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      'Please, stop your car here,' Amelia Barry said as clearly as she could, hoping it would cut through the skin-pricking thumping of a badly-rhymed song which made no sense to her. The radio’s constant drone all the way from the Whitby train station to Leah-by-the-Sea had turned her brain into a sticky mush. On top of which, the beat was out of sync with the rhymes, and that was far too much.

      'The house is about a hundred yards further on,' the ride-share car driver shouted back, but he stopped the car anyway.

      'But that is a no motor vehicles sign,' Amelia protested, pointing at the road sign in case he hadn’t seen it.

      The driver turned around to face her.

      'No cop in sight, I can drive you right to the gate,' he said and grinned. 'Safely delivering my customers to their destination is my motto,' he added.

      'No. The sign says no motor vehicles, and I will not break the law,' Amelia said, grabbing her handbag. 'I will pay now and leave.'

      The driver sighed and rolled his eyes.

      'As you wish,' he said.

      She paid, grabbed her suitcase and clambered out of the car, which drive off promptly.

      Out on the pavement, the first thing that struck her was silence. No, not complete. After adjusting her inner filtering system, she noticed rustling of leaves and, of course, screeching of seagulls in the distance. But it was a bliss compared with the trip, not to mention the usual London rumpus. If the only thing she had to gain from the unexpected holiday trip to her godmother's was this, it was already worth it.

      Amelia relaxed her shoulders, still holding her suitcase. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. Her mother always reminded her to appreciate the surroundings, so she should. The air was clear and cool. With a note of dust. It hadn't rained for a while.

      The mush in her head cleared a little.

      A subtle squeak caught her ear. She flinched and opened her eyes. The sky had started to brighten, but it was still quite dark between the houses, with barely enough light to see a dark figure of a person sitting on a large, low bike, at the street corner, about fifty yards diagonally from Amelia.

      The person stayed there for a while. Maybe watching Amelia, or the street. And then the bike, or rather the trike turned around and disappeared quietly around the corner.

      What was that about? One of the local gossips spying on her neighbours before seven o’clock in the morning?

      People were strange and never stopped surprising her.

      Amelia touched her left temple in the well-practice gesture of 'let's-flick-that-switch-off-and-forget-it'.

      She could go now.

      Holding her suitcase tight, she walked towards the last house on the left side of the street.

      Sixty yards, she thought, correcting the driver.

      The clicking of her shoes on the cobblestones echoed between the buildings.

      Eerie... So different from her usual Monday morning environment–the busy business street in central London. Amelia's stomach clenched. Typical signs of her being uncomfortable in a situation. She'd learnt to recognise it over the years and to suppress the urge to run away.

      She stopped and massaged the area under the ribcage. She'd decided to take three weeks off work, as suggested by her mother, and she was going to spend at least one of them with her godmother, so she was.

      No freaking out because of an unfamiliar environment, just like every time she was visiting a new client or attending an important meeting.

      New was good, was exciting, meant learning... she repeated the mantra in her mind.

      And breathe...

      And besides, her old and familiar–her IT consultancy office was now different and scary. After what Jordan said and then that project... Amelia pressed her hand to her stomach, but it didn't prevent the wave of light-headedness making her swoon.

      She touched her temple again.

      'Off with that thought,' she murmured. There was nothing to gain by going over the situation. It had happened and couldn't be undone. There was only a way forward and it included Amelia spending some time away from work. Her boss and her mum were right.

      Yet another deep breath.

      To her right something screeched. Amelia flinched and glanced over her shoulder. A tall, stooped, male figure appeared in a half-open gate of the house opposite. The man nodded and disappeared, closing the gate behind him.

      One would think that snooping on people was a popular hobby in Leah-by-the-Sea. N=2 out of a sample of two, seen between 6.50 am and 6.55 am on a Monday morning on the twenty-third of September.

      Probably not enough data yet, she thought and shrugged.

      She walked on, passing by a closed café, with its shutters down, umbrellas folded, and the chairs piled on tables against the wall. The next two houses-clearly businesses: a beauty salon and a souvenir shop, were also closed. The large townhouse opposite emanated darkness from all its windows.

      At least the street lamps were still on. Just about, as the sky was lightening by the minute.

      Amelia paused to glance at the last building on her left–the one she'd been walking towards: with a bookshop downstairs and a flat upstairs–her godmother's new place.

      Both shop windows where dark with a large sign "Closed" in one of them.

      No wonder, Martha had just moved in; three days ago. Amelia headed for the gate to the side of the building. According to the instructions she received in the most recent letter from Martha, there was a courtyard and an entrance to the flat on the side of the building.

      She pushed the gate. It opened smoothly, letting Amelia into a medium-sized, irregular-shaped yard, fringed in two-thirds by a tall fence and in one-third - by a crumbling stonewall.  A half-opened gate in the fence lead into the distance.

      Amelia felt the key in the breast pocket of her jacket. Sending keys in letters, even when using a courier service was hardly the most security-conscious, but her godmother had always been on an eccentric side. And most notably demonstrating a total disregard for safety.

      As the wide open backdoor testified.

      Martha's instructions were reasonably clear: "Just let yourself in, I'm likely to be busy with stuff, so may not hear you." Hence the key.

      With the door being open, Amelia wasn't entirely "letting herself in", but she wasn't going to dwell on it.

      She stepped into the dark, cold entrance hall and stood for a while, listening for signs of Martha being awake and busy getting on with her morning. But Amelia’s ears recorded no squeaking of wooden floors, no gurgling of pipes, no shuffling of feet or whistling of kettles. A quick glance into the equally dark kitchen revealed no recent human presence. She listened at the door of the downstairs toilet—the door being helpfully marked with sign of a chubby baby sitting on potty—to no avail.

      Was Martha still in bed or getting dressed upstairs? Or should Amelia assume that since the door was open her godmother was more likely to be found outside? Maybe out for a walk through that little open gate?

      Given the apparent emptiness of the house, that seemed the most likely, so Amelia set the suitcase down by the staircase and walked out of the house.

      The gate in the fence opened onto a footpath in a grass bank, leading to a stretch of a beach.

      A private beach?

      Amelia looked around. A few more footpaths wound their way between the sand strip at the bottom and the houses along the bend.

      A private access to the beach, she corrected herself.

      She descended the narrow steps carved in the bank, towards the spread of silvery-blue in the distance. The horizon stretched out pink and orange - the undoubtable sign of the sun rising, colouring also the surface of the sea.

      Mother would say: Look how beautiful it is and stop for a while to appreciate the sights.

      Amelia stopped, looked and listened.

      The sea murmured, a cat meowed somewhere behind her, a wave washed over a bright-coloured, curled up shape by the rocks, a few yards away from where the path ended, partially hidden by a large rock.

      A bright coloured, curled-up shape? Amelia narrowed her eyes, but she still couldn't tell what it was.

      Something soft rubbed against her calf.

      A small, black cat.

      'Meow.'

      'What are you doing here, kitty? I thought cats didn't like water,' she said to the animal.

      'Meow.'

      Amelia bent to pat the cat but the animal sneaked between her legs and jumped onto the rocks to her right.

      Oh, the strange shape... Amelia remembered and walked down the path towards the shape.

      A moment later, she reached the shape and stopped a few steps away from it. The cat settled on a big boulder above.

      Amelia's heart accelerated, her throat tightened as she slid her gaze from one end of the shape to the other.

      From head to toe. Or to toes, as the saying should go.

      A human body, dressed in a colourful, patchwork-like skirt, which clung to the bony legs, a white T-shirt, smudged with olive-green seaweed. Bare feet. And the head... Like a medusa's head, with something long and tangled sneaking around.

      Amelia cleared her throat.

      'Hello, are you okay?' she called out.

      No answer.

      'Hello?' she repeated. The person on the sand was completely motionless. Another wave washed over the body.

      Amelia's legs trembled. She hugged her jacket.

      'Meow.'

      She glanced at the cat.

      'What do you expect me to do?' she asked.

      The cat stared back at her, its green eyes clearly trying to convey a message.

      'I'm not good at reading body language, sorry,' she informed the cat. 'Do you want me to check on the unknown person?'

      'Meow.'

      'Okay, then,' she replied, her heart jumping into her throat and kicking into a gallop.

      Once, a few months earlier, Amelia had witness one of her colleague collapse in the office. She’d checked the person's pulse and then called the ambulance.

      So she stepped forward to do the same. She squatted and touched the person's naked arm.

      Cold, just like the water that splashed over her espadrille-clad foot.

      Amelia shivered.

      The person looked like a massive, colourful fish thrown out of the water, but without the usual fitting of its tail and jumping all around.

      Dead? Dead fish out of water?

      Amelia closed her eyes and felt for the pulse.

      None.

      People can survive for a long time if suffering hypothermia...

      Amelia opened her eyes and stared at the person's chest.

      A woman, this is a woman... she corrected herself. A woman probably in her sixties, with a strange thing on her head... hair... maybe this is hair.

      And she's not breathing.

      Amelia pulled her mobile phone out of her handbag. She needed to call the emergency services right away.
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      Once the paramedics arrived, Amelia climbed the steps back towards Martha's house. The cat followed her to the backyard and disappeared through a hole in the wall.

      Martha's house was as empty and still as it had been twenty minutes earlier when she first entered it. She went back outside.

      Amelia stood in the empty courtyard and took a few slow breaths. Her mother told her they were best for moments when Amelia started to feel dizzy, like now.

      A car stopped somewhere behind the tall fence and a door slammed shut. Someone ran along the fence towards the beach.

      Perhaps the paramedics had called for support?

      Amelia licked her lips. She reached into her handbag for the water bottle.

      A couple of sips later, she felt better. At least, she could think clearly again.

      Assuming the paramedics were taking care of the woman on the beach, what should she do now? Return to the house and continue looking for Martha?

      Or maybe the woman on the beach was her godmother, Martha?

      She dialled Martha's number again, but the call went straight to voicemail. Just like last night when Amelia tried to call her from the train station in London. And then again, this morning, when she stepped off of her train in Whitby, after nearly eleven hours trip with two changes. But most people turned their phones off at night.

      It had been ages since she’d last seen Martha. Amelia bit her lip, thinking back. It was her mother's fiftieth birthday party. Or rather, her mother and Martha's joint birthday party, as they shared their birthday. And an occasion for the old friends to celebrate their reunion after years of living apart.

      Amelia had seen her godmother a lot as a child, but not at all when her family lived in Singapore.

      So eight years ago was Amelia's first time meeting her mother's best childhood friend as an adult. And not being what people call "a party animal" Amelia tried to spend as little time as possible chatting with the guests. No wonder that all she remembered of Martha was her bright yellow dress with red polka dots, and the big, wide-brimmed red hat, in the matching shade of red.

      'I may be getting older, but I'm getting bolder,' Amelia said out loud. That was what Martha repeated every time someone asked her about her dress, her hat or both.

      Obviously, those details were useless today, but if Martha continued with her "older and bolder" trend, the bright, primary colours on the beach woman's skirt would fit.

      She couldn't recall Martha's face though, apart from remembering that she wore reading glasses with yellow-tinted lenses. No one needed reading glasses in the sea. Maybe on the beach, but the water would have dragged them off anyway.

      Amelia wasn't the type of person to take photos of people, but her mother was. And she kept sending Amelia pictures of various friends and relations (which Amelia usually ignored), insisting that this was part of keeping in touch with important people.

      For as long as she could remember, Amelia had always struggled with human relationships. It improved over time, but if she had a choice, she'd rather make friends with a house pet than with a fellow human.

      But the thought that the woman on the beach could be her godmother bugged Amelia. Surely, if not the ambulance or hospital, the police would be able to identify the person?

      A tall man dressed in a dark blue police uniform wearing a funny, bucket-like hat walked through the door leading from the beach.

      What was the hat called?

      'Hello there,' the man said and smiled. 'I'm Sergeant Webb from the local police. Did you find the body?'

      Amelia winced. The dispatch must have decided to send the police along as well. Either that, or the paramedics called them.

      'The body? Is she dead?'

      'She is, unfortunately,' the policeman nodded, his expression serious. 'Can you tell me how you found her? Do you know her?'

      'Yes, I can. I understand you presume the answer to your very first question is yes?' she asked. She hated unclear situations.

      The policeman's eyebrows shot up. The end of his nose twitched.

      'I'm sorry, what do you mean?' he asked after a few-seconds of silence.

      Amelia cleared her throat. People... how could they demand better communication from her, if they weren't able to follow simple communication rules themselves. Ask one question at the time, don't assume, or check your assumptions first.

      'Your first question was if I found the body, and the answer to it is yes,' she said patiently. 'So, moving on to your next questions, in the asking order: Yes, I can tell you how I found her. And I'm not sure whether I know her. I think she may be my godmother, Martha Grant. And by the way, should you first ask me for my name, address and the reasons I'm here?'

      Sergeant Webb's face turned white, and his ears - red. He bit his lower lip.

      'Sure,' he croaked. 'Your name first.'

      'Amelia Rosalind Barry. I live in London,' she rattled off her address, watching him carefully. 'I work for an IT consultancy company, but I see you're not writing it all down. Are you even a real policeman?'

      She glared at him as much as she could. After all this was a serious matter.

      Sergeant Webb took his bucket hat off and wiped his forehead with the back of his hand. His mop of honey-blond hair was mussed, his blue eyes-tense. He looked quite young, maybe early thirties. How long had he been in the job?

      'Fair enough,' sergeant Webb said, tucking the hat under his arm and pulling something from the pocket of very realistic-looking police jacket. 'Here it is, my police card, madam,' he said approaching Amelia with the ID in his outstretched arm.

      Amelia stepped close enough to read the information on the badge.

      'All good?" he asked.

      Amelia nodded. Sergeant slipped the wallet back into his pocket.

      'And here is my notebook,' he said now waving a small, black notebook and a pen. 'Once more, your name and address, please.'

      Amelia relaxed her shoulders. Now, the situation was beginning to look more legitimate. She repeated her details, happy to see that the officer was writing everything down.

      'And now on to the body,' he said, glancing at her. 'Tell me how you found her.'

      'How?' Amelia blinked. What sort of information could he want? 'With my eyes, of course. I can tell you where I found her and when, and why I was on the beach if that's of any interest.'

      Sergeant Webb snorted. His nose twitched again. 'Yes, please,' he said.

      She told him about her arrival to Leah-by-the-Sea at 6.50 am, the empty house, the open gate and the cat on the beach, and finding the body about ten minutes later.

      'So, is this woman your aunt?'

      'Godmother,' she corrected him. 'I'm not sure. I've not seen her for a while. But it's possible. The woman on the beach seems to be of similar age with a similar taste for colourful clothes, and of course, there is no one in the house. Perhaps you should check the house?' she suggested.

      'Sure, as soon as my colleague arrives. We're a very small team,' he replied and shut his notebook with a loud clap. 'Did you see anyone else?'

      'There was a cat, I told you.'

      'Apart from the cat.'

      Amelia closed her eyes to recall the situation from a few minutes earlier.

      'No one on the beach, but in the street.' She told him about the strange person on the trike and the tall, stooped man at the gate.

      'I'll find out who they were. Anything else that may be important in this case?'

      Amelia shrugged.

      'How would I know? I'm not a police officer.'

      He cocked en eyebrow.

      'But you are an intelligent and observant young person,' he said.

      'Sarcasm?' Amelia asked.

      Apparently, she was really bad at detecting sarcasm and for some strange reason some people loved to employ it.

      He stared at her for a few seconds.

      'No, genuine,' he replied finally. 'So you came here for a little holiday to your aunt's new house?'

      'My godmother,' she corrected him again. 'Martha is an old friend of my mother's. She bought this bookshop with the flat and moved in recently. She invited me because my mother told her I needed a break, and she needed someone to help with the moving in and the shop.'

      Was she offering too much information for the police? It was so hard to know just how much personal info was too much.

      'I see,' Sergeant Webb replied. 'And-' he paused and turned to face the gate leading to the street. 'Yes, sir?'

      Amelia looked at the entrance gate. The tall, stooped figure of a man from the house on the opposite side of the street appeared at the open gate.

      'Good morning, Officer Webb,' the man nodded. He was wearing a dark blue bathrobe over what looked like a classic set of stripy pyjamas, which Amelia hadn't notice previously. 'I'm William Palmer, I live at Number 3. Has anything happened? I saw the ambulance and then your car in the service lane.'

      There must have been a service lane behind the fence.

      'Yes, we've had an incident on the beach,' Sergeant Webb replied. 'Did you see anyone or anything suspicious?'

      'That's why I'm here,' the man replied, glancing at Amelia.

      His skin was very pale, and he had grey circles under his watery-blue eyes.

      'I was up from about 3 am, trying to get my wife back to sleep, but didn't hear or see anything, until-'

      'You were out in the street at about 6.50 am,' Amelia blurted out.

      The man looked at her again, the look in his eyes suddenly hardening.

      'No, I wasn't out in the street. I was in my yard.'

      'Looking through the gap in the gate to the street,' she added.

      Well, that was more accurate, she had to give it to him.

      'And you didn't see anything or anyone suspicious?' Sergeant Webb cut in.

      'Except for this young lady. My wife fell asleep eventually, she's very sick, you know,' he added. 'As I couldn't get back to sleep myself, I went downstairs to... catch some fresh air. And then I heard a car approaching. Cars are not common at this time of the day after season. And then I saw this young lady. I've never seen her before.'

      'I didn't do anything wrong. I'm-' Amelia protested.

      'Please, don't interrupt,' Sergeant Webb interrupted.

      'You just interrupted me,' Amelia mumbled.

      Sergeant Webb glared at her.

      'I'm asking the questions here,' the officer said. 'So, Mr Palmer. Beside this young lady, have you seen anything or anyone suspicious?'

      'Not today,' the man replied, pursing his thin lips.

      'Hey, Ryan,' a young woman in a police uniform who appeared at the gate to the beach said. 'Derek is looking after the site. What can I help with?'

      'Ah, Ann-Marie, thanks for coming,' Sergeant Webb's face lit with a smile.  'Let's check the house.' He gestured her towards the open door and the woman disappeared inside. 'I'll talk to you a little later,' he added, following his colleague.

      'I said not today,' Mr Palmer said loudly. 'I didn't say there wasn't anything suspicious earlier.'

      Sergeant Webb stopped with one foot over the doorstep. He looked over his shoulder. Again, his nose twitched. 'And was there anything suspicious earlier?'

      'Plenty,' Mr Palmer groaned. 'That's why I've been keeping an eye on the building. You see, I used to own the bookshop, and I still care about it.'

      Sergeant Webb rubbed his chin with the back of his hand.

      'Ann-Marie, are you okay?' he shouted into the house. He must have been happy with the reply. 'Good. I'll join you in a second. Shout out if you need help.' He stepped out and pulled the notebook from his pocket.

      'Right,' he said, exhaling loudly. 'Tell me more about those strange things, Mr Palmer.'
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      Mr Palmer straighten up.

      'Now, you're listening,' he said.

      'I am, Mr Palmer, but please, hurry. I've got things to do.'

      'Okay, okay... young people are never patient, but I suppose it's good to have police presence in town again. Anyhow. This was my shop for years. I sold it to Ms Grant in May this year. It was a very hard decision. I loved the shop, I loved my career, but looking after my wife has become a full-time job and it's exhausting. The shop had been more closed than open in the preceding months, so I decided it wasn't fair to my customers to keep it closed. Plus, obviously I had to pay the rent and all the costs associated with having a business. But without earning anything.'

      'The unusual and suspicious things, Mr Palmer,' Sergeant Webb urged.

      'I'm getting there,' the older man replied. 'So, I sold the business to Ms Grant in May, she collected the keys, but said she wouldn't be moving in until late autumn. She had some business to finish back home.'

      'But Miss Barry had a letter saying that Ms Grant has moved in,' Sergeant said, glancing at Amelia. 'Right, Miss Barry?'

      Amelia suppressed the urge to ask the officer to clarify which part of his question he was seeking confirmation on.

      'Yes, I've received such a letter and from what I understand she moved in last Friday,' Amelia replied.

      'That was only because of the burglary. If you keep interrupting me, I'll never get to the burglary. Do you want to hear about it or not?'

      'No, you’re the one who can't get to the burglary,' Amelia cut in.

      'You're rude, young lady,' Mr Palmer thundered.

      'No, I'm just stating the facts,' she fired back.

      Mr Palmer folded his arms on his chest.

      'You won't get too far with your facts if you don't have basic manners,' he grumbled. 'And you, too, officer. You've lived in a big city for too long and forgotten that here, in small towns, people have different communication styles. Ask your mother.'

      Sergeant Webb's face took on a red hue. Probably angry, or embarrassed, she still found it hard to tell. But clearly, Sergeant Webb was also growing uncomfortable with this conversation.

      Why did people insist on preferring polite lies over the truth?

      'Okay, okay, Mr Palmer,' Sergeant said, 'The burglary, please.'

      'If you wish so,' Mr Palmer grumbled. 'So, the burglary happened during the festival, about a month ago. Someone broke into the shop in the middle of the night and-'

      'The burglary?' A female voice cut in. The plump figure of the young policewoman appeared in the house doorway. 'There was no burglary. We found no evidence of theft, damage or, in fact, any bodily harm. We couldn't really find any evidence of a forced entry, to be honest,' the woman said. 'You went with us and saw nothing unusual.'

      Now, it was Mr Palmer's turn to blush.

      'That's not the point. Someone was in the shop. I saw a light. The fact that there was no sign of a forced entry is because those rascals must have cut the key beforehand. It's been a very busy summer, with lots of tourists, particularly around the time of the festival. There were people sleeping rough in that empty property next door. Renovating, my eye! I haven't seen any renovation work for years. It's a scandal that it is allowed to be left like that, harbouring rats and crime. The owner should be tracked down and charged for all those things. And I can tell you squatters will be moving in one day. I've reported it multiple times,' Mr Palmer carried on, now waving his hand over his shoulder, probably pointing to the half-crumbled wall. 'But the police were too busy dealing with whatever was more important than the safety of the town.'

      The older man's long face was now covered in red and white blotches.

      'Mr Palmer,' Sergeant Webb interrupted the tirade. 'Thank you very much for the report. I've got work to do now, but I will certainly return to you for more details, once I have a clearer grasp on what's happened. As you know, I'm new to the local police team, but I can assure you I'm not new to the job. I'm quite experienced, believe me,' he said calmly.

      'So says your mother,' Mr Palmer murmured. 'Okay, if you don't want to talk to me now, I shall remove myself from the situation. You know where to find me,' he added and strode out of the courtyard.

      'What a...' the policewoman said and paused. 'Don't worry, Sarge. He's a bit grumpy, but he's a good man. He's had a lot on his plate with his wife's illness.'

      'No problem,' Sergeant Webb replied. 'I suppose I need to earn my chops with the locals. As you can see it's not enough to be a local boy if you haven't lived all your life here. But that's not an issue,' he added. 'What about the house, Ann-Marie? Did you find Ms Grant?'

      Ann-Marie shook her head.

      'The house is empty. As is the shop. I found a suitcase by the staircase, an unmade bed in one of the bedrooms upstairs, some toiletries in the bathroom and another suitcase, this one open, in the said bedroom; some items of clothing in the suitcase, some scattered around the room and the bathroom.  There are a few cups and plates in the kitchen, all neatly washed. But nothing more.'

      'Any messages, letters, notes, phones?' he asked.

      'I found a mobile on the nightstand, but it's turned off.'

      Sergeant Webb looked at Amelia. His forehead furrowed.

      'Your aunt seems to have disappeared. That would fit with the hypothesis that it's her body on the beach. We need to confirm the victim's identity as soon as we can. You say that your mother knew Ms Grant well. Could you get hold of her?'

      'Martha Grant is my godmother, not my aunt,' Amelia repeated as calmly as possible. 'Yes, I can get hold of my mother,' she added, pulling her mobile from her handbag. 'But you should ask Mr Palmer. He's local and he must have met Martha not that long ago when he handed over the keys.'

      'Good point,' Sergeant Webb replied, still not referring to his repeatedly made error regarding Amelia's godmother. But Amelia ignored it this time. She was too busy considering if the situation at hand justified calling her mother before 8.00 o’clock in the morning. Jennifer Barry was not an early bird and didn't like having her morning coffee interrupted by anything, unless a real emergency.

      She needed to check that out.

      'Are you sure the woman on the beach is dead?' Amelia asked.

      'As anything. She's been dead a while.'

      'A while? How long is that?'

      He opened his mouth and closed it.

      'Hard to tell exactly as the body must have been in cold water for more than twenty-four hours, but my guess is since Saturday,' he explained. 'When did you last talk to your aunt?'

      Seemed like a lost battle, but at least she could be as factual as possible.

      'I last spoke with my godmother on Friday evening, about eight o’clock. I was still in the office and she rang to tell me she had arrived safely in her new place and to go home and pack up.'

      Sergeant Webb nodded slowly.

      'And you've rang her since, but she hasn't answered her phone?'

      'Correct,' Amelia said and glanced at her phone. It was only 7.55 am. 'So, you think it may be Martha's body?'

      'We need to exclude the possibility.'

      This wasn't a reply to her answer, but after several years of practice she was able to manage with indirect answers, which were clear enough.

      Amelia pressed the "call" button.

      'Hi, Mum. I need Martha's most up-to-date photo you can find. I shall tell you why later. Need to go. Sorry,' she rattled into the receiver as soon as her mother's half-awaken "What's up, baby?" sounded out.

      Fortunately, her mother was able to get on with things without too much dawdling and conversational fluff.

      A minute later, Amelia was staring at a photo of a middle-aged woman with short, straight hair of the same brown-blond colour as the person on the beach. The woman on the photo was wearing yellow-lensed glasses and her square-ish face was somehow remindful of the strong jaw of the woman from the beach.

      'Can I have a look?' Sergeant Webb asked, approaching Amelia. She passed him the phone.

      'What do you think?' she asked after a few seconds.

      'There is a certain likeness.'

      'What about that thing on her head...It looked like a pile of knotted snakes.'

      'Ah this,' Sergeant Webb lifted his eyes from the screen. One corner of his mouth curved up. 'That's a wig. A wig with dreadlocks. Did you know if your aunt wore a wig?'

      'No idea. I'll have to ask my mother. But I need to prepare mentally for it,' she added, feeling her throat tightening. 'So, if you tell me what else you want to know about my godmother, I'll note it and then give her a ring.'

      'Ask for more photos, her daily habits and when your mother last heard from Ms Grant.'

      'Sure.' She slipped her phone back into the handbag. 'I'll need a hot drink and then I'll call my mother. Can I go into the house?'

      'No, sorry,' Sergeant Webb replied. 'For the moment, we have to treat it as a potential crime scene. You need to...' he paused and rubbed his chin. A vertical line appeared above his blue eyes.

      'I can drop her off at your mother's B&B,' the female officer said. 'I don't think any café in town is open at this time of day.'

      'The Seashores, of course!' Sergeant Webb's face brightened. 'You can stay at the B&B. That's one of the very few places that are still open, now that the high season is over. Have you got luggage?'

      'A suitcase. I've left it by the staircase. That's the one you've found,' Amelia explained.

      'Okay, I'll get your luggage and take you there,' the policewoman replied and disappeared back into he house, to reappear shortly afterwards with Amelia's suitcase in her hand. 'Let's go,' she gestured towards the exit.

      Amelia complied.
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      Ann-Marie, or rather Police Support Community Officer Ann-Marie Clapton, dropped Amelia off at the door of a two-storey white Victorian house.

      Amelia sprang out of the car so fast that she dropped her suitcase.

      'Hey, relax,' PSCO Clapton said. 'You're safe here. I'm sure Mrs Webb will take care of you.'

      This was the fifth time the policewoman uttered this sentence during their five-minute ride from Martha's shop to the B&B; all scattered among lots of other things, such as random information about the town and questions about Amelia and Martha. Amelia successfully avoided answering anything other than "Yes, in London" and "No, I've never been to Leah-by-the-Sea before", and a brief comment about the last time she saw Martha in person. But filtering out the rest of the woman's chatter had drained her of energy.

      'I'll take it for you,' PSCO Clapton picked up the suitcase from the ground. 'It's up the steps,' she added pointing at the only stairs leading to what clearly looked like the main door.

      If only people didn't feel so compelled to state the blindingly obvious.

      'Thanks,' Amelia said quietly. Her head was spinning, and a slow, blunt thumping emerged just above her right eye. She needed to retreat into a quiet, dark space, otherwise, she'd end up with one of her overwhelm-headaches.

      She followed the woman up the steps, all twelve of them, and focused on breathing slowly while PSCO Clapton rang the bell and introduced her to the older woman who appeared in the door almost immediately.

      'Yes, I know. Ryan has just called me. Poor thing. Do come in. I'll take care of you. Just tell me what you need,' the woman said all on one breath.

      Amelia lifted her eyes. Mrs Webb was watching her closely, and her round eyes seemed caring.

      'Thank you, Mrs Webb. All I need now is some peace and quiet,' Amelia said.

      'Yes, of course I'll have a room ready for you. Would you like a cup of tea?'

      Amelia didn't but years of training from her mother taught her it was better to say yes to the offer and even drink the brew.

      'That would be lovely, thank you,' Amelia replied.

      PSCO Clapton left. Mrs Webb, thanks goodness, showed Amelia her room first.

      'Make yourself comfortable, love. I'll be back with the cuppa,' the woman said and disappeared, after letting Amelia in.

      The room was of a good size and decorated in light neutral colours. The flowery wallpaper was a little old-fashioned but pleasant to look at and definitely in harmony with the powdery blue curtains and light brown carpet. The large single bed partially covered with a bedspread in matching colours, revealed crisp white bedding. The air smelled of fresh linen and lavender. Amelia relaxed her shoulders and put the suitcase down between a large, comfy-looking armchair the same colour as the carpet and a round table.

      Alone, at last... People can be so tiring...

      Amelia unzipped her handbag and fished out a packet of painkillers.

      A bathroom?

      Amelia spotted a "bathroom" sign on a white door beside the bed.

      Nice, an en-suite...

      Refreshed, she returned to the bedroom.

      'Here you are, love,' Mrs Webb said standing in the doorway, holding a tray with a matching white china teacup and a teapot. 'I knocked but there was no answer and I didn't want to enter. Here’s your tea.'

      'Thank you,' Amelia took the tray and put it on the table.

      'Just let me know if you need anything, petal,’ Mrs Webb carried on. 'I'm sorry this room is a little old-fashioned, and the window opens onto the backyard, not the garden, but it's downstairs so easier to do anything with and it has an en-suite. Our upstairs rooms are modern and recently decorated, but we keep closed after the season. We only use the ones downstairs after summer,' she explained, her voice sounding apologetic.

      'I'll be fine, Mrs Webb, thank you,' Amelia did her best to sound reassuring. She really needed her own space. Her head was thumping. 'I'm sorry, but I have a bad headache and need to lie down.'

      'Sure, petal. Just let me know what you want for breakfast.'

      'Please, don't-'

      'That's not a problem. You've just had a shock and you're in need of TLC, which is what we do here. Don't even think of skipping breakfast,' Mrs Webb said and pursed her lips.

      Amelia opened her mouth ready to say, "Thank you, but no, thank you", but her stomach grumbled.

      'See.'' Mrs Webb wagged a finger at her. 'I bet your empty stomach is one of the reasons for that nasty headache.'

      Amelia bit her lip. With all the emotions of this morning, she'd forgotten about food, but Mrs Webb had a point.

      'Just a toast with jam and a coffee would do,' Amelia said meekly. 'I'll come to the kitchen in about thirty minutes.'

      Mrs Webb nodded and left.

      Amelia took the pills, set her timer for thirty minutes, while sipping the tea. Then, she slipped off her espadrilles and curled up on the soft, warm bed. The smell of lavender always had calming effect on her.

      She woke to the beeping of her timer. A bit of a startled wakeup, but the headache had cleared, thank goodness.

      Refreshed, she searched for the kitchen.

      Judging from the smell in the hallway, Mrs Webb hadn't complied with Amelia's request. The air was filled with the most tempting aroma of pancakes fried in butter.

      Amelia pushed open the door and stepped into a bright, warm kitchen. Mrs Webb had just slipped another portion of golden circles onto a large serving plate in the middle of the table.

      'Here you are, petal,' Mrs Webb said and smiled at her. 'Just in time for fresh pancakes.'

      'You shouldn't have, Mrs Webb. I'd have been very happy with a toast,' Amelia said. Her stomach grumbled again, and her mouth watered. Eating pancakes took much longer than eating a toast, which meant more time and opportunity for Mrs Webb to talk.

      Mrs Webb was definitely the chatty type. She also seemed to have a knack for asking questions difficult to dodge.

      'Pleasure, my dear,' Mrs Webb replied. 'Please sit down and tuck in. Don't let those little golden darlings go cold.' The woman gestured for her to take a place at the table, with the back to the window. 'Here's some coffee.' She pushed a jug of filtered coffee towards Amelia. 'Or I can make you hot chocolate. Hot chocolate is good for shock,' Mrs Webb added.

      'Coffee is what I need,' Amelia said. She poured herself a cup, inhaling the bitter-sweet, reinvigorating steam.

      'By the way, it's not only for you, Mr Palmer is coming for a coffee, too,' she added with a smile that Amelia found difficult to decipher. 'I understand you've met Mr Palmer?' She put the frying pan away.

      Amelia's heart sank. She sipped on her coffee hoping it would bring her the strength required to deal with the stress-inducing situation.

      'I did,' Amelia replied. 'He was watching me walk down the street and then appeared at Martha's house.'

      'That's understandable. By the way, can I call you Amy?' Mrs Webb poured herself a cup of coffee and sat down. Her blue eyes, of the same shape as Sergeant Webb's watched Amelia carefully.

      Amelia shifted in her chair.

      'My name is Amelia,' she said as firmly as she could under the circumstances.

      'It's a beautiful name, but also very serious. Too serious for a young person, I'd say,' she said. 'Don't you have a cutey name, like Amy?' She opened her eyes wider and now looked genuinely surprised.

      'No, I don't.' Amelia's face began to burn. 'We don't do... I mean... I don't do cutey things.'

      'What a shame.' The older woman shook her head. 'Such a pretty young woman. So young and already so serious. That's okay. I'll call you Amelia, and you can call me Liz. Most people in town call me Liz.'

      The temperature of Amelia's cheeks hit the frying point.

      'I'd rather call you Mrs Webb,' she said.

      'No need for that,' Mrs Webb replied and took a sip from her mug. 'We're all friends here, in Leah-by-the-Sea.'

      Amelia swallowed hard. This was definitely a conversation omitted by all the books and articles about communication Amelia had read.

      Negotiate a win-win?

      'How about you call me Amy and I call you Mrs Webb?' Amelia said, relieved that she'd found a solution.

      'Doesn't seem particularly fair to me, but let's try it that way, for starters,' Mrs Webb agreed.

      Amelia relaxed her back and took another sip of the aromatic brew.

      'Don't forget the pancakes,' Mrs Webb pushed a plate full of delicious-looking goodies towards her. 'Here you have maple syrup, marmalade, and jam, and sugar,' she pointed to a collection of bottles and jars on the table. 'Suit yourself. I've already eaten.'

      Amelia served herself a pancake and reached for the bottle with maple syrup. Her stomach grumbled again. Since it was impolite to speak with your mouth full, tucking into the lovely breakfast would save her from anymore chit-chat with Mrs Webb.

      'Now, tell me more about yourself. How did you end up in Leah-by-the-Sea?'

      Amelia froze with the forkful of pancake halfway between the plate and her mouth.
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      'I'm visiting my godmother,' Amelia replied once she was able to speak again. She pushed the piece of pancake into her mouth. This would be her longest breakfast since the one when her boyfriend had taken her to meet his family.

      Her ex-boyfriend...

      Fortunately, the pancakes were delicious: fluffy and buttery with just the right sweetness.

      'What an awful story. You come to visit her, and she gets herself murdered,' Mrs Webb commented, nodding sadly.

      'So, it is confirmed? Was it my godmother on the beach?' Amelia's throat tightened. 'Was she murdered?'

      She had to ring her mother.

      'Ryan is still making his enquiries, but we will make ours, won't we?' the older woman said and winked.

      What did the wink mean?

      Amelia looked at Mrs Webb who was now staring at her with her eyebrows cocked.

      No doubt expecting a response.

      But what sort of response?

      Why didn't people come with a user's manual?

      'I'm sorry?' Amelia asked, cutting herself another piece of pancake. 'They're delicious,' she added, hoping for a shift in subject matter.

      'You're very welcome, petal. I hope Mr Palmer will find them equally tempting. He's lost so much weight of late. It's his wife... terminal cancer,' Mrs Webb added and pursed her lips. A net of tiny lines appeared around her mouth. 'By the way, he's probably the only person in town to have actually seen your aunt,' she added after a while.

      'My godmother,' Amelia corrected with her mouth full, which was probably the reason Mrs Webb ignored her correction.

      'Which is very unusual. This is a small town where everyone knows everyone else,' Mrs Webb carried on.

      Amelia chewed on her pancake, thinking about her godmother. She might not have remembered the poor woman’s face, but she did have a good sense of her personality. Easy-going, out and about, meeting people.

      'Actually, that is an unusual behaviour for Martha,' Amelia said once she swallowed her mouthful. 'She's very sociable. She'd normally be out and about making friends with everyone.'

      'Maybe she was too busy with her new house and business. Mr Palmer said the flat needed renovation after a water pipe burst years ago. I hope your auntie didn't have any problems with the plumbing...'

      'The flat didn't look or smell like there had been any plumbing problems,' Amelia explained. 'Not to me.'

      'That's good.' Mrs Webb climbed to her slipper-clad feet 'By the way, he should be here any time. He's been very worried about the street. It's usually empty during the closed season. Everything winds down after the Farewell to Summer festival,' she added, her voice sounding sad. 'Why would you come to the town after a festival with such a name?'

      Mrs Webb stood by the window, decorated with two net curtains joined at the top, parting in the middle and tied back with big bows, creating a gap perfect for observing the street. Which is exactly what Mrs Webb was doing right then.

      Amelia finished her pancake and reached for her coffee. Did finishing her breakfast give her the right to leave the kitchen, preferably before Mr Palmer arrived?

      'Here he comes,' Mrs Webb said suddenly.

      Amelia winced. Too late.

      'I've finished breakfast, it was delicious, so I'll leave you and Mr Palmer -'

      'No need for that, Amy,' Mrs Webb rushed to the door. 'Stay here. I'll be back in a second.' She disappeared into the hallway.

      Amelia drained her coffee and poured herself some more. Conversations with strangers was her idea of torture. Coffee provided not only something to clear her mind, but also to keep her mouth busy at times when she really didn't know how to respond.

      Sometimes she wished her mother, or her sister had a direct connection to Amelia's mind to prompt her with what to say and how to react.

      'Come in, Mr Palmer, I have some coffee and pancakes,' Mrs Webb returned to the kitchen, followed by the tall, stooped man. This time, he was wearing a pair of black trousers and a pressed, white shirt.

      'You really shouldn't, Mrs Webb.'

      "It's a pleasure. You deserve a break.' Mrs Webb gestured towards Amelia. 'You've met Amy, haven't you? She's a niece of the new owner of your shop.'

      Amelia wheezed in a breath and paused. Cutting in at this point was risky. Her survival strategy would be to keep quiet and smile from time to time. It had worked many times before.

      Amelia smiled and nodded at Mr Palmer.

      He acknowledged her with a quick nod, too.

      'Ah, the new owner,' he grumbled.

      Grumbling seemed to be his favourite mode of communication.

      'Milk and sugar?' Mrs Webb chirped. 'Pancakes? I have some in the oven, still hot,' she added, opening the oven door and waving her arms, no doubt to waft some of the tempting aroma towards her guests. 'Amy has had one and really liked it. Would you like some more, my dear?'

      Amelia bit her lower lip. The pancake she had was very filling, but the smell was hard to resist.

      Well, if she had to be stuck by the table, food was always a good excuse to keep her mouth shut.

      'They smell really yummy, Mrs Webb.' The man's long, pale face brightened. 'I'll have one if the girl has some, too.'

      That settled the matter. And she would ignore "the girl" since this wasn't the first time someone had called her such a thing.

      'Sit down, please. Help yourself to some coffee,' Mrs Webb said. 'We were just talking about the houses on your street. How empty they are and how bad this is for the town and for the safety of the residents.'

      Mr Palmer slid onto the chair opposite Mrs Webb's seat.

      'That's what I've been telling them since last year. This is a ghost town after the festival. They should really move the date to September,' he thundered.

      'Or change the name,' Mrs Webb cut in. She moved the pancakes onto the serving plate and put it on the table. 'I've heard that the Patels who run the souvenir shop are away until the end of the month. But the beauty salon next to it should still be open,' she carried on.

      'Not on Mondays,' Mr Palmer replied, grabbing a fork. 'I'll just have one,' he said sheepishly.

      'Have however many you like,' Mrs Webb said. 'I've got no one to cook for after the guests are gone. And Ryan is a little busy right now.'

      Mr Palmer finished spreading strawberry jam on his pancake.

      'Looks like he is. Who would have thought! An unexpected death in our little town. Maybe even a murder? I tell you, it's a murder.'

      'Did you recognise the victim, Mr Palmer?'

      'Hard to tell. I saw Ms Grant very briefly, back in May. The victim looked roughly like her, but the police needs to establish the identity. Your boy really needs to get on the case.'

      'The local police are working at their full speed,' a young male voice cut in.

      Amelia's head jerked. She turned to meet the friendly face of Sergeant Webb. He smiled at her.

      'I didn't hear you coming, Ryan,' Mrs Webb said, standing up.

      'That's because you forgot to close the door. What if the town was full of criminals?'

      'It may actually be,' Mr Palmer mumbled. 'Burglars, squatters, now a murderer...'

      'Mr Palmer, we haven't established-' Sergeant Webb interrupted.

      'I thought you had established,' Mrs Webb cut in. 'You need to get onto it quick, Ryan. Amy here is beside herself with grief. Aren't you, Amy?'

      'Amy?' Sergeant Webb stared at Amelia with a clear look of surprise on his broad, symmetrical face. 'Miss Barry, I thought your name was Amelia Rose...'

      'Amelia Rosalind,' Amelia supplied. 'Your mother decided to call me Amy.'

      'My mother decided to-' he said and paused. 'Actually, I need to talk to you Miss Barry. In private.'

      'I'd better be going,' Mr Palmer said and push the chair out, which made a horrible squeaky sound. Amelia cringed.

      'That's rude, Ryan,' Mrs Webb whispered to her son. 'Mr Palmer, you must tell Ryan about the premonition you had about the shop.'

      'Maybe some other day. I've sort of already told him,' the older man replied, climbing to his feet. 'My wife might wake up at any moment. If she does, she'll be wondering where I am. I'll see myself out,' he added, but Mrs Webb followed him to the kitchen door anyway.

      'Coffee? Pancakes?' Mrs Webb asked when the main door clicked shut.

      'No, thank you, mother. I'm at work. I've asked you so many times not to meddle into my work,' he added, his voice taking on a sharp note. 'Why are you talking to the sus-... the key witnesses about the crime?'
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      Mrs Webb put her hands on her hips.

      'Suspects? Don't be ridiculous. Mr Palmer is an old friend,' she fired off. 'And you need to learn to listen to people, otherwise you won't get anywhere in your career.'

      'I've already got quite far in my career,' Sergeant Webb said calmly. 'I'm a sergeant in charge of a quite a large area.'

      'That doesn't count. You're new here. And your big city experience won't count, if the locals don't look at you as one of their-'

      'Mum, I was born and grew up here.'

      'But you left the town for a big city. People will always remember that.'

      Sergeant Webb exhaled loudly. Amelia shifted in her chair. She always felt uncomfortable when people argued in front of her.

      'I wish people remembered useful things as well as they remembered all sorts of other people's so-called sins,' he said.

      'I bet they remember but don't want to tell you,' Mrs Webb mumbled, marching towards the table. 'As I said, you need to learn to talk to them and to listen.' She picked up her coffee and sipped.

      'I'm just trying to say, I'm thirty-four and I know how to do my job.'

      Amelia stood.

      'I'd better be going,' she said. 'Thank you very much for the delicious breakfast, Mrs Webb.'

      'Glad you enjoyed it, petal,' Mrs Webb replied. 'Dinner, if you want to join us is at six. Which reminds me of...'

      Amelia opened her mouth to protest, but Mrs Webb marched back towards the door and disappeared behind it before Amelia could say anything.

      'Sorry about the argument,' Sergeant Webb said and grinned. 'It's been a hard day. And it's not ten o'clock yet!'

      'Sure,' Amelia replied. 'No problem. I find people difficult to talk to, too.'

      She crossed towards the door.

      'By the way,' he said, stepping towards her. 'I would like to talk to you about your aunt.'

      'She's not my aunt,' Amelia said and tried her best at rolling her eyes. She had seen her younger sister doing so when annoyed. Maybe it would help?

      'Sorry, I keep forgetting. Can you tell me-'

      'I need to ring my mother and talk to her. She'll never forgive me if I didn't keep my word. By the way, are you sure the body is Martha?'

      'It's very likely.'

      'What are you basing your suspicions on?'

      Sergeant Webb arched an eyebrow.

      'Actually, not much. The woman from the beach resembles roughly the photo you showed me, and I've sent it for a closer analysis. But, equally importantly, even if the woman on the beach is not Martha Grant, then where is she?'

      Amelia's chest tightened.

      'So, you haven't found her yet?'

      'No. We've also checked a little shed in the courtyard and her car.'

      'Her car?' Amelia forgot about that.

      'Yes. She'd parked it in the service lane at the back of the property. It's been there for a couple of days, according to one of the locals.'

      'Mr Palmer?'

      'No. Not him. He wouldn't be able to see it, even from the first-floor window. The service lane opens onto a more secluded part of the beach. Some of the locals use it, but mainly in summer when the town is drowning in tourists. A dog walker noticed a new car parked just at the top of the lane. That was on Saturday morning.'

      'She arrived on Friday afternoon and no one has seen her since?' Amelia asked. The tightness spread onto her throat.

      'We're still making enquiries. Mr Palmer apparently spotted her walking with a suitcase to the front gate. He then saw the light in the upstairs window on Friday night. He says he was going to pop in on Saturday, but his wife's condition worsened so he spent the entire weekend housebound.'

      'What...' Amelia struggled to push the air through her fist-tight throat. 'What about her phone?'

      'The landline hasn't been connected yet. Her mobile has been switched. We're checking the numbers she has called and received calls from.'

      Amelia massaged the front of her neck. It helped loosening the muscles a little.

      'And what about the body on the beach? Anything on her?'

      Sergeant Webb ran his hand through the mop of honey-blond hair.

      'Not much. A woman, probably in her late fifties, about five feet six inches, wearing a wig with dreadlocks.'

      'The wig is strange, but the height seems right. I remember Martha being taller than me, and I'm five-five. How long has the woman on the beach been... been...' Amelia's voice refused to cooperate. She paused and ran her paper-dry tongue around her equally dry mouth.

      'Maybe this was a drowning accident?' she asked.

      'I doubt it. The first results from the forensic team suggest that she was strangled and died before she ended up in the water.'

      'But why? Who would have wanted her dead?'

      'That's what I need to talk to you about. Do you know of anybody wishing your aunt ill, or if it's not her on the beach, any reason why she might have wanted to disappear?'

      Amelia's head swirled.

      'You need to talk to my mother. I'll get you the number,' she said and walked out of the kitchen. The conversation was making her lightheaded and tight-chested, and she really had to tell her mother about Martha right away. Furthermore, it would be easier if she could hand the phone over to Sergeant Webb as soon as possible—to avoid having to answer any detailed questions from her mother.

      She grabbed her phone, found her mother's number and rushed back to the kitchen. She pressed the "Call" button as she pushed the door handle.

      "Hi, Mum,' Amelia said as calmly as her trembling voice allowed. 'I need to tell you about Martha,' she added and paused.

      Sergeant Webb was standing by the window, talking on the phone.

      'And you're sure the fingerprints you found in the house belong to the woman on the beach?' he asked.

      Amelia froze. Ever since she was a child when stressed she could only process one stream of information at a time. And right now, her brain was blocking her mother's words.

      'So, it's Martha who's been strangled and drowned?' Amelia asked, looking at Sergeant Webb.

      In the receiver, Amelia's mother screamed.
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      'Your auntie has been murdered? That's what I suspected...' Mrs Webb's voice cut into the fog thickening in Amelia's head. Until this precise moment, she was hoping the woman on the beach was someone else. Some sort of strange coincidence. And that Martha was hiding somewhere safe. Maybe she'd run away because she was scared of the strange woman in a dreadlocks wig.

      Or...

      'Amelia, I demand you talk to me right this moment, or put me on speakerphone so I can hear what's going on over there,' her mother thundered in her ear.

      'Mother, why are you listening to my professional conversations,' Sergeant Webb replied, putting his phone down.

      'Ryan, son, if you don't want me to listen to your conversations, you shouldn't have them in my kitchen. So, who murdered her? And why here? Leah-by-the-Sea is a very quiet town with law-abiding citizens. Petty crime, yes, but murder? Never!'

      'Amelia,' her mother's voice urged. 'Are you okay? What's going on there?'

      Amelia winced. Letting her mother join in this strange conversation was probably the easiest option.

      'Sorry, Mum,' Amelia said into the phone. 'Sergeant Webb needs to talk to you about Martha.

      She walked up to him and passed him her mobile. 'Here,' she said. 'I'll put my mother on speakerphone,' she added seeing confusion on his face.

      'Mum, Sergeant Webb wants to know about Martha,' Amelia said.

      'Happy to help,' Amanda's mother said. 'But is it true that Martha has been murdered?'

      'We have such a suspicion, Mrs...?' he replied, his voice trailing off.

      'Yes, sorry. My name is Jennifer Barry. Martha Grant is... was an old friend of mine. Do you want another photo of her? I don't think I have any more recent ones, but maybe you can still find her on the website of her former company. She had a child-minding business in Edinburgh. She sold it at the end of last year and carried on working part time or just casually for them. She was so happy when she bought the bookshop and was really looking forward to living somewhere smaller, warmer and cosier. Why would anyone want to murder her?'

      'That's exactly my question, Mrs Barry,' Sergeant Webb said. 'Do you know of anyone who might have wished her ill, or of any problems that she might have had?'

      'I can't think of anything or anyone. Martha is... Was such an easy-going person, happy-go-lucky. Friendly and outgoing.'

      'Any family? Exes?'

      'No. As far as I know, and she was single,' Amelia's mother replied. 'She was an only child. Her mother died young and her father was too busy with his work to look after her. He sent her to a boarding school, which is where we met. Apart from her father, I don't think she had any family, definitely not in this country. Her father moved overseas at some point and maybe even remarried, but Martha lost touch with that side of her family.' Amelia's mother's voice broke off, then she wheezed in a breath. 'I'm sorry. Martha was a dear friend of mine. We were practically like sisters when we were young. She spent all the holidays with us.'

      'I'm very sorry for your loss, Mrs Barry,' Sergeant Webb said. 'We still haven't confirmed the body's identity. If it isn’t Martha, your friend is still missing from her new house. When did you last talk to her? Do you have an idea where she might have gone?'

      Amelia's mother blew her nose. Once the sounds died out, she carried on in a steady voice again.

      'I last talk to her on Friday night about seven o'clock. She called me to say she'd arrived safely.'

      'And you haven't heard from her since? No messages, no emails?'

      'No. I tried to ring her on Saturday morning, but her phone was switched off. I thought she was too busy with her new house, so I sent her a message to let me know how things were going. And that's the last I did, until this morning when Amelia called, first about Martha's photo and now... this...' Amelia's mother paused to blow her nose again.

      'I'm so sorry, Mrs Barry,' Sergeant Webb repeated. He rubbed his chin with his hand. 'Erm... I'll make sure we find out what's happened to your friend and... do the right thing.'

      'Mum,' Amelia cut in. She recognised a fellow human struggling with emotions. 'What about the other question? Do you have an idea where Martha might have gone?'

      The look of relief on Sergeant's face was obvious.

      You're welcome... And that's why one should never ask more than one question at a time.

      'No idea, Amelia... I mean, officer,' Amelia's mother replied. 'Martha didn't know anyone in the town, nor in the area. I'm not aware of anyone coming to visit her or anything. If she was in any trouble, I'd likely be the first person she'd seek help from. Unless, of course, things have changed.' She paused. 'But she would have told me. It must have been something unexpected. Have you checked with the locals?'

      'We're in the process of doing just that, Mrs Barry,' Sergeant Webb replied. 'Please, let me know if you remember or come across anything that may be of help. And, of course, if you hear from your friend.'

      'Will do. Now, don't forget to contact her previous workplace. I think it was called Martha's Happy Backyard. I'm sorry, I've got to go back to work. I have an important meeting with a client and need to prepare.'

      Amanda's mother disconnected. Sergeant Webb's phone rang, and he walked out into the hallway. Amelia typed the name of Martha's business into her mobile's search engine.

      The landline in the kitchen rang.

      'The Seashores, Liz Webb speaking,' Mrs Webb said. Amelia's head jerked. She forgot that Mrs Webb was even here. She had been so quiet throughout the conversation with Amelia's mother.

      'Yes, Ryan's home, but he's just stepped out. Why don't you call him on his mobile?' Mrs Webb carried on. Amelia tried to focus on typing, but her thumbs kept hitting the wrong keys.

      Martha was dead or just missing? What was worse?

      Was she missing because she was dead and the body on the beach was her body?

      Or was she missing because someone killed that other woman and Martha saw it and had to flee because she was a witness to a crime?

      Or was she missing because she was the one who killed the woman?

      Amelia's heart broke into a gallop.

      But how was that even possible? Martha was a gentle person. Maybe sometimes loud and a little too outgoing, but nice and good.

      Amelia took a deep breath. No, no, no... these were not good thoughts. She had to keep them under control.

      She focused on the keyboard again.

      'Of course, the phone is engaged. He's been busy investigating a murder,' Mrs Webb announced into the phone. 'That trumps everything, whatever you've got.'

      Amelia exhaled slowly. She'd have to return to her room. There was no way she could concentrate on her task with conversations going on around her.

      'What? You've got a woman who claims to be from Leah-by-the-Sea, and you don't know her? Come on, Dan, you've lived in the area all your life. How come you don't know someone from here? What's her name?'

      Amelia crossed the kitchen floor and grabbed the door handle.

      'What?' Mrs Webb's voice climbed an octave and a volume level up. Amelia winced.

      'Hold on,' Mrs Webb said. 'Ryan,' she yelled. 'I think they've found Amelia's auntie. She says she's been kidnapped and dumped in the woods.'
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      Amelia froze with her hand on the door handle.

      'M-Martha was kidnapped?' she stuttered.

      Mrs Webb covered the receiver with her hand.

      'Fancy that? A murder and a kidnapping. All in one day,' she said quietly. 'But where is that boy? Ryaaaan,' she yelled again.

      The door handle slipped out of Amelia's hand. She jumped backwards.

      'Yes, mother? Why are you yelling?' Sergeant Webb strode into the kitchen.

      'Do you want me to shout police secrets out loud for half of the town to hear?' Mrs Webb replied, gesturing her son to come closer.

      'Of course not. What's the problem?'

      'Come and talk to Dan, he'll tell you,' she said, handing the receiver over to Sergeant Webb.

      Amelia sneaked out of the kitchen, back into her room.

      She sat in the armchair and grabbed the cup. The tea was already cold, but it was precisely what her parched mouth and queasy stomach needed. Amelia took a sip, staring at the window. The net curtains, white and plain, were dense enough to block anyone from lurking in and sheer enough to allow plenty of natural light through. And one could peek outside, if one wanted, through the gap in the curtains.

      She took a sip from the cup and swished the cold brew around her mouth. The tea made her tongue furry.

      Grounding was what she needed. And reduction in sensory input. With all the talking, crying, yelling and the smells, Amelia's system had become as overloaded as her laptop bag, bursting at the seams.

      She should unpack her laptop and check her emails. Or even better, watch some of her favourite programs. That always helped.

      But not before she calmed down.

      She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. The scent of lavender tingled the inside of her nose.

      And breathe...

      A light knocking interrupted her.

      'Amelia?' called Sergeant Webb. 'Are you there?'

      Amelia sat up and opened her eyes.

      'Yes. Why?'

      'The person claiming to be Martha Grant has been taken to hospital. She's okay, just covered in scratches and bruises and has no documents on her. Can you come with me to identify her? If not visually, you may be able to recognise her voice. And she may recognise you.'

      She'd rather have stayed in her quiet room, drinking cold tea and breathing the lavender, but her worry about Martha was stronger than her drive to hide.

      'I'll be ready in a minute.'

      She drained the cup and grabbed her handbag, slipping her mobile into it. If she couldn't, her mother would certainly be able to tell if the person in question was Martha Grant.

      Fortunately, Sergeant Webb didn't insist on chatting during the ride. He checked a couple of times if Amelia was okay and seemed to be happy with her reassurances. Most of the time, he appeared engrossed in his own thoughts. She focused on counting trees along the road.

      Counting things had always calmed her.

      They arrived at the hospital in Whitby. Amelia climbed out of the police car, her legs trembling slightly.

      'I hope I can recognise her,' Amelia said cautiously.

      But as soon as they walked into the room, the woman sitting in bed waved at them.

      'Amelia, here you are, my dear girl,' she called. 'I'm glad to see you've arrived without any problems.'

      Amelia's heart did a little jump.

      'I've had some problems, but I suppose they fade in the context of what you've been through.'

      'Don't even start me on it,' Martha said and stretched her arms out. 'Give us a hug.'

      Amelia hesitated. She was happy to see Martha alive and in good spirits, but she wasn't a particularly touchy-feely person, and physical contact with people other than her mother always made her feel awkward.

      'Come on, Amelia.' Martha gave a soft laugh. 'You know me, and you know I won't hurt you. I promise I'll be quick. I'm just so happy to see you.'

      Amelia shuffled towards the bed.

      The embrace was warm and a little too tight, but Amelia counted to five-one-thousands before breaking it off. Normally, this would have been a three-second hug, but Amelia was pleased to see Martha, too, so she added the extra two seconds she normally reserved for close family members.

      'You've grown so much,' Martha exclaimed.

      'No, I haven't,' Amelia corrected her. 'I last saw you eight years ago, while nineteen. I stopped growing well before that.'

      'Never mind, my dear,' Martha waved her hands, covered in scratches. 'But I see you're here on a more official visit,' she added, glancing at Sergeant Webb.

      'Yes, Sergeant Ryan Webb, Leah-by-the-Sea police,' he said, stepping forward. 'I understand you're Martha Grant, our new resident.'

      'That's right, and I'd like to report a crime.'

      Sergeant Webb pulled his notebook from the pocket of his police jacket.

      'And I'd like to hear more about it,' he said. 'Tell me what happened and when.'

      'Amelia, pull yourself a chair and sit beside me. I know you'll struggle with this, but I need moral support.'

      Amelia bit her upper lip. She was at the same time pleased that Martha remembered about her difficulties, and slightly uneasy to have them exposed to Sergeant Webb.

      'Do you want me to hold your hand?' Amelia asked, uncertain how to proceed.

      'That would be most welcome, but I won't force you.'

      'Thank you,' Amelia replied. 'But you can reach out at really hard moments.'

      Martha smiled and sat up.

      'Are you ready, officer?' she asked.

      He was.

      'Sadly, I don't remember much,' Martha admitted, with a sheepish smile. 'I remember going to sleep on Friday night. Then I woke up for a very brief moment, feeling something landing on my head and something being pushed into my mouth. I think I swallowed it instinctively and then... I was whacked over the head with something heavy. And then, obviously I must have lost consciousness.' She touched the top of her head. Amelia noticed a dressing. 'A lump, nothing serious, hopefully,' Martha said.

      Sergeant Webb drew his eyebrows in.

      'Not nice. And when did you wake up?' he asked.

      'I'm not sure, as I didn't have a watch or a phone with me. They'd taken me out of my house just as I was, in my pyjamas, wrapped in a blanket and left me in an old, dilapidated house. It was daytime and I was in a forest.'

      'What did you do?'

      Martha touched Amelia's hand. Amelia took the cue and gently squeezed her godmother's fingers.

      'I was too weak. I must have fallen asleep and woke up again a while later, it must have been late afternoon, judging by the colour of the sky. I got up. I was very thirsty and cold, and sore. The bruises had started to show. There was a stream just behind the house. I found a box of old matches, collected some dry wood. Then I lit fire and boiled some water. I had a drink and decided to try and find my way back to civilisation, so I cleaned a plastic bottle I found in the house, filled it with boiled water and went to sleep. The following morning, which was this morning, as soon as it was light, I left the house.'

      Sergeant Webb glanced at Martha from above the notebook, he had been scribbling in.

      'That's brave of you,' he observed. 'Are you good at orienteering?'

      Martha shrugged.

      'Girl guides,' she said. 'What else was I supposed to do? There was no food in the house. Nobody knew where I was. It might have taken ages for anyone to find me. I had to get back to the world quick, before I died of starvation or thirst, or some complications from my wounds. I followed the stream, thinking it would have to get to a river somewhere. I kept walking until I reached a larger track. And then, it was easier. After what felt like about an hour walk, I found the village, whatever its name was, knocked on the first door, the person called the police and that's how I ended up here,' Martha finished her story by spreading her arms again.

      'Very smart approach,' Amelia commented. 'Well done, Martha.'

      'I was hoping that Amelia-' Now, Martha squeezed Amelia's hand. 'That Amelia, having arrived at the empty house would raise the alarm, and that someone would start looking for me. Otherwise, I was just a strange woman, alone in her new house. If it wasn't for Amelia's arrival, I don't think anybody would have noticed me missing for several days.'

      'A perfect person to kidnap,' Amelia observed. 'But it means the kidnaper didn't know I was coming.'

      'Why would anyone kidnap you, Ms Grant?' Sergeant Webb asked.

      'That's what I keep asking myself. Has anyone had any request to pay a ransom for me or anything like that?' Martha asked. 'And who would they ask for money?'

      'Probably my mother,' Amelia replied. 'But she's not said anything. Did you get in trouble with anyone?'

      'Who with? What for?' Martha stared at Amelia. 'I'm a quiet, law-abiding citizen. I've had no issues with anyone whatsoever. I have no secrets, no wealth, nothing that anyone might want.'

      'Or you may be in possession of something valuable, even if doesn't seem so to you,' Sergeant Webb observed.

      Smart... Amelia admitted to herself.

      'So, you have no idea who this could have been or why,' he carried on. 'And what does the medical team say about the wounds?' he turned to the nurse.

      'Nothing serious, but some of the scratches became a little infected. We're still waiting to scan her head, but from the external examination, apart from the lump, it seems intact. The doctor says that some of Ms Grant's bruises suggest she was carried or dragged by her arms and legs, at least for a period of time. Also, he suspects that Ms Grant might have been given a benzo, I mean something to keep her asleep. We didn't find any traces of it, or any other substances in her blood, but this kind of drug would have worn off within twenty-four hours anyway. The doctor is busy in surgery, but you can talk to him later.'

      'I will,' Sergeant Webb replied. 'This would suggest that there were at least two kidnappers. Now, how did the woman on the beach get into your house?'

      'Woman on the beach?' Martha asked.

      'I found a body,' Amelia said.

      'I don't think Ms Grant needs to hear about this,' the nurse cut in. 'She's had enough shock for the day.'

      'Okay, just a few quick questions then, no gore' Sergeant Webb said quickly. 'Who have you met or talked to since your arrival to Leah-by-the-Sea?'

      Martha pursed her lips.

      'No one really. When I arrived, it was just after six o'clock. I knew the way to the house, since I'd been there before, but I had to ask someone for help with parking. The closest public car park was on the other side of the intersection, and I didn't want to walk too far. I couldn't park it in front of the shop, because it's not allowed. So, I drove around to see if I could find somewhere closer. The area was practically deserted, apart from a couple of people walking in the distance, at the intersection. I saw a woman walking out of the back lane, so I asked her. She told me that the best place was to park at the top of the lane and enter through the back gate. So, I parked there, but I couldn't find the gate and had to walk with the heavy suitcase all the way back to the front of the shop.'

      'You need to access the yard from the beach,' Sergeant Webb explained. 'Did you see anyone around the house or in the street later in the evening? Did anyone visit the house?'

      'No.'

      'What time did you go to bed?

      'About nine-thirty. I relaxed after my long drive, had something simple to eat, a cup of tea, rang my friends to tell them I arrived safely. And then I turned in early for the night. I saw nothing, heard nothing in particular. It was very quiet, and it freaked me out a little. I'm used to busy city life.'

      'Did you lock the doors for the night?'

      'Certainly, and double-checked,' Martha said firmly.

      'I need to take Ms Grant for a head scan,' the nurse interrupted. 'Please ring us later to talk to the doctor.'

      'I will,' Sergeant Webb replied, closing his notebook. 'Thank you very much, Ms Grant. I'll be in touch later. And please let me know if you remember anything that can be of use.'

      They left the hospital room, walking in silence.

      Why would anyone want to harm Martha? Did she really know or have something that was of value to some bad people?

      On the other hand, she was unharmed and able to find her way back, which would suggest that her kidnappers didn't want to harm Martha in a serious way. They wrapped her in a blanket and left her in a house with a source of heat and water.

      It didn't make any sense.

      'Sergeant Webb,' Amelia said.

      He looked at her and smiled. A dimple appeared in his right cheek. She hadn't noticed that before. He looked... sorta... hm... nice?

      'You can call me Ryan,' he said.

      'Okay,' she replied. No, that wasn't okay. He was a police officer in his official role. And she had a question. 'What do you think of this strange situation with Martha's kidnapping?'

      'I don't know yet, but I agree it is strange. And now, I have two puzzles to solve.'

      'Martha's kidnapping is one. What is that the other puzzle?' she asked.

      He opened the exit door and gestured her to go first.

      'Who is the woman from the beach, why was she killed and by whom?' he said.
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      On the way back to the seafront, Amelia rang her mother to give her an update on Martha's condition.

      Fortunately, her mother was smart enough to not ask too many questions. She planned to ring the hospital and talk to Martha in person.

      As soon as Amelia disconnected the call, Sergeant Webb dialled a number on his mobile, fortunately, firmly mounted on a free-hand stand. Amelia was relieved to see that Sergeant Webb followed the rules of driving safely.

      'Mandy Abbott speaking,' a female voice said.

      'Ryan Webb here,' he said. 'Just a heads-up, the new owner of the house in Old Church Street, the one missing, has been found. I'll send you her fingerprints later. You can run them through the database as well. Any luck with the dabs from the woman on the beach?'

      'No, still checking.'

      'Anything else from the house?'

      "It's full of old prints, but the fresh prints must have been scrubbed clean. Apart from those spots the guys have found.'

      'Bad luck,' Sergeant Webb said.

      'I'd say a professional job,' the woman replied. 'Any news from the IT guys regarding the phone?'

      'Not yet, but we're on it. Thanks, Mandy.'

      Sergeant Webb ended the call. Amanda opened her mouth, curious about the IT guys and what they might be doing with Martha's phone, but equally keen to offer her own help, if needed. After all, she was very skilled in IT security systems, which included understanding how to break into them.

      But then, was this an appropriate thing to say to a police officer?

      Probably not, although her skills had been learned in a legal way, used only in legitimate and law-abiding projects and with consent and observation from the company employing her consultancy exactly for that purpose.

      They drove back to The Seashores in silence. Amelia decided that, after all the emotional upheaval of the morning, she should watch something calming, something like The Great British Bake Off.

      The moment she reached The Seashores, she excused herself as soon as she judged it to be polite, and disappeared to her room.

      She took her laptop out of the bag, fighting off the temptation to check her emails — she had promised her mother not to check her emails until at least Wednesday this week and it was still, stubbornly, Monday. She logged into her Netflix account and clicked on a random episode. Since she'd forgotten to ask Mrs Webb for the Wi-Fi password, this episode would have to do. Otherwise, she'd use up all her mobile data.

      An hour later, she felt much calmer, and actually fell asleep in the comfy armchair, waking up to a warm light filtering through the window.

      She must have slept for a couple of hours. And it was definitely past dinnertime. Her stomach, now relaxed, was most evidently empty.

      She had to find food. And before Mrs Webb could intercept her and invite her to dinner. She'd go to the beach she'd seen a signpost on the way. Most likely, there would be a fish and chip shop by the beach.

      Amelia sneaked past the kitchen door (fortunately closed) on her right and the entrance to the lounge (always open, from what Amelia had noticed) on her left. The TV was on, thank goodness, and loud enough to drown out the noise of Amelia leaving.

      She caught the name of the town being mentioned. She paused.

      The news was on and they were showing a photo of the woman found on the beach.

      'Anyone who has some information about this person, please get in touch with the local police at...'

      'Maybe someone will know the poor soul,' Mrs Webb's voice cut into the message. 'I don’t recognise her. She's not from here, poor lass.'

      Amelia ran down the steps and turned right. This was a good time to check on her godmother.

      Amelia pulled the phone from her handbag and dialled the hospital number.

      Martha was asleep, recovering from a very busy day, but the nurse was keen to talk to Amelia.

      'If you're Amelia Barry, I've got a message for you from Ms Grant,' the woman said. 'She's asking if you could bring her a few things from the house.'

      Could she? Wasn't the house a "Crime-Scene-Do-Not-Enter" area?

      She'd have to check with Sergeant Webb. Ryan.

      'I can try. What does she need?' Amelia asked.

      'Weather appropriate clothes and some underwear. She says you'll find it all in her suitcase. It doesn't matter the colour or style, as long as it's a complete outfit and suitable for the weather,' the nurse added.

      Amanda inhaled slowly. That was so imprecise.

      'Shoes, too?'

      'Of course,' the nurse seemed surprised by the question. 'And she wanted me to tell you that she's feeling well. We found nothing on her scans, so that's really good news, too. Do you have any other questions?'

      Amelia had, but she doubted that the nurse would answer them. For example, she wanted to know if the police had taken Martha's fingerprints.

      'Yes, can I call and talk to her later?'

      'I can ask her to call you, that'll work better,' the nurse offered.

      Amelia agreed and ended the call.

      At least Martha was well. But the mystery of her being kidnapped and the body on the beach remained. Why were there fingerprints of the dead woman in Martha's new house? Were the two events even connected? Maybe something had happened in the house before, something that didn't concern Martha, at all, but she happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time, and therefore had to be removed.

      Amelia stopped and pulled the notebook app on her mobile. These were really good questions, but she was too hungry to think clearly right then.

      She pressed the little microphone sign on the keyboard and glanced around. It wasn't a wise idea to dictate one's secret thoughts with someone within the earshot.

      She was standing near a small triangular lawn with an official-looking building to her right and a path leading to the beach to her left. The businesses around here seemed deserted; after all it was past 5 pm. The sky was still blue, but the light had taken on warmer hues - no doubt the signal of the impending sunset.

      The area was empty, apart from a single cyclist, who had just stopped by the official looking building. A medium-height balding man with a big belly, barely being covered by a black T-shirt.

      The man climbed the steps and grabbed the door handle. The door was clearly locked, but he insisted on checking it a few more times. He knocked, rang the bell and rattled the handle once more.

      Human behaviour was sometimes baffling. One should know that the building, whatever it housed was closed, as all the windows were dark, and at this time of day, one would need artificial light if one was working.

      'Closed already?' the man said angrily. 'What sort of police station is this?' he added turning around and staring at Amelia, as if she was supposed to know.

      'I didn't even know it was a police station. There is no sign,' she replied.

      'There is,' he said, pointing to a small white rectangle in one of the windows.

      'Well, it looks like it's closed,' Amelia said, hating herself for stating the obvious. 'It's after business hours.'

      'Business hours?' The man in the T-shirt glared at her. 'And what is this? The London stock exchange or what? This is one flippin' police station. If they wanted people to report information within some stupid business hours, they should have said that on the TV.'

      'You're right,' Amelia agreed. 'Why don't you call the number they gave?'

      'Because I don't want to talk to any morons. I have important information for the local police, I come and talk to the local police. I want them to see Alfie James is a good citizen. Where are they, anyway? They're never there when you need them.'

      The man was right. Maybe except the last comment. Never and always, as all zero-one values, unlike in her work, rarely were true in the real world.

      'I suppose they may be all busy today. It's a small team,' she added, remembering Sergeant Webb's earlier comment.

      'Yeah, they'd better be busy with that murder,' the man said, walking down the steps. 'I happen to have important information about the woman who was found on the beach this morning.'

      That was quick. So, despite what Mrs Webb thought, the woman did have some local connections. Maybe Amelia could get some information out of this man? People loved talking about themselves and boasting about their knowledge.

      'I found the body,' Amelia said.

      He gave her a suspicious look.

      'Did you?' he said. 'I don't even know you. You must be one of the tourists.'

      'No, I'm not. But I'm visiting a... friend,' she added. She shifted from foot to foot. That was already more information than she'd ever consider sharing with a complete stranger before.

      'Ah, 'kay,' he said. 'What did she look like?'

      'She looked dead,' she said simply. 'The wig freaked me out.' She added, seeing the frown appear on the man's face.

      'Yeah, that wig...' the man shook his head. 'Ada never wore a wig. She had a head full of hair, always proud of it, she was.'

      'Ada? Do you know the dead woman's name?'

      The man waved his hand.

      'Know, don't know,' he grumbled. 'What does a name mean these days? Anyhow, I might not know her name, but I know who she is... was... Ada, Adrianna Cooper was her name. That wig is not like Ada at all,' he rattled on. 'So maybe she wasn't Ada. But the scar behind her ear - that was from a fight with her dad and that tattoo on the shoulder. Ada always told me she'd get a tattoo of a wolf once she got out of that bloomin' house.'

      'Sounds likely,' Amelia agreed. She hadn't noticed the scar or the tattoo, but of course, the police would have had a more thorough look. 'You should talk to the police,' she added.

      The man folded his arms over his barrel-like chest.

      'And why do you think I'm here, miss? Are you thick or what?'

      Amelia's face caught fire.

      'I'm definitely not. I've had a few intelligence tests and they all showed that my intelligence is well above average. I'm not-'

      'Oh, a miss smarty-pants,' the man groaned. 'Get a grip, lass,' he added and grabbed his bike. He was off.

      Amelia let out a breath she didn't know she was holding. Why did people get angry when she tried to correct their errors? Like those clients who insisted they wanted to be corrected if needed, while they didn't really want that to happen.

      Although, from what her mother had said, "correct me if I'm wrong" wasn't always an invitation to correct. Apparently, it often meant the opposite, suggesting that the person speaking was certain of being correct. Her mother’s advice had been for Amelia to talk to her boss instead.

      So, Amelia had talked to her boss. And that was why she was here, in Leah-by-the-Sea taking a break from a job, to which she had dedicated the best of her knowledge and skills.

      Her throat tightened again, but her stomach growled louder. She "flicked the unwanted thought off" and marched towards the beach, and the little, blue fish-and-chip shack she could see in the distance.

      She bought a portion of cod with chips and sat at the nearest bench, overlooking the beach. The air was cool, but not yet chilly, filled with seagulls screeching. The wind played with her hair, but she ignored it.

      Chewing on her dinner, Amelia analysed the discomfort she was feeling. With the hunger having been taken care off, some of that grumbling and restlessness should disappear, but it lingered instead. Fair enough, the body on the beach, then Martha going missing and being found. And most of all, probably, the overall feeling of being... misplaced, despite all those strangers being nice and kind to her.

      What had her mother said when they were discussing Amelia's holiday? Ah, "Fish out of water" was what her mother said. "You'll feel a little like a fish out of water at first, but you'll be fine with Martha."

      So maybe with Martha returning home, Amelia would feel more at ease?

      At least, she was too busy dealing with the current situation to worry about work or her ex-boyfriend. And that was good.

      Her phone rang.

      'Amelia, darling, how are you?' her mother's voice brimmed with concern. 'I tried calling you earlier, but you've blocked all calls. I know it usually means you need some space.'

      'I'm better now, Mum. Thanks.' She appreciated her mother's ability to accept Amelia the way she was, "warts and all", as her mother said. Even though Amelia didn't have any warts. On the contrary, her skin was smooth and healthy-looking, although maybe a little on the pale side. 'Why are you calling?'

      'To check on you, of course. Where are you staying? Have you eaten?'

      Amelia explained.

      'Good, good,' her mother sounded relieved. 'I'm so worried about Martha. Can you please look after her?'

      'But Martha is well and in hospital. If she needs medical attention, I have no medical qualifications, therefore she is in the best place she can be at the moment and I-'

      'Amelia...' her mother said in a tone Amelia recognised immediately.

      She must have breached some of the billions of social rules and regulations. Again.

      'Yes, Mum?' she asked and bit her lip.

      'When someone is asking you to take care of another person it doesn't mean that you have to do that literally. Okay? I just want to you to be there for her.'

      That didn't address the issue of Amelia really not wanting to be in Leah-by-the-Sea right now. But she'd have to deal with that later. It was clear that the message between the lines left her no choice.

      'Can you be more specific, what you want me to do?'

      'Sure,' her mother agreed.

      Amelia loved her mother's matter-of-fact approach. It had saved her many hours of confusion and mental torture.

      'Check on Martha every day,' her mother carried on. 'Talk to her about things that make her feel better.'

      'For example?'

      'Ask her. She'll tell you. She's used to working with all sorts of children.'

      'I'm an adult, Mum.'

      'Sometimes I wonder if you really are.' Her mother paused. Amelia fully expected another sigh, but none came. 'And make sure she's safe.'

      'Mum, I'm not a police officer and despite all my efforts, you know how all the self-defence courses went.'

      Another pause.

      'Just check on her every day,' her mother repeated, in the same safe, matter-of-fact voice Amelia loved so much. 'Talk to her every day. And make sure that the police are on the case to discover who harmed her. I've no idea how she could have gotten herself into the pickle. I've phoned her child-minding business, but they wouldn't talk to me. Maybe the police can discover more. Remind them to call Martha's old company.'

      'I will. Actually,' Amelia added, spotting a familiar, broad-shouldered silhouette emerging from a police car and clearly heading in her direction. 'I can do it right now. I can see a police officer. So, bye, Mum.' She ended the call.

      On the other hand, given her previous experience of talking to Sergeant Webb, Ryan, she might have just fallen into one of those "Out of the frying pan into the fire" situations.

      'Finally, I found you,' Sergeant Webb said, waving at her. 'My mother sent me to fetch you home for dinner."

      Amelia's heart sank.
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      'I've already eaten.' Amelia pointed to the packet, which used to contain her fish and chips.

      'That won't do for my mother, I'm afraid,' Sergeant Webb replied and gave a laugh. The dimple appeared in his cheek again. It made him look gentler, not like a real policeman at all. 'But you can get away with just having the dessert. And tell her you're really tired. She's worried about you. She said you'd left without dinner and it was almost dark. I adjusted for the darkness and guessed you might have wanted to spend some time in peace and quiet. I'm also worried about you.''

      'I'm fine,' Amelia replied.

      How bad a lie was this? Would it constitute lying to the police and obstructing justice?

      Amelia bit her lip. It shouldn't. This was a private matter, but she'd better look it up.

      'I wanted to make sure you're okay, too,' he said, again with the same soft voice that made her feel... uncertain how to feel. She waited for more clues.

      'So, I gather you have checked on me,' she said.

      'Sort of, assuming you're telling me the truth.' His blue eyes were piercing her to the core.

      Amelia's heart flipped.

      'Is there a problem, officer?' she asked.

      She didn't really know how else to reply, but she'd seen enough films with cops in them to know a few phrases.

      He blinked and stared at her for a few seconds. The corner of his mouth twitched.

      'You mean, apart from a murder and a kidnapping in a small town that has never seen anything worse than a burglary? And by the way, you can call me Ryan. I've already told you that.'

      Thank goodness for the shift in topic...

      'Constable Clapton said it wasn't a burglary,' Amelia remembered, carefully avoiding the topic of truth-telling and using his first name. 'But going back to the murder, did he find you?'

      'Who?'

      'The man who called in at the station, looking for the police.' She told him about her encounter with the strange man on the bike.

      'Ah, yes.' Sergeant Webb, who insisted on being called Ryan smiled. 'I did talk to Alfie. He's a bit of a character. He's always been. I remember him from my youth.'

      'Because you're from Leah-by-the-Sea,' she said.

      'Born and bred. And you're from London.'

      'No, originally from Kent. I lived in Singapore for years and now I work and live in London.'

      He narrowed his eyes and a net of tiny lines appeared around them.

      'By yourself?' he asked in the same, softer tone of voice.

      'No, I work in a company. Thirty-four employees including me. On my team-'

      'That's not what I meant,' he interrupted and pressed his lips as if he tried to suppress a smile. 'Anyway, I'm here to take you home, so let's go before my mother loses her mind completely from worrying about you and now me.'

      He made an encouraging move with his hand.

      Amelia would rather have stayed on the bench a little longer, but the few films that she had watched were very clear about not resisting the police if they wanted to take you somewhere. Unless, he wasn't good police (which sometimes happened in some films), or he wasn't the police at all. But so far, Amelia had no reason to doubt Sergeant Webb's, Ryan's credentials or his intentions.

      Why should she?

      Amelia decided to just admit that she was tired and overwhelmed.

      'I'm not really good with chit-chat, sorry," she told him in the car.

      'No problem. We'll find a way to get my mother off your back. She's just curious and genuinely concerned for you,' he replied. 'Sometimes her curiosity reaches nosiness, but she means well. And by the way, here's my phone number.' He passed her his business card.

      'You should put it in the window of your police station,' Amelia observed.

      'I have, but someone must have taken it down.'

      Amelia took the card.

      'When should I call you?' she asked.

      'Whenever you see someone looking for a police officer, or you need protection from local criminals.' He smiled, showing the dimple again.

      That just added to Amelia's confusion.

      'But your mother said the crime rate here was very low. Why should I need protection?' she asked.

      'Never mind.' He sighed and turned the engine on. 'Just in case.'

      That was a weird conversation, Amelia concluded. But fortunately, Sergeant Ryan Webb didn't bother her with chit-chat on the way to the B&B, and even Mrs Webb was very accommodating. Indeed, she let her off lightly, as she said, on the condition that Amelia ate the pudding.

      It was trifle and it was delicious, although light it was not, and Amelia felt an urge to argue the point, but she was too emotionally exhausted to do that. So, she just thanked her. She was also keen to disappear to her room.

      'And before you go,' Mrs Webb said, as Amelia stood up, ready to leave. 'Just answer one little question.'

      Amelia's heart squeezed hard.

      'Yes?' she asked.

      'Do you have anyone to talk to, petal? This must have been a shock to your system.'

      'I've already talked to my mother today. Thank you,' Amelia replied, pushing her chair away.

      Mrs Webb clambered to her feet, too.

      'That's good, good,' she said. 'I'm not saying you should talk to an old woman, like me, but maybe someone your age.'

      'I don't know anybody exactly my age,' Amelia replied truthfully.

      'I mean your friends, or maybe a boyfriend?' Mrs Webb was unfazed. 'Have you talked to them?'

      The boyfriend, or rather the ex-boyfriend, was one of the reasons why she ended up in this mess. If it wasn't for Jordan and his strange idea that she was not "cuddly enough" and was not open to an open relationship—whatever that meant—she wouldn't have lost control with the new client. And obviously, she wouldn't have had to go on this forced, and highly unnecessary holiday.

      Actually, she had to search the web for the "open relationship" thing. Fortunately, she knew what "cuddly" meant.  Cuddly were toys. She wasn't a toy, she'd told him. She wanted to tell him more, but he'd already hung up and didn't answer further calls. Later, when she discussed this conversation with her sister, Emma, her sister also paused her at this stage. "Of course, you're not a toy. Well done, sis!"

      This must have been one of those rare moments when Amelia's half-way-through-the-sentence answer must have been enough for humans to understand. Which was strange. Usually it took more sentences, many, many more.

      'Are you okay, my dear?' Mrs Webb's voice cut into Amelia's thoughts.

      'Yes, I've already said that, and nothing has changed since.'

      'Prickly, aren't we...' Mrs Webb murmured. 'I was just asking because you stopped talking and looked a little lost in your thoughts... But it's all understandable, you're stressed. First the body you found, then your auntie being kidnapped...'

      She stopped herself from correcting Mrs Webb, which had proven pointless so far.

      On top of that, Amelia sensed that this conversation wasn't really about what it appeared to be on the surface. Yes, her face was beginning to prickle.

      What the heck was she supposed to do or say now?

      'Um,' Amelia murmured. That was a very good thing to utter, Amelia learnt it from her sister. If you not sure what to say, just look at the person and slowly say "Um..."

      'I know, my dear,' Mrs Webb picked up. 'I've been through a lot in my life. Buried my dear husband not so long ago. So, if you want to talk about death, or worries about your relatives, I'm here if you need me.'

      So, this was one of those situations, in which humans expressed support for each other. Now, she knew where she stood!

      'Thank you very much for your kind offer,' Amelia said as gracefully as she could. 'And I'm very sorry about your late husband.'

      'No worries, petal,' Mrs Webb shuffled towards the kitchen counter. 'Sure you don't want any more trifle?'

      'No, I'm completely full. I'd better check if Martha has called me.'

      The bell at the main door rang. Mrs Webb jumped and rushed to answer.

      Amelia followed her. If she was quick enough, she'd be able to get to her room before the late evening visitor walked in.

      'Ryaaan, come here,' Mrs Webb yelled, while unlocking the door.

      Amelia scurried towards the door behind the staircase.

      Sergeant Webb, Ryan emerged from the lounge.

      'What is it?' he asked.

      He should really move out...

      The door opened with a screech and a puff of fresh, cool air hit Amelia's face as she turned to see what was going on.

      'You've got a visitor, son.' Mrs Webb said, stepping aside and letting the visitor in. 'Sally Cooper.'

      'Sally Cooper?' Ryan Webb's voice brimmed with confusion.

      'Yes, officer. I'm Sally Cooper,' a woman who stood on the doorstep said. 'Your mother told me to come here as soon as I could. Apparently, I can help you in relation to the murder.'

      'Sally Cooper?' Ryan Webb asked again.

      'Yes, Sally Cooper, son,' Mrs Webb seemed slightly annoyed. 'The victim's sister.'

      The woman in the doorway uttered a whiney sound. She lent on the doorframe.

      'Sorry, dear, I wasn't supposed to tell you that. I'd better go,' Mrs Webb said apologetically.

      'No, no, I'd better go,' the visitor said, turned around and ran down the steps before anyone could do anything.
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      Amelia ducked into her room as soon as she heard Ryan Webb asking Mrs Webb to follow him to the lounge as he had something to talk to her about.

      She didn't want to hear the conversation. Besides, she could guess what this would be about.

      Mrs Webb was definitely nosey, and she had crossed the line again.

      On the other hand, Mrs Webb was really good at finding stuff out. Maybe she was right and being able to talk to the locals was the key? But then, one had to know who to talk to and about what.

      That was a skill that Amelia would never master. Not even with all the books about communication she'd read, all the courses she had taken and her secret notebook full of expressions and actions to use in specific situations.

      Frankly, she found undoing errors in other peoples' IT security systems much, much easier.

      Amelia checked her phone, but found no message from Martha. She didn't call, since she didn't want to disturb her godmother's rest. At the moment, Martha needed to rest even more than Amelia did.

      She'd check in with Martha again tomorrow morning. And she had to find out about fetching clothes for Martha.

      But now, it was time to go to bed.

      Her laptop tempted her, but as she had promised her mother not to check her emails, she was going to keep that. Besides, she didn't really fancy reading another cryptic message from Jordan.

      Between the bizarre events of the day and the constant confusion and stress caused by her ex-boyfriend and her various clients, she was totally and utterly exhausted.

      It must have been the subtle scent of lavender that helped her fall asleep and kept her asleep because she woke up feeling really refreshed.

      The light was seeping through the gap in the curtains. The house was surprisingly quiet. Given the Victorian appearance, Amelia expected at least some creaking of floorboard and burbling of pipes.

      But maybe it was only because of the low season.

      Amelia got up and found a little note under the door.

      'Breakfast ready in the dining room, whenever you are,' she read. It was signed "Liz", no doubt Mrs Webb herself.

      Amelia took her time to get ready, and by the time she appeared in the dining room, the clock on the mantelpiece had already struck eight thirty.

      The room had one of the tables set up for breakfast, with sliced bread piled up on a plate, a toaster, a selection of bread spreads and a pot of filtered coffee, resting on a warming plate. The room was empty, and the coffee smelled delicious.

      Amelia considered popping into the kitchen to say, "good morning", but another little note, leaning against the toaster told her that Mrs Webb had gone to the shops and she was supposed to serve herself.

      She poured herself a cup of coffee and slipped two slices of bread into the toaster.

      The sun was shining though the lace curtains, decorating the table and the floor with thousands of tiny, shimmering dots.

      Amelia stood by the window, the steaming cup in hand. The window overlooked the street, which seemed unusually busy right now. A woman was walking two children, likely to school, judging by their schoolbags. A car drove past. And another was pulling off just by the main entrance.

      Mrs Webb was back?

      Amelia watched a middle-aged woman climbed out of the small, silver car.

      Definitely not Mrs Webb.

      The woman spotted Amelia in the window gave a short nod.

      Amelia stepped back. But it was too late. There was no way of pretending she wasn't here.

      She took a large sip of coffee and let the dark, burning sensation fill her mouth.

      The doorbell rang.

      'Mrs Webb is out,' Amelia said through the opening as narrow as she could manage. 'Please, come back later.'

      'I'm here to see her son, the police officer,' the woman replied. Her voice sounded somewhat familiar.

      'I think he's out, too,' Amelia added and attempted to close the door, but the woman slipped her foot between the door and the frame.

      Amelia tensed. She shouldn't have opened it in the first place. That was stupid of her. What if the woman was a murderer? Or a kidnapper?

      'Have you tried calling him?' Amelia asked.

      'I don't have his phone number,' the woman replied. 'Hey, I'm a local. I'm Sally Cooper. I came here last night but got the shock of my life. I didn't really want to come back here to get bad news delivered in such an insensitive way, but I've found something important and I need to talk to that officer.'

      'Sergeant Webb is out,' Amelia repeated. 'I can give you his number, if you let me close the door.'

      'No way. I'm coming in and waiting. And you can go and find that number if you want,' the woman replied and pushed the door. Amelia jumped back.

      Sally Cooper, marched in and positioned herself by the kitchen door. She was wearing a pair of jeans, a dark green, long-sleeve top and a black apron with a white picture of scissors and a comb printed at the bust level. She was holding an envelope in her hand. 'Tell him he needs to come to see this,' she said and waved the envelope. 'It'll give him something to work on. Someone has been after my family.'

      Amelia ran back to her room to ring Sergeant Webb.

      'The woman from last night, the sister of the victim is here and wants you to see something she's brought. It looks like she's determined to stay.'

      The sigh at the other end was heavy and particularly long (at least three-one-thousands long).

      'I'm actually just a minute away. I'll be right there,' he replied finally.

      Amelia put her phone down. A minute wasn't a long time. She could stay in her room and count to sixty, and it would still look like she was making the call. But people often said "just a minute" while they meant an undefined amount of time, which was small in their perception.

      But the idea of continuing with her coffee and checking on her toast was too tempting. She could always hide in the dining room.

      Amelia left her bedroom and headed straight into the dining room.

      'Is he coming?' the woman called as Amelia marched past her.

      'He'll be here in a minute,' Amelia replied and rushed to get her coffee.

      To her relief and surprise, Sergeant Webb walked into the hallway just as she finished taking her toast out of the toaster.

      'Ms Cooper, how can I help?' he asked.

      'I want you to investigate my mother's death. I think she was murdered and that her death is linked with my sister's death.'
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      Amelia paused with the perfectly browned toast in her hand. She briefly considered tiptoeing through the entrance, but she was probably safer staying out of sight.

      'Ms Cooper,' Sergeant Webb replied calmly. 'Maybe you should come with me to the police station. I'm sorry about your loss and the way the bad news was delivered last night. I came round your house twice last night to talk to you, but you weren't in. So I need to take a statement from you, anyway.'

      'I don't have the time to stop. I've got work to do. But here's the proof. I want you to read it,' Sally Cooper said very loudly. 'This is my mother's will. It was written later than the one opened after her death. And it very different.'

      'Is this urgent?' Sergeant Webb asked.

      'Of course it is! I think it's the reason my sister was killed. Last night after that shock I got here, I ran home. I cried a lot. Yours was a terrible way to let me know my sister was murdered. I know you came to talk to me last night, but I was in bed with an awful headache and didn't answer. Never mind. I got over it. My sister and I were estranged. But blood is thicker than water so, when I calmed down, I remembered something. You might not know, but according to the will read after my mother's death, she left everything to a nurse who looked after her for years. Nothing to me, or my sister, or anyone from the extended family. At the time, I thought, okay, we weren't very close. There were... things between my mother and I... She didn't want me to come to her funeral. However, I don't want to go into that right now. So, I didn't dispute the will at the time. In fact, I was happy that my mother found someone she wanted to leave her stuff to. And the nurse, her name is Nancy Gibson, and you should write her name down.' The woman paused. 'I suppose you'll find it all out anyway. Nurse Gibson seemed very nice. She found me and rang me to ask if I wanted any of her things as mementos of my mother. I didn't really, but then Nurse Gibson said there was a photo album and a book with a dedication signed by me. I remember giving it to my mother; never seen her reading it, but never mind, that's long gone. So, I'd taken these things, but never looked at it until last night. I looked through the photos and the book, and I found this other will. Everything's left to my sister, Adrianna. And now, she's been murdered.'

      'Did your mother have an extensive estate?'

      'Not really. In fact, she had very little, practically nothing, according to her solicitor and the people at the nursing home where she died.'

      'And how do you think these two are linked?' Sergeant Webb asked with increasing desperation in his voice.

      'Maybe there was more to my mother's estate than I realised at the time. Or maybe my sister was wealthy. Someone must have benefited from Adrianna's death. I've no idea if Adrianna was married with children or had any family or friends at all. I've not seen or talked to her for forty years and never expected this to happen again. I've no clue if she's even left a will. That's your job to find that out. Actually, I'm helping you. And you don't even seem to appreciate that fact.'

      'I do appreciate your help,' Sergeant Webb's voice now sounded muffled. 'That's why I need you to make a formal statement. Let's go to the police station. I don't have all my tools here.'

      'Oh, no. I've got a customer booked in at nine o’clock, and I need to be at work on time. But, as you may know, my hair salon is right opposite the building you proudly call the police station. Next to the library. I'll be free around ten. You can come and find me there. I won’t waste any more time on running around that building trying to locate the phone number.'

      A series of footsteps followed, then a squeak of the main door. The door slammed, and the house filled with a welcome silence once again.

      'Oh, my... what a kerfuffle,' Sergeant Webb said.

      Amelia felt sorry for him.

      'Excuse me, Sergeant Webb, Ryan, come over into the dining room. There's some freshly brewed coffee,' she said loudly.

      'Actually, that may help,' he replied and a few seconds later his tall, broad-shouldered figure appeared at the entrance.

      'How are you today? And apologies for the scene.'

      'I'm okay,' she replied. 'The coffee is over there.' She pointed to the filter machine. 'That scene was not your fault. She's angry, though.'

      'Understandably,' he said, grabbing a cup from the table and helping himself. 'First, discovering that her sister has been murdered, now, this will.'

      'How did her mother die?' Amelia asked.

      'No idea, but undoubtedly...' he paused. 'The person who is about to walk in would know,' he added and took a big swig from his cup. 'I'd better be going,' he said and put the cup back on the table. 'I've got my hands full without this bizarre request.'

      Amelia glanced at his hands, but they didn't look full at all.

      'Did she take the letter with her?' Amelia asked.

      'No. I've got it here.' He patted himself on the right side of his chest. 'A certified copy. She must have done it this morning. No doubt in a few minutes, the whole town will know about this. Or maybe, they already know. Got to go,' he added and marched out towards the main door.

      She forgot to ask him about the clothes for Martha!

      The door opened, letting Mrs Webb in.

      'This boy, always in a hurry,' Mrs Webb grumbled. 'You're up, Amy? Did you sleep well?'

      'Yes and yes,' Amelia replied. 'And, how are you?'

      'Exhausted. I couldn't sleep last night,' Mrs Webb said walking into the dining room. She put the wheeled shopping bag against the wall. 'I was so worried. Ryan gave me an earful about spreading rumours around town regarding the investigation and meddling in police matters.'

      'Because you shouldn't.'

      'You, young people from big cities don't understand how places like Leah-by-the-Sea work.' Mrs Webb shook her head. 'He's got no clue how to talk to the locals and how to use the information they give you. I'm just trying to help him by directing the right information to and from the right people.'

      'I think that's called meddling,' Amelia said cautiously.

      'Big words, little things. Information flows differently in small towns. Sometimes, you don't even know who told you a secret in the first place. Here, secrets are rarely secrets, and rumours are not always rumours. Sometimes, it's just information flow. But most importantly, Ryan now knows that the mysterious body on the beach is Sally's older sister.'

      'How come no one realised it was her?'

      'She's been gone for years. Adrianna Cooper was a little brat, who got into drugs and petty theft, played truant and what have you. Her father tried to get her back on straight and narrow, but it wasn't going very well. And one day, the girl just disappeared. They'd never heard from her since.'

      Interesting, that was more or less what Sally Cooper had said. Rumours were just a different way of information flowing.

      Maybe it would be worthwhile cross-referencing the comments that Sally Cooper had just made?

      'Did you know about the will?' Amelia asked.

      'Old Mrs Cooper's will?" Mrs Webb turned around and grabbed her shopping bag. 'But of course. The only notary public in town got woken up at seven o’clock this morning, imagine that! That's the second time the whole town was buzzing with the news about the old Mrs Cooper,' Mrs Webb carried on, her eyes shining with excitement. 'When she died, she didn't leave much behind, apparently spent whatever she had had paying for the care home. Both girls had been gone from home for years. Adrianna had run away and never got in touch. Sally had moved out as soon as her father died, and apparently, her mother never forgave her for it. That was about ten-fifteen years ago. They were a strange family, I tell you,' Mrs Webb shook her head.

      'Why did Sally move out?'

      'Freedom. Her father was a control freak, and her mother was obsessed with what was "proper", "right" and "modest". The girls' upbringing was very strict. They were not allowed any friends at home, not allowed to go anywhere without their parents. Sally wanted to be her own person, do her own thing - hairdressing it was. But her parents wanted her to become a nurse. So, she tried and failed all the exams. She worked as a healthcare assistant for a while, but that was not good enough for her parents. But as old Mr Cooper was very sick at that time, he was dying of cancer, Sally stayed at home, looking after him until he passed away. And then, one day, Sally just moved out.'

      'What a story!' Amelia admitted. 'How come she's back in Leah-by-the-Sea?'

      'She returned a short while after her mother's death. People say, she wanted to reconcile with her past, or give it a fresh start, give the town another go. She's always been a fair person, Sally.'

      'Sounds like life has not been fair to her, though,' Amelia observed.

      'No. The will was unfair as well. The whole town agreed. Even the nurse who got all the valuables,' Mrs Webb sighed. 'Not that there was anything much. Boxes of useless, old stuff. The old man had religious books and videotapes with sermons of American preachers. It looked like Mrs Cooper must have spent everything she had, even her wedding ring wasn't proper gold. Keeping up appearances, I suppose.' Mrs Webb glanced at the clock.

      'Oh, dear! It's so late. I'd better get going.' She grabbed her wheeled shopping bag. 'I need to put these things away into the cool. You can join me in the kitchen once you've finished.'

      Mrs Webb walked out of the dining room, pulling her wheeler bag behind.

      Amelia glanced at her perfectly golden-brown toast, which was already cold, but still unbuttered and, of course, uneaten.

      She slipped another slice of bread into the toaster.

      Her phone pinged with a message from Jordan. He had emailed some documents regarding termination of the current tenancy and urged her to read them and reply.

      It was only Tuesday, but the prospect of making a clean break with her ex-boyfriend right away was a stronger temptation that sticking to her promise. She could always just look at the documents without replying to him.

      But for that, she'd need to have quiet access to Wi-Fi. Her mobile data was running low.

      She'd go to the library. They must have computers with Internet access there.
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      Mrs Webb informed her that there was, indeed, Wi-Fi available in the B&B, but they had just changed the providers and she hadn't got around to book someone to set the Wi-Fi for the guests. And Mrs Webb didn't have a personal network set up yet either.

      Perfect... Amelia thought. Perfect as an excuse to get out of the house.

      The library was easy to find, and it was quiet so early in the day. Amelia found a computer station, away from the main traffic areas, but... it was being used right at that very moment.

      Amelia positioned herself strategically, at a table behind a bookcase, hidden from the view of the customers as well as the person using the computer, but with a perfect view of the station and the person sitting there.

      Amelia didn't want to miss the moment, the current user walked away. She pulled her phone out to check if she could open Jordan's email using the library Wi-Fi. But the connection was too slow.

      'Oh, for Pete's sake,' the person at the computer groaned. 'How do I save this blooming thing?'

      Amelia got up and made a couple of steps, keen to do anything to speed up freeing up of the station. Only now, she recognised the dark green top and the black apron.

      Sally Cooper!

      Amelia froze on the spot. Sally was meant to be with a customer at nine o’clock and it was already well past that. But maybe the customer didn't turn up, so Sally Cooper came here to do... what?

      Amelia stretched her neck and looked over Sally's shoulder.

      Ah, to check her emails. And was having problems saving them.

      Amelia stepped forward and paused again.

      Sally was clicking away and doing all sorts of strange things. She opened an email, copied its entire content and then pasted it into a Word document, which she then saved to the desktop and then moved, presumably onto the memory stick, which was sticking out of the mainframe.

      How very unsafe! But it did the job.

      Sally Copper's question must have been one of those rhetorical ones and therefore not requiring any action.

      Amelia knew she should probably stop looking over the woman's shoulder, but it was somehow very tempting.

      What was Sally Cooper going to do next?

      Fair enough, Amelia was obsessed with IT security, after all it was her job, and the woman seemed to have very little regard for it. Which was strange, given that Sally Cooper carefully deleted all the copied emails from the inbox, and after she moved the saved documents onto the memory stick, she deleted them from the desktop and the bin.

      Sally Cooper didn't seem to know that her actions were not enough to remove the documents from the computer permanently. And it was a public computer!

      Amelia stepped forward again and paused again. She suppressed the urge to approach the woman and explain the procedure to her.

      She should walk back to her seat before Sally Cooper realised someone was reading the email she had just opened to check if the documents had saved correctly on the stick.

      "Hey, Little Sis. We'll talk about it when I'm there. Luv. A."

      So, the sisters had been in touch?

      Amelia bit her lip.

      Sally Cooper closed the document and the folder. She clicked on the memory stick item, no doubt, ready to eject it.

      Amelia trotted back to her seat and hid behind the nearest bookshelf.

      A moment later, the computer station was free, and Amelia was at it in three quick jumps.

      Amelia logged into her personal email account, which was brimming with unopened messages, mainly from Jordan.

      Her heart sank and then started galloping. She hadn't expected such a barrage of emails after only four days.

      Maybe he still loved her?

      No, rubbish. He never loved her. He was just interested in her body and in her IT skills, and was hoping to get her to join his ridiculous business idea. And once she started telling him how unrealistic his ideas were, everything about their relationship started to crumble.

      Although, Emma, believed that it had started earlier, when Jordan began to insist things weren't going fast enough for him. He pressured Amelia to moving in together. She wasn't particularly keen on living within the same space as another person, but his financial argument was very good. Plus, the flat they'd found was closer to work, so they both could just take the Tube instead of two buses or a bus and the Tube, which saved a lot of time and stress at times of traffic problems.

      But Amelia had never been good at feeling comfortable around people, so she just assumed Jordan was correct in his assessment of the situation, and that it was her who had to adapt her speed and match his.

      Emma disagreed, insisting that Jordan should have respected Amelia's pace, and that his lack of respect for her was the key issue here, and that's why Emma was concerned about Jordan's intentions. Amelia - not so much. But out of them two, Emma was much better at reading people. That's why Amelia's little sister was getting on so well as a journalist, despite her youth.

      At first, Jordan was so nice to Amelia, showering her with compliments, regarding her looks and her work. Well, until the day it stopped.

      That was the day after a company barbecue garden party. What a lot rubbish and a waste of time. She hated such gatherings, family or work related, and she would avoid them at any price. But this was meant to be a team building event, and a bit of a debrief after the completion of a difficult project. So, the boss, and then Jordan, talked her into coming. Only to be tortured by having to chit-chat to people about, "Anything but work". How was she supposed to talk about things outside work with people from work? She didn't even have enough things outside of work to talk about.

      And then, Jordan had too much to drink and started being a little too friendly with her. So, Amelia left.

      The following Saturday morning, Jordan had called her and accused her of not being cuddly enough and suggested that they have that open relationship for a while...

      Amelia shuddered at the memory of those emotionally intense days.

      She'd be far better off ending the relationship. Which, obviously, included, ending the joint tenancy agreement.

      Amelia hovered the cursor over the email from Jordan that had a couple of documents attached. He’d sent the email on Saturday morning.

      How much time did she have to reply?

      Could it wait until tomorrow? Or sometime later, after she had some headspace to read those documents and discuss them with her family. Her father would certainly know what to do.

      Would it be rude, or maybe even illegal to leave them unanswered for another twenty-four hours?

      Amelia's face started to tingle. Oh, all these silly rules of engagement with people.

      Maybe the Internet would know the answer?

      She clicked on the icon of the browser and the window popped up open.

      Sally Cooper had forgotten to close it. She definitely didn't have much regard for internet security and safety!

      The question the woman had searched was still there, at the top of the page: "How to use the internet so nobody can see what I do."

      Amelia snorted. How ironic!

      The easiest option, which was listed right at the top of the answers, was to use the Incognito Mode. Which hopefully, Sally Cooper had done, just as Amelia was about to it.

      Poor woman had probably used the Incognito Mode opened in another window, which she then closed, but leaving the first session, fully trackable, still open.

      Trackable! It wasn't even that. Amelia could simply click on the back arrow to see what Sally Cooper had been looking up before she wanted to know how not to leave traces with your internet search.

      Amelia clicked on the back arrow. Another search appeared.

      'How to get rid of your emails permanently,' Amelia read.

      Interesting.

      The back arrow in the top right corner was still black, so Sally Cooper must have visited another page before running this search.

      Amelia clicked "back arrow" again.

      One more search: "Can the police demand to see my emails and my phone messages?"

      They certainly can, but why would they?

      Amelia sat back, staring at the screen. Those three searches, plus what Sally Cooper had done, led her to the suspicion that the woman might have lied to the police about her contact with the victim—her dead sister.

      Shouldn't Sergeant Webb know about it?

      Yes, he certainly should. Jordan and his horrible email could wait.

      She closed her session, forced herself to resist the urge to clear cache and cookies, so that the police didn't have any problems retrieving the data, and rushed from the library.
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      Amelia exited the library through the side door. The triangular lawn seemed particularly lush this morning. And as it was a beautiful late September day, some people were taking advantage of it. An older couple sauntered towards the beach. A car pulled away from the hairdresser's salon to her left. A mother with two small children sat on the grass opposite the police station, which seemed closed again with no police car in sight. Unlikely that Sergeant Webb was there.

      She sat on a bench by a hedge and dialled Sergeant Webb's number.

      So much for hoping she'd never have to use it!

      The phone rang and rang until the voicemail clicked in.

      'Hello, this is Amelia Barry. I have a message for Sergeant Ryan Webb. Please, ring me as soon as you can.'

      She disconnected. And then, the doubt hit her.

      Was the message really that urgent? If it was, maybe she should try to talk to him in person. Maybe he would be at The Seashores?

      She should check.

      She stood.

      Someone somewhere behind her whistled. Amelia tensed her shoulders.

      Cat calling? She took a deep breath in, ready to fire off a lecture about inappropriateness of such behaviour.

      She turned around to face the one who dared.

      The person on the trike! Now Amelia could see it was a woman: short, stocky, with thick glasses and grey hair pulled back into a bun. She seemed to have emerged from behind a bush.

      'Hey, you,' the woman called. 'Why did you call the police?'

      Amelia blinked.

      'That's private,' she replied, unable to ignore the question, despite the urge to ask her own. 'How come you heard what I said?'

      The woman pedalled closer with her trike. She stopped a very short distance away from Amelia.

      'I was standing behind the bushes and you speak quite loud,' the woman said, quietly.

      'No, I didn't,' Amelia protested. She might have. She sometimes did; that was at least what her colleagues had told her. Jordan had also complained about it. She had to learn to lower her voice.

      'Well, I heard you. I do have a good hearing, though,' the woman replied. The eyes behind her thick glasses were staring hard at Amelia.

      'You spy on people. You were watching me yesterday morning,' Amelia said quietly.

      'Can't deny it. I like to know what's going on in town.'

      'By following people and listening to their conversations?'

      'Yeah, but only accidentally. I never do it on purpose,' the woman said firmly. 'And before you protest any more, there is no real privacy or secrets in this town. But you should know that already, staying at Mrs Webb's house. That woman always knows what's going on.' The woman snorted.

      Amelia braced herself for a cackle, but it didn't come.

      'So how come you need to spy on people?'

      'I don't spy on people,' the woman repeated, barely audible. 'It's just that no one talks to me. And under the circumstances, one needs to find one's own ways of collecting important information.'

      Amelia opened her mouth and closed it. The woman just used the sentence structure that Amelia had been ridiculed for many times in the past. To the point that she had to stop using it when speaking to other people. Such a useful form!

      'And why don't they talk to you?' Amelia asked.

      'Because I'm Creepy Trudy. No one talks to Creepy Trudy.'

      'And why are you telling me that?'

      'Because you asked.'

      Logical, of course...

      'And because I don't know what's going on,' Creepy Trudy carried on, her face now furrowed. 'I need to look out for myself, so I keep tabs on everything all by myself. Particularly, now with murder and a kidnapping going on in our town. I've heard people say the dead woman wasn't your auntie.'

      'Martha's not my- ah, never mind,' Amelia said and sighed. Why couldn't these people understand the difference between a godmother and an aunt? 'No, it's not Martha. It's someone else. Some long-missing woman, a kid who ran away forty years ago.'

      Creepy Trudy's face drained of colour.

      'A long-missing kid who ran away?'

      'No, a long-missing woman who was a teenager when she ran away some forty years ago,' Amelia explained as patiently as she could.

      'Yes, I got it first time round. What's her name?'

      'Adrianna Cooper.'

      Trudy's jaw dropped. Her pale-grey face tensed. The hands on the handlebars grew white blotchy spots.

      'Adrianna? Are you sure?' Trudy asked, her voice hollow.

      'That's what I've heard. Someone called Alfie James recognised her because of an old scar and a tattoo. Why?'

      'If Alfie James says so, it's really her... I saw the scar and the tattoo on the TV but never connected it all.' The woman looked away and kept talking. 'She obviously grew up and changed, that was a long time ago. But if it's really her, it all makes sense.'

      'What makes sense?' Amelia asked. Her head was spinning, and her face was getting itchy again.

      Creepy Trudy glanced at Amelia. Her eyes were glistening. Was she about to cry? Amelia tensed. She didn't know how to deal with crying people.

      'That she's dead now. Strange that it took so long and that she was killed at your aunt's place.'

      'Martha is my godmother, not my aunt. So, you know why the woman is dead?'

      Creepy Trudy glared at her.

      'Excuse me,' she whispered with a hint of hiss. 'No one has told me she's your godmother, not your aunt. You should have corrected me the first time around.'

      'Fair point.' Amelia had to give it to the woman. 'I've grown tired of trying to correct people. They seem to be resistant to it.'

      Creepy Trudy sighed.

      'Tell me about it,' she said.

      Amelia opened her mouth to respond.

      'You know it's a figure of speech, right?' Creepy Trudy asked.

      'Actually, yes. Rhetorical then?'

      'Kind of. And uses sarcasm.'

      'Thank you,' Amelia said. Gee, if only more people were as easy to communicate what as this woman! 'Anyhow, you said you know why the woman is dead.'

      'Yes, sort of.'

      'Do you know who killed her, then?'

      Creepy Trudy puffed out her cheeks, which made her look like a greedy hamster.

      'That's hardly a surprise,' she said in a matter of fact way. 'But what was she doing in the bookshop? I must think it through,' Creepy Trudy added. 'I'd better be going then.' She pressed on the pedals and turned her trike to go back where she came - a leafy street leading away from the library.

      'You must talk to the police, Trudy,' Amy called out.

      'Sure, I will,' Trudy yelled back, and disappeared behind a patch of bushes.

      A door banged nearby.

      Amelia looked around and met a gaze of a person standing on the steps of the hair salon just a few yards away. A pair of blue jeans, a dark green top and a black-and-white apron over it. Sally Cooper.

      From where Amelia was sitting she could see the woman's face - tense and furrowed. Her lips were pressed into a pale, thin line.

      A thought popped in Amelia's head.

      Did Sally Cooper just realise that Amelia had observed her in the library?

      Amelia cringed. She needed to get in touch with Sergeant Webb. And she needed to tell him about Creepy Trudy as well.

      Sally Cooper turned on her heels and disappeared back in the salon.

      Amelia's phone beeped again. Her chest tightened.

      Was it Jordan again, pressing her to reply to his emails? She was under enough stress without his constant badgering.

      She glanced at the screen and released her breath.

      It was a text from her mother. Amelia opened it.

      "Ring Martha when you can. All is good. She's being discharged today and needs a lift back home, or wherever she can stay."

      She'd forgotten to check on her poor Martha! Or get her clothes. How awful! Now, Amelia had to find the clothes, a car and someone to drive it. Because Amelia avoided driving at all costs.
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      On autopilot, Amelia hurried back to The Seashores and found Mrs Webb in the kitchen.

      'I'm making morning tea. Would you like some?' she asked.

      'Don't worry Mrs Webb, I can make it myself.'

      'Nonsense, petal. I'm making tea for myself and Ryan. He's stepped out to make a call. He's now talking and making all his calls in private space, he says,' Mrs Webb said putting a stress on "private space".

      Amelia wondered where such private space was, and if it was inside The Seashores or outside.

      'Speaking of calls, I need to phone Martha,' Amelia said, relieved that she remembered and also that she had found an excuse to step outside the kitchen, too. Plus, she had to find Sergeant Webb and talk to him in private.

      'So, a cup of tea with cake, right? You need something to eat,' Mrs Webb said.

      'Cake...' Amelia hesitated. Her stomach grumbled. Was it lunchtime already or was this her body's way of communicating too much stress? 'Maybe just a little slice. I'll go and get something for lunch, don't worry,' she rushed to add.

      'As you wish,' Mrs Webb replied. 'But let me know if you can't find anything in town.'

      Amelia nodded and rushed out of the kitchen before Mrs Webb could ask another question.

      Back in her room, she called the hospital.

      The great news was that Martha was in good health and good spirits and said she'd be ready to go home this afternoon, at about two o’clock.

      The not-so-good-news, just as her mother suspected, Martha couldn't go back to her house, not until tomorrow. So, to top the list of things to do, Amelia had to find somewhere for Martha to stay tonight.

      Sadly, there weren't many public transport options between Leah-by-the-Sea and Whitby hospital. Amelia checked her favourite ride sharing sites and it didn't provide any options either.

      Hiring a taxi would probably be incredibly expensive, but she'd kept it as a Plan B.

      Alternatively, she might catch a bus to Whitby and get back with Martha by taxi. That sounded like the best plan. But it required immediate action and a lot of time spent waiting at the hospital. She had a book in her suitcase though.

      She grabbed the book, threw the phone charger into her handbag and headed out.

      'Amy, darling, your tea is getting cold,' Mrs Webb called out as Amelia was passing by the kitchen.

      'Sorry, need to catch a bus to Whitby,' Amelia replied, grabbing the door handle.

      The door opened from the outside and Sergeant Webb, Ryan appeared. He looked imposing in his blue uniform and the funny, bucket hat.

      Custodian hat... Amelia suddenly remembered.

      She stepped back.

      'Why are you off to Whitby?' he asked.

      'To collect Martha.'

      'I completely forgot. I was going to ring the hospital to check when she was ready for discharge. I need to talk to her,' he said, still standing in the doorway.

      'You're not interviewing a woman in shock, are you, son?' Mrs Webb appeared at the door to the kitchen.

      'No, mother. She's no longer in shock, so your accusation doesn't apply,' the sergeant replied. 'What time is she to be collected?'

      'Two o’clock,' Amelia replied.

      'But that's still a few hours away. I'll come and get her with you, don't worry.'

      'That's really not necessary,' Amelia said.

      'Of course, it's necessary,' Mrs Webb insisted. 'How else are you going to take her some clothes. Ann-Marie has dropped the suitcase off. I'm assuming your auntie is staying with us tonight, right?' Mrs Webb said and glared at her.

      'I was going to ask you,' Amelia said meekly.

      'No need and you're very welcome,' Mrs Webb said. 'Now, don't worry about what he'll say. He'll tell you your auntie is some sort of key witness or someone like that, hopefully not a suspect. And I tell you, she's one of us, a new friend and a friend in need. I'll get her room ready while you drink your tea,' Mrs Webb fired off and strode out of the kitchen, into the little back room under the stairs.

      'I need to find something for lunch,' Amelia protested.

      'We'll get it on the way. There is no way you can escape family Webb's hospitality,' Sergeant Webb said and smiled—one of those smiles with a dimple.

      A cute one, actually.

      'Thank you,' Amelia said.

      'And whenever you want time by yourself, you just say so, okay?' he replied. "Do you need some alone time now?'

      'No, not now. But I do need to tell you something,' Amelia remembered and glanced towards the stairs. 'Better do it in the kitchen,' she added.

      'No problem,' Sergeant Webb, Ryan headed into the kitchen and gestured her in. He closed the door. 'I gather you don't want my mother to hear it.'

      'Probably not. I had a bizarre encounter with someone who called herself Creepy Trudy.'

      'Creepy Trudy?' Ryan Webb asked loudly. Probably, too loudly. 'And who is that?'

      'Did you say Creepy Trudy?' Mrs Webb's voice joined in from the hallway. 'What about her?'

      'Sorry,' Sergeant Webb mouthed. 'What does she look like?' he asked normally.

      'This is the same woman who watched me from her trike yesterday morning, when I arrived.'

      'Where was she?' Mrs Webb walked into the kitchen, holding an armful of bedding. The scent of lavender tickled Amelia's nose. 'Where did you see Trudy Janssen, Amy?'

      'Who is she?' Sergeant Webb demanded.

      'An older woman, a bit eccentric. She lives in a cottage at the edge of town. That's why she gets around on her pushbike so much. It's just too far to walk.'

      'I saw her by the library this morning,' Amelia replied. She was never good at hiding things from people. 'I think you need to talk to her,' she added, looking at Ryan Webb.

      'Great, another village gossip,' he grumbled.

      'Trudy is not a gossip,' Mrs Webb cut in. 'She's rather on the secretive side, to be honest.'

      'She told me no one talks to her,' Amelia added.

      'That's true, my dear,' Mrs Webb agreed. 'She's a little funny. Not funny ha-ha but... you know... funny.' Mrs Webb stared at Amelia with her eyebrows raised high.

      Was that some sort of a sign, or a non-verbal message?

      Gosh, how she hated those...

      'No, I don't know,' Amy replied truthfully.

      'A little like...' Mrs Webb cleared her throat and hugged the pile of bed linen closer. 'Like you.'

      Amelia blinked.

      'I'm not funny,' she corrected. 'My sister always says that I'm so serious, it's funny. Apparently, that was supposed to be funny.'

      'And it is,' Ryan Webb said, covering his mouth.

      'Ryan, it's rude. She doesn't understand that,' Mrs Webb chastised him.

      'Yes, I do,' Amelia protested. 'Jokes and humour arise from incongruity. They often work on the basis of surprise that comes from a benign violation of expectations. Like in this example. There are actually a couple of elements at play here. The first one, is a play on a set expression. You probably expected me to say, "so serious, it's not funny", but I said, "so serious, it's funny". So that's the first. The second element is-'

      'Amelia, leave it,' Ryan Webb interrupted her explanations. 'Since you know so much about humour and jokes, you'll know that they are best spoiled by being explained.'

      Actually, she knew that, too.

      'That's what my sister says,' she replied.

      'You have a very smart sister, but never mind,' Sergeant Webb said, raising his hand, just as Amelia opened her mouth to clarify that her sister's intelligence level was below that of Amelia, but she followed the cue. 'Back to Creepy Trudy. Mum, did you want to say anything more about her, before we leave?'

      'You're leaving already?'

      'Yes, we need to pick up a couple of things on the way and get some food.'

      'Don't forget the clothes for Martha, the suitcase is under the stairs, Amy. I'd better get on with the bedding then,' Mrs Webb said.

      Amelia trotted to pick up some clothes for Martha. Fortunately, she could still follow the conversation.

      'About our Trudy. Funny how she's one of us, but always somewhere on the outskirts. She's lived in town forever and a day, yet she doesn't have any friends. Not that I know of, anyway. She's very direct and sometimes plain rude. I've always put it down to her being Dutch. She's gone a bit batty since her husband left her.  But overall, she's harmless... Her creeping up on people is probably due to her loneliness. There is just one thing,' Mrs Webb said.

      'Yes, Mum?' Sergeant Webb urged.

      'I wouldn't always trust what Trudy says. She has a bit of an unusual relationship with the truth,' Mrs Webb said and turned around, ready to leave.

      'And you based your opinion on...?' Ryan Webb asked.

      'A fact, actually. You probably didn't hear about it. Happened when you were a baby and people just hush-hushed it. Trudy was working at the primary school, as a teacher's assistant, and there was some sort of a conflict with parents. They accused her of lying, making stuff up. I'm not clear on the details, but as a result she left the job and never worked there again. She never completed her training as a teacher, and just worked little office jobs since. But you talk to Trudy and make your own judgement. Amy, dear,' Mrs Webb now glanced at Amelia, who stood in the doorway to the kitchen with a bag of clothes for Martha. 'When would you and your auntie like your tea?'

      Amy glanced at the table. Her cup, still half full, was sitting quietly on a matching saucer. The spoon was by the saucer, perfectly perpendicular to the long edge of the table. A very pleasant view.

      'But the tea is already ready, Mrs Webb,' Amelia replied, puzzled.

      'Oh, dear...' Mrs Webb sighed.

      'My mother meant dinner,' Ryan explained. 'When would you like to have your dinner?'

      Amelia took in a breath. Why did some people insisted on using the same term for two different things, while there were two perfectly distinct, perfectly suitable words?

      'Dinner I would like to have at exactly six o'clock,' Amy replied. 'But maybe Martha is used to eating at a different time. I'll check with her.'

      'You do that, Amy. And ring me to let me know, so I'm ready. Six o'clock suits me perfectly, by the way,' Mrs Webb said and left the kitchen.

      'Let's go find somewhere where we can talk uninterrupted,' Sergeant Webb, Ryan, said and held the door open for Amelia.

      They left The Seashores and climbed into the police car parked in the backyard.

      'I think you should move out,' Amelia said, buckling her seatbelt.

      'I think you've just stated the obvious,' he replied. 'But it's not so easy. I moved in just a few weeks ago, after my sister, who normally helps with the B&B, had a baby. But I've been supporting Mum on and off since Dad's death over a year ago.'

      'But you've already got a job, and it's a busy one.'

      'It's busy now, but normally, it's quiet around here. Particularly after summer, once all the visitors are gone. That's why Donna, that's my younger older sister, and I thought it was a perfect timing. Low season for The Seashores and for the police. Just enough to get our heads around what we want to do with the business and how to run it, now that Mum is on her own.'

      'I see. What is a younger older sister?'

      He laughed and started the engine.

      'I've got two older sisters. One is older than the other, so I call the older of them, Rosie, my "older" older sister, which makes Donna "younger" older sister. Logical, right?'

      'Actually, it is. Good point,' Amelia said, offering genuine praise. This police officer was proving to be a rather logical individual.

      'But that's enough about me. How about you? Your sister, the one with smart comments, what's her name?'

      A tight fist squeezed Amy's heart.

      No... Anything but being put in the spotlight and quizzed on her personal stuff.

      'Her name is Emma short for Emmeline. But I don't want to talk about my family, okay?'

      'Okay,' he replied. 'What would you like to talk about?'

      Amelia thought for a while. She'd rather not talk at all, but this option might not be available.

      On the other hand, she was curious how the investigation had been proceeding.

      'I've been wondering about the murder, and you?' she said, wondering if this was a good enough opening.

      He made a sound like a cross between a sneeze and clearing his throat.

      'Sure, I have. What have you come up with? Any suspects?'

      'No idea, to be honest. But that woman, Trudy seems suspicious to me. She said she knew who killed Adrianna Cooper.'

      'Not that now... ' he said and sighed. 'How would she know anything about the murder?'

      'She didn't say. She didn't say much, actually.' Amelia gave him a brief summary of her conversation with Trudy.

      'I need to talk to her. I wish I'd never heard my mother commenting about Trudy's difficult relationship with the truth.'

      'But she based it on an event, which not only happened a long time ago, but judging by the vague details was also uncertain.'

      Sergeant Webb glanced at her from above the steering wheel.

      'Good point. Your deductive skills are top notch.'

      'That was easy, no detective work required. But who do you think killed Adrianna Cooper?'

      Sergeant Webb pursed his lips. He put on the indicator and turned onto the road towards Whitby.

      'This is a little more complicated than that,' he said once they joined the traffic. 'Adrianna Cooper was the woman's previous name. I've had a message from another part of the country, where she was known, but not as Adrianna Cooper. It turned out that she hadn't used that name for years. She was only fifteen when she ran away from home and must have laid low until she was old enough to be her own person. She changed her name to Dianne Kelly. She's been here and there, sometimes up, sometimes down, sometimes outside the law, and mostly against the tide. She collected a moderate police record for petty crimes, mostly theft, drug use and possession. And that's how we identified her - through her fingerprints. Most recently, she lived in a small community, which my mother would call a hippie commune.'

      Amelia considered the additional data.

      'Hence the dreadlocks and the colourful clothes?' she asked.

      'Likely so. Apparently, Dianne Kelly loved her little community, which became her family. And that's why she left all her earthly possessions, which was very little, to them.'

      'So, she inherited very little from her estranged mother, and she left very little to her commune. It looks like financial gain was probably not the reason she had to die?' Amelia observed.

      'There's always the good old hatred, jealousy, revenge, self-defence and accident. Pick your own,' he said and glance at her, his eyebrow cocked.

      'I don't know her well enough,' Amelia said. 'But the last two possibilities, do you think they'd link Martha's kidnapping with Adrianna Cooper's death?'

      'Another excellent question,' he said and smiled. 'That's the line of thinking I've taken.'

      Amelia swallowed as she remembered her earlier musings.

      'Would that make Martha a suspect?'

      'Hm... explain your train of thought to me.'

      'Well, maybe Martha stumbled upon an argument or a fisticuff on the beach and witnessed Dianne being strangled, and that's why she had to disappear. But then, the murderer would rather "disappear" her forever, which would be safer in the long run,' she said slowly.

      'Yep.'

      'So maybe, Martha met Dianne on the beach, or somewhere closer home. Maybe Dianne wanted to check out the dilapidated property next door and Martha confronted her. And then, an argument ensued and... and...' Amelia's voice broke.

      'And Martha strangled Dianne?' he chimed in.

      'Aha. And then Martha had to get away, so she staged her own kidnapping.'

      'Interesting hypothesis,' Ryan Webb said. 'What makes you consider it?'

      Amelia moistened her lips with the tip of her tongue. It wasn't easy talking about a family friend as though she were a criminal.

      'That Martha was potentially at the right time and the right place when the woman died. Plus, the kidnapping doesn't make sense. Why take someone away from their own home, with only a lump on their head, minor scratches and bruises, and dump somewhere where they have basic supplies and can walk back to civilisation?'

      'I admire your neutrality and courage to not only consider this scenario, but also spell it out loud to a police officer in charge of the investigation,' Ryan Webb said and looked at her.

      His face probably expressed some sort of praise, but Amelia's eyes filled with tears and her throat tightened.

      'Have I just put Martha in trouble?' she asked.

      'No, you haven't done anything to change Martha's situation,' he rushed to reassure her. 'I've been wondering about this possibility myself.'

      'That's why you're coming to collect her?'

      'Yes, that, and the fact that my mother would have never stopped chewing my ear about having Martha and you stay with us. She loves having people around.'
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      As they were pulling out of the yard, Martha rang to tell Amelia that she was being discharged before lunch, so they rushed to the hospital. They all grabbed lunch in the hospital cafeteria, all the way through, avoiding the subject of the kidnapping, the murder or anything to do with it. And Ryan Webb led the conversation from the great British staple - the weather — through to the climate and local attractions to Martha's plans for the shop.

      On one hand, Amelia was relieved, on the other hand, annoyed. She wanted to spare Martha's feelings, but she was very keen to clear Martha of suspicion.

      Fortunately, Martha seemed equally keen on discussing what Amelia was interested in.

      'So now, we're finally out of a public area, can you update me with on the investigation into the murder of the woman who broke into my house and my kidnapping, officer?' Martha asked as soon as she shut the car door and grabbed the seatbelt to buckle in.

      'We're doing our best, Ms Grant,' Sergeant Webb replied, fastening his seatbelt. And we would appreciate any help you can give us. Have you recalled anything that you haven't told me or my colleagues?'

      'I've told you everything I remember. I never saw the victim. Neither of her names ring any bells to me. I've never met anyone from her family, not consciously anyway. What about the rundown house where I stayed for two nights? Did you find it?' Martha said.

      'Yes. It's not far from here. I've heard from older local colleagues, that it used to be used by local youth who went there to hang out and party back in the day, but not anymore,' Sergeant Webb replied. 'We found signs of someone's recent presence, aligning with your story.'

      'Is she cleared of suspicions then?' Amelia asked.

      'The fingerprints we've found in abundance around the house indeed check out. The doctor believes your bruises date back to Friday night. It seems that you might have been there from after midnight on Saturday until Monday morning. The victim was strangled in the early hours of Saturday morning.'

      'So, it couldn't have been me?' Martha asked.

      'There is always a possibility that you worked with an accomplice who carted you back and forth between the woods and your house to create an alibi. But let's say it was unlikely it was you.'

      'At least some hope to hold onto,' Martha said. 'And I'm glad we're in England. Had it had happened in Scotland I might have walked for days before finding civilisation. Anything in the house that may point to the kidnappers?'

      'We're still investigating, but it seems that your kidnappers wore gloves. We're checking the place for any other traces.'

      'They must have come by a car. There must be car tracks somewhere nearby?' Martha insisted.

      'Not nearby enough. They must have carried you for a while.'

      'Sure, I'm not very heavy, but still they must have been strong.'

      'Yes, or they were smart at carrying you. That's why we suspect these were experienced criminals, which puzzles me, because everything else suggests that your kidnapping was an ad-hoc thing.'

      'Why do you think that?' Amelia joined in. She had her own theory but was curious to hear what the professional thought.

      'Because we can't identify a reason for this to be about Martha,' he said and paused. 'Unless, of course, you were involved.'

      The car filled with a silence so tense that Amelia gasped for breath.

      'So, we're back to that,' Martha said after a while. Her voice trembled a little. 'Let's assume that I was involved in the crime and had accomplices. What would I gain from it?'

      'Something that no one else can see, of course. Otherwise, we would have found it already,' Sergeant Webb replied.

      'That's ridiculous. I've bought the whole building. Everything in there is mine. Including the clutter in the shed.'

      'Money from the insurer?' Sergeant Webb said.

      'Nothing got damaged,' Amelia replied. 'The door was left open. They wouldn't have even considered a claim.'

      'Fair point,' he agreed. 'So you, the owner, tell me what's so precious in that building that people have risked their lives to break into it.'

      'You'd be better off asking Mr Palmer,' Martha said.

      'Isn't he a suspect?' Amelia asked.

      'Is he?' Sergeant Webb looked at her with one eyebrow raised. The tip of his nose twitched.

      What was that supposed to mean?

      'You said so, on Monday morning,' Amelia said simply. 'When he came in for a coffee, invited by your mother. You told your mother off-'

      'Indeed,' Sergeant Webb interrupted. 'I've heard a bit more of the story since, and Mr Palmer is off the list for now. He's been busy with his sick wife, but we're planning to bring him aboard this afternoon to have another look at the property, if you're okay with him joining us.'

      'No problem. I was okay with him checking on the house after the first break-in. If anyone knows that property, it's Mr Palmer. By the way, he still has the key.'

      Ryan Webb glanced at Martha over his shoulders.

      'To the house?' he asked.

      'Yes. I was going to pop in on Monday morning and collect it from him, but obviously, ended up engaged elsewhere.'

      'Interesting. He's never mentioned he has the key,' Sergeant Webb said quietly.

      'Interesting,' Amelia said to herself, because it really was interesting. 'Why wouldn't he?'

      'No idea. But I'll be sure to ask him why. Does he have the key to the house as well?'

      'As far as I'm aware, only to the shop. But there is an internal door connecting the house with the shop. There is a separate key to it, but I can't see a reason why he couldn't have a copy,' Martha said. Her voice taking on a spin-chill-inducing note. 'And from what I understand, my door was opened with a key. No fiddly-diddly instruments.'

      'That's correct,' Ryan Webb replied.

      'Great,' Martha said gloomily. 'How am I ever going to feel safe in my own home?'

      'You need to change the locks,' Amelia suggested.

      'Good suggestion,' Ryan Webb said. 'By the way, our team has secured both entrances.'

      'That’s a relief,' Martha grumbled.

      'Here's an idea,' Amelia said, keen to share her thoughts. 'What if Dianne or Adrianna went to your house to find something that she couldn't find, got angry and decided to take a walk on the beach to cool off? And this is where she was attacked by a random criminal, maybe a mugger and-'

      'That isn't where she was attacked,' Ryan Webb said quietly. 'We have reasons to believe it happened inside your house, Ms Grant. Somewhere by the stairs. The area is much cleaner than the rest of the house. Scrubbed squeaky clean, it was. I'm assuming you didn't clean it.'

      'No,' Martha vehemently denied. 'Here's one more thing,' she added after a pause.

      'Yes?' Amelia and Ryan Webb asked at the same time.

      'The shop is in bad financial situation. I knew that. Don't get me wrong, Mr Palmer had made it clear from the beginning. He said he tried to do whatever he could to keep it going and balance the books. He sold anything of greater value to his competitors for whatever he could get at the time, returned some of the books to the publishers. He has a personal collection of local memorabilia. Stuff he buys off locals at garage sales or after someone dies. Now, I think about it, I remember him saying that there were a few boxes of stuff still left practically unchecked. He had had a quick look at those, but not properly. If there is anything of any value, it's probably in there. What do you think, Sergeant Webb?'

      Sergeant Webb, Ryan nodded in silence. He turned into the paved pedestrian area, ignoring "No motor traffic" sign.

      'I think that Mr Palmer has just placed himself back on the suspect list. Let's go talk to him about it.'
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      Mr Palmer was waiting for them at the gate to his house. Again, stooped, dressed in black trousers and a white shirt which took on a slightly greyish tint, just like his long face.

      All four of them then walked across the street to Martha's new house. Community Constable Ann-Marie Clapton was in the yard and she helped Sergeant Webb remove the yellow tape.

      They entered the house.

      Amelia felt her hand being squeezed hard.

      'Sorry, Amelia, darling, if you don't mind,' Martha whispered. 'I'm a bit nervous.'

      'Sure,' Amelia replied. 'Understandable.'

      They strode through the hall, into the kitchen, which, according to Martha seemed exactly the way she'd left it on Friday night before going to bed. She couldn't really tell if anything had gone missing.

      The same for upstairs. Sergeant Webb showed them the corner between the stairs and the downstairs toilet, the one marked with the child sitting on a potty, where the floor had been scrubbed clean. Apart from the wooden floor appearing a little bit lighter than the rest, it didn't look particularly clean to Amelia.

      'So, it happened here, you think?' Amelia asked.

      'Yes,' Sergeant Webb replied. 'The balustrade has been wiped clean, too.'

      'I suppose if I was upstairs and heard someone walking into my house, I'd go downstairs and attack the intruder,' Mr Palmer said.

      'Except that I never heard anyone, let alone walked downstairs to defend my new house,' Martha fired back. 'I was fast asleep and then whacked unconscious and dragged out of my house by someone who entered my property, as though it was his or hers, opening it with a key.'

      'If the police listened to me when I raised alarms about burglars here and squatters in the ruin next door, this might never have happened,' Mr Palmer said. 'I told them someone opened the door with a cut key.'

      'Mr Palmer,' Sergeant Webb raised his hand. 'Could you please stop spinning stories and focus on the facts here? By the way, I need to ask you to return the key to the shop to its lawful owner and explain how come you'd failed to mention to the police that you have one?'

      The smugness disappeared from Mr Palmer's face.

      'I forgot to mention that, because I've never used it since that break-in,' Mr Palmer said. 'As for the key, actually, I've got it on me, with the very intention.' He whipped a key out of the pocket of his trousers and handed it to Martha, who was still lightly trembling.

      Martha took it from him.

      Sergeant Webb led them through the hallway towards the door to the shop.

      'So, to your knowledge nothing has gone missing from the house?' he asked, unlocking the door.

      'Not that I can see,' Mr Palmer replied.

      They entered the shop. It smelled of dust and old books, and that was what it mainly contained. The walls were lined with bookshelves and about half of them were filled with books. There were a few racks with old magazines and newspapers displayed on them. Since one of the windows had been shuttered up, the room was dark. When Constable Clapton turn on the lights, shafts of tiny particles appeared in the air, shimmering and dancing.

      Mr Palmer did a couple of tours around the retail surface and the little, windowless backroom, he called "the office". He stopped at the desk and sneezed.

      'A lot of dust,' he commented after having blown his nose.

      'Fingerprint-taking might have added a layer,' Sergeant Webb explained. 'And?'

      'As I said, there was nothing of value in the shop, and I don't see anything missing anyway.'

      'No money or other valuables left in the drawers?' Ryan Webb asked.

      'No. Definitely not.'

      'We found all the drawer knobs to be very clean,' Ryan Webb said.

      Mr Palmer shrugged.

      'No idea what you're implying. I've not really had a chance to clean this place. Last time I had a cleaner in was back in May, when I sold the shop.'

      'Did anyone live upstairs?'

      'It was always a rental. I had hoped that my son would take over the business, but he had no intention. Not since the last tenant moved out about a year ago. The flat needed renovation. I was going to do it up after the summer craziness, but then my wife took ill, and everything just slipped off the priority list. The fact that I didn't have the extra income from the rent added to the financial difficulties.'

      'I see,' Sergeant Webb said. 'And you don't think your former tenant could have left anything valuable in the flat?'

      'I don't think so.'

      'The drawer knobs must have been cleaned recently, which indicates that someone might have searched them for valuables. Or... keys. Is there anywhere else on the property where valuables might have been kept?' Ryan Webb asked.

      'No.' Mr Palmer's voice was firm. 'The shop is the only part of the property secured enough. I wish I had security cameras, but maybe you need to consider that,' he said to Martha. 'There is a shed in the yard. If there is anything of value that I don't know about, it'll be there. My last garage sale buy-offs are there. I collect local memorabilia, you may know.'

      Sergeant Webb nodded.

      'We've checked it, Sir,' Constable Clapton joined in. 'We couldn't find the key, but we opened it using our own ways,' she smiled. 'Thick layers of dust everywhere. A couple of boxes of old newspapers and old stuff, like children's schoolbooks and old video cassettes.'

      'My initial valuation as well,' Mr Palmer said. 'I was going to have a proper look later, but never got around to it. That's all yours now,' he said to Martha.

      'No worries,' Martha replied. 'Once I'm finished with this ridiculous murder with kidnapping, I'll get onto organising my new business.'

      'I genuinely hope it works out for you,' he said and paused, hunching now even more.

      'Apart from Ms Grant, did anyone show any interest in buying the shop, or in the shop's contents?' Ryan Webb asked.

      'No. All the locals and my professional contacts knew that the shop wasn't in a good condition. Locals also are aware that the upstairs flat needs to be redone. I was really delighted when Ms Grant expressed an interest in buying the building.' Mr Palmer attempted something that might have been a smile, but it didn't last long on his face. 'Now I've talked so much about the shop, I've remembered something, Sergeant.'

      Ryan Webb nodded, so Mr Palmer continued.

      'I had a phone call, sometime in early summer. After I sold the shop. It was someone asking when the shop was going to reopen. And if I'd got hold of anything interesting recently. They were specifically interested in items found in garage sales. They must have known about my little hobby. Often, particularly when buying in bulk, or blindly, I'd get some art, jewellery or knick-knacks that were of interest to others, but not to me. So, I'd sell them in my shop.

      'I told the caller I'd sold the shop and the new owner was unlikely to reopen any time soon. But as they seemed very interested, I'd offered to ask the new owner to ring them once the shop was opened.'

      'Seems like an interested potential customer,' Amelia observed.

      'Customer,' Mr Palmer corrected her. 'The caller was one person.'

      'Why did you say "they" then?" Amelia drilled, curious. Usually, she got teased for using gender-neutral pronouns on people she had trouble identifying.

      'Because I couldn't quite tell if it was a woman or a man. The connection was bad, the voice sounded ... somewhat muffled, and the person didn't introduce themselves. They also didn't want to leave a number.'

      'Interesting,' Ryan Webb said. 'Maybe that person was checking if the shop was a good target? In between owners, with stock still inside?'

      'That's what I thought and started watching the shop. Nothing happened until a few weeks later, there was that burglary. But as it happened at the peak of the summer season, so I assumed these were summer thugs from elsewhere, blending in with the tourists. Now, I wonder if that call and the break-in were related.'

      'Which is strange,' Amelia said, feeling her brain working. 'Because if one is interested in something that's in a shop, one would think that one would prefer to break into it while there is nobody there. Not when the new owner arrives.'

      'Unless, the thugs thought I wasn't coming until October, as originally planned,' Martha commented.

      'I didn't tell the caller when you were coming,' Mr Palmer explained.

      'This is getting a little too muddy,' Ryan Webb said. 'I need to get my head around this. Can you provide me with a list of calls to your phone from that period, Mr Palmer? We can check the caller ID.'

      It came through the landline, and the number was withheld,' Mr Palmer explained.

      'We can check that, too.'

      'Unless, the call was made from a computer, or otherwise via VOIP,' Amelia murmured. 'If it was me, trying to hide where I was calling from, I'd use a public Wi-Fi in a large city.'

      Ryan Webb glared at her.

      'You could have let me discover that myself,' he said quietly.

      'I thought I was meant to help.'

      'And you are,' Martha said, grabbing Amelia's elbow. 'If there's nothing else we can help you with, Officer, how about we go to your mother's excellent B&B? I'm dying for a cuppa.'

      Amelia opened her mouth to protest but Martha gave her a gentle nudge.

      Amelia took the hint. This must have been one of those moments when keeping one's mouth shut was more important than correcting another person's error.

      They walked back to the car in silence. Sergeant Webb tossed his phone into the drink holder and started the engine.

      They drove out of the pedestrian area onto the road and turned into the street leading towards the town's green.

      A somewhat familiar figure appeared on the other side of the street.

      'I forgot to tell you about something,' Amelia said, her heart accelerating. 'It might be im-'

      Sergeant Webb's mobile rang.

      'Damn it,' he grumbled. 'I forgot to plug it into the freehand. Could you answer it for me, Amelia? I'll try to pull in.'

      Amelia cringed. She hated answering her own phone, but maybe this was simple. She just had to say what she heard her boss' secretary say a few times.

      She picked the phone.

      'Sergeant Webb's phone. He can't talk at the moment. Can I take your message?' she rattled into the phone.

      'Ask who's calling,' he prompted her.

      'Who's calling?' Amelia repeated.

      The voice in the receiver sounded somewhat wheezy.

      'Nancy Gibbons is my name,' the woman at the other end of the line said loud. 'I looked after the late Mrs Cooper in the nursing home. I need to talk to Sergeant Cooper as soon as it's possible. I won't have anyone accusing me of manipulating my patients into leaving me all their possessions and then murdering them.'
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      'Take the number, I'll ring them back,' Sergeant Webb mouthed.

      'Ms Gibbons, can I take your...' Amelia said, but the woman disconnected. 'She's gone. I think she was quite angry.'

      'Who was it?' Ryan Webb asked.

      Amelia reported the conversation.

      Ryan Webb glanced at her while still driving. They were just about to pull off in front of The Seashores.

      'No idea,' he said and shrugged.

      'It's the nurse who looked after Sally Cooper's mother. The one who inherited from the late Mrs Cooper,' Amelia remembered.

      'Ah, the missing-and-found will drama. Not another time waster,' Ryan Webb groaned.

      'Aren't you going to check that?' Amelia asked. 'You said you wanted Sally Cooper to come and make a statement at the police station.'

      'But she never turned up.' He pulled the car in front of the entrance to The Seashores. 'Is this close enough for you, Martha?'

      'Of course it is, I'm not an invalid,' Martha replied and opened the door.

      Ryan Webb stepped out of the car.

      'Hey, I think I know why she never came,' Amelia said. 'And that's what I need to talk to you about, Sergeant Webb, Ryan!' she called out.

      Ryan Webb was at the back getting Martha's bag out of the car boot.

      Amelia jumped out of her seat and rushed after him.

      But he was already running up the steps, at the top of which stood Mrs Webb. Her face was tense. Her eyebrows drawn. She had her arms folded on her chest.

      'Ah, a welcoming party. How nice,' Amelia said quietly.

      'I don't think so,' Martha whispered. 'Look at her face.'

      'I know,' Amelia whispered back. 'That was sarcasm.' She stepped forward.

      'Okay then, but where are you going? We're not supposed to hear this conversation,' Martha pulled Amelia by the elbow.

      But Amelia was determined to get away from the situation. Having spent so much time in such a close proximity with two almost strangers and was longing for some peace and quiet. She also needed to talk to Sergeant Webb about Sally Cooper in the library, before she forgot again. This could be important.

      She ran up the steps and walked inside, just after Mrs Webb and Ryan.

      Her head was beginning to pulse.

      But Mrs Webb and Sergeant Webb were standing in the hallway, having what looked like a difficult, mother-and-son conversation.

      She didn't want to be spotted, didn't want to be talked to, didn't want to interrupt the conversation, which, she knew, she wasn't supposed to hear. So, she stood there, waiting for a brilliant idea to form in her pounding head.

      'Ryan you can't just arrest her because someone has found another will. Nancy is a good nurse. Has always been,' Mrs Webb said.

      'Mum, this is none of your business.'

      'Of course, it is. She's the best nurse in town and you're arresting her.'

      'I'm not arresting her. You need to stop listening to rumours and stop gossiping altogether. Where did you get that from?'

      'From Nancy, of course. She's rang me twice today. She's getting lawyers against you.'

      'You should have told her to ring me.'

      'I did. Didn't she call you?'

      A deep sigh.

      'Yes, sure she did. I need to call her back. But Mum-'

      'Son, promise me you'll treat her with respect.'

      'Mum, I treat everyone with respect.'

      'You do. But you don't know how to talk to the locals-'

      'Mum, you're meddling into police matters. You need to stop doing that altogether.'

      'I'm just trying to help you...' Mrs Webb's voice trembled.

      'I know your intentions are good, but the results are potentially disastrous. By the way, Mum, you're actually getting in the way of the investigation. I don't want to scare you but-'

      'Preventing the course of justice,' Amelia said in a brief pause between pulses of her headache.

      'Probably just attempting,' Ryan said and turned around to face Amelia.

      'Sorry,' Amelia said, realising she wasn't supposed to say anything. 'I-I... It's a bad moment, I'm sorry. I just need to go to my room. Bad headache,' she rattled off and sprinted past Ryan and his mother to her room.

      Back in her room, she found her painkillers and washed them down with a couple of mouthfuls of water from the tap.

      She lay down in the room, counting the pulses in her head, until they slowed down and then disappeared completely. 927, so about fifteen minutes of counting. It must have been the peace and quiet of the room rather than the painkillers. But Amelia welcomed the relief, nevertheless.

      She probably should go and check on Martha.

      Someone knocked at the door. Very lightly.

      Amelia sat up on her bed.

      'Who is it?'

      'Ryan,' a muffled voice replied. 'Are you okay, Amelia?'

      'Yeah.'

      'Sorry about the scene in the hallway,' he carried on. 'My mother has good intentions, but... I really had to talk to her.'

      Amelia walked to the door and opened it. Somehow, seeing his familiar figure at the door made her knees go slightly weak.

      Maybe she got up a little too fast. This happened sometimes.

      He smiled at her. A big smile with the cute dimple.

      She smiled back. Strangely enough, she was happy to see him.

      'I shouldn't have listened. I just felt so overwhelmed and needed to get into my room,' she said. 'I didn't mean to impinge on anyone's privacy or professionalcy.'

      'That's what I thought. Professionalcy isn't a word,' he said, giving her a strange look.

      'I know,' she replied. 'I employed humour to soften the seriousness of my offence.'

      'What offence?'

      'Eavesdropping. And potentially also attempting to prevent-'

      'No, you haven't.' He waved his hand. 'Unless you have?'

      Amelia's hand jerked to her mouth.

      'I might have, but inadvertently,' she said. 'I keep forgetting, but I'll tell you now. I think Sally Cooper had met with her sister or was going to.'

      Ryan Webb drew his eyebrows in.

      'What do you mean?'

      Amelia told him about Sally and her emails in the library.

      Ryan ran his hand through his blond hair once again. His hair looked really mussed now.

      'What am I supposed to do with this information?' he asked.

      'No idea, sorry,' Amelia replied. 'But it's your job to figure this sort of stuff out. I just wanted to tell you about it.'

      'Darn it,' he groaned. 'This case has been such a muck-up. And it's my first real case here. I've never had to deal with so much chaos. My mother doing her own investigation and lobbying service behind my back. People walking into my house, and demanding to talk to me, like this is a police station.'

      'Why don't you sit at the police station then?'

      'I may need to start doing that.' He rubbed his chin. 'Which reminds me that I have to now go and talk to that crazy nurse.'

      'About the will?'

      'No, about the defamation, apparently. I don't know actually. Sally Cooper has been running around the town telling everyone that Nancy Gibson poisoned her mother. And on top of that, Sally still hasn't come to start the process. What a mess!'

      'This is a mess,' Amelia agreed. 'A multi-layered mess. Why don't you talk to Creepy Trudy?'

      'What about?'

      'If she really knows who killed Adrianna and why, why don't you check that trail?'

      'I'll to talk to her as soon as I get this other one out of my office...'

      'Trudy hasn't called you?'

      'Not that I know of. I asked around and nobody seems to have her number. Not even my mother, imagine that! I suppose I need to pop in and pay her a visit at her little cottage.'

      'So, first Nancy Gibson, then Sally Cooper and then Trudy?' Amelia asked. 'Sounds like a long day.'

      'Yeah, I probably won't be back for tea or even dinner,' he said and laughed. Amelia smiled and nodded to acknowledge the joke. 'I hope my mother is not too overwhelming for you or Martha,' he picked up. 'I've asked her to give you both some space. She's a bit lonely, I think. She is a really caring person, but it's been a bit of a problem recently.'

      'I should be fine now, but I'll keep an eye on Martha.'

      He smiled again. Again, with the dimple. It must have been his default smile option. Amelia must have missed that at the beginning.

      'Give me a ring if you're struggling,' he said.

      'With your mother?'

      'Yeah, or the situation.'

      'You mean with the murder and the kidnapping?'

      'Not that. Don't think or talk to the ladies about the crimes. It'll just add to the stress.'

      Amelia smiled in reply, because she was already certain that the main focus of dinner conversations would be the investigation. She also knew that she'd then go back to her room and analyse all she had learnt about the murder and the kidnapping of Martha, as well as all the gossip from Mrs Webb. She wanted to see if she could figure out herself what had really happened.

      She also realised that even with all the stress of forced proximity with strangers, her mind felt quite freed up, without having to constantly worry about Jordan, her boss and the strange requests of her clients.
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      Amelia went to find Martha, who was in the kitchen, helping Mrs Webb set the table for dinner.

      They were chatting away about the town and its various famous and infamous inhabitants. They were in fact so busy, Amelia got away with not saying anything, which resulted in the two women having a great time talking about anything and everything but the crimes.

      Amelia finished her meal (a lovely shepherd's pie!) and excused herself. Martha seemed in great spirits, so Amelia decided it was okay for her to go back to her room.

      Once in the room, she tried making a summary of the cases so far.

      It didn't go very well. She had to stay neutral, analytical, but her emotions kept getting in the way. Despite the forensic evidence supporting Martha's story, Amelia didn't feel her godmother was truly cleared as a suspect.  After a lot of back and forth, walking around the room and staring through the gap in the pretty net curtains at the yard and the empty parking spaces, Amelia came up with the following list of hypotheses:

      1. The murder and the kidnapping of Martha must be connected, otherwise the victim, whatever her name was, wouldn't have been in the house and Martha wouldn't have had to 'disappear'. The only reason for kidnapping Martha was to get her out of the way. But why?

      2. The murder was the main crime and the kidnapping was secondary. Why? Because this is the only way it made sense. And because bigger trumps smaller.

      This hypothesis was the worst of the bunch and Amelia felt embarrassed by the poor logic of it. She should probably rethink it later.

      3. Theoretically speaking, despite forensic evidence, Martha could have been involved in the murder, with an accomplice. For a reason or reasons unknown.

      4. If the crimes were connected, as Hypothesis 1 suggested, the murderer might have been involved in the kidnapping, too. So maybe one of the kidnappers was the murderer. Who was the other one? Assuming there were multiple kidnappers.

      5. The second kidnapper might have been the victim. Since according to the evidence, the kidnapping happened before the murder, Martha was removed from the house to prevent her from seeing something or getting in the way of something, likely another crime. It might have been the murder itself. But then, why murder someone in a stranger's house, then drag the body to the beach and dump it into the water? What crime didn't the kidnappers want Martha to witness?

      Amelia dictated her hypothesis into the mobile phone. But something was missing. Almost every hypothesis left her with extra questions. She had to see the questions to ponder over them some more.

      There was nothing better than pen and paper to do that. She could always carry the piece of paper around with her and share her thoughts with someone.

      Like Sergeant Webb, Ryan, for example.

      Amelia wrote down the questions and studied them.

      Nope, not much better. They still puzzled her.

      Next, she moved on to considering various pieces of evidence and gossip that had emerged in relation to the crimes.

      1. Did Mr Palmer play a role in any of the crimes? He seemed to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. He had the key to the house and might have wanted something out of the shop or the house. But then, if this was the case, he had multiple opportunities to get it. He knew that Martha had come to town, he'd seen her. So, it would have been silly for him to do it on the night when Martha arrived. Unless, of course, he or his accomplice wanted to harm Martha. But Martha was unharmed. No, this didn't make much sense.

      2. Sally Cooper lied about having no contact with her sister for years; but the email Amelia saw seemed to be in happy tone, looking forward to the meeting. Did the sisters meet? And if yes, was the meeting a happy one and when did it happen? Did something go wrong? Did the sisters argue and did it lead to the murder?

      3. The new will. Does it matter that late Mrs Cooper made a new will, in which she had left everything to only one of the daughters? Did she have more wealth than the first will indicated? Didn't Sally really mind that everything her mother had would go to her estranged sister?

      4. Nancy Gibson and the will. Did the nurse poison old Mrs Cooper? And if yes, why? What was the story with the old will and the new will? Was the new-found will valid? How are they going to deal with it, since everything had been already distributed?

      5. Creepy Trudy - did she really know who killed Adrianna Cooper and why? Had she seen the murder or the kidnapping or both? With her tendency to appear out of nowhere, quietly on her trike, she might have witness something, which she couldn't make much sense of until she heard the name of the victim. And how did the fact the victim was Adrianna Cooper indicate who killed her and why?

      But, given that Creepy Trudy had lived in the town "forever and a day" (what an illogical expression, by the way), the perpetrator and the motive must have been linked to Leah-by-the-Sea and its history.

      6. Leah-by-the-Sea and its history. Mr Palmer was interested in the local history. Did that matter in the case? Was there something of value in his collection? Maybe the intruders/kidnappers didn't realise Mr Palmer had moved his local memorabilia to his house and expected to find it in the shop. That would make sense...

      Amelia finished dictating her thoughts and sat back, looking at the screen. The screen was too small to see it all at a glance, so she closed her eyes, trying to look at the situation from the "ten thousand-foot view", another of her boss' favourite expression that she hated with a vengeance.

      The key was to ignore the details and take a general overview, or look for patterns within the picture, that's what her boss had told her several times. But Amelia struggled to ignore details. Details were so important!

      And the more she thought about it, the more she realised that one detail was missing from her picture, no matter how high the viewpoint. So, she dictated that point into her note:

      7. Why was Adrianna Cooper murdered?

      And all the crime drama and detective stories Amelia had seen and read, tended to insist that the reason for the victim's death was linked to the murderer. And that the personality of the victim was often the key to the crime.

      To find answers to some of the questions thrown up by her hypotheses, she should probably explore these some more. No doubt, Mrs Webb would help with those, but they were tasks for tomorrow. Today had been very long, full of emotions and interactions with people. Amelia longed for some sleep and went to bed.

      She woke to a sound of a car rolling on the gravel. Very slowly, judging by the sound, it was approaching the back of the house. Strangely enough, the car must have been driving with its lights off, as no extra light filtered through the window.

      She sat up. The sounds stopped.

      She slipped out of bed and crept to the window. The backyard was dark, only lit by a dim glow from the lamppost nearby.

      A white car stood in one of the parking slots. It definitely wasn't there before. She watched it carefully for a while. A tall, dark-dressed figure, with a bucket under their arm emerged from the driver's side, and no-one else.

      The figure headed for the back door.

      Her heart skipped a beat. A burglar?

      But at the figure approached the door, a ray of moonlight fell on the person and Amy recognised the broad shoulders and the bucket.

      Sergeant Webb coming back home from the duty, holding his custodian hat under his arm.

      She watched him a little longer. Something strange must have happened, as he stood by the door for a long while.

      Amy opened the window.

      'Hey, is that you, Sergeant Webb?' she called out quietly. 'Is everything okay?'

      'Amelia!' His voice sounded strangely happy. 'What a nice coincidence. Could you open the back door for me? I've left the key at home and don't want to wake my mother.'

      'Just a sec.' Amelia closed the window, threw a dark red robe over her pyjamas and tiptoed onto the hallway and towards the back door.

      She opened the back door. The cool, night breeze hit her face, wiping away the leftover sleepiness.

      Sergeant Webb, Ryan smiled at her for three very long one-thousands.

      'Hello and thank you,' he said, still smiling at her.

      'Hey,' she replied a little unsure what this was all about. 'Why are you staring at me?'

      He smiled even wider.

      'I'm not.'

      'Yes, you are. I can see that. And it's silly to deny it,' she fired back.

      'Okay, okay,' he said, shifting his gaze to the side a little. 'It's because I'm happy that someone has let me in. Someone other than my mother, who no doubt would have had a gazillion questions.'

      'I have a few questions, too,' Amelia admitted, stepping aside and letting him in. She tightened the knot on her robe belt, just in case her pyjamas were showing through.

      They weren't.

      'I can take questions from you, but maybe in the morning,' he whispered. 'I'd better go-'

      A thought popped in Amelia's mind.

      'What's happened?' Amelia interrupted. 'Did you get to see everyone you planned to see?'

      He took a deep breath.

      'Yes. And I'm glad I did. And I'm glad you insisted I go to see Trudy.'

      He was whispering and looking away, but she noticed a sudden change on his face.

      'What happened?' she asked.

      'Someone tried to run her over,' he replied.
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      Amelia's jaw dropped.

      'What? Why?' she stuttered.

      Ryan Webb put his finger to his lips and gestured her to follow him to the kitchen. He then closed the door.

      'She was unconscious, on the road not too far from her cottage. We got her to hospital.'

      Amelia leant against the wall, as her knees turned to jelly.

      'Will she be ok?'

      'The doctors say she has a good chance of surviving this.'

      'Shoot! It's always like that, isn't it? In those silly detective stories, someone says, "I know who the murderer is," and the next chapter - wham! They're dead. But I thought it only happened in fiction.'

      Ryan Webb walked to the sink, flicked the switch of the light by the cooker and poured himself a glass of water.

      'Want some?' he asked.

      She shook her head.

      He drained his glass.

      'Life is stranger than fiction, sometimes,' he said quietly. Even in the dim light she could see that his face was grey, with lines etched on his forehead.

      'I was so annoyed at all those people wasting my time with trifling issues. I had a sense that I might have missed something important,' he carried on. 'And now - bam! If I’d prioritised her, she wouldn't have been ended up in hospital.'

      'I guess this was the case of a squeaky wheel that gets the grease,' Amelia observed, hoping she got the right expression.

      'Indeed. That Nancy Gibson and her lawyer took up most of my day. And Sally Cooper just clamped up. She wouldn't say much, stating her grief after her sister as the reason. She shoved the will onto my desk and demanded that I investigate Nancy Gibson.

      'Nancy Gibson refused to talk without her lawyer, who kept asking for evidence, fair enough. But I couldn't get them any evidence, because Sally Cooper refused to talk.' He let out a breath and slumped onto the nearest chair. 'My head is exploding.'

      Amelia's' chest tightened. She knew she was supposed to say something supportive, but she couldn't come up with anything better than 'I'm sorry to hear that.'

      'That's okay. Part of the job, I suppose,' he said, glancing at her. 'I'll have to deal with this.'

      'Is there anything I can do to help?'

      'Actually, there is. That conversation you had with Trudy. Did she give any hints as to who she was thinking of?'

      Amelia thought back to that moment by the library.

      'No. She clearly wanted to keep it to herself. Which was silly. That's why I urged her to talk to the police.'

      'And rightfully so, but she has chosen not to. Could anyone else have heard your conversation?'

      Amelia bit her lip and closed her eyes to help herself focus.

      'I don't think so. We talked quietly, and there was no one close enough to hear, I think,' she said slowly. Now, the memory of that morning was quite fresh in her mind, as if she was watching a film. 'But I shouted, "You need to talk to the police". I think someone might have heard that,' she added. 'After Trudy was gone, I noticed a woman on the steps of the hair salon nearby. She was wearing similar clothes to Sally Cooper when I saw her earlier in the library. Doesn't Sally work in that salon?'

      'If you mean the one by the town green, opposite the police station, then yes. How much could Sally have heard or seen?'

      'Just the shouting, if anything. Something else. A car pulled away just before I noticed Trudy on her trike. So maybe the hairdressing client saw us talk as well.'

      Ryan Webb blew out his cheeks.

      'Yeah, that's always a possibility,' he said, but he didn't sound very convinced.

      'Sally Cooper looked strange at me,' Amelia said. 'I think this was when she realised that I could have seen her emails. Did you talk to her about them and about her sister coming to meet her?'

      'I tried, but she just broke down in tears and sobbed. Ann-Marie had to call the doctors because we thought Sally was going to have a breakdown. I need to interview her again. Later today, I think. She probably needs legal advice.'

      'Do you think Sally could have done it?'

      'Done what?'

      'Killed her sister.'

      He looked at her again, his eyes now a little brighter.

      'What do you think? It looks like you might have thought about the crimes against my best advice?'

      'I have,' Amelia admitted, feeling her cheeks burning just a little. 'That's a very good puzzle, actually.'

      'And what have you come up with?'

      'More questions than answers,' she admitted, wondering if she should share her thoughts with him.

      'That’s my impression, too. But going back to Sally, why do you think she would have killed her estranged sister?'

      'No idea. But Trudy said it was obvious. Although she was actually surprised by where it happened.'

      'Your auntie's house?'

      'Martha is not-'

      'I know, sorry.'

      Another one of his smiles. But it only annoyed her this time. She folded her arms.

      'So why do you keep saying it?'

      'I don't always,' he defended himself. 'But I admit, I do. Because it's easier. It's a mental shortcut.'

      To his credit, indeed, she remembered him using the correct term a few times lately.

      Still...

      'I don't like mental shortcuts,' she explained. 'This is how problems emerge. You have a project and a brief. You start building a network for your client. You've spent hours, if not days, exploring what they want. You deliver that exact thing, and then all of a sudden, they say: but that's not what we want. We want something else. Why didn't you tell me? Oh, I just used this shortcut to describe it, you know. No, I don't know. I'm an IT security consultant, not a mind reader,' she rattled on, whispering. Her throat hurt.

      'Okay, okay,' he agreed. 'But sometimes you can do whatever you want, be as detailed and specific as possible and people still lie to you,' he said.

      'That's so frustrating. Why do they do it?'

      'To protect their precious assets.'

      'What assets?'

      'Money, other possessions, positions, but mainly the assets they sit on,' he said and cocked an eyebrow.

      She blinked.

      'You mean chairs? Why would anyone-'

      'No, not chairs. Their... derriers... '

      'Ah, you mean they protect their backs?' she asked, trying to hide her frustration with his way of speaking.

      'Yes. You're a funny one. My mother is right. She's not often right, but she's right with this.'

      'No,' Amelia protested. She couldn't stand people being inaccurate. 'Your mother is often right. I could probably count the times I remember her being right, but she's wrong with this one. By the way, you should move out. You're arguing too much with your mother. And I'm not funny, my sister is correct. I've got this thing... a sort of disorder where I take things too literally. And I don't always understand what people say or meant by saying and doing certain things.'

      'I've noticed that,' he replied, looking at her. His eyes were tired, with dark circles underneath, but his face was now relaxed. 'I've got a mate like that. He's a bit strange but a very good policeman. Very thorough.'

      'Working with you on this case?'

      'No. It's homicide, so I'm liaising with the guys at headquarters. By the way, they're sending someone to help tomorrow. At first, I was a bit annoyed about it. After all, I'm quite experienced. But now, I'm glad someone is coming.'

      'Because of Trudy?'

      'Yes, and because of this whole mess. I saw my fair share of murders while working in the city, but to be honest, this is my first serious case in charge. And to change the topic, you're right about me having to move out. Once this case is over, I'm going to look for something for myself.'

      'It's no good living with your parents when you're an adult. My sister tells me so. She broke up with her partner and quit her job. My mother says it was irresponsible of her to just walk out on her job like that and turn up at their doorstep expecting them to accommodate her. But Emma didn't just turn up, she rang them several times, and they invited her to come and stay with them until she can get her life back on track. If they didn't really mean it, they shouldn't have offered.'

      'True, they shouldn't have. You're right. That funny thing of yours, that disorder is sometimes a blessing in disguise.'

      'I suppose it is. But most people don't like me. They say I'm strange and have unusual views on things.'

      'I like you,' he said and glanced at her in the way that made her face burn again. 'What are those things you've got unusual views on?'

      She shrugged. 'I'm not entirely sure. People I've asked rarely replied. But I suspect it may have something to do with my attention to detail and my logical, cool-headed approach to problems.'

      He sat back and slapped his hands on his lap.

      'So, tell me what you would do if you were me?'

      'Are you sure you want me to tell you?'

      'Certain. What's the worst that can happen?'

      'Rhetorical question, right?' she checked with him.

      He nodded. So, she proceeded.

      'I guess you would have done all the usual evidence searching, like traces of DNA.'

      'We have. Does it help you to know that the victim had traces of someone else's skin under her fingernails?'

      'No, because I'd like to know whose skin this is.'

      'So would I, but once we've got a suspect or two, we can start comparing. What else?' he asked.

      'I would check the phones. I know that you've requested the call records from the mobiles and the landlines, but I'd go beyond that. I'd ask the mobile network provider to give you the list of the phones that were in the proximity within a specified timeframe. I'd do it for the night when Adrianna was murderer but also for Friday and Saturday, when Martha was kidnapped.'

      'Great thinking,' he said. 'I've requested that already. Not a very long list, mainly people living nearby, a nurse who was going home after her night shift, just passing by...'

      'A nurse?' Amelia pricked her ears.

      'Yes, they work night shifts,' he said a smile playing on his lips.

      'I know,' she replied glaring at him. Was he still serious? 'Was this, by any chance Nancy Gibson?'

      'What makes you think that?'

      'The silly face you made and the comment,' she replied, truthfully.

      His eyebrows shot up. He clamped his mouth shut for a few seconds and then he threw his arms into the air and chuckled.

      'Okay, I can see why people may have problems with your point of view on things.'

      'Do you have a problem with my comment?' she asked, curious.

      'Uhm...' he exhaled. His face returned to its previous serious and composed look. 'No. I appreciate honesty, even if it hurts a little. But never mind. Yes, it was Nancy Gibson. That was on both nights. Friday just before midnight and Saturday a little earlier. She says she finished her shift and left a little later, she was cycling back home.'

      'Interesting. Cycling is very quiet, and you can sneak into places, like that back alley behind the property.'

      'True. We've checked her alibi and it sticks though. So, any other ideas?'

      Amelia chewed on her lip.

      'You've done a thorough job so far,' she said. 'At least, I can see you've not been just busy dodging rumours, gossipers and your mother.'

      'Trying to do my best. Thank you,' he said. 'Now, any last-minute tips, because it's late and we'd better go and get some sleep?'

      Amelia took a deep breath.

      'What puzzles me is why Adrianne was murdered. And since Trudy believes that the reason for that was obvious, but no one can see it, I think that the key to that lies in the past. Nobody knows the present Adrianne, or rather Dianne. Therefore, we must look back in time and figure out who the victim really was.'

      'Indeed. And Adrianne/Dianne seems like a perfect victim.'

      'What do you mean by that?'

      'Someone no one would notice missing for a long time and I doubt that it would have been reported. Someone who has disappeared before. A person who avoids leaving traces of their existence. Without family and with friends who avoid the authorities. Had she been killed in that little house in the woods, her body wouldn't have been discovered for a long time.'

      Amelia considered Ryan's interpretation.

      'I see... Interesting. Do you think it indicates that she was murdered in the heat of the moment? Without premeditation?'

      He nodded slowly.

      'So, the kidnapping was planned but the murder - not?'

      'That's my thinking, dear Watson,' he said and jumped to his feet. 'Enough of the hard brain work. We need to rest. I have another long day ahead of me.'

      'I hope Trudy wakes up and tells you who killed Adrianna and why,' Amelia said heading for the door.

      'I hope she wakes up alright, too. But even if she tells me who and why, it won't be of much use. I need evidence. Not more rumours and hearsay.'
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      Amelia returned to bed but couldn't settle. She kept thinking about Trudy. Maybe if she had reminded Ryan about checking on her earlier, the poor woman wouldn't have been hurt?

      But even if Trudy did tell Sergeant Webb who she thought killed Adrianna/Dianne and why, it would not be enough.

      He needed evidence.

      What would the evidence be? No fingerprints beside Dianne's and Martha's in the house. The DNA of the skin under the victim's fingernails had to be compared with samples from the suspects.

      It didn't seem like the police had a firm grasp on the suspects.

      The hunting for the phones might provide some useful information.

      Nancy Gibson was suddenly someone who was at the right time in the right place. And she might have had a motive, if the new will was indeed relevant.

      But as the kidnapping seemed to have been well planned, by people who clearly didn't want to harm Martha, just get her out of their way without leaving any traces of their visit...

      Except the victim's fingerprints...

      Which might have been added after Adrianna was strangled, just to frame her.

      That was an interesting hypothesis. She probably needed to add it to her list.

      Then, one might assume that the experienced and tech-savvy burglars would have had their phones turned off while at the location to avoid being identified.

      Which would likely exclude Sally, who clearly wasn't very tech savvy.

      What about Adrianna?

      If she had lived her life without leaving traces, as Ryan suggested, she might have known about the police being able to track mobile phones. That made sense. And no doubt, Adrianna would have told her sister to turn the phone off to stay quiet.

      So, the sisters would have met, some time before the crime was committed. The first crime that is, the one that required Martha to be removed from the scene.

      Sounded logical to her.

      But why did they meet? What for?

      The will, their mother's will. What did Sally say about it? Apparently, she found the will in the documents and books she received after her mother's death. But she wasn't supposed to. Apparently, everything had been left to Nancy Gibson. But Nancy didn't seem greedy, inviting Sally to take whatever she wanted from what her mother had left behind. So it didn't make much sense, unless...

      Unless, there was something else that the late Mrs Cooper had left behind which wasn't included in her will or distributed, which only came to light well after Mrs Cooper's death.

      Would that thing or things make its way to Mr Palmer's shop?

      If it had something to do with the local history, then yes. Alternatively, something else might be there. Not necessarily of interest to anyone, apart from the burglars. Sometimes, people wanted to remove evidence of something that put them in bad light or embarrassed them.

      Excellent thought. She should check that!

      She might need to talk to Mr Palmer. That'd be in the morning.

      Hang on... didn't he say that some strange people had been keen to know when the bookshop would be open again and if he had some new, interesting items?

      Yep. That could be a clue.

      So, all she needed to do now was to get back to sleep, wake up in the morning and find a way to talk to Mr Palmer.

      Sadly, even though she managed to nap for a couple of hours, she was wide awake again at the crack of dawn.

      She slipped out of bed and went to the kitchen to get herself a coffee, but turned out not to be the only one awake at 6.15 am.

      'Morning, Amelia,' Martha greeted her from the kitchen counter. 'You're up early. Coffee?' she pointed at the coffee machine that just started gurgling in the corner.

      'You seem quite at ease here. How come?' Amelia asked.

      'Am I?' Martha seemed genuinely surprised. 'Indeed. It's probably Mrs Webb and the house, they make you feel immediately welcome and at home.'

      Amelia hunched.

      'Yes, she's very nice, but... she makes me feel overwhelmed,' Amelia admitted.

      'It's just you, darling. You've always been like that. I hoped you'd grow out of it and it has got better but... Never mind. Coffee then?' Martha reached to the cupboard above the sink.

      'Yes, please.'

      Martha poured the steaming brew into two identical white cups.

      'Sugar? Milk?' she asked.

      'No, thanks.' Amelia grabbed one of the cups and sat at the table.

      'Why are you up so early?' she asked, while Martha added milk to her coffee.

      'Couldn't sleep. And you?' Martha replied and sat at the table.

      'Same. Been thinking about the murder and your kidnapping a lot.'

      Martha cocked her head.

      'Really? I thought you'd be thinking mostly about that Sergeant Cutie Pie...'

      'Cutie Pie?'

      'Amelia, dear, don't tell me you can't see he's really good looking...'

      Amelia took a big sip of coffee. Martha was speaking in riddles, maybe the coffee would help.

      'Who are you talking about?'

      'Mrs Webb's son, of course,' Martha replied and looked at her as if she was expecting some response.

      'What do you expect me to say?' Amelia asked. Her brain seemed particularly foggy this morning. That was, for sure, down to the lack of sleep.

      Martha stirred her coffee and then licked the spoon.

      'Something about him, of course. Your opinion on him. Do you think he's good looking? How do you find him? Anything, you know?'

      'No, I don't,' Amelia replied and sighed. The unwritten rules. Everywhere the unwritten rules! Why wasn't there a handbook with all the rules guiding human interactions?

      How did she find Sergeant Webb? That was the easiest of the questions fired off by Martha.

      'I often find him in unexpected places,' Amelia replied. Yeah, that was a pretty accurate reply, and last night was a perfect example of it. He should have taken a key. Or better still, he should have moved out.

      'That's not what I meant, Amelia,' Martha said and rolled her eyes.

      'I can't answer any other of your questions,' Amelia fired back. Tears filled her eyes. Why did people first ask her questions she found difficult to answer and then get angry at her for not answering them properly. What was properly anyway? 'I've no idea. I've not thought about it. He's probably a good policeman. He has good ideas regarding both crimes, and I agree with him,' she said pushing back the tears. 'Are you angry with me for not answering your questions?'

      Martha sipped her coffee.

      'I suppose I am a little,' she replied after a while. 'I'm sorry. I keep forgetting about your... your... difficulties. I need to get used to interacting with you again. You know, I've been really looking forward to our time together. How are you finding the town?'

      'I've not seen much, been a bit busy with this murder and your kidnapping.'

      'I see we can't get away from it, can we?'

      Amelia took a mouthful of coffee and held it in her mouth. It burnt her palate but at least she curbed her urge to reply. This was a trick question, designed to get her deeper into an unsolvable argument.

      She didn't want an unsolvable argument.

      'Okay then,' Martha asked. 'Do you want to talk about these crimes?'

      That was easy.

      'Sure.' Amelia took a deep breath. 'Remember when Mr Palmer talked about buying stuff of people for his memorabilia collection?'

      'Yes, why?'

      'I wonder if there is something in there the murderer might have wanted gone? Like something incriminating or embarrassing?'

      Martha wrapped her hands around her cup.

      'That sounds interesting. But he said he had it all at his place now.'

      'No. There is something left in the shed, in those dusty boxes.'

      'Yes, you're right,' Martha said. 'But the police have looked through those boxes and found nothing of value.'

      'But that's not what we're after.'

      'We?' Martha asked, her eyebrows up again.

      'You and me. Because we're going to check it, right?' Amelia said, taking a sip from her cup. The coffee was good and was getting her brain to work.

      'Mr Palmer received that call from someone asking about the shop - when it was going to be reopened and if he had bought anything new recently. That was strange, I think.'

      'Uhm...' Martha replied, staring into her mug. A short, vertical line appeared above her nose. 'Actually, I was asked about the shop reopening, too, now that I think about it.'

      Amelia pricked up her ears.

      'When was that and who was asking?'

      'That was the woman who I asked for directions, when I arrived here on Friday evening.'

      'Did you tell the police?'

      'Not sure,' Martha replied and looked up at Amelia. 'I think I might not have. Never thought it was important. I still don't think it is. You know, you're asking one of the locals where you can park your car, telling them you're the new owner of such and such shop. So, it seems only natural, if not polite, that the person is asking when the shop reopens.'

      Amelia considered that.

      'I can see your point,' she said, having given it due consideration. 'Who was the person?'

      'No idea. A woman, middle-aged.'

      'Anything more specific?'

      'She was walking, was dressed in an unremarkable way, looked unremarkable. I don't know. I didn't pay any attention.'

      Amelia slumped in her chair.

      'And my brilliant hypothesis is gone,' she grumbled. 'But indeed, that could have been anyone.'

      Amelia took another sip of coffee. If she kept drinking it, she might get another brainwave. Martha must have been of the same view, because she stood and poured herself more coffee.

      'I think you're right,' Martha said, holding the steaming cup. 'We need to talk to Mr Palmer and search the shed. Let's talk to the police.'

      'It's barely 6.30 am. Even I know it's a socially inappropriate time,' Amelia snapped.

      Martha nodded.

      'And you're right again,' Martha said. 'You're on fire, girl, metaphorically, that is,' she added promptly. 'That's why you're dedicated to getting the police to let me go to my own house. Your Sergeant Cutie Pie said the house would be ready for me today. Let's prepare for the day then. Shall we?'
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      Amelia returned to her room to get ready. She showered, brushed her teeth and combed her hair. The last thing she did even twice, because her hair, usually slick and smooth black hair refused to be its usual smooth and slick. The shorter strands behind her ears wouldn't let her catch them in the usual ponytail and when she let her hair down, it was sticking up in all directions.

      That must have been what people in films and books called "a bad hair day".

      She finally managed to beat the strands into obedience with some water and conditioner. But the darker rings under her eyes remained. And since she never bothered with makeup, despite Jordan's multiple attempts to make her reconsider, she just applied some extra moisturiser and shrugged.

      She was ready to face the day.

      Obviously, while she was getting her body ready, her brain was already awake and revving up.

      By the time she left her room, she had identified her favourite hypothesis. This one was not included in her original list, so she needed to add it.

      6. Sisters Adrianna and Sally Cooper wanted to get some incriminating or embarrassing (more likely incriminating, given Adrianna's difficult past) documents they believed must have been in the bookshop. Most probably, these documents ended up there by chance, as part of one of Mr Palmer's memorabilia purchases, and now probably in his apartment, or, if not, in the shed in the backyard of Martha's property.

      She stepped out into the hallway, quite proud of herself.

      'Amelia, hi,' Sergeant Webb greeted her. His voice was very quiet.

      'Good morning,' she replied. 'Why are you whispering again?'

      'I need to talk to you. Was about to knock on your door. Let's go,' he whispered and strode towards the back door.

      Amelia followed him. They ran down the steps and across the yard to the car.

      'Why are we in such a hurry?' Amelia asked, catching her breath as they reached the car and got in.

      He grinned.

      'Just wanted to get away from those two ladies. They seem to have gotten on like a house on fire and are hell bent on squeezing me for information.

      Amelia hunched. She had to now filter all the flowery language and decipher the metaphors.

      'What?' he asked, glancing at her. 'What's wrong?'

      'Can you just tell me what you meant?'

      He chuckled.

      'Ah, that. Sorry, I forgot. I just wanted to say that your aunt- godmother and my mother get on very well. And that I didn't want them to hear this conversation.'

      'Why?'

      'I'm about to talk to Sally Cooper regarding her emails to her sister.'

      'Great! Because I think they did it, both of them.' She shared her new hypothesis with him.

      Ryan Webb started the car.

      'A very interesting hypothesis,' he said, driving out of the yard. 'Which is why Martha wants to get to the house and search for those mysterious documents? She just reminded me about the keys to the house.'

      'I see. By the way where are we going?' she asked, not sure if she should be confused or scared. 'You're not kidnapping me, are you?'

      'Gosh, sorry. Forgot to tell you. I'm not being very polite this morning, am I? I'm speaking in riddles. Actually, I'm kidnapping you, what else?' he said and laughed.

      'You'd forgotten your keys and I had to let you in through the back door,' she reminded him.

      He glanced at her, his face blank and puzzled for a moment.

      'Indeed. That wasn't very polite either,' he said. 'How about I get you a nice coffee and a doughnut or whatever the poison of- I mean whatever you like by way of compensation?'

      Amelia stared at him. Ryan's face was smiley. He was grinning, the lines around his eyes seemed to be dancing, despite the dark circles. What the heck was going on?

      'And is this where we going? To get a coffee and a pastry?'

      'Yeah, why not?' he said and chuckled.

      Amelia glanced at the dashboard clock.

      'Because it's not even eight o'clock yet and the cafés will be still closed,' she replied, her puzzlement now clearly taking over her fear.

      No, it was the fear taking over. Sergeant Webb seemed somewhat... not quite his usual self.

      'You're such a practical person. The bakery should be open,' he said and pursed his lips. 'Never mind. Time to be serious. Actually, I wanted to talk to you about me interviewing Sally, and I thought we could do it on the way to the police station. The keys are at the station, and I'll drop you back home with them. Is that okay?'

      'I suppose so. Although you should have asked me before I got into the car. But now I'm in and we're driving, let's talk about Sally Cooper.'

      'Thanks, I appreciate your understanding and your cooperation,' Ryan Webb said. 'I need to tell Sally that I know about the emails. She'll ask where from. I'm going to say I've got my own sources. Don't worry, I'll protect you as my source. Have you told anyone else about the emails and Sally in the library?'

      Amelia chewed on her lip, running through her memories of the past couple of days.

      'No. I'm pretty sure I haven't. So much happened that day, one thing after another that I forgot about it.'

      'Good. Because once it reaches my mother, it's out. And your godmother is now a great friend of my mother, so be careful.'

      'I will,' Amelia promised. 'The police could have just seized and searched the library's computer.'

      'We have. Someone is working on getting those emails and the search history off.'

      They reached the police station, and Ryan jumped out of the car to collect the keys. He returned and handed her the bunch.

      'Off to the bakery?' he asked, putting the key into the ignition. 'For a pie of your choice?' He smiled, with a dimple again.

      Amelia smiled back.

      Pie? Cutie pie? she thought and froze. If she returned to the B&B with a pastry that Ryan bought for her, Martha would have got on her case again with those puzzling comments. Only, now she would be joined by Mrs Webb.

      No, Amelia could not take that. This was proving to definitely be a bad hair type of day.

      'Maybe some other day. Once it's all over,' she said hesitantly. 'You've got work to do, and I need to get back with those keys.'

      'It's too early to do anything now anyway, so...' his voice was drowned out by the sound of his mobile phone.

      Amelia pulled her best "told you so" face. Ryan grabbed the phone from the freehand set.

      'Sergeant Webb,' he said into the receiver.

      It was a short call.

      'I'll be there right away,' he said and disconnected.

      'Trudy Janssen is awake and insists on speaking with me.'
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      Ryan dropped her back at The Seashores with the keys and drove off to Whitby.

      Amelia stood on the pavement feeling a little lightheaded. It must have been the lack of sleep.

      She ran back to the house.

      In the dining room, Mrs Webb and Martha were poring over a sheet of paper.

      'Where have you been? Are you okay? You seem flushed,' Martha said glancing at Amelia walking into the room.

      'At the police station to get the keys to your new house. Yes, I'm okay. I can't see if I'm flushed, but I ran up the steps so we can go and check the house.'

      Martha opened her mouth and stared at her. Mrs Webb clapped her hands.

      'You've got the keys! Awesome. We have a list of things to check,' she said.

      'Indeed, we do,' Martha joined in, looking a little distracted.

      Amelia released the tension from her shoulders. She had a feeling she had just dodged another series of awkward questions.

      Speed and precision. That's how you defeat them...

      But Amelia wanted a coffee and some food first. So, she filled her stomach as Martha and Mrs Webb brought her up to speed with their actions.

      While she was away driving with Ryan, the two women managed to grill Mr Palmer regarding his most recent memorabilia acquisitions. The sheet of paper contained the list of people who he had bought stuff from. His last purchases were completed last year, and one of the most recent ones, sometime in September, was... Nancy Gibson, who had sold the rest of Mrs Cooper's possessions.

      'Mr Palmer says he didn't really have time to go through every item, but with just one look he felt it wasn't worth much,' Martha informed Amelia.

      'He didn't have to look through it,' Mrs Webb commented. 'He knew the Coopers weren't wealthy people. He says he bought the stuff more because Nancy told him whatever she got from him, would go to charity.'

      'And where are those things?' Amelia asked.

      'He says, they’re likely to be in the shed, in those dusty boxes,' Martha explained. 'Maybe this is what the secret incriminating, embarrassing or otherwise unwanted document is. The one we think the murderer was looking for.'

      'Judging by what I've heard so far, it's all unwanted stuff,' Mrs Webb grumbled. 'We'll be covered in dust. We'd better take gloves.'

      'We must wear gloves anyway, in case we find something, so we don't damage the evidence,' Amelia said.

      They carried on for a while, until they were all ready to go. And then, Mrs Webb drove them to Martha's house.

      'So, what are we looking for?' Amelia asked, once Martha unlocked the door to the shed.

      The wind that burst into the room, kicked up a cloud of dust.

      Martha coughed.

      'Oh, my goodness, this place hasn't been cleaned in ages,' she said after clearing her throat. 'What are we looking for?' she said, giving Amelia a funny look. 'I don't know, you're the brains of this operation. You tell us.'

      Amelia had no clue. They each grabbed a box and started looking through its contents.

      Amelia squatted by her box and carefully took one item after the other, looking at it from all angles, before putting it on the floor.

      It quickly became clear that the gloves were a very good idea. A hazmat suit protecting the body from anything in the air would have been an even better one. Dust flew everywhere and where it wasn't, it was definitely trying to get. Like all body orifices and skin pores.

      Trying not to scratch or rub her face, arms or any other exposed part of skin became a challenge even bigger than trying to decode what other people might have deemed embarrassing, incriminating, or the like.

      'Hey, girls,' Martha called out. 'Look what I've found.' She stood up from the box she had been looking through, holding a small, slim, flat, white rectangular box with a black spine.

      'What is it?' Amelia asked. 'A book? It has no title.'

      'No, you child of the modern times,' Martha said and laughed. She slipped another, black box from inside the white one. 'This is a video cassette. They were still around when you were a kid, don't you remember them?' Martha replied.

      'Oh, yeah. Vaguely. I've seen photos on the Internet,' Amelia said. 'But what's so special about this piece of technological history?'

      'Come closer,' Martha said and put the white cover aside. Amelia and Mrs Webb complied.

      Martha pulled a pen from her pocket and using its tip, she lifted one of the cassette covers. 'See, there is money inside, rolled up.'

      They took turns to have a look. Indeed, it seemed that someone had put a roll of banknotes in an old VHS cassette.

      'Great find! How did you know it'd be there?' Mrs Webb asked.

      'I just started to shake those boxes and this one didn't make the regular sound, so I had a closer look. Let's get all of those old beauties checked. Maybe there'll be more money inside?'

      Excited, Amelia returned to work. So maybe it was about valuables, not old documents?

      After about an hour of jiggling old tapes, Mrs Webb found some golden jewellery - from what they could see through the little window in the cassette: a wedding ring and another ring with a red stone.

      'So, she did have a proper golden wedding ring and some more,' Mrs Webb commented.  'Strange she never wore any but kept them in an old cassette. Who would know now?'

      'The daughters, I guess,' Martha replied. 'I bet this is what they've been looking for.'

      'Not much, to be honest,' Mrs Webb said. 'And I'm already dying from the dust. I need some fresh air and a screwdriver to help open these blinking boxes, unless we just break the covers.' She stepped outside.

      'Better keep everything as is, in case there's some important evidence,' Amelia said, stretching her back. 'We need to call the police and tell them about it, but I need to wash my hands and my face first.'

      'Let's all take a break,' Martha agreed. They locked the shed and headed for the house, leaving the front door open.

      Amelia refreshed herself first and stepped outside to make the call. She needed fresh air, but also wanted to ask Ryan some questions she didn't want others to hear.

      Fortunately, Mrs Webb and Martha were too busy discussing the importance of their finds and trying to find a tool to open the cassettes to notice her.

      'Hello, it's Amelia,' she said when he answered the call. 'How is Trudy?'

      'She's shocked and quite bruised, but overall well.'

      'That's good. So, what did she tell you?'

      'A few things,' he replied slowly.

      'Which you're not allowed to share?'

      He gave a short, hollow-sounding chuckle.

      'I don't spread hearsay and rumours,' he said.

      That was annoying. Was he teasing her?

      'Does she know who ran her over?'

      'She says, it was getting dark, she was on her bike, slowly getting home from her evening ride, when she heard something, like a car driving fast. She turned around. The car was driving without lights. It was a smallish car, probably of light colour, but she couldn't tell. Apparently, it's not easy to look behind you when riding on a tricycle.'

      'I suppose it wouldn't be,' Amelia said, trying to come up with a way to get Ryan to share what else Trudy had told him. 'So, she doesn't know who did that, or has she got a suspect just like for Arianna's death?'

      'Ah, yes, she does have a suspect.'

      'The same person?' Amelia pressed.

      'Maybe.'

      'Is it a guessing game, are you teasing me, or can't you tell me for real, because it's a police secret?' she fired off. She couldn't do subtle.

      He exhaled loudly.

      'I'd like to say it's the last option but knowing Leah-by-the-Sea this will be public knowledge before lunchtime.'

      'So, you can tell me.'

      'I suppose so: Trudy believes that Sally killed her sister. And it was over some old, childhood issue.'

      Amelia thought about this for a moment.

      'It makes sense that it's Sally, but was it really an old childhood issue? I thought it might have been about money and inheritance after all.'

      'I thought we've excluded that.'

      'Yes, but we have new evidence.'

      'Why didn't you tell me that sooner?'

      'Well, I'm telling you now. And that's the reason I'm calling you, but Martha and your mother insisted that I should ask after Trudy's health first. So, I followed the social conventions.'

      'And correctly so,' he said, grudgingly. 'Okay then, what did you find?'

      She told him about the cassettes and their secret contents.

      'Don't destroy the evidence, keep it safe. I'm sending someone or coming over very soon.'

      'Okay, thanks.'

      'One more thing,' he added, hesitation clear in his voice. 'Trudy insisted that I told you to be careful. She thinks you might be the next target for the murderer, that is Sally.'

      'That's preposterous! How come?'

      'Trudy also thinks that Sally might have seen you both talking and now she believes that you know more than you do. I mean, now you do know too much.'

      'But Sally doesn't know what I know.'

      'She knows that you might know too much. And that's enough,' he said firmly. 'Be careful. I'll send someone to guard you.'

      She disconnected the call and considered her next steps. Was she really in danger? Should she tell Martha and Mrs Webb? They were in danger too, since they found the treasure the killer's parents had hidden in the old cassettes.

      Ryan never said she shouldn't share the information he had given her. And she was dying of curiosity regarding the sort of childhood issues might have driven Sally to murder her only sister.

      That was enough of an argument. Amelia rushed back into the house to share the news.

      'What? An old childhood grudge from forty years ago?' Martha huffed. 'If you ask me, holding a grudge for so long over a toy or whatever is quite an achievement. I'd rather think it was about the stuff we've found.'

      Mrs Webb crossed her arms and pursed her lips.

      'I don't think it was about a toy or this. I doubt this lot's even worth a thousand pounds,' she said grimly. 'I think I know what it could have been about, though.'

      'What?' Amelia and Martha said in unison.

      'The Cooper girls were brought up very strictly. Adrianna was a rebel. Sally was much younger, but she was the good girl and the parents favoured her.'

      'So far it doesn't make sense. This way, it should have been Adrianna who killed Sally,' Amelia commented.

      'Yes, but that's not the whole story, don't interrupt,' Mrs Webb chastised her. 'Sally always had a sense of fairness and must have realised this was wrong. Apparently, Sally had defended Adrianna many times. When Adrianna ran away, the whole town was trying to find her, except her parents, who seemed hell-bent on punishing the girl for being naughty and not allowing her to come back even if she wanted to. I don't know what happened between Sally and her parents, but she got beaten up quite badly. This was when the whole story broke out.'

      'What story?' Martha cut in.

      'At school. The teacher...' Mrs Webb paused, her lips pursed again. 'No, it couldn't have been the teacher. We had a very strict man back then. Sally wouldn't have opened up to a man like her father.' She thought some more. 'It must have been someone else. Maybe the teacher's assistant. Oh,' Mrs Webb exclaimed. 'But, of course, it would have been Trudy,' she picked up. 'So, if Sally disclosed it to Trudy, Trudy would have told the head teacher, and the head teacher would have called the parents, who denied everything. Mrs Cooper would have said whatever Mr Cooper wanted her to say.'

      'Cruel and spineless,' Amelia whispered.

      'Quite so,' Martha chipped in. 'Why didn't anyone react?'

      'How come? Back then, parents had a lot of power over their children. It was poor little Sally's word against both of her parents. No one else knew the whole story. So, Sally had to carry on with whatever else had happen. The head teacher must have swept it under the carpet. Now that I think about it, this all happened a short time before Trudy finished working there. Gosh, it all makes sense now.'

      'Why?' Amelia asked.

      'Why would you work in a place where children are treated with such disrespect and your professional concerns are ignored?' Martha replied.

      'I see,' Amelia said. 'But why would this story be a motive for murder?'

      'Good question, Amelia,' Martha said.

      Mrs Webb sighed.

      'I don't know, but that's my gut feeling. I bet Trudy knows the nitty-gritty. Maybe we should check with her.'

      A loud meow interrupted the conversation. All three women turned around to check what happened.

      A small black cat sat at the doorstep.

      'You're back,' Amelia said. 'I meant to ask you, Martha, is he yours?'

      'No, but I think saw him in the yard on Friday.'

      'I saw him on the beach. He led me to the body,' Amelia explained. 'Sort of. I don't think cats are that smart.'

      'Of course they are, petal,' Mrs Webb protested. 'He doesn't seem to have a collar and doesn't look too well nourished. He may be a stray. We need to take care of him,' she added and strode towards the animal.

      The cat jumped to his paws, ready to go.

      'Come here, little kitty. Mummy Liz will feed you,' Mrs Webb said squatting. 'Do you have any cat food, Martha?'

      'Course not. But I do have some milk.'

      'Let's get him some milk,' Mrs Webb agreed and got up.

      Amelia's phone rang. She checked the number - her boss.

      It was Wednesday. She forgot to check her emails. But she wasn't ready to talk to anyone from work. She needed to read emails first, think it all through and probably talk things over with her mother.

      Her mother had always been an excellent source of advice.

      She pressed the 'reject' button and holding her phone tightly, she headed for the door. The cat trotted out but stuck around as she typed a text message to her boss.

      'Can't talk right now. What's the issue?" she pressed the 'Send' button with her heart hammering.

      The reply came a moment later.

      "All good. Just wanted to know if you're coming back on Monday or will you take all three weeks off."

      Amelia started at the screen. This was, indeed, an issue that required some thinking though. So far, her holiday had proven to be anything but relaxing. On the other hand, it had distracted her really well from her work and personal issues. She had been stressed, but in a very different way.

      Was it a good way or a bad way? Good stress or bad stress? She couldn't decide.

      And then, of course, came the crimes and the need to support Martha.

      She longed to be on her own, in the familiar world, but this strange reality had somehow sucked her in... She wanted to know how the inquiry progressed, and she wanted to be part of solving it.

      She was confused as to what she wanted. She needed time to think it all through.

      "I'll call you later to talk about it,' she typed and pressed "send" before she could start agonising over her lack of decisiveness.

      "OK," he texted back.

      She stood in the yard, breathing slowly. Her heart was still pounding fast in her chest. She started counting her breaths.

      The cat rubbed against her leg. She bent to pat it, but he slipped out and trotted towards the gate. He squeezed through the gap under the gate, onto the street.

      'Silly cat. There are cars there,' Amelia said and followed the animal to the street.

      Old Church Street was quiet and empty again. It was strange to imagine that this part of town was brimming with life in summer. The sky was overcast but without much wind, so still quite warm. With the leaves just turning colour on the trees along the main road, the town looked really alluring. Why wasn't Leah-by-the-Sea making the most of its beautiful late summer weather?

      The cat had disappeared, and Amelia decided to take a walk along the crumbling stone wall towards the distant church.

      'Hey, you, young girl, what's your name?' A female voice stopped her half-step. She turned around.

      'Who's calling? I'm Amelia...' she replied.

      A face appeared in a hole in the wall. It seemed familiar.

      'It's Sally Cooper. I got stuck here, while trying to rescue a cat. Stupid me. I climbed the fence and the little barmpot ran away. I can't get out. The gate is blocked from outside. Can you please help me?'
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      Amelia hesitated.

      Yep, Sally might have been murdered Adrianna, kidnapped Martha and attempted to kill Trudy and now she might have been after Amelia, but these were mere suspicions. The cat was genuine. The cat had been here but was now gone. Amelia had seen the cat.

      And Sally climbed the fence to rescue the cat.

      Anyone who cared about animals was a good person.

      Usually.

      Amelia approached the gate carefully. It was made of wooden planks, smooth and tall, un-climbable. The lock was rusty. She tried to pull the bolt.

      No luck.

      'Can you climb over the fence just as you came?' Amelia asked.

      'There is nothing to put my foot into. But if you help me lift the gate, we may be able to take it off its hinges. One of the hinges is broken.'

      She certainly sounded plausible.

      'How do I do it? There is nothing for me to grab on the gate.'

      'You need to come over to this side,' Sally replied. 'You can do that, if you step on that edge, over there,' she pointed.

      Still plausible, very plausible.

      With her decision made, Amelia climbed the wall.

      She stopped at the top. Sally was standing by a bush, knee high in dry grass and weeds.

      'And now, what?' Amelia asked.

      'Jump. That's what I did,' Sally replied.

      Amelia jumped.

      'Let's find something to use as a lever,' Sally said and pointed to the pile of rubble in front of a much bigger pile of rubble, which had probably been part of the house at one stage.

      'Lever to lift the gate?' Amelia asked.

      Sally shrugged.

      'What else?' she asked.

      'I don't know. To whack me over the head?' Amelia blurted out.

      Sally's face tensed and her mouth twisted. She looked like she was eating a lemon that was bitter and sour.

      'Why would I do that?' Sally asked.

      'Apparently, because I know too much.' Amelia's heart rate accelerated.

      'Too much of what?' Sally asked and gave a sharp laugh. 'Rubbish maybe?'

      'What I've heard from Trudy,' Amelia carried on. Something inside her was pushing the words out of her mouth, even though their brain was telling her that this might have not been the most logical thing to do.

      Another sharp laugh. Sally put her hands on her hips.

      'Are you friends with Creepy Trudy?' she asked and glanced to the side.

      'No, I'm not. I don't have any friends, really.'

      'Poor thing,' Sally said, lifting something off the ground.

      A crowbar? Or some other broken tool.

      Amelia's heart skipped a beat and her mouth dried.

      'What is that?' Amelia croaked.

      'Something to use as a lever for the blooming gate,' Sally said approaching Amelia. 'Or as you suggested, whack you over the head. And look, no one will even miss you, like my selfish, deceitful, traitor of an older sister.'

      She lifted the piece of metal and stepped forward, dragging the bar.

      Amelia's knees weakened, and she spread her feet wider for support.

      Just like in martial arts class.

      She moistened her lips with the tip of her tongue.

      'So, that is why you killed her?' Amelia asked, trying to come up with an escape plan. She should have started running, but her feet seemed nailed to the ground.

      'Yeah. She's always been a liar.'

      'She didn't come to meet you as you agreed in your emails?'

      'Ah, so that was you who blabbed to the police. I wondered... Their secret source, aren't you? Of course, you’re staying at the Webb's house.' Sally's forehead glistened with sweat. She lifted the metal bar and tried to take a swing, but she dropped the bar instead. 'Too heavy, bummer,' she grumbled and tossed the bar onto the ground. 'We'll deal with it differently.' She spread her fingers and jumped towards Amelia.

      Amelia bent at the knees and ducked.

      'Oh, you slimy duck,' Sally huffed. She grabbed Amelia by the arm. Amelia pulled away. Sally lunged at her. Amelia jumped to the side.

      Without enough support, Sally slumped to the ground.

      'Darn it! You nasty piece of work. I'll get you,' she yelled.

      'Help!' Amelia shouted as loud as she could with her paper-dry throat.  She ran to the gate and grabbed the rusty handle. 'Help! Here!' She rattled on the handle.

      A loud meow tore through the air above her head.

      'It's Amelia in the front garden of the ruined house,' she yelled, which was the only thing she could come up with.

      'I see, you're trying to be loud and attract attention. That's easy to solve,' Sally's voice hissed behind her.

      Amelia froze. A pair of cold hands seized her throat.

      A wave of nausea hit her chest and Amelia retched.

      'Don't touch. I don't like to be touched by strangers,' she whispered through the growing urge to throw up.

      'Stop yelling then,' Sally said and tightened her grip on Amelia's throat.

      Amelia's legs gave way and she slumped to her knees, pulling Sally down with her.

      Sally's body hit the ground, her hands sliding from Amelia's neck. In a sudden burst of energy and clarity of mind, Amelia jumped to the side.

      'Sally Cooper, stay where you are,' a familiar, male voice called from above the crumbling wall. 'I'm arresting you for assault on Amelia Barry.'

      Amelia swallowed to push the nasty sensations back inside.

      Ryan... She'd never been so happy to see someone she barely knew.

      'And the murder of Adrianna Cooper aka Dianne Kelly,' Amelia added as loud as she could. 'She's just admitted it to me.'
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      The rest of the day turned into a big blur for Amelia.

      First, everyone wanted to hug her and check that she was okay.

      Then, they all wanted to talk to her.

      Once she managed to escape the outpouring of affection and spare them her bad mood and potentially more retching, the knocking on the door and the cups of tea started.

      Amelia lay on her bed, holding her hands tightly to her stomach, breathing slowly. Counting her breaths. She tried to ignore all the noises from the far side of the door.

      'Mum, just leave her alone for a while. She'll never recover if you keep at it,' she heard Ryan say.

      Mrs Webb, Amelia assumed, grumbled something in response, but she must have gone because Ryan called out her name.

      'Amelia, it's me, Ryan. I need to talk to you as a police officer. Whenever you're ready, please give me a call.'

      Amelia ran her tongue along her cracked lips.

      Actually, she wouldn't mind seeing Ryan and talking to him. As long as he stayed a safe distance away.

      And as long as she could have a good, long drink of cold water beforehand.

      'Hold on,' she called. 'I just need a moment.'

      She rolled off the bed and ducked into the bathroom to refresh herself.

      As expected, cold water helped settle her stomach and ease her sore throat.

      She opened the door to see Ryan's broad-shouldered figure and his friendly face, now with deep lines on his forehead.

      'How are you?' he asked, softly.

      'Been better, but been worse, too,' she replied, letting him in and closing the door. 'How can I help?'

      'I need to take an official statement, but we can do that later.'

      'You've already told me that. At Martha's house, when you were taking Sally Cooper, handcuffed, to the police car.'

      'Yeah,' he said and grinned. 'But I wanted to remind you. After the attack, you were in quite a state.'

      'I was. Anybody would have been. She wanted to hit me with a metal bar.'

      'Why did you let yourself get into that situation?' he asked, the creases on his forehead deepening. 'I warned you.'

      'I really thought she was stuck because she wanted to rescue the cat. And it wasn't your warning, but Trudy's and at the time your thought Trudy's suspicions were unfounded.' Amelia fired off.

      Ryan rubbed his chin.

      'Fair point. She didn't have any evidence to support her claims, and to be honest, it all sounded a little too far-fetched.'

      'An old childhood grudge and a betrayal of sorts?' Amelia asked. She was curious what really had happened between the sisters to lead to murder.

      'How do you know?'

      Amelia tapped herself on the temple.

      'My superior analytical skills,' she said. 'Just what your mother said, and the comments Sally made about her sister just before she attacked me. But what was it according to Trudy?'

      'Your analytical skills are, indeed, tip-top.' He nodded approvingly at her. 'Trudy told me about an incident where Sally was beaten by her father. Trudy was working at the school at the time. The little girl, she was about seven years old, disclosed to Trudy that it was all about her older sister running away. Her father was furious that Sally hadn't stopped Adrianna. What he didn't know was that Sally had actually helped Adrianna escape. And that was on the promise that Adrianna would come back and to rescue Sally from that abusive home.'

      'But the older sister never came back?'

      'Exactly. Instead, the little sister was severely punished not only for helping the older one, but also for talking to the teachers about the beating.'

      'That was unfair.'

      'And illegal.'

      Amelia took a deep breath.

      'Awful people, the girls' parents. I know what Sally did is wrong, but what a frightful family mess,' she said and shook her head. 'No wonder Sally held on to the grudge for so long. It wasn't about those few hundred pounds and their mother's gold rings?'

      'Well, it was, at least partly,' Ryan said. 'The plot thickens. As you know, Adrianna and Sally met. Apparently, Adrianna contacted Sally a few months after their mother's death, suggesting they reconnected. Sally was very happy to hear that, hoping to rebuild the relationship with her older sister. Adrianna rang Sally a couple of times. They talked about their parents a little, their mother's death and their freedom. Adrianna told Sally about the money and jewellery hidden in the old VHS tapes. Adrianna told her she needed money... for cancer treatment. And before you ask, no, the autopsy didn't find evidence of any illness. Maybe the wig was part of Sally's cover story. Sally says she didn't care about the valuables, even though she doesn't have a lot. But since Adrianna insisted, saying she needed whatever she could get her hands on-'

      'Where did you get this story?' Amelia asked.

      'From Sally, of course,' Ryan said. 'After we arrested her, she broke down and made a full confession. She says it wouldn't be fair to deny that she did something wrong.'

      Amelia pressed her lips.

      'A great sense of fairness, just as Mrs Webb said,' she said quietly. 'We've got to give it to her, despite her crimes.'

      'Sally? It sounds like it,' Ryan agreed.

      'Adrianna knew about the will?'

      'Sure. Apparently, Sally told her. '

      'You mean the first will or the second will?'

      Ryan shook his head.

      'There was no second will. The one Sally brought to me the other day was a forgery.'

      'Sally forged the will?' Amelia stared at Ryan.

      'No, Adrianna did it. Sally only discovered the forged will.'

      Amelia's face began to itch.

      'I'm confused. Where did Sally find it and when?'

      Ryan exhaled making a long 'mmmm' sound.

      'That's still unclear. Once the sisters learnt or deduced that the boxes of their parents' stuff had been sold to Mr Palmer, they started working towards getting hold of them. Adrianna was the instigator but from afar. She organised things on the phone, while Sally was meant to operate on the spot. Adrianna arrived in the summer, during the festival.'

      'They broke into the shop.'

      'Not quite broke. It was more of a trial. Adrianna just wanted to test a key she'd had made, and because of the tourist season, Adrianna hoped the burglary would be blamed on the holidaymakers.'

      'And she was right.'

      'Indeed. Adrianna returned to her commune, and Sally was going to try and find out where exactly the boxes were. But she says she didn't like the idea and instead, tried to find out when the shop would reopen so that she could browse through the stuff and buy it cheaply from the new owner.'

      'So, she was the one who called Mr Palmer?'

      'Probably. And a few days before the night of the murder, Sally heard from someone that the new shop owner would be moving in earlier than planned, so she called Adrianna. Older sister grew antsy and decided to do it that weekend. Adrianna stayed out of town, in a caravan. Sally went on a reconnaissance trip and met Martha.'

      'So, Sally told Martha where to park her car?'

      'I think so. For Sally it was really bad news, because Adrianna was in the area, ready to jump and here comes the new owner.'

      'Martha got in the way.'

      'Exactly. Adrianna said they needed to get rid of Martha. Sally insisted this was the wrong thing to do. Adrianna suggested kidnapping. Sally wasn't keen, but Adrianna reassured her that Martha would not be harmed. Adrianna knew a good place. They hit your au- your godmother over the head with something heavy, pushed a sleeping pill into her mouth and drove her into the woods. Sally was unhappy and worried about Martha. But Adrianna insisted it was all okay, and it was only fair to access the things that belonged to them, particularly since they needed them. So, the sisters were searching the house-'

      'Wearing gloves...'

      Ryan nodded. 'Wearing gloves and cleaning frantically everything behind them. Have I said that Adrianna had some experience with the wrong side of the law?'

      Amelia blinked.

      'The wrong side of the law? I know that Adrianna had a police record...'

      'Sorry,' he grinned. 'That's what I meant. Adrianna had some experience in breaking the law and not leaving any trace evidence, so she obviously instructed her little sister how to deal with the search of the house. But they didn't find anything in the house or the shop. Sally got angry and had enough. She said that if they hadn't found anything, they were probably not meant to find anything. Adrianna just laughed at her. Sally went home, leaving Adrianna to continue with the search.' Ryan paused to catch a breath.

      Amelia pressed her hand to her stomach. It was surprisingly settled, but she felt as if something was fluttering inside.

      'And why did she come back to the house, because she did, didn't she?' Amelia asked.

      'This is where things get a little unclear. Adrianna had arrived in her camper van, which she had parked somewhere out the way and Sally was driving her up and down to town for their escapades. Adrianna didn't want to be seen. So, on her way from Martha's house, Sally went to the camper van and searched it.'

      'That's not right,' Amelia protested.

      'And that's why I suspect Sally is unclear in this part of the story. But she did search Adrianna's caravan and found the forged will, which got her really angry. She realised that her big sister never actually cared about anyone but herself. Just as Adrianna had used Sally when they were children to get away from the abusive home, she was using her to steal the possessions their parents had left behind. I imagine Sally realised that, just as she had broken her childhood promise to come and rescue Sally, Adrianna was going to discard Sally as soon as she got what she was after.'

      'How absolutely cold-bloodedly heartless of Adrianna,' Amelia said and winced.

      'Agreed. The woman displayed total and utter selfishness. I believe Sally's story, because it's the same picture I got from Trudy. Adrianna Cooper might have changed her name, her surroundings and even her looks, but she had never truly changed as a person.'

      'Sally strangled Adrianna in Martha's new home?'

      'Yes, and dragged her body to the beach, hoping it'd delay finding it.'

      'I'm not surprised that Sally killed her,' Amelia said slowly. 'But why did she hurt Trudy and try to strangle me?'

      Ryan shrugged. 'Sally says she got carried away. She wanted me to pass her deepest apologies to you. She'd apologise in person, but she's in custody.'

      'I'm not sure what to say,' Amelia admitted.

      'Just acknowledge the apologies. She'll face the consequences of her actions. For a while she thought she'd got away with the murder. But when Alfie recognised the description of Adrianna, and then my mother blabbed that she also knew the dead woman was Sally’s sister... that's when she came up with the plot regarding the forged will, hoping it would direct suspicions away from her.'

      'On to the poor, absolutely innocent nurse, Nancy Gibson.'

      'But Nancy Gibson got angry and started firing off lawsuits left, right and centre... That was meant metaphorically,' he added, noticing her glance. 'And, of course Sally saw Trudy talking to you and heard you telling Trudy to talk to the police. And that's when our Sally lost it. Because she knew that Trudy was the only person who could connect the dots.'

      'Just as she did. Good on her, Trudy,' Amelia said. 'But she really should have talked to you earlier.'

      'If only people did what they were meant to do and did it on time...' Ryan said. He looked at her. An unusual light flickered in his eyes. He smiled, with the dimple again.

      Her stomach made a funny little flip. Amelia pressed her hand into her tummy a little harder.

      'Are you okay?' he asked softly.

      'Yeah. And you?'

      'Tired but very happy to have the case solved.'

      'Both cases,' she corrected him. 'Don't forget the kidnapping.'

      'How could I? Your au- godmother and my mother are keen to see you in good shape. At dinner. No special attire required but there will be special food and wine, I'm told.'

      'But that's not 'til later, right?' she asked, anxiety pushing into her throat. She needed some space. And she had to call her boss. A promise is a promise. She knew what she was going to tell him.

      'You have a good few hours to get ready. We'll be celebrating closing the case. I need to go, got some loose ends to tie up. But I wanted to thank you for helping me solve it.'

      'My pleasure,' she said. Funnily enough, this was the first time she used this expression and actually meant it. 'And thank you for saving my life,' she replied.

      And she meant that, too.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Dinner was very nice, with roasted chicken and all trimmings, and a bottle of nice white wine, well chilled. Finished with a lovely dessert - delicious apple tart.

      It was at the dessert when Ryan got up with a glass of wine.

      'I wanted to make a toast,' he said. 'To all people who helped solve this case.'

      'You mean all, including those you have scolded for trying to help?' Mrs Webb asked, glaring at her son.

      'Yes, even those. To the entire Lea-by-the-Sea Justice League. Thank you,' Ryan said and raised the glass.

      'Hear, hear,' Martha and Mrs Webb said together, also raising their glasses.

      'We can't be Justice League,' Amelia protested. 'There are only three of us, four if you count in Trudy, and we're all women. Unless...'

      'Unless, I'm using it in the metaphorical sense,' Ryan interrupted, 'which I must because otherwise it doesn't make logical sense. The Justice League are actually fictional heroes.'

      'Fictional superheroes,' Amelia corrected. Why couldn't people get their facts, even fictional right?

      'Or even heroines,' Ryan said and nodded at her. 'Thank you, Amelia, for explaining it to us so neatly.' He took a sip from his glass.

      Mrs Webb and Martha followed suit. Amelia reached for her glass; she was lagging behind in yet another social protocol.

      'He has a good way with her, doesn't he? He understands the way her mind works,' Mrs Webb whispered to Martha.

      'He seems to have,' Martha replied. 'I predict they may have more interactions in the future, hopefully less and less awkward.'

      Amelia swallowed her wine. It had the right balance of sweet and dry.

      'I can hear you,' she said to the women. 'What interactions in the future?'

      'Between the two of you,' Mrs Webb said. She wore a strange smile on her happy face.

      'What?' Amelia's face began to itch. Not another riddle!

      'They think,' Ryan joined in, 'That we may... work together in the future.'

      Amelia blinked. Something was happening here, and she wasn't sure what it was. But the facts had to be corrected.

      'I've already got a job, and I'm have no intentions of quitting it,' she explained. 'I've just told my boss I'm definitely taking the whole three weeks off, as originally planned. Martha needs some help with the shop.'

      'That's so sweet of you, my dear.' Martha clapped her hands. 'I promise no more crimes and we're going to have fun together.'

      'Are we invited, too?' Ryan Webb asked. 'I mean my mother and I?'

      'Sure,' Martha replied. 'Unless Amelia minds,' she added and glanced at Amelia.

      'Me? No, as long as I get to have some alone time, I don't mind at all,' she replied.

      And strangely enough, she truly meant it.
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      Do you enjoy a good mystery that keeps you guessing until the end? Would you like to get immersed in an atmosphere of a small town in England?

      A smart single mum, a nerdy inspector, a town full of quirky suspects and paper craft tools turned into murder weapons - The Paper Crafts Club Mystery series.

      

      Book 1: Filigrees Fortunes and Foul Play
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      Katie finds the body of her best cleaning client stabbed with a… quilling needle and ends up being one of the prime suspects. Will she find the murderer before there is another victim and clear her name?

      If you haven’t read the story yet, click here to find out.

      

      For the remaining books in this series, check the series page.
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      Heather Hampton, a burnt-out fashion journalist from Long Island, arrives in the subtropical paradise of Dolphin Cove, New Zealand to start a new life as a beach café owner, not to battle a grumpy chef, rescue feral kittens and find bodies & skeletons in cupboards.

      When her chef is found poisoned and Heather is accused of her murder, Heather has to find out what really happened.

      With the help of a semi-retired police officer and a rescue kitten, Heather discovers a few secrets, makes friends with her quirky neighbours, and almost ends up on a date. But will she guess who the murderer is?

      Grab a copy to find out.

      

      For the remaining books in this series, check the series page.
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