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Super-sleuth Libby Sarjeant is back with her most puzzling case yet . . . a mysterious death at the local cliffs.

Colin Hardcastle has arranged for two men to meet and discuss the sale of a house. But when Nick Nash – the owner of the property – doesn’t show, Colin cannot begin to imagine the events he has set in motion.

Perplexed, Colin tells his friends in Steeple Martin, piquing the interest of Libby Sarjeant – and the Reverend Patti Pearson, who finds Nash’s name strangely familiar . . .

Despite her burgeoning reputation as a super-sleuth, Libby is somewhat loath to investigate what seems to be a tragic accident. But when two of Patti’s parishioners ask for her help, Libby very quickly finds herself caught up in the mystery. Then Nash’s body is found, and things take a darker turn.

As the case unravels, biting deeper into the local community, Nash’s shocking past is unearthed and it’s up to Libby and her friend Fran Wolfe to help solve the case before it’s too late . . .
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Fran’s husband and father to Sophie Wolfe. Artist and owner of a shop and gallery in Harbour Street, Nethergate.

Peter Parker

Freelance journalist, part owner of The Pink Geranium restaurant. Ben’s cousin and Harry Price’s partner.

Harry Price

Chef and co-owner of The Pink Geranium. Peter Parker’s partner.

DCI Ian Connell

Local policeman and friend. Fran’s former suitor.

DS Rachel Trent

DCI Connell’s colleague.

Flo Carpenter

Hetty’s oldest friend.

Hetty Wilde
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Owner of Farthing’s Plants and partner of Libby’s cousin Cassandra.
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Prologue

There was no one to hear the crash except the seagulls, who rose in a crowd of squawking protest, circling the cliff top before heading for the open sea, which continued its rhythmic, unrelenting assault on the rocks below. Someone looked over the cliff, paused, nodded and withdrew. The cliffs were left to the birds once more.




Chapter One

‘So, I’ve decided,’ said Colin Hardcastle, ‘that I’m going to keep one of the flats for myself!’ He beamed at his assembled friends, who all reacted with delight.

‘Excellent!’ said Libby Sarjeant. ‘I always wondered why you hadn’t done anything with the building yourself, being in property.’

‘I know. I should have done.’ Colin looked guilty.

‘No need,’ said Ben Wilde, Libby’s significant other. ‘You’re doing it now. Let’s have another drink to celebrate.’

He went to the bar, where Tim, owner of the Steeple Martin village pub, had been listening to the conversation.

‘Different bloke now, isn’t he?’ he said as he pulled a new pint for Ben. ‘Wouldn’t recognise him from when he first came over in June.’

‘Good job, too,’ said Ben. ‘And two halves of lager, please.’

‘Weren’t you going to take someone over to see that house near the Dunton Estate?’ Patti Pearson, vicar of St Aldeberge, a village a little way from Steeple Martin, put in. ‘It’s just behind us, more or less.’

‘Oh, yes!’ Colin turned to her. ‘This morning. But it was really odd. I told you last week, didn’t I, that Gerald Hall was interested?’

‘Who’s Gerald Hall?’ asked Libby, who had obviously missed the previous conversation.

‘Bloke I met through the business. He said he wanted a base in England, and liked the idea of living on the coast.’

‘How did you know about the Dunton Estate house?’ asked Ben.

‘That was someone else I met in Spain. I was talking about what had happened over here in June and he said he had a house near here that he wanted to sell. Apparently he and his wife had split up and he’d decided he was going to live permanently in Spain. And then I met Gerry and was telling him about what happened—’

‘Does everyone in Spain know about what happened over here in June?’ asked Libby, amused.

‘Well, it was extraordinary,’ said Colin defensively, ‘you must admit. And I was explaining that I’d decided to make my base over here, you see . . .’

In June, Colin had been called back to England by the police after the discovery of a body in a semi-derelict property he owned. Far from giving him a dislike of the area, he had made friends and was becoming a part of the village community.

‘So anyway, Gerry said he wanted to come back to England, too, and I mentioned Nick Nash.’

‘He’s the owner of this house?’ said Patti, frowning. ‘I think I know the name.’

‘Yes, him and his wife Simone – although I’m not sure she actually part-owned it. It was his before they married. So I put them in touch and arranged to take Gerry over to see it. Nick was flying back specially. But he didn’t turn up.’

‘Nick Nash, Nick Nash,’ Patti was muttering under her breath. ‘Why do I know that name?’

‘One of your congregation?’ suggested Libby.

‘No.’ Patti shook her head. ‘Something to do with the church, though, I’m sure.’ She sighed. ‘Oh well. It’ll come back to me.’

‘Do you think you got the wrong day?’ asked Patti’s partner, Anne. Patti came over to Steeple Martin every Wednesday to visit Anne and have a drink with Libby and Ben, her time being somewhat circumscribed as reverend of three parishes.

‘No – I checked the message while we were over there. And tried to phone him. But it went straight to voicemail.’

‘Do you think he’s changed his mind?’ said Ben.

‘I suppose he might have done, but why not let me know?’ Colin sat back in his chair with a sigh. ‘I can’t ask Simone because I don’t know where she is. And I haven’t got her mobile number – I never knew her very well. I didn’t know Nick that well, either. He was just part of the ex-pat business community.’

‘I don’t suppose your friend Gerry’s very happy, either,’ said Libby. ‘Where’s he staying?’

‘Hotel in Canterbury,’ said Colin. ‘He said he’s going to look round the estate agents tomorrow – see if he can find something else.’

‘Well, at least it isn’t your responsibility any more,’ said Ben.

‘I brought Gerry over here, though,’ said Colin miserably. ‘What a waste of a journey.’

‘Doesn’t he want to buy one of your lovely new apartments?’ asked Anne.

Colin shook his head. ‘No, he wants a house. Preferably one with a bit of land and near the sea.’ He turned to Patti. ‘You must admit, the Dunton Estate’s perfect.’

‘Well, it’s near the sea,’ said Patti. ‘Bit isolated, though. You remember, Libby? Where you thought it looked like Rupert Bear country, with tunnels leading down to caves?’

‘Well, it did,’ said Libby. ‘That’s where the illegal immigrants were landed.’ She looked at Colin. ‘There’s a long history of smuggling in those parts. People and . . . stuff.’

‘Stuff?’ Colin looked alarmed.

‘Drugs.’ She nodded portentously. ‘And tea and brandy in the past.’

‘Tea?’

‘Hugely valuable back in the eighteenth century,’ said Anne, who worked in a Canterbury library. ‘Even more than gin and brandy. You’ve heard the old rhyme, haven’t you? “Brandy for the parson, baccy for the clerk”? Famous poem by Rudyard Kipling!’

‘It rings a bell,’ said Colin, looking nervous.

‘Don’t tease the poor man,’ said Ben. ‘Don’t worry about it, Colin. They’ve found out about all these things over the years. They enjoy airing their knowledge.’

Patti, Anne, and Libby set up a chorus of protest.

‘There must be some down near your mate Fran’s place,’ said Tim, who was leaning on the bar listening.

‘I can’t think of any with land, though,’ said Libby. ‘We could have a look, I suppose.’

‘Who could?’ said Ben. ‘This isn’t anything to do with you, Lib.’

‘Just trying to be helpful.’ Libby gave him a look. ‘Aren’t I, Colin?’

‘Yes, Libby,’ said Colin dutifully. He shot a quick glance at Ben, and said hastily, ‘Would you like to come and see the flat tomorrow morning, by the way? It’s shaping up quite nicely.’

Accepting the change of subject with good grace, Libby gave him a wry smile and agreed.

The following morning, after Ben had left for a meeting with the builders working on his restoration of the Hop Pocket pub, a project he had taken on during Colin’s original visit, Libby followed him down Steeple Martin High Street, until she came to the scaffolding-wrapped former Garden Hotel. Not knowing quite where to go into the building, she made her way to the back, where the restored bat and trap pitch had been in use for several months now, to the delight of the villagers. An old game now being revived in Kent, it had proved surprisingly popular.

Colin appeared at the top of the external staircase that led from the top floor of the building. ‘Come on up, Libby!’ he called.

‘Not going to be much fun climbing up here in the winter,’ she puffed, as she reached the top.

Colin, slim, wiry, and at least fifteen years younger than Libby, grinned at her.

‘We’re building an internal staircase, too,’ he said. ‘We’ve had to re-position the old one because it cut two of the apartments in half. Anyway, come in. This will be a Juliet balcony when we’ve finished.’

Libby turned round and looked. ‘Nice view,’ she said.

The apartment was still an empty shell, still awaiting kitchen and bathroom fittings, but it was bright and airy, and bore little resemblance to the shabby, dilapidated building of a few months ago.

‘No radiators?’ said Libby.

‘Underfloor heating throughout the building,’ said Colin. ‘Controlled from the basement.’ He gave an involuntary shudder. ‘No one wants to spend time down there.’

‘No.’ Libby took a deep breath. ‘Well, you’ve certainly made it different. ‘Are the other apartments as advanced as this one?’

‘No – they haven’t gone on the market yet. We’re going to finish this one so people can come and view. Then they can choose their own finishes and fittings.’

Libby nodded. ‘So when do you think you’ll be moving in?’

‘In time for Christmas.’ He smiled. ‘I have a fancy to spend a traditional English country Christmas for the first time in years.’

Libby beamed back at him. ‘Excellent! And Nanny Mardle will be delighted.’

Mrs Mardle had helped bring the young Colin up, and lived next door to Libby and Ben in Allhallow’s Lane.

‘I’m going down to Nethergate to see Fran this afternoon,’ Libby said as they descended the stairs. ‘Do you want me to have a look in any estate agents while I’m there? I know you and your friend can do it online, but . . .’

‘I thought Ben told you it wasn’t your problem,’ said Colin with a grin.

‘I know.’ Libby sighed. She thought for a moment. ‘I still think it was odd, though, your friend not being there. The other friend, I mean.’

‘I know what you mean.’ Colin leant on the fence of the bat and trap pitch. ‘We looked all round the house, in the windows and everything. And his car was on the drive.’

‘You didn’t tell us that!’

‘No? Well, it was. He must have changed his mind.’ Colin frowned. ‘Shame, because Gerry really liked the look of that place.’

‘Is it worth trying to get hold of him again?’ Libby opened the gate to the lane that ran at the back of the building.

Colin shrugged. ‘I can try. I might ask John Newman. He knows a lot of people from the Felling and Aldeberge area, doesn’t he?’

‘He seemed to,’ said Libby. ‘You could always ask. It depends how long ago this Nick Nash lived there, doesn’t it?’

‘Your Patti said she thought he had something to do with the church,’ said Colin. ‘He wasn’t a vicar, was he?’

‘How do I know?’ laughed Libby. ‘Patti just thought she’d come across the name somewhere.’

‘I’ll give Nick another try and then give up. I’ll give John a ring later, too.’

John Newman had lived at the Hop Pocket, the pub Ben was having restored, when he was a child, while Colin had lived at the old Garden Hotel. He now lived with his wife in the tiny town of Felling, close to St Aldeberge and the Dunton Estate.

Libby put her head round the door of the Hop Pocket, where she found Ben, covered in plaster dust, up a ladder. He waved cheerfully.

‘I’m going to see Fran,’ she said.

‘Don’t start house hunting,’ he warned.

But Libby didn’t want to go house hunting. She wanted to know why the prospective vendor hadn’t turned up.
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