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In the charming Yorkshire seaside town of Scarborough, a killer game is being played . . .

Helen Dexter is enjoying the new four-star status of the Seaview Hotel. But she begins to wonder if this accolade is cursed when a series of disasters strike.

It starts when a crazy golf team arrive to play in a Scarborough tournament. Their odd behaviour heightens when the rival team captain turns up. Yet, there’s worse to come for Helen when one of the guests is murdered playing crazy golf.

Then the Seaview’s prize-winning cook Jean quits, leaving Helen devastated. And so, as Helen’s fiftieth birthday approaches, the last thing she’s in the mood for is a celebration. However, mysterious invitations arrive to a party that Helen doesn’t want.

Can Helen unmask the crazy golf killer, save the reputation of the Seaview, win Jean back and solve the mystery of the party invitations? With her rescue greyhound Suki by her side, Helen Dexter is on the case.
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Chapter 1

The Seaview Hotel was Helen Dexter’s pride and joy. It was her home and her business, her life. The hotel had a lot going for it; it was an attractive building on the corner of King’s Parade, overlooking Scarborough’s North Bay on the beautiful Yorkshire coast. It had ten rooms, three storeys, and a rescue greyhound called Suki, who lived quietly and uncomplaining in the basement apartment with Helen.

Helen’s next-door neighbour, Miriam, thought herself and her hotel, the Vista del Mar, a cut above the Seaview. However, Helen had invested her savings, time and effort into the place, and her hard work had paid off. After a recent visit from the hotel inspector, it had been upgraded to four stars. Her heart had burst with pride when she’d gained her award, while Miriam had reacted to the news with one of her cutting comments. ‘They give four stars to anyone these days.’

However, the plaque that Helen had been sent displaying her four glittering stars wouldn’t hang straight on the wall.

‘This wall’s wonky,’ she moaned to Jean as she stood on the front step on a warm day in early June.

Jean was the Seaview’s cook, a no-nonsense Yorkshirewoman in her mid-sixties, responsible for the hotel’s award-winning breakfasts. She was short and stocky, with cropped blonde hair, and wore large glasses that slid down her nose. She was constantly pushing them back, an affectation that was beginning to irritate Helen after a frustrating hour trying to hang the plaque.

Helen held an electric drill in one hand, a spirit level in the other. She laid them both down and picked up the plaque, but once again, it dipped to one side. Exasperated, she left it hanging at an angle and sat down on the step. Jean looked on with her hands on her hips, tutting and shaking her head.

‘It’s not the wall that’s wonky. It’s the way you’ve drilled those holes.’

Helen gritted her teeth. In all the decades they’d worked together, she’d never fallen out with Jean. When she had bought the Seaview with her husband, Tom, they’d taken Jean on with the fixtures and fittings. She’d come to rely on her more than ever since Tom had passed away. Jean had been her rock, the person she turned to when times got tough, the person who gave her advice whether she wanted to hear it or not. But right then, what Helen wanted was for Jean to stop complaining and give her some support. She didn’t know what it was, she couldn’t say for sure, but something about the woman had begun to annoy her lately.

‘For heaven’s sake, the holes are perfectly straight,’ she said. Her words came out with more anger than she’d intended. She looked up at Jean. ‘Sorry. I’m frustrated with the stupid thing. I’ve worked so hard to earn our four stars, but I can’t even display them.’

Jean grabbed hold of the wall and eased herself down to sit beside Helen. When she was finally down, she pushed her glasses to the bridge of her nose. ‘My knees aren’t what they were. I hope I can stand up again.’

The two women sat in silence. Ahead, gentle waves rolled in to the wide, curved bay. To the right were the ruins of Scarborough Castle, while to the left, the coast turned to Scalby Ness. Clifftops of yellow and green stretched into the distance as far as Saltburn and Staithes. Helen turned her face to the sun, which was beginning to poke through the clouds. She felt herself begin to relax, her shoulders dropped, and with a pang of guilt, she glanced at Jean. ‘I’m sorry for losing my temper.’

Jean grunted. ‘If you don’t mind me saying so, you’ve been losing it a lot lately. You haven’t been yourself for some time. You seem to have lost your sparkle.’

‘My sparkle?’ Helen laughed. ‘You really think I’ve got a sparkle?’

Jean shrugged. ‘You used to. And there are still days when you throw your head back to laugh, or sing along to the radio, and I think to myself, “There’s the old Helen, she’s back.” But you haven’t done either of those things in a while.’

Helen let Jean’s words sink in. ‘Feels like it’s going to be another nice day,’ she said at last, staying safe on the topic of weather. ‘I hope Sally’s having a good time. I wonder what she’s up to today?’

Jean gently nudged her in the ribs. ‘The girl’s on her honeymoon. What do you think she’ll be up to?’

Sally was the cleaner at the Seaview. She was currently in a caravan in Norfolk with her new husband, local entrepreneur Gav, and her five-year-old daughter, Gracie.

‘It was a lovely wedding, wasn’t it?’ Jean said. ‘You did Sally and Gav proud holding the party here.’

Helen put her hand on her forehead. ‘I’ve still got the hangover to prove it. You’re right, though, it was gorgeous. It’s the first time I’ve ever been a matron of honour. I was overjoyed when Sally asked me. And little Gracie looked gorgeous in her bridesmaid’s dress. Mind you, Sally’s mum wasn’t what I expected.’

Jean shot her a look. ‘In what way?’

Helen thought about Brenda, who’d never cracked a smile at the wedding. ‘She didn’t seem as happy as you’d expect the mother of the bride to be,’ she said. ‘I tried talking to her, but she didn’t open up much, seemed a bit private, you know. Anyway, fancy you catching the bride’s bouquet! Oh Jean, your face was a picture.’

Jean harrumphed with displeasure. ‘I’ve already told you, I didn’t mean to catch it, I only grabbed it before it hit me. I’ll never get married again. I’ve got used to being on my own since Archie died.’ She gave Helen a sidelong glance. ‘Speaking of fellas . . .’

Helen shifted uncomfortably. ‘Were we?’

‘. . . any news from your Jimmy?’

Helen looked out at the sea. Jimmy was the first man she’d had feelings for since Tom died. So far, all they’d shared was a couple of chaste kisses. She couldn’t bring herself to take it further, not with Tom on her mind every day. Besides, Jimmy kept leaving to work overseas in his job as an Elvis impersonator. She didn’t know where she stood with him. One minute he was in Scarborough, the next he was jetting off to work in a bar in Benidorm, or Madeira, or on a cruise ship with his singing troupe of twelve Elvis impersonators, Twelvis. He was a good-looking man, tall and muscular, with dark hair greying around his ears. He was the same age as Helen, who currently felt that she was heading too fast to middle age. Her fiftieth birthday loomed. Jean had been pestering her to throw a party at the Seaview, but Helen had put her off. Reaching fifty didn’t feel like celebrating a milestone, it felt like ushering in a mid-life crisis.

‘Well, have you heard from him or not?’ Jean asked.

‘First of all, Jean, he’s not my Jimmy. Second of all, as far as I know, he’s still working in the Elvis bar on the Costa del Sol.’ She stood, hoping to dismiss further questions, but she should have known better, because Jean rarely gave up. Jean reached for the wall and pulled herself to standing. She blew air from her mouth, then stood there with her arms crossed, glaring at Helen.

‘When’s he coming back?’

Helen waved her hand dismissively. ‘The truth is, it’s complicated, with Tom on my mind all the time. How can I even think about starting a new relationship with Jimmy when all I want is my beloved husband back?’

‘You could have got to know Jimmy better and taken your mind off Tom a little. But you haven’t even visited him in Spain, and he invited you out there all expenses paid,’ Jean said.

There was a beat of silence while Helen chose the right words to say. The truth was, she’d deliberately held back on visiting Jimmy while he worked overseas. Before he’d left, her relationship with him had been developing at pace, and it scared her that some days he was on her mind more than Tom. It left her conflicted and guilty.

‘I couldn’t leave the Seaview and jet off to Spain, Jean,’ she said.

Jean gave her a knowing look. ‘Couldn’t . . . or wouldn’t?’ she said.

Helen sighed. ‘Just like when you married Archie, I swore to love Tom for the rest of my life. Now he’s no longer here, there are still days when I feel lost without him.’

Jean laid her hand on Helen’s arm. ‘You’re a young woman, with your whole life ahead of you.’

‘Young? I turn fifty soon,’ Helen sighed.

‘And you should be celebrating it with a big party. The old Helen would have done so.’

‘Oh Jean, there won’t be a flaming party! Would you just drop it!’ Helen cried, too loud and too sudden.

Jean dropped her hand and took a step back. Her glasses slipped down her nose again, but she was so stunned by the outburst that she just left them there. She stared at Helen open-mouthed. ‘Well, someone got out of the wrong side of the bed this morning. If you’ll excuse me, I’ve got work to do before our guests arrive.’

‘I’ve upset you again, haven’t I?’ Helen sighed again. ‘I’m sorry, Jean. I have lost my sparkle, you’re right. I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I keep seeing problems instead of opportunities. It’s not like me at all.’

‘You’re at a funny age, love,’ Jean said gently. ‘Turning fifty can do that to a woman. That’s why you should celebrate it with a party and show the world you’re not fearful of the big five-oh.’

Helen bit the inside of her cheek to stop herself from telling Jean to stop going on about a party she didn’t want. She forced her thoughts instead to the guests arriving that day.

‘One of the teams playing in the crazy-golf tournament is coming to stay with us. They’re due before lunch.’

‘Oh, don’t talk to me about them,’ Jean huffed. ‘A woman called Olga has already emailed a list of sandwiches they want served on arrival. There’s a lot of protein on their list – they say they need energy to play crazy golf. They’ve even asked for power breakfasts each day! What’s a power breakfast when it’s at home? I ask you! It’s not as if crazy golf’s a real sport, and yet they’re behaving as if they’re Olympians.’

As Jean was speaking, Helen’s attention turned to the Vista del Mar. She was sure she’d seen a curtain twitch at the window. She took another look, concerned that Miriam was snooping and might have overheard her bickering with Jean.

‘They’re not even athletes,’ Jean continued, unaware that Helen was no longer listening. ‘I mean, crazy golf, adventure golf, mini golf or whatever you call it, it’s just a game, isn’t it? What do they need these so-called power breakfasts for? They’ll have sausage and beans and be done with it. I can’t be catering for whims at my age.’

Helen caught Miriam’s eye through the window. Miriam nodded politely and made a show of arranging the curtains. However, Helen knew the other woman better than that, and knew she’d been prying.

‘I’ve put their meal requests in the blue file in the kitchen, in the usual place,’ Jean continued.

‘Sorry, what was that?’ Helen said as Miriam disappeared.

‘You never listen to me these days, do you?’ Jean tutted. ‘Oh, before I head to the kitchen, is there any news from the staffing agency about getting a cleaner in this week while Sally’s away?’

Helen pulled her phone from the back pocket of her jeans and glanced at the screen. ‘Not yet.’

‘You know I would have covered for her and done the cleaning, don’t you? Getting an outsider in should have been a last resort.’

Helen tapped her fingers on the wall, remembering something Sally had told her. ‘Sally said her mum would help out while she was away. She gave me her number, but I’m not sure about ringing her. I mean, she wasn’t too friendly at the wedding. But I suppose we could do worse. Maybe I should give her the benefit of the doubt. At least we know we can trust her. Sally’s a hard-working girl, salt of the earth; she must have got her work ethic from someone. I’ll give Brenda a ring and ask her in for a chat over coffee and cake. Could you bake one of your lemon drizzles?’

‘Course I can, love. It’s been a while since we had one of those.’

Jean padded away inside the Seaview as Helen turned to look at the sea again. An ice-cream van, its engine spluttering, trundled along the road, leaving a whining, mournful rendition of ‘Greensleeves’ in its wake. Helen picked up the drill and spirit level, then walked into the hall and closed the Seaview’s front door. As it slammed shut, the wonky plaque fell off the wall.
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