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‘What chance or destiny has brought you here before your final day?

And who is he who leads your pilgrimage?’

Dante Alighieri, Inferno


PART ONE


Chapter One

Pearl was listening to her mother, Dolly, on the other end of the phone as she took in the scene beyond her bedroom window. It was late afternoon and the sun had finally escaped behind clouds, the fading light causing the flat sea to appear like a grey steel plate. A few beach walkers were heading away from the outgoing tide and towards the comfort of the Old Neptune – the white clapboard pub that had once been swept away by a surge tide, only to be rebuilt from the reclaimed timbers and to remain ever since, resolutely upon Whitstable’s shore, as an integral part of the local landscape.

The old pub’s fortitude was a reflection of the defiant spirit of this little North Kent fishing town whose former history was still evident in the network of ancient alleyways that had been used by local smugglers to evade the coastguard’s men. A rebellious spirit continued with more recent campaigns, including one to defend the town’s independent shops from the threat of encroachment by chain stores.

Eight miles offshore, the Red Sands Army Fort served as a reminder of the anti-aircraft defence that had housed more than two hundred soldiers in a valiant effort to prevent the passage of enemy planes on their way to London. After the war, it had been duly commandeered by pirate radio stations in the 1960s, when a group of local DJs began spinning Mersey Beat singles in the same bleak quarters in which soldiers had once risked their lives. Now there was talk of the fort becoming a holiday resort, complete with apartments and helipad, demonstrating that one of the town’s greatest secrets of success was its continuing ability to adapt without sacrificing its inherently quirky nature.

Pearl watched a group of sparrows as they hopped among clumps of cerise-flowered mallow which grew wild on the shingle together with other plants that had dared to spread beyond garden boundaries. Small shrubs of sage and white Japanese rose had found a home close to yellow horned poppies which vied for attention with viper’s bugloss, whose deep blue petals proved so irresistible to bees. Much closer to the high waterline grew sea kale, soon to burst into small white flowers, while the shape of its silvery-green leaves reflected that of the waves themselves.

Reacting to something her mother had just said, Pearl looked away from the window and ran a hand through her long dark, tousled curls as she asked: ‘But why on earth does this have to be such a secret? If you won’t even tell me where we’re going tomorrow, how can I know what to pack?’

Glancing towards the empty suitcase on her bed, Pearl recognised with some frustration that while she liked to travel light it was Dolly who always over-packed, insisting on using any empty space in her daughter’s luggage to cram items of clothing she would never get to wear. A trip to the Greek Islands had been testament to that when Dolly had sworn she would need red espadrilles, trainers, sequinned stilettos and even a set of flippers – only to spend the entire two-week holiday happily slopping around in a pair of flip-flops.

The trip ahead of both women the next day was a shorter one – a well-earned week-long break. Pearl had been looking forward to it for months since it was, in fact, a belated birthday gift from her mother. Pearl’s birthday was back in February but now in early June, and on the eve of their departure, she was none the wiser as to their destination because Dolly still insisted on secrecy.

‘Are we flying?’ she now asked.

‘You know how I hate air travel these days,’ Dolly said dismissively.

‘Travelling by boat?’

‘With my mal-de-mer?’

Dolly’s seasickness was legendary and somewhat ironic for the widow of an oyster fisherman, though Pearl herself had inherited her father’s love of the sea. She lived in Seaspray Cottage – aptly named since its garden backed straight on to the shore – and her closest neighbour was an old yawl which now lay permanently beached on Starboard Light Alley. Rescued by enthusiasts, the boat was a reminder of another time when ship construction had dominated Whitstable’s shores and tall, three-masted schooners had towered over the roofline of dwellings like Seaspray Cottage. In 1870 alone, over a hundred master mariners had been listed in the town, and the trade in oysters, for which Whitstable was famous, had flourished.

These days, yawls were only to be seen during the Regatta, though the local oyster tradition continued in the form of an annual festival, as well as their regular appearance on the menu of Pearl’s own High Street restaurant, The Whitstable Pearl. Pearl’s oyster bar satisfied the appetites of visitors and natives alike, as the town had burgeoned in the last ten years with fishing cottages becoming gentrified by the DFLs, the town’s acronym for the Down-From-Londoners. They flocked to Whitstable at weekends and during summer months to visit seaside boltholes while the old Favourite sat moored for ever on the shingle bank beside Pearl’s cottage, her bowsprit pointing like an accusing finger at a block of ‘new build’ apartments across the road.

‘At least tell me if I should pack a swimsuit?’

‘Questions, questions!’ said Dolly. ‘Why do you have to know everything beforehand? Relinquish control and see where life takes you.’

‘But it may take me to a swimming pool,’ said Pearl. ‘So unless you want me to go skinny dipping …’

Dolly paused before conceding, ‘No pool.’

‘Shame.’

‘But there may be a Jacuzzi.’

‘Really?’

‘I don’t know for sure.’

‘Now you’re teasing me.’

‘And you’re interrogating me. Stop playing detective and just go with the flow.’

Pearl sighed to herself, knowing all too well that, for her, mysteries were for solving, not ignoring. This was the main reason why, at the age of eighteen, she had set her heart on becoming a police detective, only to give up on her basic training just a year after beginning it, when she discovered that she was pregnant with her son, Charlie. Instead of continuing with the career she had always wanted for herself, she had remained in her home town and, over the course of two decades, built up a small but successful business with The Whitstable Pearl. Eventually, the need to revisit old dreams and unfulfilled ambitions had resulted in her starting up a new venture – Nolan’s Detective Agency, based in an office consisting of a converted beach hut in her sea-facing back garden.

Pearl prided herself on having solved most of her cases to date, including several murder investigations, in the course of which she had found herself treading on the toes of DCI Mike McGuire. A Canterbury City police detective, McGuire had entered Pearl’s life during a case involving a drowned oyster fisherman and had stayed ever since – though far too intermittently for Pearl’s liking – remaining as slippery as an oyster in its shell …

Pearl was just considering this when Dolly broke her train of thought.

‘So, yes, do bring a swimsuit and a few nice outfits,’ she said. ‘Plus some casual wear for the day.’

‘No hiking boots?’ asked Pearl, drily.

‘Definitely not. Though it is an activity break of sorts,’ her mother added.

‘What sort of activity?’ asked Pearl, becoming suspicious.

But Dolly signed off quickly. ‘I’ll pick you up tomorrow morning around ten-thirty.’

‘Wait!’

Infuriatingly, Dolly had already put down the phone. Catching a glimpse of herself in the mirror above her bed, Pearl saw that her face was now creased into an anxious frown. The window pane rattled with a stiffening breeze but outside, the sea was still calm. Though the weather was set fair there was always a chance that things might go awry because summer rarely settled in Whitstable until July came marching in, bringing with it hordes of visitors. At that time, Pearl would never be able to leave the restaurant but for the next few days she was certain that her staff could cope, not least because she had hired a new young chef, Dean Samson, who had proved himself capable of replicating all her most popular dishes – and a few more besides.

It was an uncomfortable truth that Pearl was becoming dispensable – not only at her restaurant but in her son’s life too. At twenty years old, Charlie was managing quite well on his own, with a flat in Canterbury and a place at university studying graphic design. If it wasn’t for the few evenings he waited table in the restaurant, Pearl might not have seen much of him at all these days. It was indeed a challenge to relinquish control of the business, but with Whitstable’s summer season yet to begin, she needed a break just as much as Dolly did. Nevertheless, the phrase ‘activity holiday’ was still troubling, particularly as some of Dolly’s former favourite ‘activities’ included belly dancing and having once been part of a local group known as the Fish Slappers, whose fertility dances and elaborate handcrafted costumes had caused a stir at a number of Oyster Festival parades.

The bedroom door opened silently and in padded Pearl’s rescue tabby cats to remind her it was feeding time. Pilchard mewed, while three-legged Sprat pressed his body up against the coverlet on the bed before pausing in his tracks at the sight of Pearl’s suitcase. Both creatures seemed to eye her accusingly as though aware she was about to desert them. In fact, Pearl had made arrangements for her best friend and neighbour, Nathan, to take care of them in her absence, and knew that he would spoil them as much as he spoiled his own cat, Biggy, who lived in feline splendour with a variety of special chairs and designer fleeces. Pilchard and Sprat didn’t do badly either, with a regular diet of salmon and fresh prawns from the restaurant but nevertheless the sight of a suitcase always provoked some concern and Pearl moved quickly to stroke them.

At that moment, the white sail of a small dinghy glided past her window. Pearl herself had been looking forward to spending an afternoon sailing with McGuire, only for him to bail out of the date a few weeks ago, citing pressures of work. She recognised now, in the light of Dolly’s words, that McGuire remained perhaps the ultimate mystery – and one she might never fathom – though whether it was the attraction of opposites at work or, as she liked to think sometimes, the fact that he represented the perfect balance to her own passionate nature, she could not be sure. Certainly, in appearance, they looked as though they might have sprung from different tribes, for McGuire’s blond good looks were almost Viking while Pearl, having inherited the physical traits of her father’s Irish ancestry, was a tall, slim, dark-haired Celtic beauty with grey eyes the colour of moonstone. In spite of all the chemistry between them, McGuire had failed to call to re-book their date and the thought of this rankled for Pearl – almost as much as the lack of information offered by Dolly about their trip away.

Looking back at her suitcase, she decided to get on with the task of packing it, this time with renewed resolve as she selected a few light summery items from her wardrobe. Then her gaze fell on an item she hadn’t seen for some time: a scarlet silk dress, fitted and off-the-shoulder. It was one she had yet to wear, having saved it for a special occasion – like a date with McGuire. Hesitating for only a moment, she now grabbed it from its hanger and folded it efficiently before adding it to her case. If the restaurant would not miss her for the next few days, then surely neither would DCI Mike McGuire.
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