and we can’t tell who they are.”

Vanguard leant over and took the remote. “Watch this as well.” He rapidly clicked the control, the date and time on the bottom of the screen electronically passing through the days in seconds. He stopped, rewound slightly, and froze the image on the screen. Drew Portland was standing on the top deck, a bottle of wine in hand. He was captured standing side on, staring out to sea. Le Claire wondered if he was contemplating his life and Cathy Frobisher.

Vanguard spoke, “This is the night of Portland’s death. The delivery person, if that’s what we can call them, has just left.”

Vanguard pointed to the bottom left-hand corner of the screen. “Here, let me zoom in.”

The picture grew, distorting some areas and making others clearer. What had looked like a misshapen shadow grew and sharpened to reveal a figure, pressed back against the bushes, their face hidden by a hood.

Dewar gasped. “That looks like the same person who delivered the wine. I mean, it’s similar clothing.”

Le Claire shook his head. “The callous bastard is watching. Waiting to see what happens.” On the top image of the split screen, they saw Drew Portland climb back to the top deck and out of the camera’s range. The figure moved and disappeared, reappearing to climb aboard the boat. They carried onto the top and minutes later scrambled back down and exited, head down as they moved off-camera. Le Claire paused the image and looked at the time displayed in the bottom right-hand corner. “That fits the time of death range. Whoever it was watched Drew Portland die.” He took a moment to reflect on the callousness of human behaviour. He saw the dregs of society in this job, but they kept on plumbing new depths.

He stood. “Come on; there’s someone we need to speak to. What the hell was Justin Le Mahe doing visiting Drew Portland on his boat?”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Le Mahe didn’t seem particularly pleased to see Le Claire and Dewar walk into his office after a perfunctory knock. He scowled and stopped thumping away at the calculator on his desk. He wasn’t looking so polished as usual—he had undone his top button, and his tie was askew.

The receptionist rushed in after them, throwing a black look at Le Claire. “I’m sorry, Justin. They pushed past me.”

“That’s fine. Don’t worry about it.”

As the door closed, he pushed the papers to the side and said, “This is a surprise. How can I help you?”

Le Claire looked at Dewar, who said, “Justin—sorry, may I call you that?”

“Yes, yes.” The dismissive flick of his hand gesture betrayed his impatience.

“Thank you. We wanted to know why you visited Drew Portland on his boat?

He opened his mouth to speak, and Le Claire quickly cut in, “We have you on CCTV, so we know you were there in the weeks before Mr Portland died.”

Justin sighed and shook his head, “Drew and I weren’t the best of friends, but he was married to my boss, and we were co-shareholders. We had to speak sometimes.”

“Why not speak here? I thought he came in for lunch most days.”

His voice was dry. “Drew was in the restaurant every day, but we can’t chat about the business here. The staff members have big ears.”

“What could you have to talk to Drew about regarding the business? I would have thought those conversations would be with Louise?”

He ran a hand through his hair. “Look, Drew had been talking to one of his pals, who was some wealthy new resident looking to get into the hotel business. He asked me to meet him at the boat to see if I would sell my shares. I said that was not something I’d consider unless Louise supported it. I never heard any more about it.”

“Who was the potential buyer?”

“I don’t know; Drew never mentioned a name, simply that they were newly arrived and looking to put some money into an island business.”
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The police left Justin with promises to be in touch if they needed anything else. Alone, he held his head in his hands as he gently rocked. His elbow sent the pile of papers tumbling to the floor, and he stared at them for a long moment. He shook his head, casting away his worries and confusion.

Seeing Sophie again had brought back a rush of memories. He knew his feelings had never completely gone away, but he hadn’t expected the blast of heat that had assaulted him or the sweeter, accompanying emotions that lingered long after.

Everything had to work out. It was what he had fantasised about for the longest time, had at one point thought that was all it would remain—an unattainable dream. But he now had an opportunity to achieve his heart’s desire. He didn’t need any of this mess about bloody Drew Portland to screw it up.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

Sophie had never met the Ginelli lawyer before, but she knew his name, and now she was being ushered into his office.

“Miss Ginelli, it’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“Please call me Sophie, Mr Armstrong, or shall I call you Paul?” She knew her voice held a hint of flirtation, but the man in front of her was grey-haired, handsome and with a charming smile on his tanned face. His blue eyes twinkled through his dark-rimmed glasses, and he had a slightly thickened stomach. He looked like a kind man and one who enjoyed life.

“Of course. Please take a seat and let me know how I can help you?”

“You’re the Ginelli’s lawyer—”

Paul was quick to interrupt. “Was, my dear. Louise uses Bell and Lawson now. After your father’s death, she terminated our contract. I assumed she wanted her own people around. No offence was given, and none was taken.”

Sophie knew she shouldn’t be surprised. It looked like Louise had changed a lot of things after she was widowed. “Oh, okay. I’ll be thirty in a few weeks, and that’s when I come into my Ginelli shares. Louise says we’ll talk about it on my birthday. I don’t know if you’ve heard, but her second husband, Drew Portland, is dead—murdered, they say—and I don’t want to press her. The manager of Ginelli’s is an old friend, and I know my dad gave him some shares years ago.”

“Yes, I remember. Tony was relying on Justin Le Mahe more and more, and he wanted the boy to know he had a proper share in the business.”

“I also believe Louise gave shares to Drew Portland.”

“I don’t know anything about that, I’m afraid.”

“But how could she do that? She was holding fifty percent of her shares in trust for me. Surely she couldn’t give them away?”

He took his glasses off and cleaned them on his tie. It looked like silk—expensive. “Did Louise say the shares had gone into a trust?”

“Well, not exactly, but I know she said she was holding them in trust.”

“I want to double-check my facts before I say anything.” He picked up a manila folder tied in green ribbon from the table in front of him and, untying it, riffled through the papers inside. “I recalled this file from storage when you made the appointment to see me.”

After a few moments, he pulled out a document and quickly read through it. “Your father’s will only created one trust. One which paid you a cash amount at eighteen. I assume you received that?” He looked stern.

“Yes, yes, I did. It paid for me to get through university and have some savings. So the shares aren’t in trust?”

“Your father’s will did not place a trust over the shares. What he did do was leave his shares in Ginelli’s, meaning the remaining eighty percent of the whole, to his widow with the proviso that, upon your thirtieth birthday, you receive half of the shares she held.”

“Exactly! So Louise shouldn’t have given Drew any shares as she was holding some for me.”

“Ah, not exactly. It was fifty percent of the shares Louise held on your thirtieth birthday or of the proceeds received from their sale. If she had disposed of all the shares, you’d have been due half the sale proceeds. But I am assuming she gifted the shares to her new husband for no consideration.”

“And?”

“That means you are only entitled to fifty percent of however many shares Louise holds on the day of your thirtieth birthday.”

She sat back, shocked. “I would have been due forty percent of the business, but since Louise gave Drew twenty percent, leaving her with sixty, then I am only going to get thirty percent of my family business?”

“That was how your father drafted it. He never envisaged Louise gifting the shares to anyone. It is little consolation, but I did mention the possibility to him. He said Louise loved you like a daughter and would never do anything to disadvantage you. I’m afraid lawyers never trust anyone, and it’s usually with good reason. Are you okay?”

She thought for a moment. “Yes, I guess so. I need to process this.”

“Let me know if I can help you at all.”

“Thank you.” And she left, taking her jumbled thoughts with her.
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Le Claire arrived at Ginelli’s reception as William Mason was moving along the corridor beside reception. The lawyer waited for him. “I’m glad you could make it. Given the circumstances, I thought it appropriate that you attend the reading of the will.”

“How did the funeral go?” The coroner had released the body as the cause of death was now clear. The family could at least have some form of closure.

“Small and private. Mrs Portland thought it best in the circumstances. It was just her, her niece and stepdaughter, Drew Portland’s family and a couple of other gentlemen.”

He figured that could be Tom Mathison and Peter Frobisher.

“Thanks. Did you get everything sorted out?”

“Sort of, although not as I expected.” The cryptic words bounced around Le Claire’s head as he followed Mason down the corridor. The room they entered was laid out as a meeting area with a large conference table in the middle. Maura Portland and her sons had taken up position on one side; Louise Portland sat alone at the other. Mason took his place at the head of the table and indicated for Le Claire to take the seat to his right, which he did, quietly nodding to the table.

“I have asked DCI Le Claire to join us, given the circumstances of Mr Drew Portland’s death.” No one looked particularly interested, for all eyes were on the lawyer.

“I have here the last will of Andrew McCallum Portland, known as Drew. I will be brief and state that Mr Portland’s will was unusual in that it did not make provision for his wife, Mrs Louise Portland. Mrs Portland has, however, waived any claim she had on Mr Portland’s estate.”

Maura Portland’s eyes flashed in Louise’s direction, quickly followed by those of her sons, but she only stared at the notepad and pen on the table and didn’t acknowledge their interest.

“Mr Portland left his entire estate to be shared between his mother, Maura Portland, and his two brothers, Ian and Oliver.”

Le Claire took in the reactions of those around the table. Louise Portland seemed unconcerned, yet if he had heard correctly, she had waived any entitlement to her late husband’s assets, which would include his shares in the hotel. Ian and Oliver Portland couldn’t hide their apparent relief as they visibly relaxed. Maura closed her eyes, her tightly clasped hands loosening.

Mason paused to clear his throat, and Oliver Portland was quick to ask, “I hate to be indelicate, but what is the estate worth?”

“That is under review at present, but there is a complication.”

The tension in the air rose as Mason continued. “I have been approached by the lawyer for a Mrs Cathy Frobisher. Please forgive my bluntness, Mrs Portland, but Mrs Frobisher claims she is pregnant with Mr Portland’s child.”

Louise Portland sat staring straight ahead, the twin spots of colour in her cheeks the only indication she was in any way concerned by the discussions.

Ian Portland was first to react. “She didn’t waste any time. We only found out about this yesterday. Surely she isn’t entitled to anything?”

Mason shook his head. “It isn’t about Mrs Frobisher, but the child she is carrying. We won’t be able to obtain conclusive DNA tests until after the birth. Under Jersey law, we have one year and a day to complete probate. The island operates a form of forced heirship, meaning a spouse or children, illegitimate or not, may each claim up to one-third of a deceased’s movable estate. I understand from Mrs Portland that her husband did not own any property, and therefore did not have any immovable assets. Therefore, all assets will be frozen for the time being. We will have to block one-third until the birth of the child, at which time an investigation into the claim will commence.”

Oliver Portland’s voice whipped across the room. “Can’t we access any of the funds, deal with the assets?”

“I’m afraid not. Although a child would only have a claim to one-third of the estate we need to firstly determine what the assets are. If they are hard to value we may need to freeze all of them for a longer period. We need to ensure any child born of Mr Portman genuinely has access to one-third of the estate and not a lesser amount due to fluctuating values.”

No-one spoke. Maura was stony-faced as she looked from one son to another. In return, Ian and Oliver were seemingly lost in their own world as they stared at each other in some form of silent communication. Louise Portland reddened, an angry mottled flush covering her face, and a little tic worked away at the corner of her eye. She stood, overturning her chair as she pushed back from the table. She spoke for the first time since Le Claire had entered the room. “I won’t let that whore drag us through a public spectacle. That’s a promise.”
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Sophie’s head was spinning. She wasn’t drunk, but the two glasses of red wine, a beautiful, expensive French, had gone straight to her head. “This is exactly what I needed. Thank you, Justin.”

He’d seen her come rushing into the hotel. She’d been preoccupied, and he’d taken one look at her face and bundled her upstairs to the flat. He’d run her a bath, told her to get in it and relax, and he’d be back in an hour with lunch. They’d eaten surf and turf, thick fillet steak with garlicky prawns and skinny fries. The wine was relaxing her more than the bath.

He smiled. “Glad to help.” He looked away, but she heard his sigh. His gaze didn’t meet hers; instead, he stared into the liquid in his glass. “Sophie, what you said about the shares—I feel guilty knowing your dad gave me some.”

“No, you mustn’t. My dad thought the world of you. You helped him so much, and I know you held everything together when he died. You’ve run the place ever since.”

“Thanks. So what Louise did with the shares was legal?”

“Yep, looks like it. Not moral, not what my dad wanted, but legal, yes.”

“That must hurt. I’m sorry.”

She softly touched his bare wrist, slightly above where the cuff of his shirt ended. An electric buzz shot through her, awareness pricked her skin, and she caught his eye. He looked as shocked as she did. She dampened down the tremor that heightened her senses and kept her voice even and her laugh light.

“Gosh, you’re electric today.” She rose from the table. “Anyway, I’ve left a message for Louise to call me. She owes me that much. Thanks for lunch. Shall I make some coffee?”

His hand shot out, grabbed her forearm and held her fast. His eyes trapped hers, drew her in and wouldn’t let go. “We used to share electricity, remember? We were kids, but I knew what we had was special. And then you left.”

The air was still, and a rush of regret almost overwhelmed her. “I am sorry. Everything went dark after dad died, and Louise met Drew. I had to get away.”

“And you never came back.”

“No, I didn’t. But I’m here now.”

She looked down. He still held on to her wrist, and she placed her hand over his, pulled back and drew him to his feet. The alcohol had loosened her inhibitions, but it was him—his face, his smile, his strong shoulders, the tiny fair hairs she could see where his shirt was unbuttoned, his tie loosened—that made her go on.

He flicked his hand, so he held her wrist, pulled her closer and, bending his head, touched his lips to hers. A whisper of a kiss, a gentle caress that touched every part of her and awakened long-forgotten memories. She’d been sixteen years old, and he’d been twenty when they’d first kissed, first touched. A lifetime ago, yet it seemed like yesterday. He drew her tight, chest to chest, thigh to thigh, groin to groin, and she pushed against him, removing any slight distance, feeling his heat through their clothes, wishing them gone. He deepened the kiss and leant over her, arched her back, with his arm and weight supporting her. She was a teenager again and aching for the next experience, the next bend in the road. Sound, light—all was blocked out yet intensified. His breath, and hers, hitching, short, filled with passion. She opened her eyes; his were hooded, darkened and devouring her. His hand caressed her ass, drifted past her waist and cupped her breast. She gasped, leant into his embrace. The shrill sound of a ringing telephone was like a dousing with ice-cold water. They drew apart, panting, took a moment, and then, with a lopsided grin Justin reached into his trouser pocket and pulled out his mobile. “Sorry! I better get this.”

She drew back, brushed a hand over her hair and self-consciously moved to the table, piling the dishes on top of each other. His voice was sharp, professional. “Yes, wait for me. I’ll be there in a minute.”

He smiled in apology as he hung up. “A long-time guest is checking in, but their favourite room is occupied. I need to smooth some feathers.”

“Of course, sure, no problem.”

He pulled her to him, kissed her again and sent her reeling. “This is only the start. I’ve had another taste of you, and I’m not letting go so easily this time.”

His words kept her warm long after he’d gone.
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Cathy half expected the Ginelli doorman to refuse her entry to the hotel, but he was busy settling some departing guests into a taxi, so she slipped in behind him and hurried through the revolving doors.

To her relief, Justin was standing by the reception desk and was projecting a major charm offensive at two guests, who weren’t looking happy. Suddenly, they gasped, and broad smiles broke out. They took their room key and headed for the lifts. As the doors closed behind them, she saw Justin’s smile disappear from his face to be replaced with a thunderous scowl as he glared at Nikki, who was manning reception. “For Christ’s sake, who screwed up the booking? They are here every year at this time and always have the same room, which is currently occupied by someone else. I’ve had to give them the one-bedroom suite. Get me the details on who took their booking, and I’ll deal with them later.” His black look darkened when he turned and saw her.

“What are you doing here, Cathy? You know Louise told you not to come back.”

“That’s why I’m here. I have a claim for unfair dismissal.”

“Oh, for Christ’s sake.” His words were whispered. “Come on through.”

She followed him into his office and, without being asked, made herself comfortable in one of the fancy visitor chairs. He didn’t sit but stood by the side of the desk looking down at her. She held the winning hand and wasn’t going to allow him to threaten her. He sighed, and the sternness in his face relaxed. “You’ve certainly created a bit of a mess. You okay?”

“I’m as good as, but I need to be strong. I’m going to have a kid, and I need to make sure I’m well set-up.”

“Yeah, I heard you were going to try and go after Drew’s assets.”

“Not try. I am going after them. And the Citizens Advice people say I can get legal aid, so it’s a win-win for me.”

“So what can I do for you?”

“I want proper severance pay and for it to take into account that I’ve been unfairly dismissed.”

“But Louise has already paid you.”

“That’s right, but Ginelli’s hasn’t formally terminated my employment or paid me. It was a personal matter with Louise. So the company still need to do right by me.”

“Stop being ridiculous. We paid you, and that’s that.”

“No, it isn’t. You better make sure everything is above board because my lawyers are going to want details on the business, and you don’t want them seeing how badly you treat a poor defenceless pregnant woman, do you?”

He raked his hair, and brown tufts stood on end. He actually looked a bit different today, softer, more boyish, and she wondered if he was getting some. She’d heard the rumours about his crush on Sophie Ginelli. Maybe it was more than that now. “Look, Justin, we’ve all got our lives to get on with. I know Drew was keen to sell the hotel and restaurant, and he was hoping to persuade Louise. I met one of the investors he was talking to. If I get Drew’s shares, I could talk to this guy again. Drew said you had some shares as well. We could make a killing. You’re due something after all the years you’ve grafted here?”

“Louise doesn’t want to sell.”

“Maybe, but we could sell our shares.”

“Cathy, you talk like they’re in your name already. Look, I’ll speak to the HR manager and get them to send you something formal in writing, and I’ll see if we can get the statutory payoff for you. But that is it. You’ll get nothing else. Neither from this business nor Drew’s estate. You need to stay away from here and not come back.”

She rose, but before reaching the door turned back and said, “I am going to get those shares, and I am going to sell them. The buyer Drew had in mind has plenty of money, but he’s shrewd as hell and will be all over you guys to protect his investment. Get on my side, and you’ll avoid a load of hassle.”


CHAPTER TWENTY

Masters had been rummaging in the Portland family’s business and, as was his wont, found some dirt. Oliver and Ian Portland were sluicing down their fishing boat. Their mother’s cleanliness on the stall may have been open to questions, but not theirs. The girl who helped their mother out was chatting to Ian as they approached the dock. Le Claire shouted across to them, “DI Masters and I would like a word with you and your brother, if we may.”

Ian Portland shrugged and, calling out to his brother, wiped his hands on the rag he was holding and walked across to them. Oliver Portland followed close behind, and it was he who spoke first. “What is this about? Have you any clues about who killed Drew?”

“We are still investigating the matter. Is the name Francine Bresson familiar to you?”

Both men shook their heads. “Nope, who is she?”

He handed them a print of the picture from Francine Bresson’s passport. “Recognise her?”

Oliver shook his head, and Ian followed a second later. “Never seen her before, why?”

“That’s fine.” Le Claire indicated Masters. “My colleague here has a few questions for you.” He’d never seen Masters in action and was hoping some of his worst prejudices against him would be unfounded.

“I heard you were all drinking in the Five Bells two nights before your brother died?”

“Yeah, what’s that got to do with anything?” Ian Portland’s tone was belligerent.

“Well, it depends on what your argument was about. I hear you and Drew were going at it hammer and tongs, and it almost ended in a fight.”

“Christ, it was nothing, just a disagreement between brothers.”

“Sure, I get that; however, the brother you were arguing with was murdered several days later, so you can see why we’re interested.”

“What the hell are you insinuating?”

“What I’m saying is that I find it suspicious you have what was described as a vicious argument with a man who is found dead two days later.”

Ian Portland’s colour was high and his body tensed. “Are you accusing me of murdering my own brother?”

There was a suspicion of a smirk on Masters’ face, and Le Claire almost wanted to punch the man himself. He’d better nip this. “Ian, you must appreciate we have to explore all angles, investigate every lead. It’s the only way we can eliminate lines of enquiry.”

He shook his head and muttered words Le Claire couldn’t hear, which was probably a good thing. His shoulders sank, and he appeared resigned. “Fine, okay. Look, Drew and I had a difference of opinion. He was playing big brother and trying to tell me how to live my life. My decision was non-negotiable, and he was finding that tough.”

“Decision on what?”

“He didn’t agree with some of my choices. It was nothing.”

Oliver Portland’s voice was a growl. “The two of them had the same old argument they’ve been having for ages. Drew could be bossy, like all elder brothers, but we’re family, which takes precedence over anything else.”

Le Claire knew they weren’t going to get anything more out of them today. “Thanks for your time.”

Masters spoke as they were leaving. “I heard your brother was having a go at you about some woman. Is that correct?”

“It was nothing, absolutely nothing.” He and his brother walked back to their boat, where the girl stood waiting for them at the prow.
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Le Claire stepped into the sunny hallway and breathed a sigh of relief as home enveloped him, a respite from the demands of his day. There was music coming from the kitchen, and he smiled when he heard Sasha belting out a tuneless melody. His wife was gorgeous, smart and sexy as hell, but she definitely couldn’t carry a tune. Plus she never could remember the right lyrics no matter how many times he reminded her. It should have infuriated him; instead, it plucked at his heart and made him smile inside.

“Ooh, yeah . . .” Sasha was murdering a Motown classic when, mid-pirouette, she saw him. Her smile, the one that lit her face when she hadn’t seen him for hours, was all the welcome home he needed. She launched herself at him, and he held her tight. He whispered into the clean, fresh smell of her hair, “Let’s hope the baby doesn’t get your singing ability. Everything else, yes, but not your musical talent.”

She laughed and drew back slightly but frowned when she looked into his face. “You seem like the weight of the world is on your shoulders.”

He sighed and rested his forehead on hers, drawing strength.

“It is, or the weight of the dead, at any rate.”

“I know you can’t talk about the details of the case, but don’t block me out. How’s it going?”

“Slow. I’ve got two dead bodies and little to go on except a muddle, mire and a loose connection. But all of that can wait until tomorrow.” He laid his palm on her stomach, gently rubbed. “I want to know how the two of you are.”

“We’re great. I can’t get my head around it. I never thought this would happen for us. Not telling people is the worst, but I guess we need to wait until twelve weeks?”

“Yeah, I can’t wait until we can tell everyone, and that’ll be that.”

She burrowed her head into his shoulder, and her arms snaked around his waist. “When you consider where we were, how we were, just a few months ago, this is a miracle.”

The thought of what their relationship had been like took the shine from the moment. “What scares me is how easily we came to almost losing each other. We were a signature away from getting divorced with a chasm between us built on my stupidity and foolishness.”

“Let’s not forget my mistrust.” She paused, and he willed her to keep quiet, not to open that door again. “I should have known that nothing physical happened between you and Penny, that it was all on her side. But you did turn to her. You talked to her when you should have been speaking to me. Promise you’ll never do that again.”

He didn’t want to have this conversation. Penny was in the past. A colleague who had misread the signs and wanted more from him than he would ever have been willing to give. He hadn’t seen or spoken to her since they worked together on his last big case that had spilled into the private clubs in London. A little devil whispered in his ear that he had led her on, whether purposely or not. “Don’t do this, love. We’ve been through it all before.”

“I know, but . . .” She hesitated, and he knew what she was going to mention, what was festering in her mind. He didn’t want to hear it. “I’m worried about the Chapman situation. Could he get off with what he did? Surely it’s impossible?”

“I don’t know. I need to keep it boxed away for the moment. I can’t let it out, not while I’m working on this case.”

“Okay, Jack, but when you do talk, it better be to me.” She was smiling, but he heard the sharp warning in her voice.
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Cathy pulled the edges of her coat tighter together. She’d turned the engine off, and the car was not warm. The night was cool, and she wished she’d worn something heavier than her cotton mac. But it was all she had. Most of her clothes were still at the house she’d shared with Pete, and she wouldn’t be going back there in a hurry. The anonymous email had surprised her, but she’d quickly agreed to meet and discuss the proffered offer of help. She wanted this resolved, and it looked like she held the aces.

She was surprised, and not a little pissed off, at the choice of meeting place. But she’d driven across the island to St Ouen’s Bay and parked in the seaside car park as directed, only cursing a little over the twenty minutes it took to drive there. The whole cloak-and-dagger thing was getting on her nerves. They could have met for a coffee—unless being seen with her was an issue? There were no lights in the car park, and darkness enveloped the car and surrounding area like a thick blanket. Still, she was safe; her doors locked tight.

She checked her watch. It was exactly 10:00 p.m. She saw two yellow pinpricks of light coming down the Five Mile Road, moving ever closer. She thought they might drive on by—the car was going fast—but at the last moment it slowed and turned into the car park. The indicator light didn’t come on, and that irked her. She detested sloppy drivers. There would usually only be joyriders on this stretch of road at this time of night. Forget the forty-mile-an-hour speed limit; they’d be bombing away as fast as they could go, fuelled by teenage hormones and egged on by bravado. She knew. She’d been one of those girls squealing with excitement in the back of such cars, the adrenalin a prelude to the other backseat activities she’d indulged in later.

Peter had been older, and when he’d outgrown such trysts, they’d moved in together and married a year later. She’d been happy at first. And then Drew had come along, and she’d been seduced by a handsome face, a boyish grin and a charming nature. And the money had been a factor. She had to admit that. She’d enjoyed being treated to nice things; Drew had been generous with presents and fine wines, the odd trip away on one of the boats. Now, with a kid to look after, she needed to be secure. She was due what was coming her way.

The car had parked opposite her, and the headlights were on full beam. She heard a car door open, but she couldn’t see anything. She was blinded, and even when the lights cut off, all she saw was flashing strobes dancing around until her eyes once again grew accustomed to the dark. She drew in a shocked breath as the approaching figure came into focus. This wasn’t who she thought would offer financial help, to assist her in resolving her unborn child’s claim, especially after their last conversation. She climbed out of the car and, pasting a smile on her face, said, “I wasn’t expecting you.”

“I’m sure you weren’t. Shall we walk a little, to be completely private? Our discussion is no one else’s business.”

“Sure.” She was wearing jeans and trainers, so walking wouldn’t be a problem. The nearby café was closed, shutters drawn tight and lights out. They headed to the walkway that ran parallel to the sea wall. The breeze was getting up, and she brushed stray tendrils of hair from her eyes. To the left was the long, straight road, a separation from the desolate sand dunes. Ahead were pinpricks of light from the surfers’ camper vans. To the right was nothing but darkness, although the moon’s rays illuminated the rolling waves and the stark whitewashed walls of the White House. She pointed to it. “When I was a little girl, we rented it for a party once. Amazing how much fun you can have in a one-room stone hut with grass for the garden, sausages on the barbecue and Coca-Cola to wash them down with.”

“Let’s get straight to the point.”

She was taken aback at the no-nonsense attitude, but it was in her best interests to get this sorted, and quickly. “Sure.”

She swept a reflexive hand over her stomach, stopping to gently tap the as-yet indiscernible bump. For once, she held the trump card, and she was going to use it. “I’m going to be alone with this baby, and I know you don’t care about that. But I am entitled to something. I don’t need much, just enough for a small flat or cottage and to pay the bills. I mean, I won’t be able to work for a while when the baby comes. Of course, I’ll be due something more as well.”

“Like what?”

I went to Citizens Advice.” She patted her tummy. “As you’ve probably heard, this little poppet is in line for a share of Drew’s estate. A one-third share under Jersey law.”

“And you’re going after it? Having a house and some extra cash isn’t enough for you? You’ll need to prove it’s Drew’s, and you can’t do that until after the birth.”

“I know, but you can help me out until then.”

“You wouldn’t consider taking some cash now and not dragging all this through the lawyers?”

Her bitter laugh shocked even her own ears. “No one’s buying me off. Drew was wealthy. He had shares in Ginelli’s. Why shouldn’t his kid have some of that? They’ll have little else to remember him by.” Her voice hitched, and she struggled to keep calm. She’d loved Drew, but she couldn’t exactly say that at the moment. She didn’t need any money for herself—she could always get by—but she demanded it for her kid.

“You’re a married woman. Do you forget that? You want all this sordidness to be public knowledge and gossiped about all over the island?”

“I don’t care. You’ll help me, won’t you?”

“I said I would. I’ll make it all right. Come on; it’s cold. Let’s go back to the cars.”

Her shoulders lifted as the weight of worry disappeared. It was all going to be fine. Christ knows she’d miss Drew, but her kid would have it all.

She opened her door, smiled and looked down as she bent to enter the car. It happened so quickly. Rough hands grabbed her by the neck; smooth leather gloves were a savage caress as she was shaken. Her head bobbed from side to side, and she choked as her windpipe closed.

“You stupid, selfish bitch.”

She gasped, struggled to breathe as her eyes darted around. But all she could see was darkness.

“Why wouldn’t you back down? You’ve brought this on yourself.”

She was held tight, awkwardly bent, her head pressed against the door opening, the cold metal like ice against her face. She managed to speak, her voice a ragged rasp. “What the hell are you doing?” The car door smashed against her head, the blinding pain accompanied by the sound of laboured breathing. She couldn’t tell if it was hers or not. Her knees gave way, but the hold on her neck tightened and kept her bent in position. Her temple exploded in pain, and a kaleidoscope of colours blurred her vision as blood, wet and sticky, dripped into her eyes. She closed them tight. “Please stop. Don’t be a fool.” Her voice was a choked whisper. She opened her mouth wide, tried to scream, but all that came out was a ragged choke as the fingers pressed tighter against her windpipe.

“Try and ruin me, would you? No fucking way. This is what you deserve.”

She bucked and screamed as the metal door smashed against her head, again and again until she had gone beyond pain, leaving only a dark numbness that overtook her until there was no more.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

By the time they reached St Ouen, the crime scene investigation machine had already kicked into action. The car park was closed to the public and all access cut off with yellow tape and stern-faced uniforms standing guard. Six-foot tarps were attached to temporary frames and concealed what he assumed was the actual heart of the scene from any prying eyes. David Viera was waiting for them, and Le Claire was taken aback at the doctor’s demeanour.

“Viera, you all right?”

He wiped his face with a pristine handkerchief. “No, no, I’m not. I’ve seen some carnage in my life, but Christ, you have to see it. Nothing has been moved, but, well, she’s dead.”

He stood aside and Le Claire pulled the tarp to the side, Dewar close behind him.

He heard Viera speak, “Emily, you shouldn’t go in there.”

The young doctor had his hand on Dewar’s arm and was looking anxious. Her whispered response was a furious bite. “Get your hand off me. This is my bloody job. Have you gone mad?” Her lips snapped shut as she ended on a hiss. Viera withdrew his hand as if he’d been scalded and looked a bit shamefaced.

“Sorry, but it’s bad.”

“I better get on with it, then, hadn’t I?”

She rejoined Le Claire, and he said nothing. This wasn’t the time.

What had once been the beautiful, flirtatious face of Cathy Frobisher was a bloodied pulp. Her right eye bulged out of its socket, and her cheek was smashed open, shards of bone poking through ravaged flesh. She lay by the side of the open car door. Its metal trim was mottled, dark stains on the window, the door, the seats. Unmistakable dark, viscous stains.

Dewar drew a shaky breath. “What a way to die.”

“There’s rage here, anger in every blow that was aimed at her, each time that door banged against her head.” He looked around. “This wasn’t planned. It looks more like an opportunistic attack.”

“I agree. There’s no planning or forethought. This is a public car park. They didn’t bring a weapon with them, simply used what was to hand.”

He looked at the gravelled ground and sighed. “We’ll see what Vanguard can do, but this ground is hard, compacted dirt covered in shingle and gravel. There will be little to no chance of getting any visible prints, so they’ll need to bring their magic potions and see if they can find any tyre tracks left behind.”

He scanned the surrounding area, using his hand to shield his eyes from the sunlight, as he took in the detached houses set far apart and well back from the road. “Houses are few and far between here, and none of them appears to have a good view of the car park. Get someone onto a door-to-door. A resident may have seen the cars driving in.”

“Anything else?”

“I’ll call this into the chief. It’s too much of a coincidence that Drew Portland and his mistress are both murdered within a week of each other. Now we need to dissect Cathy’s life, and determine who would gain most from the deaths of Portland and his pregnant mistress.”
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Cathy Frobisher’s parents were dead, and she was an only child. Her next of kin was, therefore, the man sobbing in front of Le Claire, his head in his hands. They’d found Peter Frobisher on his boat and broken the news quick and sharp.

“I’m sorry. I can’t believe this. I can’t. Tell me it isn’t true.” Red-rimmed eyes beseeched Le Claire.

“Your wife was by her car, her handbag, with ID, was at the scene, and DS Dewar and I had previously met with her. There is no doubt it’s her. Please accept our condolences.”

He rubbed at his eyes, wiped his nose on his sleeve and took a shaking breath. “You say Cathy was attacked?”

“Yes, there is no easy way to say this. I’m afraid she was savagely beaten to death. I need to warn you that her face was severely damaged. We’ll need you to carry out the formal identification, and it isn’t going to be pleasant.”

He shuddered. “Was it a robbery? What the hell was she doing in a deserted car park on the other side of the island, and so late at night?” His voice had risen as disbelief gave way to anger.

“We don’t know yet, but, purely as a formality at this stage, can you tell us your whereabouts last night?”

“Christ!” He spat the word out, accompanied by a spray of spittle. His face was mottled with dark purple as his anger rose. “You think I hurt Cathy?”

“We need to explore all avenues. You and Mrs Frobisher were estranged, and you were both recently involved in an aggressive incident. So please answer my question.”

“This is a bloody joke, isn’t it?”

Le Claire held his impatience in check. “Where were you last night between the hours of 9:00 p.m. and midnight?”

“At home. I had a beer and watched some crappy TV.”

“No one saw you? Did you call anyone? Can your whereabouts be verified?”

“I don’t have a bloody alibi. I didn’t think I’d need one, so I didn’t plan ahead.”

“Okay. When did you last see or speak to your wife?”

There was a tiny pause. “At the restaurant. You were there.”

“And you didn’t see or speak to Mrs Frobisher after that?”

“No, no, I didn’t.” His voice was breaking, and he was shaking.

Dewar asked, “Can we call the Family Liaison Team to send someone down to sit with you? You shouldn’t be alone.”

“No, no, I’m fine. My sister and I were going out on the boat this morning. She’ll be here soon—not that we’ll be going anywhere today.”

Le Claire motioned to Dewar with a flick of his head. “We’ll leave you for the moment but may have some more questions later.”

“Sure, sure.”

As they drove away from the marina, a battered Land Rover was turning into a parking bay. The woman driver nodded in recognition. It was Beth Frobisher. At least her brother would have company.
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Le Claire looked around the small, crowded space Cathy Frobisher had called home. The CSI team were sifting for clues, for background, anything to build a picture of the woman she had been and what might have led someone to kill her. Dewar was talking to some of the team and immediately broke away when she saw him. Vanguard followed her, and Le Claire addressed the CSI specialist.

“What’s the score?”

“As you can see, this isn’t a large space, so we’re nearly done. We’ve looked through the personal belongings and have taken her laptop and papers to review back at the station lab.”

“Anything stand out?”

“Mainly what isn’t here. I can’t find a mobile, but we know she had one as Drew Portland called her, and it was a registered number. Plus these.” Vanguard pointed to a large plastic bag into which were bundled several smaller labelled plastic pouches. The jewels sparkled. “There are several sets of diamond earrings, a necklace and a pricey-looking tennis bracelet. Looks like it is true what they say.”

“What’s that?”

“That a man treats his mistress better than his wife.”

Dewar’s cough broke into their discussion, and Le Claire could see she had a disapproving look in her eye.

“If you gentlemen are finished, I was about to talk to the neighbours.”

Le Claire nodded. “Fine, let’s go.”

Two other flats shared the same landing. There was no answer at the one farthest away, but the next-door apartment was opened almost before Dewar had knocked. A grey-haired man with a disgruntled expression held the door half-open and asked, “Yes, what can I do for you?”

Le Claire flashed his badge. “We’d like a word about one of your neighbours. I’m afraid there has been an incident, and Cathy Frobisher died last night.”

He tutted and pursed his lips. “That girl was on a roller coaster going downhill fast, but I didn’t expect that.”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s been like a bloody circus here this past week. You can hear a neighbour’s kettle boiling through the partition walls. They’re paper-thin, and Christ knows how it got past the building regulations.”

“Can you tell us what’s been going on?”

“Some icy madam turned up. She had words with Cathy, and money was mentioned. “

“Would you recognise the woman?”

“Yeah, she was a skinny redhead. Dressed all posh.”

Well, and didn’t that sound like Louise Portland?

“Thanks. If you think of anything else, let us know.”

“Wait, some bloke was here. It was her husband, the one she doesn’t live with. There was a load of screeching and caterwauling. Shouting and crying. They were talking about a baby. It sounded like Cathy was pregnant. Poor cow.”

“When was this?”

“Earlier in the week, Monday maybe.”

They left the man to his day and returned to Cathy’s flat. Dewar was fizzing, and her next words were spot on. “The lying so and so. Peter Frobisher said he last saw Cathy when they argued at Ginelli’s, yet, if the neighbour is correct, he visited her after that—and he knew she was pregnant.”

“We better have another chat with Peter Frobisher.”
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Sophie had risen early and driven to the reservoir, where she’d run the circuit, feet pounding in a rhythmic beat. She was going to have a shower, get changed and go and see Louise. She had questions, and they needed answers.

Reception was quiet. In fact, there wasn’t anyone around. The door to the staff area was ajar, and she heard a muffled noise. Was someone crying? Nikki was sitting on the floor, Justin by her side, and several other staff members were dotted around the room. All were ashen, and some were in tears. “What’s going on?”

Justin patted Nikki’s shoulder and moved across to Sophie, drawing her into his arms. There were surprised looks all around them. “Cathy Frobisher is dead.”

“What? That’s awful. What happened?”

“Not too sure, but Nikki saw it on Facebook. It was some woman who saw Peter. Cathy was found dead in a car park in St Ouen. They say it’s murder.”

“Christ, that’s unbelievable.”

Nikki’s voice was a tremble. “That’s Drew and Cathy. Both murdered. Don’t tell me that’s a coincidence. Who’d have any reason to kill them?”

Nikki’s voice dripped with innocence, but it was laced with venom. The bitch knew only too well what she was saying, and Sophie could have slapped her as the surreptitious looks in her direction were increasingly difficult to ignore. But did they believe Sophie’s stepmother had reason and motive or did they think it was Sophie herself?
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Sophie had quickly changed out of her running gear and jumped in and out of the shower and dressed in five minutes. She wanted to catch Louise for more reasons than one.

Louise was reclining on the chaise longue in her office and looked to be working her way through some menu suggestions. Her reading glasses perched on the end of her nose, and she was carefully making amendments with a bright red marker.

“Ah Sophie, your voice mail said you wanted a chat. Sorry, I didn’t get back to you before, but I’ve been a little under the weather.”

She did look pale and fragile. She had always been fine-boned, but now she seemed less robust, more ethereal. Sophie looked at her properly for the first time since she’d been back and saw behind the elegant clothes and heavy make-up. Louise didn’t look her best. Perhaps she had loved Drew more than her recent attitude displayed.

“Come on in. Tea? Coffee?”

Sophie declined with a quick head shake. “I take it you’ve heard about Cathy? It’s awful.”

Louise’s face was blank. “Yes, I suppose it is.”

“Oh, come on, show some sympathy. I know she was running around with Drew, but the woman is dead, and apparently, it was brutal, absolutely shocking.”

Louise took off her reading glasses and set them aside as she swung her feet off the chaise and gave Sophie her full attention.

“Of course I am shocked and saddened. A woman has lost her life, but I won’t be a hypocrite. I couldn’t stand Cathy Frobisher, and I won’t miss her.”

Sophie processed the words and, grudgingly, understood the sentiment. “Harsh, but only to be expected, I guess. But what do you think happened? I mean, it’s all a bit suspicious that Drew and his mistress die within a week of each other.”

“More to the point is what was she doing in a dark and isolated car park? You’re asking for trouble doing that.”

“Maybe we better move on to why I’m here. I’ve been to see Dad’s old lawyer, and he talked me through the will. I’ve been under a bit of a misunderstanding. I thought I was due to receive forty percent of the business, being half of what is available after Justin’s twenty percent is taken off the top, but the wording of the will was quite precise.”

“Yes, it was. On your thirtieth birthday, you are due fifty percent of the shares I hold at that date.”

“And you hold less than eighty percent now, don’t you? You gave shares to Drew.”

“Yes, I did. It was a wedding gift.”

“I’m sure he was delighted. I mean, to be handed a share in what was a successful business is kind of cool, huh?”

“Don’t be a bitch, Sophie. I was in love with Drew and wanted him to be a partner in our relationship, not to feel like he owed everything to me.”

“Yet it’s all right for me to be defrauded by you.” The gloves were off, and Sophie let any pretence go. “I am bloody furious, and you know what? I’m even more hurt. How could you do this to me?”

“I haven’t done anything to you.”

Sophie shook her head. “Yes, you have. My dad would have been horrified if he could see what you’ve done.”

Louise’s face had reddened, the polite, social mask had fallen away and, for the first time since her return, Sophie saw real emotion from her. “You don’t have a bloody clue what you’re talking about.”

Her voice was rising. Sophie had never seen this side of her. The stepmother she had known was happy and fulfilled, or at least she had been when Sophie’s dad was alive. The woman in front of her was like a shadow puppet, but at her core was this volcano of anger. Sophie knew her laugh was derisory, and she didn’t give a damn.

“He trusted you. I assume he didn’t expect to die so young and see you give the family business away to the fancy man you were shagging.”

The cruel words hung in the air, and Louise stilled. “I know you never took to Drew, and with hindsight, I can see that you’d never have been happy with anyone that I met. You’d always see them as some tawdry replacement.”

She paused, and pain clouded her eyes. “I loved your father, and when we lost him, I didn’t know how to go on. I didn’t even know if I could.” Her eyes beseeched. “You must remember how I was? Grief emotionally paralysed me. I am so grateful that you were of age to look after yourself and that Justin could run the hotel.”

Sophie took a moment to consider how the young widow must have felt. Bereaved and with her husband’s teenage daughter and business to look after.

Louise carried on, “I met him in a bar, you know.” She laughed, but it sounded a little false. “I know how that comes across, but I’d gone out with some of the girls from the hotel. We did that occasionally, you remember, to get me out of the house. He was a friend of a friend. Drew was handsome, sexy, charming and funny. Oh, how he made me laugh. I’d almost forgotten what that was like.”

“He brought you back to life?”

“Oh yes, that was it.” Her face softened, seemingly grateful for the concession. “Yes, he did.”

“So you gave him my inheritance as a thank you?”

Louise drew back, and her face stiffened. “No, damned well listen for once. Your dad and I were on the same page. You’d have forty percent of the business’s value at thirty and the rest when I passed away.”

Sophie heard the words but didn’t understand. “But what about Drew? Or any other husband?”

Louise smiled. “I’m not that much of a fool. The gift of shares came with a proviso. If Drew and I divorced or he passed away before me, the Ginelli shares would automatically revert to me.”

“And why was that?”

“Oh, Sophie, you think me such an ogre? Your father built Ginelli’s from nothing. He and your mother did that, and they hoped it would belong to you one day. I was never going to go against that. I only made one change, bearing in mind that your father left the running of Ginelli’s to me. If I died first, Drew could keep the shares. We had a cast-iron prenup, and on my death, the majority of my assets go to you, so that way he could at least have an asset and, if the business improved, income as well. But even that wouldn’t have disadvantaged you.”

“How?”

“When I married Drew, I had the business valued, and I transferred ten percent of the company’s worth into an account in your name in cash and stocks. I’d have told you at the time, but you’d run off, and you never replied to my letters.” I sent them to the university. Did you even get them?”

Shame burned in her gut. “I never opened them.”

“Well, there we go.” She shook her head, and her lips pursed tight. “I could never harm you. You were like a daughter to me.”

“I can see that now. I don’t know what to say. I’ve been wrong about a few things.”

“Never mind. With Drew’s death, I now own eighty percent of the business again, and you’ll own half of that in a few weeks’ time.”

“But you’ve already paid me for the ten percent you’ve put in the account you mention.”

“It’s immaterial. Ginelli’s was doing well for a long time. I am more than comfortable.”

This turned her beliefs upside down. “Drew must have loved you very much.”

“You mean he wasn’t marrying me for my money? You could be right. And that is what I thought initially, but Drew was inherently lazy. He wasn’t so bothered about owning anything as he was about enjoying a comfortable lifestyle. He had access to expense accounts at the best restaurants and shops in town. Drew had all the fancy toys he desired. What he didn’t have was the ability to create a nest egg. I guess it was my way of making sure he stayed with me. Much good that did.”

“Forgive me for saying this, Louise, but you seem cold and distant about Drew’s death.”

“I guess I’m numb. We had been at loggerheads for some time.”

“So, Cathy Frobisher wouldn’t have been able to sue for a share in the business on behalf of her child?”

“No, for the shares automatically came back to me on Drew’s death. I believe my lawyer has written to Drew’s explaining why the Ginelli shares won’t be part of the estate. The Portlands will be disappointed, I’m afraid.”

The smirk on Louise’s face chilled Sophie. Where had her loving and caring stepmother disappeared to?


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Hours ago, they had left Peter Frobisher sitting alone on the deck of his boat, a seemingly broken man. He was still sitting there when they returned, several crushed beer cans by his side. He looked dejected and drawn in on himself, shocked and grieving. He might be any or all of those things. He might not. But Le Claire knew he was a liar.

He looked up bloodshot eyes fixed on them. “What do you want now?” His voice was gravelled and rough with emotion.

Le Claire stopped short of the gangplank and kept his feet firmly on solid ground. “You said you last saw your wife at Ginelli’s, when you argued.”

“Yes, that’s correct.”

“A witness has confirmed you visited Mrs Frobisher’s flat a few days ago and had a bust-up.”

His shoulders sank, and he looked away, shaking his head. “She said the bloody walls were paper-thin.”

“Why did you lie to us?”

“I never harmed Cathy, but I didn’t want to say I’d gone round to hers. We argued about her being pregnant, but it was mainly about how all our names were going to get dragged through the courts with her plan to get money out of Drew’s estate. I got upset and left. It was the last I saw of her.”

“I’m sure you can appreciate my not automatically believing a word you say. Not after lying to me, which, by the way, is an offence.”

“Look I’m hotheaded, and this situation with Cathy was a nightmare. To have your wife leave you is bad enough. To know she was having an affair with your friend is a bitter pill to swallow. But I had nothing to do with Cathy being attacked.”

Dewar didn’t keep the scorn from her voice. “What about Drew Portland? Maybe you did know he and Cathy were involved? Did you poison him? That’s a coward’s way of killing someone. Maybe you wanted him out the way, but you didn’t know Cathy was pregnant with his child. She’d have run amok, wouldn’t she? Everyone would have known your wife was carrying another man’s child, and you’d be a laughing-stock.”

His body was rigid, his expression taut. “I don’t need to listen to this. My wife is dead, and so is my best friend. I’m grieving for both, no matter what they did to me.”

The grief looked genuine enough, but even a killer could mourn.

“Why would someone want to kill Cathy?”

His laugh was humourless. “Plenty I can think of. She’s pissed off Louise and all the Portlands. The way Cathy had been behaving, there was probably a load of people who’d want be rid of her. But not me.”

Dewar picked up the mantle. “Your estranged wife was sleeping with your best friend behind your back and got pregnant by him. She was also threatening to shout it to the rooftops. Seems like a good enough reason for a husband to be pissed off.”

Frobisher shot back, “Pissed off, certainly. A killer, no. I’d have taken her back, you know. Even with the kid.”

“So you say.” Le Claire changed tack. “Do you know a Francine Bresson?”

Frobisher drew his brows together and shook his head in puzzlement. “I have no idea who that is, but what does she have to do with anything?”

“We believe she knew Drew Portland.” He indicated to Dewar, who showed a copy of the passport photograph to Frobisher.

“So you don’t recognise her?”

He glanced at the photo. “Well, as you have seen, I may have been Drew’s best friend, but he was up to plenty I didn’t know about.”

“Did Cathy have a mobile phone?”

“Christ, yes. She was always on it; texting, Facebook and Instagram.”

“What make was it? Did it have a case?”

“An iPhone. She kept it in a fancy cover with her initials on it in little jewels. Why?”

“We’re trying to locate her phone. Don’t be going too far afield in this boat of yours as I’m sure we’ll want to have another chat.”
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Le Claire had called an urgent meeting, and the Incident Room was filled with chatter as the team drew closer together, crowding him as he stood by the whiteboard. He’d added a grainy photograph of Cathy Frobisher, taken from her Instagram account, and a blown-up copy of Francine Bresson’s passport photo to the picture of Drew Portland he had placed there over a week ago.

He raised his voice to be heard above the hum of conversation. “Thanks, everyone, can you settle down and keep it quiet?” The chatter faded, and he addressed the room.

“Many of you will know already, but Cathy Frobisher was found dead this morning. We’ll need a full autopsy and crime scene analysis, but there can be no doubt that she was brutally attacked. Her head was jammed between the car door frame and the door itself. The latter appears to have been used to batter her. For the avoidance of doubt, we are looking at murder. Cathy was having an affair with Drew Portland, who died from ingestion of toxic substances a week ago. He had been drinking wine, which had been doctored with poisonous mushrooms; death cap, in fact.

“In addition, a woman’s body was recently found on the northern shores. She has been identified from her passport, but we’re having difficulty finding out much more about her. What we do know is that her phone was used to call an unregistered mobile used by Drew Portland in the days before he was killed.” He sighed. “So give me your ideas, your thoughts and comments. I don’t care how far-fetched. This can’t all be a coincidence. But if these crimes are all connected, then how and why?”

Masters was first up. “I like the look of one of the Portland brothers, maybe even both. The family were due to inherit everything. The mother’s a bit of a one as well. I wouldn’t like to face Maura Portland in a narrow alley on a dark night.” Le Claire knew Masters was a fool, but he had to agree with him on this one.

Dewar was next. “What about the wife? She was being made a fool of.”

Hunter commented next, “From the notes, it appears Mrs Portland’s friend is always there, a Dr Tom Mathison.” All eyes turned to him, and, predictably, he blushed a fiery scarlet. “I don’t mean to be disrespectful, but perhaps they were having an affair, and he wanted the husband out the way.”

Masters said, “Good point, but why kill Cathy Frobisher and Francine Bresson?”

Hunter grimaced. “Yeah, I didn’t think that far ahead.”

Le Claire butted in to bring matters back on track. “Don’t forget Sophie Ginelli and the hotel manager, Justin Le Mahe. Both had issues with Drew. But at this stage, we need some direction because I have to confess we’re going nowhere fast. Dewar, you and Hunter look into the financial angle. Masters, dig around the Portlands. And put out an alert on the news for information regarding the whereabouts of Cathy’s phone.”
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Le Claire went in search of Louise Portland and found her at home. She was alone for once and didn’t show any surprise at seeing him on her doorstep.

“I wondered how long it would take you. I’ve heard about Cathy and, no, I didn’t kill her.”

Her directness took him aback, but at least he could now get straight to the point. “You are well-informed. Cathy Frobisher was murdered last night. We’ve commenced our investigations and have come across some interesting information. You recently went to see Cathy at her home. Why was that?”

Her gaze was unflinching. “I told you I had to let her go. I paid her over the odds to leave work and keep away. I left an extremely generous cheque. I wanted Cathy out of my sight, and quickly.”

“She’s permanently out of your sight now.”

“Yes, she is. Allow me to be blunt. I didn’t like Cathy, she betrayed me in the worst possible way and destroyed a marriage we could still have turned around. I didn’t kill her. I had no reason to.”

“May I ask where you were last night?”

She shook her head, puffing out a breath of irritation. “I was at home. I can assure you I wasn’t haunting the Five Mile Road with murder in mind.” There was a mocking lilt in her tone. He’d get nothing more from her today.
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Sophie had spent the afternoon in the flat, lost in her own thoughts. She hadn’t seen Drew in years, so his death, to be frank, didn’t impact her. Cathy was a different matter. She’d spoken to her, seen her in the flesh and now she was, well, gone. But what did that mean? Sophie was in no mood for a one-sided philosophical conversation with herself. She knew what—or rather, who—she needed.

She headed downstairs and filched a nice bottle of red from the cellar. Taking a deep breath, she knocked on Justin’s office door. He opened up, and she could hear the thudding of her heartbeat as it shifted, quickened. He was wearing a shirt and suit trousers, jacket and tie discarded, hair ruffled, and he seemed preoccupied, but his slow smile and intent gaze reassured her she was a welcome interruption. “Hey, come on in.” He looked around and grabbed a pile of papers off the low sofa and bundled them onto his already overflowing desk. “Sorry, it’s a bit of a mess in here.”

“I hope I’m not disturbing you?”

“No, not at all. I was working on the financials.”

“You do everything around here, don’t you?”

“I have to keep an eye on every aspect of the business. Times are tough.”

“Louise mentioned the business hasn’t been doing so well the last few years. It’s been challenging everywhere, but the guys I work with run top-end properties, and there are still people who have lots of money to spend; there are fewer of them though.”

“Well, those rich people aren’t coming to Jersey, and if they do, they’re not staying at Ginelli’s. We should have modernised the bedrooms and some of the public areas, but Louise and Drew weren’t keen to spend the money. And later we didn’t have the cash to spare even if they’d wanted to.”

“Louise said we’re often at full capacity and the restaurant is always busy. The profits have dipped so much we could see a loss if matters don’t improve. Want me to take a look?”

“Thanks for the offer, but we know why. Our suppliers have us over a barrel. We stock French, Italian and Spanish wines and delicacies, and we’re being hammered with the exchange rate. We can’t increase our prices to match the jump in costs. The market won’t stand for it.”

“The situation isn’t sustainable.”

His smile was rueful. “I know, which is why I spend most days trying to cut costs and devise a cunning master plan that doesn’t cost any money.”

“Well, let me know if I can help. It’s my future as well.”

She sat down on the sofa, crossed her legs and her skirt rode up, exposing her thighs. Usually, she’d immediately pull it down. Not today. Not with this man. The air was heavy, and awareness caused each fine hair on her arms to tingle. The sounds of the hotel, a closing door, a guest’s laughter as they headed to the lifts all receded, all faded as her total concentration focussed on the man in front of her.

He sat next to her. “I may take you up on your offer of help. We always did complement each other.”

His eyes trapped hers and the atmosphere changed, took them on a more intimate road. “I missed you. I hurt for a long time, but, with the resilience of youth, I got on with things. I’ve had a few relationships, but nothing serious.”

“Same here.”

“Maybe we were waiting for the same thing. You can’t deny the attraction flared as soon as we saw each other again. Or can you?” His voice was low, husky, and the words challenged.

Her reply was honest—there was no room for pretence here. “No, I can’t, and I don’t want to.”

He cupped the nape of her neck, drew her closer and touched his lips to hers. The fire was instantaneous, and a rush of shivers swept through her. He deepened the kiss, and she arched her body against him until not even a puff of air separated them. His hands roamed, touched, caressed, and she reciprocated. Sensation and desire were the only thoughts in her mind. He pulled away from her, leaving her bereft. He pressed his forehead to hers and took a shaky breath. “Let’s take the bottle of wine you brought and go to the flat. What I’ve got in mind wouldn’t brook any interruptions.”

She placed her hand in his and let him draw her to her feet as desire willingly compelled her on a different path to the one she’d imagined, and she walked through a door she’d long thought closed.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Le Claire was in his office, sifting through emails and catching up on admin. He checked his watch and saw he’d been at it for hours, and it was only 09:30 a.m. He’d grab a coffee and see what was happening in the Incident Room. His office door banged open, and Hunter rushed in, clutching a piece of paper. “Sir, you have to see this.”

“What is it?”

“It’s an email retrieved from Cathy Frobisher’s account. She received it the day she died. Listen.

Cathy,

I think we can reach an agreement on money, but we need to talk face-to-face. I don’t want us to meet where we could be seen. Can you meet me at the car park by the Beach Café along the Five Mile Road? I can help you, and the baby, get what you deserve.

“That’s it, sir, but we can safely say Cathy Frobisher’s murderer sent the email.”

“And who would they be? Who is the bloody email from?”

“Ah, that’s the problem, sir. It came from jerseyrock@gmail.com. We checked into it, and it’s a brand new account. Probably only created to send this email.”

“Can they tell what computer or device was used to access the account?”

“Yes, but the IP address is for Connections Coffee Bar. It’s an Internet café. People can go in there and pay to use the computers.”

“Have we spoken to them yet?”

“No, sir.”

“Right, where’s Dewar?”

“She was on the phone when I saw her last.”

“Okay, come with me.”
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Justin had spent the night, and she’d awoken as he crept out of the apartment at dawn to go to his place and get changed. He’d left her with a hot kiss and a promise to be in touch later. She had lain in bed and replayed their conversations and relished his touches. He knew her body so well, even after all these years apart, and every caress, each stroke had brought back her past feelings for him; emotions she had thought long gone had resurfaced, and she now recognised they had simply been buried, waiting to be reawakened.

She marvelled at the tricks the mind played. She had barely thought of Justin in years. The odd memory had been triggered by a song, the smell of the aftershave he’d worn, perhaps a movie they’d seen, and she’d remembered her first love with a fleeting warmth. But it was quickly suppressed. Now she wondered if guilt had made her block and hide her true emotions, even from herself.

But now, having seen Justin again, talked to him—and more, she again experienced the irresistible pull of attraction that propelled her back through time and space. The fierce emotions of a nineteen-year-old were now packaged with a grown woman’s desires and needs; a combustible mix.

A sharp, staccato knocking on the flat door made her jump. She looked at the clock on the bedside table; it was almost 10:00 a.m. Who the hell could it be?

She scrambled out of bed, shouted, “I’m coming,” and grabbed her robe from the chair to cover her nakedness. She tied the belted sash tightly and opened the door, a grin of welcome on her face as she saw who her visitor was. “Diane, this is a surprise.”

Her friend rushed in, and Sophie noticed the colour had leached from Diane’s face. “What is wrong?”

“I just got off the red-eye. I’ve been in London buying stock for next season. The hotel didn’t have Wi-Fi, and I haven’t been on Facebook.”

“Whoa, you’re babbling. What’s up?”

“Cathy Frobisher is dead. Have you heard?”

“Yeah, what a shock. You seem upset?” Sophie knew this was an understatement if there ever was one. “What’s wrong? You hardly knew her.”

“I certainly know Pete.”

“Pete Frobisher? Are you still in touch with him?” Sophie knew they’d had a thing years ago, but Diane had been devastated at their break-up and always said she avoided her old flame.

Her friend laughed, a high, brittle sound laced with despair. “I’d say so. I’ve been sleeping with him for weeks.”

“What! Is that why you told me about Drew and Cathy? Why?”

“Because I wanted her to be gone. I wanted their marriage to end. If you confronted Drew, it might have pushed him into making things permanent with Cathy.”

Sophie recoiled; the words certainly packed a verbal punch.

“You used me. You knew I wanted the opposite, not Louise and Drew splitting up and him swanning off with a settlement from my dad’s money.”

“I wanted to be with Pete, and now I’m scared I did something stupid.”

“Like what?”

“I sent him an anonymous note saying Cathy was seeing Drew. I thought it would mean he’d never take her back.”

“Jeez, you love to stir it. Why the hell would you do that? Pete dumped you years ago. Did you think it would be any different this time?”

“Oh, I don’t know.” Her voice was a whispered sigh. “But I know he was crazy about her.”

“What are you worried about?”

“I posted the note to Pete. I didn’t want to leave it on the mat or be seen putting it through his letterbox. I don’t know when he would have got the letter. So I have no idea if he received it before someone killed Drew. And now Cathy has been murdered as well.”

“Ah, I see where you’re going.”
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Le Claire savoured the aroma of the coffee. It was assaulting him from every direction. The Internet café was mobbed. High tables held about thirty computer terminals, each workspace separated by wooden privacy screens.

A counter ran across the back of the room, and a blackboard offered everything from Americanos to lattes to double macchiatos. He hadn’t known this place existed. They waited until the guy behind the bar had finished serving his customer. The sweet, creamy, frothy cappuccino wafted past Le Claire, and he licked his lips. Maybe he’d get a coffee to take out.

He flashed his badge. “I’m DCI Le Claire, and this is PC Hunter. Could we speak to whoever is in charge, please?”

“As I’m the only one here, that would be me. I’m David Carter.”

“An email was sent from one of these computers, and we need to know who sent it.” He glanced at the ceiling, saw the telltale cameras attached to the top of the walls. “I see you’ve got CCTV. We’ll need access to the recordings.”

David leant over the counter and, after checking to be sure no one was listening, said, “Ah, the cameras don’t exactly work. We put them there as a deterrent.”

Le Claire couldn’t keep the frown from his face. If he only had a pound for every time he heard that.

“Fine. We’ll need to speak to whoever was working on Tuesday afternoon.”

“It was me.”

“Great, I will need you to identify someone who was in here—facial characteristics, etc. We have the IP address of the exact terminal used.”

The barista laughed and gestured around the packed room. “Not a chance, I’m afraid. This place is mobbed every day. People come in for fifteen minutes to check their emails or stay for hours googling to their heart’s desire. Everyone minds their own business here.”

“What about any regular customers? Could I talk to them?”

“We don’t have any regulars as such. I serve coffee and take the money, that’s all.”

“We’re investigating a murder, and it’s vital we find out who this person is.”

“I’m sorry, but I don’t see how I can help.”

Le Claire indicated for Hunter to follow him. He stopped by the front door and looked back at another dead end. Cathy Frobisher’s killer had been in here the day she died to commence the execution of a twisted plan. But because of a cheapskate owner who’d used CCTV for show only and the random nature of the coffee bar’s users, they were no further on.
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“Run that by us again.” Le Claire wasn’t sure he understood what William Mason was saying, and from the look on her face, neither did Dewar.

The lawyer’s face was set. “I’ve spent an age trawling through all my late father’s papers, and what I have found as relates to Drew Portland is as follows: He had a prenuptial agreement with his wife, which entitled him to his personal belongings, and nothing else, on divorce. I’m not entirely sure that would have held up in court. Anyway, everything else was in Louise Portland’s ownership, and I mean everything. Houses, boats, you name it. And he had no claim on any of it.”

Dewar asked, “Even the shares in Ginelli’s?”

“I got a letter from the Ginelli’s lawyer this morning. The shares were a restricted gift. If they divorced or Drew died first, which he did, the shares reverted to the wife.”

“And if she died first?”

“He got to keep them.”

Le Claire considered all of this. “So his family won’t inherit anything?”

“I’m saying what he did have is limited. I found some papers and he had a bank account in the Isle of Man. I don’t know what the balance is on that. I’ve written to the bank in my capacity as executor, but they haven’t replied yet.”

“Don’t worry. I’m sure we can get the information much quicker. Dewar will see to it.”

“Thank you. Now Cathy Frobisher is dead, the estate—whatever it may comprise—will be distributed in equal shares to Maura Portland and her remaining sons.”
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Le Claire had never spent so much time near boats, and it was making him uneasy. However, he’d had an urge to come and look at Drew Portland’s berth in the marina for no other reason than to think through the case. Drew Portland had loved the sea, had got his best friend’s wife pregnant and may have been about to leave his wife. His family business was on the decline, and his brothers seemed to resent his access to wealth. He’d run a secret charter business with the friend he was cuckolding and kept a load of cash tucked away on his boat. So many connections to the sea. Le Claire looked out across the marina to the rolling waves and shuddered. He was about to head back to his car when a voice got his attention. “Le Claire, good morning. Or should I say, ‘ahoy’.”

It was Paul Armstrong. He was casually dressed and leaning over a boat’s railing. Even Le Claire could see it was modern, sleek, and no doubt extremely costly. The legal business must be doing well. “Morning, I didn’t know you were a boating man.”

“Well, it’s more pottering than anything else. Another strand of my midlife crisis, I guess. Terrible to hear about what happened to Drew Portland. Poisoning, and deadly mushrooms at that.”

Le Claire had got to know the lawyer in a previous case he’d worked on, and he’d added Armstrong to his list of specialists to go to when he needed help or information.

“I’m glad to hear the island gossip mill is working so well.”

“Don’t be a sourpuss. In an island that is nine by five miles, news travels fast. And that girl, Cathy Frobisher? I hear she was pregnant and beaten to death. It must take a special kind of monster to do that.”

“Indeed, did you know either of them?”

“I knew Drew to say hello to. He seemed a bon vivant kind of guy who apparently liked the finer things in life. I saw the girl on his boat sometimes. I knew he’d married Tony Ginelli’s widow, Louise, but I wasn’t up-to-date on what the current situation was between them. I know the brothers, Oliver and Ian, by sight; in fact, I saw Ian the night Drew was killed. He was out with a pretty girl. A man my age still notices these things.”

“You knew Tony Ginelli?”

“Yes, I was his lawyer, and I hope he also counted me as a friend. After Tony’s death, Louise moved the business to another firm. C’est la vie and all that.”

“So you don’t have any remaining connection to Ginelli’s?”

He hesitated, and Le Claire stayed quiet and waited. It seemed like Armstrong had something to say. “The daughter, Sophie, came to see me a few days ago.”

“What did she want?”

“To find out some information about her father’s will.”

“Which was?”

“You know I can’t tell you that?”

“Is she your client? Because Ginelli’s isn’t. You said the business had gone elsewhere.”

Armstrong laughed. “I do like you, Le Claire. Under her father’s will, Sophie is due to inherit fifty percent of the Ginelli shares held by Louise Portland on her thirtieth birthday. Sophie had thought she was due forty percent of the business, the other forty percent to be retained by Louise Portland. Justin Le Mahe owns the remaining twenty percent. But Louise transferred another twenty percent of the business to Drew Portland when they married.”

“I was aware of that. Why was Miss Ginelli so anxious over her inheritance?”

Armstrong’s smile was discreet and his words lawyer-like. “I am sure it was a natural desire to comprehend what the legalities were, nothing more. I better get off now.” He turned back and said, “If you ever fancy coming out on the boat, let me know.”

“Yes, of course, I will. Thanks.” And that reply was right up there with bumping into an old acquaintance and saying you must meet for lunch. It was never going to happen.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Dewar popped her head around his office door. “She’s here.”

Le Claire grabbed his jacket and followed her to the interview room where Sophie Ginelli was waiting for them. She was sitting sideways on the chair, one arm resting along the backrest, her legs crossed, one foot tapping to a silent beat.

“Miss Ginelli, thank you for coming in. We would have come to you and saved you the journey.”

“This suits me better. No offence, but I don’t want the police turning up at the hotel. You said you needed to discuss something. Can we get on with it, please?”

“Of course. I understand you are due to take control of shares in Ginelli’s, on your 30th birthday.”

Her look of surprise quickly softened with a quick smile. “Yes, that’s right. I’m impressed by your thoroughness.”

“And you would be a shareholder alongside your stepmother and Justin Le Mahe. And Drew Portland’s shareholding will have reverted to your stepmother, increasing the shares you’ll be due.”

She didn’t blink but huffed out an aggravated breath. “That’s correct. Look, where is this going?”

“I have a hypothesis for you. What if you knew your father’s will only left you half the shares held by Louise at the time of your thirtieth birthday; and that your stepfather had been gifted shares by her. You’d have assumed his assets would go to your stepmother on his death. What if you poisoned Drew Portland? He’d be out of the way, and you’d get your full inheritance. But Cathy Frobisher put a spanner in the works. Her baby would be due to something from Portland’s estate, and that included the Ginelli’s shares.”

Her eyes widened, and her mouth gaped open. “You have got to be bloody joking. I couldn’t stand the man, but I didn’t kill him. I didn’t even know Louise had given him shares. I only found out after he was dead. The shares reverted to Louise on Drew’s death. It was only if Louise died first that the shares would stay in Drew’s ownership.”

“But you’ve only recently become aware of that. However, there is something I can’t get my head around. If you, as you say, couldn’t stand Mr Portland, why were you trying to make amends with him?”

She shifted, licked her lips and glanced at the floor. Her pause told it all. “Miss Ginelli, you need to prepare your story a little better. Tell me the truth, why did you go to speak with Drew Portland the night he died? Because I don’t for one minute believe you went to make peace. You lied to us, didn’t you? Lied again, in fact, for you omitted to tell us you knew Drew Portland and let us believe you were merely a passer-by. And if you can lie to me once, it makes me wonder what other omissions or fabrications you’re hiding behind.”

Her shoulders drooped, her bravado fled and she deflated before his eyes. “My friend told me Drew was having an affair. She’s Louise’s niece, but they’d had some fights in the past and she didn’t want to get involved herself. I came to confront him. I didn’t know he had any shares, but I thought if he and Louise got divorced, he’d receive some form of settlement. I wanted to tell him I knew he was seeing someone and I’d go straight to Louise if he didn’t stop. I wanted to frighten him. He had no entitlement to my family’s money, none at all. My conversation would have been in vain as they had a prenup, so Louise wasn’t so foolish after all.”

“Did you speak to Drew Portland on his boat? Did you go to see if the poison was working.”

She looked bewildered. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Seriously.”

“Someone was seen on Drew Portland’s boat. They watched him die. Was it you?”

She drew back. “Jesus, no.”

“When exactly did you arrive into the island?”

“Monday. I went to see Drew Wednesday night. We all know how I found him.”

Le Claire knew this was a useless road. Sophie Ginelli would have needed to be in the island at least a week before Drew’s murder, maybe more. She would have needed time to collect and prepare the mushrooms, doctor the wine and have it delivered.

“Okay. You’re free to go. For now.”
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Dewar parked the car in front of Louise Portland’s house. The house was still and quiet. Le Claire turned to Dewar.

“Right, I want to know more about the Ginelli shares and the business itself. It seems too coincidental that Drew Portland was killed by poisoned mushrooms and foraging in the woods is his wife’s speciality.”

“You mean she either killed him or someone is trying to point us in her direction?”

“Yes, by using poison. And in such a way that we could never have mistaken this for anything other than murder. Come on.”

It was no surprise when Tom Mathison opened the door. His face held a black look, and his words matched. “If you’re here to see Louise, you’ll have to come another time. She can’t speak to anyone right now.”

“I’m sorry if Mrs Portland is indisposed, but we are investigating two murders, and I would hope she could spare a few moments.”

“Look, she can’t—”

A weak voice came from the upstairs, “It’s fine, Tom. Show them up.”

He shook his head and stood still for a moment, then called out, “Are you sure?”

“Please, Tom, bring them up.” Louise Portland’s voice trailed off, and they heard violent coughing as they climbed the balustraded staircase behind Tom Mathison. They walked along the plushly carpeted corridor to a room at the end. The door was ajar. Louise Portland was lying on the bed wearing a short-sleeved cotton nightdress, but this was no post-coital scenario. She was attached to a portable drip, and a steady stream of liquid was pumped into her via a catheter inserted into her arm. Her usual carefully applied make-up was absent, and her face looked raw, her bone structure fragile.

“I’m sorry you have to see me like this, but this is my reality for the moment.”

Le Claire approached the bed. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realise you were ill.”

“Virtually no one does. Only Tom, of course, some very close friends, and people in the business who need to know to make plans.” She sat up in the bed, and Tom Mathison rushed over to straighten and plump the pillows, supporting her back. “Thank you, Tom.” She looked at Le Claire. “Now how can I help you today?” Her voice was brisk, and it was clear she didn’t want to discuss her illness.

“I wanted to ask a few questions about the Ginelli business. I’m aware you gifted Mr Portland some shares, but they reverted to you when he died?”

“Yes. I gave Drew the shares so he could be a part of Ginelli’s. That never worked out as he didn’t take to Justin, who runs the entire place, and I don’t know what we’d do without him. But at least Drew could hold his head high and not be seen as living off my largesse.”

“But he didn’t have any assets of his own?”

“No. I am not a fool. Drew was exactly what I needed after Tony died; whether I should have married him or not is a moot point now. Drew was a charming guy, and I guess it made me anxious, so I kept him on a tight leash. Obviously not tight enough, for he wanted to divorce me.”

“So you knew your marriage was over and your husband was leaving you for Cathy Frobisher?”

“I didn’t know it was Cathy he was seeing, but I guess he must’ve loved her.”

“Why do you say that?”

“We had a cast-iron prenuptial agreement. Drew would have left with his personal belongings and a small amount of cash. So he must have loved her; he would have been walking away from a lot, financially at least.”

“And you weren’t happy with that?”

“No, I wasn’t. And then I found out I was ill, and the outlook isn’t great. So my focus shifted to me, to my well-being. Luckily, Tom has been a great support.” She clasped the doctor’s hand. Tom Mathison’s face softened, and Le Claire knew the man genuinely cared for Louise Portland.

“Was your husband aware of your illness?”

“No, my health was no longer his business.”

“Mrs Portland, you must know it looks suspicious that your husband died of poisoning when you would know what were deadly fungi and what was safe to eat. You also knew he didn’t like mushrooms and wouldn’t eat them if they were served as part of a meal. The bottles of Margaux are consistent with the years you stock at Ginelli’s, and we’ve seen how lax the control is over the wine cellar. Did you murder your husband?”

She laughed until she coughed, a vicious spluttering fit that reddened her face and took her breath. “Even though I could have throttled Drew and his little piece of fluff, I didn’t. I have bigger worries in my life than an unfaithful husband.”

“Is Sophie Ginelli aware of your illness?”

“No, I haven’t told Sophie yet. We’ve been estranged for a long time, and the timing hasn’t seemed right to say anything. I will have to broach the subject soon though.”

“Why is that?”

“I’ve employed an accountant to value the business. I want it done quietly, so no one is aware of this at the moment. I’m going to give them the last few years’ books and accounts to get an idea of what we could get if the hotel and restaurant were sold. Depending on my circumstances and if Sophie isn’t living in Jersey, it may be sensible to sell up. Drew was always trying to persuade me to do so, but it seemed a betrayal of my first husband. Maybe I need to explore that option now.”

“Is there a chance Miss Ginelli may come back to Jersey?”

“You never know. I would have said no, but I believe she and Justin Le Mahe have got close again.”

Dewar was quick to pick up on the point. “Again?”

“Yes, they were seeing each other before Sophie went away and never came back. Tony thought the world of Justin, and we both hoped they would last the course. But young love doesn’t always persevere. Maybe they’ll have a second chance; perhaps it’s a fling. In either event, I need to have looked at the options to determine the right thing to do.” Her gaze never wavered. “I didn’t kill Drew.”

“I believe you. Everything was orchestrated to point to you. But the question which remains is who and why? Do you have any ideas? Who would want your husband gone?”

“Peter Frobisher had a reason, didn’t he? But I can’t see him having the brains and patience to kill in this way. From what I hear, the attack on Cathy Frobisher was brutal. Perhaps it was driven by passion, which is present in both love and hate.” She shook her head. “Drew was an affable guy. I don’t know who could be behind this.”

“We’ll leave you for now. Take care.”

Tom Mathison offered, “I’ll see you out.”

They walked in silence to the front door. Mathison followed them outside to the car. “Louise has a rare form of heart condition, and her body is struggling to cope.”

“Is there a cure?”

“The hospital specialists have said no and to prepare for the worst. There are alternative opinions, and I’m working through those to see if any would be viable.”
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Sophie had dressed with care and put much more thought into what she wore than was usual. She’d gone to the beautician’s and fitted in a quick wax of all the relevant bits. Last night had been spontaneous and passionate, and she hadn’t given a damn that her bikini line wasn’t exactly neat. However, she wasn’t going to be caught out again.

Justin had sent her a text earlier. He had booked them in for a meal at a new restaurant that had been opened by a double Michelin-starred chef and told her to dress up as much as she wanted. So she had. Instead of her serviceable plain bra and panties, she’d bought a sheer beribboned matching set and slipped into a form-fitting black cocktail dress that had a scooped neckline, dipped low at the back and barely touched her knees. Disastrously high heels and a squirt of Chanel No. 5 and she was ready. She’d bought the perfume earlier. She used to wear it when she was a girl, filched from the huge bottle Louise kept on her dressing table. That was a long time ago but also seemed like yesterday. For then, like now, she’d worn the perfume for one person: Justin.

Justin had an apartment by the new marina and had said they could meet for a drink there first. She’d taken a cab. These shoes weren’t meant for walking. Their purpose was to look fabulous and to stroll from a taxi to sit at a dinner table. She made her way to the penthouse apartment as directed. Her stomach lurched, and there was a tension, an awareness of heightened sensitivity she couldn’t explain. Her life had been on a set path for a long time. She hadn’t expected her feelings for Justin to still be there, and she had to try and work out what it meant for her, for them and the future. The question was would that future be shared or apart?

Justin opened the door on the first knock. His eyes raked her body with a burning light that sent heat rushing through to her core. “You look beautiful, absolutely gorgeous. Come on in.”

“You don’t look too shabby yourself.” He was wearing a blue suit and an open-neck shirt. He looked edible. She followed him into a huge open-plan living space. The furniture and appliances were modern, sleek and elegant. But it was the walls made of entire sheets of glass that took her breath and drew her in. The panoramic view was of Elizabeth Castle to the left, across the expanse of the sea straight ahead and the marina and town to the right. The sun was dipping past the horizon, and a fiery blaze lit the sky. Justin gestured to an open glass door. “Come on, let’s sit on the balcony.”

He was very well prepared. A small table held a bottle of champagne in an ice bucket and two flutes. With a practised pop, he poured them each a glass, and Sophie savoured the first sip of the golden liquid, the bubbles dancing in her mouth. “That’s lovely. What a treat.”

“You deserve it.”

She didn’t know what to say next. Should she mention the night before? Would that be crass? Before she could think of what to say, Justin spoke, “Take a seat. Are you cold? Do you want something to nibble on? I’ve got crisps.”

He sounded nervous; maybe it wasn’t just her. She laughed. “I’m fine.”

She took in the view and stared off to the right, towards the marina. She squinted a little, and the outline of the small boats bobbing at their berths sharpened. “You can’t see Drew’s mooring from here. The private marina is hidden by the jetty. Thank the lord for that. Imagine how awful it would be to be reminded of what happened every time you looked out.”

“Absolutely. Speaking about the future—not that we were, but we could. I mean, I’m going to come right out with this. Last night was amazing. We fit together so well. I’ve waited a long time for you to come back, and I don’t want to lose you again.”

His directness took her by surprise. She thought they’d have this conversation at some point before she left, but not tonight, not right away. “Oh, Justin, I feel as if last night was inevitable and we have picked up right where we left off.”

He looked pale. “Yes, we have.”

He cleared his throat and, looking away, rubbed the back of his neck. His eyes locked on hers. “Sophie, I know this is too soon, but we’ve wasted ten years. I don’t want to lose any more time. Will you move in with me until your sabbatical is over? See where it takes us, and maybe you’ll decide to come back permanently. Will you consider giving us a chance?

Her heart stuttered, and the world faded; the sounds coming from nearby apartments were drowned out by the rhythmic pounding of her blood drumming through her ears; the sky, the sea, everything became a blur, apart from the man in front of her. Two thoughts ran through her mind on a loop; Please don’t let this be happening; I’m not ready was swept away by the heartfelt prayer, This is what I need; I need to come home.

Her words stuck in her throat. She didn’t know what to say. A tiny prickle of doubt nagged at the corner of her mind. Was this indeed too soon?

“I don’t need an answer today or even tomorrow or next week. But I want you to know how serious I am about you; to appreciate how I’ve always thought about you. I need you to see something.” He fumbled in his inside jacket pocket and removed a small, square box. He opened it to reveal a diamond solitaire.

Her eyes widened, and he laughed. “Don’t worry. I’m not pushing things that far. At least, not today.”

He gestured with the box. “This is the ring I was going to give you ten years ago. I was waiting for the right time, but I’ve learned the right time never comes. You have to seize your chances as soon as they appear. Say you’ll move in with me, and we’ll talk about putting this ring on your finger as soon as you’re ready.”

She knew Justin the boy, but she didn’t know the man, and he certainly didn’t know the woman she had become. But his eyes were beseeching, and a champagne buzz had heightened her senses, so she leapt off the proverbial cliff. “Yes, yes, I will. I’ll move in with you and see where this goes.”

She looked at his handsome face and the last decade disappeared. Was she finally coming home?


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

The sun was peeking in through the slatted blinds, and Sophie rolled over in bed, taking the duvet with her. There were no complaints though, for Justin had left as the sun had risen. After dinner, he’d insisted they come back to her place at the hotel as he said he didn’t want her taking the walk of shame in the morning.

He had some suppliers to see and had to go home and get changed first. He’d kissed her good-bye with a feverish intensity, and she’d wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him back down onto the bed. He’d caught her hand and kissed the palm, turning it over to lay a swift peck on her finger, above where her engagement ring would sit if everything worked out and she agreed to marry him. He’d left with a smile and a promise to pop by and see her later. She lay for a moment as memory rushed back. She was going to move in with Justin, and they may spend the rest of their lives together. She hugged the thought to her and reached for her mobile. Diane answered almost immediately.

“Hiya, darling, what you up to?” Diane’s voice wasn’t as cheerful as usual.

“Are you at the shop?”

“Yeah, we’ve just opened. Why?”

“I might pop in and see you later. I’ve got some news.”

“You can damned well tell me what’s going on and come and see me later. Come on, spit it out.”

“Justin asked me to move in with him last night. We’re going to see if what we’d got between us is real. He produced a ring he was going to give me years ago before I left. I said yes to the living together, and we’ll see about the marriage.”

There was silence on the other end. “Diane? Are you there?”

“Yes, yes, I am. But jeez, I wasn’t expecting that. What the hell happened that I don’t know about?”

“I didn’t tell you, but things moved on a pace the night before last. Justin stayed the night. It didn’t seem right to talk about it when we last met.”

“You dirty dog! I bet he never slept on the couch.”

“The years melted away, and all my old emotions came rushing back. We went for dinner last night but met at his place first. And it all came out.”

“That’s great.”

“You don’t sound too enthusiastic.”

“It’s all a bit rushed. You’ve got a life elsewhere. You had no intention of returning to Jersey for good. One night with Romeo and it’s all changed. I don’t want you to get hurt or make a mistake.”

“The mistake I made was in running away and leaving Justin behind. We could have been together all these years. Might even have had a family by now.”

“Look, you need to think about this. You’d be giving up everything you’ve worked for these last few years. Do you even know Justin anymore? Promise me one thing. Just enjoy being together and don’t rush into anything.”

She laughed. “Yes, I promise.”
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Louise’s mouth dropped open, and her eyes popped wide. Sophie couldn’t tell if she was happy, sad or shocked. Louise spoke, and all doubt disappeared.

“Oh God, oh God. I knew it. I knew there was a good chance you’d get back together. I am over the moon. Justin is a wonderful man. I don’t know what I’d have done without him. He’s kept the business afloat in some pretty rubbish times. Sorry, I’m babbling.”

“No, it’s fine. In fact, it’s all great.”

“What will you do? What about your job?”

“Well, if we do decide we’re going to try and make a go of things I guess I’ll have to resign. We can’t be together and have me living in America and Justin here. I still have over two months of my sabbatical. We’ll know by then if we still have something worthwhile together.”

“Have you considered having Justin join you in the States?”

“What about Ginelli’s?”

“There’s something I wanted to talk to you about. I’m getting the business valued in two ways; one as a going concern, an actual evaluation of what someone would pay for the Ginelli hotel and restaurant, and another as development land. I abhor the idea, but hotels have been closing down all over the island to be replaced by blocks of apartments. I want to know what this site could go for, and your news makes it even more important. Tell Justin I’ll pop into the office and download the ledgers myself. I want to move forward.”

“Why on earth would you want to sell.”

“I’ve been considering the business a lot lately. Your dad took on Justin when his father passed away. Gary Le Mahe was a fun guy, but he had a streak of entitlement a mile long. He always claimed he was being put down or that he was due something, which is why he never held a job for long. Justin has worked so hard, but I do wonder if the hotel business was what he wanted to do or what he fell into—and stayed in through a sense of gratitude to your dad’s memory.”

Sophie wondered where this was going and didn’t hold back. “Are you saying I don’t know him? I know the core of who he once was, but I agree I don’t know who he is now. I’m looking forward to finding out though.”

“Take it easy. I don’t mean anything by this, although I agree you two need to get to know and understand how you’ve changed and developed over the years. What I meant was perhaps there is some other career that would make Justin even happier, but he feels he has to keep Ginelli’s going for all our sakes. I want to give him the opportunity to make his own decision. Once I have the valuation reports, the three of us can talk and decide what’s for the best.”

“That’s food for thought. I had assumed being with Justin meant coming back here. What about you? Where do you stand on selling up?”

“I’ll leave the final decision down to you and Justin. My life has changed recently, and I don’t mean Drew’s death. There’s something I need to tell you.”
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Le Claire had headed home at 5:00 p.m. It was Saturday night, and he wanted to spend it with his wife. They’d eaten with trays on their laps in front of the TV; bowls of Sasha’s spicy Bolognese for them both, and red wine for him and fruit-flavoured water for Sasha. The box flickered with images of Saturday night family viewing, but he had turned down the volume so they could speak.

“You look tired, Jack. Are you all right?” Her voice held a welcome timbre of concern that made their past troubles seem insignificant. They were back where they should be and more so.

“I’m fine. The murder case is complicated, and I have a group of people who could all have had a reason to kill Drew Portland. I just have to find out which one.”

“You know what they say. No one is completely innocent and we all could—not saying would, but certainly could—have motives for any number of nefarious deeds.”

“Like what?”

Her smile was mischievous. “Well, if something happened to your parents, God forbid, let’s say they died in suspicious circumstances, you’d be an obvious suspect.”

He laughed. “Mum isn’t that bad, but I see your point with Dad.”

“Very funny. But think about it. An only child whose father threatens to cut him off on a regular basis . . .”

“Oh, come on. You know I don’t care about the money. And Dad only says that because he hopes it’s a bargaining tool. He’d never actually do it. Mum would be the one killing him then. She hates her relatives, and Dad’s got none, so I’m their only option.”

“Yes, but not everyone knows that.”

He considered her words and knew she was right. It was easy to look at a situation and believe you could read the signs, and think you knew why people reacted how they did, but the reality was those who looked most guilty were often blameless, and it was those sporting a halo that had done the most damage.

“Maybe I need to practice reading the signs.”

She ran her hand down his forearm. Her eyes were soft and the invitation unmistakable. “You don’t do too badly where I’m concerned.”

He drew her into his arms and bent his head. Her soft lips welcomed his, and he pulled her closer. Then stopped. He rested his forehead against hers and let out a sigh. “Perhaps we shouldn’t. Is it safe? I mean, for the baby?”

Her throaty laugh was a vivid reminder of a multitude of other nights when the depth of the intimacy they shared was almost overpowering. “We can fool around a little. Come here.”

With one finger, he traced a line down her throat until he reached the buttons of her shirt. He slowly undid them as her eyes followed his every move. He pushed the opened shirt from her shoulders, feathering kisses as he did so. She moved closer, pressed against him.

Brrrriiiiinnnggggg!

His bloody mobile was ringing. Damn. He looked into her eyes and saw amusement. “You better take that. I’ve been a police wife long enough to know you can’t ignore the call.”

He checked the caller ID and answered.

“What’s up, Dewar?”

“We’ve heard from the police station in St Malo. A Detective Lasalle has something to show us. It’s about Francine Bresson.”

He sat up, on full alert. “What did he say?”

“Nothing yet. It was a gendarme who called on his behalf. This Lasalle has busted his foot chasing a suspect, and he was in A&E. He wants to see us tomorrow, so I’ve booked our tickets.”

His palms were slowly being covered in a layer of light sweat. He hesitated before asking a question he didn’t want an answer to. “What tickets?”

“For the ferry. It leaves at 9:00 a.m., so I’ll see you at the harbour at eight. Okay?”

His stomach clenched. “Why the hell do we have to go all the way to St Malo?”

“I know it’s a pain, but he wants to show us something. He said it was vital he talk to us about Francine Bresson.”

This could be the break they needed. He couldn’t afford to ignore it. “Fine, fine. I’ll see you at the harbour.” He disconnected the call.

He glanced at Sasha. “I’m on a day trip to St Malo tomorrow to see some detective about the body we found on the beach.”

Sasha paled. “Oh God. How will you manage? The crossing takes about an hour.”

How well his wife knew him.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

It was as bad as Le Claire had feared. They’d squeezed into their designated seats, and he’d told Dewar he was grabbing forty winks. He’d closed his eyes and listened to the monotonous chug of the engines, rolling with every surge and sway as the ferry pulled away from the harbour and headed across the Channel. He kept his eyes shut for the sixty minutes it took to reach the French Coast, only opening them when the tinny-voiced announcement advised passengers should retake their seats ready for arrival in St Malo.

He turned to the seat next to him. It was empty. He looked around and saw a snaking line of passengers coming down the stairs from the top deck. They looked windswept and dishevelled, but their eyes glittered from the sheer power and force of the sea. Dewar was amongst them, and she threw herself into her seat with a thud as the sway of the boat made her lose balance for a second. Her cheeks were pink, and her eyes sparkled. “That was incredible. Here we are on what is a big boat to us, but in the sea, it’s nothing—insignificant. If the waves turned against us, we’d be toast, with no way of fighting it. Makes you feel alive.” Her smile was broad, her exuberance childlike.

The damned image wouldn’t leave his mind—the ferry devoured by a massive wave, overturned; he was trapped inside, being engulfed by the rising water line or thrown into a watery grave. He heard Dewar’s question through his rising panic and over the constant grind of the engines. “You all right? You look a bit green.”

He spoke without thinking. “I’m fine. Just tired. Sasha couldn’t sleep and kept me awake most of the night.”

“Oh, is she ill?”

The boat lurched as it turned to head into the harbour. “No, no, she’s pregnant.”

He snapped back into the moment the second he heard his own words. Dewar stared at him for what seemed the longest time before she lurched forward and gave him an awkward hug. They both froze before she pulled away. “Sorry, sir—I mean Le Claire—it was just a natural reaction, but I forgot where I was.” The unspoken “and who I was with” hung in the air.

She recovered sufficiently to say, “Congratulations.”

He ran a hand through his hair, weary but secretly glad someone else knew. “Thanks. I wasn’t supposed to say anything yet. Keep quiet, or Sasha will roast me. You know, early days and all that.”

He couldn’t say anything else. What would he say in any event? That he thought they’d never have children, and he hadn’t been bothered, and now Sasha was pregnant he couldn’t quite believe it and didn’t want to say anything to jinx them?

As the ferry slid into its docking position, accompanied by thunderous thuds and creaks as it settled against the mooring, Le Claire focussed his mind on the matter at hand—how Francine Bresson ended up dead on a Jersey beach.
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A uniformed policeman was waiting for them with a name board. The tight military-style shirt, side-planted cap and dark glasses gave him a sinister look. Or at least it did to Le Claire. Dewar was sucking in her stomach and standing a bit taller. Not so sinister to her, then.

They were bundled through customs security and into a waiting marked car, which navigated past the mass of foot passengers making their way across the bridge to the walled town that lay ahead.

The driver spoke, his near-perfect English marred only slightly by his guttural pronunciation.

“Welcome to St Malo. Detective Lasalle is waiting for you. I am to take you to him.”

The car travelled past the walled city, the towering ramparts a physical reminder of this region’s bloody past. They hugged the coast for ten minutes, and Le Claire idly watched the breakers crashing against the broad expanse of golden sand as he thought about a dead woman found on a quiet shore. He was roused from his musings as the car turned inland past housing estates and pretty flower-filled gardens. He looked across to where they were headed and whispered, “What the hell is this about?”

The car turned into an archway cut into the high stone wall and slowly drove through the wrought iron gates. In front of them was a grey stone church, its heavy wooden doors closed tight. To the left was a path leading to a large cemetery. Manicured lawns surrounded the rows of headstones and monuments. Lasalle wasn’t hard to spot. He was resting on a wooden bench surrounded by beds of autumn flowers, his right leg held straight, the heavily plastered foot resting on the edge of a squat planter.

Le Claire noted he was of average height with a close-cut pelt of dark hair, tanned skin and a mouth marred by smoker’s lines. His eyes were a faded blue, his words coated with Gallic flavour.

“Detectives, please sit and accept my apologies for not rising to greet you.” He waved a hand towards his raised foot. “A thief on a moped stole a tourist’s handbag. Luckily, I was in the area and made chase. I grabbed hold of the strap of the bag and unseated the little cochon. Unfortunately, I fell.” His insouciant shrug was a puff of disregard for his injuries. “So, you are looking for information on a Francine Bresson of St Malo?”

Le Claire and Dewar settled themselves on the adjacent bench. “Yes, that is correct. Or to be more precise, we need information on the late Francine Bresson. We found her body on one of the small bays in Jersey. Cause of death was massive head trauma. We don’t know for sure if she was in Jersey and met with an accident or whether she was washed ashore from a vessel. There is no record of her coming to the island on any plane or boat. There is also a connection to a suspicious death we are investigating.”

Lasalle leant back. “Okay, I don’t know who your dead woman is, but I know she isn’t Francine Bresson, born and formerly resident in St Malo.”

Le Claire was intrigued. “And how do you know that?”

Lasalle struggled to his feet, and Le Claire tried to help him. He was shooed away as Lasalle grabbed his crutches and clumsily moved along the nearest line of graves. “Come with me. I have something to show you.”

They slowly walked alongside Lasalle, who asked. “You say Francine Bresson was born in St Malo on the thirteenth of May, 1991?”

Dewar swiped her phone and read the note she had made before the trip. “Yes, that matches the passport details.”

Lasalle stopped. “Good, good. Unfortunately, your lady is not Ms Bresson, for she died almost ten years ago, shortly after graduation from the lycee. A group of teenagers, fast cars and cheap wine never mix. Look.”

He pointed at the headstone in front of them, inscribed with the name Francine Bresson and her dates of birth and death.

Le Claire stared. If Francine Bresson had died at around seventeen years of age a decade earlier, then who was currently lying in the morgue?

Dewar commented, “So perhaps there was another Francine Bresson?”

“Perhaps, but we have checked the national records, and there is no one with that name and date of birth in St Malo or elsewhere in France. I am afraid your dead woman is a ghost.”

The accompanying bark of laughter irritated Le Claire, but he did his best to keep it under control. “If you knew this was a dead end, why did you insist we travel to France?”

Lasalle’s slouch disappeared with his smile. “Because I needed to speak to you, and it is better in person. And I cannot travel right now. What I have to say is not so much from fact, from evidence, but from inside me. You know?” And he thumped a hand against his stomach.

Le Claire understood gut feeling and wished he’d had more of it when he fought off Colin Chapman. He pushed the memories into the far recesses of his mind.

Lasalle’s voice broke the silence. “And there is something I need you to see in person, which I believe is a link to the mysterious woman found on your shores.”

He strode out with his good leg, moving his crutches in a rhythmic motion to allow his injured foot to swing free of the ground. He continued talking as he walked. “So you have a dead body on a beach, and the woman’s ID marks her as a girl who died in a car accident ten years previously. Yes?”

Le Claire mentally bit his lip at the unnecessary repetition. “So you say.”

“I recently received a call from London—the Metropolitan Police. A man died outside a nightclub in a random knife attack. They identified him as a Luc Guille, born 18 July 1964. Your Met contacted the National Police to try and track down his relatives. Guess what?”

Le Claire’s nerve endings jumped to attention. “Luc Guille was already dead?”

“Indeed, the gentleman they wanted to know more about died of a long-term illness in his adopted town of St Malo in 2006. Here is his grave.”

A stone angel sat atop an engraved plinth. It was indeed the resting place of a Luc Guille.

“London called us straight away. The body was finally identified by fingerprinting as Henri Duval—a nasty piece of work who had been a person of interest in many crimes but never found guilty. He was a slippery customer with ties to the Corsican Mafia operating out of Marseilles, his hometown.”

Le Claire whistled under his breath. “He got a new identity and passage to Britain, leaving his crimes behind him.”

Dewar was looking from one to the other. “But what does this mean about our woman?”

Le Claire glanced at Lasalle. “Whoever she was she was either running to or away from something. And it’s our job to find out what.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Le Claire had gone to bed as soon as he got home the night before. Motion sickness had taken hold and wasn’t letting go. Sasha had soothed him with loving words and, later, a back rub. She had babied him, and he wondered if this was a foretaste of what was to come. The thought that his wife was practising her mothering skills on him made him smile. He had left Sasha snuggled in bed and headed into the station. He hadn’t bothered with breakfast and even skipped coffee; his stomach wasn’t right yet after the bad return crossing.

Dewar was in the Incident Room, eyes down and head deep in files and paperwork. He stopped by her desk. “Morning, what are you doing?”

She sighed, rubbed at her eyes and gestured around the room. “I’ve updated everyone on our discussions yesterday and filed the report. Now I’m going back over alibis and whereabouts for the night Drew Portland died. If the figure in the shadows was indeed the killer, watching from afar to see when, or perhaps if, the previously ingested poison would take effect, then it could be a multitude of people connected to Drew. No one ever has a bloody decent alibi.”

“The tricky thing with this one is the killer wasn’t physically in the same space. The poisoned wine was the instrument that killed Drew Portland but was ingested a week before the death. On the night he died we have someone hiding in the bushes and spying on the boat, but they may not necessarily have been the murderer.”

Dewar grimaced and looked at the papers on her desk. “We’ve had an email from Lasalle. He ran the prints we got sent across to them last night, but our mystery woman has never been arrested for a crime, so that’s a dead end.”

“Just because she’s never been fingerprinted doesn’t mean she isn’t a criminal. Have we heard anything on the UK search?”

“No, Hunter ran a check on the prints in the UK. Nothing, I’m afraid. We don’t have anywhere else to turn.”

“Okay.”

He looked across to the bank of desks to his left, where Hunter’s eyes were glued to the computer screen, and his fingers were flying over the keyboard.

“Hunter, any feedback on Francine Bresson’s photo?”

Hunter stared at him for a second before mentally disconnecting from his work and realising who was speaking to him and about what. He jumped to his feet, his chair ricocheting across the tiled floor and catching the back of Bryce Masters’ chair, resulting in spilt coffee and an angry detective.

“Look what you’ve done.”

His white shirt was stained and dripping. Le Claire rose above any uncharitable thoughts.

“That’s enough, Masters. Hunter, answer the question.”

“Well, we put the photo on the TV news and our Facebook page and the website, asking for information. We also got the Met to assist, and they’re circulating the photo in the UK. We’ve had a few crank calls, but nothing concrete.”

Le Claire turned; he’d go and sift through the reports himself. He was almost at the door when a trickle of memory teased at a deep corner of his mind. Dewar had mentioned alibis. “Remind me again. Where did Ian Portland say he was the night his brother died?”

Dewar clicked through the computerised statements. “Here it is.” She ran her finger down the screen. “Yep, he said he was at home all night, alone.”

“Come with me. We’re going to have a chat. I saw Paul Armstrong yesterday, and he said he saw Ian Portland the night Drew died, and he was out with some girl.”

Dewar followed him to the car. “He couldn’t be on a date and hanging about Drew’s boat. Why on earth would someone lie and say they were alone when they had a perfect alibi?”

“I don’t know, but we’re going to find out.”
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Le Claire headed down Green Street and over Mount Bingham, and it took a mere five minutes to drive down to the harbour. They passed some other fresh fish stalls, and the queues were ranged along their counters, three deep at some. The Portland Fisheries stall had a few customers, but not many. Maura was leaning on the counter and the girl, Ali, was scrubbing away at some trays and looked neat and fresh. Her long dark hair was pulled back in a sleek ponytail and her clothes, jeans and a plain T-shirt, were spotlessly clean and ironed. A huge difference from the unkempt and messy Maura. Her weight made her look blowsy and overblown, and hair was falling from her greasy topknot.

“What you after now?” Her voice was rasped from years of tobacco use, and the smell of cigarettes was her constant perfume. Le Claire wanted to gag, and he could appreciate why the stall wasn’t popular. “You come to get some supper?”

“We’re looking for Ian. He around?”

“What do you want him for?”

“We need to speak to him, Maura. What about is between him and us.”

An exaggerated sigh was followed by a deep breath. “He’s in the offices. I’ll get him.”

“No problem, stay where you are. We know the way.”

He headed to the warehouses followed by Dewar. The place was in as much of a mess as before. The entrance to the fish preparation area was closed, but the smell seeped through the wooden door frame, and Le Claire worried it might cling to his clothes as it assaulted his nostrils. Ian Portland was nowhere to be seen. Then they heard his voice. It was coming from the upper level, where the offices were located. They headed up the narrow wooden stairs but stopped when Ian Portland’s raised voice came crashing across them.

“Mr Miller, you can’t do this. Yes, yes, I know the terms we agreed, but business has been slow. We can’t pay you by the end of the month. You know I had expectations our brother would loan us the money, but he said he couldn’t access that much straightaway. You may have heard Drew has died. There is some issue over his estate. I don’t know what we’ll get. Look, please, this is our business. Don’t do this.”

There was a pause, and when Ian Portland next spoke his voice was defeated. “Yes, I do understand. The end of the month it is.”

Le Claire gestured for Dewar to follow him to the top of the stairs, and he walked into Ian Portland’s office without knocking. Portland jumped to his feet, surprise on his face. “I didn’t hear you come up.” He seemed flustered and quickly moved to the front of his desk. Le Claire glanced to the corner of the room and saw why. At least half a dozen crates were piled on top of each other. The contents were marked in distinctive block lettering: toys and books. Le Claire would bet anything they contained fancy bottles of contraband French wine.

“Mr Portland, You better come and have a chat at the station.”
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Ian Portland had gone with them quietly enough. It was his mother who had kicked off, and Le Claire could still hear her shrill shrieks ringing in his ears. As Portland had calmly walked with them to the car, Maura’s shouts had made her son turn and speak to her harshly. His words had hung in the air. “Mum, calm down. Tell Oliver, and you and Ali look after yourselves.”

Now Maura Portland’s youngest son was sitting in front of Le Claire and Dewar in the antiseptic interview room. Le Claire could still smell fish and surreptitiously sniffed the air. It was no doubt coming from Ian Portland, but he had a suspicion he was reeking himself. He thought Dewar was pinching her nostrils tight as well. But he had other matters to deal with right now, like the man in front of him.

“Mr Portland, I don’t like liars. Especially when the lies seem incongruous, don’t seem necessary. I especially don’t like lies being told to me.”

“I don’t know what you’re going on about.”

“I’ll get to that in a minute, but first of all, that’s a nice selection of crates you have in your office, and they’re filled with wine. Where did you get them?”

“From a bloke who was down the pub the other night. There’s no crime against buying stuff yet, is there?” There was a cocky edge to his voice.

“And who was this bloke?”

“Look, I don’t know his name. He said he’d bought too much wine and asked if I wanted to buy some. It was a decent price, so of course I said yes.”

“I don’t suppose you’d know where to find this chap with no name?”

“I’m sorry, but no, I don’t. What’s the big deal anyway?”

“The big deal is that similar crates, with the same contents, were found at a pub in town. There are no receipts for their purchase, and we suspect they’ve been smuggled into the island to avoid the duty. Problem is the manager of the bar has apparently got severe amnesia and seems to have met the same kind of bloke you did. The type that doesn’t have a name and no one can remember what they look like.”

“Well, it was dark.”

Le Claire shot Portland a sharp look. Was he making fun of him? The pity was they had little to go on except he was in possession of goods that tax might be due on. But unless they knew who the supplier was, they were stumped. It could be some bloke who bought cheap wine in France, brought it back on the ferry, paid the customs duty and sold it on for a profit. And there was no law against that. Then again, “Maybe you didn’t meet a man in the pub. Perhaps you smuggled the wine. You have a boat. It could easily be done.”

“Well, apart from the fact it’s illegal, we have enough on our plate with running the fishing business to be involved in petty smuggling as well.”

“It may seem petty to you, but it is a crime, as you so rightly say. So you’re sticking to the story that you bought the wine from some unknown bloke in the pub?”

“Yes, that’s what happened.”

“Fine. Can I ask who you were talking to when we arrived? A Mr Miller, wasn’t it?”

Ian Portland stilled, and his voice was even. “That’s a personal matter.”

“Nothing’s personal when it concerns murder. I can compel you to answer me, but it would better if we kept this on a friendly level.”

Portland hesitated, and Le Claire thought he was going to refuse to answer, then his shoulders dropped, and the puff and bravado went out of him. “George Miller loaned the business some money, enough to keep us going through a bad time. The bad time got worse, and we are struggling to pay him back. I tried to reason with him this morning, but the truth is we don’t have the money to pay him, and the loan is secured against the business.”

“You said something about a loan from Drew?”

“Yes, but Drew said he was asset rich and cash poor and couldn’t lay his hands on that much money. We’ve now heard from his lawyer about the estate. It seems Louise kept Drew on a tight rein, and he had few assets of his own, even the Ginelli shares weren’t his, so anything we eventually inherit will probably be peanuts. Drew was a proud guy, and he never let on Louise was controlling all the finances.”

“What happens if you don’t pay?”

“I guess he can take the business, the warehouses and the boat. It’s not looking good.”

“Looks like you could have done with that inheritance from your brother paying off.”

His jaw set at a belligerent angle. “What are you getting at?”

“You wouldn’t have any problem paying the debt if, for example, Drew had left you a decent inheritance.”

“I still wouldn’t have my brother though, would I?”

“No, you wouldn’t. Remind me where you were the night your brother died?”

His head cocked to one side. “I told you. I was home alone.”

“Ah, so you did. But you weren’t, were you? You weren’t home, and you weren’t alone.”

Portland was quiet, but his eyes widened, ever so slightly, and Le Claire knew he was searching for something to say. He quickly carried on, “Why wouldn’t you let us know you were with someone, that you couldn’t have been at the marina, waiting for your brother to die. Unless perhaps the person with you, maybe they’re involved in this and helped you murder your brother.”

He exploded. “Leave her out of this. She has nothing to do with anything.”

“Tell us who she is, and we’ll decide that.”

“I don’t have to tell you anything.”

“Fine. Get Mr Portland booked into some of our lovely new accommodations, Dewar. Hold him on obstruction, lying to the police or suspicion of buying dodgy goods. I don’t mind which. And when you’ve done that, we’ll pay his brother a call.”
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The Portland Fisheries stall was closed and shuttered with no sight of Maura. But that wasn’t a problem as Le Claire didn’t want to speak to her. The girl, Ali, was mopping the area around the stall, and he could smell pine-fresh disinfectant. Maybe this place was on the up, though through no effort of Maura’s.

She saw them and automatically shrank back, her eyes downcast. She was certainly skittish. He kept his voice low. “Hi, it’s Ali, isn’t it? I wonder if you know where I can find Oliver Portland?”

“Yes, he is on the boat.” Her voice was low with a melodic accent. He couldn’t place her nationality, but Jersey was such a melting pot of cultures she could be from anywhere.

“Thanks.” Perhaps she could help him with another question. “Do you know if Ian Portland has a girlfriend?”

She seemed taken aback. “I don’t know.”

As they headed to the boat, Dewar grinned and said, “I bet Ali fancies Ian for herself. She didn’t look happy when you asked if he had a girlfriend.”

“I know, but it was worth a try in case she knew anything.” He stopped and pushed Dewar flat against the high sea wall. From her quick exhalation of breath, he realised he had been a bit rough. He whispered, “Sorry, but I didn’t want him to see us. Look over there.” He pointed to the warehouses.

Oliver Portland was carrying a crate, which he piled with several others on the dock. They looked a lot like the ones that had been in Ian Portland’s office. He went back into the warehouse and, moments later, came out with another one. A young boy was on the deck and gestured to the crates. At Oliver’s nod, he hopped off the boat, lifted one and loaded it onto the deck. Oliver pulled closed the wide warehouse sliding doors and padlocked them, he shooed the lad back onto the boat and loaded the crates himself. The boy disappeared into the wheel cabin, and the next thing they heard was the rumble of the engine as it fired up. “Christ, they’re going out. We need to stop them. Come on.”

He ran, shouting, “Oliver Portland, wait, we need to talk to you.” Oliver dropped the crate he was carrying. He looked around wildly, as if in a blind panic. Suddenly, he clicked into motion and untied the rope that bound the boat to the dock, calling out, “Anchors up. Let’s get out of here.”

There was a loud, metallic screech as the anchor made its upward journey from the seabed. They were almost at the boat. Oliver ran across the gangplank as Dewar followed behind him. He spun around, caught her unawares and shoved her to the deck. Le Claire saw her go down, but she was now hidden by the side of the boat. Oliver pulled the gangplank in as Le Claire reached it. The boat was pulling away from the dock with Dewar on it, and the gap between land and boat was widening.

He didn’t think but ran at full pelt; he reached the end of the marina and leapt across the growing divide. He misjudged the distance and fell, his stomach somersaulting. He flailed, and grabbed the iron railing, holding tight as his body slammed into the hull. “Christ!” His expletive accompanied the jarring pain. He scrambled to gain passage and slowly pulled himself up. He was almost there when Oliver appeared and launched a kick at his left hand; he made direct contact, and the burning pain shot through his arm. His automatic reaction was to let go, which left him swinging from his right arm. The pain blinded him. Through his blurred vision, he saw Oliver lean over and grab the hand that anchored him to the boat. He closed his eyes, waiting for the fall, bracing himself for the cold water.

But instead he heard a vicious curse. “You fucking bitch.” Portland had spun around and was clutching his head. Dewar smashed the heavy bar she held into his stomach. Portland doubled over, and she ran to the railing, her arm outstretched.

“Quick, hold on to me.”

He was weakening, but she managed to pull him up halfway before Oliver launched a blow to the side of her head. She staggered back and let go of Le Claire, but he had a firm grip on the railing, quickly adjusted his stance and climbed over and onto the deck. Dewar was trying to get to her feet, and he could see dark bruising was forming along her jaw and blood was dripping from a cut on her forehead.

He heard a roar. Oliver was heading his way. The boat was rocking with the swell, and Le Claire had trouble staying on his feet. But as Oliver came closer, Le Claire steadied himself, remembered his training and, bending at the knees, kicked out and spun at the same time, catching Oliver in the stomach. From the agonised groan, he figured he’d hit him where Dewar’s bar had already made contact.

Oliver sank to his knees, and Le Claire restrained and cuffed him, hands behind his back. He collapsed against the side of the boat as his head spun and the rocking motion made his insides somersault. He shoved a foot on Oliver’s back to keep him down and threw his head over the side of the boat as his stomach erupted.

Dewar was on her feet, using a scrap of tissue to wipe the blood from her face. She took one look at him before heading to the prow. “That’s gross. I’ll get the kid to take us back. And I’m in no mood for any shit from him or anyone else.” She glared at Oliver as she passed by.

His stomach emptied, he leant back against the side of the boat, one foot still trapping his captive to the deck. “Well, Oliver. Assaulting officers, eh? We’ll need to have a little chat, and have a good look at this boat of yours.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Tuesday morning brought turquoise-blue skies, flat seas and a rising temperature. This investigation made his head ache, and he now believed it was indeed one case and the deaths of Drew Portland, Cathy Frobisher and Francine Bresson were connected. But he didn’t know what linked them or who was responsible.

He’d called a meeting first thing for everyone to share their reports and update each other. After that, he’d deal with the Portland brothers, both of whom had cooled their heels overnight in the cells. The Incident Room was buzzing, and almost all the team had assembled, either sitting around the conference table or leaning against the nearest workstations. Dewar sat at the table, and he heard her say, “. . . and then I told the kid to turn around, and get us back into port, and if he gave me any trouble he’d be laid flat out and handcuffed like his dad. And he did as I said, sweet as a little lamb.”

Masters snickered. “What if he hadn’t though? Would you or Le Claire have been able to drive the boat?”

Dewar’s reply was definite. “There wasn’t any chance that slip of a lad was going to defy me. I’ll have you know I put on my roughest Scottish accent.”

There was general laughter that abruptly stopped when they saw Le Claire, who joined in. “She did as well; scared me, I can tell you.”

The laughter continued. Murder was a deadly serious business, and working a major investigation took its toll on them. A bit of light relief was sometimes needed to balance out the darkness they dealt with every day. He raised his voice to get everyone’s attention. “Okay, gather round. Let’s keep this brief as we’ve all got a lot to get on with.”

There was a general shuffling of feet and squeaking of chairs as everyone got themselves settled. “You’re up-to-date on everything apart from yesterday’s events, but I can see I interrupted Dewar updating you. Ian Portland lied to us. We believe he wasn’t alone the night his brother died, but he won’t tell us who he was with. On its own, that isn’t much of anything. It’s odd not to say when you have genuine corroboration of where you were at any given time, but it’s not a crime to do so. However, he was in possession of several crates containing bottles of the same wine we confiscated from the Berkley Arms. All he’ll say is that some bloke in a pub sold it to him.”

“Ah, that old chestnut.” Masters was in a talkative mood today. Le Claire thought about it and considered he preferred him when he kept quiet and smiled to show off his dazzling white teeth.

“Indeed. Dewar and I went to talk to Oliver Portland, and he tried to do a runner as soon as he saw us. We managed to restrain him on the boat, and he’s in a cell, same as his brother.” He checked his watch. “Vanguard should be here soon. He had a team go over the boat last night. Right, Masters, what have you got?”

“The Portlands’ finances are in a total mess. God knows how they afford to pay anyone to work there. The business had an injection of capital about six months ago, but it’s virtually all gone. I haven’t found where it came from yet.”

Dewar said, “Ian Portland said they took out a private loan. The lender wants to be repaid, and they don’t have the money. The loan is secured on the business. Default on the loan and their way of earning a living disappears.”

Realisation lit Masters’ eyes. “Oh, now that’s a good reason for wanting your rich brother dead. That is if you thought he had any money.”

Le Claire agreed. “They had no idea Drew wasn’t asset rich; they do now as the lawyer for the estate has confirmed Drew had minimal assets in his own right. So yes, either—or both—of the brothers have a motive.” He turned to Hunter. “Have you managed to get any information on Drew Portland’s Isle of Man bank account?”

“Yes, although it isn’t in his name. It’s in C.I. Charters, which is an Isle of Man-registered company. The bank account has a balance of slightly over £80,000.”

Le Claire let out a low whistle. “A tidy sum. Where did the money come from?”

“It’s mixed. I guess they did shorter and some longer charters. Some deposits are for as little as £200, and then there are others for £5,000 or so. The money is either from individual bank accounts or, in some instances, companies. There were no large cash withdrawals from the account. So we still don’t know where he got the cash found on his boat.”

Dewar snorted. “Maybe cash payments for the charters. Mind you, £5,000 for a boat trip? That’s a bit rich.”

Masters chipped in. “Depends on where they went and for how long. We paid a fortune once to hire out a sailboat in Turkey. We only had it for a week, but it cost almost that much.”

Le Claire couldn’t let that go. “You obviously get paid too much, Masters.”

“There were ten of us blokes sharing the trip, so it wasn’t too bad. I guess some people could afford that all by themselves though, eh?”

Le Claire cursed his stupidity. He would never be able to get away without some kind of comeback if he tried to talk about money. Not one of them would believe he and his wife lived off their salaries alone, even though both sets of parents would be classed as wealthy by most standards. But he did live in a house bought by his father-in-law. He pushed the thought aside.

“Okay, check into the charters and the payments received and make sure everything is on the up. We still don’t know anything about the cash we found on Drew Portland’s boat, and that bothers me. Also, if he had £80,000 in the bank, and £100,000 in cash why couldn’t he lend it to his brothers to help them out with their loan?”
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Le Claire was in search of coffee when he heard heavy feet thudding along the corridor behind him. Dewar. He’d never mistake her heavy walk. How someone as trim as her could make such a racket simply by walking, he had no idea. She was puffing as she caught up with him. “I’ve chased you halfway around the building.”

His voice was dry. “I can hear that. What is it?”

“We’ve had a walk-in. It’s a man who thinks he is related to Francine Bresson.”

“He thinks? He doesn’t know?”

“That’s what he said.”

“Intriguing. Let’s go see what this is all about.”

The man had been shown into one of the shiny new interview rooms. But like such places the world over, they were sterile, blank and unwelcoming. He looked up at their entrance, nodding a hello to both.

“I’m DCI Le Claire, and this is DS Dewar. How may we help you?”

“I watched the news on TV. I’m from London. It was about the woman who was found on one of the beaches here. You called her Francine Bresson.” He stopped and cleared his throat several times. Dewar passed him a bottle of water, and he gratefully sipped. His English was accented, and from his olive skin and dark features, Le Claire thought he might originate from the Middle East.

“Thank you. Yes, so I saw the news segment asking for anyone who knew this woman to come forward. From the photograph, it looks like my sister, Fran Zhougrabai. My apologies, I did not introduce myself. I am Nadir Zhougrabai.”

Dewar said, “We have the passport of the woman we found, and the name isn’t Zhougrabai. What makes you believe she’s your sister?”

He shook his head and ran a shaking hand through his hair. He sipped his water, and a nervous tic worked away at the corner of his mouth. He was clearly under a huge amount of emotional stress.

“I am from Syria. I am a doctor and the lucky one. I came to London over twenty years ago and studied here. I moved into medicine, built a life and married. There was never any question of going back to Syria. Britain is my home. My wife is from Ireland originally, and we have three children. My wife, Molly, is a psychiatrist, and we live a good life. I lost contact with my family when the conflict in Syria escalated. My parents are dead, but I have two sisters, and I haven’t heard from either or had any word of their whereabouts until I saw Fran’s picture on the TV. I got on the next plane. Here, look.”

He rummaged in a leather satchel by the side of the table and pulled out a creased photo. “It’s a few years old, but you can see Fran clearly.”

He was right. The girl in the picture looked remarkably like the woman in the passport photograph. “Why would your sister be travelling under an assumed name?”

“I don’t know, but my family had some money. My sister could have been trying to get to Britain. Get a new identity and leave Syria behind.”

Le Claire processed all of this. “Did your sister have any identifying marks? Something that would say once and for all that Fran Zhougrabai and Francine Bresson are one and the same person?”

“Yes. Fran has an oval birthmark on her right calf.”

“I’d like you to have a look at the body. Is that okay?”

“It is for the best, for me to be sure. Thank you.”

“Fine, we’ll make the arrangements. We’ll leave you alone for a moment.”

Le Claire closed the door behind them, leaving Nadir Zhougrabai with his thoughts. He kept his voice low as they moved along the corridor. “So if the girl was his sister, which I have to say I think she is, what was her connection with Drew Portland? He may not even have known her background.”

“Maybe. But now they’re both dead. So was her death an accident, or was it murder?”

“That’s what we have to find out.”

His phone rang. It was Vanguard. “Yes?” As Le Claire listened, he smiled.
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Le Claire waited for Dewar outside the interview room and wondered if he’d made the right decision. He heard her footsteps before he saw her and knew it was too late. Dewar was accompanied by a surly Oliver Portland and a strapping PC. She obviously wasn’t taking any chances with the elder Portland getting one over on her again. She had a multi-coloured bruise along her jawline, and he assumed it rankled more than it throbbed.

“Right, it’s all ready. Let’s go in.”

They herded Oliver in before them. Dewar turned to Le Claire and whispered, “I’ve had a call from the morgue. The identification was positive.”

Le Claire had expected this, but regret washed through him at the thought of Fran Zhougrabai dying before she reached freedom. Her journey may have been illegal, but for her—and so many others—it was their sole option. The attending PC was last into the room and closed the door behind him. He turned and leant against the wall.

Ian Portland had been shown into the room earlier, his shoulders tensed, and his mouth gaped open when he saw his brother. “Oliver, what’s going on?”

Le Claire had a sense of how their relationship worked as the younger man looked to his older brother for support.

Oliver dutifully replied, “You’ll know as much, if not more than me. I got slung in the back of a police car and spent the night in the cells for no reason.”

The elder brother was going to play Mr Innocent. Well, that wasn’t going to last long. “Please take a seat next to your brother. Thank you. Now, Ian, do you still maintain you bought the wine that was in your office from a random guy you met in the pub?”

“Yes, I told you that’s what happened.”

“I know you did, but we found Oliver here moving some identical crates, and when he saw us, he scarpered. Not the kind of reception I expect.”

Ian glanced at his brother and then Le Claire. “You’ve held my brother overnight for moving wine we own?”

“No, it was assaulting police officers that tipped the scales.” He didn’t look at Dewar, but he was sure she’d be glaring at Portland with one of her fierce expressions. At least he hoped she was.

“Tell me, Oliver, how’s the fishing business?”

He looked taken aback at the change in subject but answered readily enough. “It’s not easy, but we get by.”

“Who do you sell to?”

“Some restaurants and direct to customers from the stall.”

“Doesn’t seem like a lot of business to me. Do you ever fish in UK waters?”

“No, we don’t have the licences for that. We do sell some surplus fish to some of the south coast distributers. Not often though.”

“What about France? Do you fish near there?”

“Of course not. The French guard their waters as closely as we do. We can only fish within certain areas.”

“I thought you might say that which makes it all the more surprising your boat’s log records distances and coordinates that see you frequently travelling between Jersey, St Malo and the English coast. I wonder why that would be. Perhaps a little smuggling, but I don’t imagine it’s only cheap booze and half-price fags. What if it’s people?”

There was silence for a moment, and the brothers glanced at each other. Oliver said, “I think we’d like a lawyer now.”

They were entitled to legal representation, but he knew he couldn’t hold them. He didn’t have enough for that, not yet. The Portland brothers would have another grilling, lawyer beside them, but he’d have to release them before the day was out.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

The whiteboard was a tangled mess of pinned photos, scribbled notes and interconnecting arrows. Le Claire was a visual person and needed to see the facts laid out, had to draw shapes and write the words before he could see what he was facing. And at the moment what lay in front of him was the question of who killed Drew Portland, Cathy Frobisher and Fran Zhougrabai. The problem was that the perpetrator was hidden by lies, self-interest and motivation. Many could have had a reason to kill these people, but having a reason and actually doing something about it were two entirely different concepts, and it was his job to clear away the fog and find their culprit. He leant back in his chair and clasped his hands behind his head, gently rocking as the seat’s ergonomic back followed his movements.

Drew Portland had been a man of expensive appetites and had the money to indulge them; however, he had lived off his wife’s money and hadn’t had any wealth to call his own. Louise had kept her man on a tight leash indeed. The Portland brothers weren’t averse to breaking the law here and there. At the least, Ian had bought goods he had to know weren’t exactly legit, and Le Claire guessed his perfidy ran deeper than that. Oliver was a deeper, darker kettle of fish, and not one Le Claire could easily trust.

Louise Portland was a deceived wife, whose time might be limited. Could her husband’s adultery have driven her to commit these heinous crimes? What about the Ginelli shares—did they factor in any of this?

Whoever had killed Drew had tried to throw suspicion onto Louise. They must have known him well to know he hated mushrooms and therefore wouldn’t eat them. But the use of mushrooms was vital to turn attention to Louise. Cathy Frobisher? Well, that smacked of spur of the moment, of desperation. And Fran Zhougrabai? Was she even connected? Could it have been a coincidence that she had Drew Portland’s number? The phone was found in Portland’s office at the fisheries. But his brothers had keys to the place and all the access they could want. Did they use that phone?

“Sir? Sir?”

He looked up, and it took a moment to clear his brain and realise Hunter was standing by the door.

“Sorry, I was miles away. What can I do for you?”

“I’ve looked at the payments going into the C.I. Charters bank account and something seems a little odd.”

“What’s that?”

“Most of the payments came from a couple of London-based organisations. One of them, Friends of the Displaced, made several payments, each one in excess of £2,000.”

“Odd because it’s an organisation making the payments?”

“Yes, and I also checked the email account for the charter business. The emails don’t mention longer trips, which you’d expect for that sum of money, but ask to book a day or overnight excursions.”

Little pieces of the puzzle clicked into place. “Hunter, get authority from Louise Portland. I want us to run checks on all the boats they own, and I want to know where they’ve been and when. Get on it straightaway.”
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Peter Frobisher was, as usual, lounging on his boat. He wasn’t the most dynamic of men, and Le Claire could see how he drifted through life as if being drawn and buffeted by the tide. Empty beer cans lay by his side, and it was obvious he was drinking his way through his grief. The man’s eyes were red-rimmed and shadowed, but Le Claire had no idea whether he was grieving his wife, his best friend or the loss of that relationship through Drew Portland’s actions. The question was, had anger at this most cutting of betrayals caused him to commit murder? He was still high on Le Claire’s list. Frobisher’s expression didn’t change as he gestured for them to come aboard. Le Claire stayed where he was, feet firmly planted on terra firma, and motioned for Dewar to do the same.

“I have a couple of questions.”

Frobisher sighed. “Always questions, but who ever has the answers?”

So he was in a philosophical mood. “I don’t know about that, I’m afraid. It’s relatively easy in my line of work, you’re either guilty, or you’re not. The question is, which are you?”

“What are you talking about?”

Le Claire pulled out his phone and scrolled to the image he had downloaded, showed it to Frobisher. “I asked you once before, but are you sure you have never seen this woman?” It was Fran Zhougrabai’s passport photograph.

“No, afraid not. Who is she?”

“Have you not heard about her on the news? This picture has been flashed everywhere.”

“I don’t watch TV.”

Dewar spoke, “This woman’s body washed ashore in the north of the island. We believe she was being smuggled into the UK from Syria, via France. What do you know about that?”

“What the hell are you talking about? Nothing, of course.”

“The body had a waterproof bag taped to the torso. It held a phone. A phone that only called one number: Drew Portland’s.”

“How did she know Drew?”

“I am assuming—you know, wild guess here—that Drew Portland and C.I. Charters was the means by which she was going to enter the UK illegally.”

Frobisher finally realised what was being said and drew back. “Hey, don’t try and involve me in this. If Drew was up to no good, then that was down to him. The bastard was screwing my wife, so I’d not put anything past him.”

“So you’re saying you had no knowledge or involvement in illegally transporting this woman, or any other persons, from France to the UK?”

“Yes, that’s exactly what I’m saying.”

“Very well. We’d like to check out this boat’s logs. We’ll radio for someone to come down.”

He shook his head. “Fine, do whatever, but I have an appointment and need to leave here soon.”

“Thanks, we’ll get someone here straightaway.”

As they headed back to the car, Dewar muttered, “He’s a bit of a cool customer. Do you think he’s involved?”

“Frobisher sounded plausible enough, but if there’s a secret, and only two of you know it, and one is dead—well, it’s the best-kept secret ever.”
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The handles of the heavy plastic shopping bags were cutting into Diane’s hands. She’d got the bus that morning and left the car at home. She’d intended going out but in the end, couldn’t face it. She was sure Pete hadn’t meant what he said, but maybe she should give him some space for a while. After all, she was playing a long game. She’d been calling him, but there had been no answer.

After a day of currying favour with the customers in her shop, she fancied a quiet night in front of the telly. Her stomach was aching, and she regretted the prawn sandwich she’d had at lunchtime. It had tasted a little bit funny, but she’d been hungry, and in a rush, so she’d gobbled it all down. She’d popped into the deli for some quiche and salad bits and came out with wine and water as well. The bottles were a stupid decision and too heavy to carry all the way to the bus stop. She stopped by the kerb, watching for a gap in the traffic when she saw the car. It was parked up, and he was on his mobile. The call had finished by the time she was knocking on the driver’s window.

“Hey, can you give me a lift home? My bus doesn’t leave for ages, and my shopping is too heavy.”

She smiled in what she hoped was a winning manner, but he simply gazed at her with a cool look. She was not going to let him intimidate her. After what seemed like an age, he rolled the window down and said, “Sure, hop in. You can put your shopping on the backseat.”

She did as directed and settled herself into the car. He didn’t say a word as she clicked her seatbelt into place. He fired up the engine and headed in the direction of Vallée de Vaux. She couldn’t think what to say, so pulled her sunglasses off and peered at the smears. “No wonder I had trouble seeing out of these earlier.” She rummaged in her handbag, but she didn’t have a cleaning cloth and no tissues either. “You got something I can clean these with?”

He scowled, shrugged and said, “I might have something. I’ll have a look when we stop.”

“Don’t worry. I can do it.”

She flipped open the storage compartment that lay between the front seats.

His hand slammed down on top of hers, and he rammed the lid shut. “Christ, I said I’ll find you something. Just leave it.”

“Okay, sorry.” She sat for a moment, not daring to breathe. She had barely opened the container; he’d closed the lid within seconds. But she’d seen it. She had to be wrong. She just had to be. But she knew she wasn’t. It was exactly as they’d described on the news. She’d caught a glimpse of a silver phone case, tiny red diamantes spelling out the initials C.F., Cathy Frobisher.

Tramlines of jumbled thoughts crisscrossed through her mind and crowded her senses. It all made sense. She had to get out of this car. Now.

The silence had a palpable weight, and her head was spinning, yet she had to speak. Had to get the words out. “This must be taking you right out of your way. Why don’t you drop me off at the bus stop, and I’ll walk from there. It isn’t far.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it. You’re still in the cottage past the old stream, aren’t you?”

“Yes, thank you.”

There was no point in lying. She thought of her phone. It was in a zipped pocket of her bag. Could she reach it? She grabbed the strap and pulled the bag closer to her feet. The damned thing was big and heavy, so she’d have to hoist it up, and he’d see her. She looked out the window. They were almost at her place. She had to hold it together until she was out of the car and behind her closed door.

The air in the car was heavy and suffocating. Had it been that way the whole journey or since she found out she was probably sitting next to a murderer? They drew into the small lane she lived on, and the car had barely stopped before she jumped out and leant in to get her bags out of the back. She clutched at the plastic bags, putting her weight onto her heels, pulled back, but the bags were jammed. She tugged again. Nothing. Her mind raced. She heard the car door close and realised the engine had been switched off. Her hands were clammy, her heart pounded, and there was an overwhelming roar in her ears. His voice was pleasant.

“Here, let me help you.”

He was behind her, his body leaning against hers as he reached past her and grabbed the bags. She held on tight, unable to move. He tugged hard, and she let go. He swept the bags past her and stepped away, allowing her to straighten and turn around. His voice was smooth as he handed over the shopping bags. “Here you go. See you around.”

“Thanks, see you.” The tension fled. What a fool she was. She was seeing things. Who knew what he had in his car, but it couldn’t be anything as far-fetched as a dead woman’s phone. She’d known him a long time. How could she have thought, even for a moment, that he was a killer?

Her smile wobbled as she rummaged for her keys. She unlocked her door, walked in and closed the door with an audible sigh of relief. Before the automatic lock engaged, the door flew open, knocking her backwards. She stumbled against the hall table, knocking a glass vase to the floor, which shattered into tiny pieces.

He came in and slammed the door behind him. She didn’t know what was more frightening—the calm smile on his face or the fact that his hands were now covered in leather gloves.

“Careful there, you don’t want to fall and hurt yourself. I remembered I forgot to ask you what made you act so strangely in the car?”

“I don’t know what you mean. I’m okay; nothing is wrong.” She hated the tremor in her voice.

“Oh, I thought it was because you saw Cathy’s phone in my console.”

She was rooted, frozen. Her eyes instinctively flicked to the side, locked on the landline handset. If only she could reach it; press 999 and run. She pushed her weight onto her right foot and slowly swayed towards the phone.

He laughed. “Whoa, steady girl, you’ll never make it in time. If you go for the phone, I’ve got nothing left to lose, and I’ll snap your neck like a twig.”

She hesitated, then slowly unclenched her fists. At least he wasn’t going to do anything to her now.
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The house was in darkness, which was strange as he hadn’t thought Sasha was going out. Call it a sixth sense, a facet of being married or call it love, but even as he opened the front door, he knew she was at home. It was as if even the air particles took on a different aspect when she was near. He found her in the bedroom, sitting with her back against the headboard, the lights out. He could see her outline against the pale duvet cover. She was resting her head on bent knees.

“Where have you been?” Her voice was muted and distant and disconnected from her usual tone when speaking to him.

His ire rose, and he was too tired to dampen it. “I was at work, Sasha. Don’t do this. I’ve got a lot on my plate.”

He flicked the light switch and stilled as he saw her ravaged face, puffed and raw.

“What is it, Sash, what’s wrong? Has something happened?”

“You didn’t answer my calls or return my messages.”

He’d seen the missed calls. She often phoned him to chat during the day, and he seldom had the time to speak. He hadn’t listened to the messages either. “I’m sorry. I was busy.”

His heart stilled as he saw the bleakness in her eyes. “There’s no baby, Jack. It’s gone.” And her sobbing filled the room, almost suffocating him.

“I don’t get it. What do you mean?”

Her reply was a scream. “I mean there is no fucking baby. I’ve had a miscarriage. The baby’s dead. Oh Christ.” The sound she made caused the hairs on his arms to stand on end. It wasn’t crying, at least not like any he had ever heard before. It was an anguished, primitive wail that called out to the gods.

He crossed to the bed, sat beside her and pulled her close. She resisted at first, her body taut and unyielding, but he whispered and soothed. “Hush, darling, it’s okay. We’ll be fine.” She collapsed into his arms, and they clung to each other, adrift in a raging sea of emotions.

They stayed like that for ten, fifteen minutes, perhaps more. As her hitching breath became calmer and even and her crying eased, he stroked her hair and tried to make sense of the emotions flooding through him. He was anxious and needed to hear her voice. “You okay, honey?” His voice surprised him. It was rough, and there was a taint of something blurring his diction and making his words catch.

Her eyes were red-rimmed and blank. “I don’t know how this happened. I just don’t.” Her words were bewildered and her tone desolate.

“What did happen?”

She took a deep breath, steadied herself. “I popped home at lunchtime. I’d forgotten my gym gear, and I was going to yoga after work. There was a letter from the hospital asking if I could call them. Something about needing to do another pregnancy test. I called, and they asked when I could come in. I have to say I was a bit freaked out. You know, worried that something was wrong, so I said I could go at any time. They’d had a cancellation, so I went straight there. The doctor did an ultrasound, and then he told me. Kindly, but direct. He explained I’d had an early miscarriage. No physical sign, no trauma-just a dead baby. They’re very popular, you know.” The last words were slashed with sarcasm. “Only the doctor kept calling it a foetus, not a baby. But it was, it was our baby.” Her voice cracked on the last word and splintered a piece of his heart.

“How did this happen?”

“They don’t have a clue.” Her eyes dropped to the duvet. “I needed you today. Where were you?”

“I am so sorry. I was busy and kept meaning to call you back” The words were inadequate. He had let her down.

“When they told me, I went straight to get a taxi. Left my car at the hospital as there was no way I could have held myself together enough to drive. Mum and Dad are still in Spain, so I went to your parents. I couldn’t think what else to do, but I didn’t want to be alone.”

His shame was a burning lance, piercing through his heart. Yet again he hadn’t been there for Sasha when she needed him. “Can I make you a cup of tea, something to eat?”

She shook her head, her eyes downcast. “No thanks, I’ll lie down for a bit.”

She eased herself out of his arms and curled up on her side of the bed. There were only a few inches of mattress between them, but the depth of separation was an abyss.


CHAPTER THIRTY

Night was giving way to the light of day, but Le Claire had been awake for hours. He’d stared blindly at the ceiling as he held his sobbing wife tight in his arms. Sasha had eventually fallen quiet, the grief that racked her body replaced by numbing slumber. She had to be at the doctor’s for another checkup by 8:30 a.m., and he’d let her sleep a little longer. There was an ache inside him that wouldn’t be soothed. He mourned for the loss of possibility, the absence of the hope a new life brings and, mostly, for this child of his that would now never be born and his heartbroken wife who had seen her dreams smashed. The pregnancy had their hopes rising high, and now they lay dashed, and they would be a little less complete, more changed than they had been a day before. Now they’d have to navigate another reality as they came to terms with their loss.

His phone vibrated and buzzed on the bedside table. He grabbed it and answered as he eased himself away from Sasha. He kept his voice a whisper. “Le Claire.”

“It’s Dewar. There’s been a development.”

He glanced at the clock, its illuminated dial lighting the room. “You do know it’s 6:00 a.m., don’t you?”

“Yes, I got woken up too.”

“Fine, what is it?”

“The girl from Portland Fisheries, Ali, she’s been into the station and asked to speak to us. From what I can make out, she says she can clear Ian Portland of anything and everything by the sounds of it.”

“Fine, let me know what happens. I’ll be in later. You can get me on my mobile.”

“What? She’ll be back at the station by 10:00 a.m. Aren’t you going to speak to her with me? She asked for you.”

“No, I’ve got something to do.” He knew he was abrupt, but he didn’t have the energy for anything else.

Sasha’s hand took the phone from him. “Hi, Emily. Jack will be with you as soon as he can get into town. We have something to deal with, but I can manage on my own. Bye.” She disconnected and handed him the phone.

“I said I’d go with you.”

“I know. But there isn’t any need. They’re only going to check me over.”

“Sash . . .”

She pressed a soft finger against his lips. “Hush, it’s okay. Let’s not make a big deal of this. I can handle it. Go and be my policeman.” Her words were strong, but her gaze was distant.
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Angela Francey was well and truly fed up. She’d waited for Diane outside the shop for half an hour. Her boss always opened up and didn’t let Angela have her own set of keys. Three regular customers had turned up, and, being ladies of a certain age, wealth and demeanour, they weren’t best pleased to find their favourite boutique wasn’t open. Angela had called repeatedly, but Diane wasn’t answering her calls. There had been no other option. She’d trotted back to the car park and had driven to Diane’s place in ten minutes. She banged on the door a couple of times and, when there was no answer, bent down and peered through the letterbox. She called out, “Anybody home?” The only response was deeper silence.

She stood and muttered, “Where the hell are you?” She rooted around for the spare key. She didn’t know for sure that Diane left a spare lying around, but she was old-fashioned in many ways, and there was a good chance she stashed a key somewhere for emergencies. There was nothing underneath the doormat, the numerous geranium pots or an evil-looking gnome. However, Angela was successful with the ornamental stone cat. The key opened the front door, and she was in. She hesitated in the doorway and called out, “I’m coming in. You better have your clothes on.”

There was no answer. Her eyes darted around the hall and settled on the broken shards of glass scattered across the tiled floor. Now she was concerned. Diane had been acting odd lately and going out a lot more. She’d had a hangover in the shop more than once. She checked the kitchen and lounge, but there was no sign of anyone. She headed upstairs. The house was filled with an oppressive heat that sucked the breath from her. There was a radiator on the landing at the top of the stairs. She ran her hand across its front. The heating was on full blast.

She’d been to the house before and quickly checked the two en-suite bedrooms. The first was empty, as was the second. Angela was about to walk out, perplexed, when she heard the distinct plop of a dripping tap.

She crossed the pretty bedroom to the bathroom, and it took what seemed like an age but could only have been moments for the fractured images she saw to coalesce into one vivid image. The bath was filled to overflowing. Diane was half-submerged, still and silent.
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The girl had been placed in one of the smaller interview rooms, and Le Claire had been directed to meet Dewar there. She was waiting in the corridor for him, leaning against the wall as she sent a text message. She straightened when she saw him. “Are you okay?”

He didn’t make full eye contact. He knew his face bore the marks of his pain.

“Yes, fine. Let’s get on with this.”

She drew back a little, an involuntary reaction to his closed-off reply. He ignored this as he had neither the time nor the energy to pander to anyone today and headed into the stark room.

Ali was hunched over the table; head bent as she toyed with the cord tie of her sweatshirt. A half-empty bottle of water sat on the table in front of her. She looked up, her eyes wide and darting between them.

They sat across from her, and Le Claire motioned for Dewar to begin.

“We understand you wanted to speak to us. Perhaps you could give us your full name?”

“Ali Durrant.”

“And what can we help you with? You told the duty officer it was regarding Ian Portland?”

“Yes, when Ian was released yesterday he said he is being accused of people smuggling . . .”

Le Claire stayed silent. They hadn’t charged the Portlands with anything as yet. Dewar simply smiled, and Ali spoke into the silence.

“. . . and that you believe he could have killed his brother. You say he has no alibi and could have been the person who delivered wine and watched Drew die. It isn’t true.”

Le Claire knew what would be coming next, and he sat a little straighter in his seat.

Dewar asked, “And how do you know that?”

“Ian was with me. All evening and all night. He wasn’t out of my sight from the moment I finished work. He couldn’t have gone to the marina. I clean boats for extra money; Drew’s was one of them. I was there the night he died. He was okay when I left, although he had been sick when I arrived.”

Ah, so she was the girl they saw on the CCTV. “Are you romantically involved with Ian?”

“Yes, we live together.”

“You mentioned people smuggling, and we are looking into Ian’s involvement. Do you have anything to tell us that could help him?”

“Yes, Ian didn’t have anything to do with it. It was his brother, Drew, and Peter Frobisher.”

“And how do you know that? Do you have any proof?”

“Yes, I am the proof. Drew Portland and Peter Frobisher picked me up on the French Coast and were to deliver me to Kent in England. I have new papers and everything. I am Syrian, and my father paid virtually all the money he possessed to get me to safety. I am now Ali Durrant, but I was born Alia Farisi. I don’t care what you do to me, but Ian had no part in this.”
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Le Claire had sent Masters and Hunter to bring in Peter Frobisher. They’d only been gone half an hour when the call came in. “Masters here, we’ve got him. The cocky so and so is waiting for you in interview.”

Frobisher was leaning back in a chair; arms crossed and a smirk on his face that carried over into a confident voice. “Thank you for having me, Detective, but whatever it is you’re thinking of pinning on me won’t stick.”

“We’ll see. Now about our little chat yesterday. You said you didn’t know Fran Zhougrabai. Is that still what you maintain?”

“Of course I do, never met the woman.”

“Right, we’ll get back to that in a moment. I take it you still deny you had anything to do with illicitly carrying passengers between France and the UK?”

“I told you. I don’t know what Drew was up to. I didn’t know he was sleeping with my wife, and I did not have any idea he was involved with anything illegal.”

He sat there with a smug look on his face, voice dripping with arrogance, and Le Claire wanted to punch him. He was wound tight today and knew he probably shouldn’t have come in this morning—in an ideal world, that is, for you can’t take a day off for personal reasons when there’s a murderer on the loose. Or those who break international people-trafficking laws. A knock on the door preceded Dewar. Her face was set, emotionless, but her eyes were alight. She handed him a piece of paper. “You’ll want to read this.” She smiled and sat beside him.

Le Claire took in the words and folded the paper and slipped it into his pocket. “What about Ali Durrant? You know her, don’t you?”

“She works for the Portlands, doesn’t she?” He looked unconcerned and sounded uninterested.

“Yes, you know her better than that, don’t you. You brought her to Jersey, didn’t you?”

“I assume she got off the ferry like everyone else, or do all the newcomers arrive by plane these days? Anyway, what makes you think I know her?”

“I was told it.”

“Who by?”

“By Alia Farisi aka Ali Durrant.”

Portland paled. “That’s ridiculous.”

“Afraid not. She said she paid £3,000 to an agency that promised to get her out of Syria and into the UK with a new identity and the documents to back it up. And she met you and Drew Portland. But she got ill, didn’t she? And you didn’t know what to do. Drew took her to his mother, who looked after her. She met Ian Portland, and the rest, as they say, is history.”

“The stupid cow!” The words exploded from him, and he flew out of his chair. “Why would she do that? All she had to do was keep her mouth shut. She’s put herself in danger. Drew said it was a bloody mistake for her to stay here, but his little brother was thinking with his dick.”

Dewar didn’t even flinch. He guessed she’d heard worse. Her voice was calm and even. “Sit down, Mr Frobisher. I guess Miss Farisi did it for love and to ensure we knew Ian Portland had nothing to do with it.”

Le Claire thought of the note Dewar had passed him. “We also found a notebook on Drew’s boat. It was in code, but one of my brightest, armed with a few key factors from this case, broke the code. It details the smuggled person’s original name, their assumed name, how much was paid to Portland and how much to you. It was devilishly simple. The original letters were substituted with those two places ahead in the alphabet. The numerical amounts stayed the same. Your guilt is written in a dead man’s hand.”

Peter Frobisher covered his face with his hands as he muttered and cursed, much good it would do him.

“You’re under arrest for the illegal trafficking of Alia Farisi and Fran Zhougrabai and persons yet to be determined. We’ll have someone come in soon to complete the formalities. What happened to Fran? Did you harm her?”

Frobisher paled. “No, I swear I didn’t”

“We’ve already seen you’re capable of one criminal act. What about yet another? Did you kill Drew? He was sleeping with your wife; that must’ve hurt. A man you trusted, called your friend, and he was betraying you in the worst possible way?”

“Of course it hurts, but I didn’t know about the affair before Drew died. I didn’t kill him. You have to believe me.”

“You’ve already lied to us, so your reliability isn’t exactly rating high with us. We’ll talk later, but I urge you to tell the truth before I ferret it out.”

They left Peter Frobisher protesting his innocence of murder. Time would tell if that was yet another lie.
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Louise Portland’s morning had to rank as one of the worst she’d ever spent. She’d woken groggy and heavy-headed from the painkillers she popped like sweets, and the fog surrounding her mental faculties had taken an age to lift. Thankfully, it had as she had an appointment to keep.

The accountant was a wiry man in his fifties. Louise had only met him once before and hadn’t expected to be seeing him again so soon. “I was surprised to receive your call. I thought the valuation of the business would take much longer.”

“It will, but something urgent came up.”

“And what is that?”

“The turnover is good, steady and on point for the market, but your operating expenses are massive.”

“Well, yes, everything costs so much now.”

“Not this much. You are paying between three and ten times the going rate for everything from fresh produce to wines and spirits.”

“Oh right, well that doesn’t sound like good management, but it’s hardly a crime.”

“All of the suppliers are based in the British Virgin Islands. Your Italian olive oil, French duck and Spanish olives are all supplied by a company registered in Tortola. This company, and several others like it, all invoice Ginelli’s for an array of goods. Not one of these them has an online profile, no web page, and if you Google the names, the only hit is the registered office address; it’s the same address every time and belongs to a corporate service provider who typically manages thousands of companies.”

“What are you saying?.”

“I’m going to be blunt. Either someone in your business is completely incompetent and being swindled, or someone is embezzling funds.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Louise had got rid of the valuer, who hadn’t valued anything yet but had given her a nightmare and driven into town. Ginelli’s was still quiet. A few residents and guests were having late morning coffee, but the lunchtime crowd wouldn’t be there for an hour or so yet, which gave her pause. The place was always busy. Why hadn’t she questioned the falling profits? The devil on her shoulder told her it was because, even with a drop in profits, she had still had enough to live well and enjoy her life.

She smiled a vague hello to the receptionist and headed to the office area where they dealt with reservations and accounts. The team was relatively new as there had been a bit of turnover in staff these last years. Had that been deliberate?

“Barbara, you pay the suppliers, don’t you?”

A part-timer with four children under the age of ten, Barbara was a steady worker who kept her head down. She blushed, and Louise assumed she was a little overwhelmed at the overall boss speaking to her. Louise didn’t usually deal with the staff; yet another task she had left to Justin. The woman’s voice was low, and Louise had to lean in to hear her correctly. “Yes, is there something I can do for you?”

“I have a couple of questions, but I see Justin isn’t around?” Louise knew he had the day off, which was inconvenient, but she’d chat with him later. “I see we only have a couple of suppliers. I recall we used to have a multitude of different firms we worked with.”

“I don’t know about that, but I know we use a couple of organisations. It’s because we get better prices by giving them more business.”

Apparently not. “Okay. What do we know about these people?”

“I don’t know. Justin deals with them.”

Louise thanked her and went to the kitchens and tracked down the head chef. He was busy shouting orders, tasting sauces and controlling his ship. Louise pulled him to the side, much to his displeasure if his dark frown was anything to go by. “Do you order the supplies direct?”

He looked annoyed. “Of course I do. I choose the best produce for these kitchens.”

“So you liaise with the suppliers?”

He laughed as he gestured at the organised chaos of his busy kitchen. “I’ve no time for that. I just decide what I want and where from.”

“Who deals with the orders, then?”

“I don’t know. Someone in the office. I tell Justin what I need, and it appears. That’s how I like to do things.” A loud expletive cracked through the air, and his head spun to the source. “Sorry, look at those bloody little cakes. Burnt to a cinder. Someone’s balls will roll for that.” And off he went.

Louise heard a mental click as the puzzle pieces slotted into place. She ran to her office as fast as she could, hampered as she was by a weak body and a heavy heart. She rooted through her desk for the message she had received from the reception desk the day before. She had seen returning the call as an inconvenience; now it was a necessity.
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Le Claire raised his voice. “Gather round, guys, we need a quick update.”

Chairs were shuffled and scraped against the floor as the group moved closer together. “Right, we’ve got Peter Frobisher in the cells under suspicion of people trafficking, which was the real nature of the business he carried out with Drew Portland. We’ve also spoken to Alia Farisi, who is the girl who works at Portland Fisheries. She has admitted to being in Jersey illegally and travelling on false papers as Ali Durrant. She’s the one who collared Frobisher and Portland as the people smugglers.”

Hunter spoke, “What about the woman on the beach? What happened to her?”

“According to Frobisher, it was just a terrible accident. The seas were wild and the fog heavy. He was struggling with the craft, and when everything had quietened down, the woman was gone. Frobisher’s sister was crewing for him, and she told him that one minute the woman was there, the next she was swept overboard.”

“What about the murder of Drew Portland? Is he still in the frame for that?”

“Yes, and we need to go at him hard. If he has anything to hide, I want it all out.”

He looked at the team. “We’ve no reason to believe Ian and Oliver Portland were involved in transporting immigrants. Whether they are simply buying contraband goods, like the wine, or are the suppliers, is for Customs to investigate. Alia Farisi is giving Ian Portland an alibi for the night of his brother’s death, and if his family is telling the truth, Oliver Portland was on a sailing trip. That means neither could have been the figure we saw on CCTV delivering the wine to Portland’s boat.”

Dewar said, “What about an accomplice?”

“Yes, that’s possible. What we have to consider is the removal of Fran Zhougrabai from the list of victims. She died as a result of an accident, tragic though it was. That leaves Drew Portland and Cathy Frobisher as the two victims, and, as is usual, their deaths will probably be down to either sex or money.”

Dewar concurred. “Imagine this, Peter Frobisher discovers his best friend is sleeping with his estranged wife—in fact, his friend may even have been the cause of his marriage breakdown. He plots to kill him in a way where the obvious suspect would be Louise Portland with her knowledge of poisonous plants and fungi. Then he finds out his wife is pregnant with Drew Portland’s child. He arranges to meet her somewhere out of the way, and, in a rage at this further betrayal, he savagely beats her to death.”

There was complete silence for a moment, and then Le Claire nodded. “Yep, that could work, except we have no proof at all. But it’s a definite possibility. And there’s the money angle. We can rule out the Portland brothers or at least put them way down the list. Louise Portland knew she had a potentially terminal illness. If she died first, hubby kept the shares in the business. She kills him, using the poisoned wine. The shares will revert back to her.”

Hunter piped up. “And then she finds out Cathy Frobisher is pregnant, and her husband’s estate could be held up, and gets rid of her.”

Le Claire said, “Exactly, but highly unlikely for two reasons. Would she be stupid enough to kill her husband using a method that so clearly incriminates her, and secondly, she is as weak-looking as a sparrow. Would she have had the strength to kill Cathy Frobisher in such a physical way? I doubt it. Also, the shares in Ginelli’s weren’t part of Drew’s estate. They reverted to Louise. If she killed Cathy, it was for a reason other than getting the shares back.”

Dewar said, “We have Sophie Ginelli. No love lost between her and Drew Portland. She was due to receive fifty percent of the shares held by her stepmother in a few weeks. But Louise had gifted some to her husband and Sophie wouldn’t have known they would automatically return to her stepmother. Sophie could have killed Drew so the shares would revert to Louise. And murdered Cathy Frobisher to make sure there was no delay in the estate going to probate or the shares left in limbo.”

Masters looked at Le Claire. “Could be. What’s your take on Justin Le Mahe?”

“Ah, the redoubtable hotel manager. He had been Tony Ginelli’s protégée and was the son of Ginelli’s ex-business partner, so there was always going to be tension with the second husband.”

His mobile rang, and he quickly checked in case it was Sasha. It was the station switchboard. They had a call for him.

“Mrs Portland, what can I do for you?”

He listened carefully. “We’ll meet you there.” He turned to Dewar. “Come on. We’re going to the marina.”
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Sophie held on tight as the motorboat crashed through the waves; the wind whipped her hair in front of her face, and her laugh was one of sheer exhilaration. She called out a laughing plea. “Whoa, Justin, slow down.”

He smiled back at her from where he sat at the wheel. This was certainly a party boat with padded leather bench seats that ran around the sides and back of the boat, with several chairs anchored to the deck. Justin had surprised Sophie with a picnic and suggested they do an island trip. His boat was built for pleasure, and they’d circled the island, peeking into bays and past the towering cliffs, all reminding Sophie of her connection to this place. The whooping gulls swept above them, coming ever closer on their never-ending quest for food.

She thought of Louise and what she hadn’t yet discussed with Justin. “Did you know Louise isn’t well?”

“Yeah, she told me a while back. I’m sorry I haven’t said anything before. I was going to call Louise and ask if I could talk to you about it. It wasn’t my secret to tell.”

“No worries. It sounds pretty serious, doesn’t it?”

He slowed the boat until it gently rolled across the waves. They were far from the shore, so he didn’t have to focus his full attention on where they were headed. “Afraid so. Louise said the outlook isn’t great and there is no established cure.”

Sophie shivered, even though the breeze was warm. “Tom is on the case, and he has some leads that could prove more positive.”

“I didn’t know that.”

“Yeah, so fingers crossed there may be a chance of some treatment that could stop this being the worst type of prognosis.” Thoughts of Louise made her remember what else they had discussed. “Sorry, I completely forgot to mention it, but Louise said she is going to get the business valued to allow us to make an informed decision about whether we want to keep it or sell up. I guess she is planning for the worst-case scenario if something happens to her.”

“That’s ridiculous. If everything works out with us, if you decide to come home, we’ll run Ginelli’s together. That’s what your dad would have wanted. She’ll need to get the books from me, so I’ll tell her not to bother.”

“Oh, that was part of her message as well. She said she’d pop into the office and print out the individual ledgers herself.”

“When did she say this?”

“On Saturday. Sorry, I forgot.”

“It’s fine, but I had better speak to her. She should not be worrying about something like this at the moment. Louise needs to concentrate on her health. Come on, let’s go and see her.”

He switched the engine back on, turned the boat around and headed back to the south of the island.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Louise Portland was parked at the marina, pacing up and down by her car, a worried-looking Tom Mathison by her side. She looked pale, which only made the dark shadows underneath her eyes stand out even more. She still managed to almost break into a run when she saw him. “Thank you for meeting me here.”

“No problem, but what exactly is the issue?”

“I’ve had someone look at the books of the business. I wanted it valued. They believe embezzlement or fraud is going on and—Christ, I can’t believe I’m saying this . . .”

Tom Mathison spoke, “All roads point to Justin Le Mahe being responsible. It looks like false invoicing, massively increasing the company expenses.”

“Why do you think it’s Mr Le Mahe?”

“He controls everything. I used to think it was laudable and proof of how dedicated he was. It was really so no one knew what he was doing. I had a call a few days ago from our old accountant, who took early retirement. I called him back earlier today. He said he had to say something because he’d heard Justin and Sophie were an item again. I called you because I didn’t know who else to speak to.”

“What did he say?”

“That he had only retired because Justin forced him to. He’d approached Justin about some of the product buying, said it seemed expensive. Apparently, Justin threatened him, said he knew the accountant, McMaster, was in the habit of hiring . . . well, prostitutes. McMaster said he couldn’t afford for his wife to find out, so he took Justin’s offer of early retirement. He said he didn’t want Sophie ending up with someone like that, and couldn’t keep quiet any longer.”

“Don’t worry. We have specialist teams that deal with financial crimes. We’ll take some details and have a chat with them.” He didn’t bloody need this. He should be out catching a killer, not mopping up some white-collar crime.

She was wringing her hands together and looked strained. “I came here to wait for Justin. He’s gone out on his boat with Sophie. She’ll be devastated if this is true. Why would he do this?” She was babbling to herself. “I can’t believe it. No wonder he always said he didn’t want to sell the business. The little sod didn’t want anyone looking at the books. That’s why he persuaded me to vote against Drew.”

Le Claire’s attention spun back to her. “What was the vote about?”

“Drew was adamant we should sell the hotel and restaurant. Said it was making less money, and we didn’t want to wake up one day and find out it was running at a loss. He wanted to get someone to value it and look at the options. He even had some people who were interested.”

“But it didn’t go anywhere?”

“No, Justin came to me and reminded me that Tony Ginelli built this business for his family, and he wouldn’t have wanted it sold.”

Justin had told them it was Louise who didn’t want to sell. “So a bit of emotional blackmail?”

“I guess I didn’t see it that way at the time, but yes, it was, and it worked. I had a huge fight with Drew and told him not to be selfish and that I’d never sell Tony’s business.”

Dewar’s voice was gentle. “Louise, does Justin know you’re ill?”

She looked surprised. “Yes, he does. I told him shortly after I found out. He needed to know because of the business. I said he’d need to take on even more responsibility. Christ, he must’ve loved that. What a fool I’ve been.”

Dewar looked at Le Claire, and her eyes messaged his. They were both on the same track. “Was Justin aware that if you died first that Drew would get to keep the shares? Did he know about the prenup?”

“No, that was personal.”

“So Justin would have thought there was a good chance that if you died first, not only would Drew have kept the shares you’d gifted him, but he would potentially inherit all if not most of your estate?”

“I guess. I mean, I’ve never thought about it.”

Dewar asked, “Did he know you and your husband weren’t getting on?”

“I have to say yes to that. I have known Justin a long time, and when Drew annoyed me more than usual, I confided in Justin.”

Le Claire’s voice was calm, but underneath he was fizzing with the hunt. “So Justin Le Mahe has been embezzling money from the business and doesn’t want anyone to look at the books because they’d know straight off that something is wrong. He persuades you not to side with your husband on getting the business valued and dissuades you against selling. Not long ago, he finds out you’re ill, seriously so, and, forgive me, that you may not survive.”

She nodded, a wary expression on her face. “Yes, that’s correct.”

“And if Drew Portland had inherited a majority of the shares in the business, he could have called in accountants and had a valuation done. But he was killed. No valuation.”

Her mouth fell open, and she shook her head.

“Drew’s mistress is pregnant, and Jersey has legislation that decrees what percentage of assets are to be left to a child. Cathy Frobisher and her unborn child were murdered. No valuation.”

“Oh God, no, I don’t believe this.” She sank down as her knees gave way. Tom Mathison was by her side in a second and held her in his arms as he opened the car door and gently helped her onto the passenger seat. “Take care, love, take it easy.” Mathison’s voice was low, and Le Claire wasn’t surprised to hear genuine care and affection in his tone.

Le Claire looked at Dewar. “Call this in and update the team. Tell them we’ll wait here for Le Mahe’s boat to come back in. Mrs Portland, you don’t have to stay. You don’t need to be here to see this.”

“Oh, I do. I told him the other day I’d redone my will. Everything was always left to Sophie anyway, but I’ve added Justin in as my secondary beneficiary. So if anything happens to Sophie, he’ll get the lot.”

Le Claire’s blood ran cold. “So he, not knowing you are on to him, could be planning to kill Sophie, safe in the knowledge that he’ll inherit the lot if you were to pass?”

“Oh God, yes.”

“Do you know where they are?”

“Sophie said they were going around the island. They could be anywhere.”

Le Claire snapped into a focussed mode. “Dewar, get the station to contact the coastguard. Tell them we’re looking for—”

He stopped and looked at Louise. “What’s his boat?”

“It’s a motor-cruiser. The La Loren.”

“Right, tell them to find it if they can.”

His mobile rang. He checked to see if it was Sasha. It wasn’t, so he let it ring out. It immediately rang again, and, sighing, he said, “I’m sorry, excuse me”, and answered the call. It was Dr Brian Foster from the General Hospital.

“What’s this about, Brian?”

The doctor’s voice was weary. “An attempted suicide was brought in this morning. She’d taken enough pills, washed down with alcohol, to do the job but luckily vomited at some point in the night. Being sick saved her life. We pumped out what was left in her stomach. She was conscious and screaming about Cathy Frobisher and her missing phone. That’s the girl who was beaten to death, isn’t it?”

His nerve ends were tingling. “What about it?”

“She said she knows who has the phone, and they forced the alcohol and pills down her throat.”

“Christ! Did she say a name?”

“She kept shouting ‘Justin’. Does that mean anything?”

He stilled as a multitude of jigsaw pieces whirled around inside his head and slotted into disturbing place. He disconnected the call and looked around.

Dewar had also just got off her phone. “The coastguard has been alerted.”

“Justin Le Mahe is now suspected of attacking and almost killing a girl last night. A Diane Hunt.”

Louise gasped. An ashen Tom Mathison responded. “Diane is Louise’s niece. Is she all right?”

“Thankfully, yes. My immediate concern is the safety of Sophie Ginelli.”

His eyes darted across the marina as his mind computed the available options. There were none. Then he looked again and saw a familiar face. He called out, “Armstrong! Wait.”

Paul Armstrong was on his boat, leaning over the side and about to untie the thick ropes securing it to the dock. He waved, and his smile only faltered a little as Le Claire shouted. “Stop, we’re coming with you.”
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Armstrong wasn’t looking pleased as they climbed aboard. “What the hell is going on?”

“There’s a boat—La Loren—that belongs to Justin Le Mahe of Ginelli’s. Sophie Ginelli is on board and could be in danger. We’ve alerted the coastguard, but we need to get to them quickly.”

“Where are they?”

“Somewhere around the island.”

“Ah jeez, let’s go. Here, put these on.” He bent down and opened a plastic storage chest and threw life jackets to each of them. Dewar said, “Do we need these?”

Armstrong laughed. “Put it on. You might not need it, but that boy looks like he’s going to throw up.” Le Claire seethed but said nothing. He did feel a little ill.

Armstrong continued, “And if either of you go overboard, I’d prefer you floated as opposed to me having to dive in and save you.”

They sorted themselves out as Armstrong cast off, fired up the engine and carefully manoeuvred them out of the marina. Le Claire stood on one side, Dewar on the other. He was holding on tight, his feet firmly planted on the deck as the boat slowly headed out to the open sea.

Armstrong grabbed a radio from the shelving under the wheel and called in his request to emergency support. “The Lone Wolf here with DCI Le Claire and DS Dewar of the States of Jersey police; looking for the coordinates of the La Loren. Repeat, this is a police matter.”

Le Claire leant over and spoke into the radio. “This is DCI Jack Le Claire. The station has called this matter into the coastguard. Let the Lone Wolf know when you have the whereabouts of the La Loren.”

Armstrong cut the connection and steered straight ahead. “No point going either left or right until I know the right direction to go in.” He glanced at Le Claire. “So the boy’s gone bad, like his father. Sad to see. Tony Ginelli tried to stay friends with Le Mahe Senior, but they had grown apart and moved in different circles.”

“A shame indeed.” He answered automatically. Sophie could be in real danger. The worst could already have happened, but he pushed the thought away.

The radio crackled. A voice came through loud and clear. The La Loren was passing Corbiere Lighthouse and heading along the south coast.

Le Claire was calculating possible outcomes and turned to Armstrong. “They could easily be going back to the marina, but I can’t risk anything happening to Sophie Ginelli. He doesn’t know we’re on to him, but Sophie is in danger.”

Armstrong said, “Sit down and hold on tight,” and pulled the throttle back. The entire prow seemed to lift out of the water, and he and Dewar, who weren’t holding on tight enough, fell over each other as a jet of sea spray came crashing over them. They sat back up, and this time he did hold on tight, and he could see Dewar’s knuckles whiten as she grasped the steel railing. He closed his eyes as his stomach lurched. He could do this. He had no choice.
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Justin’s face was unreadable as he set course for St Helier. She hadn’t appreciated how much Ginelli’s meant to him. They’d been carried away by the romance of being together again, and she had to concede she hadn’t thought to discuss the future. Perhaps that was a failing.

She looked up. They were along the south coast and had passed Noirmont Point with St Aubin’s Bay now visible on their left.

There wasn’t much traffic on the water, which was good as Justin was bombing along. The waves had grown higher, and the boat rose and fell with each swell. The thrum of the engine was a mechanical roar, making it too loud to try and have a conversation. She looked around. There was a motorboat on the horizon, and it caught her eye because it was moving at some pace; it seemed to be heading straight towards them. It kept coming, crashing through the waves. There looked to be two, maybe three people on board. What did they want? “Justin? Look at that boat.”

Her voice floated on the air and was caught by the wind and carried away. Justin whipped around and, to her shock, pushed her aside, and she fell onto the leather bench seat. His roar was a primaeval declaration of fury; he released the throttle and, with a savage twist of the wheel, turned them around towards the open sea. “Justin, are you crazy? Slow down! You’ll get us killed!” She ended on a scream as he carried on, not listening to her. The boat was gaining on them. It was headed straight for them. She could make out their faces now. It was the policeman, Le Claire, and his sidekick, Dewar. What the hell was going on?


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

Armstrong headed southeast, which meant they travelled parallel to the south coast. He had pulled them farther from the shore as the sea hid a bed of ragged rocks rising to dangerous heights at some points. The boat pounded across the waves, the engine roared and throbbed, and the wind had risen. Armstrong’s voice broke through the noise. “Quick, one of you grab the binoculars from the hook. There’s a boat ahead.” Le Claire made to move, but Dewar stilled him and stood, rocking to keep her balance, and edged to the side of the boat. He suffered a wave of shame that she had to do this, but he felt as if the tiniest movement would see him throw up.

She held on with one hand and used the other to steady the binoculars as she peered through them. She dropped them onto the seat almost immediately. “Get over there. That’s him.”

Le Claire had edged to the front of the boat. The bile was rising, and a sour taste was in his mouth. He held on tight and kept his eyes on the boat in front of them. Sophie had fallen and disappeared. He saw her head come up, and he willed her to be sensible, to sit tight and not exacerbate the situation. Paul Armstrong was a canny sea dog with a nifty boat, and even with Justin’s increased speed, they were gaining on him.

Sophie Ginelli was looking panicked, and she held on to Justin’s arm, tugging and gesticulating as she shouted. Justin shook her off him, and, holding the wheel with one hand, he lashed out with the other and hit Sophie in the face. She fell, collapsing against the side of the boat.

Le Claire never took his eyes off Justin and shouted, “Can you get us any closer?” Sophie Ginelli could be in grave danger, and he had to stop this madman from claiming another victim.

Armstrong yelled back, “I’ll try”
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Sophie sprawled on her back against the moulded side of the boat. She had caught her ribs on the sharp angled edge of a plastic table, and each shaky breath was accompanied by a stabbing pain. Her heart raced as she tried to take in what had happened. Justin had hit her. He’d pushed her away, and then, when she had tried to reason with him, a heavy slap from his open palm had sent her reeling. What the hell was going on? She grabbed the arm of a seat to help propel her to standing. Her ribs ached, and her cheek smarted; furious tears threatened to fall, and her mind was a whirlpool of conflicting thoughts. Justin’s eyes were fixed on the horizon as he handled the wheel.

She raised her voice, the better to be heard above the cacophony of the engine, the propellers and crashing waves. “What the hell is going on, Justin? Why did you hit me?”

He glanced over his shoulder, and regretful eyes locked onto hers. “I didn’t mean to hurt you. We need to get away. We can talk later.”

Her mind raced, and her chest tightened as she sought to clear her fogged mind. “Get away from whom? The police? Why?”

“Yes, yes. They’re going to interfere. I have money. We can be in England by nightfall. I need to lose Le Claire. If I can get rid of him, we’ll be fine. Everything will be okay.”

The words didn’t make sense. “But why are the police interfering? Whatever it is, we can work it out.”

“I was only protecting what’s mine. I look after what belongs to me. I kept an eye on you over the years, you know. It’s easy enough to do these days with Facebook and Twitter. I knew you’d come home eventually. You belong here—with me.”

She was processing his words when he let out an expletive and turned the boat sharply to the left. She stumbled and landed on the bench seat that ran around the stern, sliding across the smooth leather as Justin urged the boat on, faster. She held onto the steel railing, her knuckles turning white with the pressure. Instead of journeying into the harbour, Justin was headed for Greve D’Azette—and the treacherous hidden rocks that ran all the way to Green Island.
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Justin had turned La Loren away from the open sea, and Armstrong did likewise, continuing their pursuit as he shouted above the roar of the sea. “What the hell is he up to?”

Le Claire stayed quiet. He didn’t have a clue why Justin would head back inland.

A few minutes more and Armstrong obviously had his answer. “The tricky little swine. He’s heading past the marina towards Greve D’Azette.”

Dewar looked at Le Claire, mouthing, “What?”

Le Claire might not be at home on the water, but he knew how hazardous this area was. When the tide was fully out, it exposed a lunar landscape of towering, jagged rocks, and many a landlubber was stranded by the speed with which the tide rushed back in. Novice yachtsmen, and even those more experienced, could run foul of the rocky peaks beneath the waters. They were heading into dangerous territory, and Le Claire hoped the lawyer had a steady hand and a keen eye.

They were gaining on their prey.
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Sophie gulped down shaking breaths as her heart raced with a thudding beat. She looked behind her, transfixed by the boat gaining on them, coming ever closer. Suspicions formed, sharpened and were discounted. She refused to believe Justin had done anything wrong. He couldn’t have. She stood and carefully crossed the deck, anchoring her feet and swaying with the surge of the boat until she was beside Justin. She held onto the instrument console to steady herself.

“Please, Justin, stop this nonsense. You’ve got the bloody police chasing us. This is serious. Justin?”

He was ignoring her. His head was whipping from side to side as his eyes skimmed the surface of the water. He was going too fast for this area. She raised her voice. “Slow down. You’ll hit the rocks. Do you hear me?”

She grabbed his arm, holding on tight as he tried to dislodge her. He held onto the wheel with one hand as he thrust the other backwards, shaking her off. She lost her footing and stumbled. He kicked out his foot, catching her in the stomach. She doubled over and fell to her knees, crying out as the pain burned into her.

“You stupid bitch, can’t you see I am trying to protect you? Stop blubbering and give me peace. I need to think.”

Sophie crawled across the deck and hauled herself onto one of the chairs. She was numb inside.
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Le Claire scanned the rack at the far end of the boat. It held a jumble of rope, what looked like a toolbox and the exact piece of equipment he needed. He inched closer, holding tight to the railing, and grabbed the loudspeaker. Holding it to his mouth, he bellowed, “La Loren. This is the police. Stop.”

Justin glanced over his shoulder but turned back and seemed to be trying to increase his speed. Sophie was frozen in place as she held onto the side of the boat, the other hand clutching at her stomach.

He called out again, “Justin Le Mahe, I order you to stop.” Justin didn’t. Right, fair warning had been given. Le Claire was pissed off and fed up. His wife was being poked and prodded by doctors as they tried to work out why her body had rejected their child, and this bastard had callously murdered a pregnant woman.

Armstrong was fighting the waves, but he was bringing the boat closer into La Loren. They’d get almost within touching distance, and the sea would twist and churn, forcing them apart. Armstrong was pushing Justin farther inland, which meant he was heading straight for the rocks. The La Loren slowed a little to allow for this, and Le Claire took his chance. He ran to the side of the boat, and, holding onto the roof of the cabin, he jumped up to the side, calling out, “Dewar, come and hold fast.”

She looked around, her eyes a little wild, and grabbed the heavy coil of rope. She tied one end to her waist and lashed the other about the railing. Clever, that would help her stand firm. Leaning over, she tried to catch the side of La Loren. The two boats were battering against each other like bumper cars. She stretched, he saw the strain in her face and then she grabbed hold of Justin’s boat, anchoring it alongside Armstrong’s. Her neck was corded and her face purple as she struggled to hang on.

Le Claire leaped across and landed on the deck. He didn’t do this with a neat roll, as he’d been taught, but landed awkwardly on his side. He stood as quick as he could, but Justin was ready and lashed out with a vicious kick that sent him flying. He felt sick, and his head was spinning, but, clutching his side, he got to his feet. He heard a shout. Dewar had lost her grip on Justin’s boat, and the two moved apart. She was hanging precariously over the side, and for a heart-stopping second Le Claire thought she was going overboard. He realised Armstrong was steering with one hand while the other held the rope taut, pulling Dewar back onto the deck. Relieved, he turned his attention to the scene in front of him.

Justin was glancing over his shoulder and shouted at Sophie, “Quick, take the wheel and hold the boat steady.”

Sophie looked at him and shook her head. “What are you playing at, Justin? It’s the police. Stop, and let’s talk.”

“Talk? What is there to talk about? We need to get away.”

“Why?” She was yelling now. “What do we need to get away from?”

“They’re going to lie to you. Say I did bad things.”

Le Claire was slowly inching closer.

Sophie’s voice held an edge to it. “What things?”

Le Claire called out. “He killed Drew Portland and Cathy Frobisher and almost succeeded in killing Diane Hunt.”
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Sophie’s mouth slackened and her stomach clenched, all pain forgotten as her mind stuttered, and she faced Le Claire.

“What? This can’t be right. You are mistaken. Tell him he’s wrong, Justin. Tell him.”

Le Claire shouted, “I’m not wrong. You left a witness who is apparently spitting blood and ready to see you get all you deserve. Diane Hunt is still alive.”

Justin’s eyes bulged, and his mouth hung open.

Le Claire turned back to Sophie. “Justin has been embezzling and couldn’t afford for the business to be sold, which was exactly what Drew Portland wanted to do. The books would have been examined, and his theft would have been apparent.”

She looked down, shaking her head, her palm outstretched as she attempted to ward off the words and force them back. “It can’t be true?” She had intended it as a statement, but it came out as a question.

Le Claire wouldn’t shut up; his words kept coming. “You were going to be next. Louise told Justin he’d be her heir if anything ever happened to you.”

Justin’s voice whipped across the deck. “That is crap, Sophie. I love you. I’d never do you any harm. We’re getting married, and we’ll run Ginelli’s. It was always meant to be this way.”

She shook her head, disbelieving and, distracted as she was, lost her footing as the front of the boat hit a savage wave. She stumbled and struggled to gain her feet. Justin couldn’t take his eyes from her and moved to help her. Le Claire took the opportunity. He grabbed Justin, spun him round and punched him in the face. Justin stumbled back against the wheel and fell to the side.

The boat was veering to the side as the wheel spun uncontrollably. Sophie crawled along the deck and grabbed it, struggling to steady the boat but slowing it down so she could handle it. Justin shuffled back, eyes wild as he looked for an escape route that wasn’t there. He got to his feet. Rage contorted his features. He was a man with nothing left to lose. He bellowed and charged, Le Claire was taken by surprise and lost his footing. Justin kept going, Le Claire propelled with him and, to her horror, Sophie realised they were going over the side.
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Le Claire gasped as he was enveloped by the freezing-cold water, automatically kicking out his legs and arms. However, the life jacket was keeping him afloat without any great effort on his part. Justin was about eight feet away from him and was being dragged farther away by the white-capped waves. Le Claire looked around for the boat. Sophie had managed to stop it, and it floated freely. At least she was safe. He could see Armstrong’s boat slowly closing in on them from the other direction.

He looked back at Justin and to his shock saw he was powering through the waves with strong strokes. Within seconds, Justin was in front of him, and his hand shot out from beneath the water. Le Claire was puzzled by the flash of light before Justin inhaled, held his breath and dived beneath the surface. There was a pull across his chest, and the tightness released. Comprehension came quick. The flash had been a reflection of light on a pocketknife. Justin had cut the webbing strap that secured his life jacket and was now tugging it from his shoulders. Le Claire kicked out, the weight of the water rendering his motions useless. Harsh hands roughly grabbed him, ripped the lifejacket off and, as it floated away pushed him under the water. Silence descended as he was dragged down. He was holding his breath and frantically trying to escape Justin’s hold.

He twisted and turned, tried to dislodge him and all the while his chest ached, as his lungs expanded. His feet were flailing and kicking, and with a burst of crazed energy from some hidden resource, he surged upwards, pulling Justin with him.

They broke the surface, and Le Claire gasped, taking in huge gulps of air as he fought to control his ragged breath. Justin let him go and backstroked away. Le Claire didn’t go after him. There was no need. The cavalry had arrived in the form of the coastguard, and the lifeboat crew’s dinghies were racing towards them.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

Back on dry land, Justin Le Mahe had been handcuffed and taken away in the back of a police van. He wouldn’t be seeing the open seas for some time.

Le Claire and Dewar had headed back to the station, where she’d gone to look out for Sophie and Louise, who’d be giving statements. He’d stripped out of his soaking clothes, showered and changed into a spare set of gear he kept in his office.

Sophie Ginelli and Louise Portland had apparently mended their bridges in a storm of shared betrayal. They sat close together on a comfortable sofa in one of the interview rooms. Tom Mathison had given up any pretence and sat on the other side of Louise, her hand held tightly in his.

Le Claire followed Dewar into the room and sat in the chair opposite Sophie. “Are you all right?”

She was pale and had an indigo bruise spreading across her right cheek to her brow. She shook her head, and her voice was choked and thick with emotion. “I can’t believe Justin is a murderer. How could I be taken in like that?”

Her voice trailed away, and her eyes shone with unshed tears.

Louise’s voice was soothing. “You have nothing to be ashamed of. We were all taken in. I treated him like family. He must’ve been planning to get his hands on the business for years. Tony Ginelli took Justin on and ignored the fact that his father, Gary, was a drunken wastrel who’d screwed up their business relationship. All those years since Tony died, Justin has acted as my most trusted colleague and friend. Little bastard.”

Tom Mathison rubbed her hand between his. “Louise, you know not to get too worked up, but I can’t blame you for it today.”

Le Claire stood. “Thank you for saying you’ll be happy to give statements straightaway. It helps us get the ball rolling. Can I ask that you stay on the island for the next few weeks in case we have additional questions?”

Sophie looked at Louise before replying, “I’m staying. I’m going to run Ginelli’s and get it back on track. So I’ll be around.”

Louise took a moment before replying. “I will be here for another week, but after that Tom and I are flying to California. Sophie and Diane will be here for each other. I’ve spoken to my niece on the phone, and she’s going to be fine. We’re going to see her after this.”

Tom took up the baton. “I’ve found a consultant there who has pioneered a new procedure. It has only been carried out a few times on people with a similar condition to Louise. The operations have been successful so far and reversed the damage to the heart functionality. We have to give it a go.”

“I wish you well. DS Dewar will be back in a moment with one of our colleagues, and we’ll get everything finalised as quickly as possible.”

He was almost at the door when Sophie Ginelli asked, “What will happen to Justin? He will go down for this, won’t he?”

“Justice will be done, Miss Ginelli.” He no longer knew if that were true or not. He caught the criminals; the legal system decided on the punishment.
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Sophie puffed out a series of rapid breaths, willing her insides to settle. Her stomach was an aching pit of anxiety, sharp pains stabbing into the hollowness. Louise touched her arm and pulled her close, her voice a whisper. “Hush, there. You’ll feel like crap for ages, but then the anger will take hold. You’re too strong to let this mark you.”

Sophie tried to speak, but all that came out was a rough croak. Her throat was closed and tight, and she sipped from the bottle of water on the table to try and find some relief. “I can’t believe he could have done these awful things. I don’t want to accept it, yet I hear what you and the police say, and I even heard it from Justin’s mouth. But why, why would he do this?”

Tears were near the surface and threatened to spill over at any moment.

Louise sighed. “It may be some time before we know the whole truth, if we ever do. I suspect it goes back to his father. Gary Le Mahe was broke while his former business partner became hugely successful. Justin’s sense of entitlement regarding Ginelli’s began a long time ago—perhaps even before your dad gave him a job.”

Sophie shuddered as a vicious thought took hold and stabbed at the open wound. “What if Justin only ever dated me because I was Dad’s heir? Christ, that would be an even bigger slap in the face.”

Louise’s eyes were soft, and Sophie caught a glimpse of the loving stepmother she had almost forgotten existed. “No one is entirely bad, nor are they completely good. I think Justin genuinely cared for you—but he has a rotten core that pushed forward and eclipsed anything else when he thought I might die before Drew and he’d inherit my assets.”

Sophie gagged as foul bile rose in her throat, and she pressed a shaking hand tight against her mouth until the nausea receded. She had a bad taste in her mouth in more ways than one. Louise was in a much worse position than she was. She thought about her question for a moment and then asked it anyway.

“This treatment . . . will it work?”

“Oh, I hope so. I need my strength to make sure Justin pays for all he has done.”

Sophie seconded that.
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Le Claire sipped at the coffee Dewar had made him and she hugged a massive mug of tea, a quick break for her before carrying on with tidying things up. “I thought you were a goner for sure.”

“So did I at one point.” He shuddered at the memory of the cold water beneath, around and above him. Then he let it go. He was on dry land and would be staying there for the foreseeable future.

“Thanks for holding the fort. I want to get back and see Sasha.”

He’d told Dewar their news, and she had seemed genuinely sad for them. “No problem at all. Give my best to Sasha and say I’ll give her a call for a coffee in a few weeks.”

“I will do. Now, where are we?”

“Ian and Oliver Portland will be charged with evading paying duty on the goods they brought into the island. Their activities in the UK will also be looked into as I’m not entirely convinced it’s only fish they were selling. I’m sure some cheap wine was part of their delivery schedule.”

“What about Alia Farisi?”

“We’ve taken her papers away—her false papers, that is—and put a curfew on her. She’ll effectively be on probation and need to check in at the station weekly until this is sorted out. She’ll no doubt be deported.”

“What a mess. She’s the one person in all of this I feel sorry for. And Frobisher?”

“Spitting blood in his cell and organising meetings with his lawyer. But we have the decoded notebook and Ali’s testimony, so he’s going nowhere. We’ve passed the information on to the UK police, and they’re looking into the Society for Displaced Persons who were funding a lot of this.”

“Good. And Justin Le Mahe?”

“Banged up and not a happy bunny. Vanguard’s team are at his flat and his office at the hotel, and they’ve already found Cathy Frobisher’s phone in his car after the tip-off from Diane Hunt. They also found empty syringes with fine needles. We’re getting them tested, but it’s assumed that is how he inserted the liquidised fungi into the wine bottles. The needle went straight through the foil and cork. We’ve also taken away a quantity of clothing similar to that worn by the hooded subject who delivered the wine and was on Drew’s boat the night he died. So that’s everything.”

He sighed, rubbed at his neck. “It’s been a long two weeks. We both deserve some time off and a break; a bit of rest and relaxation. So what will you be doing?”

“Oh, probably catch up on my telly programmes on playback and have a few glasses of wine.”

“Alone?” He tried to keep his voice neutral but worried a snigger might have escaped.

She eyed him with suspicion. “Why do you ask that?”

“I’m a detective, you know. And now I have a chance to consider it, you were all dressed up the night of Drew Portland’s murder, and so was Viera. He called you Emily, not Dewar, at the Cathy Frobisher crime scene. Did you dress all fancy because you were going on a date; a date with Viera. Am I right?”

He knew he was. She stared at him, cheeks flaming, and then she laughed. “Yes, you’re right. I was going on a date with Viera, our first date. But it got interrupted, as you know, and I’ve been a bit busy since.”

He was gleeful. “I knew I was right.” He drained his coffee and grabbed his jacket. “Right, I’m off. Get things tidied up, and Masters can take it from here on. It’ll give him something to do. Take a couple of days off and give Viera a call. I’m going home.”
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Le Claire opened the door to Sasha’s house. He still couldn’t think of it as home and was ever-conscious that it had been paid for by his father-in-law’s money. He’d take some leave and look at their finances, see about getting a mortgage. They needed their own home.

Sasha was sitting by the windows in the lounge, coffee mug in hand as she stared out to sea. She turned, and his welcome from her was a huge smile. Her eyes shone with love, and his throat tightened. Her voice was concerned. “I’ve been sitting here since you called. Thank goodness you got that tied up. Are you okay? You look a bit bedraggled.”

He ran a hand through his hair, still damp from the shower he’d taken at the station. “Put it this way; we won’t be going on a cruise anytime soon.”

He kissed her, a gentle hello between long-time lovers, and sank down next to her on the sofa.

“More importantly, how are you? How did it go?”

“They said these things happen frequently. The doctor says we should get some tests done though. Getting pregnant in the first place was hard enough, so they want to see if anything is wrong.”

“Fine by me, darling. But you’ve been through enough the last twenty-four hours. Let’s go away for a few days. My only condition is that we fly.”

“I’d love that. So you said the case is closed?”

“I left Dewar to finish the reports and tidy everything up.” He caught her hand in his and gently stroked her warm, soft flesh. “I know I’ve been distant and not supportive enough. I do know it. It’s in my nature to focus too much on the job. I’ll work on it, I promise you.”

Her voice was tinged with weariness. “I know, darling, I know. It’s one of those things. I guess what upset me the most was being given a teaser, a tiny glimpse of what life could be like as a family, and it was taken away from us. It really bloody hurt.” She snuggled into him, laid her head on his chest. “But I’m okay. I love you and will be happy for the rest of my life as long as we have each other. Life has been a bit shitty the last few years, but we’ve weathered it. I know we can survive anything. I can survive not having children, but I can’t do without you, Jack. You are everything to me.”

He held her gaze, didn’t say a word, as he slowly reached into his jacket pocket, pulled out the leaflets he’d picked up on the way home and handed them to her. “I got these for us to read through. I completely agree with you. I only need you, but being pregnant set us on a different path, and it got me thinking differently.”

She looked down at the cheerfully coloured information sheets, the title in bold letters: IVF—FAQ. He held her hand tight in his. “I’m up for looking into it if you are.”

There was a cautious look in her eyes. “Are you sure? You always said you didn’t want to go down that route.”

“I know, but I want to give this our best shot. I want to know that if we don’t have a baby, it’s not because we didn’t try everything we could.”

She smiled and wrapped her arms around his neck. “I’m not there yet, but I will be. Oh, Jack, I do love you.”

“And I love you. While you sort that out, I’ll look into mortgages. See what kind of house we can afford and get our life fully back on track. I’ll go and give Gareth a call. He was trying to call me earlier and left a message for me to get back to him. Fingers crossed it’s good news about the hearing.”

“Let’s hope. I meant to say that Facebook has been lighting up about the girl from the fish stall. Somehow it’s leaked that she is a refugee. Everyone has an opinion, but there is a lot of support for her. They’re saying she should be allowed to stay as an exception.”

“She’s a sweet kid, but that’s a political powder keg. We should leave it to the powers that be to decide what to do.”

The landline rang, and Sasha disentangled herself from him and grabbed the handset. “Hello?”

He looked at her as she listened to the caller. Her eyes were shadowed with a delicate purple, and he wanted to erase the sadness in her gaze. Her voice was polite. “Of course, may I ask who is calling?”

She handed the handset over. “He says he’s an old friend from the Met.”

“This is Jack Le Claire. Who’s this?”

“An old friend, Jackie-boy. How are you doing? That wife of yours sounds like a pretty little thing. Pity, she’s a bit old for me.”

His heart was hammering as he clutched the phone tighter. “Who is this?”

The laugh was a snicker. “Oh, Jack, you know who I am. I’m the one who got away, but I’ll see you soon.”

As the call disconnected, he sat in frozen silence with the words fouling his mind. Chapman. The caller had been Colin Chapman.

 

 

THE END
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