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There is a pleasure in the pathless woods,

There is a rapture on the lonely shore …

‘Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage’

Lord Byron






CHAPTER ONE

Whitstable, June

It was early morning at Seaspray Cottage and Detective Chief Inspector Mike McGuire was standing behind Pearl Nolan, the palms of his strong hands shielding her eyes. He leaned forward and gently whispered: ‘Keep them closed …’ Then his voice trailed off as he moved towards the kitchen. Pearl resisted all temptation to take a glimpse of whatever lay in front of her until, moments later, McGuire returned. ‘Okay!’

Pearl opened her eyes to see her dining table laid for breakfast. As McGuire set a plate down before her, and a second one for himself, she glanced at him, astonished. ‘But you said you were going to rustle up some bacon and eggs.’

‘And I did.’ He smiled proudly, indicating Pearl’s plate on which a poached egg sat on top of a toasted muffin, smothered in a buttery sauce and latticed with two rashers of Pearl’s finest pancetta. He handed her some cutlery. ‘You said you were hungry? Tuck in.’ He nodded for Pearl to begin, waiting expectantly for her verdict.

Taking her first bite, Pearl’s eyes closed once more, this time to appreciate fully the silky consistency of a rich Hollandaise sauce, enlivened by a hint of citrus – just sufficient to lighten without producing any over-acidity or curdling. The English muffin base was suitably firm and the crisp pancetta offered an exquisite scorched contrast to a perfectly poached yolk. As the sum of all parts melted in Pearl’s mouth, a sigh of satisfaction, coupled with the look on her face, told McGuire all he needed to know.

Pearl’s eyes narrowed with suspicion as she now asked: ‘How long have you known how to make perfect Eggs Benedict?’

McGuire checked his watch. ‘Since around eight fifteen this morning.’ The Canterbury police detective tapped his smartphone. ‘There’s a recipe for everything on here and I knew you’d have all the ingredients.’

He nodded towards Pearl’s well-stocked kitchen then began to enjoy his own breakfast while Pearl considered how conscientiously he must have obeyed the instructions of a cookery website to have achieved such a result. But that was McGuire all over – he was a man who liked to follow a well-trodden path and always put his faith in procedure.

Pearl, by contrast, trusted her instincts – especially when it came to cooking. Having long ago learned the basics of good cuisine, she now preferred to improvise and experiment rather than to follow doggedly any recipes – other than her own, that is. It was a tactic that had paid off well, because Pearl’s restaurant had become one of the most popular eateries in her native north Kent town of Whitstable. Although there were some swanky establishments near the beach, The Whitstable Pearl remained a popular and precious gem – full of charm – and with a reputation for providing some of the best seafood in town, for locals and visitors alike. Fresh oysters and tapas were always available at the bar, but the restaurant also offered a selection of signature dishes, ranging from marinated sashimi of tuna, mackerel and wild salmon in summer to a year-round menu of squid encased in a light chilli tempura batter and sautéed scallop dotted with ginger and breadcrumb.

Pearl’s reputation was built on simple dishes created with the finest ingredients, each course having been perfected over time. Now, with a new and very able chef in place, her presence wasn’t always needed at the restaurant, but the quality of her food remained constant – guaranteeing a steady if not growing trade.

The business had supported Pearl while she had brought up her son as a single parent but old ambitions had reawoken once Charlie had disappeared off to university in nearby Canterbury, convincing Pearl that it was high time for a new challenge. Starting up Nolan’s Detective Agency had offered her the chance to use the police training she had abandoned on discovering she was pregnant at the tender age of nineteen, and to test the detective skills she felt sure she still possessed twenty years later. It was true that she had put her life on hold for her son, eschewing opportunities, even for romance, but she had never given up on the idea of, one day, finding the right partner. She had simply found nothing among the sparks of a few short-lived liaisons to match the white heat of her first love for Charlie’s father, Carl, not until she had found herself pitted in a murder investigation against a Canterbury police detective by the name of DCI Mike McGuire …

At that very moment, McGuire was sipping his coffee and enjoying not only the satisfaction of having prepared a perfect chef-y breakfast – but also the sight of Pearl there beside him, dressed only in a vintage red silk dressing gown, as she tucked into her Eggs Benedict. Not long awake, her beautiful features were devoid of make-up and her long dark curls still glistened wet from the shower. McGuire noted that her moonstone-grey eyes were the very same shade as the sea beyond her window on this fine summer morning.

Sensing his gaze upon her, she turned to him, leaned in close and whispered, ‘Thank you.’

‘For breakfast?’

‘For everything.’

Her eyes lingered on McGuire’s handsome features, her gaze tracing the lines of his strong chiselled jaw and fine cheekbones. She smiled at his tousled ‘bed-head’ blond hair then lost herself in his ice-blue eyes as he gently framed her face with his hands – and kissed her …

They had returned the night before from Bruges, late enough to allow themselves to believe they might still be there, lost among the winding lanes and cobbled squares of a romantic medieval city. McGuire had booked a 5-star hotel – a sixteenth-century landmark building, just 200 metres from the Burg Square and the Markt, the main market, but close enough to the canals to enjoy the sight of white swans gliding past their window. A carriage ride had taken them through the city’s fabled streets and on to Minnewater Park. There they had discovered the Lake of Love and heard from an old couple who had been crossing a bridge that spanned it the story of a girl named Minna, who, in love with a warrior of a neighbouring tribe, had run away rather than marry the man of her father’s choice. Escaping into the forest, the girl had finally died of exhaustion just as her lover had found her, so the area and bridge had been named in Minna’s honour. ‘If you walk across this bridge and kiss your loved one,’ the old couple had explained, ‘that love will last.’ Pearl and McGuire had waited until the couple had disappeared before doing just that, each considering they might have entered the pages of a fairy tale – somewhere, at least, far from the stress of their hectic working lives.

Three nights only – an all-too-short break – but long enough to enjoy an unfamiliar landscape, when, in spite of Pearl’s fear of heights, they had climbed over three hundred steps in the Belfry of Bruges for a panoramic view of the city. The building had once acted as an observation post for identifying fires and other dangers but now it served as the location for Pearl and McGuire to recognise that in spite of all their differences, their relationship might finally be given a chance to develop into something more …

Breaking away from McGuire’s kiss, Pearl glanced back at the breakfast table noting that, with characteristic attention to detail, the detective hadn’t forgotten a thing. There was a cafetière filled with rich French coffee, sugar bowl, milk jug, napkins and even a small glass vase containing a sprig of honeysuckle blossom – the fragrance of which now flooded the warm room. Glancing towards the window, Pearl realised that McGuire had cut the shoot from a plant that climbed the walls of the lilac-painted beach hut in the garden, which she now used as an office for her detective agency. After savouring her last mouthful, she looked down at the empty plate before her and smiled teasingly at him. ‘I can see I’ve got some competition. You’ll be opening a restaurant next.’

McGuire shook his head. ‘’Fraid not,’ he replied. ‘I’ve never much liked the idea of us being in competition.’ He winked, but then held her gaze and Pearl’s smile faded as she looked away, as though in need of a distraction. Her thoughts drifted back again to the short break they had just spent together while she considered how easy life had seemed when they weren’t at loggerheads over one of McGuire’s cases. For three days they had left behind The Whitstable Pearl, McGuire’s police work at Canterbury CID and Pearl’s own cases at Nolan’s Detective Agency – not that there had been much in her in-tray recently, apart from a few credit checks, a hunt for a stolen bicycle and an appeal to find a lost Russian Blue cat by the name of Sergei.

‘It was wonderful,’ she whispered, leaving McGuire unsure if she was referring to their recent trip, his breakfast or perhaps even the agreement they had reached not to allow work to come between them again. He felt a need to clarify but the urge to kiss her was far greater. He leaned closer, but before their lips could meet, the sound of his smartphone broke the silence between them.

Checking the caller ID, he seemed to struggle with himself before answering the call. Terse, he gave only his surname, and as he did so, Pearl remembered that in spite of their close relationship, she still referred to him in just the same way – McGuire – which was how he was mostly known to his colleagues. He listened carefully to the voice at the end of the line, then gave a cursory nod and checked his watch before offering a brief reply. ‘Okay. I’ll be there in twenty minutes.’ Ending the call, he paused for a moment as though finally aware that he was no longer in a fairy-tale city but back on police duty.

Pearl reached out to him and rested her hand on his strong forearm. Her look was questioning and McGuire seemed torn before responding. ‘Sorry, Pearl. I have to go.’

At this, she gave a resigned smile. ‘Of course,’ she said. ‘It’s begun already.’ McGuire looked back at her and she offered a stark reply: ‘Work.’

‘Life,’ said McGuire.

Pearl knew that as far as McGuire was concerned, they were one and the same, but before she could voice this, her own phone sounded with an incoming text. Glancing quickly down at it, she saw that it was from her mother, Dolly.


Hope you had a nice time. You can tell me all about it at the restaurant. PS Charlie’s done quite a few shifts in your absence. He’s got a favour to ask. Bye. Mum x



Pearl continued to stare at the message as McGuire asked: ‘Everything all right?’

Pearl nodded and quickly pressed a napkin against her lips before checking the time on her own phone. ‘I’d better get ready for the restaurant. Call me when you get a chance?’

‘Of course, but …’ He hesitated for a moment as he got up from his chair. ‘How about I come back later – take you out for dinner?’

She looked up in surprise. ‘But it’s your first day back. You probably won’t get time.’

McGuire was snatching his jacket from the back of his chair. As he slipped into it, Pearl got up and eased the collar of his shirt over his jacket lapel, before gently raking her fingers through his blond hair. Caught suddenly in her gaze, he leaned in to her, kissing her hard before he reminded her: ‘We said we’d make time, remember?’

Pearl nodded. Returning his smile, she watched him head towards the front door, where he grabbed his suitcase from the small pile of luggage that had been dumped there the night before. He looked back at her, gave a wink and said: ‘Tonight.’

As the door closed after McGuire, Pearl’s tabby cats, Pilchard and Sprat, stared up at their owner, as if for an answer. Pearl had none. Instead, she turned back to the breakfast table and decided to clear away the plates, wondering what kind of favour Charlie needed to ask of her, and whether he might be in some kind of trouble – with his grandmother covering for him, as Dolly was apt to do. She looked again at her phone lying on the table, and was just considering calling her mother when a sound began echoing from the beach: a man’s strident voice distorted through a loudhailer.

Pearl was unable to make any sense of what was being said but after opening a window, she could see people hurrying along the promenade as though summoned by a clarion call. It was the kind of racket that was frequently heard by residents during the town’s annual oyster festival in July – advertising events on the beach like the epic tug-of-war that took place on the muddy flats of the shore or the blessing of the first catch of the new season’s oysters – but the festival wasn’t due to take place for another six weeks. Pearl’s curiosity was piqued. As the volume grew louder, she hurried to her kitchen ready to head out through her sea-facing garden to join the crowds on the beach … until she suddenly remembered she was wearing only her red silk dressing gown. Pulling it tightly around her slim waist, she rushed back inside to get dressed, keen to discover what all the commotion was about.
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