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About the Book
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Super-sleuth Libby Sarjeant returns with a baffling new case. . .two people missing in a single week.

When a homeless man from the old-fashioned seaside town of Nethergate appears to go missing – and the police are not available to investigate – amateur detective Libby Sarjeant and her psychic friend Fran are called in to search for him.

But it seems the case might be far more complex than they anticipated – and when a second person disappears without trace, Libby suspects there must be a sinister connection between the two.

Following a murky trail to uncover the truth, Libby and Fran find themselves uncovering secrets hiding in plain sight.

Can they solve a puzzling mystery before anyone else suddenly vanishes?




Dedicated to the NHS, all of whom have worked
so tirelessly over the last three years.
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Libby Sarjeant

Former actor and part-time artist, mother to Dominic, Belinda and Adam Sarjeant and owner of Sidney the cat. Resident of 17 Allhallow’s Lane, Steeple Martin.

Fran Wolfe

Former actor and occasional psychic. Owner of Balzac the cat and resident of Coastguard Cottage, Nethergate.

Ben Wilde

Libby’s significant other. Owner of The Manor Farm and the Oast House Theatre.
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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.

Flo Carpenter

Hetty’s oldest friend.

Hetty Wilde

Ben’s mother. Lives at The Manor.
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Hetty’s brother. Lives with Flo Carpenter.
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Reverend Patti Pearson

Vicar at St Aldeberge.

Anne Douglas

Librarian and Reverend Patti’s friend and partner.

Edward Hall

Academic and historian.

Alice Gedding

Sheep Farmer and friend of Edward’s.

Colin Hardcastle and Gerry Hall

Steeple Martin’s newest residents.

Cassandra

Libby’s cousin.

Mike Farthing

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

Tim Stevens

Landlord of the Coach and Horses, Steeple Martin.

Michelle Wells

Hairdresser and friend of Libby’s.

Neil Barton

Joan Barton

Neil’s mother.

Sylvia Cranthorne

Estate Agent.
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Owner of the Blue Anchor Café.

Joe Wilson

Friend of Lenny, Flo and Hetty.

Simon Spencer

Manager of the Hop Pocket.

Beth Cole

Vicar at Steeple Martin.

Adam Sarjeant

Libby’s son.

Reg Fisher

Farmer from Pucklefield.

Charles Bertram

Landlord of the Puckle Inn.

Nick Stapleton

CEO of Stapleton Holdings.

Ron Stewart

Retired pop star.

Maria Stewart

Ron’s wife.

Graham

Manager of The Sloop Inn.

Barney

A dog.

Ricky Short

Barney’s owner.

Grant Pointer

Ricky’s stepfather.

Debbie Pointer

Ricky’s mother.

Linda Davies

Ricky’s grandmother.

Dan and Moira Henderson

Residents of Steeple Martin.

Jinny Mardle

Libby’s next door neighbour.




Chapter One

‘I must go – I’m going to see Michelle today,’ said Libby to her friend Fran Wolfe.

‘Michelle who?’ asked Fran.

‘Michelle Wells – you remember. Used to be a singer and dancer. I tried to persuade her to audition for panto ages ago, but she said she’d given up theatre, professional and amateur.’

‘Oh – the hairdresser! Don’t tell me you’re having your hair done?’

‘Why not? It could do with a bit of tidying up.’

As Libby’s hair had been frequently described as a Brillo pad, or, more charitably, a small briar bush, this was undoubtedly true.

‘Good for you! What brought this on?’

‘Oh, you know. I felt a bit – well, frumpy.’

Fran laughed. ‘You are not frumpy! Have you got a special occasion coming up?’

‘We both have – Gerry and Colin’s housewarming party.’

Gerry and Colin had recently moved from temporary accommodation in Libby’s home village of Steeple Martin to a new house overlooking the golf course and sea in the nearby village of Heronsbourne.

‘So we have. But that’s weeks away. They never managed to have one in the flat, did they?’

‘Not a proper one, no.’

‘So you’re having your hair done in honour of the occasion?’

‘Not just that.’ Libby sighed. ‘I felt my whole look needed a boost.’

Fran put her head on one side. ‘Give up the whole charity-shop-couture look?’

‘Don’t be rude. Just because I’m not tall and elegant like you.’ Libby sniffed. ‘Anyway, I’d better get going.’ She stood up and looked around the gallery-cum-shop belonging to Fran’s husband, Guy, an artist, and spotted one of her own efforts, painted from the front window of Fran’s cottage. ‘Not sold yet?’

‘Season hasn’t started.’ Fran sounded amused. ‘Guy’ll be after you for more then.’

Libby’s paintings were just what tourists wanted, Guy insisted. A genuine memento of the old-fashioned seaside resort of Nethergate.

‘Hmm.’ Libby made a face. ‘Well, I’m off. Love to Guy. Are you coming over to Steeple Martin on Wednesday?’

Wednesdays were the nights of regular gatherings at Steeple Martin’s pub for an exchange of news.

‘Maybe,’ said Fran. ‘Not much has been happening, though, has it?’

‘Suppose not. We’ll be there, though.’ Libby collected her basket and pulled her coat up round her neck. ‘See you.’

Libby drove back up the road from Nethergate, past Steeple Martin and on towards Canterbury, where Michelle’s Beauty Salon stood in isolation on the outskirts.

The usual cheerful buzz of conversation and hairdryers greeted her as she walked in. Michelle, wielding a dangerous pair of scissors, waved them over her head and pointed to a chair. A smiling apprentice came up, relieved her of her coat and swathed her in a black cape. Five minutes later, she was seated before a mirror and Michelle was pulling at strands of her wet hair and scowling.

‘You ought to look after your hair, you know,’ she said.

‘I wash it and brush it,’ said Libby. ‘I can’t keep coming to you to have it ponced up every five minutes.’

Michelle laughed. ‘Same old Libby. What do we want – just a chop and dry?’

Libby sighed. ‘Do what you like. It’ll look better than it does now, whatever you do.’

‘So.’ Michelle tugged a comb through the rusty locks. ‘What’s been happening?’

The next ten minutes progressed as all hair appointments do, with an exchange of news and gossip, until Libby became aware of a change in the atmosphere. Sliding her eyes sideways in the mirror, she saw a tall, pale man standing behind Michelle.

‘I want to talk to you,’ he said.

All the other stylists and apprentices were fluttering behind him.

‘I’m busy.’ Michelle’s voice was hard. She was still concentrating on Libby’s hair, although the scissors had stopped.

‘I said, I want to talk to you.’ The man’s voice was as hard as Michelle’s. ‘Now.’

‘I’m busy. Go away.’ Michelle turned to face him. ‘Go away.’ She looked round. ‘Girls? With me.’

Libby watched, fascinated, as the girls and Michelle formed a wall behind the man, who found himself being ushered firmly through the reception area and out of the door, which was then locked behind him.

Looking harried, Michelle rushed back to Libby. ‘Sorry about that,’ she said. ‘I’ll explain in a minute. I’m just going to phone the police.’

Libby watched her go through to the staffroom. Chloe, Michelle’s sister, came and perched on the shelf in front of Libby.

‘Her stalker,’ she said. ‘Third time she’s phoned the police.’

‘Really?’ Libby’s eyes were horrified. ‘And he’s coming in here?’

Chloe grinned. ‘Long story. She’ll explain.’

Eventually, Michelle came back, armed with a large mug of black coffee.

‘Sorry, Lib.’ She sat down in the empty chair next to Libby’s. ‘That was Neil.’

‘Chloe said it’s a long story. If you don’t want to—’

‘No, I’ll tell you. Give me a chance to calm down. Unless you’re in a hurry?’

‘Not at all,’ said Libby.

‘Couple of years ago,’ began Michelle, settling herself more comfortably, ‘an old client of mine, Joan, went downhill and couldn’t get out and about as much as she used to. So I started going to give her a wash and blow-dry every week at home. And Neil turned up.’ She made a face. ‘Her son. And insisted on taking me out to lunch to say thank you.’ She shrugged. ‘That was all right, I suppose. After all, I was putting myself out a bit. Anyway, he seemed to think there was more to it than a thank-you lunch.’

‘Oh, Lord,’ said Libby.

Michelle nodded. ‘So it started. Phone calls. Waiting outside for me. And outside my house. Then things through the letter box.’

‘What sort of thing?’ Libby asked.

‘Porn.’ Michelle’s mouth went tight. ‘And the phone calls got worse. So I reported him to the police. They helped me put a block on my phone, but he carried on with everything else. So I reported him again. They cautioned him and told him he’d have a court order if he carried on. That’s why he came here today.’ She leant back and sighed. ‘And I hope that’s the end of it.’

‘What did Phil say?’ asked Libby. ‘Silly question, I suppose.’

Phil had been Michelle’s partner for only a few months.

‘I didn’t tell him most of it.’ Michelle shrugged. ‘I didn’t want even more trouble.’ She sounded tired.

Libby regarded her thoughtfully. ‘No. I can see that.’ The little she knew of Phil didn’t convince her that he would take such information quietly. ‘You aren’t actually living together, then?’

‘Good job, too, under the circumstances.’ Michelle gave another tired smile and stood up. ‘Now let’s get on with your hair.’

Both of them ignored the subject with determination for the remainder of Libby’s time in the chair, only returning to it when Libby paid her bill.

‘Let me know if there’s anything you think I can do,’ she said. ‘About – you know.’

‘With your connections to the police, you mean?’ Michelle shook her head. ‘No, I’ll just let it lie now. Unless he starts again, I suppose.’

Unconvinced, Libby left and climbed into her car. As she drove away, she was almost sure she saw the tall figure of Neil lurking in a small group of trees at the end of a driveway. She won a short battle with herself and didn’t immediately turn round and hare back to the salon to report, but decided to ring Michelle and tell her as soon as she reached home.

On Wednesday, Libby made one of her regular sorties to a big supermarket in Canterbury. On the way home, her mobile burbled at least three times, which meant there would be three messages to check, and as she walked into her cottage the little red light on her landline’s answerphone was also trying to attract her attention. She sighed, tripped over Sidney the silver tabby and went straight into the kitchen to put her shopping away and make tea. While she waited for the kettle to boil, she checked the mobile and found that all three calls had been from Fran, and she discovered that, when she checked the landline, that had been, too. She sat down on the sofa in front of the empty fireplace and called Fran back.

‘What’s so urgent?’ she asked.

‘I didn’t know where you were, and you weren’t answering for such a long time,’ said Fran, sounding uncharacteristically flustered.

‘Supermarket shop,’ said Libby. ‘Drive to Canterbury, do the shopping, drive home again. At least an hour and a half, wouldn’t you say?’

‘Oh, all right, I’m sorry.’ Fran took a deep breath. ‘But you’ll want to hear this.’

‘I’m sure I will. What?’

‘Ian just rang me.’

‘Oh? Nice but not startling. What did he want?’

Detective Chief Inspector Ian Connell had been a friend of both women for some years.

‘It’s really odd.’ Fran paused. ‘It’s a woman.’

Libby frowned at the phone. ‘What’s a woman?’

‘A former girlfriend.’

‘Of Ian’s?’ Libby’s voice went up a notch. This was a surprise.

‘It’s all a bit complicated.’ Fran heaved a sigh. ‘This woman got in touch with Ian, apparently. He hadn’t heard from her for years – he didn’t actually say how long – and she wanted him to look into something.’

‘Bit of a cheek, surely?’

‘Well, yes. But although he didn’t want anything to do with her, he thought it sounded as though there was something to look into. So he’s asked us.’

‘He’s asked us? To look into it?’ Now Libby was staggered.

‘Yes. And if we think there is something . . . well, then he’ll do something official about it.’

‘So he’s using us again?’ said Libby after a moment’s thought. ‘But isn’t he still in trouble over using us in the last investigation?’

‘I think that’s exactly why he didn’t want to go diving in straight away.’ Fran made a derisory noise. ‘Coward. Look, we’ll come up to the pub tonight and I can tell you all about it properly.’

‘Supposing Ian comes in? He usually does.’

‘Not until later. I’ll try and get there for eightish. Are you eating with Patti and Anne?’

Their friends Patti and Anne usually had a meal in the Pink Geranium before joining the others in the pub.

‘Not tonight,’ said Libby. ‘We’ll try and be there about eight, too.’

She rang off, feeling both puzzled and intrigued. ‘To be fair,’ she told Sidney, who was sitting hopefully by her feet with that ‘Are you ever going to feed me?’ look, ‘he’s actually been asking us in almost from when we first knew him. There was the business of the body in the Alexandria, and then the body on the island.’ Although, she reflected, it’s mainly to see if Fran can pick anything up from her ‘moments’.

Fran’s ‘moments’ were her occasional flashes of psychic intuition. She had actually once been employed by a large London firm of estate agents to check out expensive properties for equally expensive clients, but since moving to Kent, they had been useful in penetrating the depths of murder investigations. However, as time had gone on and Fran became more and more settled in her life in Nethergate, these flashes had more or less disappeared, although DCI Connell lived in hope.

This sounded different, though. It almost, Libby thought, as she made her way into the kitchen to make tea, seemed as though he was trying to palm off his old flame to avoid dealing with her.

‘Hmm,’ she said, and switched on the kettle.
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