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      Amelia Barry straighten up. She looked around the little, windowless room proudly called by the previous owner an office. After hours of elbow grease and wax polish the old, worn-out oak desk finally had some of its former shine back.

      She liked restoring things to their former glory, organising, and bringing back order into chaos.

      The previous two weeks spent with her godmother in the coastal town of Leah by the Sea had been full of chaos. Or maybe not so full. After all, since they had solved a murder, an attempted murder, and a kidnapping, their little universe had returned into its normal order.

      So now, Amelia and her godmother, Martha Grant, were able to enjoy life. In Martha's view, most of the enjoyment required some unpacking, dusting and organising work upfront, but Amelia didn't mind this. She liked working. There were clear rules that she could follow. Work was easier than life. And certainly, easier than relationships.

      Fortunately, Martha was easy to get along with.

      Except for when she was having an argument with someone, as she was right at that moment.

      Amelia winced. The voices coming from the retail floor of Martha's new bookshop, escalated. Now Martha was almost yelling.

      'As I have already said, I am not interested in any cooperation at this stage.' Martha sounded irate.

      Strange, because she should...

      'Just be mindful, Ms Grant, that you are declining the potential to earn a great deal of money,' a male voice replied.

      Amelia approached the door, which had been left ajar.

      'I don't care about your money,' Martha said, raising her voice by another notch. 'I don't like the idea at all.'

      Amelia took a deep breath. She needed to check on Martha.

      She stepped into the main retail area. The room was flooded with light. The window shutters were open, as was the main door, letting in the midday autumn sunlight. Martha was standing in the middle of the room with a big yellow dust cloth in her hand. A few steps away, by a shelf with a few old books, stood a medium height somewhat overweight man. His face, long but with regular features, was unfamiliar. His thin, dark hair shone, undoubtedly dyed. He was standing, legs apart with his arms folded on his chest. A dark suit and a light blue shirt gave him the look of a second-hand car dealer.

      But what was a second-hand car dealer doing in a bookshop, which wasn't even open yet?

      'Is everything okay?' Amelia asked.

      Martha looked over her shoulder. Her face, usually smiling, wore a deep frown.

      'I'm just trying to offer a great deal,' the man said. 'But your mother doesn't seem to be open to it.'

      'She's not my mother. She's my godmother,' Amelia said automatically. The last two weeks had also been punctuated by a never-ending stream of her attempts to correct people regarding her relationship with Martha.

      She should have given up on it, really.

      'But we are not open for business yet. Which is why we don't do any deals,' Amelia explained.

      'I've told him that, but he isn't listening. Plus, he's trying to push those books onto my shelves.' Martha pointed out a small pile of books laying on a table nearby.

      'These are not your books,' Amelia observed. 'They weren't there before.'

      'He brought them along. He says they're special editions and people will be fighting over them.'

      'Yes,' the man picked up, now looking at Amelia. He unfolded his arms and put his hands together as if clapping. 'We have placed these books with other bookshops, and they've done really well. I'll be happy to put you in touch with some of those owners. I am offering you a thirty percent commission on any sales.'

      'But these are memoirs of people who are not known. I can't imagine anybody wanting to read them,' Martha said waving the dust cloth.

      'You will be surprised,' the man said, still staring at Amelia. 'And let yourself be surprised, by putting those two books on the shelves. If they don't sell within two weeks, call me and I'll come back to collect them. Here's my business card,' he said and put a little card beside the books. 'There is no additional cost for you.'

      Amelia walked up to the table and picked up one of the books. It was a heavy hardback with a photo of a smiling middle-aged woman on a blue background.  The title read "My story". Amelia flipped the book to check the price.

      'What?' Amelia exclaimed. 'Hundred and twenty-nine pounds and ninety-nine pence? That's preposterous. That's more expensive than my IT textbooks.'

      'That's what I have been telling him,' Martha said. 'This can't be for real.'

      'Of course, it's for real. And it's a signed edition.' The man crossed to the table, picked up the other book and opened it at the dedication page. 'It's written by the author. Right here.' He tapped on the note. 'This is an authentic story, told by an authentic person with an authentic signature. There are people for whom this is what matters in a book. Authenticity is what sells here.'

      'But,' Martha stepped forward, wielding her dust cloth like a shield. 'I don't want to do any business with you. Please go away now.'

      The man with a long face collected his books.

      'I'm leaving the business cards in case you change your mind. I highly recommend you talk to Ms Alesha McDowell. She runs an art gallery locally. We also deal in works of art. We've been working with Ms McDowell for a few months to great success. She actually recommended that I talk to you. I'm sure, she will vouch for our business. I wish you a good day.'

      He marched out of the shop.

      'What was that about?' Amelia asked. 'Normally, you're friendly. And for the past few days, you've been talking about needing to revitalise the shop, new customers, collaboration with local businesses and organisations. Why did you chase him out?'

      Martha waved the dust cloth, which sent a cloud of tiny particles up into the already dusty air.

      'I just had a bad vibe from the guy. Please don't ask, what I meant by that. I still cannot explain. It's just a feeling. This whole high commission business seems very strange to me. I find it hard to believe that an independently published book with that sort of price tag will sell at all.'

      'Gut feelings are... Oh, never mind...' Amelia paused. Over the previous two weeks she had learnt that her godmother had a very different approach to decision-making. And after a phone call from her own mother telling her that people were allowed not to be rational, Amelia had given up arguing that "gut feelings" were not a scientific tool for decision-making. 'What I meant to say was, maybe you should give this business opportunity a go before you dismiss it? My mother often told me that with vegetables.'

      Martha glanced at Amelia with distraction in her eyes.

      'Vegetables?'

      'Yes. When I was younger, I had problems eating-'

      'Ah, eating only green vegetables, because red or yellow ones weren't right and should be called fruit,' Martha cut in. 'But green, yellow or... what's the main colour on the cover? Ah, blue, I don't want to give it a go. Moreover, I'm so wound up after that, I need a coffee.'

      Coffee was a stimulant, not a calmer, but judging by the energetic waving of the yellow dust cloth, Martha just needed a break, which made coffee a good idea.

      'Good idea,' Amelia replied.

      'The café down the street is open. Since it's Friday, I bet it'll be jam-packed.'

      Then they locked the shop and went.

      The café, Sunny Side Up, was indeed open, and even though not literally jam-packed, it was definitely busy. Three out of the six tables on the terrace were occupied.

      Well, it was only open some days in low season and mid-October meant they were in low season. However, the morning being sunny, Martha chose a table outside, under a yellow and white umbrella.

      'I'm glad you can catch some of the sunshine before you have to head back to London,' Martha said, leaning on the back of the chair.

      'I'm not going back to London yet,' Amelia replied. She moved her chair to be well in the shade of the umbrella. She didn't like sun shining directly into her eyes. 'I'm only going there for a couple of days. To move my belongings from the old flat into the new one.'

      'Oh, I know, honey. That was a general statement.'

      Amelia didn't like general statements. They created confusion. She considered replying, but a short and plump young woman, wearing the white-and-yellow apron approached the table. Her spiky hair glimmered pink and purple.

      'Good morning, ladies,' the woman greeted them. 'What would you like?'

      'A long white coffee for me, and for you, Amelia?' Martha said.

      Amelia hunched. She'd barely had enough time to adjust her eyes to the amount of natural light pouring from all directions, and to the lack of dust, let alone decide on a drink.

      'I'll just have some water,' she replied. She decided long time ago that in case of any doubt, she'd go for a glass of water.

      'Are you sure?' Martha eyed her.

      'Yes. That's my decision.'

      Martha shrugged.

      The waitress left with their orders.

      'Must be all that dust. It's not much more left to do, though. Just a few boxes with my own books. I'm really grateful for your help,' Martha said.

      'You're welcome,' Amelia replied mechanically. The work had been a nice counterbalance after the initial emotional overload of Amelia's first encounter with real crime. And a welcomed distraction from her personal problems, which she was about to return to. She exhaled slowly.

      'Thinking about your return to London?' Martha asked quietly.

      Amelia sat up.

      'How did you know?'

      'You can sense these things... intuition, comes in the package with that gut feeling you don't like.'

      'No, you can sense these things. Some people can sense these things, but I cannot,' Amelia corrected.

      Martha sighed.

      Amelia bit her lip. That was probably one of those comments that would have been better inside her head than outside her mouth.

      'It's busy here,' Martha commented. Fortunately, Martha was great at not continuing with pointless arguments and at changing topics when necessary. 'Mrs Palmer must be out with Mrs Adams, because Mr Parker is having a drink with Mr Adams,' Martha added.

      Amelia closed her eyes. She would have rolled them if she could. People stating the obvious exasperated her.

      But she followed Martha's example and nodded at the two older men sitting at a table by the little fence separating the cafe from the pavement.

      Martha glanced at the two remaining occupied tables, both by the entrance to the café. One hosted a young couple with a toddler. The other held a single, middle-aged woman, clad in a bright red and yellow summery dress and a mustard-coloured cardigan draped over her shoulders.

      All she needed was a wide-brimmed red hat, the type Martha loved to wear to big occasions, such as Amelia's mother's birthday party.

      Mother and Martha's birthday party.

      The woman was staring at her phone. She wore a big smile on her tanned, heavily made-up face.

      Another unfamiliar woman stepped into the café. This one seemed the opposite of the one at the other table and wore white cropped trousers and a white jumper. Her hair, neatly coiffed in a bob was fair, but, to Amelia's disappointment, not white. The woman strode through the terrace, heading inside.

      The colourful woman's head jerked up. She hissed, grabbed her handbag (in a matching red), and called for the waitress.

      The waitress emerged from the café, leading the white-clad woman towards the free table next to Mr Palmer and his friend.

      That was quite unusual. From what Amelia had seen, with the exception of the crimes, Leah by the Sea was a quiet town where everyone knew everyone else. She nudged Martha, hoping for some explanations of the strange scene.

      Martha had lived in town only three days longer than Amelia's stay, but she had already made quite a few local friends.

      But Martha was clearly busy with something else.

      'Oh, look, Liz,' Martha called. 'Here, Liz!' She waved again at the woman who just stopped by the café.

      Mrs Elizabeth Webb — Liz to her friends and 'Mrs Webb' to Amelia – was the owner of the B&B where Amelia stayed for the first few days after her arrival in town.

      'Good to see you, girls,' Mrs Webb replied. She trotted towards the table, and her copper-coloured curly hair bounced around her plump face. 'I'm in a bit of a hurry, trying to do some weekend shopping for the special lunch for Amelia tomorrow.' She sounded a little short of breath.

      'You really shouldn't,' Amelia said. 'That's too much of a fuss.'

      'But you're leaving,' Mrs Webb insisted.

      'Not yet, though,' Amelia protested.

      'Never mind,' Mrs Webb said. 'It's a good opportunity to have something nice to eat and to chat.'

      Amelia pressed her lips ever so slightly. In her universe, no opportunity was good to chat. Having a purposeful conversation, or a discussion, or even an argument - yes. Chat - that sounded like the dreaded, much longer version of talking for the sole purpose of social bonding. Painful, but necessary, like the twice-yearly visits to the dentist. At least, that was what her mother had always told her.

      Amelia nodded.

      'Aren't you curious about what I'm planning to make.'

      Amelia gulped. That was a trick question, even she knew that there was only one correct answer to it.

      'Sure, I am, Mrs Webb.'

      'Told you to call me Liz!' the woman protested.

      'Working on it.'

      'So, what is it, Liz?' Martha cut in.

      'Scampi. It's a bit of a regional specialty. You can, of course get it in Whitby, but since we're not in Whitby, I'll make some.'

      'What's scampi?' Amelia asked.

      'It's a type of ... seafood. You eat seafood, right?' she asked. Amelia nodded. 'Langoustines they call them for tourists, but for us, ordinary folk, it's small lobsters or big prawns.'

      'Sounds yummy,' Martha said.

      'And here's an even better idea. You can come with me to get the freshest of the fresh ones,' Mrs Webb added.

      'Where to?' Martha asked.

      'The boys are returning tomorrow morning with a load. They'll land at the fishing pier, just outside town. I want to go there and take you along. You can see the sun rising.'

      'Sounds lovely,' Martha said excitedly. 'What time?'

      'Oh, it'll be quite early, but Amelia can sleep on her way back home tomorrow night.'

      'What time?' Amelia asked.

      'We need to leave about half past four. I hope it's not a problem for you.'

      'Not at all. That'll be a great little trip to greet the sun,' Martha seemed genuinely excited.

      Amelia didn't mind getting up early, and she wouldn't mind looking at a sunrise. She would, however, need to ignore the bit with the alive sea creatures and the smell.

      'Okay,' Amelia said and looked away. The thought of small, cold, fishy-smelling creatures made her gasp for fresh air.

      The older men got up and walked out onto the pavement, clearly waiting for the two people who were approaching from across the street: a woman pushing a wheelchair, no doubt with Mrs Palmer sitting in it. The group stopped and chatted for a while before moving on, walking slowly towards the house where the Palmers lived, just about ten yards away. So much for a walk...

      The woman in white rushed out of the café and caught up with the men who were walking behind their wives. She talked to the men for a moment before returning to the table, reaching it just as the waitress arrived to take her order.

      The colourful woman stormed out of the cafe and followed the group.

      'Amelia, are you listening?' Martha asked, poking her in her side, just on the ribs.

      'Ouch,' Amelia groaned. 'What did I miss?'

      'We're talking about the dessert. What would you like?'

      'Maybe some of your excellent trifle?' Amelia said quickly.

      'Of course,' Mrs Webb said. 'Ryan loves it as well.'

      'So, Ryan is definitely coming,' Martha said, cocking her eyebrow.

      Amelia tensed. For whatever strange reason the two friends, Martha and Mrs Webb, had been making little noises, or pulling faces every time they spoke about Ryan, Mrs Webb's son.

      'He says he doesn't expect another murder in this town for another century,' Mrs Webb said. 'He's moved here from the city so that he could have free weekends. So, he’s off work tomorrow.'

      'Great. It's settled, then. We'll pick you up tomorrow at four-thirty am,' Martha said.

      Mrs Webb turned to walk away.

      'Hey, here's Mrs Webb,' the waitress said, gesturing at the woman in white. 'She has a B&B and sometimes takes guests out of season. You'll be close to all beautiful spots for lots of painting.' She turned to Mrs Webb. 'This lady needs somewhere to stay for the weekend.'

      For a second, the smile disappeared from Mrs Webb's face, only to be replaced by another – this one a little one-sided. Amelia would have loved to observe the interaction for a little longer, but the waitress approached them with their order.
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      Martha parked the car a few steps away from The Seashores B&B.

      'You go, but be quiet,' she said. 'Knock lightly.'

      Amelia climbed out of the vehicle. The air was crispy cold, and the wind hit her in the face almost immediately. Amelia wrapped her arms around herself, glad to have her autumn jacket in the car. She'd need to put it on before they got out at the harbour. She was about to regret the early morning trip, but one glance at the still starry sky above her head was enough to change her mind. Since her arrival to Leah by the Sea she'd been discovering how much she missed by living in a big city.

      She ran up the steps. Halfway up, she noticed light glowing in the window of the dining room. Amelia stretched her neck.

      A computer screen active at four-thirty in the morning? Was Ryan up and working?

      She approached the window and looked inside.

      Someone was sitting at the breakfast table with their back to the window, the screen giving off deep purple glow.

      A very characteristic shade of purple - the home page of Tor, a browser affording its user anonymity and not allowing any tracking. Often use by security-obsessed IT consultants, like Amelia and her colleagues – and criminals.

      The screen didn't give off too much light, but it was clear that the person sitting at the table was not Ryan or Mrs Webb.

      Was it the woman who came to spend the weekend at The Seashores to paint?

      Amelia put her face to the windowpane. From where she stood, she saw some of the details on the screen.

      The woman was logged into a website with a number of pictures and graphs.

      And then she switched tabs to a window that definitely looked like a bank account.

      A smaller screen, no doubt a phone, lit up on the table. The woman grabbed it.

      The short, sharp beep of a car’s horn cut into the silence.

      Amelia winced. The woman at the table jumped and slammed the laptop shut.

      The room drowned in the darkness again. Amelia peeled herself away from the window and approached the front door.

      She knocked lightly, just as instructed.

      Honestly, Martha could have waited just a minute longer. The honking was unnecessary.

      The door opened quietly, and Mrs Webb appeared, dressed in waterproof overalls and a long rain jacket. She was holding a small bucket.

      'You shouldn't have honked,' she whispered. 'I've got a guest and Ryan is asleep.'

      Amelia just pointed at the car. It was obvious she couldn't have been the one honking!

      [image: ]
* * *

      On their way back from the pier, with a bucket filled with seawater and small sea creatures, Martha drove slowly along the costal road. The sky was taking on warmer hues, reflected in the calm waters of the bay. A few morning clouds at the horizon began to dissipate. The sun was definitely on its way up.

      'That's Devil's Bay, down there,' Mrs Webb said. 'Devil's Rock is just to the left. It's quite picturesque, particularly at sunrise.'

      'Why is it called that?' Martha asked. 'Can we see it?'

      'Yes, there's a track down just after this next turning. I was going to suggest that we stop and have a look. It's a secluded bay. Used to be popular with smugglers and all sorts of baddies, but that was long, long ago,' Mrs Webb explained. 'It was named after one of the local baddies. He was as clever as a devil, people used to say.'

      'Is that still popular?' Amelia asked, genuinely hoping it was not.

      'Not really. It's too far away from the town, and there are enough beaches around Leah for regular tourists to enjoy. Devil's Bay is for those who don't like the crowds. It's usually empty at this time of year.'

      Martha slowed down and turned right onto a narrow, winding road leading down, towards the bay.

      A moment later, the bay emerged from behind a corner. The sea shimmered orange and pink, and these streaks of colour shone through the gaps in the clouds. Devil's Rock stood still dark to their left. Amelia's heart squeezed. She reached for her phone.

      She really ought to buy a proper camera for these moments.

      Martha parked the car in a small car park at the foot of the cliff and they climbed out.

      What a disappointment - at the end of a long jetty bobbed a single boat.

      'Well, not your "usually empty",' Amelia grumbled but, having said that, the dark silhouette of the yacht would be a nice feature against the morning sky.

      They walked towards the jetty. The breeze swept their faces, fresh and salty.

      Chilly... Amelia slipped the phone into her pocket and buttoned her jacket.

      She skipped ahead of the two older women, searching for the best position to frame the view. With the boat to the right and Devil's Rock to the left, she decided.

      She reached the last stretch of the jetty. The wooden planks wobbled under her feet. She held her phone to her face, seeking the best angle.

      Nope. A little closer to the boat.

      Amelia stepped forward and squatted.

      Now, that was better. She positioned her phone and pressed the button.

      One more, maybe closer to the boat.

      She approached the boat. A dark, stocky shape propped against the side caught her eye.

      She leant against the side of the boat.

      Down on the wooden deck, slumped against a corner was a man.

      Amelia cleared her throat.

      'Hello? Are you okay, sir?' she called.

      Maybe he'd fallen asleep drunk? But with the night being cold, he could be seriously hypothermic.

      'Sir, are you okay?' Amelia called a little louder. Her heartbeat accelerated. She looked over her shoulder. Martha and Mrs Webb were admiring the rocks.

      'Hey, ladies. Come here, quickly.' She called. And slipped her phone back into the pocket. She climbed over the side of the boat and onto the deck.

      The yacht wobbled. Amelia steadied herself.

      'Can you hear me, sir?' she called again.

      In three steps she was by the body. The dark suit trousers seemed familiar, as was the light blue shirt. Definitely too lightweight clothing for a chilly October night.

      The man's head was hanging down, but the unnaturally coloured hair also looked familiar.

      Amelia squatted and touched the back of his hand. The skin was cold, far too cold for him to be alive. She swallowed the wave of anxiety clenching in her stomach and reached for his wrist.

      There was no pulse.

      Amelia stood up, her knees trembling.

      Martha and Mrs Webb were already leaning against the side of the boat.

      'Is he dead?' Mrs Webb asked, her voice barely more than a whisper.

      'Pretty sure he is,' Amelia croaked.

      Martha winced.

      'Isn't it the man who came to the shop yesterday morning?'

      'I think so,' Amelia replied, pressing the keys on her phone to call the emergency number.
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      When the local police, in the persons of Sergeant Ryan Webb and Community Constable Derek Lee arrived, the sun emerged from below the horizon, spreading its golden rays on the still waters of Devil's Bay and the sea beyond.

      'Are you sure it's the same man?' Mrs Webb asked Martha for the umpteenth time.

      Martha, having had a look at the face of dead man, nodded again.

      'Do you remember his name?' Sergeant Webb asked.

      'No, but I have his business card in the shop.'

      'We found his wallet, with bank cards and stuff,' PC Derek Lee's head appeared in the entrance to the cabin. 'The bloke's name was, Harry Marshall.'

      'Marshall?' Mrs Webb prickled her ears. 'Isn't that the name of the woman who's staying at our B&B, son?'

      'You who took the details, not me,' Ryan Webb replied.

      'And that's what I'm saying,' Mrs Webb snapped back. 'Her name is, Clare Marshall. She's staying for the weekend only. To paint. She told me she really liked the town and wanted to memorise it in her paintings. Her husband apparently had a business meeting or something on their boat. Last night.'

      'And here he is, dead,' Ryan said gloomily. 'We need to let her know. That is,' he hastened to add. 'I need to tell her. Don't you even try,' he murmured, glaring at his mother.

      'I know... I know... won't do that anymore...' Mrs Webb grumbled. 'How did he die?'

      'No idea. We need a proper medical examination first. I think you should go now. You've left your guest by herself at home. That's not only inhospitable, it's risky. What if there was a fire?' he added.

      'But there wasn't, was there? And there are clear instructions on the wall in the hallway what to do in case of emergency. Anyway, I thought you were staying overnight. You're not supposed to be on duty,' Mrs Webb replied.

      'I'm always on duty, mother.'

      'That wasn't going to be the case when you moved back. Besides, I nipped out for an hour or so to collect the scam-... Oh, dear, we need to go, the scampi will lose its freshness,' Mrs Webb shook her head. 'Are we free to go, Sergeant?' she asked.

      'Yes. I know where to find you if I have any further questions.'

      They drove back to town in a silence punctuated by Mrs Webb grumbling over Ryan not allowing her to talk to the guest before he informed her what they'd discovered, and Martha's musing over what could have happened.

      Overwhelmed, and still a little sick from discovering the body, Amelia stared through the window, trying to count trees.

      Why, on earth did she have to discover another body?

      When they arrived back at The Seashores, the guest was outside. Her tall, slim figure towered at the top of the steps. She was wearing the same cropped white trousers and a cream linen jacket over a sparkling-white top. Her hair was perfectly coiffed, just as it had been yesterday morning.

      Amelia's choice of a hairstyle - tied back in a ponytail, was driven by her difficulty of forcing her smooth, dark hair into obedience. How could women find the time and energy in the morning to make their hair look so beautiful and perfect?

      Did the white-loving guest sleep with her head floating above the pillow?

      On the other hand, maybe she didn't sleep much at all. Certainly, being up at half past four in the morning, searching the internet using Tor...

      'You're my witnesses,' Mrs Webb said firmly, opening the car door.

      'Witnesses to what?' Amelia asked.

      'Of course,' Martha replied.

      Mrs Webb ignored Amelia's question, it must have been one of those obvious questions that didn't require a reply, or that Amelia missed a piece of context. Either way, it wasn't worth getting an explanation.

      Moreover, Amelia was curious what the woman was doing up and out, clearly waiting for something or someone at barely 7.30 am on a Saturday.

      'Good morning, lovely morning, isn't it,' Mrs Webb said. 'Perfect for a bit of painting.'

      Martha wheezed in a breath.

      'Are you waiting for me, petal? I'm sorry, I went out and ... and... got delayed. I thought I'd be back much earlier, but... got delayed...' Mrs Webb stumbled.

      'I'm waiting for a taxi. Need to get back to our boat. Left my phone behind and I can't do anything without my phone.

      Now, it was Mrs Webb's turn to wheeze in a breath. Amelia stood back and observed.

      'I-I… Don't think it's...' Mrs Webb said and paused. She looked at Martha.

      Martha stepped forward.

      'How inconvenient,' Martha said. 'How did you manage to get a taxi?'

      'I used the phone in the hallway,' the woman replied. 'I hope you don't mind.'

      'No, not at all,' Mrs Webb hastened to reply. Her eyes were wide open; her glance darted from the woman in white to Martha. 'I'm afraid our local taxi service is not very reliable, particularly out of season. You may be better off... catching a ride.'

      The woman smiled.

      'Will you be able to drop me off to... what was the place called?'

      'Dev-' Mrs Webb said.

      'Definitely,' Martha cut in. 'But we need to take care of the catch first. Sorry, it's been in the bucket for too long. Let's go back inside,' she ushered everyone back into the house.

      Martha took control of the situation. She sent Mrs Webb to the bathroom to deal with the scampi and lead Amelia and the woman to the kitchen.

      'A cup of tea anyone?' she said cheerfully. 'I'm parched.'

      The woman declined.

      'Maybe when I'm back. I'm a bit worried. I don't like when my husband stays on the boat on his own after a meeting with that... business associate of his. They tend to... Harry's, that is my husband, well … his health is not top notch and he sometimes drinks more than he should.'

      Amelia gulped.

      'Oh, men...' Martha said and sighed. 'They tend to behave irresponsibly. Particularly at a certain age.'

      'Tell me about it,' the woman replied. She sat at the table and folded her hands on her lap. 'And I don't even have the phone to check on him.'

      'Yes, you do,' Amelia said automatically.

      'What?" the woman's voice took on a sharp note. Her face was pale.

      Martha glared at Amelia.

      'You could have used the phone in the hallway, of course,' Martha said calmly.

      Obviously!

      Thank goodness for the Marthas of this world...

      'Sure,' the woman's voice sounded a little more relaxed now. 'But I don't know his number. You know, these days, people keep all their numbers in their mobile phones, and no one bothers to learn anyone's number by heart.'

      'Indeed,' Amelia chimed in. She could easily agree with that.

      But why was the woman saying she didn't have a phone on her, while Amelia clearly saw a mobile phone on the table earlier this morning?

      A car engine whirred nearby, drew closer and then died.

      After a series of footsteps, the front door opened, clearly indicating the awkward situation was about to finish –  and shift into an even more awkward one.

      'I didn't say anything,' Mrs Webb's voice sounded muffled, no doubt coming from the hallway or the bathroom.

      'Good,' Sergeant Webb, Ryan, replied. A moment later he entered the kitchen. His mother trailed right behind his broad-shouldered back.

      Dressed in his dark blue uniform with the funny bucket hat - custodian hat – under his arm. Sergeant Ryan's broad, regular face was serious. His blue eyes were surrounded by dark circles. It seemed that no one had slept well last night.

      'Mrs Marshall, Clare Marshall?' he asked. 'Harry Marshall's wife?'

      The woman in white lifted her face.

      'Yes? What's happened?' Her voice took on a sharp note.

      'I'm Sergeant Ryan Webb, from the local police. We've found a body on a boat and we suspect that it might be your husband. I'm very sorry about that.'

      'Harry is dead?' she repeated and covered her face with her hands.

      'That's our suspicion. I'd need you, of course, to identify the body.' Ryan slumped on the chair opposite her. The kettle boiled and Martha took out a teapot.

      'I think a nice cup of tea is in order,' she said.

      Mrs Webb shifted towards the window, no doubt to have a better view of the situation, but at least, as per her promise, she wasn't saying anything.

      Ryan nodded at Martha, who busied herself with the tea-making.

      'I'm very sorry for your loss,' Ryan said. 'I do understand it's a shock for you, but I need to ask you a few questions to understand what might have happened. I suggest we go somewhere private'

      Mrs Marshall's shoulders shook, but she uncovered her face.

      'No, no, here's better. I don't think I can move now. But how did he die? What's happened? He had some health problems, but nothing to really worry about, he was told. Actually, he was just getting his health and his life back on track after a series of setbacks we suffered while living abroad. What happened?'

      'We're not sure yet. But he was found on the boat early this morning, by himself, dead.'

      'Just dead. Like that?' she snapped her fingers.

      'Dead for at least a few hours. Were you here all night?'

      'Yes. Of course. Mrs Webb?' the woman turned her face, now pale with reddish impressions of her fingers still visible on her cheeks.

      'You've been here since... about two in the afternoon, I think,' Mrs Webb said.

      'I was painting in the garden, until sunset. And then had a Chinese takeaway in town and came back here to eat it. I watched something online, a video series on a painting technique,' she carried on. 'I'm an artist, you see. With a few fans who keep asking me for more pictures. Anyhow, last night, about 10 pm, I wanted to call my husband to check on him, even though he doesn't like it. But I realised I must have left my phone on the boat. And since it was too late, I decided to get a taxi this morning and go back to the boat to collect my phone... by the way...' the woman looked at the window.

      'I've cancelled the taxi,' Mrs Webb said. 'I... He's not very reliable anyway, our Tony. He wasn't even properly up.'

      'Oh, okay,' Mrs Marshall said. 'Where was I?'

      'Telling me about your movements last night,' Ryan answered.

      Even though you weren't asked... Amelia thought. But maybe, she was being unfairly suspicious towards the woman. And she shouldn't be, because she did not have enough evidence. Using Tor was not a crime.

      But saying you don't have a phone while you have, was.

      Or was it?

      Amelia bit her lip.

      No, she definitely, shouldn't rely on a single piece of evidence and definitely no gut feelings, anyway. But a close monitoring of the person was recommended. Just as a close monitoring of a glitch in a computer system.

      'When did you last see or talk to your husband?' Ryan asked.

      'Yesterday afternoon, about 1.45 pm. He dropped me off here and drove back to the boat. He had a meeting with his business associate, Tom Reynolds, at about 6 pm last night.'

      'And you've had no contact from your husband since 2 pm yesterday?'

      'I might have, I don't know. My phone is on the boat.'

      Ryan nodded.

      'So, as far as you know, Tom Reynolds is the last person who saw your husband alive?'

      Mrs Marshall's face darkened.

      'From what Harry told me he was going to meet with Tom at six. They usually sat for a couple of hours, drinking and talking about good old times and better times to come.'

      The way she spoke changed a little. Amelia would say that there was a note of bitterness in her voice.

      'So, Mr Reynolds has known your husband a long time?'

      'Childhood friends and current business associates. Tom Reynolds has been working with our little company for the past year or so. But you'd better ask him yourself.'

      'I definitely will. Do you have his contact details?'

      'In my phone. Will you let me get it? And when can I see my husband?'

      'Sure. I can take to see the body of your husband right now, if you're able to go now, or after you've had a hot drink and something to eat.'

      Martha put the steaming teapot on the table.

      'Here you go, my dear. That'll help.'

      'No, I'd rather get it over and done with now,' Mrs Marshall climbed to her feet and blew her nose. 'Let's go, Sergeant.'

      Once Ryan and the woman left, Mrs Webb strode towards the table.

      'Well, well, who would have thought...' she said shaking her head and pouring herself a cup of tea. 'Our town is still humming from that previous story with you two involved, and now here's another one.'

      'He might have just died of natural causes, Liz. Lots of people die. He was at most in his early fifties, from my quick assessment, but men die younger than women these days. Besides, didn't you hear her say he had health problems?' Martha retorted. She was holding a mug full of steaming tea. 'Did you see any suspicious signs on his body, Amelia?'

      Amelia gulped. She'd rather not go back to revisit the scene – not even in her head.

      'No. He looked as if he was asleep.'

      'See!' Martha's voice triumphed. 'I bet this will turn out to be something ordinary, like a heart attack. But on the positive side, if death has any positive sides, he won't trouble me again with his sleazy business offers,' she added, pursing her lips. 'Which reminds me of something. The woman who has apparently recommended my shop as a good potential partner, what was her name?'

      'Alesha McDowell,' Amelia said.

      'Ah, the artsy-fartsy one,' Mrs Webb said. 'She's an interesting character. You'll find her in her gallery, Art by the Sea, I believe, just beside the library.'
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      After a cup of tea, Martha and Amelia drove towards the village, or rather town green, since Leah by the Sea was a town. They parked by the library, which was probably the only business opened on this October Saturday morning (including the building proudly called the police station, which was also closed). The Art by the Sea pavilion was closed, but there was someone inside, squatting beside the counter, so Martha simply knocked at the glass door.

      The person behind the counter stood up. She was dressed in a different outfit, full of frills all in shades of pink and purple, but it was undoubtedly, the colourful woman Amelia saw in the café the previous morning. The woman was holding a large beach bag.

      The woman gestured to the "Closed" sign hanging on the door, but Martha shook her head and knocked again.

      The colourful woman, Alesha McDowell, as Amelia suspected, dropped the bag onto the floor and walked to the door to open it.

      'Yes? How can I help? The gallery is closed today,' she said, standing in the doorway, blocking the entrance.

      Amelia wondered how Martha was going to deal with the double questions and a comment that stated the obvious.

      'I'm Martha Grant, I bought the bookstore from Mr Palmer-'

      'Yes, I know who you are,' Alesha interrupted. 'Why are you here? I'm about to go out and paint. The gallery is closed.'

      'I'm here because apparently you recommended my business for cooperation, or whatever it's called,' Martha's voice brimmed with badly concealed annoyance, even Amelia could tell that. 'I didn't like the idea that the man, Mr Marshall presented, so now I'm wondering what made you think it was a good match?'

      The woman shrugged. The pink gauze frills on her shoulders flapped.

      'Mr Marshall is an art dealer, but he was looking to get into niche books. So, he asked me if I knew any bookshops in the area. Yours is the only one in town.'

      'So, nothing special, really?' Martha drilled.

      'No. Just a friendly suggestion from one town businesswoman regarding another. Mr Marshall is a very sound businessman. I've earned quite a lot of money thanks to the pictures he has put for sale in my little gallery. You may call it a favour-'

      'I wouldn't' Martha cut in. 'I actually found him-'

      'One should not talk ill of the dead,' Amelia whispered.

      Alesha McDowell's face drained of blood. Amelia noticed that her eyes, which seemed even more heavily made up than yesterday, had dark smudges underneath.

      'What do you mean, "ill of the dead"?' she asked, in a squeaky voice.

      'That's an old saying, a belief, that one shouldn't bad-mouth the dead as they can't defend themselves' Amelia explained calmly.

      'Amelia, that's not what Ms McDowell is asking about,' Martha said.

      'How do you know what she's asking about?' Amelia replied. Humans and their communication would always baffle her.

      Ms McDowell took a deep breath and crossed her arms over her chest.

      'I'm asking,' she shouted. Her voice trembled. 'How come he's dead? And what the heck are you doing here?'

      'Which question would you like us to answer first?' Amelia asked.

      Martha's elbow hit Amelia's ribs.

      'He died on his boat, early this morning. We found him,' Martha explained. 'No idea how come he's dead. I'm here because I was curious-'

      'Never mind,' Ms McDowell said and pushed the door. Martha used her foot to keep the door open.

      'I want you to go now,' Alesha McDowell said, her voice hoarse. 'I've got something important to do, and it can't wait.'

      Martha pulled her foot out. The door shut with a click.

      'I suppose we've been sent home. Let's go back then,' Martha said.

      They drove back to Martha's house and, as they both happened to be hungry, Martha suggested making pancakes for breakfast and they got into it.

      'Strange woman, isn't she?' Martha asked, whisking the mixture of eggs, milk and flour.

      'Are you expecting me to comment?' Amelia replied. 'I'm not qualified to comment on who is and who isn't strange.'

      'True. You're rather to the right on the strangeness scale. But regardless, hers was abrupt if not rude behaviour. She slammed the door in our faces.'

      'You were quite direct with her, too,' Amelia offered.

      'Oh, I was simply peeved off with that man, and how come she thought we'd be a good business match.'

      'But she said she hadn't said that. It might have been him who embellished the recommendation.'

      Martha paused the whisking and tasted the mixture with a teaspoon.

      'Nice, just the right amount of sugar, I suppose,' she murmured. 'Actually, that's very likely. He is... was a sleazy man. There was something about him that made my gut clench.'

      'I wonder how he died,' Amelia said, hoping for a shift in topic. She didn't fancy another argument regarding gut feelings and the like.

      'I'm sure, if anybody, Mrs Webb would be one of the first to know. We'll give her a ring after breakfast to check.'

      But they didn't have to wait that long. Halfway through the second pancake (with maple syrup for Amelia, and strawberry jam for Martha), Martha's phone rang.

      'It's Liz,' Martha said and hit the speaker button.

      'You're on speakerphone, Liz,' she said into the receiver and put the phone on the table.

      'Great, I won't have to repeat myself,' Mrs Webb said. She sounded muffled and out of breath. 'I'm actually in the little cupboard under the stairs because I don't want Ryan to hear me.'

      'Oooh,' Martha exclaimed. 'You have some juicy news for us. Fire away.'

      'Sort of,' Mrs Webb said. 'Not sure if it's juicy, it's definitely morose. Anyhow, I overheard Ryan talking on the phone...'

      He really should move out, Amelia thought. He told her he was going to look for a place for himself once the other case was over. Maybe he needed a little reminder?

      'And?' Martha said.

      'They are treating it as a suspicious death, maybe even murder.'

      'How come?' Martha replied.

      'Apparently the medication they found in the man's pillbox wasn't right. You know, one of those Monday to Friday plastic pillboxes that you fill yourself?'

      'Yes. Or your wife does it for you.'

      'Yeah, I used to do it for my late husband, and no, before you ask, he died of natural causes. Bert had a fishing accident.'

      'I know that, Liz. No need to remind me.'

      'Sorry. Just wanted to make it clear. But going back to the man on the boat, one of the pills, a heart pill, was not prescribed by his GP.'

      'Oh? And who was it prescribed by?'

      'No idea, but the GP was apparently surprised. I heard Ryan talking to one of his colleagues in the lab. And the wife denies that Mr Marshall went to see any other doctor recently. But, more importantly, they found another pill on the boat.'

      'Some drugs?' Amelia joined in. 'I wouldn't be surprised,' she added. Annoyingly, she couldn't justify her suspicion, though.

      She pressed her lips together.

      Bad, Amelia, you're as bad as your godmother... gut feeling is not a scientific method of data analysis.

      'No. A little blue pill,' Mrs Webb whispered.

      'Really?' Martha asked.

      'A what?' Amelia asked, reaching for her phone. Knowing the two friends, she'd get a faster and more reliable reply from her favourite search engine.

      To her surprise, the search for the exact phrase returned lots of hits and all of them clearly indicating that this expression was a popular euphemism for a medicine used by men to treat certain bedroom difficulties.

      'But the wife was staying on shore, the whole weekend,' Martha said. 'You said the news wasn’t going to be juicy.'

      'I'm just relating an overheard conversation.'

      'Eavesdropped,' Amelia corrected. 'Never mind. Carry on,' she added.

      Martha shot her a dagger-type of look.

      'So, he sends the wife off to the shore for a weekend of quiet painting, while he jumps...'

      'No, remember what she said. She wanted to paint,' Amelia reminded them. 'She said she didn't like when her husband and that friend of his met.'

      'Oh, no, Amelia, dear, there was a woman involved, that's for sure,' Mrs Webb replied. 'I bet the meeting with that business associate was just smoke and mirrors.'

      Amelia took in a breath, ready to ask for more clarifications.

      'Alibi,' Martha said glancing at Amelia. 'I agree. Something about him made me cringe. I still don't get why he died though. Was the little blue pill and the evening fun too much for his heart?' Martha asked. 'He didn't look too unhealthy to me.'

      'Ah, you see. From what Ryan asked, I gather that it was the combination of the little blue pill and the heart medicine. Apparently a very dangerous mixture. Can cause a... hold on,' Mrs Webb paused and judging by the rustling sound, she must have taken out a piece of paper. 'A very serious drop in blood pressure, heart attack and even death,' she read out.

      'So why did he take the two? And these two shouldn't have been prescribed together,' Amelia protested. 'Doctors aren't stupid. If there are known bad reactions, they wouldn't prescribe the medication together, or they would at least warn the patient.'

      'Yes, for all these situations when it's doctors who prescribe,' Mrs Webb said and paused.

      Martha raised her eyebrows and nodded long and slow.

      It looked like everyone beside Amelia knew what it meant.

      Amelia's face prickled, as it usually did when someone was speaking to her "in riddles".

      'Sorry, you may need to be a little more direct. These two are medication, right? They have serious side effects. Why and how would someone use them without a prescription or consulting a doctor?'

      Martha snorted.

      'You really need to go out a little more often, Amelia. Not everyone is such a law-abiding citizen as you are. People buy drugs, legal and illegal; they buy medicines they want, and they take it the way they want it. I mean, sometimes. I can easily imagine why a man of his age may want some help in the bedroom if he is to meet with a woman who is not his wife of many years. But why would he take a heart pill that wasn't prescribed to him? A pill that is dangerous with this other drug, which, he might have got using his own channels?'

      'I see where you're going with this,' Mrs Webb said. 'And now you can't deny that given what we've got here, this is not a suspicious death. This is a murder.'
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      When Mrs Webb disconnected the call, Martha shoved a large piece of pancake into her mouth.

      'Hurry up, 'melia,' she said. 'We'll be going soon.'

      'Where to?'

      'To The Seashores, of course. Didn't you hear that Liz was distressed because of her very upset guest. She needs support.'

      Amelia tensed her shoulders. An upset Mrs Webb was more than she could handle. A very upset guest was beyond her ability. But Martha seemed determined.

      On the other hand, Amelia really did need to talk to Ryan. Maybe he needed a tip-off regarding the mobile phone, which the wife claimed not to have?

      Back at The Seashores, the kitchen became the emotional support hub. The teapot steamed under a cute, crochet cosy in old rose colour (a twin of the one in yellow that Martha had). Mrs Marshall was sitting at the table, her head in her hands, staring into her mug. Or trying not to cry. Amelia wasn't sure.

      'Thank you for coming, girls,' Mrs Webb said. 'I really should be getting on with the lunch. Need to prepare the scampi, remember? Don't worry, petal,' she touched Mrs Marshall's shoulder. 'These are my good friends. They'll look after you. I've just got something to do.'

      Surprisingly, Mrs Webb disappeared into the hallway, leaving the door to the kitchen open. No doubt, to be able to keep an eye, or rather, an ear on the conversation in the kitchen.

      Amelia quickly backed into the corner by the window, the farthest away from the poor woman. Because, Amelia and upset people didn't mix well at all. And the woman, clearly needed some skilled emotional support.

      Martha was excellent at it. Amelia was, most definitely, not.

      Martha poured herself a cup of tea and sat at the table. She touched the woman's arm lightly.

      'I'm so sorry about everything that's happened, my dear. Is there anything we can do? Maybe call a family member or a friend?'

      'No. I've phoned our lawyer, that's the only person who really needs to know about it.'

      'What about a little support for yourself? A sister? Or a friend?' Martha spoke gently.

      'I'll call my sister later, when I feel ready. Friends? I don't want to talk to them about it. Everybody will be asking me what happened, but I can't tell them. Can I?'

      Clare Marshall lifted her head. Her face was swollen. Her bob no longer so perfectly coiffed. But her white jumper was still pristine.

      How did some people manage to keep their clothes so immaculate?

      'Have the police released any information about your husband's... death?' Martha asked.

      Very clever, Martha. Exploring the extent of the woman's understanding first.

      'No. There is a suspicion that his heart just gave way, but his heart was in good condition. He had some problems with blood pressure, high cholesterol and borderline diabetes. But that was all due to stress and it all came under control nicely after he started to look after himself. It all started when we lived in Central America. It was supposed to be a quiet, part-retirement, part-time work, but it turned out to be very stressful, particularly from a business perspective. Harry became quite depressed, then he started having blood pressure problems. He put on a lot of weight and developed borderline diabetes. I supported him as much as I could, but it was hard being away from home, and away from all our friends and contacts. And at one point, he had a bad health scare. We decided to return home shortly afterwards. And things started to get better.' She paused and pulled a tissue from her sleeve. She blew her nose. 'We came back with considerable debt, but after a few months, my paintings started to sell, and the new business started to bring in money. So, we paid off all debts and started enjoying our lives. We'd bought the boat a couple of months ago and started sailing again. And now... this happened.'

      Her shoulders shook in a sob.

      Martha rubbed the woman's hand making soothing noises.

      'Life can be very unfair,' she said.

      That was very true. Although, not even ten percent as miserable as for poor Mrs Marshall, Amelia's life had also taken a rather unpleasant turn. First her first serious relationship breakdown, then the fallout with a major client, which resulted in multiple ripple effects, such as needing to find new living arrangements and finding a way to go back to her team, who, no doubt, were now blaming Amelia for losing a contract with the offended client.

      In Amelia's mind, the client was not worth working with since they were capricious, unclear in their directions, wanted everything done 'yesterday' and overall a little too keen on touching Amelia when and where she didn't want to be touched.

      Fortunately, Amelia's boss was a reasonable person and the lady from HR also stood up for her, so Amelia was sent on a short, overdue holiday, which was about to end.

      Fair enough, Amelia still had to deal with the consequences of her behaviour, but at least she still had a chance to fix her life, unlike poor Mr Marshall.

      And Mrs Marshall.

      'It's so awful for you, Mrs Marshall,' Martha said.

      'I wish I had taken my phone with me. I would have rung him and maybe that would have saved his life?'

      Ah, the phone... Amelia took a deep breath.

      She should go and talk to Ryan. Or maybe first to Mrs Webb, to check if there was any possibility that...

      'You shouldn't really beating yourself up about it. Did he ring for help?' Martha probed.

      'Apparently, not. His phone was under one of the cupboards. I think he must have dropped it maybe when... when he was a little tipsy and then couldn't reach it when he needed it.'

      Another wave of sobs shook Mrs Marshall's body.

      Martha poured more tea into the woman's cup and pushed it gently into her hand.

      'Have a drink, otherwise you'll be dry like an old leaf.'

      Amelia tiptoed out of the kitchen, carefully closing the door behind her. She headed for the bathroom. She wanted to talk to Mrs Webb about something before she talked to Ryan.

      She found Mrs Webb in the doorway to the bathroom.

      'The door,' Mrs Webb said jerking her chin.

      'I've closed it,' Amelia said, watching Mrs Webb's reaction.

      Did she guess the purpose of that comment?

      'Why? I can't hear anything. She may need me.'

      Amelia was curious who Mrs Webb meant by saying "she", but she was too pleased with herself for correctly identifying the underlying question.

      'I need to talk to you, and I don't want Mrs Marshall to hear.'

      'Okay, be quick. Need to finish the scampi.'

      'Was there anyone else in the house this morning?'

      'Ryan.'

      'No one else that you're aware of?'

      'No.'

      'You locked the front and back doors?'

      'Always. Why?' Mrs Webb's face tensed.

      'So, it must have been her sitting at the table in the dining room. She had a phone on the table. A mobile phone.'

      'But she says she didn't have one. And Ryan took her to the boat. They found her phone,' Mrs Webb explained.

      'She must have a second one.'

      'You need to tell him,' Mrs Webb said sternly.

      'I will. But I wanted to ask you for permission to do something beforehand.'

      Mrs Webb's lips curved up.

      'He's an adult. You can even kiss him without asking me for permission first,' she said and gave a short laugh. Her curls bounced around her face.

      Not another of those silly comments...

      'Honestly, Mrs Webb, we are talking about a suspicious death here.'

      'No, I'm talking about my son, but never mind. What do you want to do, petal?'

      'She was using the internet. Is your new Wi-Fi all set up?'

      'Yes, I gave her the Wi-Fi access. But she complained that the signal was weak in the back bedroom. She's staying in the same room as you were at the beginning.'

      'Ah, at the back, behind the stairs. Yes, the signal may be weak there. You'll need to get a booster for the signal. But that's not what I'm after. Although, it actually makes sense of why she was sitting in the dining room at the time.' Amelia lowered her voice to a whisper. 'So, if she was sitting there using your Wi-Fi, I may be able to check what she was doing.'

      'Like a spy? Is it illegal?'

      Amelia braced herself. Two questions in a row.

      'No and no. It's your network, you are theoretically the admin. I am simply asking if you, as the owner of the house and the admin of the Wi-Fi network will allow me to have a look at what has been going on, on your behalf. I shall report everything and won't do anything you don't allow me to do.'

      Mrs Webb's face became a big, round "O". Probably the French one, with a little roof above it.

      'You mean we can spy on her?'

      Amelia thought back to the Tor browser.

      'Probably not, she used a clever way of covering her tracks, but I cannot only try to check but also to set a special device that will keep an eye on her activity when she's online using your Wi-Fi.'

      'You suspect her of doing something, my dear?' Mrs Webb said cocking her head.

      'I have some questions I'd like answers to.'

      'Then go ahead, petal. What do you need from me?'

      Amelia explained. Mrs Webb wiped her hands on her apron and led her to the dining room. She showed Amelia the router, and let her use the old laptop, which fortunately, was new enough to allow Amelia access to the local network.

      Once connected, she could see her own very short-lived access from about two weeks ago, a series of logins, definitely belonging to the inhabitants of this house, and then a few new ones - presumably that of the new guest.

      Life must have really improved for them, considering Mrs Marshall had a brand-new MacBook laptop and a new iPhone. Both were newer models than Amelia's!

      But then, there was another phone accessing the Webb's home network. At about 4.30 am this morning. It was a different phone, with a different operating system. But no trace from the laptop activities around that time.

      So, the good news was that Mrs Marshall indeed, used the local Wi-Fi network to access the internet, using a different phone. Unless, there was someone else using a ghost phone.

      The bad news was that, as expected, the Tor browser hid her laptop activities tracks perfectly.

      Amelia knew how to keep a closer eye on it, but she had to bring her clever little devices from Martha's place.

      She also needed to talk to Ryan.

      Amelia left the house and ran down the steps before she pulled her phone out.

      'It's not illegal and I've had your mother's permission,' she said as soon as Ryan answered.

      'What? That's an interesting way to start a conversation,' he replied with a note of amusement in his voice.

      'Sarcasm?' she asked, anxiously.

      For goodness' sake, couldn't he just let her get on with it? She had an important message to deliver and she didn't really know how to do it. Hence the decision to make a full disclosure upfront.

      'No, just a surprise. What is it?'

      She told him about Mrs Marshall, Tor, the mobile phone on the table and what she had done with the router and what she was going to do.

      'You want to set some sort of trap for her in our Wi-Fi system?' he asked.

      'Not a trap. A monitoring device, to see what websites she accesses, if she uses the network again. By the way, that was a bit stupid of her using a secret browser but accessing the Net through a Wi-Fi network. She could have hidden her activities better just by using a VPN and the mobile internet.'

      'I don't think I want to know about it,' he said.

      'Your mother is okay with this.'

      'Why didn't you just lie to me, or skip the info altogether?' he asked, a note of annoyance creeping into his voice.

      'I can't lie,' she replied. 'Can you maybe pretend that this conversation didn't happen?'

      'Why don't you tell me you're not going to do that, eh? It's my mother's house and she does what she wants with it, as long as it's not illegal.'

      'It's not illegal. I promise.'

      'Let's just all forget about this conversation. By the way, where is Mrs Marshall now?'

      'In your mother's kitchen, being forced to drink tea.'

      'That's great. I need to talk to her. Tell them to keep her awake and avoid too much fluids. Too much water can kill you.'

      Since this was true, even though water poisoning was a ridiculous name, Amelia finished the call and went back to the kitchen to tell Martha that she was walking back to the bookshop and Ryan was on his way.

      Mrs Webb, who had just finished preparing the scampi, returned to her tea duty, so Martha was free to drive Amelia. And she did that despite Amelia's protests.

      'Let's not waste valuable time on a long walk,' Martha said, turning the motor on. 'Updates please,' she ordered and Amelia complied.

      In return, Martha reported that Mr Marshall never allowed his wife to touch his pillbox. He swallowed his pills without looking at them. And that the business associate, Tom Reynolds, was an old friend with an old debt to yet to be repaid. He knew Mr Marshall very well, including, and this Clare Marshall made very clear, Harry's medication-taking habits.'

      'Strange that even though Mr Reynolds, if I remember correctly, was the person who brought new business and money to Marshalls, she still considers his debt unpaid.'

      'I don't think she likes him,' Martha said.

      'Why is she spending so much time with him, then?'

      'I think, it may be one of those "It's complicated" situations.'

      Amelia shook her head.

      Not another relationship puzzle. She had no headspace for that.

      'But he was the last one to see him alive. Does she realise that?'

      'She doesn't know yet, by the looks of it,' Martha said. 'But I know what their new business is about. I mean, I know the official version. Apparently, Harry Marshall is, was an art dealer and a scout of sorts. They travel a lot looking for interesting independent artists, with potential to become popular with certain clients.'

      'She's a painter herself, isn't she?'

      'Yes, and she says she was her husband's first "great discovery" after their return to England last year. Apparently, Tom Reynolds helped find people interested in her work, and it developed from there.'

      'What does this all mean?' Amelia asked.

      Martha shrugged.

      'Not clear. To my ears, it has a bit of a sleazy undertone to it. But I think she means the Marshalls have found a niche for her pictures and their gallery in general. Harry was looking for artists, and Reynolds has a network of art lovers. So, they connected the two and boom!' Martha clapped her hands. 'Magic happened.'

      Amelia jerked.

      'Keep your hands on the wheel, Martha, please.'

      'Sure, darling. What else do you want to know?'

      'She said she had a sister. Is there any other family, his or hers?''

      'No, and before you ask, she volunteered that herself, they have no children or other close relatives and she's the main beneficiary.'

      'That'll implicate her, right?'

      'Assuming she's guilty. Don't forget that the police would need proof. They dismiss gut feelings.'

      So do I... Amelia thought and clamped her mouth.

      Fortunately, they arrived at the shop, so Amelia rushed to the flat to fetch her laptop. They drove back to The Seashores in silence. Amelia was thinking through the steps to set up the piece of software to monitor the network, and whatever Martha was thinking remained her secret.

      They parked the car and rushed back inside the B&B. Amelia ran through the hallway, grabbed the handle on the kitchen door and pushed.

      'Mrs Webb, we're back,' Amelia said poking her head through the gap in the door.

      Oops! Ryan was sitting at the table, opposite Mrs Marshall, whose face was drawn and paler than before.

      Mrs Webb was nowhere to be seen.

      'I'm sorry, I thought Mrs Webb was here,' Amelia said and hated herself immediately for stating the obvious.

      'She's not here,' Ryan said, drawing his eyebrows together.

      Now, she hated him for stating the obvious.

      'She's probably in the dining room,' he added.

      'Sorry,' Amelia said again and backed out into the hallway.

      'But why did he take those pills?' Mrs Marshall said, her voice breaking.

      'We have reasons to believe that there was someone with him that night. Someone other than Mr Reynolds. A woman,' Ryan said.

      Amelia closed the door.
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      Amelia got busy with the router and her little spying device.

      Just as she finished, Clare Marshall walked into the dining room.

      Her face was drawn, her hair tucked behind her ears and even her top looked tired.

      'Where is everybody?' she asked.

      'I'm here. Who do you mean by everybody?'

      'Mrs Webb and the other woman who helps her.'

      Amelia considered correcting Mrs Marshall, but then, she'd have to explain why a bookshop owner with her own job to do was spending so much time at the B&B.

      'They should be somewhere around the house. Could you...'

      Mrs Marshall slumped onto the nearest chair.

      'I'm not going anywhere. I'm exhausted. I've had the worst day ever in my life, and I've been through a lot, believe me.'

      'And it's not even lunch time yet,' Amelia observed. Her stomach grumbled.

      'Indeed. I need a drink.'

      Amelia blinked.

      'Have you run out of tea?' she asked.

      Mrs Marshall's jaw dropped.

      'Pardon me?' she asked in a way clearly indicating that Amelia had failed to pick up an important clue.

      Reluctantly, Amelia stood up. She closed her laptop.

      'What can I get for you? I mean, I don't live here, but I can try to find something for you. If you don't wish to drink tea, I can find you maybe some water,' she rattled off, trying to cover her social blunder.

      Oh, the social conventions and crypto messages. Such a nuisance!

      'Definitely something stronger than water,' Mrs Marshall replied. 'And on the heavy side.'

      Amelia bit her lip to stop herself from suggesting that heavy water was a very bad idea as a drink. Not exactly radioactive, or poisonous, but not entirely safe to drink either.

      But she shuffled towards the kitchen instead. Fortunately, Mrs Webb and Martha were back at the table.

      'Where is she?' Mrs Webb asked. 'Don't worry, Ryan's gone,' she added.

      'Glad you're back. I thought I'd have to google "something stronger to drink",' Amelia said. 'Presumably you're asking about Mrs Marshall. She's in the living room, looking worse than before.'

      'And wanting a drink?' Martha cut in.

      How did she do it? Was Martha a mind reader of various humans?

      Her mother was right, staying with Martha was a pleasant yet unsettling experience for Amelia.

      'Yes,' Amelia replied. 'Not water or tea,' she added.

      'We know that, honey,' Martha said softly. 'Where is your cellar, Liz?'

      'For this sort of occasion, I've got a cupboard,' Mrs Webb replied and marched towards her walk-in pantry.

      'What sort of occasion?' Amelia asked.

      'For when one is so upset that tea is not enough,' Martha replied.

      Amelia smiled after hearing one of her favourite sentence structures, albeit not entirely spoken her way.

      Never mind.

      'And why is she so upset?' Amelia asked.

      'Ryan talked to her, didn't he?' Mrs Webb replied, appearing at the table again. She was holding a bright green bottle. 'Sherry, and a good one. Use it for cooking, but in moderation. Otherwise, I can get my ingredients all mixed up.' Mrs Webb winked. 'What did Ryan say to put her in such a state?'

      Amelia dropped the idea of asking for explanation about Mrs Webb's cooking, mixed-up ingredients and sherry in moderation. She just realised she might know the answer to Mrs Webb's question.

      'A woman. There was a woman with him on the boat.'

      'Ah!' Mrs Webb and Martha said in unison.

      'That's what we suspected, didn't we, Liz?' Martha said. 'Cherchez la femme, as the French say.'

      Amelia's face prickled. She rubbed her cheeks.

      'What does that mean?' she asked, impatiently.

      'He had an affair or a liaison behind his wife's back, and she didn't know about it.'

      'I better get this to her,' Mrs Webb said. 'No talking while I'm out,' she added and wagged her finger.

      She returned a moment later, closing the door behind her. 'I've told her to come knocking on the door or shout very loudly,' she explained. 'I just really need to get it off my chest. Plus, I need to start cooking. It's nearly twelve.'

      'How can I help?' Martha rolled up her sleeves and headed for the sink.

      Mrs Webb gave some short instructions.

      'So, he was having an affair,' Mrs Webb said, collecting her ingredients. 'I'll bread them and put them in the fridge, so that I can quickly drop them into the deep fryer when you arrive,' she explained.

      'Arrive from where? We're already here,' Amelia said.

      'Aren't you going to collect your mum from... from somewhere?' Mrs Webb asked, breaking the eggs against the edge of the bowl.

      'Oh, my mother,' Amelia groaned. She'd forgotten her mother was coming to that lunch, too.

      'I'm expecting Jennifer to give me a call when she's close. I'll go and fetch her. It's better that she doesn't try to find a parking space around the shop. It's a mess with the current roadworks. So, what do I do?'

      'Make a salad, if you want. Coleslaw would go well together. You'll find all the ingredients in the fridge.'

      'Come Amelia, and help,' Martha beckoned her, and Amelia followed.

      'What are you thinking, girls?' Mrs Webb said. 'The "other woman", do you think she's from around here?'

      'The Marshalls came here for a reason,' Martha said, handing Amelia two carrots. 'Peel and shred on the box grater. I'll do the cabbage.'

      'Apparently, they were here on business,' Mrs Webb grabbed the whisk. 'They arrived on Thursday. It's their first time by boat, but I think Mr Marshall had been to Leah before. I suspect the other woman to be someone known to Mr Marshall, rather than someone he'd just met.'

      'An already existing connection?' Martha said. She halved the large cabbage head and placed one half on the chopping board. 'I can think of only one person,' she added and started chopping.

      'And so can I,' Mrs Webb said and started beating the eggs.

      Amelia peeled the carrots carefully, processing the information she had just absorbed. Judging by the reaction of Mrs Webb and Martha, it didn't seem difficult. But was it a trick question, one of those that appear to be obvious, but in fact are anything but?

      'Okay, I'm going to give this guessing game a go, too,' Amelia said loudly to break through the noise. 'Alesha McDowell, the gallery owner?'

      'Indeed, and time will tell,' Mrs Webb said, and finished whisking. 'But how can we check our suspicions? Any ideas?'

      None of them had any great suggestions. Mrs Webb declined the option of trying to "squeeze" Ryan for information. Martha suggested that maybe Amelia could try to trick him into disclosing some of the details. Amelia protested and proposed to continue talking with Mrs Marshall, since she had proven to be a rich source of info, albeit somewhat delayed. Mrs Webb seemed to briefly support the proposal, "particularly given that the woman would have had a drink or to and may be more talkative", but quickly backed off. She and Martha agreed that "pumping a fresh widow" would be completely wrong.

      Amelia was going to suggest that maybe then they continued with their current methods, since they had arrived so far, but Martha's phone rang.

      'It's your mother,' Martha reported. She pressed the speakerphone button with her little finger. 'You're on the speaker, Jenny. My hands are full of cabbage. Where are you?'

      'Oh, dear. I hope I'm not interrupting anything important,' Amelia's mother said. 'I'm at the gallery. Wanted to buy a housewarming gift for your new flat. A picture of a local landmark, or the town.'

      'But the gallery is closed,' Amelia said.

      'It was open when I arrived,' her mother carried on. 'So, I walked in and had a look, but it seems to be closing again.'

      'Did the owner throw you out, as she did to us this morning?' Martha asked. 'Which was so rude.'

      'Sounds awful, but no. I mean, this is actually a lot worse, it seems. I was asked by the police to leave.'

      'The police?' Mrs Webb and Martha said at the same time. All this joined speaking was beginning to be a little uncanny.

      'Yes, they came in, asked me to leave. So, I'm standing outside the pavilion now, looking at the gallery window and there are two of them, a tall, young man, quite good-looking, if I may say so, and another man, stocky build, in his forties.'

      'That'll be Ryan and Derek,' Mrs Webb said. 'What are they doing there?' she called out from above her bowls.

      'They're talking to her, and now... now she's marching to the door, opening the door and... ah, well...' Amelia's mother paused.

      'I've got nothing to do with this. He was alive when I left,' a female voice yelled. 'Now, go and get a warrant if you want. I'll ring my lawyer.'

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      'The police are at the gallery? So, that's where Ryan went,' Mrs Webb said. 'Obviously, their case is progressing faster than we think.'

      'And thank goodness for that,' Martha said. 'But going back to Alesha. I don't know her at all, and I must admit, I didn't pay much attention to her when we went to the gallery this morning.'

      'You said she was rude,' Amelia prompted.

      'Alesha can be very direct and quite dramatic,' Mrs Webb explained. 'Hot-headed and impulsive.'

      'If her dress style is anything to go by, I'm not surprised,' Amelia agreed.

      'Ah, that,' Mrs Webb waved her hand. 'I think it's gotten worse, that is, more colourful recently. Probably since spring. The rumour has it that she started earning more money from her artwork. Finally, because she would have been starving if it wasn't for her mother paying the bills.'

      'The collaboration with Mr Marshall that paid off?' Martha asked.

      'And likely the new affair.'

      'Has she had a lot of old affairs?' Martha asked.

      Mrs Webb pursed her lips.

      'Not really. She's been on her own for a few years now, since her divorce. But now, when I think about it, she's been a little different over the past few months. Of course, we all put it down to the improvement in her financial situation and her feeling fulfilled in her artistic pursuits. Well, well... an affair.' Mrs Webb nodded.

      Amelia glanced at the clock.

      'Sorry to interrupt the gossiping session, but I think we need to go and fetch my mother,' she said.

      'Of course!' Mrs Webb exclaimed. 'I'd love to go-'

      'And check on what's going on at the gallery,' Martha cut in and giggled.

      'Hush, Martha. You're naughty. I'd never have thought of interrupting my son's work. But I can't go anyway. I've got lunch to finish. You go, Martha. Leave Amelia to finish the salad.'

      With the new division of labour settled, Martha departed, while Amelia continued with the coleslaw and Mrs Webb set up her frying station.

      And just as Amelia put the bowl of finished salad into the fridge, the doorbell rang.

      'Go and get it, will you, petal?' Mrs Webb called from the kitchen counter, where she was rolling the pieces of what used to be sea creatures in the mixture of breadcrumbs and seasoning.

      Amelia obliged.

      She opened the door and stood eye to eye with a man she'd never seen before. His broad, squared face was frowning. He definitely used too much gel to hold his greying hair in place.

      'Yes?' Amelia said.

      'I'm here to see Clare, Clare Marshall that is. Is she in?' he said.

      'I believe so. Who are you?'

      'A friend. Tom. Can I come in?'

      'She's very upset. I'll go and ask her.'

      'That's why I'm here. To support her, of course. But go and ask anyway,' the man replied.

      She closed the door, just in case. She found Mrs Marshall still in the dining room, staring into the empty glass. Amelia wondered if the drink was strong enough to help with whatever it was supposed to help.

      Surprisingly, the moment she heard who was at the door, Mrs Marshall jumped up to her feet and rushed into the hallway.

      Amelia returned to the kitchen while Mrs Marshall and her guest retreated to her room.

      'Finished with those beauties. The chips are in the freezer. So, it's all ready,' Mrs Webb said wiping her hands with a towel. 'We can go.'

      'Go where?'

      'To the gallery, of course.'

      'What for?'

      'To greet your mother.'

      'She's coming here.'

      'Obviously, something must have happened because they haven't arrived yet.'

      Amelia took a deep breath. She'd never understand some of the thought processes of her fellow humans.

      'Shouldn't we be setting up the table?' she asked.

      'Sure, petal. You're right. And I need to check with Ryan if he's coming or not. My boy has been working so hard lately.' Mrs Webb reached for her phone. 'Would you mind checking to see if my guests needs anything? We'll be a little busy for the next couple of hours. But go quietly and stand by the door for a while before you knock. Sometimes you can hear what's going on inside,' Mrs Webb added, her eyebrow cocked.

      'Why would I do that?' Amelia asked.

      'So, you don't interrupt something you shouldn't interrupt.'

      Amelia opened her mouth to ask what that would be, but decided the situation was far too complicated and strode out of the kitchen.

      She stopped by the door.

      Did Mrs Web mean that Amelia should eavesdrop on the guest?

      Probably.

      Was it illegal?

      Probably.

      Was it likely to help with the investigation?

      Probably.

      But was that enough?

      Probably not.

      Oh, so many probables. She found such a level of uncertainty difficult to deal with.

      'You shouldn't have done it, Clare,' a muffled male's voice said. Amelia froze. Oh... it had already started. Without meaning to, she was eavesdropping.

      'But you said that if I use the method you told us about, then no one will find out what I've done.'

      'Yes, but not with the Wi-Fi.' The voice was slightly louder now. The man was walking around the room.

      'Not even if I use the phone to connect?'

      'No, Clare. And you're staying at a cop's house, for goodness sakes. Be careful, very careful. Use the Wi-Fi only for your own stuff, to watch the painting videos or whatever you do, but nothing else.'

      Amelia swallowed and put the hand to the door. She knocked.

      The door opened so suddenly, Amelia winced.

      'Yes?' The man's face that appeared in the gap still had the same frown on it. Maybe it was his permanent expression.

      'I've got a message for Mrs Marshall,' Amelia said. She delivered what Mrs Webb advised her to do, Mrs Marshall acknowledged the receipt of the news. Amelia retreated to the kitchen.

      So, Mrs Marshall wasn't as internet security savvy as Amelia initially thought. Tom Reynolds must have told her earlier to use the phone for secure stuff but didn't say that the phone should not be connected to the local Wi-Fi network. That explained the mistake she made and the phone showing up on the network.

      What sort of set up did he recommend to her? Using the phone as a router, the source of the internet connection for her phone? Secured connection via a VPN service to hide the location of the connection, adding another secrecy layer to her connection?

      Too many unknowns, but one thing was clear, Mr Reynolds was not happy with Mrs Marshall's actions. He was obviously more versed in IT security and involved in whatever Mrs Marshall had been doing. With Clare Marshall forewarned, Amelia's little spying device might not yield any results.

      On the other hand, the issue with the earlier use of Tor and another phone remained. And it bothered her.
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      Amelia returned to the kitchen.

      'And?' Mrs Webb asked before she'd even had a chance to close the door.

      'She's okay with that.'

      'What about her visitor? Did you hear them talk about anything?'

      Amelia closed the door, which provided enough time for her to decide how to address the two-questions-in-a-row problem.

      'The visitor is still there. Yes, they have been talking.' She related the overheard piece of conversation.

      Mrs Webb glared at her.

      'What does that mean?'

      'That the visitor, whoever he is, is more internet and safety savvy than she is.'

      'Isn't it this Tom Reynolds the bloke who was the business associate of the dead hubby?'

      'He said his name was Tom,' Amelia replied cautiously. 'I don't like to make any assumptions.'

      'But I do,' Mrs Webb winked. 'I think we can safely assume that. So, he's here to do what, you think?'

      'To support her. At least, that's what he said.'

      'I genuinely hope he does, because the poor woman needs it at the moment. But he was with the victim on the night of the murder.'

      'We're not sure yet this was-'

      'Nonsense, as a member of self-appointed Leah by the Sea whatever the league was, I tell you this is.'

      'It was the Justice League and we can't call ourselves that. As I explained before, first, we don't meet the basic criteria of numbers and superhero status. Secondly-'

      'Shouldn't you say firstly if you use secondly, or second if-'

      'Second,' Amelia corrected herself. The temperature of her cheeks seemed to jump by at least fifty degrees. 'Second, there may be an issue with copyright. And this is why I will not use it.'

      Mrs Webb shrugged.

      'But Martha and I like it. Anyhow, where were we?'

      Amelia blinked. What was unclear about this?

      'In the kitchen. You're by the sink, I'm still by the door.'

      'Indeed. And shouldn't we be on our way to the gallery?'

      'That was the plan but is it really necessary. I should probably call Ryan.'

      'Good idea. When you call him, ask him if he's coming to lunch or not. I hope he does, but if he can't then I won't fry so much scampi. It's best fresh.'

      Amelia's stomach grumbled. Sure, she was beginning to be hungry, but the current conversation was making her feel a little lightheaded. Too much confusion, too much chaos.

      Amelia took a deep breath and pulled the phone from her pocket. She should probably leave the kitchen, but she dreaded bumping into any more people.

      'Are you calling Ryan?' Mrs Webb asked.

      'Yes, why?'

      'You could try getting some information about the case from him.'

      Amelia ignored the request and focused on counting the beeps on the phone.

      After the fifth, she disconnected.

      'He's probably working.'

      'I hope he is because he's not working when he's at home. That's for sure. We're not getting enough info.'

      Amelia blinked. She imagined Mrs Webb's thoughts to be like a tangle of computer cable and cords.

      'I say,' Mrs Webb said louder. 'We're not getting enough info here.'

      Amelia cringed and gave up. Clearly, ignoring Mrs Webb's cryptic comments wasn't going to work.

      'What about?' Amelia asked cautiously.

      'About the case. This is ridiculous. How are we supposed to solve it?'

      'Are we supposed to solve it?'

      'Don't you want this over and done with so you can go peacefully to your London life?'

      'I do, but...' Amelia's head filled with fog and she started to reel.

      'There are no buts, petal. And since, Ryan won't discuss any important conversations at home, we don't even know who those people are.'

      'Which people?'

      Mrs Webb washed her hands and sat at the table.

      'Those people,' Mrs Webb pointed her chin in the direction of the door. 'The Marshalls, this Tom Reynolds, business partner. That business of theirs. Why was Martha so upset by that?'

      Fortunately, despite the multiple elements, this was a relatively easy question to answer.

      Amelia sat beside Mrs Webb. She spread her hands on the table, which gave her some extra support.

      'I think it's because Martha found their business model suspicious.'

      'What?'

      'She thinks that whatever they do is wrong. She could not explain it though.'

      'Interesting.' Mrs Webb folded her arms. 'And what do they do?'

      Actually, Amelia hadn't yet put all those elements together. This was a good opportunity.

      'Just a moment,' she said, going over what she had heard so far.

      'I think they buy books and paintings, or art pieces from their creators and place them in galleries or shops,' Amelia said, once it was clear in her mind. 'The business associate, Mr Reynolds, has connections among people who are interested in buying these kinds of things. So, I guess, he sends them to buy these paintings, sculptures or books. This way, the artists earn money, and so does the shop owner, and I guess, also the person who referred the buyer.'

      'Nice. How come all of them earn money?'

      'The shop, or the gallery earn a commission. Mr Marshall offered Martha thirty percent. The person referring the buyer would also earn a commission. I guess, Mr Marshall as the middleman, would also get a slice of the earnings. And the artists has the rest.'

      'That doesn't really answer my questions.' Mrs Webb said. 'How come they all earn money? Paintings can be expensive, I know. Although, not the ones that Alesha paints and sells in her gallery. They mostly don't look like anything. To be honest, I really can't understand how people would... Anyway, art is a very subjective thing,' Mrs Webb rattled on. 'But books?'

      'What "but books"?' Amelia asked. The confusion and gurgling seemed to have shifted from her stomach to her head again. She pressed her hand harder to her stomach.

      'How come people can earn money by selling books? Are they old books, or otherwise precious books?'

      'I don't know much about other books Mr Marshall might have sold or tried to sell,' Amelia said cautiously. 'But the ones he brought to Martha's shop didn't look old or particularly special. In fact, they looked freshly printed and decidedly un-special.'

      Mrs Webb threw her arms into the air.

      'And this is why I'm asking: "But books?" How the heck do they make so much money on books?'

      'Ah, that.' Amelia relaxed her hand. 'That's a very good question, and it's why I think they are money launderers.'

      Mrs Webb's eyebrows shot up.

      'What, Amy, dear?'

      Amelia suppressed the impulse to correct Mrs Webb. Over the past couple of weeks she’d learnt to tolerate the diminutive form of her forename that Mrs Webb kept using. To be fair, in exchange Mrs Webb stopped insisting that Amelia called her by her first name.

      Calling older people by their first name felt odd. At least to Amelia.

      Some people just needed to do things their own way…

      'Money launderers,’ Amelia replied. ‘People who take dirty money and turn it into so-called clean money. I know, it always confuses me, too. You can't and shouldn't wash money,' she added. As she talked, the confusion in her body settled. Making things clearer and better organised – which was what Amelia Barry loved. 'Dirty money is money generated from illegal business, most often drugs, weapons, or smuggling of any type. As the money is earned illegally, it can't simply enter the normal economy.'

      'Why not?'

      'Because it's usually cash. Fair enough, you can pay for your weekly shopping or your bills by cash. You may be able to buy a used car with cash, or a home appliance, but it's probably harder these days when so much commerce happens electronically. And if you have hundreds of thousands in dirty money, there are only so many used cars, or shopping trips you can pay for in cash. And you can't simply walk into the bank with a bag full of notes and tell them to put it in your savings account.'

      'Why not?'

      'Because the bank will ask you where you've got the money from.'

      'And you can't tell them because its been earned illegally.'

      'Exactly. So, for larger amounts of money, people try to find ways to get the cash into the normal money circulation. I can imagine that art, particularly modern, can lend itself well to this model.'

      Mrs Webb pulled a tissue out of her pocket and dabbed her forehead.

      'Why so?' she asked.

      'Because it's hard to decide how much a piece of modern art is worth, since it's worth whatever the buyer is willing to pay. So, let's assume I have an art gallery. If I find a picture and tell the artist: if you put it for sale in my gallery, I'll give you say 50% of the sale price. I price it at £1000 and a mate of mine, with some dirty money to spend comes along and buys it. The artists gets £500, I get £500 and my mate just laundered £1000, for which he gets a slice of my commission, say £250. Maybe it's not too much, but it's money we both can use officially. This operation can be repeated multiple times. Obviously, if you price the picture higher, you're able to wash more money. Or, alternatively, you can wait a few months and sell your £1000 picture for ten times as much, and you've got now even more clean money.'

      'I see.' Mrs Webb's face relaxed. 'And they were trying to get Martha into it.'

      'That's what I think. I reckon the book was a tester to find out whether the scheme would work.'

      'Very clever,' Mrs Webb murmured. 'But shouldn't they keep it all secret?'

      'Of course, but only part of it. I can totally imagine how this sort of business is legal and out in the open. Because, as I said, the value of a piece of art is whatever the buyer wants to pay. I think the correct proverb or saying in this situation would be "beauty is in the eye of the beholder",' Amelia said.

      Mrs Webb nodded in silence.

      'You're clever, Amy, so I'm not surprised that you've figured it all out. Could a regular person, like say Alesha who runs her own gallery see through the scheme?'

      Amelia thought about it. It was hard for her to guess or imagine what a different person might think, particularly when it required understanding certain things, analysing information available and drawing conclusions.

      'I'm not sure, Mrs Webb. I'm really bad at reading other people. For example, Martha felt there was something wrong with the offer she was made. She couldn't explain. He tried to make her overcome her doubts by highlighting how much money she could make. I can imagine that at least some people would be willing to try the scheme just because it seems to be easy money.'

      'Plus,' said Mrs Webb, 'someone is willing to pay a lot of money for their art. I think this would be important to artists or writers, too. Alesha was devastated that people didn't appreciate her work. She takes rejections very personally. She's got a fragile ego, as they say. But her artwork is... hmm... unusual.'

      'From what I've noticed her pictures are modern,' Amelia said. 'I can't appreciate modern art, either, I'm afraid. Pictures of landscapes or photography - yes, but modern art is too abstract for me. So, I wouldn't be able to tell if Alesha McDowell's pictures are good or not. What I can tell you though is anyone who uses the approach that Mrs Marshall used this morning to access the internet for whatever reason, but chooses a local Wi-Fi over a much more anonymous mobile network makes me wonder what is really going on there.'

      'I see,' Mrs Webb repeated. 'And now we know that this business associate has been involved in the whole thing, too. I wonder if he had a reason to get rid of the sleazy bloke?'

      'Didn't Mrs Marshal mention an unpaid debt?' Amelia reminded.

      'You've got a good memory. So, he might have not wanted to pay it back, you mean?'

      'I don't know. I don't really understand why people don't chose the simplest way to resolve difficulties. Like, in this example, pay the debt. But I don't like this Reynolds guy, either.'

      'Why not?'

      Amelia considered her options: one involved mentioning already overused argument of a certain browser and now VPN, the other one, the dreaded "gut feeling".

      'I've got my reasons,' she replied. 'What do you think, Mrs Webb?'

      'Please call me Liz. I've asked you so many times, but never mind, maybe one day, when you... I mean... maybe when you're back for goo- for longer. Anyhow, what I meant to say is...' her voice trailed off. She got up and turned the oven on. 'I think we should check why Martha and your mother are still not here,' she said. 'It's past 1 pm now and I'm starving. I bet you are, too.'

      Amelia nodded and pulled her phone out of the pocket of her jeans again. She dialled Martha's number.

      'We're just about to leave. Sorry, we've got a little delayed. Apparently, Alesha not only had an affair with the dead man, she also gave him the ultimatum "me or your wife". And apparently, the wife didn't agree to the divorce,' Martha said.
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      'That's quite a piece of news,' Mrs Webb said when Amelia closed the call.  She took a bag of chips out of the freezer. 'Thank goodness, they should be ready at the same time I get the scampi fried.'

      'But what does it mean for the case?' Amelia asked. 'Do you want me to get the salad out, too?' She cringed as she realised she had committed the more-than-one-question sin.

      'No, not the salad yet. As from your other questions, not quite sure.' Mrs Webb drew her eyebrows. 'I'd guess, that makes the wife aware of the affair and therefore gives her a reason to get rid of the cheating hubby.'

      'But wouldn't it be easier to just agree to the divorce?'

      'Hm...' Mrs Webb said and crossed to the fridge. 'So maybe not to kill him, but only to play a joke on him, or give him a scare.'

      'That would be a very bad joke,' Amelia said. 'I don't think I'm the only person who wouldn't find it funny. But the other hypothesis is interesting. Didn't she say that he'd already had one health scare?'

      'Who had a health scare and who said so?' Ryan's voice boomed in the kitchen doorway.

      'Hush!' Mrs Webb and Amelia called out at the same time. 'And close the door,' Mrs Webb rushed to add. 'They are here.'

      'Who's here and why should I whisper in my own house?'

      Amelia brought him up to speed with information about the new visitor.

      'You've been eavesdropping again,' Ryan said gloomily. 'I've asked you, mother-'

      'It was Amy,' Mrs Webb said pointing at Amelia.

      'Complete chance,' Amelia explained. 'By the way, I need to tell you something, and I think it is linked to Mrs Marshall using Tor.'

      Ryan's face tensed. His blue eyes narrowed.

      'That strange browser bothers you, doesn't it?' he asked when she'd finished.

      'Yes. And I think she has a second phone. A burner phone, or whatever they call them.'

      'Yes, you can use that term.'

      'Are you trying to track it?'

      'We're working on this case,' Ryan said cautiously.

      'Told you, his lips are sealed this time around,' Mrs Webb commented.

      'It's because you kept interfering, mother. And besides, this is a suspicious death investigation, so I'm dealing with potentially dangerous people. I don't want any of you to get hurt.'

      'Is this a m-'

      'No, mother. So far, we're treating it as a suspicious death.'

      'A man who died because he took a heart medication he hadn't been prescribed, together with an illegally sourced bedroom enhancer pill, which he was going to use during an evening with a lover, while his wife was safely asleep a thirty-minute drive from his boat without any means of transport,' Mrs Webb fired off. 'That's mega suspicious for me,' she added.

      'Whoa, you've been busy,' Ryan said. 'But anyhow, what makes you believe this is mega suspicious.'

      Amelia opened her mouth.

      'Please, no browsers and phones,' Ryan pleaded. 'I'll talk to you about that in a minute. Other stuff, please, and facts, Mother.'

      'Okay,' Mrs Webb agreed. She puffed her cheeks out. 'Actually, I pass,' she said suddenly. 'I've got no fact other than what Alesha said. And that it was, of course, Alesha who was with Mr Marshall on the boat last night.'

      'Oh, the bloomin' Chinese whispers local grapevine,' he groaned.

      'It could have obviously been Alesha,' Mrs Webb said quietly, pulling a baking tray out of the drawer. 'And that would make sense. If she, indeed, was hoping for the man to divorce his wife and maybe even marry her, and he said no-'

      'It was the wife who said no,' Amelia corrected.

      'Maybe, maybe... Or maybe he was just a coward and blamed it onto his wife,' Mrs Webb continued. 'Either way, you end up with a very angry lover, who is known for being hot-headed.'

      'Oh!' Amelia exclaimed. That was a very well deducted conclusion. 'Well done, Mrs Webb. What do you think, Ryan?'

      'I think...' Ryan said slowly. 'That I need to go. I've actually came to apologise that I can't be at the lunch and to say goodbye to you,' he added, looking at Amelia in a strange way. His blue eyes had a softer glimmer in them.

      Amelia shifted from foot to foot.

      'I'll be back on Monday,' she said. 'And didn't you want to talk to me about the browser and burner phone?'

      A broad smile appeared on Ryan's regular face.

      'Yes, Indeed.' Let's go somewhere where no one can spy on us.'

      'I'm busy making lunch anyway,' Mrs Webb called over her shoulder, spreading the chips on the baking tray.

      Ryan stepped out of the kitchen.

      'Here?' he asked pointing at the main door.

      Amelia shook her head and pointed at the dining room. He followed her.

      'What"' he asked, his nose twitching.

      'Don't forget that friend or business associate is still here. He's the one who was clever enough to know how to use Tor an-'

      'I know,' Ryan interrupted, raising his hand.

      'Sorry, I thought you wanted to talk to me about the... these things,' Amelia said, confusion swirling in her head.

      'Yes and no,' he grinned. 'I wanted to talk to you without my mother.'

      'Okay, but why?'

      'So, she can't hear us.' He grinned again.

      A message was being sent between the lines and as usual, Amelia was failing to read it.

      'I'm not sure...' she said and paused.

      'Sorry, forgot about your difficulties,' he said and released one of his special 'dimple-smiles'. 'Forgive me. I just wanted to say that...' he paused and let a breath out. 'I mean... I'll keep an eye on the issues with the phones and technology, okay? I've talked to one of my colleagues from a cybercrime office about your concerns. I've not dismissed them.'

      Amelia nodded. What a relief!

      'Okay then,' she replied. 'There is also another thing you may or may not know about.'

      'Try me,' he said, glanced at her, froze and then chuckled. 'Never mind. I meant to say, ask away.'

      'Good, because I wasn't sure if-'

      'Wouldn't mind...' he mumbled. 'Go ahead,' he added aloud.

      'I think these people are money launderers. And maybe the death is related to the crimes.'

      'What makes you think that?'

      She told him.

      'Yeah, I've been exploring this path as well. Great minds, huh?'

      'Great minds what?' she asked, confusion starting its swirly dance in her head again.

      'Great minds think alike,' he said and smiled again. Again, with the dimple.

      Amelia pressed her hand to her stomach. Lunch was long overdue.

      Alternatively, this was again something to do with the way Sergeant Webb, Ryan sometimes look and smiled at her.

      'I'll miss your analytical skills,' he said softly.

      The stomach filled with fluttering.

      Amelia took a steadying breath.

      'But I'll be back on Monday. I've promised Martha to be back. I just need-'

      'I know...' He stretched his hand as if he wanted to touch her face but backed off. He tucked his hands into the pockets of his police jacket.

      'Will you be meeting with your ex?' he asked quietly.

      'Yes.'

      'You think you'll be okay?'

      'Yes. Why not?'

      'Splitting up is hard,' he said and bit his lip.

      'Is it?' she said.

      He looked at her for four very long one-thousands. She'd probably should have been clearer in her question.

      'Are you speaking from experience or have you read a study or something about it?' she asked.

      He pressed his lips into a long, pale line.

      'Experience. I had a fiancée back in the city. We were thinking about getting married and settling down, but... my father died, and I took time off to support my mother. Then started considering moving back home for good, or for a few years, just to help Mum and the family. But my fiancée, my ex-fiancée wasn't keen. I said I'd commute, but she didn't want that sort of commitment. She told me she was at a different place in the relationship. And we split up.'

      'What do you mean she was in a different place? You were here, in Leah by the Sea and she was back in Durham?'

      'No, yes. She was in Durham and I was here, but that's not what I meant by that. Although that was actually physically the case. I meant that in a metaphorical sense, as in wanting or expecting different things from the same relationship. I was at the stage where I wanted to settle down, and she wasn't really committed. She wasn't sure if I was the man with whom she wanted to spend the rest of her life. So, we split up.'

      'That sounds... painful. And hard,' Amelia said, looking for words to express the muddled-up feelings that the story evoked in her. 'She didn't value you enough.'

      'Looks that way,' he said. 'And you? What happened between you and your ex?'

      Amelia took a long breath. Oh, how she wished her sister, Emma was connected directly to her brain for moments like this. Even if Amelia filtered out the first question, which was too vague and replaced it with a more specific one, she was still left with a huge dilemma. What sort of information was Ryan expecting her to share, since so much had happened between her and Jordan. And secondly, was this appropriate to disclose?

      'Mhm...' Amelia said. That was her sister's advice to slowly say "mhm..." whenever she didn't know what to say. 'Overall, I think, it was also the case of being in a different place in a relationship. We expected different things. So ...'

      'You split up,' he said.

      'Actually, according to Emma, I dumped him.'

      'And good for you, girl!' he said and grinned. His phone beeped, no doubt signalling a text message arriving. He tensed. 'I've got to go, Amelia,' he said slowly. 'Sorry about not being able to attend lunch. But I'll see you again on Monday, right?' he glanced at her with a softness in his eyes.

      'Promise,' she replied. He smiled at her (with that darned dimple) and left the room.

      Amelia relaxed her shoulders. The muscles of her back were so hot and tense, she had to lean on the wall to recover.

      What was that all about?
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      The lunch passed without any major drama. The scampi was delicious, the chips hot and just with the right mixture of softness and crunchiness, and even the coleslaw was good. Everyone present skilfully avoided discussion of the recent tragic death, and of Amelia's mother's strange experience in the gallery. Amelia's mother offered to get that special housewarming gift for her best friend back home and send it along with Amelia on Monday. And then, gracefully smoothed over the fact that Amelia herself hadn't come with a housewarming gift as traditionally expected. Amelia did get the lecture about it on the way back to London, though.

      Overall, the rest of the Saturday afternoon went smoothly, but by the time they left for London, Amelia was exhausted. She fell asleep as soon as the car hit A169 and woke up just before they reached London.

      Amelia was grateful for her mother staying with her overnight in the old flat. Thankfully, Jordan was decent enough (Amelia's mother's words) to let them do it, so they could organise everything.

      Amelia had found a flat-sharing situation and "discussed it" with the other girl over a messaging app, so it was only the matter of seeing the place "in the flesh" and moving her stuff over. There wasn't that much choice, given Amelia's requirement of distance to work, commuting, payments and other things, so it was a done deal for her anyway.

      Her mother left for home, to Kent, and after a very unsettled night in her new place, Amelia climbed onto a train at King's Cross and set off to Whitby. The journey required over six hours of travel and three train changes.

      As agreed, around midday, Amelia phoned Martha with a time of arrival update. This time, Martha was collecting her from the station.

      'Good to hear from you, Amelia,' Martha's voice sounded happy. 'I'm a bit busy today. I've got a meeting at the local council regarding some of the activities I want to run in the shop.'

      'So, you can't collect me?'

      'No, but I've arranged a replacement taxi service for you,' the note of suspension in Martha's voice seemed to suggest that Amelia should say something.

      Amelia wasn't sure what her reaction should be. She was disappointed though.

      'But Mrs Webb said that the local taxi isn't reliable out of season,' she said cautiously.

      'Oh, that's not the taxi I have in mind. Ryan offered to pick you up. Apparently, he has something he wants to talk to you about. You know, about those techie things.'

      Somehow, the feeling of disappointment dissipated, but Amelia was unsure what she felt instead.

      'That's good, but isn't he too busy with the case?'

      'He should be, because while you were away, we've had some developments.' The note of suspension appeared in Martha's voice again, but this time, Amelia knew what to say.

      'Tell me more,' she said. Busy with the move and dealing with the emotions associated with change occupied her mind completely in the past 48 hours.

      'I'm sure Ryan will do it better. Or rather, see what he tells you and then we'll compare notes.'

      'Do you want me to take notes? It can be hard in a moving car.'

      'No, no, that's just a saying. I'm sure your memory will suffice. But I can tell you that this is now very likely a murder investigation.'

      'Oh, really?' That was quite some news.

      'Really. The police can't find the prescriber for the heart medication. The victim's pillbox has only his fingerprints on it, and it’s the same for the box with the said heart medication. The business associate, whatever his role in the whole thing, and Alesha have said that he wouldn't be surprised if Mr Marshall had bought the other pill on the black market.'

      'That was easy to guess. But what's happening with Alesha?'

      'She's still here. Hasn't been locked up or anything. We can't quite figure out what the police are doing, so if you could, squeeze Ryan for more information.'

      'I'm not squeezing anyone,' Amelia said.

      'I meant... Never mind. See what you can get out of him,' Martha corrected herself. 'See you later, honey.'

      The last stretch of the journey was filled with Amelia's musings over the case. She had to agree with Mrs Webb that the situation with the lover and the wife was unusual. But if Alesha hadn't lied about the divorce conversation, why wouldn't Clare Marshall give her cheating husband a divorce? It was very likely that she had too much too lose.

      What did she have to lose? That was a good question.

      Another good question was what the victim stood to lose.

      According to the detective novels and TV series that Amelia had read or watched, the typical motives for crime were money, revenge, hatred and some other complicated human emotions.

      So, Amelia started with money. Given the business the Marshalls and Tom Reynolds were dealing in, the situation very likely, at least in Amelia's opinion, involved a lot of money.

      Perhaps it boiled down to an argument between the collaborating criminals? Were Mrs Marshall and Tom Reynolds accomplices? If he, indeed, had been on the boat that fatal evening, he could have sneaked the heart tablets into Mr Marshall's pillbox, knowing that he was going to take this other pill that night.

      But there were no fingerprints other than those of the victim on any of the elements of this puzzle. Of course, Mr Reynolds was a man with some understanding of the criminal world and erasing his tracks, so no doubt he would have used certain precautions to avoid leaving fingerprints.

      So far, it all fit.

      Given the above, it seemed that Mr Reynolds and Mrs Marshall killed Mr Marshall to take over his share of the money and live happily ever after.

      After about twelve minutes of musing, Amelia decided that a romantic story between the accomplices could not be excluded. After all, he came to support her and gave her detailed instructions of what was safe and unsafe to do while using the internet for communication. Although it was a little too late, given that Mrs Marshall already had made a mistake, it was the thought and intention that counted. That was, at least, what Emma and their mother often said.

      Obviously, a divorce would have been a much easier option. However, since the death inflicted seemed to be almost perfectly arranged, maybe the money involved made it worth the risk for the perpetrator, or perpetrators.

      This would have been Amelia's favourite hypothesis, if not for a competing one. Because she couldn't dismiss Alesha McDowell as a suspect. Alesha had given Mr Marshall an ultimatum. So, if he didn't chose her, as she said, it meant a breakup. Not only would Alesha's dreams of a future together with her lover be shattered, she had to deal with rejection. Mrs Webb said Alesha was very sensitive to rejection. Also, it was possible that, given a breakup between the lovers, the collaboration might have been at risk too. And that would mean less money for Alesha. And Alesha had struggled financially before. A breakup would result in far too much pain and bad consequences for Alesha, who, as Mrs Webb said, was quite hot-headed and impulsive. The perfect cocktail for a crime of passion.

      If Alesha was on the boat that evening, and was angry with the man who rejected her, she knew of the little blue pill and could have slipped the heart medication into the box. And of course, Mr Marshall would still have been alive when she left.

      Amelia sat back and stared through the window. The world was drenched in rain. The droplets that hit the glass pane were merging into large streams, running down and to her right. What was the weather like in Leah by the Sea? She had been blessed with a lot of sunshine during the previous two weeks. She never cared much about the weather beforehand, because it didn't really matter in London. In London people lived between their office and sleeping pad, and they sat a lot in their cars or on the public transport, unless they were crazy enough to walk. But life was different in Leah. Surprisingly, the visits to the beach had proven pleasant. Amelia didn't like the idea of sitting inside a lot. She wanted to benefit from the beautiful surroundings the North Yorkshire area had to offer.

      Fortunately, the rain had eased by the time her train pulled into Whitby station. She grabbed her overnight bag and her handbag and headed for the exit.

      Her heart was thump-thumping a little stronger than usual when she scanned the platform. And it didn't slow down when she saw the familiar tall, broad-shouldered figure with the mop of mussed blond hair.

      On the contrary, her heart did a tiny flip and accelerated.

      Amelia took a few slow breaths. That state of excitement was unusual for her. But, since she was back in the place she had grown to like very much, maybe it was normal?

      'Hey, Amelia,' Ryan called out.

      Amelia waved, as she believed it to be the appropriate reaction. He ran up to her. For a second she though he was going to give her a hug. She tensed.

      What would be the appropriate number of one-thousands in this situation.

      But Ryan stopped a step and a half away.

      'Good to see you've arrived home and dry,' he said reaching for her bag.

      'I've been lucky with the weather,' Amelia said cautiously. She had heard other people use this expression before and she hoped it was appropriate in the context. 'But it rained heavily on the way.'

      He glanced at her, with one corner of his mouth curving up. Was that a half smile? But if yes, why only half?

      'It's rained here as well. Anyway, good to see you back. Have you managed to do everything you wanted?'

      'Yes. And you?'

      He stopped and looked at her with his eyebrows high.

      'What do you mean?'

      'The case of course,' Amelia explained. A drop of rain landed on her hand. She winced.

      'It's raining again,' he said. 'My car is over there, let's run before it catches us.'

      They ran.

      'So, what's happening with the case?' Amelia asked again, once they were in the car. ‘Have you found out who... who helped Mr Marshall move onto the better pastures?' She reached for the seatbelt.

      'No, not yet. Interesting expression.' Ryan observed, clicking in his seatbelt.

      'I've heard it used in church a lot. My mother says it's a nice metaphor for death. People don't like talking about death.'

      'No, they don't.' He started the engine. 'I don't like talking about death, of course, as I don't like the idea of people who I don't want to die. People I love, for example. Or people who as you said, are helped. But dealing with death is part of my job.'

      'And how is that job going?' she pressed. She was really curious.

      'Mr Marshall's case, you mean?'

      'Yes, the man between the devil's rock and the deep blue sea.'

      She said and paused. Why did this even come to her mind?

      'Another interesting expression. Have you been reviewing proverbs and sayings?' he said and chuckled.

      'No, yes. Actually, I've had a look at... at... something.'

      She didn't want to tell him the entire truth. No, not about her secret file with expressions and proverbs and other tips on human behaviour she had collected over the years watching TV, reading books and talking to her two human behaviour gurus: her mother and Emma - her younger sister.

      'What? You've had no updates from my mother and Martha?' He glanced at her, eyes open wide. Probably for humorous purposes.

      'I asked them not to call me during the weekend. I really wanted to sort out my stuff in London.'

      'Have you found a nice flat?'

      'No, just a room share with someone.'

      'Is your roommate nice?'

      'Nice enough, I think.'

      'You may become friends?'

      'Don't really have friends. I find living with people, strangers in particular, challenging so I'm not sure how this is going to pan out. My mother says that I should try.'

      'Can't you live by yourself?'

      'Too expensive, even with my salary I find it hard to afford. London is very expensive.'

      'Maybe you should move somewhere else? Do you need to live in London?'

      'London is where the most interesting work is.'

      'What about living further away from the city centre and commuting?'

      'I can only do so much commuting, find public transport very tiring, and I hate driving.'

      'So, to use one of the expressions you revised earlier, you're between the devil and the deep blue sea,' he said and grinned.

      Amelia considered.

      'Indeed. You're right. And what about Mr Marshall? Was he also between the devil and the deep blue sea?'

      Neat change of topics, Amelia congratulated herself internally. And with the shift of the spotlight from her back onto the case.

      'No, from what I understand, he had choices.'

      'But maybe they were all bad choices. Like between the lover and the wife.'

      'Splitting up even though painful, can be good for both people involved, if the relationship is not going in the right direction. And the person can stay single. Jumping straight into another relationship is not... not always advisable. The person needs to heal.'

      'I suppose so,' she replied hesitantly. But actually, he was right. On both counts. Even though painful, splitting up was sometimes a good thing, and the fact that Mr Marshall might have had choices.

      'It looks though as if someone else didn't have any better choices but killing him,' she said.

      He glanced at her, cocking an eyebrow.

      'I've never said killing,' he said. 'We're treating it still as a suspicious death – no more.'

      'Are you?' That wasn't what Martha said... 'Why so?'

      'There's no proof that anyone touched the tablets. And it all looks like an accident.'

      'But there are people who benefit from his death, right?'

      'Yes and no. There are also people who lose.'

      'Whom? And what do they lose?'

      'What about your analytical skills?'

      She tapped her temple.

      'Still here,' she said and smiled. Ha, she got the joke! 'And if you ask me, I'd say it's Alesha McDowell.' She told him about her thoughts from the train.

      'Well done. She's already all in tears, apparently crying as much for losing him, as for the lost opportunities.'

      'Maybe people will continue buying her artwork. But going back to the case, what time did he die?'

      'According to the autopsy, between 2.00 and 3.30 am on Saturday. He must have taken the tablets earlier in the evening, and they started to kick in while she was there.'

      'That's bad. Didn't she realise he was becoming unwell?'

      'She thought he was just drunk. They had an argument about him drinking too much. His phone rang and he tried to answer it. She got angry that he was talking to someone else instead of paying attention to her. So, she turned his phone off, threw it under a cupboard and left some thirty minutes later, around 9.30 pm. The autopsy suggests that he took the tablets after his evening meal, about 7 pm. He must have become very unwell around midnight, which was when he got outside, maybe trying to catch some fresh air. By that time, she was already home, and her mother, who she lives with, confirms that.'

      'You've checked the phones, presumably.'

      'Yes. And I did the thing you love, so checked where the suspects' phones were. Alesha had her phone off. She says she didn't want him to call her and lure her back, and she was too angry and didn't want to do anything stupid herself. She admits to being quite impulsive.

      'And nobody saw her coming or going to the bay?'

      'No one we can find. Her car is quite characteristic - she drives an old VW van, painted in-'

      'No, let me guess,' she interrupted holding her finger up. 'Pink with purple sparkles?'

      He laughed.

      'No. I'd call it pink, but my mother insists the main colour is fuchsia but with some flowers and stars, in multicolours scattered all over it.'

      They laughed. It felt good being with Ryan and laughing. She couldn't remember when she last laughed with Jordan. She must have, because Jordan was someone with a sense of humour.  At least, that's what a few people in office said about him.

      But then, as Emma often said, Amelia's sense of humour might have been one of a kind.

      Ryan drove on. Amelia watched the rain running down the car windows and the wipers doing their rhythmical wheesh-whoosh. Very calming.

      Ryan took the last turning to drive into the town. His phone rang.

      As usual, he had his mobile mounted on the handsfree stand.

      The screen flashed "Ann-Marie"- which was probably Community Constable Ann-Marie Clapton.

      Ryan pressed the green button.

      'Hey Ann-Marie, how are things?'

      'Are you anywhere near the police station? Someone just phoned in to say that he saw a bright coloured van parked on top of the cliff above the bay, on Saturday early morning around 1.15 am.'
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      'Do you have the person's name and address, or was it an anonymous tip?' Ryan asked.

      'Name and address. Actually, there were two people; and I've confirmed with the other person. Two fishermen who were swapping places with two in the crew that returned on Saturday morning. They drove to the harbour early. There was something they had to do before the boat docked,' Ann-Marie explained.

      'Sounds convincing,' Ryan said slowing down to negotiate one of the many speed bumps. 'We'll have to talk to Alesha again, unless you think it was someone else's van.'

      'No, sir. The boys were both clear. They made a comment about Alesha not being able to sleep because of too much pink and purple in her life, or something like that.'

      'We'll definitely talk to her again. I'll go and do it, just need to do something and I'll pick up my notebook.'

      Ryan ended the call.

      'You can just drop me off in the town centre, I'll walk back to Martha's shop,' Amelia said.

      'Not in this weather,' Ryan said, pointing at the windscreen, which as if to prove him wrong was drying up.

      'It's only drizzling,' Amelia said.

      'No way. Besides, I've promised the Terrible Two that I'm going to deliver you safely to The Seashores and I will deliver on my promise.'

      'Nice play on the double meaning of the word deliver,' Amelia observed.

      'Nicely spotted,' Ryan nodded at her. 'The Seashores it is then.'

      'Is Martha there?'

      'I believe so. My mother was expecting her. She had some sort of meeting with the local big wigs.'

      'Big wigs in the local council, right?' Amelia checked.

      'Indeed. So, there's no point in you walking home... I mean to Martha's home.'

      Amelia agreed. The unsettling sensation in her chest was warning her that she was risking getting right into Mrs Webb and her inquisitive questioning, but the logical arguments won.

      Ryan stopped the car by the steps and drove off after saying goodbye.

      As soon as Amelia set her foot on the first step, the kitchen window opened and Mrs Webb's head full of bouncy curls showed up.

      'Where has the boy gone? That's rude.'

      'I'm not sure if I'm allowed to report,' Amelia replied.

      'If it's police business and you've overhead it, then of course, you're not allowed. Come up quick.'

      In the kitchen, Martha was sitting at the table warming her hands on a steaming mug.

      'Horrible rain. Didn't you get wet?' she asked, getting up.

      'No. I was quite lucky,' Amelia replied. If she could only push a fast forward on these parts of the conversation.

      'Happy to be back?' Martha walked up to Amelia with her arms wide open.

      Amelia shifted from foot to foot. She found displays of emotions difficult, and physical manifestations of emotions, even positive ones, were even more difficult.

      'Come on, Amelia, darling, give us a hug,' Martha said, standing in front of Amelia with her arms open. 'Three one-thousands only, I promise.'

      That was easy enough to manage.

      Amelia counted the seconds. Three for a close friend or a distant family member.

      'Good to have you back,' Martha said. 'I've got so much to share with you. But you still haven't answered my question.'

      Martha's brown eyes pierced through Amelia's skull, right into her brain. There was no escape.

      'I think so,' she replied. 'It's hard to tell yet. I've only been back a few minutes.'

      'I've so missed your exactness,' Martha said and gave a short laugh.

      Amelia blinked.

      'Sarcasm?' she asked.

      Martha opened her mouth and paused like that for a moment.

      'Actually, no. For real. The meeting with the council bureaucrats was a bit of a challenge.'

      'Stop being such a Negative Nancy, Martha,' Mrs Webb cut in. 'Pluck the numbers from thin air and nobody will notice.'

      'What are you talking about?' Amelia asked. Her face was beginning to prickle.

      'My half-baked business plan,' Martha answered.

      'Your business plan that was...' Amelia paused to find the right words.

      'I didn't look at all the aspects of inviting children to the library. All the fire safety, and children safety and a suitable toilet and all that crap.'

      'I tell you, Martha, it's going to be a breeze. Just invite mums with toddlers for a story time first. Get them all in a safe place, away from anything they can break or spill, and find some stories they can sing and clap along to.'

      'Liz, I know how to entertain children, I've done that job for years. It's the environmental stuff I need to get right.'

      'And I'm sure you'll manage.'

      'I'll be happy to help figuring out how to cover these aspects of your idea in your business proposal, if this is what you need to do,' Amelia offered. 'But I'm no good with children, sorry.'

      'Your help will be appreciated. Let's go home and talk about it.'

      Mrs Webb stood in front of the kitchen door.

      'Not before she reports on what Ryan has told her in the car,' she said.

      'But you said since it's overheard police business I'm not allowed to report it,' Amelia said. Her head began to fill with air.

      'Amy, you're such a smart girl,' Mrs Webb said. 'I understand your ethical dilemma, but could you maybe find a way to tell us what he told you without saying too much?'

      Amelia put her hand on top of her head. Maybe that would help stop the growing sensation of light-headedness.

      'Let her be, Liz. She looks like a sick kitty. By the way, the black cat has been visiting every day while you were out.'

      'He was coming every day when I was there,' Amelia said, relieved that the conversation turned onto a more comfortable path.

      'Yes, and I want proof that he would continue doing so when you're away. Because when you're gone, we'll all miss you.'

      'That's for sure, so you must come back maybe every other weekend,' Mrs Webb chimed in.

      'That's impracticable. It's at least a five-and-a-half-hour trip.'

      'It does sound rather inconvenient, so maybe you'll find a way to come up for a period of time every couple of months for a week's holiday?'

      That actually sounded like a nice idea.

      'I'll see what's possible, Mrs Webb,' Amelia replied. Now, with her head clearer and firmly attached to the rest of her body, Amelia found a way out of the bind. 'And going back to your request. How about you tell me what you know, and I'll check if I know any more? That's what Ryan does with me. He never tells me stuff first. I need to guess most of it myself.'

      Mrs Webb nodded slowly. 'Clever. Let's get on with it.' She checked the kitchen door. 'Okay, closed.'

      'Where is she?' Martha asked.

      'She's been spending most of the time in her room.'

      'No visitors?' Amelia asked. She was keen to check her hypothesis number one.

      'Just that Reynolds bloke. Do you think there is something going on between them, Amy?'

      'We do,' Martha added.

      'That's one of my hypotheses,' Amelia replied and told them about it.

      'Sounds very likely. Except for clear benefits from her hubby's death,' Martha concluded. 'But then, it might just be about all the illegal money they are after.'

      'Actually, didn't she say that Mr Reynolds came along with the business idea when they were both down and out, freshly back from their adventures overseas?' Martha asked.

      'She did. And that indicates he's the connection to the money laundering gang, which makes sense as the Marshalls seem to be the launderers and it's whoever Reynolds brings on board that comes up with money to wash,' Amelia said. 'That's why I am not so convinced this is really the most likely scenario. Unless, they had some other motivation to get rid of him. They both had the opportunity and knew him well enough to cause his death while keeping their hands clean and staying far away from the boat.'

      'Okay, and what does Ryan think of those two?' Mrs Webb pushed.

      Amelia thought back to the conversation during the drive from Whitby.

      'I don't know. He didn't say much about them.'

      'Who are his top suspects?' Martha asked.

      'No idea, but I think he might have moved Alesha higher up the suspect list.'

      'Why?' Mrs Webb and Martha did the uncanny unison question again.  They had become very well tuned to each other. If there was a device to create an instant friendship, they would be the advert for it.

      'That's the bit I'm not sure I can tell you.'

      'Don't worry, we'll find out,' Mrs Webb wagged her finger.

      Amelia felt as though she should worry, but Mrs Webb continued.

      'I don't think Alesha could have done it. Yes, she could hurt someone in the heat of the moment, but not in cold blood. That was a murder in cold blood.'

      'Ryan is still treating it as-'

      'I know, petal. I know. I hear it from him at least three times a day,' Mrs Webb murmured. 'I'll see what I can find out from my own sources, and I will be a good pal and share it with you,' she said, magnanimously. 'And you go home and talk about the business. Now, before it starts raining again.'

      Mrs Webb opened the kitchen door, and Martha and Amelia marched out. A few minutes later they were sitting in Martha's kitchen, under a yellow light, drinking tea and discussing how best and easiest to fulfil the list of business criteria.

      Amelia took notes. She had all the items written down on one side of a blank page, and then wrote the proposed steps in her neatest handwriting. She would have preferred to do it on the computer, but Martha insisted on having it on a piece of paper, where she could take a look at the entire thing "at a glance."

      Just as they were moving to the last point, Martha's phone rang.

      Martha flicked the mode onto the speakerphone. 'Don't want to have to repeat it all to you.'

      'Hi Liz, how are things?'

      'I'm speaking from the under stairs linen cupboard again,' Mrs Webb said in what in old books would have been called a "conspiratorial whisper". 'Sensational,' I'd say,' she added. 'Alesha has been arrested.'
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      'That's just wrong,' Mrs Webb said. 'I'd say this to Ryan, but I can't because I have to pretend that I don't know about it until it's all out there.'

      'And how did you find out?' Amelia asked.

      'The great village grapevine, I have my sources,' Mrs Webb replied. 'But the point is, now we know it and we know she's not a murderer, we have the obligation to do whatever we can to help her prove her innocence.'

      'Obviously, the police think otherwise for a reason,' Amelia observed.

      'Reason smeason. Someone saw her van up on the cliff. The boat was in the bay. And from what I've seen, Alesha doesn't have wings.'

      'Even if she was there, on the cliff, what influence did it have on the man's death. He must have taken the tablets earlier,' Martha joined in.

      'It's something to do with the fact that she didn't help him. They suspect she did go to the boat at the time he was very sick, and she didn't call for help,' Mrs Webb explained.

      'Ah, that's bad. That's wrong,' Martha said. 'If they have proof that she knew he was dying, or that he was very unwell and she did nothing to help, that's not much better than killing the person. She could have called the emergency services, she could have driven him to hospital, she could have even driven into town to get help, if she didn't have a phone on her,' Martha ranted.

      Silence filled Martha's kitchen, broken only by the ticking of the clock on the wall and the humming of the fridge.

      Amelia ran through the information available to her.

      'I think it'll be very hard to prove that this wasn't the case. The police have evidence of her presence on the boat that evening. People saw her van, but not her. I can imagine the police might think that she swapped his pills for revenge, and then came back to watch him die. However cruel and outrageous it sounds, I can see the logic in it,' Amelia said. 'What do you think we can do, Mrs Webb?'

      Mrs Webb blew out a breath.

      'Now, you've put it this way, it looks really bad, Amy. I've no idea what can be done, but we can't leave it like this. We need to help the poor woman.'

      'I know a good lawyer,' Martha said. 'And he happens to practice in this part of the country, I think. I can ring and ask him to talk to her.'

      'That's a good idea,' Mrs Webb said. 'I'm not sure she has a lawyer yet. We could also...' Mrs Web paused to take a breath. 'We could try and help the police to find the real killer.'

      'It's a suspicious death, Mrs Webb.'

      'It is not, Amy, dear. As far as we know it, the man has been murdered. We just need to prove it.'

      'By meddling into police matters?' Amelia said.

      'Exactly,' Mrs Webb said. 'But doing it discreetly and undercover... while pretending to do something else.'

      'You have a sneaky mind, Liz,' Martha said and chuckled.

      Mrs Webb joined in.

      Amelia sighed.

      'So, what do you want to do?' Martha asked.

      'Phone Alesha and find out more,' Mrs Webb replied.

      'About what?'

      'Whatever may be of use. What do you think, girls? What pieces of the puzzle are still missing?'

      'Where did the heart medication come from?' Amelia asked. 'Did Mrs Marshall really say anything about the divorce? What was she doing on her laptop on Saturday at 4.30 am.'

      'All good questions,' Martha said. 'I think I'd like to know what time Alesha left the boat, although I suspect this might not matter. If she left when he was already getting sick without making sure he had access to help, that's bad. Remember, she threw his phone under a cupboard. That's uncaring. If not callous.'

      'Yes. I think you're right,' Mrs Webb agreed. 'We can't do anything about that aspect of Alesha's involvement in this case, but I don't think she's a murderer. I'd like to know more about the wife and her strange business partner or friend. By the way she's barely been out of her room today. Anyhow, I know where we can start.'

      'Where?' Martha asked.

      'I'll call her to talk to her about the lawyer and to tell her that we care.'

      'I don't think the police will let her talk with you,' Amelia said.

      'I have my channels,' Mrs Webb dismissed Amelia's comment. 'And I'll also ask if she needs anything, like a nice meal or something. They're keeping her in the cells in Whitby, I think,' Mrs Webb said. 'And I can ask her about the comments related to the divorce. This is as far as we can go, in my opinion.'

      'Agreed,' Martha said. 'And you'll call us to tell us?'

      Mrs Webb giggled.

      'No, you come to me to hear it, because I've got another clever plan.'

      Amelia tensed her shoulders.

      'I think we should go and have a look at the cliff.'

      'Why?' Amelia asked, feeling slightly uneasy. 'It's getting late.'

      'Exactly,' Mrs Webb said. 'I think we should go and park the car at the top of the cliff to check if it was possible for Alesha to see what was happening on the boat. Or maybe even walk down to the jetty and see how much time it takes.'

      'But it's getting dark,' Amelia repeated louder.

      'That's the whole point, Amy. She was there in the middle of the night. I'm not proposing we go there at 1 am, but after dark, which will be in a couple of hours. So, you girls cook some food, eat your dinner and come to my place at about 8.30 pm. We'll have a cuppa and then drive to the cliff.'

      After a healthy portion of a lovey, homemade shepherd's pie and a lengthy argument over the safety and legality of the trip, Amelia gave in to Martha's arguments.

      'Okay, but as soon as I think the watching of the overcast sky from a dark cliff is becoming dangerous, I'll call Ryan,' she warned.

      'Absolutely. And by the way, the sky has cleared, so we'll be able to see the stars over the bay.'

      Back at the The Seashores, Mrs Webb was waiting for them on the steps outside.

      'What about your guest?' Martha asked.

      'Shortly after the phone call, she came to tell me she was feeling really lousy. She's not been sleeping well at all lately, no wonder, I guess. Although it might be a guilty conscious... So, she decided to take a sleeping pill and retire to bed early. She told me that in case I wanted to check on her.'

      'So, she's fast asleep in her room?'

      'Yes, and she has all the emergency numbers and everything, she told me she'd be fine. Besides, Ryan is home as well. Now, he's got someone in the cells, he should stay put for a little while. Until we upset his little balance. Besides, we'll be back in an hour. Devil's Bay is only a twenty-minute drive from town.'

      They all climbed into Martha's car.

      'You'll get us under way, and I'll tell you about the call with Alesha.'

      'Sure,' Martha replied, starting the engine.

      'So... Alesha was grateful for my call and support. She's gladly accepted my offer of delivering her some homemade food, but I need to ask the police if she's allowed that at all.'

      'What about the divorce issue?' Martha urged.

      'That's the interesting bit. She said again that she gave Mr Marshall an ultimatum and he said that there was no way his wife would divorce him.'

      'Actually, you can get divorced without your spouse's consent, but I think you'd need to go through a five-year separation first,' Amelia explained.

      'How on earth, do you know things like that?' Martha asked, glancing over her shoulder. 'It's nothing to do with your parents, is it?'

      'No, my parents seem to be happy together. I just happen to know a lot of things,' Amelia explained. 'Read about it somewhere.'

      'That's a long period,' Martha said. 'And I can imagine that even if it is possible, Mr Marshall might not have been happy with it, particularly with having to get into another relationship.'

      'It's not a good idea to jump from one relationship straight into another. Not healthy,' Amelia observed.

      Mrs Webb turned in her front seat to look at her.

      'Very wise, Amy, petal. But people sometimes do.'

      'Like Mr Marshall?' Amelia asked.

      'Oh, no, I don't think he wanted to jump into that particular relationship,' Mrs Webb continued. 'From what Alesha told me, it seemed to her that even though he insisted it was his wife who didn't want to divorce him, she had a sense that her lover wasn't keen on ending the relationship either.'

      'Any justification given?" Martha asked.

      'First, he said his wife would never divorce him. And when she insisted, he got angry with her and said that his other girlfriends... see...' Mrs Webb paused raising her finger. 'He must have had other ongoing relationships... and they were happy with the arrangement.'

      'Ah, what a piece of dirty cloth,' Martha growled. 'Just so rotten.'

      'Seems so to me, too. Poor Alesha fell for the wrong man, again,' Mrs Webb said and shook her head.

      Amelia bit her lip. So much of this new information relied on having a good understanding of the way humans interacted. Which was always a challenging area for her.

      'So, what does it all mean?' Amelia asked.

      She found that asking for clarifications straight up was usually the best strategy.

      'It means that Mr Marshall likely lied about his wife not wanting to divorce him, right Liz?'

      'That's what I think. Plus, we already know that Mr Marshall was a dishonest person, which is what Alesha told me she had realised at that point. Obviously, he'd cheated on his wife before and had no intention of leaving the marriage and putting things right.'

      'I agree with her,' Martha chimed in. 'Once a cheater, always a cheater.'

      'Okay.' Amelia rubbed her prickling cheeks. 'But what does it all mean for the case? And remember, Mrs Marshall also said everything had been good between her and her husband.'

      'It might not have been, once she heard about yet another affair,' Martha said.

      'Oh, that!' Mrs Webb exclaimed. 'Mrs Marshall knew about the affair. Alesha said she had approach the woman. Mr Marshall's comments had made Alesha believe that it was the wife who was being difficult, so Alesha phoned the wife to tell her to give her hubby his freedom back'

      'Ah!' Martha glanced at Mrs Webb. 'That's quite bold.'

      'That's our Alesha. I'm surprised she didn't make a big scene.'

      'Okay, okay,' Amelia cut in. 'But what does it all mean for the case?'

      'I think it means that Mrs Marshall had known about the affair since at least Thursday. They arrived here on Thursday afternoon, remember?' Mrs Webb said. 'He met Alesha in the evening and then went on to visit another of his fishy businesses, somewhere nearby, I don't know where anymore. Alesha called Mrs Marshall on Thursday night.'

      'So, if she knew about it since Thursday, she had some time to think about it,' Amelia said.

      'And prepare her revenge,' Martha added.

      The elements fitted.

      'That makes sense. Do you think Mrs Marshall killed her husband out of revenge?'

      'She might have had some other reason for wanting him dead, but I'd put my money on an angry woman who has been cheated on one time too many,' Martha said, taking a turn towards a small parking bay. 'Here we are.'

      'Great,' Mrs Webb clapped her hands. She rummaged in her handbag. 'I've got binoculars.'

      'Binoculars?' Amelia started at the older woman.

      'What?' Mrs Webb said all innocently. 'If we want to look at the stars, we need some equipment, right?'

      She giggled. Martha joined her. Amelia decided to withhold her judgement. Mrs Webb's comment made logical sense, but Amelia felt that there was a hidden motive behind the apparently innocent stargazing.

      They climbed out of the car. The area was quiet, with only chirping on night insects punctuating the silence every three seconds. The air was chilly and smelled of seaweed, salt, and wet grass. There was a lot of wet grass around. Amelia had to watch where she was putting her feet.

      Fortunately, it wasn't completely dark. The sky was lit by starts and the moon, and the sea was reflecting some of the light. After her eyes adjusted, Amelia could see the jetty quite well, along with the boat gently bobbing alongside it.

      The wind hit her face. Amelia hugged her jacket closely.

      'So, we've seen the bay and the stars,' she said. 'Can we go now?'

      Martha glared at her.

      'We've barely had a chance to look around. Liz, is there a way to get to the beach from here?'

      Mrs Webb stood on the grass, just a couple of steps away from the end of the cliff. She was scanning the area with her binoculars.

      'You're too close, Mrs Webb,' Amelia warned.

      'I know what I'm doing, petal,' Mrs Webb said. 'I was born and bred in this bay. Yes, there is a path that goes directly to the beach. It's down that way,' she pointed to her right.

      'Shall we go?' Martha asked.

      Amelia tensed.

      'It's too dark, too dangerous, I'm not-'

      'Hush,' Mrs Webb said. 'I think there are lights on the boat.'

      'Lights?' Martha said and trotted towards Mrs Webb.

      'Careful,' Amelia snapped.

      'Quiet!' Mrs Webb snapped back. 'There is someone on the boat.'
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      'I'm calling the police,' Amelia said quietly, fishing her phone out of her jacket pocket.

      'You do so,' Mrs Webb agreed. 'Better call Ryan directly. If he doesn't answer his mobile, call the landline.'

      'It's late, she may wake up Mrs Marshall,' Martha said.

      'She's supposed to sleep like a log,' Mrs Webb commended. 'I think Ryan needs to see this.'

      Amelia dialled Ryan's number. He answered after four rings.

      'What is it?' he asked, his voice sleepy.

      'Sorry to wake you, but is anything supposed to happen at Mr Marshall's boat?' Amelia asked. After all, she needed to establish the facts first.

      'What do you mean?'

      'Are you still guarding the place?'

      'The boat is still sealed off, but we've finished with the search. I was planning to give Mrs Marshall the keys back soon.'

      'Okay,' Amelia said, now reassured. 'It’s good that you still have the keys. Although it may not really matter. Someone is on the boat.'

      'What do you mean? And how come you know? Where are you anyway?'

      Amelia winced. Far too much to cope with.

      'There are lights on the boat. You need to come and see it. Talk to your mother,' Amelia said and disconnected. Her heart was galloping. She wasn't going to try and cover from Mrs Webb and Martha's crazy ideas.

      Indeed, Mrs Webb's phone rang just as Amelia took another deep breath.

      'Ah, it's Ryan,' Mrs Webb said annoyed. She passed the binoculars to Martha. 'Keep an eye on things, will you? I'll talk to him.'

      She walked a few steps away before answering the call, so Amelia could only hear snippets of the conversation.

      'On the cliff over Devil's Bay. It's not a crime... free country... stop wasting your time and come over here.'

      A moment later, Mrs Webb was back with them.

      'He'll be here in half an hour. He strictly forbids us to do anything that would endanger us or anyone else,' she added, putting a stress on "strictly". 'At the same time, he told us to keep an eye on what's happening on the boat.'

      'I guess, he wants us to stay where we are,' Martha suggested.

      'Yes, and call him immediately if anything changes, that includes someone else appearing anywhere even if we know who they are.'

      'Including him or anyone from the police team?' Amelia asked. Clarification was necessary.

      Mrs Webb stared at her with her eyebrows drawn.

      'Actually, he said that at this stage, he's the only person we are not to call him about.'

      Martha and Mrs Webb exchanged a strange glance.

      'Not very trusting, is he?' Martha observed.

      'I guess, he must have his reasons,' Mrs Webb replied. 'He's a reasonable boy. Anyhow, keep an eye on that boat.'

      'I am.'

      Amelia stepped towards the car. She started to shiver. Fair enough, the night was cold, but she also felt uncomfortable in the situation. Moreover, she couldn't quite explain to herself what was making her uncomfortable. Maybe the fact that they were here when they were not supposed to be? Maybe because they ended up seeing something that was not supposed to be witnessed. Or maybe simply because she didn't want to be part of what Mrs Webb and Martha were doing, and yet she wanted to be.

      And she had walked too far away from them now.

      'Amelia, come back,' Martha whispered a little too loudly. 'You're too far away.'

      Amelia trotted back closer. Martha must have passed the binoculars back to Mrs Webb, because the other woman was observing the jetty and the boat below.

      'Hey, the lights have gone out,' Mrs Webb said quietly.

      'What's happening?' Martha asked.

      'No idea, hush... maybe we can hear something?'

      They stood in silence for a while.

      'Where is that boy?' Mrs Webb asked. 'What is taking him so long?'

      Amelia checked her phone. 'It's only been twelve minutes.'

      'Really?' Martha groaned. 'Feels like ages.'

      'Hush, there is someone on the jetty,' Mrs Webb said. She pressed the binoculars tighter to her face. 'Two people. Dark clothes. Can't make out any more details. The light is so bad.'

      'It's nearly ten o'clock,' Amelia murmured.

      Martha glared at her and returned to staring at the bay, as if she could see anything but the faintly lit sky above equally dark waters with a lighter blob of the boat bobbing by a jet-black jetty.

      'Tell us what you see,' Martha urged.

      'They are walking on the jetty, fast, almost jogging. Call Ryan.'

      Amelia was already pressing the "Recall" button.

      The moment Ryan answered, Mrs Webb ordered silence.

      'What's happening?' Ryan asked, his voice brimming with urgency.

      'The people have left the boat,' Amelia whispered into the receiver.

      'Shsh...' Mrs Webb hissed. 'I can hear a car driving away, I think.'

      They all quietened and listened.

      A faint noise disappeared somewhere below them.

      'They've gone,' Mrs Webb said, quite loudly now.

      'What's happened?' Ryan asked again. 'I'm about ten minutes away.'

      'Too late,' Amelia said. 'They've gone.'
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      By the time Ryan arrived at the secluded car park, Amelia, frozen to the bone, retreated back to the car. Mrs Webb and Martha took turns at the vantage point, scanning the area and the horizon for any further signs of human presence. But the area remained quiet.

      Ryan parked his car beside Martha's car and jumped out. Amelia opened the window a little.

      'That was so irresponsible I don't even know what to say,' he said.

      'How about a "thank you" for discovering what we have?' Mrs Webb fired back climbing out of the passenger seat. Martha turned around to check.

      'You want me to keep looking or come back to the car?' she asked.

      'To the car,' Ryan said. 'I've sent a team down to the beach.'

      'Sure, come back, Martha. You can't miss the opportunity of being told off by my only son,' Mrs Webb grumbled.

      Amelia opened her mouth.

      'Don't you even dare to take his side,' Mrs Webb told her, wagging her finger. 'You came with us, and you bear the consequences.'

      But Ryan just shook his head, checked if they were all alright, took the scanty details regarding the night visitors and told Martha to get everyone home safely.

      So they left.

      Since Ryan didn't specify whose home he meant, Martha decided to wait for further instructions at The Seashores. Mrs Webb made a big pot of Earl Grey tea with lemon and dug a jar of honey out of her pantry.

      'I don't want anyone catching any colds because of the trip,' she said. 'Now, everyone has a hot cuppa with a big spoonful of honey.'

      They did.

      Martha and Mrs Webb sat at the kitchen table, going over their view on who might have broken into the boat. Having agreed with them that it could not have been Alesha, since she was in police custody, Amelia retreated to the dining room. There was no new information available. The break-in could have been completely unrelated to the murder. The people who accessed the boat could have been just common thieves who were aware that the boat had been left unattended.

      Amelia needed some time on her own, to just calm down after an evening full of doing crazy things. Plus, she wanted to check on the Wi-Fi network.

      She had brought her laptop with her for that purpose, so furnished with a steaming cup of lemon tea with honey, she installed herself at the side table and connected to the network.

      It didn't take her long to discover that Mrs Marshall had listened to her friend's advice.

      Someone knocked at the door. Amelia closed the laptop to hide the screen.

      'Who is it?' she asked.

      'Ryan,' a muffled voice replied.

      'Come in.'

      He looked tired. Deep lines etched on his forehead. His navy blue jacket had dark spots on the shoulders and his blond hair seemed wet, too.

      'Raining again?' Amelia asked and suppressed an internal wince. She hated weather-related comments, but this one was probably appropriate. 'You should have a cup of lemon tea with honey, just in case,' she added.

      'I'm sure my mother will force one onto me before bedtime,' he grumbled.

      'You should move out,' she said.

      'You've said that before.'

      'And you said you would.'

      'I've started looking for places.'

      'Good,' she replied and smiled. 'How's the situation in Devil's Bay?'

      'The forensic team has taken over,' he replied grabbing a dining chair. 'Do you mind?' he asked.

      'No, why would I?'

      He sat at the big table.

      'I see you were doing something here,' he pointed at her laptop. 'Anything interesting?'

      'I've been checked something,' she replied and paused. Actually, this was a good moment. Ryan seemed in a mood for talking or at least sitting down to stay. She was in need of more information and in a position to negotiate. 'Actually, I've got some info that might be of use to the police, but I want something in exchange.'

      Ryan cocked his head.

      'What do you want in exchange?'

      'You said you've checked the phones that were in the proximity of the crime scene.'

      'Yes.'

      'Can you tell me what phones were logged in? I mean phone types and or their operating systems?'

      He pressed his lips into a thin line.

      'No,' he said quietly.

      'Why not?'

      'Police secret.'

      Amelia folded her arms.

      'But you know the answer, right?' she checked.

      'Yes. I do have access to that information. Why?'

      'That's not fair. So, if you can't share it, I'm only going to tell you half the info, and you need to connect the dots. The person using a certain operating system – and I can write it down for you if you wish — has logged into your Wi-Fi network and used VPN and Tor on a couple of occasions on the day of Mr Marshall's death. But not since then. I can see a different phone and a different laptop, or rather different operating systems accessing the network since Friday. And I know none of them belong to your mother, you or me, because I can see those too.'

      Ryan opened his eyes wide.

      'You've been spying on us,' he said heavily.

      'No. I've been spying on Mrs Marshall,' Amelia corrected. 'But not entirely. I can see which websites and services she accessed, mostly her email and YouTube channels, but nothing more. And I've not touched the logs belonging to you or your mother.'

      'I still think it counts as spying.'

      Amelia shrugged.

      'So, you'll have to find a way to process this information so that your sources are protected, right?' she said and stared at him. But he just stared back. 'Okay, I see you're choosing not to reply. That suits me well enough, because I don't want to sit on this information. Pass this onto your colleagues from the cybercrime office if you need to.'

      'I have.' He chewed on his lip and wiped his forehead with the back of his hand. 'Okay, what operating systems are your talking about?'

      Amelia opened the laptop, logged back in and read off the screen. 'Sounds familiar?' she asked and wrote down the info on a piece of paper for him. 'That android phone is probably quite a popular model, but Mrs Marshall uses an iPhone, which, obviously has a completely different operating system. By the way, they are different from what I use on my Mac and on my iPhone. Anyhow, her iPhone was not logged onto this system on the night of Mr Marshall's death.'

      'It was on the boat, we've checked it.'

      'Great. It is now here, probably beside Mrs Marshall's bed. I wonder what phone Tom Reynolds uses, but you can check with him.'

      She copied some information from the screen onto the same sheet of paper.

      'What for?' he asked.

      She stood up and walked over to him.

      'To check if the phone using the operating system was in the proximity of the boat at any point between Thursday afternoon, when they anchored in Devil's Bay and say, tonight.'

      She smelled the rain in his hair.

      'Do you expect it to be there tonight?'

      'I don't know what to expect,' she said, returning to her side of the table. She felt much safer there. Standing too close to Ryan made her feel... a little wobbly in her knees. 'I wanted some info from you so I can analyse what I've got and come up with more useful advice.'

      He blew out a breath.

      'Okay, what do you need to know?'

      'Have you checked Mrs Marshall's electronic devices?'

      'Yes, both her iPhone and her Mac laptop. We found nothing suspicious. A lot of information on painting techniques and supplies, and Excel spread sheets and a business accounting app. She's accessed usual websites: YouTube for videos, some popular news sites, their couple's joint bank account, and the back end of their website for their online gallery. She also receives company's emails on the mail application. That's all.'

      'You won't find anything because she used Tor.'

      'By the way, there’s no evidence of Tor or a VPN app on her laptop or phone.'

      'If I were her, I'd delete or rather uninstall the browser. This would be still visible, but you'd need to do a deeper search. Have your technical people done that?'

      Ryan lifted his shoulders.

      'I'm sure they've done what they could without destroying the devices.'

      'Okay. What about her finances? On Saturday morning, she logged into a bank using Tor, remember?'

      'I remember,' Ryan replied, closing his eyes and reopening them again a moment later. 'Her finances are not suspicious. She did receive a money transfer from a gallery somewhere in Central America on Monday. It was payment for an artwork. A significant amount, I must admit.'

      'Interesting,' Amelia said. 'Sounds like she is a popular artist, at least among a particular audience.'

      'It would be good to have a look at her work,' he said. 'What else do you need to know?'

      'Are you treating the bank transfer as suspicious?'

      'Not so far. It was transferred into her business account, the one she has independently as an artist. She runs both her own business, and the company that belongs to her and her husband. She explained that most transactions arrive via the gallery and then the gallery pays her 50% of the earning, taking the remaining as the commission. This is shared with the agent, the scout who found the client, or the person who bought the piece of art.'

      'Just as I thought,' Amelia said. 'But the money transfer was not from their UK-based company, was it?'

      'No, it was, as I said, a foreign one. But she said it was for an older picture. Something she placed with the gallery for a few years.'

      'From the times when they lived in Central America?'

      'Indeed.'

      'Interesting... A large sum of money sent to her private business account, not the company's account that she shared with her now deceased husband.'

      'Good point. But maybe it's just a coincidence. You don't like her, do you?'

      'I think I've already answered that question,' Amelia replied. 'I know you don't like me mentioning... certain browsers ..., or ways of accessing the Net without anyone knowing, so I'll now zip up,' she said and mimed a quick zip of the lips.

      Ryan chuckled.

      'Okay, point taken. I gather she is suspicious, because she's not a typical user of ... those devices. But just because one uses those devices doesn't mean one is a criminal, does it?'

      Amelia blinked. Did he just use one of her favourite phrases? Was it a coincidence or did he do it on purpose?

      She eyed him. His face was relaxed. One corner of his mouth was bent upwards. His head was slightly tilted to the side.

      'Are you teasing me?' she asked, still unsure.

      'What if I am?' he replied and smiled, just lightly.

      'I don't know...' she replied truthfully. 'But I know this should be a serious conversation.'

      'Okay,' he said, sliding his hand in front of his face, 'Wiping off the silly half-smile.'

      Ah, so that's what it was! Not too bad... She was getting better at reading people, or was it just Ryan she had learnt to understand?

      'Thank you,' Amelia replied, relieved. 'Now, let's return to our previous conversation. Remember, what I said about Reynolds' visit? He told her to stay safe. And that's my take on the fact that I haven't seen any of the previously logged devices. She hasn't used the devices since that day.'

      Amelia glanced at the screen. Her heart flipped and broke into a gallop.

      She swallowed.

      'Until now...' she said.

      'What?'

      'The Android phone has just appeared in the system,' Amelia said, staring at the screen.

      'Can I see?' he jumped to his feet and strode towards the side table.

      'And it's gone,' she said. 'But the log is still here,' she said, tapping the line with the last entry on the screen.

      Ryan bent to look at the screen. The smell of the rain and his aftershave, mixed with his warmth tickled her nose.

      Quiet a pleasant smell, she had to admit.

      'Why is it gone?' he asked. 'Could it be someone passing by?'

      'Judging by the time the device spent logged in the system, I'd think the person must have realised the phone's wi-fi was on and turned it off. Either that, or they turned the phone off completely.'

      Ryan straightened up. He stared at the screen; his brow furrowed.

      Amelia opened her mouth to ask what he was thinking about, but his head jerked. He put his finger to his lips and looked around.

      Amelia closed her mouth and listened.

      'Did you hear it?' he whispered.

      'No, what?'

      'A car, I think. At the back.'

      'Back street?''

      'No, the back yard.' He pulled his phone out of the pocket of his police jacket.

      'Stay here,' he ordered, and hurried from the room.
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      The moment the door closed behind Ryan, Amelia stood up. She grabbed her phone.

      She wasn't going to stay in. Maybe the person with the phone arrived in that car Ryan heard?

      She stepped into the hallway, turned off the light and headed for the back door - the door Ryan must have used.

      Amelia opened the door as quietly as she could and froze, scanning the environment. It was quiet.

      After a few seconds, her eyes got used to the darkness outside.

      The only car in the yard was Mrs Webb's. Ryan must have parked in front of the house.

      She looked around, trying to find him.

      No luck.

      He was wearing dark clothes and knew this place like the back of his hand. Plus, he was a very experienced police officer. For sure, he knew how to disappear.

      Unlike her.

      Plus, she had no idea what to do.

      Amelia pressed her back to the doorframe and pulled the door closer to herself, without shutting it - to keep an escape easily available in case.

      Another scan of the backyard showed some movement near one of the windows. Amelia strained her eyes.

      A shape or two loomed under the external windowsill.

      A ray of moonlight bounced off a shiny surface. A knife?

      Amelia's heart skipped a beat. A bead of cold sweat formed at her forehead, tickling her. She quickly wiped it away with the back of her head.

      Now, a quiet murmuring.

      Were people talking? There were two of them. Wearing dark clothes.

      A muffled groan and some movement closer to the window.

      Amelia moistened her lips with the tip of her tongue.

      It sounded as though someone was helping another person climb to the window.

      Which window?

      Judging by the distance, it must have been the room where Amelia stayed two weeks ago. The one behind the staircase.

      Mrs Marshall's window?

      Her heart accelerated further.

      Someone was trying to break into Mrs Marshall's room, and she was fast asleep. She wouldn't hear anything.

      Should she do something? Maybe she should run back inside and knock on Mrs Marshall's door to wake her up?

      But Ryan was supposed to be here. Where was he?

      Amelia stepped forward, moving out of the doorway, stopping at the end of the first step leading down. Light flickered in the hallway behind her back and it shone through the gap onto the yard.

      Oh...

      'Hey, who have we got here?' Ryan said, emerging from the side of the steps. He shone torchlight onto the wall where the window was.

      A few minced swear words followed. Then a soft crunch, like feet landing on gravel.

      The torchlight revealed two almost same-height shapes, dressed in dark clothes, soft hats included, standing shoulder to shoulder.

      'Sergeant Webb, Ryan, who happens to live here,' Ryan said approaching the window. The crunching of the gravel under his shoes filled the silence.

      'Ah, really...' a muffled voice groaned.

      'Really, Mr Reynolds and... Mrs Marshall,' Ryan said. 'What are you doing in my backyard?'

      'He dropped me off after a ride,' Mrs Marshall said.

      'And why didn't you come in via the main door?'

      'It was locked, and I don't have the key,' Mrs Marshall replied.

      'There is a guest key by the door. I was there when my mother showed you the key and how to use it.'

      'I didn't want to wake up anyone.'

      'How thoughtful of you,' Ryan said, shifting the light to the man.

      Amelia smiled to herself. Nice use of sarcasm, Ryan...

      'Mr Reynolds, if you don't mind me asking, where did you take your friend?'

      Mr Reynolds folded his arms on his barrel-like chest.

      'I actually do mind you asking. None of your business, officer, if I may reply this way,' he said.

      'I'm afraid, Mr Reynolds, it is my business. You are both key witnesses in the murder case I'm working on together with a team.'

      'A murder?' Mrs Marshall whined. 'How come you're treating it as murder? You've been telling me you were treating it as a suspicious death.'

      'We just upgraded it.'

      'Why? Because she's trying to get back into her room?' Mr Reynolds fired off. 'Don't answer any of his questions until you have a chance to talk to your lawyer, Clare.'

      'I-I... I'm only trying to get back to my room,' Mrs Marshall repeated, her voice faltering. 'Tom, please, let's just answer his questions. I'm so exhausted...'

      One more push and she'd break down in tears...

      'By all means, talk to your lawyer, Mrs Marshall. And you, Mr Reynolds you'd better do the same. But while Mrs Marshall is staying in this house, I can charge you with attempted break-in.'

      'I've just taken the poor grief-stricken woman for a drive. Have a heart, man. Clare is a friend. Her husband, who has been my oldest friend, has just been... as you said murdered. The police haven't been very effective in finding out who committed the crime. She's not been sleeping well, and she's been very stressed. So, I took her out to help calm her nerves. What's wrong with that?'

      'Nothing, except for the bizarre way you've chosen to go about it.'

      'You're obviously young, Officer Webb, so you may not realise that it might not be acceptable to drop off a freshly widowed lady just before midnight. That'll set tongues wagging.'

      Mrs Marshall covered her face with her hands.

      She had dark woolly gloves on!

      'In a town where nobody knows you? I doubt it. But that'll be safer, for sure. Where did you go? What time did you leave?'

      'None of your-'

      'We went for a drive,' Mrs Marshall said, uncovering her face. 'Left around 8.30, I believe.'

      Was she crying?

      'Just a drive around the town,' she carried on. 'We might have gone out of town a little. I don't know. Thankfully, I fell asleep. I think Tom parked the car somewhere quiet so I could get some much needed rest.'

      'By the sea, perhaps?'

      'Might have been, I can't remember very well,' Mr Reynolds cut in. 'It's everywhere by the sea, officer. Isn't this Leah by the Sea?'

      'Ha-ha, Mr Reynolds. Very good,' Ryan said. 'I'll let you go now, but I'd like you both to report to my office tomorrow and tell me a little more about your trip. Hopefully with more sleep, your memory will be refreshed. If not, I'll happily drive you around to help jog your memory. You're welcome to consult your lawyers, but I'd like to stress the importance of not obstructing the course of justice.'

      They both nodded. Mr Reynolds squatted and joined his hands, creating a step. 'Come up, climb up, Clare,' he said.

      'No one in the house is asleep. You can return by the usual means. And actually,' he turned to point at the back door. 'The back door is open.'

      'That’s a better idea,' Mrs Marshall said and crossed towards the steps.

      Mr Reynolds marched out of the yard and passed through the gate.

      Amelia rushed to the back door. Ryan jogged up to her.

      'Why are you running?' he asked quietly.

      'To look at the computer logs,' she replied.

      'Why?'

      'Not sure,' she replied truthfully. 'I have these... things, which I'm trying not to call the gut feeling-'

      'That the phones and browsers are connected to the case? Maybe they are, but what are you looking for? If they're smart enough to use them, and they are able to see where they've made a mistake, they're also likely to learn from their mistakes,' he said. 'You saw the phone appearing and quickly disappearing from the system. We've got to find another way of catching them.'

      Amelia felt like growling, but Ryan was right.

      'Okay, so what do you think we can use?'

      'We're working on it. Trust me,' he said.

      'I want to work on it too, but in a productive way. Give me a clue.'

      'Fine, let's go back in,' he said and opened the door for her.

      She walked in and headed for the dining room. He followed her, closing the door behind them.

      'What was that silly scene all about?'

      'Which silly scene?'

      'The window climbing.'

      Amelia looked at him through the narrowed eyes. 'Didn't he take her out for a drive at night because, despite taking a sleeping pill she couldn't sleep? She's been complaining about a lack of sleep for the past few days.'

      'Good. Very believable. Or well foreshadowed,' Ryan said.

      'You think there was something else going on?'

      Ryan shoved his hands into his trouser pockets.

      'I think it's a little too smooth a story. The pill she took, but where did she get it from? The quiet exit and return... the dark clothing...'

      Amelia's brain kicked into a higher gear.

      'The hats, the dark gloves... Leaving the official phone on the nightstand, but taking, if that is, indeed the case, the burner phone with her...'

      'I see you're getting my point.'

      Amelia thought about all of it for a while.

      'So, they were probably doing something illegal. Or something they didn't want anyone to know about. Do you think they might have been the two people Mrs Webb saw on the jetty?'

      Ryan just raised his eyebrows.

      'I'd like to fast forward to tomorrow morning,' he replied. 'But now, we'd better get some sleep.'

      She wanted to tell him it was already tomorrow morning, but he bid her good night and left.

      Besides, he had a point and she was exhausted, too.
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      In the morning, when Amelia descended to the kitchen, Martha was already up, drinking her coffee and flicking the pages of the local newspaper.'

      'Morning, Amelia,' she said. 'How are you?'

      'Better than last night, but still not fully functional. And you?'

      'I'm on my second coffee and I still can only read weather report and the gardening section. Coffee?'

      'Yes, please. I'll get some myself. Keep reading.'

      'I don't want to. I should be thinking through my business proposal.'

      'Why do you need the local paper then?'

      'To have a better idea of what the locals do. Remember, I've only lived here three weeks.'

      Amelia filled a mug with the steaming coffee and slouched on a chair beside her godmother.

      'Not even three weeks,' she corrected Martha. It's only Tuesday, 15 October. You moved in on Friday, 24th September.'

      'Oh, really?' Martha glanced at her with the eyes wide open. 'Are you sure? It definitely feels much longer.'

      'Positive. I have the same sensation. I think it's down to the number of events and their intensity.'

      'Makes sense. Last night was crazy. You disappeared somewhere and I didn't have enough strength to ask you on the way back. But where did you go while Liz and I were discussing the break-in.'

      Amelia took a large sip of coffee. It was hot and it burned her palate, but it bought her a few seconds of time to come up with something truthful without revealing too much. Ryan didn't give her any instructions regarding the events in the backyard last night, and Amelia definitely didn't want to risk obstructing the course of justice by spreading rumours.

      'I went to check the logins into the Wi-Fi.'

      'Great! We forgot about that. What did you find?'

      Amelia told Martha about completely innocent log-ins from what was likely Mrs Marshall's mac laptop and her iPhone.

      'So, absolutely zilch since that conversation with Tom Reynolds?'

      Amelia took another sip of coffee. Should she tell Martha about the man's brief reappearance?

      Martha put the newspaper down and looked at Amelia carefully for a long while. At least seven one-thousands.

      Amelia's cheeks grew hotter.

      'Are you hiding anything from me?'

      Lots of things... But only trying to...

      Amelia cleared her throat. She was bad at lying — and hiding things from friends.

      'Actually, I'm wondering if I should share...'

      'Go on, share! Why not? Did Ryan-'

      'No, it's because you all roll your eyes when I talk about this stuff.'

      'You're so techie, Amelia, dear. Is this again about one of your hi-tech things?'

      Amelia put the mug down a little harder than she intended. A few drops spilled on the table.

      'And that's exactly one of the reasons why I hesitate before I share,' she said.

      'What are some other ones?' Martha asked.

      'I'm not sure if it's relevant. But you still haven't given me a clear answer. It is about one of those devices, do you still want me to share?'

      Martha exhaled.

      'Okay, you've got a point. Sorry, I've snapped at you in the past. Tell me about these devices.'

      'The phone appeared again in the network, but only for a few seconds shortly after we returned, and then it disappeared again.'

      'So, the person concerned was at The Seashores last night?'

      'The conclusion I make is that the phone was in the house or...' Amelia moistened her lips with the tip of her tongue. 'In very close proximity last night.'

      '"Very close proximity"? What on earth do you mean?'

      'Around the house. The walls don't stop the signal completely. Sometimes some walls can be a bit of a block, but overall, you can often use the Wi-Fi while standing outside. For example, when you park the car, just in front of the main steps, my phone catches the network and logs in.'

      'I see...' Martha reached for her coffee again. 'So the person who logged in could have been just driving by last night?'

      'Yes. Or walking by. Or climbing... er... the fence or something.'

      'Interesting,' Martha said and took another sip. 'Who do you think it could have been?'

      'I'm still working with the hypothesis that Mrs Marshall has another phone.'

      'But she was supposed to be fast asleep in her room last night. Not driving by.'

      Amelia felt her stomach clenching.

      'Her regular phone was visible in the network. She might have woken up, turned the other phone on to check something and turned it straight off again.'

      Martha nodded.

      'I see. So that's why you said you don't know if it mattered to the case.'

      'Precisely.'

      'Maybe it's time the police talked to Clare Marshall and put a little more pressure on her. To check if she has indeed a second phone which she uses for the illegal side of the business.'

      'I totally agree,' Amelia said, putting her mug to her lips again. Her stomach relaxed.

      'By the way, I'm not sure what time Ryan came back last night. We thought we heard something, but when we went to check the dining room, it was empty. Where were you at the time?'

      The clenching of the stomach returned.

      'I didn't see you checking,' Amelia said slowly. 'I might have nipped out for a minute.'

      'And gone where?'

      Amelia swallowed.

      'The bathroom, or outside to check where the Wi-Fi was still accessible.'

      'So, the bathroom or the outside?'

      Amelia sighed. There was no escape.

      'Outside. And accidentally, I saw Mrs Marshall and her friend.' She gave Martha a brief summary of the encounter last night.

      'Why didn't you tell me?'

      'I just have.'

      'I mean last night,' Martha grabbed her mobile.

      'Last night, we were both tired, as you said. And I didn't want to distract you. Who are you calling?'

      'Liz, of course. Someone needs to keep an eye on the woman.'

      'I'd have though it should be the police,' Amelia observed.

      'Nonsense,' Martha exclaimed. 'How else do you expect us to keep up to date with this case? Your sergeant Cutie Pie doesn't share any info. Or maybe he has... Wait...' Martha stared at Amelia. 'He has, hasn't he? You've just kept it from us. On purpose...'

      Martha's last words echoed in the kitchen, the note of annoyance very clear.

      Amelia shifted her gaze towards the window overlooking the yard.

      'Okay, I've kept it to myself. Not on purpose,' Amelia said quietly.

      'I guess, because he's asked you. And now you're conflicted.... Right?'

      Thank goodness, Martha was such an understanding person.

      'Maybe, a little. But genuinely, I didn't mean to...'

      'I'm annoyed with you, fair enough, but I believe you. You such a tell-the-truth, girl.' She threw her mobile into her handbag. 'Finish your coffee and let's go before it's too late.'

      'Where to?'

      'To The Seashores, of course.'

      Obviously, there was a purpose to the trip, and Martha was determined. No point arguing.

      Amelia drained her mug and they left.

      Martha parked her car in her usual place, just by the steps leading to the Victorian house.

      And just by the familiar figure standing on the pavement. Dressed in a pair of almost white, cropped trousers, a cream top and a pearl-white cardigan adorned with beads in all shades of white. Her face seemed to match the same colour scheme.

      'Good morning, Mrs Marshall,' Martha said, opening the door and jumping out of her car. 'Are you waiting to be picked up? Am I blocking the spot?'

      'Yes I am, in fact, but there is still some room behind your car. That'll be enough.'

      'You're not waiting for a taxi, are you?' Martha seemed determined to push for more information.

      'No, not this time.'

      From the corner of her eye, Amelia caught sight of an approaching car. She turned to check. Her heart fluttered.

      Why?

      Ryan was coming home.

      Martha took a very long time to open the car boot, rummage in it and then close it. Annoyance grew in Amelia's chest. The morning was chilly, with a damp wind that seemed to be attacking her from all angles.

      Amelia zipped up her jacket and put up the collar.

      What are you doing? Hurry up, Martha! It's cold.

      'Fresh morning, isn't it?' Martha observed, finally locking the car. And then checking all four doors!

      Ryan pulled up, just behind Martha's car.

      'Are you sure you want to wait outside? It's much more pleasant indoors,' Martha said to Mrs Marshall. But the woman only shrugged.

      'I'd rather wait here. I don't want too much fuss.'

      'Oh, Mrs Marshall, good morning,' Ryan said approaching them. 'Are you waiting for Mr Reynolds by any chance?'

      'I am, Officer. Why?'

      'I'm afraid he's not coming,' Ryan replied. The tip of his nose twitched.

      'Why not?'

      'He's at the police station, waiting for his legal counsel, and I strongly recommend you ring your solicitor, too if you haven't done so yet.'

      Mrs Marshall's face took on an even paler tone.

      'Sure, I will but first, I'd like to talk to you informally. Last night was a bit of a misunderstanding.'

      Ryan furrowed his brows.

      'I'm afraid this may be a different conversation to the one we last night, though. Last night we've found a few fresh tire tracks by the jetty. The tracks match those from Mr Reynolds's car. And we have witnesses who saw two people searching the boat at the time you claimed to be driving around town. Faced with these facts, Mr Reynolds has broken down and told us what really happened yesterday between the two of you. He wants to cooperate with the police.'

      Mrs Marshall wobbled. Martha jumped forward and held her arm. Mrs Marshall leant on Martha, her head falling on Martha's shoulder.

      A sob shook her lean body.

      Martha put her hand on Mrs Marshall's back and massaged it murmuring 'There... there...'

      'Mrs Marshall, I suggest you ring your solicitor and then come with me to the station. Martha, can you get Mrs Marshall a hot cup of tea?'

      'Of course,' Martha slipped her arm gently under Mrs Marshall's arm and led her back inside The Seashores. Amelia and Ryan watched them disappear into the hallway.

      'What is Mr Reynolds saying about last night?' Amelia asked quietly.

      'He blames her. Apparently, she wanted to retrieve something from the boat, something that belonged to her husband. Let's see what she says.'
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      Amelia and Ryan climbed the steps to the house.

      He disappeared upstairs, presumably to his room, while Amelia headed for the kitchen.

      Martha was making coffee, while Mrs Webb sat at the window, her lips pursed, hands folded on her lap.

      'Are, there you are, girl,' Mrs Webb said gloomily, as Amelia walked in.

      Amelia hunched, expecting a guilt-loaded tirade.

      'I'm sorry for not telling you about the incident last night, Mrs Webb,' Amelia said promptly.

      'Oh, you’re spending too much time with Ryan and becoming just like the boy.'

      'He's a grown-up man, Liz,' Martha called from the kitchen counter.

      'He'll always be a boy to me. And he's as secretive as he was when he was little.'

      'I don't think it's Ryan's fault, Mrs Webb. I may not be good at keeping secrets, but I generally don't talk much.'

      'So, it looks like you're a good match. One doesn't like talking, the other-won't talk. But anyhow...'

      'Anyhow, we forgive you,' Martha cut in. 'Coffee?'

      'Yes, please,' Amelia replied, hoping for something with which to keep her hands and her mouth busy. Mrs Webb had an uncanny flare for asking difficult to dodge questions.

      'Actually, I shouldn't be saying anything bad about either of you. Ryan is a good man, and an excellent police officer. Just a little too clumsy speaking with the locals. As we have established, he needs some help. But you seem to have some influence over him.'

      Amelia shifted from foot to foot. She grabbed the mug handed her by Martha, carefully avoiding Martha's piercing glance.

      'He's been happier since you've been around. He was not in a good space after his father died. They were very close, you know. And that fiancée of his...' Mrs Webb shook her head. Today her curls were tied back. 'She dumped him at the time when he most needed her support. Now, he's laughing more. He's clearly coming out of the room to say hello when you're both here-'

      'Martha is a very outgoing person,' Amelia rushed to say. 'My mother says, Martha can befriend the grumpiest person on earth.'

      'I'm not grumpy, am I?' Mrs Webb asked. A deep line appeared on her forehead.

      Amelia's heart sank.

      Was this change of topic a case of moving out of a frying pan jumping into the fire?

      'Give her a break, Liz,' Martha said, handing a steaming cup to Mrs Webb. 'She never suggested anything like that.'

      Mrs Webb smiled awkwardly.

      'Sorry, Amy, petal. The comment was not serious. It was meant as a sort of a humorous one.'

      'No problem, Mrs Webb,' Amelia said, relieved that the situation was clarified and actually straightforward to deal with. She hated the idea of offending anyone. 'I'm not good at deciphering subtext, sarcasm or subtleties. Alliteration intended for humorous purposes,' she added and tried her best friendly chuckle.

      Martha glanced at her, smiling.

      'Nice one, dear,' Mrs Webb joined in. 'Now, back to what I was saying...'

      The door opened.

      'I smell coffee. Can I have some, please?' Ryan walked in. It was only now Amelia realised that he looked refreshed that morning. His face had a rose tint to it, his eyes shone, and the darks circles disappeared from under them.

      Maybe, he finally slept well after last night's events.

      'Of course, Ryan,' Martha lifted the jug of filtered coffee. 'Grab yourself a mug.'

      Ryan crossed to the cupboard.

      'And where is Mrs Marshall?' he asked approaching Martha and holding out his mug.

      'In her room, talking to her lawyer, presumably,' Martha said, filling the mug. 'How bad is her situation?' she asked and smiled.

      Even Amelia could see through this badly veiled attempt at fishing for information.

      Ryan sat in the chair beside Amelia.

      'I'm afraid I'm not able to share this with the general public,' Ryan replied and grinned.

      'We are not general public,' Martha said stiffly. 'We're family.'

      'Actually, you are practically family, but you're twice as nosey as my toddler nephew.' He laughed, wiggled his eyebrows and took a sip from his mug.

      Amelia smiled at him.

      Well done!

      'Told you so,' Mrs Webb murmured from her position by the windows.

      'Yada-yada, had to see it for myself,' Martha replied. She put away the coffee pot and took the last available chair by the table.

      Amelia sat back. This was actually a very pleasant moment. It reminded her of Sunday mornings when she was a child. Sitting with her parents in the kitchen, after breakfast with everyone still finishing off their drinks, be it coffee, cocoa, or milk shakes. Her younger sister, Emma, would stare out of the window, asking their dad about name of birds or plants, which he would often get wrong, and their mother would correct him. Amelia would sit quietly, even though she knew most of the names, both in English and in Latin, but Emma didn't like Amelia "being smarty-pants". That was still at the time when Emma and Amelia argued a lot, and Emma often teased Amelia about her strange speaking, as she said.

      Fortunately, as they both grew up, the relationship improved immensely. And now Emma was Amelia's best friend, if she could use that term at all.

      A knock at the door disrupted the cosy feeling.

      Mrs Webb jerked and jumped to her feet. She exchanged suspicious glances with Martha.

      'Come in,' Mrs Webb said and stepped forward.

      Mrs Marshall's tall, slim figure appeared in the doorway.

      'Is Officer Webb here?'

      'I am,' Ryan replied, putting his mug down.

      'I'm sorry to interrupt family time, but I have something very important to show you.' Mrs Marshall marched into the kitchen. She held her laptop under her arm.

      Martha got up and took her mug off the table, gesturing Mrs Marshall to take her place.

      Amelia also climbed to her feet, ready to give up her seat to Martha, but her godmother swiftly stood behind her, placing her free hand on Amelia's shoulder.

      There must be a good reason for this setup, Amelia thought.

      Mrs Marshall nodded at Martha and took her seat. She put her MacBook on the table and opened it.

      Mrs Webb trotted closer.

      'Officer, I want you to see something,' Mrs Marshall said. 'My husband died at about 1.45 am. She was there, that "other woman", wasn't she? Up on the cliff, I've heard.'

      'The time slot given by the forensic team-'

      'No, you haven't quite done your job properly,' Mrs Marshall interrupted, her voice cold and stern but with a faint trembling. 'Here's the proof.' She tapped her finger on the screen. 'Harry wore a fitness tracker with heart rate monitor at all times. He was obsessed with checking on his heart because he wanted to see how his fitness level was improving. He might have had a little competitive streak. But if you checked his tracker, you would know that his heart stopped beating at about 1.45 am. Have a look.' She leant back and pointed at the screen.

      'I don't think the exact time of death matters that much, Mrs Marshall,' Ryan said slowly. 'And we are aware of the fitness tracker.'

      'Are you?' Mrs Marshall glared at him. 'So why aren't you closing this case? It's obvious that she was there when he died and never helped him. She was jealous, rejected, as Harry clearly chose me over her. She might have not laid her hands on him, but she's the actual killer.'

      Ryan put his hand on the table and straightened up.

      'Why are you telling me about it, Mrs Marshall?'

      'Because of last night. I went to the boat because I wanted to find his fitness tracker,' she replied, her voice now clearly trembling. 'You must see it. You must see the logs.'

      'We already have the tracker. There is no-'

      'Look. Here,' she said. Her voice croaked.

      Amelia stood up and walked around the table to take a look.

      She stood behind the woman and wheezed in a breath.

      'Is this your husband's fitness tracking account?' Amelia asked, her voice coming out stilted. 'You've had access to it?'

      Mrs Marshall turned her head to glance at Amelia. The woman's eyes were red and puffy.

      'Yes, why are you asking? And who are you anyway?'

      Amelia pressed her lips together, feeling that answering those questions truthfully would not help the situation.

      'Sorry,' Amelia mumbled. She stepped back; her heart was galloping in her chest.

      Ryan glanced at her. His face was no longer relaxed.

      'Actually, that's a good question, Mrs Marshall,' Ryan. 'How come you had access to his account?'

      'Harry had a bit of a competitive streak and liked to boast about his results,' she replied, shrugging. 'He gave me his login details so I could admire his progress, I suppose.'

      'Wouldn't it be easier to become friends via the app so that he could share his results?' Martha said. 'That way, you could praise him publicly, in the app, in front of others.'

      Mrs Marshall's face turned blank.

      'I'm sorry, it's not my fault that my late husband made the choice he did,' she replied through clenched teeth.

      The kitchen filled with an uncomfortable silence.

      Amelia wiped her hands on her jeans.

      'Ryan, 'she said quietly. 'I need to talk to you. Now,' she said and pointed at the door.
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      Ryan followed Amelia to the hallway.

      She put the finger on her lips and closed the door. Then she led him to the dining room and also closed the door.

      Her heart was still hammering.

      'That was the other webpage, she accessed on the night of her husband's death,' she said.

      He watched her intently for at least four one-thousands.

      'You mean the one she's just showed us?'

      'Yes.'

      'What do you think it means?'

      Amelia pressed her arms to her chest, which helped her feel a little more stable.

      'Why would you check your spouse's fitness tracker account at 4.30 in the morning?'

      Ryan lifted his shoulders.

      'If you suspected he was cheating on you at that time, the tracker would tell you the truth, right?'

      'Oh...' Disappointment settled in her stomach. 'I didn't think of that.'

      'What did you think of?'

      Amelia took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. Her head was getting a little fogged up, but she had a feeling all the necessary elements of this puzzle were right there, in front of her.

      She just had to find them.

      Through the fog.

      'Okay, let me go over this slowly,' she said. 'She logged in at 4.30 am to check what was happening with his heart. You said he died between 2.00 and 3.30 am.'

      He nodded.

      'We all saw that the fitness tracker showed no heart activity from about 1.45 am. He could have taken it off, of course.'

      'He had it on when we found him.'

      'So, he was wearing it when he died. Good.' Amelia carried on. The story began to emerge from the fog. 'She logged in and saw that his heart had stopped beating. She knew his habits well enough to suspect that this was highly unusual. And what did she do? Did she ring anyone for help? No. And don't tell me it was because she left her phone on the boat. I'm not going to mention the burner phone, but the landline is accessible in the hallway. She could easily have called the emergency services, or ask the police to do a welfare check, or her dodgy friend with a car. Anyone to check on her apparently beloved husband. And what does she do?' Amelia paused to catch a breath. 'She logs into a bank account via a browser that doesn't leave any trace. And the first working day, she receives a large sum of money, supposedly from an overseas gallery, but paid directly to her bank account. Which meant she had no need to go through the usual, lengthy process of gaining access to the joint accounts.'

      He listened to her, his jaw set.

      'I see...' he said.

      'It that all you've got to say?' she asked, her voice trembling.

      'What do you want me to say?'

      Was he being thick or teasing her?

      'Don't you see this is a bit too much of a coincidence?'

      He rubbed his face with his hands.

      'Okay, Miss Private Eye. I agree, there is too much coincidence in that. And yes, we found another phone with the same parameters as you've seen appearing on and off around the boat between Thursday and Friday but not since, unless we see it again today. It has been used a couple of times in the proximity of this house as well. It's a prepaid, so no owner identifiable.'

      'There you go,' Amelia clasped her hands. 'A burner phone!'

      'Ok, but while it all does seem suspicious; I still can't see it as proof that she killed him. He died because of the pill combination. Remember? One of those pills he bought himself, the other one was added to his pillbox, even though it wasn't prescribed for him. The only fingerprints on his pillbox and on all the medication boxes, including the suspicious heart medicine are his. Where is your evidence?'

      Amelia's eyes itched. She rubbed them, and it left her fingers wet.

      Tears?

      Oh, he was being so annoying!

      'They wore gloves,' she said firmly.

      'Who are they?'

      'Of course, her and her friend,' Amelia jerked her chin in the direction of the door.

      He folded his arms.

      'Show me the evidence.'

      Amelia folded her arms, too.

      'Show me your evidence, whatever you've got,' she snapped back.

      She had no idea what she was looking for, but there might be something, anything to point her towards the missing piece of the puzzle. The proof that Mrs Marshall, likely with the help of Mr Reynolds had killed Harry Marshall.

      'Okay, here it is,' he pulled three clear plastic bags from one of the pockets. The first contained a white, seven-day pill organiser, the second - a tiny brown paper envelop, and the third - a more colourful cardboard box with a stylised drawing of a heart on it. 'Straight from the lab back to me. The pill organiser and the medication that killed him. The little blue pill came in a tiny envelope; very messy partial prints.'

      Amelia ran the tongue around her paper-dry mouth.

      'May I have a look?' she asked. 'I won't take them out.'

      'Go ahead.'

      She dismissed the tiny envelope. She had a good long look at the pillbox but without taking it out there was little she could do. But the heart medicine box seemed interesting.

      'What sort of surfaces are good for fingerprints?

      'Depends on what you're after, but smooth, non-textured surfaces are the easiest ones to get fingerprints off.'

      Amelia turned the heart medicine box in her hand.

      'Like this one.'

      'Indeed.'

      'And you found only his prints on this box.'

      'Only his.'

      'Not the pharmacist, even though one would expect a pharmacist to handle this box?'

      'Correct.'

      Amelia relaxed her jaw. Was she getting somewhere?

      'So, they must have been wiped clean off this box?'

      'I'd say so. Very easy to wipe your prints from this type of surface, too,' he added.

      She nodded.

      'And then make sure that only the victim's prints are on it.'

      'Maybe.'

      'Can you find out which pharmacy dispensed the drug?' Amelia asked, inspecting the box again.

      'No. Unfortunately, there is no unified pharmacy system in the country. It would be ideal if every pharmacy scanned every drug they issue to every patient, but unfortunately, this is, not the case.'

      'So, there's no way of identifying the store that sold this?'

      'Not really. We have found a little something,' he said and paused.

      Amelia glanced at him.

      'Yes?' she urged.

      'Turn it sideways, on the longer narrow side in one of the corners, there are two tiny dots.'

      Amelia followed the instructions.

      'Indeed,' she said, identifying two blue dots. She inspected them from close-up. 'I'd say they were made with a pen.'

      'That's what the lab suggested, but it's not specific enough. So, we've been struggling...'

      Amelia cast her memory back to the first week of her stay here. When Martha had to take antibiotics because one of her scratches became infected.

      'I think I've seen those two dots on a medicine box before,' she said carefully.

      'Where?'

      Amelia told him.

      'Local pharmacy, you think?'

      'Aha. You may want to ask your mother,' she added.

      He chuckled. 'I've been trying to avoid doing that, and you can't even imagine how much energy it takes.'

      'That I can imagine,' she replied and smiled. 'But this time, I think you should show it to her. Or ask her to show you her meds.'

      'I can do that,' he agreed. He took all the bags from her and placed them back in his pocket.

      'Back to the kitchen, then?' she asked and pulled his sleeve. She froze, realising what she'd done and dropped it. 'Sorry, Officer.'

      'No problem, civilian,' he replied, his voice suddenly softer.

      Ryan crossed to the door and held it open for her.

      'After you, civilian consultant.'

      She obliged.

      Back in the kitchen, Mrs Marshall was gone.

      Mrs Webb and Martha exchanged strange looks when Amelia and Ryan marched into the kitchen together. But Mrs Webb happily rushed to her bathroom and emerged with a white paper bag with the logo of the local pharmacy.

      'What do you want to see, son?' she asked.

      'Medicine boxes, those handled by a pharmacist.'

      'Here they are, in abundance,' she said pouring the contents of the bag onto the table.

      Amelia spotted the first box with two dots. It was a box of blood pressure tablets, with two tiny dots made with a blue pen, in a corner.

      'There they are,' she pointed at the dots.

      'Oh, those ones. I've noticed them, too,' Mrs Webb said. 'That's our new pharmacy assistant, what's her name? She's very... dedicated, maybe even anxious, so she triple checks all the medication. I saw her do it.'

      'Are you sure, mother?' Ryan turned another box in his hands. This one also had two tiny pen dots in the same corner of the box.

      'Seen it done. And here you have probably all the boxes marked like that, because it was her preparing my order.'

      'Interesting...' Ryan said, turning the box in his hands.

      'I think you should go and talk to that person,' Amelia said.

      'Robyn Fisher is her name,' Mrs Webb said thoughtfully.

      Ryan left almost immediately.

      Mrs Webb watched him drive off through the window.

      'Now, you can tell us what's happened,' she clapped her hands. 'There is no way you escape this enquiry,' she added.

      'And I support Liz completely,' Martha stood up blocking the door. 'You will not leave this kitchen until you tell us everything you've learnt since we last caught up. 'ell him we threatened to torture you.'

      'Are you?' she preferred to check this.

      'No, silly, just trying to find an excuse for you.'

      'Okay then...' Amelia said, relieved that she didn't have to keep it all to herself. She was itching to share her own hypothesis with someone who was definitely more willing to participate in a discussion and share their own opinions.

      She told them about the fingerprints and the boxes, and, of course, the fitness tracker website.

      'I'm going to ignore the issue of that bloomin' computer,' Martha said. 'And just focus on the issue at hand.'

      'It is an issue at hand,' Amelia murmured.

      'Hush, listen now,' Mrs Webb tsked.

      'So, the issue at hand is that the medication that killed Harry Marshall was dispensed by our own pharmacy. What extra information does it give us?'

      'That the killer lives locally?' Amelia tried.

      'Why do you think that?'

      'The murderer or murderers must have used their own meds,' Amelia replied.

      'That's a thought...' Mrs Webb said, wriggling her thumbs. 'Or maybe they used the medication that belonged to someone in their household.'

      'Alesha lives with an elderly mother, doesn't she?' Martha asked.

      'She does,' Mrs Webb agreed. 'And it's very likely that the old Mrs McDowell has some heart problems. It'll be easy enough to check. Would you like me to check?' she asked, reaching for her phone.

      'Hold on,' Martha said. 'That's only Alesha. What about the other two suspect?'

      'Our favourite suspects, I presume,’ Amelia asked. 'They are definitely my number one suspects, in joint first place.'

      'I'm with you, Amy, petal. Martha?'

      'I don't like Alesha, but let's check them all.'

      'Where does this Reynolds bloke live? Is he local?' Martha asked.

      'Not according to my sources,' Mrs Webb explained. 'Shall we check if the loving wife bought any medication from our local pharmacy?'

      'Wouldn't that be a patient privacy issue?' Amelia asked.

      'In Leah by the Sea?' Mrs Webb replied with a question.

      Amelia blinked. That was confusing. What was she supposed to say?

      Martha waved her hand.

      'Privacy issues aside, we only know that Harry Marshall wouldn't allow anyone to handle his medication,' she said.

      Mrs Webb sighed. 'We're stuck again?'

      'No,' Martha said. 'What about the medication being stolen from someone local? Or found in the street, left behind at the pharmacy or... or...'

      Amelia's jaw dropped.

      'Or in the café!'

      'In the café, good example. What about that?' Martha asked.

      Amelia closed her mouth and ran through her recollection of events of that day once again.

      'On Saturday morning, in the Sunny Side Up, Mr Adams and Mr Palmer had a chat. She was there, Mrs Marshall, wasn't she?'

      'Yes, that was when she approached me to ask about accommodations for the weekend.'

      'Indeed. But there was some kind of commotion. Mrs Marshall sat at the table beside Mr Adams and Mr Parker. And then she ran up to them and talked to them for a few seconds. And then Alesha sprinted out of the cafe and followed them. What if one of the older men left a medicine bag at the cafe?'

      Mrs Webb's round face turned into a big "O".

      'Mr Adams has been very forgetful of late. He often leaves things behind,' Mrs Webb replied. 'And he has a heart condition and high blood pressure. He's talked to me about it many times. His wife usually manages a lot of his things, but that day she was out with Mrs Palmer. Of course, the commotion could have related to Mr Adams' medication.'

      'Excellent, brilliant! Well done, Amelia!' Martha clapped her hands.

      Mrs Webb joined her.

      Amelia made a modest bow.

      'Now, we need to know who, if any of them. Might have stolen the medication from his paper bag,' Amelia said.

      'That'll be easy-peasy,' Mrs Webb said, grabbing her phone again. 'I shall ring-'

      'Mr Adams?'

      'No, Mr Palmer. Mr Adams' memory isn't reliable.'
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      After a quick call to Mr Palmer, they knew not only that Mr Adams had left his medicine bags on the chair at the café on Saturday morning, they also learnt that the person who had returned it was ... "a nice, tall, middle-aged woman, definitely not from here."

      'Funny that there is so much interest in this minor incident,' Mr Palmer added, just as Mrs Webb was about to hang up, everything happening on speakerphone, so that Mrs Webb didn't have to repeat it.

      'Is there?' Mrs Webb asked.  'Who else has asked you about it?'

      'Your very own son. Only five minutes ago.'

      Mrs Webb ended the call.

      'We're on the right track,' Martha said, giving a little fist pump. 'Well done, girls.'

      'Let's see if we can outsmart the police,' Mrs Webb did a tiny dance.

      'Ladies,' Amelia interrupted, not hiding her shock. 'We're talking about a murder. And we're are three women who don't have any means of protecting ourselves.'

      'We do,' Mrs Webb protested. 'We can take kitchen knives with us.'

      'It's illegal to carry knives in public without a good reason, Mrs Webb. And before you said anything, your own protection is not a good reason.'

      Mrs Webb pouted.

      'We'll just pretend we're going to Martha's place to cook.'

      'I'm not doing it,' Amelia said firmly.

      'All right, killjoy.'

      'I'm not a... oh, never mind. Ryan is smart. As you can see, he has figured the same things out. All he needs now is proof. If I were him, I'd be getting that bag from Mr Adams and checking it for fingerprints.'

      Mrs Webb grinned. She dialled a number on her mobile.

      'What are you doing, Liz?'

      'Checking to see if my seemingly smart son is as smart as we think.'

      'Hi, Margaret, It's Liz Webb, I have a quick question for you, if you don't mind,' she said into the receiver, ignoring Martha's desperate waving of hands.

      'Oh, really? He's just rung you? What a coincidence. Did he, by any chance talk about a paper bag from the pharmacy, the one your husband got on Fri-... Oh, he did! And he's sending someone to collect it? That's great. No, no issues. I wasn't sure if he had your number. Sorry to bother you, goodbye.'

      'Well, well. So, we know. Now, we've got nothing to do but sit and wait,' Mrs Webb said, putting her phone down on the kitchen counter again.

      'Shall we take bets?' Martha said. 'Did Clare Marshall do it by herself, or was Tom Reynolds her accomplice?'

      'I think they acted together,' Mrs Webb said. 'What about you, Martha?'

      'I'm still reluctant to accept that it's not Alesha, but I would think they acted together. And now, he can see that things are getting too close for comfort for him, and he started to try and shift the blame on her.'

      'That sounds likely. He looks shifty to me,' Mrs Webb said.

      'Anyone friend of Harry Marshall would look shifty to me,' Martha said.

      'The perfect duo,' Amelia said. 'A "cheated on" wife and a shifty guy with access to the underworld. I think he's the Marshalls' link to the money launderers and other suspicious characters.'

      'Agreed,' Mrs Webb and Martha said together.

      Amelia decided to ignore this particular instance of unison, too.

      'Does it mean you also think they've acted together?' Martha asked.

      'I'm not sure actually. I'll need to analyse the information further.'

      'Like you'll get any more out of the little we've got,' Mrs Web snorted. 'Unless, of course, you sweet talk Ryan to get more information out of him.'

      Amelia cleared her throat. She would not be accused of silly things she'd never actually do!

      'I don't sweet talk. And yes, I know what it means.'

      It was used a lot in one of the TV series she had watched when she was younger.

      'So, what do you do to make him tell you things?' Martha drilled.

      'I've told you. I ask him questions. He doesn't answer but asks me what I think. So, I tell him, and then he says that he agrees with me, which is usually the case, or keeps arguing with my suggestions.'

      'So, you give him information for free?' Mrs Webb asked, furrowing her brows.

      'I don't understand,' Amelia protested.

      She didn't. She felt some sort of accusation in the statement, but she couldn't identify problem. It was obvious that Ryan was not paying her for sharing her thoughts with him. Therefore, the question must have been about something different to what it appeared on the surface.

      'She's asking if you tell him what you know without expecting anything in return,' Martha explained.

      'No. I do expect information in return, but he's not very forthcoming. Not usually.'

      'Sounds like my Ryan,' Mrs Webb said. 'By the way, Amy dear, sorry about my previous question. I must have overstepped another line.'

      Amelia forced herself not to look at the floor. There were lines on the floor, of course, as it was covered with light oak wooden floorboards. But she had a strong feeling Mrs Webb used the expression metaphorically.

      'Okay, what's the next step?' Mrs Webb asked.

      'They'll be trying to see if there are any familiar fingerprints on the bag, inside and outside, I think,' Amelia replied. 'And then compare them with the suspects’.'

      'They have their fingerprints on file?' Martha asked.

      'I'd think so. I'm sure they'll have Alesha as she's been in custody. Maybe Mr Reynolds has provided his prints voluntarily, given he now appears to be collaborating with the police.'

      Martha stood on her tiptoes. She trotted towards the window.

      'Hey, here come the next steps,' she said looking out on the street. 'The police are here.'

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            20

          

        

      

    

    
      The police, in the shape of Sergeant Webb and Community Constable Ann-Marie Clapton supporting him, arrived to take Mrs Marshall to the police station for an interview.

      At least, that was what Mrs Webb overheard.

      Given that it was nearly time to prepare lunch and the investigation had come to a natural stop, Leah by the Sea Justice League decided to break up until further notice.

      The further notice, as specified on Amelia's request, consisted of Mrs Webb hearing something regarding the case, or Martha and Amelia learning something new.

      Mrs Webb had a load of washing and cleaning to get on with, and Martha had a business proposal to finish. Amelia, naturally, followed Martha.

      Since they had left the house without breakfast that morning, they were both starving. Martha ordered a "full English breakfast" and put Amelia in charge of preparing toast, baked beans and tomatoes, while she stood by the cooker, taking care of the fried eggs and bacon.

      'What about sausages and mushrooms?' Amelia asked.

      'Don't have any mushrooms because I hate them and ran out of sausages,  I'm afraid,' Martha admitted, flipping the rashers of bacon, which sizzled nicely. 'Get us the plates for the eggs.'

      'That's not a full English,' Amelia observed. 'It's some sort of half English. Roughly half.'

      'Who cares? It's food, it's fresh and it smells divine,' Martha said, taking the pan with the eggs off the gas. 'The plates, missy, the plates!'

      Amelia rushed to get two plates out of the cupboard by the sink.

      Fortunately, Martha's stuff had arrived from Edinburg two weeks earlier and Martha with Amelia's help had slowly unpacked most of the necessary objects.

      Martha slid the white-and-yellow discs onto the plates.

      'Hold on, the bacon is ready, too,' she said, grabbing the griller.

      A moment later, the plates were on the table.

      Amelia served the beans and tomatoes in separate dishes. Beans were simply taken out of a can and heated up, and tomatoes - fresh and sliced.

      The toaster beeped and two golden slices popped out.

      'Perfect timing,' Martha said, serving herself a slice. Amelia did the same.

      Freshly made earl grey tea completed the feast.

      Once their stomachs were full, they sat back with a cup of aromatic brew.

      'How much of the business proposal have you done?' Amelia asked.

      'Not much,' Martha replied, tucking a strand of her blond-brown hair behind the ear. 'I can't decide what I want to do with the shop.'

      'You were quite keen on having a story time for children,' Amelia reminded her.

      'And I still am. I'm just not sure what I can do alongside it. I've read a little about the business of running a bookshop, but to be honest...' Martha paused and smiled. 'I still have no idea. I always wanted to own a bookshop so I could get all the newest books to read without having to buy them. But it seems this is not enough to make a business.'

      'No, it's not,' Amelia agreed. 'You need to learn how to run a bookshop as a business.'

      'I know, Amelia. You're committing your own biggest sin of stating the obvious.'

      Amelia's cheeks caught fire.

      'Okay, point taken. Can I help you in any way?'

      'Coming up with more ideas for the business would help loads.'

      Amelia thought back to the large, rectangular room, with walls lined with bookshelves, and the space between filled with tables - most of the shelves were no longer covered with dust, but they were still very much empty.

      'You need books. Mr Palmer didn't leave you much.'

      'No, he sold what he could. Although he's given me contacts to his key suppliers, and I've ordered the new catalogues.'

      'I'm pretty sure you can access publishers’ catalogues online these days.'

      Martha reached for the teapot, giving Amelia a long, strange look.

      'Would I buy a bricks-and-mortar bookshop with paper books if I enjoyed reading anything online? What do you think, Miss Smart?'

      Amelia tried her best at shaking her head with despair.

      'You're unreformable. Like The French Academy,' Amelia said.

      Martha shrugged.

      'So what? I'll make it my ... what do they call it? Ah, my unique selling point.'

      Amelia took a sip of tea.

      'That may work. A traditional bookshop where you can come and read traditional books on actual paper. Try before you buy!'

      'That sounds good actually,' Martha said.

      'But if people try until they read the whole book, you'll lose a sale. And the more sales you lose, the less you earn.'

      'I know how it works, honey. I don't actually need much money. I've got somewhere to live, without having a mortgage or rent to pay. And I've got a bit of an income from investments and some savings. I could live off them for a while. If I'm careful enough, maybe even until I'm able to draw my pension.'

      'And run the shop at a loss?'

      'No, not at a loss. At cost, just for pleasure.'

      Amelia nodded slowly.

      'Sounds like you still need to learn how to run a bookshop as business, though.'

      Martha slurped from her cup.

      Amelia bit her lip.

      'Has anyone ever told you how annoying you can be?' Martha said, her head cocked.

      Was this a trick question?

      'You know that has happened multiple times, why are you asking?'

      'Because your honesty hurts.'

      'I'm sorry, I didn't mean to hurt you. You said you wanted to bounce some ideas off me. You throw me your ideas and I-

      'You bin them.'

      'I don't bin them. I give them a reality check. And your ideas are good, but you still need to learn a lot to put them into practice in a way that make this shop a profitable business.'

      'Alright... Alright. Your mother was so right...' Martha murmured. 'That was so-called a quiet comment on the side, so there's no need to reply,' she rushed to add. 'I'm stressed, sorry. I really want to make the bookshop work, but I don't seem to have what it takes.'

      'Then write down what skills and capacities you need, analyse where your area of deficiencies are, and think up ways how to close the knowledge gaps. It's called gap analysis.'

      'Easier said than done. How about you help me?'

      'I'm helping you right now, aren't I?"

      Martha exhaled loudly.

      'Sort of. But I mean doing this bookshop thing together. What do you think, Amelia?'

      Amelia re-ran the first sentence in her mind.

      'Do you mean me and you working in the shop or just doing the gap analysis?'

      'Really, the first one.'

      'That sounds like a job. But I've already got a job.'

      'Which you don't like.'

      'On the contrary, I love my job, it's... people that I find difficult.'

      'Of course, you do. You can always do the back-office jobs, run the place while I sit in the shop, read books. I mean, read them to children and elderly and...'

      'That sounds like you're offering me a job, but I've got a job already.'

      Martha covered her ears with her hands.

      'Sometimes you sound like a broken robot. Or actually, like a robot.'

      'I've heard that before. I actually find it a compliment,' Amelia explained.

      'You're one of a kind, Amelia, that's for sure,' Martha said. 'But enough about me, how are you feeling with the new flat and the new chapter in your life?'

      'What do you mean by new chapter?'

      'The end of your relationship?'

      Amelia thought about that for a while.

      'I think it's all too fresh for me, but not having to constantly second-guess what Jordan meant by this or that is definitely a relief. But he has done a lot of things for me.'

      'Really?' Martha raised an eyebrow. 'Like dragging you to parties you hated?'

      'That as well,' Amelia said. 'I won't miss that part, for sure. But he was happy to interact with all sorts of humans. As you know, I'd happily do everything over the internet. Unfortunately, that's not always possible. And when our internet went out, he was the one who rang the service providers and talked to them. He was like that with any other services we needed to speak to in person. Gee, I cringe at the thought of having to do that for myself,' Amelia said and winced.

      'That's part of adult life, my dear.'

      'I know, but if only everything could be done over the internet...'

      'That would make life... inhumane.'

      'Exactly,' Amelia said and smiled.

      'You're... quite different, indeed. How have you managed here, in Leah by the Sea?'

      Good question...

      'It's been a little like being thrown in at the deep end, I think. I have to improvise a lot and that's really hard for me. I don't improvise life.'

      'I do it a lot. I find planned and prearranged life boring. You must feel like a fish out of water,' Martha added and laughed.

      'That's the expression my mother used. And I think I'd agree.' Amelia thought about it for a while. 'There is also another expression that ... someone used to comment on my current situation. "Between the devil and the deep blue sea".'

      'An interesting one. What's the specific context?'

      'Apparently, it relates to my situation at work.'

      'Ah!' Martha exclaimed. 'Because you love your work, but your ex also works at the same company. And he is staying, right?'

      'Correct.'

      'Ah, yeah...' Martha said. She wrapped her hands around her cup and looked through the window.

      Amelia waited ten one-thousands; that seemed appropriate.

      'What "ah, yeah"?'

      'You're between a devil and a deep blue sea. Two bad choices: leaving a job you love or staying and working alongside a person who hurt you.'

      'I thought it referred to my housing situation. Either I live closer to work, but I have to share the house with strangers, which I find intolerable. Or I live further afield, which is less expensive. That way, I can live by myself, but have to commute a lot, thereby wasting a lot of time on commuting and in close proximity with lots of strangers.'

      'Or find a new boyfriend or a friend to share your apartment with?'

      'I don't make friends easily.'

      'I've noticed that.'

      'But that makes three choices, and therefore the expression doesn't apply.'

      Martha took another sip.

      'Or,' she said putting the cup down and giving Amelia one of her piercing looks. 'Or moving to a smaller place, where you can afford to live by yourself, or with someone you get along with, while at the same time working remotely for your company and having a little job on the side. How's that for a choice?'

      Amelia held her breath. Didn't she hear that before?

      'I think you've tried that before,' Amelia replied.

      'Have I?' Martha pulled an exaggerated surprised face. 'Possible. I must find it a really good idea, so don't be surprised if I do it again.'

      Amelia bit her lip. She was confused, her head was beginning to swirl again. But she sensed that Martha's offer was a genuine one and she could see her point.

      'I love London's anonymity and access to technology and big businesses that can afford the same technology I'm fascinated by.'

      'There are fewer people here in Leah, out of season. You won't have to deal with so many strangers.'

      'But the relationships are... closer'

      'Is this bad?'

      'Harder to manage. Who's a friend, who is an acquaintance, and who's a colleague. That sort of thing. In London, I can just assume that nobody is a friend, and that's so much easier.'

      'Liz is a friend and you know that.'

      Amelia nodded. 'But she's your friend, and you're sort of my friend, although not entirely. You're my mother's friend, so it's a bit more complicated-'

      'No, it isn't. I'm your friend. Full stop. No protests here,' Martha said, rising her hand.

      Amelia hunched.

      'Okay, accepted. What about Ryan? Is he a friend?'

      Martha smiled.

      'He's a special case, isn't he?' she asked.

      'What do you mean?'

      'He fancies you.'

      Amelia blinked. Where was this coming from?

      'I know nothing about it,' she replied truthfully.

      'Of course, you're always last to notice that,' Martha said and took yet another sip.

      Amelia reached for her tea. A fine film of hard water deposits floated on the surface. Time for a hot top up.

      'You see,' Amelia said, lifting the cosy on the teapot. 'This is why I find relationships difficult. It's never zero-one, there are shades of grey, this depends and that depends... and you must always read between the lines. I can't. I can read code. I can write code. I can talk to machines. Zero or one, binary options. Black or white,' she said, not looking at Martha. Not looking at people made difficult conversations easier for her, even if it seemed rude or disrespectful to her interlocutor.

      'Life is grey,' Martha replied.

      'My mum tells me that all the time. I'm sick of it. I can see that something is grey but is it closer to black than to white? In IT, colours have numbers and I can check if it's more black or white. How do I know with relationships?'

      'You feel it.'

      'What with?'

      'With you heart.'

      Amelia swallowed hard. She lifted her head and looked at Martha. Her godmother's face was serious, but her eyes were smiling. This was a caring but worried face. Slightly worried. At least, that was how Amelia read it.

      'And that's one of the reasons I find life in London, at work, much easier. People don't speak like that. Even those who do, are used to me and my strange ways of communicating. And I can always ask them what they meant by whatever they say.'

      'You can always ask here, too,' Martha protested. 'And you've been doing that a lot. Good on you, girl!'

      Amelia smiled.

      'Thank you for being so patient with me and my difficulties.'

      'You’re welcome.'

      Martha held her gaze. There must be an aspect of this conversation that had not yet been addressed. Amelia ran through the possibilities.

      'Do you want me to stay here?'

      'Sort of. I really enjoy the time I spend with you. I think you'd thrive here. Socially that is.'

      'I don't understand what you're saying.'

      'And I don't know how to explain it to you so you can understand. And that's one of the reasons why I believe living here even for a short while would help you. Actually, I've talked about it with your mother.'

      'She's going to give me a lecture.'

      'She will not. Your mother says she has never seen you as relaxed as now. She thinks you'll find it hard to adjust to life back in London.'

      'What am I supposed to do?'

      'Listen to your heart, honey.'

      Amelia's eyes began to fill with moisture. She closed them and pressed lightly with the tips of her fingers. Often it helped. This time, too.

      'Thump-bump. Thump bump,' she said, opening her eyes. 'At the moment, about ninety-two beats per minute, which is faster than usual because I find this conversation stressful.'

      Martha reached out and touched Amelia's forehead.

      'I'm so sorry, honey. It wasn't my intention to upset you. I can see that you're struggling with the world of emotions. What can we do that'll help?'

      That was a very easy question to answer.

      'Something practical. Something that brings order to chaos.'

      Martha gave a long, hearty laugh.

      'Now, that is something I'll have no problems finding. Let's go and unpack the remaining Edinburgh boxes. I think I've got enough to settle your poor heart.'

      They cleared the table, washed up and went upstairs to work through the cardboard boxes. Once that was finished, they moved back downstairs. This time, they reorganised some of the kitchen cupboards and drawers, and carried on until Amelia's phone rang.

      'Hi Ryan, what's up?'

      'I'm coming with my mother and pizza and cake. Don't order any more food, there should be enough. Just get out plates and some soft drinks.'
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      Martha squealed when as soon as Amelia told her what was happening.

      'I'm calling Liz,' she said, grabbing her mobile.

      'But they are on their way,' Amelia protested weakly. She shuffled towards the cupboards to lay the table in preparation.

      'Oh, she wouldn't talk to me,' Martha disconnected the call, annoyance clear in her voice. 'She said that Ryan has forbidden her.'

      'They'll be here in a few minutes, just be patient. By the way, I don't think we've fed the cat yet,' Amelia reminded her.

      'Oh, my, I forgot,' Martha rushed towards the shelf where she kept cat food. 'What would I have done without you?'

      That was a sneaky comment, even Amelia could see through it.

      'I can set a reminder on your phone for you,' she suggested.

      Amelia would miss the cat, too. The little black creature had become a frequent, even if a very ephemeral, guest in Martha's house in the past couple of weeks. And with regular feeds, his fur looked shinier and cleaner, his meowing quieted a little, too. But most of all, the cat was becoming more and more accustomed to the house. He moved from stopping only at the doorstep to gobble up the contents of his bowl, to venturing into the hallway. In the past few days, he even had a little sniff around the kitchen.

      Amelia set the table as Martha fed the cat.

      Before long, a knocking at the door announced the arrival of two highly anticipated visitors.

      After a hurried welcome, they sat around the table, tension clear in the air. Ryan stubbornly refused to say anything until the food was served and the soft drinks were in the glasses.

      'Now, I need glasses for the bubbly,' he said and pulled a bottle of sparkling wine from a bag he kept under his chair.

      A grumbling Martha brought the long-necked glasses to the table and distributed them.

      He poured the wine for everyone, grabbed his glass and stood up.

      'Here's to another solved case,' he said. 'With the help and meddling of all present. Thank you and gosh, how I sometimes wish you just stop butting in.'

      Martha and Liz jumped to their feet, holding their glasses.

      Amelia hesitantly followed suit.

      'Here, here,' Mrs Webb and Martha said. Amelia grinned.

      Ryan smiled at her while drinking his wine.

      'Okay, okay, all good, now tell us what's happened and whether you arrested both of them or only her,' Martha rattled out, collapsing into her chair. 'And hurry up, I'm dying of curiosity.'

      'So am I,' Mrs Webb joined in.

      Amelia just grinned. She was dying of curiosity, too but didn't want to say anything that might draw attention to herself.

      'So not to keep you all in the dark for too long, only Mrs Marshall. Tom Reynolds is claiming no involvement in setting up his childhood friend for murder.'

      'What evidence did you use?' Amelia asked.

      'The paper bag from the pharmacy was the most important piece of evidence. We found her fingerprints on the outside and the inside, and on all three other boxes. By the way, Mr Adams realised that one box of tablets was missing from his bag only on yesterday. He was due to prepare his medication for the week, so he looked into the bag and... there were only three boxes, when there should have been four. He phoned the pharmacy and they swore they had issued everything. Poor girl, Robyn Fisher, was beside herself, but very certain she had packed all four boxes into his bag. At that time, Mr and Mrs Adams assumed that Mr Adams left the box somewhere behind, or maybe that it fell out of the bag and he didn't notice.'

      'Very much like Mr Adams,' Mrs Webb observed.

      'Exactly,' Ryan said. 'That's why the Adams didn't do anything about it. Fortunately, they kept the bag and the other boxes. And as I mentioned, all of them had some fingerprints on them, including those of Mrs Marshall.'

      'She didn't have the time to wipe them off,' Amelia said. 'Like she did with the heart drug.'

      'Exactly.'

      'What did she say when you told her about her fingerprints?' Amelia asked.

      'She says she just tried to check what was inside and read the label on the boxes so she could return it to the owner. She swore she didn't take any drugs out of the box. She tried to shift the blame onto Alesha, saying that Alesha was also in the café.'

      'She was,' Amelia confirmed.

      'But there were none of Alesha's fingerprints on the bag or any of the medicine boxes. And Mr Adams kept the bag on the chair next to him until they left. So, no one else had a chance to touch it, until Mrs Marshall did.'

      'Sounds logical,' Mrs Webb said. 'Did you release Alesha?'

      Ryan's face furrowed.

      'That's another matter, I'm afraid,' he said. 'I might not have mentioned that before, but I'm working with a homicide team from the city. I'm helping but I'm not really the person in charge. The boss, a Detective Inspector has a clear opinion on Alesha's situation. She may have some problems explaining why she didn't call for help or check on the victim, knowing that he had been behaving strangely. So, her lack of action didn't help, but it wasn't her who actually planned Harry Marshall's demise.'

      'And why did Clare Marshall do it?' Martha asked.

      'That's where some of your spying came in useful.'

      'The medicine box and the bag were both part of our spying,' Martha cut in.

      'No, we had that covered. I'm talking about your excellent observational skills,' Ryan said. 'The spying was the spying, the not-quite-illegal-but-not-entirely-okay activity.'

      Amelia's cheeks burned.

      'Do you mean my little spying piece of software?'

      'No. More. Technology. Please.' Martha gasped.

      Ryan laughed.

      'Technology does come into the picture but a little later. The spying was the overheard conversation with Alesha. Alesha insisted that she told Clare Marshall about her affair with Harry. But Clare kept denying it. Now, we've got Tom Reynolds confirming that Clare knew about Alesha and Harry, and likely since Thursday, at least thirty-six hours before Harry's death.'

      'So did Mr Marshall talk to his wife about the divorce?" Mrs Webb asked.

      'Not exactly. From what Tom Reynolds said, thanks to Alesha, Mrs Marshall realised that her hubby had been cheating on her-'

      'Again...' Mrs Webb cut in.

      'Again. And she demanded a divorce.'

      'She wanted the divorce?' Martha asked.

      'Yes, that was the thing that set it all off. But this is also the point where I get stuck. I'm not sure why he refused to divorce her. Mr Reynolds gets very slippery at this point, and Mrs Marshall is reluctant to talk.'

      'What does Clare Marshall say?' Amelia asked.

      'At first she said he did it to annoy her. But now, after yet another questioning, she mentioned that may he didn't want to divorce because he had too much to lose.'

      'Oh, interesting!' Amelia exclaimed. 'What did he have to lose? I'm in no way an expert of human relationships but doing something to annoy someone and at the same time being stuck in a bad situation yourself doesn't sound like enough of a benefit for me.'

      'Oh, Amelia, you don't know people, petal,' Mrs Webb said. 'Some people are really nasty by nature—'

      'True, but I also suspect there might have been some more benefits involved in them staying together. Mrs Marshall has been vague in listing those benefits, mentioning that it's her art work that has enabled their business to prosper. So by losing her as his main artist, he would lose a large chunk of income.'

      'And the good life, the yacht, the money would be gone,' Martha joined in.

      'Precisely,' Ryan replied.

      'I see,' Amelia said, considering the information available. 'I have a hypothesis.'

      'Does it involve a certain website and a certain phone?' Martha asked glancing at Amelia suspiciously.

      'Unfortunately, yes,' Amelia replied. 'Because I firmly believe these are all linked and that their money-laundering business has something to do with it. I think they both had too much to lose if they separated.'

      'Actually, I agree with Amelia,' Ryan said. 'And here's where the technology comes in.'

      Mrs Webb and Martha groaned.

      'If you really must...' Mrs Webb said.

      'I do,' Ryan replied. 'I need to give due where due is due.'

      'The correct expression is: to give credit where credit is due,' Amelia corrected. 'Or to give him, or her, as this is the case here, her due. You have conflated-'

      Ryan winked.

      'I know. I did it on purpose. Used for humorous effect, to lighten the mood a little.'

      'Ah, well done then,' Amelia nodded with a smiled. 'So, tell me how my technology knowledge came in useful.'

      'Now, she's been arrested, we have a warrant to go through all of her electronic devices. The burner phones might have been disposed of, but we may be able to find something on her MacBook. And... we found a secret compartment on the boat, sadly already empty.'

      'What?' Mrs Webb and Martha did their creepy unison things again.

      'Is that where Harry Marshall kept his dirty money?' Amelia asked.

      'We need to check that. But this is the place that Mrs Marshall and Mr Reynolds accessed on their little night trip. They wore gloves and cleaned up after themselves, but not entirely. We found traces of their presence, plus, of course, some electronic footprints in the area at the time of the break-in.'

      'So, they didn't go to retrieve the fitness tracker?' Mrs Webb asked.

      'No. They went to retrieve something else. Likely the evidence pointing to their illegal activity. Our money laundering and financial fraud departments are on the case, but it may take a while to sort out. Having said that, we've managed to discover who owns the Central American gallery that sent Mrs Marshall so much money last Monday.'

      'And who is it?' Martha asked.

      'A certain Mr and Mrs Marshall.'

      'Honestly? That is cheeky,' Mrs Webb exclaimed.

      'No, that's clever,' Amelia said. 'That way, she could send herself some money that bypassed the process of inheritance, already complicated because of foreign companies and stuff.'

      'And the murder, of course,' Ryan added.

      'And that on top. I guess, she just wanted some money from a joint account and used one that had had been dormant for ages and, moreover, was unknown to Her Majesty Revenue and Customs,' Amelia carried on.

      'Correct,' Ryan picked his story up again. 'So, this is yet another strand to work with, but I've passed that on to our colleagues who are skilled in this area.'

      'At the risk of bringing up the dreaded thing again,' Martha said cautiously. 'But how does checking the fitness activity website fit in to all of this?'

      Ryan glanced at Amelia.

      'Fancy a guess?' he asked.

      Amelia considered all the information she had received and re-ran her scenarios.

      'I think she needed to make sure he was dead before she sent herself the money. Normally, I'd imagine someone making the transfer before someone was dead, in case this might have some implications on the inheritance process. But this baffles me.'

      'Me too,' Ryan admitted. 'But from what we found on Harry Marshall's phone, the regular phone, he had alerts set up. He probably received emails or text messages when something happened on his bank accounts. An email message came in quite a while later, maybe when the transaction was accounted for by the bank. It didn’t include any specific information regarding the bank name or account number, but we've tracked the message back, and it seems to have come from a certain Central American bank. We have contacted the bank and are waiting for more detailed information.'

      'I see!' Amelia exclaimed. "She wanted to make sure he was dead and unable to check what happened.'

      'That's really strange,' Martha said reaching for her glass again. 'It's a shame that Clare Marshall had to resort to such extreme measures to free herself from her evil husband. That's quite sad, regardless of her crimes. If the story about Harry Marshall refusing to divorce her for whatever selfish reasons is true, it's appalling that someone would be denied their freedom or access to their money.'

      'Interesting you say that,' Ryan said. 'I've learnt not to trust Reynolds' types, but he made an interesting comment when we asked him about the possibility of Clare Marshall setting up her husband's death. He said, "Clare is generally a gentle, sensitive person, but I wouldn't be surprised if she did something this extreme if she was stuck between a rock and a hard place.'

      'A rock and a hard place...' Martha repeated slowly. 'Or, between the devil and a deep blue sea.'

      'Indeed. She was the person in charge of the back-office activities of the gallery. So actually, it's her name on all the official documents to do with the taxes, and the like. The Central American account was not known to the tax office, so maybe he told her that if she divorced him, he'd report her to authorities. And then, her freedom wouldn't last too long.'

      'But he's a co-owner of the gallery. He's in it, too,' Amelia observed.

      'Yes, but she would go down with him. So, she'd have no freedom or money to enjoy,' Ryan said.

      'That's sad and cruel,' Mrs Webb said.

      'Between the devil and the deep blue sea...' Martha repeated slowly.

      Amelia's skin broke into goose bumps.

      'Why are you repeating this expression?' she asked.

      'We've used it a few times today, haven't we?' Martha said.

      'And yesterday, too,' Ryan added. 'But that was to do with Amelia.'

      'Yes, her life and work in London,' Martha said. 'I sense that she doesn't want to go to London; or maybe she doesn't yet know that. And I invited her to stay and help me develop the shop while working remotely, but you find both solutions bad, don't you, honey?'

      Amelia reached for her glass. She wasn't a fan of sparkling wine, but at this moment she needed time to collect her thoughts, which seem to have run away from her.

      'Do you?'  Ryan asked, a strange light flickering in his eyes.

      Amelia took a sip of wine, considering her reply. She swallowed the wine.

      'I'm not sure,' she said.

      'You'll be always welcomed, I'm sure Martha has told you that,' Mrs Webb said and nudged Ryan who was sitting beside her.

      'Yes, of course,' Ryan said. 'And with your skills, you may be able to get a job with the cybercrime team. They are aware of your... ehm... skills.'

      'Really?' Amelia asked, her throat tightening.

      'I think so. Would you like me to check?' he asked. Still with the same light in his eyes.

      Her stomach began to rumble.

      Craving food or the strange butterflies again?

      'I don't know,' she replied, pressing a hand under her ribcage.

      Her stomach grumbled again; this time louder.

      'I can hear some of us are starving,' Mrs Webb said, clasping her hands. 'And food is getting cold. 'Let's all tuck in, and celebrate.'

      'Long live village gossip and meddling,' Martha said, lifting one of the pizza boxes and passing it to Amelia. 'Now, Amelia, you start, since you’re the hungriest.'

      They got busy eating. And about thirty minutes later, Ryan climbed to his feet.

      'Sorry, ladies, I must go. Thank you again for your help, but please don't meddle in police affairs anymore.'

      'You wouldn't have solved this case, or the previous one without our meddling or gossip,' Martha said.

      'Okay, I'll admit that. And I'm glad this time it was without putting anyone in danger.'

      'So are we,' Mrs Webb said. 'I'm staying son. Martha will drop me off later, won't you?'

      'Sure thing,' Martha replied. 'Amelia, go and see him out,' she nudged Amelia, who obeyed. "And check on the cat. He may be ready to leave.'

      She walked with Ryan to the hallway and the door.

      The black cat was sitting at the door, staring at the handle.

      'Looks like he wants to leave,' Ryan said, bending to pat the animal.

      Amelia bent at the same time. Their heads collided.

      'Ouch,' Amelia exclaimed and jumped back. It was more the jolt she got from touching another person than the actual pain.

      'I'm so sorry,' Ryan said at the same time. 'Are you alright?'

      He reached out and touched her cheek.

      Another electric jolt travelled up her face. But this time it was... pleasant?

      'Yes, yes. I'm fine. And you?' she asked quickly.

      'I'm okay, too,' he said and gave a sharp laugh. 'Silly thing. Never mind. Do I open the door for the cat?'

      Meow.

      'He said yes, so I shall obey,' Ryan said, pushing the handle.

      The cat dived out in one elegant hop.

      'Now, it's my turn,' Ryan said, the strange light appearing in his eyes once more.

      The butterflies fluttered in her stomach again. She should have had a little bite more of that pizza.

      'Will you be back after you leave Leah?' he asked, quietly.

      'I think so, 'she replied, hesitantly.

      'Because I'll miss you.'

      He stared at her.

      Amelia lowered her eyes, unable to maintain his gaze. She bit her lip. What was she supposed to say? Either of the possibilities were bad choices. Yet another one of those between the devil and the deep blue sea moments. Leaving it unanswered was rude. Saying she would miss him, too was... Strange. She'd never really miss anyone, maybe except sometime her mother when she was younger and lost at school. But now?

      'Mhm...'

      Mhm was always a safe option...

      'What mhm...?'

      'I don't know what to say,' she said lifting her eyes to look at him.

      His face was serious but gentle, with the eyes still watching her in the same, strange way.

      'Don't say anything if you don't feel like it. I'm absolutely fine with this.'

      What a relief.

      'Okay. Thank you. Appreciate that.'

      He left.

      That was so considerate of him. So, accepting of her difficulties and her own pacing.

      And that, Amelia was sure, she really would miss.
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