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      You have arrived, my phone announced as I pulled into an empty car park at the end of a narrow, winding road that had grass growing in the middle of it.

      I frowned. This couldn’t be it. I’d set Dunmorrow Island Ferry Terminal as my destination, but there was nothing here except for a rusty shipping container set off to one side and rows of empty car parking spots marked by weather-worn white lines.

      Had I come to the wrong place? Or was it worse than that—was this whole thing just one big, elaborate prank? Now that I stopped and thought about it, it all seemed a bit too crazy to be real.

      It all started two days ago when I went to a clinic on the other side of the city for a medical procedure. I’d reminded my husband several times that he needed to come and collect me afterwards because I was being sedated. I spent hours waiting in that recovery room until I gave up and called my friend Jenny to come get me.

      It turned out Paul was playing golf with his friends and forgot all about me. It wasn’t the first time he’d let me down, but I knew as I left the clinic that it would be the last. Who knew you could be so decisive while still under the influence of sedatives?

      I asked Jenny to drop me off at my mother’s house. Mum had gone on a cruise so she wasn’t home, which was a blessing in disguise. When I called to ask if I could stay with her, she sighed and told me she’d turned my childhood bedroom into a yoga studio and made me promise I wouldn’t sleep in her bed. I was going to have to find somewhere else to stay before she got back.

      I woke up the next day to the sound of the phone ringing. my first instinct was to ignore it, but whoever it was kept trying. I gave in and answered the fifth time it rang. And I was really glad I did.

      It was my grandmother’s solicitor. And instead of being disappointed when I told him my mother wasn’t home and I was her daughter, he couldn’t believe it. He’d been trying to get in contact with me for months but Mum wouldn’t give him my contact details. It turned out I’d inherited my grandmother’s property on Dunmorrow Island. Maybe I needed a distraction from the horror that was sleeping on an airbed in my mother’s sitting room with all her weird beady-eyed ornaments watching me, because I heard myself tell him I’d come to the island to meet him in person.

      It had all seemed so simple then. I just hoped I had enough time to get myself to the actual ferry terminal before the ferry departed. I reopened the maps app on my phone and typed Dunmorrow Island Ferry Terminal into the search bar. The coverage wasn’t great, but when the red arrow appeared it was right beside the blue dot that showed my current location. So I was in the right place.

      I frowned. Really? I looked around again and finally realised that the road continued right to the water, sloping steeply for the last bit. It was a boat ramp.

      But how was this a ferry terminal? The ramp was only about twice the width of my car.

      I drove slowly towards the shipping container. When I got close enough to see the other side of it, I was surprised to see that a large rectangle had been cut out of the side facing the car park. A blackboard sign was set up just to the right of it.

      It wasn’t abandoned at all—it was a cafe!

      The cold hit me as soon as I got out of the car. I’d checked the weather and expected it to be mild, but the bitter Atlantic wind chilled me to the bone.

      I half expected to find the cafe deserted, so I was surprised to see a woman about my age inside, wrapped in what looked like three coats and a big woolly hat. She was sitting on a bar stool next to a high-end coffee machine. I cleared my throat.

      She looked up from her book and widened her eyes. “Welcome to Murder Island,” she said, sweeping her hands around dramatically.

      I shivered and this time it had nothing to do with the cold. I’ve watched my fair share of true crime documentaries and my heart raced as I mentally checked off the mistakes I’d made in coming here:

      1. This place was deserted

      2. Nobody knew where I was

      3. I’d come here because a complete stranger had called me up and told me I’d inherited property on an island in the middle of nowhere.

      I was going to get murdered, wasn’t I? And I’d walked right into it, too, blinded by greed. They’d judge me for that, those people just like me, curled up on their sofas binge-watching the series about my murder in a few years time. I couldn’t blame them.

      I looked at the coffee machine and wondered if she’d at least make me a decent coffee before she did it. I stopped for a service station coffee on the drive down but it tasted like they’d poured in the dregs from the drip tray.

      “Relax!” She held up her hands. “Wow, your face… You look terrified. Do you want a ticket for the ferry?”

      “I… is…” I cleared my throat. “I thought this was where I got the ferry to Dunmorrow Island.”

      She smiled. “You’re in the right place.”

      I frowned. “So why did you call it Murder Island? Has something happened?” Was this why my mother didn’t tell me I’d inherited property on the island? I’d pictured walks on the beach and meals in cosy pubs, not murderous islanders skulking in dark corners. Had Mum actually been trying to protect me?

      I dismissed that thought almost as soon as it popped into my head.

      “Define something,” the woman was saying. “Actually, don’t bother. By any reasonable definition nothing has happened on the island for at least fifty years.”

      “Well that’s good to know. So why did you call it Murder Island just now?”

      “It’s called Inis Dún Mharú in Irish. That got anglicised as Dunmorrow Island but it actually translates to Murder Island.” She gave an exaggerated sigh. “I don’t know where they came up with that name because it’s the most peaceful place in the world. Some ancient Celt must have coveted his neighbour’s donkey or something. Again, I’m sorry if I freaked you out. It’s been a while since I’ve seen somebody new here. The tourists who come in summer are often aware of the history and they get a kick out of the name. I’m Rosie, by the way. I run the coffee kiosk and sell tickets. My husband Stephen runs the ferry.”

      “Good to meet you.” I held out my hand, which had turned red from the cold and was now on its way to purple. “I’m Laura.”

      “So what brings you to the island, Laura?” She looked me up and down. “Please tell me you’re not going hiking dressed like that?”

      I laughed and shook my head. “No, I’m just popping over for the day. I need to meet my grandmother’s solicitor.”

      Her eyes scanned my face. She looked pained.

      “It’s okay. I never actually met my grandmother. My mother didn’t…” I waved my hand. “I didn’t know her.”

      “It’s not that. It’s what you said about popping over for the day. I take it you mean you’re meeting Bernard.”

      I nodded.

      “What time are you supposed to be meeting him? The next ferry won’t leave until this afternoon. Bernard does a free legal clinic at the community centre on Wednesday afternoons.”

      My heart sank. “I’m due to meet him at eleven thirty. But I thought there was a ferry at eleven.”

      She bit her lip. “I’m sorry. Stephen stayed on the island after the last run to help his father fix their roof.” She frowned. “Did Bernard not tell you to call ahead? We run pretty much to schedule in summer but it’s quieter in winter. Outside of the peak morning and evening ferries, the locals will usually text us if they’re planning to travel over at other times.”

      I shook my head. “Bernard didn’t mention that. He checked the timetable and said there was a ferry at eleven.”

      “Ah Bernard,” she said with a grin. “He’s a brilliant solicitor but he’s not very practical.”

      I sighed. This was a set-back, but Bernard wasn’t the only person on the island I needed to see. Right after I got off the phone with him, I’d picked up my mother’s notepad to jot down everything he told me before I forgot. I’d been about to turn to a new page when something she’d written caught my eye. Call back Derry Sutherland Dunmorrow? Persistent. I wasn’t very surprised when I searched that name and found out Derry Sutherland was a real estate agent. My mother was up to something and I planned to find out what it was.

      “Do you know if Derry Sutherland has an office on the island? I’ve been trying to get in touch with him but he won’t return my calls. I really need to see him.” My mother must have warned him not to speak to me. So I was going to have to track him down and make him tell me what was going on.

      “Are you planning to sell the house you inherited?” There was a dark edge to her tone.

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. It looks like my mother has been speaking to Derry so I’m hoping to catch him and find out what they were talking about.”

      “Oh.” She didn’t sound convinced.

      I felt a little defensive but then realised I had no reason to feel like that. “It’s better to sell up than to leave the place empty, isn’t it?”

      “You couldn’t contemplate living over there, no? Plenty of people would kill for a house on the island.”

      A shiver ran down my spine—she’d said it lightly but her expression was dark. “That’s not an option for me, unfortunately. There’s no way my boss would let me work remotely.”

      She sighed. “That’s a pity. It’s a beautiful place to live. I guess that’s another one for Derry.”

      “You don’t seem to like him very much.”

      She pointed to the coffee machine. “Would you like a coffee? You have plenty of time, that’s the one benefit of the ferry not going until this afternoon.”

      “Yes please,” I said. “I’ll have a flat white.”

      “Coming right up. This one’s free of charge. For scaring you earlier.”

      She turned away and I realised she hadn’t answered my question about Derry. Why did she dislike him so much?

      But it didn’t matter, did it? Derry didn’t have to be likeable. He just needed to be good at selling houses if I decided to sell. And I was going to sell. I had no choice. I had barely any savings and who knew how long it would take for Paul to buy out my share of the house. Even if my grandmother’s house was derelict, the money I’d get for it would help me set up a new life and get back on my feet.

      “I hope your granny’s house is in reasonable condition,” she said, turning around and handing me a to-go cup. “Because you’ll probably have to stay the night on the island.”

      I took a sip of my coffee and smiled. It was really good. “I have no idea. I don’t even know if there is a house. Is there a hotel on the island? I’ll give Bernard a call and see if he can squeeze me in this afternoon. If not, I should probably book a room.” The last thing I needed was the expense of a hotel for the night, but what choice did I have if I wanted to meet Bernard?

      “The hotel closed a while back, unfortunately. There’s a B&B. I don’t have the details to hand but it’s just up the hill from where you get off the ferry. You won’t miss it.” She hesitated. “Who’s your grandmother? I probably know the house. I’ll be able to tell you what condition it’s in. It might save you some money.” She leaned forward and gave me a conspiratorial look. “The B&B is very expensive. The woman who bought it a few years ago redecorated the inside and decided that made it a boutique hotel. She charges hotel prices, but it’s not a hotel, it’s a B&B. She’s not fooling anyone.”

      I nodded, appreciating her honesty. “Thanks for the warning. Imelda Fahy was my grandmother’s name. Did you know her?”

      Rosie’s nostrils flared and her brow furrowed.

      “What’s wrong? Is it a complete wreck?”

      She didn’t answer. She wouldn’t even look at me. She pursed her lips and turned her attention back to the book she’d been reading when I arrived.

      I turned away, more curious than offended. Something told me this was nothing to do with the state of the house and everything to do with what kind of person my grandmother was. She must have been pretty awful for Rosie to dislike me by association.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      I half expected Rosie’s husband to block my path when I finally drove onto the ferry, but none of the men working on the ferry came near me.

      I was the first vehicle on the ferry so I had an unobstructed view of the open water.

      I say ferry, but it was more like a pontoon with an engine attached to it. There was space for maybe twenty cars, but it was quiet. There were only two other cars besides mine. The occupants of both had got out to talk to the driver. The loose ends of their clothing flapped like flags in the wind—I could only imagine how cold it was out there.

      My heart pounded every time I looked out the windscreen. It was breathtaking, but there was something so strange about being this close to the water. It felt like I was driving the boat.

      A sharp rap on my window made me jump. The man outside was wrapped up in a thick navy coat with a grey cap on his head. His salt and pepper beard was thick and curly and it looked like another layer of warmth he’d grown for this purpose.

      “Are you alright? You’ve been clinging onto that steering wheel for dear life. You can get out of the car, you know. Stay inside if you want but the fresh air will help.”

      Was this Stephen? Maybe I was wrong and Rosie hadn’t mentioned me. “I’d rather stay here out of the wind. I didn’t realise how cold it would be. I don’t suppose there’s a hidden lower deck with a bar and restaurant, is there?”

      “I’m afraid there’s not. You’re definitely Imelda Fahy’s granddaughter anyway.” He had to shout to be heard over the roar of the engine and the relentless wind.

      My stomach lurched. So Rosie had told him. As much as I wanted to believe it didn’t matter and I’d be home soon, I couldn’t relax because I hated confrontation. And the one thing I hated more than confrontation was confrontation when I was trapped and didn’t have the option to walk away.

      He was watching me, waiting for me to say something.

      I sighed. “How so?”

      “You’ve the same sense of humour. She was a funny woman.”

      I baulked. “What?”

      “You seem surprised.” He shook his head. “She was some woman. She was the social hub of the island, always organising benefits for people who needed it. She’d have bands and performers, the whole works. She never needed an MC because nobody could have done it better than her. She knew everybody on the island. She was a legend.”

      I shook my head as I took in his words. Was he being sarcastic? It didn’t seem like it. His eyes were shining and it seemed like he’d been genuinely fond of Imelda. “I’ll take your word for it. Your wife doesn’t seem too fond of her.”

      “Rosie? No, she loved…” his face grew serious. “Ah, look, Rosie’s very passionate about the island. It’s sickening what Derry Sutherland is doing. We all feel the same way about that.”

      “What’s he doing?”

      Stephen opened his mouth to answer, but his expression transformed before he could say anything.

      I followed his gaze. “Oh.”

      We must have made a gradual turn, because the island was now ahead of us. We were so close I could see the colours of the shops in the town up the hill. Not only was the sky a vibrant blue, but a vivid rainbow had appeared above the town.

      It was like something out of a postcard.

      “Wow,” I gasped and reached into my pocket for my phone to take a photo. It wasn’t exactly a private island in the tropics, but it looked pretty magical to me.

      Stephen tapped the roof of my car. “Right, I need to get back to the control room.”

      He was gone before I could ask him what Derry Sutherland was doing that had everyone so annoyed—not that I even cared when I had this view to drink in. Why had my mother fallen out with my grandmother? I felt cheated to think I could have been coming here for summer holidays since I was a kid. It made no sense that she kept me away. The place looked idyllic.
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      The road from the harbour was so steep it took all my concentration to keep the revs up high enough that I didn’t roll back down the hill and into the water. I won’t lie—it was nerve-wracking. Knowing that I was only going to have to drive it once made me feel better.

      The steep rise gave way to a quaint strip of shops, all painted in different vibrant colours. Some of them even had thatched roofs. I realised that I’d been so focused on getting up the hill that I’d missed the B&B.

      I pulled in as soon as I saw a vacant parking spot. The other two cars that had been on the ferry passed me by and that was it. Rush hour on Dunmorrow Island. I smiled to myself, I’m not sure why. Maybe it was my surroundings. I felt lighter than I had in a long time.

      There was a hotel across the road painted a deep yellow. The cafe beside it was an orangey red, with a deeper rusty red colour painted on the window sills. There was a little lavender shopfront further along that had an old-fashioned sign above it saying Drapery, but a newer sign beneath it said John’s Hardware. It was the prettiest hardware shop I’d ever seen.

      On the side closest to me I spotted a sign for Bernard Noonan Solicitors. There was no point knocking in. I’d spoken to Bernard while I was waiting for the ferry. He’d been very apologetic but said there was no way he’d be able to meet me that day because he could be at the community centre late into the night. He suggested we meet first thing in the morning instead. I grabbed my phone and tried to call Derry.

      Again.

      I’d tried several times while I was waiting for the ferry, but each time it just rang and rang. It was strange—I would have assumed a real estate agent would always answer the phone in case it was a potential client calling. So why hadn’t he called back?

      I put my phone away and leaned forward to see what else was around. I couldn’t see a real estate office. Maybe Derry’s office was elsewhere on the island. Google hadn’t thrown up anything. I wished I’d asked Bernard for Derry’s address.

      The sign outside what I’d assumed was a cafe said Angela’s Plaice. My stomach rumbled. A fish and chip shop. I bet the fish was freshly caught too, seeing as it was on an island. I was so tempted to run across and get some, but then I remembered I still had to find somewhere to stay for the night.

      I started the car with great reluctance, remembering how Rosie at the ferry terminal had described the B&B. But then, she had also reacted very strangely when I told her who my grandmother was so maybe I shouldn’t take her word for it.

      I’d keep an open mind. Even if it was awful, it was the only option I had. I wasn’t going to take my chances with an old house that might not have even been habitable.
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      The sign didn’t fill me with hope. It said Dunmorrow Island Boutique Hotel. It wasn’t the words themselves that turned me off it, it was something else I couldn’t quite put my finger on. Maybe it was because it had the same font as the overpriced cafe around the corner from my house, which was double the price of everywhere else and where the staff behind the counter gave you the side eye, like you weren’t edgy enough to even be in there. Anyway, something about that sign gave me the same feeling—it screamed that the place self-identified as high-end, and I just wasn’t getting that vibe from the old farmhouse at the end of the short driveway.

      Granted it wasn’t like any farmhouse I’d ever seen before. It had been painted recently in a brilliant white that seemed to make it glow even in the washed-out winter light. The keystones were painted in a very light beige. The front door was a similar beige, just slightly darker. The more I looked at it, the more I could see how it could be a hotel. There was something very refined about it and even though the front garden was understated without even a hint of colour apart from green, there wasn’t a blade of grass out of place.

      Maybe Rosie was biased? Maybe the locals didn’t like that someone had bought the old B&B and made changes to it. I didn’t know, but without another option I pressed the doorbell and waited.

      A woman opened the door. She wore creamy beige linen lounge pants, a white silk camisole and fine-knit white cardigan.

      If I hadn’t seen the sign out the front I’d have assumed I’d gone to the wrong place and arrived at some kind of upmarket yoga retreat.

      The longer she stood there looking at me with that serene, slightly condescending smile, the more I knew I didn’t want to stay there. But I didn’t have a choice. I cleared my throat. “I was hoping you’d have a room. Just for one night.”

      Her eyes widened. She was in her late thirties or early forties with perfectly-highlighted hair and immaculately painted nails. I got the impression I’d been right in my assessment of the place from the sign, but it wasn’t her appearance that made me think so. It was her manner. I’ve had a few friends over the years who ran businesses in the service industry. One thing they all had in common was a friendly, approachable nature. Maybe the rich people this woman was targeting had different expectations from their accommodation providers. Like the cafe near my house. Maybe some people liked their coffee or rooms with a side order of pure contempt.

      Beyond her, I could see into a minimally decorated hallway, with black and white tiles on the floor and black picture frames dotted along stark white walls. When I heard B&B I thought jewel-coloured carpets, creepy china dolls and taxidermy pheasants, not this.

      “I’m Cliona. I’m the director here. I suppose you’d better come on through for a consultation.” She led me into a small sitting room with the same white minimalist feel to it. “Take a seat. I’ll make us some herbal tea.”

      Her words finally registered with me. I guess I was tired from the drive and the wait for the ferry. “Wait, a consultation? I just want a room.” What was this? Was she going to do a psychic reading? What had I walked into?

      Suddenly the reality of my situation hit me. I’d told work I was resting at home. Nobody knew where I was.

      She smiled patiently, though it didn’t reach her eyes. “We operate a little differently to your average hotel,” she said. “I’ll find out a little more about you, which will allow me to tailor a package for you that exactly meets your needs.”

      A tension headache was building behind my eyes. “I’m really just looking for a bed for the night. I’ll be getting the first ferry out tomorrow morning.” I shook my head. “Sorry, I don’t mean to sound abrupt, but I was hoping to get a room sorted so I can go and get something to eat. I’m starving.”

      She tilted her head to one side. “We have various food options. Perhaps a vegan bowl?” She rose and glided to the door. “I’ll get that tea. Chamomile to soothe you.” She was gone before I could tell her I didn’t want it.

      Now, I have nothing against vegan food, but I wasn’t vegan and nor was it what I wanted after several hours stuck in the car. I wanted hearty, greasy food. Not salad leaves. Or tofu.

      I leaned back in my armchair and tried to get comfortable. Unfortunately that was difficult because even though the chair looked comfortable, it was actually far too upright. Maybe it was good for my posture but I was a sloucher and after so many hours in the car I wanted to slouch.

      I took a deep breath. If there’d been other options I’d have walked out of there, but what was I going to do? Sleep in my car? The more I thought about what this ‘consultation’ would involve, the more I considered Hotel Toyota as a desirable option.

      Cliona returned with a tray, on which were two china cups nestled on saucers. She set it down on the coffee table in front of the couch and sat down. “Now,” she said, reaching for a clipboard on a side table I hadn’t noticed behind the arm of the couch. “Let’s begin.”

      I shrugged. “Go for it.” How long would this take? Surely there couldn’t be that many questions on there. All I wanted was a bed.

      She took a deep breath and gave me another insincere smile. “How would you describe your current mental state?”

      I huffed out a breath. I’m not known for my patience at the best of times, and I was tired and hungry. I had no time for this nonsense. “Increasingly agitated,” I said through gritted teeth.

      “And why do you think that is?” Her voice was quiet in what I assumed was a deliberate attempt to be soothing. It was having the opposite effect.

      “Oh, I have no idea.” I took a deep breath and told myself to stay calm. Was she trying to wind me up on purpose? That would be a great technique for somebody who made their money selling calm and tranquility—get their potential clients all riled up so they could make everything okay again and charge you for doing so.

      She closed her eyes and nodded. “View this as a chance to take some time for yourself and re-balance.”

      At this rate I’d miss the morning ferry too. “Sure. Yeah. Sounds great.”

      “What brings you to the island? What are you hoping to achieve here?” She reached for her cup and took a sip of her tea. I recognised the little label poking out over the rim—it was a ridiculously expensive herbal brand I’d never tried.

      “I’m meeting my grandmother’s solicitor. And Derry whatever his name is. The real estate guy.”

      She seemed saddened by that answer. I looked around the room. There had to be a camera hidden here somewhere. It was too ridiculous not to be a prank. Was I going to see myself on TV in a few months?

      But there were no cameras that I could see. And who would set me up for a prank like this? My husband was too serious, my mother was too self-absorbed, and my friends were all too busy with young kids.

      “Have you thought about being more open to the universe? You seem hostile to the island.”

      “I’m getting more hostile by the minute. Look, I don’t mean to be rude, but how has this got anything to do with what sort of mattress I should sleep on or the orientation of my room for the night?”

      Cliona pursed her lips. “Who was your grandmother?” Her voice was clipped. It seemed like she was asking to satisfy her curiosity, not as part of the consultation.

      “Imelda Fahy.”

      Cliona’s eyes widened and the next thing I knew, her china cup had dropped to the floor and shattered. She gasped as the hot liquid splashed on her bare ankles.

      I jumped up and looked around frantically. “Let me get you a towel. Is there a bathroom down here?”

      But Cliona was already on her feet despite the bits of broken china. “No, it’s fine.” Her voice sounded high and forced.

      The doorbell rang. She froze, looking at the door and then at me.

      “Please let me get you a cold cloth,” I said. “Just tell me where to go. I can get it while you’re answering the door.”

      She shook her head and left the room. The doorbell rang again before she could open the door.

      I shook my head. Why had she reacted like that when I said my grandmother’s name? She’d been so poised as she asked me those ridiculous questions. That was twice now someone had reacted in a weird way as soon as they found out who I was. I was starting to wonder what was going on.

      “Is she here?” asked a loud voice.

      “Who?” drawled Cliona.

      “A woman from Dublin.”

      “You can’t just⁠—”

      “There’s a D reg car parked outside. You can’t have had multiple women knock at your door just now, can you?”

      “You can’t just…”

      Frowning, I got up and moved to the door. I didn’t know anyone on the island, so why was someone here looking for me?

      Cliona turned around and saw me standing in the doorway of the sitting room. “You know what? You can have her.”

      I looked from her to the people standing outside the door. It was two women, one who looked to be at least in her seventies. The other woman was closer to my age. I knew instantly that they were related—they had the same dainty features and intensity in their eyes.

      The younger one held up her hand and waved at me. “Hi, Laura. We heard you were on the island. We need to talk.”

      I shook my head.

      “I think that’s for the best,” Cliona said, coming to my side and taking my arm.

      My heart sped up. “Wait, what? I don’t know these people.” I looked at them again. “Who are you? What do you want?”

      “Please just trust us, okay?”

      “Trust you? I don’t even know you. Is this some kind of kidnapping?” I jerked my thumb at Cliona. “Did I give the wrong answer for one of her crazy questions so now you’re going to take me away? I don’t own anything. I’d make a very bad kidnap target, just to warn you.”

      The older woman threw her head back and laughed. I stared at her in alarm. It took a few moments for her to regain her control.

      “Ah, love, you’re the image of her. It’s like I’ve gone back fifty years.”

      Despite the increasingly strange situation, I felt myself soften towards the woman. “You were a friend of Imelda’s?”

      She nodded, her face transforming with a fond smile. “We were thick as thieves all our lives. I’m Mary McMahon. This is my granddaughter, Kate.”

      Cliona was practically foaming at the mouth. “As heartwarming as this is,” she spat. “Can you have your reunion elsewhere?”

      “Fair enough,” I said.

      “So you believe we’re not kidnappers then?”

      I smiled as the door of the B&B or cult or whatever it was slammed closed behind me. “I don’t know, but I’m starving. I’ll go willingly if we can go to the fish and chip shop.”

      “What fish and chip shop?”

      I was surprised they didn’t know about it. Maybe it was new. “Angela’s Plaice I think it’s called? It’s right on Main Street.”

      Mary rolled her eyes. “What a stupid name. It’s not a fish and chip shop. It’s a cafe.”

      “Right,” I said. “So will we go there?”

      Mary shook her head. “Absolutely not. We’ll go to the pub. They do food. The cafe hasn’t been the same since Angela took over.”

      “Yes it has, Nan,” Kate said. “You’re just biased.”

      Mary looked at me with watery eyes. “I am not. It was a special place back in the day. Now it’s just bland. But come on, let’s go sit down and we’ll talk.” She gripped my arm. “I’m so glad you’re finally back.”

      I stopped. There was a white van parked beside my car and Kate had unlocked it with a key fob and was reaching for the driver door. “Look, I get that you knew my grandmother, but I think there’s been a mistake. I’ve never been here before. You have me confused with somebody else.”

      Mary looked unbothered by my resistance. “No, we have the right person. You’re here to meet Bernard about Imelda Fahy’s estate.”

      I nodded. “I am, but I’ve never been here before. I’ve never met you guys.”

      “You’re wrong on both counts, I’m afraid.”
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      “Nan, can you please stop confusing her?” Kate looked at me. “Come on. Jump in. We’ll explain everything at the pub. I promise.”

      This was getting more and more bizarre. I was hungry and exhausted. And there was no way I was going to be able to stay at the B&B now. I didn’t know what to do. These women seemed perfectly nice, but I didn’t know who to trust. Twice now, people had reacted very strangely when I told them who I was.

      “Why don’t I meet you there?”

      Kate laughed. “Really? Look at us. Do we seem like a threat to you?”

      She had a point. They were both petite and slim with delicate features. I was five nine with a strong build that meant I wasn’t going to be described as dainty any time soon.

      Mary opened the door on the passenger side and waited for me to get in.

      What was I doing? Could I leave my car here and trust that it would be there when I got back? My stomach rumbled. Dunmorrow Island didn’t even have a proper supermarket, so I doubted there was a towing company on the island.

      I was so hungry I was about to faint, so that settled it for me. I climbed into the van and clipped myself into the middle seat.
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        * * *

      

      “See?” Mary said when I’d eaten about half of my steak and ale pie, only stopping to breathe and take a sip of water. “It’s good, isn’t it? You’d never get anything that nice in the cafe.”

      I swallowed and set down my knife and fork. “It is very good. I hadn’t eaten since I stopped to get fuel on the drive down. I thought I was going to go crazy back in the hotel when Cliona sat me down to do her consultation.”

      Mary rolled her eyes. “It’s a B&B. Don’t mind her fancy sign and notions. She lets out rooms in her house and provides breakfast. I don’t know why she thinks calling it a boutique hotel will make people more willing to pay the ridiculous prices she charges.”

      Kate patted her grandmother’s arm. “We should fill her in before she runs out on us.” She smiled at me. “I know you only agreed to come with us because Cliona was driving you mad.”

      I shrugged. “Maybe. I don’t know. I was half-delirious. All I wanted from her was a room but she wouldn’t stop asking me questions.” I shivered. “I get the feeling I won’t be welcome back there. As soon as I mentioned my grandmother’s name…”

      Mary and Kate exchanged a worried glance.

      “What is it?”

      Kate sighed. “Stephen from the ferry called us. He was worried about who you might talk to. You could say the wrong thing without even realising.”

      “Was my grandmother a drug dealer or something?”

      Mary smiled and shook her head. “No, love.”

      I frowned. “Well then what’s going on? First Rosie at the ferry cafe and now Cliona. They both turned on me when I mentioned Imelda’s name. I don’t understand. What did she do?”

      “I’m going to murder Bernard when I see him,” Mary muttered. “He should have assumed you knew nothing and told you the whole story. Your mother told you nothing about this place, did she?”

      I shook my head. “What should she have told me? What am I missing?”

      Kate sighed. “Imelda owned and ran the only hotel on the island. You coming here and talking about your grandmother in the same breath as Derry Sutherland is giving people the wrong idea.”

      My eyes widened. “You mean the big hotel down the street?” I’d seen it when I first drove off the ferry. It was huge. Were they saying I owned an entire hotel?

      Mary nodded. “Do you understand now? I don’t know what Bernard was thinking. He should have told you.”

      “In his defence, I spoke to him for the first time yesterday. And he only managed to get in touch with me because I happened to answer the phone in my mother’s house. I can’t believe she never told me.” I frowned and looked up at Mary. “Or did Imelda buy the hotel after my mother left the island?”

      “No she did not. It was passed down to her by her parents. Your mother grew up there.”

      I shook my head. None of this made sense. “She never told me she grew up in a hotel. What happened between them? How come they weren’t in contact?” Even as I asked the question, though, I suspected I already knew the answer to that.

      Mary looked conflicted, like she couldn’t decide whether to tell me the truth.

      I sighed. “You know what, I think I can guess. I know my mother well enough.”

      Mary looked at me sympathetically.

      It was strange sitting with two people I didn’t know who knew so much about me that I didn’t even have to explain. They just got it. Still, I hated being looked at like that. “So why is everybody so sensitive about the hotel?”

      “Because Derry is the only real estate agent on the island. Any houses that come up for sale are sold off to an investor who runs a holiday letting business. So you can imagine how angry people will be if they see the hotel fall into the hands of someone who has no intention of ever running it as a hotel again.”

      Mary was watching me so intensely it felt like her eyes were going to bore through me.“Whoa,” I said, holding up my hands. “I didn’t even know it was a hotel. I have no idea what I’m going to do. This is all news to me. I only asked about Derry because it was obvious Mum had been talking to him and I wanted to find out why.”

      “So you might take on the running of it?”

      “Who, me?”

      She shrugged. “You’re the owner now. It’s a shame not to have a hotel on the island. And I’m not counting the B&B. That woman has her head in her…”

      “Alright, Nan,” Kate said, shaking her head. “I’m sure Laura gets the picture.”

      But Mary was not giving up. “You should reopen it. It was a good business back in the day.”

      “How could I?” I couldn’t believe we were having this conversation. Surreal doesn’t even begin to describe how it felt to have a stranger tell me with absolute conviction that I should run a business I had no idea I even owned. “I’ve never managed a hotel. I’ve never even worked in a hotel.”

      Mary pursed her lips. “It’s in your blood. Of course you could.”

      I smiled sadly. It was a nice fantasy, sure. And I hated to disappoint this lovely woman, but I had to be practical. Because if I was honest, the idea of running a family-owned hotel strongly appealed to the little girl in me who’d loved playing shop with her teddy bears as customers. “I don’t think that sort of business acumen is genetic. Plenty of people with hospitality experience have had their businesses fail. I’d say the success rate for those with no experience is practically zero.”

      “But you’re a bookkeeper. You’ll be good at running the numbers.”

      I frowned. “How do you know so much about me? I’ve never been here before but you insist that I have. You even said you’d met me.” I stopped. She’d said that, hadn’t she? Or had I been so delirious with hunger that I’d misunderstood?

      “Show her the photo, Kate.”

      I looked at Kate. “The photo?”

      She passed me a small wooden frame and I strained to see it in the dim light in the pub. It was two young women in tweed skirts. They each held a bicycle in front of them. It was only when I scrutinised their faces that my skin erupted in goosebumps.

      “She looks just like me,” I whispered, pointing to the taller woman. I looked at the woman beside her. “And she looks like you, Kate. But their clothes are so…”

      “That’s me and Imelda.” Mary’s voice was high and strained. When I looked up I saw her eyes were wet with tears, but she was smiling.

      I couldn’t believe what I was seeing.

      “You’re the image of her. And it’s not just how you look. It’s your mannerisms. It’s your… it’s everything about you.”

      I flopped back against the leather seat.

      “Show her the other one.”

      Kate handed me a photo. This one wasn’t in a frame. I flipped it over and frowned. It said Katherine and Laura. 1988. Two chubby-cheeked little girls in t-shirts and shorts stood in front of a thick hedge in what I assumed was somebody’s garden. “Is this us?”

      She nodded and smiled. “I don’t remember it, of course, but apparently we were the best of friends before your mother stopped bringing you to the island.”

      “I… I had no idea.”

      A look passed between Kate and Mary. “So tell us about yourself, Laura,” the older woman said.

      It was obvious she was trying to change the subject. I passed the photo back to Kate. “Well you knew I was coming here and you knew I was a bookkeeper, so I’m not sure what I can tell you that you don’t already know.”

      Kate smiled. “Stephen called us, but we already told you that. And I’ll admit Nan and Imelda tried many times over the years to get me to find you on social media, but I never could. Imelda knew you were a bookkeeper and she knew you were married to a man called Paul. That’s about all your mother told her about you.”

      Mary clapped her hands. “Oh that’s right, Paul! I’m surprised he’s not with you, love. Is he following you down? Do you have a photo? Is he handsome?”

      I froze. Just a week ago, those would have been easy questions for me to answer. Now, though, they filled me with shame. Because of course Paul would never have agreed to come down here with me. And he was handsome—he absolutely was—but handsome wasn’t enough, was it? He wasn’t kind, or thoughtful, or even very nice, for that matter.

      “I suppose it’s complicated, as they say,” Mary said with a nod and a concerned glance at her granddaughter.

      Kate looked at me and sighed. “She watches too much TV. I’ve been trying to convince her to do puzzles of some sort, but she just won’t.”

      “She’s afraid I’m losing my marbles,” Mary cackled. “Well I’m not. I’m as sharp as a tack.”

      “I’m sorry for her prying questions. Nobody likes being put on the spot, Nan.”

      “It was just a simple question about her⁠—”

      “Nan!”

      “I can’t say anything. Can I?” Mary sounded wounded, but her eyes were shining. She was enjoying their banter just as much as I was.

      “Come on. We should probably get going,” Kate said.

      I looked at my watch. It was almost eight thirty. Time had flown. My heart sank. I’d been enjoying chatting with them so much that I’d forgotten I had nowhere to go for the night. I had my car, of course, but it was cold and dark and I had no idea where to park up.

      “Don’t even think about going back to that B&B, Laura. We’ll make up the spare room for you.”

      My heart soared. “Please, I don’t want you to go to any trouble.” I had to give them an out, but I prayed they wouldn’t take it. They could have made up a bed for me in their shed and it would still be more appealing than the cramped back seat of my car. Plus if I stayed with them I’d get to hear more about my grandmother. I was really enjoying the insight into Imelda.

      “It’s no trouble.” Mary waved her hand.

      “So long as you don’t mind being interrogated by her,” Kate said, pointing at her grandmother.

      Mary’s eyes lit up. “You know, I have a key to the hotel. Will we go have a quick look before we go back to the house? Bernard never has to know.”

      I laughed. It wasn’t what I was expecting to hear. “I’d love to see it.”

      “You’re sure? I don’t want to get you in trouble with Bernard.”

      I pictured Bernard, old and proper, in his tweedy suit and old-fashioned glasses. I’d never met him but his voice was so precise and well-spoken that I could picture him clearly in my mind. Mary’s fear of getting in trouble with him only reinforced that mental image. “I don’t care if he doesn’t approve. You were her best friend. I’d love my first time seeing it to be with you.” I shook my head and told myself to cool it. I was in danger of getting emotional. After all, I was probably going to have to sell the hotel, wasn’t I? It was huge and I couldn’t even begin to imagine how much I’d have to pay in inheritance tax. There was no way I could afford to keep it—not when I’d have to pay Dublin rent on one salary. I’d be lucky if I could afford anything fancier than baked beans for dinner if I left Paul.

      We crossed the road and I felt a rush of giddiness at the thought of doing something forbidden. I don’t know why—I owned the place so I had every right to be there. I suppose it was an indication of how boring my life had become that this counted as a thrill.

      I felt Kate tense beside me and a moment later she stopped walking.

      “What is it?” I hissed.

      There was a loud shout up ahead and I realised there were two men standing in the doorway of the hotel.

      Kate ushered us into the doorway of the building we were standing in front of. It was the little hardware shop I’d seen earlier. Up close, I saw the window display held sun-bleached boxes of sugar soap and old-fashioned laundry soap flakes. It looked so well-kept that I’d assumed it was still operating, but maybe no-one had been back to clear it out.

      “What’s going on?” I hissed as the argument continued.

      “I don’t know.” She peered around the edge of the doorway and then ducked back in to us. “That’s Derry Sutherland and Owen Campbell.”

      I peeped out. The two men were pacing around each other like two adult lions. I held my breath and tried to hear what they were saying, but they were both so riled up that their words were garbled, so I couldn’t make out what they were saying. The aggression was unmistakable, though.

      “So it’s true about Derry not being liked.” I shivered. This was way beyond dislike. The mens’ aggression made it obvious that they really hated each other. “Who’s the other guy? Is he one of the ones who doesn’t like what Derry is doing to the island?”

      Kate sighed. “Nobody likes what he’s doing to the island. I don’t really know Owen, but Derry must have done something terrible to rile him up like that, because he always seemed like a quiet man.”

      We waited for a few minutes but the two men showed no sign of moving on.

      “Come on,” Kate whispered. “We should go.”

      I nodded. I would have liked to see the hotel but I didn’t want to walk through a battle zone to get there. “Is it usually this quiet?” The pub hadn’t been packed but around three-quarters of the tables had been occupied, so I was surprised the street was deserted.

      “There’s nothing up this way. There used to be a bar and restaurant in the hotel so there’d always be people milling around between there and the pub. Now people rarely have a reason to come up this way when the ferry has stopped running for the day.”

      “Unless they want to go to the boutique hotel for a consultation,” Mary added.

      We all laughed. Kate took my arm and we turned and walked back to her van. “Come on. I’ll drop you back there to get your car and you can follow me back to our house.”
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      Even before I checked the time on my phone I knew it was very early. I could tell from the silence—it was so quiet it made my ears buzz.

      Or maybe I was wrong and this was how quiet it was on the island.

      No, it was six thirty.

      I groaned and shifted my head on the pillow trying to get comfortable again.

      I wondered what woke me. It wasn’t like I’d had an early night—I’d stayed up chatting to the McMahons until well after midnight. I’d set three alarms, expecting to need all of them to drag me out of bed.

      I sat up, filled with nerves. Our chats had given me a vivid picture of my grandmother. As well as telling me stories, they’d brought out photo albums and boxes of loose photos to show me. Contrary to what I’d believed, my mother had brought me to the island several times when I was a child. I wondered why she’d stopped. I knew there’d been some disagreement but I didn’t know what could have been so severe that she’d cut ties with her mother. It didn’t seem fair to put Mary in the uncomfortable position of having to tell me. I thought about calling Mum to ask her, but I hadn’t told her about Bernard’s call and I wasn’t looking forward to telling her I knew the secret she’d been trying to keep from me.

      My thoughts turned to Paul so I threw off the duvet and got out of bed. I couldn’t face thinking about him yet. But as soon as I decided that, he was all I could think about.

      I gritted my teeth and groaned. I had to get up and get out or else these thoughts were going to keep going round and round in my mind. Mary had made me promise I’d wake her to cook me breakfast before I left, but it wasn’t even six thirty and I couldn’t stand to wake her so early.

      I got dressed and tiptoed through the house to the kitchen, where I grabbed my keys off the table. I scribbled a quick note to the McMahons to thank them for hosting me. We’d come in the back door so I went to that door first. It was only when I grabbed the handle that I realised it was probably locked and I wouldn’t be able to lock up after I left. But to my surprise, it was open. They’d laughed about leaving the door open during the day in case a neighbour wanted to call but I couldn’t imagine feeling safe at night with the doors open while you slept. I shook my head. Dunmorrow Island was so modern in some ways, but I couldn’t see that happening anywhere else.

      I closed the door gently and unlocked the car. It was still dark and I had almost an hour before I was due to meet Bernard, but I figured I could walk laps of the town and the little harbour.

      As I was about to pull out of the driveway, a pair of headlights appeared from around the corner and zoomed past before I knew what was happening. My heart hammered. Who was racing along the island’s narrow main road so early? Nothing was open.

      I took a breath to calm my nerves and told myself my jitters were caused by lack of sleep. It was probably someone leaving a friend’s house.

      I turned right and drove towards the town. I didn’t meet another car and I’d started to relax by the time I pulled into a free parking spot outside the hotel. There were a lot of vacant spots now—I guess a lot of people drove to the town for the evening and then drove home. I got out and looked around as I stretched. It was pitch black apart from the street lights and the lights in the cafe. The street was deserted. I froze. No, that wasn’t true. There was a man lurking in the doorway of the hotel. I eased my foot off the clutch and let the car roll forward until it came to a stop outside the cafe next door to the hotel. I don’t know why, but something about that man lurking in the shadows creeped me out and I felt better parking outside the cafe where the people inside could see me.

      I got out into the rain and was careful to lock the door of my car. I pulled up my hood and was about to go over to the cafe to grab a coffee for my walk when I looked up and realised that the old man was peering around the side of the hotel doorway, watching me.

      I hurried across the street, eager to put some distance between us. When I was standing on the footpath on the other side, I forced myself to look back. I really didn’t want to—just in case he’d disappeared or he’d somehow managed to sneak right up behind me.

      I shivered with relief when I saw he was back sheltering under the little canopy over the hotel door. He was peering out in the other direction now. Maybe he was waiting for a lift or something. I didn’t know. I felt a little silly for being so rattled by a little old man.

      I started walking towards the harbour, ignoring the voice in my mind that niggled at me, telling me that I was foolish for walking around these deserted streets in the dark. This was Dunmorrow Island. Hadn’t that woman at the ferry cafe told me nothing ever happened here? It was safe.

      I hesitated when I reached the edge of the town and realised the only places ahead of me were Cliona’s and the harbour. I made myself keep going. There were streetlights despite the lack of businesses, probably because the hill was so steep and in winter months it was still dark when the first and last ferries arrived and departed.

      There were no lights on in the boutique hotel and no cars parked outside. I wondered how much business Cliona saw in the busy summer months. If I’d turned up fed and well-rested, would I have leaned in to her consultation? Or would it still have seemed like a whole load of nonsense to me?

      I took long strides down the hill and did a loop of the ferry car park. It was a far bigger set up on the island than it was on the mainland. A long pier jutted out into the bay. There was a wide boat ramp on either side of the pier. There were no businesses, but it was better lit and I guess they didn’t need a cafe down here when there was one up in the town. I wondered about Rosie’s place on the other side—it was miles from anywhere and the ferry only took about twenty vehicles. Even in summer when there were double the number of sailings, that still wasn’t a whole lot of customers.

      I took a deep breath and leaned against a wall to stretch. I was stiff and sore from spending long hours at my desk and the drive to Rosstymon hadn’t helped.

      The walk wasn’t clearing my mind as much as it should have. Maybe that was because it was dark and deserted. Instead of clearing my mind, I couldn’t stop seeing the worst of everything. In the quiet darkness, it seemed obvious that Rosie’s business was a front for something shady and that Cliona was running a cult from her minimalist B&B.

      I shivered.

      Instead of calming me, being out there alone was having the opposite effect. It didn’t matter if nothing ever happened on the island. It felt unnatural to be out in the dark on my own like this. I stood up and reached my hands in the air to stretch. Then I started back the way I came. The hill would kill my legs, but it might also finally curtail my overactive imagination.

      I took my time, wanting the workout without the sweat. I relished the burn in my calves. I had a long drive home that day, so the movement would stand to me. I wasn’t twenty anymore—sitting still for long periods of time left me feeling stiff for days.

      The town came into view and I felt a fresh burst of motivation knowing I’d almost cleared the hill. I stopped to take a breath. The air there was so fresh and clean. Sure, there were cars on the island, but the traffic at peak time wasn’t even close to what the traffic was like on my street in the middle of the night.

      And I got to thinking, why couldn’t I live somewhere like this? I’d been doing bookkeeping for years. My boss was completely against working from home, but surely not every workplace would be like that. And if they were, I could set up on my own. There were businesses on the island. I allowed my thoughts to drift as I imagined what that might be like, but I kept coming back to reality. How could I just leave my life and move to an island in the middle of nowhere?

      I wrapped my arms around my chest, noticing the cold now I’d stopped moving. The scene in front of me was like something out of a dream. There was a sign on my left that said Welcome to Dunmorrow Island. The words were partially obscured by a vibrant yellow gorse bush. The town was laid out ahead, its buildings looking dark and mysterious in the yellowy orange light of the streetlights. Something about this place made my heart sing, like I’d finally come home after years away. It made no sense to me, but for once I wasn’t leading with my brain.

      I shook my head and started walking again. So much had happened in the past few days. How could I trust my instincts right now? I’d spent the evening with my grandmother’s best friend and learned more about my history in that short time than I’d ever known.

      I knew better than to buy into a dream. People were struggling on the island. Businesses were closing. Young people were being forced to move away and buy houses on the mainland because they couldn’t afford property here or properties just weren’t becoming available. Just because I’d had a lovely evening with Kate and Mary didn’t mean those problems would magically go away.

      As I turned the corner and got closer to the hotel, I saw the old man who had been hanging around outside was gone. I hurried towards the cafe, drawn by the irresistible prospect of coffee. I only hoped Mary had been wrong about the food because my stomach was rumbling and I didn’t know how long my meeting with Bernard was going to take.
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      By the time I pushed open the cafe door I was slightly out of breath from my walk and I’d finally managed to get control over my crazy daydreams about running the hotel. I really needed a coffee and some food before I met Bernard. The fact that I’d inherited a hotel still hadn’t sunk in, so I was going to do myself a favour and make sure I was well fed and hydrated before our meeting. I needed to be mentally sharp so I could decide what to do with the place. After everything I’d heard, there was no way I was going to just let it sit idle, even if that meant selling it.

      When I stepped inside, I realised with a start that the old man I’d seen lurking around earlier was sitting at a table. He’d been hidden from view by a pillar next to his table. He had a cup of tea in front of him and he was bent over a newspaper. He looked up and gave me a weak wave.

      I baulked at the vivid red blood on his hand. “Hello,” I said. I gritted my teeth as my heart pounded and I struggled to breathe.

      Relax, Laura, I told myself. He’s probably a farmer and he hurt himself working on the land.

      Why had my brain immediately jumped to crime as the only explanation for blood? I’d definitely been listening to too many true crime podcasts. Maybe that was the reason for my crazy dark thoughts on the walk back up the hill.

      I turned to the counter. There was nobody there. Maybe this guy was the owner. I’d be sick if he got up and touched my food now that I’d seen blood on his hands. I looked around at the food on display. Maybe he had something prepackaged that I could order.

      “Are you open? Am I too early?”

      The man laughed and smoothed down his paper with his hand, which left a bloody smear over a photo of an old building. “I don’t work here. How could I? I’ve been retired since before you were born.”

      I doubted that, but I was somewhat flattered by the suggestion. “You’re bleeding,” I said, pointing at the paper. “Look.”

      He looked down at it and then at both of his hands. They were clear of blood now, and more blood hadn’t appeared. “No I’m not.” He turned to face me. “Unless I’ve cut my face?”

      I scanned his face and shook my head. “No, you’re all clear.”

      He returned his attention to the paper, seeming not to notice the blood smeared on the page in front of him.

      I walked to the counter to wait for whoever was working to come back so I could order. When I looked behind me, I caught the old man watching me. He looked away quickly when he realised I’d noticed.

      My heart hammered. This was so weird. What was going on? He’d been lurking around outside the hotel when I got out of the car. Now he was staring at me.

      I drummed my fingers on the counter just to do something. The man was giving me the creeps. I was thinking about leaving when the door behind the counter opened and a petite woman with wild brown curls bustled in looking red-faced and frazzled.

      “Morning, love,” she said, seeming not at all surprised to see a new customer first thing in the morning. “Sorry, I haven’t kept you waiting, have I? I’ve just been taking in a delivery for a catering client. What can I get you?”

      I frowned as I recalled the speeding car as I was leaving the house earlier. Could that have been her supplier on the way back from town? I thought about saying something, but what? It was none of my business. Anyway, it couldn’t have been. It would have been a massive delivery for her to take that long to bring it in, and it had been a car that passed me, not a truck.

      I looked up at the board above the counter. It all looked good but I didn’t usually eat much this early in the morning. “I’ll have the eggs Benedict,” I said. “And a latte. Double shot.”

      “Not a problem,” she said. “Do you want to go take a seat while you wait?”

      I turned just in time to see the old man with the newspaper look away. A shiver ran through me. Why had he been watching me?

      I turned to find a table as far away from the man as I could. As I was sitting down at the table in the window, I saw the lights flick on in the solicitor’s office. “You know what, can I change that order? I need to meet someone soon.”

      “Sure, hon.” She frowned. “Who are you meeting at this hour?”

      She was so friendly, but after Kate and Mary’s warning the day before, I was wary of what I said to strangers. Even so, it felt strange to deliberately evade somebody’s direct question.

      She held up her free hand. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to be nosy. I didn’t recognise you, that’s all. It’s unusual for people who aren’t locals to come in this early. What’ll you have instead of the eggs bene? I’m Angela, by the way.”

      “A ham and cheese croissant,” I said, seeing a tray of premade ones in the cold cabinet. “There’s no need to heat it.”

      “Are you sure? It’ll be nicer hot.”

      I shook my head, darting my eyes to the old man as I did so in the hope that she’d understand my reluctance to stay. I couldn’t explain it but I felt a little creeped out by him.

      I took out my phone as I waited and thought about trying Derry Sutherland again. I’d tried calling him when we got back to Kate’s house, but he hadn’t answered. To be honest, I was wary about meeting him after the argument we’d witnessed on the street.

      I decided to give it one more go. I held the phone to my ear and waited. It didn’t even ring this time. He’d probably turned it off when he arrived home.

      Angela bustled over with a takeaway coffee cup and my croissant on a paper plate. “In case you need to hurry off.” She smiled at me. “How long are you staying on the island?”

      “I’m leaving today. Probably the late morning ferry.”

      “Ah, that’s a shame. Was it your first time on the island?”

      I nodded and took a sip of my coffee.

      “How is it?”

      I frowned. “How’s what?”

      “The coffee, of course.”

      I smacked my lips. It was nothing compared to the coffee I’d had from Rosie’s container cafe, but I wasn’t going to tell her that. Plus, I was probably barred from Rosie’s for life so it would do me good to forget how great her coffee was. “It’s lovely.”

      Angela laughed. “Finally, somebody who appreciates a good coffee! Ah, I do get a lot of people in for coffee these days.” She leaned closer. “The lady who ran the place before me operated it as more of a greasy spoon, see. So even though I leased it three years ago, people still think it’s the same place. Not even a great name will change that.”

      I took a large bite of my croissant so there was no risk of me telling her what I really thought about her punny name. It made no sense to me. She didn’t sell any fish dishes. It was like a butcher shop using a punny hair salon name like Curl Up and Dye. I stared at the blank screen of my phone as I chewed. Why wasn’t Derry calling me back? A thought hit me then. “You probably know everything that happens on the island, right?”

      She smiled. I could see I’d flattered her with that comment. “I suppose I do have a lot of people coming in and out all day telling me what’s going on in their lives.”

      “Do you know Derry Sutherland?”

      She thought about it for a moment and shook her head. “I know the name, obviously, but he never comes in here.”

      A sudden movement in the corner of my eye caught my attention. The old man who’d been hunched over his newspaper was now sitting rigidly upright. I could tell from the way he was completely still that he was listening to our conversation.

      The question was why.

      Feeling unnerved, I smiled at Angela and shook my head. “It doesn’t matter. I thought he might be a regular here. I was going to ask you to tell him to return Laura’s calls.”

      “Return Laura’s calls,” she repeated. “I’ll do that if I see him. Like I said, though, I’ve been running this place for three years and he’s never come through that door.”

      The old man banged some coins on his table and hurried out past Angela, muttering his thanks as he left.

      I watched him go, wondering if I was being paranoid.

      “Is he a bit strange?” I asked Angela. At least I could relax now without feeling like he was watching me.

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve never seen him before.”

      “Oh.”

      “You seem a little rattled.”

      “I don’t know. He was lurking outside the hotel when I pulled up earlier.”

      “Probably sheltering from the rain,” she said as she bustled back behind the counter.

      “Yes,” I said faintly. “Probably.” I didn’t want to come across like a conspiracy theorist to someone I didn’t know, but why would he have been standing out there like that? The hotel wasn’t open. Why would he have needed to shelter in the rain when the cafe was there.

      I shook my head. So much for getting my thoughts in order. Maybe the man had only noticed the cafe after a while.

      I ate the last of my croissant and stood up. “I should get going.”
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        * * *

      

      I walked across the road feeling guilty for thinking badly about an old man who might have just gotten caught in the rain. Then I remembered the blood on his hand and shuddered. I quickly put that thought out of my mind in case it turned me off my coffee.

      I tried Derry’s number again but it was still turned off. By that stage I was outside Bernard’s office so I gave up. I’d try later. Why wasn’t he picking up? What could be more important to him than a potential sale?
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      I was exactly on time when I walked into Bernard’s office in what must have been a shop at some point, so I was surprised when I realised he wasn’t there. Not that I knew Bernard, of course, but listening to his clipped voice on the phone had given me a mental image of a man who was precise and punctual.

      There was a reception desk right inside the door. A young man with a thick beard sat behind it, scribbling on a yellow legal pad. There was a separate office in the back, boxed off from the main room with glass walls. It housed a desk and a series of shelves packed with thick leather-bound books. It was neat in there, in contrast to the main room. Granted, it was a small area for all the furniture that was packed into it. As well as the reception desk, there was a round table beside the window with three chairs around it and a comfortable-looking armchair in the corner. But the main source of chaos was the piles of files stacked everywhere. I hadn’t expected that from Bernard.

      The young bearded guy looked up. “Can I help you?”

      I smiled. “I’m here to meet Bernard. He said he’d be here. Do you have any idea when he’ll be in?”

      The receptionist’s eyes crinkled. Up close I could see they were warm and kind. He was so different from the corporate people I spent most of my days with. With his unruly brown curls and fleece it looked like he might take off any moment to go surfing or hiking.

      He must have been Bernard’s son. I couldn’t imagine a stickler like Bernard hiring someone who looked so casual, unless he was a family member who couldn’t get a job anywhere else.

      “I’m Bernard,” he said with a flash of perfect white teeth. He held out his hand. “You must be Laura.”

      I snorted. So much for my theory. “What?” I couldn’t help it. He couldn’t have been more different to how he came across on the phone.

      Bernard pursed his lips and it looked like he was trying very hard not to laugh. “Pleased to meet you too, I suppose. I take it you didn’t look me up on my website.”

      Now that I knew who he was, of course, I recognised his voice from the phone. But still, it was hard to tally up the image I had in my mind with the amused-looking man in front of me.

      “You’re not what I expected,” I said, and immediately wished I hadn’t said that. Something about this man was making me blurt out the first thing that popped into my head.

      “What were you expecting?”

      I stared at him as I tried to come up with an answer. I just couldn’t do it. Maybe Angela had given me a decaf by mistake, because my brain felt like it had been encased in jelly. “Someone about fifty years older than you in a hairy grey suit, maybe?”

      He laughed. “Is that how I come across on the phone?”

      I held up my hands. “I’m so sorry. That sounded awful. What I mean is…” I sighed. “This is all such a surprise. First talking to you and finding out my grandmother left me anything. Then finding out I’ve inherited an entire hotel. My brain isn’t working right now. Clearly.”

      He smiled. “When I got off the phone after talking to you the other night I did wonder how much you’d been told. I take it Mary tracked you down yesterday?”

      I nodded. “They came and found me. It’s a good thing they did too. I was in the middle of a consultation with the woman in the boutique hotel. You could have warned me about that place.”

      He groaned. “Oh no, that doesn’t sound good. I apologise. I should have told you to check with Stephen about the ferry times. I use it so rarely that it didn’t even cross my mind.”

      “It’s fine,” I said. “If I hadn’t been late I wouldn’t have met Mary and Kate.”

      He laughed. “Oh, I have a feeling they’d have tracked you down.” He clapped his hands. “Anyway, you’re here now and we have a lot to discuss.”

      “I own a hotel,” I said. I smiled. “I feel like I need to keep saying it out loud to make myself believe it.”

      “It must be pretty strange to find out the way you did. I just assumed you knew about the hotel.”

      I shook my head. “I had no idea. My mother never really spoke about her past. A hotel… it’s just… there’s so much potential there, isn’t there.”

      Bernard interlaced his fingers. “Well, this is promising. You sound excited about it. Would you consider running it?”

      I closed my eyes and exhaled. I’d seen the hope in his eyes and realised the error I’d made. “I’m so sorry. I’m getting way ahead of myself. Daydreaming, really. I need to be practical. The one thing I do know is I don’t want it to sit empty for much longer.”

      “Ah.” There was an edge to his voice now. “Do you know, I’ve spent every spare moment since I got off the phone with you preparing what I was going to say to you to sell you on running the hotel.”

      “Really?”

      “Of course. It’s been empty for two years now. That has a huge effect on tourism to the island. There are holiday lets, sure, but it’s not the same as a hotel. And it’s not just tourism. The hotel used to be such a hub of activity for the island.”

      It’s a big thing to find out that the well-being of a town is relying on your responsible handling of a property you didn’t even know you owned. “But that’s why I’m thinking I should just sell it and let somebody who knows what they’re doing come in and run the place? I was trying to call Derry⁠—”

      “No,” he said sharply. “Believe me when I tell you that would do no good for the island.” He leaned forward and raked his fingers through his hair. “Look, every property that’s come up for sale on the island in the past few years has gone to the same investor. They run them all the same. Not a cent goes back to the island. A team comes over every day during the tourist season to clean and remake the rooms. The guests can order breakfast boxes and other meal boxes. The kitchens are stocked before arrival. They don’t hire locals. They recruit from abroad and the staff are treated terribly.”

      “Wouldn’t it be different if they had a hotel? That’s not the same as buying up houses.”

      Bernard’s mouth was a straight line, like he’d had this discussion many times before. “They have no interest in running it like a hotel. Trust me. Hotels have too many overheads. They’d turn it into apartments.”

      A weird sense of emptiness washed over me. How could I just leave here knowing that my actions or inactions would affect the future of this island? I might not remember ever being there, but after the previous night’s chats, I felt a sense of belonging on the island. And it was hard to explain, but there was something familiar about Mary and Kate. It was almost like they were long-lost family members I’d been reunited with.

      “There has to be something I can do. Like put a condition in the sales contract that it can only be used as a hotel by whoever bought it.”

      Bernard said nothing for a long time. Finally, he sighed and stood up. “Come on, let’s go take a look around. You might not be interested in running the hotel but what’s the point in letting my presentation go to waste?” He laughed. “I’m surprised Mary didn’t take you in there already to show you around.”

      “She would have but there were two men arguing outside the hotel door when we went over so we decided to leave it.”

      “That’s strange.”

      “You know, Mary seemed afraid of getting in trouble with you when she suggested we go take a look at the hotel. That was another reason why I thought you must be old and stern.”

      Bernard snorted with laughter. “Did she say that? I think she must have been pulling your leg. Mary McMahon is afraid of nobody—especially not me.”

      I followed him out of the office and was surprised when he stopped to lock the door.

      “So there are people on the island who lock their doors.”

      He shook his head. “I keep telling them not to leave the back door open when they go to sleep. It’s one thing having it open during the day. I respect that tradition. No, that makes it sound like I simply tolerate it. I cherish it.”

      I smiled to myself. Was it any wonder I assumed he was eighty and pompous when that was the way he spoke?

      “Besides, I have a lot of confidential documents in there. My security needs are higher than others on the island.” He must have followed my gaze to the stacks of paper on every surface because he flushed. “My receptionist is on maternity leave. Things are getting a little out of hand, I’ll admit.” He pulled his key from the door. “Let’s go.”
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      Soon we were standing outside the hotel. It still didn’t feel real that this was mine. My heart pounded as Bernard unlocked the door and stood aside for me to go in first.

      I looked around the dim lobby and reception area. It was small, but all the furniture was perfectly proportioned for the space so it felt neat and cosy. The reception desk was made of dark wood with an art-deco style brass trim that ran the length of it.

      I closed my eyes and an image popped into my mind of that woman who looked like me carefully polishing the brass to a shine.

      I cleared my throat. I didn’t want Bernard to see the reaction I was having to the place. I wasn’t sure I understood it myself. I took a few steps back. I didn’t want to be rude as he so obviously wanted to show me around, but at the same time I knew I needed to be here alone to really appreciate this.

      Matching double doors sat just inside the lobby on either side. The doorway on the left had a brass sign that said Restaurant above it. The one on the right had a matching sign that said Bar. The staircase was just beyond the door to the restaurant.

      How could my mother have failed to mention that she grew up in a hotel? Or that her mother had been like the unofficial mayor of an entire island? They seemed like important facts to omit. I felt wrong-footed—I’d always assumed that my mother’s early life must have been incredibly dull if it wasn’t worth mentioning. I knew now that that couldn’t be further from the truth.

      “Do you know why she left this to me? I don’t even remember her.”

      Bernard held up his hands. “I’m just the legal guy.”

      I sighed. “It just doesn’t make sense to me.”

      “Come on. Let’s go look around.” He smiled. “Your grandmother was an institution on the island, Laura. And she loved this place so much. She loved your mother too, but she recognised that there were… limitations,” he said carefully.

      I sighed. I felt disloyal treading so close to criticising my mother in front of a stranger, but I needed him to be honest with me. “I know my mother is a difficult woman. You know it too—look at how long it took for you to get in touch with me.”

      He nodded. “That was Imelda’s concern too. She was worried Frances would sell up and never mention a word of it to you. She wanted you to have the chance to see this place and know your history. She understood that you might decide to sell, but she wanted it to be your choice.” He gestured around. “Go ahead, Laura. Look around.”

      I felt awkward just opening doors and looking around. It felt like I was intruding somehow.

      “Now,” he went on. “Don’t mind the smell. It’s a little musty in here. It’s been closed for two years. The power was turned off a long time ago. It’s pretty gloomy too.” He took out his phone and turned on the light, holding it up over his head to illuminate the room around us. “There were often weddings here when I was a teenager. They’d set up a big round table over there for the reception. The restaurant would be all decked out with fairy lights and draped with white fabric. They were great fun. Imelda would bring in a load of the local kids to work at them. One summer I think I worked a wedding every weekend. I was able to save enough that I didn’t have to work during the college term that year.” He smiled. “It was hard work but because half the staff were people you’d gone to school with, we had such a laugh.”

      “Imelda didn’t mind?”

      He shook his head. “As long as we were professional in front of the guests it didn’t bother her that we were having water fights out the back when we were putting hundreds of plates and glasses through the washer. Those were the days.”

      “Are all those people you worked with still on the island?”

      His expression darkened. “A lot of them left for work or college and never came back. Come on. I’ll show you the bar.”

      I followed him through the double doors.

      “This place was a popular retreat for playwrights and musicians way back in the day, long before Imelda had the idea to start advertising as a venue for small weddings. They came for your grandmother, mostly, according to my mother and aunts. She had a great way with people. The bar would be filled with music and laughter in the evenings. Of course in those days, the permanent population on the island was much higher. Mam says there was a real buzz around the place when she was young.”

      I looked around the bar. It was bigger than I’d expected but as Bernard had pointed out, it was built for busier times.

      I felt a pang of longing to get a website up and running and throw open the doors for guests. That was silly, I know—if it was that easy to set up a profitable hotel, everybody would be doing it.

      “I had my eighteenth birthday here,” Bernard said with a smile. “And my twenty-first.”

      “Hopefully you’ll be able to have your thirtieth here too.”

      He threw his head back and laughed. “I’m well past thirty. I’m very flattered. By the time I turned thirty I wasn’t interested in big parties anymore.” He fell silent, watching me. “You know, you’re very like her. Imelda, I mean. She was charming too.”

      I flushed. “I have a feeling you’re trying to flatter me into running the hotel.”

      He laughed and shook his head. “Do you want to go look in the restaurant, the kitchens and the private house, or will we go upstairs and look at the rooms?”

      I looked at him, bewildered. I couldn’t decide. I wanted to know all there was to know about this place.

      “Let’s go look at the rooms first. I’m telling you, Laura, if these walls could talk I’d say we’d be here for years listening to all their stories.”

      I smiled. “So those poets and musicians who came to stay, did they throw TVs out the windows and trash the place?”

      “Oh, nothing like that,” he laughed. “They were probably too afraid of Imelda to behave like that. And they were gentle souls, really. Trad musicians. I don’t think we’ve ever had a rock star on the island. We wouldn’t know what to do with them. It’s always been peaceful here. And that’s a mixed blessing. It’s so peaceful that they closed the local Garda station in the early 2000s.”

      “So what happens if there’s a crime on the island outside of the normal ferry times?”

      He laughed and tapped his hand on the bannister. “Touch wood we never find out. I’m only joking. The Garda station in Rosstymon has a boat docked near where you got the ferry from. It’s not just us, they look after some of the other islands too. We’re not completely lawless.” He turned to face me and gestured to either side of him. “So the rooms are all on this floor and the floor above us. There are sixteen of them in total. All the rooms are very similar so it doesn’t really matter where we start.”

      I grinned. “So Imelda didn’t do consultations to match her guests to the perfect room for them?”

      He clicked his tongue. “She’d be horrified if she heard about that. She was all about hospitality. That woman at the B&B is a little self-indulgent if you ask me.”

      “I guess she does whatever needs to be done to make a profit.”

      He sighed. “The most profitable thing would be to run it as a B&B the way it was always run. A lot of people love the B&B experience. And people who usually stay in hotels aren’t going to book a so-called hotel that doesn’t have any amenities. My theory is when the hotel closed she decided she’d turn her place into a hotel and capture the market. But she doesn’t have the facilities, no matter how wild you let your imagination get when you’re doing up the marketing materials.” He gestured to the left and started walking along the corridor.

      I followed. “Didn’t Imelda consider selling the hotel to her instead of closing it? So the hotel could stay open for tourists?”

      “Oh no, she wouldn’t dream of doing that. Imelda got along well with most people, but she wasn’t a fan of Cliona.”

      “How come?”

      We stopped and Bernard opened the door in front of us. It had a big brass 1 screwed onto it. “Cliona makes life hard for herself. Every time she saw Imelda she’d complain about how easy Imelda had it with the hotel compared to the challenge Cliona faced in trying to make the B&B profitable. Imelda found it very offensive. She didn’t have it easy. The hotel was only a success because of her hard work, and there were tough years when she took it over from her parents. But the main reason she wouldn’t sell was she wanted it kept in the family in case you wanted to run it in future.” He cleared his throat. “Now, this room and the end room on the other side are family rooms. All the others, including the rooms upstairs, are standard doubles.”

      I looked in. It was neat and clean, though the decor was dated. At first I was surprised to see the bare mattresses, but then I realised the bedding would have gotten damp if it was left on the beds long term. The desk and chairs were draped in clear plastic.

      I sighed. “It’s so sad to see it unused like this. I can’t believe my mother didn’t think of that when she kept this place from me.”

      “I know. Believe me, I know.”

      I looked around the room. It was basic. A double bed and two singles. Beige carpet. Flowery curtains. It was a beautiful space. The morning light was bright and the intensity of it surprised me because we were still in the depths of winter. If I took out the beds that were there and replaced them with a super king bed, there’d be room for a couch and table too. Perfect for a bride getting ready on the morning of her wedding.

      I shook my head. Why was I daydreaming about room layouts and colour schemes? There was no way I could run this place.

      Bernard gave me a funny look that suggested he knew what was going on in my mind. Maybe that was why he was refraining from trying to sell me on the place—he knew he didn’t have to.

      We moved on to the next room and the next. They were both double rooms and mirror images of each other. There was plenty of space inside each one to add one of the single beds from the family room…

      I shook my head. I was getting carried away again.

      We moved along, passing the staircase. “There was a poet who used to come and stay here for months at a time,” he said, opening the door to one of the front-facing rooms. “He hardly ever left his room, not even to go down to the trad music sessions in the bar. He was a very odd man. It was one of the summers I was working here. He’d call down every evening without fail to complain about the noise. And then he’d come again the following year.”

      I shook my head and smiled.

      “And this one,” he continued, opening the next door. “Was where one of the trad musicians would stay. I think your grandmother put him next door to the poet as a way of encouraging your man to find somewhere else to go for his solitude.”

      “She wouldn’t tell him to go elsewhere?”

      He laughed. “Don’t get me wrong, she could be very direct if somebody was overstepping, but she was a kind woman. She wouldn’t kick him out, but she did wonder why he kept coming back if he disliked the noise so much.”

      I let my mind drift as we walked on. I understood now what Bernard meant. The rooms were unremarkable, but the stories made them special.

      “They should find photos of these people. Line the corridors with them. Really show the history.”

      Bernard turned back to me with a smile. “Who’s they? You’re the owner, remember?”

      I sighed. I was having a hard time accepting that.

      He stopped outside the room at the end of the hall. “This is the other family room. Do you want to keep going? There’s still the restaurant, kitchens and the private house to see before you go and get the ferry.”

      I thought about it. This might be my last time to set foot in the place, and I was in no hurry to get away. “No, I want to see everything.” I pulled out my phone and sighed when I saw Derry still hadn’t responded. It was all very well thinking of lovely ideas for the hotel, but I simply couldn’t afford it. I had a good job and my office was at least four hours away. And that wasn’t four hours away from the hotel, it was four hours from the ferry landing point at Rosstymon, so it wasn’t like I could run the hotel from Dublin.

      I had to be practical and that meant I needed to meet with the island’s only real estate agent and get his thoughts. But I’d left him several messages and he still hadn’t called me back. “I could murder Derry Sutherland,” I muttered. “Why wouldn’t he get back to me when I’m right here on the island?” I put my phone away and shook my head. “I’m not saying I’m going to use Derry to sell the place, but I need to start figuring out my options. It’d be good to see him before I go.”

      “I understand. Okay, here’s the other family room.” He opened the door. “It’s pretty much identical to…” he trailed off.

      At first I didn’t realise anything was wrong. But then Bernard made a strange sound and I instinctively looked past him into the room.

      I gasped.

      Derry Sutherland was lying on the floor.

      Dead.
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      Bernard shook his head. “It looks like somebody got there before you.”

      Anxiety replaced shock as I realised I’d just said I wanted to murder the man who was lying dead in front of us. “I didn’t mean what I said just now. I didn’t. I wouldn’t. I didn’t even know the man.” I took a deep breath half-expecting to wake up from a crazy fever dream. But when I opened my eyes, Derry was still there on the floor in front of us.

      “Who would do this?”

      I took shallow breaths through my mouth but it did little to calm me. “Most of the island, if what you said is true.”

      “I’ll just check…” Bernard said, bending down and holding two fingers to Derry’s neck.

      I backed out of the room slowly and awkwardly, like my legs were set in concrete.

      “Well he’s dead alright,” he said, joining me in the corridor. “There’s no weapon in there. We should call emergency services so they can get someone here as soon as possible.” His eyes were still wide with shock.

      “Bernard!” I hissed. I finally felt able to speak now we were out of that room. Bernard had pulled his sleeve over his hand and closed the door so it was left the way we found it. “I saw him last night. Remember I said there were two men fighting outside last night when we wanted to come in? Well Derry was one of them. Kate and Mary pointed him out to me.”

      Bernard frowned. “What time was this at?”

      I thought back. “Around eight thirty or nine.”

      He squeezed his eyes shut. “That’s long after the last ferry. Whoever did this is probably still on the island.”

      A shiver ran through me at the thought that the killer was someone I’d met the day before. However shocking it was for me, though, I knew it must have been a million times worse for Bernard, who was from the island.

      Bernard raked his fingers through his hair and groaned. “We need to get out of here. You said you were with the McMahons when you saw that other man with Derry?”

      I nodded.

      “They might know who he was. Come on.”

      We hurried down the stairs to the door. Bernard had to remind me to lock it after us. I didn’t joke about him being the only security conscious person on the island—it didn’t seem like a time for jokes. We were in shock. Of course we were.

      “Who else had a key?” I frowned. “There was no sign of a break-in. Maybe we should check the rest of downstairs.”

      Bernard agreed and we let ourselves back inside and through the door with the sign on it that said Private. It was nothing like the tour I’d been expecting. I barely took in a thing as we dashed around in silence.

      This was bad.

      This was really bad.

      We found no broken windows and all the exterior doors in the back were still locked securely.

      I shook my head as we went back to the main door. “Was this door definitely locked when we came in earlier?”

      He nodded. “I would have noticed if it wasn’t.”

      “So whoever did this had a key. Do you know who else had one?”

      He smiled thinly. “The set in my pocket is supposed to be the only set. But you know yourself that’s not the case.”

      I frowned. “You think Mary did this?”

      “Goodness, no. I’d never think such a thing.”

      I remembered the speeding car. “Bernard, a car raced past when I was leaving Kate’s house earlier. It was coming from the town.” My eyes widened. “And there was an old man hanging around outside the hotel when I parked. I saw him in the cafe later and he kept staring at me. There was blood on his hand but he wasn’t bleeding.”

      “What? Who was that?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve never seen him before.”

      Bernard held up his hands. “Okay, stop for a moment. I need to call this in.”

      “But...”

      “Look, I’m sorry things have taken this terrible turn, Laura, but we’re going to need to continue this tour another time. I need to speak to the guards. Then I have to get over to Mary’s and try to make sense of this. You don’t want to get wrapped up in this. You should get on the next ferry out of here.”

      I bristled. “Look, we found a body in my hotel the day after I arrived on the island for the first time. I spent all day yesterday blowing up Derry’s phone and leaving him voice messages. I’d say I’m already pretty wrapped up in this.”

      And it wasn’t just the voice messages. Not only was I the one who’d found him, he’d been found in my hotel and I’d been wandering around town on my own that morning.

      Bernard looked unconvinced as we walked to my car. “I’m only looking out for you. Why involve yourself in this drama? You didn’t know Derry. Just because you left him some voicemails that in no way means you’ll be a suspect. Why don’t you go get the ferry? We can discuss the hotel another time.”

      It was so cold. I wanted to believe him and get in the car and drive home. I looked at my watch and my blood ran cold. “The ferry. What if they escaped on the ferry?”

      I saw the moment it dawned on Bernard. “Don’t worry,” he said, opening the passenger door of my car. “The guards will be able to intercept the ferry on the other side before anybody drives off.”

      I jumped in and started the engine. We roared down the deserted Main Street and I tried not to panic when we turned the corner past the B&B and deep blue water seemed to surround me.

      “It’s long gone.”

      Bernard frowned. “The first one leaves at seven thirty. But the sea looks rough. The ferry might have been cancelled.”

      “How do we find that out for sure?”

      “A text would have gone out to everyone who usually gets the ferry.”

      Bernard made the call to emergency services as I turned the car around in the deserted ferry car park and drove back up the hill to the town.

      “So what now?” I said, pulling into a space across from the hotel.

      “Let’s go and see Mary. I’ll text Kate to get the kettle on.”

      “Isn’t it a bit early?”

      “Are you kidding me, Laura? There’s been a murder on the island. I don’t think anybody would resent being woken up in these circumstances. Anyway, Kate will be up. She may have left for work already.”

      “So what did you say to her? Is there a good way to say I’ve just found a dead body, now can you put the kettle on.”

      “I left out the first part.”

      “Just put the kettle on?”

      “Yeah.” He fell silent, fidgeting with his phone.

      “Aren’t you used to this kind of thing as a solicitor?”

      He shook his head. “No. Not on the island. And it’s more shocking knowing that it was somebody who spent the night here. I don’t think the holiday letting company has any guests here right now so it was likely a local who did this. Unless there was somebody staying at the B&B.”

      I shook my head. “No, when I walked past earlier the car park was empty and I didn’t see any cars there when we drove past just now.”

      We fell silent then, lost in our own thoughts. I was also trying to concentrate on the road. It was deserted, but there was a harsh wind coming in off the sea that was threatening to send me into the dry stone wall that was set only a few feet back from the road. I had to really work to concentrate because I didn’t fancy my car’s chances against ancient stone.

      “I don’t think there’s ever been a murder here before,” Bernard said as we pulled into Kate’s driveway.

      “I thought that’s how the island got its name.”

      “Well,” he said, rolling his eyes. “In recent memory.”

      That was something, I suppose, though I still didn’t like the timing of this. “Did you know him well? Derry?”

      Bernard sighed. He took so long to respond that I started to think he wasn’t going to answer. “I did and I didn’t. As the only solicitor on the island I worked with him quite a bit. I would never have acted for his buyer, but I represented sellers when they asked me to. He was going to sell them with or without me, so at least I could make sure that the locals who were selling got a fair price.”

      “Did you ever try and convince him to stop selling to that investor?”

      He sighed. “Sometimes the seller would insist on the property going to a local who was going to live in it, even if that meant accepting a lower price. But the problem was Derry. He always managed to convince them to take the money. I tried several times to reason with him. I stopped when I realised he just didn’t care. He had his big house and his fancy car. That’s all that mattered to him. And now he’s gone. I feel sorry for him, because I’d never wish that on anyone. But I’d be lying if I said I was heartbroken. Anyway, let’s go in.”

      I got a shock when we walked in the back door and found Mary standing right there, waiting. I guess I was still rattled from what we’d found in the hotel.

      “I heard two car doors slam,” she said. She turned to me. “What are you doing back here? And what were you thinking leaving money on the table like we’re some sort of guesthouse? I don’t want your money.”

      “She doesn’t miss a trick, that one,” Kate called from the kitchen. “I take it that’s Laura with you, Bernard.”

      Bernard glanced at me and I read the meaning in his look straight away. How were we going to tell them what happened?

      “Mary, I didn’t mean to offend you. I just wanted to give you something to show my appreciation for putting me up and being so kind.”

      She scoffed and waved her hand. “There was no need. You wouldn’t even let me make you breakfast.”

      “I might have if I hadn’t left at half six.”

      “Tea’s ready,” Kate called. “Come on in and sit down.”

      I took a deep breath as we moved into the farmhouse-style kitchen and pulled out a heavy wooden chair each.

      “Right,” Kate said. “What’s going on?”

      “Mary, you might want to sit down for this,” Bernard said.

      She scoffed. “I doubt there’s a thing in the world you could tell me that would make me go weak at the knees,” she said. “Unless Jason Statham has come to the island.”

      “I’m afraid not, Mary,” he said with a wan smile. “And please. Just humour me on this one.”

      She frowned as she moved to the table. “I don’t like this, Bernard. You’re not usually so serious. Even when you’re in solicitor mode.”

      Bernard looked pained. I felt a pang of responsibility then. Something had been nagging at me since we got in the car in the town. The timing of this was just too coincidental. It’s not like I murdered him, but even so—would Derry still be alive if I hadn’t come to the island?

      I hated seeing Bernard so burdened, faced with the unenviable task of sharing the news.

      “It’s Derry,” I blurted out. “We found him at the hotel. He’s been murdered.”

      Mary’s face turned as white as a sheet as she clamped her hand over her mouth.
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      Guilt rose inside me. Had I been too blunt? Mary looked terrible. It was like she’d aged ten years in the span of ten seconds. I couldn’t take my eyes off her. There was something so awful about seeing a tough woman rendered speechless.

      “Oh Mary I’m so sorry. I didn’t realise you were close to him.”

      She frowned and tried to speak but she was struggling to get the words out.

      “They weren’t close,” Kate muttered. “Nan, what are you thinking? Talk to us.”

      Mary coughed and shook her head before burying her face in her hands. “Oh my goodness, poor Imelda. What would she think? Who would do a thing like that.” She looked up at me, stricken. “You’ll never move to the island now. This is awful.”

      “But… what? I was never planning to move to the island. When Bernard got in touch with me I said I’d come to meet him in person, that’s all.”

      “Ah, you say that, but you’d have changed your mind.”

      Bernard frowned. “Wait, what? You’re upset because he was found in Imelda’s hotel, not because he’s dead?”

      Mary clicked her tongue. “Of course. Why would I be sad about him? He was a piece of work.”

      “Nan!” Kate cried. “You can’t say that about people.” She turned to me. “I’m so sorry. I know she sounds callous but she’s not. She has a dark sense of humour from so many years working as a nurse.”

      “Don’t talk about me like I’m not here.”

      “I’m not. I’m just trying to explain to Laura that you’re not a monster.”

      Mary scoffed. “Of course I’m not a monster. And I’m not callous. That man was awful. He’d knock on my door every week or so to ask if I’d thought about selling. I could see it in his eyes he was disappointed I wasn’t dead. He couldn’t wait to ship me out and sell this place to an investor who’d leave it empty most of the time. He didn’t give a damn about this island or the people on it. All he cared about was lining his pockets.”

      Kate sat back hard in her seat. “He did what? But you don’t⁠—”

      “You heard me.”

      “How come you never told me any of this?”

      “You were always at work when he came.”

      “No surprise there,” Kate said darkly. “That was sneaky of him.”

      “Don’t worry about it, love. I fended him off. And sure I couldn’t sell it to him even if I wanted to. But he didn’t know that. So it was funny, really. He was wasting his time. Anyway, I’m alive and he’s dead now. Isn’t it funny?”

      Kate shook her head. “Nan, you can’t joke about this. People will get the wrong idea.” Her eyes widened and she whipped around to face Bernard. “We saw Derry arguing with Owen Campbell last night outside the hotel.”

      Bernard nodded. “Laura mentioned you saw an argument. That doesn’t mean⁠—”

      “I know it doesn’t automatically mean it was Owen. What I’m saying is it must have happened after the last ferry. So whoever it was spent the night on the island and⁠—”

      “They could have gotten the first ferry to Rosstymon, yes. We went down to the harbour and there was no sign of the ferry. The sea was pretty rough. I assume the guards will go meet any ferries coming in from Dunmorrow Island just in case the killer tries to escape.”

      “Assume nothing,” Kate muttered. She jumped up and grabbed her phone from the counter and scrolled silently for a few seconds. She puffed out a breath. “Okay. Yeah. I have a text from Stephen. The ferry’s not running this morning. The sea is too rough.”

      Bernard groaned. “If it’s too rough for the ferry then it’ll be too rough for the Garda boat. Their only bet is if they can get the coastguard helicopter.” He pulled off his glasses and rubbed his eyes. “I had hoped we could get them here quickly and get this wrapped up.”

      “At least the killer hasn’t gotten away.” I immediately regretted saying that when I saw Kate and Mary’s reactions.

      “There’s a killer on the island,” Kate whispered. “There’s a killer on Dunmorrow Island.”

      Mary started to go pale again. She picked up her cup and drained it. “Who on earth could it be?”

      I tensed. Now I was seeing this from a different point of view. On one hand, justice might be served if the killer couldn’t get off the island. But the flip side of that was there was a murderer on the loose, someone who would probably do anything to avoid being caught.

      “I thought you had to leave to get back to work,” Kate said, cradling her cup. She sighed. “But you can’t now, can you? There’s no way off the island until it’s calm enough for the ferry to get in. It’s just too risky for boats with all the rocky outcrops in the bay.” She took a sip of her tea. “We need to stick together. Promise me you won’t go driving off on your own, Laura. We can go with you to the ferry when they start running again, but stay put until then.”

      I shivered. “I doubt I’m a target. I don’t know anyone on the island.” I realised as I said it that I was trying to convince myself as well as everyone else in the room. But what did it matter? I may not have known the killer but they might have known me. In fact, they most likely did given the timing.

      Bernard gave me a half-hearted smile. “There’s no harm in staying safe is there?”

      “What are we going to do? We can’t just sit here looking at each other until the guards are able to get here.” I had to do something. I was going to go crazy if I had to just sit around waiting.

      Kate jumped to her feet. “I have an idea,” she said, rummaging in the drawers of the old-fashioned sideboard that took up almost one full wall of the kitchen. She returned to the table with a 2015 diary and a blue ballpoint pen.

      “She’s finally given up trying to turn me into one of those women who writes down everything that happens to them,” Mary said, pointing at the book.

      “Usually when somebody gives you a gift, you say thank you. You don’t go on and on about it for ten years like it’s the worst thing anyone ever did to you.” Kate laughed. There was no malice in her words, only affection. “Anyway, why don’t we write down everything we know in case we forget. It might be some time before the guards get here. And it’ll keep us busy.”

      Mary’s eyes lit up. “Like detectives.”

      Bernard shook his head. “I think it’s a terrible idea. We should wait for the actual detectives.”

      “They might not get here for hours. Or days, even. I’m not saying we should try and solve it ourselves. I just want to write down everything we know. I’m sure it’ll help if we have a list of suspects ready to give to the guards when they get here. Maybe if we put our heads together we might figure it out without leaving this table.”

      “As long as that’s all you’re planning on doing,” Bernard said warily.

      “Oh come on, Bernard. It’s not like I’m going down to the hotel and packing bits of evidence into baggies, is it?” She clicked her pen and tapped it against the page. “Okay. So we saw Derry at around eight thirty last night. Having an argument with Owen Campbell.”

      Mary and I nodded.

      Kate wrote Owen Campbell’s name and underlined it. We all stared at it. “That’s all I’ve got,” she said after a few moments.

      Nobody said anything. The clock on the wall ticked loudly, emphasising how little we had to work on. Kate’s confident plan to write a list had tricked me into thinking the other three were going to solve this based on local knowledge of who was feuding with who.

      I cleared my throat. I was an outsider, but what was the harm in telling them what I’d seen? They could decide if it was relevant. “Bernard, remember I told you about that old man outside the hotel? How I saw him later in the cafe and he had blood on his hand.” I shivered. “And every time I looked up he was watching me. I don’t know, I’d probably say he was just lonely if it hadn’t been for the blood. It was strange. He wiped it off on the paper and I could see it hadn’t come from a cut on his hand.”

      Kate started writing. When she took her hand away I saw she’d written Walter Hughes. Bernard nodded when he saw what she’d written.

      “How did you know who it was? I didn’t even tell you what he looked like.”

      “It’s Walter Hughes.”

      “He goes there every morning,” Mary added.

      A wave of guilt ran through me. “Maybe he’s just a lonely old man who scraped his hand or something. I could have got it wrong. I don’t want him to get in trouble just because he gave me the creeps.”

      Bernard shook his head. “Laura, nobody’s going to get in trouble because of anything you say or anything Kate writes on that page. You’ll talk to the guards and I’m sure Walter will too. They’ll get to the bottom of this. Anyone else?”

      I cleared my throat. It seemed strange to be the one doing most of the talking when I’d only just arrived, but I had to tell them what I knew. “Rosie at the ferry terminal basically stopped speaking to me when she found out who I was. And she really didn’t seem to like Derry. And Cliona in the B&B dropped her tea cup all over herself when she found out who I was. She didn’t say anything when I mentioned Derry’s name but I mentioned him before I told her who I was. And she did get a strange look in her eyes when she heard his name.” I hesitated. “What if me coming here has set this off? The timing seems far too coincidental, doesn’t it? I show up and mention I’m going to speak to Derry and now he’s dead in my hotel.”

      None of them said anything. The silence drew out and became awkward. Kate was the one to finally break it. “We don’t know that. There’s no point in beating yourself up about this. We saw Owen Campbell arguing with him in the street last night. What you’re saying makes sense but Derry had no shortage of enemies.”

      “She’s right,” Bernard said quietly. “Let’s not jump to conclusions just yet.” He sighed. “See? This is why trying to investigate this ourselves is a bad idea. We’d be better off playing cards to pass the time.”

      I shook my head. “There’s no way I’d be able to concentrate on a game of cards right now.”

      Kate’s phone buzzed on the table. She picked it up and smiled. “It’s Tom,” she said. She turned to me. “He’s the sergeant at Rosstymon station. He must have known we’d be involved on account of it happening in the hotel. He says they’ll be here as soon as they can, but the coastguard helicopter isn’t available to them at the moment. With the rough seas it’s been a bad night for rescues and those have to take priority, naturally.”

      I drummed my fingers on the table. “How long does it usually take for the boats to start running again?”

      They all smiled.

      “What?”

      “You can tell you’re not from here,” Kate said, not unkindly. “It’s anybody’s guess, really. The sea is unpredictable. It could be hours. It could be days. It was out for a week a few years back when the storms were particularly bad. Now that was a strange time. We were all so used to heading over to Rosstymon to do the weekly shops that nobody was really prepared for it. But the island banded together even if that meant we were eating canned pineapple and corned beef for dinner in the last day or two. They extended the shop at the service station after that, so now we have a small supermarket on the island. Not that you’d do all your shopping there because it’s very expensive.”

      I barely heard what she said after a week.

      A week?

      I didn’t have a week. I didn’t even have a day. It was Thursday and if I wasn’t in the office on Friday, Hugh would use my unauthorised absence as an excuse to push me out of the company. I knew he wanted me gone. He couldn’t legally do that, but legally and practically were two very different things.

      But what was I going to do? If the ferries weren’t running they weren’t running. Me worrying about that didn’t change anything. I’d get out on the next ferry I could and I’d grovel if I had to. My job wasn’t rocket science so I’d make up for the time I’d missed at the weekend.

      “Don’t look so happy to be here,” Kate said with a grin.

      “It’s not that. I need to get back to work. I promised my boss I’d only be off for a day. That’s already spilled over into two.”

      Kate tapped her pen on the diary again. “Luckily I have just the thing to keep you occupied. We’re going to figure this out.”

      Bernard groaned and got up. “I thought you said we were just writing down the facts. I’ll put the kettle on. This is madness.”

      “Oh, what else are we going to do with ourselves, Bernard?” Mary looked around at the rest of us and her eyes lit up. “Do you know what? Put down that kettle. We’ll solve nothing sitting around the table here.”

      He groaned. “I’ll say it again. I thought we were taking notes. I can’t remember agreeing to try and solve anything.”

      “We probably won’t, but it can’t be a bad thing if it stops us sitting around worrying.”

      A muscle pulsated in his jaw. “Have you forgotten the part where there’s a killer loose on the island? What do you think is going to happen if we start asking questions?”

      I shivered, but Mary and Kate didn’t look the slightest bit worried.

      “You’re on the island council, Bernard. Isn’t this something the council should get involved with?”

      He closed his eyes. “If Noel knew what you were suggesting we go and do⁠—”

      “Ah don’t mind Noel,” Mary said, waving her hand dismissively. “What does he know about anything? He’s only interested in making himself look important. Bernard, I’m going out there with or without you. I want to know who did this. If the boats can’t get over today there’s no way I’ll sleep easy tonight knowing there’s a killer on the loose.”
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      Bernard knew he was outnumbered. He didn’t argue as we piled into my car. Kate said she’d drive and I happily gave her the keys. These roads were hard enough in normal times without the added fear of a murderer jumping out from behind one of the crumbling stone walls that lined the road.

      “So, where to?” she asked as she turned the car around.

      I shrugged. I was only along for the adventure. What else was I going to do until the ferries started going again?

      “We’ll speak to Walter Hughes and Owen Campbell first,” Kate said when no-one answered.

      Mary shook her head. “We’ll go to the hotel first. The two of you were patchy on details. There may be something there that will help us.”

      Bernard groaned but said nothing.

      “Your wish is my command, Nan,” Kate said, flooring the accelerator and sending up a cloud of gravel dust behind us.

      “What about that car I saw zooming past here when I left,” I said when we were on the road.

      “What car was that?”

      I realised I’d only told Bernard. “As I was pulling out of your drive this morning, a car flew past coming from the direction of the town.”

      Mary sighed. “See? Didn’t I say you two were patchy on details? What else haven’t you told us?”

      “Do you know, I woke up around then. I thought later that I’d heard you leaving but it must have been the sound of the car that woke me.”

      “So there’s no-one who regularly goes past at that time of the morning?”

      “Oh, no. I’d go mad if they did. Our house isn’t very soundproof. If something drives past in the night, it wakes me.”

      “Ah.” I frowned. “Angela in the cafe was talking about how she’d just taken in a delivery. I thought it might be that person heading back.”

      “I don’t know who she uses. Imelda offered her a list of suppliers but Angela seemed almost offended by it and said she had her own. I can’t think of anyone who’d be in a hurry to get back from the town so early. Well, apart from you, Kate, and it obviously wasn’t you.”

      “We can have a look around for it. Did you see what colour it was?”

      I shook my head. “It was too dark.”

      “Did you see the make? Or any other distinguishing features?”

      Mary rolled her eyes. “You’re starting to sound like a detective, Kate.”

      I couldn’t help laughing. There was such delight in her tone. It seems surreal to say, but I was starting to forget we were on the trail of a murderer. I was having so much fun listening to Kate and Mary banter with each other, while Bernard could barely disguise his disapproval of the whole thing.

      Kate pulled into a parking spot right outside the hotel. She killed the engine and we sat there for a few moments. I suppose we were all waiting for somebody else to get out first.

      “Well, come on then,” Mary said, opening her door. “Let’s go up.”

      I shook my head. “I’d rather not. I’ll just stay here.”

      “No you won’t,” Bernard said. “We need to stick together, remember?”

      “I thought you didn’t want to be here, Bernard.”

      “I don’t,” he said. “Believe me, I don’t. But here I am anyway.”

      “Why don’t I stay here with Laura and you two go up there?” Kate suggested as she got out of the car. “Come on. I could use a stretch.” I watched from the back seat as she walked around the front of the car and bent forward at the waist to touch her toes.

      I jumped out. “What, right here on the street?”

      She eased herself up and pushed both arms into the air. “Why not?”

      Mary chuckled as she walked past us to the hotel with her arm linked through Bernard’s. “No-one’s going to see you, love. And even if they do, they’ll hardly bat an eyelid. They’ve been doing yoga retreats here in the summer for years.”

      “Who’s they?” I asked Kate as the hotel door slammed shut.

      She stood up straight with her arms above her head before lowering herself into downward dog. I looked at the footpath warily. Wasn’t she afraid of broken glass or just dirt in general? “Different people. Sometimes tour groups come over. Usually the organiser is into yoga and they’ll do classes on the beach. There have been a lot less of them since the hotel closed.” She stood up and raised her hands into the air. “Come on, don’t be so self-conscious.” She laughed. “The benefit of there being exactly zero eligible bachelors on the island is you’re free to make an absolute fool of yourself at all times.”

      I shook my head. I’d done a few yoga classes over the years but I felt too rusty to launch into it right there on the street. “Bernard’s not an eligible bachelor?”

      Kate scrunched up her face. “No way. I’ve known him my whole life.” She grinned. “Why, do you have your eye on him?”

      I flushed. “Of course not. I’m married.” I paused. While that was technically still true, I knew without a doubt that my marriage was over. I just wasn’t ready to talk about it yet. “I just wondered. So if you don’t meet them on the island, where do you meet your eligible bachelors?”

      “I don’t know. If you find out, be sure to tell me, won’t you?” Kate sighed. “Honestly? I’m not bothered. The last few dates I’ve been on I’ve gone over to Rosstymon to meet them. That means either meeting during the day at the weekend or booking a hotel for the night because the last ferry goes so early. That’s a lot of effort and cost if you end up spending the evening with a man who’s only interested in talking about himself.”

      The door opened and Mary and Bernard emerged from the hotel. Both of them looked rattled.

      Kate clapped her hands and laughed. “Ah. See! You’re not as tough as you let on, Nan.”

      I looked at Mary expectantly, waiting for her witty comeback. I was surprised when she said nothing. She just looked at us with a slight frown.

      Kate saw it too. The smile disappeared from her face. “What’s wrong, Nan? What did you find up there?”

      My heart pounded as I realised it wasn’t just Mary who looked rattled, it was Bernard too. He’d been so calm on the drive back to the town and he’d seemed unperturbed about taking Mary up to the room.

      So what had changed? What had they found up there?

      “Bernard, what’s going on? What happened?”

      “We found a hammer in the room.”

      “What do you mean?”

      His eyes burrowed into mine. “There’s a hammer in the room with Derry.”

      I frowned. “Was it there earlier? How did we miss it?” I was sure there’d been nothing else in the room apart from Derry and the old hotel furniture, but it was early and the light was dim. Oh, and it wasn’t every day you walked into a room in your very own hotel and discovered a dead body, so there could have been an elephant in the room and I’d probably still have missed it.

      “We’d have noticed it if it was there.”

      “Really?” Kate’s voice was sceptical. “Maybe it just blended in with the carpet. Especially if it was gloomy in there.”

      “We wouldn’t have missed this one. Trust me,” Bernard said. There was an eerie flatness to his voice which I didn’t like. “It was an unusual one. Bright yellow with…”

      I gasped. The street around me started to spin. No. No it wasn’t possible. But even as I thought that, I knew it was not only possible but that it was happening. “Pink flowers,” I finished for him.

      “How did you know that, Laura?” he snapped. He looked from me to Kate. “Don’t tell me this is some sort of prank and one of you snuck it up there before we got up the stairs.” He frowned. “Actually, tell me that’s what happened. I’d much prefer it if that were the case.”

      I wrapped my arms around myself and shook my head… I was suddenly freezing cold and I couldn’t stop the shakes that were juddering through my body. At the same time, numbness was creeping in. This was so bad it couldn’t possibly be real, could it?

      Kate laughed. “Why would we do that? Where would we even get a ridiculous novelty hammer anyway? They’re the kind of thing that give women a bad name, like we can’t possibly hold a real hammer or own something that’s not⁠—”

      “I have one just like that in the boot of my car,” I whispered. “A friend gave it to me as a present. She thought it was hilarious.” My pulse roared in my ears. “This isn’t a coincidence, is it?”
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      They all stared at me.

      “Don’t all jump to reassure me at once,” I muttered.

      They all continued to stare at me.

      I took a deep breath. I didn’t need them to humour me and tell me it couldn’t possibly be my hammer. I needed to open the boot and check for myself if it was my hammer they’d seen in that room.

      Except I was having trouble walking the few paces to my car.

      All I could think about was what was going to happen if I opened that boot and found my hammer was missing. Bernard and Mary had seen it in that room with Derry’s body. Yes they all seemed like lovely people, but I’d only met the McMahons the day before and Bernard that morning, so would they believe me when I told them I didn’t do it?

      I told myself I was being dramatic. For all I knew, every second house had one of those awful hammers. It’s not like my friend had it manufactured especially for me.

      I took a deep breath and opened the boot. I surveyed the contents. It was reasonably neat so it didn’t take long. There was a yoga mat. A quilted frost cover for the windshield. A pair of shoes.

      And an open clear plastic carry case with only a blue floral screwdriver inside.

      I groaned.

      “What is it, Laura?”

      I turned and saw the uncertainty in their faces. “It’s not here. I left it in the pack with that screwdriver.”

      Kate pulled me into a tight hug. “We’re going to figure this out, Laura, okay?”

      Bernard slammed my boot shut. “In case anyone is looking,” he muttered. “Come on. We shouldn’t discuss this out here. We need to find somewhere private.”

      “Yeah, we need to talk about that ridiculous lady screwdriver you’ve got in there,” Kate said.

      I wanted to laugh but I couldn’t. “I’m sorry,” I said, struggling to hold back tears. “Look, if you guys need to back away and not get involved, I’ll completely understand. I’d just rather you did it now.”

      “Don’t be crazy.”

      “But you don’t even know me,” I muttered, swiping at my eyes. As tempting as it was, I couldn’t just say nothing and hope they’d believe me. I needed to know now if they didn’t.

      “Your grandmother was my best friend in the world,” Mary replied with surprising force. “I’d say that’s a pretty strong tie.”

      Kate squeezed my arm. “Look, I know this is scary. But we’re on your side. Look how close we seemed in that photo I showed you. I’m a great judge of character—I probably was back then as well.”

      “And even if we weren’t on your side,” Bernard whispered, taking off his glasses and squeezing the bridge of his nose. “I have proof someone is trying to set you up.”

      “Proof?” I blinked. “You found proof?”

      “Well it’s not something I found. It’s… Think about it, Laura. The hammer wasn’t there when we found Derry. I’m sure of that. I saw it for the first time when Mary and I went upstairs just now.”

      I just stared at him, too scared to be able to think straight.

      Kate clapped her hands. “Yes! That’s right!” She turned to me. “You’ve been with Bernard ever since you found the body. You came straight to our house.”

      I looked at Bernard. He’d seemed so excited by that realisation, but now his brow was furrowed again. “What is it?”

      He jerked his head. “Not here.”

      “The cafe? I think we could all use a cuppa.”

      “No. It’s too public. We’ll go and sit in the hotel bar. People can pop out for tea and coffee if they want.” He turned to me. “Except for you, Laura. You should probably stay with at least one of us at all times.”
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      Mary led us through the lobby and into the bar. We sat down at the furthest four seater from the windows, so that anyone looking in couldn’t see us but we could still see who was passing by.

      “Come on, Bernard,” I said as soon as my butt hit the chair. “Why aren’t you happy I have an alibi for that whole time?”

      He sighed and shook his head. “Maybe it’s nothing and I should be happy. Let’s not get ahead of ourselves, shall we?”

      “I thought you’d be happy,” Kate said. “I thought you’d try and use the fact that Laura’s in the clear to call a halt to this investigation of ours.”

      “She’s not in the clear, is she?”

      “But the hammer,” I stammered. “From when we found the body to when you and Mary went back to see the body, you were with me that whole time.”

      “Look,” he said softly. “I know you didn’t do this, but that’s not what the guards are going to focus on, is it? Why would the killer rely on that hammer to frame you? I think we need to be careful here. What if there was other evidence planted that we couldn’t see?”

      I looked at Kate who was shaking her head sadly. He was right, I knew. And as hard as it was to hear, I knew it was a good thing that I had somebody on my side who saw all the possibilities.

      “I’m going to call Pat,” Bernard said. “He’s usually around town in the mornings. Whoever did this came back here after we found the body this morning.”

      I shivered. “Do we need to check all the rooms again?”

      “I’m going to see if there are any drinks that might have been missed,” Mary announced.

      “Wait, Nan. We need to stick together, remember?”

      Mary waved her hand dismissively. “I’ll only be a minute. I’ll be fine. What would that murderer want with me?”

      Kate sighed as her grandmother disappeared behind the bar and through the door into the kitchens and storage area. “Honestly, sometimes it’s like trying to look after a child. This place has been closed for years. I doubt she’ll find anything. She’s just incapable of sitting still for more than five minutes.”

      Bernard was murmuring to someone on the phone. I tried to listen in but I got the impression he was keeping his voice low on purpose. What did he not want us to hear? What could be worse than the theory he’d just voiced?

      “Who’s Pat?” I asked Kate in a whisper.

      “You’ll know when you see him.”

      What? “That’s the most Dunmorrow answer I’ve heard so far.”

      She grinned back at me as Bernard put his phone on the table. “Laura’s getting frustrated at me for my evasive answers.”

      Bernard nodded. He seemed a little more at ease than he’d been a few moments earlier. “It’s a small island,” he told me. “You learn not to be too direct when you’re literally stuck with people all the time. You speak in riddles.”

      “You read each others’…” Kate trailed off. I think she noticed the irritation on my face. “Oh, Laura, I’m sorry. I was only saying that to try and distract you from thinking about Derry, but I can see I’ve gone too far and made you mad.” She sighed. “If I’d just told you who Pat was we’d have had nothing but the hammer to talk about. Anyway, here he is now.”

      I almost leapt out of my chair when I turned and realised a tall, slim older man had appeared at our table. “Where did you come from?”

      The man’s expression remained perfectly impassive but both Kate and Bernard howled with laughter.

      “What have you done to deserve this pair of seals for company?”

      I smiled. That’s exactly what they sound like.”

      “I’m Pat,” he said, holding out his hand. His handshake was firm and no-nonsense. Two decisive shakes and he promptly dropped my hand and turned to Bernard. “So what is it you want me to do?”

      “Would you hang around the front door and make sure nobody comes in? Keep an eye out for anyone who approaches the hotel and changes their mind when they see you.”

      Pat nodded. “Understood.” He turned and walked out.

      “A man of few words,” I said, watching him go.

      “Pat’s ex-army. I filled him in on the phone. He’s always walking around town, so his presence won’t raise any eyebrows.”

      “I feel better knowing Pat’s outside,” Kate said. “Are we going to tell anybody else about this?”

      Bernard looked at me. “What do you think, Laura?”

      I shook my head. “Why are you asking me? I don’t know anybody on the island.”

      “Things have changed now. You’re being set up. Whether it’s random or you were targeted specifically I don’t know. But you should have a say in this because it’ll affect you.”

      All the hairs on my body stood on end even though he wasn’t telling me anything that hadn’t already crossed my mind. It was one thing to think of the worst case scenario, though, and another to have somebody else say it out loud. I shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t know what to do.”

      “The killer is still on the island,” Kate said. “And that’s why we need to tell people. What if they strike again and their victim could have stayed safe if they’d known what was happening?”

      I nodded. “People have a right to know. Look at how we’re sticking together.” There was a loud bang from somewhere behind the bar, followed by a shout from Mary that she was fine. “Well, most of us are.”

      “Let’s just hold off for a while,” Bernard said. “This is our chance to see who’s not acting like themselves. As soon as word gets out, everybody’s going to whip themselves into a panic. The killer can just blend in to the chaos then and we don’t want that.”

      Kate looked unconvinced but she clapped her hands and pulled out the old diary. “Okay, let’s get to work. I won’t be able to live with myself if it gets dark and we still haven’t told people. So many older people live alone.” She looked at me. “They leave their doors unlocked at night. You’ve seen what it’s like. So who did this?”

      I raked my fingers through my hair. “Also, why?”

      “Well, Derry wasn’t well liked around here.”

      I cringed. “No, I mean why me? I don’t mean it in a self-centred way, it’s just that I don’t understand it. Why go to all the trouble of getting that hammer out of my car? It makes no sense. I don’t know anybody here. They couldn’t have known the hammer was in my car.”

      Bernard considered this. “There’s never been a murder on the island. And you’re new to the island. Maybe whoever did this was waiting for a newcomer to frame.”

      “Yeah, but that means it was somebody I met yesterday, doesn’t it?”

      He shook his head. “Not necessarily. You saw how Kate and Mary turned up at the B&B. Stephen told them you were on the island. Who else did he tell? Who did Rosie tell? Derry may only have been murdered this morning and by that stage half the island probably knew you were here.”

      I sighed. “So it might not be personal. They heard I’d arrived and it wasn’t hard to find my car because it was the only one around town they weren’t familiar with.” I closed my eyes. “They could have broken into it when I left it parked at the B&B yesterday evening, or this morning when I parked up in town and went for a walk.”

      “The thing I don’t understand,” Bernard said slowly. “Is that if the killer took your hammer on either of those occasions, why wouldn’t they have left it at the scene at the time of the murder? Why plant it there later?”

      I shook my head. That didn’t make sense to me either. “So you’re saying they took it after the murder? But they can’t have. We left the hotel and got straight in my car.”

      “Maybe we disturbed them,” Bernard suggested. “We strolled along that corridor chatting about all the different people who’d stayed at the hotel. Then on our way out we checked downstairs to see if there were any signs of a breakin. The killer would have had plenty of time to get to your car, get the hammer and then hide until we’d left the building.”

      “I’m sorry, guys. I know you’re trying to help but this is a lot to take in. I wish I could just go upstairs and take that hammer and get rid of it, but I know I can’t. I’d just be walking right into their trap if I did that.” I sighed. “I bet when the killer put the hammer there they thought the guards would be the next people in the room, not you and Mary. So we might not even have found out about the hammer until much later in the process.” I shivered. “After I’d been arrested. But what I still don’t get is why they chose me. Why not someone on the island who they know well? It’d be easier to predict how someone you know would react.”

      He considered this. “Maybe it’s as simple as your car being parked right outside. It was quiet around town. They may not have broken in looking for the hammer specifically, just anything they could plant at the scene. People usually have car jacks and all sorts in their boots, don’t they?”

      “Well why not go for that ridiculous red Range Rover that’s parked across the road then? Wouldn’t that have seemed more likely to have fancy tools than my little Toyota?”

      “That’s Derry’s car. I can’t imagine someone being foolish enough to try and frame him for his own murder.”

      “So it was definitely someone who knew him, then.”

      “I think we should forget about the why for now and focus on the who.” Kate tapped the first name on our list. “We should go talk to Owen Campbell. And if he doesn’t check out, we should see Walter Hughes.”

      “You don’t think it’s Walter, do you?”

      I spun around to see where the quiet voice had come from. Pat had somehow managed to reenter the room without alerting any of us to his presence.

      “How does he do that?” I hissed. My heart was pounding again. I was jittery anyway because of that morning’s events, but Pat’s stealth mode really wasn’t helping. Sure he was slim, but he was a big man. I couldn’t see how it was physically possible for him to glide around like that.

      Bernard smiled. “That’s Pat. I’m not sure how he does it.” He turned his attention to the older man. “What makes you so sure it’s not Walter? Laura saw him in the cafe this morning with blood on his hands.”

      Pat looked from me to Bernard. “I don’t think he’s your man.”

      I glanced at Kate to see how she reacted. This was the problem with trying to find a killer on a small island. Everybody was linked in this place. He’d have friends and family who wouldn’t be able to comprehend that their loved one could do something like that.

      Pat jerked his head. “I’m not trying to make excuses for him. I barely know the man and he snores like a tank.”

      “He…”

      “He lives in the nursing home that’s part of the independent living facility where I live. He’s in a separate building but believe it or not I can hear the snores from my apartment.”

      I shook my head. “That doesn’t mean…”

      “He’s frail. Even if he could have gotten himself up those stairs in the hotel, there’s no way he’d have the strength to kill a man.”

      I thought about the old man I saw in the cafe. Yes, he’d seemed sinister, but his movements had been slow and laboured, tallying with what Pat had said.

      “It’ll be easily checked too,” Pat added. “The night nursing staff check on the ones in the nursing home through the night. The death watch, we call it. I’ll find out what his movements were.”

      I shuddered. Did everybody on this island have a dark sense of humour? “That’s good.” And it was. It was a good thing that we could easily check if somebody on our list had an alibi. They wouldn’t all be so easily accounted for.

      “I was just popping in to let you know I’ve seen nothing suspicious yet.” He jerked his head back to the windows and I realised he hadn’t stopped observing since he came in here. “I’ll get back out now.”

      Bernard nodded. “If you’re able to check Walter’s movements, we’ll focus on Owen Campbell.”

      I didn’t know whether to be happy or alarmed that Bernard was now embracing our plan. Mostly, it scared me. It meant the threat against me was real. I shook my head. Dwelling on it wasn’t going to help me. I had to concentrate all my energy on finding the real killer.

      When I looked up, Pat was gone. “What’s the deal with Owen Campbell? Do any of you know him well?”

      They both shook their heads.

      Bernard sighed. “He’s in his early fifties I’d guess. Old enough that he was long gone when I started school but young enough that my parents wouldn’t have known him either.”

      “Same,” Kate said. “I’ve never done work for him so I’ve never been around him.”

      I shivered as I recalled seeing the two men arguing on the street. “He seemed aggressive last night.” That had me wondering if we’d found our killer.

      “Well I didn’t find much, but there was a bottle of brandy shoved underneath a counter like someone stashed it there to take it home later and then forgot about it. And I found half a bottle of rum in the kitchen.” Mary appeared with a bottle in each hand and what looked like a big bag of crisps stashed under her arm. “What did I miss?” she demanded.

      “We’re going to see Owen Campbell. Pat is keeping watch at the main door in case the killer comes back,” Kate said.

      Mary dropped her haul on the table and walked towards the door. “What are we waiting for then? Let’s go.”
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      “Wait, Mary,” Bernard said, catching up to her. “Maybe you should stay here with Pat.”

      She shook her head. “Maybe you should swap out with Pat, love. He’d be better at dealing with Owen.”

      I looked at Kate whose eyes had widened in the same way as I expected mine had. The things Mary came out with were unbelievable to me.

      Bernard took it in good spirits. “Why’s that, Mary? I thought you’d want a young lad like me with you, not an old man like Pat.”

      Mary frowned. “It’s not about age, Bernard. Pat was in the army. He’s older, but he’s still a lot tougher than you.” She looked him up and down. “You sit behind a desk all day. I wouldn’t trust you in a fight.”

      It was at that point that my efforts to stop myself laughing failed completely. Kate burst into laughter too. “Nan, you’re unbelievable.”

      “It’s alright, Mary. I was only winding you up. You’re right. I’ll ask Pat to swap with me. But will you consider staying here with me? It might be dangerous.” He groaned. “What are we thinking? I can’t believe we’re even thinking about going off and confronting a potential killer.”

      “We need to find out if it’s him so we can let everybody know what’s happened,” Kate said patiently. “We don’t have a choice.”

      “Just like I didn’t choose to be set up,” I said. I could see Bernard’s point, but I didn’t like the fact that he seemed to be getting cold feet again. I wasn’t going to sit around and wait for the guards to come. If there was any chance of me clearing my name and finding the real killer I was going to take it. “Look, I don’t like the idea of going there and confronting an aggressive man, but I’m scared, Bernard. Someone set this up to make it look like I killed Derry. I’ll take my chances with Owen Campbell if the alternative is life in prison. And I’ll go on my own if I have to.”

      Bernard sighed. “Fine. Let’s go talk to Pat.”
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      Kate drove again. Mary had gone with Pat in his car and it was very quiet without her. We couldn’t see her in the passenger seat but we were close enough to Pat’s car to notice the way he kept looking to his left, so I figured she was chatting away as always.

      “He’s hard to keep up with,” Kate said. “He must have been a driver in the army.”

      “And that’s with Mary keeping him talking,” I said. “Imagine what it’d be like if he was able to focus properly on the road.”

      She smiled. “She’s so thrilled you came here, you know?” She shook her head. “And she really was furious with you for leaving that money on the table this morning. What were you thinking?”

      “Oh, that. It feels like a long time since I left your house this morning.”

      Kate reached over and rubbed my shoulder. “I know it’s easy for me to say this because I’m not the one who’s being framed, but you have to try and relax. We’re going to figure this out. I promise. Nan is on the case. You’ve seen enough of her to know that she doesn’t give up once she’s on a mission to get something done.”

      I sighed and leaned back into the seat. I wanted to relax. It’s not that I didn’t trust them, I was just used to sorting things out on my own. And this was something I couldn’t possibly figure out by myself. “What if we don’t figure it out, Kate? What happens then?”

      “Laura, stop it. You can’t think like that. You’ll drive yourself crazy.” She sighed. “We’ll think of something. We have Pat on the case now too. We’ll figure this out. And I’ll talk to Tom when he comes over. We’ll make them see, Laura. You’re not on your own here.” She tapped the steering wheel. “You know what, I’m just after thinking of something. It was what you said about the killer leaving that hammer for the guards to find.”

      “What about it?”

      “Well, what if the killer doesn’t know we’ve been back?” She smiled. “It’s not exactly normal behaviour, is it? Going into a crime scene to see a body. For all we know, they’re hiding out and waiting for you to be arrested.”

      I looked at her, waiting for her to elaborate. And then I realised what she meant. “They don’t know that we know they’re trying to set me up.”

      She smiled. “Exactly. That explains why the hammer wasn’t there when we found the body. They stole it from your car but they kept it hidden until after you’d been in the hotel.”

      I leaned my head against the window and watched as the fields passed in a blur. The island was hilly in places and the fields were rocky and barren. In some that meant a few rocks were strewn around the grass, but others were mostly rock. It was surreal to see and very beautiful.

      We passed Kate’s house and kept going. I’d had a look at the island on my maps app, so I knew the main road looped the island in a c shape. Then the road veered off to the left quite abruptly. Seeing it on a map and seeing it in real life were two different things. When we veered left, I gasped when I saw the blue ocean in the distance.

      “How come the road doesn’t go all the way around the island?”

      “Because that would make sense,” Kate answered. “Actually, it’s to do with the topography. There are some pretty steep hills they’d have had to build on or level out. I guess the people living there made do with donkeys and bikes on paths in the grass. If they’d been pushier maybe the road would have gone all the way around. With cars now it doesn’t really add too much to the journey time. Even if you’re living at the literal end of the road.”

      The road descended so that we were almost at sea level. We passed a field with lots of yurts and makeshift structures.

      “That’s the commune,” Kate said.

      “Wow. That’s quite the view they have. It must be prime real estate.”

      She glanced at me. She couldn’t take her eyes off the road for too long because it was even narrower and windier here than it was nearer the town. “What are you thinking?”

      “I don’t know. I suppose I’m wondering how they felt about Derry selling off the island.”

      Kate puffed out her cheeks as she considered this. “I don’t know, Laura. I don’t know any of them well. They don’t venture out much. I can’t imagine Derry having much to do with them. They’re mostly old hippies so I can’t imagine they’d have liked Derry’s greed, but I also can’t imagine them doing much about it. They’re a pretty chill bunch. We could say it to Pat and call in there when we’re done with Owen Campbell.” She shrugged. “That’s if we haven’t made a citizen’s arrest and got this all wrapped up.”

      “Oh.” That brought me right back down to earth. Call me crazy but I hadn’t thought through the consequences of our amateur sleuthing. If Owen Campbell confessed to us, what exactly were we going to do about it?

      “It’ll be fine,” Kate said, reading my mind. “We have Pat with us. I wish sometimes that Nan would be more diplomatic but she was right about taking Pat with us. Not only is he somebody you’d want to have on your side in a fight, but he’s also a very calming presence.”

      “I hope we won’t need the fighting side of him.”

      “Don’t worry. It’ll be fine.” Kate sighed. “Anyway, we don’t have far to go now.”

      There was another sharp bend in the road and we started going up again. We passed through a dense patch of forest. When we emerged on the other side, we saw Pat’s car pull in and stop outside the blue front wall of an old-fashioned bungalow. Kate pulled in behind Pat.

      Pat and Mary were obviously just as keen to get this over with as we were—they were out of the car and waiting for us at the gate by the time we got out.

      We looked at each other. My first thought was to wait and let somebody else go on ahead, but then I felt a surge of responsibility. We were all here because of me. We’d see how he’d react to having the woman he was trying to set up arrive at his doorstep.

      I opened the gate and marched up the path. There was a standalone garage off to the right with a car parked out front. Good, I thought, that meant he was in. Still, that knowledge gave me goosebumps. What on earth was I going to say to this man?

      I pushed the doorbell before I had time to reconsider. There was a faint chime inside the house. I stood back. The front door was mostly glass, but it had a leaf pattern that meant I couldn’t see inside.

      A shadow appeared in front of me.

      I glanced at the others as the door opened.

      A man appeared. He didn’t say anything, he just looked at us. I scrutinised him. I may have seen him the evening before, but it was dark and he’d been wearing a cap. He was about fifty and wearing a worn jumper over a white shirt, with a pair of too-baggy jeans that had mud-stains down the thighs.

      “You’re hardly the fashion police, are you?” he said, deadpan. “I’ve been out on the farm. You’re lucky you caught me.” He cleared his throat. “What are you selling?”

      “Selling?”

      He looked at each of us in turn. “Yeah. I don’t know any of you. So you must be after something if you’re all the way out here looking shifty.”

      “Can we come in and speak to you?” Pat asked quietly. “You must know us from around town. Even if you don’t know me, everybody on the island knows Mary Mc.”

      He looked at us again and shrugged. “I’m not great with faces.” He still didn’t step aside to let us in. “If you don’t mind we’ll talk out here. The place is a mess and I still think you’re selling something.”

      That wasn’t what we’d been expecting. But what were we going to do? Force our way in? Drag him out?

      “We’re not selling anything,” I said. “And we don’t mind mess.”

      His eyes bored into me.

      I took a breath. “I’m Imelda Fahy’s granddaughter,” I said carefully. My eyes were glued to his to catch any reaction, however slight.

      If that name meant anything to him, he hid it well because I didn’t even catch the slightest flinch. “What do you want, Imelda Fahy’s granddaughter?”

      “We’re here to talk to you about Derry Sutherland,” Pat said.

      Owen scoffed. “That crook? Why’d you want to talk to me about him?” He shook his head. “Don’t tell me he went running to you after what happened last night.”

      “What happened last night?”

      He kicked a bit of dirt off the step into the grass beside the path. “We had words, of course.” He gestured behind him. “I’ve got a bit of land here and he’s been harassing me for months trying to convince me to sell it.” He shook his head. “The man won’t take no for an answer.”

      It was strange, this man was nothing like the aggressive character we’d seen the night before. But I suppose frustration drives people to act in ways that are out of character. “So you decided to make him,” I said.

      I knew immediately it was the wrong approach to take. Owen baulked and stepped back quickly to close the door. I was surprised by how fast it all happened given his size. He was a big man who didn’t look like he was light on his feet.

      Before I could think about what I was doing, I shoved my foot in the door to stop him closing it. Not the best thing to do when you’re wearing fabric runners, I can tell you.

      “Derry’s dead,” Mary said.

      The pressure on my foot eased immediately. I braced myself for how he was going to react now that he knew we knew.
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      Owen stared at us in horror. “What did you say?”

      “Derry’s dead. We found him in the hotel this morning.”

      He rubbed his beard. “I don’t…” he shook his head. “I met him on the street last night and he was in his usual form trying to push me into selling this place. What happened to him?”

      “He’s been murdered. I take it you haven’t heard?”

      He scoffed. “I keep myself to myself.” He seemed to collapse in on himself. “You said he was murdered.”

      “That’s right.”

      He was pale. “You better come in, so. I warned you about the mess didn’t I?”

      We followed him into the gloomy depths of the house. There was one long hall through the building that led to the back door. That was glass as well, but it was normal clear glass not the obscured kind in the front door. I could see a shed and yard back there with an old tractor parked near the house. Owen led us into a room near the back door. I did a double take when I saw a lamb cuddled up asleep in a dog bed beside the range cooker.

      “It’s the warmest spot in the house,” he said when he saw where I was looking.

      “You have a pet lamb?” I know it wasn’t the line of questioning I should have followed, but I was so surprised to see it that I momentarily forgot why we were there.

      “No,” he said, giving me a scornful look. “Why would I have a lamb as a pet? Her mother rejected her. She’d die out there in this cold.”

      Kate cleared her throat. She was obviously more used to seeing farm animals in homes than I was. I suppose she saw all sorts when she worked in peoples’ homes. I hoped one day she’d tell me some of those stories—ideally not through a perspex shield while visiting me in prison. “We saw you arguing with Derry last night. What was that about?”

      “I told you,” Owen said, filling the kettle and putting it back on the range. “He was trying to pressure me to sell up. I was telling him to back off. It got heated.”

      The room was small, with a kitchen, the range and a two seater table in the corner. We all stood around awkwardly, barely fitting into the room. The lamb slept soundly throughout and even though it was just about the cutest thing I’d ever seen, I was starting to understand why sheep weren’t more popular pets. The whole house smelled like a farm and I assumed it was mostly the lamb’s fault.

      “What happened after your argument?” I asked.

      “I went to the pub. To vent.”

      “Can anyone back that up?”

      “Ask Vince Eivers down at the pub. I talked the ear off him about it.” He looked around at us. “I was fed up, alright? Some of you must have had the same thing from him. I was sick of him sidling up to me every time he spotted me in town. He even came here once and snooped around. It was lucky I was only down the field, because he left the shed open and the cattle could have escaped.” He shook his head. “The man was a pest. But you go speak to Vince. He’ll tell you. He made me wait ’til after closing so he could drop me home. I was so wound up I had more than I usually would.”

      “What did you do after the pub?”

      “I told you. I came back here. Vince dropped me home.”

      “So you’ve already been back to get your car.”

      “I cycled to town.”

      “In the dark?” I looked at the others. Was that a normal thing to do on the island in winter? I remembered the car zooming past early in the morning.

      “I have lights on the bike. And reflective armbands.” His eyes narrowed. “I’m a grown man. Why am I telling you this?”

      “I know, it’s none of our business. We’re just trying to understand Derry’s movements. How did you meet him?”

      Owen shook his head and exhaled. “I just passed him on the street. I’d locked up the bike because you can’t be too careful. As I was walking past the hotel I met Derry going in the opposite direction. Maybe that’s something you want to look into. What was he doing snooping around there? There’s nothing up that end of town.”

      Except the B&B, I thought.

      “What were you doing down there?”

      “Locking up my bike. I told you.”

      Bernard nodded. There’s a bike rack down past the hotel.”

      “There’s a signpost right outside the pub you could have locked it to.”

      “I know there is,” Owen snapped. “But I’m not putting my bike outside the pub and risking it being vandalised by drunks.”

      I was starting to understand why none of the others really knew Owen. He was very contrary. But did that mean he’d killed Derry and framed me? For all his anger, there was something gentle about him and he’d seemed genuinely taken aback when we told him about Derry. Of course, that might have been an act.

      But his reaction when I told him I was Imelda’s granddaughter was making me think this wasn’t the guy we were looking for. He hadn’t even flinched.

      “We don’t know what he was doing,” Kate said. “All we know is he was found dead in the hotel.”

      “You may have been the last to see him alive.”

      “I obviously wasn’t. Whoever killed him was.”

      “Fair point. Do you have any proof of that?” Pat replied.

      Owen’s face fell. But then he frowned and went to one of the cupboards beside the range. “I do, as it happens.” He pulled out an old tablet and set it on the table. “There’s a camera in the cow shed. I went in there to check on things when I got back. And again first thing this morning.”

      We waited as he brought up the camera app and found the right recording. Soon we saw him staggering across the screen. The time stamp in the bottom corner said 00:40. I winced as he stumbled around.

      Owen flushed. “It’s not nice looking at yourself in that state, is it?”

      He left the scene and the recording ended soon after. He pulled the tablet towards him and tapped the screen. He pushed it back into the middle of the table where we could see.

      I saw the time stamp and gasped. I looked at Kate to see if she had registered the significance. The hammer was planted between eight and nine thirty, after Bernard and I left that room and before he returned with Mary. This footage started at eight thirty, right in the middle of that window.

      Owen walked across the screen, steadier this time but moving slowly and gingerly, like a man with a humongous hangover.

      “Is it just you here?” I asked. “Or do you have brothers who farm with you?”

      He scoffed. “Are you kidding me? How much do you think farms earn here? I’d be lucky if I could support myself from it.”

      “I suppose what she means is you don’t look well there,” Kate said smoothly, sounding genuinely concerned for the hungover farmer. “It’s a pity there’s nobody who can help.”

      “What choice did I have? You can only lie in for so long when you’re farming.”

      “Did you ever think of selling up? I’m sure Derry would have gotten you a lot of money for this place.”

      He sighed. “I suppose it crossed my mind when he first started sniffing around. But what would I do if I didn’t have the farm? And where would I live? I’d have to buy somewhere else. I wouldn’t come out with a whole lot of money after buying a new place. Plus I’d have no livelihood.”

      “So it wasn’t the principle.”

      He shrugged. “It wasn’t practical.”

      “And if it had worked? Would you have minded a load of apartments going up on your land?”

      “Why would I? It wouldn’t be my land anymore would it?”

      “So you don’t care about all the houses that have ended up as holiday homes?”

      “Not at all. What harm are they doing to me? Any people I met out walking seemed to know how to behave. It’s the ones that cut through fields and leave gates open that are the problem.”

      The footage ended. Owen reached for the tablet. “Do you want to see more? I was out there again just now.”

      I shook my head. “No. Thank you.”

      An awkward silence hung in the air. I’m not sure any of us knew what to do. We’d gone there prepared to confront a killer. What we ended up doing was badgering somebody I believed was an innocent man into proving his whereabouts. He didn’t want us there and he was too polite to say that. Not that we wanted to be there either.

      What else was I going to do, though? Now that I’d crossed off our main suspect, I was at a total loss as to what we should do next. Time was ticking by and the guards could arrive at any moment. I hoped the others had some idea about what we should do next because I was drawing a blank.
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      “What now?” Kate said when we were back in the car waiting for Pat to pull out onto the road.

      I groaned. “I was going to ask you the same thing.”

      “It wasn’t Owen Campbell, was it?”

      I shook my head. “It doesn’t seem like it. Not from the way he reacted. We need Pat to confirm when Walter left his facility.”

      We got back on the road. Kate was fiddling with the radio when she suddenly slapped the dash. “Ah no. I forgot to tell Pat about calling into the commune. Do you still want to go?”

      “I don’t know.” I sighed. “Is there any point? We didn’t see anyone from the commune last night or this morning. There’s no link there.”

      “And I can’t imagine Derry had anything to do with them,” Kate said. “They’re squatting on that land. It’s not like they can sell it to him.”

      “That must have driven him crazy.”

      “No doubt,” Kate said. “I’d say he was doing everything he could to track down the owner. But he’d have had no reason to approach the people living there.”

      “This is so frustrating. We need to know what was going on in Derry’s life if we’re going to track down the person who murdered him. There has to be something we’re not seeing. It seems like lots of people disliked him but that’s not enough to go on.” I bit my lip. “Something Owen said stuck with me. He met Derry coming from the direction of the hotel. What was Derry doing down there? Nothing was open. I went for a walk this morning and saw that for myself. Is there a property down there he could have been selling?”

      “Nothing has sold lately. And there’s nobody living down there except Cliona in the B&B.” She turned to me excitedly. “You said she reacted badly when you said who you were. Are you sure she didn’t mention Derry?”

      I nodded even though it felt like a long time ago, I remembered everything Cliona said clearly. Probably because it had been one of the weirdest encounters of my life. “I’m certain. She got a strange look in her eyes but she didn’t say anything about him.”

      “What I don’t get is how he ended up in the hotel. Cliona wouldn’t have had a key. So how could she have got him in there?”

      I shook my head. “What we need is his phone. That’ll tell us who he’s been in contact with.”

      Kate baulked. “Are you mad? We can’t go to a crime scene and start rifling through his pockets. Especially not you. And I’m not doing it either. There are laws against that sort of thing.” She smirked. “There should be laws against flowery hammers too.”

      I laughed despite my frustration. “Oh, I agree with you. Tell that to my colleague who gave it to me. I’ll definitely never accept anything like that again.”

      “Good. That’s one less stereotype in the world at least.” A smile played on her lips. “You know, Derry’s house is coming up on the left. Look, up there.” She frowned. “He must have had all those trees planted recently. They weren’t there when I did work on his house about a year ago. Wow. They’re huge. They must have cost a fortune. How did he get them to the island?”

      “Kate, who cares about the trees right now? Where are you going with this?”

      She didn’t answer. She swerved off the road and through a grand gateway onto a driveway that disappeared into the trees.

      My heart raced.

      “What?” she said. “Why’d you look so shocked? You’re the one who suggested going back and looking for his phone.”

      “I didn’t suggest we do it. I just said it would be good if we had it, that’s all.” I took a breath. “You surprised me by swerving like that.”

      She grinned at me. “Sorry, I’m used to driving the van. This is great. It’s so responsive.”

      “Well I’m glad somebody is enjoying themselves.”

      “Oh don’t be so sour,” she teased. “We’ll figure this out.”

      I looked over my shoulder. There was no sign of Pat and Mary. They must not have seen us pull off the road. I turned back to her. “Are you sure this is a good idea?”

      “No,” she said cheerfully. “But he lived alone and I know where he keeps his spare key. What’s the harm? We might find something helpful. The house isn’t technically a crime scene.”

      It didn’t help that I couldn’t see more than a few car lengths ahead thanks to the dense trees that lined the winding roadway on both sides. “Should I call Pat?”

      “No, don’t. He might not approve.”

      I was about to object and say that maybe we shouldn’t go to Derry’s house then, but honestly? I was too intrigued. I’d have been disappointed if Kate stopped the car and said she didn’t want to go in. If she knew where the key was and people didn’t know about the murder yet, what was the harm in taking a look around?

      We emerged from the trees and I gasped. The house ahead of us looked like a stately home.

      “Wow.”

      “It’s awful, isn’t it?” she said. “Wait until you see the inside. I suppose I shouldn’t complain. I charged him a fortune to do the wiring. He has all these stupid speakers in all the rooms. There’s even a fountain out the back. It took ages to do.”

      “Where was he when you were wiring the place?”

      “Oh, he’d moved out or he was away on business. I didn’t ask and he never said. I didn’t really see him except when I was quoting the job. He got a project manager in to manage the trades. In fairness he paid up on time.” She pulled up in front of the house. “It’s better when people are away. It’s nice sometimes when they fuss over you offering you tea and wanting to chat, but mostly it’s better to be able to get on with the job. One time I was doing work for an elderly lady who had her son staying and he insisted on explaining to me how I should do my job.” She grinned and shook her head. “That was particularly enjoyable. But Derry was the perfect client. He was hardly ever there. He told me where to find the key and left me to get on with my work. No lurking around watching as if he was waiting for me to steal something.”

      “Do people actually do that?”

      “Ah, yeah. You get used to people giving you veiled warnings. Like I’d actually be interested in stealing their stuff. But Derry paid on time and he was always polite when I met him around town.”

      I looked up at the huge grey stone house and it almost took my breath away seeing the sheer scale of it up close. It looked like something out of a movie. “Wow. How could you say this is hideous?”

      “Look at the windows he chose. And the composite front door. And…” She turned to me. “Sorry. It’s an eyesore but now’s not the time and what does my opinion matter anyway? I’ll never be rich enough to buy a place like this.”

      “You never know,” I said. “It might come on the market at a low price now.”

      Kate laughed. “And you comment on my dark sense of humour? You’re worse than I am.”

      We walked up to the door and Kate bent to rummage in a plant pot.

      “It’s not there,” she muttered, picking up another pot. “There should be a little key box here somewhere. It looks like a stone.”

      I looked up at the door and did a double take when I saw there was a key in the lock. “Look, Kate! He must have left it in the door by mistake.”

      “What, Derry? No. That’s just one key. His set would have had his car key on it.”

      We looked at each other, rooted to the spot.

      Had the killer been here before us?

      Was he in there right now?
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      “Maybe we should go,” Kate said. “We don’t know what we’re walking into here.”

      I agreed with her, but my need to know who was setting me up overrode any concern I had for my safety. “No. I need to do this. You should go. I shouldn’t have dragged you into this.” I pulled the sleeve of my jacket over my hand and stepped forward to twist the key. It was a brand new composite door but it took only one twist to unlock it. So Derry definitely hadn’t left his key in the door because he’d been locking up after him. If that was the case, the door would have been double-locked, which it wasn’t.

      My heart pounded as I took in the hall table drawers that had been pulled out and thrown on the floor. There were bits of paper all over the place. I stepped inside. Someone else had definitely been in here since Derry left.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” Kate said, following close behind me as I wandered along the hall and through the open door into a small dark sitting room. “And you didn’t drag me into this. The killer did. This isn’t your fault.”

      I looked around at the chaotic mess in the room. At first glance, it appeared the walls were lined with bookshelves. Now I saw that they weren’t bookshelves at all, but wallpaper that looked like rows and rows of books. The only actual books in the room were all business books and they were strewn all over the floor along with the cushions from the couches. The place had been torn apart.

      Kate shook her head as she surveyed the mess. “They were obviously looking for something. What if Derry disturbed an intruder?”

      “I don’t know. Wouldn’t they have left him here instead of moving him to the hotel? They’d have to be pretty brazen to risk moving a dead body through town and into the hotel.” I swallowed as I thought of something chilling. “Kate, what if whoever did this is still here?” I turned around and realised she’d already left the room.

      “I found his study!” Kate’s voice seemed to echo through the house.

      My heart pounded as I hurried through the ground floor looking for her. Even though the place had been modernised, Derry had left the layout intact except for the huge kitchen/dining room extension at the back. The rooms were small and there were loads of them—some with no clear purpose. I finally found the study tucked in a corner beside a room that had been turned into a wine cellar.

      “There you are,” I hissed. “Can you keep it down? What if the killer is still in here? I thought of it just before you yelled and told me where you were.”

      She grinned back at me. “If they were here they’d probably have heard me and killed me by now, wouldn’t they?”

      “I don’t know how you find this funny.”

      “Well it’s true, isn’t it? I saved us from having to tiptoe through the house looking for bad guys.”

      I looked around the study for the first time and my heart sank when I saw the size of the task in front of us. The hardwood floor was barely visible under the thick layer of mostly A4 sized paper that covered it. Kate was kneeling on the floor in the middle of it, picking up pages at random and looking through them before stacking them neatly on her lap.

      “What are you doing?”

      She looked up at me, unimpressed. “What does it look like? Boring myself to death.”

      The sight of her touching those pages with her bare hands was giving me anxiety. “Can you just stop?” I hissed, waving my hands. “Please. What’s on the ones you’ve touched already?”

      She passed me the pile from her lap. I was about to take them when I realised that would get my fingerprints on them as well as hers. Could they retrieve fingerprints from paper? I didn’t know—and I didn’t want to find out.

      My first thought was to take those documents with us and destroy them, but how did we know what was relevant and what wasn’t? I didn’t want to destroy evidence that might be important for the case.

      “Stay there. Stay right there. And don’t touch anything else. I passed the kitchen. It’s absolutely massive. I’ll go find us some gloves.”

      The kitchen was pristine. It looked like it had been replaced not long ago. It wasn’t to my taste—it was all too sleek and glossy. I checked myself. I wasn’t here to critique the decor—I was here to find evidence to clear my name.

      At first I couldn’t find the sink but then I realised that there was a separate walk-in pantry. When I say pantry, it was about the size of the ground floor of my house. Who needed a kitchen this big? Especially when it didn’t look like he used it much.

      With my sleeve covering my hand, I opened the cupboard under the sink. I was surprised by the lack of washing up gloves but then there was no evidence of any used plates so maybe he used the dishwasher for everything. I was about to give up when I spotted a box of disposable gloves. Even better. I grabbed four and hurried out to find Kate before she got bored and left her fingerprints on some important piece of evidence.

      Although, I was starting to wonder what we were going to find. The intruder had been thorough. The kitchen drawers were untouched but the sitting room and study had been torn apart. It seemed they knew exactly what they were looking for.

      The place was so big I took a wrong turn and found myself in a home cinema at the back of the house. I looked around at the huge leather loungers and the massive screen affixed to the end wall. Who lived like this? Certainly no-one I knew. A flash of red light caught my eye and I saw to my surprise that there was a CCTV camera fixed to the ceiling in the corner. It stood out in there because the camera was white and the walls had been painted a deep grey—to make it as dark as possible for the movies, I guess.

      I left the room feeling a little odd. I wasn’t sure why. Maybe because it seemed a little invasive to have CCTV cameras in your home. Did he not feel odd knowing that he was being filmed, even if he was the only one who had access to the feed?

      Now that I’d seen that one camera, I noticed them in the other rooms too as I tried to retrace my steps and find Kate. When I finally found her, I looked along the line where the ceiling met the wall as I passed her two of the gloves. There it was. There was a camera in this room too.

      “We should get Bernard,” she said. “He’s a solicitor. He’s used to looking at documents.”

      “And his career would be over if he was caught rummaging around in someone else’s house. If we find anything we can send him pictures.”

      I looked away from the camera. I needed to focus. My opinion on indoor cameras didn’t matter. Derry obviously didn’t mind being filmed in his home if he’d had those cameras installed. That was his business. I held open one of my gloves and started to push in my hand. “Hopefully now we…” I stopped and frowned.

      “What is it?”

      I held up my hand to show her. “It won’t even go over my knuckles! Is this a child’s glove or something?” I pulled it off. I blew into it before I tried again but it didn’t make a difference.

      “I don’t think they make gloves like this for children,” Kate said, holding up her hands. “But I see what you mean. My hands are pretty small, but look.” She’d managed to get the gloves on but they were tight, making her fingers look like sausages.

      “This doesn’t make sense. Derry was a big man. Did he have a cleaner?”

      Kate thought about it and then shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe. I don’t know anyone on the island who works as a cleaner. Some of the housekeeping staff at the hotel used to clean private homes on the side, but they’ve all moved on to different things since the hotel closed.”

      “What about the people who come over to clean the holiday lets? Could they be cleaning for him too?”

      She shook her head. “I doubt it. They don’t really operate at this time of the year.”

      I settled for shoving my fingers into the gloves. At least that would prevent my fingerprints from transferring. “Does someone else live here? A girlfriend?”

      “I don’t think so. There was a girlfriend a while ago, but I haven’t seen her around the island since before I worked on this place. So it’s been at least a year. He often has parties. They’ll all come over on the ferry in their Range Rovers and BMWs. But there’s no cars parked out front. And I doubt any of the people who come for his parties stick around to do the cleaning.”

      I sighed and knelt on the floor. There were so many documents lying around that it was hard not to be overwhelmed by the task in front of us. I picked up a few pages from the top and scanned them. They were all contracts with sellers for house sales. One of them was for Cliona’s B&B. It was dated three years ago.

      “How long has Derry been here?”

      “Four years? Five, maybe,” Kate said without looking up.

      I looked around the room and frowned when I saw that the top drawer of the filing cabinet remained closed. I pulled it open and saw the files neatly stacked inside. I pulled out the one closest to the front. It held seller agreements dated within the last six months.

      “You didn’t rearrange any of the papers on the floor, did you? Is this how you found them?”

      She looked at me blankly. “Why would I rearrange them?”

      “So the files that are on top now are the ones that were on top when we came in?”

      “What’s going on, Laura? I’ve just been picking pages off the top and looking through them. That’s all.”

      “What have you found?”

      “Nothing useful. Contracts and a few letters of complaint. Nothing that would give someone reason to commit murder.”

      ‘It’s just that this drawer hasn’t been touched.” I checked the files at the back. They dated back around eighteen months. “What if the killer found what they were looking for and gave up? The documents on top must be the last ones they looked through. And these are all seller contracts from a few years back.”

      “There could be something in that. Why would somebody who used Derry to sell their house want to murder him two or three years later, though? That’s what I don’t get. It’s possible they were looking for something else and they threw these files on top to distract us from what they were really looking for.”

      She was right. I sighed and went back to scanning the documents. It was hard when they were mostly the same standard wording with a different seller name on the top. I didn’t want to miss anything so I tried to read each one, but my mind kept wandering.

      I could see Kate was fidgety too. It was hard to stay motivated when there was a good chance whatever we were looking for was already gone. We didn’t even know that it was a document—whoever broke in might have made a mess to put us off their trail.

      My eyes caught the camera in the corner again. “Did you install the cameras—” my eyes widened. “The cameras, Kate!”

      She didn’t look up from the page she was examining. “No, they were here. He must have had them put in when…” she looked up at me. “Oh my goodness. Cameras.”

      I nodded gravely. I couldn’t believe we’d been wasting time looking through legal documents when there was a very real clue that had been staring us in the face all along. I was excited that we’d stumbled on something, but this was all starting to feel very real. What had I gotten us wrapped up in? “We need to get access to that footage. There’s a camera in here. It’ll have captured whoever broke in.” I looked around. The desk was bare apart from a lamp that had been knocked on its side. “Have you seen a laptop anywhere?”

      She shook her head.

      “Come on. We have to check the rest of the house.” I stopped, frozen by indecision. “What if it’s already gone? The killer might have taken it. We’ve got to figure out how to access that footage.”

      Kate’s expression lightened. “Relax, Laura. I don’t have a clue how to hack into somebody’s security system, but luckily for us the guards have experts who’ll be able to get in. I thought you’d be relieved. They’ll be able to prove from the footage that it wasn’t you. I’ll text Tom now. This might be something they can get started on right now.”

      I stared at the camera. She was right. I should have felt relieved. But I didn’t. Why? Maybe it was the fact that whoever did this was sly enough to get into my car and steal something to plant at the scene. And brave enough to go back into the hotel even after they knew we’d found the body. Somebody like that shouldn’t be underestimated. I wouldn’t put it past them to dress like me and make it seem like I was the one who’d broken in.

      The light on the camera flashed red and a shiver ran through me.

      I was wrong. It was much worse. Why would they put the effort into dressing up like me when all they’d have to do is get access to the footage and delete any clips with them on it? They wouldn’t have to dress up like me because I was standing in Derry’s house myself poking through his things. If the killer deleted the footage of themselves, it might look like Kate and I were the only ones who’d been in Derry’s house.

      How was that going to look?

      “We need to go. Now, Kate. If they have Derry’s phone or laptop they’ll be able to delete the footage of themselves. We’ve got to get to it before they can do that.”

      She groaned. “If they have access to the cameras on Derry’s phone, they could be watching us right now. Let’s get out of here.”
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      We got back to the hotel and found Pat and Mary standing outside where we’d left Bernard.

      “I took his place,” Pat said quietly before we’d even had a chance to ask. “You probably shouldn’t stay here for long if you don’t want to draw attention to this place.”

      “Yes, get out of here,” Mary scolded.

      “You should join them. The hotel is closed. It’s going to look weird if there are multiple people clustered in the doorway.”

      Kate said nothing and Mary frowned like she was expecting a smart comment from her granddaughter. Of course, I knew exactly why she was preoccupied.

      “Oh, and I checked out Walter,” Pat added. “It wasn’t him. One of the carers gave him a lift to the cafe this morning and he didn’t leave the facility at all yesterday evening or last night. Even if he wasn’t so frail, there’s no way he’d have had time to get into the hotel and be sitting calmly in the cafe by the time you came in.”

      I nodded. I’d forgotten about Walter but I supposed it was good to have one more suspect crossed off our list. “Where’s Bernard? We really need to speak to him.”

      “He went back to his office. Is there anything I can help with?”

      I looked at Kate. She’d reacted strongly earlier when she thought I wanted to check the hotel room for Derry’s phone, but things had changed since then. I sighed. “Would you be able to go up to the room and see if Derry’s phone is on him?”

      “Laura!” Mary hissed. “What a thing to ask.”

      Kate said nothing. Pat gave me a sharp nod. “Wait here. I won’t be long.”

      “I can’t believe you’d have him go and search a dead man.”

      I sighed. “It’s not like I want him to do it. We don’t have a choice.” I leaned closer. Even though the street was quiet, I didn’t want to risk us being overheard. “We went to Derry’s house. Someone had broken in. We didn’t find anything, but he has cameras in the house. It’d be too much of a coincidence if the break-in wasn’t connected to the murder, wouldn’t it?”

      “I don’t understand why that means Pat has to go and search a dead man.”

      “Because we need his phone. If we can get that it’ll make it easier for us to get access to the camera footage. Otherwise we’re going to have to…” I shook my head. “I have no idea how we’ll get in. And if the killer has his phone, it’s only a matter of time before they delete the footage if they haven’t already.”

      The door opened and Pat slipped out. We all watched him expectantly.

      “No joy,” he said, taking up his post outside the door again.

      “He didn’t have his phone on him?”

      “There was no sign of it.”

      Kate shook her head. “He was a salesman. There’s no way he’d go anywhere without his phone.”

      “It makes sense that the killer took it. Maybe they were in touch with him to lure him there and they needed to get rid of the evidence.”

      “Or maybe,” Pat said, holding up a key fob. “He left it in his car.”

      Mary muttered under her breath and took off across the road towards Bernard’s office without a glance back at us.

      I watched her go, worried that we’d crossed a line.

      “Don’t worry about her,” Kate said, sensing my discomfort. “She’ll be fine. I’ll explain everything to her again later. We don’t have time for this. I’ll go check Derry’s car. You go to Bernard. He’s our best hope of getting access to the footage.”

      “Bernard is?”

      “Of course. He’s the closest the island has to a tech guru. Go. I’ll meet you at his office in a few minutes.”

      “Good,” Pat muttered as we walked away. “There were far too many of us clustered around here.”
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      “You did what?” Bernard was sitting behind the reception desk in his office. Mary was sitting in the armchair in the corner. I was surprised she hadn’t filled him in, but I didn’t have time to wonder at Mary’s sudden discretion.

      “Look, I’ll fill you in on that another time. We were passing, we thought it might help. When we got there we found Derry’s spare key in the door. The sitting room and study had been ransacked. All the other rooms looked unscathed, like whoever broke in was looking for something that could only be in one of those two rooms. Or the drawers in the hall table. They had been searched too.”

      Bernard looked nonplussed. “Or they sent you on a wild goose chase. Did you find anything useful there? You can’t go rummaging around in the home of a man who’s just been murdered. That’s not going to help you when the guards get here and discover the place has been tampered with. You might have destroyed vital evidence without even realising it.”

      “We wore gloves,” I said, holding up my hands to stop him interrupting me. “Look, Bernard, please. What I came here to tell you is Derry had cameras in his house. If they’re on—and I think they are, because I saw them flashing—they could be the key to this whole thing. But we’ve got to get access to the footage soon because⁠—”

      “If the killer gets access to it they’ll delete it,” he finished for me. “Did you find a laptop in the house?”

      “No. And there’s no sign of his phone in the hotel room either. I got Pat to check just now.”

      Bernard leaned back in his chair, covered his eyes with his hands and groaned loudly. “You did what?”

      Kate burst into the office and threw the car keys on the desk. “There’s nothing in Derry’s car.” She took in Bernard’s expression. “Okay so you’ve filled him in, I take it?”

      “Of course you took his car keys. Of course.”

      “Bernard!” Kate slammed her hands on the desk. “There’s no time for this right now. Without his phone we don’t have much hope of getting into Derry’s security system. And if the killer has it, we might already be too late. The cameras were generic and I couldn’t see any indication of the security system he might have used. So we’re going to have to try and break into lots of them.” She sighed and shook her head. “Actually, I have no idea. You’re the IT expert. I was hoping you might know what to do.”

      Bernard sat up straight and frowned. “Actually I do know what system he uses. It’s the same one I use here. He asked about it once. At the time I thought he was just asking to try and flatter me. We were in the middle of ironing out some contract issues on a sale he really wanted done.”

      “Maybe it was just for show. Like his car,” Kate reasoned. “I’ve just been in it. He’s done hardly any mileage on that thing. Who buys a car like that and doesn’t drive it at every opportunity?”

      “Come on,” Bernard said. “Let’s use the computer in my office. You’ve given me an idea.”

      We followed him in and stood behind him as he brought up a website from his favourites. He typed in Derry’s email address and I felt myself relax a little. “You know his username.”

      “I’m only guessing,” Bernard warned. “And even if I’m right, it doesn’t matter that we know his username. We’ve got to hope his password is weak. I’m not a hacker. If Derry doesn’t have an obvious password then we’re out of luck. It’s not like any of us know him well.” He took a deep breath. “Okay, here goes. Let’s try that. R-E-D-R-O-V-E-R.” He clicked submit and a little message in red text appeared underneath the password box. “So it wasn’t that.”

      “Try RANGE ROVER,” Kate suggested.

      Mary wandered into the office and leaned over to look at Bernard’s screen. “Why don’t you try PASSWORD?”

      “Because it’s too obvious,” Bernard replied, typing in RANGE ROVER and hitting enter. He groaned. “It’s not that either. Kate, do you know the registration number?”

      “Does it mention anything about how many attempts we have left?”

      “No, but let’s not push it.”

      “I’ll be back in a moment,” Kate muttered as she darted out the door.

      Mary and I huddled around Bernard’s desk and stared at the screen.

      He turned around to look at us. “Now look, I’m just guessing here. I don’t want to get anyone’s hopes up. If he has two factor authentication turned on then this isn’t going to work even if we can guess his password.”

      “Okay.” Nerves shot through my body. I couldn’t even think of a single password to try. Everything that popped into my head seemed silly if I reflected on it for a few moments, like CARMAN or SALESMAN.

      Kate burst into the office. “I got it. It’s 241 G 54. I’m surprised it’s not a vanity plate, actually.”

      “We don’t do vanity plates here,” Bernard said. He tapped that combination into the box and got the same error message as before.

      I shifted on my feet. This had seemed so promising before regardless of what Bernard had said about guessing, but I was starting to lose hope.

      “Have you tried PASSWORD?” Mary said again.

      Bernard looked up at her. I smiled. I could see in his eyes that he didn’t have the heart to tell her that was a crazy idea—that nobody who was any way security conscious would use PASSWORD as their password.

      “Let’s try,” he said with a sigh. He typed for a few seconds and hit enter. His finger hovered over the backspace key to clear the password box when PASSWORD was inevitably rejected.

      But that didn’t happen. Instead, we all watched in amazement as the page loaded and a whole list of video thumbnails appeared on the screen, sorted by camera name.

      “I don’t believe it,” Bernard muttered.

      “I told you!” Mary said. “Didn’t I? There was no point messing around trying to dream up some password that related to his car. I heard it on the radio one morning. The most common password is password. Apparently it’s easy to remember.”

      We shook our heads. It was so obvious we’d almost missed it.
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      “So we’re in?”

      “Hah,” Mary said. “See, I told you.”

      Kate and I lurched forward at the same time, forcing Bernard’s chair into his desk. “Whoa,” he muttered. “Give me some space, will you? There are so many cameras. It may be the same system as mine but it’s a whole lot more complex. I don’t even know where to start.”

      Kate leaned closer to the screen. “It doesn’t help that the cameras aren’t labelled with the room they cover.” She was silent for a moment. Then she pointed at one of the little thumbnail images. “That one’s above the front door. That’s probably the best one to start with. We know the intruder used Derry’s spare key to get in that door.”

      Bernard opened a video and I cringed when my face appeared on the screen.

      “Go back,” I said. “The newest videos are going to be of me and Kate. Go back a few hours.”

      “Relax,” Kate said. “We’re in now.”

      “I won’t be able to relax until we’ve found the files. There’s still a chance they’ve been deleted.”

      Bernard went back to the older videos and started using the slider at the bottom to hurry through them. Most of them featured the man from the hotel. Derry.

      “You’ve gone back too far now. Go to—” I gasped as a figure appeared on the screen. “That’s not Derry. Look.”

      We leaned in as close as we could to the screen but whoever it was had their head down. They wore a baggy black hoodie with black tracksuit pants. They disappeared from view for a moment before appearing right beside the camera and disappearing again.

      The footage ended.

      “He knew where the spare key was hidden,” Kate said. “He disappeared for a second then popped back up and let himself in. There was no looking around for the key.”

      I thought back to earlier and the pots Kate checked for the key. She was right—if you didn’t know exactly where the key was hidden there’s no way you’d just have stumbled across it. “Would many people have known where he kept the key?”

      Bernard shrugged. “Possibly. He entertained a lot but he’d have been there when his guests arrived. I don’t know, though. You’ve seen how lax he was with his password.”

      “He wasn’t that lax,” Mary sniffed. “None of you would have guessed it if it wasn’t for me.”

      I groaned. I’d been so sure we’d cracked the case when I saw that person on the doorbell camera. “Is there anything on the cameras inside the house?”

      Bernard went back to the main screen with thumbnails showing the views from all the different cameras. I counted ten in all. “Why does he have so many cameras? What was he hiding?”

      “I don’t know,” Kate said. “Maybe he had a lot of cash in the house. I didn’t see a safe but we didn’t look for one.”

      “He might have been concerned for his security,” Bernard said. “He can’t have been completely ignorant of how people on the island felt about him. Did you find anything there that hinted at a threat against him?”

      I shook my head. “Some complaint letters but it was mostly petty stuff. Can we keep looking through the footage? The killer has Derry’s phone. They might be logged in here too, about to delete the files.” I froze. “Can you see if anyone else is accessing the files right now?”

      Bernard moved his mouse and hovered over an item in the sidebar menu called Recents.

      “No!” I said. “Stop. Let’s just keep looking.”

      Kate squeezed my arm. “It’s going to be okay, Laura. Really.”

      I smiled at her even though I wasn’t sure I believed her. There was no way I was going to relax until we saw who we were dealing with.

      Bernard opened another camera’s history and a page of videos appeared. He glanced at the thumbnails and opened the last one that didn’t feature me and Kate.

      The date stamp said it was from one in the morning. I shivered when I realised how dangerous it would have been if the killer had chosen to wait until morning and we’d met them at the house. From the look on Kate’s face, she was thinking the same thing.

      I recognised the view. The camera was set high on the wall facing the front door. The intruder appeared and hurried through the hall with their head down looking straight ahead. I’d been watching the ornate mirror just inside the door to see if they turned their head, but it was like they knew to avoid the cameras and the mirror. They’d definitely been in that house often enough to be comfortable with the layout.

      “They didn’t go straight to the hall table. They must have looked in there on the way out.”

      “We can check that.”

      “No. Let’s see the other cameras. One of them must have caught the killer at a better angle.”

      Bernard opened the history from the other cameras in the house but it was always the same. The killer kept his head down and avoided being caught on camera. With his dark unbranded clothes and his hood up, it could have been anyone.

      “Well, that doesn’t tell us much. But I’ll download all the files we’ve viewed just in case the killer does go in and delete them. I don’t know why they’d bother doing that seeing as there’s nothing helpful on there. They were clever.” He sighed. “Maybe the Garda technical team has some tricks. They might be able to zoom in on that mirror and get a closer look at the killer’s face.”

      “I doubt it. He was turned away. And you can’t even see his body shape under those clothes,” Kate said, shaking her head.

      I frowned. Something was niggling at me. Even though I knew there was nothing identifying about that person in the videos, there was something there. I just knew it. “Wait, go back to the second camera we checked. The one in the hall.”

      “There was nothing on it, Laura,” Kate said, sounding impatient.

      “Please, can we just look at it? Find the last footage where Derry was visible.”

      Bernard found the video without saying anything and we watched in silence until Derry appeared from under the camera and walked to the door. The time stamp said 19:30. “That’s the last footage of him. This was taken not long before you saw him in town last night.”

      “There!” I poked the screen with my index finger, earning me a reproachful look from Bernard. “Look. See? That’s where Derry’s head comes up to on the mirror.” I tapped a point about an inch lower. “That’s where the killer’s head was. We can go back and double check exactly where. How tall was Derry, Bernard?”

      He thought about it for a few moments. “I don’t know. Around my height, I suppose. Maybe a little shorter. Six two, give or take.”

      My heart raced. I was a numbers person but it wasn’t intuitive enough that I could figure out the killer’s height just by looking at those two videos. But I didn’t need to. I had the reference point I needed. “Go back to the second last video. The one with me and Kate.”

      There we were. I cringed at the sight of us, tiptoeing into the house like we were terrified. Of course we were terrified—Bernard was right, we shouldn’t have gone there at all.

      But I was glad we had.

      “There! Look!” I pointed to the screen. “The killer is around Kate’s height.”

      They both looked at me, shocked.

      “I’m only five two,” she whispered. “That means…”

      “The killer is most likely a woman.”
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      Nobody said anything for what felt like a very long time after that. Maybe it wouldn’t have felt like a breakthrough in other circumstances, but it did now. We were stuck on an island and the killer was almost certainly still here. We’d just eliminated around half of the population.

      “Where does this leave us? Cliona’s pretty petite. And Rosie…”

      Kate frowned gravely. “She’s around my height. It fits, Laura.”

      “I’m sorry. I know she’s a close friend of yours.”

      “Close friend or not, I’m not crossing her off the list until we know for sure she wasn’t involved.”

      “Those gloves we found in Derry’s house,” I said, thinking of the kitchen cleaning cupboard. “Maybe they were the killer’s. Remember, Kate? They were tiny. I could barely get them on my hands. And she knew the house so well.” I turned to Bernard. “Did Derry have a girlfriend? Kate doesn’t think so.”

      “Not that I know of. I never saw him around the island with anyone.”

      I shook my head. “I found a box of tiny disposable gloves in his kitchen. This petite woman let herself into his house and went through all his papers. She knew where the key was. She’s the killer, isn’t she? But who is she? You said there’s no cleaner on the island and the cleaning crew for the holiday lets haven’t been over in some time.”

      “There’s a noticeboard in the cafe. We could check to see if anybody put up a sign offering cleaning services. I don’t think I’ve seen anything like that.” Bernard looked sheepish. “If I had I’d have got them in to clean up my office.”

      “And if the killer had a sign up there they’ll have taken it down now to throw us off the scent.”

      I thought of my visit to the cafe that morning and the hectic woman who’d served me. “Angela at the cafe is pretty small.”

      Kate frowned. “So am I and so is Nan. We’re not going to go on a witch-hunt for the small women of Dunmorrow Island, are we?”

      I held up my hands. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that. I just mean we’re looking for someone small.”

      “Someone small who had a grudge against Derry. Did Angela have any reason to want him dead?”

      “I mentioned him to her this morning. She said he rarely goes into the cafe.”

      Kate nodded. “That sounds about right. I’ve never seen him in there. He always did have an air about him that the island’s businesses were beneath him and I can see that extending to the cafe.”

      “That’s one thing I’d agree with him about,” Mary said.

      “Nan!” Kate rolled her eyes. “You should see her on the rare occasions I get her to go to the cafe with me, Laura. She’s all sweetness and light to Angela. Complimenting her food and all sorts.”

      “And how does Angela feel about the holiday lets situation? Is she as passionate as Rosie and Cliona?”

      Mary shook her head. “Not at all. She’s not from here. She doesn’t care. She wanted to open her own place somewhere and a fully kitted out cafe became available on Dunmorrow so she came here.”

      “Most of her trade comes from locals,” Kate said. “I’m sure she’d like it if the holiday lets people used the cafe more often, but I’ve never heard her complain about them the way others do. The main problem with what Derry was doing was for young couples trying to buy houses. Or Cliona in the B&B—they were her competition. Not only that but Derry sold her that B&B. What if he misled her in some way and she wanted revenge?”

      “Are there any other short women who missed out on buying a house because of…” I trailed off. I was in danger of getting distracted here. “We have two names on our list. We should focus on them for now.”

      “I agree. Hopefully we’ll uncover something when we speak to them.”

      Nobody said anything. I looked at Bernard. “I notice you’re not objecting to us going to speak to them?”

      He sighed. “We’ve hacked into Derry’s security system and Pat has searched him to try and find his phone. What’s the point in stopping now?”

      “I wish we knew more about Derry’s movements from last night. We don’t know what he was doing after we saw him arguing with Owen Campbell. We really need to know what time this happened. Does anyone have CCTV cameras facing out onto the street?”

      “I’m afraid not. People wouldn’t take kindly to that sort of surveillance. The best we can do is speak to Vince at the pub and see if Derry was in there after you left. Though I doubt he was. If Owen Campbell was in there all evening grousing about Derry he’d surely have told you if Derry popped into the pub. And I don’t think I’ve ever seen him in the pub. As Kate said, he didn’t really patronise the local businesses. In fairness, I probably wouldn’t have gone to the pub or the cafe if I was likely to be confronted by angry locals. That doesn’t sound very relaxing, does it?”

      I shook my head. Without knowing what time Derry was murdered it was going to be difficult to see who had an alibi and who didn’t. We’d gotten lucky with Walter and Owen Campbell. “The killer has to have arranged to meet him. Maybe it happened soon after Owen saw Derry.” I frowned. “That could explain what Derry was doing outside the hotel.”

      “It’s pretty cheeky if that’s what happened. Knowing you were in town and you could have accessed the hotel.”

      “If the killer saw you leave with us they’ll have known the coast was clear. You had your car parked at Cliona’s. She’d have known when you left.”

      I sighed. This was all just too much speculation. “We need his phone. But I bet that’s exactly why she took it. To delete the evidence.”

      “Wait,” Kate said. “What about Find my Phone? If you guessed the login for his cameras, we might be able to find his phone.”

      “Whatever about home security, nobody’s going to use PASSWORD for their phone.”

      “Have you got a better idea?”

      Bernard brought up the website and used the same email address and password combination that he’d used to access the cameras. We all held our breaths as we waited to see if it worked.

      “Nope.”

      I sighed. If we could find out where his phone was, it would help us to locate the killer. Even if she’d dumped it, its location might provide a clue about her identity. “Okay, let’s try⁠—”

      “Laura,” Bernard said patiently. “We got lucky with the password for his security system. Let’s not waste time trying to find his phone.”

      I sighed. I knew he was right. “Are all the videos downloaded from his security portal?”

      Bernard clicked his mouse and his screen lit up again. He started cross-checking the videos in his downloads folder to the ones we’d viewed.

      “Wait, what’s that?” I pointed to one of the tabs at the top of the screen.

      “It’s his alarm system.” He tapped his mouse. “It shows when his alarm was armed and…” he trailed off and leaned closer.

      We all saw it at the same time. Or rather, we realised the significance of what we were seeing. Derry had set his alarm when he left the house the previous night and it had been disarmed around the time that woman entered. I looked at Kate. The reason we hadn’t noticed it is because she’d obviously neglected to put it back on. Why would she, I suppose—she knew Derry wouldn’t be back to question how it ended up disarmed.

      “She knew the code.”

      “Yeah, well. If the password for his cameras is anything to go by, it was probably 1-2-3-4.”

      “No,” Bernard said. “This is the same alarm system as I have.“ The log says it was disarmed. She couldn’t have gone in and guessed passwords. The siren would have triggered if she’d guessed a wrong combination first.”

      “He’s in the middle of the country. I guess she wasn’t worried about that.”

      “But we’d see it on the log. It would tell us if the alarm was triggered. It wasn’t.”

      “So she knew the code.”

      “You probably did too, Kate? Which means everyone he had working on his house knew the code too.”

      When she didn’t answer, I looked back at her and frowned. Her hand was clamped over her mouth and she was staring at Mary with a look of horror.

      “What is it, love? What’s wrong?”

      “I didn’t have the code. The cameras were there when I was working on the house but there was no alarm.”

      “Okay. So this is something. This woman is close enough to Derry that she was in his home within the past year, she knows where he hides his spare key.” I swallowed. “And she’s on the island right now.”

      “We have the footage,” Kate said gently. “We can prove that’s not you. We’ll show them the video of me and you and they can compare that to the footage of the killer. It’s obviously us in the latest videos. It’ll be easy for them to confirm it wasn’t you.”

      “And I’ll tell them you were with me when the hammer was planted.”

      I shook my head. I knew we had enough evidence to prove it wasn’t me, but I still couldn’t relax. “She’s been so clever about this. I don’t think we should assume we have this wrapped up. It’s like Bernard said earlier—what if she’s done something else we don’t know about? Like hidden Derry’s phone somewhere so it looks like I was the one who took it. I don’t think I’m going to be able to relax until we’ve identified the killer. Then even if she’s set another trap for me there’s no way the guards will believe her.”

      “We’re going to find her,” Bernard said. “It’ll just take some time to go through all this footage.”

      “But she’s hidden her face. She’s been careful. We’ve got nothing to go off except her height.”

      He smiled. “Yes, in the most recent video that’s true. But she knew Derry’s alarm code and she knew where he kept his spare key. She’s been in his house, Laura. And I’m going to trawl through this footage until I find her.”

      I smiled. It was something, but who knew how long that was going to take. We’d narrowed it down a little, but there were probably several women around Kate’s height on the island who didn’t like Derry.

      But I’d met two and seen for myself how they reacted when they found out that the owner of the island’s only hotel was meeting the island’s only real estate agent.

      And that seemed like a pretty good starting point.
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      “Oh thank goodness,” Kate said when I suggested we visit Rosie and Cliona. “Nan’s snoring is driving me crazy. It’s bad enough having to listen to it at home. I need to get out of here.”

      I tuned into it as soon as she said it. I hadn’t noticed it before. It was more like heavy mouth breathing than snoring, but now that I knew about it I couldn’t block it out. Mary had returned to the armchair in the corner by the window, and she was now curled up fast asleep. “Thanks a lot,” I muttered. “I hadn’t noticed it until you said that.”

      “Sorry,” she said, looking anything but.

      “So you don’t mind if we go find Rosie and see what she was doing last night?”

      Kate shook her head. “Not at all. It sounds like she was acting very strangely around you when you met her yesterday. I’ve known her all my life, and I don’t think she did this… you know she lives on the mainland, right? She stays with her parents sometimes, so we can go and see if she was there last night. As far as I know she wasn’t planning to stay. We usually meet for a drink when she’s over for the evening because it’s hard to catch up during the day. If she didn’t stay the night she can’t have done it. We saw Derry alive long after the last ferry left.”

      “Is there any way she could have snuck over later? Her husband owns the ferry. Could she have brought it over?”

      Kate and Bernard both shook their heads. “I doubt it. You’ve seen the ferry. It’s a big old noisy thing. Would you risk it? Someone would surely have seen it and word would have gotten around. The ferries never run at night. And it’s not like she could have sailed over alone. It’s a two person job and that’s during the day. At night it would have been much harder to navigate even if the sea was calm. And it wasn’t calm last night. It’s rough out there.” Kate sighed. “I know you think I’m making up excuses for her, but I don’t think anyone with Rosie’s knowledge of that stretch of water would have risked sailing the ferry over here last night after dark.”

      “Not even to create an alibi?”

      “No. It’s just too risky. Anyway, why don’t we go to her parents’ house and see if she’s there. If she’s not, we can work out our next steps. How are you going with that footage, Bernard?”

      “It’s going to take a while but I’m not stopping until I find something. Keep your phones handy. I’ll call if I see anything. Good luck.” He frowned. “And be careful. Please don’t put yourselves in danger.”

      Kate rolled her eyes. “It’s two tiny women, Bernard. And we’ll go see them one at a time.”

      “One of them could be a killer, Kate. And you’re also a tiny woman. Be careful, okay?”

      Mary snorted loudly and shifted in the armchair without waking.

      Kate’s eyes danced with amusement as she fished her phone out of her pocket and held it up. It took me a few moments to realise what she was doing.

      “You’re recording her?” I hissed.

      Kate dropped her hand with the phone in it to her side and shot me a filthy look. “I was, but you ruined it by talking.”

      “But she’s your gran and she’s…” I gestured to the sleeping woman. Her eyes were closed and she looked so peaceful.

      “She’s sleeping, Laura. And she swears she doesn’t snore so I was trying to get some proof that she’s wrong.” She shoved her phone back in her pocket. “Come on. Let’s go. Keys?”

      I handed her my keys without another word. She drove like a maniac but that was exactly what we needed. I was too hesitant driving the island’s narrow road.

      “Wait,” Bernard shouted as we walked out the door. I turned, curious to see if he was shouting because he was agitated or whether he was just trying to be heard over the sound of Mrs Mc’s snoring.

      “What?”

      “Bring Pat, will you? We don’t know what you’re wandering into. I’ll be able to watch the hotel door from here. Maybe it’s better if I keep an eye on it stealthily rather than having somebody at the door. If I see anybody go in there then it’s probably our killer.”
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      It was obvious as soon as we set off in the car that Pat was a man of few words. What on earth had Mary been chatting to him about when we followed them earlier in my car? I leaned forward from the back to turn on the radio but the reception here wasn’t great. I turned it off again.

      “What do you listen to when you’re driving around?”

      Kate shrugged. “Podcasts. Playlists I’ve saved. To be honest, the island is so small that I’m never in the van for that long anyway.”

      It was something I still hadn’t gotten used to. It was strange—I’d been there less than twenty four hours but it felt like I’d been there for weeks or even months. Despite the weird situation I’d found myself in, there was something so relaxing about Kate and Bernard’s company that it felt like I’d known them my whole life.

      Which was crazy, but I didn’t have time to think too much about it.

      Maybe it was lack of sleep. Or the fact that I was being framed for murder. I was clinging on to any sense of belonging I could find, that was all.

      I sighed and stared out the window. I still hadn’t called Paul and I couldn’t bring myself to make that call. I kept putting it off because we were always about to go somewhere and my reception might drop off, but I knew deep down that wasn’t the problem. We’d been married for ten years—he’d surely understand if our call dropped because I had no reception.

      “What’s the matter with you?” Pat was watching me intently.

      I sat up straighter, surprised that he’d picked up on my change in mood. He hadn’t appeared to be paying attention to either of us. “Nothing. I’m just worried about work, that’s all. My boss said if I don’t show up tomorrow then I’m as good as fired.”

      “They can’t just fire you.”

      “No,” I agreed. “They can’t. But they can make my life hell until they get their way and I walk off the job. I’ve seen them do it to others.”

      Pat clicked his tongue. “It doesn’t sound like a place where you’d want to work.”

      “No, it isn’t,” I laughed. “There’s no such thing as a place you want to work. You drag yourself to work because you have a mortgage and bills to pay.” I looked at each of them, expecting them to nod in agreement. but they just looked back at me blankly.

      “I love what I do,” Kate said. “I mean, my knees are in bits and I’m covered in attic insulation more often than not, but every day is different.”

      “I tried retiring but it wasn’t for me. After half a day I thought I was going mad. What was I supposed to do, sit around watching game shows all day?” Pat shuddered as if even the memory was more than he could stand.

      “Yeah well.” I went back to staring out the window. “Maybe I’ll change careers when the mortgage is paid off.”

      “If you’re still physically able to work.”

      Kate winced. “You see why I didn’t want to bring him along? He can be very blunt.”

      “I’m sorry. It’s the truth, though. You put things off and put things off until one day you wake up and you’re eighty and you’re no longer able to do the things you put off.”

      I closed my eyes. I don’t know why the conversation was getting to me so much. I’d accepted a long time ago that life wasn’t about having fun. I’d never really questioned it, because most of the people I worked with felt the same. None of us came to work every day for the joy of it.

      “You could leave it all behind and move here to run the hotel.”

      “I…”

      “You’d earn a fortune now doing ghost tours,” Pat said. “You wouldn’t even have to operate it as a hotel.”

      “Pat!” As she yelled at him, Kate swerved off the road and came to a sudden stop, with gravel flying everywhere. I stared at her open-mouthed waiting for the shouting to start. It took a few moments for me to realise that there was going to be no argument.

      She hadn’t pulled off the road to argue with Pat.

      That was just how she drove.

      “We’re here,” she announced. “Come on.”

      We’d pulled up outside a large bungalow. The gates were closed and there were no cars in the neatly maintained driveway. “There’s nobody home. Let’s go.”

      Kate looked at me like I was mad. “We’ll check around the back. Come on.”

      “We can’t just…” I trailed off when the other two walked on ahead of me. Maybe this was normal behaviour on the island. It didn’t seem very normal to me, just wandering around someone’s house like this.

      The front door opened as I was walking past. my heart started thumping—the other two were already around the side of the house. Whoever was opening the door was only going to see me. I broke into a run and caught up with them.

      “Someone’s coming out,” I hissed.

      Kate stopped and stared at me. “And you just ran? How do you think that’s going to look?”

      “What was I supposed to do? Tell them I was looking for Rosie to find out if she killed Derry?”

      She turned around and walked back to the front of the house.

      “How’s she going to explain this?” I whispered to Pat.

      He didn’t answer.

      We made our way to the front of the house to where a woman with her hair wrapped in a towel had come out in slippers and her dressing gown.

      “The dog started barking,” the woman said. “I came out to see what was going on. I didn’t realise it was you, love.”

      “Sorry,” Kate said with a charming smile. “I wanted to see if Rosie was in. I didn’t want to disturb you so I thought I’d check around the back for her car.”

      I watched Kate in disbelief. She’d made it sound so believable when in fact we were ruling this woman’s daughter out of a murder investigation—albeit a very informal one run by a group of people who absolutely weren’t detectives.

      “She’s not here today, Kate. She’s staying tonight, though, if you want to catch her then. I’m surprised she hasn’t already texted you to meet up. She’s had a hell of a week so far, so she’ll no doubt be wanting to rant and rave about whatever’s bothering her.”

      “I haven’t been chatting to her, Mrs Kane. What’s bothering her?”

      The woman scoffed. “What are you calling me Mrs Kane for? It’s Maggie to you. It always was. Sure haven’t I known you since you were this high.” She held her hand at mid-thigh level.

      “Ah I’m just being polite,” Kate said with a grin. “I haven’t seen you in a while. So what’s bothering Rosie?”

      Mrs Kane shook her head. “Ah the usual. They’re not having much luck finding a place and it’s not helping that there’s rumours that one of the empty shops on Main Street is coming up for sale. She tried getting in touch with that Derry Sutherland fella to get herself top of the list to view it. The location would be perfect for them for the ferry!”

      “Oh,” Kate said innocently. “Is this one of the shops down past the hotel towards the harbour?”

      “Yes, that’s it. The old bakery building. They’ve tried to get so many houses so they thought maybe the best idea was to find an old commercial building and convert it. Stephen would be able to bring over all the materials on the ferry, so it would have been perfect.” She got a wistful look in her eyes. “It all sounded very promising the way they said it, but it doesn’t sound like it’s going to happen now.”

      Kate’s eyes widened. “Is that because⁠—”

      “Your man Derry wouldn’t even entertain her,” Mrs Kane went on as though Kate hadn’t spoken. “He denied it was going up for sale.” She clicked her tongue. “He’s probably already allocated it to that greedy holiday lets company.”

      My heart thumped as Kate agreed with the woman that the holiday lets company was ruining the island and said her goodbyes. So what if Rosie wasn’t home? Owen Campbell had met Derry coming from that direction of town the previous evening. Now we knew what he might have been doing down there. And his recent rejection of Rosie’s attempt to buy a home might have been the thing that pushed her to take action in a fit of frustration.

      “Is there anywhere else on the island Rosie could be?” I asked as Kate made a hair-raising three point turn in the narrow road and we headed back towards the town.

      She veered off the road and came to a stop outside another house without saying a word. My stomach churned from the sudden movement. I looked out at the house. This one looked like it hadn’t been lived in for a very long time. The grass was overgrown and piles of leaves were rotting on the empty driveway.

      “Why have you stopped? Could she be in there?”

      Kate frowned. “What, in there? I doubt it. No, I just pulled in here to call her.”

      “You think she’ll tell you if she’s on the island?”

      Kate scoffed. “They have a landline. If the ferry’s not running she and Stephen are probably at home.” She pulled out her phone.

      I watched, holding my breath. What were we going to do if she didn’t answer? The island wasn’t big but there were still a lot of places somebody could hide out if they wanted to. Rosie had said Stephen’s parents lived on the island. She could be at their house. Not to mention the fact that everybody seemed to know everybody else, so didn’t that mean there were dozens of places she could be?

      “Hello, Rosie?”

      My eyes widened.

      “It’s me. Kate. I was at your mum’s house just now. She said you’re pretty frustrated right now.” She fell silent and listened.

      I couldn’t make out what Rosie was saying on the other side of the call, but it must have been very detailed because Kate listened in silence for a very long time.

      “Aw that sucks. It really does. I don’t know if I can meet you later. We have Imelda’s granddaughter staying with us. And we’re…” she stopped and cleared her throat. “We’re catching her up on the history of the place. It’s been nice.”

      Kate listened for another long time. I wondered what Rosie was saying about me. I doubted it was complimentary. We were in an exposed spot so the wind outside was noisy and relentless. I wished it would ease for a while so I could hear what she was saying.

      “Alright, I’ll see you soon.” Kate threw her phone in the centre console and started the car again, flooring it and spinning the wheels on the loose gravel outside the house.

      “Well? What did she say?”

      Kate smiled. “She’s at home. Definitely not hiding out on the island.”

      I wanted to ask what Rosie had said about me but now wasn’t the time. “Couldn’t we have just phoned her earlier? Rather than going to her mother’s house and sneaking around?”

      Kate sighed. “I thought about it. I didn’t want to risk Stephen answering and texting her before we turned up at the house. If she had been involved that might have tipped her off that we were on to her.”

      “And what about her mother? She seemed pretty aggrieved on Rosie’s behalf. Could she be behind this?”

      “No,” Kate said immediately. “Didn’t you see how tall she is? Rosie got her height from her dad. It’s something we always used to joke about. Her mum is tall and so is my dad. We always used to say we’d be tall if our genetics were reversed.” She shook her head. “I guess we were pretty bored in biology class if that’s the sort of thing we talked about. My height doesn’t bother me at all.” She slammed on the brakes and my stomach jolted so hard I worried I was going to be sick.

      “What is it? What happened?” I looked around and realised we were stopped on the road outside Kate’s house. “Kate, what’s going on?”

      Had it really been a good idea to let her drive? There was no way I’d have been able to navigate those narrow roads as fast as she could, but I was starting to wonder if I’d escape this journey with a single nerve left. It was hair-raising being in a car with her.

      “Will I pop into my house and get some screwdrivers?” she asked casually, like it was a perfectly normal suggestion. “Maybe we should have something to protect ourselves with, just in case.”

      I was relieved when Pat gave her a firm no before I could answer. She frowned at him and he rolled his eyes like he couldn’t believe he was having to explain himself. “If we can resolve this civilly all the better. What’s someone going to think if the two of you march in there all tooled up with screwdrivers?”

      “It’s for our protection,” Kate protested.

      “I’m your protection.”

      “You’re an OAP.”

      He gasped. “Kate McMahon, what way is that to speak to someone who’s trying to help you?”

      I looked out the window and tried to suppress a laugh. From anyone else a comment like that might have sounded snide, but from her it was just playful. There was no malice in it. Kate McMahon was a breath of fresh air.

      “So I guess that’s a no, then,” she said, starting the car and once again flooring the accelerator so hard the wheels spun.

      “We have my flowery screwdriver in the boot if we’re stuck.”

      Kate grimaced. “No way. I never want to see that thing again. I’d rather take my chances.” She sped up—I didn’t think that was possible, but she managed it somehow.

      I closed my eyes. We’d get to the town and I’d come up with an excuse as to why I’d drive from now on.

      Or better still—Cliona would confess, the sea would calm, and I’d go home.
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      “Are you out of your tiny minds?” Cliona looked at each of us in turn, her blue eyes narrowed in contempt.

      “So they tell me,” Kate said breezily. “But a man’s been murdered.”

      She looked at each of us again, before shaking her head. “And you lot thought you’d Famous Five it?”

      “That’s a bit before my time, Cliona. You’ll have to explain the reference.”

      “Get out of my house,” Cliona snapped. “All of you.”

      Pat stood up, holding out his hands in a conciliatory gesture. “Just wait a minute. Hear us out. My young friend here didn’t mean to be rude.” He looked at Kate. “Actually, maybe she did, but she’s probably in shock. Now, someone is trying to frame Laura here for murder.”

      She looked at me. I had to force myself not to look away. Her eyes were so intense. Was I making eye contact with a killer?

      “And you think I did it?”

      Her eyes were still boring into mine like she could see inside my soul. She really was missing a trick running this place as a hotel. With her intense eyes and mysterious consultations, she should have leaned into being some kind of cult guru. I could see her with a pack of followers in capes.

      I looked away. I felt so uneasy being around here, we needed to get this wrapped up and get out.

      Unfortunately we hadn’t discussed practical matters in the car. How had I been so focused on Kate’s terrifying driving that I didn’t try to set out a plan for what we were going to do here? I was disappointed in myself—I was usually more organised than this.

      I guess this wasn’t a set of accounts where all I had to do was keep chipping away until all the cells I needed to match were matching.

      “Where were you,” Pat asked, “between midnight and eight thirty this morning?”

      Cliona scoffed. “I don’t have to answer you.”

      “No, you don’t. But what’s better? Answering my questions now or having the guards take you away to the mainland for questioning? Do you have bookings lined up?”

      She pursed her lips and jerked her head. “No.”

      “Well you won’t get any new bookings if you’re arrested for murder and your name is splashed all over the papers.”

      I checked my phone. There was nothing from Bernard. I sighed. It could take him hours more to look at all the camera footage. We didn’t have hours. We had to keep Cliona distracted until Bernard found the proof we needed.

      I tried to think of how we could have approached her in a less confrontational way, but I couldn’t think of a better option. She hated me—that much was clear. Nothing I could say was going to change that.  So there was no world where we’d have come in here and made pleasant small talk about the weather.

      I gritted my teeth. I should have waited outside while the other two went in. Why didn’t I think of that before we marched in here? She didn’t like me. So how was I going to get her to talk?

      I sighed.

      “What?” Cliona snapped. “You think you’re having a bad day?”

      “Of course I am.” I couldn’t stop myself from laughing even though that seemed to rile her up even more. “What did you think was going to happen when you framed me for murder? Did you think I’d be skipping around with a big smile on my face?”

      Something in her expression changed. It didn’t soften, exactly, but there was a new edge of uncertainty I hadn’t seen before. “Wait, you really think I did this?”

      I didn’t know how to react. “Yes…” I said hesitantly. “Why else do you think we’re here?”

      She didn’t seem to have heard me. “A man was really murdered?”

      Kate clicked her tongue. “You can drop the act. We know you did it.”

      “Why?” she cried. “Because I was upset that this woman came to my hotel acting like a regular customer when she was actually trying to suss out her competition? Can you not understand why such sneaky behaviour unsettled me?”

      “I’m not your competition. I didn’t know I owned the hotel at that point. I only found out later.”

      “Yeah, right,” she said, her voice full of scorn. “How could you not have known?”

      “I didn’t know. I honestly didn’t know.”

      “What?” There was doubt in her voice.

      “It’s true,” Kate said. “She didn’t.”

      Cliona stared at Kate for a long time. “Why are you so sure I did it?”

      My skin prickled. “Because you knew I owned the hotel and you knew I was looking to meet Derry.”

      “So?”

      “So you figured I’d sell him the hotel and he’d turn it into even more short-term lets. Creating more competition for you.”

      “Oh, please. Do you think I’m competing against those kinds of places? I run an exclusive boutique hotel⁠—”

      A strange sound came from Kate’s direction. It sounded suspiciously like a snort. I turned to look at her just as she clamped her hand over her mouth and made the fakest coughing sound I’ve ever heard. I turned back just in time to see Cliona shoot her a filthy look.

      Cliona cleared her throat. “This is ridiculous. My competition is other quality hotels. I don’t care if this whole island is exclusively populated with holiday homes.”

      I stared at her in stunned silence. As obnoxious as she was, what she was saying made a sort of sense. If it was true, there was no way she’d have prevented me from selling to Derry. In fact, she’d probably have encouraged it. At least then the hotel was unlikely to reopen as a hotel and compete with her for customers.

      “I don’t believe you,” Kate snapped. “You’d say anything to get out of this. Maybe this wasn’t about the hotel. Maybe it was to do with the fact that Derry sold you this place.”

      If Cliona was surprised then she didn’t show it. “What does it matter if he sold me this place? And he didn’t sell it to me. I fell in love with the place from the ad. He just happened to be the selling agent.”

      “Maybe there was some problem with the building that only came to light after the deal was done.”

      “Don’t be silly. I brought down a surveyor to check the structure before I bought it. I know what estate agents are like. I wasn’t about to take Derry’s word for anything without having an expert check the place.”

      “I’m not sure I believe you.”

      Cliona scoffed. “I don’t care if you believe me. So what if he was the selling agent when I bought this place years ago? I had no relationship with Derry Sutherland. I certainly didn’t kill him.”

      “You’ve never been to his house?”

      She shook her head. “No. Of course not.”

      “We only have your word for that.”

      Cliona sighed. “This is tedious. If you must know, I had a call with my coach last night.”

      “What, all night?”

      She got up and Pat jumped to his feet.

      “I’m just going to get my laptop from the kitchen,” she growled.

      He accompanied her out of the room, much to her obvious disgust.

      I checked my phone. There was still no message from Bernard. I had four bars of coverage so it wasn’t like he’d messaged and it hadn’t come through to my phone.

      “Should I call him?” I whispered.

      Kate shook her head. “No. Leave him. Calling him will only distract him from checking the videos.”

      I nodded. I knew she was right. I stared at the door, wondering what was taking them so long. The kitchen was just down the hall. It was a big house but it wasn’t a huge distance.

      Had Cliona overpowered Pat?

      Had we made a huge mistake in dropping our guard?

      And then, just as I was starting to spiral and dream up worst case scenarios, Cliona and Pat appeared in the doorway. Cliona was in front clutching a laptop to her chest and Pat was behind her carrying an ornate tray with a dainty little teapot and a stack of pretty china cups and saucers.

      I raised an eyebrow. “What’s this?”

      Cliona put her laptop down on the table and started to make room for the tray of tea things. “I think we got off on the wrong foot. This is all just so awful. I mean, yes, I still feel very hurt that you’d come here and not tell me you’re the owner of the hotel, but I need to remind myself that sometimes others aren’t as considerate as they should be.” She took a breath and released it with a heavy sigh. “Anyway, I spent hours on a call with my business coach last night. Then afterwards, I was in the chat group with other people he coaches.”

      She opened her laptop and tapped the touchpad as Pat poured our tea. A warm, loud voice broke the silence in the room. We all looked up startled to see she’d started playing a video. She paused it.

      “So this is my coach. The calls are recorded and you can see the timestamp in the bottom left corner. This was at nine last night.”

      The video played. I found it hard to follow what the coach was saying because he used a lot of business jargon I didn’t understand. But that didn’t matter. His face took up the whole left half of the screen and on the right were smaller rectangles showing the participants, one of whom was Cliona.

      After a few minutes I realised this was going to go on for a while. Cliona must have sensed we were getting restless so she fiddled with the settings and suddenly the video was playing at ten times normal speed. She muted the volume—there was no point listening to it, because the speech sounded like gibberish at that speed.

      When the video was finished she showed us the time-stamped chat log. My eyes widened as I saw reply after reply from her. It felt a little invasive to be looking at this but her face was impassive. The last message was around two in the morning.

      “Okay,” she said, when she saw we’d caught up. “So then I had a call at six this morning with my balance coach.”

      “What’s a balance coach?” Kate asked, but I nudged her because I got the feeling Cliona was into a lot of things we wouldn’t understand even if she tried to explain them to us. “Never mind,” she muttered. “Wait, what kind of coach organises a call for six in the morning?”

      “She’s so popular she could have sessions at four in the morning and they’d still be snapped up within minutes.”

      “It doesn’t sound like she has very good balance in her life,” Kate muttered.

      Cliona either didn’t hear or chose to ignore that comment. I wasn’t surprised. It was obvious she was sick of us and wanted us gone as soon as possible. “Careful, you might learn something,” she said as she hit play and the recording of another video call started up. After a few minutes she changed it to play at ten times normal speed.

      I kept an eye on the time log, expecting it to end at any moment leaving plenty of time for Cliona to leave and plant the hammer in the hotel. But it kept going and going and going. She was still on that call when Bernard and I found Derry. By the time the call finally wrapped up, Pat would have already been stationed outside the hotel. She’d been on a call when the killer went to Derry’s house. And she’d been on another call when the hammer was planted in the hotel. It couldn’t have been her.

      “I don’t get it,” I said as she shut her laptop. “You spend all that time being coached. When do you get time to actually run your business?”

      She smiled thinly. “Being a small business owner is a lifestyle choice. It’s not for people with a nine-to-five mindset.”

      I was about to say that her lifestyle choice didn’t seem to be bringing in much money, but I stopped myself. Her choices had nothing to do with me. A sense of dread started to build in me. We’d checked out both of the women who’d reacted badly when they found out who I was. Rosie wasn’t even on the island at the time of the murder and Cliona’s movements were accounted for.

      So who did that leave? I pulled out my phone hoping Bernard had found something, but there was still no word from him. I sent him a quick text to say we’d ruled out Cliona.

      “Are you done? I have work to do.”

      I nodded. “Thanks for the tea.”

      “I hope it brings you some mental harmony,” she said sourly.

      “I don’t think her tea is working,” Kate muttered as we walked out. “It certainly doesn’t seem to have brought her any mental harmony.”

      I laughed, but it was hollow. “Where do we go now? I was sure one of them was the killer. Now we’re back at the start, looking into every woman on the island who’s around your height.”

      “Well you can start with me and Nan if you want.”

      “I don’t think it was either of you guys.”

      Pat looked at his watch. “It’s well past lunchtime,” he said. “I don’t think we’re going to achieve much with empty stomachs. Why don’t we have something to eat? Then we can check in with Bernard.”

      I sighed. As much as I wanted to keep going, my stomach was cramping from lack of food and I knew he was right.
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      Kate groaned as we pulled up across from the cafe. “I’ll go get Nan. Her snoring can’t be helping Bernard’s concentration.”

      “You do that. We’ll meet you in the cafe,” Pat said.

      “Nan’s not going to be happy about going to the cafe.”

      “Well I don’t want to go to the pub,” he shot back. There was more emotion in his voice than I’d ever heard from him, not that he’d shown a lot previously.

      Kate looked at me and smiled. “Pat and Vince have never seen eye to eye.”

      “He’s a crook,” Pat said darkly. He looked at me. “I thought you’d be glad of my support for the cafe.”

      I shook my head. “Why? I have no loyalty to the cafe.”

      “Well you should. It’s yours now. Though I suppose that woman has it leased for the foreseeable⁠—”

      “What?” I hissed as his words finally made sense. “Kate, what’s he talking about?”

      Kate groaned. “Don’t tell me you didn’t know.”

      “Of course I didn’t! None of you thought to tell me.” I shook my head. Just when I was starting to come to terms with the fact that I owned a hotel, now I found out I owned a cafe too. Not that I was complaining. It was just a lot to take in.

      “You knew. Don’t you remember? We were talking about it yesterday when we came and got you from the B&B. Nan has a thing against the place because it’s not Imelda running it anymore.”

      I groaned. “It makes sense now you say it, but neither of you actually mentioned that Imelda used to run it, did you? So I just thought Mary was fond of the old manager or something.”

      Pat cleared his throat. “You can discuss this later. Come on.”

      “Pat’s obviously a bit hangry. Go on. I’ll see you over there.”

      She disappeared down the footpath to Bernard’s office before I could stop her. Something was bothering me but I couldn’t think what. Pat strode across the road towards the cafe and I hurried after him. He was right. We needed to eat before we did anything else. I was so hungry I was starting to feel weak.

      “Have you heard anything about the ferries?” I asked when I caught up to him at the door. “Have they started again?”

      He shook his head. “I’ve heard nothing. Judging by the amount of people in the cafe, I’d say they haven’t.”

      I sighed. “At least that means the killer hasn’t escaped.”

      “Maybe it would be a good thing if they were off the island. I know Mary won’t be able to relax knowing there’s a murderer on the loose.”

      I held my finger to my lips. There were a lot of people in the cafe and I didn’t want anyone to overhear. “I’d feel the same if I wasn’t being framed.”

      Pat smiled and shook his head. “You need to be patient.”

      “I take it you’ve never been set up for murder.”

      His eyes twinkled. “You’d be surprised.”

      I waited for him to say more, but he didn’t.

      “If there’s one thing the army teaches you, it’s patience. That’s the real key to discipline.”

      “It sounds like you miss it.”

      “I do sometimes. I try to keep myself busy.”

      “What do you do now?”

      “Ah, a bit of this and a bit of that. There’s not much need on the island for security services or anything like that. I often pick up handyman type work. It keeps me active, as they say.”

      Angela nodded at us when we walked in. “The lunches are up on the board now.”

      I studied the menu board over the counter. I was pleasantly surprised to see a selection of hearty options like shepherd’s pie and lasagna.

      “Can you hold the fort now, Layla? I have a delivery to do. I won’t be long.”

      “But Angela, it’s getting busier.”

      “You’ll be fine. You know what to do.”

      I looked at the young girl behind the counter. She couldn’t have been more than sixteen. Pat had taken a seat at the window table I’d sat at earlier. I followed him over there and sat down as I made up my mind.

      But I couldn’t concentrate on the food options. I owned this place as well as the hotel.

      That changed everything.

      I could have believed Angela didn’t care about the hotel being sold if the cafe was owned by somebody else. But she must have known the truth. She had to have known if she leased the cafe from Imelda.

      But I hadn’t told her who I was. And Derry’s house had been searched by the killer long before I walked into the cafe this morning and mentioned Derry’s name to Angela. So how could she be the killer?

      I thought about how Kate and Mary had found me in the B&B within an hour of my arrival. How I’d said to Angela that she must know everything that happened on the island and she’d beamed with pride as she agreed that yes, she did. Just because I hadn’t met her until that morning didn’t mean she didn’t know I was on the island. Someone could have told her I wanted to meet Derry.

      Was I grasping at straws here? That was a lot of ifs.

      But then I remembered how Angela said she didn’t know Walter Hughes. How could that be true when Mary and Kate knew who I was talking about immediately because he went to the cafe every day?

      I shook my head. How would lying about that have benefited her? Maybe she hadn’t wanted to talk about a regular to a stranger.

      I looked at Pat. He was busy polishing his cutlery with a paper napkin, completely oblivious to the frenzied thoughts that were swirling around in my mind. I thought about interrupting him and asking him to help me make sense of them, but I stopped myself. How could I explain them to him when I didn’t fully understand them myself?

      I glanced at the counter. I’d seen Angela disappear through a door with a sign on it that said Staff Only. Layla, the young girl she’d left in charge, was busy plating up orders.

      My heart sped up. “Pat, where’s the bathroom?” I asked loudly.

      “It’s in the back,” he said without looking up. “Through that door behind the counter.”

      This might be my only opportunity. I was working off a hunch but we’d ruled out so many people already I had to explore every possible lead. And now that I thought about it there were just too many question marks about Angela. I’d be quick. I’d be back at my table before she came back. Maybe I was making a mistake but if I was, nobody had to know.

      I pulled out my phone as I hurried through the staff only door, ready to call one of the others the moment I found something.

      The door led out into a narrow corridor. I saw the sign for the bathroom and realised I actually needed to use it. But no, there’d be time for that later. I didn’t know what I was looking for so I didn’t know how much time I’d need. If Angela came back and caught me back here I could just say I needed the bathroom and I wouldn’t be lying.

      I looked around. It was a strange layout. There was a staircase just to the right of the door I’d walked in. The kitchen was straight ahead and there were other doors down the corridor to the left. It was like a rabbit warren that had been added to several times over the years.

      It was hard to know where to look first.

      There was a lot of ground for me to cover and I didn’t have a clue where Angela might keep her documents. What was I even looking for?

      I could see into the kitchen and it looked so out of place with the 1970s carpeted stairs also in my view. It was a proper, modern commercial kitchen with stainless steel benches and huge kitchen appliances that I’d never seen before and had no idea what they were. Right next to the kitchen was another open door. This room was lined with chrome shelving, which was stacked with bulk-size boxes of teabags, biscuits and other dry goods.

      A familiar box caught my eye and I stepped into the room to take a closer look. The only light came from the hallway outside but it didn’t matter—even in the dim light I could see the box of gloves had the exact same branding as the one I’d found under the sink in Derry Sutherland’s pantry.

      There was a little square on the front in a different colour to the background that said XS in large letters.

      My stomach churned.

      I looked around at the rest of the shelf the gloves were on and saw stacks of silver chafing dishes and boxes of the little pots of fuel used to keep the dishes warm.

      Angela had said something that morning about taking in a delivery for a catering client. And I’d completely missed it. We’d been trying to think of who had access to Derry’s house, but we’d only thought of girlfriends and cleaners, it never even entered our heads that he got people in to staff his parties. Angela must have catered one of Derry’s parties and left a box of gloves behind. It made sense now. She’d lied about how well she knew him and I hadn’t even questioned her.

      “Hi Laura,” said a voice behind me.

      I started, shocked by the sudden interruption to the silence. Angela was standing in the doorway watching me. I moved closer to the door. “I thought you were…” calm down, I told myself. You need to act normal. You can bluff your way out of this. I cleared my throat. “I thought you’d be busy so I came back here to have a look at the structure of the building. You know, to see if there were any repairs I could get done for you.” I forced a smile. “You see, I didn’t realise it this morning, but I’m the owner of the building. I inherited it from my grandmother. I still haven’t had any luck tracking down Derry.” My voice was shaking and I hoped it was only obvious to me.

      Angela gave me a hateful smile. Her eyes glittered in the gloom. Before I even realised what she was doing, she darted forward and grabbed my phone. I was dimly aware of the size of her hands. They were tiny. Smaller than Kate’s. I moved after her, but she’d had too much of a head start. She slammed the door in my face before I could get out.

      I reached for the handle but the lock clicked on the outside before I could twist it down.

      I was trapped.

      And nobody knew where I was. Nor did they know my suspicions about Angela.
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      I tried the door, hoping it might be weak because of how old the building was. It held fast.  It opened inwards so there was no hope of me shouldering it open no matter how hard I tried. I stopped and took a breath. Even though it felt good to do something, wasting energy by throwing myself at the door was just foolish.

      I stopped and took a breath. I’d seen a light switch just inside the door so I ran my hand along the wall until I found it. I was relieved when an old-fashioned fluorescent tube flickered to light above my head.

      I looked around. There had to be something in here I could use to get out. But what? All I could see was bulk tins and bags of non-perishable foods. And catering supplies. That was it.

      My teeth chattered as I spun around slowly on the spot and made a mental inventory of the room. There was nothing I could use. Well, that wasn’t true. Those bulk boxes of crisps would come in handy if Angela left me locked up in here for a long time. But they weren’t going to help me get out.

      I sat down on the floor. I didn’t know how long I was going to be in there so I needed to conserve energy. I hadn’t eaten since that morning so crisps weren’t going to make much of a dent in my hunger. I had to get out of there.

      I looked around again. Each of the walls was lined with the same floor-to-ceiling chrome shelving. There was a foot-wide gap right beside the door where the light switch was. There was an electrical outlet underneath the switch which caught my eye immediately. Could I shove something in there and cut the power to the cafe? I shook my head. It was too risky. I didn’t know how to do that without electrocuting myself.

      If only I’d taken the time to send Kate a text and tell her what I was planning to do. At least then they’d know to come looking for me. Why hadn’t I held tighter to my phone? I should have known Angela would try and get it off me.

      I shook my head. No. I couldn’t dwell on what ifs. That wasn’t going to help me out of there. It had all happened so fast. And I hadn’t known for sure that Angela was the killer.

      I needed to get out fast.

      I had no idea what Angela planned to do with me. I doubted she had any idea what to do with me either. Although now that I thought about it, maybe her announcing to Layla that she was leaving to make a delivery had been a trick to lure me into looking around. And it had worked too. So she obviously knew I suspected her.

      I got up and walked back to the door. I tried to bang it with the palm of my hand but it started to hurt after a while and I wasn’t sure if I’d even be heard in the cafe. There was another door between us and there was music playing in there. I’d only be wasting energy.

      I tried to put myself in Angela’s shoes. What would I do if I was her? I had no doubt now that she was the murderer. So what would be the best thing to do with me? She’d tried to frame me and now here I was, locked in her storeroom and nobody knew where I was.

      For all I knew, she was going to spin some lie to everybody about how she knew I was the killer and she’d trapped me. It was possible I was the only one who knew she was the killer. What if she didn’t appear on the earlier recordings from Derry’s security? What if Bernard never made the connection? I couldn’t remember if there was a back door in Derry’s house, but what if she’d used that to bring in her catering supplies because it was easier than walking all the way through his vast house? She might not ever have appeared on the footage from the hall camera. I groaned. How long would it take Bernard to get to the footage from the camera in the kitchen? By then it might be too late.

      I did another scan of the room, slower this time. Knocking the power out was off the table. Not just because I didn’t know how to do it, but also because Angela might be able to explain it away. Then my situation would be even worse—she was limited in what she could do to me with a cafe full of customers. If they all left because of a power cut then she could do what she wanted and nobody would be able to help me.

      The problem was, I couldn’t think of an alternative plan.

      I looked at the shelves again. At the catering business supplies on one side and the cafe supplies on the other. Why would she have killed Derry? It looked like business was going well for her. Why would she jeopardise that? Surely she wouldn’t have murdered him based on an assumption that I wanted to sell the hotel and cafe?

      I sighed. I could think about it for years and still not understand her motive. And I didn’t need to know why she’d done it. I just needed to get out.

      I wondered if Pat would realise I’d been gone ages and come looking for me. He seemed very perceptive. But he also didn’t know me well. I’d told him I was going to the bathroom. If he was old-fashioned he might not want to disturb me.

      I shook my head. I couldn’t just sit back and wait for someone to come to my assistance. I didn’t know what Angela was planning and I couldn’t afford to waste any more time.

      I gritted my teeth. I couldn’t let Angela get away with this. Fury filled me as I imagined her hearing about my arrival on the island and putting her plan into action. How dare she target me like that? How dare she act all friendly to my face in the cafe that morning, knowing full well she’d killed a man and planned to pin it on me?

      I tilted my head back and looked at the ceiling. There was a smoke alarm up there.

      An idea began to form in my mind. It would be risky because the room was windowless but I couldn’t think of anything else and I had to try. Yes, it might backfire if Angela ordered everybody out before she came back here. But unlike a power cut, a fire alarm would definitely draw Pat back to check on me.

      It needed to look big and dramatic. But not big and dramatic enough that it put me in danger.

      I took a deep breath and tore open one of the boxes of chafing fuel. I smiled. My mother had had parties catered when I was a teenager, and instead of letting me stay in my room or go to a friend’s house, she’d always insisted I help out in the kitchen. I still remembered the warning the caterer had given me about being very careful with the fuel because it was incredibly dangerous.

      I knew exactly what to do.

      I started arranging the little metal pots in one of the stainless steel food pans. I put it on the ground and pulled down the biggest boxes from the lower shelves. I stacked them under the fire alarm. There was a little step on wheels in one corner of the store room. I wheeled that over so I could get even more boxes on top of the stack. When I was done, I sat the steel pan with the fuel pots on top of the tower of boxes. It was only about a foot from the ceiling.

      I got down and grabbed a fire lighter from the bulk pack on the shelf above the steel trays and got back up on the step. I was about to light the gel, but I hesitated. I needed to create as much smoke as possible. I needed something oily.

      I jumped down again, immediately wishing I could heed my own advice to take it easy and conserve energy. But my body was thrumming with adrenaline now and I knew I had to work quickly.

      There’d be time to relax later—I hoped.

      I eased a huge box of potato crisps off the top shelf. I tore open the cardboard and pulled out two of the bags. I tore them open and got to work dipping the crisps in the pink gel, where they actually looked strangely appetising.

      And incredibly poisonous.

      When I’d done the same with all the pots of fuel, I held the flame to each one in turn and held my breath. I jumped down off the step and moved closer to the door, flattening myself against the shelf beside the light switch. I watched the pan anxiously. Had all the fuel pots lit? Had I stuffed in enough crisps to create smoke?

      I flicked off the light and squatted down as low as possible. If Angela stormed in, the darkness might be enough to give me an edge. In the darkness I could see the flame, but it was unnerving when the only thing I could hear was my own breath and the faint bustle of noise from the cafe.

      As the seconds passed, I resisted the urge to go check on my handiwork. I had to give it time. I stood up straight again. My thighs were starting to burn. I couldn’t hold the squat for much longer. I’d have to wait to get into position when I heard Angela outside. There was no point in being poised and ready if it meant I cramped up just when I needed to move.

      That was if I heard Angela outside. The alarm still hadn’t gone off. What if I’d misjudged? What if my concoction wasn’t going to create enough smoke to set off the alarm? I was about to flick on the light when the smoke alarm started blaring. It was so loud it startled me.

      I held my breath and waited, ready to duck down as soon as Angela came near. I realised there was no way I’d be able to hear anyone outside with that racket, so I put my little finger lightly on the door handle so I’d feel it as soon as it moved.

      I prayed this was going to work. It was the only plan I had and I was only going to get one shot at it.
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      I didn’t have to wait long. I felt the door handle jerk a few moments later. I took a deep breath and crouched down into position, doing my best to block any doubts from my mind. This was it. I only had one plan so it had to work. I didn’t want to think about the alternative.

      From my position crouched on the floor, I knew I had only seconds to act before she saw me. Even though I was a full head taller and far bigger than she was, I wasn’t going to take any chances. Derry wasn’t a small man and she’d overpowered him.

      The door swung open and a pair of legs appeared, backlit by the light in the hallway. Angela cursed under her breath as she reached for the light switch. I lunged at her, knocking her to the floor in the hallway.

      “Laura?”

      I couldn’t risk taking my eyes off Angela but I was relieved to hear Kate’s voice. “Help me,” I gasped. Beneath me, Angela was bucking and writhing like a wild animal and I knew I wasn’t going to be able to hold her down for very long. I might have had the height and weight advantage, but I worked a desk job. I wasn’t cut out for physically restraining people like this.

      “She’s set the cafe on fire!” Angela cried. “She’s an arsonist as well as a murderer.”

      “I’ll handle this.” I’d never been so relieved to hear Pat’s calm voice. “You help Laura, Kate. I’ll handle this one.”

      Kate helped me get to my feet and pull me away from Angela, who was doing her best to kick my legs out from under me. As soon as my weight was off her, she rolled over and tried to get to her feet. Pat was ready and waiting to catch her.

      I gasped for breath. The adrenaline was already starting to leave my body, leaving a strange weary feeling behind. “It was her. She’s…” I trailed off as the flaming pan on top of the pile of boxes caught my eye again.

      In my haste to get out I hadn’t even registered if there was a fire extinguisher in the storeroom. Getting the fire going had been my only concern, not putting it out. There was a fire extinguisher attached to the wall in the kitchen so I lunged forward and grabbed it. “Everyone needs to get out,” I said, as I ran back to the storeroom. It was so smokey now that I could barely see inside. I’d been so worried about not creating enough smoke that I’d clearly overcompensated.

      “No!”

      I turned just in time to see that Angela had wriggled free of Pat’s grasp and was lunging for the fire extinguisher in my hands. She had a crazed look in her eyes. It was obvious her mind was racing to think of the best way to make sure none of us had a chance to tell the truth about her. I turned to get out of her way, but she was too fast. I closed my eyes and waited for her to hit me, but the impact never happened.

      I opened my eyes and looked around in confusion. Pat was in the store room spraying foam at the blaze in the tray. Thankfully the fire hadn’t spread so it was contained in the tray.

      Bernard was holding Angela with her arms behind her back. He’d lunged at her and tackled her before she was able to get the extinguisher off me and… I shuddered to think what she’d planned to do with it.

      “Oh look Bernard, I found some cable ties in my pocket,” Kate said, hurrying over to him.

      “I’m not even going to ask why you’d carry those around with you,” he said, sounding completely unconcerned as Kate helped him loop a tie around each of Angela’s wrists and another between those two ties.

      She laughed. “I use them at work, obviously. Why else would I have them on me?”

      “You can’t do this!” Angela hissed. “You can’t just tie my hands behind my back. I didn’t do anything. It’s her. She’s the killer. I locked her in here when I realised.”

      The fire was out now, though the smoke lingered. I went into the kitchen and opened all the windows, hoping the air would help clear it.

      “We really need to get everyone out of here,” I said. It wasn’t just the three of us and Angela. All the customers who’d been in the cafe had come back to see what was going on.

      Kate nodded and started shooing people back out into the cafe.

      “What are you doing? You can’t just destroy my storeroom and then kick out my customers.”

      “I only destroyed your storeroom because you locked me in there. What was I supposed to do? Wait patiently and eat crisps until you came back to murder me?” I turned to the others. “What are we going to do with her? Do you have any idea where the guards are?”

      Pat pointed down the corridor at the bathroom. “Let’s put her in there. I’ve checked and the window doesn’t open wide enough for her to get out.”

      “I’m not going in there!” Angela hissed. “Let me go! This is false imprisonment.”

      “Oh stop it, will you? You’re giving me a headache.” I followed Pat to the toilet and immediately shook my head when I saw the window. “I don’t trust her. She’d break the window and escape.”

      He shook his head. “She’d have a hard time getting away. Look out.” The window was frosted but the part at the top opened outwards. I stood on the toilet and peered out. “Oh. What?” It took me a while to figure out what I was looking at. It looked like a courtyard that was enclosed on all sides, but it was barely bigger than the tiny bathroom I was standing in. And there was no door or other windows facing it.

      “You see?” Pat’s eyes twinkled. “If she gets out there she has nowhere to go.”

      I jumped back down off the toilet. “What is that place? It looks like there’s nothing out there but overgrown weeds.”

      He smiled. “A lot of the buildings on the island have strange little dead ends like that. It was probably extended at one point and that gap accidentally created. Who knows. Anyway, now’s not the time, is it? You go on out. I’ll put Angela in here and keep watch.”

      “Are you sure? I can do it.”

      “Get out and get some fresh air into your lungs. It can’t have been good to be trapped in that room with that smoke.” He looked around. “It seems to be dissipating now.”

      I went back to check the storeroom. Apart from the smell there seemed to be no lasting damage. I wondered how I was going to get the smell out.

      I heard a sound from the doorway and my body responded automatically, darting out of there in case someone was trying to lock me in.

      “It’s only me,” Bernard said, looking worried. “You’re safe now.”

      I sighed. I wanted to make a joke out of it to ease the tension, but I didn’t know how. I guess he was right. I was still feeling pretty rattled.

      “You arrived quickly.”

      “Not quickly enough,” he said, shaking his head. “I found footage of Angela. It was obvious from comparing the two videos that she was our intruder. I ran over here as soon as I realised, but the fire alarm was already going off.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me Imelda owned the cafe too and it’s mine now?”

      He looked shocked. “Didn’t Mary and Kate tell you last night?”

      “No they didn’t. Well, they mentioned the cafe, but it wasn’t in a very direct way and I was starving when we talked about it so I wasn’t at my most perceptive.”

      “I’m sorry. I just assumed…” he cleared his throat. “It would have come up when I was showing you around, but we never did get to finish our tour. Is that what made you realise it was Angela? I assume you realised and confronted her.”

      I sighed. “Pat said something about the cafe just before we got here. That was the first I heard of it being mine. And then the pieces began to fit together, I guess. She’s petite. She knew I was looking for Derry. I wasn’t sure, though. That’s why I didn’t tell any of you.”

      Bernard groaned. “Is there anyone on the island you didn’t tell you were meeting Derry?”

      I frowned. “I only mentioned Derry’s name to her in the cafe this morning. Somebody else must have told her I was in town and looking for Derry.” I shook my head. “She was so convincing. I asked her if Derry was a regular and she said he’d never been in the cafe.”

      “I wasn’t lying,” said a muffled voice.

      I looked at Bernard in alarm. I hadn’t realised I’d been speaking so loudly. I thought about suggesting we move into the cafe but I had an overpowering need to confront Angela, especially as my brain kept making new connections.

      I strode over to the bathroom and Pat opened the door.

      “Yes, you were lying,” I snapped at Angela, who was sitting on the closed lid of the toilet with a big smile on her face.

      “Derry never came into the cafe. That was true.”

      “But you knew him well.” I took a breath. “And you lied to me about that old man. You said you’d never seen him but he was a regular of yours. Why’d you lie? I thought there was something sinister about him lurking outside.”

      Her smile widened. “All I had to do was open the cafe slightly later than usual. Of course I didn’t know you’d pass by so early, but that made it all the sweeter.”

      “So you planned this? You planned to frame me?”I looked at Angela and shook my head in disbelief at how somebody could just brazenly lie like that. I had no idea. She’d seemed so friendly and warm when I met her that morning. “Why? You’d never even met me. You’d probably already killed Derry by the time I set foot in the cafe for the first time.”

      Her smile vanished and she said nothing. I could have kicked myself for pushing her too hard, but I needed to know why.

      “Oh come on, Angela. You’ve been caught red-handed. Why the hell did you do it? You owe me at least that much.”

      “I don’t owe you anything,” she spat. “You’re nothing but a spoiled brat!”

      I shook my head. “No. I need to know what’s going on.” I looked at Angela. “You don’t even know me. Why would you call me a spoiled brat?”

      Angela smiled and it looked nothing like the warm cheery smile I’d seen earlier. The mask had dropped, I realised. It had all been an act—and a very good one.

      “Okay, okay, fine. You don’t like my family for some reason. But why’d you kill Derry?”

      “Come on, Laura,” Bernard said again.

      This time I let him take my arm and guide me back into the cafe. Kate had stationed herself at the door behind the counter to keep anyone else from wandering back to see what was going on.

      Bernard led me to a table. I tried several times to tell him I was fine and I didn’t need to be looked after, but the truth was the shock was only just starting to kick in.

      “Just go with it, will you? I wish I’d been a little faster at reviewing the footage.”

      “I got out, didn’t I? That’s the main thing.” I shook my head. “It feels weird to sit down in here. Can we go somewhere else?”

      Bernard sighed. “We could go to the pub, but I’d like to stick around until the guards get here. Sit down and I’ll make you some sugary tea.”

      Kate sat down beside me. Whatever she’d said to the other people in the cafe had worked. Half the crowd was gone and some people had sat down at the tables. Most people had their phones out and were either chattering loudly or texting so fast their fingers were a blur. It was probably the most scandalous day Dunmorrow Island had ever had, so I didn’t blame them for being curious.

      “Here’s your phone,” Kate said, holding it out to me. “It was behind the counter. So.” She looked at me intently. “That’s it. We’ve found the killer. And you’ll soon be free to go—the ferry is leaving soon from the other side.”

      “Oh.” I felt strangely disappointed and I didn’t know why. It was probably exhaustion. Or shock.

      “What is it?”

      “I don’t know.” I shrugged. “A lot has happened.”

      “You’re telling me. I can’t believe it was Angela. I’d never in a million years have thought it was her.”

      “I know, right?” I stared at my hands.

      “What’s wrong? You don’t seem happy.”

      I sighed. I wasn’t sure myself. “I just feel like… I don’t know. It’s silly. I tried to ask Angela why she did it but she just smirked at me. She wouldn’t say. And it really…” I shook my head. “I know the main thing is I’m safe and we caught her, but I really would like to know why she decided to drag me into this.”

      “We may never know,” Bernard said, putting three cups of tea on the table and sitting down. “That’s just the reality sometimes. You never find out why. You’ve just got to be satisfied that she’s been caught.”

      Kate pulled a face. “Oh come on.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” he protested. “It’s true. I’m trying to manage her expectations.”

      Kate leapt from her chair without another word. She hurried to the door and disappeared outside. I was curious about what she was up to. I craned my neck to see her and realised she was outside talking to Mary, who was standing with Rosie’s mother.

      Bernard smiled. “I thought you’d be bursting to get out of here. You seem a lot less eager to get away than you were earlier.”

      I shrugged. “Maybe I’m in shock. I think I’m in shock. Aren’t you? You seem very calm.”

      “I’ve seen some pretty hairy things in my time as a solicitor. I used to work in criminal law.”

      “I thought there was no crime on Dunmorrow Island?”

      “Well, as you’ve seen today, there’s always an exception to the rule.” He took a sip of his tea and grimaced. “This is disgusting.” He put down the cup. “I haven’t always worked on the island. I went to college in Dublin and that’s where I did my training too.”

      “No wonder you’re so calm.”

      “I wouldn’t say calm, exactly.” He laughed. “I’m just relieved it’s over.”

      “Is it?” I shook my head. Everything that had happened since I got off the ferry the day before was swirling round and round in my mind. “What if she’s working with somebody? What if we’ve got it wrong?”

      “We haven’t. Trust me. I’ll show you the footage later. Even though she’s covered her face in the later video, you can tell it’s her just from her gait alone. She catered a party for Derry a few months ago. That must be why her gloves were there. That’s how she knew the alarm code.”

      I nodded. “I wonder what she was looking for in his study and sitting room.”

      “Who knows. Maybe there was something there or she could have been trying to put the guards off her trail by suggesting it was somebody he sold a house for. Maybe she broke in to find something else entirely. Catering equipment, for example. I haven’t checked the cameras in the kitchen yet. I’ll get around to it soon.” He yawned. “Or I’ll leave that to the guards.”

      The door opened and Kate walked in with Mary. I waved over to them, but Mary didn’t appear to see me. She walked straight behind the counter and through the door to the back.

      Kate came over to us grinning from ear to ear.

      “Why do you look so happy?” Bernard asked. From the resigned look on his face I guessed he knew exactly what she was up to.

      Kate beamed at me. “I’ve got Nan on the case. My guess is Angela puts up with less than five minutes of Nan badgering her before she gives in and offers a full confession.”

      “Wait! I have so many questions. Let me tell you⁠—”

      Kate patted my arm. “Trust me, Laura. However many questions you have, double it and you’ll get close to the questions my nan has floating around in her brain. Let’s leave it to her.”
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      Two uniformed Gardaí entered the cafe, followed closely by two people in plain clothes who I assumed were detectives.

      “It’s Tom,” Kate said, giving one of the men a wave. She pushed back her chair. “I’ll go fill him in. You guys keep chatting.” She squeezed my shoulder as she got up.

      I took a deep breath and let out a long sigh. “I should go and sort my life out now that I know I’m safe from the murderer.” For some reason I didn’t want to call Paul to tell him where I was. I didn’t want to call my mother either. It didn’t sound like she was in touch with anyone from the island she’d grown up on. Then again, my mother had a habit of finding out things I wanted to keep from her, so I wouldn’t have been surprised if she already knew where I was.

      Bernard smiled. “You should stay, you know. Now that this is almost cleared up, why don’t you stay another night and we can do the proper tour tomorrow.” He shivered. “Or whenever the Gardaí release the scene.”

      I shook my head. “I’d love to stay but my boss will go crazy if I’m not at work tomorrow.”

      Bernard looked unimpressed. “You’ve been through a lot today. You should relax and take Mary up on her offer of breakfast. You missed it this morning. She makes the best fry I’ve ever tasted. And don’t worry about your boss. You have a legitimate reason for not being there tomorrow. You were imprisoned by a murderer, for goodness sake! He can’t hold that against you.”

      I shrugged. “Can’t he? You haven’t met Hugh. He’s vindictive. He’s been wanting to get rid of me for years.”

      “So what does that mean for you in the long term? Are you never going to take a sick day or holiday for fear he’ll use it against you?”

      I shrugged. When Bernard put it like that, it did seem ridiculous. “What can I do? I have a mortgage to pay.” I closed my eyes. That was a whole other mess I didn’t want to think about yet.

      “If he tries anything dodgy, I’ll help you fight it,” he said simply. “Sit down, have another tea, recover from the shock of everything you’ve just heard. And leave your boss to me. If he tries anything illegal, I’ll make sure he regrets it.”

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I was exhausted. I wasn’t up to a four hour drive home when I could barely string two words together.

      My phone buzzed. I looked down at it and felt strangely numb when I saw Paul’s name pop up. I hadn’t spoken to him since the morning of my appointment at the clinic. He’d sent me a text when I was in the car with Jenny to say he’d gone to play golf. That was it. No call to apologise. No call to see where I was when I didn’t come home that night. Maybe I should have let him know I was at my mother’s house. It’s not like I deliberately ignored him. I was so shocked and numb that he’d let me down that sending him a courtesy text was very low on my list of priorities. Then all the Dunmorrow Island drama happened.

      Any guilt I felt disappeared when I opened the text and saw what it said.

      I want a divorce.

      My first instinct was to laugh.

      “What’s so funny?” Bernard asked, leaning over to look at my phone. He must have seen the message then because he sprung away and held up his hands. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to intrude. I thought somebody must have sent you a funny video.”

      “It’s fine,” I muttered. “I should go and call him though.”

      I left Bernard at the table looking awkward and walked out of the cafe into the cold sunshine. Why was it that he seemed more upset than I did about the message I’d just received? It may have been shock, but I didn’t think that was the reason.

      I found Paul’s number in my contacts and hit call.

      “I want a divorce.”

      I sat down heavily on one of the window sills of the cafe. He never even said hello. I wasn’t upset. I wasn’t even angry at him. I was angry at myself. What kind of man-baby had I married? Not only had he not called me since he left me stranded at that clinic, he’d asked for a divorce by text.

      Part of me wondered if this was a knee-jerk reaction on his part—he knew I was mad at him and he was going on the offensive. He’d never asked for a divorce before, but we’d had similar conversations in the past. They’d usually ended with me apologising and trying to smooth things over.

      Not this time.

      Because the larger part of me didn’t care why he wanted a divorce. I didn’t care if he was playing games or if that was what he really wanted. All I knew was I was done with the marriage. I was fed up of being the peace-maker and always being the one to compromise. This wasn’t just about him forgetting to collect me. There were so many other times he’d left me hanging to go play golf with his friends.

      “Laura?”

      I smiled sadly. There was real concern in his voice but I knew it wasn’t for me.

      I closed my eyes and remembered the way Bernard had launched himself at Angela to stop her tackling me. How he’d made tea to help calm me. It may have been undrinkable, but that wasn’t the point. I pictured Pat, not even breaking a sweat as he took charge and restrained Angela. He hadn’t even thought twice about coming along with us to protect us in case we needed him.

      And Mary. The way she’d taken me into her home and scolded me for not waking her to make me breakfast.

      I barely knew these people, and they’d all shown me far more consideration than my husband of ten years ever had. What had I been doing with this man who I knew cared more about his golf clubs than he did about me?

      I closed my eyes and tried to register what I was feeling. It wasn’t grief. I knew that for sure. Sadness? No, it was relief. I may have wasted ten years of my life with Paul, but the good news was I wouldn’t waste a minute more on him.

      “I’m here, Paul.” My mind was starting to drift. I felt like I was missing out on the chats they were having in the cafe.

      I imagined what the past few days would have been like if Paul had been here. He’d have scoffed at Kate for being a female electrician. Mary’s stories would have irritated him. He’d have nagged Bernard about how much better he could have done for himself if he shaved off his beard and traded his fleece for a suit and tie.

      He’d have thrown up barriers between me and all the lovely people I’d met on Dunmorrow Island—the people who’d helped me track down the real killer who’d tried to frame me.

      My grandmother’s people.

      I cleared my throat. I needed to get back inside. “That’s fine, Paul.”

      There was a long pause. “What do mean, that’s fine? Did you not hear what I said?”

      Was I doing the right thing here? Paul could be vindictive when things weren’t going his way. I should probably have been a little more cautious about what I said to him. Maybe the right way to play this was to beg him to reconsider while I got my life in order. But you know what? I couldn’t face doing that. I couldn’t pretend anymore. Not when I’d glimpsed what real friendship and family bonds looked like.

      Anyway, there were undeniable benefits. We’d bought Paul’s parents’ house from them when they retired and as far as I was concerned he could keep it. I’d never liked that house. I’d never felt free to make it my own. They’d all talked about it so reverentially when it was a a bog-standard semi-d in the suburbs of Dublin. My mother-in-law had remained very attached to the place, making snide comments when I did something as minor as replacing the old curtains in the sitting room.

      I smiled.

      That was one big upside to all this. I wouldn’t have to put up with Cathy calling over unannounced on my precious weekend mornings, expecting me to drop everything and attend to her like she was the lady of the manor.

      My grandmother had given me such a gift by trusting me with her hotel. There was no way I could sell it now and I’d be a fool to try and run it myself, but there had to be other ways. Imelda had leased the cafe to Angela. Maybe I could find somebody to lease the hotel. That was I could ensure it wasn’t taken over by somebody who didn’t have the best interests of the islanders at heart.

      “Laura!”

      “Look, Paul, I’m in the middle of something here. I’ll have to call you back later. But I agree. Let’s get a divorce.” What was the point in clinging to our broken marriage for a moment longer? Maybe Paul would try and fleece me in the divorce, but I realised I wasn’t too worried about that. After all, I’d recently met a very diligent solicitor, hadn’t I?

      Paul cleared his throat. “You’re not going to change my mind on this, Laura.”

      “Okay. I’ll speak to you later. Bye now.” I ended the call and hurried back into the cafe like a giddy schoolgirl on the way to meet her friends.
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      When I got back inside, Mary was sitting at the table with Kate and Bernard. A look of regret flitted over her face when she saw me.

      “I’m so sorry, love,” she said when I sat down. “It was rotten timing. I only had a minute with her and then the guards arrived.”

      Kate threw her head back and laughed. “Angela was relieved to see them!”

      I winced. I knew Mary could give as good as she got, but still.

      Mary’s eyes shone. “It’s the truth! I believe her actual words were oh thank goodness, get me out of here.” She brimmed with pride. “It’s such a pity. If I’d had a few minutes more I’d have broken her.”

      Bernard laughed. We all did. The thought of Angela being desperate to get arrested to get away from Mary, who always seemed nothing short of lovely, was just too funny to bear.

      When we finally calmed down, Kate looked at me with concern. “Bernard said you got a…” she paused, “a weird text from your husband. Is everything okay?”

      “Kate!”

      “What?” she protested. “I wanted to see if she was okay. It’s a big deal. I’m not going to pretend you didn’t tell me.”

      “I assume he told you what it said. Paul wants a divorce.”

      All three of them exchanged glances.

      “Oh my goodness, Laura. I’m so sorry. I hoped it was some weird in-joke between you and your husband that Bernard misunderstood.”

      “No,” I said. “Definitely not. But please don’t worry. It was… it’s what I want too. I knew that before I even arrived on the island.”

      Mary patted my hand. “Ah, you poor pet. That’s quite a shock on top of everything else that’s happened today.”

      I shrugged. I didn’t feel shocked. All I felt was relief. Maybe that would change when I woke up the next morning, but I didn’t think so. I looked at Bernard. “Have you ever handled a divorce?”

      “Only my own, actually,” he said. “I can’t say I recommend it. You get separated first and you have to wait a surprisingly long time before you can divorce. I’d be happy to handle it for you if you want me to.”

      I nodded. One of Paul’s best friends was a solicitor. He was a truly awful man who I despised, so I figured I’d need somebody on my side who I liked and trusted.

      “I’ll get you another tea.” Bernard started to get up but Mary grabbed his arm.

      “Sit down. It’s not tea she needs—especially not that dishwater you make—it’s something stronger. Come on. We’ll go back to the house.”

      I waved off both their suggestions. “I’m fine, really. I don’t need tea and I definitely don’t need anything stronger. We need to stick around until the guards are done. They’ll want statements.”

      Kate sighed. “I can’t believe it was Angela. I just never got a weird vibe from her.”

      Mary smiled indulgently. “That’s because you’re not a very good judge of character, love.”

      Kate looked affronted.

      Bernard shook his head. “It’s not just Kate. It’s all of us. When did Angela take over the cafe?”

      “About three years ago now.”

      “I never suspected a thing. You never know what people are capable of. She covered up a lot with that jolly, happy exterior. Do you think she was just biding her time all along?”

      I shivered. “That’s a scary thought. Do you think there are more potential murderers on the island?”

      Kate laughed. “Don’t be daft. It’s a small island. Tiny. Derry was a controversial figure. This is a once-in-a-lifetime thing.” She clapped her hands together. “And thank goodness for that.”

      “I guess you never know,” Bernard said. “But I’d say you’re right, Kate.”

      “So what was the cafe like before Angela took over?” I asked, wanting to change the subject onto something more pleasant. “What was it like when Imelda ran it?”

      Mary smiled wistfully. “It was so different back then. It was a lovely place. Really cosy.”

      I looked around the room. The walls were white and the decor was sparse. “Has it changed much?”

      She shook her head. “Angela came in full of grand ideas but she didn’t do much apart from take down all the pictures and paint it that sterile white. If you ask me, it was a lot nicer before. The walls were a lovely deep green and there were pictures everywhere. Of the island, of her family, of some of the long-standing guests who came back every year.”

      “Oh wow. I don’t suppose the pictures survived? I’d love to look through them.”

      Kate grimaced. “When I last saw them they were in a pile on the floor. Sorry.”

      “Don’t worry. I went in and scooped them up when Angela wasn’t looking,” Bernard said with a wink. “Imelda wasn’t around that day, thank goodness. I knew she wouldn’t want them being discarded like rubbish. They’re in the house beside the hotel.”

      I put my hand to my heart. “Thank you. I’m so glad you did that.”

      “You can put them back up when you restore this place to its former glory,” Mary said, eyes twinkling.

      “No,” I said with a yawn. “I was just curious. What was it called?”

      “Imelda’s Place,” Mary said with a fond smile. “Just simple, no-nonsense. Angela only put up that awful sign after Imelda passed away. I was always glad of that. Your grandmother would have hated the name.” She paused. “You could call it Laura’s Place. When you reopen it.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Didn’t you hear me? I’m not reopening it. I don’t know where you got that idea.”

      She looked at me seriously. “But you hate your job. And you’re getting divorced. And— Ow!”

      I knew from the guilty look on Kate’s face that she’d just kicked her grandmother under the table.

      “She’s in her eighties!” I exclaimed.

      “Sorry.” She looked sheepish. “But she was being very indiscreet about your personal life.”

      “I was.” Mary sounded contrite. “Sorry, Laura. It’s just that you remind me so much of her. And I can see the way your eyes light up when you look around, like you’re bursting with ideas for the place.”

      “I can’t,” I said through gritted teeth. “I have a job in Dublin.”

      “Which you hate.”

      “Nan!”

      “It’s true! Anyway, where are you going to live when you go back there?”

      “Nan!”

      “It’s okay, Kate. She’s right. I…” I sighed. I had a lot of problems to solve when I went back to Dublin.

      The door behind the counter opened and the two plain-clothes detectives came out, followed by the uniformed Gardaí—one of whom was leading a very agitated Angela. They all went out the door of the cafe without looking at us, but as soon as the group was out, one of the uniformed officers came back in. It was the one Kate had waved at earlier.

      “Tom!” What did she say?”

      He winced as he approached us. “Keep your voice down.” He leaned on the table. “Angela confessed and they’re wrapping things up next door in the hotel. Things aren’t half as tense as they’d have been if this was a manhunt.”

      Kate rolled her eyes. “There was a manhunt—you guys missed it. And Angela locked Laura here in the storeroom.”

      He turned to me. “Are you okay? Were you hurt?”

      I shook my head. “Just my ego. It turns out I’m far more transparent than I thought. One look at me was enough for Angela to know I was on to her. I’m going to need to work on my poker face.”

      He smiled. “Don’t work on it too hard. Besides, sometimes even the best liars can’t keep it up for as long as they need to. Like Angela. She tried telling us it was you but she soon caved and told the truth. I have a feeling Mrs Mc wore her down and made our jobs easier.”

      Mary beamed at him from across the table.

      Kate shook her head. “What made her do it? I mean, so many people on the island had a problem with Derry, but to actually act on it?”

      Tom sighed. “I need to get back to Rosstymon. I’ll try and fill you in later.”

      I frowned. I knew I wasn’t going to be able to relax until I knew why. I also knew there was a possibility that I’d never get an answer.

      Kate groaned. “How much longer are we going to have to wait around here? I’m starving but there’s no way I’m touching any of that food.”

      “Head on back home. I’ll come find you there.”

      “Thanks Tom.”

      He left the cafe and silence descended over our little table once again. There was so much to talk about but I think we were all talked out.
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      Kate put the last of the tea cups on the table and sat down in what I was learning was her usual spot.

      I smiled at everyone.

      It was now or never, I knew.

      It had been bothering me ever since Kate and Mary explained who they were. Even though I suspected whatever had happened between my mother and Imelda had probably been my mother’s doing, I knew I’d never be able to feel fully comfortable on the island until I knew for sure. Don’t ask me why I felt so loyal to my mother—it was something I’d asked myself time and time again and I’d never come close to understanding it. I was some kind of masochist, probably.

      “Can someone please tell me why my mother and grandmother fell out and didn’t speak to each other for more than twenty years?” I realised to my alarm that my hands were shaking. I pulled them off the table and put them under my knees. I didn’t want the others to see the impact this was having on me. I didn’t want to give them any excuse not to answer my question.

      They all looked at me intently, but it was like they were frozen. None of them said a word.

      “I should make tea,” Mary muttered.

      “Kate just made it.” I laughed. “Please. Can you just tell me? I know you’ve hinted that it’s because of how my mother is, but I’d really like to know the specifics of what happened. Just so I know for sure I’m not judging Mum too harshly.”

      Mary looked at Kate, who shrugged. “I only know what I’ve heard from you. Imelda never spoke to me about Frances.”

      Mary reached over and put her hand on mine. “When we found you in that B&B, I couldn’t believe my eyes. And it’ll sound mad because I haven’t seen you since you were a tiny little thing with a wild head of curly hair, but I knew it was you. You look so like Imelda when you’re happy. And when you’re mad. You use your hands a lot when you’re talking, just like she used to.”

      “Mary, I’m not sure if this is…” Bernard said hesitantly.

      “Ah, Bernard, it’s hard to talk badly about someone’s mother in front of them. I’m probably stalling. I know it myself.”

      I leaned forward. “Please. I know better than anyone what my mother’s like. Don’t worry about offending me. I’d really like to know what happened, though.”

      “It wasn’t just one thing, really, I suppose. Frances was always very highly strung and once she had her mind set on something there was no way anyone was going to change it.”

      I stayed silent and listened. That was exactly what my mother was like but I was eager for Mary to tell me the story so I didn’t dare interrupt.

      “Imelda knew what she was like and she worked around it. But then you came along and suddenly it was harder for Imelda to stay quiet. She loved you so much, you see. She often told me things that Frances had said to her about you and it pained her to hear how she was treating you.”

      My pulse screamed in my temples.

      Mary squeezed my hand. “I’m sorry, love. I know it must be hard to hear this. Do you want to talk about this another time?”

      I shook my head. No. It was time to get it out in the open. I already knew I didn’t have a conventional relationship with my mother, it was just strange to have someone else reveal that my grandmother knew something was wrong and tried to intervene.

      I cleared my throat. It was clear they were uncomfortable and I hated to see that. “Look, my upbringing wasn’t… I spent a lot of time at my friend Jenny’s house when I was a child and teenager. Her mother was like a second mother to me. There wasn’t a lot of love in our house and I spent a lot of time walking on eggshells wondering when Mum would next erupt, but that doesn’t mean there was no love and laughter in my life. Because there was.”

      Mary nodded. She swallowed a few times and I sensed this was hard for her too. It touched me to think that all along I had a little team on Dunmorrow Island who were rooting for me and I didn’t even know it. “There was no one event. It was little comments Frances made, like how she’d missed your parent-teacher evening. Or how you’d gone to school in shoes with holes in them because she hadn’t gotten around to buying new ones. Imelda couldn’t just laugh those things off like Frances expected her to. The more Imelda pushed her, the more she withdrew until finally Frances cut her off from you for good. They got back in touch when you were grown and you’d moved out, but Frances always kept her distance, especially where you were concerned. Imelda never forgave her for not telling her where you lived. I think Frances was always afraid you might build a relationship with Imelda and cut her out of the picture. She couldn’t handle it.”

      I shook my head. That made a lot of sense to me. “I wish I’d had a chance to get to know her. It’s crazy, if I had social media accounts you might have found me years ago, Kate, but I’ve always been so wary about putting my personal information online.” I sighed. “Mum was always so obsessive about privacy but now that I think about it, she puts her whole life online these days, so maybe she never actually cared about it. She only wanted me to be private so Imelda couldn’t find me.”

      I looked around Mary’s kitchen feeling a deep sense of loss for the grandmother I couldn’t remember. “Mum didn’t even tell me about the funeral. Did she come down for it?”

      Bernard shook his head. “I called several times to try and let her know. I did get through to her but she didn’t come.”

      “She didn’t need to,” Mary said with a defiant smile. “Your grandmother had plenty of people here who loved her. I handled the arrangements and we all turned out to say goodbye. Trust me, she knew what your mother was like and she’d made her peace with that. The thing she had trouble with was being cut off from you.”

      I didn’t know what to say. I wanted to reassure them I was fine, but I wasn’t. I needed time to think about this.

      “We should talk about something else,” Kate said gently. “Why don’t we check in with Tom and see how the investigation is going.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. It seemed mad to change the subject to murder in order to avoid the more fraught subject of my personal life.

      Kate picked up her phone and found a number in her contacts.

      “Hello? Kate?” A familiar voice crackled down the line.

      “Hi Tom, you’re on speaker,” Kate sang. “Can you go somewhere private? I need to talk to you.”

      The line went silent for a few moments.

      “Has he hung up on you?” Mary asked loudly. “Because I would have. The cheek of you pushing him for information.”

      “Shhh,” Kate hissed. “Just wait.”

      A moment later, Tom was back on the line. He sounded clearer. “Kate, what’s going on? I’m kind of in the middle of something.”

      “I know, sorry, I won’t keep you long. It’s just…” she looked around at us. “Oh come on, Tom? You know we’re not going to relax until we know what happened. I can’t believe you wouldn’t tell us more earlier.”

      He clicked his tongue. “We were in a crowded cafe, Kate. What was I supposed to do?”

      “Are you back on the island yet?”

      “No,” he said. “I’m still in Rosstymon. We’re heading back to the island shortly to speak to witnesses.” He sighed. “Can’t this wait?”

      Kate said nothing. She held her finger to her lips so that none of us said anything either.

      Tom groaned. “You owe me a pint, McMahon. Five pints.”

      “I’ll happily owe you ten if you tell us what she said.”

      He laughed. “I’m in the wrong business, clearly. Your business must be doing well.”

      “Not particularly.” She looked at me and winked. “It’s just that enquiring minds need to know. And it’s not like we’re random bystanders. We’re the ones who tracked her down and caught her.”

      “That’s true,” Tom said. “I should probably be buying you drinks.” He cleared his throat. “You know, I’ve been wanting to ask you, Kate. What exactly did your grandmother say to her?”

      “She’s here,” Kate warned. “Just so you know.”

      “Hello Tom,” Mary trilled. “How’s your grandmother doing? Is her hip healed up yet? I hope she’s doing the exercises they gave her.”

      Kate muted the call. “Nan, this isn’t hip replacement small talk time, okay? If you want to know how his granny’s doing, call her later.”

      “Sorry, love. You’re right. I don’t even care, I just went into auto-pilot. Go on.”

      “Sorry about that, Tom,” Kate said, unmuting the call. “I was just asking her there. I’m not sure what she said but you know how she is when she’s determined to get to the bottom of something.”

      “Well apparently it was relentless. We might have to get you over here to give us training in interrogation, Mary.”

      Mary opened her mouth to respond, but a look from Kate silenced her.

      “So what did Angela say? Why did she do it?”

      Tom sighed. “There was a lot of angry ranting and raving when we got on the subject of Derry Sutherland. She knew him pretty well. She catered several events for him.”

      I shook my head as I recalled how I’d asked Angela if she knew Derry because I was planning to speak to him. She’d been so calm when she pretended she only knew the name. How could she have been so convincing when she’d just murdered the man I was asking about? I didn’t suspect a thing.

      “Angela said she thought they had a good relationship,” Tom continued, “but then Derry set his sights on the hotel. It had sat empty for a few years and he managed to track down the woman he thought was the owner. He wanted her to sell up and he was willing to offer his services, of course. Now, he didn’t know that the hotel and the cafe were owned by the same person, but Angela did. He must have thought he was impressing her when he told her he was going to buy the hotel and have it split into apartments and that maybe if she was lucky he’d give her details to the new owner to provide catering services. All Angela heard was he had his sights on her business and she’d be shut down if he got his way.

      “Angela simmered and raged about that for a while. It was only when she found out that the owner was coming to the island that she was spurred into action. She got a cheap pay as you go phone and contacted Derry, pretending to be the owner and wanting to meet with him. She lured him to the hotel and… well you know what happened. She went to his house to find and destroy any hard copies of her invoices he might have kept. Then the hotel woman came into the cafe asking for Derry and she knew—quote—that she’d done the right thing.”

      “I have hotel woman here with me, Tom,” Kate warned.

      Tom huffed out a breath. “Is there anyone you don’t have with you? Anyway, that’s what happened. If you can believe it.”

      “Is she the one who planted blood on Walter in the cafe?” I asked.

      “That’s hotel woman,” Mary chimed in.

      I laughed. If I wasn’t careful, this hotel woman thing was going to stick. “My name is Laura. Laura Sutton. We met earlier in the cafe.”

      “Well, Laura, we don’t know about that. She didn’t mention anything about a man with blood on him.”

      “He had blood on his hands. He rubbed them on the newspaper he was reading. It’s probably still at the cafe.”

      “We’ll have a look when we’re back there,” Tom said. “But this is pretty much wrapped up from our side. She’s admitted killing Derry and breaking into Laura’s car to find something to plant at the scene.”

      “Did she say why she went to all that trouble to frame me?”

      He sighed. “She seems just as angry at you as she is at Derry. I suppose she’d convinced herself you were going to sell up and then she’d be out of a job.”

      “And now she’s definitely out of a job,” I muttered. “I didn’t even know I owned the cafe.”

      “Anyway,” Tom said, sounding a little impatient. “I’d better⁠—”

      “Wait,” I said. “How did she get into the hotel?”

      He sighed. “She had a key, but I’m not sure how she came to have it. Perhaps the owner gave it to her way back when.”

      “No,” Mary said immediately. “Imelda would never have done that. She must have found an old spare in the cafe.”

      “Right,” Tom said, like he’d seen his opportunity to finally get off the phone and he was determined to get back to work. “I’ll talk to you later.”

      Kate put her phone away.

      “The thing I don’t get,” I said frowning. “Is how Derry didn’t know the cafe and the hotel were owned by the same person. Or did he just not think about what he was saying to Angela?”

      “Who knows,” Bernard said. “Maybe he knew and he was so distracted by the prospect of a big commission that he didn’t pay attention to what he was saying to Angela. Whether he knew it or not, he made a big mistake there.”
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      Bernard appeared early the following morning when we were sitting down to breakfast. There were pyrex trays of bacon and sausages as well as sauteed mushrooms, eggs both scrambled and fried, and fried tomatoes. “This is some spread, Mary,” he said, looking around the table.

      “It’s to make up for yesterday. Laura left before I could make her breakfast.” She looked at me. “I think you should stay and run the cafe.”

      “Oh really? You haven’t said.”

      Kate clapped her hands. “It’s only been a few days and you’re already fitting right in.”

      I sighed. Dunmorrow Island was starting to feel like home, no matter how hard I tried to make myself see sense. “Well I was planning to go home…” I trailed off. The truth was I had no idea what I was doing anymore. I had some immediate tasks to attend to, like packing up everything I owned and moving it out of the house I’d shared with Paul up to a few days ago. But after that…

      “We’re not saying you need to open it up tomorrow. It’s just something to think about. It’s such a shame that the cafe is empty now, as well as the hotel.”

      “The last time I looked it wasn’t empty,” Kate said. “There was crime scene tape up and both places were crawling with people in white suits.”

      I wasn’t going to say anything. I was going to enjoy my breakfast and the last hour of my time on Dunmorrow Island before I got the ferry back to reality. They’d convinced me to stay another night, but I couldn’t put off real life forever. I took a bite of fried tomato but no sooner had I started chewing than I felt all their eyes on me.

      “What?” I said when I’d managed to swallow the food in my mouth. That’s hard to do when you have three people looking at you as expectantly as they were looking at me.

      Bernard sighed. “Look, I’ll be direct.”

      “When have any of you been anything other than direct?” I pushed my plate away. It was obvious I wasn’t going to be able to eat in peace until we’d cleared up a few things about the hotel and cafe.

      “How do you feel about coming back and running the hotel? And the cafe. Or the cafe. It used to be a real social hub for the community.”

      “Before that woman took it over from Imelda.”

      “Imelda leased it to her, Nan,” Kate said. “Because she was struggling to run both.”

      “Shhh, don’t tell her that.”

      I laughed. “I’m a realist, you guys. I can imagine how hard it would be to run one of those businesses, never mind both. You can’t sugar coat this.”

      “Imelda was in her eighties when she let go of the cafe,” Mary said dismissively. “A young thing like you could do it no problem.”

      “Imelda had decades of experience,” I said, hungrily eyeing my breakfast. “Look, can we please just eat and talk about this after?”

      They all nodded, but they stayed where they were, elbows on the table leaning forward to look at me.

      “I’m going to have to go eat in the car,” I said, grabbing my plate. I was only half-joking.

      “Come on,” Mary said. “We’ll leave her to eat. We’d better eat our own food anyway before it gets cold.”

      Bernard smiled. “Seeing as we have to change the subject—I heard from Tom this morning. They found a newspaper from two days ago in the cafe.”

      My heart hammered. I’d almost forgotten. “The one Walter wiped the blood on. Have they traced the DNA yet?”

      The corners of his mouth turned up. “I don’t think they’ll bother.”

      “Really? It seems strange that they’d just leave something like that. There might be another angle here that we missed.”

      “It was ketchup,” he said, unable to contain himself any longer.

      I groaned. I could feel the flush creeping up my neck to my face. How had I confused ketchup with blood and thought that poor old man had something to do with the murder? “Did Angela put it on him? To make me think…”

      “It’s not a line of enquiry they’re pursuing.”

      “Don’t worry, love,” Mary said, not looking at all convinced. “It’s an easy mistake to make.”

      “I hope not,” Kate muttered. “Not for a retired nurse.”

      “Ah I was only trying to make her feel better,” Mary admitted. “I don’t know how anyone could confuse the two.”
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      I’d barely mopped up the last of my eggs with a slice of brown bread when it started again.

      “You have nowhere to live and you said you couldn’t bear to stay in your mother’s house.”

      I shook my head. “I can’t believe you’re kicking me when I’m down.”

      “Well it’s true. You’re talking about moving out of the house you own and finding somewhere to rent. That’s a big step backwards.”

      I considered that for a moment. “It is and it isn’t. I’d say moving on from a messed up relationship is a big step forward.”

      “Oh I agree with you on that point,” Mary said. “All I’m saying is it’s madness to rent in Dublin when you own a big building here on Dunmorrow Island.”

      “My job’s in Dublin.”

      “Can’t you do that thing where you work remotely?”

      Kate laughed. “Nan keeps hearing about remote work on the radio but she has no idea what it means. She even asked me if I could do it.”

      “Well you should,” Mary said, sounding wounded.

      “I’m an electrician,” Kate said gently. “How could I wire peoples’ houses remotely? I’d need some kind of drone robot I could fly off to the client’s house while I sat in bed in my pyjamas with the controls.”

      “Well there you go. Do that.”

      Kate rolled her eyes. “She’s not up to date with modern technology, but she does have a point, Laura. Would you be able to work down here for a while until you got back on your feet?” Her eyes lit up. “You could open the cafe and work from there! It’s usually busy in the mornings and lunchtimes so it would fit well with a nine-to-five job.”

      “There’s no way my boss would let me work remotely five days a week. He’s old school. I can’t even work one day from home. It’s the same for everybody in the company.”

      They didn’t look very convinced.

      “But you hate your job.”

      I shrugged. They were ganging up on me. I was sad to be leaving but at least it would take some of this pressure off. “That’s true, but I need the money. I can’t just quit and reopen a cafe and hotel with no income or savings. And there’s the inheritance tax to think about.” I sighed. “It’s a lovely idea but it’s not practical.  But I hear what you’re saying about it being an important social hub for the island. What about you, Mary? Would you have any interest in running the cafe? You said you used to help out there.”

      “I’m in my eighties, love,” she said with a mischievous smile. “My days of helping behind the counter are done.”

      “Bernard? You could offer legal advice and lattes.” I smiled. “There you go—I’ve even thought of a name for you.”

      “That sounds a lot better than Angela’s Plaice, but I’m going to have to pass. I’m busy enough with legal work as it is and I can’t cook to save my life.”

      “And I’m not much better than Bernard,” Kate said before I could ask her.

      I drummed my fingers on the table. I couldn’t stop imagining what it would be like to move to the island for a fresh start and run my own business instead of constantly reporting to my micromanager boss. It would be the perfect thing to take my mind off my failed marriage.

      But it didn’t make financial sense.

      “You don’t have to figure it all out now,” Bernard said gently. “You have a lot to think about with the separation.”

      “You’ll help her with it, won’t you, Bernard?” Mary looked at me and frowned. “He’s a good solicitor, Laura. You’d do well to hire him.”

      “She already has,” he said with a smile. “Why don’t we work through that first? Take some time to pack up your things and move out of your house.”

      I nodded even though I already knew that it was going to be hard for me to think about anything other than the hotel and the cafe.

      I hadn’t told any of them, but I’d barely slept the night before. I couldn’t stop thinking of ways to modernise the hotel and get it running again. Of course I was going to find someone to lease it, but until I’d done that, what was the harm in coming up with ideas? It was a fun thing to daydream about, that was all.

      “You’d better go,” Bernard said. “The ferry will be leaving soon. You may be the woman of the moment on Dunmorrow, but that doesn’t mean the ferry will wait for you.”

      I looked around the table. How did I say goodbye to these people? I’d only known them a few days but it felt like they’d always been in my life.

      Mary shook her head. “Don’t look at us with those puppy dog eyes. You get back to Dublin and get all your things packed up. I have a feeling things are going to work out, so don’t you stress about it.” She moved around the table with outstretched arms and pulled me into a hug. “Oh love, you’re so like Imelda it takes my breath away. I’m delighted you found your way back here.”

      Tears welled in my eyes and I did my best to wipe them away as subtly as possible.

      But not subtly enough, apparently.

      “Oh don’t be crying,” Mary scolded. “We’ll see you back here very soon. Let’s leave it at that.”

      I smiled and walked to the door. Somehow I knew she was right and it wouldn’t be long before I was back on the island.
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