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1


“Welcome to Park’s Cleaning Supplies,” the woman behind the reception desk said, giving Margaret a bright smile. “How can I help you?”

She appeared to be around sixty. Her short grey hair had been cut in a neat bob, and she was wearing red glasses that matched her blouse perfectly.

Margaret smiled back. “I’m Margaret Woods. I’m supposed to start work today.”

The woman gasped. “I’m so sorry. I was on holiday when you interviewed for the job, but I was expecting you. Welcome.”

“Thank you. I’m excited to be here.”

“You’re right on time, too – not that we worry too much about that. I’m saying that because Arthur isn’t here yet. He should arrive any minute, though, and then he can show you your office and get you started.”

Margaret nodded. “I didn’t get your name,” she said, feeling awkward.

The woman just laughed. “I’m so sorry. After all these years, you’d think I’d be better at this job. I’m Joney Caine. I’m the office manager. That’s my official title, anyway. I’ve been here since Arthur started the company thirty-seven years ago. I was his secretary in those days.”

“In my experience, secretaries and office managers usually know everything there is to know about the company that employs them.”

Joney grinned. “I don’t know everything, but I know as much as Arthur does, anyway. I’ve been helping him build the company since the very first day.”

“And she usually does a better job than I do,” a voice said.

Margaret smiled as her new boss walked out of the doorway behind Joney. He’d already told her that he was sixty, but he looked a bit younger. His still-full head of hair was mostly grey, and his eyes were a bright blue that Margaret might have suspected came from colored contact lenses if he hadn’t mentioned them being a family trait during her job interview.

“The first thing you need to know is that the door behind me isn’t soundproof,” Joney said.

Arthur chuckled. “We added the walls and doors in here. When I bought the property, it was just a small warehouse. We divided the front into offices and built the reception area, hoping that one day we’d have customers. Then we added a soundproof wall between the offices and the production area. Sometimes I think we should add more soundproofing throughout the building, but it doesn’t usually get too bad.”

“I’m the noisy one,” another woman said as she walked into the lobby. She was a pretty blonde who looked no more than forty.

“Ah, Margaret, meet Rachel Bass. Rachel, this is Margaret Woods,” Arthur said. “Rachel is the company’s business manager.”

Rachel nodded. “Which means I get to do all the jobs that Arthur doesn’t want to do,” she said as she shook Margaret’s hand.

Margaret raised an eyebrow. “I hope they’re jobs you enjoy,” she said.

Rachel laughed. “I love my job almost all the time. I’m going to love it even more now that you’re here.”

“Oh?” Margaret wondered.

Arthur grinned. “Rachel used to have to deal with the company in the UK that did all of our chemical engineering work. We contracted it out, but as the business grew, so did our need for more and more engineering. Hiring you is going to save us some money, and it should save Rachel a lot of time and effort.”

“I hope so,” Margaret said.

“I hope so even more,” Rachel told her. “I also hope that you can explain things in plain English. I swear the company in London used to go out of its way to report everything in the most technical language possible.”

“I’ll do my best,” Margaret promised.

“At least she’ll be here to answer questions,” Joney said. “And we won’t have to pay her extra to get answers.”

“They charged you extra when you had questions?” Margaret asked.

Rachel nodded. “Everything they did for us was billed on an hourly basis, including answering questions. To be fair, we were given an hour for questions after every report, but that usually wasn’t enough.”

“I think we need to stop complaining about Margaret’s predecessors. She might have to reach out to them with questions once she gets started,” Arthur said.

“What he means is that we should let you get settled in before we scare you away,” Joney said, winking at Margaret.

“Let me show you to your office,” Arthur said. “I’ve put copies of the most recent reports we’ve had from London on the products that we’re currently manufacturing on your desk. You can read through them this morning. Hopefully that will give you some idea as to what we do and why we need you.”

“And at midday, we’ll all go somewhere for lunch,” Joney said.

“I’d like that,” Margaret said.

“Right this way, then,” Arthur said, opening the door behind Joney.

“It was nice meeting you both,” Margaret said as she walked behind the desk.

“Likewise,” Rachel said.

“Meet us back out here at midday,” Joney told her. “And make sure that Arthur shows you where to get coffee to keep you going between now and then.”

Arthur nodded. “I hadn’t forgotten.”

“He totally had,” Rachel said with a laugh.

On the other side of the door was a short corridor that led to another door. Halfway along the corridor, a second hallway ran perpendicular to the first. Arthur turned left.

“My office is at that far end. Rachel’s is on the opposite side of the hall,” he said, waving a hand toward the end of the corridor. “This is the staff loo. We only have the one, but there are only four of us out here. The production team in the back have their own loos.”

Margaret nodded.

“And this is where to find coffee.” Arthur opened the door opposite the bathroom.

Margaret followed him into a small room full of comfortable-looking couches and chairs. A small coffee maker holding a full pot of coffee was sitting next to a small microwave oven on top of a mini refrigerator.

“My wife likes me to eat healthily, so she insisted on the microwave and the refrigerator. She packs up leftovers for me most days, but I told her not to bother today. I knew Joney would want us all to go out for lunch.”

“I’m looking forward to it.”

“So am I. I can get all the things my wife won’t let me have anymore. We definitely need to get pudding.”

Margaret laughed. “I’m never going to say no to pudding.”

“And you used the British word. Well done.”

“I’m trying to remember to use the British words, but it isn’t always easy. I’m sure I’ll get it wrong more often than not.”

“We all watch enough American television. We’ll be able to understand you if you say dessert. Do you want a cup of coffee to take to your office?”

Margaret hesitated for a moment and then nodded.

Arthur opened the small cupboard above the coffee machine and pulled out a mug.

“You can use any mug in this cupboard,” he told her. “If you’d prefer to bring in one of your own, you are welcome to do so. Just make sure that Joney knows it’s yours before you put it in the sink at the end of the day. She washes all the mugs every afternoon before she leaves for the day. She’ll put yours in your office once it’s washed so it’s ready for the next morning.”

“I’d hate to make extra work for her.”

“It isn’t a big deal, but it’s up to you.”

Margaret poured herself a cup of coffee and added a packet of sugar. She didn’t always add sugar, but today she felt as if she needed a bit of extra energy.

“On this side of the corridor, we have our conference room,” Arthur said as the tour continued across the hall. “That’s where I interviewed you.”

“I remember.”

“And then we have two more offices. I thought you should have the larger of the two, but you’re welcome to move into the other one if you prefer it. They both have windows that look out at the road in front of the building, but the larger one also has a window on the side wall that looks out into the neighbor’s garden, which is lovely.”

Arthur opened both doors on the opposite side of the hall from the large conference room. Margaret stuck her head into the smaller office and then the larger one.

“If you’re sure it doesn’t matter, I’ll have the larger office,” she said. “I love the view of the garden next door.”

“It will be even more spectacular in a month or so. Everything is just getting ready to bloom. By this time next month, there will be flowers everywhere out there.”

Margaret took another look out the window. In the bright sunshine of mid-May, it was obvious that the gardens were getting ready to explode with color.

“As I said, I’ve left you copies of all of our most recent reports. I hope reading through those will help you see where we’re starting from.”

“I’m sure they’ll be fascinating reading.”

“They’ll probably be more interesting to you than they are to me,” Arthur laughed. “I don’t understand most of what’s in them.”

“I’d be happy to try to explain things to you.”

“I might take you up on that one day. For now, start going through them and let me know if you have any questions. You can come down to my office or just pick up the phone and press ‘one’ for me. Rachel is ‘two’ and Joney is ‘three.’”

“Does that mean that I’m four?”

Arthur frowned. “Actually, you’re ‘six,’ and I’m really sorry about that. It’s an older phone system that was installed years ago. The conference room phone is ‘four’ and the empty office next to yours is ‘five.’ There might be a way to change that, though.”

“There’s no need to change it on my behalf. I don’t mind what number my phone has been assigned.”

“Good. So, ring me if you need anything, or just come over, whichever. If I don’t see you between now and then, I’ll see you at midday in the lobby.”

“Great,” Margaret said.

She watched as the man walked out of the room. He shut her office door behind himself. Margaret took a deep breath and then walked over to the desk that had been placed at an angle in one corner of the room. There was a large, overstuffed chair behind it. She sat down in the chair and then began to open and close the desk drawers.

“Pens, sticky notes, and paper clips,” she said as she looked in the top middle drawer. “Official letterhead and envelopes. Empty file folders and blank notebooks.” That covered the two drawers on the right side of the desk. The two on the left side were both empty.

Margaret slipped her purse into the bottom left-side drawer and then pushed it shut again. There was a computer on the desk and a small green light told her that it was on. She wiggled the mouse and then frowned as the screen lit up.

“Password? I don’t have a password,” she muttered as she stared at the screen.

Next to the computer was a large pile of reports. Sighing, Margaret picked up the top one and opened it. After reading the first few pages, she grabbed a notebook out of the drawer and began to take notes.

An hour and four reports later, she got up to stretch. Her coffee had gone cold, but she felt as if she’d accomplished a lot. Feeling the need to stretch her legs, she walked back to the small break room and emptied her mug. Then she refilled it and carried it back to her office. After she sat back down, she pulled out her phone.

“Getting settled in. We’re going out for lunch,” she texted.

“Have fun. I’ll see you at half six.” The reply from Ted made her smile.

“I’m looking forward to it,” she sent back.

He replied with a heart emoji that made her smile even wider.

A few minutes before twelve, Margaret got ready for lunch. After a quick trip to the restroom, she grabbed her purse and walked back into the lobby. Rachel was already there, chatting with Joney.

“…third time in a month, so I told him that I didn’t want to see him again,” Rachel was saying as Margaret walked through the door.

“I don’t blame you. What was his excuse the third time?” Joney asked.

“Something to do with his sister,” Rachel replied. “I don’t believe he really has a sister, though.”

“Margaret is lost,” Joney said.

Rachel laughed. “We’re just talking about my latest sad and rather desperate attempt at dating,” she explained. “Joney enjoys hearing all about my love life, or rather, my lack of a love life. It reminds her of how lucky she is to have Ronald in her life.”

“Ronald is my husband,” Joney said. “We’ve been married for thirty-nine years. My mother met him at the grocery store and told him that I’d be perfect for him. I was appalled, of course, but she brought him home for dinner, so I had no choice but to meet him.”

“You could have sneaked out when no one was looking,” Rachel said.

Joney shrugged. “I was hungry. Besides, Ronald was cute. I didn’t mind much, not really.”

“It sounds like it worked out well,” Margaret said.

Joney nodded. “He’s a good man. He’s an advocate now. He was still studying law when we met, but it was obvious that he was going to be very successful. I didn’t much care, though. I just thought he was cute.”

Rachel grinned. “He’s still pretty darn handsome. If he wasn’t so devoted to you…” She trailed off and winked at Margaret.

“Ha! He’s twenty years too old for you and he knows it,” Joney laughed.

“Already having fun without me?” Arthur asked as he joined them.

“We were talking about my sad love life,” Rachel said. “I’m sure you’d rather not hear the stories.”

Arthur shrugged. “I don’t mind what we talk about, but let’s do it somewhere with food. I’m starving.”

They walked out of the building together. Arthur stopped to lock the door and then he turned to Margaret.

“There are two cafés within walking distance, and they both do decent food. We can eat at one of those, or go somewhere further afield,” he said.

“I’m happy to walk somewhere nearby,” she replied.

“Left or right?” Joney asked.

Margaret shrugged. “Left?” she said questioningly.

The other three laughed.

“Left is a good choice,” Joney told her as they all began to walk down the sidewalk along the side of the road. “That’s the more expensive of the cafés, and today Arthur is buying.”

“Oh, I didn’t mean…” Margaret began.

“She’s just winding you up,” Rachel said. “Ignore her.”

“Winding me up?” Margaret repeated.

“Teasing,” Arthur said. “So much for a common language.”

They all laughed as they walked along the quiet street. It took them only a few minutes to reach the small café. Inside, Arthur led them to a table in the corner.

“Everything is good,” Joney said. “Especially the pies.”

The waiter took their drink order and then their food order. As they sat back with their drinks, Joney looked at Margaret.

“Arthur got to meet you when he interviewed you, but when I asked him questions about you, he couldn’t answer any of them,” she said.

“I remembered everything she’d said that was relevant to the business, which was really all that we discussed,” Arthur said. “I didn’t ask her personal questions.”

“So we’ll have to do that,” Rachel said. “We’ve heard a few rumors, but now we can get it straight from the source.”

“Rumors?” Margaret echoed. “About me?”

Joney nodded. “Because your aunt is Fenella Woods, right?”

“That’s right.”

“And Fenella Woods inherited Mona Kelly’s fortune,” Rachel said. “And everyone on the island knew Mona Kelly.”

“Not personally,” Joney said. “But we all knew who she was.”

“I got to meet her a few times,” Arthur said. “There was something magical about that woman.”

Margaret shrugged. “I never got to meet her.” When she was alive, she added silently.

“So, your aunt, Fenella, inherited Mona’s entire fortune,” Joney said. “And some people have said that it was a large fortune. Everyone knows that Maxwell Martin gave Mona jewelry and houses and cars, but no one knows for sure how much she was actually worth.”

Margaret shrugged. “I believe she left my aunt a considerable amount. Aunt Fenella is on her honeymoon now. She and her new husband, Daniel, are planning to travel for a year, and she didn’t seem worried about how much the trip was going to cost before she left.”

Joney nodded. “I suspected as much. Mona was smart. She never married Maxwell. I imagine he would have been far less generous to her if they had ever married. He probably enjoyed the scandal that was their relationship, but poor Mona had her reputation ruined, in some of the island’s social circles, anyway.”

Arthur shook his head. “Maxwell was too generous to the island’s charities for that. Oh, a few people snubbed Mona, but most people were happy to ignore the fact that she and Maxwell weren’t married. They were engaged once, briefly, but I always wondered why they never married.”

“But we were talking about you,” Joney said to Margaret. “You’re obviously American. What made you decide to move to the island?”

“Aunt Fenella moved over when she found out that she’d inherited Mona’s estate,” Margaret began. “At that point, she didn’t know exactly what that entailed, but she was ready to change her life, so she quit her job and sold her house and moved here. Once she got settled in, she invited my sister and me to come and visit. I’m ashamed to say that it took us far too long to actually make the trip.”

“It’s a long journey from America, though,” Rachel said. “And the island isn’t exactly the easiest place to get to, either.”

“But Megan and I both fell in love with the island as soon as we arrived,” Margaret said. “It feels like home in ways I can’t explain.”

“So you decided to move here?” Joney asked.

Margaret nodded. “I’d just quit my job and ended a long-term relationship. We’d been living together, so I was suddenly homeless and unemployed. It seemed like the perfect time to move halfway around the world.”

“Especially since you had somewhere to stay when you arrived,” Joney suggested.

“Oh, I don’t think I would have done it if I hadn’t had Aunt Fenella here. She was kind enough to let me stay in her apar, er, flat while I was getting settled.”

“And where are you living now?” Joney wondered.

Margaret felt herself blushing. “I’m still living in Aunt Fenella’s flat. She offered to rent me one of her other properties, but her flat is right on the promenade in Douglas, which is a wonderful location. As I said earlier, she’s going to be away for a year, and it seemed a shame to leave the flat empty. I’m paying rent, obviously, but I’m also there to keep an eye on things and to look after her cat.”

“A little bird told me that you’ve been seeing Ted Hart,” Rachel said.

Margaret’s cheeks burned brightly.

“You met over a dead body, didn’t you?” Joney asked.

“Not exactly, but we did meet during a murder investigation,” Margaret replied.

“He is a police inspector,” Rachel said. “I assume he is also friends with Daniel Robinson, Fenella’s new husband.”

“He and Daniel are friends,” Margaret said.

“He’s very handsome,” Rachel said. “And he’s very smart. I’d be tempted to get myself arrested by him if he were still available.”

“I don’t think that would be a good way to meet the man,” Joney said.

Rachel shrugged. “It has to be better than internet dating.”

They were all still laughing when the waiter delivered their food.

“So how are you finding the island so far?” Joney asked Margaret after everyone had taken a few bites.

“So far, I love it. Aunt Fenella took me around some of the historical sites, but I want to visit them all again. I’m fascinated by the island’s history and culture. Besides that, I love the slightly slower pace of life here. I’ve lived in a number of big cities. I don’t miss them.”

“If Fenella is your aunt, does that mean she has brothers and sisters?” Rachel asked.

“Brothers, anyway,” Margaret said. “Aunt Fenella has four older brothers. My father is the second oldest.”

“I can’t imagine having four older brothers,” Rachel said.

“They’re quite a bit older,” Margaret told them. “Aunt Fenella is ten or eleven years younger than her youngest brother. They were all in their teens, or nearly, when the family moved to the US. Aunt Fenella was only two, though.”

“I didn’t realize that your aunt was born on the island,” Arthur said.

Margaret nodded. “Her mother was Manx, but her father was American. Apparently, they were planning to move before Fenella was born, but then her mother got pregnant, so they waited until Fenella was two to go.”

“But you weren’t born here,” Rachel said.

“No, but my father was seventeen when they moved. He used to tell me and Megan stories about the island when we were children. That’s probably why it feels familiar, even though I’d never been here before. I’d heard about the castles and glens and other things before I ever saw them.”

“And since he’d lived on the island for seventeen years, he was able to give you Manx citizenship,” Joney said.

“And the right to work here, too,” Margaret said.

“Which is good for us,” Arthur said. “Although I’m pretty sure we could have secured a work permit for you if we’d needed one. There aren’t many people on the island with your qualifications.”

They finished eating and then ordered dessert.

“You’ve asked about me, but I don’t know anything about any of you,” Margaret said after the waiter had delivered their desserts.

“I’m Arthur Park. I started my little business thirty-seven years ago with a vague hope of not having to give up and beg for my old job back, at least not immediately. I’ve been married for forty years to my lovely wife, Gloria, who is doing everything she can to keep me alive forever by feeding me nothing but vegetables and whole grains. I love her anyway.”

They all laughed as he took a big bite of chocolate cake.

“The food is wonderful here,” Margaret said.

Arthur nodded. “It’s very good. But where was I? Oh, yes, Gloria and I have two sons, Alan and George. I’m a very proud father who could talk all day about my children, but I’ll try to keep this short. Alan is a veterinarian at Chester Zoo. He’s done everything from emergency surgery on a sea turtle to splinting a broken leg on a cheetah. He loves his job, and I love hearing about it.”

“It sounds amazing,” Margaret said.

“Don’t get him started,” Joney said in a loud whisper, winking at Margaret.

Arthur chuckled. “I’ll stop there, but if you ever want to hear more, you know where to find me. Alan has a lovely wife called Jennifer, and they have two boys. Josh is ten and Brady is eight. Jennifer has been at home since Josh arrived, but she’s recently been talking about going back to work. She’s also a vet. They met in school, but she’s always worked with small domestic animals.”

“That seems safer than working with cheetahs,” Margaret said.

“But so much less exciting,” Arthur told her.

“I’m not sure I want that sort of excitement in my life,” Margaret replied with a laugh.

“And then there’s George, who has a PhD in biochemistry and works for a pharmaceutical company,” Arthur continued. “That’s about all I can tell you about what he does. It’s all very complicated stuff. You’d probably understand more of it than I do.”

“Maybe,” Margaret said.

“He’s currently single. He was in a long-term relationship with a lovely man called Harvey, but Harvey had to move back to the US to help take care of his mother, and George didn’t want to go with him. The last time we spoke, George told me that he’s enjoying being single at the moment. We’ll see how long that lasts.”

“Am I next?” Joney asked as Arthur took another bite of cake.

He nodded.

Joney grinned. “I think I already told you some of this. I’ve worked for Arthur from the very beginning. My husband is Ronald and we’ve been together forever. We never had children. I sometimes wonder if we should have tried harder, but I don’t really have any regrets. Ronald’s brother has two kids, and we’ve always done our best to spoil them. That’s just about it, really.”

“Oh, me?” Rachel laughed. “I’ve been working for Arthur since I graduated from university. I went across to Liverpool to get my degree and when I left the island, I swore I was never coming back. After I finished, though, I struggled to find a job. My mother convinced me to move back here for a year or two to get some experience. Arthur hired me as a sort of junior assistant manager right after I got back, and I’ve been here ever since.”

“And you’ve never once regretted not going back across,” Joney said.

“Staying here was the right decision. My mother fell ill not long after I returned. I’m very glad I was able to be with her during her final few years. Then it was my father’s turn to have health issues. Fortunately, he recovered. Then he married his nurse, and they ran away to Portugal together.”

“Wow,” Margaret said.

Rachel chuckled. “They’re very happy together, and I’m thrilled for them. Mum put Dad through a lot. He deserves to be happy again. I deserve to be happy, too, but I make terrible choices when it comes to men.”

“She does,” Joney agreed.

Arthur nodded.

Rachel shrugged. “I’ve been married and divorced twice. My first marriage only lasted for three months. I came home from work one day and found him in bed with our next-door neighbor. She was more apologetic than he was, really. I still live next door to her.”

“I want to say wow again,” Margaret said.

“Rachel’s life is like that,” Joney said.

“I kicked him out, of course, and I decided to stay single. Two years later, I met my second husband.”

“We warned you,” Joney said.

“He was handsome and smart and funny and sophisticated,” Rachel said.

“And lying through his teeth about everything,” Joney added.

Rachel shrugged. “We had six amazing months together before it all came crashing down. It took me two years to pay off the bills he’d run up in my name. He’d tried to do a lot more than that, but it’s a small island. Too many people knew me and were looking out for me.”

“That’s good to hear,” Margaret said.

“I’ve been single ever since. That’s ten years, if anyone is counting,” Rachel said. “And ninety-nine percent of the time, I’m very happy being single. Just once in a while, though, I’d like to go out for a nice meal with an interesting man. It might be fun to go to a movie and hold hands with an attractive someone. I’m not interested in getting married again. I don’t want children. I’d just like to go out now and again with someone who makes me feel beautiful and alive.”

“I can understand that,” Margaret said. “Although I do want to get married and have children, too.”

Rachel shrugged. “And you have Ted. He might need some time, but I’m sure he wants a wife and children. We went out a few times twenty years ago. I could tell that about him back then.”

“You dated Ted?” Margaret asked, trying to keep her tone neutral.

“Just once or twice. It was never anything serious. I had already met the man who was going to be my first husband. We decided to stop seeing other people very quickly, so I ended things with Ted before they even got started. Of course, my future husband didn’t bother to end his other relationships, but I didn’t know that at the time.”

Joney put a hand on Margaret’s arm. “It’s a very small island. You’ll probably meet every one of Ted’s former girlfriends over the next six months.”

“And I don’t even count as a former girlfriend,” Rachel added. “We never got that far.”

“Life on a small island is going to be very different,” Margaret said.

“But you’re going to love it,” Joney told her.

After lunch they walked back to the office together. Rachel helped Margaret set up a password that gave her access to the company’s systems. Then Margaret went back to reading reports for the rest of the afternoon. When it got to five o’clock, she walked down the hall to Arthur’s office.

“We finish at five, right?” she asked from the open doorway.

He nodded. “Or whenever. Don’t feel as if you have to stay at your desk every night until exactly five. I might not have much work for you right away.”

“I need to talk to you about that,” Margaret said. “I’ve finished reading the reports, and I have some questions and concerns about some of the findings. I’d like to run some of my own tests.”

“By all means, test whatever you’d like. I was hoping the reports would take you longer, really. I don’t have anything else for you to do this week.”

Margaret grinned. “I have plenty to do this week, based on what I’ve read.”

“Excellent. You can get started in the morning.”

Rachel had already left for the day. Margaret had a quick chat with Joney before she headed for her car. She’d driven Mona’s fancy red sports car to work that day, but as she started the engine, she felt guilty for driving the fun but rare and very valuable car.

“Aunt Fenella asked me to drive both of her cars while she was away,” she muttered under her breath as she headed toward home. “I should save this one for special occasions, though,” she added as the little car seemed to fly along the road.

In what felt like just moments later, she parked in the garage under her apartment building. When she got out, she patted the hood. “Maybe not tomorrow, but we’ll go out again soon,” she promised the little car. That quick honk had to have come from somewhere else in the garage, Margaret told herself as she headed for the elevator.
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Margaret unlocked the door to her aunt’s penthouse apartment. As she walked inside, she sighed.

“I’m spoiled living here,” she said. “Aunt Fenella isn’t charging me nearly enough rent, especially not when you consider the views.”

She looked out the large floor-to-ceiling windows across the promenade to the sea. After inhaling slowly, she exhaled, feeling some of the tension from her first day at her new job start to dissipate.

“Merroowww.”

She spun around and smiled at Katie, Aunt Fenella’s cat who was no bigger than a kitten. "How was your day?” she asked.

Katie seemed to shrug before she walked over and rubbed her head against Margaret’s ankle. Margaret bent down and picked her up before settling in a chair with the animal on her lap.

“We can snuggle for a short while, but I’m sure you were spoiled rotten while I was gone, so don’t pretend otherwise.”

Katie curled up and shut her eyes.

The neighbor across the hall, Mrs. Jacobson, loved animals, especially cats. Because she was getting older, she’d moved in with her daughter, who was unfortunately allergic. Mrs. Jacobson had been more than happy to agree to feed Katie every afternoon while Margaret was at work. They’d agreed that Margaret would supply the food and Mrs. Jacobson would supply endless cuddles. It was an arrangement that seemed to make everyone happy, because Margaret knew that Katie adored the lovely older woman.

Margaret spent a minute just breathing in and out, letting herself relax. Ted was supposed to be taking her out for dinner later, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t already hungry. She was thinking about a snack when she heard a saxophone start to play. A few moments later, while she was still trying to figure out what the song was supposed to be, a bright pink light appeared in front of her.

The small circle of light slowly grew as the music got louder and louder. Margaret watched the circle grow until it must have been five feet around. Then Aunt Mona carefully stepped out from inside the circle, taking care not to trip over the edge that hadn’t quite reached the floor. As her feet touched the ground, the music abruptly stopped, and the light vanished.

“That was an interesting entrance,” Margaret said.

“I like to try new things,” Mona replied.

Although she’d passed away over two years earlier, Mona hadn’t actually moved out of her luxury apartment. On Margaret’s first visit to the island, she hadn’t been aware of Mona’s presence, but once she had decided to make the island her home, at least temporarily, she’d become able to see and interact with her ghostly great-aunt. Aunt Fenella hadn’t been able to explain why or how any of it worked, and Aunt Mona couldn’t be trusted to tell the truth about anything to do with the afterlife, but Margaret was hoping she might get answers to some of her questions eventually.

“I’m not sure about the saxophone.”

Mona sighed. “He was so eager to play for me that I couldn’t say no. It’s very difficult to say no to the little angels. They’re so sweet. I wish they were half as talented as they seem to think they are, though. But never mind all of that. How was your first day at work?”

“I think it went well. I spent some time going through a pile of reports, and I found some things that I need to look into more closely. Everyone in the office seems very nice. Tomorrow, I need to meet the head of production and talk to him about the things I’ve found.”

Mona nodded. “Arthur is a nice man and a decent businessman. I met him a few times over the years, and he was always very kind.”

“He said you were magical.”

“I’m flattered that he remembers me.”

“Everyone on the island remembers you.”

Mona grinned. “Yes, of course they do.”

“We went to lunch together, Arthur and Joney and Rachel and I.”

“Surnames?”

“Joney Caine is Arthur’s office manager. She’s been there since he started the business. Rachel Bass has only been there for twenty years.”

“I don’t believe I ever met either of them.”

“Ted has met Rachel,” Margaret said flatly.

Mona raised an eyebrow. “You don’t sound happy about that.”

“According to Rachel, they dated very briefly years ago.”

“Darling, the man is forty. He’s handsome and he’s smart. Of course he’s had other women in his life.”

Margaret sighed. “I know. I’m just used to dating in big cities where exes disappear into the great sea of people around you.”

“You’ll probably meet a few more of Ted’s former girlfriends over time.”

“Maybe I should have him give me a list of names now.”

Mona laughed. “I wouldn’t recommend it. You might not like the length of the list.”

“That isn’t making me feel any better.”

“You have a past, too.”

“Yes, but I left my past in the US. Ted won’t ever meet any of my former boyfriends.”

“You’re looking at this all wrong. Ted’s former girlfriends could provide a wealth of information. You should want to meet as many as you can.”

Margaret laughed. “That’s one way of looking at it.”

“In all seriousness, though, you can learn a lot about him from the way he treated the women with whom he was formerly involved.”

“That’s true. Rachel had only good things to say about him. I wonder what he’ll have to say about her.”

“You’ll find out soon enough.”

Margaret glanced at the clock. “He isn’t due for another half hour.”

“So he’s early,” Mona said as someone knocked on the door.

Katie jumped down and ran to the door, clearly eager to welcome the new arrival. As Margaret stood up, Mona snapped her fingers. Nothing happened.

“Are you leaving?” Margaret asked.

“I want to give you and Ted some privacy,” Mona replied. She snapped again. This time the large light circle reappeared. As the music began again, Mona stepped into the circle. While Margaret was walking to the door, it slowly shrank into nothing as the music faded away.

“Hello,” Ted said when she opened it. “I hope you don’t mind that I’m early. I needed to get away today.”

“I don’t mind at all.” Margaret stepped back to let him into the apartment. After she shut the door, he pulled her into a lengthy embrace and kiss.

“It’s good to see you,” he said when he lifted his head. “It was a long day at the office.”

“Do you want to tell me about it?”

“Yes, very much, but I can’t tell you everything.”

Margaret nodded. “Should we just get dinner delivered, then, so we can talk?”

Ted shook his head. “I want to take you out for a special meal to celebrate your first day in your new job. Over dinner, you can tell me all about it. After dinner, we can come back here or go to my flat and then we can talk about the case.”

“I’ll just get ready to go, then.”

“Or you could kiss me again.”

Twenty minutes later, they were finally ready to go. On the elevator ride to the lobby, they decided on a nearby restaurant that always had excellent food. It was only a short walk away.

“So tell me everything,” Ted said after they’d ordered.

Margaret gave him a quick account of her day. “I think I’m really going to like it there. Arthur seems like he’s going to be a great boss, and I liked the two women in the office, Joney and Rachel, too.”

“Joney and Rachel?”

“Joney Caine, who has been working for Arthur for thirty-seven years ,and Rachel Bass, who has been there for twenty.”

Ted grinned. “That’s Rachel Christian Carter Bass, isn’t it?”

Margaret shrugged. “She didn’t say.”

“It must be. I knew Rachel many years ago, before her first marriage. We went out a few times, but it wasn’t anything serious. How is she doing?”

“Good, I guess. She’s single, and she said she’s planning to stay that way.”

“She had a couple of rough divorces, but she’s a great person. I’ll have to think. Maybe I know someone I could introduce her to.”

“She did mention that you’d dated,” Margaret said, trying to sound casual.

“She was fun, but she was also seeing the man she was later going to marry. He must have seemed like a better prospect to her.”

“Do you think it would have gotten serious if she hadn’t ended things?”

Ted frowned. “It was twenty or more years ago. I was no more than twenty, and I definitely wasn’t looking to get married at that age. I probably would have continued seeing her for a while, because we had a lot of fun together, but I don’t think she was the love of my life, if that’s what you mean.”

“I don’t know what I mean,” Margaret said. “I was just surprised when she told me that she’d dated you years ago. That doesn’t happen in big cities.”

“Is it going to make you uncomfortable about working with her?”

“No, I just need to get used to the idea, I think.”

Ted picked up her hand. “Would it be easier if I told you that I’m pretty sure I know exactly who the love of my life is, and I’m having dinner with her right now?”

Margaret felt her face flush. “Really?”

“I know we’ve both been working to keep things casual while we get to know each other, but I know I’ve fallen in love with you. I’m not ready to go ring shopping just yet, but I’m aware of your deadlines and they don’t scare me.”

At thirty-five, Margaret was very aware of her ticking biological clock. When they’d first met, she’d told Ted that if they were going to get involved, she wanted to be engaged by the end of the year and to have a baby before the end of the following year. Now, though, she wondered if she’d be ready on that timescale.

“I love you, too,” she said after an awkward silence. “Sorry, I should have said that immediately. You know I want to get married and have children, but now that we’re talking about it, I’m a bit terrified.”

“It’s only May. We have seven months before the proposal deadline. I’m fairly certain we’ll both be ready to get married by the time we get there.”

Margaret squeezed his hand. “So I don’t need to worry about Rachel?” she said teasingly.

He laughed. “You don’t need to worry about anyone. I have a lot of faults, but I’ve never cheated in a relationship, and I can’t imagine that I ever will.”

Over dessert, they talked more about former relationships. Ted had an impressive list of former girlfriends, but none of his relationships seemed to have lasted for very long. Margaret’s list was much shorter because nearly all of her relationships had lasted for years.

“Your place or mine?” Ted asked as they left the restaurant.

“I don’t mind either way.”

“Can we go to yours then? I love your view.”

Margaret laughed. “It’s Aunt Fenella’s view, but I love it too.”

Ted had an apartment nearby, but his building was just off the promenade, which meant his views of the sea were distant and obstructed.

“Coffee?” Margaret asked as she opened the apartment door a short while later.

“Decaf.”

“Always after dark.”

Katie was sleeping on one of the couches. She opened one eye as Margaret turned on some lights and then shut it again and went back to sleep.

“Some cats have the best lives,” Ted said.

Margaret nodded. “She’s very lucky that she found Aunt Fenella.”

In the kitchen, she set a pot of coffee brewing and got out some coffee mugs. Ted walked over and sat at the counter between the kitchen and the living room. Margaret put their filled mugs on the counter before walking over to join him.

“So, what happened at work today?” she asked after a sip of coffee.

Ted sighed. “We identified the body.”

“The one that was found in the farmer’s field last month?”

“That’s the one. The farmer sold the farm and retired to Port Erin. The new owners are building a small housing estate on one section of the property. That’s the plan, anyway. They’ve been delayed twice. Once they found skeletal remains that proved to be animal remains. This time they found a human skeleton.”

“How unfortunate for them.”

“More unfortunate for the person they found.”

“Yes, of course, but who is it, and was he or she murdered?”

“I can’t answer the second question. The skeleton has been sent to experts across. They’re going to see if they can determine the cause of death, but that isn’t easy after all these years.”

“How many years?”

“We’re still working on that. Now that the body has been identified, we’ve been able to narrow it down some. The man we’ve found was last seen alive around twenty years ago.”

Margaret shivered. “The poor man. Can you tell me anything about him?”

“I can tell you everything that’s going to be in tomorrow’s newspaper. Most of it is probably already on the Isle of Man Times website.”

“Maybe I should just read it there and save you the trouble of talking about it.”

Ted sighed. “Would you mind terribly if I talked about it? I feel as if talking through it all might help clear my head.”

“I’d love for you to talk about it.”

“And I want to listen,” Mona said as she appeared in a puff of pink smoke.

Margaret waved her hand to clear the air, but Ted didn’t seem to notice the quickly disappearing mist.

“The skeleton has been identified as Mark Atkins. The farm used to be known as Atkins Farm. It had been in the family for generations.”

“I’m already confused. If the skeleton belonged to a member of the family, surely someone should have noticed that he was missing. You said he hadn’t been seen in over twenty years. Weren’t people worried about him?”

“Apparently, Mark told everyone he was leaving the island.”

“How convenient for the killer, assuming there was a killer.”

“We’re treating the investigation as a criminal investigation. Even if Mark wasn’t murdered, there are issues to do with concealing his death and burying him illegally.”

“Tell me about Mark, then.”

“Mark was the middle child of Henry and Lorna Atkins. They’re the ones who sold the farm and moved to Port Erin.”

“How old are Henry and Lorna, then?”

“Henry is in his mid-sixties. I believe his wife is a few years younger.”

“You said middle child?”

“Yes, of three boys. Michael is the oldest. He’s around forty now. We went to school together. Everyone calls him Mike. Then there was Mark, who was two years younger. Matthew is another three years younger than Mark.”

“So if Mark died twenty years ago, he would have been around eighteen?”

Ted nodded. “Mike was twenty and Matt was fifteen when Mark disappeared. Except he didn’t disappear. He told everyone he was going across. Everyone I’ve spoken to agrees on that point.”

“Did he pack a suitcase? Did that disappear, too?”

“No one remembers.” Ted shook his head. “It’s frustrating, because it was so long ago. No one remembers exactly what happened. Or maybe some people remember what happened very well, but if so, they aren’t talking about it now.”

“Why did Mark want to leave the island?”

“According to his mother, for the same reason that many young people leave. He just felt as if he was missing out on something being here. He wanted to live in a big city where he could meet new people and experience more of life.”

“I wonder if my child or children will feel that way,” Margaret said.

“That’s a worry for another day.”

“Didn’t his family worry when they never heard from him again, though?”

Ted shrugged. “When I asked that, Henry admitted that he and Mark had been arguing just before Mark left. He hadn’t wanted Mark to go, but Mark was adamant that he wasn’t going to stay on the island. Henry said that in those days he still had hopes that at least one of his sons would take over the farm one day.”

“Even if he was fighting with Mark, surely Mark would have stayed in touch with his mother and brothers.”

“Lorna said that Henry told her that Mark was leaving and that she wasn’t to try to contact him. Apparently, Henry thought that Mark would come back eventually. This was 1998, so people did have mobile phones, but Henry and Lorna didn’t. They still don’t, actually.”

“I can’t imagine living without my cell phone, but I didn’t have one in 1998, either. They were quite expensive in those days.”

Ted nodded. “None of the brothers had mobiles, either, and they were all still living at home, so if Mark wanted to stay in touch with either of his brothers, he would have had to ring the house and risk his father answering.”

“He was fighting with his father and then one day he simply disappeared?”

“Apparently. I’m sure there’s more to it than that, but I’m not certain we’ll ever be able to find out more.”

“Of course you will. You’re very good at your job.”

Ted squeezed her hand. “I appreciate your confidence in me.”

“Who are the suspects?” Mona asked.

Margaret was silent until she remembered that Ted couldn’t see or hear Mona. “Who are the suspects?” she repeated.

“Mark’s parents are at the top of the list. If they were angry enough with the man to cut ties with him, maybe they were angry enough to kill him.”

“Because he wanted to move across? That seems a very extreme reaction.”

Ted shrugged. “They might have had some other motive that we’ve yet to discover. And I keep saying ‘they’ as if I think they acted together. Of course, they might have done, but they are each being considered as suspects individually, too.”

“Surely they aren’t the only people on the list.”

“The brothers will be on the list,” Mona said.

“Both Mike and Matt are on the list,” Ted said. “Mike is married to Irene Clark. I should warn you that I went out with Irene once, too.”

Margaret made a face. “Do I want to know the details?”

He laughed. “We went to our year five disco together. She asked me, and I agreed because that was the polite thing to do. My mother walked me to the door and then I met Irene inside. We hung out, and I probably bought her some sweets. There were always sweets for sale at the disco. When the night was over, my mother collected me at the door. The next day, Irene told everyone that Mike Atkins was her boyfriend.”

“Oh my. Were you disappointed?”

“Not at all. I didn’t want a girlfriend. I wanted a new computer game.”

Margaret laughed. “So they’ve been together since year five, whatever that is?”

“No, that stage in their relationship didn’t last long. They didn’t start seeing each other properly until after Mike graduated from university and came home.”

“Did Mike go across for university?”

“Yes. He went to Liverpool. There were a lot of us in the same class there.”

“You went to college with Mike?”

“We went to the same university, but we never saw each other when we were there. We used to see each other on the ferry sometimes, coming or going from the island to Liverpool.”

“I’m confused. Mike went across for university, but his parents didn’t want Mark to go across?”

Ted grinned. “I’m sorry. I didn’t give you the entire story. Henry and Lorna would have been happy to send Mark across to university. He didn’t want to go to study, though, he wanted to go and find work. Henry hadn’t gone to university. According to him, his parents had put him to work on the farm as soon as he could walk, and once he’d reached sixteen, they expected him to start working full-time. He and Lorna had bigger dreams for their children.”

“But they still wanted one of them to take over the farm.”

“Yes, they hoped that the boys would study agriculture or business and then come back and help run the farm. Mike did study business, but then he came back and went to work for ShopFast. He’s one of their senior managers now.”

“And Mark didn’t want to go to university, so his parents stopped speaking to him?”

“It was more complicated than that. Mark was something of a difficult child. I remember Mike complaining about his younger brother a lot. I can’t remember the specifics, but they didn’t get along very well.”

“Not very well like typical brothers who fight a lot, or not very well like I’m going to murder him and bury his body in a field on my parents’ farm?”

Ted sighed. “That’s a good question. I’d hate to think that Mike had anything to do with Mark’s death, though. We aren’t exactly friends any longer, but we used to be.”

“What if Mark had started showing an interest in Irene?” Mona asked.

Margaret repeated the question to Ted.

He shrugged. “I’ve no idea how Mike felt about Irene at that point. He was still at university then, although he was home for the summer the year that Mark left. I suppose it’s possible that the brothers fought over Irene at some point during the summer.”

“But Mike didn’t get involved with her until after he graduated, right?”

“That’s right. And I find it hard to believe that he was still in love with her from their brief time as boyfriend and girlfriend in year five.”

Margaret laughed. “You never know, but it does seem unlikely. What about the youngest brother?”

“Matt was only fifteen when Mark disappeared. I’d hate to think that he was involved, but I suppose he could have been. He told me that he’d always idolized both of his brothers and that he’d been very upset when Mark had moved away.”

“So he didn’t think Mark was difficult?”

“Apparently not. He did say that he’d been surprised and disappointed when Mark decided not to go to university. He was even more upset when Mark fought with his parents over his future plans.”

“It doesn’t really sound as if he had any motive for killing his brother.”

“Except there could be a great deal we don’t know about their relationship.”

“That’s true for everyone, of course,” Margaret said with a sigh. “Where is Matt now?”

“He’s on the island. He went across to uni, too, and got a teaching degree. He’s a teacher at one of the island’s high schools. He’s married to a woman called Rosie that he met at uni.”

“There must be other suspects,” Mona said. “What about girlfriends or friends or the other people who worked on the farm?”

“Was Mark dating anyone before he disappeared?” Margaret asked.

“We’re working on that. Actually, we’re hoping that the article in tomorrow’s paper will jog people’s memories. The Chief Constable gave Dan and Heather a lot more information than we would normally share at the beginning of a murder investigation. He deemed that necessary because of the length of time that has elapsed since Mark’s death.”

“Maybe he didn’t die twenty years ago. Maybe he went across and then came back many years later. Maybe his father killed him when he returned.”

“The medical examiner is working on making a final determination, but his initial exam suggests that the skeleton is that of a man who was between seventeen and twenty years old.”

Margaret sighed. “I was hoping that he’d had a few happy years before he died. So you don’t know if he had a girlfriend or not.”

“We don’t. Mike said that from what he could remember, Mark had been seeing someone during his last year in school. Mike seemed to think that one of the reasons Mark wanted to get off the island was so that he could get away from the woman in question, actually.”

“That’s interesting. I hope you find her quickly. I want to know where she is now.”

Ted nodded.

“What about Mark’s friends? Didn’t they miss him?” Margaret asked.

“From what I’ve been told, most of them went away to university after they’d finished school. I spoke with two of them. Mark told them both that he was going to be moving across soon but that he’d keep in touch. They both left the island themselves a short while later. I got the feeling that they both felt guilty about it, but that neither of them had ever really given Mark much thought after they’d started university. They’re both back on the island now, but neither tried to find Mark when they returned.”

“I suppose that’s normal, even if it is sad.”

“Yeah, but it also means that we’re at something of a dead end on the case, at least until people start talking about it.”

“Which they will, immediately,” Mona said.

Margaret nodded, stopping herself mid-nod when she remembered that Ted hadn’t heard what Mona had said. “Was there anyone else on the farm? People who worked there or anything?” she asked.

“Henry employed two farmhands. Ben McCoy and Scott Quilliam. They both retired when Henry sold the farm. Ben is nearly seventy. Scott is only in his late fifties, but he was in a bad car accident a few years ago and hadn’t been doing much, anyway. He told me that Henry only let him keep his job because he didn’t have the heart to fire a crippled man.”

“What did they have to say about Mark?”

“Not much. They both said that twenty years ago they were too busy in the fields to worry too much about Henry’s children. They knew the boys, of course, but they didn’t spend much time with them. Even when the brothers sometimes helped out on the farm, they didn’t usually work with Ben and Scott, or so I’ve been told.”

“That sort of thing can lead to a lot of resentment,” Margaret said thoughtfully.

Ted smiled at her. “Are you suggesting that Ben or Scott killed Mark because his father didn’t make him help on the farm more?”

“I’m not suggesting anything. I’m just trying to think about possible motives for everyone you’ve mentioned.”

“Yeah, I spent a lot of today doing that very thing when I wasn’t interviewing witnesses. We’d held off talking to anyone until we had a positive identification, and that took longer than it should have because no one suggested that the body could be Mark’s until recently.”

“Oh? That’s odd.”

“Not if everyone truly did believe that Mark had moved across.”

“I guess. So who did you think you’d found?”

“At first, we weren’t sure how long the remains had been there. It took some time to get a rough date for the remains. Then we started going through missing person reports. Mark was never reported missing, though.”

“I can’t believe his parents didn’t suggest that it might be him as soon as they heard that a skeleton had been found.”

“They both claimed that they just assumed the builders had uncovered an old burial from centuries ago. Henry said he reckons that dozens of his ancestors were buried all over the farm over the many years that they owned the land. Apparently, neither of them even considered that it might be Mark until they were asked specifically about anyone who left the island in 1998. Even then, though, Lorna said it couldn’t possibly be Mark, because he moved across.”

“Did Lorna have any proof that he’d moved across?”

“She just said that everyone knew that he’d moved and that when he did so, he broke her heart.”

“But she didn’t expect him to keep in touch.”

Ted shrugged. “She said she knew he’d come back one day; that children left the island all the time, but they always came back.”

“So maybe he did leave,” Margaret said. “Maybe he left and then maybe he came back, either to visit or because he hated big city life once he’d tried it. That feels more likely to me than him never going.”

“I’ll keep that in mind as I investigate.”

“And you’ll keep me informed, I hope,” Margaret said.

“I’ll tell you what I can. As I said, all of what I’ve already told you is going to be in the papers tomorrow. The Chief Constable is hoping lots of people who remember Mark will ring with information.”

“And you’ll keep me informed,” Mona said to Margaret. “But now Elaine is about to knock.”

Margaret started to get up and then sat back down with a sigh. Ted can’t hear Mona, she told herself sternly. A moment later, the knock came.

“Who could that be at this hour?” Ted asked.

“It’s probably one of the neighbors. No one else is supposed to be able to get into the building now.”

Margaret walked over and opened the door to Elaine Coleman. Elaine’s niece, Shelly Blake, owned the apartment next door. For many years, Elaine had lived in England, but when she’d come back to the island for Shelly’s recent wedding, she’d decided to move back. While she was waiting for her house in Bolsover to sell, she was staying in Shelly’s apartment. Shelly didn’t mind because she was living with her new husband, Tim, in his house. The newly-married pair kept talking about selling one or the other of the properties, but so far they’d done nothing more than talk.

“Good evening,” Margaret said. She was fairly certain she knew why Elaine was there. The woman was in her mid-seventies, and she seemed to have an endless curiosity when it came to the various murder investigations into which Margaret and Mona had found themselves pulled. No doubt Elaine wanted to hear all about Mark Atkins.

“Yes, whatever,” Elaine replied as she walked into the apartment. “I didn’t realize that Ted was here. I don’t want to involve the police.”

“Involve the police? Involve the police in what?” Margaret asked as Ted walked over to join them.

Elaine frowned at him and then looked at Margaret. “Ernie is missing. We have to find him.”
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“Ernie?” Margaret repeated. “Who’s Ernie?”

“He lives on the third floor. He moved here from Wales about six weeks ago. We have lunch together once in a while,” Elaine told her.

“Oh, I remember you mentioning him once, but I didn’t realize you were still seeing one another,” Margaret said.

“It isn’t anything serious. He’s a widower. His wife died a few years ago, but he isn’t really over her. I don’t mind. It isn’t as if I want to get married or anything. I’m just enjoying having a handsome man to go out with now and again.”

“But you said he’s missing,” Ted said.

Elaine frowned. “I’m not making an official police report or anything. He’s probably just visiting friends back in Wales or something. I wanted Margaret to help me very discreetly track him down, that’s all.”

“I’m not sure what you think I can do to help,” Margaret said.

“I thought maybe you could ring a few people and ask about him. I wouldn’t want him to think that I was ringing around looking for him.”

Margaret frowned. “But I’ve never even met the man.”

“Which works perfectly with my plan. You’re an American, visiting the island, and you’re trying to find some of your father’s childhood friends. You have reason to believe that Ernie used to know your father.”

“I thought you said Ernie was from Wales. My father grew up on the island.”

Elaine waved a hand. “So maybe you have the wrong Ernie Stone. It’s a common enough name.”

Margaret sighed. “I want to help you. I really do, but I don’t think that I should start calling random strangers and telling them a bunch of lies. I’m pretty sure we’ll be able to come up with a better plan.”

“It was the best I could think of,” Elaine said. “But maybe I need coffee. Maybe that would help me come up with something better.”

“Come and have some coffee, then,” Margaret said, turning and walking back toward the kitchen. “Would you like a cookie or two to go with your coffee?”

“Oh, yes, please,” Elaine said.

“May I have a cookie or two as well?” Ted asked, sounding like a hopeful child.

Margaret laughed. “Everyone can have cookies,” she said as she pulled a box of chocolate-covered ones out of the cupboard. She arranged them prettily on a plate and then put the plate on the counter in front of Elaine. Then she poured Elaine a cup of coffee before refilling her own mug and Ted’s.

“So, what’s the plan?” Elaine asked as Margaret sat down.

“The plan is for me to think about coming up with a plan,” Margaret replied.

“Tell us what you know about Ernie,” Ted suggested.

Elaine sighed. “He’s a retired teacher who decided to move to the island because one of his former teaching colleagues lives here. She’s Sara Russell and she grew up on the island before moving to Manchester for teacher training. Then she moved to Wales because they were paying more than schools in England at the time. She and Ernie met during her first year of teaching. He was only in his second year.”

“And they became friends?” Margaret asked.

Elaine nodded. “According to Sara, who joined Ernie and me for lunch one day, they started out as friends and then tried getting involved. Apparently, that went disastrously wrong after just a few days, so they went back to being friends.”

“Interesting,” Mona said. “Maybe they decided to try again. Perhaps Ernie has moved in with Sara.”

“And they’re still just friends?” Margaret asked.

Elaine nodded. “Sara is on her third husband, but only because they keep dying on her. This one is ten years younger than Sara, so he might stick around for a while. She isn’t interested in Ernie, anyway. She made that very clear over lunch.”

“That must have been an interesting conversation,” Margaret said.

Elaine laughed. “She waited until Ernie went to the loo before she said anything. Then she just said that she was happy that Ernie was making new friends. She said it had been a long time since his wife died and that she worried about him being alone in the world.”

“He and his wife didn’t have children?” Ted asked.

“No. Ernie said they both assumed that they’d have them eventually, but it never happened. He also said that it bothered his wife a lot more than it bothered him.”

“What else did Sara say?” Margaret asked.

“Oh, she just assured me that she and Ernie had always just been friends. She said most people found that hard to believe, but that they’d shared a few awkward kisses when they’d both been young and foolish and that those kisses had told them both quite clearly that they were meant to be friends and nothing more.”

“It’s good that they both felt that way,” Margaret said.

Elaine nodded. “Anyway, she said it was high time Ernie found someone else and that she thought I was just about perfect, even though I’m a few years older than Ernie.”

“He moved to the island to be closer to Sara?” Ted asked.

“Yes, because they’ve remained friends for decades, through a lot of difficulties and challenges. They lived near one another in Wales and they both retired in the same year. Sara never had children, either. Her first husband died just a few months after their wedding, before they’d started trying for a baby. Then she was single for more than a decade. Her second husband had two children from his first marriage, and he’d had a vasectomy after the second one was born, so he and Sara never had children. By the time he died, and she got married for the third time, she was over fifty and it was too late to even think about babies.”

Ted had pulled out a notebook and started taking notes. “What brought her back to the island?”

“Her mother passed away about four years ago at the age of ninety-nine. She left her house to Sara. When Sara came back to sell the house and settle the estate, she realized how much she missed the island. It took her another few years to actually make the move back, but she moved back around a year ago. Ernie wasn’t interested in coming here until he came for a visit and decided it wasn’t all that different to Wales.”

Ted laughed. “I think it’s very different to Wales, but maybe Ernie didn’t care about the differences. He just wanted to be closer to Sara.”

Elaine shrugged. “Whatever, he’s here now, or rather, he was here until he disappeared.”

“When did you see him last?” Ted asked.

“It’s been a few days. What day is it today?” Elaine asked.

“Monday,” Margaret told her.

Elaine nodded. “Once you retire, you stop keeping track, really. If today is Monday, then I last saw him on Friday. We had lunch together.”

“I assume he didn’t mention any travel plans over lunch,” Ted said.

“Not at all. We talked about the weather and a few bits of local news. We tried to talk about the skeleton that was found at Atkins Farm, but neither of us had any idea who the poor person might have been.”

“And then you went your separate ways?” Ted asked.

“We did. We’d both walked from here to the restaurant, but after we’d eaten, I wanted to go into town and do some shopping. Ernie wanted to come back here and take a nap.”

Ted made a note. “Did you make plans to see each other again?”

“No, but that wasn’t unusual. We rarely make plans in advance. Usually, we bump into each other in the lift or the lobby and then decide to get a meal together or maybe just coffee. That was how we’d happened to have lunch together that day, too.”

“So maybe you simply haven’t bumped into each other since,” Margaret suggested.

Elaine shook her head. “I’m not saying that I keep track or anything, but I’ve learned Ernie’s routine. He does the same things every day, and he does them at the same times each day. That’s why we happen to cross paths so regularly. His routine is very similar to my routine.”

“I didn’t realize you had a routine,” Margaret said.

Elaine grinned. “I do when it means I can accidentally bump into a friend on a regular basis.”

“So tell me about Ernie’s routine,” Ted said.

“He gets up every morning at six,” Elaine said. “He told me that he’s been getting up at six since he started teaching, so now he wakes up at that time whether he wants to or not. But he also said he’s happy to get up at that hour. He likes to go to bed early, too.”

“When you say every morning, is that just weekdays, or does he get up at six on weekends, too?”

“Oh, weekends, too. I told him that weekends are for lazy mornings, but he said that he prefers to keep to his schedule. He only lies in if he’s feeling poorly.”

“Maybe he caught a cold,” Margaret suggested.

“He was perfectly fine on Friday.”

“What does he do at six in the morning?” Ted asked.

“He gets up and has breakfast and then checks the weather. If it’s dry, regardless of the temperature, he goes for a morning walk on the promenade. He usually leaves his flat around six-fifty.”

“She’s stalking the poor man,” Mona said.

Margaret took a bite from a cookie to keep herself from laughing out loud.

“Does he have a set distance that he walks each day?” Ted asked.

“No, he told me that he waits to see which way the wind is blowing and then turns in the direction of the wind. He wants to walk into the wind on his way out so that the wind pushes him home once he starts to get tired.”

“I suppose that makes sense,” Margaret said.

“He usually walks for about an hour, but the times I’ve accompanied him, we’ve walked for as long as two hours and as little as forty minutes.”

“And then what does he do?” Ted asked.

“He goes back to his flat and decides what he’s going to do with his day. He told me that now that he’s retired, he doesn’t want to ever make plans again. He will sometimes make some with Sara or Alex, but mostly he waits until he gets home from his morning walk and then decides how he wants to spend his day.”

“Who’s Alex?” Margaret and Mona asked at the same time.

“Another of Ernie’s friends. I should say his only other friend, aside from Sara. He’s Alex Sanders, and he’s actually the son of one of Ernie’s former teaching colleagues. Ernie knew Alex when he was just a baby, but the man is in his late forties or early fifties now.”

Ted scribbled rapidly. “And he lives on the island?”

Elaine nodded. “It was his father who taught with Ernie and Sara. The father lived in Wales his entire life, but Alex, who is also a teacher, took a job on the island when he was in his early thirties. He’s been here ever since. As I understand it, his father passed away a few years ago. When Sara moved to the island, she rang Alex to share her sympathies, and they started getting together occasionally. Once Ernie arrived, he started being included in their meetings.”

“How old is Ernie?” Ted asked.

“Around seventy. I’ve never asked, but Sara said as much. So, I’m five years older, which doesn’t matter at all.”

Margaret nodded. “What does he like to do with his time?”

“He’s been exploring the island, a little bit at a time. He’s fascinated by its history, and he likes to go and visit the castles and Rushen Abbey and the various other museums. He also really likes to walk and has been exploring the glens and other places you can walk on the island.”

“There are some beautiful walking paths around the island,” Ted said.

“I need to start walking more,” Margaret said. “I should have done more before I started working, though.”

“Ah, that’s right, you started your new job today. How did it go?” Elaine asked.

“It went very well, thank you.”

“So you’ve been trying to cross paths with Ernie since Friday and failing?” Ted asked.

Elaine frowned. “That isn’t how I would put it. I’ve simply found myself in the lobby at certain times of the day, times when I would have expected to see Ernie either coming or going, and I haven’t seen him doing either.”

“Do you have a phone number for Ernie?” was Ted’s next question.

“Not exactly. I mean, you can get his number from Directory Enquiries, if you want it, but Ernie has never given it to me.”

“Have you given him your number?” Margaret had to ask.

Elaine shook her head. “He hasn’t asked,” she said sadly.

“Have you tried ringing him, then?” Ted asked.

Elaine looked shocked. “As I said, he never gave me his number. I have Sara’s number, because we exchanged numbers when we met. We’re supposed to have lunch together one of these days. I have Alex’s number, too, because he gave it to Ernie over lunch one day and I happened to overhear him.”

“I assume those are the people you want me to call,” Margaret said.

“It would be a start,” Elaine replied.

“Let me ring a few people first,” Ted said.

“Are you going to check the hospitals?” Elaine asked.

“I was going to, but I won’t if you’ve already done so.”

“I haven’t. I was afraid to ring them,” Elaine said, blinking back tears. “I thought about ringing the police, just in case his body had turned up somewhere, but if it has, I don’t think I want to know.”

Margaret patted her shoulder. “If a body had turned up somewhere, it would have been headline news in the local paper.”

“I’m going to ring from the corridor,” Ted said as he got to his feet. “I don’t want anyone worrying from the half of the conversations you might overhear.”

He walked out of the room and then out of the apartment before anyone replied.

“Ernie has to be okay,” Elaine said, picking up a cookie. “It’s not as if I’m in love with him or anything. He’s just good company. We have fun together. I just miss him.”

“I’m sure he’s fine,” Margaret said soothingly. She patted Elaine’s back and then got to her feet. “More coffee?” she asked as she picked up the pot.

Elaine shook her head. “I’m fine,” she said as Margaret topped up her cup. Ted’s was still mostly full from the last refill.

“What did you do today, then?” Margaret asked as she sat back down.

“Nothing much. I should be looking for a house, but Ernie and I were talking about him coming with me when I go looking. It’s always helpful to get another person’s opinion, even if that other person isn’t ever going to live there.”

Margaret nodded. “That’s very sensible. What sort of house are you looking for?”

“I wish I knew. I’m probably actually going to look at flats. A flat makes a lot more sense for me now that I’m retired and getting a bit older. I really don’t want to deal with a garden any longer.”

“I’m not retired, and I don’t think I want a garden, either. I’m really enjoying the convenience of apartment living.”

“But you want to get married and have children, so you’ll probably end up buying a house one day. I’ve owned six different houses over the past fifty years. While I know a flat makes a lot more sense, there is a part of me that wants to buy another house.”

“Why?”

Elaine stared at her for a moment and then laughed. “It’s a good question. I suppose mostly because I’ve always had houses. There’s something quite wonderful about owning your own detached house. My first house was semi-detached, and I hated the shared wall. I couldn’t wait to buy a detached property so that every single bit of the house would be mine, and I wouldn’t have to share a wall with anyone.”

“And in an apartment, you have to share walls and floors and ceilings,” Margaret said.

“Exactly. I know it’s silly, but I don’t want my floor to be someone else’s ceiling.”

“You should look at houses, then. You can always hire someone to take care of the yardwork for you.”

“We’ll see. House prices on the island are higher than they were in Bolsover. I’m not sure I’ll be able to get a detached house over here for anything close to the amount that I sold my property in Bolsover for.”

“I suppose you won’t know until you start looking.”

“And I can’t start looking until Ernie gets back.”

Margaret opened her mouth to question the statement but stopped herself before speaking. Elaine was clearly upset about Ernie’s disappearance. She didn’t want to do anything to upset her further. The apartment door opened a moment later. Ted was smiling as he walked back into the room.

“Have you found him?” Elaine asked anxiously.

Ted shook his head. “He isn’t in either hospital, and we’ve no unidentified bodies anywhere on the island. If you want to file a missing person report, I can ring the airlines and the ferry company and request that they check their records, but I can’t do that without a missing person report.”

“I can’t report him missing. He’s probably not missing. He’s probably avoiding me,” Elaine said, clearly close to tears.

“I doubt that,” Margaret said. “Maybe one of his friends back in Wales called and invited him to a party or something. There could be any number of possible explanations.”

“Will you try ringing Sara? She’ll know where he is.”

Margaret looked at Ted. He shrugged.

“I think you should try ringing Ernie’s flat first,” he said.

“What if he’s in there, but he can’t get to the phone?” Elaine asked.

“Again, if you want to file a missing person report, I might be able to get inside his flat. Without that, though, I can’t do anything more than knock on his door, which you can also do,” Ted said.

“I can’t just go and knock on his door,” Elaine said.

“Why not?” Margaret asked.

“Because it simply isn’t done,” Mona said.

Margaret frowned at her. “How often do you normally see Ernie?” she asked Elaine.

“Just about every day. Actually, I’d seen him every day for eleven days until Saturday.”

“So it’s perfectly understandable that you might be worried about him after not seeing him for a few days,” Margaret said. “And if I were worried about a friend, I’d either call him or go and visit him – probably both.”

“I don’t want him to think that I think we’re a couple.”

“So tell him that when you see him. Tell him that you like him a lot and you were worried about him, but that you still just want to be friends,” Margaret said. “Surely knowing he’s okay, even if he says he doesn’t want to be friends with you any longer, is better than not knowing and worrying about him.”

“I don’t know,” Elaine said.

“What’s his apartment number?” Margaret asked. “I’m going to go down and see if he’s home.”

“What are you going to tell him if he answers the door?” Elaine asked.

“I’ll tell him that I have the wrong apartment.”

Elaine smiled. “That would work. He probably doesn’t know who you are. He hasn’t lived on the island for long. He might not even know about Mona and Maxwell Martin and your aunt Fenella.”

“Give me five minutes to brush my hair and put on some fresh lipstick. What time is it? Is it too late to go knocking on people’s doors?”

“It’s only eight o’clock,” Ted told her. “You should be fine, as long as you pretend you were expecting to find a friend in the flat.”

Margaret went into her bedroom and shut the door. It took her a few minutes to get ready to go out.

“This might be a mistake,” Mona said as she floated into the room. “Your aunt was a terrible liar. I hope you’re better at lying than she was.”

“I’m sure I can manage. After everything that Elaine has said, I’m starting to worry about Ernie. I’m really hoping he’s at home, maybe fighting a terrible head cold or something.”

“That would be a nice happy ending, wouldn’t it?”

“I don’t suppose you can let yourself into Ernie’s apartment to take a quick look around? I’d hate to be knocking on his door while he’s lying on the floor on the other side, slowly bleeding to death or something.”

“I don’t know,” Mona said. “If you’re outside the flat, I might have enough energy to take a quick look around, but it would have to be a quick look, and he’d have to be somewhere obvious. If he’s wrapped up in a pile of bedding or something, I might not be able to find him.”

“I’d appreciate it if you’d try. Obviously, I can’t tell Elaine that you looked for him and didn’t find him in the flat, but I’ll feel better if I know that you looked, and he wasn’t there.”

Mona nodded. “I’ll try, but I can’t promise anything. The third floor is quite far away from the flat that was my home. I pull my energy from familiar surroundings. There isn’t anything particularly familiar on the third floor.”

“Ready?” Margaret asked as she put her hairbrush down.

“Don’t get your hopes up,” Mona warned her as they walked out of the room.

Too late, Margaret thought.

Elaine was standing near the door with a frown on her face. “Maybe you should try ringing him first,” she said. “You can just tell him that you have a wrong number if he answers.”

“I can do that,” Margaret agreed. “Do I need to call someone to get the number?”

“I know it,” Elaine admitted. She blushed as she recited the number while Margaret dialed.

The phone rang ten times before Margaret gave up.

“He isn’t answering,” she said as she put the receiver down.

“There seems little point in going down there, then,” Ted said.

“I still think we should try,” Margaret told him. “Maybe we’ll spot something out of place that gives us a hint as to where he’s gone.”

“Or maybe there will be an obvious smell in the corridor,” Mona suggested.

Margaret made a face. She’d been trying not to think about that possibility.

“I’m coming with you,” Ted said.

“That’s fine with me. You can pretend to be as lost and confused as I am,” Margaret said with a laugh.

Ted frowned as he got to his feet. “If he isn’t there, maybe you should think about filing a missing person report,” he said to Elaine.

She shook her head. “I’m not ready to do that yet. Besides, he might be home.”

The trio made their way to the elevators together. Mona followed. As they rode down to the third floor, Margaret thought she could see Mona fading slightly.

“It’s the third door on the left,” Elaine said as the elevator doors opened. “I’m going to wait here. I don’t want him to see me.”

Margaret nodded and then she and Ted started down the corridor together. Mona moved behind them slowly.

“Do you know what you’re going to say?” Ted asked when they reached the door.

Margaret shrugged. “Something like ‘sorry, wrong apartment,’ unless you have a better idea.”

“No, that’s probably as good as it gets.”

Margaret grinned and then leaned over and gave him a small kiss. “Thanks for coming with me,” she said, watching as Mona slowly disappeared through the shut door.

“You’re welcome. Let’s get this over with.”

Sure, except I have to give Mona time to look around, Margaret thought. She took a deep breath and then quietly knocked on the door.

“I think you’re going to have to knock louder than that,” Ted said, clearly amused.

“We should have asked Elaine about Ernie’s hearing. I hope he doesn’t wear hearing aids that he’s taken out for the night.” Margaret knocked again, a bit more loudly. She slowly counted to one hundred in her head.

“I’m going to try one more time,” she told Ted, knocking firmly this time. Again, she counted to one hundred.

“I don’t think anyone is home,” Ted said.

“Let’s give him a minute. I didn’t think to ask Elaine about his mobility. Maybe he needs a walker, or maybe he has trouble getting up from his chair. We need to give him a little bit of extra time.”

After another minute ticked past, Ted leaned around Margaret and knocked loudly.

“Just don’t shout ‘police,’” she whispered.

Ted laughed. “We’re being persistent because you know your friend is home. She just invited us over, right?”

Margaret nodded. “Yup, that’s my story, and I’m sticking to it.”

“Except no one is home,” Ted said. “And I’m too tired to stand out here any longer.”

Swallowing a sigh, Margaret turned and took a step away from the door. As she did so, Mona reappeared. She was very pale, and she looked exhausted.

“The flat is empty. I need rest,” Mona said before she slowly faded away entirely.

Margaret felt a rush of relief. At least Ernie wasn’t dead in his apartment. That was good news, even if she couldn’t share it with anyone else.

When Ted pushed the button to call the elevator car, the doors slid open immediately. Elaine grinned at them from inside the car.

“Not home?” she asked.

Margaret shook her head.

“If he was dead inside the flat, you’d be able to smell it, wouldn’t you?” she asked Ted.

He shrugged. “Probably, but not definitely. I’m not sure how good the seals are on the flat doors. How often can you smell things cooking in your neighbor’s flat?”

Margaret thought for a minute. “Never,” she said.

“But we can smell something here now,” Ted said.

“It smells of garlic and onions,” Elaine said.

“If we can smell what someone is cooking, then we could probably smell a dead body,” Ted said.

Margaret frowned. “I’d rather not have this conversation, especially here,” she said.

Elaine took a step backward to let them join her on the elevator. The car silently carried them to the top floor.

“What now?” Margaret asked Elaine as they walked down the corridor.

“I don’t know,” Elaine said. “I still want you to ring Sara and Alex, but I need to think. In all the time I’ve known Ernie, he’s never stayed out past seven o’clock. And he only did that the one night that we met Sara for dinner. As soon as we were done, he rushed home to watch something on the telly. The fact that he’s out tonight suggests that he might not even be on the island.”

“Maybe he’ll come back tomorrow,” Margaret said.

“Maybe.”

When they reached Margaret’s door, Elaine kept walking. Shelly’s apartment, where Elaine was staying, was the one immediately past Margaret’s.

“I’m going to try to get some sleep,” Elaine said as she stopped in front of her door. “Tomorrow I’ll just go about my day. Maybe I’ll bump into Ernie, or maybe I won’t. If I don’t, I’ll come and see you again tomorrow night.”

Margaret nodded. “I hope you sleep well. Try not to worry. Ernie is probably just fine.”

“Thanks,” Elaine said. She opened her door and disappeared into the apartment.

Margaret opened her door. As she walked inside, Ted caught her arm.

“I should go,” he said. “It’s getting late, and we both have to work tomorrow.”

“Good luck with your murder investigation.”

“Good luck with your new job.”

Their kisses filled several minutes before Ted finally took a step away from Margaret.

“I could stay,” he said in a teasing tone. “But then neither of us would get any sleep.”

“And we both need sleep. We both have very demanding jobs.”

“Maybe you should come and stay at my place sometime. I’m not sure how I feel about staying at your aunt’s flat.”

Margaret nodded. “I think I’d rather stay at your place once we’re ready for that stage of our relationship. I feel weird about having you stay here. Besides, you have the bigger bed.” And I’m sure Mona wouldn’t interrupt anything, but it would still be weird knowing that she was around.

“Maybe this weekend?” Ted asked.

“Let’s see how your murder investigation is going. I know I won’t get your undivided attention if you’re in the middle of a murder investigation.”

Ted chuckled. “Sadly, you aren’t wrong. That doesn’t mean I don’t love you.”

“I love you, too.”

They kissed again, briefly, before Ted turned and began to walk away.

“Go inside and lock the door,” he said over his shoulder. “Then I’ll know that you’re safe and sound.”

“Good night,” she said before she shut the door. After making sure it was locked, she spent a few minutes tidying the kitchen before heading to bed. Katie was fast asleep on Fenella’s bed in the main bedroom. Margaret was staying in the guest room. She left both bedroom doors open in case Katie wanted to relocate during the night. Regardless of where the small animal slept, Margaret knew that Katie would be tapping on her nose at exactly seven o’clock the next morning. Margaret still set an alarm, just in case, but she set it for a few minutes past seven so that she’d have time to shut it off after she’d been woken by Katie. Then she got ready for bed and crawled under the duvet.

“Night, night, Aunt Mona,” she said before she switched off the lights and drifted off to sleep.


4


“I’m late,” Margaret said the next morning as she walked into work.

Joney looked up from her computer and laughed. “No one worries about exact starting times or quitting times here. I’m supposed to be here during our office hours, but Arthur doesn’t even worry about that. Just make sure that you’re here enough to get your job done.”

Margaret nodded. “On that note, I’ll be in my office.”

“Want to get lunch somewhere later?”

“Oh, yes, please.” Margaret had packed herself a sandwich and an apple, but during her first few days on the job she knew she should have lunch with colleagues whenever the opportunity arose.

“Midday?”

“Sure, that works for me.”

In her office, Margaret went back through the notes she’d taken the previous day and then headed to Arthur’s office. His door was open, and he was sitting at his desk, playing cards on his computer.

“Good morning,” she said brightly.

He looked up and then laughed and shut the game. “Caught,” he said. “I promise I only play a single game each morning. It’s my way of warming up my computer, you see.”

“You’re the boss. You can play cards as often as you like.”

“Ah, but I do have work to do. Quite a bit of it, actually. But before I get started, let me take you back and introduce you to Stan. He’s our production manager. He can give you a quick tour of the production facilities and answer any questions you might have about what they do back there.”

“Like I said last night, after reading the reports, I do have some questions. I’m not sure Stan will be able to answer them, though. I’m probably going to have to run my own tests.”

“Well, then Stan can get you what you need for those tests. We do have a small lab set up for you back there. Stan started working on it, but then he wasn’t certain exactly what you’d need. But he can show you all of that and help you order anything he’s missed.”

“Great.”

Arthur got to his feet and walked out of his office. They were only a few steps away from the door that led to the production area. Arthur unlocked it.

“You have a key for this door in the set that I gave you yesterday,” he said before he pulled the door open.

The first thing that Margaret noticed was the noise. Several large machines were working, mixing, pouring, bottling, and sealing. The noise wasn’t uncomfortably loud, but it was constant.

As they took a step forward into the large room, a man rushed toward them.

“Arthur, hello,” he said when he reached them.

“Margaret, this is Stan,” Arthur said.

Stan appeared to be around fifty. He had short grey hair and green eyes. As he held out his hand, he smiled at Margaret.

“It’s nice to meet you,” she said as she took the hand.

“Likewise. I was thrilled when Arthur said he’d found us an engineer. We’ve needed one for a while. I never cared for the consultants that we were using.”

“They were a necessary evil,” Arthur said.

Stan laughed. “That’s a good way to describe them.”

“I need to get back to, um, well, my desk,” Arthur said. “I’ll leave you with Stan. You know where I am if you need anything.”

“Thank you,” Margaret said.

As Arthur walked away, Stan waved a hand. “This is where the magic happens,” he said. “Let me give you a quick tour. We’re a small operation, but we have state-of-the-art equipment.”

A few minutes later, Margaret had seen everything and been introduced to the entire production team. Stan led her into his small office and told her to take a seat in front of the desk. When he shut the door, the sudden silence took Margaret by surprise.

“I know, it’s too quiet,” Stan laughed as he sat down behind his desk. “Arthur made sure to soundproof my office so that I’d have a quiet place when I need to ring people or have meetings. I nearly always leave the door open when I’m in here, though. I love the sound of the machines working hard.”

Margaret nodded. “It’s almost white noise.”

“You probably won’t be able to keep your laboratory door open, though, when you’re conducting tests and whatnot, will you?”

“Probably not.”

“I’ll show you the lab in a minute. First, I want to apologize for not being here yesterday to meet you on your first day. I had an appointment in the morning and then ended up spending the afternoon with the police.”

Margaret found herself struggling to come up with an appropriate response. “I hope everything is okay,” was what she finally said.

He shrugged. “The police just identified a body that was found on a farm. I grew up near the farm and knew the dead man and his family.”

“You should probably know that I’m dating Ted Hart,” Margaret said. “He’s one of the inspectors working on the case.”

Stan laughed. “I’ve lived on the Isle of Man for my entire life, and I’m still sometimes surprised by how small the island can feel. Everyone knows everyone. You know that thing, six degrees of separation? On the island, it’s more like two degrees of separation. I’m not complaining. I love it here. It’s just odd sometimes, when you start talking to a complete stranger and then find out that their cousin lives next door to you or that their son is your GP.”

“I’m still getting used to it.”

“I moved to London when I was eighteen. I was certain I was going to love living in a big city. I lasted eighteen months before I was on the ferry back here. My kids both did much the same thing. Illiam managed to get through uni in Manchester, but he moved back as soon as he’d finished. Ealish did a year of uni in Derby before deciding that she’d rather study with the Open University from home than stay there. They both have good jobs on the island now, and I can’t imagine either of them will ever leave.”

“Good for them.”

“But we’re wandering all over the place,” Stan said with a laugh. “Let me show you your lab.”

The small room was right next door to Stan’s office. Margaret took a good look around, paying close attention to the equipment that lined the shelves on one wall.

“I had one of the consultants who used to work with us give me a list of the equipment he used when conducting tests for us,” Stan said. “I think he thought that when he sent the list, we’d give up on the idea of hiring our own engineer because of how much was needed. Arthur took one look and told me to go ahead and get everything.”

“You should have waited to ask me. I’m pretty sure I could have done the job with a lot less. Having said that, this is a fantastic setup, and I’m excited to start using everything.”

“What’s missing?”

Margaret looked around again. “Nothing?” she said questioningly. “I might discover that I need something else once I get started, but for right now, I feel like I have everything I could possibly want and more.”

“If you need anything else, there’s still money in the budget for more. Just let me know.”

“I will.”

“You look as if you’re dying to get started.”

Margaret laughed. “I’ve been out of work for a few months now. I don’t think I realized how much I missed it all. I really love what I do.”

“I’ll let you get to work, then. Would you like to have lunch together?”

“I already told Joney that I’d have lunch with her.”

“Great. We can all go. That’s usually what happens here. Once someone says they’re going out for lunch, everyone invites themselves along.”

Margaret laughed. “That sounds great to me.”

She spent the next several hours trying out her new equipment and testing a few products. By the time noon rolled around, she was ready for a break.

“Should we try the other café today?” Joney asked as she, Margaret, and Stan headed out of the building just after noon.

“Sure, why not?” Margaret replied.

They turned right and walked for a few minutes along the sidewalk. When they reached the café, Stan held the door for the women so they could walk in first. Then he followed. Joney led them to a table in the corner.

“Arthur and Rachel are having lunch with a supplier today,” Joney said as they all picked up menus. “Otherwise they would have joined us, too.”

“What’s good?” Margaret asked.

“Everything,” Joney and Stan said at the same time.

They all laughed and then discussed the menu together. By the time the waiter arrived, Margaret knew what she wanted. After they’d ordered, Joney gave Margaret a curious look.

“I know you’re seeing Ted Hart,” she said. “Does he talk about his job with you at all?”

Margaret hesitated and then shrugged. “We talk about it a little bit, but he doesn’t tell me anything that isn’t common knowledge, if that’s what you mean.”

“Does that mean you talked about Mark Atkins with him?” Stan asked.

“Some, because the whole island is talking about Mart Atkins,” she replied.

Stan sighed. “He was a good kid. I was really sorry to hear that he’d died, especially under such awful circumstances.”

“Today’s newspaper headline suggests that it was murder,” Joney said.

Stan made a face. “I’m sure that will sell a few extra newspapers, but I can’t imagine how they’d determine that so many years after the man’s death.”

Joney shrugged. “The fact that he was buried in a field behind his house without anyone knowing suggests that it was murder, anyway.”

“I’d agree, but I can’t for the life of me imagine why anyone would have wanted to kill him,” Stan said. “He was just a dumb eighteen-year-old kid who wanted to get off the island. We’ve all been there.”

“Did you actually know him?” Joney asked.

“Yeah, I did,” Stan said. “The farm bordered the small housing estate where I grew up. Henry Atkins used to give me odd jobs around the farm. I was always looking to make a bit of spending money, and there weren’t many jobs for teenagers around where I lived.”

“What sort of jobs did Henry give you?” Joney wondered.

“Whatever he needed when I happened to wander over and ask, really. I probably did just about every job there is to do on a farm at least once. I was terrible at all of them, of course, but I tried hard. All three of his sons were out working on the farm as soon as they could walk. I remember helping to pick apples one autumn afternoon. The three boys were probably all under seven, but they were out there, climbing ladders and picking apples. They were better at it than I was, too.”

Everyone laughed.

“When I came back to the island after my time in London, I actually asked Henry for a job. He told me he couldn’t afford to hire me full-time but that he’d still give me odd jobs until I found something else. He did the same again every time I was between jobs, too, so I got to watch the brothers grow up.”

“You’ve been with Arthur for eighteen years now,” Joney said.

“I started out on the production team,” he told Margaret. “And after a few months, Arthur called me into his office. I thought I was going to be out of a job. It wouldn’t have been the first time I’d lost a good job. I’d worked no harder than I absolutely had to in every job I’d had.”

“Presumably he didn’t fire you, though.”

Stan laughed. “No, he didn’t fire me. He asked me what I was planning on doing with my life. I’d been married for a while and we’d had the kids by that point, but I was still just sort of drifting through life. Voirrey was working part-time to help us keep up with the bills. I’d never given much thought to the future. I was just letting life wash over me.”

“Arthur saw potential in him,” Joney said.

“Yeah, that’s what he said. He told me that he saw potential in me, and that he was prepared to help me succeed, but that I needed to be willing to put in the work. I very nearly turned him down.”

“You wouldn’t have been the first to turn him down,” Joney said.

Stan nodded. “He told me that, too. He said that he’d offered to help other promising young people before, but that most of them had turned him down. He said he found it discouraging that people didn’t want to work hard, but that he understood that he was asking a lot.”

“What did he want you to do?” Margaret asked.

“Go back to school. Arthur offered to pay for me to go to the Open University while I worked in the production department. He told me that once I’d earned my degree, he’d make me the assistant production manager and that when the current production manager retired, his job would be mine. But I had to get a degree in business management first.”

“Wow, that’s a very generous offer, but I can see why you might not have wanted to accept,” Margaret said.

“I told Arthur that I needed to think about it. Then I went home and talked to Voirrey. She told me I was an idiot, and that I’d better hope that Arthur didn’t change his mind overnight. Then she made me go to work early the next day to tell him that I was more than happy to accept.”

Joney laughed. “Voirrey married him because she saw his potential, but she was getting tired of waiting for him to start working towards it.”

“She was right. I’d been stupid to hesitate. I think my biggest fear was that I’d fail the classes. I knew the OU was difficult, and I’d never been the best student.”

“But you did brilliantly well,” Joney said. “The whole company celebrated every time he finished a class. We used to have cake three times a year for him, four times if you count his birthday.”

“Everyone in the company was very supportive. Arthur gave me plenty of time off to study and for exams. Joney helped me with the maths because I really struggled with maths. And when I finished, Arthur made me the assistant production manager and gave me a substantial pay rise. Voirrey was able to quit her job and stay home with the kids, which she loved. The rest is history, as they say.”

“Here we are,” the waiter said, putting a plate down in front of Margaret. He distributed the rest of the lunches and then walked away.

“But we were talking about Mark Atkins,” Joney said. “You said you used to see him around the farm when he was a kid. Did you ever talk to him as he got older?”

“Yeah, like I said, I helped out on the farm now and again right up until I started working for Arthur. Voirrey and I still live in the house that I grew up in, so I still live near the farm. I got to know all three of the brothers after I came back from London,” Stan said.

“The paper said that Mark wanted to leave the island and his parents didn’t want him to go,” Joney said.

Stan shrugged. “Mark wanted to go, but he didn’t have a plan. Henry would have been happy for him to go across to uni, or to get some work experience if Mark had known what he wanted to do, but Henry didn’t want Mark to just go without any idea of what he was going to do once he got to London.”

“Which is exactly what you did,” Joney said.

“Exactly,” Stan laughed. “Which is why Henry asked me to talk to Mark.”

“When was that?” Joney asked.

“Not long before he disappeared, maybe a few days, maybe a week before, well, before Henry told me that he’d gone.”

“You say that as if you think that Henry lied to you,” Joney said.

“And I don’t mean it that way,” Stan said with a sigh. “I really don’t know what to think. I can’t imagine Henry lying to me, but he told me that Mark had left the island when he clearly hadn’t.”

“Maybe he left and then came back,” Margaret suggested.

“Maybe,” Stan said. “I don’t know if the police will be able to work out the exact age of the bones or not. I really want to know when Mark died.”

“What did he say when you talked to him?” Joney asked.

“Oh, the usual stuff. He said no one understood how much he hated the island. He said life was boring and predictable here. He wanted to go somewhere where things actually happened. When I told him that I’d lived in London for eighteen months, he wanted to hear all about my adventures there. He was very disappointed when I said I’d been too broke to do very much more than stay in my bedsit and miss home.”

Joney laughed. “Life across always sounds so glamourous. Kids never seem to realize that it’s only glamorous if you have money. Life on the island can be glamourous, too, if you have enough money.”

“So you weren’t surprised when Mark disappeared,” Margaret said.

“I wasn’t surprised, but I was disappointed. I’d hoped that what I’d said to him had sunk in. And I’d really thought his girlfriend would talk him into staying.”

“His girlfriend?” Margaret repeated.

“Are we finished here?” the waiter interrupted.

He cleared away the empty plates and left them with dessert menus. Margaret read through the menu twice.

“I want three different things,” she said as she put the menu down.

“Good thing we eat here a lot,” Joney said.

Margaret grinned. “Bringing something from home is a lot better for me.”

“And we won’t go out every day,” Joney assured her. “I just thought it would be useful for you to try both of our neighborhood cafés in your first week. Now you’ll know which one you prefer.”

“Except I’m not sure I can choose between them. The food was excellent at both.”

“Maybe pudding will be the deciding factor,” Joney said as the waiter returned.

They ordered and then he walked away.

“Did you say that Mark had a girlfriend?” Margaret asked as soon as the waiter disappeared into the kitchen.

Stan nodded. “I probably shouldn’t be talking about her. I didn’t see her mentioned in the newspaper article when the body was identified. She’d probably prefer to remain anonymous.”

Joney laughed. “You’re talking about Julia Ryan – well, Julia Cross. I imagine she’ll be eager to give the paper an exclusive interview about how shocked and saddened she is to hear about her former boyfriend’s death.”

“Why would she do that?” Margaret asked.

“Julia is a sweet girl, but she loves excitement and adventure almost as much as Mark did,” Joney told her. “Being interviewed by the local paper will feel exciting to her.”

Margaret frowned. “Stan, you said something about her talking Mark into staying here. Why didn’t she want to go with him?”

“Julia couldn’t go anywhere twenty years ago because she was looking after her mother. Hazel was in a bad car crash when Julia was no more than twelve or thirteen. She ended up needing a lot of care. Her husband took off a few months later, leaving Julia to deal with everything on her own.”

“Was he Julia’s father?” Margaret asked.

Joney shook her head. “Julia’s father died when she was still a baby. Hazel remarried almost immediately. Her second husband was from across somewhere. She’d met him when she and Julia were on holiday in the Lake District. According to Hazel, it was love at first sight for both of them.”

“And they seemed really happy together for a long time,” Stan said. “From all accounts, he was a good husband and stepfather.”

Joney nodded. “He was, really, right up until the accident. When it became obvious that Hazel was never going to fully recover, he didn’t seem to know what to do.”

“So he left,” Stan said. “He went back to the UK and left poor Julia to cope with what he couldn’t.”

“He sent money, though, for years,” Joney said. “He continued to support Hazel and Julia, at least to some extent. Julia was able to stay in school. Hazel had an aide who stayed with her during the school day.”

“It was still a very difficult life for Julia,” Stan said. “And then she met Mark.”

“And he put all sorts of ideas into her head,” Joney said. “She knew she couldn’t leave her mother, though.”

“And Mark told me that he felt guilty for thinking about leaving when Julia couldn’t. He said she wanted him to wait to see what happened with their relationship, but he was afraid that he’d fall even more in love with her and then never be able to leave.”

“Of course, Hazel didn’t have much time left, but no one knew that at the time,” Joney said.

“What happened to Hazel?” Margaret asked.

“She simply died in her sleep one night,” Joney replied. “By that time, Julia was seeing Donald Cross. They got married within weeks of her mother’s death. Julia said she needed something good in her life to help her recover from losing her mother.”

I should be taking notes, Margaret thought. “When did all of this happen?”

Joney shrugged. “Before the skeleton was found, I’d have guessed it all happened about twenty years ago, but if Mark disappeared twenty years ago, then it must be about nineteen years since Hazel died. Julia didn’t start seeing Donald until after Mark had been gone for a while, but they hadn’t been together for long before her mother died.”

“So Mark and Julia were in love, but Mark decided to leave the island anyway,” Margaret said thoughtfully.

“Or maybe he decided not to go and then someone killed him,” Stan said.

“Pudding,” the waiter announced, putting plates full of chocolate cake on the table.

Margaret took a bite. “Delicious,” she said.

“Better than yesterday?” Joney asked.

“Was that just yesterday? It seems a long time ago. I’m not sure which is better.”

“We’ll have to go back to the other café soon, then, strictly for comparison purposes,” Joney said.

Margaret laughed. “It’s scientifically necessary.”

“Exactly,” Joney said.

“Are you suggesting that Donald killed Mark so he could court Julia?” Margaret asked after everyone had taken a few bites.

Stan stared at her for a moment. “That wasn’t at all what I was suggesting. Donald and Mark were friends. They’d gone to school together. I don’t think he was interested in Julia at that point. She was Mark’s girlfriend.”

“But maybe Donald wanted her to be his girlfriend,” Margaret said. “That seems like a better motive than any I’ve heard so far, anyway.”

“Except Donald wouldn’t hurt a fly,” Stan said. “He’s some sort of data analyst for an insurance company. He sits and crunches numbers all day long. I can’t see him murdering anyone.”

“Appearance can be deceiving,” Joney said. “He really is a boring guy, though. I got stuck talking to him at a party once, and I nearly fell asleep in the middle of the conversation.”

Stan laughed. “His company insures our business,” he told Margaret. “We get invited to all of their parties. They have two or three every year.”

“So how did Julia, who you said craves adventure, end up married to someone dull?” Margaret asked.

Joney and Stan exchanged glances.

“I think Donald was just in the right place at the right time,” Joney said eventually. “Julia was devastated when Hazel died. I’m sure she wondered if she could have done anything differently as well. Donald helped her through all of that. As soon as they were married, she got pregnant. She told me that having her first baby was the best possible distraction she could have ever imagined.”

“They have a lot of kids now, don’t they?” Stan asked.

“They have five,” Joney said. “And the last time I saw Julia, she told me they were thinking about having one more.”

“Does she still crave adventure?” Margaret asked.

Joney laughed. “Looking after five children seems to be as much adventure as she can handle for now. Or maybe not, if she’s thinking of having another. Once she and Donald got married, she stopped talking about traveling and seeing the world, but maybe she and Donald are planning to travel once the children are all grown.”

“If so, they need to stop having more,” Stan said.

“How was everything?” the waiter asked.

“Very good,” Margaret replied.

“I’ll get lunch,” Stan said. “Consider it a ‘welcome to the family’ present.”

Margaret tried to protest, but Stan wouldn’t listen. Joney finally interrupted.

“Just let him pay,” she told Margaret. “I’m not objecting to him buying me lunch, and I’ve been part of the family for years.”

Margaret laughed. “I’ll let it go this time, but next time we all pay for our own lunches.”

Stan nodded. “No worries. I’m not usually this generous,” he said with a wink.

They walked back to the office together. Joney unlocked the door, and they went inside. Margaret spent the rest of the afternoon conducting more tests. When it got to five o’clock, she checked that everything was ready to be left for the night before heading out of her lab and back to her office. There, she found a note on her desk.

“Please see me before you leave for the day,” she read. It was signed “Arthur.”

His door was open, and he was sitting behind his desk. She tapped on the door, trying not to look as nervous as she felt.

“Ah, Margaret, hello,” he said. “I was out of the office nearly all day today. I just wanted to ask how your day went. I trust Stan showed you your lab. What else do you need in there?”

“Stan did show me my lab. I’ve set up a few tests that will be running overnight. The lab is very well equipped. So far, I haven’t thought of anything I might need that isn’t there.”

“That’s excellent news. You know where I am if you do realize you’re missing something, though.”

“Thank you.”

“I don’t want to sound as if I’m micromanaging you, but I would appreciate it if you’d stick your head into my office at least once a day, just to touch base. I don’t even need to know what you’re doing. I just want to know that everything is going okay.”

“I can do that. I’m happy to provide regular updates on what I’m doing, too. Right now, I’m trying to confirm some of the numbers from some of the reports that I was given. Some of them looked a bit odd to me, but they might be accurate.”

Arthur nodded. “I appreciate that. But it’s getting late. I don’t want to keep you past quitting time. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Great, see you tomorrow.”

She waved before turning and walking away. After a quick chat with Joney, she headed out to the parking lot. Stan was just getting into the car that was parked next to hers.

“Hello,” she said with a small chuckle as she approached.

“Hi,” he replied. “I spent all afternoon thinking about Mark and that last conversation we had together. He was really crazy about Julia. I really thought he’d stay here for her.”

“Maybe he didn’t stay, but maybe he came back,” Margaret suggested.

Stan frowned. “That seems like a good possibility. I can see him deciding to go and then getting to London and realizing he’d made a mistake. If I’d had anyone on the island to come back for, I never would have stayed in London for as long as I did.”

“I’m sure the police will be talking to Julia.”

“Yeah. I was thinking maybe I should talk to the police again. I feel as if I left things out when I talked to them yesterday.”

“Call the Douglas non-emergency number and tell them that you want to add to your statement,” Margaret suggested. “I’m sure people do it all the time.”

He nodded. “I’m going to have to do that.”

As he drove away, Margaret climbed into her car. She’d driven Fenella’s much more sensible car today, so it was the perfect night to stop at the grocery store on her way home.

Her favorite grocery store wasn’t far away. After grabbing what she’d need for a few meals and some packed lunches, she picked up several of Katie’s preferred cans of cat food and then headed for home. It took her two trips to carry everything from the car to the apartment. Katie sat on one of the couches, watching Margaret as she worked.

“Some of this is for you,” Margaret said as she carried in the last few bags. “You could have offered to help.”

“Merooww,” Katie replied, curling up and shutting her eyes.

“Oh, sure, take a nap. I’ll put the shopping away. Don’t you worry about it.”

“My dear, this conversation is making me a bit worried about you,” Mona said as she appeared in a puff of green smoke.


5


Margaret laughed. “Didn’t Aunt Fenella talk to Katie?” she asked.

Mona shrugged. “I suppose so, but I don’t recall her being annoyed that Katie didn’t do more to help out around the flat.”

“I’m not really annoyed with Katie and Katie knows that. I was just making conversation, really. Aside from lunch, I spent most of today in my laboratory running tests. I love what I do, but sometimes I miss human interaction.”

“What did you do for lunch?” Mona asked.

“I went to a café with Joney and Stan.”

“Stan?”

“Stan Mortimer is the production manager at Park’s.”

“Tell me about him.”

“What do you want to know? He’s around fifty. He seems very nice. Years ago he was just drifting through life, but Arthur managed to persuade him to get a degree through the Open University. Once he’d finished that, Arthur promoted him. He has a wife and two kids. The kids must both be in their twenties, from what Stan said.”

Mona frowned. “I don’t suppose he knew Mark Atkins, then.”

Margaret grinned. “Actually, he did know Mark Atkins.”

“Tell me everything.”

“Give me a minute. I need to put the groceries away, and then I want to change into comfortable clothes. After that, I need to call Ted. He’ll probably want to hear everything, too. You can listen to our conversation. I’d rather not have to tell the same story twice.”

Once the shopping was all tucked away, Margaret changed into jeans and an oversized sweatshirt. Then she dialed Ted’s cell phone number.

“Hey,” he said in her ear a moment later.

She tapped the button to put the call into speaker mode before putting the device on the table in front of her.

“Hello,” she replied.

“How was your day?”

“Good. I got to start doing some testing, which is what I love most about my job. And I had an interesting lunch with Stan Mortimer.”

“Who used to live next door to the Atkins farm.”

“That’s the guy.”

Ted sighed. “Daniel told me that Fenella always used to end up talking to witnesses in every murder investigation. Now it seems as if it’s your turn to do the same.”

“It isn’t my fault that a man I’m working with used to live next to the farm where the body was found.”

“No, of course not. I’m not blaming you. I just find it curious.”

“It’s a very small island. Stan said he reckoned there were only two degrees of separation here.”

Ted laughed. “He’s probably right. Everyone knows everyone. I hope Stan didn’t tell you things that he hasn’t told me.”

“He said he was going to call you, actually. He said our conversation had reminded him of things he might not have mentioned when he talked to you.”

Ted sighed. “Start at the beginning, then. Tell me everything that was said.”

Margaret did her best to repeat the conversation that she and Stan and Joney had shared over lunch.

“How was the cake?” was Ted’s first question when she was done.

“It was really good. The frosting was wonderful.”

He asked her a few more questions, clarifying things from the conversation.

“Did he tell me much that’s interesting?” she asked after his last question.

“Not really, or rather, nothing that he told you is going to change my plans for conducting the investigation, even though some of what he told you was new information.”

“So you were already going to question Julia.”

Ted laughed. “Stop fishing. I’m not supposed to talk to you about the investigation.”

“Sorry.”

“And yes, I was already going to talk to Julia. In fact, I’m talking to her later tonight. She’s coming to the station after her husband gets home from work. He’s going to look after the children while she’s here.”

“He’s their father. That’s part of his job.”

Ted chuckled. “Yes, of course, but from what Julia said, she doesn’t often leave them all alone with their father.”

“She doesn’t work?”

“Not unless you think looking after five children is work.”

Margaret frowned. “I didn’t mean that the way it sounded. Of course looking after five children is work. It’s incredibly hard work. I can’t imagine staying home with my children, even though I want them desperately. I feel like staying at home with them would mean losing a key part of my identity, though.”

“Maybe, if we get married and have a baby or two, I’ll stay home with them for a few years.”

“I’d be more than happy to consider that. If we can live on just one income, that is.”

“Let’s worry about that after the wedding,” Ted said with a chuckle. “For now, I need to get ready for my talk with Julia. What you’ve told me has given me a slightly different perspective on her relationship with Mark.”

“Does that mean you won’t be coming over for dinner tonight?”

“Sorry, babe, but I can’t. Once I’m finished with Julia, I’ll probably ring Stan. Even if I don’t talk to him tonight, I’ll be typing up reports for at least two hours before I can go home. Hopefully, I’ll get to see you tomorrow.”

“Fingers crossed.”

“Have you heard anything else from Elaine?”

“Elaine? I forgot all about Ernie. No, I haven’t heard from her today. Hopefully that means that Ernie has returned safe and sound.”

“Fingers crossed,” Ted said.

Margaret laughed. “You can’t type your reports with crossed fingers.”

“In that case, I won’t cross them, but I really do hope that Ernie has been found.”

“So do I. I don’t want to have to start cold-calling people who know him to see if anyone knows where he is.”

“If Elaine comes and asks you to do that, please have her ring me. I can take a missing person report and start a proper investigation.”

“You know she doesn’t want to do that.”

“Maybe she’ll feel differently tonight if he’s still missing.”

“Maybe.”

They talked for a few minutes longer before Ted finally ended the conversation.

“I really have to go. Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

Margaret tapped the phone to end the call and then sat back in her seat.

“I’ve met Donald Cross. He’s one of the most boring men in the entire world,” Mona said.

Margaret laughed. “Does that mean you don’t think he killed Mark?”

“I can’t imagine him killing anyone. I’m amazed that he and Julia have any children, let alone five. He seems the type who comes home from work and falls asleep in front of the television every night.”

“So maybe he has hidden depths.”

Mona shrugged. “Maybe. Even so, I can’t see him killing anyone. It doesn’t sound as if he was even seeing Julia when Mark disappeared. Obviously, Ted needs to talk to him, but I think there are other more likely suspects.”

“Such as?”

“Mark’s father or maybe one of his brothers are at the top of my list.”

“Stan said that Mark and Donald were friends. Maybe Donald met Julia through Mark and fell in love with her.”

“It’s possible. I’ll have to arrange for you to meet Donald. Once you’ve met him, you’ll move him down your list.”

“I don’t want to meet him. I don’t want to meet anyone connected to the case. I’m quite happy just reading about it in the local paper, the same as everyone else.”

“You asked Stan a lot of questions over lunch. That suggests some level of interest.”

“I was making polite conversation.”

Mona chuckled. “Yes, dear, of course.”

“And now I need to make dinner. It’s a good thing I went grocery shopping. Now I have things I can cook.”

Margaret was halfway to the kitchen when someone knocked on the door. She looked at Mona.

“Elaine.”

“Maybe I’ll just be very, very quiet until she goes away,” Margaret said.

“You don’t mean that. She’s upset.”

Margaret frowned. “Ernie hasn’t turned up?”

“I don’t believe so.”

Crossing to the door, Margaret pulled it open. Elaine looked as if she’d been crying.

“I don’t know what to do,” she said, her voice breaking. “He’s not been anywhere today.”

“Come in and let’s talk,” Margaret said. She shut the door behind Elaine and then took her arm. “Have you had dinner?” she asked.

Elaine blinked several times and then slowly shook her head. “I’m not hungry.”

“But you need to eat. What did you have for lunch?”

“I’ve no idea. No, that’s wrong. I had a sandwich from a sandwich shop on the promenade. I ate it on a bench while I kept an eye on the building. I kept thinking that Ernie was going to walk in or out at any moment. But he didn’t.”

“How about some stir-fried chicken and vegetables over rice?”

“That sounds good, even though I’m not really hungry. Do you want me to help with anything?”

“You can sit at the counter and keep me company while I work. It isn’t a difficult meal. I’ll have it ready in a few minutes.”

Elaine took a seat at the counter while Margaret started getting out pots and pans. Mona took the seat next to Elaine.

“I met someone today who used to know Mark Atkins,” Margaret said as she started to chop up the chicken and peppers.

“Mark Atkins?” Elaine looked confused.

“It’s his skeleton that they found at Atkins Farm.”

Elaine gasped. “I didn’t know they’d identified the body. Mark Atkins? I need to think about that for a minute.”

Margaret started heating some oil and the water for the rice while Elaine sat and stared into space for several minutes.

“I knew his father,” Elaine said eventually. “He’s ten years younger than me, but we lived near the farm when I was a child. I suppose I knew Mark’s grandfather, too, but I don’t think I ever said ten words to him. Henry’s mother was a lovely woman. I’ve forgotten her name, but she used to let all the kids in the neighborhood come and climb their trees and pick their apples. We were only allowed to pick the apples from one tree, but that was more than enough for us. I remember little Henry running around, taking bites from everyone’s apples. He must have been around four or five, so I would have been fourteen or fifteen.”

“Did you ever meet Mark?”

Elaine frowned. “I don’t think so. I moved across when Henry was still young, and I didn’t come back to the island very often. I didn’t really keep up with local gossip, either. When did he go missing?”

“He didn’t exactly go missing. Everyone seems to have thought that he left the island. Apparently, he wanted to move to London, but his father didn’t approve.”

“Really? Henry used to talk about moving to London one day. This would have been when he was around nine or ten, during my university years. I used to come home every summer, and I still used to go over to the farm to get a few apples. There is nothing like the taste of an apple picked right off the tree.”

“And Henry wanted to move to London?” Margaret asked as she cooked.

“He talked about it, anyway. I don’t think he actually ever expected that he could, but he talked about what a wonderful place it must be. I spent a fortnight in London at the beginning of summer one year, and when I came home Henry wanted to hear every detail. He would have been eleven, I think, by that time.”

“I wonder if he ever got to go to London.”

Elaine shrugged. “Maybe. Travel has become easier and less expensive over the years. He knew he’d never be able to move there, of course, but he really wanted to visit.”

“Why couldn’t he move there?”

“He had to take over the farm. He was an only child. I believe his mother wanted a big family, but for whatever reason, they only ever had Henry. He knew from a very early age that he was expected to take over the farm when his father decided to retire.”

“And yet, none of Henry’s three sons were interested in taking over. Henry sold the farm.”

“That surprises me. I remember suggesting to Henry that he go to uni and then look for a job in London. He just laughed and said that farmers didn’t go to uni. They worked hard from sunup to sundown and didn’t travel, either.”

“He sent his sons to uni.”

“He must have wanted a better future for them. Still, I’d be willing to bet my last halfpenny that he was disappointed when none of them were interested in taking over the farm. I’m sure selling it broke his heart.”

“I understand that Mark didn’t want to go to university, but he also didn’t want to stay and work on the farm. His dream was to go to London.”

“I can just imagine how angry that would have made Henry, especially if Henry still hadn’t managed to see London. He’d been raised to believe that keeping the farm going was more important than anything else.”

“But he let the other two boys go to university, and when they came back, neither wanted to take over the farm.”

“Perhaps Henry had always built his expectations around Mark. Of the three, maybe he thought Mark would be the one to carry on the family legacy. Or maybe he was just worried that Mark would end up living on the street in London if he went there with no qualifications. Either way, he was probably upset with the man.”

“Upset enough to kill him?”

Elaine stared at Margaret for a minute before slowly shaking her head. “I can’t imagine the little boy that I used to know killing anyone, under any circumstances. Having said that, I haven’t seen the man in something like fifty years. It’s always possible that he’s changed. What am I saying? Of course he’s changed. He was a child when I knew him. He seemed like a perfectly normal child, too, but what do I know? I used to live next door to a man who murdered his girlfriend and buried her body under his patio. I thought he seemed like a perfectly normal person, too.”

Margaret stopped what she was doing to stare at Elaine. “I’m sorry? Say that again.”

“This was years ago now, not long after I moved across. I was renting a little terraced house on a quiet street in Chesterfield. I got to know the neighbors on both sides of me. Luckily, I gave my spare key to the couple who lived on my left. Terry lived on my right.”

Margaret spooned rice onto two plates and then added a generous helping of stir-fried chicken and vegetables on top. Then she carried the plates to the table.

“You can’t stop there,” she said as she went back to get silverware.

Elaine shrugged. “Terry was around fifty, so he seemed ancient to me. I’d just finished uni a year or two earlier. Anyway, he was nice enough. He was home a lot of the time, but he told me that he worked for a construction company. I met his girlfriend, too, but only once or twice. She was loud and obnoxious, and I always knew when she was over because she used to scream and shout all the time.”

“My goodness.”

“I know you aren’t supposed to speak ill of the dead, but I didn’t care for the woman. She was older than Terry, probably close to sixty. She’d been divorced twice, and she made it very clear that she wanted Terry to marry her. Terry told me that he’d made that mistake once, and he wasn’t interested in repeating it.”

“So what happened?”

“They were drinking one night, and he finally decided that he’d had enough of her shouting and complaining all the time. They drank a lot when they were together. In his confession, he said that he just wanted her to be quiet. Slicing her throat accomplished that handily.”

Margaret shuddered. “The poor woman.”

“Yes, of course. As I said, they were both quite drunk. In his confession, Terry said that he didn’t realize he’d killed her. He thought he’d just stabbed her a little bit.”

“I think she’s making this up,” Mona said before she disappeared.

“Stabbed her a little bit?”

“Yeah, apparently, he’d stabbed a former girlfriend once. She’d been shouting at him, too, so he’d stuck a knife in her arm. She was fine after a quick trip to A and E, and he said she was still upset when he told her he didn’t want to see her again.”

Margaret shook her head. “But this time he actually killed someone.”

“Yeah, and when he sobered up, he realized that she was dead. What he should have done was called the police and said it was an accident. I doubt they would have believed him, but it would have been a better option than what he actually did next.”

“Which was what?”

“Oh, he wrapped the body in plastic and then borrowed some equipment from work. He dug up his patio, then put the body in a pit and poured fresh concrete over the top.”

“How awful.”

“And when I said ‘borrowed,’ he didn’t have permission to take the equipment that he took, which was what brought the police to his door in the first place.”

“She’s not making this up,” Mona said as she reappeared. “I found a newspaper article about it. Terry got himself arrested for stealing the construction equipment and ended up confessing to murder while trying to explain why he’d needed it.”

Margaret sighed. “I suppose it’s helpful that a lot of criminals aren’t very bright.”

Elaine nodded. “Terry confessed to everything as soon as he saw the police at his door. They’d come to ask about the construction equipment he’d taken but ended up with a full confession to murder. He hadn’t returned anything that he’d borrowed yet, so the police had what they needed to break up the new concrete to get to the body.”

“And you’d thought he was a nice guy.”

“He seemed nice enough when he was sober, anyway. After his arrest, I decided to find somewhere else to live. I didn’t wait around to see who bought his house.”

“It must have sold for a bargain price, considering someone was murdered there,” Mona said.

Margaret took a bite of chicken to stop herself from replying to Mona.

“But we’ve wandered off topic,” Elaine said after a few bites. “This is very good, by the way, but we were talking about Mark Atkins.”

“Is there anything else to discuss? You didn’t know him.”

“No, but talking about him is keeping me from thinking about Ernie.”

Margaret patted her arm. “We’re going to find Ernie. It’s all going to be okay.”

“Maybe he’s been seeing other people besides me. Maybe he had an argument with someone and that someone killed him and buried his body under a patio.”

“Maybe it’s time to involve the police.”

Elaine frowned and then slowly shook her head. “I’m not ready to do that yet. He might have decided to go across and simply never thought to mention it to me. We’re just friends. He doesn’t have to tell me what he’s doing.”

“Does that mean you’re going to stop worrying about him?”

“No, of course not. After we eat, I think we should visit his flat again. That is, you should visit his flat again. I’ll wait here.”

“You can wait in the elevator like you did last night.”

“I can’t see that it matters.”

“I’ll try calling first, too.”

Elaine nodded. “And then, if he isn’t home, you can try ringing Sara.”

“I’ve no idea what to say to Sara.”

“We’ll think of something.”

When they were finished eating, Margaret put everything into the dishwasher and then washed her hands. “I think we should wait and have dessert after we get back from our trip to the third floor.”

“What’s for pudding?”

“I have ice cream, or I could bake brownies.”

“Could we have both?”

Margaret laughed. “We can have both. Let’s do what we need to do first, though.”

Elaine recited Ernie’s number as Margaret dialed. She let the phone ring a dozen times before hanging up.

“Why doesn’t he have an answering machine?” she asked as she grabbed her shoes.

Elaine shrugged. “Maybe he just forgets to turn it on.”

“You can turn them off?” Margaret winked at Elaine. “I know you can turn them off, but I didn’t think anyone ever actually bothered.”

“Some older people do turn them off, especially if they have trouble getting to the phone. There’s nothing worse than struggling to get out of a chair and then walking halfway across the room to grab the phone, only to have the answering machine pick up just before you get there.”

“I think you can adjust how many times the phone rings before you answer.”

“Maybe, but people don’t always let the phone ring very many times before they give up.”

“Ready to go?”

Elaine made a face. “Are you certain you don’t want me to wait here?”

“I’m quite sure.”

They rode down to the third floor in silence.

“What will you do if you smell anything odd?” Elaine asked as the elevator doors slid open.

“Call Ted.”

Elaine nodded and then took a deep breath. “I’m sure everything is fine,” she muttered as Margaret stepped off the elevator.

Margaret walked to Ernie’s door and then knocked loudly. Without Ted’s company, she wanted to get the visit over with as quickly as possible. After counting to one hundred slowly, she knocked again. After another count to a hundred, she shrugged and walked back to the open elevator where Elaine was waiting.

“He’s not home,” Elaine said sadly. “We need to ring Sara.”

“Or we could call the police and you could file a missing person report.”

“I don’t know that he’s missing. Maybe he decided to move back to Wales.”

“Don’t you think he would have reached out to you to say goodbye?”

“Maybe, or maybe not.”

When they reached the top floor, they walked together back to Margaret’s apartment.

“We need to think of a good story,” Elaine said as Margaret opened the door. “You need to pretend to be one of Ernie’s former students.”

“I suppose I could do that, but that won’t explain how I got Sara’s number.”

“I’ll think while you bake brownies.”

It took only a few minutes for Margaret to prepare the brownies from the mix that she’d bought at the grocery store. She poured the batter into a pan and then slid the pan into the oven.

“Twenty-five minutes,” she told Elaine.

“What’s the most common surname in Wales?” Elaine asked.

Margaret shrugged. “I suppose we can find out easily enough.” She did a quick internet search. “Jones, followed by Davies, followed by Williams, at least according to this site,” she said.

“So you could say that you’re Margaret Jones and that you used to be a student of hers,” Elaine suggested.

“I wouldn’t be able to keep that lie up for very long. As soon as she asked me anything at all, I’d be lost.”

Elaine sighed. “I’m really getting worried about Ernie.”

“So call Sara yourself and ask her if she knows where he is. She’s going to be far more likely to answer your questions than she is to talk to a complete stranger, anyway.”

“You might be right about that.”

“Call her and invite her to lunch,” Margaret suggested. “You said yourself that you exchanged numbers so you could have lunch together one day.”

“What if she doesn’t want to have lunch with me? What if Ernie hates me and he’s told Sara to stay away from me?”

“Did you do something to make Ernie hate you?”

“I don’t think so, but what do I know?”

Margaret wasn’t sure if she wanted to laugh or cry. While she was trying to carefully choose her next words, Mona suddenly floated down from above her, seemingly sitting on a small pink cloud. The sight left Margaret momentarily speechless.

“That was interesting,” Mona said as she stepped carefully off the cloud. She waved a hand at it, but it didn’t move. “Go on, then, shoo,” she said, waving both hands. The cloud remained exactly where it was.

Margaret took a step closer to it. It moved several feet away, still hovering at about waist height.

“Ignore it,” Mona said. “It will get bored and float away eventually.”

Are you sure about that? Margaret wondered, suddenly picturing her apartment slowly filling up with clouds as Mona continued to use them to help her appear.

“It will be fine,” Mona said, her tone unconvincing.

“Is something wrong?” Elaine asked.

Margaret frowned, unable to recall what they’d been discussing.

“You were just going to tell her to stop being so silly and ring Sara,” Mona said. “And then you need to get the brownies out of the oven.”

“You need to call Sara,” Margaret said as she glanced at the timer. The brownies needed three more minutes. “And once you’ve done that, you can have a warm brownie with ice cream on top.”

Elaine took a deep breath and then nodded. “I can do this,” she muttered as she pulled out her cell phone. She scrolled through the screen and then tapped on it a few times. “I’ll just put it on speaker mode,” she said, putting the device on the counter in front of her.

The phone rang three times before it was answered.

“Hello?”

“Sara?” It’s Elaine, er, Elaine Coleman.”

“Elaine? My goodness, I was just thinking about you. We really need to have lunch together one day soon so we can get better acquainted.”

“That’s why I was ringing. I was hoping we could make some plans.”

“Of course we can. Let me check my diary.” Sara laughed. “I say that as if there’s anything in my diary. I don’t have a very exciting life, although I do have a few doctor visits coming up. Though that hardly counts as exciting.”

“I’ve only just registered with a surgery over here. I’ve a first appointment next week.”

“What about Saturday?” Sara asked. “I’m having lunch with some other retired teachers that I’ve met on the island tomorrow, and then I have to see my doctor on Thursday. The appointment is for eleven, but you know as well as I do that I could be seen at any time from eleven until midnight, or nearly. Oh, I know it isn’t that bad, but I’d hate to make lunch plans for Thursday, just in case. On Friday, I’m having lunch with my next-door neighbor and her daughter. I do my best to keep myself busy, you see.”

Elaine chuckled. “Whereas I do very little most days. I’m available on Saturday. Where do you want to meet and at what time?”

Sara named a small Douglas restaurant. “It’s one of my favorites. We could meet there around midday.”

“That sounds good. I might bring a friend, if you don’t mind.”

“I don’t mind at all.”

“Good. Margaret hasn’t been living on the island for long, so she hasn’t had a chance to meet many people.”

But she does have a job and a boyfriend and she might be busy on Saturday, Margaret thought.

“Are you busy on Saturday?” Mona asked.

Margaret sighed and then gave her head a small shake. With Ted in the middle of a murder investigation, it seemed unlikely that he’d want to do anything that weekend.

“Bring a friend, by all means,” Sara said.

“Thank you. But speaking of busy, Ernie must be busy at the moment. I haven’t seen him in days.”

“She’s trying to sound casual, but it isn’t working,” Mona said.

Margaret nodded, hoping that Sara couldn’t hear the worry in Elaine’s tone.

“Ernie? Do you usually see him every day?”

“Ah, er, that is, we often run into each other in the building or on the promenade. We both like to take long walks at different times of day. It isn’t as if I’m going out looking for him or anything.”

Sara laughed. “No, of course not. Maybe he’s feeling a bit under the weather. Now that you mention it, I haven’t spoken to him in a few days, either. I must make the effort to ring him before the end of the week.”

Elaine looked at Margaret. “What else?” she mouthed.

Margaret shrugged. The timer made both women jump. As Margaret got up to get the brownies out of the oven, Sara spoke again.

“Is that beeping on your end?” she asked.

“It’s a kitchen timer. Sorry.”

“No problem. I’ll let you go and get whatever you’re baking out of the cooker. I’ll see you on Saturday.”

A loud click let them all know that the call was over. Margaret put the tray of brownies on top of the oven.

“She doesn’t know he’s missing,” Elaine said as she dropped her phone into her purse.

“Maybe now that you’ve put the idea into her head, she’ll try calling Ernie,” Margaret said. “And maybe when he doesn’t answer, she’ll file a missing person report.”

“I really thought she’d know where he is,” Elaine said, blinking back tears.

“You can report him missing.”

“I’m going to think about it. Maybe we should try ringing Alex.”

“Go for it,” Margaret said. She got out two bowls and then walked to the refrigerator. “Vanilla or caramel?” she asked.

“Caramel ice cream? That sounds good.”

Margaret nodded. “I have caramel sauce to pour over the top, but that might be too much.”

Elaine laughed. “It might be just right.”

“Are you going to call Alex?”

“In for a penny, in for a pound,” Elaine muttered as she dug her phone back out of her purse.

While she was looking for his number, Margaret cut them each a generous brownie square. Then she added scoops of caramel ice cream on top. A large squeeze of caramel sauce finished the dessert. As she put Elaine’s bowl in front of her, Elaine tapped the call button on her phone. She put the phone into speaker mode again, so both women got to listen to Alex’s phone ringing and ringing.

“It looks as if he doesn’t have an answering machine, either,” Elaine said when she finally gave up.

“Maybe he and Ernie are somewhere together.”

“Maybe.”

Elaine took a big bite of brownie. “I don’t think we can do anything else tonight. We’ll do the same tomorrow night, won’t we?”

Margaret sighed. “I’m hoping to have dinner with Ted tomorrow.”

“But he’ll be busy with the murder investigation,” Elaine said. “I’ll be over around six. We can have dinner together before we try Ernie’s door again. Then we can ring Alex again, too.”

Margaret didn’t bother to argue. There was a very good chance that Elaine was right about Ted. Eating with Elaine, even if it did mean helping with the hunt for Ernie, was better than eating alone.

After they’d finished their desserts, Margaret loaded the dishwasher and then the pair sat and watched television together for an hour. Elaine was yawning every few minutes by the time the program finished.

“I’m not sleeping very well right now,” she explained. “I’m too worried about Ernie.”

“Go home and get some sleep,” Margaret told her. “We’ll both worry about Ernie tomorrow.”
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The next morning, though, Margaret was mostly worried about being late for work. Overnight, a large tree had fallen across the road that she used to get to the office. She sat in a long line of cars, waiting for the temporary traffic light to change in their favor. When it did, though, it seemed as if only a very few cars actually got through before the light changed again.

When she was finally parked in front of Park’s, she nearly ran from her car to the front door. She pulled hard, but the door didn’t open. Frowning, she looked around and realized that the parking lot was empty, aside from her car. Five minutes later, as Margaret paced in front of the door, another car pulled into the lot.

“You have a key,” Joney said in a teasing tone as she emerged from the car.

Margaret stared at her for a moment and then laughed. “You did tell me that one of the keys you gave me was for the front door. I never even thought about my keys, though.”

“I’m sorry I’m late,” Joney said as she unlocked the door. “It was almost impossible to get through Douglas this morning. I heard that a tree had come down on the route I usually take, so I went a different way. Unfortunately, so did everyone else on the island.”

“I don’t know about that. There were quite a few of us trying to get around that tree.”

Joney shrugged. “I’m going to guess that everyone else is still stuck in traffic somewhere. If you ever get here and I’m not here, you know you have a key. If you can’t find your key, you can always knock on the back door. Stan’s nearly always here first because he lives quite nearby.”

“I’ll do better next time.”

“It isn’t as if I’m worried about you not working hard enough,” Joney assured her. “I just don’t want you waiting outside in rain or gales. We get a lot of both.”

Margaret nodded. “Time to go and check on some of the things I left running overnight. I’ll see you later.”

“I’d suggest lunch again, but I’m getting my hair cut on my lunch hour today. We could go somewhere tomorrow, though.”

“I’d like that.”

Margaret stopped in her office to put her purse in a desk drawer. The message light on her phone was blinking. She had two new messages. The first was from a company that wanted to sell her double glazing, whatever that was. The second was a warning that her bank card details had been stolen and that she needed to call back immediately before the card could be used illegally. “Too bad I’ve never even heard of the bank you claim to be calling from,” she muttered as she deleted the message.

She waved at Stan, who was talking to a small group of men near one of the large machines as she walked back to her laboratory. Two hours later, as she started another set of tests, someone knocked on the lab’s door.

“Come in,” she called.

Stan stuck his head around the door. “Hey, how you are today?”

“I’m good. How are you?”

“I’m good, but I need a favor.”

“Sure, well, maybe sure,” Margaret said with a laugh. “I’ll help if I can.”

“I just need someone to come to lunch with me. I’m meeting some friends, and I’m afraid it’s going to be awkward. I was hoping you’d agree to come along. You might make things more awkward, but it will be in a better way, if that makes any sense.”

“Not really.”

Stan laughed. “Okay, I agree that I’m not making sense.” He glanced over his shoulder and then walked into the lab and shut the door behind himself. “I’m meeting Henry and Lorna Atkins for lunch,” he said in a low voice as he approached Margaret. “And I’m acting like Dan Ross has the building bugged or something. No one really cares who I’m meeting for lunch, even if the entire island is talking about Mark.”

Margaret frowned. “Can we back up a bit? You’re meeting Henry and Lorna Atkins for lunch?”

“Yeah. Henry rang me last night and asked if we could meet today. He and Lorna just want to talk to someone. They’re both feeling quite overwhelmed, really. I got the feeling that Henry rang a few people, and I was the only one who was home and answered.”

“You’ll know better next time.”

“Yeah, my wife always tells me not to answer the phone, but I hate listening to it ring. Anyway, Henry said they both just need to get out of the house and spend time with someone else. I suggested lunch because then I have an excuse to leave after an hour.” He sighed. “That sounds terrible, but I really don’t know what to say to them under the circumstances.”

“It’s kind of you to agree to meet with them.”

“It’s the least I could do. I feel almost guilty for not realizing that Mark was missing. I also feel as if I should have done more to persuade him to stay on the island. Or maybe I should have persuaded him to leave immediately. Maybe that would have saved his life.”

“Are you sure that bringing someone else along is a good idea?”

“I told Henry that I was probably going to invite a few others from the office to join us. I might have hinted that we all usually have lunch together and that everyone would be expecting an invitation.”

Margaret grinned. “And then you got here today and everyone else already had plans.”

Stan nodded. “Joney has a hair appointment, and Arthur and Rachel are meeting with a supplier. I would have invited you anyway, even if everyone else was available, but now you’re my only hope.”

“I’m happy to come along, but if we get halfway through the meal and you decide that it would be better if you were alone with your friends, just let me know.”

“We aren’t exactly friends, but I appreciate the thought. If I want you to leave, I’ll find a way to let you know.”

“What time are we meeting them?”

“Midday. We’re meeting at the same café where we ate yesterday. I hope that’s okay.”

“It’s fine. The food was good. Just grab me when you’re ready to leave. I’ll be measuring out tiny portions of chemicals and mixing them into other things.”

Stan laughed. “Your job sounds less interesting than mine.”

“I love what I do, though.”

An hour later, he knocked again.

“About ready?” he asked.

“Sure,” Margaret replied, putting down her notebook. “It’s the perfect time to get away, actually, but I do need to be back in ninety minutes or less.”

“That’s great. Just promise you’ll tell Henry that you need me to come with you.”

Margaret laughed. “I can do that.”

They chatted about nothing much as they walked to the café. When they got inside, Stan gestured toward a table in the corner.

“They’re sitting with their backs to the door,” he whispered. “That’s probably wise.”

It wasn’t until Stan was introducing her to the couple that Margaret got to take a good look at them.

Henry looked his age, with thinning white hair and thick glasses. He nodded at Margaret but didn’t say anything. Lorna was plump, with grey hair sitting in a lopsided bun on the top of her head. Her eyes were red-rimmed as she gave Margaret a small smile and nod.

“It’s nice to meet you both,” Margaret said as she and Stan sat down. “Stan insisted that it was fine that I join you for lunch today, but if you’d rather, I can go.”

Henry shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. We just don’t want to be alone together right now.”

“And I couldn’t leave our newest employee on her own for lunch today,” Stan said. “We want her to feel welcome to the company and to the island.”

“What brought you here?” Henry asked.

“She’s Mona’s kin,” Lorna said.

Henry glanced at her and then shrugged. “I suppose I knew that. Came to get yourself some of the inheritance, then?”

Margaret laughed. “Not at all. My sister and I came to visit our aunt, Fenella. She’s the one who inherited Mona’s fortune. While we were here, I realized that the island feels like home in a weird way, so I decided to stay.”

“You’re American,” Henry said.

“I am, but my father was born on the island. He was seventeen when the family moved to America. He used to tell my sister and me stories about the island all the time.”

“Can I get you all drinks?” the waiter asked.

After they’d ordered their drinks, Margaret picked up a menu. The others did the same. When Margaret put hers down, Lorna was sitting and staring straight ahead, tears streaming down her cheeks.

“Are you okay?” Margaret asked.

Lorna shook her head. “I’ll never be okay again,” she said.

“That’s enough of that,” Henry said gruffly.

Margaret swallowed several angry replies before she managed to utter a polite one. “Why don’t we freshen up?” she asked Lorna. “Stan, please order me the cottage pie. We’ll be right back.”

Lorna started to shake her head but then slowly got to her feet.

“What do you want to eat?” Henry demanded as she pushed her chair back into place.

“Nothing,” Lorna replied.

“You have to eat,” Henry said.

“Order something,” Margaret said. “Even if you only eat a few bites, it will help.”

Lorna shrugged. “Cottage pie is fine,” she said.

Margaret offered her an arm and then led the woman through the room to the restrooms in the corner. There were two stalls and a tiny area with a single sink behind the restroom door. As the door shut behind the two women, Lorna began to sob.

Margaret put her arms around her and just held her while she cried as if her heart was breaking. After a few minutes, she felt Lorna pull away.

“I’m sorry,” Lorna said, grabbing several paper towels and roughly wiping her face with them.

“Don’t be sorry. You’ve had a terrible shock.”

“Shock? I suppose that’s one word for it. My son’s body was found not far from the house where he grew up. All these years, I’ve been missing him and wishing he’d let us know where he was and how he was doing. I’ve been wondering if I had any other grandchildren out there and all the while, my son was dead. Shock is a good word for it, really. The worst, most awful, most horrible shock of my life.”

“I’m very sorry for your loss.”

“He doesn’t understand,” Lorna said, jerking her head toward the door.

“Henry?”

“He was fighting with Mark when Mark disappeared. He wanted Mark to do things his way, but Mark didn’t want to listen. He was eighteen and he thought he knew everything.”

“Didn’t we all at eighteen?”

Lorna shrugged. “I was engaged at eighteen and married not long after. I learned very quickly that I didn’t know a thing once I was married and had a baby or two to look after.”

“I was told that Mark wanted to go to London.”

“Yeah, he did. The problem was that was Henry’s dream too. But Henry had given up on his dream to do his duty. He was needed on the farm, and the farm always came first. That’s how Henry was raised and it’s how we raised our sons.”

“Tell me about your sons.”

Lorna smiled properly for the first time. “I love my boys, all three of them. Mike works for ShopFast. He’s head of human resources for the entire company. We’re very proud of him.”

Margaret nodded. It was obvious that Lorna was proud of him, anyway. “I’m sure you are,” she said.

“He and his wife, Irene, have a boy and a girl. Jake is ten and Brittney is eight. Irene stays home with the kids for now, but she’ll probably go back to work once Brittney gets a bit older.”

“How nice for them to have their mother at home.”

“It’s more and more unusual, but I think it’s best for kids. I never worked.”

“I’m hoping to have children one day. If I do, I suspect I’ll have to keep working, though.”

“The world is different now. In our day, we didn’t have children if we didn’t want to raise them ourselves.”

“Maybe my husband will stay home with our kids, assuming I get married and then have kids.”

Lorna shook her head. “I can’t imagine Henry trying to manage small children. He gets impatient with the grandchildren after an hour or two. It was better when we had the farm and he was out all day, working. Now he’s always at home, and he wants everything quiet all the time. Small children are never quiet.”

“What about your other son?”

“That’s Matt. He’s a high school teacher. His wife is a teacher, too, but she teaches primary school. They have a little boy called Ross. He goes to the same school where his mum teaches, so they get the same days off and whatnot. It seems to be working for them, anyway.”

“How old is Ross?”

“He’s six and he’s my favorite grandchild, but you mustn’t ever tell anyone I said that.”

Margaret grinned. “My lips are sealed.”

“Mark was always the most difficult of my sons, but he was my favorite, too. Not that I had favorites. Mothers don’t. We love all of our children equally, but that doesn’t mean that we don’t like some of them more than others.”

“I can understand that.”

“Mark was always in trouble with his father. He was a lot like his father, really, but Henry learned very young that he needed to keep his parents happy. Mark never cared very much about keeping us happy.”

“That must have been difficult for you.”

“It was what it was. I always found Mark the most interesting of the children. He did everything with excitement and enthusiasm. Spending time with him was always an adventure.”

“This must be very difficult for you.”

“It’s impossible, but I’ve no choice but to go on. I know that I’ll never forgive Henry for quarreling with Mark. It’s his fault that my dear son’s body was found only recently. Had Henry been just a bit less difficult, we would have known that Mark was missing. I can’t let myself believe that doing things differently would have saved my son’s life. I’ll never forgive Henry for many things, but if I thought that his treatment of Mark led to Mark’s death, I would have to leave him. In all of our years together, through many difficult times, I’ve never once considered leaving Henry.”

“You’ve been together for a long time.”

“Being his wife is all that I know. Oh, I’m also a mother and a grandmother, but my sons and their children don’t need me. Henry needs me, though he’d deny that with every breath in his body. He does, though, and I need him as well. Taking care of him is why I get up every morning. I’ve been taking care of him for decades.”

“And I’m sure you’re very good at it.”

Lorna took several deep breaths and then put her hand on Margaret’s arm. “I need to know what happened to Mark,” she said, her grip tightening with every word. “I need to know what happened to my baby, even if that means finding out that I could have saved him. I need to know.”

“The police are doing everything they can to work out what happened.”

“And you’re involved with the inspector who is in charge of the investigation. I’m sure he tells you things. What has he told you about the case so far?”

Margaret shook her head. “I’m afraid he hasn’t really discussed it with me. And right now, he’s so busy investigating that I haven’t even seen him in a few days. I get my news from the local paper and their website, the same as everyone else.”

Lorna frowned. “If you do hear anything, please ring me. Stan has my number. I’ve forgiven Henry for many things over the years, but I’ll never forgive him for driving Mark away.”

“I’m sure he didn’t mean to drive him away.”

“Oh, he knew exactly what he was doing. Mark was too independent for Henry. As I said earlier, they were very alike, but when Henry’s father told him in no uncertain terms that he wasn’t allowed to go anywhere, that he was going to take over the farm, Henry listened. When Henry tried that with Mark, Mark just rebelled even more.”

“I’m sure Henry was disappointed that none of your sons wanted to take over the farm.”

“He wanted them all to run the farm together. When the boys were children, Henry used to spend hours working out how he’d divide up the farm so that all three boys got an equal share. The plans changed constantly, though, as the boys got older and got interested in different things. At one point, Mike was going to get the grazing fields and the cattle. Mark was going to get the crop fields, and Matt was going to get the chickens. I kept telling Henry that it was too soon to worry about such things, but he didn’t listen to me.”

“Did your sons know about their father’s plans?”

“Oh, yes, of course, but then, when Mike got older, he started talking about wanting to go to uni. Henry looked into it and found a school where Mike could study agriculture, but once Mike got there, he decided to study business instead. Henry didn’t mind, because the farm is a business, of course. Mike was still in school when it was Mark’s turn to go.”

“And he didn’t want to go to uni?” Margaret made the effort to use the British term.

“He wanted to go to London and get a job. I don’t know what he thought he could get paid to do there, but he was confident that he’d have no trouble finding work. When Henry suggested that he’d end up sweeping floors in a factory somewhere, Mark said that even that was better than cleaning up after cows on a tiny island for the rest of his life. He told Henry that he hated the farm and the island and that he was going to go across and have a better life.”

“Which upset Henry.”

Lorna sighed. “Which upset Henry so much that Henry threw him out of the house. It wasn’t the first argument that they’d had about Mark’s future, but it was the last. Henry said that if London was so much better, that he had twenty-four hours to get out of the house and off the island. Mark just laughed and said that he was more than happy with that. Then he packed his bags and left. I never saw him again.”

Margaret was expecting more tears, but for now Lorna remained dry-eyed.

“I’ve told the police this story about a dozen times now,” Lorna continued. “I’ve gone quite numb inside, really. It’s odd things that suddenly make me cry. Do you know what set me off in the café just now?”

Margaret shook her head.

“They have liver and onions on the menu. Mark loved liver and onions, but Henry hates them. Mike and Matt hate them, too. I don’t mind them, but I’ve never cooked them. When he was a child, Mark used to order liver and onions whenever we went out for a meal. We didn’t go out very often, usually just for birthdays, but when we did, we all knew what Mark was going to order.”

“How did he know that he liked them if you never cooked them?” Margaret asked.

Lorna chuckled. “My mother loved them. She used to make the dish all the time. Mark spent a lot of time with my parents when I was pregnant with Matt. I’d lost a baby between them, so I was doing everything I could to be extra careful with the pregnancy. Mark was only a toddler, and he was already quite demanding, so he went and stayed with my parents for a few months. My mother fed Mark liver and onions at least once a week while he was there.”

Margaret made a face. “Liver is supposed to be good for you.”

“Yeah, Mark always said that when he ordered it. It used to upset Henry. He said the smell made him feel unwell.”

“You should have ordered them today.”

Lorna chuckled. “Henry and I are already barely speaking. He’d have probably left me here and driven back to Port Erin without me if I’d done that.”

“It sounds like you two could use a few days apart.”

“I could use a few days away from him, but he needs me. If I’m not there, he forgets to take his medications. He doesn’t know how to cook anything, either.”

“Maybe it’s time he learned.”

“Maybe it’s time we get back to the table. Our food is probably getting cold.”

Margaret nodded. “Are you okay?”

“Not even a little bit, but I do feel a bit better. Thank you for letting me talk about Mark. Henry won’t let anyone talk about him.”

“Perhaps he’s blaming himself for what happened.”

Lorna stared at her for a moment. “I never thought of that, but you could be right. I’m blaming him, though I never imagined that he’d see it that way. But maybe he does. Maybe he feels guilty. Maybe I need to be more understanding.”

“You’ve both had a huge loss. Everyone deals with loss differently.”

Lorna nodded. “You’ve given me a lot to think about. Thank you.”

They walked out of the restroom together to rejoin Henry and Stan. As soon as they sat down, the waiter rushed over with their food.

“We told him to keep everything warm until you got back,” Stan explained.

“Thank you,” Margaret said. She took a bite of her pie and smiled. “It’s delicious.”

Henry grunted over his steak and kidney pie.

“I’m always surprised by how good the food is here,” Margaret said after a few bites. “I don’t know what I was expecting, but I’ve been really impressed with everything I’ve tried.”

“Fresh ingredients make the difference,” Henry said. “They use Manx produce and meats here. It matters.”

“Our farm supplies this café,” Lorna added.

“Not ours anymore,” Henry said.

Lorna shrugged. “Was ours for a very long time.”

“Was mine for my whole life.”

“How’s retirement going for you?” Stan asked.

Henry shrugged. “Never should have sold.”

“No? Are you not enjoying your lazy days?” Stan asked, clearly trying to lighten the mood.

“Not lazy when the police won’t leave us alone.”

“Surely it isn’t that bad,” Stan said, giving Margaret a desperate look.

Henry shrugged. “Police, reporters, nosy neighbors, the phone won’t stop ringing.”

“I’m very sorry about your son,” Margaret said.

Henry stopped eating and looked up at her. He stared at her for what felt like a long time before he spoke again. “Thank you,” he said before swallowing hard.

“Does anyone want pudding?” the waiter asked as he began clearing away dirty dishes.

“I shouldn’t,” Lorna said.

“Why not?” Margaret asked. “I had a slice of their chocolate cake yesterday and it was delicious. I think I’ll get another.”

Lorna looked at Henry. “What do you think?”

“Whatever,” he grunted.

Lorna looked at Margaret. “I used to make the best chocolate cake. I made all of the cakes for all of the boys’ birthdays.”

“Yours is probably better, but theirs is ready to eat right now,” Margaret said.

Lorna chuckled. “Okay, I’m convinced.”

Stan ordered a slice of lemon tart. Henry didn’t want anything.

“If we hadn’t sold the farm, we still wouldn’t know what had happened to Mark,” Lorna said quietly.

Henry glanced at her. “We don’t know anything.”

“We know he’s dead,” she snapped.

He shrugged. “He was dead to me anyway.”

Lorna shook her head. “I kept hoping and praying that he’d come home one day. I was prepared to forgive him for everything. I just wanted my son back.”

“He could have come back. He would have come back, if he’d been able,” Henry said. “Someone stopped him.”

“And the police are working hard to determine who that someone was,” Stan said.

Henry shook his head. “Don’t matter. Won’t bring him back. Maybe we’re better off not knowing.”

“Of course we want to know,” Lorna said.

“You might want to know,” Henry told her. “I don’t know that I want to know.”

“You don’t want someone to get away with murder,” Stan said.

“I guess that depends on the circumstances,” Henry said.

“What does that mean?” Lorna demanded.

Henry frowned at her. “Think about it. The police have been asking all kinds of questions. They think I killed him. And if it wasn’t me, then maybe it was Mike or Matt. They probably even suspect you. If one of us did kill him, I don’t want to know. We’ve lost Mark. I don’t want to lose anyone else.”

Lorna looked shocked and then angry. “You’re talking rubbish,” she snapped. “You didn’t kill Mark, even if sending him away was what caused his death. And there’s no way one of our sons killed him, either. The police need to look at other people. They’ll never solve the murder if they think one of us killed him.”

The waiter seemed to have overheard part of the conversation. He very quickly dropped off the dessert plates and then rushed away without saying a word. Lorna picked up a fork and then pointed it at Margaret.

“You tell that boyfriend of yours what I said,” she demanded. “They need to find proper suspects. None of us killed my son.”

Margaret picked up her fork and took a bite of cake. She was planning to tell Ted everything that had been said over the entire hour, but she didn’t necessarily want to tell Lorna that.

“I assume you gave the police a list of names of possible suspects,” Stan said.

Henry shrugged. “They need to talk to Mark’s friends. We don’t know who he was spending his time with back then.”

“We knew Julia,” Lorna said darkly.

“She did the right thing in the end,” Henry said.

“Yeah, after she convinced Mark that London was where dreams come true, she decided to stay on the island to look after her mother,” Lorna said. “She broke Mark’s heart.”

“He didn’t really care about her that much,” Henry said.

“He loved her.”

Henry shrugged. “Whatever.” He looked at Stan. “We gave the police every name we could of everyone we thought knew Mark. We gave them your name.”

Stan nodded. “I had an interesting conversation with Ted Hart about Mark. I wanted to do everything I could to help the police work out what happened to him.”

“The cake is good,” Lorna said after a long silence. “Not as good as mine, but good.”

“I like it,” Margaret said.

“What time do you need to be back?” Stan asked her.

Margaret looked at her watch and sighed. “My results are going to finish processing in ten minutes. I really need to be there.”

“We need to go anyway,” Henry said, getting to his feet.

Lorna frowned and then quickly ate her last two bites of cake.

“It was nice meeting you both,” Margaret said.

“We need to pay,” Lorna said.

“Lunch is my treat,” Stan said. “You go.”

Henry nodded and then turned and walked out of the café. Lorna looked as if she wanted to argue, but after a moment she rushed after her husband. As they disappeared from sight, Stan sat back with a sigh.

“I’m so sorry,” he said.

Margaret shook her head. “It’s fine. Lorna just needed a few minutes away from Henry.”

“He didn’t say a single word while you were gone. No, that’s wrong. He ordered his lunch. That was it. I had to order for you and for Lorna. I tried starting a few conversations, but he just acted as if he hadn’t heard me.”

“Now I’m sorry.”

Stan laughed. “Lunch is on me today, because I never should have put you through that. You get back to the office before your results finish processing. I’ll be back as soon as I’ve paid the bill.”

Margaret opened her wallet and pulled out a twenty-pound note. “Take this toward the bill. It’s the least I can do,” she said, handing him the money. Then she got up and rushed out before he could stop her.
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When Margaret left the lab just after five, she was happy with the work she’d managed to complete that day. She waved at Stan, who was talking with another man and then headed for her office. No notes had been left on her desk today.

“You look happy,” Joney said as Margaret walked out into the lobby.

“I got some of the results I was expecting. That always makes me happy.”

Joney grinned. “Good for you.”

“Your hair looks wonderful.”

“Oh, thanks. It isn’t much of a change, but I decided to try going a little bit shorter. It will grow back if I decide I made a mistake.”

“I think it looks great, but I thought it looked great longer, too.”

Joney laughed. “That’s very diplomatic of you. Stan tells me that you had lunch with Henry and Lorna.”

Margaret nodded. “He didn’t want to be alone with them.”

“Do you know how I knew that you’d had lunch with them?”

“You just said that Stan told you,” Margaret replied, confused.

“I’m doing this all wrong,” Joney said with a sigh. “Stan did tell me that, but only because I asked him. I asked him because someone from the Isle of Man Times rang to ask why two of our employees were having lunch with two suspects in a murder investigation.”

Margaret sighed. “Dan Ross or Heather Bryant?”

“It was Heather. Do you know her?”

“Not well, but we’ve met.”

“Ah, of course, because you’ve been involved in murder investigations before. This is a first for me, not that I’m involved in any way. It was quite exciting, though, being questioned by a reporter about an active murder investigation.”

“What did you tell her?”

“Oh, I said ‘no comment’ over and over again. I felt like a politician caught taking money from some billionaire banker or something. Okay, that’s not true, but I felt a little bit important. Heather seemed to think that I was withholding information that the residents of the island have a right to know, which I found quite amusing. I can’t see why it matters to anyone who you and Stan had lunch with today.”

“Let’s hope she’s found someone else to harass about something. I really don’t want her looking for me.”

Joney nodded. “She was very persistent. I might have slipped and told her that I actually had no idea what you’d done for lunch because I’d been out having my hair cut. She didn’t seem the least bit interested in that information.”

Margaret laughed. “You’d better hope that no one at the hair salon ends up as a suspect in a murder investigation. If that happens, Heather will be quick to come and question you.”

“Oh, that would be awful. I’m not even properly involved in this investigation, and it’s already a bit overwhelming. I can’t imagine what it must be like being a suspect or even knowing a suspect.”

“It isn’t fun,” Margaret said flatly. “Luckily, this time I’m not a suspect, and today was the first time I ever met any of the suspects.”

“Were they very upset? Heather said that you and Lorna disappeared into the loo for half an hour.”

“I don’t think it was that long, but Lorna was, understandably, very upset. She’s just learned that her son died years ago. She’s mourning his death and also dealing with issues surrounding how he died.”

Joney opened her mouth and then shut it again. After shaking her head, she spoke again. “I’m going to let you go. Let’s go to lunch tomorrow. We can talk more about the case then.”

“Or we could talk about more pleasant things.”

Joney nodded. “Sorry. Just because I’m fascinated by the murder investigation doesn’t mean that everyone is. We can talk about anything you want.”

“I’ll see you tomorrow, then.”

Margaret walked outside and got into her car. She was still thinking about Heather as she pulled into the large parking garage under her apartment building. She rode the elevator to the top floor and then let herself into her apartment.

“How was lunch?” Mona asked.

Margaret jumped. “I didn’t see you there,” she said to Mona, who was sitting on one of the couches.

Mona shrugged. “I often come and sit here and watch the world go past. I rarely took the time to just sit when I was alive. I was always busy, going to parties and entertaining. Maxwell always wanted to be busy, and I always wanted to keep him happy.”

“But now you don’t have to worry about keeping him happy.”

Mona chuckled. “I’m still doing everything I can to keep him happy. He’s still here, too, not in this flat, but in the building. He prefers to pass his time in what used to be the ballroom. He still sees it as a ballroom, even though it’s now office space.”

“Can anyone else see him?”

“I don’t believe so. He hasn’t mentioned interacting with anyone, anyway. He sleeps a great deal. He doesn’t have as much energy as I have, but then, he never did. I keep expecting him to decide to go and join Bryan, but he hasn’t mentioned it yet.”

Margaret knew that Maxwell Martin and his business partner, Bryan Westerly, had been a couple and that Maxwell’s relationship with Mona had been an elaborate stage show to hide the fact that Maxwell was gay at a time when such a thing was not widely accepted. She also knew that Mona had been desperately in love with the man who’d treated her kindly but had never loved her in the way that she’d loved him.

“Presumably, he’s happy here,” Margaret said.

“He’s not unhappy. He loved this building, especially when it was a hotel. I sometimes think that he’s still here because he doesn’t want to leave the building, not because he doesn’t want to leave me.”

“Does it matter?”

Mona stared at her for a moment and then shrugged. “I suppose not. I’m very glad that he’s still here. If he ever decides to go, I’d probably go with him. Except then I’d have to spend the rest of eternity sharing him with Bryan again.”

“Maybe you’ll meet someone else. Is that possible?”

“Whether it’s possible or not, there will never be anyone else in my life. But we’ve wandered off topic. How was lunch?”

“Lunch? It was fine. The food was good.”

“Yes, dear, but what did Henry and Lorna have to say?”

Margaret frowned. “Did you arrange for me to have lunch with Henry and Lorna?”

“How could I possibly have done that?”

“I don’t know, but did you?”

Mona laughed. “You won’t believe me, whichever answer I give.”

Margaret frowned. Mona was right, but she still wanted her to answer the question.

“According to the message on your answering machine, Lorna was very upset.”

“Message on…” Margaret trailed off as she walked over to the telephone. According to the display, she had three new messages. She pressed ‘play.’

“Margaret, this is Dan Ross. I’d really like to talk to you about the investigation into the Mark Atkins murder. Please ring me back.”

She pressed delete as he was rattling off his phone number.

“Hey, it’s just me. Just wanted to say hi.” Margaret smiled when she heard Ted’s voice. “Ring me if you happen to come across any of my suspects.”

The smile faded as Margaret realized that she should have called Ted right after lunch. As she reached for the phone, the third message played.

“Margaret, it’s Heather, your friend at the Isle of Man Times. A little bird told me that you had lunch with Henry and Lorna Atkins today. I also heard that you and Lorna disappeared into the loo for half an hour or more. What did you two have to talk about for all that time? I’m certain you were a great comfort to a mother in mourning. And I’m certain you want her story to be covered carefully and authentically. Right now, Dan is busy planning his list of suspects, including the grieving mother. You’re the only person who can help get Lorna’s side of the story told properly. She doesn’t deserve to be a suspect in her own son’s murder. Or does she? Ring me back.”

Margaret made a face at the answering machine as she deleted the message. Then she called Ted.

“Hi, babe,” he said when he picked up. “What’s this I heard about you having lunch with Henry and Lorna?”

“This is a very small island,” Margaret said with a sigh.

Ted chuckled. “That can be a good thing when you’re investigating a murder.”

“But I’m not investigating anything. I just want to do my job and live my life.”

“Does that mean that you didn’t intentionally have lunch with them?”

“Stan invited me along. Apparently, Henry called Stan and wanted to see him. Stan suggested lunch and then invited me to come along because he was wary of having lunch with Henry and Lorna on his own.”

“I gather Lorna got a bit upset.”

“Yeah, she started to cry, so we went into the bathroom for a few minutes until she could pull herself together.”

“Tell me everything.”

Margaret did her best to remember the entire conversation. Mona appeared to be taking notes as Margaret talked. Of course, Ted was undoubtedly taking notes, too.

“And then I had to rush back to the office to start processing test results. I should have called you when I had a chance, but it was a busy afternoon,” she finally concluded.

“Your work is important, too, but next time see if you can find five minutes to at least let me know that you’ve talked to someone relevant to the case. I hate finding out from Heather Bryant that my girlfriend is talking to witnesses.”

“I’m sorry. I’ll do better next time, although I’m hoping there won’t be a next time.”

“It’s a small island. You never know who you’re going to meet.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“I was hoping we could have dinner together tonight, but I have a late meeting with the forensic pathologist who has been working on the case. According to the schedule, I still have the weekend off. That should mean I will only have to work a few hours each day.”

“Only a few hours on your days off? I think I prefer my job.”

“You know I love my job, even if the hours are crazy during a murder investigation.”

“I know. And I love you. I just wish there weren’t so many murder investigations.”

“That makes two of us.”

They chatted for another minute before Margaret could hear someone knocking on Ted’s door.

“And now I have a meeting,” he said. “Ring me tomorrow, just so I can hear your voice.”

“I will.”

“Love you.”

“Me too.”

She put the phone down and sighed. “There are billions of men on this planet. Why did I have to fall in love with that one?”

“At least he loves you back,” Mona said.

“Sorry. I shouldn’t complain. He’s a wonderful person, and I respect and admire how much he loves his job. I just wish it didn’t need to take up so much of his time. I’d be happier and the world would be a better place if no one ever got murdered again.”

Mona nodded. “But since Mark Atkins was murdered, we need to do everything we can to help Ted solve the case.”

“We don’t know that he was murdered.”

“Of course he was murdered. The body was hidden. That makes it obvious that it was murder.”

“Maybe he died in an accident and whoever was with him panicked and hid the body.”

Mona sighed. “He was murdered. The police might have difficulty proving that, though. That’s why we need to get the killer to confess.”

“First we have to find the killer.”

“Yes, of course. What did you think of Henry and Lorna?”

“As people or as possible murderers?”

“Both.”

“Henry barely spoke. I didn’t like the way he spoke to Lorna when he did speak, either. I suppose she’s probably used to him, but I thought he could have been a lot more sympathetic toward her.”

“How was she toward him?”

“Cool, maybe even cold, but she did say that she blames Henry for Mark’s death. She stopped short of actually accusing him of murdering Mark, though. She’s just angry with him for kicking Mark out and for not letting her try to keep in touch with him.”

“On a scale of one to ten, where ten is guilty and one is innocent, where would you put Henry and Lorna?”

“You go first,” Margaret said.

Mona frowned. “I wasn’t there when you spoke to them today.”

“You can still speculate.”

“I’d give Lorna a four and Henry an eight.”

Margaret thought for a minute. “I’m not far off. I’d give Lorna a two. I don’t think that she did it, but I’m not going to give her a one, either. There’s a remote chance that she was involved in some way.”

“She’d lie to protect her other children.”

“Absolutely.”

“And she’d lie to protect Henry.”

“Probably. Though she was pretty angry with him this afternoon.”

“She would still lie to protect him. What about Henry?”

“I’d give him a seven. He didn’t seem terribly upset that Mark was dead, but that’s a long way from actually killing his own son. I know he was angry that Mark wanted to move to London, but he’d already kicked Mark out of the house. He doesn’t seem to have had any reason to want to kill him.”

“Neither of them seems likely,” Mona said thoughtfully. “You need to talk to more of the suspects.”

“I’d rather not.”

Mona smiled. “It’s a small island. You’re going to find yourself tripping over suspects, no matter what you do.”

“You shouldn’t interfere in a police investigation.”

“My dear, what can I do? I’m not even here.”

As if on cue, a small cloud floated down from somewhere. Mona stepped onto it and then it slowly began to rise. It moved steadily at first, but then stopped suddenly before bouncing up and down a few times. Mona frowned. “It’s impossible to get good clouds,” she muttered as she snapped her fingers and vanished.

The small cloud shot straight up as if a weight had been lifted off it. When it hit the ceiling, it bounced back down, coming to rest on the floor next to Margaret.

“What happened to yesterday’s cloud?” she asked the new arrival. Mona had said that it would get bored and float away. Presumably, today’s cloud would eventually do the same. “I just hope no one else can see you,” she said as she got to her feet.

When she moved, the cloud slid backward, keeping a couple of inches between itself and Margaret. She was halfway to the kitchen when someone knocked on the door.

“I’m sorry I’m late,” Elaine said. “I was reading a book, and then I fell asleep. I woke up only a few minutes ago.”

“I’d forgotten you were coming over,” Margaret said honestly.

Elaine laughed. “They’re making you work too hard at that job of yours.”

“It is taking up a lot of mental energy. I’d been unemployed for too long. I need to get back into a proper routine.”

“You’ll get there.”

“Any news on Ernie?”

Elaine’s smile faded. “I’m not letting myself think about Ernie any longer. He’s clearly not interested in continuing our friendship, so I’m not going to waste my time worrying about him.”

“Does that mean you’ve seen him, and you know he’s safe, so you’re angry that he’s been avoiding you?”

“No, it means I haven’t seen him, but I also haven’t been looking – well, not much, anyway. I have better things to do with my time than sit around and wait for him to reappear, though.”

“Good?” Margaret made the word a question.

Elaine nodded emphatically. “It’s very good. Now, what are we going to do for dinner?”

Margaret sighed. “I could cook.”

“You don’t sound very excited about the idea.”

“I’m not excited about the idea. I’d rather not bother. Let’s go out somewhere.”

“How about the little Italian place just down the street? We can get garlic bread and spaghetti, and they have Italian gelato for pudding.”

“Perfect. Give me five minutes to feed Katie and get ready.”

Six minutes later they were strolling along the promenade on their way to the nearby restaurant.

“I am still a little bit worried,” Elaine admitted once they’d been shown to a table.

“I can understand that.”

“Maybe, after dinner, we could stop at Ernie’s flat on our way home.”

“I suppose we could do that.”

Elaine sighed. “And maybe we could try ringing Alex again, too. He might know where Ernie is.”

“Are you going to call him?”

“I’m not sure. We can talk about it later.”

“What would you like to talk about now, then?”

“Tell me about your job.”

Margaret grinned. “I can, but you’ll probably get bored very quickly.”

She told Elaine a little bit about what she did, and then Elaine talked briefly about her former career. They chatted about favorite television shows while they ate their meals, and then each had several scoops of gelato.

“Before we try Ernie’s flat, we should ring him,” Elaine said as the pair began the walk back toward their building.

Margaret nodded and pulled out her cell phone. As Elaine told her the number, she dialed. The phone rang twelve times before they got back to the building.

“He isn’t home,” Margaret said as she dropped her phone back into her purse.

“Clearly he’s found somewhere else he’d rather be,” Elaine said sadly.

“We can try his apartment if you want.”

“I’m so certain he won’t be there that I’ll come with you.”

The elevator took them to the third floor. Margaret knocked loudly on Ernie’s door while Elaine leaned close to it and sniffed.

“Are you trying to smell something?” Margaret asked.

Elaine shrugged. “It seems remotely possible that something awful happened to him. I just wondered if I would be able to smell anything unpleasant.”

“And can you?”

“No, not at all.”

Margaret knocked again and then shrugged. “He isn’t home.”

“So where is he?”

“Maybe you should ask Alex.”

“Maybe you could ring him. We can come up with a believable story. You try to think of something, and I’ll do the same.”

The pair were silent on the elevator ride to their floor. When they reached Margaret’s apartment, Elaine followed her inside.

“You could be ringing from a solicitor’s office to let Ernie know that he’s in line to inherit some money.”

“Except he isn’t, and even if he was, how would I have gotten Alex’s number?”

“You could tell him that Sara gave you his number.”

“Except then Alex will call Sara, who will deny any knowledge of the conversation.”

“But by that time we’ll already know whether Alex knows where Ernie is or not.”

“Maybe, or maybe he’ll be suspicious and refuse to answer any questions. I think the safest thing to do is for you to call Alex and just mention that you haven’t seen Ernie lately. You can say the same thing you did with Sara last night.”

“But I don’t want to have lunch with Alex.”

Margaret laughed. “You know what I mean. When is Ernie’s birthday?”

Elaine shrugged. “I have no idea.”

“So maybe call Alex to ask him that. It’s as good of an excuse as any. Tell him that one of your friends across is having a birthday and that got you wondering about Ernie’s. But that you don’t want Ernie to know that you know, because you want to surprise him in some way when his birthday comes around.”

“That isn’t bad,” she said grudgingly. “I’d still rather you rang him, though.”

“And said that I was calling to find out when Ernie’s birthday is so that my next-door neighbor can surprise him?”

Elaine laughed. “Okay, put that way, it does sound a bit odd.”

“It’s very odd. You call. I’ll put the kettle on. We can have tea and cookies once you’ve spoken to Alex.”

“He might not be home. He wasn’t home last night.”

“You won’t know until you try.”

Margaret went into the kitchen and put some water in the kettle. After she’d switched it on, she filled a small plate with chocolate-covered cookies and put the plate on the counter. Elaine moved over to sit at the counter. Then she put her cell phone in front of her.

“Wish me luck,” she said as she began dialing.

“Good luck.”

Elaine put the phone into speaker mode and they both listened to three rings before something clicked.

“Hello?”

“Ah, er, is that Alex?” Elaine asked.

“It is, yes, who’s calling, please?”

“It’s Elaine Coleman, Ernie’s friend from Promenade View apartments.”

“Ah, Elaine, hello. I was afraid you were from some charity, wanting a donation. I made one donation to a cancer charity a year ago, and now I get dozens of calls every week from them and from every other charity in the world, hoping for more.”

“I do think that most charities waste a lot of their money on begging people to give them more money,” Elaine said. “They would need a lot less money if they weren’t paying all of the people who spend their time ringing all and sundry.”

“Exactly, but you didn’t ring to talk about that, did you? What can I do for you?”

Elaine chuckled nervously. “I spent the afternoon at a birthday party for an old friend and that got me wondering about my new friends. Ernie has never mentioned his birthday. Do you know when it is?”

“Ah, that’s a good question. Let me think for a minute.”

The line went silent. Margaret and Elaine exchanged glances. Margaret looked at the clock. She watched as two and a half minutes ticked past.

Alex sighed. “I don’t think I do know when his birthday is, actually. I’m pretty certain it hasn’t happened since he moved to the island. I feel as if he would have said something if it had, but it could be tomorrow or it could be in six months. I simply don’t know.”

“Never mind, then. I’m having lunch with Sara on Saturday. I can ask her. She’s probably more likely to know. I just didn’t want to bother her tonight. We spoke just last night to make our lunch plans.”

“She’s babbling,” Mona’s voice said. “Make her stop.”

Margaret put her hand on Elaine’s arm. She looked at Margaret and then pressed her lips together.

“It’s no problem,” Alex said. “But now I have a question for you.”

“What is it?”

“When did you last see Ernie? I hope you don’t mind the question. The thing is, we usually see each other on Tuesday nights. I’m in a darts league at a local pub. We play every Tuesday, and Ernie often stops in for a pint while I’m there. He didn’t turn up last night, which surprised me.”

“Ah, I haven’t seen him since Friday. I usually bump into him every other day or so, but I haven’t seen him lately. I just assumed he was busy.”

“That’s probably it. He’s probably just busy.”

“If you’re really worried, you should ring the police and file a missing person report.”

After a short silence, Alex laughed. “We didn’t have plans to see one another or anything. If he doesn’t turn up next week, I’ll try ringing him.”

“Next week?”

“Or maybe I’ll try ringing him over the weekend. We were talking about getting lunch one day soon. Maybe I’ll see when he’s available.”

“I am getting a bit worried about him,” Elaine admitted.

“Have you tried ringing him?”

“He’s never given me his number.”

“I can give you his number.” Alex recited the same number that Elaine already had. “I’m certain he’d be flattered to think that you’re worrying about him.”

“It’s just that we used to see each other almost every day and now I haven’t seen him since Friday.”

“Maybe you should file a missing person report.”

“He’s probably just busy.”

“If I see him, I’ll tell him that you’re concerned.”

“You don’t need to do that.”

“He’ll be pleased to know that his friends care. And now that we’ve had this conversation, I’m going to ring him myself. I’m sure he’s fine, but I’d rather hear that directly from him.”

“I didn’t mean to worry you.”

“Let’s just hope it’s an unnecessary worry. I’ll probably ring Sara, too. She can join us on the unnecessary worry bus.”

Elaine chuckled. “Let me know when you speak to Ernie.”

“I will. You do the same.”

As Elaine tapped on her phone to end the call, she wiped away a tear.

“He’s fine,” Margaret said.

“I really thought Alex would know where he is,” she said before taking a deep breath and grabbing a cookie.

“He seemed to think that filing a missing person report might be a good idea.”

“Yeah, except he doesn’t want to be the one filing it. Maybe he knows where Ernie is and was just pretending not to know because Ernie is hiding from me.”

“Stop that right now. Ernie doesn’t have any reason to hide from you.”

“She was rather stalking the man,” Mona’s voice floated through the air again.

Elaine finished her cup of tea and then took another cookie. “I need to stop thinking about Ernie. I’m going to stop worrying until he’s been gone for a week. Then I’ll start to worry again.”

“That sounds like a plan, although I’d still suggest that reporting him missing has merit.”

“What’s on telly tonight?”

Margaret laughed at the blatant change of subject. Then she switched on the television, and they worked their way through the channels together until they found an old movie to watch.

“I love a good happy ending,” Elaine said an hour later.

“I can’t imagine they’re going to stay happy for long,” Margaret replied. “There were all sorts of problems with their relationship.”

“Let’s not go there. I want to imagine them living happily ever after.”

“I’d much rather imagine the leading man turning up on my doorstep, suddenly single,” Margaret said with a laugh.

“But you have Ted.”

“I do have Ted, and he’s at least as handsome as that actor.”

“He is very attractive. If I were twenty years younger, you’d have a fight on your hands.”

“But you’re just the right age for the actor who played the lead in that movie. I wonder where he is today.” A quick internet search revealed that he’d given up acting and moved to Minnesota. “Apparently, he and his wife have been married for thirty years and they have six children together,” she told Elaine.

Elaine sighed. “I guess I can cross him off my list of potential husbands, then.”

They both laughed and then talked for a while about what they were each looking for in a potential partner.

“I never wanted to get married,” Elaine said. “I loved my job, and I loved my independence. Now that I’m retired, though, I’ve been thinking that it might be nice to have someone around the house, at least some of the time.”

“I think husbands tend to be around all of the time.”

“With the right man, that might work.”

Margaret nodded and then yawned. “I need some sleep.”

“I’m wide awake, but that’s probably because I slept for several hours this afternoon. If I had a husband, he would have kept me awake. I’m not certain if that’s a good thing or a bad thing.”

“There’s a lot to be said for sleeping alone. My ex-boyfriend suffered from insomnia. He kept me awake when he couldn’t sleep.”

“I’m surprised you put up with that.”

“I thought I loved him. No, that’s wrong. I did love him. We were very happy for a while, and then slightly less happy, but still happy enough for a while longer. Then we were unhappy, but neither of us would admit it.” She yawned again as she finished speaking.

“I guess that’s my cue to leave,” Elaine said, getting to her feet. “Thanks for joining me for dinner and for helping with the hunt for Ernie. I’m going to stop thinking about him for a day or two now, but if he isn’t back by the weekend, I’ll give some serious thought to filing a missing person report.”

Margaret walked her to the door and gave her a hug. “It’s going to be okay,” she said.

“I’m sure it will be,” Elaine replied. She didn’t sound convinced. “You’ll come with me to lunch on Saturday, won’t you?”

“Are you sure you want me along?”

“Yeah, especially if Ernie hasn’t turned up.”

“I can join you and Sara for lunch.”

“Thanks. I’ll see you Saturday.”

After watching Elaine walk the short distance to her door and then go inside, Margaret shut the door and locked it.

“Bedtime,” she told Katie, who was fast asleep in front of the windows. Margaret switched off the lights in the kitchen and living room and then headed to bed.
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“Enjoy your day,” Mona said as she appeared in the kitchen the next morning while Margaret ate her breakfast.

“Thank you. Can you please do something about that cloud that you left behind last night?” Margaret replied.

Mona looked surprised. “Is it still here? It should have dissipated by now.”

“It was still here when I came in to get my breakfast.”

Sighing, Mona silently glided through the kitchen and into the living room. “I’m afraid I can’t do much right now,” she said a moment later.

Margaret swallowed the last of her cereal and then walked over to take a look. “Is that safe?” she asked as she stared at the cloud. Katie was curled up on top of it, calmly grooming herself.

Mona shrugged. “It seems stable enough.”

“I don’t need this right now. I need to go to work.”

“Yes, as I said, enjoy your day.”

This time something in Mona’s tone made Margaret frown. “What are you planning?”

“I’m not planning anything.”

“What have you already planned, then? What’s going to happen at work today? Are you going to make sure I bump into more suspects?”

“Where did you have lunch yesterday?”

Margaret opened her mouth to reply and then snapped it shut again. Then she shook her head.

Mona chuckled. “It doesn’t matter. I’ll see you later.”

She vanished in a puff of smoke. Margaret glared at it as it slowly disappeared. The small cloud was still hovering just inches above the ground. Katie appeared to have fallen asleep still on top of it. As Margaret reached down to try to touch it, the cloud slowly slid away from her. Not wanting to upset Katie, she gave up and went back to her room to finish getting ready for work.

“I live with a ghost who seems to be able to create solid clouds. Things are just weird here,” she muttered as she brushed her hair. “Living with a ghost is weird. Clouds in my living room are weird. Cats sleeping on clouds is weird. My entire life is just weird.”

Joney was at her desk when Margaret arrived at work a short while later.

“Where do you want to go for lunch today?” Joney asked after they’d greeted one another.

“You choose and surprise me,” Margaret said, hoping that would be enough to stop Mona.

“I can do that,” Joney said. “Maybe we’ll go somewhere completely different. Will you need to be back at a certain time?”

“Not today. I’ve run tests over two days. Today I get to write reports to go with them.”

“That doesn’t sound at all fun.”

Margaret laughed. “I don’t mind writing reports. It comes with the job.”

“We’ll leave around midday. I’ll be here whenever you’re ready.”

“Perfect.”

In her office, Margaret switched on her computer and then waited for it to come to life. Once it was ready, she started to work, transcribing her notes into a report that Arthur would be able to understand. By midday, she was ready for a break.

“I’ll drive,” Joney said. “Then you’ll really be surprised when we get where we’re going.”

Margaret settled into the passenger seat of Joney’s car, smiling to herself as Joney started to drive away from Park’s. There is no way Mona is going to be able to send any of the suspects my way today, she thought as Joney headed south.

“Have you ever been here?” Joney asked a short while later as she pulled the car into the parking lot for a small restaurant.

“I didn’t even know this was here, and I probably won’t ever be able to find it again, anyway.”

Joney laughed. “I like it because it’s out of the way. It never gets very busy, but the food is excellent, and it must get enough customers to at least stay in business.”

“I’m intrigued.”

They got out of the car and walked into the building. The man behind the desk in the small foyer greeted Joney like an old friend.

“Joney, hello,” he said after hugging her tightly. “How are you today? You haven’t been in lately. I was starting to worry about you.”

“Arthur has been making me work too hard,” she said with a laugh. “But I wanted to introduce our newest member of the team to some of the best food on the island.”

“You came to the right place.”

“Margaret, this is Hugo. He took over the restaurant from his father decades ago. His father was also called Hugo.”

“And so is my son,” Hugo added. “And he’s away at university right now learning how to manage a restaurant. One day, this will all be his.”

“What about your daughter?”

“Ah, she is not named Hugo,” he said with a laugh. “And she’s not interested in the restaurant business. My son has been working here since he was old enough to fill water glasses. My daughter prefers to play with computers and all things electrical. She’s studying electrical engineering at university and plans to stay in the UK after she finishes.”

“You must be very proud of her,” Joney said.

Hugo nodded. “She’s much smarter than I am. She’s smarter than her brother, too, but don’t tell anyone I said that.”

They all laughed.

“But for today, table for two?” Hugo asked.

“Yes, please.”

He led them to a small table for four in the corner of the dining room. There were only a dozen or so tables scattered around the space. Aside from a party of four near the door, the room was empty.

“Are you sure you don’t want to give us a table for two?” Joney asked Hugo as he pulled out a chair for her.

He shrugged. “We won’t get much busier, and you’ll appreciate the extra room.”

“If you get a sudden rush of customers, you can sit another party of two with us,” Joney said with a wink.

Hugo laughed. “You’ll be shocked if I take you up on that.”

“We’re friendly people. We won’t mind in the slightest,” Joney told him.

He handed them each a menu. “Jack will tell you the specials when he comes to take your drink order.”

Margaret watched him walk away and then picked up her menu. “What’s good?” she asked.

“Absolutely everything.”

Joney named a few of her favorites from the menu, all of which sounded good to Margaret. They were still discussing their options when the door opened and a party of four walked into the room. Hugo escorted them to a table on the opposite side of the room. He wasn’t even back to his desk before another party of four arrived. Margaret and Joney watched as the room steadily filled with customers.

“We still haven’t seen a waiter,” Margaret whispered as the four people took seats around the last empty table. The two chairs at their table were now the only empty seats in the restaurant.

“There’s Jack now,” Joney said, nodding toward a man who’d just walked out of the door in the back of the room.

He was standing by the door, looking around with a stunned expression on his face.

Hugo walked over and said something to him. They had a whispered conversation before Jack turned and walked to the nearest table. Hugo headed back toward the door as it opened yet again.

“We might be about to get company,” Joney said as two men walked into the restaurant.

They had a short conversation with Hugo, who glanced over at Joney and Margaret a few times while they were speaking.

“I’m going to go and tell Hugo to let them sit with us,” Joney said after a moment. “Otherwise, I’m going to spend all of lunch feeling guilty about those two empty seats.”

Margaret nodded. “I think that’s the best thing to do.”

Joney was back a minute later, being trailed by Hugo and the two men.

“Are you quite certain you don’t mind having lunch with strangers?” Hugo asked.

“It’s perfectly fine,” Margaret told him.

“It’s a small island. We probably know someone who knows them, anyway,” Joney added.

Both men smiled as they sat down at the table. Hugo handed them menus and then walked back to the foyer.

“Thank you,” the man who appeared to be the older of the two said.

The two looked so much alike that Margaret assumed they were brothers or cousins. The older of the two was probably around forty.

“Yes, thank you,” the other man replied. “We’re both starving. The idea of waiting half an hour for a table wasn’t a pleasant one.”

“When we arrived, there wasn’t anyone here,” Joney said. “Please don’t think that we asked for a table for four.”

The older man chuckled. “We eat here at least twice a month. I’ve never seen the room at capacity before today.”

“Sorry to have kept you waiting,” Jack said. “We’re unexpectedly busy today. Let me tell you about our specials.”

He ran down a list of meals, all of which sounded delicious. When he was finished, he took their drink order and then moved on to the next table.

“I told Hugo that I probably know someone who knows you, but I know who you are,” Joney said.

The younger man sighed. “Because the entire island is talking about us.”

Joney nodded. “I’m sure it’s very difficult for you.”

“It is, yes,” the older man said.

“I don’t know who you are,” Margaret said.

Both men chuckled.

“But we know who you are,” the older man said. “You’re Margaret Woods, Fenella’s niece. And Fenella inherited Mona Kelly’s fortune.”

Margaret sighed. “Aunt Fenella warned me that everyone on the island would know who I was, but I didn’t believe her.”

The younger man waved a hand. “People will talk about you for a month or two, and then something else will happen and they’ll forget you even exist. People are nosy, but they have short attention spans.”

“They’ll stop talking about you soon enough, too,” Joney said.

“They’ll stop talking about us when the killer is behind bars,” the older man said.

Margaret frowned. It seemed as if Mona had done the impossible. “Killer?” she repeated.

“I’m sorry. I should have introduced you,” Joney said. “And myself,” she added. “Mike and Matt Atkins, meet Margaret Woods. And I’m Joney Caine. Mike and Matt were Mark’s brothers.”

“I’m sorry for your loss,” Margaret said.

“Thank you,” Mike replied. “In some ways it feels as if we lost Mark a long time ago, but in other ways the loss is fresh and sharp and horrible.”

“And he didn’t even like Mark,” Matt said.

Mike frowned. “You know that isn’t true.”

Matt shrugged. “They never got along very well. I was the only one in the family who got along well with Mark.”

“I had lunch with your parents yesterday,” Margaret said.

Both brothers looked surprised.

“How did that happen?” Matt asked.

“They were having lunch with Stan Mortimer, and he invited me along. We work together,” Margaret explained.

“How was my mum?” Matt asked.

“Upset,” Margaret replied. “I can’t imagine what she’s going through.”

“She’s feeling guilty,” Mike said.

“Guilty?” Joney repeated.

“She never should have let Dad kick Mark out,” Mike replied. “And when he did, she should have tried to stay in touch with him no matter what Dad thought.”

“She’s never stood up to him,” Matt said. “She was raised that wives did as they were told. Dad did a lot of things that upset Mum over the years.”

“Maybe she’ll start standing up to him now,” Mike said.

Matt shook his head. “She’ll leave him before she’ll argue with him. I wouldn’t really be surprised if she did leave him, actually. Though I’m not sure Dad would let her go.”

“I can’t see how he could stop her,” Joney said.

Matt looked at her and then shrugged. “There are always ways.”

“You’re making it sound as if you think Dad will kill her if she goes,” Mike snapped.

“Are you ready to order?” Jack asked.

Margaret frowned. She’d completely forgotten what she’d planned to order. As Joney ordered one of the specials, Margaret read back through the menu and picked something almost at random. The two men both ordered the same thing. As Jack walked away, Matt grinned at Margaret.

“I’m not trying to suggest that my dad would kill my mother if she wanted to leave him,” he said. “You met my dad yesterday. Did he seem like a killer?”

“Some of the most unlikely people have killed under the wrong circumstances,” Margaret replied.

Mike nodded. “Someone killed Mark, which simply doesn’t seem possible. What possible reason would anyone have had for killing Mark? He was just a very ordinary man.”

“Dad didn’t do it,” Matt said firmly. “He was angry with Mark, but he also fully expected to be proven right. He was looking forward to the day that Mark came back and begged for forgiveness.”

“And now you’re making Dad sound like a horrible person,” Mike said.

“Surely that’s better than suggesting he would murder someone,” Matt replied.

“What do you think happened to Mark?” Joney asked.

The two men exchanged glances.

“Maybe he was just in the wrong place at the wrong time,” Mike said after a minute.

“Yeah, maybe he was sleeping in the barn, and someone tried to break in or something,” Matt said.

“So you don’t think he ever left the island,” Joney said.

Mike shrugged. “I suppose it’s possible that he left and then came back later, but I can’t imagine why he’d do that. He was so desperate to get to London, I can’t see him ever leaving if he actually got there.”

“Unless he discovered that your father was right and he’d decided to move back,” Margaret said.

“From what we’ve been told, he died not long after the last time we saw him,” Matt said. “He’d broken his finger a few days before he disappeared, and the bone hadn’t fully healed.”

“I can’t see Mark giving up on his dream that quickly,” Mike said.

“No doubt the police are trying to trace his movements,” Joney said.

“Yeah, but we’re talking about twenty years ago. I doubt they’ll find much,” Matt said.

“I hope they find enough to be able to work out what happened to him,” Joney said.

“I hope that they’re talking to Julia,” Mike muttered.

Before anyone could reply, the waiter delivered their lunches. Everything looked and smelled delicious. Margaret picked up her fork in happy anticipation.

“We don’t need to talk about Julia,” Matt said.

Mike laughed. “I can’t believe you’re still in love with her.”

Matt flushed. “I’m not still in love with her because I was never in love with her. But she’s a good person, and I don’t want you implying that she had anything to do with what happened to Mark.”

“He had a crush on her when she was seeing Mark,” Mike told Margaret and Joney. “He’s still blind to her faults.”

“You don’t honestly think she killed Mark, do you?” Matt demanded.

Mike shrugged. “I didn’t say that. I just said that I hope the police are talking to her. If anyone knows what happened to Mark after Dad threw him out, it’s Julia.”

“And I’ve no doubt she’s told the police everything she knows,” Matt said.

“What I want to know is why she never reported him missing,” Mike said. “According to Mark, they were madly in love and planning a future together. Then he disappeared and she took up with Dull Donald.”

Matt laughed. “He is exactly that.”

“He must be okay in bed, though. They have five kids,” Mike said.

“Julia always wanted a big family. Mark said that was the only thing they didn’t agree on. He didn’t know if he even wanted kids, but she wanted lots of them,” Matt said.

“And now she has them,” Joney said. “Maybe she and Mark ended things over the issue.”

“Maybe. Or maybe they split up when Mark got kicked out of the house and she realized that he wasn’t going to inherit the farm,” Mike said.

Matt frowned. “Why are you being so horrible about Julia? I thought you liked her when she and Mark were together.”

Mike shrugged. “I liked her as much as any of the girls he brought home, but that doesn’t mean that I’m not suspicious of her now that we know Mark was murdered.”

“There are plenty of other suspects,” Matt said.

“Name one,” Mike shot back.

“Ben McCoy,” Matt replied.

Mike stared at him for a moment and then shrugged. “I suppose he’s a possibility. He hated all three of us back in the day.”

“Who’s Ben McCoy?” Margaret asked. She vaguely remembered Ted mentioning the man’s name, but she couldn’t remember anything about him.

“He was one of Dad’s farmhands,” Matt replied. “He’s old now, but twenty years ago he was fit and strong. And Mike is right, he did hate all three of us.”

“Hate is a strong word,” Joney said.

“But it’s fitting in this case,” Mike told her. “And it’s probably fair. Ben started working on the farm when he was in his teens. Dad and Mum hadn’t even met yet. Ben watched all three of us grow up, and he thought Dad should have made us work in the fields as soon as we could walk.”

Matt nodded. “I remember talking to him one day. I must have been around ten. I was telling him that I wanted to be a teacher. He got really angry and told me that I had no business thinking about what I wanted to be when I grew up. He said that I’d been born into a fine farming family and that it was my responsibility to take over the farm with my brothers.”

“He sounds worse than your father,” Margaret said.

“He was worse than Dad. Dad had been forced to stay on the island and take over the farm. I’m pretty certain he still regrets it, even after all these years. He told all three of us that we could do whatever we wanted with our lives, as long as we had purpose,” Mike said.

“And that’s where Mark went wrong,” Matt added. “He just wanted to get away. He didn’t have a plan. Dad was never going to agree to that.”

“So you’re suggesting that Ben killed Mark because he was angry that Mark was leaving the island?” Joney asked.

Matt shrugged. “It’s a possibility. He’s more likely than Julia.”

“In some people’s opinion,” Mike said.

“What about pudding?” Jack asked as he began to clear away their empty plates.

“Oh, yes, please,” Joney said.

Mike and Matt exchanged glances.

“Rosie has me on a diet,” Matt said. “I don’t get anything but fruit at home.”

Mike laughed. “Irene tried that, but she gave up when I lost ten pounds in a month. She only lost three in the same month, and she knew that I was cheating, too.”

“I’ll bring you pudding menus,” Jack said.

“Ben hated all of us, but I can’t see him killing Mark,” Mike said as Jack walked away.

“What about Scott, then?” Matt asked.

Mike frowned. “Scott is okay.”

“Yeah, but he didn’t get along with Mark.”

“Scott?” Joney said questioningly.

“Scott Quilliam. He was Dad’s other farmhand. He started working for Dad when I was about ten,” Mike said.

“And he wasn’t all that much older than Mike,” Matt said. “I mean, he seemed a lot older, but I think he’s only twelve or thirteen years older. He was in his early twenties when Dad hired him.”

“And he didn’t get along with Mark?” Joney asked.

Mike shrugged. “Mark liked to cause trouble. He used to play stupid pranks and once he’d discovered that such things upset Scott, Scott became his favorite target.”

“Which was okay with me, because before that I’d been Mark’s favorite target,” Matt said.

Mike nodded. “But you still loved him dearly.”

“He was my big brother. I thought he was pretty close to perfect, even if he did set my bed on fire,” Matt said.

“He set your bed on fire?” Margaret asked.

“Here we are,” Jack said, passing out dessert menus.

Margaret read through the list and then sighed. “I was going to say no, but I can’t resist a chocolate cake with a melting center.”

“That does sound good,” Joney said.

The brothers looked at each other and then spoke in unison.

“Victoria sponge.”

“Is that a family favorite?” Margaret asked.

Matt laughed. “It’s a family not favorite. Mum is a good cook, but she’s never been great at baking. She used to make us cakes, but just simple ones. Her mother, though, used to make Victoria sponge cakes whenever we went to visit her.”

“I remember begging Mum for a Victoria sponge one year for my birthday. She just shook her head and said they were too much fuss and bother,” Mike said. “It’s something of a family joke, really. My mother simply does not make Victoria sponge.”

“Rosie does. That was one of the first things I asked her when we met. We were talking about puddings, and I said I loved Victoria sponge. She told me that she’d make me one if we were together for an entire year,” Matt said.

“And did she?” Joney asked.

“She did. And after I tried a piece, I proposed.”

Everyone laughed. Jack came back to take their order. As he walked away with the stack of pudding menus, Margaret looked at Matt.

“Mark set your bed on fire?”

He grinned. “Yeah, but it was an accident.”

“I would hope so,” Margaret said.

“He thought it would be funny to hide a lit candle in my bed,” Matt explained. “He propped up the sheet and lit the candle so that when you walked into the room there was a weird glow coming from under the covers. It probably would have been really funny if it had worked properly.”

“But it didn’t,” Mike said. “A lot of Mark’s pranks went wrong.”

“What happened?” Joney asked.

“The sheet didn’t stay propped up. It slipped down and, when it touched the flame, it caught on fire. It didn’t take long for the entire bed to go up in flames. Luckily, Matt walked in before the fire had time to spread to the floor or the walls.”

“And Mark played those sorts of pranks a lot?” Margaret asked.

“Maybe not a lot,” Matt said. “He was more careful after the fire, but some of the things he did really annoyed Scott.”

Margaret frowned. “Like what?”

“Just stupid little things, like resetting the blades on the mower so that Scott would mow a few rows without actually cutting anything. Once he loosened one of the tires on the tractor so that when Scott started driving it across a field, the tire fell off. He poked a hole in one of the milking buckets and then filled it in with a sugar cube. When Scott was milking the next day, the milk in the bucket dissolved the sugar cube and all of the milk leaked out of the bucket. Little things like that.”

“I don’t blame Scott for getting annoyed. He was trying to do a job,” Joney said.

Mike nodded. “Dad used to get really angry with Mark, but Mark didn’t care how much he was punished. He always told Dad that he was only doing what he had to do to survive life in the most boring place on the planet.”

“It’s a big step from angry to murderous,” Joney said.

“Maybe they just had a bit of a row,” Mike said. “Maybe Mark came storming out of the house, angry at the world, and ran straight into Scott.”

“I can see them arguing,” Matt said. “And I can see Scott punching him hard if he thought that Dad wouldn’t get rid of him over it.”

“And if Dad had kicked Mark out, Scott probably thought he’d be okay,” Mike said.

“Are you suggesting that they argued, and Scott punched him, and that blow killed him?” Joney asked.

Mike shrugged. “It’s possible. Maybe he just knocked Mark down, but then Mark hit his head on something. I can see Scott panicking and then burying the body.”

“I’d say the same for Ben,” Matt said. “If either of them accidentally killed Mark, I can see him digging a hole and dropping the body in it.”

“So you think one of them killed Mark,” Joney said.

They looked at each other.

Mike shrugged. “That’s preferable to thinking that my father did it.”

“Dad didn’t kill anyone,” Matt said. “And neither did Mike or I.”

“Here we are.” The waiter put dessert plates in front of each of them.

“Delicious,” Margaret said after her first bite. “I think warm chocolate has to be the most wonderful flavor in the world.”

“Warm chocolate and ice-cold margaritas, but not together,” Joney said.

“Of course, if you ask me, Julia is a suspect,” Mike said.

Matt sighed. “We don’t need to go back there.”

“If she did kill him, why would she hide the body on the farm?” Joney asked.

“It was a good hiding place,” Mike said. “If Dad hadn’t sold the farm, the body would never have been found.”

“I can’t see Julia digging a hole and dropping Mark in it,” Matt said.

“Maybe she had help. Maybe she killed him and then rang up Dull Donald to come and help her get rid of the body,” Mike said.

“That would explain why she married him, anyway,” Matt said with a laugh.

“Surely Mark had friends on the island,” Joney said. “Hopefully one of them knows what happened to him after your father kicked him out of the house.”

Mike shrugged. “Most of his friends were across, at university. That’s where I was.”

“I was at home the night they had their last fight,” Matt said. “Dad told Mark that he had to leave. Mark just laughed and went and packed a bag. He told me that I shouldn’t worry about him, and that he’d get in touch one day when he’d done something wonderful with his life and wanted to prove Dad wrong. I never should have let him go.”

“You were a fifteen-year-old boy. There was nothing you could have done to stop him,” Mike said gently. “And don’t think for one minute that I don’t feel guilty about what happened, too. I was older. I should have tried to talk to Dad. I should have tried to talk to Mark, for that matter.”

“The only person who should feel guilty is the person who killed your brother,” Joney said.

Both men nodded.

“And it might have been an accident, one that would have happened whether he was leaving the island or not,” Joney added.

“I hope it was an accident,” Matt said. “As terrible as that would be, an accident is still better than thinking that someone deliberately murdered our brother.”

Mike nodded. “I could forgive someone for panicking and hiding the body after an accident. At least, I think I could. It’s tough, because it’s been a long twenty years of not knowing what had happened to Mark. I’d give anything to turn the clock back and save him.”

“We both would,” Matt said sadly.

“Anything else today?” Jack asked.

They all shook their heads.

“Everything was wonderful,” Margaret told him.

He smiled. “We’re usually faster at serving people, but the sudden rush complicated things. Thank you for not complaining.” He put two checks on the table and then walked away.

“I can ask him to split ours,” Joney said as Margaret reached for the bill.

“Both of our meals were the same price, and we had the same pudding,” Margaret said as she studied the paper. “Our drinks cost the same as well, so we can just split the check exactly in half. I have cash if you want to put yours on a card.”

“I think I can pay with real money,” Joney said with a laugh. “I don’t often carry it, but I have some today.”

While they were digging in wallets for the money to pay their bill, Mike dropped his credit card on top of the one for him and Matt. Jack was back a minute later to take care of payments.

“Thank you for sharing your table with us,” Matt said as the brothers got up to leave after Mike had signed the credit card slip.

“Yes, thank you,” Mike added.

“It was nice to meet you,” Margaret said. “And I’m very sorry for your loss.”

“Thank you,” Matt said.

The women watched as the two men exited the building.

“Ready to go?” Joney asked as the door shut behind them.

“We should get back to work,” Margaret said after a look at her watch.

“Sorry about that,” Hugo said as they walked past him in the foyer. “I never for one minute expected that sort of rush. We’ve never had a full dining room for lunch, not in all the years I’ve been here.”

“It was a good day for your business, then,” Joney said.

He nodded. “It was, at that. Maybe you two are good luck. Come back soon.”

Joney laughed and gave him another hug before the women walked out to her car. The drive back to the office didn’t take long.

“I hope Arthur isn’t upset that we were gone for so long,” Margaret said as Joney parked.

“He probably hasn’t even noticed. And he won’t care, as long as your work gets done.”

“Except he hasn’t really given me any work to do yet. I’ve just been doing some of the things that I wanted to do after reading through the reports he gave me.”

“Which is great. He’ll tell you when he has other jobs for you.”

“I hope so.”

They walked back inside together. As Margaret headed for her office, she sighed. “And now I have to call Ted,” she muttered as she shut her door.
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“How are you?” Ted asked when he answered.

“I’m fine, but you won’t believe who I had lunch with.”

Ted sighed. “Let me guess. Someone from the Atkins investigation.”

“It wasn’t my fault.”

“I never said it was.”

Margaret sighed. “I didn’t pick the restaurant, and I’m not even sure where we were. The food was good, though.”

“And you didn’t know who was joining you for lunch until you got there?”

“It wasn’t planned at all. Mike and Matt had lunch with us because there weren’t any tables available. Hugo sat Joney and me at a table for four because the restaurant was almost completely empty when we arrived. Then there was a rush. By the time Mike and Matt got there, the only empty seats in the whole restaurant were the two at our table.”

“Mike and Matt Atkins?”

“Yes.”

“Tell me everything.”

Margaret sat back in her chair and did her best to repeat everything that had been said over lunch.

“Interesting,” Ted said when she was done.

“Which part?”

He chuckled. “All of it, really. I suppose it goes without saying that they told you things they didn’t tell me. I don’t know that anything you learned today is going to lead us to the killer, but it certainly helps build up a clearer picture of everyone.”

“I didn’t even know who they were when they sat down.”

“It seems an odd coincidence, but it is a small island and the food at Hugo’s is wonderful. Now that you’ve mentioned it, I want to go to Hugo’s for a meal very soon.”

“I’m free tonight.”

Ted laughed. “And you’d eat there twice in the same day?”

“Oh, absolutely. The food was delicious and there were another dozen things on the menu that I wanted to try. Besides that, I’d have their chocolate melting middle cake thing after every meal for the rest of my life.”

“I’ll collect you at six.”

“Really? You don’t have to work?”

“Not tonight. Not unless something comes up. I’ve been putting in a lot of extra hours on the case. I’m planning to leave at five today.”

“Can you make it six-thirty? I took a long lunch and now I’m talking to you. I’m going to have to stay until six to make up for the time I’ve wasted today.”

“Talking to me is not a waste of time,” Ted said, teasingly.

Margaret laughed. “Of course not, darling. But you know what I mean.”

“We can do half six or even seven if that’s better for you.”

“Let’s say half six. That is six-thirty, right?”

“It is.”

“I should be home by then, but I might not be ready to go out right away.”

“That’s fine. I’ll see you later.”

“See you later.”

As Margaret opened the file on her computer that she’d been working on before lunch, she thought about Elaine.

“She said she was going to forget all about Ernie for a few days,” she muttered. “We can both start worrying about him again on the weekend.”

She finished her reports and then printed them out. Just before six, she knocked on Arthur’s door.

“You’re still here?” he asked, glancing at the clock.

“I took a long lunch.”

Arthur waved a hand. “I don’t pay any attention to the hours people keep. As long as the work gets done, I’m happy.”

“I have three reports for you based on the tests I’ve been running. I’ve compared my results to the previous results. You can read what I found for yourself.”

Arthur laughed. “Are you going to give me a hint?”

She shrugged. “For the most part, my results were very similar to theirs, within an acceptable deviation. One of their sets of tests, though, yielded very different results to mine. I’ve put that report on the top of the pile. If you want to discuss it now, we can.”

He looked at the clock again and shook his head. “I need to get home before my wife gives my dinner to the dog. We don’t have a dog, but that’s another matter. I’ll take the reports with me and read them over coffee later. Let’s talk tomorrow.”

“I’ll be here all day.”

“Excellent. Me too. Let’s talk at eleven and then get lunch after.”

“That sounds great.”

“I’ll see you tomorrow, then.”

Margaret nodded. She walked back to her office and grabbed her purse out of the drawer. Then she headed for the front door. Joney had already left for the day, so the door was locked. Margaret dug out the keys she’d been given to let herself out. After locking the door behind herself, she got into her car and drove home as quickly as she could. She managed to change and redo her hair and makeup before Ted arrived.

When she opened the door to his knock, he pulled her into a kiss.

“Wow,” she said when he released her.

“I’ve missed you a lot,” he said with a grin.

“I’ve missed you, too.”

“We could just order pizza and stay here.”

“We could.”

Ted hugged her and kissed the top of her head. “I promised you a nice meal at a wonderful restaurant. And I’ve been eating nothing but takeaway for days. Let’s go to Hugo’s.”

“Is that the restaurant’s name?” Margaret asked when they were in Ted’s car heading south.

“Hugo’s? I’ve no idea. My parents always called it Hugo’s. They knew the original owner. It’s his son, also called Hugo, who owns it now.”

“Yes, he told us that. He also said that his son, another Hugo, will be taking over eventually.”

“I think I’m lucky my father hated his job.”

“He did?”

Ted chuckled. “Maybe hate is too strong a word, but he didn’t really enjoy it. He worked in construction, and he definitely didn’t want his son to follow in his footsteps.”

“Is he happy that you joined the police?”

“He’s happy that I love what I do. That was what mattered to him. He wanted me to find a job that I’d love.”

“My father is a high school teacher. He loves it, but he never put any pressure on me or Megan to go into teaching. Which is a good thing, because I can’t imagine anything I’d want to do less.”

Ted laughed. “You don’t want to spend your days in a room full of children?”

“Not even a little bit. I just don’t have enough patience. I sometimes worry that I won’t be a very good mother, but that doesn’t stop me from wanting children.”

“I think you learn patience once you have a child. I’ve watched a lot of my friends have children over the years, and they’ve all changed a lot as a result.”

“Now that I’ve been here twice, maybe I could find it again,” Margaret said as Ted turned the car into the parking lot at Hugo’s.

“It doesn’t appear to be too busy.”

“There wasn’t really anyone here when we arrived at lunch time, either. Let’s get inside and get a table before the next rush.”

Hugo greeted them warmly.

“Twice in one day? We don’t often get customers who do that,” he said to Margaret.

“The food was excellent, and I want another chocolate cake.”

Hugo laughed. “Those little chocolate cakes are one of my favorite things on the menu. They’re one of the few things that we’ve added over the years. My father kept the menu exactly the same for all of the years he owned the restaurant. He wanted everyone to know what to expect when they came here.”

“I suppose that makes sense,” Margaret said.

“It does make sense, but it’s also boring,” Hugo replied. “I’ve never completely redone the menu, but I do add new things once in a while, and I’ve even been known to take things off the menu now and again.”

“It is your restaurant,” Ted said.

“And it’s still every bit as successful as it was when my father was behind this desk.”

“That’s good to hear,” Margaret said.

“I assume you want a table for two.”

“Yes, please, and just two, please,” Margaret replied.

Hugo sighed. “That was a first for me, having another party join you. I never would have agreed to it if Joney hadn’t insisted.”

“It was fine. We had an interesting conversation.”

“I think half the residents of the island would happily share a table with anyone named Atkins right now,” Hugo said. “Everyone wants to know about the murder investigation.”

“And I’m not talking,” Ted said with a small smile.

Hugo laughed. “Let me show you to your table.”

He put them at a table for two in a dimly lit corner. After handing them menus, he walked away.

“This is romantic,” Ted said, sliding his chair closer to Margaret’s.

“It’s lovely.”

Jack did a double take as he approached the table. “Weren’t you…”

Margaret laughed. “Yes, I was here for lunch. The food and the service were excellent, so I was happy to come again.”

“And once she’d told me where she had lunch, I couldn’t stop thinking about Hugo’s steak in red wine sauce,” Ted said.

“Are you ready to order, then?” Jack asked.

“We can start with drinks,” Ted replied. “Margaret probably wants to read through the menu.”

“We do have some specials tonight,” Jack said. He went through the list, leaving Margaret with some very difficult decisions to make.

They ordered drinks and then Margaret read through the menu again.

“It’s no good. I want it all,” she said with a laugh.

The pair talked about favorite foods as Jack served dinner to the only other couple in the room. When he brought Margaret and Ted their drinks a minute later, Margaret was ready to order.

“What shall we talk about?” Ted asked as Jack walked away.

“Anything other than Mark Atkins,” Margaret said.

Ted nodded. “I’d rather not talk about work at all. Let’s talk about books.”

“Are you sure you want to go there? I can talk about books for days.”

Ted laughed. “You go first, then.”

Over a delicious meal, they talked about favorite books, books they’d disliked, and books they were hoping or planning to read. When Jack brought over the dessert menu, Margaret held up a hand.

“I want another chocolate cake,” she said. “I know that for sure.”

Ted read down the list and then shrugged. “I suppose I should try the chocolate cake. Some people seem to really enjoy it.”

“It’s excellent,” Margaret said. “And if you don’t like it, I’ll eat yours, too.”

Ted laughed. “I’m pretty certain I’m going to like it.”

After they’d both enjoyed their cakes, Ted paid the bill.

“You don’t have to pay every time we go out,” Margaret said as they walked back to his car.

“I don’t mind.”

“But I do.”

Ted stopped and stared at her for a moment. “You mind?”

She shrugged. “That’s probably the wrong way to put it. Let’s say it bothers me. We both work hard to make money. You shouldn’t have to spend your money on me all the time. Especially since I’m not paying very much rent at the moment. I probably have more disposable income right now than you do.”

“We can start taking turns paying if that will make you feel better.”

“It will.”

Ted nodded. “You can pay next time, then.”

“Good.”

They got into the car and Ted started the engine.

“Why do I feel as if we’re fighting?” Margaret asked as he drove out of the parking lot.

“We aren’t fighting. We’re just not great at communicating, so it feels awkward. We’ll get better. We’re both learning.”

He reached over and took her hand. “Love you,” he said, squeezing gently.

“Love you, too.”

He parked on the promenade outside of Margaret’s building.

“It’s a lovely night,” she said as they got out of the car.

“We could walk for a bit.”

“I had two cakes today. I think we should.”

They strolled hand-in-hand along the promenade, talking about nothing much. It wasn’t until they’d reached the end of the walkway and had turned back toward home that they were interrupted.

“Ah, Inspector Hart, how lovely to see you enjoying the evening,” a voice from somewhere said.

Margaret stopped and looked around.

“Keep walking,” Ted whispered. “It’s Heather Bryant, and I’d rather not talk to her.”

The pair picked up their pace. They’d taken only a few steps when Margaret realized that Heather was walking toward them from the road. There didn’t seem to be any way to escape her.

“Good evening,” Heather said brightly when she reached them.

“Good evening,” Ted replied.

“Hi,” Margaret said.

“How you are both this evening?” Heather asked as she fell into step with them.

“Fine, thanks,” Ted replied.

After a moment, Heather looked at Margaret. “Are you also fine?” she asked.

“Sorry, I didn’t think we both needed to reply. Yes, I’m also fine.”

Heather pulled out her phone and tapped on the screen. “I take notes on everything,” she explained.

“You’re writing down that we’re both fine?” Margaret asked incredulously.

“You never know when some piece of information might become important,” Heather replied.

Ted squeezed Margaret’s hand before she could reply. She looked at him and shrugged.

“So, how was your day today, Inspector?” Heather asked after a moment.

“Fine,” Ted said flatly.

Heather laughed. “Very good. But you’re investigating a murder. If you had a fine day, does that mean that you feel as if you’re closer to discovering who killed Mark Atkins?”

“No comment,” Ted replied.

Heather shook her head. “The men and women on the island should be told what’s happening during a murder investigation. People are lying awake at night worrying about the killer who is walking among us. Women are waking up from nightmares where they’re about to be the next victim. You owe it to the residents of the island to share anything and everything that you know.”

Ted grinned. “I know a lot about knife wounds. Do you want to hear what happens to the human heart when a knife penetrates one of its chambers?”

Margaret frowned as Heather gave a dramatic shudder.

“No, I do not want to know that,” Heather said. “Not unless you’re suggesting that Mark was stabbed in the heart. Is that what you’re saying?”

“You’ll have to wait for the official report on that. I’m still waiting for the official report myself. I was simply trying to share something I know with the island’s residents.”

“I’m certain they’d be much more interested in hearing what you know about Mark Atkins’s murder.”

“I’m afraid I can’t talk about an active investigation into a suspicious death.”

“Suspicious? Are you suggesting that you don’t think Mark was murdered? That would be newsworthy.”

“I’m simply being very careful with my word choices,” Ted said. “Or maybe I’m deliberately trying to mislead you. Or it could all be an elaborate double bluff.”

Heather frowned. Margaret could see her trying to think through what Ted had just said.

After a minute, Heather shook her head and then turned her attention to Margaret. “How was your day, then?” she asked.

“Good,” Margaret replied, just to say something other than ‘fine.’

“What did you think of Mark’s brothers? When I talked to them, they both seemed to be accusing the other of murder.”

Margaret opened her mouth to reply, but Ted squeezed her hand tightly. She swallowed hard and then shrugged. “They were both very pleasant lunch companions.”

“Very pleasant? Can I quote you on that?”

“I’d rather you didn’t. I don’t want to be involved in the investigation in any way.”

“Then maybe you should stop having lunch with the main, well, let’s be kind and call them witnesses, not suspects, shall we?”

“You can call them whatever you like,” Margaret replied. “Various circumstances outside of my control have meant that I happened to meet a few of the witnesses over the past couple of days. That isn’t newsworthy.”

Heather studied her for a second. “Actually, it might be newsworthy. I’m told that your aunt used to have an uncanny knack for running into witnesses during every murder investigation in which she was involved. Now that she’s no longer on the island, you seem to have picked up where she left off.”

“Odd coincidences aren’t interesting to anyone,” Margaret said.

“They’re interesting if they aren’t truly coincidences,” Heather countered. “They’re interesting if someone who is new to the island is currently doing everything in her power to talk to all of the witnesses in the Atkins’s murder investigation. If I were with the police, I’d want to talk to the person who keeps meeting with witnesses to try to determine just how coincidental it actually is.”

“If you’re trying to imply that I’m doing something to engineer these meetings, you’re wrong, but feel free to investigate as much as you’d like.”

“I might just do that, although I don’t need your permission.”

Margaret shrugged. “You might try finding all of the people who were at Hugo’s for lunch today to find out why they decided to eat there on this particular day, and whether they were deliberate in timing their arrival or not. I’m rather curious myself as to why the restaurant was so busy while I was there. According to Hugo, they never get that busy.”

Heather was quickly making notes. “So you’re maintaining that you didn’t go to Hugo’s in order to see Mike and Matt?”

Before Margaret could answer, Ted held up a hand.

“If I were you, I wouldn’t answer any questions,” he said to Margaret. “I’d hate to see you get into the habit of answering questions from reporters.”

Margaret nodded. “You’re right. I’ll stick to ‘no comment,’ from now on.”

“But we were getting along so well,” Heather said. “Regardless of how you happened to have lunch with them, what did you think of them? Did either of them seem as if he was a killer?”

“No comment,” Margaret said.

“Ah, there you are,” another voice said.

Margaret swallowed a sigh as she recognized the man walking toward them. Dan Ross, the other investigative reporter for the Isle of Man Times, gave her a smile.

“Good evening,” he said. “How was lunch with your boyfriend’s two main suspects?”

Margaret bit her tongue. Whether the brothers were Ted’s main suspects or not didn’t matter. “No comment,” she said eventually.

“At least tell me what you’ve been discussing with Heather,” he said. “You can’t give updates to one reporter and not all of the others.”

“We work for the same newspaper,” Heather said. “Whatever either of us is told by the police is front-page news for the next day. They don’t need to tell both of us anything.”

Dan smiled thinly. “In that case, you won’t mind if Margaret and Ted tell me a few things.”

Heather shrugged. “I’ve been talking to them for ages and neither has said anything even the slightest bit interesting. You’re welcome to them.”

“Hey, I thought the stab wound stuff was interesting,” Ted complained, winking at Margaret.

“It is interesting,” Margaret replied. “It just isn’t anything I want to discuss.”

“There are plenty of other people with whom I can talk,” Heather said. She turned and took a few steps away before stopping and turning back toward them. “Margaret, if you ever want a friend, ring me,” she said before spinning back around and marching down the promenade.

“Don’t ring her,” Dan said. “It’s a trap.”

Margaret laughed. “Thanks for the warning.”

Dan shrugged. “I’m a nice guy, really, even though no one wants to believe that. I just want what’s best for the men and women who live on the Isle of Man. I’ve made a career out of investigating the news stories that matter the most to them. Obviously, murder investigations are at the very top of the list.”

“Murder is incredibly awful,” Margaret said.

Dan nodded. “And it worries everyone on the island. No one wants to go to bed at night worrying about the murderer who killed a man twenty years ago and is still out there somewhere.”

“I can’t tell you anything,” Ted said, sounding apologetic.

Dan nodded. “Maybe, when you can tell someone something, you’ll think of me,” he said before he turned around and slowly strolled away.

Ted and Margaret stood and watched him walk back to a car that was badly parked on the road.

“I feel sorry for him,” Ted said. “He was the island’s only investigative reporter for a long time. I’m sure he hates having to work with Heather.”

“Especially because she seems to get all of the interesting stories and he ends up covering cats stuck in trees and the like.”

“Unofficially, we’re doing everything we can to help him. We’ve given him exclusive access to certain events and information, but we can’t keep doing that forever. Heather will complain.”

“As much as I hate to say it, rightfully so. As annoying as she is, Heather has just as much right to breaking news as Dan.”

Ted sighed. “I keep hoping she’ll get a better offer from a paper across. No one would be sorry to see her go.”

“Speaking of going, are you coming up for a while or leaving me here?” Margaret asked. They’d reached Ted’s car in front of her building.

He looked at his watch and sighed. “I’m tired, and I know you must be tired, too, but I want a few minutes alone with you as well.”

“Come up for fifteen minutes,” Margaret suggested. “I’ll throw you out after twenty if you haven’t left yet.”

Ted laughed. “I love a good plan.”

Twenty minutes later, Margaret walked him to her door.

“I never asked about Ernie,” Ted said in the doorway. “I hope he’s turned up.”

Margaret shrugged. “He hadn’t, the last I heard, but Elaine said she wasn’t going to worry until the weekend.”

“Speaking of weekends, let’s go away for a weekend,” he suggested. “We could go across somewhere. Have you seen much of England? Or Wales? Or Ireland?”

Margaret laughed. “None of the above. I’d love a weekend in London or Edinburgh or Cardiff or Dublin. Or anywhere, really.”

“Once this case is solved, we’ll work something out,” Ted promised before kissing her.

“Go, before another twenty minutes fly past,” Margaret said when he lifted his head.

“I love you,” he said.

“Yeah, I love you, too.”

He laughed and then turned and walked down the corridor. Margaret watched him go and then, as he boarded the elevator, she slowly shut her door.

A buzzing noise made her look around. The sound grew louder before what looked like a huge bee appeared in the middle of the room. Margaret gasped as the creature slowly flapped its wings. As Margaret tried to find something to throw at the huge beast, Mona stood up and carefully stepped off of its back.

“Thank you,” she said to the bee.

The bee buzzed loudly and then slowly flew upward. When it reached the ceiling, it seemed to fly right through it, slowly disappearing from view.

“What was that?” Margaret demanded.

“The weather is better here,” Mona replied. “Bees survive for longer, which means they grow a lot bigger.”

“How can they grow bigger if they’re dead?”

Mona shrugged. “We have flowers and trees and all sorts of things that grow. Perhaps it’s only the people who are dead.”

Margaret stared at her for several seconds, trying to process what Mona had said. Then she shook her head. “I’m too tired for this conversation.”

“But you can’t go to bed until you tell me what Mike and Matt had to say.”

“How did you do that? How did you get them to the same restaurant where I was and then fill all of the tables?”

Mona chuckled. “Perhaps you’re giving me too much credit.”

“Maybe. Or maybe you’re manipulating the world constantly.”

Mona looked around the room. “Of course I’m not doing any such thing,” she said. “That sort of behavior is against the rules.”

“But you are allowed to ride around on giant bees?”

“There are probably rules against that, too” Mona said with a wave of her hand. “But you didn’t care for the clouds.”

“That’s because the last one is still here,” Margaret said. She walked over and opened her bedroom door. The small cloud seemed to look up at her as she pointed at it.

“They usually get bored and drift away. I can’t imagine why this one is staying around for so long.”

“Merooww,” Katie said. She’d been curled up in front of the windows, but now she jumped to her feet and ran straight into Margaret’s room. As she approached the cloud, it seemed to quiver with anticipation. Katie stopped just short of it and then began to stalk it.

“This is crazy,” Margaret muttered.

As the cloud drifted back and forth in front of Katie, the kitten crept forward slowly. Then, she leapt up and landed on top of the cloud. It seemed to dip slightly under her weight before returning to its previous position, a few inches above the floor.

“I don’t want a pet cloud,” Margaret said.

“I’m sure the cloud will get tired of playing with Katie eventually. Let them enjoy their time together.”

Margaret opened her mouth to argue, but as she watched Katie curl up into a ball on top of the cloud, she decided that there were worse things to live with than a small cloud. “Like a ghost,” she muttered as she turned off her bedroom light and walked back into the living room.

“You were going to tell me what you learned over lunch,” Mona said as they both took seats on one of the couches.

“I didn’t learn anything.” She shook her head. “That isn’t true. I learned that Hugo’s has very good food.”

“But what did Mike and Matt have to say about the murder?”

Margaret sighed. “You aren’t going to be happy until I repeat the entire conversation, are you?”

“No.”

“You should have come to my office after lunch and listened in while I told Ted about the conversation. I’d rather not have to repeat myself.”

Mona frowned. “Maybe I could get a phone. Then you could ring me at the same time as you ring Ted.”

“Seriously?”

“I don’t know. I shall have to ask around and find out if anything is available.”

“I hate the thought of calling a ghost on the telephone.”

“More than you hate having to repeat everything?”

Margaret sighed. “Okay, whatever. Joney and I were just minding our own business as the restaurant got very full very quickly,” she began.

Mona sat back with a smug smile on her face.

“…they left and Joney and I went back to the office,” Margaret finally concluded.

“How very interesting. They were both full of accusations, but supportive of one another.”

“I doubt that either of them wants to believe that his brother killed their other brother.”

“I’m going to have to see if I can find out where Ben and Scott are now.”

“When you find them, leave them alone. I don’t want to have lunch with them.”

Mona chuckled. “What about Julia and Donald?”

Margaret sighed. “I am a bit curious about them, but that doesn’t mean I want to have lunch with them.”

“But you want to meet them.”

“I’m curious to meet her, if only because she has five children and might be thinking of having another.”

“Perhaps she keeps having children because they’re more interesting than her husband.”

“He can’t actually be that boring, can he?”

Mona shrugged. “I don’t believe I’ve ever met Julia. I did once meet Donald. He was dreadfully boring. I’m looking forward to hearing what you think of them when you meet them.”

“I’m not going to meet them. You aren’t interfering.”

Mona smiled. “No, of course not.”

“What happens if you get caught manipulating people?”

“I’m not doing anything of the kind.”

“But if you were?”

“I could find myself in some trouble, I suppose, but I’m already in trouble for staying for so long. Others have stayed for longer, but they worry about the extent to which I’m involved in your life.”

“I wonder why,” Margaret said dryly.

“Most people who choose to stay behind are quite content simply haunting a location. They rattle chains or make things go bump in the night, but don’t actually appear,” Mona explained. “I made other choices, ones that some people are starting to question.”

“Are they going to make you leave one day?”

“They can’t make me do anything, but they can make my existence increasingly difficult. We aren’t to that point yet, though. For now, they’re simply keeping an eye on me.”

“Good luck to them.”

Mona laughed. “I’m behaving most of the time.”

Margaret looked at the clock. “Are we finished? I’m exhausted.”

Mona nodded. “You go to bed. I’m going to sit here for a while and try to think.”

Margaret thought about arguing, but she decided she didn’t care what Mona did as long as Mona did it quietly. In her bedroom, Katie was still sleeping on the floating cloud. It looked incredibly comfortable for Katie, and it meant that Margaret didn’t have to worry about accidentally stepping on a sleeping cat. Whenever Margaret got anywhere near the cloud, it moved away from her.

“Maybe it isn’t so bad,” she muttered as she washed her face. “It’s odd, but maybe it isn’t bad.”

She was asleep within minutes.
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When Katie began patting her nose the next morning, Margaret woke up and shook her head.

“I was dreaming that I was sleeping on a giant cloud,” she told the animal. “It was so comfortable.” She got out of bed and looked around the room. “Where has your cloud gone?” she asked as she slid her feet into her slippers.

“Merooww,” Katie replied.

After getting Katie her breakfast and starting a pot of coffee, Margaret did a quick search of the apartment. She found the cloud under Fenella’s bed.

“Are you hiding?” she asked as the cloud slid out from under the bed and then quickly floated away into the living room.

Katie made a happy noise when the cloud stopped next to her. As she jumped on top of it, Margaret shook her head and went into the kitchen. “I’m just going to pretend it isn’t here,” she muttered as she poured herself some coffee.

“That’s probably for the best,” Mona said.

Margaret jumped, nearly spilling her drink. “No clouds or fireworks or dramatic mist today?” she asked as she pulled a box of cereal out of the cupboard.

Mona shrugged. “I’m tired this morning.”

“Ghosts can get tired?”

“Or maybe I’m simply not in the mood for clouds or mist today. What are your plans for the day?”

“I’m going to work, same as every day.”

“Is it only Friday? It seems to have been a very long week.”

“Says the woman who never worked a day in her life.”

“I did some volunteer work over the years. I was actually very good at organizing people and things. Do you have plans for lunch?”

Margaret shook her head. “I’ll probably eat in my office,” she said, not wanting to tell Mona that she and Arthur had plans. The last thing she wanted to do was have lunch with another suspect or two.

“You should go out. I’m certain someone from the office would be willing to go with you.”

“I’m not interested in meeting any more suspects. You’ll have to conduct the investigation on your own.”

Mona chuckled. “I could, but then you’d miss out on all of the fun. Never mind. I can work with what I have.”

She disappeared in a giant puff of red smoke. Margaret waved her hand to clear the air and then went and got ready for work. On the drive to work, she wondered what Mona had up her sleeve. When she arrived, she had a short chat with Joney before going into her office.

She spent most of the morning in her lab, double-checking a few results and cleaning equipment, ready for another set of tests. Just a few minutes before eleven, she knocked on Arthur’s open door.

He looked up from his computer and smiled. “Come in.”

It didn’t take long for Margaret to realize that Arthur had been lovely and friendly up to now, but he was also an intelligent businessman who knew his company inside and out. They went over her report together and reached a number of conclusions.

“All of that should keep me busy for at least a week,” Margaret said when they were finished.

Arthur grinned. “And I was worried about how we were going to keep you occupied. Ready for lunch?”

“Give me five minutes to drop this paperwork on my desk and grab my purse, and I’ll be ready.”

When Margaret reached the foyer, Arthur and Rachel were waiting.

“I tried to persuade Joney to join us, but she’s too busy,” Arthur said.

Joney laughed. “I’m trying to get caught up on a few things that got behind this week because I went out to lunch twice. If I don’t get them caught up today, they’ll drag into next week. I hate that.”

“Rachel agreed to come, anyway,” Arthur said.

Rachel grinned. “I’m always happy to get out of here for an hour, especially when the weather is so lovely.”

The trio walked outside together.

“Local café or something further afield?” Arthur asked.

“I’m good with either,” Margaret said.

“Let’s go to the east café,” Rachel said.

Arthur nodded and turned left.

“The east café?” Margaret repeated as they walked.

“Joney had you pick left or right. We usually refer to them as east and west, though,” Rachel explained. “They both have proper names, of course, but east and west is easier to remember.”

“If you know which is which,” Margaret said.

“It’s entirely possible that we’re not entirely correct about them being east and west,” Arthur said with a wink. “I don’t believe anyone has ever checked, and it’s been so long since we gave them the names that I don’t even remember how it came about.”

The small café was mostly empty. They sat together at a table for four and had a lovely meal with lively conversation. When they were nearly finished eating, Margaret found herself starting to relax. Maybe Mona isn’t going to interfere in my day today, she thought.

Back at Park’s, she spent the rest of the day getting things ready for the tests she’d be starting on Monday. It was close to five when she finally left her lab. Stan waved her down before she’d gone too far.

“In case no one else mentioned it, we almost always all go together for a drink after work on Fridays. There’s a little pub just around the corner that has a happy hour with free snacks on Friday afternoons. It’s just one drink, we’re usually only there for half an hour or so. Anyway, you’re more than welcome to join us.”

“Thank you. I will,” Margaret replied.

“We leave from the foyer at quarter past five on Fridays.”

Margaret went back to her office and spent a few minutes on her computer before shutting it down for the weekend. She walked into the foyer at ten past five.

“Oh, don’t go,” Joney said. “We all go for a drink on Friday nights. Someone should have mentioned it to you before now.”

Margaret laughed. “Stan mentioned it to me about twenty minutes ago.”

“So you’re coming?”

“Yes.”

“Excellent. I just need to forward the phones for the weekend and then I’ll be ready to go. We’ll end up having to wait for Rachel, though. She’s always late.”

Two minutes later, Stan and Arthur joined them. They were chatting about Friday happy hours in the US when Rachel arrived at twenty past five.

“I’m not all that late,” Rachel said with a laugh. “I was just clearing down my emails, which always takes longer than it should.”

The pub was a very short walk away in an almost straight line from their front door.

“Arthur always buys our first round,” Joney said as they settled around a table in the nearly empty pub. “And we never stay for a second.”

Everyone laughed.

“We’re all driving,” Stan said. “One is our limit.”

Margaret nodded. “I think I’ll stick to soda, actually.”

“Everyone else want their usual?” Arthur asked before he headed for the bar.

He was back a short while later, carrying a tray full of drinks. In his other hand, he had a second tray with bowls of chips, pretzels, nuts, and other savory snacks.

“That was quick,” Margaret said.

“The landlord knows us. He had everything ready except your soda before I even got to the bar,” Arthur explained.

“So, how was your first week?” Joney asked Margaret.

“I enjoyed it. In some ways this job is very different from what I did in the US, but there are a lot of similarities, too.”

“Does the island feel very different?” Stan asked.

Margaret nodded and then shook her head before laughing. “Yes and no. When I visited for the first time, it felt very similar to the US. The longer I’m here, the more I notice there are a lot of differences, though.”

Twenty minutes later, Rachel glanced at her watch and then finished her drink. “I hate to rush off, but I’m having dinner with a handsome stranger tonight,” she said as she got to her feet.

“What have I told you about talking to strangers?” Joney asked.

Rachel laughed. “He isn’t a total stranger. We met in ShopFast. It’s just the first time we’re going out.”

“Have fun,” Margaret said.

“I probably won’t, but maybe I’ll have a funny story for you all on Monday,” she replied cheerfully.

“I should go, too,” Arthur said. “We’re having some of my wife’s friends around for dinner tonight. She’s probably rushing around trying to get everything done. I’m sure she could use a hand.”

Margaret hid a smile as Arthur took a leisurely sip of his drink. Clearly, he wasn’t going to rush home, then.

“I’m going to go,” Joney said ten minutes later. “Ronald cooks on Friday nights, and he gets very upset if I’m late for dinner.”

As she walked away, Arthur sighed. “I should go, too,” he said before picking up his glass and emptying it. “I’ll see you all on Monday.”

As he walked away, Margaret finished her drink. “This has been fun,” she said to Stan. “I’ll see you on Monday.”

Stan nodded. “Can I ask you a quick question about one of the tests you ran?”

“Sure.”

As they talked, the door opened again. Two men walked into the pub. One looked to be around seventy, with only a few grey strands on his head. He walked slowly, using a cane to help his progress. The other man looked younger, but he moved even more slowly as he limped into the room behind the older man. As they walked to the bar, Stan watched their progress.

“Someone you know?” Margaret asked, with the sinking feeling that Mona was at it again.

He nodded. “Ben McCoy and Scott Quilliam. They used to work for Henry at Atkins Farm.”

The men at the bar picked up their drinks and then turned around. Stan waved. After a quick conversation, the two men walked toward them.

“Stan, it’s been a while,” the older of the two said.

Stan nodded. “Join us. We were just talking about work. I’m sure we’d both rather talk about anything else.”

The two men exchanged glances. The younger man shrugged before dropping heavily into a chair. After a moment, the older man sat, too.

“I should go and let you talk to your friends,” Margaret said, picking up her purse.

“Please stay,” Stan said quietly. “You’re more than welcome to stay,” he said more loudly. “I’ll get us another round of drinks.”

He jumped up and headed to the bar before Margaret could protest.

“He’s married,” the younger man said flatly, staring hard at Margaret.

It took her a minute to realize what he was implying. “We work together,” she said, knowing she was blushing. “Everyone from the office came for a Friday afternoon drink together. Stan and I were just finishing a conversation after the others left.”

The man shrugged. “If you say so.”

Margaret thought about arguing but decided not to bother. “I’m Margaret Woods. I moved to the island a few months ago, and I just started working at Park’s this week,” she said.

“Ben McCoy,” the older man said. “We know Stan from way back.”

The other man nodded. “Scott Quilliam. Stan did some work at Atkins Farm with us years ago.”

“It’s nice to meet you both,” Margaret said.

“Do you follow local news?” Scott asked.

Margaret nodded. “As much as I can.”

“Then you’ll know about the body at Atkins Farm. People have been avoiding me ever since the body turned up,” Scott said.

Ben shook his head. “People have always avoided you.”

Scott shrugged. “I’ve always avoided people.”

Ben nodded.

Margaret was grateful to see Stan heading back toward the table. He was carrying their drinks in one hand and another tray of snacks in the other.

“Thanks,” Scott said as he took a handful of nuts from a bowl when Stan put the tray on the table.

“Thank you,” Margaret said as Stan put her drink in front of her.

He sat down and grinned at the two men. “I wasn’t expecting to see you guys here,” he said.

“We usually go to the Aardvark, but people have been giving us funny looks in there since the body turned up,” Scott said.

Ben sighed. “I wish he was wrong, but everyone on the island seems to be talking about that body.”

“It’s hardly surprising. It isn’t every day that a body turns up on the island,” Stan said.

“It’s nothing to do with us,” Scott said. “That doesn’t stop people from questioning me, though.”

“By people, do you mean the police?” Stan asked.

“I don’t mind the police asking. They have to do their job. It’s all the other people. Reporters keep ringing. And random strangers point and stare and sometimes shout questions at me,” Scott replied.

“It will all blow over soon,” Ben said.

“I hope so,” Scott muttered into his pint.

“How are you both?” Stan asked. “I haven’t seen either of you in years.”

Ben shrugged. “Retired. I didn’t have a choice. Henry sold the farm out from under us.”

“You didn’t want to retire?” Margaret asked.

“I loved that farm. I worked there from the time I was fourteen until Henry sold out. Now it’s going to be a housing estate. Henry’s ancestors must be rolling in their graves. So many generations of hard-working farmers watching their decades of hard work turned into fancy detached houses for the come-overs who work for the banks and get all of their food from the shops,” Ben said.

Scott sighed. “That’s the whole island, isn’t it? Farmers selling their land to developers who want to build more houses. It won’t be long before we’ll have to import all of our food. There won’t be any farmland left on the island. And then, when the storms come and the boats can’t sail, everyone will complain that they can’t get anything to eat.”

“Are you enjoying retirement?” Stan asked him.

“Not at all. I wasn’t much use to Henry after my accident, but he kept me on and let me do what I could. Now I’ve nothing to do but sit around my flat and feel sorry for myself. It’s nowhere near as nice as my old cottage.”

Ben nodded. “I miss my cottage, too.”

“You both had cottages at the farm?” Margaret asked.

“Yeah, mine was small, but it was home,” Ben said. “When I first went to work for Henry’s father, I still lived with my parents. Once I turned eighteen, though, I was offered a cottage on the farm. There was a whole row of them, six or eight, and back in the day, they were all full.”

“Henry just never replaced anyone when they left,” Scott said. “Eventually, it was just me and Ben in the cottages. The others were all empty and falling down.”

“But we kept ours in good repair,” Ben said.

“Yeah, as best we could.”

“I’m sure you did,” Margaret said after a short silence. Both men seemed lost in their memories.

“It’s terrible, what happened to Mark,” Stan said eventually.

Ben nodded. “He and Henry fought a lot. We all thought he’d just moved across for all these years.”

“Maybe he did,” Margaret said. “Maybe he moved across and then came back for some reason.”

Scott shrugged. “Can’t see that it matters. Something happened to him, and he ended up buried in a corner of the property. If he’d been buried a few feet to the left, we’d have found him the next time we plowed the field.”

“Why was that corner not used?” Margaret asked.

“It was right on the line between the plowed fields and one of the animal enclosures. There was a fence for the animals, and we left a foot or two on the field side of the fence unplowed. It was impossible to get the machinery that close to the fence, really.”

“So whoever buried the body must have known the farm,” Margaret said thoughtfully.

“Anyone who knew anything about farming would have known where a body could safely be hidden,” Scott told her. “It was obvious where the fields were plowed.”

Margaret nodded before taking a sip of her drink.

Stan shrugged. “So what do you think happened to Mark?” he asked.

The two men exchanged glances.

Scott sighed. “That boy was nothing but trouble from the day he was born. I know she’ll never admit it, but I’d bet his own mother was happy to see the back of him when he left. Oh, I’m sure she’s sorry that he’s dead, but she didn’t miss him any more than any of us did.”

“He probably made the wrong friends and got stabbed for his trouble,” Ben said. “Or clubbed over the head or whatever happened to him.”

“I know the police think someone from the farm killed him, but none of us had any reason to want him dead. We just wanted him to go,” Scott said.

Ben sighed. “He should have stayed and taken over the farm, but then I can say the same about his brothers. All three of them let down their entire family.”

“Mark was murdered before he had a chance to do much of anything,” Margaret said.

“But he wasn’t interested in taking over the farm. He wanted bright lights in a big city. At least his brothers came back to the island,” Scott said.

“Not that it mattered,” Ben said. “They all could have stayed across. The farm is gone anyway.”

“I remember Mark fighting with his brothers a lot,” Stan said.

Ben nodded. “He and Mike hated one another. Matt thought both of his brothers were wonderful, but that didn’t stop Mark from torturing his younger brother.”

“And me,” Scott muttered.

“Yeah, he was awful to you,” Ben agreed.

“Which doesn’t mean I killed him,” Scott snapped, glaring at Margaret as if she’d said something.

“No one thinks you killed him,” Ben said.

“I wish that were true, but I know I’m a suspect,” Scott replied. “And so are you,” he added.

“Whatever. The police will work it out or they won’t. I’m not wasting my time worrying about it,” Ben said before taking a long drink from his glass.

“I’m worrying,” Scott said. “I’m worrying that the police might have trouble working out what happened and start looking for someone to blame. No one would care if I were accused of murder and locked away.”

“That isn’t how the police operate,” Margaret said.

“I didn’t kill him,” Scott said. “But I wasn’t sorry he was leaving.”

“You knew he was leaving, then?” Stan asked.

Both men nodded.

“It wasn’t a secret. He told everyone he talked to that he was getting off the island. He seemed to think that the streets of London were paved with gold and that all he’d have to do is stop and pick up a handful and then live happily ever after,” Scott said scornfully.

“We all knew that he and Henry were fighting about his plans,” Ben said. “Henry didn’t want Mark to waste his life. Moving to London without a job or any qualifications is just stupid.”

“What did Mark plan to do in London?” Margaret asked.

“He said he was young and strong and that he knew he wouldn’t have any trouble finding a job,” Ben said. “He was an idiot.”

Margaret frowned. “Maybe he did find a job. Maybe he came back to the island to share that news with everyone.”

“If he did, no one knew he was here,” Ben said. “I suppose whoever killed him knew, but if he did come back, it wasn’t so he could brag about his success.”

“He’ll have come back to top up his supplies,” Scott said.

“Supplies?” Margaret repeated.

“Drugs,” Scott said bluntly. “All three of the boys tried them, of course, but Mark did more than just sample the merchandise. He was a user. Maybe he couldn’t find anyone in London to supply his needs, so he came back to the island to visit his old dealer.”

“And maybe they had a fight,” Ben said. “Maybe the dealer killed him and buried the body on the farm.”

“That would explain why he didn’t tell anyone he was coming back, if he really did come back,” Scott said. “I think it’s more likely that he never left, though. He probably asked his dealer for enough to keep him going when he moved and then didn’t have the money to pay for it or something. Maybe the dealer had someone rough him up to make a point, but that someone overdid it and accidentally killed Mark.”

“How awful,” Margaret said.

“It’s just one possibility,” Scott said.

“But one that’s more likely than either of us having anything to do with Mark’s death,” Ben said.

“Did you tell the police that Mark was taking drugs?” Margaret asked.

The men exchanged glances.

“I probably mentioned it,” Scott said, staring at the table in front of him.

“I can’t remember what I had for dinner last night. I don’t remember what I told the police,” Ben said.

So that’s a no, Margaret thought. Which quite frankly makes me doubt every word of the story.

“Did Mark have a lot of friends?” Margaret asked after a moment.

“Not many, but they were all trouble, the same as him,” Scott said.

“Julia was okay,” Ben said.

Scott smiled for the first time. “Julia was too good for him.”

Ben nodded.

“I don’t remember her at all,” Stan said.

“She was a sweet kid, full of all sorts of hopes and dreams,” Scott said. “But she was stuck taking care of her mother. She understood what she had to do, though.”

Ben nodded. “I thought she might persuade Mark to stay on the island, but in the end, he wanted to leave more than he wanted her.”

“And she did okay,” Scott added. “Donald is a good man who takes care of his family.”

“How’s the wife?” Ben asked Stan.

Margaret only half listened while Stan told the two men about his wife and kids. Her mind was racing, trying to process everything that the men had said about Mark.

A loud buzzing noise interrupted the conversation a few minutes later.

Scott scowled. “That’s my reminder to take my tablets,” he said, reaching into his pocket. He pulled out a small plastic case and opened it. After fishing out two different pills, he shut the case and put it back in his pocket. Then he washed the two pills down with what was left in his glass.

“It’s nearly time for mine,” Ben said. “And I left mine at home, so I’m going to have to go.”

Scott nodded. “The little red one makes me tired. I need to get home before I fall asleep sitting here.”

“Do you need a ride?” Stan asked quickly.

“I drove,” Ben said.

“I only drive when I absolutely have to,” Scott said. “It’s quite hard for me now.”

Both men stood up and started to shuffle away.

“It was nice meeting you,” Margaret said.

Ben looked back at her and nodded.

“Likewise,” Scott said over his shoulder.

Margaret and Stan watched as they left the pub together.

“Sorry about that,” Stan said as the door shut behind the men. “I should have let you go. I was afraid things would be awkward between us. Scott wasn’t very happy when I took the job with Arthur. This was really the first time we’ve spoken since then.”

“That was a long time ago.”

“Yeah, but Scott seems like the type to hold a grudge.”

Margaret laughed. “I’m going to go now.”

“Me too. Sorry, again.”

“It wasn’t a problem. It was interesting to meet them.”

“You’re meeting just about everyone who knew Mark. Have you formed your own theory as to what happened to him?”

She shook her head as she got to her feet. “That’s a job for the police. I’m quite happy leaving it to them.”

“This was the first I heard that Mark was taking drugs. I’m surprised.”

“That he was taking drugs?”

“Not so much that as surprised that I never knew,” he said as he stood up.

“Maybe Scott and Ben were mistaken.”

Stan shrugged as they headed for the door. “Maybe. I should ask Henry. I’m not going to ring him up and ask him if his son was on drugs, but I might ask him if I see him again.”

“I’m going to tell Ted what Scott and Ben had to say. Ted will probably talk to Henry about it.”

“I don’t suppose you’ll be able to tell me what Henry said.”

Margaret laughed as they stepped outside. “Ted won’t tell me anything at all. If you really want to know what Henry thinks of the idea, you’ll have to ask Henry yourself.”

The walk back to Park’s only took a minute. Margaret climbed into her car and then slowly pulled away, heading for home. Stan’s car followed hers for a short while before turning off into a large housing estate on the outskirts of town. The drive back to her building didn’t take long.

“What did you do?” Margaret demanded as she walked into her apartment a few minutes later.

Katie looked up from a sunny spot near the window. “Mewoow?” she said.

“Not you. Mona,” Margaret said. “I was having a perfectly lovely day and then Mona interfered again.”

“Meewwwww,” Katie said, yawning after.

“Yes, okay, Mona always interferes, but I didn’t want to talk to Scott and Ben.”

Katie had clearly gotten tired of the conversation. She closed her eyes and put her head down. Frowning, Margaret looked around.

“And where is your cloud now?” she asked.

As Margaret kicked off her shoes, someone knocked on her door. She pulled it open and then smiled brightly at Ted.

“I wasn’t expecting you,” she said after their kiss.

“I was in the neighborhood,” he replied with a wink.

“I only just got home. We all went for a drink after work.”

“And then you drove home?” Ted asked with mock sternness.

“I had a soda. Actually, I had two sodas because Stan wanted me to stay while he talked to Ben and Scott.”

Ted frowned. “Ben and Scott?”

Margaret sighed. “Yes, that Ben and Scott, the guys from Atkins Farm. It wasn’t my fault. I was getting ready to leave when they walked in. When they came over to join Stan, he asked me to stay.”

Ted pulled out his notebook. “Tell me everything,” he said.

Margaret did her best to repeat the conversation. She was less than halfway through it when she noticed the large pink cloud. It was descending very slowly from the ceiling. She stared at it for a moment, wondering if Ted would see it if he looked in the right direction.

“You were saying?” Ted asked.

“Oh, sorry, I got distracted,” Margaret replied. “Where was I?”

“Scott and Ben were accusing Mark of taking drugs.”

Margaret nodded, picking up the conversation from where she’d left off.

“Nonsense,” Mona’s voice said after Margaret finished telling Ted what the two men had said about Mark using drugs.

Margaret glanced over at the cloud. She couldn’t see Mona anywhere, but the voice seemed to have come from that direction.

“What did you think of what they’d said?” Ted asked.

“I wasn’t sure I believed them,” Margaret replied. “Especially when it became obvious that neither of them had told the police anything about Mark and drugs.”

“Why would they lie?” Ted asked.

“They’re just trying to muddy the water so that no one thinks they killed Mark,” Mona’s voice said.

Margaret looked at the cloud again. Is Mona hiding behind it because she knows I’m angry at her for interfering? she wondered. Ted was still looking at her, expecting an answer to his question.

“Maybe they just want to give people something else to talk about,” she said.

Ted nodded. “I suppose that’s possible.”

Margaret finished telling him about the rest of the conversation. When she was finished, she frowned. “I need a drink,” she said.

“We could go to the pub.”

“We could, but I haven’t had dinner, either. I think I need to eat something before I have a drink.”

“So let’s get dinner and then go to the pub.”

“Are you sure? You aren’t working tonight?”

“Not only am I not working tonight, but I’m not working all weekend. I’m not even on call, which means I can have a glass of wine at the Tale and Tail after dinner.”

“Wow. A weekend off? That never happens, especially not during a murder investigation.”

He grinned. “The case is twenty years old already. One weekend won’t make much difference.”

“Will I get to see you this weekend, then?”

“I’m counting on it. I have to do laundry and grocery shop tomorrow morning, but I was hoping we could do something in the afternoon. What sounds good to you?”

“Oh, anything. One of the castles, the wildlife park, just a walk on the beach, anything.”

“I haven’t been around the castles since primary school. We had school trips just about every year, but I don’t think I’ve been since.”

“You have two amazing castles on your doorstep, and you never visit them?”

“I’m sorry. We’ll go to Peel Castle tomorrow and Castle Rushen on Sunday. Will that do?”

“It’s a start.”

Ted laughed and then pulled her into a kiss. “We can go around the castles every weekend for the next year if that makes you happy,” he whispered in her ear.

"Except you’ll probably be working on half of them.”

“That’s still a lot of castle visits.”

“Right now, I’m more worried about dinner.”

“I’m ready when you are.”

Margaret changed into casual clothes and then combed her hair and touched up her makeup. The cloud followed her into her bedroom, hovering near the door.

“Mona, I know you’re in there,” she said in a low voice. “Please, please, please, don’t interfere tonight. Let me have a nice meal and a drink with Ted without us seeing any suspects. Please.”

“You should want the case solved as quickly as possible.” The voice seemed to come from the cloud again.

“I want the case solved, but I also want some time alone with Ted. Right now, that matters more to me than who killed Mark Atkins.”

The cloud seemed to sigh deeply, drooping slightly toward the floor.

“No interference tonight, then,” Mona’s voice said. “Have a good evening.”

There was an odd popping sound before the cloud suddenly seemed to start shrinking. When it was about a tenth of its original size, it slowly drifted down toward the floor. Margaret watched as it hovered for a moment and then began to float around the room. When it got to the bed, it stopped. A moment later, the other cloud peeked out from under the bed.

“Great, now there are two of them,” Margaret muttered as she headed back toward the living room. “Maybe this is all just a weird dream.”

She looked back and watched as the two clouds seemed to play leapfrog over one another. “A very weird dream.”
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“Where would you like to go?” Ted asked as they walked out of the building.

“It’s my turn to pay, so we should go somewhere very cheap,” Margaret said teasingly.

Ted laughed. “Maybe we could split a sandwich and a bottle of soda from one of the shops.”

“I can swing a bag of chips, too.”

“Don’t spoil me.”

“Seriously, though, I don’t care where we go.” She named a handful of nearby restaurants.

Ted shrugged. “What about fish and chips? I know that wasn’t on your list and I promise I’m not suggesting it because it’s a cheaper option. It’s just what sounds good to me right now.”

“And it’s quick, so we can get to the pub faster,” Margaret suggested.

“Exactly,” Ted said, grabbing her hand.

They walked the short distance to the nearest chippy and ordered at the counter. There were a handful of tables outside, so when their order was ready, they found a table and sat together in the sunshine.

“Any word on Ernie?” Ted asked.

“No, but I’m having lunch with Elaine tomorrow. I might know more after that.”

“I won’t worry about him until after tomorrow, then,” Ted said.

“I could sit here all day watching the world go by,” Margaret said a short while later, giving a contented sigh.

“It’s nice, but so is the Tale and Tail.”

Margaret laughed. “Good point. Maybe we shouldn’t sit here all day.”

“We need to let other people have our table, anyway,” Ted added as several people seemed to arrive all at once.

Margaret frowned and looked around, worried that Mona was up to her tricks again.

“Is something wrong?” Ted asked.

“I was just worried that a bunch more people were coming. I’d like to finish my last few fries in peace.”

Margaret quickly ate the rest of her dinner. Ted was done before her. Then they cleaned up after themselves and headed back down the promenade.

“Should we walk for a short while before the pub?” Ted asked as he took Margaret’s hand again.

“We probably should. I ate too many fries.”

“Whereas I ate too many chips.”

They both laughed.

“I hate that our languages are so different,” Margaret said. “I mean, they’re the same language, but they aren’t at all the same.”

“I suppose the same must be true for other languages.”

“I have a friend who is French Canadian, and she told me that she had a difficult time in Paris because of the difference between Canadian French and, well, French French.”

They talked about languages as they strolled for several minutes before Ted stopped.

“Ice cream,” he said, pointing to the ice cream van that was parked nearby.

“Yes.”

Laughing, they walked over to the van.

“Oh, it’s soft-serve ice cream,” Margaret said happily. “Yum.”

They both walked away from the van with large cones of whipped soft serve. Margaret got plain vanilla, but Ted opted for the vanilla and chocolate twist.

“Wonderful,” he said after he’d tried it. “Perfect for this weather.”

They walked along the promenade, chatting about nothing much, as they enjoyed their treat.

“Now I feel sticky,” Margaret said as she dropped her napkin in a convenient garbage can.

“Do you want to go back to your flat before we go to the pub?”

“I’ll wash my hands in the pub bathroom. All this walking has worn me out. If we go back to my apartment now, I won’t want to go back out, not even to the pub.”

A few minutes later, they walked into the Tale and Tail. Margaret stopped a few feet inside the door, just to take it all in.

At one time, the building had been a luxurious mansion, but the owner had sold it years earlier to a developer. The developer had turned most of the building into a grand hotel, but he’d left what had been the mansion’s library largely untouched. A bar had been built in the center of the room and on the upper level small clusters of tables and chairs had been added. Cat beds had been distributed throughout the space and a dozen or more rescued cats had been given a home there.

For Margaret, what mattered the most was what hadn’t been changed. The walls were still lined with books, and guests were encouraged to read while they were visiting and to borrow books from the shelves. Margaret was currently reading her way through a series by an author she’d never read before. She was on the tenth book in the series, and there were at least a dozen more books to the series on the pub’s shelves.

She and Ted walked to the bar and got drinks. Then they carried them up the winding staircase to the upper level. There were only a handful of people scattered around the space. Most were reading, but there was one couple who were sitting together having what seemed to be an intense conversation. Ted led Margaret to a couch on the opposite side of the room.

“Whatever they’re talking about, we don’t want to interrupt,” Ted said as they snuggled up together on the couch.

“It looks important.”

“Maybe he’s about to propose.”

“Maybe she’s about to dump him.”

“Maybe they’re trying to decide whether they should have a baby or not.”

“Or maybe another baby.”

Margaret and Ted kept whispering back and forth, suggesting what the other couple might be discussing until the other couple left an hour later.

“Well, now what will we talk about?” Ted asked.

“I think that guy is a spy,” Margaret said, nodding toward the man who was reading at a table in the corner. “He’s sipping coffee while he waits for his contact to arrive.”

Ted looked over and laughed. “I’d agree, except I know him. He’s an assistant manager at ShopFast. He’s probably waiting for his wife.”

A few minutes later a woman walked up the stairs. She walked straight to the man’s table and tapped on his shoulder.

“Sorry, I was lost in my book,” he said.

“And?” she said, staring hard at him.

“And you look wonderful. That haircut has taken years off of you,” he added quickly.

She laughed and then gave him a quick kiss. “Let’s go and get some dinner before it gets too late. You know the kids will wear my mother out in another hour.”

He nodded and then picked up the book he’d been reading and tucked it in a pocket. “I’m ready.”

As they walked to the elevator together, Margaret sighed.

“Okay, he isn’t a spy. What about that guy?” She nodded toward the other man in the room.

“That’s my GP. I suppose he might be a spy in his spare time, but doctors are usually pretty busy.”

An hour later, after a second round of drinks and some more silly fun, Ted walked Margaret home.

“I’ll pick you up at two,” Ted said when they reached her door. “That should give me enough time to have a lazy morning and still get my washing and some grocery shopping done.”

“That sounds good. I’m having lunch with Elaine and a friend.”

“Your friend or Elaine’s friend?”

“Elaine’s friend.”

“Someone involved in the hunt for Ernie?”

“Yes, his friend, Sara.”

“Let’s hope she knows where Ernie is,” Ted said as he pulled her close.

“Yeah, I hope so,” Margaret replied before he kissed her.

A loud coughing noise made Margaret jump. Ted lifted his head and looked around.

“Good evening,” Elaine said loudly.

Margaret felt her cheeks flood with color. “Hi,” she said sheepishly.

“I was just coming over to remind you about lunch tomorrow,” Elaine said. “We need to leave around quarter to twelve if we’re going to be at the café at midday.”

“Great,” Margaret said. “I’ll be ready.”

“Excellent,” Elaine replied. She stood next to her door, her arms folded, staring at Margaret and Ted.

Margaret looked back at Ted. “We both need sleep,” she said.

He nodded. “I’ll see you tomorrow afternoon.”

“I’m looking forward to it.”

“What are you planning?” Elaine asked.

“We’re going out around two,” Ted said. “You’ll be back from lunch by that time, won’t you?”

Elaine nodded. “We should be.”

“I can call you if we get held up,” Margaret said.

Ted nodded. “I’ll see you tomorrow,” he said before he gave Margaret a gentle kiss.

She watched as he walked back down the corridor toward the elevator. After he’d stepped inside a car and the doors started to slide shut, Margaret turned to Elaine.

“Nothing from Ernie, then?” she asked.

Elaine shook her head. “I’m almost ready to report him missing to Ted. It’s been a week. I’m really worried now.”

“I can have Ted come back.”

“No, don’t. Let’s see what Sara has to say tomorrow. Maybe she’s heard from Ernie.”

“And if she hasn’t, you’ll file a missing person report?”

“If she hasn’t, maybe I’ll be able to convince her to file a missing person report.”

“Either way, something needs to be done.”

Elaine nodded. “For now, I need sleep. I’m not as young as I used to be.”

Elaine turned around and let herself into her apartment, leaving Margaret alone in the corridor. Shaking her head, Margaret went into her own apartment.

“I wasn’t keeping her up,” Margaret said to Katie.

Katie stopped jumping back and forth between the two clouds and stared at her for a moment. Then she went back to her game.

“They aren’t staying,” Margaret told her. “At least I hope they aren’t staying,” she added under her breath.

It took her only a few minutes to get ready for bed. Like Ted, she needed to do laundry and some grocery shopping.

“That’s what weekends are for,” she told herself as she climbed into bed. “Ted might get to have a lazy morning, but Katie will have me up at seven tomorrow.”

She tossed and turned for several minutes before falling asleep.
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“Ihave a lot to do today,” she told Katie the next morning.

They’d both had their breakfast and Margaret had showered and gotten dressed. She was sitting on a couch, with Katie on her lap, watching the world go past her window.

“Merooww,” Katie replied.

“I could just start a load of laundry and come right back.”

Katie put her head down and shut her eyes.

“I really don’t want to disturb you, but I need clean clothes.”

Katie didn’t seem to appreciate Margaret’s dilemma. As Margaret gently scratched behind her ears, the small animal seemed to fall asleep. Margaret watched the cars, people, and waves and just let herself relax. After an hour, Katie woke up and jumped down, shouting loudly.

“It isn’t time for lunch,” Margaret said as the kitten raced around the room. “But it is time for laundry,” she added, heading into her bedroom to get her laundry basket.

She filled the machine with dirty clothes and detergent and then switched it on. As the machine began to fill with water, Margaret found a pen and some paper and made a shopping list. After moving the clothes to the dryer, she headed to the nearby supermarket. As she didn’t need much, she walked, a decision she regretted when she started back toward home carrying far too many shopping bags.

“I won’t do that again,” she told Katie as she unpacked the shopping a short while later. “I had a very sensible list, but I kept seeing things that weren’t on it that looked good. I shouldn’t have bought them all, but I did.”

Katie stared hard at her.

“Yes, a few of the things I bought are for you. We don’t need cat food, but ShopFast had a new brand, and I thought you might like to try a few of their options.”

“Meewooww,” Katie replied before disappearing into Margaret’s bedroom.

“I hope that’s a yes,” Margaret muttered as she finished putting everything away.

Twenty minutes later, she was ready to go for lunch with Elaine and Sara. Elaine knocked on her door at eleven forty-five.

“Maybe I should ring Sara and cancel,” Elaine said when Margaret opened the door.

“Why? I thought you wanted to get to know her better.”

“I did, when I thought Ernie and I were going to be friends. Now I’m not certain what to do. If Ernie is avoiding me, then every time I see Sara, I’m going to be reminded of him.”

“I don’t think Ernie is avoiding you. I think Ernie is on vacation or something.”

“We haven’t checked his flat for a few days.”

“We can stop there on our way out,” Margaret offered.

“I think we should. I’ll wait in the lift, but you can see if anything is amiss.”

Margaret nodded and then picked up her purse. “Ready?”

“Yes,” Elaine said flatly.

They rode the elevator down to the third floor. Margaret got out and walked to Ernie’s door. She knocked loudly and then counted to one hundred. After knocking and counting a second time, she walked back to the elevator.

“Nothing?” Elaine asked.

“No sounds, no odd smells, nothing out of the ordinary.”

“Should we drive or walk?” Elaine asked, her hand hovering over the elevator’s buttons.

“Let’s walk. It isn’t far and it looks like a nice day out there.”

The walk along the promenade took only a few minutes. When they reached the restaurant, Elaine smiled and waved at someone through the window.

“I take it that’s Sara,” Margaret said.

Elaine nodded. “Don’t say anything about Ernie. I’ll bring him up when I think it’s the right time.”

I don’t even know Ernie. Why would I bring him up? Margaret thought. “Sure,” she said as she followed Elaine into the restaurant.

“Hello,” Sara said brightly as they approached the table. “I’m so glad you rang to invite me to lunch. I’m terrible about making plans, and then I sit in my flat and feel sorry for myself because I never do anything.”

“I’m doing everything I can to make some new friends,” Elaine said. “Most of my friends back in Bolsover were work colleagues. Now that I’m retired, I won’t have any of those here.”

Sara nodded. “Retiring changes everything. I never realized how much of my life revolved around my job. Most of my friends were fellow teachers. I spent a lot of evenings going to band concerts and plays and family fun nights at the various schools in our area. And then I retired and moved back to the Isle of Man, where I really don’t know anyone any longer.”

“There are a few women from my school days on the island, but I don’t really have anything in common with them,” Elaine said. “The two I’ve seen since I’ve been back both got married as soon as they left school. They both have children and grandchildren, and they both wanted to talk about little else.”

Sara laughed. “I do find that with my old friends, too. Those who have children don’t seem to want to talk about anything else.”

“But where are my manners?” Elaine asked. “This is Margaret Woods. She lives in the flat next door to mine, and she was kind enough to agree to join us today. When I said I’m trying to make new friends, that includes friends of all ages.”

Margaret smiled. “It’s nice to meet you,” she said.

Sara nodded. “I’m Sara Russell. I don’t know how much Elaine has told you about me.”

“She told me that you’re a retired teacher who grew up on the island but lived in Wales for most of your adult life.”

“That’s right. I loved Wales, and I never planned to move back to the island. Oh, I visited now and again because my mother was here, but the idea of moving back never crossed my mind.”

“And yet, here you are,” Margaret said as the waiter approached.

“Good afternoon,” he said. “Let me tell you about today’s specials, and then I can get you some drinks while you look at the menu.”

Once he’d walked away, Sara shook her head. “Where was I? Never coming back to the island, wasn’t it?” She laughed. “I enjoyed visiting, but after my mother passed away, something changed. When I came back to settle her estate, I found that the island felt oddly like home. I extended my visit twice because I simply didn’t want to leave. I’d come back to put the house on the market and get rid of Mum’s things, but I found myself unable to do either. After an entire month on the island, I went back to Wales and told my husband that I wanted to move back here. Not only that, but I wasn’t going to sell my mother’s house. I wanted to move into it.”

“And what did he say?” Margaret asked.

“He said no. And then he said maybe. And then, eventually, he said he’d be willing to consider it. We came over for a long weekend and stayed in my mother’s house. Once we returned to Wales, he was more accepting of the idea. It took a few years to get all of our ducks in a row. I had to retire, and Hubby had to find a job over here, but we finally made the move about a year ago.”

“Any regrets?” Margaret asked.

“I regret not doing it sooner. I wish I’d have moved back while Mum was still alive. We spent as much time together as we could. I visited her here and she used to come across to Wales two or three times a year, but I miss her every day.”

“You never get over losing your mother,” Elaine said.

Sara nodded. “The first few months weren’t easy. Hubby struggled a bit to settle in, but once he made a few friends and found a pub he likes, he stopped complaining. Now I think he likes the island more than I do.”

“It has that effect on people,” Margaret said.

Sara nodded. “You’re American. How did you end up here?”

“Are you ready to order?” the waiter asked as he gave them their drinks.

They ordered lunch. As the waiter walked away, Margaret told Sara a brief version of her life story.

“And how are you finding the island?” Sara asked when Margaret was finished.

“So far, I love it. My new job is challenging and interesting, and I’m just starting to explore the island’s fascinating history.”

“I taught history for many years, but it wasn’t until I moved back that I truly began to appreciate how unique the island’s history actually is,” Sara said. “I drag Hubby around the castles at least once a month.”

“I want to visit them every weekend, but I’ll settle for every other,” Margaret said.

“The novelty might wear off eventually,” Sara said. “But I hope not.”

“It might last longer for me,” Margaret speculated. “You probably had amazing historical sites in Wales. The US is sadly lacking in medieval castles.”

“You’re very quiet,” Sara said to Elaine.

“I think Ernie is missing,” Elaine blurted out.

Sara frowned. “You said something when you rang about him being missing. Have you still not seen him?”

“No, I have not. And if he’s avoiding me, that’s fine. I just want to know that he’s okay,” Elaine said.

“I don’t think he’s avoiding you. Why would he be? But I haven’t spoken to him lately, either. I did try ringing him after we talked the other day, but he didn’t answer. I’m afraid life got rather busy after that, and I rather forgot about poor Ernie.”

“How often do you usually see him?” Margaret asked.

“We were meeting for lunch every Friday for a while, but then Ernie decided that he’d rather have lunch with Elaine,” Sara said, smiling at Elaine.

She flushed. “I never intended to come between you and Ernie.”

“Oh, no, I didn’t mean it that way. The thing is, Ernie doesn’t like to make plans. His wife was a planner. When she was alive, their days were scheduled to a degree that was almost silly. Once she passed away, while Ernie missed her terribly, he also came to appreciate living life with a bit of spontaneity. Moving to the island was part of that. Ernie’s wife would never have left Wales.”

“Maybe he decided to move back,” Elaine said.

“He would have told me if he was leaving the island,” Sara said. “I mean leaving for good. He might not have bothered to mention anything if he’d decided to have a short holiday, though.”

“I haven’t seen him in a week.”

Sara frowned. “That’s quite worrying, actually. He told me that he was becoming very fond of you.”

Elaine blushed bright red. “I was becoming fond of him, too.”

“Now I’m becoming quite worried,” Sara said. She dug around in her purse and pulled out a cell phone. “I’m certain you’ve been trying to reach him,” she said.

Elaine nodded. “I’ve rung him a few times. I’ve also tried knocking on his door, but he never seems to be at home.”

“But you haven’t filed a missing person report?” Sara asked as she dialed a number on the phone.

“I thought maybe he was avoiding me.”

Sara shook her head. “Ernie would never do that. If he’d decided that he wasn’t interested in pursuing a friendship with you, he would have told you, probably very bluntly. He’s a lovely man, but he doesn’t truly understand women.”

Elaine and Margaret both laughed.

“I don’t think many men understand women,” Margaret said.

“You aren’t wrong,” Sara told her.

She tapped the ‘end call’ button on her phone and sighed. “He isn’t home.”

“Here we are,” the waiter said, putting a plate of food in front of Sara.

They all waited until he’d delivered their meals and walked away before they spoke again.

“After lunch, we’ll go to the police,” Sara said. “If Ernie is just on holiday, they’ll be able to find him.”

“And then he’ll be annoyed with us,” Elaine said.

Sara laughed. “He deserves to be annoyed. He shouldn’t have just gone away without saying anything to anyone. You’ve been far more patient than I would have been in your place. I’d have rung the police after twenty-four hours.”

“We don’t always see each other every day,” Elaine said.

“Well, if you don’t, it isn’t for lack of trying on Ernie’s part. He told me that he’d been working on developing something of a routine again because he often bumped into you when he went out around the same time each day.”

Elaine blushed again. “I didn’t realize…”

“You’re both adults,” Sara said. “You should talk about these things.”

“We talked a little bit. We both agreed that we wanted to be friends,” Elaine told her.

Sara shook her head. “I’m fairly certain that Ernie is interested in being more than friends, but don’t take my word for it. Once we find him, ask him yourself.”

“If we find him,” Elaine said flatly.

“Let’s not go there,” Margaret said. “There’s probably a very simple explanation for his absence. I’m sure we’ll all laugh about it eventually.”

The other two women exchanged glances, but neither argued.

“The food is excellent,” Margaret said after a short silence.

“I’ve never had a bad meal here,” Sara told her.

“This is the first time I’ve been here, but it won’t be the last,” Margaret replied.

“So, what do you miss about America?” Sara asked.

“That’s a difficult question. I miss my sister. She’s supposed to be coming to visit soon. I’m hoping she’ll stay for a while. I miss my parents, and the rest of the family, too, of course, but Megan and I have always been close.”

“I hope she comes to visit, then,” Sara said.

“What about pudding?” the waiter asked as he began to clear away their empty plates.

“I wouldn’t mind seeing the menu,” Sara told him.

Margaret grinned. “I’ve never been able to read a dessert menu and then resist having dessert.”

Sara laughed. “You’re right, of course. Just looking at the menu is an admission that you’re going to have pudding, or dessert, if you prefer.”

The waiter was back a minute later with menus. Margaret read down the list and then sighed.

“I knew it,” she said. “I can’t resist.”

“I’m going to have the chocolate mousse and pretend that because it’s light and fluffy it must be very low in calories,” Sara said.

“I’m going to have the chocolate sponge and just ignore the calories,” Elaine said.

“Both of those sound good,” Margaret said. “But I think I’m going to have the crème brulee. It comes with berries, so I’ll get some extra fruit in my diet.”

The waiter took their order and had their desserts to them quickly. Margaret ate a blueberry while she tapped on her crunchy sugar shell. When the spoon broke through the caramelized sugar to the vanilla custard underneath, she sighed happily.

“How is it?” Sara asked after Margaret had taken a few bites.

“It’s very good. I nearly always get something chocolate for dessert, er, pudding, so this makes a nice change,” Margaret replied.

When the waiter brought the bill, Elaine took it and quickly worked out what everyone owed. “The joys of having been an accountant,” she said. “Although Margaret is an engineer. She could have done the maths.”

Margaret laughed. “I could, but I would have used my phone’s calculator to do it.”

“You’re an engineer? How interesting,” Sara said.

“I’m a chemical engineer. I find it fascinating, but it doesn’t usually make for interesting small talk,” Margaret replied.

“I sometimes wonder what I might have done with my life if women had been encouraged to study STEM fields when I was a child,” Sara said. “I was always good at maths and science, but I never got as far as calculus or physics.”

“I loved all of it,” Margaret said. “And I was fortunate to have parents who encouraged me to follow my passions. I think they were just grateful that my interests were likely to lead to a successful career. That isn’t true for everyone.”

“My passion was always numbers,” Elaine said. “Very few women were studying accountancy when I was at uni, but I did it anyway. There’s nothing better than sitting down with rows and rows of numbers and adding them up.”

Sara shrugged. “I don’t think I would enjoy that. I loved teaching and working with children. I just wonder what might have been if I’d felt as if I’d had more options.”

“It’s never too late to go back to school,” Margaret suggested as they all stood up.

Sara laughed. “I’m retired now, and very happily retired at that. I’ve been dabbling in the island’s history. That’s as much learning as I want to do at this point.”

“It’s such a nice day,” Margaret said as they walked outside.

“Where is the nearest police station, then?” Sara asked.

“It’s a short drive away,” Margaret told her.

Sara frowned. “Maybe we should take a short walk before we go and file our missing person report. It’s such a lovely day, and I don’t get down to the promenade very often.”

“Are you certain that going to the police is the right thing to do?” Elaine asked as the trio began a slow stroll along the promenade.

“If I hadn’t been so busy with my husband and his little problems, I would have noticed that Ernie was missing days ago,” Sara replied. “And then I would have gone to the police immediately.”

“Are you still in touch with any of your former work colleagues in Wales?” Margaret asked as the idea occurred to her. “Perhaps he’s gone back to visit someone there.”

“That’s a definite possibility,” Sara said. “He told me when he moved over here that he was planning on going back to Wales regularly. Let me see who I can find.”

She dug out her cell phone and began scrolling through her contacts. They kept walking slowly while Sara muttered under her breath.

“He’s moved away himself now,” she said.

“Oh, Ernie didn’t care for her. I can’t see him going across to see her,” she said a moment later.

“My goodness, he died five years ago. Why is he still in my phone?” she asked.

“Any luck?” Elaine asked after another minute of muttering.

“Ah, yes, Carys. If Ernie went back across, he’d have rung her for certain. She and her husband used to spend a lot of time with Ernie and his wife,” Sara said triumphantly.

She tapped on the phone screen and then looked up. “I’ll put it on speaker so we can all hear what she has to say.”

Elaine shook her head. “Don’t bother ringing her,” she said.

Sara frowned. “Why not?”

“Because I’m fairly certain that’s Ernie,” Elaine replied, gesturing at a man in the distance. He was walking toward them.
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“It is Ernie,” Sara said excitedly. “He’s okay.”

“Great,” Elaine muttered.

Sara looked at her and shrugged. “Yeah, he has a lot of explaining to do. Do you want to confront him or shall I?”

“Maybe you could just ask him nicely where he’s been,” Margaret suggested.

Sara laughed. “I’ll be nice, mostly. He’s just lucky we didn’t involve the police.”

“Sara, Elaine, hello,” the man said when he reached them.

Ernie appeared to be around sixty-five. He was mostly bald, with only a small amount of very short grey hair. His glasses were perched on the end of his nose, and he was wearing grey pants and a light sweater.

“Margaret, this is Ernie,” Sara said. “Ernie, this is Margaret Woods. She lives next door to Elaine. We told her all about you over lunch.”

“You were talking about me?” Ernie asked, blushing.

“We were talking about going to the police to report you missing,” Sara replied. “No one has seen you in a week, and you aren’t answering your phone.”

Ernie sighed. “I lost my mobile,” he said. “I’m pretty certain I left it on the plane. No doubt someone found it and decided to keep it for themselves.”

“Plane? You didn’t tell me you were going anywhere,” Sara said.

Ernie glanced at Elaine and then looked back at Sara. “I needed to talk to Mary,” he said in a low voice.

“Mary?” Sara echoed, looking surprised.

Ernie shrugged. “Maybe I could just tell you everything instead of you throwing questions at me.”

“I’m sorry,” Sara said quickly. “You must understand that we were worried about you.”

“I didn’t mean to worry anyone. I needed some time to think and then everything went wrong. I’m sorry that you were worried.” He looked at Elaine. “Were you worried, too?”

Elaine frowned. “I just assumed that you’d decided you weren’t interested in pursuing our friendship,” she said.

“Oh, no, not at all. I definitely want us to be friends,” Ernie said quickly.

“Maybe you should start at the beginning,” Margaret said.

Ernie flushed. “I never meant to be a bother.”

“So where did you go and why?” Sara asked.

“Can we sit down? I walked as fast as I could when I saw you. I was afraid you’d cross the street and disappear before I got to you and then I’d have to keep walking up and down all day hoping you’d reappear. I never realized how much I relied on my mobile for keeping in touch with my friends. I’m lost without it.”

“There’s a bench right over there,” Margaret said.

When they reached the bench, Margaret stood back and watched what was very like a game of musical chairs. Ernie sat down near the middle of the bench. Elaine sat as far away from him as she could. Before Sara could sit, Ernie slid closer to Elaine. That made Elaine stand up and move to the other end of the bench. As Ernie slid back toward her, Sara quickly took the space where Elaine had been.

“I’ll stand,” Margaret said, not wanting to try to squeeze in between Ernie and Sara.

“I never meant to worry anyone,” Ernie said before falling silent.

“We had lunch together on Friday,” Elaine said. “You didn’t say anything about going away.”

“I wasn’t planning on going away when we had lunch together on Friday. And then I went home and started thinking too much,” Ernie replied. “I started thinking about how nice it was that I’d started making new friends. And then I started to wonder if it was possible to fall in love a second time. Mary and I were together for a long time. When she died, I assumed I’d never fall in love again.”

“Of course you can fall in love again,” Sara said. “I’ve been married three times, and I loved every one of my husbands.”

Ernie shrugged. “I knew that, but I suppose I never actually expected it to happen.”

“Are you saying you’ve fallen in love with someone?” Elaine asked.

“No, not yet. What I’m saying is that I suddenly realized that it might happen.” Ernie sighed. “Elaine, I like you a lot. I’ve never been good at talking about my feelings. When I proposed to Mary all those years ago, she was shocked because she thought we were just friends who went out together once in a while. I’d never told her that I loved her. I was afraid to say it, in case she didn’t feel the same way.”

“I’ve never said it,” Elaine said. “I’ve gone out with a lot of men, but I’ve never fallen in love.”

“You still haven’t explained where you went or why,” Sara said.

“When I realized that I might be capable of developing feelings for Elaine, feelings beyond friendship, I felt guilty,” Ernie said. “Mary and I had never really talked about what would happen if one of us died before the other.”

“I knew Mary. She would want you to be happy,” Sara said.

“I know, but I didn’t feel as if I could say anything to Elaine until I’d spoken to Mary. And I know that I can talk to her anywhere, but I feel closest to her at the bookshop near where we used to live.”

Sara smiled. “I miss that shop. I used to spend hours and hours there every week.”

“So did Mary and I,” Ernie said. “We used to have lunch together in their café every Saturday, and we often spent a large part of the day there after we’d eaten. We used to have all of our most serious conversations in one of the little booths in the back corner of the café. That was where we talked about the difficult things that were too hard to discuss at home. That probably sounds really odd, but that café felt as if it were home as much as our own sitting room.”

Sara nodded. “I know exactly what you mean. There’s something incredibly homey and warm about that shop.”

“So on Friday afternoon, after lunch with Elaine, I decided that I needed to fly back to Wales and go and have Saturday lunch in the bookshop. I hadn’t had lunch there since Mary’s death because I knew I’d miss her terribly, but now I wanted to talk to her, and that seemed like the best place to try to find her.”

“Do you believe in ghosts?” Elaine asked.

Ernie shrugged. “I wasn’t expecting her to sit down opposite me for a chat, but I figured that if I was going to feel her presence anywhere, it was going to be in that café.”

Elaine nodded. “So you decided to fly back to Wales. What happened next?”

“I threw some clothes in a bag and drove down to the airport with no plan at all. When I got there, I asked at the ticket desk for a ticket on the next flight to anywhere. That turned out to be Manchester, which was convenient, really. I was going to ring or text Sara to let her know where I was going, but the flight was already boarding. When we arrived in Manchester, I realized that I didn’t have my phone. I’m certain I had it when I got on the plane, so I must have dropped it during the flight. Whatever, I was now stuck with no way to ring anyone.”

“What did you do?” Sara asked.

He shrugged. “I decided it didn’t really matter. I was booked on a return flight for Sunday. I didn’t think anyone would miss me over the weekend.”

“Hmph,” Elaine snorted.

Ernie glanced at her and then turned his gaze toward the sea. “Anyway, I hired a car and drove back home. Except it didn’t really feel as if I was home. I hadn’t been gone for long, but everything felt a little bit different. I found a bed and breakfast with a room and then I took a walk around town. On Saturday morning, I got up and went to the bookshop.”

“Was it the same as always?” Sara asked.

“They’ve changed the menu in the café.”

Sara frowned. “But they’d had the same menu in the café for years.”

“I know. I said as much to the waitress, but she just shrugged and said she’d only been there for two weeks and hadn’t even known that the menu was new.”

“Surely all of the regulars had complained,” Sara said. “I know I would have if I’d been there.”

“I don’t know. I didn’t see anyone I knew.”

Sara frowned. “No one?”

Ernie shook his head. “Both of the waitresses were new since the last time I’d been there, and I was the only customer in the place.”

“I can’t believe it’s changed that much in such a short space of time,” Sara said.

“Nothing on the new menu appealed to me, so I just got coffee and a slice of Victoria sponge. Then I sat back and waited to see if I’d feel Mary there.” He fell silent, staring out at the sea.

“Did you?” Sara asked after several minutes had ticked past.

“I did,” Ernie whispered. “We had an entire conversation in my head. I felt a bit foolish, imagining that she was there, but I needed to talk to her.”

“And she told you that she wanted you to be happy,” Sara said.

Ernie chuckled. “She told me that I was allowed to find someone else, but that I was only allowed to be ninety percent as happy with them as I’d been with her.”

Sara laughed loudly. “That is exactly what Mary would say.”

“I told her that ninety percent of the happiness that she’d given me was still very happy because I’d loved her so much. And then the waitress came over and asked me if I was okay. I might have been crying, just a little bit.”

“That’s all well and good,” Sara said. “But where have you been ever since?”

“I dried my eyes and paid for my cake and then walked outside. I was still lost in thought, though, I suppose. I definitely wasn’t paying enough attention. I walked outside and then tripped over that uneven bit of pavement in front of the bookshop.”

“It’s been uneven for decades,” Sara said.

“I know, but I was distracted. Anyway, I tripped on the pavement and fell hard onto the ground. I managed to hit my head and knock myself out. When I came to, I was in the back of an ambulance on my way to hospital.”

“Are you okay?” Elaine asked, clearly concerned.

“I’m fine – at least I think I’m fine. They kept me for observation for several days and finally said I could fly back to the island yesterday. Unfortunately, I couldn’t get a flight yesterday, so I had to wait until today to come back.”

“Head injuries can be serious,” Sara said.

“I’m going to see my GP here on Monday so that he can take over monitoring the situation,” Ernie told her. “Between now and then, I need to get a new phone.”

“You should do that straight away,” Elaine said. “Then you can let Sara know if you decide to travel again.”

Ernie frowned. “Maybe I could get your number.”

She shrugged. “Maybe.”

“Both of you need to talk about your relationship as if you were grownups,” Sara said. “Elaine, are you interested in getting to know Ernie better?”

Elaine blushed and looked at the ground. “Yes,” she said in a low voice.

“And Ernie, are you interested in spending more time with Elaine?”

“Yes,” he said firmly.

“There you are. You’re both too old to play games or waste time wondering what the other person is thinking,” Sara said. “Just let me know when to buy a hat.”

Elaine shook her head while Ernie laughed. Margaret grinned. She knew enough about British culture to understand the reference. Women used to buy new hats to attend weddings. While very few women wore hats any longer, they still teased about future wedding plans by talking about buying hats.

“I suppose you already had lunch,” Ernie said to Elaine.

“I did,” she replied.

“I was given a stale sandwich on the plane. I ate one bite and decided that I’d rather be hungry.”

“So you need lunch, and then you need to get another mobile phone,” Sara said. “Elaine, the man has a head injury. I think he’s going to need some extra looking after for a few days. Are you free this afternoon to help him or should I do it?”

“I can help him,” Elaine replied. “What do you want to do for lunch?” she asked Ernie as they both stood up.

“I can just get a sandwich from somewhere. I don’t want to eat too much now, because I very much want to take you somewhere nice for dinner.”

“I’d like that,” Elaine said.

Ernie offered her his arm. “Shall we?” he asked.

Elaine took his arm as she nodded.

“Elaine has my number. You can get it from her and then text me your new number,” Sara told Ernie.

He nodded. “I am sorry if I worried you.”

“I’m just glad you’re back safe and sound,” Sara said.

She sat and watched as Elaine and Ernie walked away.

“I love a happy ending,” she said once the pair had crossed the road and disappeared from view.

“They’re very cute together,” Margaret said.

“And Ernie is already more than a little in love with her, whatever he says.”

“Elaine is more than a little fond of him, too.”

“We both need to buy hats.”

Margaret laughed. “I’d love to see them get married and live happily ever after. They both deserve it.”

“I couldn’t agree more.” Sara stood up and stretched. “I suppose I should go home and see what Hubby has been doing all day.”

“Hopefully something useful.”

“Oh, he’s very good about such things. He’ll have done a load of washing at the very least. I’m hoping he’s vacuumed as well. He worries more about such things than I do, and he does a better job with the vacuum.”

“Maybe I need a husband.”

“I highly recommend them. I’ve had three, and they were all excellent.”

They both laughed and then Margaret walked with Sara back to where she’d parked her car. As Sara drove away, Margaret looked at her watch. She didn’t have long before Ted was supposed to pick her up for their afternoon at Peel Castle. She rushed back to her apartment and quickly got ready to go out again.

“Merooww,” Katie said, wandering around the bedroom as Margaret got ready.

“What’s wrong? Have your clouds finally gone away?”

“Yoowwwwwlll.”

“I have no idea what that means,” Margaret said. “Are you okay?”

Katie shrugged and then walked out of the room. Margaret followed a moment later.

“How about a treat? Will that make you feel better?” she asked the animal, who was now lying in the sun.

Katie jumped up and ran into the kitchen. Margaret got down a box of treats and gave Katie a couple. Katie was vocal in her thanks. A moment later, someone knocked on the door.

“Hi,” Ted said before he pulled her close.

“It’s nice to see you, too,” Margaret said softly when he released her.

“Ready for an afternoon at Peel Castle?”

“I’m excited to see it again. There’s so much history there. I feel like I barely remember anything I learned on previous trips.”

She put on her shoes and grabbed her purse. “I can tell you about Ernie in the car,” she said as she gave Katie a quick pat.

“Ernie? Elaine’s friend? I hope it’s good news.”

“It is good news. He’s turned up unharmed. Well, mostly unharmed, anyway. I’ll tell you everything on the drive.”

By the time they reached the parking lot for the castle, they’d thoroughly discussed Ernie, his missing cell phone, and his injured head.

“It sounds as if he and Elaine are a couple now,” Ted said as they got out of the car in the parking lot.

Margaret nodded. “I hope so. Elaine really seems to like him.”

“He flew across to Wales just to talk to his dead wife about her. It seems as if he’s very fond of Elaine, too.”

“Is that weird?”

“Being fond of Elaine?”

Margaret laughed. “The going back to Wales to talk to his dead wife thing. Is that weird?”

“It’s a bit unusual, but not properly weird. Call it eccentric, maybe.”

“Eccentric sounds a lot better than weird.”

“Indeed.”

The walk from the parking lot to the castle entrance didn’t take long. As they climbed the stone steps toward the entrance, Margaret stopped to take a few pictures.

“I’m going to send a bunch of pictures to Megan to show her what she’s missing,” she told Ted.

“Do you miss her a lot?”

“Yeah, but I’m also happy for her. She’s finally admitted that she’s met someone special, and from everything she’s told me, he actually sounds like a decent human being.”

“Just a decent human being?” Ted asked, clearly amused.

“Megan has terrible taste in men. Most of her exes have not been decent human beings. This one might just be, though.”

“Okay, I have to ask. Am I a decent human being?”

Margaret stared at him for a second and then laughed. “You’re way better than decent. I have much higher standards than Megan.”

“That’s okay, then,” Ted said, dropping a kiss on the top of her head.

At the ticket window, Ted insisted on paying for both of their tickets.

“Audio tour?” he asked.

Margaret nodded. “This time I’m going to listen to the entire thing, too. I usually start out with good intentions and then get so overwhelmed by everything that I forget to listen to them all.”

He handed her an audio guide and then took one for himself. “Where do we start?” he asked.

“Right here,” Margaret said, pointing to the small stake in the ground in front of them. “Just type in that number on your guide and start to learn.”

They walked hand-in-hand around the site, stopping to listen to each of the short narrations that brought the castle’s history to life. They were walking along the stone wall that overlooked the sea when Margaret spotted the children rolling down the grassy slope.

“Megan and I used to do that all the time at a park near our house in the US,” she told Ted. “There’s nothing better than rolling down a hill and landing at the bottom a dizzy mess.”

Ted laughed. “I remember doing that a few times myself. At least once, I did it here at Peel Castle, too. We were on a school trip, and we all got into trouble when we stopped listening and went for a quick roll down the hill.”

“On a school trip? I would never have done something like that on a school trip.”

“In my defense, I wasn’t the first to go. About a dozen other kids had a go before I finally decided to take a turn. One of the teachers was watching the entire time and she didn’t say a word. It was only when Mrs. Martin came over that we all got into trouble.”

“They seem to be having fun, anyway,” Margaret said, listening to the kids laughing and talking as they climbed the hill for another go.

“And it seems as if your luck has rubbed off on me,” Ted said.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, I’m just guessing, but I think those kids belong to Donald and Julia Cross. That’s them, sitting on the bench, watching the kids, anyway.” He nodded toward a bench some distance away.

Margaret tried not to stare as she looked curiously at the couple. Julia was a very pretty brunette. Her hair was pulled back in a loose ponytail. She was wearing a flowered dress and comfortable-looking flat shoes. Donald had an arm around her. He looked a few years older and was wearing jeans and a T-shirt that read “Best Dad in the World.”

As Margaret watched, one of the children ran up to Donald and Julia. She handed Julia a wildflower and then dashed away again.

“What a lovely family,” Margaret said.

Ted shrugged. “It looks good, anyway.”

“What does that mean?”

“I didn’t care for Donald when I interviewed him. He’s probably nice enough, but he was kind of obnoxious when I spoke to him.”

“Desiree, stop that.”

The man’s loud, angry voice made Margaret jump.

“He doesn’t sound very nice,” she said as she watched one of the girls get to her feet.

“I suppose you have to shout a bit if you have five kids,” Ted said.

Margaret nodded. “What was Desiree doing?”

Ted shrugged. “I wasn’t watching her.”

“Dylan, Declan, come here,” the man shouted.

The two boys were quick to obey.

“Daisy, Donna, get over here.” The man’s voice seemed to echo around them.

“Why do they all have names that start with D?” Margaret asked Ted.

He shrugged. “I’ve no idea. The Atkins brothers all start with M.”

“Yeah, but neither of their parents have a name that starts with M. I think it’s weird that Donald gave all of their children names that start with D.”

“Maybe Julia picked their names.”

Margaret looked at the couple again. “I doubt it.”

Two of the children had climbed into Julia’s lap. She was laughing and talking with them while the other three stood quietly next to their father. After a minute, he stood up.

“Time to eat,” he announced.

“One more roll down the hill? Please?” one of the boys asked.

“No,” Donald said firmly.

“Oh, Donald, let them have one more go,” Julia said. “But that’s it. One more go, and then we’re eating.”

A chorus of excited “yeses” followed before all five children quickly ran back to the top of the slope.

“You spoil them,” Donald said to Julia, his words carrying easily across the site.

“They’re only going to be little for such a short time.”

“Five is enough.”

“I didn’t say anything about another baby.”

Donald sighed loudly. “It was implied. Five is enough. You know I only wanted one or two.”

Julia chuckled and then got to her feet. “But you love me, and you want me to be happy,” she said before kissing his cheek.

“I do love you,” Donald agreed. “And I’d do anything to make you happy.”

“Except have another baby.”

“Do you really want another one? You’re always exhausted from looking after the five we already have. Do you really have the time and the energy for another?”

“I don’t know. Probably not. But that doesn’t stop me from wanting another.”

Donald chuckled. “Let’s talk about it later.”

Julia looked as if she wanted to argue, but after a moment she shrugged. “Later.”

As the children got up from their roll, they all headed straight back to their parents. Donald made a production out of counting heads twice before he looked at Julia. “All five present and accounted for,” he said.

“Excellent. I think we ought to have our picnic now.”

The children all cheered.

“I’ll go and get the picnic,” Donald said. “See who can find a nice flat spot where we can spread out and enjoy ourselves.”

As he walked away, Julia and the children started walking around the site, talking about the best place to have a picnic.

“Let’s keep going,” Ted suggested.

Margaret nodded, but after a few steps, she glanced back over her shoulder, watching Julia for another second. While she hated Mona’s interference, she had to admit that she was curious to talk to the woman who had been involved with Mark before his disappearance.

An hour later, Ted and Margaret had explored the entire site. Donald, Julia, and their children were still enjoying their picnic as the pair walked back toward the ticket office to return their audio guides.

“No comment,” Donald said loudly as Ted and Margaret walked past the picnic site.

“Pardon?” Ted asked.

“I said ‘no comment,’” Donald replied. “As in, I don’t want to talk to the police today.”

Ted nodded. “It’s Saturday. I’m enjoying Peel Castle with my girlfriend. I’m not interested in talking to you, either.”

Donald frowned. “So you’re suggesting that your being here at the same time as us is just a coincidence?”

“I believe we were here first,” Ted said. “I never once considered the possibility that you were following me.”

“Anyone could have told you where to find us today,” Donald said. “And then you and your girlfriend, or police colleague, more likely, could have come here and waited for us to arrive.”

“Margaret isn’t with the police, but now I’m curious why you think that we’re so interested in you,” Ted said.

Donald shrugged. “I just assumed you were interested in Julia. She was involved with a man who was murdered, after all.”

Margaret stared at him.

“Thanks, honey,” Julia said with a small laugh. “I’m sure you didn’t mean to suggest to the police inspector that I killed Mark.”

Donald shook his head. “Of course not. You were in love with Mark. It’s too bad he didn’t feel the same way about you.”

Julia frowned. “He loved me, too. We were hoping to find a way to make it work, even though he was leaving the island.”

“I’m sorry for your loss,” Margaret said.

Julia gave her a small smile. “Thank you. Mark has been gone for twenty years, but I still miss him.”

“He was my friend. I miss him, too,” Donald said.

Julia nodded. “I hope you’re going to be able to find out what happened to him,” she said to Ted.

“Yeah, shouldn’t you be working? Oh, wait, maybe you are working. Maybe stalking Julia is part of your job.”

“I’m not working today. Even in the middle of murder investigations, I still get an odd day off,” Ted said.

“And no one is stalking me,” Julia added with a grin. “The police have to know that I would never have done anything to hurt Mark.”

“What do you think happened to him?” Margaret blurted out.

Julia frowned. “I wish I knew. He and his father had been fighting for a while, but I can’t see Henry doing anything to hurt Mark. Not that Mark wasn’t hurt that his father wasn’t willing to support his dreams, but there’s a big difference between emotional pain and murder.”

“Henry never should have thrown Mark out,” Donald said. “I can’t imagine treating one of my children in that way.”

“It was all such a long time ago,” Julia said. “I have to believe that Mark was simply in the wrong place at the wrong time. Maybe he was walking in one of the fields and one of his brothers or one of the farmhands accidentally hit him with a tractor or something. While I hate the idea that someone accidentally killed him and then hid the body, that’s better than thinking that someone murdered him.”

“Accidents happen all the time,” Donald said. “Especially on working farms. I used to go and hang out with Mark on the farm. We used to climb the trees and play in the fields and drive the tractors before we’d ever had so much as a single driving lesson. It’s easy to see how an accident could have happened.”

“And less easy to understand why the body was hidden,” Ted said.

Donald shrugged. “If I’d just run over my own brother, I might be tempted to hide the body.”

“Why was he even at the farm?” Margaret asked. “I was told he’d left the island.”

“No one knows for certain if he left or not,” Donald said quickly.

“He did leave,” Julia said. “We said our goodbyes and everything. His father threw him out. He came over to my house and we talked for a short while. He told me he was going to get the ferry the next morning and then find a way to get to London. He also promised that he’d be back for me before the end of the year.”

“He might never have made it to the ferry,” Donald said.

“We’re checking on that,” Ted told him.

“Checking how?” Donald demanded.

“The ferry company is going through their records. A lot of their old passenger lists were put onto microfilm a few years ago. The company has an official historian. She insisted that every scrap of paper be microfilmed before anything was destroyed.”

“Just because his name was on a passenger list doesn’t mean he went anywhere,” Donald said dismissively.

“We’ve also reached out to colleagues in London,” Ted added. “If Mark ever got there, it’s possible someone might remember him.”

“From twenty years ago? That seems highly unlikely,” Donald said.

“Does it really matter?” Julia asked. “I mean, he didn’t die in London. He died here.”

“We’re trying to retrace his steps,” Ted explained. “If he did go to London, we know he wasn’t there for long, because we know approximately when he died. But if he spent some time in London, maybe we’ll be able to find someone there who will remember him. And maybe that someone knows why Mark came back to the island.”

“He never left,” Donald said. “He never told me he was going, and I was his closest friend.”

“He told me,” Julia said. “And he loved me.”

“I think that’s quite enough of this conversation,” Donald said. “Pack up the picnic. It’s time to go home.”

The children, who’d been sitting quietly eating cookies during the exchange, all protested, but Donald cut them off.

“Now!” he snapped.

Julia quickly began to tidy up the picnic things. The older children helped without being asked.

Ted put his hand on Margaret’s arm and nodded toward the exit.

“It was nice meeting you,” Margaret said to Julia.

Julia looked up and smiled as their eyes met. “Nice meeting you, too,” she said before she looked away.

Ted and Margaret walked back to the ticket window and returned their audio guides. Then they slowly walked back to Ted’s car.
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“Ididn’t like him, either,” Margaret said as Ted started the engine.

“There’s just something odd about him,” Ted said. “As far as I can tell, he didn’t have a motive for killing Mark, but he’s still on my list of suspects.”

“Maybe he killed Mark because he was interested in Julia.”

“I did consider that, but everyone I’ve spoken to has told me that he and Julia didn’t start seeing one another until six months or more after Mark left.”

“Just because they weren’t dating doesn’t mean that Donald wasn’t interested.”

“I suppose not.”

“And maybe Mark was gone for some of those months and then came back for Julia,” Margaret suggested. “And maybe his good friend, Donald, met him at the farm and killed him before he could get to Julia.”

“You really didn’t care for Donald,” Ted said with a laugh.

“The children seemed almost afraid of him. He shouted at them a lot. And I didn’t like the way he talked to Julia, either. I got the feeling he was playing with her emotions, teasing her with the idea that she might be able to talk him into another baby, even though he has no intention of having another one.”

“So he’s at the top of your list of suspects?”

“I don’t have a list. If it will help you with the investigation, I’ll make one, though.”

Ted laughed. “I don’t know that it will help, but it might be worth trying. Let’s go back to your flat and make a list. We’ll stop when we get hungry, even if we haven’t finished.”

“Sure, we can do that. I should warn you that I’m already hungry, though.”

“We’ll work fast,” Ted promised with another laugh.

When they walked into Margaret’s apartment a short while later, Mona was sitting on one of the couches with Katie on her lap.

“Mewoow,” Katie said as she jumped down.

Margaret looked at Ted, wondering if he’d noticed her cat hovering several inches above the couch, but he’d apparently missed it. Katie rushed over and wound herself around Ted’s legs until he bent down and began to pet her.

“Don’t spoil her,” Margaret warned.

“It’s far too late for that,” Mona said. “She’s the most spoiled cat in the world.”

Says the woman who was petting her when I got here, Margaret thought.

“She does get quite lonely when you’re out all day,” Mona said.

And I get quite tired of bumping into people involved in the murder investigation when I go out. I don’t see that changing, though, do you?

Mona chuckled. “You should be grateful for my help. Now you’ve met all of the suspects, so you can have a meaningful conversation with Ted about them.”

“Paper?” Ted asked as he stood up.

Katie walked away, heading for her favorite sunny spot near the floor-to-ceiling windows.

“Try the top desk drawer,” Margaret replied. “I think there might be a notebook in there. Grab a pen, too.”

They sat down together on the couch. Ted put his arm around Margaret and then leaned back and sighed. “I can’t imagine ever getting tired of this view.”

“It is spectacular.”

They sat in silence for several minutes.

“Let’s get the list started, then,” Mona said impatiently.

Margaret didn’t reply. After a moment, Mona sighed. “I’ll be back when the conversation gets interesting.”

“I’m getting hungry,” Ted said after another minute. “And I really want to go to the little place at the far end of the promenade that we went to on our first or second date.”

“It’s a bit of a walk, but the food was wonderful.”

“But we should do this list first. I can’t help but feel as if I’ll feel better once it’s done.”

“Surely it would be better to make this list with some of your colleagues at the police station.”

Ted shrugged. “We’ve talked about the case extensively, of course, but that’s very different to talking to you about the suspects. Besides, I think you’ve met just about everyone now. I want your opinion on them all.”

“Where do you want to start?”

“Henry and Lorna.”

“Lorna is at the bottom of the list for sure. She was shocked and upset and more than a little angry at Henry for how he behaved twenty years ago. There’s no way she had anything to do with Mark’s death.”

“Not even just covering it up to protect one of her other sons?”

Margaret thought for a minute and then shook her head. “I’m not saying she wouldn’t have been willing to cover up Mark’s death to protect one of her other sons or maybe Henry. I’m saying she was too shocked and upset to have known about his death for twenty years and kept quiet about it all that time. I’m sure there was a part of her that was still hoping he was going to come back one day. She’s devastated now that she knows that isn’t ever going to happen.”

“I tend to agree,” Mona said as she reappeared. “But you only met the woman once. She might just be an excellent actress.”

Margaret ignored her.

“What about Henry?” Ted asked as he wrote Lorna’s name near the bottom of the sheet of paper.

“He’s more complicated. I didn’t like him, but that doesn’t mean I think he killed anyone. If anything, I think his abrupt attitude was more about hiding his emotions than anything else. I suspect he feels guilty about his son’s death, but that doesn’t mean I think he had a hand in it.”

“If he had killed Mark, maybe accidentally, can you see him hiding the body?”

“Let me put it this way, if he had killed Mark and then hidden the body, I can’t see him selling the farm,” Margaret replied. “If he’d known the body was there, he’d have kept at least that piece of land to make sure that no one ever started digging there.”

Ted made a note. “That’s a good point, actually.”

“I can’t see Lorna being involved unless Henry was also involved,” Margaret added. “In which case, the same applies. They would never have sold the farm if they’d known the body was there.”

“What about the brothers?” Ted asked as he added Henry’s name just above Lorna’s.

“I’d have to put them fairly low on the list, too, if only because neither of them did anything to try to stop their father from selling the farm. At least, I assume neither of them did anything to try to stop him.”

Ted frowned. “I don’t know that they were specifically asked about the sale of the farm. It’s an interesting question, though. I’m going to have to ask everyone in the family about it.”

“If I’d killed my brother and buried his body on the family farm, I think I’d take up farming,” Margaret said thoughtfully. “That would have been one way to be sure that the body would never be dug up.”

“And twenty years ago, either brother could have claimed to have changed his mind about wanting to work on the farm,” Mona said thoughtfully. “Henry would have been thrilled.”

“So put both brothers with their parents?” Ted asked.

“I’d put them above their parents, but only if Mark died in a tragic accident and one or the other of the brothers simply hid the body,” Margaret said. “Neither brother had a solid motive for killing Mark, at least not one that I’ve heard.”

Ted made another note.

“What about the farmhands?” he asked.

Margaret frowned. “I didn’t really care for either of them, but I can’t see a motive for them, either.”

“Ben was angry that Mark was leaving, and Scott was tired of being bullied,” Mona said.

“I can’t see Ben killing Mark over that,” Margaret replied.

“Over what?” Ted asked as Mona chuckled.

Margaret sighed. “Sorry, I was just thinking about how upset Ben was that Mark was leaving. He thought all three sons should stay on the farm. I can’t see that as a reason for killing Mark, though. Surely, if he were still alive, there was always a chance that Mark would come back and take over the farm.”

“Unless they argued and Mark died in a tragic accident,” Mona suggested.

Margaret stopped herself just in time. “I suppose it’s possible that Mark died in some sort of accident and Ben simply hid the body. I suppose there wasn’t much he could have done to protect the hiding place. It was Henry who decided to sell the farm.”

“He could have moved the body,” Ted said. “That’s what I would have done, if I’d killed someone and hid the body in a place that I knew was no longer safe.”

Margaret stared at him for a moment. “Should I be worried that you’ve been planning this?”

Ted laughed. “We were talking about it at the station. If Ben or Scott had killed Mark, he would have had ample opportunity to move the body at a later date, well before the farm was sold. That leads me to believe that the killer was someone who did not have regular access to the farm.”

“Donald Cross,” Margaret said.

Ted hesitated and then nodded. “He’s at the top of my list, actually. Partly because I don’t care for him, which is why we’re having this conversation here, just the two of us.”

“And me,” Mona added, winking at Margaret.

“He could have wanted to get rid of Mark because he saw him as competition for Julia.”

“Except Mark was leaving the island. If Donald was already interested in Julia before Mark left, then he should have been happy to see Mark going.”

“Which is why I think Mark did leave. I think he went to London, or at least went across. I think Donald killed him when he came back for Julia.”

“If we can prove that Mark left the island, Donald will move up the suspect list.”

“I thought you said he was at the top of your list,” Margaret teased.

Ted laughed. “I did say that. If we can prove that Mark left the island, I’ll be taking a much closer look at Donald. Is that better?”

“I didn’t like him, but I hate to think that he killed Mark. Poor Julia will be left on her own with five small children.”

“Surely that’s better than leaving them to be raised by a murderer.”

Margaret shuddered. “What a horrible thought.”

Ted nodded. “So that’s our list, then. I assume you’d put Julia near the bottom?”

“Oh, yes, at the very bottom. It was obvious today that she cared a lot about Mark, even though she was trying to pretend it wasn’t a big deal in front of her husband.”

Ted added her name to the bottom of the list.

“Is that everyone?” Margaret asked. “It seems like we should have more suspects. None of those we have had a proper motive.”

“It’s always possible that he was killed by a person who is as yet unknown to us. It’s also possible that someone on the existing list had a motive that is unknown to us. In this case, it’s also possible that Mark wasn’t murdered, but instead died in an accident of some sort. If that’s the case, then someone hid the body, but that’s a lesser crime than murder, obviously.”

Margaret thought for a minute. “I can see just about any of them hiding the body. Not Lorna or Julia, but anyone else.”

“I agree, and I can see Lorna doing it if she wanted to protect her husband or her other sons.”

Margaret sighed. “A person unknown to us? Scott and Ben said that Mark was taking drugs. I don’t suppose there’s any way you can verify that from the remains?”

“Unfortunately, no, but in this case, I don’t know that it matters. Ben and Scott are the only people who’ve suggested that Mark was taking drugs. I’m not saying they were lying, but I do wonder if they were trying to divert attention elsewhere.”

“So you don’t think Mark was taking drugs?”

“I suspect he might have tried a few things, but nothing anyone has told me suggests he was a habitual user. Is it possible that he was taking drugs and had arranged to meet his source at the farm that night? Yes. Is it likely that he did so, and that source killed him? No. For a start, dealers don’t usually want to kill their customers, not unless their customers stop paying for their goods.”

“But there could have been an accident.”

“There could have been an accident, but then I question the method of disposal of the body. If you were on unfamiliar territory, selling illegal drugs to someone and you accidentally killed that someone, would you stay there and dig a deep hole to hide the body or would you run?”

Margaret frowned. “I can’t imagine selling drugs, but I suppose I’d run. How deep was the hole, and how long would it have taken to dig?”

“Mark was buried at least six or seven feet down. We aren’t totally certain because the developer wasn’t measuring. He was trying to clear the large area very quickly, and because the fields had been used as farmland for hundreds of years, no one was expecting him to find anything interesting as he dug.”

“Surely it would have taken a long time to dig a hole that deep.”

“It would have taken hours. We’re assuming that Mark died at night and that the killer worked through the night to get the hole dug and then covered back over. Henry told us that at some times of the year he rarely went out to that part of the farm. Once the crops were harvested and the weather got colder, the animals were moved into barns nearer the house. According to Henry, no one had any reason to be out there for months on end.”

“So the killer had plenty of time to dig a hole and hide the body, assuming he or she knew a little bit about the farm.”

“And that’s where we keep circling around,” Ted said. “It seems likely, based on where the body was found, that the killer knew the farm. I should say that the person who hid the body knew the farm, rather than the killer. It’s still possible that Mark died in an accident.”

Margaret frowned. “We’ve been talking forever and not getting anywhere. I’m starving.”

“I think we’ve made some progress. It’s all becoming clearer in my head. At least, I think it is.”

“I’ll try to figure that out after we’ve eaten.”

They both laughed before Margaret went into her bedroom to get ready to go out. When she emerged a few minutes later, Ted was on his phone.

“I’ll be there in twenty minutes,” he said before he ended the call.

“Why do I have a feeling that ‘there’ isn’t going to be a nice restaurant with me?” Margaret asked.

“I’m sorry, darling, but there’s been a bit of a break in the case.”

“Oh? Tell me more.”

“I can’t really talk about it,” Ted said. “But if I could, I’d tell you that we’ve been able to track Mark’s movements on the night he left the island.”

“So he really did leave?”

“It looks that way, anyway. He had a ferry ticket, and the ticket was used.”

“That’s interesting.”

Ted laughed. “What’s even more interesting is that the police in London think that they’ve found someone who met Mark in London a few days later.”

“What? Really?”

“Mark’s death got a bit of coverage in the national news. Someone saw the article and rang their local station to say that he’d met Mark. I suspect the police fielded dozens of calls from people with all sorts of odd stories, but this one seems to check out. I need to go into the office and ring the man myself. I can’t wait to hear what he has to say.”

“It was Donald, then,” Margaret said.

Ted grinned. “It might have been, but you’re getting ahead of the evidence.”

“The evidence can catch up.”

“I’ll try to ring you later, but if I don’t, do you want to go to the memorial service with me tomorrow?”

“Memorial service?”

“Did I forget to tell you about it? Henry and Lorna are having a memorial service for Mark tomorrow afternoon at two. They’re having it in the church hall near the farm. I have to be there, but I thought you might like to come along.”

“I don’t know. I didn’t know the man.”

“Of course you’re going,” Mona said. “With this new evidence, you can confront Donald. He’ll probably confess once he realizes that he’s been caught.”

“I can’t see that happening,” Margaret said.

“The memorial service? I’m fairly certain it’s going to happen.”

Margaret shook her head. “Sorry, I was thinking out loud. I was just wondering if telling Donald what has happened might make him confess.”

“I don’t plan on telling Donald anything. I expect I’ll have more questions for him tomorrow, though.”

“I’ll come to the service with you,” Margaret said. “If only so that I can spend some time with you.”

“We had a nice afternoon, didn’t we?”

“Yes, of course we did.”

Margaret walked him to the door and then kissed him.

“I’ll collect you around half one.”

“I’ll see you then.”

He gave her another quick kiss and then disappeared down the corridor. Margaret shut the door behind him.

“What are you going to do now?” Mona asked.

“I suppose I should get some dinner. I’m not certain I want to go out, though.”

“I think you should get Chinese,” Mona said.

Margaret stared at her for a moment and then shook her head. “I’m going to stay home and eat something out of the freezer. I’m not going to answer the door or the telephone, either, so you can’t interfere.”

Mona sighed. “I was just trying to be helpful. Not that I’m admitting to doing anything, but if I were interfering in any way, it would take time to arrange things. You’d be perfectly safe going anywhere tonight.”

Margaret thought for a moment before shaking her head. “I’ll stay home. The freezer is full of options. I don’t need to go out.”

“In that case, let’s talk about the investigation.”

“We’ve just spent hours talking about the investigation. I’d rather talk about almost anything else.”

“Have you heard from Fenella lately?”

Margaret smiled as she walked toward the kitchen. “I had an email from her this morning. She and Daniel are having a wonderful time in Hawaii. They were planning on staying there for a month, but they’re already thinking that they might want to stay for longer. That means changing all of their other plans, but they can afford to do whatever they want, so why not?”

“I would imagine that Hawaii is beautiful.”

“Fenella told me that you sometimes traveled with her. She said you managed to visit her in Buffalo when she was there. Can’t you make the trip to Hawaii, too?”

“I suppose I could try, but it would use up a great deal of my energy. Going to Buffalo was difficult. I’m not prepared to go through that again, not unless Fenella needs me.”

“Needs you?”

“If she were to get caught up in another murder investigation, I’d have to make the journey, no matter how difficult.”

“Let’s hope that no one gets murdered in Hawaii while she’s there, then.”

“She should be fine.”

Margaret pulled two different frozen meals out of the freezer. “Which one sounds better?” she asked.

“The chicken,” Mona said.

Margaret shrugged. “Why not?”

She popped the meal into the microwave and set it going before she returned the other meal to the freezer. A few minutes later, she sat down to eat.

“How is it?” Mona asked, looking skeptically at the plate.

“It’s better than I was expecting. It’s nicer than most of the frozen meals you get in the US.”

“Did Fenella have anything else to say?”

“She said that she and Daniel are both still thrilled that they got married. She said they’re still deliriously happy together. And she said that she’s doing everything she can to persuade him to extend their honeymoon for as long as possible.”

“They haven’t even been gone a month yet.”

“I know, and they have an entire year before Daniel is due back at work. I can’t imagine traveling for a year.”

“Max wanted to do something similar once. He wanted all of us to go on a cruise around the world. I believe it would have taken around three hundred days.”

“Who is all of us?”

“Oh, myself, Bryan, and Samantha, Bryan’s wife. She was willing. She loved to travel. Bryan and I were the reluctant ones.”

“I’m not certain I’d want to spend that much time on a cruise ship.”

“Whereas I simply didn’t want to leave the island for such a very long time.”

They talked about travel and the island while Margaret ate her dinner and a few cookies. Then they sat down together to watch some television. Katie curled up on Mona’s lap, purring quietly. Ted called just before ten.

“I wanted to ring earlier, but I couldn’t get away,” he said.

“Have you learned lots of interesting things, then?”

“Yes, indeed, but I can’t share any of them with you.”

Margaret chuckled. “That isn’t any fun at all.”

“Who told you that being involved with me would be fun?”

“Are you ready to arrest someone?”

“I wish. We’re not even close to an arrest, but I think we’re moving in the right direction. I have a lot more questions for all of the witnesses.”

“All of them? Are you going to question them tomorrow?”

“It’s tricky, because tomorrow is the memorial service. The Chief Constable doesn’t want me upsetting Henry and Lorna just before the service. He doesn’t want me upsetting anyone, actually, but especially not the grieving parents.”

“What about Donald?”

“I don’t mind upsetting him, but I don’t want to question him until after I’ve spoken to the others. I want to be absolutely certain that I have all of my facts straight before I speak to Donald.”

“You think he did it, don’t you?”

“I think the evidence is pointing that way, but it’s too soon to be certain.”

“So that’s a yes.”

Ted laughed. “That’s a yes.”

“Are you going to get some sleep now?”

“I hope so. My mind is racing, but I can’t do anything more until morning, and even then I can’t do much. The Chief Constable reckons that we can start questioning people after the memorial service.”

“How frustrating.”

“There are a few people I can talk to first, but they’re only minimally connected to the case. It’s better than nothing, but it also means that I’ll be busy for most of the morning. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry. Finding a murderer is pretty important work.”

“Yeah, but I’d rather be with you.”

“I’ll see you around one thirty.”

“That’s half one on this side of the Atlantic.”

Margaret laughed. “I’ll try to remember that.”

“He’s going to be busy all morning, but he isn’t going to be questioning any of the key witnesses,” Margaret told Mona.

“Good,” Mona said. “Then we can work on getting a confession at the memorial service.”

“We aren’t working on any such thing. I’m going to go and sit quietly and just observe. You aren’t going to interfere.”

“Of course,” Mona said.

She snapped her fingers and vanished. A single pink feather floated down from the ceiling. As Margaret grabbed it, the feather shimmered and then slowly faded away.

“I’m too tired to worry about how she did that,” Margaret said. “I could feel the feather in my hand before it vanished. I should have paid more attention in physics. I’m pretty sure Mona defies physics, though.”

She got ready for bed and then crawled under the duvet. “I haven’t looked for the clouds lately,” she muttered as she fluffed her pillow. “Maybe I don’t want to find them.” She turned off the light and fell asleep almost immediately.
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“Ido think you could let me sleep in on a Sunday,” Margaret told Katie at seven the next morning. “I know I could get your breakfast and go back to sleep, but that would be a terrible waste of a lovely day. I wouldn’t feel guilty about sleeping late if I didn’t know it was a lovely day, though.”

Katie didn’t even look up from her bowl.

“And now I’m talking to cats,” Margaret muttered as she walked into her bedroom. “Living on the island is changing me in so many ways. I never used to talk to myself or to cats.”

She shook her head and focused on getting ready for the day. Once she was dressed, though, she wasn’t sure what she wanted to do next.

“It’s too nice to stay inside. I’m going to take a walk,” she told Katie after she’d eaten her breakfast.

Katie yawned and then stretched on the floor near the windows and shut her eyes.

“Sure, take a nap,” Margaret muttered as she put on her shoes. “Wake me at seven and demand breakfast and then, once I’m up and dressed and ready for the day, take a nap.”

She was still shaking her head at both Katie and at her sudden inclination to talk to herself as she rode the elevator to the lobby. A few minutes later, as she strolled along the promenade, she began to feel as if all was right with the world. Taking deep breaths of sea air, she watched the waves splash along the sand and thought about how lucky she was to be there. A few minutes later, she heard someone calling her name.

“Elaine, hello,” she said when she spotted her neighbor. Elaine was walking toward her, arm in arm with a smiling Ernie.

“Good morning,” Elaine said when they reached her. “How are you today?”

“I’m good, thanks. How are you?” she replied.

Elaine looked at Ernie and blushed. “We’re good,” she said. “We had a long talk, and we both know where we stand now.”

Ernie nodded. “It’s been a long time since I did any courting, but I think I remember how it works.”

Elaine laughed. “It’s been a while since I’ve been courted, too, but it’s making me feel quite giddy and even a bit younger.”

“And I’m younger than Elaine, so I feel as if I’m a teenager again,” Ernie said.

Margaret laughed. “How nice for both of you.”

Elaine nodded. “We’re going to get brunch. We wanted a walk first, though, so we don’t have to feel too guilty when we eat everything at brunch.”

“That’s very sensible,” Margaret said. “Enjoy your brunch.”

“I’ll be over later tonight,” Elaine added as she and Ernie started to walk away. “Now that Ernie is back, I want to hear all about the murder investigation.”

Margaret opened her mouth to reply, but Elaine and Ernie were walking briskly away. Sighing, she carried on walking. Just a few minutes later, she heard her name again.

“Margaret? Are you going to be going to the memorial service for Mark Atkins this afternoon?” Heather Bryant shouted at her as Margaret picked up her pace.

“No comment,” she said as she watched the young reporter rush toward her.

“No comment? That has to mean yes. If you weren’t going, you’d have said as much,” Heather replied.

Margaret shrugged. “It’s a lovely day, isn’t it?”

Heather sighed. “A little bird told me that there’s been a break in the case. Do you think the police will be arresting someone during the service this afternoon?”

“I think it would be very rude of them to arrest someone during a memorial service,” Margaret replied. “But I am eager to see Mark’s killer behind bars, assuming he was murdered, of course.”

Heather frowned. “You answered my question,” she said suspiciously.

“I did, didn’t I? What was I thinking?”

“Do you know what’s happened?” Heather asked as she rushed to keep up with Margaret.

“No comment,” Margaret said.

Heather sighed. “I’d love to keep playing this game with you, but I need to try to talk to a few of the witnesses before the memorial service. I just have to work out who has already talked to the police today and who hasn’t. I don’t suppose you want to give me a hint?”

Margaret grinned at her. “I can tell you that I haven’t talked to the police today.”

Heather frowned. “In that case, you probably don’t know anything that I don’t know,” she said. She spun on her heel and strode back toward her car.

“Or maybe I do,” Margaret muttered under her breath. Then she took another deep breath and went back to enjoying her walk.

Hours later, after making herself a sandwich for lunch, she stood in front of the wardrobe in Fenella’s bedroom.

“I need something appropriate for the memorial service of a total stranger,” she said nervously as she reached for the handles on the doors.

“Try the first dress on the left side,” Mona said as she appeared, sitting on Fenella’s bed.

Margaret opened the doors and then found the dress. It was grey and very simple, but Margaret could tell that it was beautifully cut.

“I hope it fits,” she said as she shut the wardrobe.

“It will fit,” Mona said as she followed Margaret out of the room.

One of the things that Fenella had inherited from Mona was a wardrobe full of beautiful clothes. Nearly everything in it had been custom-made for Mona by a local designer named Timothy. Even though Mona and Fenella were very different sizes, everything in the wardrobe had seemed to fit Fenella perfectly, aside from items Fenella had opted to share with others. Those outfits always fit the recipient perfectly. When Margaret had questioned how that was possible, Fenella’s only explanation was “magic.”

Margaret didn’t really believe in magic, but up until a few months ago she hadn’t believed in ghosts, either. Fenella had insisted that Margaret was welcome to wear anything she found in the wardrobe whenever she wanted, but this was the first time Margaret had tried out the magic for herself.

“I wouldn’t have bothered if I’d had more time to go shopping,” she muttered as she pulled the dress over her head. “Next time, Ted needs to give me more notice if he wants me to go somewhere with him.”

She twirled slowly in front of her mirror. “Or, I could just embrace the magic,” she said with a sigh as she studied her image. “This dress is gorgeous and perfect for the occasion.”
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Ted was a few minutes late.

“You look stunning,” he said after she’d let him in. “That dress is amazing.”

“It was Mona’s,” Margaret told him. “Aunt Fenella told me that I could help myself to anything in her wardrobe.”

“She must have been the exact same size as you. The dress looks as if it was made for you.”

“As I never met her, I can’t possibly comment.”

“We’re running late. Are you ready to go?”

Margaret nodded. “I’m still not sure I should be going, but I’m ready.”

“Half the island will turn up because of the circumstances surrounding Mark’s death. At least you’ve met some of the family.”

“And you have to be there.”

“I do.”

Mark had left his car right outside the building.

“Are they ready to make an arrest?”

Margaret jumped as the voice came from the backseat. She turned her head and stared at Mona.

“Are they?” Mona asked.

“Have you made any additional progress on the case?” Margaret asked Ted.

He shrugged. “We’ve found out some things that might be relevant. Right now, I’m just eager to speak to Mark’s family, but I can’t do that until after the service. The Chief Constable has suggested that it would be best to wait until tomorrow, actually.”

“Tomorrow?”

“He doesn’t think there’s any urgency. It’s been twenty years. He thinks we should let the family mourn today.”

“Heather was asking questions this morning. She knows that there’s been a break in the case.”

Ted sighed. “Which means there is at least some urgency. I was hoping to surprise people with the news that Mark had left the island. I wonder where she’s getting her information.”

“Maybe Ted needs to confront everyone all at once during the service,” Mona suggested.

It’s a memorial service. That is not the place for confrontations, Margaret thought, wondering if Mona truly could read her mind.

“But he might not get another chance to watch their faces when they hear the news. It might be on the front page of tomorrow’s paper,” Mona said.

“I think you need to try to talk to everyone today,” Margaret said. “There’s too much risk in leaving it for tomorrow.”

Ted nodded. “In that case, we should have come in separate cars.”

“I can get a taxi. Don’t worry about me.”

“Let’s not worry about it for now. Let’s see what happens during the service.”

“Hopefully, nothing is going to happen aside from a lovely service.”

Ted grinned at her. “These things never go as planned.”

A minute later, he pulled up to the church. There were two uniformed constables standing across the entrance to the parking lot. Ted rolled down his window.

“Good afternoon,” he said.

“Ah, Inspector Hart, hello,” one of the men said. “There are only a few spaces left, but there are some.”

Ted nodded. “Have you had many people argue?”

The other man made a face. “Just about everyone, but it’s a small car park, and there are a lot of people who want to be nosy, er, I mean, pay their respects.”

Ted nodded. “Good luck,” he said before he drove slowly past him and into the parking lot.

He found a space some distance from the church and carefully reversed into it.

“Ready?” he asked Margaret.

She took a deep breath and then nodded. “Let’s go.”

“This is going to be interesting,” Mona said as she walked beside Margaret and Ted toward the door.

Maybe you should try visiting Aunt Fenella in Hawaii, Margaret thought.

“And miss out on what’s about to happen? I don’t think so,” Mona replied.

What does that mean? What’s about to happen?

Mona smiled enigmatically. “I need to go and find a quiet corner where I won’t get stepped on. I’ll see you later.”

Margaret watched as Mona seemed to disappear through the door at the back of the church. Ted pulled it open for them a moment later.

“Good afternoon,” a man in a dark suit said. “Are you here for the memorial service?”

“Yes, we are,” Ted replied.

“It’s being held in the church hall. You can follow the signs.” He gestured to the left.

Ted and Margaret followed signs down a short corridor and then into the church hall, which was nothing more than a large room filled with folding chairs. There was a small platform along one wall and all of the chairs were facing the platform. Margaret spotted Mona sitting on the edge of the platform, watching the crowd.

“We need to sit near the front,” Ted whispered. “Just in case things get tense.”

“I didn’t know the man,” Margaret protested. “Maybe I should sit near the back.”

“You can if you want to, but then we can’t hold hands.”

When Margaret looked at him, Ted winked at her.

“How near the front?” she asked.

The room was nearly full. As they walked toward the platform, Margaret found herself scanning the crowd for familiar faces.

You’ve been on the island for about two minutes. You aren’t going to recognize anyone, she told herself, just before she spotted Arthur, Joney, Rachel, and Stan sitting together. She waved and then followed Ted to a pair of seats near the center of the third row from the front.

“How did you know the deceased?” the grandmotherly-looking woman next to Margaret asked as they sat down.

“I, er, I didn’t know him, but I’ve met the family,” Margaret replied.

“Really? I’ve never met any of them, but I love a good funeral.”

Margaret stared at her for a moment, unable to think of an appropriate response.

“The killer is probably going to say something,” the woman continued. “He or she will have to pretend to be sad. I’m fairly certain I’ll be able to tell who is lying. Then I’ll just have to tell the police who to arrest.”

“Good luck,” Margaret muttered.

“I reckon I’ll be as good at picking out the killer as Bessie Cubbon used to be,” the woman continued. “She found lots of killers over the years, you know.”

Margaret nodded. She’d heard a few stories about Laxey’s “Aunt Bessie” who’d been involved in dozens of murder investigations over several years. She’d even been a part of a cold case unit that had taken on cases from all over the world.

“I thought about joining the police once my children were all out of the house,” the woman added. “But they said I was too old to join then.”

“What a shame,” Margaret said.

“Oooh, we’re starting,” the woman said as the room fell silent. Margaret turned to watch the procession of mourners who slowly walked from a side door toward the platform.

“That’s the dead man’s father. He looks as if he feels guilty about something,” the woman next to her whispered.

Margaret looked at Henry and had to agree with the woman’s words. He did look as if he felt guilty about something. Lorna was a few steps behind him. She was followed by Michael and Irene and two children who must have been theirs. Matt and Rosie had one child with them as they followed the others. Behind them, Julia, wearing a black dress, walked alone.

“Ben and Scott are sitting at the end of the second row,” Ted whispered to Margaret. “And Donald is at the end of the first row. I suspect Julia will sit next to him once they take seats.”

Margaret watched as Lorna took the first seat on the right in the front row. Henry stood awkwardly and watched as Michael and Irene and their children took seats on the left side of the aisle. Matt, Rosie, and their son went to the left as well. As they sat down, Henry took the seat next to Rosie. Julia seemed to hesitate before she walked past them and sat next to Henry. As soon as she was seated, Donald moved from the end of the row to sit next to his wife. Margaret noticed that he tried to take her hand, but she pulled away.

“Good afternoon.” The man in the dark suit stepped behind the podium on the platform and smiled out at the crowd. “I’m pleased to see so many people have come to pay their respects to Mark Atkins. The family wants to invite anyone who knew Mark to say a few words or to share a memory. On such occasions, we often start with the family, but in this instance, the family has asked that we start with Mark’s friends, if any would care to speak?”

There was an awkward silence before Donald stood up.

“Mark and I were friends,” he said. “We’d been at school together. He was a good guy, and I was sorry to see him go when he left the island, or rather when I thought he’d left the island. Of course, I never imagined what had really happened to him.”

He looked as if he was going to say more, but Julia shook her head at him. He shrugged and then sat down.

Someone else in the crowd stood up and talked about having known Mark in primary school. Then Ben stood up and talked about how he’d watched Mark grow up. Scott offered a few words, too, before the room fell into another uncomfortable silence.

“Perhaps now would be a good time for Mark’s brothers to say a few words,” the man in the suit said.

Matt and Mike exchanged glances before Matt slowly stood up.

“Mark was my older brother. I thought the world of him, and I’ve missed him every day since he left the island. I always thought he’d be back, though. I never imagined…” He stopped and then wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. “This has been really hard on all of us. We all loved Mark.”

Margaret felt tears forming as Matt shared a few stories from their childhood. Ted squeezed her hand and she blinked several times.

“He’s being very careful to tell stories that show Mark in the best possible light,” Ted whispered to her. “He told me a few that painted a less flattering portrait of his brother.”

“He told me that Mark set his bed on fire.”

Ted nodded. “I heard that story, too.”

When Matt sat down, Mike stood up. “I was Mark’s older brother,” he said. “We fought constantly, the way that brothers do.” He also told them a few stories about their shared childhood. When he sat down, Irene put her arm around him. He leaned toward her and ran a hand over his eyes.

After a moment, Henry got to his feet.

“Everyone on the island knows that Mark and I were fighting over his decision to leave the island. I’d do anything to go back in time and tell him that it’s okay for him to go. We were both too stubborn for our own good. He was my son, and I’ve missed him for the past twenty years. I’ll continue to miss him until my dying breath.”

He sat down heavily. Lorna looked at him for a minute before she slowly stood up.

“Mark was my baby. All of my boys were my babies. I can’t share stories about him. It’s far too painful to even think about him. I hope that he always knew that I loved him. I’ve been missing him for twenty years and hoping that he’d return one day. Now I know that he never left.”

She opened and closed her mouth several times but said nothing. Tears were streaming down her face. After another minute, she simply sat down.

“Did anyone else have anything to add?” the man in the suit asked.

Julia stood up. Donald tried to take her hand, but she took a step away from him, moving just out of reach.

“I’m Julia Cross. Mark and I were seeing each other before he left for London. I spoke to him on the night before he was planning to leave. I just wanted to tell everyone that he was happy and excited that night. He wasn’t angry at his father. He knew that his mother and his brothers loved him. He was too wrapped up in his dreams to be worried about the people he was leaving behind. He was going to London, but he was already planning to come back one day. He told me he’d be back after he’d found a job and a flat. He wanted to come back to prove to everyone that he’d succeeded. And on that night, twenty years ago, I believed that he was going to do amazing things.”

She stopped to wipe her eyes. Then she looked around the room.

“Someone on the island stopped Mark from achieving his dreams. Someone killed him before he was able to go to London. For the past twenty years, I’ve been hoping that Mark would eventually come back and show the entire island how successful he’d become. Now, my only hope is that the person who killed him will be brought to justice.”

“You have part of the story wrong,” a voice said.

Ted frowned. “What is he doing here?”

“Who is he?”

“The guy who met Mark in London. We talked last night. He never mentioned that he was planning to come across.”

Everyone in the room was staring at the man who was standing at the back of the room. He was wearing dark grey pants with a black shirt. Margaret guessed he was probably around forty.

“Good afternoon,” he said, looking around the room. “I apologize for my late arrival. My flight was delayed, and then I had difficulty finding a taxi. I had hoped to have a word with the family before the service started.”

“Who are you?” Julia demanded.

“My name is Larry Houseman. When I read about the body that was found on the island, I rang the police. After speaking to an officer last night, I decided that I needed to be here today.”

“Why?” Julia asked.

“Because I met Mark Atkins in London twenty years ago,” Larry said.

Several people gasped. Mike and Matt both stood up. Margaret wasn’t sure if they were angry or just surprised. Lorna put a hand on Henry’s arm.

“Say that again,” she demanded.

Larry nodded and then slowly walked down the aisle toward the platform. “I didn’t mean to shock anyone,” he said. “I assumed everyone knew that Mark had left the island.”

Margaret looked at Ted. “You didn’t tell him that there was uncertainty surrounding Mark’s final days?”

He shook his head. “I didn’t think it mattered. I didn’t know he was going to show up here.”

“We knew he was planning to leave,” Matt said. “But no one could say for certain whether he’d gone or not.”

Larry frowned. “Is there a Donald Cross here?” he asked.

Everyone in the room looked over at Donald. He frowned and then lifted a hand. “I’m Donald Cross,” he said.

“Mark told me that you drove him to the ferry on the morning he left the island. He said you were his closest friend, and that you were the one person he was definitely going to remain in contact with on the island.”

“I think maybe we should stop there,” Ted said, getting to his feet. “I have not yet been able to discuss the things that Larry told me with anyone connected to the case.”

“You drove Mark to the ferry?” Julia asked Donald, ignoring Ted as he began to walk toward the platform.

Donald shrugged. “I might have. It was a long time ago.”

“It was a long time ago, but even if you’ve forgotten about it now, you never said anything at the time,” Julia said.

“It wasn’t important,” Donald told her.

“It was important. It was very important to me. I loved Mark with all my heart, and I was devastated that he’d gone. You were his closest friend. I cried on your shoulder. We talked for hours about Mark’s hopes and dreams, and we talked about how he’d simply disappeared without a trace. If you’d told me that you’d taken him to the ferry terminal, I would have worried about him a lot less.”

Donald shrugged. “I’m sorry I never told you.”

“What else haven’t you told me?” Julia demanded. She turned her back on Donald. “What else hasn’t he told me?” she asked Larry.

Larry shrugged. “I’m not certain how to answer that. I met Mark in a pub. He told me all about the island and his family and friends here. He’d been in London for just a few weeks, but he’d already found a job and a place to stay.”

“I knew he’d do well there,” Julia said.

“He also told me that he was planning on going back to the island the next week,” Larry added. “He told me that he’d discovered that he loved London, but he loved his girlfriend back on the island more. Her name was Julia Ryan and according to Mark, she was the most beautiful woman in the entire world.”

“I’m Julia Ryan.”

“I thought as much.”

“He was coming back for me? But he knew I couldn’t leave. My mother needed me.”

Larry nodded. “We talked about that. Mark had taken a job in one of London’s hospitals. He’d spoken to someone there about your mother. Whoever he’d spoken to seemed to think that there might have been more treatment options available to her. Mark said that he was going to bring both you and your mother to London so that you could be together, and your mother could be treated.”

Julia stared at him for several seconds.

“Let’s wrap this up for now,” Ted said awkwardly.

Julia slowly shook her head. “He was coming back for me and for Mum. He still loved me.”

Margaret was watching as Ted slowly walked over to stand next to Donald. Two uniformed constables made their way along the wall until they were standing behind the man.

Julia looked at Larry. “Did he mention anything about his plans? Was his good friend Donald going to collect him from the ferry?”

“He didn’t actually say that, but he did say that he wasn’t letting anyone other than Donald know that he was coming back. He said he wanted to surprise you and his family. He’d only been gone for three weeks or so, and he felt as if he’d already proven that he’d made the right choice.”

“You were the only one who knew he’d come back,” Julia said to Donald.

He shook his head. “I didn’t know anything.”

“You did know,” Julia said. “I can even imagine how it all happened. He told you he was coming back to surprise everyone, and you agreed to help. You met the ferry and then took him somewhere to keep him hidden until after dark. Did you tell him that I was going to be at the farm? Was he looking forward to seeing me again as you drove him to his death?”

“Julia, darling, you know how much I love you. We’ve built a family together. Think of the children before you throw wild accusations at me,” Donald said.

“They aren’t wild accusations, though. It’s all so clear now. I can’t believe I never realized it before. You killed Mark because you wanted me. I knew, even before Mark left the island, that you were interested, but I didn’t think it mattered.”

“We barely knew each other before Mark left,” Donald said, looking nervously at Ted.

“We were friends because you were Mark’s closest friend. And after Mark left, you were so supportive. We sat and talked for hours and hours about Mark. You were kind and caring and you talked about how much you missed him. And all the while, you’d killed him and buried the body at the farm.”

“I think that’s enough,” Ted said. “I’m going to need both of you to come down to the station with me.”

Julia shook her head. “I’m not leaving yet. I have more that needs to be said.”

“Julia, darling, you know I didn’t have anything to do with Mark’s murder,” Donald said.

“I don’t believe you. I was so upset when Mark left that I let you into my life. We started spending hours and hours together. He hadn’t been gone for more than a few weeks before the first time you told me that you were falling in love with me. Had you already murdered him by that point, or did that come later?”

Donald stood up. “You’re upset. I understand that. I know how much Mark meant to you. He meant a lot to me, too. But he’s been gone for a long time and in that time, we’ve built a family together. Everything you’re doing right now is undermining that family.”

“I was waiting for Mark to come back. You knew that. How difficult was it for you to stop yourself from telling me that he was never coming back? You must have been tempted every time I said I wasn’t interested in getting involved with you because I still loved Mark. How badly did you want to tell me that he was dead?”

“I didn’t know he was dead,” Donald said flatly.

“You started telling me to give up on him within a few months, though. You said you didn’t think he’d ever come back.”

“I was just guessing and hoping that you’d forget about him and fall in love with me.”

“I wasn’t interested in you, though. I wanted Mark.”

“He loved you a lot,” Larry said.

“Shut up!” Donald shouted at him.

Julia jumped and then took a step backward. “Do you know why I married you?”

“Because you fell in love with me,” Donald said.

“I married you because I didn’t think I had any other options. When my mother died so unexpectedly, you were there for me. I was grateful. I’m still grateful for your help in getting through that awful time. I really thought that Mark would come back to the island when he found out about Mum. I assumed he was still in contact with someone who would tell him. When he didn’t come back, I realized I was alone in the world.”

“You had me,” Donald said.

“And I had no choice but to marry you.”

“You told me that you loved me.”

“I did love you, as a friend, at least. I loved how much you cared about me. I loved that you wanted to stay on the island and have a family. And I was mourning the loss of my mother. I needed someone and you were there.”

“And I’ll always be there, because I love you.”

Julia stared at Donald, a horrified expression on her face. “You were there,” she repeated.

Donald nodded. “I’ll always be there for you,” he said, taking a step toward her.

“You were there the night Mum died.”

Donald frowned. “I came over to see you.”

“And I was exhausted from looking after her. You told me to take a nap.”

“If you say so.”

“When I woke up, I went to check on Mum and she was gone.”

Donald nodded. “She hadn’t made a sound. I had no idea.”

“You killed her.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“It would have been so easy. You could have just held a pillow over her face. It probably only took a few minutes. She probably didn’t make a sound.” Julia stopped and began to sob.

Irene stood up and rushed over to her. Rosie was right behind her sister-in-law. They pulled Julia into an embrace. The entire room was silent aside from Julia’s loud sobs.

“None of this happened,” Donald shouted before he turned and took a few steps.

The uniformed constables stopped him.

“We’ll talk about it at the station,” Ted said.

Julia pulled away from Irene and Rosie. “Wait,” she said. “Donald, do you love me?”

“Of course I love you. You are my entire world,” he replied.

“Then you shouldn’t lie to me.”

Donald frowned. “I don’t lie to you.”

“You never told me that you took Mark to the ferry terminal.”

“I didn’t think it mattered.”

Julia shrugged. “Don’t lie to me now, then.”

“Of course not.”

“Why did you kill Mark?”

There was a long silence. Margaret could see Donald trying to work out how to reply.

“Everything I’ve ever done in my entire life has been for you,” he said eventually.

“I don’t understand,” Julia replied.

“Mark was never going to make you happy. I loved you more than he did.”

“And my mother?”

“Was a constant source of stress and worry. She wasn’t going to get better, and you weren’t going to be able to find happiness until she was gone.”

“And just like that, he confessed to two murders,” Julia said sadly. “What am I going to tell the children?”

“I didn’t confess to anything,” Donald said.

“We’ll talk at the station,” Ted told him. He nodded at the constable. “Take him to Douglas. I’ll follow shortly.”

The trio started walking down the aisle. Before they’d gone more than a few steps, though, Donald pulled away from them and ran out of the room. The constables were right behind him.

“Everyone stay where you are,” Ted said as people rushed to follow. He pushed his way through the crowd near the door and disappeared.

A moment later, everyone heard a loud crashing noise. Ted returned a minute later.

“Mr. Cross is now in custody,” he said. “I have a team of constables and inspectors on their way here to start taking statements. We’re going to need a brief statement from everyone in the room. I need to ask Mark’s family, Julia, and Larry to come with me to the station. I want to speak to each of you personally.”

Half a dozen uniformed constables walked into the room. As everyone in the front row was escorted out, a pair of inspectors arrived. They quickly divided the room into sections and began interviewing witnesses.

“This has been the most exciting day in my life,” the woman next to Margaret said.

“No talking, please,” one of the constables said.

She looked at Margaret and smiled brightly, clearly delighted at having been singled out for police attention.

Margaret sat back in her seat, her mind racing.

“That was a very satisfactory conclusion to the investigation,” Mona said as she slid into the seat where Ted had been sitting.

It was quite awful.

“It was rather awful, but at least now we know what happened to Mark. Finding out that Julia’s mother was also murdered was unexpected.”

The entire thing was unexpected. At least, I wasn’t expecting any of it.

“Ted was wise to stand back and let Julia talk. If he’d dragged Donald out as soon as Larry appeared, Donald would have had time to come up with a believable story.”

I don’t know about believable. Finding out that he took Mark to the ferry terminal on the day he left was significant.

“It’s a shame Mark wanted to surprise everyone when he returned. I suspect Donald encouraged him to do that.”

Margaret shuddered. Poor Julia.

“I think it’s quite telling that Donald never told anyone that he’d taken Mark to the ferry terminal,” Mona said. “That suggests a great deal of premeditation.”

I hadn’t thought of that, but you’re right.

“Margaret?”

She looked up at Ted, who was standing at the end of the row. “Hi.”

He grinned. “I need to get a quick statement from you. Then I can give you a ride back to Douglas.”

She got up and followed him out of the room. He led her to a small conference room where a constable was already sitting at the table. The constable took notes while Margaret gave her statement. When she was done, Ted dismissed the constable. As soon as the door shut behind him, Ted pulled Margaret into a hug.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

“It was all quite awful. I feel terrible for Julia and for their children. I feel terrible for everyone, really, aside from Donald. I can’t believe he killed Julia’s mother.”

“We might never be able to prove that.”

“But we all heard him confess to doing so.”

Ted nodded. “I need to get into Douglas and start taking statements. Are you ready to go?”

Margaret nodded. “So that’s what made the crashing noise,” she said as they walked outside.

From where she was standing, she could see that at least three cars had significant damage.

“Yeah, the one at the center is Donald’s. He was blocked in, but he thought if he hit the cars hard enough, they’d move apart. Instead, he got an airbag to the face and went nowhere.”

“Is he okay?”

“He’s been taken to Noble’s to get checked out. They might want to keep him overnight. That will give me extra time to talk to Julia and the others, at least.”

Margaret nodded. She knew that Noble’s was the island’s main hospital. “I assume you have several constables keeping an eye on him,” she said.

Ted nodded. “He won’t be going anywhere for a while.”
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Everyone at work was talking about Mark, Donald, and the memorial service when Margaret arrived the next morning.

“I can’t believe the most boring man I’ve ever met murdered two people,” Joney said.

Arthur nodded. “I never imagined him doing any such thing. The only interesting thing about the man was how devoted he’s always been to Julia.”

“So devoted that he killed for her,” Rachel said with a shiver. “I think I’ll stick to going out with losers who see other women behind my back.”

“I heard a rumor that Julia wants to take the children and move away,” Joney said. “I can’t imagine how difficult this must be for her. Imagine finding out that your husband and the father of your children is a killer.”

“Where could she go?” Margaret asked.

“Someone told me that she has an aunt in Liverpool,” Joney replied. “She’s Julia’s father’s sister. When he left the family, they lost touch, but I’m told she recently reconnected with Julia on social media. Apparently, they’d been planning to meet up in Liverpool during the summer holidays anyway, but I gather she’s coming to the island as early as tomorrow to help.”

“That’s good to hear,” Rachel said.

“And Mark’s family has rallied around,” Arthur said. “I believe she and the children are actually staying with Mike and Irene at the moment.”

It was nearly noon by the time they’d exhausted the topic. When Stan came to ask if anyone wanted to go for lunch, everyone agreed. Of course, Stan hadn’t been a part of the earlier conversation, so they repeated a great deal of it over lunch at one of the nearby cafés. Margaret made sure she worked extra hard in the afternoon to make up for her morning. She was exhausted when she got home.

“Meroow,” Katie said from her spot in the sun. She barely lifted her head to acknowledge Margaret’s return.

“Meow to you too,” Margaret replied.

She sat down in the first chair she came to and then sat back and closed her eyes. A moment later, Katie jumped into her lap. When she opened her eyes, she saw a large green cloud slowly descending from the ceiling. It seemed to hit the floor quite hard. A frowning Mona climbed off of it and then waved her arms to make it go away.

“Shooo. Go away,” she said.

The cloud seemed to hover for a moment before it began to dissolve slowly in midair. Margaret waved away a bit of green mist and then frowned at her aunt.

“Haven’t we had enough of clouds?” she asked.

Mona shrugged. “I thought I’d try something different. The green ones are meant to be softer. I didn’t notice any difference, though.”

“At least it went away when asked.”

“Yes, there is that. Perhaps it is time to try something different, though. I’ll give it some thought.”

Margaret frowned. “Maybe the clouds aren’t so bad,” she said as her imagination ran wild. The last thing she wanted was Mona riding in on a unicorn or something similar.

Mona smiled. “We’ll see. Ted is at the door.”

Margaret started to get up and then stopped, waiting for the knock. It came a moment later. Katie sighed as she jumped to the ground.

“Hello,” Ted said, pulling Margaret into a passionate kiss.

“Wow! It’s nice to see you, too,” she said when he lifted his head.

He laughed. “Sorry, I’m just happy that the case is solved. Maybe we’ll be able to have dinner together every night this week.”

“That would be nice. Are you sure that Donald did it, then?”

“He’s confessed, but you didn’t hear that from me.”

“Oh? Come inside quickly and tell me everything.”

Margaret shut the door and then pulled Ted onto the nearest couch. “He confessed?” she asked as Mona sat down on Ted’s other side.

“He did. And the Chief Constable is going to be talking about the confession at a news conference tomorrow afternoon. Please don’t tell anyone anything until after the news conference.”

“I won’t say a word. I set a bunch of things running before I left work for the day. I have a very busy morning planned tomorrow. I won’t have time to talk about the case until the afternoon.”

“What are we doing for dinner?” Ted asked.

“Nothing until you tell me more about the confession,” Margaret replied. Then she laughed. “We can get dinner first, if you’re really hungry.”

“I am hungry, but it won’t take long to tell you everything. Basically, once we got Donald to the station, he refused to talk. Then Julia paid him a visit. She’d already told me what she was planning to say to him. Basically, she went in and told him that he needed to confess if he’d actually killed Mark and her mother. She said that the confession would make things easier for their children and it would let them put it all in the past and get on with their lives.”

“She’d clearly given it some thought, then,” Margaret said.

Ted nodded. “She told me that she knew Donald would never confess, not if he thought he stood a chance of getting away with it. And considering how long ago the two victims died, it was highly unlikely that we were going to be able to prove that either of them had been murdered.”

“So if Donald hadn’t confessed, he would have gotten away with it?”

Ted shrugged. “We had a lot of circumstantial evidence, but we couldn’t even be certain what had killed Mark. As for Julia’s mother, she was cremated twenty years ago. No one thought her death was suspicious at the time.”

“So Julia convinced Donald to confess, knowing that if he kept quiet, he’d probably get away with two murders.”

“Exactly. She told him that she wanted him to confess. She put a lot of emphasis on the need for him to never lie to her again, and she talked about how they might rebuild their relationship once everything was settled.”

“I know she was just doing what she had to do, but I can’t imagine how difficult it must have been for her to say those things.”

“I got the impression that she’s been acting the part of devoted wife for a very long time. Her acting skills are top-notch.”

“So after she talked to him, Donald confessed to everything?”

“He did. He admitted that he’d taken Mark to the sea terminal on the day he left the island. He also admitted that he’d collected Mark from the terminal when Mark came back three weeks later. Then he drove Mark to the farm, where Mark was going to stay in one of the barns for the night. Once they got there, Donald stabbed him to death and then left him in the barn. After dark, he came back and dug the hole for the body.”

“Which must have taken hours.”

“It did take hours. Donald complained bitterly about how long it took. He also said that he spent the entire time terrified that he’d get caught.”

“And then he just carried on with his life, pretending that everything was fine?”

Ted shrugged. “Everything was better than fine, as far as he was concerned. He no longer had to worry that Mark would come back and take Julia away. Six months later, while Julia was still keeping him at arm’s length, he put a pillow over her mother’s face and suffocated her.”

Margaret shivered. “That poor woman.”

“She’d been unwell for a long time. No one questioned the idea that she’d simply died in her sleep.”

“And then he used the fact that Julia was devastated to persuade her to marry him.”

“Yes, although he insisted in his confession that everything he did was because he knew it was the best thing for Julia.”

“Killing her mother?”

“Ridding her of an enormous burden.”

“Killing the man she loved?”

“Mark was never going to treat Julia as wonderfully as Donald knew he would treat her.”

Margaret shook her head. “I feel sorry for everyone involved in this whole sad story.”

Ted nodded. “Sometimes my job is more difficult than others.”

“You’ll be ready for a year off as soon as Daniel gets back.”

“If I could afford it, I’d take a year off now,” Ted told her. “But that’s not likely to happen. Right now, I’m saving up for a ring. After that, there might be children to consider.”

“You’re saving for a ring?” Margaret asked.

“Of course he is,” Mona said before she disappeared in a puff of smoke.

Ted just pulled Margaret close and kissed her.
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Chapter One

Chapter One

“I’ll just have water,” Margaret Woods said.

“You’re American,” the waiter replied.

Margaret laughed.  “Is it that obvious?”

He nodded.  “But you have to tell me why you’re on the Isle of Man.  I’ve always wanted to visit America, but I can’t imagine very many Americans want to visit a small island in the Irish Sea.”

“My father was born here,” Margaret explained.  “He and his family moved to the US when he was a teenager.  His mother’s sister, Mona, stayed on the island.  When she passed away, she left her estate to my aunt, Fenella Woods.”

The waiter’s jaw dropped.  “You’re Fenella’s niece?  Everyone on the island has been talking about you.”

Margaret flushed.  “Oh dear.”

He shook his head.  “It’s all good.  We weren’t certain what to expect when Fenella came to the island.  Most people thought she’d just sell everything she’d inherited.”  He looked around the room and then leaned closer to Margaret.  “I heard that she inherited over a hundred properties around the island.”

“I have no idea what Aunt Fenella inherited.”

“Of course, she’s off on her honeymoon now, isn’t she?  We were all surprised when she married an ordinary police inspector.”

“Daniel is a wonderful man.”

The waiter nodded.  “And now you’re involved with a police inspector, too.”

Margaret smiled at Ted Hart, who was sitting across the table from her.  “How does anyone do anything illegal on this island?” she asked.  “Everyone seems to know everything about everyone.”

Ted nodded.  “It often makes my job easier.”

The waiter laughed.  “Sorry, Inspector Hart.  I didn’t mean to talk about you as if you weren’t sitting there.”

Ted nodded.  “It’s fine.”

The waiter turned his attention back to Margaret.  “I know it isn’t any of my business, but I heard that you’re working for Park’s Cleaning Supplies.  Is that right?”

“Yes.  I’m a chemical engineer, and I was fortunate that Park’s was looking for someone with my qualifications at just the right time,” Margaret replied.

“I’d have thought, with all of Mona’s money, that you’d never have to work again.”

“Aunt Fenella inherited Mona’s estate.  I didn’t inherit anything.”

The man frowned.  “I suppose I just assumed that she was sharing her fortune with you.  I sort of assumed that was why you moved to the island.”

“I moved to the island because my sister and I came to visit Aunt Fenella and I fell in love with the island while I was here.”

“So you quit your job and moved halfway across the world?  That’s very brave.”

“I’d already decided to make some big changes to my life before my vacation here.  I was coming out of a long-term relationship and wanting to change jobs, so when Aunt Fenella suggested that I move here, I didn’t take much convincing.”

“I have to ask.  Are you staying in her flat on the promenade?”

Margaret nodded.  “It’s a wonderful apartment, er, flat.”

“You can call it an apartment,” the man replied with a laugh.  “The building is called Promenade View Apartments, after all.”

“Yeah, why is it called that?” Margaret asked, looking from the waiter to Ted and back again.

They both shrugged. 

“You’d have to ask Maxwell Martin.  He named the building when he converted what was a luxury hotel into luxury flats,” the waiter said.  “But if you get a chance to talk to Maxwell Martin, there are better things to ask him.”

“Oh?” Margaret asked.

He nodded.  “Everyone on the island wants to know why he and Mona were together for decades but never married, for a start.”

Ah, but I know the answer to that, Margaret thought.

“I don’t really believe in ghosts,” the man continued.  “But a friend of mine does.  She keeps trying to talk to different spirits every week.  Maybe I’ll see if she can try to chat with Maxwell.”

“Good luck,” Margaret said.  He’s been hanging around what used to be the ballroom in Promenade View since he passed away.  Or so Mona claims.  And she’s a ghost, so she should know.

“But I can’t stand here talking about Mona and Max all day,” the waiter said.  “I’ll go and get your drinks.”

As he walked away, Margaret sighed.  “Life on a small island,” she said softly.

Ted nodded.  “When I was on secondment across, I forgot just how small the island can feel sometimes.”

“I really love it here, but it is uncomfortably odd feeling as if everyone on the island knows who I am.”

“Mona made certain that everyone talked about her.  She seemed to thrive on the attention, even as she got older.  It was only natural that people would be interested in whoever inherited her estate.”

“Then they should be interested in Aunt Fenella, not me.”

Ted chuckled.  “They were interested in Fenella, especially when she wasn’t just Mona’s niece, but she also kept stumbling over dead bodies everywhere she went.”

“I suppose I can understand why people would talk about that, but none of that was Aunt Fenella’s fault.”

“No, of course not.  And I understand from Daniel that things are going much better on their honeymoon.”

Margaret nodded.  “I talked to Aunt Fenella last night.  She said they’ve been gone almost two months and haven’t found a single dead body yet.”

“The yet is worrying,” Ted said with a laugh.

“I really hope they don’t find any at all during their year away.”

“That makes two of us.  Maybe, if they can just relax and enjoy their travels, Daniel will want to come back after a year.”

“Do you think he might not want to come back?”

Ted shrugged.  “If I were married to a very rich woman who wanted to travel the world with me, I don’t know that I’d want to go back to police work, no matter how satisfying I find the job.”

“Maybe you should be looking for a very rich woman.”

Ted picked up her hand.  “I’m quite happy with the woman I’ve already found,” he said.

Margaret felt herself blushing.  “I’m glad to hear that,” she said.

“Here we are,” the waiter said loudly.  “Your drinks.”  He put the glasses on the table and then looked around the mostly empty dining room.  “I understand you have a sister,” he said.

“Yes, Megan,” Margaret replied.

“She’s the one who got involved with the man who was murdered a few months ago.”

Margaret made a face.  “It wasn’t quite like that.”

“You came to visit the island together.  I take it she didn’t fall in love with it the way that you did.”

“She did, actually, but she isn’t ready to move across the Atlantic, at least not yet.  She’s on sabbatical from work this year, but she recently met a new man, so she wants to stay in the US until she sees where that relationship is going.”

“Well, if it doesn’t work out, I’m single,” the man said with an exaggerated wink. 

Margaret smiled at the man, who had to be sixty-something.  There was no way he was an appropriate suitor for her sister, who was younger than Margaret.

“Are you ready to order?”

Margaret looked at Ted, who shrugged.

“You go first,” Margaret said.  “I’ll figure out what I want while you’re ordering.”

She quickly read through the menu and chose something almost at random.  After they’d both ordered, the waiter walked away.

“Hello,” she said, grinning at Ted.

He smiled back at her.  “Hi.  How are you?”

“I’m fine, but I’d be better if I got to see more of you.”

“This time it wasn’t my fault.”

She nodded.  “Work has been crazy.  I’m sorry I’ve been putting in so many hours, but I think I’m done with all of the late nights for a while.”

“I hope so.  I’ve missed you.”

“I’ve missed you, too.”

“Can you tell me what you’ve been working on that’s taken so much time?”

“We’ve been working on updating some of the manufacturing protocols within the company.  That’s meant I’ve needed to be there to see what’s done at different times of the day.  I can go into more detail, but I suspect you’d find it all a bit dull.”

“I think most of the work most people do every day is fairly dull.”

Margaret laughed.  “Except for your job.  I’m sure it’s never boring.”

Ted shook his head.  “It’s very quiet at the moment.  I’ve been catching up on paperwork, which is even more boring than you can imagine.  It isn’t as if crime has stopped on the island, but there hasn’t been anything major since the body at Atkins Farm last month.  On Monday, I actually got asked to help find a missing kitten.”

“Did you find him or her?”

“It was him, and I didn’t find him.”

“Oh no.”

“He’s fine.  He wandered home on his own after a few hours.”

“That’s good to hear.”

“I have been talking to a friend about something interesting,” Ted said.

“Here we are,” the waiter said, putting a plate of food in front of Margaret.  He set Ted’s plate down.  “Is there anything else right now?”

Margaret glanced at her plate and then looked at the waiter.  “It looks wonderful.  I don’t think we need anything else.”

He nodded.  “Just shout if you need me.”

“What do you think he’d do if I actually shouted?” Ted asked.

“Please don’t.”

Ted laughed.  “I’ve nothing to shout about, at least not yet.  This is exactly what I ordered, and it looks wonderful.”

The pair chatted about the food and cooking methods while they ate.  The waiter brought them dessert menus while they were finishing their final bites.

“Get the chocolate cake,” he said as he handed Margaret a menu.  “It’s American-style chocolate cake with layers of ice cream between the cake layers.  It’s topped with hot fudge and whipped cream.”

“That sounds amazing,” Margaret said.

“Maybe we could split one,” Ted suggested.

Margaret nodded.  “That’s a great idea.  And after we eat it, we can take a long walk on the promenade to burn off a few of the calories.”

“As long as it isn’t raining,” Ted told her.

“It was a lovely sunny day when we came inside.”

“But this is the Isle of Man.  You never know.”

“So, one ice cream cake with two forks?” the waiter asked.

Margaret nodded. 

He was back a few minutes later with a large slice of cake. 

“We’re never going to finish this,” Margaret said as she picked up her fork.

“I think we might,” Ted said with a grin.

“I ate too much,” Margaret said a short while later as she and Ted left the restaurant.

“We both ate too much, but that cake was too good.  We had to eat it all.”

“It was really good.”

“And now we can take a long walk to make up for it.”

Margaret looked up at the clear skies.  “It’s the perfect evening for a long walk.”

Ted took her hand, and they walked across the street to the wide promenade by the water. 

“I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of living by the sea,” Margaret said after a few minutes.

“It isn’t just the views.  I’m convinced the sea air is good for my health.”

Margaret nodded.  “I feel happier and healthier than I have in years, in spite of the number of extra desserts I’ve been having since I moved here.”

“Life is better with pudding, or dessert, if you prefer.”

“I will learn to speak British English eventually.”

“It doesn’t really matter if you do or not.  I can understand you.”

“I should hope so,” Margaret said with a laugh.

“Hello, Margaret,” a loud voice called.

Margaret stopped and looked around and then waved at the woman who was crossing the street toward them.

“Elaine, hello,” she said when the woman reached them.

“Hello,” Elaine replied.  “How are you tonight?”

“We’re fine,” Ted said.  “Are you taking a walk on your own?”

Elaine nodded.  “Shelly and Tim are going to be meeting me in a short while for dinner.  I thought I’d take a walk first, though, because I’ll probably want pudding.”

“We did it the other way around,” Margaret told her next-door neighbor.  “We already had our pudding.”

Ted grinned at her.  “Well done,” he mouthed silently.

“I won’t walk far,” Elaine said.  “But it is a lovely evening.”

“It’s my first summer on the island.  So far, it’s been pretty perfect,” Margaret said.

“I’ve had an offer on my house,” Elaine told them.  “I’m probably going to take it, just to get rid of the house.  I can’t even consider buying anything over here until I get rid of the house in Bolsover, after all.”

Margaret knew that Elaine had grown up on the island, but she’d moved across for university and had only moved back to the island a few months earlier after a lifetime of working as an accountant.  She still owned her small house in Bolsover, near Chesterfield, and Margaret knew she was eager to sell it.

“Good luck,” Ted said.  “I hope it all goes smoothly.”

Elaine shrugged.  “I can’t complain if it all falls through.  Shelly is letting me stay in her flat for as long as I like.”

Shelly Quirk had bought the apartment next door to Mona’s just six months before Mona’s death.  The sudden loss of her husband had made Shelly decide to change everything in her life.  She’d sold the house she’d shared with the man for most of their married life.  Additionally, she’d taken early retirement from her career as a primary school teacher.  Once she’d moved into Promenade View, she and Mona had very quickly become friends.  Mona had helped Shelly recover from her bereavement, encouraging the sixty-something woman to embrace life.

When Mona passed away, Shelly had been one of the first people to welcome Fenella to the island.  Fenella had been delighted to make a new friend, and she’d been equally happy when Shelly began dating Tim Blake, an architect who also performed with a local band.  Fenella had insisted on paying for Shelly’s dream wedding when the pair got married, an event that brought Elaine back to the island for a long-overdue visit.  When Elaine decided to move back, Shelly was quick to offer her a place to stay.  She and Tim were planning to get rid of either his house or Shelly’s apartment, but they had yet to make a decision as to where they wanted to live now that they were married.

With Elaine staying in the apartment, Shelly and Tim usually stayed at his house, but now the couple were talking about selling both properties and buying something together that they could make uniquely theirs.  They weren’t in any hurry, though.  Both Shelly and Tim were still enjoying getting to know each other better and settling into married life together.

“So how are you?” Ted asked Elaine as the trio walked along the promenade together.

“I’m good, thanks.”

“And how is Ernie?” Margaret asked. 

“He’s also good,” Elaine said.  “We’re still trying to work out where we’re going, but we enjoy each other’s company, regardless.”

The pair had met not long after Elaine’s move back to the island.  Ernie had an apartment on the third floor of their building.  Just last month, Elaine had been worried that Ernie had gone missing, but she’d eventually learned that he’d simply gone across to revisit his former hometown in Wales.  Ernie was a widower and Margaret knew he was hesitant to get involved with anyone else out of respect for his former wife.

“I’m glad you’re working on it,” Margaret said.  “He seems like a nice guy.”

“He is a nice guy, but he’s also a bit dull,” Elaine said.  “I’m not certain he’s interesting enough for me to stay with him long-term.”

“He was a teacher, wasn’t he?” Ted asked.  “He must have lots of interesting stories from his teaching days.”

“He has a lot of stories, anyway,” Elaine said.

Margaret laughed.  “Not interesting ones?”

“Sometimes they can be.”  Elaine shrugged.  “We’ll see.  It isn’t as if there are dozens of men knocking on my door, eager to take me out.  Ernie is a nice person, and we have fun together.  Maybe that is as good as it gets at my age.”

They walked in silence for a few minutes before Ted spoke again.

“Here comes trouble,” he muttered.

Margaret looked around and then frowned when she spotted the woman walking toward them.

“Good evening,” Heather Bryant called as she got closer.  “I was hoping I might bump into you tonight.”

Heather was an investigative reporter for the island’s only newspaper, the Isle of Man Times.  Margaret thought she was rude, nosy, and annoying.

“Me?” Elaine asked.  “I’m flattered.”

Heather looked surprised for a moment and then laughed.  “I wasn’t necessarily talking to you, but I’m happy to see you.  I understand you’ve been seeing Ernie Stone, a relative newcomer to the island.”

Elaine narrowed her eyes.  “You haven’t been here much longer than Ernie,” she said.

Heather laughed again.  “No, of course not, but I’ve already come to love the island.  It’s so unique and interesting.  I’m fascinated by its history and by the wonderful people I’ve met here.”

“Uh, huh,” Elaine said skeptically.

Heather sighed.  “No one believes me when I talk about how much I love it here.  I’ve only been here for a few months, but I fully intend to make the island my home for the long term.”

“I’m sure Dan Ross must love that,” Ted whispered in Margaret’s ear.

Dan had been the island’s only investigative reporter for decades before Heather moved to the island.  Since her arrival, his byline had all but disappeared from the paper’s front page.  Heather seemed to cover all of the island’s most interesting news, leaving Dan to write articles about things like missing pets, women’s guild meetings, and the opening of new branches of the island’s bank. 

“Good for you,” Elaine said.  “I’m not planning on leaving again.”

Heather nodded.  “But maybe you’d feel differently about the island if you’d moved here to get away from a police investigation.”

“What does that mean?” Elaine demanded.

Heather opened her eyes wide.  “You didn’t know?  I just assumed, since you’re friendly with Ernie, that you knew.”

Margaret put her hand on Elaine’s arm and squeezed gently.  Elaine took a slow, deep breath.

“I don’t know anything about a police investigation involving Ernie.  I don’t think you do, either.  I think you’re just trying to cause trouble,” Elaine said after a second breath.

Heather frowned.  “Now why would I do that?  The next time you’re in a very public place with Ernie, maybe you should ask him what really happened to his wife.”

“She died,” Elaine said flatly.

“Yes, but how?” Heather asked.  “Have you ever asked him?”

Elaine shook her head.  “It isn’t any of my business.”

“It will be if you marry him, write a new will, and then die under mysterious circumstances,” Heather said.

“Actually, in that case, it will no longer be my business, because I’ll be dead,” Elaine told her with a slightly smug grin.

Heather frowned.  “You know what I meant.  I apologize for trying to help you.  I just feel as if women should stick together.  If we hear something unpleasant about someone, we should share that with everyone who knows that someone.”

“What exactly did you hear about Ernie?” Ted asked, his voice suddenly very much that of a senior police inspector.

“I’m not going to repeat it.  It might have just been speculation or rumors.  I just thought it would be helpful to give Elaine a heads-up.  I never should have said anything,” Heather said, frowning.

“Maybe we should talk about something else,” Margaret suggested.

“The weather is lovely,” Elaine said flatly.

“Inspector Hart, do you have any comment on the current downturn in the number of arrests being made by the Isle of Man Constabulary each day?” Heather asked.

Ted grinned at her.  “The weather is nice.  Crime rates are down.  We can’t arrest people if they aren’t committing crimes.”

“So you’re maintaining that crime rates have fallen in commeasure with the fall in arrests?”

“We have an entire department that deals with your questions,” Ted said.  “I’m just a hard-working inspector.”

“Except you aren’t working very hard at the moment, are you?  From what I’ve seen, no one in the police is working very hard at the moment,” Heather said.

Ted muttered something under his breath before he smiled again.  “I’d invite you down to the station to see just how hard I’m actually working every day, but I doubt you want to watch me do paperwork for hours.”

Heather smiled.  “I’d be happy to do that, actually.  It would make for an interesting story.  It could be a sort of ‘day in the life of’ kind of feature.  And who knows, maybe while I’m there, someone will get brutally murdered and I’ll be allowed to tag along on the investigation.”

Ted shook his head.  “That isn’t how investigations work.  And I’m not interested in being part of a story.”

“I need something to fill the pages of the paper,” Heather said.  “If someone doesn’t rob a bank or kill someone, I’m going to have to start making things up soon.”

“Let’s hope you have to start writing fiction, then,” Margaret said.  “I’d very much prefer that to seeing an increase in crime on the island.”

Heather shrugged.  “It doesn’t have to be crime.  A house could burn down.  A car could drive up a tree or into the sea.  Just something that makes headlines, that’s all I need.”

“Or maybe you could write about happy things,” Elaine suggested.  “Students graduating from university and coming back to the island, maybe.  Or new restaurants with amazing chefs.  People would enjoy reading about those things.”

Heather made a face.  “There are other reporters at the paper who cover those topics.  I’m an investigative journalist.  I need something to investigate.”

“I’m a police inspector, and I’m quite happy that I don’t have anything to investigate at the moment.”

“Because you won’t lose your job if you don’t create headlines.”

“I can’t believe you’ll lose your job, either,” Margaret said.  “Surely your boss doesn’t want you making up lies just to sell papers.”

Heather gave her a wicked smile.  “I wouldn’t be too sure about that.”

“It’s my night off,” Ted said.  “Even if something does happen, you won’t hear about it from me.”

“What about you?” Heather asked Margaret.

“What about me?  I’m not a police inspector.  I can tell you all about the work I do as a chemical engineer, if you want.”

Heather frowned.  “I was thinking more about doing an article about your aunt.”

“Aunt Fenella?”

“Yes, her.  I’d love to hear her entire life story.”

Margaret shrugged.  “I’m sorry, but I’m not really comfortable talking for her.  She’ll be on her honeymoon for another ten months or so.  Maybe she’ll give you an interview when she gets back.”

“That’s far too many months into the future.  I need headlines now.  And what I really want from Fenella is to hear all about finding all those dead bodies.  She’s never really talked out it, not publicly, anyway.  I think the island’s residents have a right to know more about her experiences.”

“Why?” Margaret demanded.

Heather blinked at her.  “Why what?”

“Why would the island’s population have any right to hear about Aunt Fenella’s experiences?  Finding someone dead is a horrible experience.  I’m certain my aunt doesn’t want to talk about it.  I wouldn’t, if I were her.”

“Of course, you’ve found your own dead body or two,” Heather said.  “Maybe you’d feel better about the experiences if you talked about them.”

“If I decide I want to talk about them, I’ll find a therapist,” Margaret said.  “I certainly won’t share them with the world.”

“It would be interesting to compare your experiences to your aunt’s.  She tripped over her first dead body the day after she arrived on the island.  How long had you been on the island before you stumbled over that poor dead man in the alley behind Promenade View Apartments?”

“No comment,” Margaret said flatly.

“And that alley was where Fenella found her first body, too, wasn’t it?  How interesting.  Of course, Fenella found several more bodies.  How many have you found?”

“No comment,” Margaret replied.

“I’ll have to check my notes.  Does anyone else think it’s odd that there hasn’t been a single dead body found since Fenella left the island, though?”

“Not at all,” Margaret said quickly.

Heather shrugged.  “I find it odd.  I know that old skeleton turned up last month, but I’m not counting that as a dead body.  The last one that was found was that poor girl who was murdered up at the Point of Ayre.  You were there when she was found, weren’t you?” she asked Margaret.

“You know I was,” Margaret said with a sigh.

“Interesting,” Heather said.  “Of course, Fenella was there, too.”

“So was I,” Elaine said.

Heather looked at her.  “You were?  Did you see the body?”

Elaine frowned and then shook her head.  “I was in the house, staying warm and out of the wind.”

“What happened when you heard a body had been found?” Heather asked.

“I felt quite unwell,” Elaine replied.

Heather pulled out a notebook.  “Tell me more.  Tell me exactly how you felt when you were told that there was a dead person just outside.”

Margaret caught her eye and slowly shook her head.

“No comment,” Elaine said.  “It was a terrible tragedy, and no one should be gossiping about it.”

“It isn’t gossip,” Heather said.  “It’s news.”

“It was news when it happened.  That was months ago.  Now it’s gossip,” Elaine countered.  “And it’s in poor taste.  A young woman lost her life.  Show some respect.”

Heather inhaled slowly.  “How is your new job?” she asked Margaret.

Margaret frowned.  “It’s good, thanks.”

“I’ve heard all sorts of stories about Park’s and about its owner.”

“I’m sure you have.  I don’t care to hear them,” Margaret said.

“One person I talked to suggested that Arthur Park only hired you because he wants to sell the business.”

“That doesn’t make any sense at all,” Margaret said.

“Of course it does.  What would happen if you went into work tomorrow and Arthur told you he was closing down the company?”

“I’d start looking for another job.”

“Would you, though?  Or would you ring your Aunt Fenella and ask her to buy the company?  No doubt Arthur would sell it to her for a hugely inflated price, but she’d pay it in order to let you keep your job.”

Margaret stared at her for a moment and then shrugged.  “If you say so,” she said.

Heather shook her head.   “I’m just trying to warn you, that’s all.”

“At least, if you do have to start making up stories, you have an overactive imagination,” Elaine said tartly.

Heather laughed.  “I can’t argue with that.”

“I think it’s time to head for home,” Ted said.

Margaret nodded.  “I’m ready to sit down and relax.”

The foursome turned around and began a slow stroll back toward Promenade View.

Heather sighed.  “I can’t convince any of you to answer a few questions, can I?”

“I’ll answer a few,” Elaine said.

“Excellent!  What happened at The Seaview when you found the dead woman in the hotel room where Shelly’s wedding guests were supposed to be staying?” Heather asked.

“Not that question,” Elaine said.  “Try again.”

“Is there any truth to the rumor that you’ve moved back to the island to avoid answering questions about one of your largest accounts?  An account that is currently being investigated by the inland revenue?”

Elaine laughed.  “You do have a very vivid imagination.  To the best of my knowledge, none of my former accounts are currently being investigated by the inland revenue, but if they were, it wouldn’t be because of anything I did.”

“May I quote you on that?” Heather asked.

Elaine raised an eyebrow.  “No,” she said.

Heather sighed.  “If any of you change your mind and want to talk, you know where to find me,” she said before she walked to her car, which was parked on the promenade. 

Margaret, Ted, and Elaine watched as she got into the car and drove away.

“She’s nothing but trouble,” Elaine said.

Ted nodded.  “She’s ambitious and she’s ruthless.  I don’t think she’d go so far as to make up a headline, but I’m certain she’d be happy to stretch the truth to make her headlines more spectacular.”

“Let’s hope the island’s crime rates continue to fall, then,” Margaret said.  “Maybe she’ll get so bored that she’ll go back across to wherever she came from.”

“Where did she come from?” Elaine asked.

Ted shrugged.  “I’ve no idea.”

“Do you really think she’s going to stay on the island long term?” Margaret asked.

“I think she’d be gone tomorrow if she got an offer from a newspaper across,” Ted said.  “But I think she’ll maintain the fiction that she wants to be here until that happens.”

“Let’s talk about something more pleasant,” Margaret suggested.

“Which is just about anything,” Elaine said with a laugh.  “You don’t really think there was anything suspicious about Ernie’s wife’s death, do you?”

Ted shook his head.  “When he was missing last month, I took a little look at him.  Aside from one speeding ticket about twenty years ago, his record is clean.”

“And he just went back across to visit the place he used to live,” Margaret added.  “He wouldn’t have done that if he’d run away to the island to hide.”

Elaine nodded.  “I don’t suppose I can ask him about it, can I?”

“You could try…”  Margaret was cut off by a loud ringing noise.

“That’s my mobile.  It’s probably Shelly and Tim wondering where I am,” Elaine said as she dug through her purse.  “Ah ha!” she said as her hand emerged holding her phone.

“Hello?”

There was a short silence before Elaine spoke again.

“I wasn’t expecting that.  Ring me later.”

She pushed the button to end the call and then dropped her phone back in her bag.

“What’s wrong?” Margaret asked.

“Shelly and Tim are going to be late,” Elaine said.  “They just walked out of his house and discovered that his car has been stolen.”
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