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PROLOGUE

 

 

“There you are,” Frank said.

Lacey took a sharp intake of breath as she stared at him, her father, standing in the doorway of the small, dilapidated cottage she’d tracked him to.

Words failed her. Because for a moment, she was sure she’d made some kind of mistake. This man was so old. Wrinkled. His nose was much bigger and more crooked than the nose of the father in her memories. His stature so much less imposing. And his once thick, dark mass of curls—the defining feature that he and Lacey shared—was completely gone, leaving a pink, bald head in its place. 

But then Lacey saw it. That twinkle in his dark eyes. That dimple in his left cheek. That mole beside his right eyebrow. It was her father, all right. 

“Hello, Dad,” she managed.

The background smell of cow manure suddenly became more pronounced as Lacey’s senses heightened, sharp and tangy in her nostrils. Beside her, her patient English Shepherd dog, Chester, nudged his nose into her palm, offering comfort and support as he always did in times of stress.

“You’ve grown,” Frank quipped. 

“I’m glad,” Lacey replied with a cautious smile. “It would be odd if I was still the same height I was when I was seven…”

Her voice trailed off, the unspoken weight of her words hanging in the ether between them. 

Her father shuffled from one foot to the other awkwardly. It reminded Lacey of an animal in a zoo. Cornered. Was that how her turning up out of the blue made him feel—like he was trapped? 

“I’m sorry for turning up unannounced,” she blurted. 

Her dad’s expression softened. “Not at all. Don’t be sorry. I was hoping you would.”

Lacey let the tension she was holding in her muscles loosen a little. Though this meeting was far from the fantasy she’d envisioned, she was at least glad to know she wasn’t a wholly unwelcome visitor.

“Did you want to come in?” her dad asked, tentatively. “You and…” His gaze fell to the dog sitting obediently at her legs. 

“…Chester,” Lacey said. She patted her canine companion’s head. 

“Chester,” Frank replied, smiling. “I don’t have any dog treats in the house, unless he’s allowed a biscuit?” 

Biscuit, Lacey repeated in her mind, suddenly aware that the thirty-odd years her father had spent living in England would have changed him significantly, not just in terms of his lexicon, but in other more subtle ways, too. In a very real sense, he was pretty much a stranger to her now.

“Y—yes, he’s allowed one,” she stammered. “I—I mean if it’s not a problem for you?”

The staccato sentences. The stop-start-stop as she second-guessed every word that came out of her mouth. It was all incredibly uncomfortable, and a piece of Lacey was telling her to run back through the muddy fields she’d trekked through to get to this remote, bleak location, leap into her champagne-colored Volvo, and speed all the way back to the comfort of Wilfordshire. But another, more dominant, part of her told her firmly to stay put.

“It’s not a problem at all,” Frank replied. He moved back from the door, allowing her entrance. 

After a brief moment of hesitancy, Lacey stepped inside her father’s cottage. 

Right away she was struck by the similarities to her own home. The low ceilings. The dark wooden beams. The inwardly bulging walls from a structure so old it had been built before the advent of spirit levels. But there were marked differences, too. Where Lacey’s cottage was brimming with life—Chester, Tom, Gina’s daily visits—her father’s seemed small, lonely, and quiet. The only real noise came from the mooing of the cows in a far-off field. 

Chester squeezed into the dark, narrow corridor behind her, and Frank leaned across them both, awkwardly, to latch the door shut. He was close enough for Lacey to smell him, and she couldn’t help but note his scent was now completely unfamiliar to her. Smell and memory were so closely connected—in the past, any time Lacey caught a whiff of his cologne worn by some random businessman on the subway to work she’d be sent into a tailspin—and she was disappointed that the moment of nostalgia had been stolen from her. 

Her father began heading along the corridor, and Lacey followed, with Chester bringing up the rear. 

“This is nice,” she said as she went, gazing at the framed watercolor landscapes adorning the walls. 

No family photos, she couldn’t help but think. 

“It’s all I need,” Frank replied.

The corridor opened up into a small kitchen, one that reminded Lacey aesthetically of a camper van. The cupboards were dated, made of the same, strange vinyl plastic stuff of caravans. The boiler was exposed. The oven was rusty and dated. It was a simple, basic room.

“Do you drink tea?” Frank asked, beelining for the kettle. 

Lacey managed a smile. It was a very English behavior—to make a cup of tea for all and every occasion, good, bad, awkward, or in this case… unfathomably monumental. 

“I do,” she said. “I’ve lived in England long enough now to have gotten a taste for it.”

“So you live here?” her father asked, his back to her as he carried the kettle to the faucet and filled it up. 

Lacey watched him, more than acutely aware of the awkwardness in his tone and movements. 

“I do,” she said. “I live in Wilfordshire.”

Frank turned, kettle in hand, bushy gray brows raised halfway up his forehead. “Oh yes, that’s right. You live in Wilfordshire. Funny you’d end up there. Did you know we took a vacation there once?”

Lacey nodded. “I did, I remember it clearly,” she said, before stopping short of telling him that the reason she’d settled there in the first place was because of that vacation. They were the last happy memories she had of her father. Indeed, it was the resurfaced memories of being in Wilfordshire that had prompted her to begin tracking him after thirty years in the first place, despite her conflicting feelings about trying to find the man whose abandonment had caused her years of trauma.

She’d found plenty of interesting clues about her father’s connection to Wilfordshire during the years following his disappearance, and was immediately struck with the need for him to explain all of them, to fill in all the blanks of his decades-long absence. Who was the woman in the antiques store she remembered from all those years back? How was her father connected to Iris Archer, the wealthy owner of Penrose Manor who she’d discovered posing with him in a photograph? And most importantly why? Why had he gone? Why had he cut off contact? Why hadn’t he checked in once over all those years? Why? Why? Why?

But Lacey remained silent. She didn’t know where to begin asking her questions, and she balked at the thought of bringing up so much heavy stuff so quickly. 

“Take a seat,” Frank said, gesturing to a ’70s-style picnic table with a blue vinyl top, metal legs, and two white plastic garden chairs tucked beneath it. 

Lacey took a seat. The table wobbled as she rested her arms on it. She removed them, placing them instead in her lap. Chester slunk down at her feet and let out a long, snoozy sigh.

Frank turned back to the distraction of tea-making, clattering away as Lacey glanced about her at the place he’d made his home. She felt very out of her depth here. Small and childish. All the old feelings of inadequacy she’d felt as a child came back to her, emotions she’d not felt for years, since she was a little girl wondering where her dad had gone and whether he was ever coming home… 

The tinkling of porcelain brought her back to the moment. Frank carried a tray over to the table with a teapot and tea set on it. Immediately, Lacey recognized the distinctive Le Creuset set, and the striking yellow color.

“Oh!” she gasped, with surprise. “The discontinued Elysees Yellow range! I own it too.”

Frank’s face burst into a delighted grin. “You do?”

“Yes!” Lacey gave him an enthusiastic nod, a sudden spark of excitement in her chest that they had found some safe, common ground with which to finally break the ice. “I love crockery. I collect vintage and rare teacups.” 

“You have a keen eye for antiques,” Frank said, sounding impressed.

“I run a store,” Lacey told him. “It’s my profession.”

Frank’s brows shot up. “An antiques store? In Wilfordshire?” 

There was a fraught edge to his tone, and Lacey felt the moment of light-hearted reprieve become tense around the edges. She could only guess as to why—the remarkable coincidence that both father and daughter had opened antiques stores, the likelihood that it had been an antiques owner in Wilfordshire who’d lured him away from his family in the first place. The possibilities were endless, innumerable, but Frank said no more on the matter, and Lacey was left to stew. 

“That’s right,” she said, reticent now. “And you live on a farm,” she added, wanting to change the conversation. 

“Yes, me and a bunch of other hermits,” Frank said with a chuckle. “The farmer lets us live here rent free in exchange for manning the farm shop. We have a garden, grow veg together, take it in turns to cook. Oh, that reminds me. I promised Chester a biscuit.”

He stood, his stiff movements betraying his age, and went over to a small pantry cupboard at the side of the kitchen. He took out a battered tin, lifted the lid, and took out a plain, homemade-looking cookie. 

“Chester, boy,” he said. “Do you want a biscuit?”

Chester’s ears went straight up. He leapt to all fours and hurried over to accept the cookie, his claws clacking on the scuffed vinyl floor as he scurried excitedly over. Lacey noted the tender smile her father gave the dog, and tried to recall whether he’d always been fond of animals, or whether it was part of his new personality. 

“Lacey?” Frank said.

She jumped, the sound of her name sounding suddenly foreign. “What?”

Her father was holding the tin out toward her. “Do you want one? They’re homemade.” 

“Oh, no, I’m good thanks,” Lacey replied, exhaling her nerves. “My fiancé is a chef. Sometimes I feel like I have cookies coming out of my ears.”

“Fiancé?” Frank repeated. He came back to the table, busying himself this time by fussing over the tea in the pot.

“Uh, yes, Tom,” Lacey said, her fingers playing nervously with the plasticky tablecloth. “You did get the wedding invite, didn’t you?”

She wasn’t sure why she felt like she was suddenly dropping a bombshell on him. Her father had received the invitation, she knew that for certain because his RSVP had been a strange empty envelope with nothing but a faint penciled-in return address on the back. Indeed, it was how she’d traced him in the first place.

“I got the wedding invite,” Frank said with a nod. “I was actually surprised when it arrived. I always presumed you would’ve tied the knot years ago, when you were in your twenties.”

There was an unmistakable weariness in his voice, the sound of deep, heavy regret. Lacey wondered if he’d spent as much time thinking about how her life had turned out as she had dreaming up ideas about his. 

“I did,” Lacey told him. “Tie the knot. In my twenties. It was a mistake. We divorced a year ago.” 

“Oh. I’m sorry,” Frank said. 

“It doesn’t matter,” Lacey replied. 

And it didn’t. Her marriage to David had come and gone without her father’s presence. In fact, she was kind of relieved it had. The person she’d been when she was David’s wife was not the same person she was now, and not someone she was particularly fond of. It was a relief to know that Frank didn’t need to know anything about the person she’d been in New York City.

“I’m much happier now,” she continued. “Tom’s just wonderful.” She was about to ask him whether he had anyone in his life, but decided against it. She actually didn’t want to know. Besides, Frank seemed to have become uncomfortable during their conversation. Talking about romantic partners was perhaps a sore subject.

Then it occurred to Lacey that Frank’s downcast expression may in fact be because she’d once married without him. That in her twenties she’d had no interest in attempting to find him to walk her down the aisle. That it was only now, on her second time around, that she’d decided to reach out. That she’d needed all those years to soften the heart his abandonment had hardened.

“Are you going to come?” Lacey asked, her tone gentle now. “To the wedding, I mean.”

Frank looked immediately surprised. Lacey faltered. Maybe she’d misinterpreted his demeanor. Perhaps she’d asked too much, too soon. 

“I—” he began, before halting.

“Only if you feel comfortable,” she added, hurriedly, trying to ease the pressure she’d evidently heaped on him. 

“I’d love to, I just … “ His voice became small. “I don’t understand why you’d want me there, after everything I put you through.”

Lacey felt her heart jolt. The elephant in the room had finally been addressed, and now she suddenly didn’t want it to be. She twisted her lips in consternation. Though she had so much to say, and so much to ask, the more important thing to her was that her father be at her wedding to walk her down the aisle. 

She reached across the table and placed her hand on her father’s. “I know we have a lot to talk about,” she said softly. “But first, can we just have that one thing? Can we just push pause on it all until you’ve walked me down the aisle?” 

Frank looked astonished. His gaze darted from Lacey’s hand on his, then up into her eyes. He was clearly moved, and his eyes glazed over as they filled with tears. 

“I’d be honored,” he said, his voice cracking with emotion. 

Lacey smiled at him, lovingly, invitingly. This was the most surreal moment of her life. Her father, in her mind, had always been so enormous, so powerful, a man who could pick and choose whether he wanted her in his life, who could fling her away at a moment’s notice. Never had she expected it to be the other way around, for her to be the one reassuring him that he was loved and wanted and needed. All her ideas about her dad jetting off into the sunset with some fancy English antiques-seller suddenly shattered as she realized there was so much more to Frank’s disappearance than she’d ever considered. Things that she would one day ask about, but for now, was willing to set aside. Because at last, Lacey knew her father would be walking her down the aisle. And for the first time since she’d arrived on his doorstep, she didn’t feel a host of conflicted emotions. She felt just one. 

She was happy.




 

 

 

 


CHAPTER ONE

 

 

“Gina, this has got to be a joke,” Lacey muttered.

The two women were standing in the antiques store, bright and early on a cool winter’s morning, and Gina was proudly holding out the most monstrous wedding dress known to man. It was a bedazzled mess of tulle, satin, and lace. It had a train made of scraggly chicken feathers; the poor man’s alternative to elegant, fashionable ostrich feathers, Lacey noted internally. 

The wedding was next month, just a few weeks away, and there was still a lot left to do with regards to the preparations, including finding the dress.

Gina grinned. “Don’t you just love it?”

“I—I don’t know what to say,” Lacey stammered. “You’re not even on dress duty!”

Gina gave her shoulder a little shrug, like she was well aware she’d gone above and beyond her maid of honor duties, and was pretty darn self-congratulatory about it. “I know. But when I saw it in the window of an antiques store, I thought it was just perfect.” She adjusted her red-framed spectacles, her gray eyes eager behind the thick glass. “Isn’t it extraordinary?”

Lacey pinched the satin between her thumb and index finger. “It’s extra something all right…” she murmured.

Just then, the door to the store opened with a tinkle and in walked Finnbar, the young PhD student who worked as a part-time assistant whenever he didn’t have his nose stuck in a history textbook. He took one look at the dress Gina was holding and reeled back with a grimace. 

“What is that?” he exclaimed with horror, his hazel eyes widening.

“Lacey’s wedding dress,” Gina said proudly. 

Finnbar blinked. He said nothing. He didn’t need to. His expression said it all. His chestnut brown eyebrows rose slowly up his forehead. He unfurled his checkered scarf, revealing cheeks reddened by the cold weather… or second-hand embarrassment. 

“Actually, I haven’t decided yet if I want to wear white,” Lacey interjected hurriedly, tucking a dark curl behind her ear, like a nervous tic. 

Gina pulled a bemused expression. “What? Why not?”

“Well, both Tom and I have been married before,” Lacey said, plucking an excuse out of her mind as quickly as she could.

“So?” Gina pressed. 

“So, we might decide not to go the whole traditional route,” Lacey explained, trying to sound as diplomatic as she could.

Gina deflated, her arms flopping dejectedly down to her sides, making the feathered tulle, satin, and lace dress pool against the floorboards. “I wish I’d known that before I shelled out so much money on this.”

Lacey grimaced internally. She dreaded to think how much Gina had paid for the hideous dress. 

“I’ll put it on the shortlist!” she added, quickly. “And I’m sure Tom and I will decide on white eventually, anyway. It’s just, you know, a discussion we need to have before we make any solid decisions.” 

This seemed to mollify Gina. The older woman smiled and gathered the dress back up into her arms. “In which case, I’ll put it in the back room for safe keeping,” she said. “We don’t want any customers trying to poach it from right out under your nose!” She hop-skipped off across the shop floor, a pleased grin on her face.

As soon as she was gone, Lacey let her fake smile fall, and sighed. 

Finnbar flashed her a skeptical look. “You have no intention of wearing that, do you?” he guessed.

“Absolutely not!” Lacey exclaimed in a stage whisper. She shot a quick glance toward the arch that led to the storeroom to make sure Gina definitely wasn’t in earshot before adding, “I just couldn’t bear to tell her. It would crush her spirit. She’s really throwing herself into the wedding prep recently, and I don’t know how to reel her back in.”

The green-thumbed Gina had been put in charge of the flowers, and nothing more. But just like Lacey’s mom, Shirley—who’d been put in charge of finding a harpist for the ceremony and a bluegrass band for the reception—both women had taken it upon themselves to interject at every single turn. Sometimes it felt like Lacey had two moms telling her what to do. It was getting out of hand, and Lacey was finding it increasingly difficult to remain level-headed. 

Finnbar headed around the back of the counter and hung his scarf and duffle coat on the hooks behind him. “You should tell her sooner rather than later,” he said. “You know what she’s like. If you use not wearing white as an excuse, she’ll only go out and find a black one next.”

Lacey twisted her lips. He was right. She’d have to politely, yet bluntly, ask Gina to tone it down a bit, before her stockroom became a fitting room for ugly old wedding dresses. 

Just then, the bell went again, for the first customer of the day. Lacey turned to greet them. 

But before she’d even uttered a syllable, her eyes widened with astonishment. It wasn’t a customer at all. It was her father.

He looked very out of place standing in her antiques store in his farmer’s boots and brown corduroy trousers, a big navy-blue waterproof coat making him look puffy like a marshmallow.

“Dad!” she exclaimed, gasping. “What are you doing here?”

In her peripheral vision, she spotted Finnbar cast her a darting, shocked look. 

“Dad?” he echoed with astonishment. 

Lacey gulped. She’d not told either of her co-workers about her visit to him. She was still busy processing it all. Tom, of course, had heard the whole thing recounted in great detail several times as she’d anxiously replayed it, but she’d not yet been ready to let the cat out of the bag with anyone else. But now, with her father’s sudden appearance, the choice had been taken from her.

Lacey hurried away from Finnbar and over to her father, her arms open wide for a hug. Only she was beaten to it by Chester, who leapt up from his sleeping basket and jumped against Frank’s chest like they were long-lost bosom buddies. Lacey let her arms drop, suddenly second-guessing the embrace. 

“Hey, Chester, old chum,” Frank said, vigorously scratching him behind the ears. 

He’d brought a whiff of cow manure in with him. 

Probably trekked it in, Lacey thought, noting the thick mud caked to the bottom of his Wellington boots.

That was until she spotted something through the window that made her stomach drop. It was a huge, ugly, mud-splattered cattle transporter. Bits of hay stuck out through the back doors, and there was a trail of it all along the cobblestone road. The vehicle had been parked very badly, half up on the sidewalk right outside the entrance to Tom’s patisserie, obscuring his window display.

While she was touched he’d driven all the way here to see her, Lacey’s stomach began to churn anxiously at the sudden appearance of her long-lost father into her world, and his uncomfortable proximity to her fiancé he was yet to meet. She’d thought it was clear during their meeting at his farmhouse that they were going to take things slow while they found their footing once again with one another. This felt like a very big step. An intrusion, even.

“What are you doing here, Dad?” Lacey asked, breathless with shock. 

“I borrowed a cattle truck from Jerry,” Frank said, continuing to ruffle Chester’s fur. “He’s the farmer.”

It didn’t answer Lacey’s question. She wanted to know why, not how, but she didn’t get a chance because at that moment, Gina came back from the stockroom. She caught one look at Frank and let out a huge, theatrical gasp, loud enough to make both Lacey and her father flinch.

“LACEY!” Gina bellowed across the shop floor. “Is that your father?!”

Lacey felt herself recoiling inwardly, like a startled tortoise finding sanctuary in its shell. “Surprise,” she said lamely. She wondered how Gina had guessed. Perhaps she and her father shared more facial similarities than she realized.

Gina came barreling toward them, half flustered, half excited. Lacey noticed her dad take a bracing step backward, before Gina elbowed Chester out of the way and flung her arms around the stunned-looking man, pinning his arms against his body in an embrace that looked both unexpected and painful.

“Gina, can you let the man breathe?” Lacey said, feeling a strange pang of jealousy of Gina’s confidence. “Please.”

Gina let go, but she kept her hands on Frank’s shoulders, gazing deeply into his eyes. “You two look so alike,” she said, as she began brushing down the upper arms of his dark jacket, like she was a proud mother getting him ready for Sunday school. “I’m just so thrilled to finally meet you.”

“Thank you,” Frank said, in a small, bemused voice. 

“Lacey never said you were coming,” Gina added, turning and punching Lacey in the arm, her gesture at least half genuine anger. 

“I didn’t know he was visiting, either,” Lacey murmured, rubbing the sore spot on her arm. 

“It’s an impromptu visit,” Frank explained. 

He seemed awkward and uncomfortable. Perhaps Gina’s over-enthusiasm was throwing him. Lacey hoped her friend’s extreme ebullience wouldn’t send him running for the hills. On second thought, maybe it would be for the best if it did, at least temporarily? Lacey felt like too many worlds were colliding, and she didn’t know how all the pieces could possibly fit together. 

“Dad, you didn’t need to come all the way here,” she said, turning her back on Gina in an attempt to gain some sense of privacy. “I’m always happy to visit you if you need to talk.”

“I don’t have a telephone,” Frank replied. “Besides, I prefer to do conversations face to face.”

“What conversations?” Lacey asked, nervously. Conversations seemed like such a loaded word. Her mind started anxiously turning over the thousand possibilities of what it might mean. 

But Gina clapped them both on the back, interrupting their hushed aside. 

“You two should head out and grab some breakfast,” she said, her loud voice even louder thanks to her proximity to Lacey’s ears. Lacey leaned her head as far away as she could as Gina continued. “I can mind the store.” She looked from Lacey to Frank and back again. “What do you say? Give your dad a tour of the town?”

“Actually,” Lacey said, ducking down to remove herself from the awkward three-way hug Gina had forced on her, “I already had a big breakfast and—”

“Nonsense!” Gina interjected. “You only ever have breakfast when Tom stays over, and I know for a fact he didn’t last night because his van wasn’t in the driveway.”

Lacey sighed. That’s what she got for living next door to her nosy best friend. 

“If you’d let me finish,” Lacey continued, “I was going to say I also have a ton of stuff to get done here today. There’s all that paperwork to prepare for the security camera guy…”

Frank held his hands up in the air. “It’s fine. I understand if you’re too busy.”

“We could meet up for lunch?” Lacey suggested hurriedly. It wasn’t that she was trying to get rid of her dad, she just needed a bit of time to process his sudden appearance in her personal space, on her home turf. 

“Lunch?” Frank said. “Yes. Okay. Yes, lunch sounds good.”

“Lacey!” Gina interjected with a frown. “This is your father. You know, the man you’ve been waiting years to see! You can take the day off to spend with him!”

Lacey shut her eyes with exasperation. Her friend just wasn’t getting it, and now was not the time to explain her conflicted feelings. Yes, it had been years since she’d seen him, but she had not spent that whole time waiting. Indeed, she hadn’t even actively begun searching for him until she’d moved to Wilfordshire. She’d been fatherless most of her life, and she didn’t feel comfortable just letting her father into her world all of a sudden, like a switch had suddenly been flicked. She’d wanted to take it slow, to take her time, to adjust to simply being a daughter again. Having Frank here was disrupting that process. 

“Gina…” she said, between her teeth.

“Honestly, it’s fine,” Frank said. “I shouldn’t have just dropped in like this unannounced when you’re busy. Although, I might be able to help? Did you say there was something wrong with your security system? I could take a look at it. Make myself useful. I’m a trained electrician.”

“You are?” Lacey exclaimed at the exact same moment that Gina cried, “Well, isn’t that just perfect!”

Lacey opened her mouth to protest, then shut it again. This was all too much for her. It had taken her weeks of deliberation to pluck up the courage to visit her long-lost dad, and now suddenly here he was, in her store, conversing with her best friend, with his dirty cattle van parked in front of her fiancé’s store! It was too much to process. Her mind began to swirl. 

“No, Dad, look, it’s fine,” she said, trying to sound diplomatic. “I don’t need you to fix the security camera for me. I’ve got everything covered, and if I can just get back to my paperwork—”

But this time, Frank was the one to interrupt her.

“Lacey,” he said, in a strangely stern voice. “There are some corners in life you just can’t cut, and security is one of them.” He put his hands on his hips and frowned.

Lacey blinked with astonishment. Slowly, her eyebrows rose. Had her father really just pulled the dad-card on her? He’d not been her father for over thirty years! And now he was going to lecture her about the importance of personal security? She bristled. 

“Dad,” she replied, with an edge of warning to her tone, “I know how to take care of myself. Everything is fine here.”

“Oh come on, Lacey, let your old pa help out!” Gina exclaimed. “It’ll be nice to have another man around the place, won’t it, Finnbar?” 

She directed her question over her shoulder, to where Finnbar was still standing behind the counter, watching the whole thing in complete stunned silence. The poor boy opened his mouth, then closed it again, looking like a fish out of water. 

Gina turned back. “See! Finnbar can put on the kettle. Frank, dear, you drink tea, I presume?”

“I do. An English breakfast would be great.”

“What are you doing?” Lacey hissed under her breath at Gina, glaring at her intrusive friend. 

“The quicker we can get someone to fix the camera system, the better,” Gina replied. “What with all those murders we get round here.” 

Lacey glowered at her, trying to hush her up. But it was too late. Frank’s eyes widened.

“Murders?” he repeated. “You get a lot of murders in Wilfordshire?”

There was no way out of it now, Lacey realized. Her father would never leave town now. He was going to be here for the foreseeable future. Somehow, Lacey was going to have to calibrate all those different bits of her life, whether she was ready to or not.

“I guess it wouldn’t hurt for you to take a look,” she said.

Frank didn’t need telling twice. He pottered away from her to the closest camera mounted in the corner of the store and peered up at it. 

“Hmmm,” he said, disapprovingly, shaking his head, before wandering on to the next. “Oh no, this won’t do.”

With her father occupied, Lacey turned to Gina and glared. “When did you become so oblivious to my hints?”

“Oh, I got your hints, all right, missy,” Gina replied. “I just decide to overrule them.”

“Why?” Lacey demanded in an angry whisper. “You’ve no right to get involved!” She put her hands on her hips. “Is this because you’re mad I didn’t tell you I’d been to see him?”

“It’s not that at all,” Gina replied. “Although you should’ve told me.”

“Then what?” Lacey demanded. “Why are you forcing me to hang out with him when I’m trying to take it safe and slow?”

“Because,” Gina said, knowingly, “your dad is clearly looking for an excuse to spend some time with you and doesn’t know how to say it. My advice, take the offer. You never know what might happen. People can get taken away from you in the blink of an eye. You never know when might be the last time you see someone.”

As she let Gina’s words percolate in her mind, Lacey turned to watch her father as he pottered to the next surveillance camera and tutted his disapproval. Gina’s advice gave her pause for thought. Gina’s son had died young. If there was any life wisdom to take from her, that would be it. 

Perhaps having her dad around wouldn’t be as psychologically difficult as she feared. Maybe taking it slow was overrated. Maybe it was like ripping off a Band-Aid and she should just jump into it with both feet.

While she weighed up the pros and cons of taking Gina’s advice, Frank paced back to them and let out a whistle.

“Well, your whole system is a mess,” he said. “It’ll take more than a few hours to get that back up to par. Maybe I should stick around in Wilfordshire for a while? Do you know any good inns to stay at?”

Out of the corner of her eye, Lacey spotted Gina giving her a knowing look, and conceded that on this occasion, she was right. Her dad was offering her an olive branch right now, and she’d be a fool not to take it.

“Stay with me,” she said with a change of heart. “At the cottage. I’m not having you in an inn.”

Frank looked touched. “Are you sure? I don’t want to impose.”

“It’s no imposition at all,” Lacey assured him. “I’d love to show you my home. And my town. And introduce you to all my friends.”

“Well… as long as you’re sure…” Frank said.

“I’m certain,” Lacey said. “So how about we start now? Town tour?” She looped her arm through his. 

“I’d like that a lot,” Frank said, choking up. He looked at Gina. “Nice to meet you,” he said. Then he waved at the poor, stunned Finnbar still watching on in frozen astonishment behind the register. “And you, Finnbar!”

Finnbar managed to wave in return.

Chester trotted alongside them as Lacey guided her father to the door and pulled it open. She cast a look back over her shoulder at Gina, who was grinning with encouragement, and mouthed, “Thank you.” 

It was time to introduce her long-lost father to her life. 




 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWO

 

 

Father and daughter had not made it two paces from the store when Lacey heard the unwelcome, shrill voice of Taryn calling her from behind. 

“Lacey!” her nemesis trilled, using her fake-friendly voice. “Oh, Lacey!”

Icicles ran up Lacey’s spine. The last person she wanted to introduce her father to was Taryn, so she hunkered down and attempted to quicken her pace.

“Lacey?” Taryn tried again.

“I think someone’s calling you,” Frank said, halting. 

Since their arms were looped, Lacey had no choice but to halt as well. Now there was no avoiding it.

With a shudder, she untangled herself from her father’s arm and turned on the spot to face Taryn. 

The rail-thin woman waved a skinny arm over her head as she tottered across the uneven cobblestones in her shiny black stilettos and minidress, an outfit wholly inappropriate for the frigid, early-winter weather. She had a very fake smile plastered to her face.

“Lacey!” she said again, closing the rest of the gap between them. Chester went back on his haunches and emitted a low growl, as he always did when he saw his personal Cruella de Vil, and Taryn took a step away, grimacing at him. She looked back at Lacey. “I need to talk to you about your dress.”

Lacey felt her hackles immediately rise. As soon as Taryn had learned of the engagement, she’d drafted up a proposal for a handmade boutique wedding dress—which was actually very beautiful, and surprisingly more to Lacey’s taste than anything else she had seen so far—but was also a very obvious attempt to cash in, because the eye-wateringly expensive sum she proposed for it was far outside of Lacey’s budget. Lacey knew she would have to turn her down eventually, but while the possibility of making money dangled in front of her eyes, Taryn was actually behaving cordially for once. So Lacey was inclined to hold off telling her for now.

“I saw Gina this morning,” Taryn continued, launching immediately into an explanation. “She was flaunting a dress around, utterly convinced you’d think it was ‘The One.’ Does that mean you’re turning me down?”

“I’ve not made a decision yet,” Lacey said.

“Oh good,” Taryn said, sighing with relief. “Because, as your fashion advisor, I feel compelled to tell you that dress would be a mistake. I understand you like that whole antique, shabby, threadbare, moth-ball aesthetic thing, but that dress either belongs on a pantomime witch or on a bonfire. Tulle and chicken feather? I simply cannot bear the thought of you walking down the aisle in it!”

Lacey raised her eyebrows. There was so much in Taryn’s statement to unpack she didn’t even know where to begin. 

“You have a fashion advisor?” Frank queried from beside her. 

“Uh, no…” Lacey began.

But she was cut off by Taryn, whose gaze had transferred from her over to Frank, and was now roving from his head to his toes and back again with curious scrutiny. “Does Tom know you’re spending time with another man?”

“This is my dad,” Lacey said, quickly. 

Taryn’s over-plucked eyebrows rose. “Your dad? I always thought he was dead.”

Lacey stiffened. Trust Taryn to put her stilettoed foot right in it. This was precisely why she hadn’t wanted the two to meet. Taryn had no filter.

But beside her, her father chuckled, seemingly taking her comment in good spirits.

“Last time I checked, the old girl was still beating,” he said, patting his hand on his chest. He grinned. “Yup. There she goes. Ticking away.” He moved his hand in a heart-beat motion. 

Taryn let out a laugh of delight and grasped his arm. “Lacey, you never told me your father was such a hoot! Where have you been hiding him all this time?”

Lacey didn’t quite know how to process this strange little introduction. Words failed her. On the other hand, it seemed her father had no trouble at all making conversation in the most bizarre and awkward of circumstances. 

“I’m a hermit,” he told Taryn. “I live in a field with cows for company.”

Taryn giggled. “And do you have a name?” she asked. 

“Francis,” he said, offering his hand to her. “Frank to my friends.”

Taryn slipped her thin, skeletal hand into his, accompanying the gesture with a strange little curtsey. “I’m Taryn,” she said, blushing.

She’d gone all giggly and over-exaggerated in a way that made Lacey’s toes curl. Was she… flirting?

“Right, well, if we’ve resolved the whole wedding dress situation for now, Dad and I really had better go,” Lacey interjected, grasping her dad by the upper arms in an attempt to steer him away from the simpering woman before she got her fangs into him.

“Introducing the two main men in your life to one another?” Taryn asked loudly, forcing Lacey to abandon her attempt to leave. “Tom’s a wonderful man, but we all know what dads are like. No one’s ever good enough for their little girl! And you’ll want to be even more cautious about giving your blessing this time, I imagine, since the last one turned out to be such a dud. How is David, Lacey? Has his new wife given birth yet?”

Lacey set her jaw firm. “I wouldn’t know,” she said between her teeth. “We’re not in contact anymore.”

“Your ex is having a child?” Frank exclaimed with surprise. 

Taryn laughed and patted his arm with her bony skeleton hand. “Of course, you’re a hermit, you don’t know about poor Lacey being replaced by a younger model because she didn’t want children! She’s the heiress to a greeting card company or something, isn’t she?”

Lacey could feel the heat rising in her cheeks. This whole thing was mortifying, and she desperately wanted to extract her father from the conversation before Taryn blabbed about all her misfortunes. 

“Yes, that’s right,” she said dismissively, looping her arm through her dad’s once more and tugging him, this time with enough force to make him stagger.

“Oh, it appears we’re in something of a hurry,” he noted aloud. “It was nice to meet you, Taryn!” 

“The pleasure was all mine…” Taryn replied, flashing him a simpering smile. “… Frank.”

With Chester in tow, Lacey hastened her pace, desperate to get her father away from Taryn as quickly as possible. Frank quick-stepped to keep up. 

“Is it me,” he said, his eyes darting over his shoulder at the skinny woman as she tottered back toward the boutique, “or does Chester have something against your friend?”

“Taryn’s not a friend,” Lacey quickly amended. “She’s just an acquaintance. And even that term I’d use in the loosest possible way. And you’re right, Chester hates her. Now come on, let’s get something to eat.”

“Well, maybe we should invite her?” Frank said. “She looks hungry. Like a strong gust of wind would break her.”

“No, no, Taryn’s clearly busy. Come on, Dad.” 

She tugged on his arm, attempting to steer him away from the patisserie. But as she saw the new display in all its glory, she tensed. The gingerbread haunted house that had adorned the window for Halloween was gone, and in its place was a winter wonderland scene—an enormous three-tiered white cake with the bottom layer depicting a miniature Victorian-era ice-skating rink, the middle a snow-covered forest with a family of adorable marzipan bears, and the top a beautiful winter palace made entirely out of sugar glass. Twinkling string-lights completed the scene. 

“Would you take a look at that?” Frank said, unwinding his arm from hers and pacing over to the window like a moth to a flame. 

Lacey hurried after him, with Chester at her heel. 

“Isn’t it fantastic?” Frank exclaimed, pressing his face to the window.

“Yes, yes, very pretty,” Lacey said in a stilted voice. 

“Let’s go in here for tea!” Frank cried.

Lacey balked. Yes, she’d taken Gina’s advice and decided to let her father collide with her world, but introducing him to Tom was one step too far! At the very least she wanted to give Tom a heads-up; it seemed unfair to drop such a big bombshell on him. Although on the other hand, she had been introduced to Tom’s mom, Heidi, in less than complimentary circumstances—arrested at the local police station on suspicion of murder—and had been scrabbling ever since to rewrite the first impression. This could be a good way to pay him back… 

But no. Lacey would never do that to him.

“Well, I’m really not all that hungry,” Lacey said. “How about we go to the beach for a nice walk? Build up an appetite?”

“But it looks so lovely,” Frank replied. “And they have crazy teapots. Didn’t you say you love crockery?”

“Uh-huh,” Lacey murmured, hunkering down in her winter jacket. Her whole teacup collection had actually been inspired by Tom’s kooky teapot one in the first place. “But they only serve pastries. And I’d much prefer to save up my appetite for lunch. I’d love to take you to this amazing sushi place up the road. Or we could go to The Cod Father if you’d prefer a proper British fish and chips. Or if you want to go really authentic, we could have a pub lunch at the Coach House?”

“Lacey!” Frank exclaimed, turning to her. He put his hands on her shoulders. “I know what’s going on.”

“You do?” Lacey asked.

“You’re trying to impress me,” Frank said, barking entirely up the wrong tree. “Well, I’m a simple man. I’d take a cup of English breakfast and a crumpet over sushi any day.” He rubbed her arms. “You don’t need to try so hard. I’m here. And I’m not going anywhere.”

Just then, a hand appeared in the window, setting down a sugar-glass carriage in front of the winter palace, with marzipan white horses pulling it. The hand belonged to Tom. 

Lacey flinched back from the window with shock.

Through the glass, their gazes met. For a brief moment, Tom’s green eyes lit up—they always did when he spotted Lacey; it was one of the things she loved the most about him—but then his gaze slid to Frank, and his expression went through a thousand little changes in an instance: dawning realization, followed quickly by astonishment, before finally settling on what appeared to be a perfect blend between confusion and suspicion.

Chester immediately barked. He was so excited to see his buddy Tom, he started pawing at the window and wagging his tail.

Frank turned his face sharply to Lacey. She could tell she was blushing, because her cheeks were hot. Add to that the fact she’d already told him Tom was a pastry chef, and along with Chester’s reaction, Tom’s curious expression, and her beet-red blush, it didn’t take a genius to work out what was going on.

“This is Tom?” Frank asked, sounding astonished.

“Uh-huh,” Lacey replied, stuffing her hands deeply into her pockets. 

“Were you just going to… didn’t you want me to… “ Frank stumbled over his words, evidently confused by the whole situation.

“I just wanted to introduce you properly,” Lacey murmured. “Or at the very least give Tom a minute to prepare himself.”

Frank looked hurt. “Lacey, are you ashamed of me?”

“No!” Lacey exclaimed. “I just wanted it to be special when I introduced you. Dinner. Wine. That sort of thing.”

“I already told you I don’t need you to put on airs and graces for me.”

“I know, I’m being silly. I’m sorry, it will be fine. Of course it will be fine. Let’s go inside.”

Frank shook his head. “No, no, if you’re not comfortable—”

“I’m comfortable!” Lacey assured him, though she felt anything but. Still, she couldn’t exactly back out of it now. “It’s about time you two met.”

She took him by the shoulders and steered him toward the door. Out the corner of her eye, she saw Tom’s expression change once again. Now, he looked panicked.




 

 

 

 


CHAPTER THREE

 

 

It was warm inside the patisserie, warm enough for there to be condensation on the windows. Lacey tugged at her collar, feeling suddenly like it was too stuffy. It smelled sickly sweet, too, of caramel mixed with butter. The nauseating smell only added to Lacey’s discomfort. Music was playing in the background, a jazzy instrumental version of a famous Christmas song, but it was almost drowned out by the sound of customers chatting, and the coffee machine hissing steam, and the clink of utensils on crockery. It was a busy, stressful environment, so far from the one Lacey imagined in her many daydreams about the moment she introduced her father and fiancé to one another…

“Dad,” she said, resting a hand on his arm. “This is Tom, my fiancé. Tom, this is my father, Frank.”

Tom looked flustered, the usual golden undertone to his skin hidden beneath a bright red blush. He wiped his hands on the front of his flour-flecked apron, then offered one to Frank. “It’s an honor to meet you, sir,” he said, in a strange, fusty voice, suddenly sounding about ten times posher than he actually was. “After all this time.”

Frank took his hand and shook, but it was devoid of any warmth, Lacey noted. In fact, he appeared suddenly hesitant, and Lacey worried it was because of Tom’s innocent but ill-advised mention of time.

“Nice to meet you, too, Thomas,” Frank replied.

“Oh, Tom is fine,” Tom said, attempting a friendly smile. “The only person who calls me Thomas is my mum when she’s really mad at me.”

Tom chuckled. But Frank did not return the gesture.

Lacey gulped. She flashed an uncomfortable look between Tom and her dad. She’d worried about this moment more times than she could count, and now that it was here, it was going even worse than she’d anticipated. Her dad seemed entirely despondent, and the usually charming, personable Tom was left floundering in a very uncharacteristic way. Now that Frank was walking her down the aisle, it would be a lot easier if he liked the groom.

“Dad drove here to visit me,” she said, attempting to break through the tension. “He’s going to stay at the cottage with me for a couple of days.”

“How wonderful,” Tom said. “I look forward to getting to know you.”

Frank added nothing. He was busy glancing about him, as if silently inspecting—and judging—every nook and cranny of the patisserie.

Tom flashed Lacey appealing eyes.

“I’m just giving him the town tour,” she added. “I figured what better place to start than here?”

She attempted a laugh, but it sounded as fake as one of Taryn’s. The awkward silence returned, and swelled between them.

“Nice place you’ve got here,” Frank said, finally.

“Thank you,” Tom replied, sounding relieved. “I’ve been here for a few years now. Toured all around the world before then, learning how to bake.”

“Tom spent some time living in France,” Lacey added, proudly. “And India.”

Frank’s expression didn’t change. “The restless type, are you?”

“Oh, no no,” Tom said, shaking his head. “My wandering days are over. I’m very much firmly planted here now, in Wilfordshire.”

“Tom’s actually a local,” Lacey interjected, trying to salvage the conversation. “He grew up in Exeter, before all the traveling.”

“There’s nowhere quite like home,” Tom said with a grin.

Frank’s expression immediately soured. Lacey felt her toes curl. Of all the accidentally loaded things Tom could’ve said, that must’ve been the worst, because Frank had, of course, abandoned his home in New York City, leaving his family behind.

Poor Tom must’ve realized his mistake immediately, because he looked flustered and apologetic. His blush went all the way up to his ears. He scratched the back of his neck. “Sorry, Frank, I—uh—I didn’t mean to imply—”

“Let’s have some tea!” Lacey exclaimed, before he had the chance to finish his sentence. “Dad was admiring your teapot collection.”

“Oh,” Tom said. “Great. Thank you. It’s… a hobby.”

Lacey’s heart sank for her poor fiancé. She could see him second-guessing himself, worrying whether he might trigger something with an innocent statement, and fumbling over his words so as not to put his foot in it once again. And Lacey couldn’t help but feel frustrated with her father for making him squirm so much. He’d been perfectly pleasant to Taryn, even though she’d implied far worse—that he was dead, to be precise—so why was he putting Tom under pressure when he’d given Taryn a free pass? 

“What tea would you like?” Tom asked Frank. 

“English breakfast,” Frank replied, simply.

Tom merely nodded. Lacey knew if he’d been feeling like himself, he would’ve made further conversation about Frank’s choice, but he was clearly on edge and doubting himself. She touched his arm lightly, for comfort, and as a gesture of apology. 

Tom nodded his gratitude, then turned and headed off toward the kitchen to make the tea.

Lacey gestured to a bistro table. “Shall we?”

Frank nodded and took a seat. Lacey slid into the one opposite him and Chester slunk down at her feet beneath the table.

“Is everything okay, Dad?” Lacey asked, cautiously. 

“Oh yes, everything’s fine,” Frank replied.

To Lacey’s surprise, he was immediately back to the jovial version of himself he’d been before the meeting with Tom. “Oh,” she said. “It’s just, you seemed like maybe…”

He cut her off. “I’m very much looking forward to a nice warming cup of tea, and then perhaps we can go for that beach walk you suggested, and grab some lunch at the pub?”

His sudden return to form was enough to make Lacey’s head swirl. “Sure,” she murmured, flummoxed. “Sounds perfect.”

The sooner they were out of here, the better. 

Tom came back to the table, carrying a pot of tea and three mugs. He’d selected the plainest ones he had, Lacey noted, probably worried he’d accidentally spark offense if he used his more gaudy or ironically kitschy ones.

“Here we go,” he said, setting the tray down with a tinkle of china, before taking the spare seat beside Lacey.

She immediately noticed the not-so-subtle shift in her father’s demeanor, like his hackles had gone up. She, too, felt her stress levels spiking in response.

It made no sense. Tom had been able to charm her mother, who was infinitely more prickly than her father. But Frank seemed to have taken a disliking to him, just because of a few slips of the tongue. She hoped all the weird history and baggage her dad had brought with him wouldn’t become a huge roadblock between the two liking each other.

“So, where are you guys going next?” Tom asked.

“Why?” Frank replied. “Trying to get rid of us already?” He smiled, as if to indicate he was joking, but the smile didn’t even touch his eyes.

Lacey forced out a strained laugh. “Oh, Dad,” she said, patting his hand. “He’s only teasing.”

Tom managed a weary-sounding “heh,” before seeming to deflate from the effort. Lacey couldn’t blame him. She’d not seen this side of her father before. But then again, she’d never introduced her father to her lover before, either. This was the first time Frank had ever met a man romantically involved with her. It was the equivalent of her first time bringing a boy home for dinner, only she was a forty-year-old woman, not a teenager.

“The beach,” she said to Tom, answering the question Frank had failed to. “We’re going to walk Chester and work up an appetite, then come back to the Coach House for lunch.”

“The Coach House!” Frank exclaimed, sounding delighted. “Ah, it’s still there. I used to drink in there all the time way back when.”

Tom opened his mouth, as if to ask a follow-up question, but must’ve second-guessed himself and decided against it, because he snapped it shut again. Lacey could hardly blame him. There wasn’t exactly a question he could ask that wouldn’t seem loaded—“when was that?” was quite obviously off limits.

“It’s a lovely place,” he murmured instead.

He immediately occupied himself with pouring the tea, taking his time over it as if to stretch the distraction out for as long as humanly possible. Lacey had never seen someone pour milk so slowly, and her stomach turned at the sheer tenseness of it all.

But as awful as she felt for Tom for being given such a frosty reception by her father, she also felt awful for herself. Her dad was supposed to be giving her away soon, to a man he’d made so uncomfortable he couldn’t even sit down and share a cup of tea with him! How was she supposed to share her life with the two of them in such circumstances?

Overwhelmed by emotion, Lacey grabbed her cup and slurped the tea. It was still very hot and stung the roof of her mouth, but Lacey didn’t care. She just wanted to get out of there as quickly as possible.

As soon as her cup was drained, she put it back on the saucer with a clatter. “Yum, thanks, Tom, that hit the spot. How are you getting on, Dad? Ready for our walk?”

Frank was yet to take a sip. “Can do,” he said. “It is rather stuffy in here.”

He stood, abandoning his tea. Lacey stood too. She looked at Tom, whose jaw was tight with offense, his gaze fixed on Frank’s untouched cup of tea.

“I guess we’re off now,” she said, squeezing his shoulder with what she hoped was tender affection. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Yup,” was all Tom said in reply.

Frank didn’t even say goodbye or thank you. He just strode off in the direction of the exit, Chester trotting behind him.

Lacey looked at Tom, who wasn’t even trying to hide his fuming now.

“I’m so sorry,” she said.

He stood, his chair scraping back. “Have fun with your dad,” he said, before marching back toward the kitchen.

Her chest sinking, Lacey turned and ushered her father out of the patisserie.




 

 

 

 


CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

Lacey and Frank took Chester for a long walk along the beach before heading up the cliffs. It was a bracing morning, with a chilly wind that seemed determined to blow them all the way back down.

“You’re fit,” Lacey commented to her father. Despite his age, he appeared to be taking the steep hill in his stride. She, on the other hand, was puffing and panting her way up the incline.

“Yes, well, it’s all just practice,” Frank said, gazing out toward the ocean. “I must’ve done this walk a hundred times.” He whistled. “Perhaps even a thousand!”

“Oh,” Lacey said, her stomach dropping. 

The comment struck a nerve. Because while he’d been busy taking those thousand walks, she’d been going through a thousand agonies back in New York City, wondering where her father had gone. And the poignancy of the moment was not lost on her. Her sister, Naomi, had stood at the cliffsides when she’d visited, gazing out at the ocean, not wistfully or with nostalgia as Frank was doing, but with pain and anguish, wondering if their father would ever be found. As much as Lacey was grateful to have found her father, alive and well after years of wondering and months of searching, there was just so much history there she was unwilling to sweep under the carpet. 

“Are you all right?” Frank asked, breaking through her ruminations. “We can rest if you need to.”

“No, it’s not that,” Lacey mumbled. But she felt unable to bring up her thoughts. They were too heavy. She’d wanted Frank back in her life to walk her up the aisle, but if she harangued him over his past failings would it drive him away? The risk was too great to take, so she held her tongue. “I was just thinking about lunch.”

“Lunch!” Frank exclaimed, joyously. “Yes, it is amazing how a hike in the cold weather builds up an appetite. Shall we turn back and head to the Coach House?”

“Yes, okay,” Lacey said.

Frank slung an arm around her shoulder. “Now tell me. Do they still serve bangers and mash there? I remember it being the best I’d ever tasted!”

“Uh-huh,” Lacey said.

“Not to mention their Sunday roasts,” Frank continued. “They used the best lamb. I probably spent every Sunday I had in that place while I lived here.”

This time, Lacey felt herself bristle. She couldn’t help but feel hurt to hear about the enjoyable times Frank had had in Wilfordshire, when miles away in New York City, his little girl had been crying into her pillow wondering where he’d gone. Perhaps leaving the past in the past would be harder than Lacey anticipated. Because even if her father’s visit was short, if he continued to pepper it with tales of his most happy memories, keeping quiet would become impossible. His happy memories coincided with her worst. And while his actions were the direct cause of her terrible memories, her presence was absent in his happiest ones. He’d thrived without her. She’d wilted without him.

She shoved her hands deep into her pockets and marched down the hill, her feelings growing more conflicted with every step she took. She hoped she would not regret taking Gina’s advice.

 

*

 

Her feelings did not fade during lunch, nor during their amble around town afterwards, nor the drive up to the cottage in Frank’s mucky cattle van.

They arrived just in time for darkness falling. A whole day Lacey had spent with her father, feeling her conflicted emotions festering and tumbling inside of her.

“Wow,” Frank said, as he stepped in through the door of Crag Cottage. “This is… uncanny.”

“The decor?” Lacey said, closing the door behind him and shaking the raindrops from her coat. “Yes, we have very similar taste.”

“It’s not just that,” Frank said, glancing all about him as he shucked off his own rain-splattered coat. “I lived in a place just like this when I was in Wilfordshire.” He paced along the corridor, looking at the beautiful artworks Lacey had recently framed and hung up, and into the living room. “You have a record player!”

“Yup,” Lacey said. “Everything sounds better on—”

“—vinyl,” Frank finished for her.

She smiled. It seemed like they had a lot in common, even though her father hadn’t had much of a hand in raising her.

He paced over to the machine and began flicking through her collection. “We have the same taste in music as well!”

“Everyone likes the Beatles, Dad,” Lacey replied.

Something about his comment had rubbed her the wrong way. She didn’t need, or even want, his seal of approval.

“Shall I show you to the guest room?” she asked. 

“Actually, I’m famished,” Frank said. “Do you have anything to eat?”

“Sure,” Lacey said.

She guided him out of the living room and into the kitchen, where Chester had beelined the moment they’d arrived home, and was now sitting patiently beside his bowl waiting for his dinner. 

“I’d better feed the pooch first,” Lacey said.

She headed to the pantry to fetch a tin of dog food, before returning to the kitchen to find Frank at the antique wooden shelving unit, admiring her collection of objet d’arts.

“The yellow Elysees Le Creusets!” he said, pointing at the tea set and wiggling his brows as if this was now some kind of in joke they shared.

For the second time since he’d set foot inside her home, Lacey bristled. She couldn’t help it. There was something about having him here inside her safe protective bubble that was putting her on edge. She wasn’t sure why she was feeling this way. Wasn’t this what she wanted? What she had dreamt of for so long?

She fed Chester, then washed her hands and went over to the fridge to see what she could cobble together for dinner. She was in luck; there was a Tupperware of potato salad. Tom had made it earlier in the week, and had obviously put his own special twist on the usual recipe—with cloves, bacon, and shallots. 

She served them each a portion, using the plainest bowls she could find rather than anything from her usual vintage stock, since she didn’t feel like having yet another conversation with him about their shared taste in all things retro.

“Take a seat,” she said, nodding to the round table in the bay window. “I’ll bring them over. Do you drink? Wine? Beer? More tea?”

Frank lowered himself into the wooden dining chair. “Believe it or not, I think I’ve actually had enough tea for one day. Wine would be nice, though. I’m not much of a drinker… anymore.” His voice faded. He gazed out the window, across the lawn to the black ocean beyond. “What a fabulous view.”

“Yes, it’s gorgeous, isn’t it?” She came over with the plates and a bottle of wine. “Is red okay?”

“Perfect,” Frank replied. He looked at the plate Lacey had set down in front of him. “This looks nice,” he added.

“Tom made it,” Lacey said, taking a seat opposite. “He makes most of the food. He’s a far better chef than me.”

“Oh right,” Frank said, with what sounded to Lacey like a vague air of disapproval. 

For a moment, Lacey felt like questioning him about his frostiness toward Tom, but she decided against it. This was the first day she’d spent with her father since she was a little girl, and she didn’t want to spoil it by bickering. So she bit her tongue and poured them both a glass of wine.

“Shall we toast?” Frank asked, picking his glass up by the stem.

Lacey lifted her glass. “To what?” she asked.

“To reconnecting?” Frank suggested.

Lacey’s heart flip-flopped, and she took a sharp inhalation. “To reconnecting,” she echoed in a shaky voice, and clinked her glass against his. The ding of crystal echoed through the kitchen.

And then all went silent.

With the conversation stalled, Lacey distracted herself with her food. Tom always used the best quality potatoes, so fresh and organic they had an almost earthy tang to them. The mayo was the creamiest she’d ever tasted, and it was perfectly complemented by the mustard, vinegary capers, and the sharp but sweet shallots. The bacon was beautifully crisp, and so succulent. 

“Gosh!” Frank said, his eyes watering. “That really packs a punch, doesn’t it?”

“Mm-hmm,” Lacey said.

“Might be a bit much for me,” he added.

“You don’t like it?” Lacey asked.

“A bit too much mustard for my taste,” he said, putting his fork down.

That was it. Lacey had wanted to keep things peaceful, but all the unspoken issues between them were growing and enough was enough. She had wanted to leave the heavy discussion until after the wedding, but their day touring the town had made her realize that they could not leave that stuff unspoken between them. Someone, be it Tom, or Taryn, or Gina, would bring something up sooner or later, and Lacey couldn’t bear the tension of it all. She felt like she was always on edge, always on the cusp of saying something but holding her tongue.

She set her fork down too. “Dad, we should probably talk.”

Frank cleared his throat and shifted in his seat. It was quite clear to Lacey that he knew what was coming.

“What would you like to talk about?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” she said with a heavy sigh. “How about where the hell you’ve been for the last thirty-odd years?”

She’d not meant to say it so abruptly, but the words just spilled out with her emotion. 

Frank pursed his lips. “It’s complicated,” he said, finally. “I don’t know where to begin.”

“Start at the beginning,” Lacey suggested. “With you, me, and Naomi, vacationing in Wilfordshire without Mom.”

Frank drew a breath. “I don’t know if that’s the best thing to address right away. Your mother and I always had a very fractious relationship.”

“Fine, then start at the end and work your way back,” she said. She was determined not to let him worm his way out of this. “Tell me about Canterbury.”

Frank’s eyebrows rose. “You know about Canterbury?”

“I know a lot of things,” Lacey said. “For a man trying to disappear off the face of the earth, you sure dropped a lot of breadcrumbs.”

Frank’s features dropped. “I wasn’t trying to disappear…” he said, quietly. “I always hoped you’d choose to find me one day.”

“So you left a trail?” Lacey asked with a scoff. “Like it was some kind of treasure hunt? You know, most people who want their abandoned kids to come find them at least leave a forwarding address.”

Frank lowered his gaze to his lap with shame. “I know,” he murmured.

Suddenly, Lacey’s phone began to ring, making them both jump a mile. She took it from her pocket. To her shock, the name flashing up at her was: Mom. 




 

 

 


CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

A shiver peeled through Lacey. It almost felt like her mom had some kind of sixth sense, like she knew they were talking about her behind her back. Even having her name on the phone screen felt too close for comfort for Lacey. It was as if she’d suddenly been transported into the kitchen and was glaring sternly at them for gossiping behind her back. 

“I should… I have to get this,” Lacey said, standing.

Frank looked surprised that she’d abandon their conversation at such a dramatic moment to answer her phone. “It can’t wait?”

Still not sure who to believe, Lacey looked down at her father and twisted her lips. 

“Sorry, no. It’s a long-term client. A particularly difficult one, who’ll go crazy if I don’t answer.”

Frank frowned, but nodded his relent. 

Lacey cast a final wary glance in his direction, before pacing out of the kitchen into the small laundry room. It usually took at least a minute or two before Shirley made her feel harried, but thanks to her father’s presence in her home, this time her blood pressure was up before she’d even answered the call.

“Mom?” she asked, shutting the door behind her. “What is it?”

“Am I interrupting something?” came Shirley’s abrupt voice on the other end of the line.

“No,” Lacey said quickly. It wasn’t like her mother to be concerned about whether she was interrupting her. It felt almost too close for comfort, like she could sense Lacey had a guest. “Why would you be interrupting anything?”

“Well, it’s a work day, isn’t it?” Shirley said. “You’re usually doing something or other at that shop of yours. Working all the hours of the day.”

Lacey let out a breath of relief. She rested her backside against the washing machine. “I’m at home. What’s up?”

“I was calling about the harpist,” Shirley said. “Have you had a chance to look at the shortlist yet?”

Shirley had been tasked with finding musicians for the wedding. So far, they’d narrowed it down to a harpist for the ceremony and a bluegrass band for the reception, but Shirley had managed to make a list of about a hundred different potential candidates for each and Lacey hadn’t had a chance to begin to sift through them yet.

“Mom, honestly, I trust you to choose.”

“You say that,” Shirley replied. “But one of them is a concert harpist with a six-foot gold-gilded harp, while another offers to wear a matching ball gown for your color scheme but only plays a small wooden Celtic harp, and then there’s the one with amazing ginger hair and a repertoire of Disney songs…”

“Not that one,” Lacey said, quickly. “The Disney one. Definitely not them.”

“See!” Shirley replied. “You don’t trust me, because that’s the one I would’ve chosen. So you do have an opinion. I knew you would.”

“Okay, okay,” Lacey said, relenting. “I’ll look at the shortlist as soon as I get the chance.”

“When will that be?” Shirley demanded.

“I don’t know,” Lacey said tensely, gazing at the shut laundry room door. “I have a lot going on at the moment.”

“Let me guess,” Shirley said, sounding displeased. “You’re too busy with work. Well, Lacey, let me give you a little life lesson.”

But as Shirley launched into her lecture, the sudden sound of blaring music from inside the cottage made Lacey startle.

 Asked a girl what she wanted to be, crooned the voice of Paul McCartney through the laundry room door. She said, “Baby, can’t you see?”

Lacey cracked the door and peered her head out. Her father was no longer at the kitchen table. The music was coming from down the hallway. He must’ve turned on the record player and cranked it all the way to full blast.

“Is that the Beatles?” Shirley asked in her ear. “Your father always used to play that damn song.”

No sooner had she said it than Frank began to sing along.

“Baby you can drive my car!” he bellowed.

Lacey felt a sudden spike of anxiety. Her hand tightened around the phone’s mouthpiece as she quickly pulled the door shut in an attempt to suffocate out the noise. She held her breath, praying her mother had not heard her father’s voice.

“Lacey…” Shirley said, slowly, leadingly. “Is that your FATHER?”

“What? No?” Lacey scoffed, “Don’t be crazy!”

But it was too late. Shirley knew what she’d heard. “I was married to the man for a decade, Lacey, I know his voice when I hear it!”

Lacey floundered. She didn’t know what to say, or where to even begin explaining what was going on.

“Mom, look, I wanted him to walk me down the aisle, okay?” she said, hurriedly, trying to get the full explanation out as fast as possible. “So I tracked him down and—”

“Put him on the phone,” Shirley demanded.

“No way!” Lacey cried.

Just then, the laundry room door was pulled open from the outside and Frank poked his head inside. He must’ve heard the shouting.

“Everything okay, love?” he asked, as Paul McCartney incongruously sang a merry Beep beep, beep beep, yeah! in the background.

Lacey stared at him, wide-eyed, feeling trapped, caught in the middle of her parents just like when she was a little girl.

Her dad suddenly pressed a finger to his lips and mouthed, “Is that… Shirley?”

Lacey shook her head.

But Frank was no fool. He took a long, deep breath. “Put her on speakerphone.”

“What?” Lacey mouthed back. “NO!”

“Put her on,” he said, insistently. “It’s okay. I can handle it.”

“Is that him?” came Shirley’s shrill, demanding voice in her ear. “Is he there? What’s he saying? Put me on speakerphone this minute!”

With a huff, Lacey caved in. Fine. If they really felt like a speakerphone conference in her laundry room was the best way to break several decades of silence, then she wasn’t going to be the one to stop them. It wasn’t like either of them ever saw reason!

So she removed the phone from her ear, hit the speaker button, and flung her phone down on top of the washing machine. Then she paced away, hands on hips, breath ragged, bracing for the monumental fallout that was sure to follow.

“Shirley?” Frank said. “Is that you?”

“Frank,” Shirley replied, drily. “You’re alive.”

“Alive and kicking, my dear,” Frank said with a chuckle. “How are you?”

“I just finished paying off the debts you left me,” came her sharp-tongued reply.

“How wonderful,” he replied, in an equally caustic tone.

“I’m patching in Naomi,” Shirley barked.

“No, Mom, please don’t!” Lacey begged.

She knew why her mom wanted to patch her sister into this awkward family reunion—for moral support. Naomi liked to claim she didn’t remember Frank and didn’t care to, but she’d still named her son after him. She was fragile when it came to their father, and this was far from the ideal circumstance to drop the bombshell news on her.

But Lacey’s plea fell on deaf ears. A series of bleeps sounded through the speaker, before Naomi’s voice filled up the small, dark laundry room.

“Hi, Mom,” she said, merrily. “What’s up?”

Beside her, Lacey saw Frank take a sharp intake of breath. It was the first time he’d heard his younger daughter’s voice since she was five years old.

“I’m here with your sister,” Shirley crackled through the speaker.

“Oh! Hey, Lacey!” Naomi said, sounding brighter still. “Is this a wedding call?”

“No,” Shirley said abruptly. “Lacey has something to tell you.”

“…Okay?” Naomi said, sounding suddenly reticent. “That sounds ominous.”

Her happy tone had completely disappeared, and Lacey’s stomach roiled knowing just how much lower it was about to go. She opened her mouth, but closed it again. She just didn’t know how to break the news, and folded her arms tightly as her stress made itself known in her churning stomach. This was the worst family reunion ever.

“Come on,” Shirley demanded. “If you don’t tell her who you’re with, I will.”

Apparently noticing Lacey clam up, Frank stepped forward and leaned closer to the phone. “It’s Dad,” he announced.

“Surprise,” Lacey added, in a small, apologetic voice.

Silence fell. Lacey shifted awkwardly from one foot to the next. It wasn’t often Naomi was lost for words. When it came to her sister, silence usually meant one thing: that she was furious.

“Neigh?” Frank said, using the nickname she’d been using during the My Little Pony obsession which coincided with the time he walked out. “Are you there?”

Again, silence. 

Lacey’s stomach churned and turned and tumbled. She felt like the awkwardness was about to swallow her whole.

Finally, Naomi’s voice sounded out through the speaker. “You’re not dead, then,” she said, bluntly. “I guess that clears up that little mystery.”

Frank balked, literally recoiling from the telephone like Naomi’s words had stung him. And while they had been particularly venomous, they surely couldn’t have been all that unexpected. Surely Frank knew they’d come to that conclusion? That in the absence of birthday cards and telephone calls they’d assume he had perished? If it came as a surprise to him now, Lacey wondered what lies he must have told himself over the years to minimize the impact his abandonment had had on his children. Or had he simply failed to comprehend that his leaving had been a sudden, traumatic loss, like a rug being pulled from beneath their feet, causing the whole world to come crumbling down?

“Lacey’s asked your father to walk her down the aisle,” Shirley interjected. “As if the fact I had to stand in and do the father role all these years on my own counts for nothing.”

“I really don’t think this is the best time to be talking about this,” Frank said. “Let’s try to keep it civil, shall we, Shirley, my dear? At least until after the wedding!”

“Yes, maybe it would be better to let another thirty years lapse before we attempt to have a conversation?” Shirley replied drily. 

Lacey slapped a hand to her forehead. This was simply unbearable.

“I’m going,” Naomi said, abruptly. 

There was a beep, indicating she’d hung up. 

Lacey winced. Naomi hadn’t even said hello. All she’d done was spit out some bitter words, and left it at that.

She glanced furtively at her father. But he seemed to have already gotten over Naomi’s reaction. In fact, he actually looked like he might be, dare she say, enjoying this somewhat.

“Ha!” Shirley said, triumphantly. “At least one of my children is loyal.”

And with that, the call cut out entirely.

Lacey leaned back against the wall, eyebrows raised, and exhaled slowly.

Frank started to chuckle. “Ah, she hasn’t changed a bit! Always a firecracker, your mother. The bickering we used to have.”

Lacey frowned. She couldn’t make sense of it at all. She’d always hoped at the back of her mind that it was Shirley’s disapproving nitpicking that had driven her father off in the first place—indeed, her mom’s attitude toward her often drove a wedge between them—but during the call, Frank had actually seemed to enjoy the back and forth. So then why had he left? Because he was bored? Because he wanted to take solo cliff walks and eat bangers and mash in Wilfordshire?

Lacey didn’t know what to think anymore. There was obviously so much more to the story than the one-sided account her mother had given her over the years. She wanted to ask a million questions, but the call had utterly exhausted her. When it came to unraveling the mystery of her father’s abandonment, she was going to have to take it slowly and with a pinch of salt. 

Or a gallon. 




 

 

 

 


CHAPTER SIX

 

 

As soon as Lacey awoke the next morning, she was struck by a feeling that something was wrong. 

She sat straight up, taking in the silence, trying in her groggy state to recall the events of the day before—of her parents’ thirty-year overdue speakerphone argument in the laundry room—before remembering her father sleeping down the hall in the small guest bedroom. 

Chester was lying asleep on the patchwork comforter at the foot of her bed, just like normal. Only it wasn’t normal, because Chester never let guests to Crag Cottage sleep in. It was one of his naughtiest habits, pawing at the guest room door at the crack of dawn, well before the alarm had rung, too eager for a novel person’s ear scratches to wait until after breakfast. 

“Dad!” Lacey exclaimed suddenly.

She tore off her covers and shot out of bed. Her sudden movement woke Chester, and he flashed her a sleepy, confused look. Then, just as quickly as she herself had leapt up, he too scrambled from the bed to the floor and went bolting out of the room into the corridor, as if remembering there was a guest he was supposed to be bothering.

Lacey’s heart flew into her mouth. If Chester could sense something was wrong, then something was definitely wrong.

She hurried after him, her mind turning over a million panicked thoughts at a rate of knots. 

The moment she stepped into the corridor, she discovered that the door to the guest room was standing wide open. She could see straight into the small room. The bed was empty.

“Dad?” Lacey cried, her voice a panicked wail as terror took hold of her.

Had he up and left? Had the call with his ex-wife and surly younger daughter been too much for him to handle? He’d seemed to take it all in his stride, but perhaps he’d just been putting on a front for Lacey’s benefit. It wasn’t like disappearing out of the blue wasn’t in his wheelhouse of moves…

“Dad?” Lacey tried again, hearing the fearful childlike quiver in her voice as it echoed through the silent, empty cottage.

She hurried back to her room and over to the window, pulling back the white lace curtain. She peered down to the gravel-covered driveway. Her champagne-colored car was parked alone. Her father’s cattle van was nowhere to be seen. The only sign it had ever been there were muddy tire tracks leading down the asphalt cliff road.

“Chester,” Lacey cried, her chest heaving with grief. “He’s gone!”

Chester let out a shrill bark in response, and Lacey thundered down the steps two at a time. When she reached the landing she halted abruptly, spotting a piece of paper pinned to the back of the front door. A note! Her dad had abandoned her again and left nothing more than a scribbled apology?

She ripped the note off the pin, her pulse pounding in her ears, and quickly scanned the words, anticipating some kind of explanation as to why he’d chosen to abandon her all over again. 

Instead, the note simply read:

Gone to fix the security system,

Dad.

Lacey read it three times, before her brain finally accepted the words. Breathing raggedly, she rested forehead against the door, realizing she simply wouldn’t be able to fully relax again until she had actually laid eyes on him and confirmed his note was true. 

“Come on, Chester, let’s get out of here.” 

She fetched his leash from the back door, her body feeling as weary as if she’d not slept that night at all, and heaved on her warm parka. Then she and Chester took off down the cliff road—the shorter route to work—without even so much as a drop of coffee passing between her lips.

When she reached the high street and spotted the muddy cattle van parked haphazardly against the sidewalk outside her store, Lacey let out a breath of relief. Frank hadn’t been lying in his note. He really had woken up early and gone to the store. 

She beelined for it, Chester trotting along with her.

At this early hour of the morning, Wilfordshire’s high street was only just coming to life, with vendors raising their shutters and putting out their sandwich boards. She’d lived in Wilfordshire for almost a full year now, and the high street was being prepared for its final seasonal display—winter. The orange and black autumn bunting was gone, replaced now by sparkly snowflakes. It was pretty, and the familiar sight reassured Lacey. Yet, with the huge cattle van parked in the middle of the street, it took on a new unfamiliarity. 

Lacey reached the store to find the shutters were still down. She frowned. “How did he get in?” she mused aloud, rattling the store keys in her pocket. Without them, how had her father even gained access to the store?

She operated the mechanism to raise the shutters and they rattled up into their open position. Then she unlocked the door and headed inside. 

Immediately, she was confronted with a mess of wires like spaghetti covering the floor. 

Lace halted. “Dad?” she called.

Frank popped his head out from the back room. He was holding a screwdriver in one hand. “Morning,” he said jovially.

He was clearly unaware his going AWOL that morning would have such a profound effect on her, and Lacey decided to keep it to herself. She didn’t want to rock the boat, especially after yesterday evening’s tense four-way conversation. Besides, there appeared to be more pressing issues to discuss… like the tangled mess of wires all over the floor.

“So, what’s going on here?” Lacey asked, pacing over to Frank. “It looks like you’ve dismantled the entire system.”

“I have,” Frank replied, simply.

Lacey’s eyes widened. “What? Why?”

“Well, I didn’t have much choice,” Frank replied. “Whoever installed the original system did such a terrible job, the whole thing needs replacing.”

Lacey didn’t actually know who that was. She’d inherited the clunky old system from whoever had rented the store before her, Chester’s previous owners, who’d left in such a hurry they’d not paid their final bills, or taken their antique light fittings with them.

“But I—I thought you were just going to fix it?” Lacey stammered. “Not throw the whole thing in the trash! How am I supposed to run my store like this?” She gazed helplessly at the wires covering the floor.

Frank reached for a mug of tea on the shelf beside him and sipped. He was seemingly oblivious to her concerns. “It’ll be worth the small, short-term disruption for the long-term security,” he said, with an air of wisdom.

Lacey folded her arms with frustration. Her dad was trying to parent her again. Well, he was thirty-three years too late!

“How did you even get in?” she demanded.

“Back door was unlocked,” Frank said, with that parental warning tone in his voice.

Gina! Lacey thought angrily. Her scatterbrained friend was always forgetting to lock the back door behind her after watering the plants. It annoyed Lacey every time, but this time her forgetfulness had not only proven her dad’s point that she was too lax on security, it had also given him the opportunity to do all this damage unsupervised. If she’d been here to oversee him, there wouldn’t currently be a tangle of wires covering the entire floor!

“You couldn’t have known it was going to be unlocked when you left this morning,” Lacey said. “What were you going to do if you couldn’t get in?”

“Oh, I was going to get in,” her dad said confidently. “I’d already clocked three easy entrance points when I was here yesterday. The window in the restroom is loose in its frame, so anyone determined enough could pop the whole thing out with one of these.” He waved his screwdriver. “That style of French patio door you have in the auction room is notoriously easy to jimmy open. And finally… the unlocked cat flap. If you reach through up to the armpit, it’s possible to reach the lock. Total weak point, and you don’t even have a cat!”

Lacey’s eyebrows rose slowly up her forehead with astonishment. She’d had no idea her store was so vulnerable. But then again, she’d never looked at it through the eyes of a parent trying to protect his child. 

Gina’s words from yesterday came back to her. Her dad was finding excuses to spend time with her. If this was a safe way for them to bond, perhaps she ought to just take it.

She whistled between her teeth. “Wow. It really sounds like a lot needs to be changed.”

“Oh yes, there’s a lot more you need to do here than fix up the security system,” Frank continued. “All these doors need new locks. Shutters at the back and the windows. An alarm linked to the police in case of a hold-up.” He shook his head. “It’s going to take a long time.” 

“That sounds like a lot of work,” she continued, turning to face him. “Do you think you’d be able to do it all?”

“Me?” Frank said, looking surprised. “Well… if it’s not too much of an imposition on you having me here? I mean … I could obviously take a look at all these issues for you. And I wouldn’t charge you for the work, of course, since you’re saving me a small fortune by letting me stay at the cottage, and spending time with you is all the payment I need…”

Lacey patted his arm. “Thanks, Dad. I appreciate it. Take as long as you need. You’re not an imposition. Okay?”

Frank stopped his nervous monologue. He nodded, looking touched. “Then leave it with me.”

Lacey watched him head off to get to work on his laundry list of tasks.

“I need a coffee,” she murmured under her breath. If this was any indication of the day to come, she’d need a triple shot espresso to get through it. She was already exhausted.

Just then, the bell over the door tinkled and Lacey looked over to see Gina arriving for her morning shift. A light rain had started, and the older woman’s yellow fisherman’s mac was covered in a fine mist of droplets.

Lacey watched, narrowing her eyes, as Gina let a soggy Boudica off her leash, before walking over the wires on the floor toward her like they weren’t even there.

“Morning,” she said, merrily, as she reached the counter.

“I have a bone to pick with you,” Lacey said.

“Uh-oh,” Gina said, removing her raincoat and shaking the droplets from it. “What have I done now?”

“What do you think?” Lacey said.

Gina unwrapped her long woolen scarf as she went around to the back of the counter, then hung her coat and scarf on the hooks. “No idea. You’ll have to tell me.”

Lacey ground her teeth. “You left the door unlocked last night. Again. Which gave Dad the chance to get inside and do all this before I could stop him.” She opened her arms up to the chaos of the dismantled security system.

Gina removed her glasses and rubbed the condensation off them onto her green fluffy jumper, then returned them to her face and glanced about at the mess. “Ah.” She looked back at Lacey. “Sorry about that.”

Lacey huffed with frustration. Sorry just wasn’t enough on this occasion. But she held her tongue, because she couldn’t bear another stressful conflict situation.

“Dare I ask how your day with your dad went yesterday?” Gina asked tentatively.

“It was … a lot,” Lacey said, casting her mind back through Taryn’s awkward introduction to the painful tea with Tom, the melancholy cliff walk, and the dreadful family reunion. “I’ll tell you all about it later. I’d better go and see what Dad is doing. Stop him before he rips up the entire electric system.”

“I’ll come with you,” Gina said.

“Fine,” Lacey said with a sigh.

They headed off the main floor and found Frank in the storeroom working on the electrics box. 

“Morning!” Gina exclaimed.

Frank paused and looked up from his work. “Gina, how are you today?”

The older woman smiled. “Just marvelous, thank you. And you? Did you sleep well in Crag Cottage?”

“Oh yes, I slept very well.”

Lacey couldn’t help but bristle. Here she was, a stressed-out bag of nerves, and Dad and Gina were chatting away like they didn’t have a care in the world!

“Hey, Lacey,” Gina said, interrupting her thoughts. “Did you pack away the wedding dress?”

“Huh?” Lacey asked.

“The dress,” Gina said again. “I hung it up here and now it’s gone. You know, if you don’t like it you can just say. You don’t need to pack it away and hope I don’t notice.”

“Gina, I’ve no idea what you’re talking about,” Lacey said. “I haven’t even touched the dress.”

“Maybe it was stolen?” Frank said.

Gina gasped, and Lacey rolled her eyes. Of course the dress had not been stolen. No one would try to steal such a hideous dress. Unless it was the fashion police…

It was far more likely Finbarr packed it away on her behalf, knowing full well she’d never wear it. The boy was probably trying to do her a favor by packing the ugly dress away in the hopes Gina would forget all about it. But now that Frank had floated the idea of a thief, there was absolutely no way Gina was going to drop it. She was always very prone to drama.

“Oh no, Lacey!” she exclaimed. “I’m so sorry! Someone must have seen me bringing it in yesterday, then took the opportunity to steal it when they saw the back door was left unlocked!” 

“Didn’t I tell you?” Frank added, with a stern look. “You cannot scrimp on personal safety.”

Right now, Lacey thought he was just as likely a culprit as anyone else. If he was prepared to use a screwdriver to prize off her restroom window to prove a point, she wouldn’t put it past him to hide a wedding dress to prove it as well! But before she had a chance to mention it, she heard the bell go from the main floor.

“Everyone calm down. We’ll get to the bottom of this,” she said. “But first I need to see to this customer.”

She left them in the storeroom and headed to the main floor.

A slim man was standing at the counter. He was shorter than average, with neat gray hair and a moustache, and black-framed spectacles. He had the air of a university lecturer. 

“Good morning,” Lacey said. “Do you need any assistance?”

“Are you the owner here?” the man asked. He had a slightly shifty energy about him, a sort of nervousness.

Lacey nodded. “I am. How can I help you today?”

“I need to speak to you about a very important matter.”

“What kind of matter?” Lacey asked, her curiosity piqued.

Just then, the man’s gaze went over her shoulder. “I’d prefer to speak in private.”

Lacey glanced back to see Gina and her dad poking their heads around the corner, watching on with interest. She made a shoo gesture. The two of them were starting to get on her nerves. 

She turned back to the man. He was now protectively clutching the strap of his leather satchel. Whatever he was here to talk to her about, it presumably was inside the bag. She felt herself filling up with curiosity. 

“Somewhere private,” she echoed. “Of course.” She gestured toward the arch that led into the auction room. “Right this way.”




 

 

 

 


CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

“My name is Ronan Pike,” the man said once they were alone.

Lacey regarded him with interest. She wondered if she was supposed to know the name. Maybe he was famous in England? 

“I’m pleased to meet you,” she said. “What can I do for you?” 

She was more than curious about what he was here to show her, why he had insisted on speaking to her privately, and why he seemed so shifty. 

“I need your help,” Ronan said. 

He glanced about himself as if to ensure they were definitely alone, then reached into this leather satchel and pulled out a glass frame. He handed it to her. 

Frowning, Lacey took it in her hands and looked down. Behind the glass was a well-preserved letter, written on fine paper, in blue ink. 

“What is this?” she asked. 

“Read it,” Ronan said with an encouraging nod. 

“Dear Mr. Dickens,” Lacey read aloud. Her eyes flicked up to the older gentleman standing before her. “Mr. Dickens? As in…”

“…Charles,” Ronan filled in for her. 

Lacey’s eyebrows shot up. She continued aloud,

I am writing to commend you on the success of your most recent reading tour of the United States. I regret not having been able to attend in person, as I am told your live readings are the most enjoyable of affairs. I, myself, am an avid reader, and enormously fond of Oliver Twist, which I find to be excessively interesting. I have now on several occasions requested your presence at the palace, but I understand you have rejected me as a mere provincial devotee like any other. Perhaps you may accept this more recent proposal? I would love to discuss literature with you, and have a copy of my self-penned book, Leaves from the Journal of Our Life in the Highlands, that I would like nothing more than to gift to you, as a sign of gratitude for all your hard work.

Until we meet, 

Yours sincerely, 

Queen Victoria.

Lacey felt her mouth go dry. She scanned the letter again, taking in the sloping cursive writing that was immediately recognizable as the late Queen Victoria’s, who was famed for writing long diary entries and letters, many of which were displayed in museums. 

Which led Lacey to frown skeptically. How was it in the possession of this random man, rather than the estate of the royal family? 

“How did you get hold of this?” she asked with a frown. 

“It was my father’s,” Ronan said. “Charles Dickens’ assistant is an ancestor of mine. My dad kept so much stuff over the years, it took me a long time to sift through it all after he passed away.”

“I’m sorry for your loss,” Lacey said. She didn’t want to doubt a grieving man’s story, but it was quite a claim to make, and one she’d naturally be doubtful of without some kind of evidence. 

“I have an authentication certification,” Ronan added, as if picking up on her reticence. “Here.”

He rummaged in his bag again, this time pulling out a letter, and held it out to Lacey. She recognized the letter heading immediately as belonging to the famous Westminster Auction House in London. She’d not dealt with them personally—they almost exclusively worked for aristocrats and other blue-blooded types—but Percy Johnson, her kindly antiques mentor from Mayfair, had on plenty of occasions. So she knew the authentication letter was real. 

She quickly read the letter.

“They valued the letter at a million pounds?” Lacey said, her eyes widening. 

“Yes, that’s right,” Ronan replied. “And they seemed very keen to buy it from me. They wanted to take it off my hands right away.”

“And you turned them down because…?” She couldn’t fathom why anyone would turn their back on a million pounds.

“Because I suspect they’re lowballing me,” Ronan said. “I don’t trust the big auction houses to treat me fairly. I’ll pay you a good commission.”

“Wait, wait, hold on one second,” Lacey said, shaking her head. “You want me to auction this for you?”

“That’s right,” Ronan said. “What’s your usual commission? Ten percent? I’ll give you twenty.”

Lacey couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “But why me?” she stammered. 

This was all too much to take in. Even with the letter of authentication, she needed more to go on. Surely there was some kind of different protocol when it came to the royal family, like how the queen legally owned all the swans in England? Perhaps that was why he’d chosen her? He’d taken a gamble that, as an American, she’d be unfamiliar with any special requirements that may come with the territory of selling something royal.

“I already told you,” Ronan said. “I don’t trust the big auction houses. You’re fairly new, aren’t you? An independent? You have no agenda.”

“I guess,” Lacey replied, not really sure what to make of it all. 

She couldn’t help but be naturally dubious about the whole thing. But the prospect of its potential value was far too alluring to resist. She could always study up once he was gone, and back out of the situation if it felt too uncomfortable for her. 

“Okay,” she said. “I’ll auction the letter.”

“Fantastic,” Ronan replied, making a triumphant fist with his hand. “How soon can you do it? Tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow?” Lacey echoed with incredulity. “Absolutely not! That’s far too soon.”

“I don’t want this dragging on,” Ronan said. “And I really don’t like carrying it around like this.”

“Well then let me lock it away in the shop,” Lacey suggested. “I have a safe.”

“No, no,” he said, shaking his head. “I’d prefer to keep it on me until the auction. Can you please arrange it for as soon as possible?”

Lacey twisted her lips. This was too much of an opportunity to turn her back on, but the pressure he was putting on her was making her even more dubious. 

“I know,” she said, holding up an index finger. “Will you just let me make one quick call? You can wait here. I’ll be five minutes.”

Ronan let out a tense sigh. “Yes, okay, fine,” he said, with a reluctant hand flap.

Lacey hurried out of the auction room and to the office. As she grabbed the phone and punched in Percy Johnson’s number, Gina’s and her father’s faces appeared at the door like two gophers popping out of a hole. 

“So?” Frank prompted. 

“Who is that guy?” Gina asked.

“What does he want?” Frank added.

“Is it something exciting?” Gina continued. 

“Shh!” Lacey said, batting them away. “I’ll tell you once I know. Go away! Shoo!”

Gina and Frank ducked back out of sight.

The call connected.

“Lacey?” came Percy’s voice in her ear. “How the devil are you, old friend? Did you get my RSVP? I’m so excited about the wedding.”

“Oh!” Lacey exclaimed. In all the excitement she’d quite forgotten about her upcoming nuptials. Receiving Percy’s RSVP had been a special moment. “Yes, I got the RSVP, and I’m glad you’re coming. But that’s not why I’m calling.”

“It’s not?”

“No. I have a very bizarre question to ask you…”

 

*

 

“And you’re absolutely certain I’m not doing anything illegal?” Lacey said into her phone.

“I promise you,” Percy said for the millionth time. “The letter may be written by Queen Victoria, but it belongs to the estate of whomever it was sent to.”

“Which would be Charles Dickens, wouldn’t it? But this man said he was an ancestor of Charles Dickens’ assistant. Doesn’t that put the letter firmly into a different gray area?”

“Not if it was classified as an administrative document, which, knowing the history between Charles Dickens and Queen Victoria, it quite likely was.”

“The history?” Lacey asked, curious. 

Percy chuckled. “You don’t know? Well, Charles Dickens decided he was in love with Queen Victoria when he was a young man, even though they’d never even met. On the night of her wedding, he stood in the palace gardens and wailed. After that, he refused every invite of hers to the palace for a meeting. It was rather scandalous for the time. No one ever refused an invitation to the palace! Eventually they met when they were very old, and Dickens died very shortly after. I find it highly likely that the letter you have from Queen Victoria expressing her admiration of his work would have been simply added to a pile of other letters his assistant was in charge of, which was legally passed on to him following Dickens’ death.” 

“So you’re really saying this is legit?” Lacey pressed. “That I have the green light to auction a million-pound letter for a twenty percent commission?”

“I absolutely am!” Percy said, chuckling with delight. “Congratulations, Lacey.”

“Thank you,” Lacey said, breathlessly. 

She ended the call and headed back into the main storeroom. Gina and Frank had taken it upon themselves to make a pot of tea for the jittery Ronan Pike, and they were all perched on the red velvet love seat sipping out of flowery cups. They all looked at her expectantly as she stepped inside the room, and Lacey could tell that everyone was holding their breath.

“It’s on,” she said to their expectant faces. “I’ll do it. I’ll arrange the auction for tomorrow.” 




 

 

 

 


CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

It was all hands on deck to get the impromptu auction arranged. The store turned into a whirlwind of activity. 

“There’s no point putting up ads,” Lacey explained to Gina and Finbarr. “No one will have any time to see them. We’ll do targeted invites only.”

“Ooh,” Finnbar said. “How exclusive!”

“Exactly,” Lacey replied. “I want this to feel like a once in a lifetime opportunity. High-end. Exclusive. Invite only. So Finnbar, I need you to call museums that specialize in the Victorian era, or Charles Dickens, or royalty. That sort of thing. I want representatives here from the V&A, and the Charles Dickens museum without question, so make sure you don’t take no for an answer!”

“I’m on it,” Finnbar said. 

“Gina,” Lacey said, turning to her friend. “Can you call the Wilfordshire Weekly? This is the sort of story they love, and I think it will be really good press for the store. Just don’t tell them it’s happening tomorrow, okay? I don’t actually want them here harassing my guests. You know what they’re like.”

“I’ll tell them it’s next week,” Gina said with a nod. 

Lacey turned to Frank. “Dad. How’s it going with the security system? Will it be operational by tomorrow? It’s imperative that I have a functioning system in place considering the cost of what I’m selling…”

Frank looked down at his spool of wires on the floor, spilling out like intestines all over the place, and grimaced. “Um…” he said with uncertainty. 

“Let me rephrase that,” Lacey said, more firmly. “I really, really need this to be done by tomorrow. So please, please, please make it happen.” She held her hands in prayer position. “Please!”

Frank looked doubtful. “Okay, yes, yes, all right. I started it so I have to finish it. I’ll get it done.” 

“Thank you,” Lacey said. 

She sighed. This was going to take an operation of epic proportions to pull off, but she had a feeling that it might just work out. 

Hands on hips, she glanced around, assessing the surroundings. Her self-appointed take was to rearrange the shop to make it more appealing to the upper-class clientele she was inviting. Her prior work as an interior design assistant meant she had a good eye for design, and she knew the shabby chic, cluttered, vintage aesthetic wouldn’t go down well with people who were more accustomed to opulence. She wanted the place to look like an exclusive art gallery’s grand opening. Which meant everything would need to be rearranged. 

She picked up a silver serving platter with a mind of moving it to the storeroom, when she was hit by a sudden thought.

“Canapes!” she cried aloud. 

Everyone stopped what they were doing and looked at her.

“Huh?” Gina asked.

“Rich people eat canapes!” Lacey exclaimed. “I can’t hold an exclusive event without champagne flutes and little bits of salmon on toasted brioche! But where am I going to get catering at such short notice?”

As soon as the words were out of her lips, she knew the answer, and looked across the road, past her father’s badly parked truck, through the window of Tom’s patisserie. It was quite an ask, but if anyone could do it, it would be him. 

“I’m going to the patisserie,” she called.

She marched with purpose out the exit and crossed over the cobblestone road to the patisserie. The bell tinkled overhead as she went inside. It was toasty warm inside, and full of customers enjoying baked goods and hot chocolates in between their early Christmas shopping. The familiar, sweet, buttery smell of Tom’s signature pastry tickled Lacey’s nostrils.

Tom was at the counter, using silver tongs to transfer a delicious-looking apricot Danish from the glass display cabinet onto a floral patterned plate. He was wearing a white shirt beneath his apron, with the sleeves rolled up to the elbows, showing off his tanned forearms. How Tom managed to still look tanned in the winter was beyond Lacey. He must have some Cypriot blood in him somewhere down the line. 

“Hello, fiancé,” Lacey said as she stepped up to the counter. 

Tom looked up and his green eyes twinkled lovingly. “What are you doing here?” he asked. “Or can I guess. Everything with your dad’s getting a bit much…” 

“Oh. That?” Lacey said, casting her mind back to the disastrous four-way speaker-call. “I’m putting a pin in that for now. Something came up. Something crazy and far more pressing is afoot.”

“More pressing than having found your long-lost father?” Tom asked, sounding skeptical. 

He continued what he was doing, selecting pastries with the silver tongs. 

“I’m doing an impromptu, last-minute auction tomorrow,” Lacey told him. “The item is an original letter from Queen Victoria to Charles Dickens, valued at one million pounds.”

The croissant in Tom’s tongs slipped out. “I’m sorry, what?” he exclaimed with astonishment.

“I know!” Lacey exclaimed, nodding with excitement. “Turns out finding my long-lost father isn’t the strangest thing that’s happened to me this week.”

Tom’s green eyes searched hers. “Did you say you’re holding it tomorrow? Why so soon?”

“Because the owner doesn’t want to hold onto the letter,” Lacey explained. “And he doesn’t feel comfortable locking it up at the store.”

“I wonder why…” Tom said.

His gaze flicked up toward the cattle van outside, and Lacey realized he was making a dig at her father. She put her hands on her hips. “I take it you’ve noticed my dad is working on upgrading the security system?”

“I was here when he arrived this morning,” Tom said. “You can hear that cattle-truck thing coming from a mile off.” He crinkled his nose. “Not to mention smell it.”

Lacey glanced over her shoulder at the dirty truck parked haphazardly against the sidewalk. It was quite the eyesore. And Tom was right; it did smell of manure. She’d have to have words with her dad about parking it a bit further away from their respective stores. 

“I had no idea he was going to get up so early,” she said.

“He must be an early riser, like his daughter,” Tom quipped. 

Lacey knew he was being sarcastic. Tom woke up at five a.m. most mornings to bake pastries and bread in time for everyone’s breakfast. Lacey only got up at seven because Chester forced her to. 

“Ha, ha,” she said. 

Tom tonged a fresh croissant onto the plate, then placed a teapot on the tray beside it. He picked it up and ducked out beneath the hatch of the counter. Lacey followed alongside him as he carried it over to the waiting customer and placed it on their table.

From across the street, the view into the antiques store showed it was bustling with activity. Frank’s spaghetti wires were all over the place. Tom put his hands on his hips. 

“Are you sure he knows what he’s doing?” he asked Lacey.

“He said he trained as an electrician,” Lacey replied, her gaze fixed on her father’s figure through the window as he worked. 

“And are you sure he’s telling the truth?” Tom countered. “Because it really looks like he’s just pulling wires out of the wall willy-nilly.”

“He wouldn’t lie to me,” Lacey said.

In her peripheral vision, she saw Tom turn his head to her. “Wouldn’t he?”

She faced him, frowning. “No. He wouldn’t. And I don’t have time for whatever issue or grudge you two have against each other right now. You both promised me to wait until after the wedding.”

“You’re right,” he said, sheepishly. “I’m sorry.” 

He flashed her his megawatt smile. It was impossible for Lacey to stay mad at him. 

“So, I’m guessing you’re here to ask me to cater for tomorrow,” Tom said.

“You’re a mind reader,” Lacey joked. 

“What do you need?”

“Just a few hors d’oeuvres. You know, the tiny ones that rich people eat. It’s going to be a very exclusive event, and it needs to feel that way.”

“No problem,” Tom said. “I can do that.” He turned his body to face hers and rubbed the tops of her arms affectionately. “This sounds like a great opportunity, Lacey. Not to mention a cool hundred grand commission? Not bad for a day’s work, eh? We’ll definitely be able to afford those reindeer at the wedding for your mom now!”

“Actually…” Lacey said. “It will be two hundred. He offered me double commission.”

Tom looked astonished. “Double? That’s amazing! But why?”

Lacey felt her doubts return. “That’s the thing. I’m kind of suspicious about it. Why me? He said he didn’t trust the big auction houses, but then why trust some random independent relative newbie with next to no real reputation? I thought maybe it was something to do with me being an American and not knowing about how royal property works, but Percy assures me this whole thing is legit.”

“What do you mean ‘no real reputation’?” Tom challenged her, gently. “You have a stellar reputation. You auctioned the whole of the Penrose Manor estate, after all. That sort of stuff puts you on the radar for certain types of people. You’ve proved yourself time and time again. Why else do you think Knightsbridge offered you a job?” He rubbed her arms affectionately. “You should have more faith in yourself.”

“Thank you,” Lacey said, genuinely touched. 

She’d needed the pep talk. And Tom, as always, had delivered. Bolstered, Lacey returned to the store with a renewed sense of vigor, ready to take on the significant challenge she was now facing head on. 




 

 

 

 


CHAPTER NINE

 

 

Lacey entered her store on the morning of the auction a bundle of nerves. The main shop floor had been almost entirely cleared away. Only a few of the more pricey and ornate pieces remained. It made her store look more like Taryn’s sparse boutique than the usual clutter-core Lacey favored. 

If Lacey thought her Halloween-themed auction had drawn in an unusual crowd, the black-clad punks and goths had nothing on the types of people now filing through her doors. They exuded wealth. Even their pores seemed to glisten. And they all appeared to be flanked by security personnel, black suited, somber-looking men and women with curly-wired earpieces coming from their ears. 

But not all the aristocrats in attendance dressed for their wealth. There were a few rich eccentrics amongst the crowd. A man in Indian-style silk pants and sandals—yes, even though it was winter—and an older woman who looked like a Victorian dowager. The only “normal”-looking people were the representatives from the V&A and Charles Dickens museum, who looked like your average suited office workers and weren’t flanked by security guards. 

The crowd mingled, helping themselves to the champagne and hors d’oeuvres laid out on Tom’s catering table. It was an odd vibe, Lacey thought, like the auction room was actually an art gallery with everyone waiting for a single piece of art to be revealed. It was unlike any auction she’d ever attended or held. She felt very out of place in this world of wealth, and couldn’t help but wonder if she’d bitten off more than she could chew. 

A man beelined for Lacey. He was dressed flamboyantly in a dark purple velvet suit.

“Hello. I’m Lord Fairfax,” he said. “Thirty-eighth in line to the throne.”

“Oh,” Lacey said. “It’s—er—very nice to meet you.” She looked across to the bald, broad-shouldered security guard beside him. “Both of you.”

“This is Hounslow,” Lord Fairfax said. “My valet.”

The stony-faced Hounslow looked Lacey up and down slowly, his gray eyes set deeply into their sockets, giving him a mole-like appearance. 

“He doesn’t speak,” Lord Fairfax finished. 

“Right,” Lacey replied, squirming under Hounslow’s glare. 

“Come on, Hounslow,” Lord Fairfax said, patting his arm. “Let’s take a seat at the front.” 

As the unusual-looking pair settled down, Frank came up to her. 

“This is exciting, isn’t it?” he said. “Who do you think is the richest person here?”

Lacey pointed at Lord Fairfax. “Probably him,” she said out of the corner of her mouth. “He wasted no time telling me he’s thirty-eighth in line to the throne.”

Frank laughed. 

Just then, Ronan Pike arrived. He hurried up to Lacey.

“You’ve got the letter and the authentication note?” she asked him. “We ought to display them so the guests can check them over themselves in advance of bidding.”

“Yes, okay,” Ronan said. 

He took them both from his bag and handed them to her. Lacey took them to the easels, displaying one on each. A murmur of excitement went through the gathered crowd. The patrons quickly formed an orderly cluster around them, politely taking it in turns to get a good look. 

Gina entered the auction room then and gave the signal that all the guests had arrived, and the front door had been secured so the auction could take place unimpeded. 

It was time to begin.

Lacey went up to the podium and gave her gavel a little tap. The audience, who was clearly more used to auctions than she herself was, immediately fell into a hushed silence. 

“Good afternoon ladies, gentlemen,” she began. “And lords.” 

She gestured her hand to Lord Fairfax. He looked as pleased as punch to have been singled out, and did the royal wave over his head. The gesture earned him a groan from the others present. Evidently, Lord Fairfax was a fixture at these actions. An unwelcome one, too, by the looks of things.

“Thank you for joining me on this chilly morning for a very special, exclusive auction,” Lacey continued. “You’ve been hand-selected to bid on this very exciting, rare find: an authentic letter from Queen Victoria to Charles Dickens. It was recently unearthed from the private collection of Charles Dickens’ assistant’s heirs.” 

She nodded at Ronan, hoping to convey sympathy. He lowered his head in a somber gesture of acknowledgment. Lacey reminded herself that however excited she was for the opportunity he’d given her, she had to behave as professionally and respectfully as possible. There was a grieving son at the center of it.

“The letter has been authenticated by the esteemed Westminster auctioneers,” she continued. “And valued at one million pounds.” 

She felt her throat tighten as she announced the value of the letter, still stunned that she’d been tasked with selling something quite so expensive. But around the room, none of the patrons seemed particularly shocked by the price. That was how things were with the super wealthy. A million pounds was chump change to these people. 

 “In line with the valuation done by Westminster, we’ll start the bidding at one million pounds.”

Straight away, a sea of red paddles went into the air. It appeared to Lacey that every single attendee had put in a bid.

“Oh good, that makes it nice and easy for me,” she joked. 

Her audience laughed appreciatively. 

Lacey pointed at Lord Fairfax, accepting his bid as the initial one to kick things off. “One million pounds,” she said, nodding at him. “Can I get one million and ten thousand pounds?”

Every single paddle stayed in the air.

Think bigger, Lacey told herself. An extra ten thousand is obviously nothing to these people.

She pointed to a lady in the front row, who was wearing a tight-fitting nude-colored dress and matching heels and fascinator, which made her look a bit like a strange alien creature. 

“One million and ten thousand pounds, thank you,” she said. “Can I get one million and fifty thousand pounds?”

The leap in forty thousand pounds had no impact whatsoever. Everyone was still in the running. This was going to be a long slog! But Lacey didn’t care how long it took. It was thrilling. She could already feel the buzz of adrenaline rising up from her toes.

Then she caught sight of her father watching on with a proud look, and felt a swell of pride. Standing at the other side of the buffet table was Tom, watching her work with an adoring expression. If only the two of them could get on with another now! Still, their support gave her confidence.

“Can I get two millions pounds?” Lacey exclaimed, dizzy with excitement.

Despite the way Lord Fairfax was obnoxiously waving his paddle, Lacey accepted the bid from the woman with the fascinator. 

“Two million, one hundred thousand pounds?” she asked. 

This time, she accepted Lord Fairfax’s bid.

Just then, the female representative from the V&A rolled her eyes and exited the room. followed shortly by the one from the Dickens museum. Wow, so the official people had been priced out! This was going better than Lacey could have ever anticipated. She was going to make a crazy amount of commission. A life-changing sum. Yet somehow, despite the high she was riding, Lacey managed to maintain her professional demeanor.

“Can I get two million and two hundred thousand pounds?” she asked the room. 

Suddenly, Lord Fairfax stood up. “I’m getting tired,” he announced. “Can we please skip to the part where I win?”




 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TEN

 

 

The whole audience groaned. Lacey’s eyebrows rose. She’d never dealt with a heckler before! This was a wholly novel experience. 

“Um—” she began. But she was quickly cut off. 

“You know full well that’s not how auctions work, Fairfax!” the alien woman said, viciously. 

Lord Fairfax turned to her. “What is your ceiling bid, Penelope?” he asked. “You must have one. Tell me it now, and I’ll add an extra ten thousand to it so we can all get on with our days. Okay?” 

He looked at Lacey. Lacey was too stunned to know what to say.

“It’s two and a half million,” Penelope, the alien woman, said. 

“Oh? That low?” Lord Fairfax said with a chuckle. “And there was me willing to go to three.” He looked at Lacey. “So, shall we call it quits at two million, five hundred and ten thousand pounds?” 

Lacey’s mouth went completely dry. She caught sight of her dad at the back of the hall, looking astonished, then Tom, the other side, mouth agape. Finally, she glanced over at Ronan, whose eyes were as wide as saucers, his face the picture image of astonishment. 

“That’s—I—” Lacey stammered. This was completely outside of the rule book. She had no idea what she was supposed to do now. 

Lord Fairfax removed a checkbook from his pocket and poised his fountain pen above it, looking expectantly at Lacey. “Well?”

Lacey addressed Penelope. “Are you out?”

The woman huffed. “Yes.” She folded her arms. “Lord Fairfax wins again!”

Lord Fairfax laughed merrily. “It’s true. I do have a habit of always winning.” He looked at Lacey expectantly. “So, can you bang the gavel already? Chop, chop.”

Lacey fumbled for the gavel, her fingers trembling. “S—sold,” she said, banging it down, “To Lord Fairfax for t—two million, five hundred and—wait, what was it?”

“Oh, let’s just call it two million, six hundred thousand shall we? It’s easier to write.” 

“Okay,” Lacey squeaked, breathlessly. “Two millions and six hundred thousand pounds.” 

She banged the gavel several times to punctuate her statement and signify it was the finale of the auction. And what a bizarre conclusion! 

The crowd let out a collective murmur and shot daggers at Lord Fairfax as they began collecting themselves and heading for the exit. The man appeared to be lauding in their complaints. He chuckled and waved at them, giving Lacey the distinct impression that this was a stunt he’d pulled many, many times before. She wondered if he even cared about the letter at all, or whether he was just showing off. At least he’d provided them all with a theatrical conclusion to the auction.

Lacey watched as Lord Fairfax ripped the check from his book and handed it to the beefy Hounslow. The valet raised his six-foot-six frame slowly from his chair and strode over to Lacey. Without saying a word, he placed the check onto her podium. 

Lacey stared down at the huge sum of money and the whopping huge commission she’d be slicing from it. It felt too good to be true. 

Lord Fairfax headed toward the display, rubbing his hands gleefully together. Hounslow walked dutifully beside him. 

“What a beaut!” Lord Fairfax said to Ronan, extending his hand to shake. “Good doing business with you.”

“And you,” Ronan said. He looked a little overcome with emotion. “Excuse me,” he said, suddenly, before quickly scarpering. 

Lacey stepped down from the podium and joined Lord Fairfax and Hounslow, in order to complete the final step of the auction—the physical exchange of goods.

“You must be a big Dickens fan,” she said to Lord Fairfax as she retrieved the framed letter from the easel.

“Not me,” Lord Fairfax said. “My sister. It’s our birthday. We’re twins.”

“How lovely,” Lacey said aloud, though in her mind she couldn’t begin to fathom spending so much money on a gift. She held the frame out to him. “You must be very close!” 

Lord Fairfax took the frame in both hands. “Not really. But last year she bought me a yacht, so this year I had to beat her.”

He tugged the frame, but Lacey didn’t let go. She now, suddenly, didn’t feel like parting with the rare antique.

“You only bought this so you could beat her?” she asked.

Lord Fairfax gave another tug. “Yes, she loves literature. Last year I bought her a plot of land on the moors. This year I’ve done one better and got the author’s letter.”

Lacey narrowed her eyes. “When did Dickens write about the moors?”

“Oh, you know,” the lord said, waving his hand flippantly. “That whole Heathcliff and Cathy thing. Withering Heights.” 

“Wuthering Heights,” Lacey corrected. It was one of her personal favorite novels. “And it wasn’t written by Dickens. It was written by Emily Bronte!”

“Really?” Lord Fairfax asked. Then he shrugged nonchalantly. “Oh well. I’m sure she likes this fellow as well, this Charles…” He flicked a hand as he tried to recall. “…Dickson.” 

“Dickens!” Lacey exclaimed. 

She couldn’t believe it. Lord Fairfax had spent nearly three million pounds on the wrong gift for his sister, and he didn’t even realize it was by one of England’s most cherished novelists! 

“Let’s wrap this up, shall we?” Lacey said. She’d had as much of Lord Fairfax as she could stomach. 

“Please,” Lord Fairfax said. “I have a busy day of yachting ahead.”

She finally surrendered the frame to Lord Fairfax’s possession. 

He briefly glanced down at it, then handed it flippantly over to Hounslow. “Ask Cressida to get this gift wrapped,” he said, turning his heel back to Lacey. “She’ll have to arrange for it to be couriered to her. I think she’s staying at the house in Malibu but I’m not certain.”

Lacey watched their backs as they headed out of the auction room. 

“Nice doing business with you,” Lacey called after them.

But it appeared that Lord Fairfax had already forgotten all about her. 

 

*

 

Lacey clicked the lock of the store closed, then turned to face her friends and family. “And that’s a wrap,” she announced. 

Finnbar, Gina, Frank, and Tom all burst into applause.

“Great job, Lacey!” Gina cried. 

“That was crazy,” Finnbar added. “I’ve never seen an auction like it.”

“It was certainly peculiar,” Lacey agreed. 

Tom slung his arm around her and pecked her cheek. “You did amazingly.”

“Thank you,” Lacey said, blushing. 

“We should celebrate,” Frank said. 

“Yes!” Gina cried. “It’s not like we make hundreds of thousands of pounds’ profit every day.”

Of course Lacey wanted nothing more than to toast the fruits of her labor with her loved ones, but there was one problem. The store was a mess! All the stock she’d cleared away to make room for the auction would need to be put back out again, not to mention Tom’s buffet table and all the detritus left on it. It looked like a pack of ravenous beasts had gotten at the canape selection. 

“Not to be a party-pooper or anything,” Lacey said. “But we need to tidy up first.”

Gina and Finnbar groaned. 

Frank put his hands on his hips. “Lacey, you just earned a life-changing sum of money and you’re worried about sweeping?”

“I still have a business to run,” Lacey countered. 

“And it will still be here tomorrow,” her father argued. “Come on, darling. It’s time you let loose. My treat?”

Lacey hesitated. It didn’t come naturally to her to shirk her responsibilities. But if there was any time to ease back a little, it was now. 

“Fine,” she said, relenting. “Where shall we go?”

Gina and Finnbar cheered. They looked thrilled at the prospect of an evening off, and some celebratory booze thrown in for free.

“I’d really like to go to the Lodge,” Frank said. “I’ve heard they sell local ale, and I’d love to try it.”

“The Lodge it is,” Lacey said, with a grin. 

As Frank, Gina, and Finbarr hurried excitedly to the door, Lacey turned to Tom. He’d been rather quiet during the discussion, and was now stacking plates and leftover canapes into his large container boxes. 

“Are you coming?” she asked him. 

Tom didn’t look up from his task. “I think I’ll skip this one. I’d prefer to get this stuff all tidied away.”

Lacey frowned. He wasn’t telling the truth. She could tell by the way he was avoiding eye contact. She approached him. “What’s the real reason?” she asked gently. 

“What do you mean?” Tom said, quite clearly trying to play it off. 

But Lacey knew him too well now. She put her hands on her hips. “Come on, Tom. We’re getting married soon. Whatever it is, you can just tell me.”

Tom let out a weary exhalation and put down the Tupperware he’d been holding. “The truth is, I don’t want to suffer through another uncomfortable encounter with your dad.”

Lacey’s eyebrows rose. She’d been expecting something like that to be the reason, but actually hearing Tom say it in such harsh words actually hurt her feelings. She felt suddenly very protective of her father, as if she needed to defend him. 

“Okay, so your first meeting was awkward,” Lacey said. “But that was only one time. I’m sure he won’t be as bad now he’s had a chance to get to know you.”

Tom simply grunted. He turned from her to load some utensils away. Lacey followed so she was back in his eyeline. 

“Tom,” she said, more firmly this time. “I want you to come with me to celebrate. We just pulled off an amazing feat. As a team. You and Dad included. So please come.”

Tom stopped what he was doing and looked at her square in the eyes. “I’m sorry, Lacey, but no. I just spent the whole of the auction side by side with him, and not once did he attempt to communicate with me. Every question I asked him, he either ignored, or answered sarcastically. I’m sick of being insulted and dismissed by him. I’m sorry, Lacey, but your dad just doesn’t like me, and I’m not prepared to be the only one putting in the work. This is a conversation you need to be having with him, not me.”

Lacey’s heart pounded in her chest. She had no idea why things had gone so terribly between Frank and Tom, or how to fix it. 

Just then, she heard her father’s voice calling from the door. “Lacey! Come on, we’re all waiting.”

Tom eyed her. “See,” he said. “He didn’t even call for me. I’m not welcome. So, go. Have fun. Celebrate with your dad. I’ll pack up here.” 

Lacey stared at him, feeling torn. “Tom?” she tried.

He shook his head. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Lacey!” Frank called again. 

She turned away from Tom and headed for the exit, following her father’s call. 




 

 

 

 


CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

The next morning, Lacey and Frank walked side by side along the beach toward the store. Chester darted across the sand, snapping at the breaking surf. 

After the success of the auction, Lacey felt like she was on cloud nine. Even her hang-over from last night’s celebrations couldn’t bring her down, nor the little disagreement she’d had with Tom. She felt energized. Enthusiastic. Eager for the new day in a way she’d not been for a long time. 

“Lacey,” her father said, “I think I should head home today.” 

“Oh?” Lacey asked. “Are you sure?”

He nodded. “The security system is all fixed. And… well, I have a feeling I’m making things difficult between you and Tom.”

“Not at all,” Lacey replied, reflexively. 

But internally, she was actually glad about the idea of her father leaving. Hosting him over the last few days had been stressful and emotionally draining, and his sudden appearance in her life had been starting to get on her nerves a bit. Saying goodbye felt premature, but she would like to get back on a good footing with her fiancé, and she wasn’t sure how possible that would be while her father was still around. 

“But I understand,” she added. “I’ll be sorry to say goodbye.”

“Me too,” Frank said. 

They veered off the beach and onto the high street. It was still very early, with little activity save for a few vendors opening up. Except, right at the end, near her store, Lacey noticed a collection of cars. 

“That had better not be the press,” she said. “I told Gina to stall them.”

But suddenly, she spotted the blue and yellow insignia of the Wilfordshire police. It was the cops, and there were two of them standing outside her store.

Panic leapt into Lacey’s chest. Had something terrible happened? A break-in at her store? She quickened her step, feeling anxiety overcome her. 

“What’s going on?” Frank asked.

“I’ve no idea,” Lacey replied, hurriedly. 

She raced along the street, and as she got closer, she realized the two police officers—one male, one female—were not alone. Parked behind their cruiser was a cream-colored Rolls-Royce, and standing with them were the distinctly recognizable figures of Lord Fairfax and his big, bald valet, Hounslow.

“Is that Lord Fairfax?” Frank asked with surprise, as he trotted beside Lacey trying to keep up. 

“Yes, it is,” Lacey confirmed.

The Lord was in an equally flamboyant outfit today as he had been yesterday, a tight-fitting, crimson velvet suit with ruffled sleeves. The hulking valet looked exactly the same—black suit, mean scowl, and huge, bulging muscles.

Lacey gulped. Whatever was going on, she had a very bad feeling about it. 

She ran the final few paces.

“What’s going on?” she asked, her gaze darting from the cops to the wealthy Lord. 

“What’s going on is that your ruse is up,” Lord Fairfax said. 

Lacey frowned, at a complete loss. “I’m sorry, what?”

“That letter I bought from you?” Lord Fairfax said. “The Dinkins one. Dunkins.”

“Dickens!”

“Whatever. I had it analyzed privately. It’s a forgery. A fake. You, young lady, have committed fraud.”

Lacey reeled back in shock. It almost felt like she’d taken a physical blow. “What do you mean? I don’t understand. The letter was already authenticated by the Westminster Auction House. What kind of analysis did you do?”

There had to be a mistake.

But Lord Fairfax was insistent. “The handwriting, the signatures, everything is perfect. It’s a very good replica. A forgery made by a skilled hand. But it’s the chemical composition of the paper that gives it away.”

Lacey raised her eyebrows. “You had the paper analyzed?” 

“I wasn’t going to let my sister do it, was I? She’d lord it over me for the rest of our birthdays if she’d been the one to discover the letter was fake. And trust me, she most certainly would have. Your little stunt almost caused me extreme embarrassment. Trauma, even. I wouldn’t be surprised if I suffered PTSD as a result.”

This was ridiculous. Lord Fairfax was being so melodramatic, Lacey didn’t even know whether anything he was saying was actually true, or whether he’d invented it all just for the drama. 

The male cop stepped forward. “We’ve seen the report,” he said. “It proves the letter wasn’t written in the 1800s. There were chemicals in the paper that weren’t even invented until the 1960s. You sold a forgery, there’s no doubt about it.”

Lacey was horrified. “But how?” she exclaimed. “The letter was authenticated by the Westminster Auction House! They’re one of the most well revered in the world.”

“Do you have proof of that?” the cop asked. “That you sold the letter in good faith?” 

“Ronan does,” Lacey said. “Ronan Pike, the letter’s prior owner. He was the one who showed me the certificate.”

Lord Fairfax crossed his arms. “A likely story!” he bellowed. Then he clicked his fingers at the police. “Will you arrest this woman now?”

“Arrest me?” Lacey squealed. “What for? I’ve done nothing wrong.”

“You defrauded me,” the Lord said. “You sold me a fake. That’s illegal.”

Frank stepped forward, forming a barrier between Lord Fairfax and Lacey as the wealthy man snapped his fingers at the police once more, even more instantly this time. 

“Why aren’t you arresting her?” he wailed. “If you don’t do it, I’ll get Hounslow to make a citizen’s arrest.”

Lacey shrank back at the thought of the beefy Hounslow getting her in a rear-wrist lock. He’d probably pop her shoulder. 

“Everyone calm down!” Frank cried. “We can prove Lacey sold the letter in good faith.”

“We can?” Lacey asked. 

“The security system,” Frank told her.

Lacey frowned. “It doesn’t capture audio.”

“Not that one,” he said. “The backup.”

“Backup?” Lacey asked. “What backup?”

“I hooked one up that morning I came here early,” Frank said, innocently. “It’s just a rudimentary thing.” 

“That captures audio…” she prompted.

“Yes.”

“Dad!” Lacey cried. “That’s not okay. Were you spying on me?”

“No!” Frank exclaimed. “I just wanted to make sure there was something in place for your security before I dismantled the other system. And since the pictures weren’t going to be great on the temporary one, I made sure there was a mic hookup as well. That’s all.”

“That’s all?” Lacey cried. “It’s a violation of my privacy! Of my customers’ and employees’ privacy.” 

“Add that to her charges,” Lord Fairfax said, waggling a finger at the police officer. 

Frank looked displeased. “You should be thanking me, Lacey. It’s a good thing I did. Otherwise there’d be no way to prove your innocence.”

“Let’s take a look at this video then,” the officer said. 

He looked like he wanted to be anywhere else but here. Lacey couldn’t blame him. He’d probably had as much of Lord Fairfax as he could stomach for one day. She knew she couldn’t wait to see the back of the man.

Everyone piled into the store and headed for the auction room. Frank went over to the security camera and dislodged something from behind the original mounted bracket. It was a small motion-capture camera, the exact type that had earned the nickname “spy cam.” Lacey couldn’t believe it had been up there this whole time, capturing her movements and conversations without her knowing. Yes, she was relieved that there was a way to prove her innocence, but she was also annoyed her father had installed it in the first place. 

Frank pressed some buttons, winding back through the footage, back past the entire auction, and farther still to the day Ronan Pike had first stepped inside Lacey’s auction room. He hit play, and the scene unfolded, clearly showing Ronan’s assurance that the letter was genuine, along with the certification he showed her. Together, both proved Lacey had sold it on in good faith. 

“That’s good enough for me,” the male cop said to his female partner. 

She nodded in agreement. They both looked pretty nonchalant, like this whole debacle had been nothing more than a boring interruption to their day. Their demeanor was at total odds to Lord Fairfax.

“This is preposterous!” the Lord screeched, his face turning the same crimson color as his suit. “Intent is not the issue here. Outcome is. She committed a crime, whether she meant to or not.”

The male cop rolled his eyes and looked at Lacey. “Can you just give the man a refund?”

Lacey stared at him, flabbergasted by his ludicrous suggestion. “No, I can’t. We’re talking about a multimillion-pound sale here. It’s not the sort of purchase you make on a debit card. We’re talking bank managers and meetings, not to mention the huge bank charges involved. If I reverse the sale, I’ll end up losing money on it. Besides, I only have the commission left in my bank account. The rest has been transferred to Ronan.”

The male cop looked entirely unmoved. “Look, lady. Far as I can tell you have an unhappy customer asking for a refund on his faulty item. Just do what needs to be done. This is not a police matter.” 

And with a final shrug, the cops marched out of the store.

Lord Fairfax stared at her, hands on hips, eyebrows raised. “Well?” 

Lacey couldn’t believe it. All the money gone, just like that. And while it was a terrible blow for her, it was even worse for Ronan Pike. The man had been a millionaire for less than twenty-four hours. 

There was no way out of it. 

“Fine,” Lacey muttered. “I’ll go to the bank and make arrangements to reverse the sale.”

Lord Fairfax nodded triumphantly.

“But first,” Lacey added, “I want to go and speak to Ronan personally. This is going to be a massive blow to him.”

Lord Fairfax narrowed his eyes. “Fine. I expect the money back in my account by the end of the day, or I’ll start charging you interest.”

He marched away, with the dutiful Hounslow following alongside him. 

As soon as they were gone, Lacey sagged. So much for cloud nine. She’d gone from being on the biggest high of her life, to some terrible nightmare.

She grabbed her car keys and whistled for Chester. “Come on, boy, let’s go and break the bad news.”

“Want company?” Frank asked.

“No,” Lacey said, shortly. “What I want is for you to get rid of those damn spy cams.”

And with that, she turned away from her crestfallen-looking father, and left the store. 

 

*

 

Ronan Pike was staying in Ivan Parry’s recently constructed holiday cottage village on the outskirts of Wilfordshire, and as Lacey drove into the hillsides, she hoped he would still be there. If she only had twenty-four hours to avoid Lord Fairfax’s revenge charges, she didn’t exactly have time to go on a cross-country hunt. 

As she drove through the hills, she reeled from the events of earlier. It felt like such bad luck, and she was annoyed to have gotten suckered into something that she’d known instinctively was too good to be true.

Lacey reached the holiday village on the cliffside, where there were several small cottages nestled amongst static homes and a couple of motorhomes. Bright bunting flapped in the wind.

She drew up to the small worker’s hut at the entrance, where Ivan’s assistant was inside. Lacey recognized her from her early days in Wilfordshire, when Ivan had been her landlord at Crag Cottage and his holiday cottage empire was in its infancy.

“Oh,” the woman said, peering down at Lacey in the Volvo. “I know you.”

“Lacey, from the antiques store in town. I own Crag Cottage now.”

“That’s right! How can I help you? Are you okay? You look stressed.”

“Long story,” Lacey said, leaning out of her car window. “I’m here to visit someone. Ronan Pike.”

 “Sorry,” the woman said. “I can’t let visitors through without preapproval. What unit is Ronan in? I’ll call him.”

Lacey checked her paperwork. “Two.”

The woman picked up her phone and dialed a number, before waiting for a while.

“No answer,” she said. “He’s probably asleep. It’s still pretty early.”

“It’s urgent,” Lacey said. “Is there any way you can wake him? Go and knock on his door or something?”

The woman shrugged. “No, not really.”

Lacey frowned. It felt like she was being deliberately unhelpful.

But just then, a silver car pulled up behind Lacey, and she recognized it right away. It was Ivan.

Lacey hopped out of her own car and hurried to him, knocking her knuckles on the window. It buzzed down, revealing Ivan’s face.

“Lacey?” he said. “Is everything all right?”

“I need to speak to one of your guests,” Lacey said. “He’s a client of mine and there’s been a huge problem with the sale I made for him. It’s really important I tell him in person what happened.”

Ivan looked worried. “Of course. Come on, I’ll escort you inside.”

His assistant did not look pleased at Ivan for ignoring their security protocol and allowing Lacey inside the holiday cottage grounds. Lacey wondered what Frank would say about Ivan’s lax approach to security if he were here to witness it. 

They went over to unit two together, Chester galloping along with them. Lacey rapped her knuckles on the door. No answer. 

“He might be sleeping,” Ivan said. “It’s still early.”

Lacey tried the door handle and discovered it was unlocked. 

“He’s probably not sleeping if he’s left the door unlocked,” she said, pushing it open and stepping inside. “Ronan? Ronan, are you there? Ro—”

Her voice cut out mid-call, and turned into a gasp. Lacey reeled back. There, lying dead on the floor, was Ronan Pike. 




 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

Lacey stared, stunned, at the dead man lying face down on the floor of the holiday cottage. How had he died? It must have been a sudden but natural death, for she could see no signs of foul play. 

Just then, Ivan’s walkie-talkie buzzed, and his assistant’s voice crackled out. “Mr. Parry? The cops are here.”

Ivan’s gaze darted up to meet Lacey’s. He gasped. 

Lacey swirled on the spot. As she looked out through the window, she saw the cop car on its way down the hill toward Unit Two. She recognized the driver behind the wheel as the same cop who’d visited her at the store earlier, the one who’d escorted Lord Fairfax and his skin-head valet in the cream-colored Rolls-Royce. And to her astonishment, the Rolls Royce was indeed following along behind the cop cruiser. 

Lacey’s heart leapt into her throat. 

“We’d better get out,” she said rapidly to Ivan.

Even if Ronan had died naturally, being caught standing over a dead body was never a good look, especially when factoring in the dead man was a client of Lacey’s who had just lost her hundreds of thousands of pounds… 

In a state of stunned shock, Lacey and Ivan staggered out of the holiday cottage and onto the porch step. They were just in time. The cop car rolled to a stop, its tires crunching on the gravel, and the engine shut off with a sound like a sigh. A blink of an eye later, the very same cops Lacey had been confronted by earlier that day emerged from their vehicles. 

“What are you doing here?” the first, the curly-haired man, said, eyeing her with suspicion.

“I came to speak to Ronan about reversing the sale,” Lacey explained, jutting her thumb over her shoulder toward the open door.

“But he’s dead,” Ivan blurted. 

Lacey’s stomach dropped. The cop looked from her to Ivan, and his expression switched from suspicious to aghast.

“What?” he cried. 

He pushed right between the two of them into the cottage. His haste made Lacey stumble on the step, and she almost lost her footing. She jutted her hand out against the external cottage wall and managed to catch her balance. 

As she righted herself, her gaze caught Lord Fairfax, emerging from the backseat of the Rolls. He looked startled and confused.

“Did you just say Ronan is dead?” he asked, his face paling. “Did I hear you right?” 

Lacey bit her lip, hesitant, then nodded, affirming the terrible news. Lord Fairfax gripped the top of the open door, as if his legs had gone weak from shock and were no longer supporting his body weight. It was quite the theatrical reaction, and Lacey would expect no less from a man such as him.

Just then, the curly-haired cop came staggering back out of the cottage. His face was now ashen. 

“Code blue,” he announced to his female colleague. “Call in a code blue.”

Lacey’s stomach dropped. She didn’t need anyone to explain what code blue meant. She’d seen enough British true crime documentaries. Code blue meant a body had been found, in suspicious circumstances, where foul play was more than suspected, but was a given. 

But how? There was no blood, at least none visible, and no other signs that Ronan’s life had been unnaturally extinguished. 

Luckily, the female cop seemed just as confused as Lacey was, and asked the question Lacey was unable to.

“A code blue? Are you sure?”

The male cop nodded. His face was blanched, and he appeared to be on the verge of throwing up.

“I turned the body to check for a pulse,” he explained. “He’s stiff. Rigor mortis is well established. Lividity has set in.”

“And the code blue?” the woman pressed.

“There was a single stab wound to the stomach. But very little blood. Whatever he was stabbed with must’ve been angled upward, beneath the rib cage and toward the heart. It pierced it, causing an immediate heart attack, and hence the very little amount of blood.”

“You mean like a penknife?” the female cop asked.

The male shook his head. “No. Something even smaller.”

It was astonishing to Lacey, that a man who had been walking and talking and going about his life like normal just yesterday could now be dead thanks to the single wound caused by a small, sharp, and perfectly angled weapon. It was almost clinically precise. Surgical. As if Ronan’s executor already knew how to kill. She shuddered at the thought of the person who could’ve done such a thing. 

The female cop had clearly heard enough. She scrambled into action, leaning in through the driver’s side door of the cop car and grasping for the radio device attached to the dashboard, the car’s direct link to the command center. 

“We have a code blue,” she said rapidly into the speaker, its curly wire pulled completely taut. Lacey noticed her fingers had turned white from how tight she was gripping the receiver. 

She paced away. In utter disbelief, Lacey let the new horror of her reality sink in. Ronan had not died of natural causes. He had been murdered.

 

*

 

It seemed to Lacey that a mere second passed before she saw Superintendent Turner and DCI Beth Lewis’s black car come careening down the hill to the holiday village with urgency. It was, in fact, closer to ten minutes. But she was in a complete daze of disbelief, a place where time lost all meaning, and the laws of the land were violated. 

Murdered? she thought, desperately. Ronan was murdered!

She had been around death before, but it never got easier, and this one struck her painfully in the abdomen, like a dull blow. 

Superintendent Turner was first out of the vehicle, emerging with purpose. He was wearing his light brown trench coat, like normal, but with the addition of a dark blue scarf for the cold weather. Detective Lewis, meanwhile, was in a fashionable khaki parka, and had her honey blond hair pinned back in a ballerina bun. Lacey always found it hard to reconcile the straight-faced Detective Lewis with the sweet woman, Beth, she became in her downtime. 

Superintendent Turner’s boots crunched on the gravel as he took several heavy-footed steps toward Lacey and looked down his nose at her. “Why’s it always you?” he said, narrowing his eyes suspiciously.

Lacey held her ground. Superintendent Turner had a good foot on her, and she had to resist the urge to shrink under his glower. “I wish I had an answer for that,” she told him. 

The cops went inside the unit, pulling on their gloves as they went. Lacey strained to overhear their conversation. 

“Sarge, it looks like he was stabbed with a fountain pen,” she overheard Beth say.

She grimaced. What a terrible way to go.

The detectives exited again. They went over to the cops and conversed with their heads bowed. Finally they came back to the group. 

“We’ll need to take your statements,” Turner said. “Sounds like there’s some complicated stuff going on here with a forgery and a huge sum of money. I’d like you to stay in town. Don’t go anywhere. We’ll be round to collect your statements later.”




 

 

 

 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

With a heavy heart, Lacey drove back to the shop. She felt awful for Ronan. Who could have killed him? And for what possible reason? He’d seemed like a nice man, if a bit nervy, and certainly not the type to easily make enemies. 

“What do you think, Chester?” she asked the dog in the passenger seat. “Was he killed for the money?”

Chester let out a morose whine. 

Lacey pulled onto the high street and drove the length of cobblestone road to her store. She parked in her usual spot in a side road, then she and Chester exited the vehicle and headed for the store. The bell tinkled above as she and Chester went inside. 

Chester rushed straight over to Boudica and greeted her with sniffs and a wagging tail.

“Oh, hullo there, boy,” Frank said, looking over from the “spy” camera he was busy disconnecting. He peered over at Lacey as she shut the door behind her, making the bell ting-a-ling angrily overhead.

Gina and Finnbar stopped their shelf restacking tasks and scurried over with expectant expressions. 

“Lacey, is everything okay?” Gina asked. “Frank filled us in about what happened this morning. With the police and Lord Fairfax. Is it true that the letter is a fake?”

Lacey nodded glumly. “Yup.”

“How did Ronan take the news?” Finnbar asked, worrying his hands anxiously in front of himself.

Lacey took a deep breath, not quite believing what she was about to say. “Ronan didn’t get a chance to react. He’s dead.”

A stunned silence fell. Gina gripped her hand over her mouth. Finnbar’s eyes widened with terror. The energy in the store became shell-shocked.

“Dead?” Finnbar echoed, while Frank abandoned his task and paced over. “What do you mean?”

“I mean dead,” Lacey reiterated. “Dead. Gone. Deceased.”

Frank paced up beside the other two, and they stood in a cluster, staring at Lacey for clarification she knew she could not give. 

“How did he die?” Frank asked. 

“Too much booze?” Gina immediately suggested. “He’d just got a huge windfall, after all. I bet he went overboard with the celebrations.”

Lacey shook her head at Gina’s distasteful guess. “It wasn’t a natural death,” she corrected. “He was murdered.”

“Murdered?” the three cried in unison, glancing at each other with matching expressions of shock and horror. Finnbar gripped Gina’s arm as if for support. The poor boy was anxious at the best of times, and troubling news like this would surely rock him even further.  

Lacey nodded sadly, her heart lurching again for the poor dead Ronan Pike. 

“Who do you think did it?” Frank asked. 

“And why?” Gina replied. 

“Money?” Frank offered. “It’s almost always money. Someone must’ve found out about the sale.”

“But it’s not even in the papers yet,” Lacey said. “I made sure Gina delayed the press so they wouldn’t harass the guests. No one knows about it.”

“Except for everyone at the auction,” Finnbar said, ominously. 

It was the first time he’d spoken since Lacey’s shocking announcement that Ronan had been murdered, and everyone turned to look at him. 

“Think about it,” he continued. “We didn’t advertise the auction publicly. The only people who even knew there was a million-pound letter on sale in the first place were the ones who were personally invited. The only people who saw how much it actually fetched in the end were the people still in the room at the moment the gavel went down.”

“You don’t think…” Frank began. 

“You mean to say…” Gina added. 

Finnbar nodded. “If Ronan was murdered for the money then…”

“…the killer was someone at the auction,” Lacey finished. 

An eerie, uncomfortable silence descended. Gina was the one to break it. 

“At the risk of sounding disrespectful,” she said, tentatively, “what happens to the money now? You sold a fake item. Presumably Lord Fairfax will want it back.”

“He does,” Lacey said, her chest sinking at the memory of the awful earlier encounter with the lord and his valet. “But he will have to wait. I already deposited the money into Ronan’s account. With him dead, there’ll be a freeze on his assets and we’ll have to wait until his estate is settled before we can get it back.”

“And Lord Fairfax is okay about the delay?” Gina asked, sounding skeptical. “He didn’t strike me as the type of man who practiced patience.”

“Of course he’s not okay,” Lacey replied. “He wants the money back in twenty-four hours.”

“Twenty-four hours!” Gina cried. “That won’t be possible! We don’t have the funds to cover it.”

“Not to mention the additional bank charges,” Finnbar said knowingly. “There’ll be a huge fee to pay to reverse a sale that large.”

“Will we lose our jobs?” Gina asked, sounding perturbed. 

“Will the business go under?” Finnbar added anxiously.

Lacey tensed. From where she was standing, the situation did indeed look rather dire. 

“Wait,” Gina said. “That’s a thought. All the money was exchanged through the bank. Nothing physical exchanged hands. So if Ronan was murdered by someone at the auction for the money, then how would they have gotten their hands on it?” She tapped her chin in contemplation. “Someone must have tortured him for his pin number first!”

Lacey grimaced. “Gina, please,” she snapped. “That’s a horrible thing to suggest. And there’s absolutely no evidence of it. I’d like to request we keep the speculation to a minimum. A man is dead. Murdered. Spurious speculation will only muddy the water. We need to work only with the facts of the matter.”

Her lecture was met by a guilty silence. 

“Do you think he knew?” Finnbar asked, tentatively. “Ronan? That the letter was a forgery?”

Lacey shrugged. “He seemed genuine, but what do I know? I’ve been proven to be a bad judge of character in the past.”

“Chester’s usually a good barometer,” Finnbar said. 

“But he was locked out back,” Lacey said, frustrated. She’d not wanted her pup to bother her upper-class guests. Was that a decision she was going to come to regret? 

“Didn’t he have an authentication letter, though?” Gina asked. 

“Maybe that was a forgery, too,” Finnbar offered. 

“Maybe Ronan forged all of it,” Gina added. “And someone got mad and killed him over it!”

Lacey held her hands in the air. “EVERYONE STOP!” she cried. 

She’d had enough of the speculation. Everyone’s tendency to gossip infuriated her. Because that’s what everyone would be doing now about Lacey, and her involvement. How soon would it take before people learned she’d sold an item that turned out to be fake? It could easily ruin her reputation and sink the shop. 

Frank came to her and looped an arm around her shoulders. “We’ll get through this. Together. I’m not going anywhere now.”

Lacey was grateful for his support. 




 

 

 

 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

The sound of clattering from the kitchen woke Lacey from a deep, exhausted slumber the next morning. She sat bolt upright in bed. Chester was not stretched out at her feet. Tom was not dozing in the space beside her.

He was already planning on staying over last night, since Frank was supposed to have left. When she’d told him about Ronan’s murder—and Frank’s subsequent extension of his visit—she’d been relieved that he’d not withdrawn that offer. She needed his support. 

But it meant it was the first time he and her father had slept under the same roof since Frank had come to stay. No one had had much to say on their return to the cottage, too shell-shocked from Ronan’s murder to squabble, and then they’d all crashed out early from sheer emotional exhaustion to stay up. But now, in the cold light of day, as the sound of kitchen pans and crockery penetrated her subconscious, Lacey was struck by the sudden realization that both Tom and her father were awake, and she was not there to referee them. 

A host of competing smells wafted into her nostrils as she grabbed her bathrobe from the hook and went hurrying down the staircase. Chester was hot on her heels as she pelted along the corridor and into the kitchen. She scudded to a halt, taking in the scene with a gasp. 

The French press was full of coffee, but there was also a teapot of tea brewing. A wide selection of chopped fruits were laid out on a plate, beside a large bowl filled with creamy-looking natural yogurt. Someone had unearthed the rarely used vintage metal toast rack, and filled it with toast. On a plate beside it was a tower of glistening bacon, and a pile of scrambled eggs. Meanwhile, Tom was at the stove, frying yet more bacon, while jostling shoulder to shoulder with Frank, who appeared to be stirring a huge pot of bubbling oatmeal. He was using the biggest pot Lacey owned, and it was filled all the way to the brim. Every available surface was covered in something—dirty mixing bowls, discarded utensils, empty egg cartons, spilled milk, splashed juice, fruit peelings, food scraps, appliances… 

“What is going on?” Lacey demanded, hands on hips. 

Chester barked.

Both men swirled from the stove to look at her. They looked startled, and each as guilty as the next.

“I woke up early to make you breakfast,” Frank said, quickly.  

“Actually, I woke up early to make you breakfast,” Tom said. “But your father seems to think you’d prefer oatmeal. Which he’s making wrong, might I add.”

“Using powdered cinnamon isn’t wrong,” Frank contested. “And it’s a damn sight cheaper than cinnamon sticks!”

Lacey folded her arms. “Okay. This is ridiculous. Between the two of you, you’ve made enough food to feed a small army. Meanwhile, it looks as if neither of you thought to feed the poor dog, or let him out into the garden for his morning wee.”

Both men looked guiltily over at Chester, who was sitting by the back door with a perturbed look on his face. 

“Tom,” Lacey said. “Why don’t you go and invite Gina over? We’ll need her help to eat all this. And take Chester with you, please.”

She phrased it as a suggestion, but it was actually a command. Tom seemed to take the hint. He turned off the gas stove and flung his greasy spatula on the counter, then trudged over to the back door, clicked open the latch, and headed out into the misty early morning with Chester. 

As soon as the door clicked shut behind him, Lacey turned to Frank. “Dad. You need to stop competing with my fiancé.” 

Frank frowned, looking affronted. “Competing? What on earth do you mean? I’m doing nothing of the sort! I just wanted to make you porridge for breakfast like I used to when you were a little girl in need of comforting. Don’t you remember? I made it for you that time your hamster died, and after that, you’d ask for it any time you were sad.” He smiled nostalgically. “I thought you’d appreciate the gesture, considering the circumstances…”

Lacey had no recollection of the event her father had mentioned. She couldn’t even remember having a hamster, let alone him making oatmeal for her when it passed away. But she didn’t want to hurt his feelings.

“That’s very sweet of you,” she said. “But is it true that Tom was already making breakfast when you started?”

“Yes,” her father muttered. 

“Then surely you can see how that might have insulted him? If he was already making breakfast and you just ignored him.” 

“I wasn’t ignoring him,” Frank said with a pout. “I told him bacon and eggs is an unhealthy breakfast for my little girl. And all that coffee, Lacey! You drink far too much. I suggested fruit and yogurt and a pot of mint tea, but he was absolutely stubborn about it. He downright refused to stop frying his greasy, artery-clogging food! If anyone was doing the ignoring, it was him of me.” 

Lacey rubbed her forehead with two fingers, right between the eyes. She’d been awake barely five minutes and could already feel a stress headache coming on. This was the last thing she needed right now, what with everything else that was going on. 

“Dad. Please,” she said. “I appreciate your concern. But I’m not a little girl anymore. I can make my own decisions about what to eat for breakfast. You can’t dictate that to me, and neither can Tom. I need you to both start behaving cordially, because there’s too much going on right now for me to umpire you.”

Frank huffed. But it was a relenting huff, not an apology. Still, it was the best Lacey was going to get. 

The back door opened then, and Chester and Boudica came flying in. They were both damp from the dewy grass, and brought a cold gust of air with them, followed by a still grumpy-looking Tom, and Gina in her bright pink bathrobe and wellies. 

“Look at this feast!” she exclaimed brightly, rubbing her hands with glee and inviting herself to sit down.

“The two men in my life wanted to treat me,” Lacey said, smiling at them both in turn. If they weren’t going to behave themselves of their own accord, then she was going to force them to. “Aren’t I a lucky girl?”

“I’ll say,” Gina replied, grabbing a piece of bacon from the stack. She chowed down on it. “Just a shame about the murder.”

“Yes, well…” Lacey replied, taking a seat beside her. As relieved as she was to have a buffer between Frank and Tom, she didn’t really want to be reminded of all the other troubles in her life. “Perhaps we should save the murder talk until after breakfast?”

Frank and Tom sat, too, neither looking at the other, and everyone began to serve themselves food. Tom had double the amount of bacon, toast, and scrambled eggs he usually would, and Frank had served himself an extra-large helping of oatmeal, before adding chopped fruit on top. Lacey, meanwhile, poured herself a small black coffee, before taking two slices of toast out of the rack and adding a sliced banana on top. 

There. Best of both worlds. Tom’s toast, Dad’s fruit.

As they ate in silence, Lacey heard the squeak of the letter box, and the thud of the Wilfordshire Weekly landing on the doormat.

Gina jumped up. “Crossword!” she exclaimed, before scurrying out of the kitchen. 

Gina always hated awkward silences. It was no surprise to Lacey she’d found a way to break it. 

Gina came back in, the paper in her hand. Lacey was expecting her to say something like “One down, six letters,” but instead she said, “Erm… Lacey? I think you should see this.”

Lacey’s head darted up. She didn’t like the sound of that. “What?”

Gina turned the paper to face her. There, on the front page, was a black-and-white photograph of Queen Victoria’s letter. The headline read: FORGED ROYAL LETTER AT CENTER OF MURDER INVESTIGATION. 

Lacey’s stomach dropped to her toes. “Oh no,” she said.

Gina placed the paper down on the table, and everyone crowded in to look. 

“I’ll bet it’s on the tele, too,” Gina said.

They all hurried into the living room.

Lacey turned on the TV, and her mouth dropped open as the local news began. Not only was the murder and forgery the headline in the local paper, it was the headline on the TV station as well. 

Just then, the house phone began to ring. 

She left her dad, Tom, and Gina gawping at the TV, and went out into the corridor to answer it.

“Lacey? It’s Percy,” came the voice of her friendly antiques mentor. He sounded stressed.

“Percy, what is it?” she asked with concern.

“I heard about the murder.”

“Ah.”

“Lacey, this is terrible,” Percy said. “The news is going around the antiques world very quickly. Everyone’s saying you forged the letter.”

“Me?” Lacey exclaimed. “I’m innocent in all this! You know that. I even called you about it all, remember?”

“It’s not me that needs convincing,” Percy replied. “It’s the antiques community. This whole thing will ruin you, Lacey. Your career will take a mortal blow.”

Lacey gripped the phone tightly. She wasn’t going down with the sinking ship. No way. Her life in Wilfordshire, her store, everything she’d built, she’d fight for tooth and nail. In that moment, Lacey resolved to clear her name. Whatever it took.

“Not if I have anything to do with it,” she said, ending the call. 

She went back into the living room where Frank, Gina, and Tom were all still staring at the television, and clapped her hands for their attention. They startled and looked over at her standing purposefully in the doorway. 

“Turn that thing off,” she said. “We have a murder to solve.”




 

 

 

 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

They gathered together at the kitchen island, a fresh pot of coffee on hand to fuel them through the sleuthing session that lay ahead. Lacey grabbed her notebook and wrote Ronan’s name in the center of the first fresh page. Then she held the pen out, offering it to anyone who may want to chime in.

“All ideas. Any ideas. Nothing’s off limits.”

Gina peered at her skeptically. “You sure about that? Because the last time I offered a suggestion you bit my head off.”

Lacey twisted her lips. “That was before it was splashed all over the press. Things are different now.”

Tom leaned across the table and took the pen from her. “Let’s start with the facts,” he suggested. He wrote the word letter and connected it to Ronan’s name with an arrow, before adding three pound signs—£££. “We know, for a fact, that Ronan had come into a huge amount of money after selling the letter.”

Frank beckoned Tom to pass over the pen. He added forgery, and connected them both with an arrow. “And we know the letter turned out to be a forgery.” 

A sudden idea hit Lacey. She took the pen from her father and added: fountain pen. 

“Fountain pen?” Gina repeated. 

Lacey nodded. “When I was at the crime scene, I overheard the cops say Ronan was stabbed with a fountain pen.” She shuddered as the horrible memories replayed in her mind. “Could that be a clue? A reference to the forgery?” She added a question mark after it. 

“How do you kill someone with a fountain pen?” Tom asked. 

“With brute force?” Gina suggested. “A lot of pent up rage?” She picked up the pen and mimed a furious stabbing gesture. 

Everyone grimaced. 

“Actually,” Lacey said, “there was only a single stab wound. The cop said it must’ve pierced his heart. There was very little blood at the scene, which suggests his heart stopped pumping pretty quickly.”

The two men bowed their heads solemnly at the somber news. Gina, on the other hand, added stabbed once to the diagram.

Tom took the pen from her and added the word: mistake?

“Mistake?” Lacey asked. “What do you mean?”

“Could’ve been an unfortunate accident,” he said. “Maybe the perp was holding the pen as a threat, to intimate him, and accidentally struck him in a fatal blow?”

Gina looked enthused. “Didn’t I say he was probably threatened! I bet they were pretending the pen was a knife in order to get his pin number off him!”

“OR,” Frank interrupted, holding his hand out for the pen. “It shows the opposite. A cold, calculated, preplanned killing. Think about it. What is more likely? The killer accidentally stabbed him in the exact manner that would cause death, or he researched it in advance?”

Lacey wasn’t sure if her father was just trying to contradict Tom, but it didn’t matter. It was a valid theory. She gestured to the paper. “Add it.”

As Frank wrote down his conflicting theory, Tom sat back in his chair and folded his arms. Clearly he assumed Frank’s suggestion was just to contradict his, because there was an unmistakable pout on his lips. Lacey rolled her eyes. Now was really not the time for them to be feuding. 

“So what about suspects?” Gina said.

“Well, Lord Fairfax is an obvious one,” Lacey said, picking up the pen and adding his name to the diagram.

“But why would he kill if he’s already so rich?” Gina asked. “Seems like money would be the wrong motivation if he was the perp.”

“Humiliation,” Lacey said. “He only bought the letter in the first place because of some petty rivalry with his twin sister. A sort of one-upmanship contest. He paid to have it privately analyzed just because he knew otherwise she would. Then, when it was revealed to be a fake, he told me he would’ve been so publicly embarrassed that he would’ve ended up with PTSD! So, I wouldn’t put it past him to behave totally irrationally and overreact.”

“What a ridiculous man,” Frank commented. He added the word humiliation to the page.

“I doubt he’d have done it himself though,” Gina added. “I can’t see a man who wears velvet suits stabbing someone. Can you? If Lord Fairfax was behind the murder, my bet is he would have gotten someone else to do the dirty work on his behalf.”

“Hounslow,” Lacey said, clicking her fingers. “His dutiful valet. Never says a word. Always by his side wherever he goes.”

“The muscle,” Tom said with a nod. He took the pen and wrote valet next to Lord Fairfax. Then he tapped the word forgery contemplatively. “This is the bit I’m lost at. You spoke to Percy before agreeing to the auction, right? And he vouched for the auction house. Confirmed the authentication letter was genuine. So how did they make such a big mistake?”

Lacey sat back ponderously. “That’s a really good point. Lord Fairfax said his private analysis showed the forgery was visually a near perfect replica, but that it was the chemical composition of the paper that gave it away. The authenticator must’ve only done a visual inspection.”

“Don’t you think they’d be more careful, considering the value of the letter?” Tom said. “Seems to me like someone didn’t do their job properly.”

Lacey clicked her fingers. “You’re right!” She jumped up from the island and grabbed her laptop, quickly typing Westminster Auction House into the search bar. A fancy-looking website appeared before her, playing baroque music in the background. 

Lacey read aloud: “The world famous Westminster Auction House caters to the elite of Britain. We deal exclusively in royal paraphernalia, property, land and heirlooms, ensuring the riches of the blue-blooded stay just that.”

Lacey grimaced. No wonder Ronan had been loath to work with them. At least she’d invited mere mortals to her auction. 

She clicked on the tab for staff members, scrolling through the artistic black-and-white photographs until she found the name from the signature at the bottom of Ronan’s authentication letter—Harold Watson. He was a fairly young man for the line of work he was in, and Lacey realized as she scanned his bio that he’d gotten the job through sheer nepotism; he was the son of the current owners. She rolled her eyes. How the other half lived!

There was a telephone number beneath his photo, and Lacey grabbed the telephone from the bracket on the wall. Frank, Tom, and Gina watched her curiously as she punched the number in, and twiddled the cord nervously in her fingers as she waited for the call to connect.

“Westminster Auction House, Antoinette speaking,” a very plummy-sounding woman said.

“Hello, I’d like to talk to Harold Watson,” Lacey said. “He appraised an item I sold at auction, and it turned out to be a fake.”

There was a pause on the line. “Are you the auctioneer from Wilfordshire?”

Wow, Lacey thought, the news had traveled all the way to London already. Percy wasn’t over-exaggerating when he’d said her reputation was on the line.

“Yes,” she said stiffly. “I sold the letter in good faith.”

“I’m afraid Harold isn’t here,” Antoinette said rapidly. “He’s been on vacation all of this week and won’t be back for another couple of days.”

“Oh, really?” Lacey asked, unsure what to make of that. She looked over at her father, Tom, and Gina, and covered the mouthpiece. “He’s on vacation.”

“That’s convenient,” Gina muttered. “I’ll bet he scarpered the second he realized his mistake!”

“Leaving Lacey to face the music,” Frank added. 

Lacey turned back to her call, removing her hand from the mouthpiece. “So he’ll be back sometime next week?” she asked.

“That’s right,” Antionette said.

“Fine. I’ll call back then. Please tell him to expect my call.” 

She put down the phone and was about to return to the others to carry on their mind-mapping session, when she caught sight of the clock on the kitchen wall. It was already past nine. 

“Gina!” she cried. “Look at the time! We’re late for work.”

“Oh no,” Gina said, jumping up. “Finnbar!”

Frank frowned with confusion. “What’s wrong with Finnbar?”

“We’ve never left him to open up the store on his own before,” Lacey said, hurriedly, as she began zipping around the room gathering her things and throwing them into her purse. “He’ll be a nervous wreck.”

“Mornings are the busiest time!” Gina added, running for the back door so quickly her bright pink bathrobe flew out like a cape behind her.

Chester leapt to his feet, watching excitedly at the sudden chaos that had erupted around him. 

“See you there!” Gina cried, before she darted out the back door. 

And with that, Lacey temporarily abandoned her effort to solve the murder. She was now more worried about rescuing Finnbar.




 

 

 

 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

Lacey, Frank, and Chester hurried into the store—a record ten minutes after she’d realized they were late, Lacey in a blind panic. But rather than a stressed Finnbar in a flap, she discovered the young man sat behind the counter, calmly reading from his PhD textbook, looking perfectly relaxed. 

“Ah, there you are,” he said, looking up from his tome, just as Gina came careening in through the door after Lacey, red-faced and panting, with Boudica huffing in behind her. 

Finnbar frowned at the state of them all. 

“I’m so sorry we’re late,” Lacey said, hurrying over to the register. She decided not to explain the real reason for their tardiness, knowing it would only cause the oversensitive Finnbar more angst.

He looked at her with a perplexed expression. “Is everything okay?”

“With me?” Lacey said, rapidly. “Yes. Of course. But are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” he replied. “Why wouldn’t I be fine?”

“Because you were left to open up on your own this morning, and there’s always so many things to juggle during the morning rush.” She glanced about her, realizing for the first time that everything was in order. The shelves were neatened. The furniture straightened. The dusting and sweeping were all done. “Although it looks as if you managed to juggle everything perfectly well.”

Finnbar smiled proudly. “Thanks. Maybe I’m a bit more capable than you think. I mean, it’s not like there are loads of customers first thing in the morning to interrupt.”

Lacey’s stomach dropped. She looked over at Gina, suddenly aghast. Mornings were usually the busiest time for the store, with people filtering in the moment the doors were opened for the day, distracting Lacey from the various administrative tasks she needed to perform.

“There were no customers?” she asked. “None?”

“Nope,” Finnbar replied, oblivious to the gravity. “Not a single one.”

Frank paced over, his gaze roving over Lacey’s perturbed expression. “Is everything all right?” he asked.

Gina answered on her behalf. “Finnbar just told us we haven’t had a single customer today. Probably because everyone thinks Lacey is a fraudulent murderer.”

“Yes, thank you, Gina,” Lacey said, stiffly, folding her arms. “No need to state the obvious.”

Finnbar looked perturbed. “Wait. What? What’s going on?”

Lacey sighed heavily. “The papers have got hold of the story. It was on the news this morning. That’s the real reason we’re late. We got distracted.”

“Oh,” Finnbar said, glumly. “That’s not good.”

Understatement of the century. With the murder now splashed all over the news, people would be avoiding the store, and the woman who ran it, like wild fire. It wouldn’t take long for the whispers to start about her. That she’d committed fraud. Or worse, murder. Lacey’s reputation and whole business were now in jeopardy, and it would remain that way until she solved the case.

So she’d better get to it. 

With a fire of determination lit under her, Lacey turned to face the others. 

“Gina, we may have no customers, but I still want that new window display done today. Christmas themed. Got it?”

Gina looked surprised. “Yes, of course.”

“Dad,” Lacey said, turning to Frank. “You know what you need to do. Security doors.”

Frank nodded. “I’m on it.” 

Then she looked over at Finnbar. “Do you want to clock off for the day? There’s no point having all three of us on shift if there aren’t any customers. And it looks like you have quite a lot of reading to get done.” She nodded at the textbook.

“Really?” Finnbar said, hopefully. “Lacey, that would actually be great. This book must be written in Old English or something, because it’s almost impenetrable. It would be good to read it without distraction.” 

He looked guiltily over to Gina, and then Frank. Lacey smirked. Her reason for sending Finnbar away wasn’t entirely out of the goodness of her heart. She, too, wanted fewer distractions in order to focus on her detective work. Gina and Frank were plenty enough, and Finnbar’s constant worrying and need for reassurance was an extra stressor she could do without.

Finnbar snapped the heavy-looking textbook shut and leapt up. “Thanks so much!” he exclaimed over his shoulder, as he hurried for the exit.

The bell tinkled noisily as he slammed the door shut behind him. 

A sense of calm fell. A calm Lacey knew would not last for long. It was imperative for her now that she actively investigate the case, and that meant getting her hands dirty. After the mind-mapping session with her gang, she decided that by far the best place to start was with Lord Fairfax.

His bizarre behavior was suspicious enough, and he was the only person she could think of at the moment who hit the triad: a motive (humiliation); the means (Hounslow); and the opportunity. It also wasn’t lost on Lacey that Lord Fairfax knew exactly where Ronan Pike was staying while in Wilfordshire. She had that information for obvious reasons, but there was no reason why he did. And his timing, turning up at the murder scene just in time to make some grand, theatrical display in front of the police, was also very suspicious. 

With her mind made up, Lacey headed into the back office to formulate a plan of action. She’d need some way to lure the lord to the store, since she’d been warned not to leave town. 

“Money,” she said, aloud. “Lord Fairfax will only come here if it’s to do with the money.”

With a heart-skip of nervous anticipation, Lacey picked up the phone, and was about the dial the number Lord Fairfax had given her when she was interrupted by a knock on the door. Before she had a chance to answer, Gina poked her head around. She was holding a wedding magazine in her hands.

“Ah, there you are,” she said, blustering inside the small office without invitation. “I wanted to talk to you about the arch.”

She presented the wedding magazine open on the desk in front of Lacey, where there was a spread of different arches, wooden ones and plastic ones and even a glass one.

“I’m in the middle of something,” Lacey told her, waggling the phone at her as evidence. “Besides, didn’t we already make a decision about this?”

Now didn’t seem like the best time to be organizing the wedding, let alone reorganizing the bits of it that had already been decided!

“We did,” Gina said, looking excited. “But that was before I saw this.” She pointed at one of the wooden arches, a beautiful construction made to look like a tree. “Don’t you think it would look better in your winter-themed wedding than the one we already have?”

Lacey gave her an incredulous look. “Gina. I’m facing potential ruin. I’m the suspect in a murder. I don’t have time right now to think about wedding arches!”

Gina pouted and straightened up, snapping her magazine shut. “Fine,” she huffed. “If that’s how you feel.” And with that, she turned on her heel and left the office. 

Lacey sighed with frustration and turned back to the telephone again, ready to punch in the first number. But before she got the chance, there came another knock at the door. 

If that’s Gina again… she thought with irritation, angrily swiveling in her chair to face the door. 

The door opened and this time, Frank poked his head inside. “Do you want a cup of tea? I’m putting on a pot.”

“No thanks, I’m fine,” Lacey said.

“Coffee?” Frank said. “I don’t mind firing up the machine.”

Lacey shook her head. “Nope. I’m all good.”

“Water? Juice? Margarita?” He chuckled.

Lacey ground her teeth. Her patience was wearing thin. “No thank you,” she said for the third time, firmly yet politely.

At last, Frank left.

Finally alone, Lacey turned back to the telephone for the third time. She paused, listening out for the sound of any approaching footsteps and, finally deciding she wasn’t going to be interrupted again, dialed Lord Fairfax’s number. 

“You’ve reached the estate of Lord Fairfax,” a female voice said in her ear. “How may I help?”

“I need to speak to Lord Fairfax, please,” Lacey said.

“I’m afraid Lord Fairfax doesn’t use telephones. Can I pass on a message?”

“I’m sorry, did you just say he doesn’t…use telephones?”

“That’s right. He doesn’t like things touching his ears. I can pass on a message for you.”

Lacey blinked, astonished. Of course, she shouldn’t be surprised to hear something so ludicrous thing from Lord Fairfax.

“Well, who are you?” Lacey queried.

“I’m Cressida,” the girl replied. “His PA.”

Lacey cast her mind back to the auction, trying to see whether she recalled anyone else with Lord Fairfax. But she could only remember seeing him with Hounslow, the scary valet. He had mentioned a Cressida, though, telling Hounslow she needed to arrange the gift wrap of his letter and track down where in the world his sister was.

“It’s regarding a purchase he made from my store recently,” Lacey said. “I need to reverse the sale with him.”

“Ah. This is about the auction? The Queen Victoria letter? Yes, he told me to expect your call. Lord Fairfax is happy to meet to arrange the reimbursing…”

Lacey gave herself a self-congratulatory nod. She’d suspected as much. 

But Cressida wasn’t finished. “…and compensation.”

Lacey eyebrows rose in surprise. “Compensation? What am I supposed to be compensating him for?”

“Emotional distress,” Cressida replied.

Lacey couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “I’m sorry—what?” she cried incredulously.

Cressida did not seem to be aware that anything she was saying was ridiculous. “Lord Fairfax was very embarrassed about the fake. It made him a laughingstock among his circle of friends.”

“Then he should get better friends!” Lacey cried. “I’m not paying him compensation.”

“Lord Fairfax anticipated as much,” Cressida replied. “He’ll be sending someone over to … discuss things with you further.”

“Wait? What? Who?” Lacey asked. “Do you mean a financial advisor or something?”

But the call went dead.

Frowning, Lacey put down the phone. What on earth had Cressida meant? It had sounded extremely ominous to Lacey.

She left her office and went back to the shop floor to discover Chester was standing guard by the door, and Gina and Frank nowhere to be seen.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Lacey said, as she spotted a note lying on the counter beside the register. 

Gone to fetch coffee. 

Lacey rolled her eyes. It didn’t take two of them to get coffee! And they shouldn’t have left the store unattended, even if Chester was a very good guard dog/alarm. There was a murderer on the loose after all.

Just then, Lacey saw a cream-colored Rolls-Royce draw to a halt outside her store. Lord Fairfax’s car. And emerging from it came not Lord Fairfax, but his huge, hulking valet, Hounslow. 

Suddenly, Cressida’s words repeated in her mind. He’ll be sending someone over to … discuss things with you further. 

Lacey gulped. Had Lord Fairfax sent his bodyguard …to kill her?




 

 

 

 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

Lacey’s mind began to frantically race, and she trembled all over as she watched the hulking Hounslow loom ever closer to the store. Had she earned herself a spot on Lord Fairfax’s hit list? Was he systematically working his way through all the people he blamed for almost humiliating him? And if this was how he reacted to almost being humiliated—by sending his henchman to murder any and everyone involved—then how on earth did he react when he actually was humiliated? With all-out war?

From where he stood beside her, Chester started to growl. He must’ve sensed her fear, and hunched himself up protectively. 

Then suddenly, Hounslow was upon them. The door flew open from the strength of his enormous muscles, and in he thundered, footsteps reverberating on the floorboards. 

“I think you know why I’m here,” he said, taking a step forward. “I’ve been sent to … tie up some loose ends.”

Lacey took several steps back, Chester mirroring her. His fur was standing on end, making him look almost wolf-like, and he was emitting a low, long grumble.

“Y—yes?” Lacey replied, her voice quavering, her body trembling. “And what loose ends would those be?”

“The sale,” Hounslow said, matching her steps back with his own steps forward, with the meanest, most menacing look in his eyes. “The fake auction letter. Lord Fairfax is furious.”

Lacey gulped. “I’m sure he is,” she squeaked. “I’m upset about the forgery, too.”

Just then, her backside hit the counter. There was nowhere else to go. She was trapped.

The big, bald Hounslow loomed above her. He had over a foot on her. He glowered down. “He sent me to … arrange the reversal of the sale.”

From her cowering position, Lacey paused. That wasn’t how she’d been expecting his sentence to finish. He sent me to … right a wrong would’ve been far more appropriate. Even, He sent me to … kill you. But certainly not “arrange the reversal of the sale”!

A sudden hope ignited inside of Lacey. Had she read this whole thing wrong? Had Lord Fairfax actually only sent his bodyguard to reverse the sale, not kill her after all? Had she jumped to conclusions?

“That’s it?” she asked. “He just sent you to… oversee the reversal of the sale? To do the administrative work?”

“That’s right,” the big, beefy Hounslow said. Suddenly, his gaze scanned Lacey’s cowering position. He looked offended. “You thought he sent me to hurt you, didn’t you?”

He didn’t say it with malice, but with disappointment. This was clearly a sore spot for him.

“No!” Lacey said, hurriedly.

“Yes, you did! I can see it in your eyes!” He looked at Chester. “Even your dog thinks so!”

His face creased, almost as if he was about to cry. Then he turned and suddenly paced away from Lacey.

She straightened up, perplexed, watching him. Chester stopped growling. 

“I’m not just Lord Fairfax’s lacky!” Hounslow exclaimed as he paced the floorboards. “I’m his valet! That is a highly respectable position. They don’t just give it to any old nitwit. I have lots of responsibilities, including financial ones.” He stopped pacing and caught her dead in the eye. “I have a degree from Oxford!” He folded his arms huffily. “People always get the wrong idea of me.”

I wonder why… Lacey thought, eyeing the way his arm muscles were bulging beneath his shirt. 

“I’m so sorry,” she said, relief overcoming her. “It was wrong of me to jump to conclusions like that. It’s just when I spoke to Cressida on the phone, she sort of implied Lord Fairfax was sending someone over to… you know… settle the score.” 

“Huh, Cressida. I always said she was a terrible choice for the job,” Hounslow barked. “But does anyone ever listen to me?”

Lacey blinked, perplexed. Her mind was spinning. 

“Shall we start again?” she suggested, gently. “I think we got off on the wrong foot.” 

The big, intimidating Hounslow pouted like a child. “Fine,” he huffed. “Okay.”

Lacey nodded. “Then please, let’s go into my office.” 

As she led the huge man down the corridor into her back office, her mind spun from the 180. It seemed she’d gotten a little carried away with her theory that Lord Fairfax was the killer, and when Hounslow had emerged from the Rolls-Royce, she’d seen what she needed to in order to confirm her suspicions. She’d judged him, made him culpable by association. It was exactly the same thing the gossipers of Wilfordshire had done with her. Lacey resolved not to jump to conclusions again.

They entered the small, back office and the large man took a seat. Lacey sat opposite him. He was so big their knees almost touched.

“So,” she began, “I’m sure you understand that Ronan Pike’s estate is currently frozen, while the investigation is ongoing.”

“I do,” Hounslow said. 

“And that I obviously don’t have the funds in my bank account to return to you at this given moment.”

“Of course,” Hounslow said.

He seemed all business now. And now that he was actually sitting down at eye-level rather than looming over her, Lacey realized he was a lot less intimidating than she’d thought. His beady eyes weren’t so mean, his expression not as glowering.

“So when it comes to reversal,” Lacey finished, “I’m afraid we’re all having to play a waiting game.”

“Lord Fairfax understands the situation,” Hounslow said. “What he’d like, however, is the necessary arrangements to be made with the bank so the funds can be reversed as soon as the estate is unfrozen. And he would also like compensation.”

Compensation… Lacey thought, with a sigh. Cressida had mentioned that. 

“I can arrange the reversal with the bank,” she began, “but regarding compensation? Honestly? That’s a little far-fetched.” 

“This has been very emotionally trying,” Hounslow said. 

“I’m sure it has,” Lacey replied. “But no actual emotional harm was done. Lord Fairfax never gave the letter to his sister, and never faced any humiliation as a result. I can hardly be expected to compensate him for something that didn’t happen…”

But her voice trailed away, because to her surprise, the big, bald Hounslow had dropped his face into his hands, and his shoulders were shaking with silent sobs.

“Is everything okay?” Lacey asked, gently.

He shook his bald head. “How are you so composed? A man is dead. Murdered!”

Ah, Lacey thought. That’s what he meant by emotionally trying. 

“I suppose I’ve become hardened to it,” Lacey told him. “I seem to inexplicably be drawn into these kinds of things…” 

Hounslow gazed up at her with red puffy eyes. “I’m barely holding it together. What if the killer is after us next, you know? Lord Fairfax has ruffled his fair share of feathers over the years.” 

Lacey regarded him with consideration. Hounslow was far from what she’d expected him to be. In fact, he was more of a gentle giant type. A harmless man who wouldn’t hurt a fly. 

She handed him a tissue. “Do you happen to know where Lord Fairfax was at the time of the murder?” he asked.

“With me,” Hounslow said, dabbing at his tears. “I rarely leave his side.”

“So you had eyes on him the whole time?”

“Yes. Trust me. It wasn’t him. I never leave that man’s side.”

Lacey paused. “Except for now…”

Hounslow frowned. “Well, yes, except for now. But this is definitely an exception. It’s the first time I’ve been anywhere without him in years. Normally he’d want to see to these things personally, but he’s decided to cloister himself up in the castle until the killer is caught. He’s afraid. We both are.”

Lacey could see as much, from his red, puffy eyes and trembling body. 

She sat back in her chair ponderously. It was becoming quite evident to her that Lord Fairfax wasn’t the murderer, and neither was Hounslow. But if that whole avenue of investigation was now resolved, then she was left with no one. Nothing. No more leads. 

She had an idea. If Hounslow and Fairfax were as eager to resolve this case as she was, then they wouldn’t mind helping her with the investigation, would they?

She leaned forward. “Hounslow, I’m going to catch the killer.”

He frowned. “You?”

She nodded. “I’m good at this stuff. Trust me. But I need you to do me a favor?”

“What is it?”

“Lord Fairfax had the paper of the letter analyzed, didn’t he? That’s how he knew it was a fake.”

“Yes. And?”

“And, is there any chance you could get me a copy of the results?”

Hounslow looked at her skeptically. “You think he’s lying? The police saw the report. It’s all official.”

“It’s not that,” Lacey said, in a lowered voice. “It’s just, between the two of us, the detectives here are a bit… meh. I don’t trust them to do a thorough job. I’d rather cross all the t’s and dot all the i’s with my own eyes. You’d be surprised how often they miss things.”

Hounslow regarded her cautiously for a moment. “I doubt Lord Fairfax will allow it.” 

“But I’m sure he’s already tired of being cloistered in his castle by now?” Lacey replied. “And I know he hates wasting time. So, perhaps if you make it clear to him that I work much quicker than the police, he’ll be more likely to help?”

Hounslow was silent for a beat. Then he nodded. “Okay. Yes. If you think you can solve this case before the cops, I’ll get you what you need.”

Lacey nodded, satisfied. That Hounslow and Fairfax were willing to help her in her investigation gave her all the evidence she needed that they were not the culprits. Which begged the question—who was?




 

 

 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

Lacey waved goodbye to Hounslow from the door of her store, watching as he got back into the Rolls-Royce and drove away. She’d found their meeting rather illuminating, not least because she no longer suspected him or Lord Fairfax of the killing, but because the report he’d promised to send her may well provide a clue for her to pursue.

She shut the door and paced back inside the store, mulling over what her next steps should be. 

She’d not made it ten paces when she heard the door open again behind her and the bell tinkle. She turned to see Gina and Frank come clattering in, coffee cups in hands, chatting away like old friends.

Lacey folded her arms and glowered at them. “You left without telling me.”

“We left a note,” Gina said. “Didn’t you see it?”

“You put Chester in charge!” Lacey cried. 

Now it was Frank’s turn to defend their actions. “Don’t worry,” he said, pointing into the upper corner of the room. “The security cameras are rolling now. If anything bad had happened, it would’ve all been caught on tape.”  

Lacey rolled her eyes. “Well, that’s just great,” she said, sarcastically. “How reassuring.”

Gina frowned at her. “What’s got your goat?”

“Nothing,” Lacey replied, sighing. “It’s just… I’ve hit a dead end with the investigation. Lord Fairfax isn’t our man.”

“He’s not?” Frank asked. “But you were so sure he was the best suspect before.”

“That was before I met his valet,” Lacey replied. 

Frank and Gina exchanged a surprised look. 

“You met up with his valet?” Gina asked. “The big beefy guy?”

“While we were out?” Frank added, gulping as if in fear.

Lacey smirked. “Yes, actually. So perhaps you two should think a little more carefully before swanning off and leaving a dog in charge! Luckily for you, he didn’t come to kill me. What he did do was make it really clear that Lord Fairfax isn’t behind the murder. Which leaves me back at square one. Without anyone with a clear motive.”

“Well, not quite square one,” Frank said. “Lord Fairfax might have had a more concrete motive than others, but the original, more obvious motive is still on the table. Money.”

Lacey paused for a moment to think it through. “You’re right. The money motive still stands. Ronan’s huge windfall. Gina’s… intimidation theory.”

She grimaced at the chilling theory Gina had put forth, that Ronan had been threatened for his pin number by the perp, so they could access his funds that way. 

Gina puffed herself up proudly. “And if I’m right, which I suspect I am, then the killer would have to be someone who knew how much Ronan had earned from the auction. They must have been one of the attendees.” 

“Which narrows the suspect pool down to… several dozen people,” Lacey said, with a heavy sigh. How was she going to investigate dozens of people?

“Or does it?” Frank said.

Lacey pricked her ears up. “What do you mean?”

“I mean,” Frank said, “that Ronan was killed the evening after the auction. Which means whoever killed him hung around in town for several hours after.”

Lacey’s eyebrows shot up. “You’re right!” she exclaimed, straightening. “Most of the attendees left town right after the auction, but the perp must’ve stuck around. A local would’ve spotted them, for sure. An aristocratic type like that would stick out like a sore thumb, especially since they all brought their bodyguards with them.”

Gina frowned, looking perplexed. “But I don’t recall anyone hanging around town after. Do you? I mean, we got to the Drawing Room for our celebration drinks pretty sharpish, and there wasn’t a single person there gossiping about having seen an aristocrat wandering around town.”

Lacey deflated. “No. I suppose not.” Then she was hit by a sudden thought and clicked her fingers. “Unless… they weren’t ‘wandering around town’ after all, but instead, keeping out of sight.”

“Hiding?” Frank queried. 

Lacey nodded. “Sticking close by, but unnoticed.”

Gina shuddered. “But where?” 

“A hotel room!” Lacey cried, excitement fizzing up through her. 

Frank and Gina exchanged a wide-eyed look of surprise. 

“Of course,” Gina said. 

“Whoever killed Ronan had a room booked in Wilfordshire!” Frank added.

Lacey wasted no time, going straight into action mode. She swept her car keys up from the counter and whistled for Chester. He came bounding up to her side as she went around the back of the counter and marched toward the exit. 

“Where are you going?” Frank asked from behind.

Lacey paused at the door. “I’m going to start at The Lodge,” she said over her shoulder. The former retirement home turned swankiest B&B in Wilfordshire was run by her good friend Suzy. If any of the aristocrats from the auction had stayed anywhere, it would be there. “So no more playing hooky, you two, because Chester is coming with me. And we all know Boudica is a useless guard dog.”

At the sound of her name, Boudica lifted a sleepy head from her paws, huffed through her nostrils, then promptly went back to sleep.

Filled with resolve, Lacey pulled open the door, making the bell jangle. With her trusty dog at her side, she left the store, determined to solve this case once and for all.

 

*

 

Lacey turned her car into the parking lot at the Lodge and leapt out of the vehicle. She and Chester practically jogged up the wide stone steps together, and in through the automatic double glass doors that swished open for them. Then they hurried through the foyer, passing a couple of guests admiring the ornate stone fountain in the middle, and onwards to the wide corridor where the large wooden reception desk was positioned.

Lacey was immediately relieved to see that Suzy was on desk duty. 

Her young friend was dressed in her smart managerial gear—a navy suit, her wavy mouse brown hair curled up into a bun—but the puppy fat on her cheeks still betrayed her youth. She jumped to her feet at the sight of Lacey and Chester and hurried around the desk. Despite the smart heels she was wearing she still managed to float over to Lacey like a fairy.

“I’ve been so worried!” she cried, throwing her arms around Lacey. “I saw what happened in the papers. Are you okay?” She drew back, holding Lacey by the shoulders at arm’s length, staring into her eyes with concern. 

“I’m in shock, to be honest,” Lacey said. “I was set to make a lot of money. Now it looks like I’m going to lose a bunch instead.”

Suzy frowned with pity. “I’m so sorry, Lacey. I can’t believe that man tricked you into selling a fake.” 

“Actually,” Lacey said, “I don’t know if he did. I think he really thought the letter was real.”

Suzy did not look convinced. “Hmm. Well. We all know how karma works, don’t we?”

Lacey shifted uncomfortably from foot to foot. She didn’t like to speak ill of the dead, and she certainly didn’t like Suzy’s implication that Ronan got what was coming to him. No one deserved to meet the kind of grisly end he had, even if they were a fraudster.

“Can you help me with something” Lacey asked Suzy, changing the topic. 

“Of course,” Suzy said, meaningfully. She took her hand and squeezed it. “Anything I can do to help, just ask.”

“I’m looking into the auction attendees,” Lacey explained. “To see if any of them stayed around in Wilfordshire the evening after the auction.”

Suzy nodded along. “Because that’s when the murder took place.”

“Exactly,” Lacey said. “And I’m wondering if you can tell me whether any of them booked rooms here.” 

Suzy twisted her lips. She didn’t like to talk about her guests with non-staff members. It had gotten Lacey in hot water with her before. But this time, she seemed less resistant.

“I’ll check,” she said, finally.

She let go of Lacey’s arm and went back around the desk to the computer. She bent forward and started typing on the keyboard.

“Okay, so we had the Witherbottoms,” she said, reading from the screen. “Dame Penelope Marsh. And Sir Julian Gardner.”

Lacey’s eyebrows went up at the prospect of new leads. But then Suzy dashed her hopes.

“BUT,” she said, “none of them stayed the night after the auction. They all stayed the night before instead. All of them checked out that morning. Sorry, Lacey, it looks like none of them were in Wilfordshire at the time of the murder.”

Lacey felt herself deflate. “Okay. Thanks for checking.”

“Oh, hold up,” Suzy said. “We did have a cancellation. Clare Peterson, from the V&A museum. She was supposed to stay that night but she cancelled her room. That might mean something, right? It’s certainly unusual to cancel a room when it’s already too late to get a refund.”

But Lacey shook her head. She remembered the museum woman from the auction. She’d left early, clearly unimpressed by Lord Fairfax’s antics. She’d even rolled her eyes before leaving; Lacey remembered the moment distinctly. Besides, she was looking for someone who’d stayed in town the night of, not someone who’d left!

“I’m pretty sure she went home,” Lacey said. “I mean, she left the auction mid-way when she got fed up with Lord Fairfax’s antics.”

“Oh yes, the oh-so-special Lord Fairfax,” Suzy said with a wry chuckle. “Carol’s been telling me about him!”

At the mention of the other B&B owner in Wilfordshire, Lacey hesitated. “Carol?” she asked, curiously. “What did she have to do with Lord Fairfax?”

“He was staying at her B&B,” Suzy said. “Apparently he made her order duck eggs in specially, because he won’t eat anything else for breakfast!”

Lacey listened carefully to what Suzy was telling her. It hadn’t occurred to her that any of her elite auction attendees would choose to stay in the gaudy, Barbie-pink inn on Wilfordshire’s High Street.

But if it was good enough for Lord Fairfax, perhaps it had been good enough for one of the others.

It was time to pay Carol a visit.




 

 

 

 


CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

Lacey drove back to town at a clap, Chester half-hanging out the window as they went, tongue-lolling, wind ruffling his fur. She parked right outside the pink B&B, and they hurried through the ornately carved wooden doors and into the gaudy pink-walled, red-velvet, gold-gilded foyer. 

Though Lacey had been here plenty of times, the decor always took her by surprise. It was always so much worse than she remembered. So much clashing pink, red, and orange. So many flamingos. Just standing in the foyer was enough to give her a headache.

“Lacey?” came the disembodied voice of Carol from behind a large, potted fern on the desk. “Is that you?”

Lacey approached, craning over the leaves to see the portly woman sitting behind it, lit by the glow of her computer screen, which had several different security camera screens running at once. 

“What are you doing here?” Carol continued, standing. Her gaze slid disapprovingly down to Chester at Lacey’s feet. “And why did you bring your dog?”

“Chester’s harmless. He comes with me everywhere,” Lacey said. “You heard about the murder, I presume?”

Carol was one of the biggest gossipers in Wilfordshire, rivaled only by Taryn. There was no way news of this magnitude could pass her by. 

“Of course I did,” Carol replied, in a distinctly unpleasant know-it-all tone. “Was it another one of your auction attendees?” She chuckled judgmentally. “What am I saying? Of course it was! They always are!”

Lacey narrowed her eyes. While there was no love lost between the two women, there was no need to be so impolite. 

“I came here to ask for your help,” she said.

Carol smiled smugly. “Oh, of course. I’m always happy to help those less fortunate than myself.”

Lacey clenched her jaw with irritation. The sooner she was out of here, the better. Carol was more infuriating than Taryn.

“I wanted to know if any aristocrats stayed here the night of the murder,” Lacey asked. “I heard a rumor.”

“Yes, Lord Fairfax stayed,” Carol replied arrogantly, looking very pleased with herself. “I was truly honored to have a royal guest. Not our first, mind you.” 

She pointed to a gold frame on the wall behind her. The photograph inside showed a much younger, slimmer version of Carol, standing side by side with an entirely unrecognizable and obscure member of the British royal family. Perhaps the forty-fifth in line to the crown? Lacey thought, wryly. 

“Did anyone else stay that night?” she asked.

“Oh no,” Carol replied. “Lord Fairfax made certain he was the only one. He paid to have an exclusive booking.”

Lacey’s eyebrows rose. “By which you mean he booked out the entire B&B?”

“All three floors,” Carol said with a nod.

“Just for two people?” Lacey continued.

“That’s right.” She faltered. “Wait, how did you know it was for two?”

“His valet goes everywhere with him,” Lacey murmured in reply, recalling Hounslow’s words from earlier.

Disappointment made Lacey’s shoulders sag. The killer couldn’t have used Carol’s B&B as their hiding place, because Lord Fairfax had made sure he didn’t have to rub shoulders with anyone lesser than himself, and had paid for the privilege. She should’ve anticipated Lord Fairfax would do something so extra as to book an entire B&B for just himself and Hounslow. Now, what had seemed like a potentially promising lead had turned into yet another dead end. 

“So is it true about the duck eggs?” Lacey asked, just making conversation now that her hopes had been dashed.

“Yes, that’s true,” Carol said, looking ever so proud of herself. “I bought them specially for him, along with Egyptian cotton sheets and organic shampoo for the shower. Customer service is very important to me, Lacey, especially when the customer is royalty! I didn’t even think twice about cancelling the other guest that was already booked in. The moment Lord Fairfax asked for exclusivity, I was prepared to give it to him.”

Lacey’s curiosity piqued. “Wait. What happened?”

“I had another guest booked in,” Carol repeated flippantly, “but when we got the last-minute booking from Lord Fairfax, we cancelled his room here and moved him to the Lodge. Suzy was grateful for the custom.”

Lacey recalled Suzy checking her computer for the guests booked in at the Lodge the day before and after the auction. Perhaps this individual had been missed off her list because he was a last-minute transfer from Carol’s, and hadn’t gone the usual route. 

“Who was the guest?” Lacey asked, hope buoying her suddenly. “Another aristocrat?”

“No, no. Just an ordinary chap,” Carol replied. “John Smith. He had a bit of a rock star thing going on, wearing his sunglasses inside.” She rolled her eyes with disapproval. 

“Oh,” Lacey replied, her brief moment of hope dashed once again. It sounded like Carol’s cancelled guest wasn’t an aristocrat, just some random person who happened to be in town at the same time. She didn’t recall any of the aristocrats attending her auction having anything close to a “rock star” vibe, and she was sure she would’ve remembered seeing someone wearing sunglasses inside. “Did he say why he was in town?” she added, just in case.

Carol shrugged. “I’ve no idea. I didn’t ask. I don’t make a habit of being nosy about my guests’ personal lives.”

“Hmm, okay,” Lacey replied. “It doesn’t sound like he was here to attend my auction, though.”

Carol let out a large, theatrical gasp. “You me to say someone stayed in Wilfordshire for some reason other than to attend one of your oh-so-amazing auctions! Goodness! How novel!”

Lacey narrowed her eyes. She didn’t appreciate Carol’s sarcasm. In fact, this whole conversation with Carol had only served to make her more infuriated and on edge. She’d left the store on a high, determined to find the truth, absolutely certain she was following the right path. Now, she’d been left with nothing. She was back at square one.

“Well, I’d better let you get on with your day,” Lacey said, testily. “I’m sure you’ve got lots of customers in need of your stellar services…” 

She turned on her heel, ushering Chester to follow her. But as she marched for the exit, she heard Carol call out from behind: “What makes you so sure the murderer was at your auction in the first place?” 

Lacey paused and turned. “Excuse me?” 

“That’s why you’re here, really, isn’t it?” Carol said. “Doing that whole Miss Marple thing you love so much.”

Lacey put her hands on her hips. “I don’t love anything about this,” she retorted. “I’m investigating because people think I’m implicated. They think I knowingly sold a fake. That I’m a fraud. Or worse, that I might even be a murderer. I can’t just stand by idly and do nothing.”

Carol shrugged a single shoulder. She clearly couldn’t care less about Lacey or the damage to her reputation. To her, this was all just another interesting bit of drama. 

“Well, I was simply saying it would be rather brazen if the killer attended the auction,” Carol said. “I imagine they’d not want to risk showing their face like that.”

Lacey was about to explain that the killer had to have been in attendance to even know about Ronan’s windfall, when she suddenly stopped and pondered her words. 

“You know what…” she murmured, her mind turning it over. “I think you’re right!”

In pursuing the money as a motive theory, all their discussions over who killed Ronan had relied on someone witnessing his windfall. But the auction attendees weren’t the only ones who knew about his win, were they? Ronan had family. Surely they knew what was happening at the auction? Surely there was someone close to him he’d confided in? Who was waiting on the results of the auction? 

“Perhaps the murderer wasn’t present after all…” Lacey finished. 

And with that thought, Lacey hurried away. Because she’d just stumbled upon a whole new line of inquiry to pursue. 

 

*

 

Lacey hurried up the High Street cobbles, with Chester jogging alongside her. She couldn’t believe she hadn’t thought of this yet—she’d been too distracted by her assumptions about Lord Fairfax and Hounslow, and after they’d been cleared, she’d immediately become attached to the theory that the culprit had had to attend the auction. But it was much more likely that the killer was someone unknown to her, someone close to Ronan, someone set to profit from his death. Which made the most likely suspects his immediate family—his wife, his children, and anyone else who may be a benefactor of his will. Indeed, whoever had killed Ronan had waited less than a day after the sale went through to dispatch of him. Lacey shuddered at the cold callousness of it.

She reached the store and hurried inside. Gina and Frank looked up from their activities.

“How did it go at the Lodge?” Gina asked.

“Learn anything new?” Frank added.

“I think so,” Lacey replied, as she hurried to the counter. “I don’t think the killer attended the auction.”

Gina and Frank exchanged a puzzled look.

“But only people who came to the auction knew that Ronan was wealthy,” Gina contested. “Who else could it have been?”

Lacey raised her eyebrows. “Someone he’d confided in. Who knew that he was about to make loads of money. Someone who was waiting for the sale to go through before they struck, knowing the money would reach them once his will was finalized.”

“A family member?” Frank exclaimed. He looked horrified by the thought. “How awful!”

“It’s just a theory,” Lacey assured him. “I need to test it first.”

But it was a good theory, and one she’d not yet pursued. 

She moved to head for the back office, but Gina halted her. “Lacey, did you get a chance to look at the arches yet?”

“The what?” Lacey asked, over her shoulder, feeling harried.

“The arches,” Gina replied. “For the wedding. Did you look?”

“I’m a bit tied up right now!” Lacey replied. She motioned again to leave, only this time Frank stopped her.

“Shall I put on the kettle? Make some tea?” he asked.

“I’m fine, Dad,” Lacey said, as politely as she could. 

She really wished these two would buzz off. She needed a bit of quiet to get her thoughts together!

Finally, she made it to the office and slunk down into her computer chair. She turned on the computer and went online, typing Ronan Pike into the search bar. The first site she pulled up was an obituary, written by Callum Pike. 

“His brother?” Lacey wondered aloud.

That was unusual. Usually it was the wife or kids who sent in obituaries.

She quickly read the obituary and discovered that Ronan did not have a wife or kids. He was unmarried. His brother was his only living relative.

“The only person set to inherit his wealth,” Lacey said with a small gasp.

Could this be her perp? Had Ronan told his brother about the auction? About the money he was set to inherit from it? 

But no… Lacey shook her head as she recalled what Ronan had told her about the letter’s origins. It had been among his late father’s things that he’d inherited after his death. So, presumably, Callum Pike was set to profit from its sale too, right?

“Unless he got greedy,” Lacey mused aloud. 

As much as she hated to go to such dark places, the sad reality was that people were capable of such things. Perhaps sharing their father’s estate was too much for Callum? They certainly wouldn’t be the first siblings in the world to do foolish, competitive things. Just look at Lord Fairfax!

Lacey went back to her keyboard, typing instead this time Callum Pike. It didn’t take long to find a full address for him, and Lacey pinpointed him to a spot just on the outskirts of Wilfordshire. Of course, Lacey wasn’t supposed to leave town, on orders of the cops, but since the house was technically touching the border, could that really be counted as leaving town?

It didn’t matter. It was a risk she’d have to take. 

Lacey decided to chance it. 

She stood up and headed back into the main shop. 

“Chester,” she called to her pooch. “We’ve got another lead.”




 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

Lacey pulled up to the curb and peered out her windshield. Callum’s house was modest looking, one of those post-war brick houses that characterized English towns. Flat fronted, with square, white-framed windows and a little porch over the doorway to shield from the rain.

“What do you think, Chester?” she asked her canine companion in the passenger seat. “Does this look like the house of a killer?”

Chester barked.

Lacey grabbed the decoy bouquet she’d purchased on the way—a prop for her cover story—then she and Chester got out of the car and went up the garden path to the front door. Lacey knocked, then stepped back to wait. 

The door was answered by a man in his thirties. He had the same small stature as Ronan—below average height, naturally narrow build—but with none of the nerdy lecturer vibes of his deceased brother. In fact, it looked as if he’d gone the other way entirely, bulking up in order to make up in muscles what he lacked in frame. His slender hips gave him a bit of an Action Man figure, all bulk above the waist. 

“Who are you?” he asked, suspiciously, eyeing Lacey. 

“I’m a friend of your brother’s,” Lacey said. She held up the bouquet. “I came to pay my respects.”

“Oh,” the man said. “I guess you’d better come in.” He opened the door to allow her entrance.

A ripple of nerves went through Lacey as she stepped over the threshold into the man’s home, and followed him along the corridor into a modestly sized front room. It was furnished with the typical coffee table and couch suite facing the TV in the alcove, the alcove on the other side of the chimney breast containing a bookshelf. There was nothing remarkable or flashy about the room or its furnishings, and nothing particularly striking save for the numerous bouquets of flowers dotted about the place in various stages of wilting. There were also several ‘with sympathy’ cards on the bookshelves, sideboard, and mantel. Lacey’s immediate assessment was that Callum was not a wealthy man. Which could mean nothing, but certainly fit in with the theory he was after Ronan for his inheritance.

Callum stood with his hands in the pockets of his jeans, watching as Lacey laid her flowers onto the table with the others.

“I knew Ronan through antiquing,” she explained, since Callum had said nothing. 

“Oh yeah?” Callum replied.

He sounded disinterested, Lacey noted. 

“Yes, he approached me to help sell your father’s estate,” she said. 

At that, Callum’s eye twitched. “Oh. You’re her.”

Lacey wasn’t sure what to make of him, just yet. He wasn’t giving a lot away. “Her?” she prompted.

“The auctioneer,” Callum stated. “The one who sold the fake letter for Ronan.”

Lacey’s eyebrows inched upward. If Callum was the killer, he was being rather forthcoming. “You were aware the letter was a fake?”

“I suspected it was,” he replied. “Told Ronan as such. Now every Tom, Dick, and Harry who calls up to send their respects asks about it. Everyone wants to know if I knew it was a fake.”

“What made you suspect it was a fake?” she asked. “Ronan told me it was amongst your father’s possessions.”

He scoffed. “Yeah, well, we inherited a lot of stuff from our father. All of it turned out to be worthless crap.”

“But you are descendants of Charles Dickens’ assistant?” Lacey pressed. “Which would’ve given the letter a sense of legitimacy.”

“I never believed the whole Charles Dickens’ assistant story,” Ronan said.

Lacey frowned, perplexed. This was not what she’d been expecting at all. “I’m sorry, I don’t think I understand. Are you saying your father made the story up?”

Callum sighed wearily. “My dad was a Del Boy. Do you use that term in America?”

Lacey shook her head. Callum continued. “It means someone who’s a chancer. A grifter. Someone who’s always scheming up ways to make a quick buck. If Dad tried to sell that letter at any point, I reckon he quickly ran across problems of people asking about its legitimacy, so came up with some explanation.”

Lacey frowned. “You really think your father made it up? Isn’t that bit of an obtuse lie?”

Callum simply shrugged. “That was what he was like. If you make your lies too outlandish, then people start not to believe you. But if they’re just about believable you can get away with it.”

“So you think your father knew the letter was a forgery all along?” Lacey continued.

“Of course,” Callum said, as if there were no doubt. “I told Ronan, as well. I told him that nothing in Dad’s pile of crap would actually be worth anything, but he always wanted to see the good in our father. He was the favorite for that.”

A sad smile twitched up the corners of Callum’s lips. He averted his gaze from Lacey, looking morosely out into the near distance. He sounded bitter, and Lacey got the distinct impression there was a whole load of family drama she was on the edge of dredging up. 

“Were you aware that Ronan had the letter appraised first? By a well-revered auction house? They deemed it to be genuine. It was that good, it even fooled the experts. So you can see why Ronan was convinced.”

“I didn’t know that,” Callum replied, his voice low and heavy. “Ronan and I didn’t speak often. In fact, before we had to start sorting through our dad’s stuff, we probably hadn’t spoken for a year or something like that.”

“You weren’t close,” Lacey clarified.

“No,” Callum confirmed. “But it wouldn’t surprise me if he got some dodgy guy to fake a certificate. He was a chip off the old block, my brother. Him and Dad were as thick as thieves. And now I’m left with all of it. Dad’s stuff. Ronan’s stuff. It’s like their last laugh.”

Lacey thought of her own sister, miles away in New York City. Naomi hadn’t spoken to her since the night of the surprise telephone call in the laundry room with their long-lost father. She hoped they could patch things up. She’d hate for her and Naomi to become like Ronan and his brother, divided over their father. 

“So,” Lacey said. “You’re left with everything, right? Ronan had no other next of kin, from what I heard. No wife, no kids.”

“Nope,” Callum said. “Just me. Last man standing.”

Lacey paused. Callum knew he was going to inherit everything after Ronan’s death, including the money from the letter. If Lord Fairfax hadn’t stuck his nose in and gotten it privately looked at, would anyone have been any the wiser? Would Callum have simply walked away with two million pounds? Was this whole narrative a lie? A convenient twisting of reality to make Callum seem like the good guy? 

“You must’ve been thrilled when you found out about the sale,” Lacey probed. “Or at least in the few hours before it was proved to be a fake.”

“I didn’t know about the sale,” Callum said. “Ronan didn’t tell me he was auctioning it.”

“He didn’t?” Lacey asked, surprised. “It was pretty big news. You’re saying he didn’t share the good news with you?” 

It seemed very odd to Lacey. Odd… and convenient. 

Callum laughed sadly. “I already told you. We weren’t close. Ronan was just like my dad. He would never have even told me.”

“How can you be so sure?” Lacey queried. She thought of Lord Fairfax and his rivalry with his twin. “Not even to gloat?”

“Not if by gloating he risked having to share,” Callum replied. “In fact, I found this among his stuff.”

He went over to the mantel and fetched a plane ticket, handing it to Lacey. 

She scanned the ticket, which had Ronan’s name printed at the top. 

“This is one-way,” she said, surprised. “To the Cayman Islands?”

Callum nodded sadly. 

Lacey saw the scheduled date of the flight. The day after the auction. Of course Ronan had never gotten to take the flight, because he’d been killed, but it was due to take off from nearby Exeter airport. That explained why Ronan had stayed in Wilfordshire that fateful night. Perhaps it even explained why he’d seemed so nervous and shifty during their conversations, so eager to get the auction over with quickly. He wanted it done and dusted before his brother even had the chance to realize what was going on. 

“He was going to fly off into the sunset with his money before I’d even realized he’d made it,” Callum said aloud, confirming Lacey’s own thoughts. 

Lacey was stunned. This was proof to her, evidence that Callum’s story was the truth. He wasn’t a jealous man who’d killed his brother for the inheritance money. He was the wronged party. A man at odds with his own father and brother who were happy to scheme, lie, and cheat their way through life.

She handed him back the ticket. “I’m so sorry,” she said.

Callum nodded slowly. “Thank you. And I’m sorry you got pulled into this whole thing. It’s always the good people who get hurt by schemers. “

Lacey felt bad now for having intruded on his moment of conflicted grief. But at least she had her answer now. Callum was not the killer. And she was at another dead end.

“I’d better go,” she said, gesturing to Chester to leave. 

Callum showed her to the door, and Lacey exited out into the cool evening. 

Her mind went a mile a minute as she walked back down the garden path, the questions that had been swimming in her mind when she arrived now answered in such an unexpected way. What should she do now? She’d reached yet another dead end.

As Lacey closed the garden gate behind her, she paused. Her car, parked against the sidewalk where she’d left it, was now not the only vehicle on the street. Someone else had parked behind her. A black Mercedes. 

“Uh-oh,” Lacey said to Chester, swiveling on her heel to make an about-face. 

But her realization came too late and she bumped straight into the tall, broad figure of Superintendent Turner. 

“Lacey?” he said with a mean glower. “Fancy finding you here.”




 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

 

 

Lacey looked up at Superintendent Turner and gulped. She knew she wasn’t supposed to leave Wilfordshire, yet here she was, right on the outskirts, standing just outside the house of a murder victim’s only living relative. Talk about looking suspicious. 

She gulped. “Hello, Karl,” she said. “Isn’t it a lovely evening? Chester and I were just on a stroll.”

Superintendent Turner regarded her with a stony expression. “Strange place to walk your dog,” he said, thinly, folding his arms. “Lacey, what are you doing here?”

Lacey sighed and dropped the act. There was no point lying to Superintendent Karl Turner. It would only land her in more hot water. 

“Same as you, I suspect,” Lacey replied. “Speaking to Ronan Pike’s next of kin. The man set to inherit his entire wealth. Or lack of wealth, as it turns out.”

Superintendent Turner glowered. “That’s not your job.”

“No,” Lacey replied. “And yet, here I am, beating you to it yet again.”

Just then, Lacey saw a shadowy figure emerging from the passenger side of the Merc. Detective Beth Lewis. She drew up to Superintendent Turner’s side and exchanged a silent greeting with Lacey. 

Superintendent Turner looked across at her. “Lewis, take Miss Doyle to the station, please. Charge her for interfering in police business.”

“What?” Lacey cried.

Detective Lewis’s eyebrows shot straight up. “Sarge?” 

“Get her out of here,” Karl Turner snapped. “I’ve had enough of her meddling.”

“But the witness…”

“I can interview him on my own.”

“But the car!” Beth protested again.

“Commandeer that one,” Superintendent Turner said, pointing at Lacey’s Volvo parked half-up on the sidewalk. 

And with that, Superintendent Turner marched away, over to Callum’s house, leaving Lacey and Detective Lewis alone. 

Lacey highly doubted Beth would follow through with Turner’s instructions, even if she did have the grounds for it. He was clearly lashing out, since she’d damaged his ego. It was a shame he had it out for her, considering how much she’d actually helped him solve crimes.

DCI Lewis looked back at Lacey, her mouth hanging wide open. “I’m sorry about him. He’s being even crabbier than usual. This whole investigation is getting the better of him. He really ought to think about retiring soon.”

Lacey chuckled. “I think it hurts his pride that I’m quicker at his investigations than he is.”

Beth didn’t look impressed. “Well, you don’t do yourself any favors, do you?” She gestured to the Volvo. “Come on, let’s go.”

Lacey frowned. For the first time, she felt a niggle of worry that Beth might actually be about to follow Superintendent Turner’s outrages request and arrest her.

“You’re not actually going to book me, are you, Beth?” she asked.

But rather than answer in the negative, Beth scratched her neck awkwardly. “I don’t actually have a choice.”

“Wait,” Lacey said, shocked. “You mean you’re actually going to book me for… what was it … interfering in police business?”

“Karl’s my superior,” Beth replied. “He gave me a direct order. So … I guess I should tell you I’m commandeering your vehicle for police work. Shall we go?”

Lacey couldn’t believe it. “This is madness.”

But Beth was unrelenting. She gestured toward the Volvo. “Don’t make this any harder than it has to be.”

Lacey, realizing she had no choice, relented with a sigh. “Fine. But let me drop Chester at home first, please? He hates the kennels at the station.”

DCI Lewis rolled her eyes. “You really should think about that before you take him out on your sleuths. Karl would like nothing more than to see that pooch impounded.”

Lacey slunk into the back of the Volvo, grateful for the small mercy that Beth was showing her. She patted Chester’s fur as they began her journey back to Wilfordshire, not to continue to the investigation as originally planned, but for the police station…

 

*

 

Lacey drummed her fingers nervously on the table in the dingy interview room of Wilfordshire station. It was chilly, now that evening was beginning to fall. 

But at least she wasn’t in a cell. That meant Beth hadn’t actually booked her officially. Maybe she was holding out for Karl Turner to get back from his interview with Callum Pike and see sense—that arresting someone while they were simply walking their dog in a different part of town would look extremely bad for him, and entirely unjustifiable. 

Just then, the door opened and Detective Lewis entered. She was holding a plastic vending machine cup with steam coiling out. “Hot chocolate,” she said, handing it to Lacey.

 “Thanks,” Lacey replied. She wasn’t the biggest fan of the station’s vending machine beverages, but she was grateful for the warmth. 

“So, Turner wants to charge you for defying police orders,” Beth said, taking the seat beside her. 

“I thought he wanted to book me for interfering with police business,” Lacey replied.

“He did, but that was a non-starter for obvious reasons,” Beth replied. “So he changed to defying police orders, since you were specifically asked not to leave town.”

Lacey narrowed her eyes, curiously. “Why do I feel like there’s a but coming?”

Beth Lewis smirked. “But, the address you visited was technically in town. The outskirts of town, yes. But the postcode is a Wilfordshire one. Technically speaking, you haven’t done anything wrong.”

Lacey let out a long breath. “Thank goodness for that. I take it I have you to thank for checking the postcode…”

Beth nodded, once.

“I’ve seen the footage,” she added. “From your security cameras. I’m on your side. I don’t believe you were out to cheat anyone.”

“Thanks, Beth,” Lacey said, meaningfully. “I really appreciate it. Does that mean I can go now?”

“Yes,” Beth said, standing. 

Lacey stood too.

“But Lacey,” Beth said. “You have to start playing by the rules. You have to keep your nose out of this. Let us handle the investigation.”

“With respect,” Lacey said, “you guys are always two steps behind me. And it’s my business on the line, not yours. I need this case solved as quickly as possible.”

“Just don’t leave town again,” Beth said. It was almost in a pleading tone. A sort of exasperation. 

Lacey had no intentions of breaking the rules again. Or even bending them. She couldn’t afford to waste any more time sitting around in a police station, when Ronan’s killer was still out there on the loose. Not that she’d say that part aloud to Beth.

To Beth, she said simply, “I won’t.”

DCI Lewis gave her a nod, and both women motioned to the door, only for it to be suddenly flung open, and in marched … Frank?

“Excuse me!” Beth shouted. “Who are you?”

But at the same moment, Lacey shouted, “Dad! How did you get back here?”

Beth looked at her, surprised. “This is your dad?”

Lacey didn’t get a chance to explain. Frank was on a rampage. 

“How dare you hold my daughter at the station like this?” he screamed. “It’s completely unwarranted!”

“We’re not holding her,” Beth tried to explain, but her words fell on deaf ears. 

“I will sue you!” Frank cried. 

Lacey’s cheeks burned with embarrassment. She took him by the arm and tugged him to the door. “Dad, there’s no need to sue anyone! I’ve not been arrested. I’m free to go. DAD!”

Frank stopped ranting. He looked at Lacey, huffing and puffing like a man coming back to his senses. “You’re allowed to go?”

“Yes,” she told him, firmly. “So let’s go.”

She ushered him toward the door, looking back over her shoulder at Beth as they went, and mouthed, Sorry!

DCI Lewis looked shocked, and Lacey couldn’t help but feel extremely embarrassed as she guided her father out of the station and for the car. She was desperate to get her dad out of sight, so she could take a moment to calm down from the humiliation.

But no sooner had they left the station than they bumped right into Tom, racing up the steps. Right away, Frank’s demeanor changed. He fell silent and glowered at Tom, folding his arms angrily.

“Lacey?” Tom cried with anguish, as he reached her and hugged her tightly. “Are you okay? What’s going on? Where’s Chester?” He looked painfully concerned.

“Nothing’s wrong,” Lacey told him, reassuringly. “Chester’s at the cottage. We’re both fine.”

“Fine?” Frank piped up. “The cops arrested you unjustly!”

“They didn’t arrest me,” Lacey told him for the millionth time. “It was just a misunderstanding.”

“Huh,” Frank scoffed. “They had her in a holding room! Goodness knows what would have happened if I’d not come along when I did. And where were you?” He was looking at Tom now, as if directing the same fury he had previously had toward Beth onto a new target: her fiancé. “You’re supposed to protect her!”

“How is this anything to do with me?” Tom replied, affronted.

It wasn’t often that Tom lost his cool, but Lacey could tell Frank was pressing his buttons. Indeed, he’d been pushing them ever since he arrived in Wilfordshire. There was only so much pressure one man could take. Or one woman, come to think of it. Lacey felt like she herself was on the verge of losing her cool. 

“Can we please just go?” she said. “I hate to leave Chester alone.”

“Yes, let’s go,” Tom said, putting his arm around her shoulder. “The car’s just around the corner.”

“Let’s take my van,” Frank said. 

“I think my car will be more comfortable,” Tom replied.

“I have my own car,” Lacey told them. This was the last thing Lacey needed, Tom and Frank butting heads again over something petty. And on the steps of Wilfordshire police station, no less. “I can drive myself.”

They fell silent as they descended the steps. Only when they reached the bottom, Frank attempted to loop his arm through Lacey’s, directly muscling Tom out of the way. Poor Tom was so taken by surprise by Frank’s rude and uncalled for intrusion, he lost his footing and bashed his ankle on the step as he stumbled. 

“Ow!” he cried, hopping in pain. 

That was it. Lacey had reached the end of her tether. All the small frustrations that had been bubbling up ever since her father had come to stay came racing suddenly to the surface.

She wrenched her arm free from her father and turned on the spot, glowering at him. 

“Lacey, what’s wrong?” he said at the sight of her expression.

“You!” she cried. “You’re what’s wrong!”

Frank looked stunned. He opened his mouth but Lacey didn’t give him a chance to speak. 

“You push my husband-to-be on the ground, you plant spy cameras in my store, you yell at my friends! I didn’t find you after all these years so you could treat me like I was twelve. I just wanted to get to know you…” She’d spent so many months searching for him and wanting him back, yet she’d had no idea it would be like this, that after being gone for decades he’d try and make up for all his lost daughter-disciplining time in just a few days. “You can’t just walk back into my life like nothing’s happened! You can’t just be a dad when it’s convenient!”

Frank looked stunned. He took a step back. “That’s what Naomi said, too,” he replied, sullenly. 

Then he turned and headed off into the dusk, leaving Lacey floundering. 




 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

 

 

As the sound of Frank’s cattle truck rumbled into the distance, Lacey felt a terrible, awful feeling of guilt and shame overcome her.

“Tom, I feel so bad,” Lacey said, turning back to her fiancé.

He was now sitting on the steps of the station, rubbing his sore ankle. “You lost your temper, that’s all,” he said, looking up at her. “It happens to the best of us.”

Lacey came and slumped down onto the step next to him. “But I snapped at my dad!” she exclaimed. “I should’ve told him how I felt before I let it get to that point.”

Tom reached an arm around her, rubbing her shoulder affectionately. “What’s done is done. No point lamenting on what could have been done differently now.” 

“I need to phone Naomi,” Lacey said, suddenly. 

Tom frowned. “Why?”

“You heard what Dad said. Naomi said the same thing to him as me. I hadn’t realized they’d been communicating. Besides, she hasn’t spoken to me since the whole laundry room fiasco. She’s really fragile when it comes to Dad. I knew him suddenly appearing out of the blue would affect her badly, but what if it’s worse than I originally thought? I need to know what she said to him. She might have told him to…go.” She felt tears begin to collect in her eyes as she looked mournfully out toward the spot Frank had last stood, recalling the look of hurt in his eyes when she’d spat her cruel words out at him. “What if he’s gone for good? What if that was the last thing I ever said to him? What if I never see him again?”

“It was one argument,” Tom tried to reassure her.

“Sure, maybe to a stable person it would be,” she cried emphatically. “But this is my dad we’re talking about. The guy who disappeared for thirty years! Remember?”

Tom looked perplexed. “Then call Naomi, if you think it will help. I don’t see how, though.” Then he stood, as if to leave.

Lacey frowned up at him. “You’re going?”

“You don’t need me to sit here listening to one half of your conversation,” he replied, simply. “And you said yourself that you have your car here, so it’s not like we’re driving back together anyway.” He shrugged. 

“So you’re leaving?” Lacey cried, staring up at him with shock. “Just like that. When I just told you I think my dad might have walked out on me again? Now, you suddenly have somewhere else to be?”

She couldn’t believe it. She was hurt. Beyond hurt. She was shocked and confused, and deeply offended. 

Tom leaned forward and kissed her forehead. “…I’ll speak to you later.”  

And with that, he walked away.

 

*

 

Lacey felt utterly dejected as she got into her car and drove the short distance home, her mind ticking over the stressful events outside the police station. The fight with her dad had been horrible, and now Tom had suddenly abandoned her too. Added to that was the case, which continued to perplex her. She was starting to feel like it would never be solved.

It was dark as she pulled up to Crag Cottage. Her father’s cattle van, as she suspected, was not in the driveway. A horrible, hollow feeling opened in her stomach that Frank really had left for good.

“Chester?” she called out, as she entered her home.

She heard a bark of greeting coming from some distant part of the house, and a moment later Chester appeared at the end of the corridor. He came bounding toward her, greeting her with a wagging tail and plenty of head-boops.

“At least I can count on you,” Lacey said, feeling truly grateful, as she scratched him behind the ears.

Chester wove his way through her legs as she trudged wearily into the living room, sank into the couch, and pulled her cell phone from her pocket. She took a deep, steadying breath, then called Naomi.

Her sister picked up the call after a couple of rings. 

“Hey,” she said, despondently.

“Are you okay?” Lacey asked, immediately feeling bad for not having made this call earlier, for getting so distracted by her own troubles she’d failed to support Naomi with hers.

“I’m fine,” Naomi replied, sounding anything but. “You?”

“I’ve been better,” Lacey admitted. “Hey look, I wanted to ask you a question. Have you spoken to Dad since the weird speaker-call family reunion?”

“Why don’t you ask him?” Naomi replied, thinly. “Since you two are such great chums now.”

Lacey winced. She knew her sister was pissed, but it still hurt to hear the pain in her voice. “He’s not here… right now,” she explained. “So? Have you talked?”

Naomi sighed loudly. “He called me earlier today.”

The swirling fear in Lacey’s stomach grew stronger. “And what did you talk about?”

“What do you think we talked about?” Naomi snapped. “I told him to leave me alone. I told him you were the one who wanted to find him, not me. That I’d coped perfectly well without him since I was five years old, and that he couldn’t be my dad now that it was convenient.”

Lacey’s chest sank. Her fears were true. Both she and Naomi had both blown up at him, had told him he couldn’t be a dad now just because it was convenient. What were the chances that Frank would get over this and choose to stay in their lives? Or would he take the easy way out and disappear, just as he had before, the moment things got tough?

“Look, Naomi,” Lacey said through a weary exhale. “I’m really sorry about this whole thing. I didn’t mean to spring it on you. Mom kind of caught me off guard.”

“How long have you been looking for him?” Naomi asked. 

“Ever since I moved to Wilfordshire,” Lacey admitted.

Naomi was silent for a moment. Lacey decided not to jump in; it was best to give her the space to think things through.

“I just wish you’d told me before,” Naomi replied. “Because you’re getting married next month, and I’m going to have to face him whether I’m ready to or not.”

Lacey’s hold of the phone tightened as she thought, sadly, that the likelihood her father was still going to walk her down the aisle had diminished. It was not something she was willing to admit out loud.

“I’m sorry,” was all Lacey could say.

“Look, I have to go,” Naomi said then, and a moment later the call cut out.

Lacey sighed heavily and sank back into the couch. Chester rested his head in her lap, whining as if in sympathy.

It was at that moment that Lacey spotted something unusual; her laptop, sitting half open on the coffee table, whirring away. She was always careful to turn it off, to save on electricity and the environment. Her father must have been in here using it when she’d dropped Chester off earlier. She’d not realized, since she hadn’t actually come inside the house, rather opening the door with her key and shooing the pooch inside before locking up again. No wonder her dad was so confused at the station—he must’ve seen Lacey being accompanied by a detective and gotten the wrong idea. In fact, he must’ve abandoned whatever activity he’d been in the middle of to come to her aid. The thought only made Lacey feel worse about the events that had then transpired.

Curious, she grabbed her laptop and opened the lid fully. The screen pinged on and a website popped up before her eyes. It appeared to belong to some kind of chemical company.

Lacey frowned. Why was her father researching chemicals?

Then she froze, as a dawning overcame her. Frank hadn’t been researching chemicals per se, but the chemicals used in the composition of paper. And lying on the coffee table, beneath where the laptop had previously been, was a fax.

Lacey snatched up the paper and gasped with surprise. “Chester! This is it! The report from Lord Fairfax’s private authenticator!”

Chester’s head sprang up and he barked in response to her sudden enthusiasm.

“Hounslow must’ve faxed it through while I was out,” Lacey continued. “And Dad took it upon himself to do some research…”

Her stomach clenched again. So, not only had her father stopped his task to come and rescue her from the station, but the task he’d been in the middle of was for her in the first place! Now she felt doubly terrible about the argument.

But she pushed her feelings aside and quickly read the report.

In order to maintain good writing quality with ink, Victorian paper required the presence of additional chemicals to give a degree of water resistance. This was achieved by adding a compound of rosin mixed with alum. Indeed, this remained common practice until 1980, some one hundred years following Queen Victoria’s death, until the manner of production was switched to chalk instead of china clay as filler. Today, mainly AKD (alkyl ketene dimer) and ASA (alkenyl succinic anhydride) are used. As the paper analyzed showed the presence of AKD, we conclude it is entirely incompatible with the type of paper Queen Victoria would have written on, and thus indicates the forgery was produced some time after 1980.

Lacey sat back with astonishment. There it was, in black-and-white. The chemical test had revealed a specific type of composition of paper that was incompatible with the time frame the letter was supposedly written in.

But there was more. She leaned forward, and continued reading. 

Moreover, the high presence of lignin within the composition suggests the paper was not made during a factory procedure but was in fact handmade. The presence of lime also suggests a keen hobbyist using original ancient paper-making procedures rather than any kind of mass production company. 

As such, we cannot trace the creator of the forged letter, though we can all rest assured it was the act of a lone wolf rather than some type of forgery cartel.

Lacey didn’t know what to make of this further information. She pictured a jolly old man merrily pursuing his paper-making hobby using the old ancient Chinese methods, entirely oblivious that his paper would go on to be instrumental in a murder. Or, maybe instead of a jolly old man, it was a Bond villain type, creating his own paper to ensure he couldn’t be traced, then profiting from the forgeries he created. Lacey’s mind went into overdrive as she began to imagine different scenarios.

She put the fax down and turned back to the screen. The website her father had found was for a UK chemical company. At the top of the page, they claimed: Your number one source for alkyl ketene dimer and alkenyl succinic anhydride, and the United Kingdom’s only produce of lime!

Lacey gasped. Lime? These were the only people who made lime? But that meant… if she found who they’d sold the lime to, could it lead her right to the forger? And if she found the forger, would that bring her one step closer to finding the killer? 

Excitement jumped in her chest. 

Her dad had done some keen work, finding a solid lead for her to pursue. And the only reason he’d stopped short of finding the actual solution was because he’d come to the police station… for her. 

Lacey suddenly wanted to call her father, to put things right. But before fixing her broken family, she had to solve the investigation and clear her name. So with a sense of resolve, Lacey buckled down, more determined than ever to finish what her father had started.

She quickly found the telephone number on the chemical company’s website and called. As she listened to the dial tone, she realized she’d have to come up with some kind of cover story. The company wouldn’t break customer confidentiality for no reason.

A man answered. “Hello? Can I help you?”

Lacey quickly thought on her feet. “This is Detective Lewis of the Wilfordshire police,” she said, channeling her best Beth impression. “I’m currently looking into a case that I believe you may be able to help me with.”

“Oh?” he replied with an air of curiosity.

“I’m wondering if you could provide me with a list of customers who purchased lime from you.”

“How far back are we looking?” the man said.

“Well, the time frame is from the 1980s onward.”

On the other end of the line, there was silence. Then the man spoke, his tone now reticent. “That’s quite a big window. We’re talking about thousands of people.”

“The lime was used specifically to make paper,” Lacey explained. “Handmade paper rather than machine made.” She double checked the report. “AKD was also detected. Does that help narrow it down?”

“Actually… yes,” he said. “We switched from using AKD to ASA way back in the eighties. The blend was cheaper to make. If that paper had AKD and lime present, and was made by an individual rather than a company, that probably narrows it down significantly.”

He sounded enthused now, and through the earpiece, Lacey could hear the sound of keyboard keys being eagerly typed. She felt hopeful that this may well be the lead she needed to crack the case wide open.

“Detective Lewis?” he said, sounding excited as he resumed the call. “I’ve got three individuals for you who bought those chemicals for paper-making processes in 1980.” 

“Hit me,” Lacey said, grabbing a pen.

“The first is Garth McLow. He got his shipments sent to the Outer Hebrides.”

“Scotland?” Lacey asked, her pen hovering above the page where she’d just written the name.

“That’s right.”

Lacey put an X next to the name. She felt sure the forger was a local, like Ronan and his father. It didn’t make sense to her for the letter to have traveled thousands of miles to reach its destination. 

“Who’s next?”

“A French woman called Marcine Pierre, who was starting recycled paper. It folded in the eighties.”

“Okay…” Lacey said, unconvinced as she jotted the name down.

“And the final one,” the man on the phone said, “was Brett Meegan. A calligrapher from a small town just outside of Exeter.”

“Exeter!” Lacey cried, as the lightbulb went off over Lacey’s head. A calligrapher? From a nearby town? That was too much of a coincidence! In Lacey’s experience, coincidences didn’t really exist. This was it. This was the clue she’d been looking for.

But her stomach began to churn. She’d just promised Beth she wouldn’t leave… But what else could she do? She had to pursue this.

“Do you happen to have a full address for him?” she said into the phone, feeling a mixture of excitement and apprehension fizz through her. 

“I do,” the man said, relaying it as Lacey jotted it into her notebook. “I hope it helps with your investigation.”

“Oh, it will,” Lacey said, gazing at the address like she’d just been given the location of the holy grail. “It most certainly will.” 




 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

 

 

Lacey peered through her car’s windshield at the quaint-looking countryside cottage; the address of Brett Meegan, her suspected forger.

She’d wasted no time pursuing the lead. With the rest of her life in such a mess anyway, why not throw herself into something else? It wasn’t like she had Tom to cuddle up to on the couch, or Frank to chat with over dinner. And she certainly didn’t need Gina yammering on about wedding arches. This was definitely the best place for her, here, investigating a murder she’d promised the cops she’d stop investigating barely a few hours earlier… 

“What do you think, Chester?” she asked. “Is this our forger? Our killer?”

From the passenger seat beside her, Chester barked.

“Good point,” Lacey said, killing the ignition. “There’s only one way to find out.”

She exited the vehicle, and Chester hopped out onto the sidewalk beside her. It was very quiet out here in the countryside thirty minutes from Wilfordshire. Just the sound of nocturnal wildlife shuffling through the hedgerows, and the swishing sound of the wind going through the branches. Lacey shuddered, feeling anxious and very alone.

Chester nudged his nose into her palm, and Lacey relaxed a little knowing she had her trusty companion for support. And so, with Chester at her side, she went up the garden path and knocked on the wooden door.

A moment later, the door was opened, and an older man stood before her. He had a shock white fluffy hair and a matching beard, giving him a sort of Father Christmas appearance. He was wearing brown corduroy trousers and a beige button-down shirt, and peered down through his silver-framed spectacles at Lacey. 

“Can I help you?” he asked, his bushy white eyebrows drawing together into a frown. 

“Are you Brett Meegan?” Lacey asked. 

“I am. Who are you?”

Who she was, was irrelevant at this moment in time. All Lacey needed to know was if she’d found the person who’d forged the letter. There was no point beating about the bush, as far as Lacey was concerned. Her life was in shambles, and the investigation was a big reason why—all because this man might have forged a letter. So she may as well just come out and say it. 

“About fifteen years ago, did you forge a letter from Queen Victoria?” she asked boldly. 

The man’s eyebrows flew up to the rim of his spectacles. He looked so astonished that he didn’t even need to speak for Lacey to get her answer. She could read it all over his face. 

“I—” he stammered.

“You did,” Lacey pressed. “I can see it in your eyes.”

Brett began nervously wringing his hands in front of him, and peered out the door past Lacey. “Who are you? Are you a cop?”

Lacey shook her head. “Lucky for you, no. I’m the auctioneer who got duped into selling your fake letter.” She put her hands on her hips. “I think you’ve got some explaining to do, Mr. Meegan.”

The forger blinked at her with watery-gray eyes, as if unable to let the shocking information that his ruse was up sink in. Then he leaned out the door, looking left and right once more, before finally pulling it wide open.

“You’d better come in,” he said.

Bingo! Lacey thought.

As she stepped inside after him, she slid her cell phone from her pocket and quickly typed a message to Beth Lewis. She had a sneaking suspicion the detective would be interested in the man she’d tracked down. 

She followed Brett into his living room. It was modestly decorated; a couple of couches, a glass coffee table, a TV, and an electric fireplace. A cuckoo clock ticked on the wall, providing a soft background noise. 

“Take a seat,” Brett said. 

Lacey did. Chester sat protectively at her legs, straight-backed and alert. 

“So,” Brett continued, as he took the seat opposite her, his knees creaking as he did. “You seem to think you’ve found one of my letters?”

“I’m most certain I have,” Lacey replied. “I tracked you down by the chemical composition of the paper. Is paper-making a hobby of yours?”

“Yes. And calligraphy is my profession.”

Lacey nodded. “And creating forgeries…? What’s that for? Fun?”

“Practice,” the man replied.

Lacey narrowed her eyes, not buying it for a second. “You’ve heard the news, I assume. That your fake letter has been implicated in the murder of a man?”

Brett’s face paled. “What?” he cried.

There was something very genuine about his reaction. Could it be that he actually had no idea what had happened, or that his forgery had played a role in the murder of a man?

“I sold your fake letter at auction,” she explained. “Thinking it was real. The man who’d hired me to sell it for him was murdered the very same night, presumably for the two million pounds he’d just earned from the sale.”

Brett Meegan shook his head. He looked astonished. Shocked. And genuinely saddened. He began wringing his hands nervously in his lap.

“It’s been in the news for days,” Lacey added, still not understanding how something of this magnitude could have passed him by.

“I don’t follow the news,” he muttered, sounding shell-shocked. “I had no idea.”

Lacey frowned. If the forger had nothing to do with any of this, beyond writing the letter itself, then maybe he wasn’t the holy grail after all. But it didn’t make sense to her. Why go to all that effort to create the letter in the first place if not to one day profit from it?

“Why did you do it?” Lacey asked. “Why did you forge the letter in the first place?” 

“I already told you,” he said, standing from his seat and going over to the shelves, whereby he retrieved a leather-bound book and held it out to Lacey. “It was writing practice.”

Frowning with curiosity, Lacey flicked open the front cover of the book and saw a beautifully written poem. The next page showed a different handwriting sample like that found in old Bibles.

“I replicated the handwriting of famous people from history to practice,” Brett continued. “I’d copy letters until they were indistinguishable. There are dozens of them. Hundreds.”

Lacey flicked to the next page. There was a section of text from a Shakespeare play, written in the same distinctive style as Shakespeare himself. The work was impressive; Brett’s abilities were far-reaching. He must’ve been a very sought after calligrapher. 

But still, Lacey couldn’t help but feel skeptical. If it was all just writing practice, then how had his letter ended up in the public realm? How had Ronan—or more specifically, his father—gotten ahold of it? And how had the world-revered appraisers at Westminster Auction House deemed it to be genuine?

“Do you really expect me to believe you never sold a letter?” Lacey pressed. “That with your amazing ability to forge letters that were so good they could fool an actual appraiser, you never once decided to try and make a bit of extra cash by selling one?”

“No!” he exclaimed. “ I never sold one! Never even tried! They’re all here. In my portfolio.” He leaned forward and tapped the leather book in her lap. “Every single one.”

“Except, evidently not every single one,” Lacey countered. “Because your Queen Victoria one came to be in the public realm.”

Brett shook his head. “I don’t know how that happened!”

“How am I supposed to believe you?” Lacey challenged. “Somehow, one of your letters ended up in the possession of Ronan Pike. He had it appraised and it was deemed genuine, and he had every reason to believe it to be true, because he’s an ancestor of Charles Dickens’ assistant.”

Suddenly, Brett’s mouth dropped open. His face paled. “Oh. Oh my…”

Lacey regarded him curiously. Clearly, something she’d just said had struck a chord. “What is it?”

“I think… I know what happened,” Brett murmured. 

“Go on,” Lacey pressed.

He gestured for the leather calligraphy book and Lacey handed it to him. He flicked through the pages of samples, then stopped at a blank page. “That… that… that bloody bastard!” 

Lacey’s eyebrows rose. 

Brett’s head darted up, a frown now on his face. “He stole it from me. Scott Pike.”

“He died recently,” Lacey explained. “Ronan found the letter amongst his possessions.” 

Brett shook his head. “It makes sense now. We knew one another in the past, Scott and I. Chalk and cheese, really. He was a bit of a bad boy rebel type, and I was the nerdy sidekick. He was supportive though, when I said I wanted to pursue calligraphy as a career. So supportive, in fact, he gifted me this…” 

He stood from the couch and went over to the bookshelf again. This time he got down a large, glossy hardback book and handed the heavy thing to Lacey. 

Lacey glanced at the title on the cover: The Complete Correspondences of Her Majesty Queen Victoria: A Visual Anthology. 

She gasped. “Wait. What?”

“Look inside.”

Lacey opened the book. There, on the inner cover, was a message. 

Brett, my old mate. Thought this might come in handy! All the best. Scott.

Her eyes darted up and fixed on the man’s eyes as he began to speak. 

“Scott was the one who suggested I use famous people’s handwriting to practice and hone my skills. That’s one of the first books I used to practice her writing. Now I’m left wondering if he was tricking me all along.”

Lacey thought back to her conversation with Callum Pike, about his father being a trickster. “Do you think he was trying to dupe you? To get you to forge a letter that he could then steal and profit from?”

“We were friends,” Brett said in a small, sad voice. “At least I thought we were. I was there for Callum’s and Ronan’s baptisms. We fell out of contact over the years but I never once suspected it was because he’d stolen from me. I suppose you never really know a person.”

He sounded so sad, and Lacey’s heart ached for him. His friend had scammed him all those years ago. There was one saving grace, though. 

“Scott never went through with his plan,” she said, softly. “Ronan found the letter among his things after he passed away. I think Scott got cold feet. That must count for something?” 

“A small mercy,” Brett said, sadly. 

“I’m so sorry,” Lacey added. “For barging in here with such bad news. This must be a real shock to you.”

“It is,” Brett said, nodding. “If I had any idea I’d get caught up in something like this, I would never have even started.”

 Just then, there came a knock at the door. Brett stood. 

“Excuse me,” he mumbled, as he left the room. 

Lacey felt awful for having come here with this terrible, shocking news. But the moment she heard the voice coming down the hallway, she felt even worse.

“Brett Meegan, this is the police. You’re under arrest.”




 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

 

 

Lacey leapt up from the couch, suddenly remembering the heads-up text she’d sent to Beth Lewis as she’d entered Brett’s residence. She’d been so certain the forger would have something to do with the killing but now she was sure she’d made a mistake, and that there was a whole lot more to the story than she’d ever anticipated. 

Lacey deliberated her options. If she exposed her presence to the cops, they’d certainly arrest her for leaving town. They’d made it very clear there was no leeway, and that by breaking their rules a second time she’d land herself in jail. But she couldn’t just let Scott take the fall for her mistake. She was the one responsible for asking the cops here in the first place. She couldn’t just sit by and save her own skin over someone else. She had to make it right. 

She jumped up from the couch and hurried out into the corridor, Chester on her heels.

“What—what are you arresting me for?” she heard Brett stammer as she hurried down the hallway toward the voices.

“The murder of Ronan Pike,” came DCI Lewis’s response. “You do not need to say anything now but anything you do say may be used against you in the court of law.”

“Wait!” Lacey cried, skidding to a halt. “Stop! It wasn’t him! You’ve got the wrong man!”

From the open doorway, the two detectives caught sight of her coming down the corridor toward them. They both frowned—Superintendent Turner with shock and displeasure, DCI Lewis with frustration. She’d agreed to this whole plan, after all, and by exposing herself, Lacey may well have landed her in hot water.

“Lacey?” Superintendent Turner barked. “What the hell are you doing here?”

“I came to speak to Brett,” she explained. “I thought he might’ve been the killer. But he’s not. He didn’t commit a crime, because he never claimed the forgeries were real. Scott Pike stole the letter off him. It looks as though he set the whole thing up!”

“Why don’t you let us determine our own conclusions?” Superintendent Turner said. 

And with that, he cuffed the poor bemused-looking Brett Meegan. 

“And get back to Wilfordshire, now!” he barked. “Or I’ll arrest you too!”

Lacey watched, helplessly, as Brett was guided to the police car. She’d made a terrible mistake. 

Lacey felt terrible on her drive back to town. There was nowhere left to go with her investigation, even if she was to keep digging, and she’d landed an innocent man in jail. Added to that, she’d blown things with her dad and would likely never see him again. And that wasn’t even to mention Tom, backing away from her like that! 

As she drove through the dark cliffsides on the outskirts of Wilfordshire, her attention was drawn to the bright lights of the Lodge, nestled in the blackness of the hills. It looked so warm and inviting.

“I guess if there’s nothing I can do investigation wise,” Lacey said to Chester, “I might as well relax. Let’s go and see if Gina wants a night on the tiles.”

She drove up the cliffs, passing Crag Cottage, noticing her father’s cattle car was no longer there. As she suspected. There was no way he’d choose to hang around now. He was gone, and probably this time for good. 

She stopped outside Gina’s cottage and tooted the horn. 

Her friend appeared from the garden, watering can in hand. Despite her unhappiness, Lacey was able to rouse a smile. Gina always liked to garden by the moonlight. 

Her friend headed to the car and poked her head in through the window. “How did it go?” 

“Terribly,” Lacey said. “I found the forger and led the police right to him. Only, I think he’s actually just another victim in all this.”

“Why? What happened?”

“I’ll explain on the way.”

“On the way where?” Gina asked. 

“The Lodge,” Lacey replied. “I think we’re well overdue some wind-down time, don’t you?” 

Gina flung her watering can to the ground. “I don’t need asking twice!”

She hopped into the passenger seat, scooting Chester out of the way. With a grumble, he got into the back. 

“So?” Gina asked, as Lacey backed out of her driveway. “What happened with the forger?”

Lacey recounted all she’d learned about Brett Meegan and his accidental forgery hobby. 

“I think Ronan’s father tricked him into writing the letters, specifically so he could steal one and sell it as the real thing. Maybe he was waiting for him to write out the one to Charles Dickens, knowing his ancestral connection would give it an air of legitimacy.”

“But he died before he sold it?”

“I guess so. Maybe it wasn’t as easy to get it authenticated as he thought it would be. Or maybe he decided not to scam his best friend after all.”

“But if it wasn’t the forger, then who was it?”

“I’ve no idea.”

 Lacey turned into the parking lot of the Lodge. As her eyes scanned the lot for a parking space, her mouth dropped open with astonishment. Because there, parked haphazardly through two spots, was none other than her father’s cattle van.

“Is that—” Gina began. 

“—Dad’s!” Lacey cried. 

She’d been so certain he’d left Wilfordshire for good, yet here he was. Her heart leapt with hope. He must’ve decided to check in at the inn so they could have a bit of space.

She parked quickly, eager to find him. “Come on, Gina, let’s get inside.”

They hurried up the steps and in through the foyer. Lacey waved at Lucia on the front desk, then hurried into the Drawing Room, where the bar was. 

And there he was.

Frank. Her father. Sitting on the green leather couches beside the fireplace, with a pint of ale on the coffee table in front of him. 

That’s when Lacey realized he was not alone. Sitting on the couch opposite him, chatting away and chuckling, was none other than Tom!




 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

 

 

At the sight of her father and Tom cordially sharing a pint together, Lacey’s mouth dropped open. 

“Well, would you look at that…” Gina murmured from beside her. 

Chester sprang into action, running at the two men he adored and barking happily. They both looked shocked to see him. 

“Chester?” Frank cried, in a slightly tipsy-sounding voice. “What are you doing here?”

Tom, evidently managing to put two and two together that if Chester was here then Lacey herself must be, too, glanced over toward the door. His gaze settled on her, and his pale green eyes sparkled with love. “It’s La—Lacey!” he exclaimed, hiccupping mid-sentence. 

Frank looked over too. “And my old mate Gina!” he added. He waved enthusiastically.

Lacey and Gina exchanged a look of confusion, then approached the red leather couch where the two tipsy men sat.

“Dad?” Lacey asked. “Tom? What’s going on?”

“Tom called me earlier,” Frank explained in a wobbly, slurry voice. “He told me about how upset you were after our disagreement outside the station. I’m so sorry, darling. I had no idea I’d made you feel so bad, and walking away like that was particularly insensitive given my past behavior.”

Lacey felt her eyebrows rising slowly up her forehead. That was a startlingly good observation, and all the more surprising coming from a man who’d not only seemed oblivious to any of the social cues she’d been giving out during his stay with her, but who was also, by the looks of things, quite, quite drunk.

“That’s, er, all right, I guess…” Lacey stammered. She didn’t really know what to say or how to feel about this strange new development in her father and fiancé’s formally frosty relationship. “But why are you here?” she queried, looking at Tom. “Together?”

“I invited Frank here to talk things through,” Tom explained with a hiccup. “You were so upset earlier, I just couldn’t stand by idly like that while you suffered. I figured I had a shot at talking to Frank man to man, so found the guts and did it.”

Lacey frowned. “You mean when you left me outside the station, it was to do this?”

“Exactly,” Tom said. 

“And you couldn’t have told me that was what you were doing in the first place?” Lacey cried, recalling, viscerally, how painfully offended she’d felt when Tom had rushed out on her earlier during her agonized moment of woe. But all along, this was what he’d left her to do—to try and patch things up with her father so he wouldn’t walk out on her again?

“I didn’t want to give you more things to worry about,” Tom added. “If you’d known I was planning on going after your dad and convincing him not to leave, I don’t think you’d have been best pleased with me.”

Well, he had her there.

Lacey hesitated, looking from one man to the next.

“So?” she prompted, finally. “Did it work?” She addressed her next question to her father. “Are you staying?”

“Oh yes,” Frank said, raising his pint glass into the air. “We’re firm friends now, aren’t we, Tom?”

Tom brought his own glass up to Frank’s and clinked it. “Friends!”

Lacey’s head spun. Talk about a turn-around.

“Budge up then!” Gina cried suddenly, plonking herself down on the couch and promptly helping herself to Frank’s ale. “I love this stuff.”

Still bemused, Lacey cautiously lowered herself down beside Tom. He gave her a wobbly smile, looking dopey from his long evening drinking ale. 

“As pleased as I am to see you two getting along,” she said to him in a cautious voice, “I can’t help but wonder how? You two have been frosty to each other since the second you first met.”

“I was being too quick to judge,” Frank called across the table. 

“And so was I,” Tom added. “It turns out we have a lot in common.” 

“Both divorced,” Frank offered.

“Both business owners,” Tom added.

“We both love Wilfordshire.”

“And we both love you, Lacey,” Tom said. “We have you in common. That, more than anything, is a reason to stop being harsh on one another.”

Lacey sat there, blinking with bewilderment. She was completely stunned. She may not have solved the case, but at least her personal life was no longer in tatters.

Gina, who had drained the rest of Frank’s pint before sneaking Tom’s out from under his nose and draining that too, clapped loudly. “Well, isn’t this just marvelous!” she exclaimed. “I’ll get in the next round, shall I?”

“Hurray!” Frank exclaimed. 

“Ales all round!” Tom bellowed.

Lacey simply shrugged. “I guess,” she said. 

Gina looked straight at Tom. “Come and help me at the bar, you. My days of being able to balance four pints at once are behind me.”

Tom chuckled and stood. He’d probably failed to get Gina’s hint, but Lacey hadn’t; Gina was leaving Lacey and her dad alone to give them space to talk things through.

With a swirl of anxiety in her stomach, Lacey looked across the table at her father, a man who, just hours earlier, she’d been worried she may never see again.

“I’m so sorry about what I said earlier—” she began, only for Frank himself to overlay her apology with his own, “I should never have walked away like that—”

They both stopped, and fell into an awkward silence.

“You don’t need to apologize to me,” Frank told her. “Everything you said is true. I am choosing to be a father when it’s convenient to me. And that’s not fair on you.”

“Yes…” Lacey admitted. “I meant what I said, but not the manner in which I said it.”

Frank nodded slowly. “I understand. I have a lot of explaining to do before you can trust me again, huh?”

Lacey gave him a sad smile, and nodded. “Yes.”

He reached across the table and patted her hand. “Then we’ll talk. Whenever you’re ready.”

“Thank you,” Lacey replied, feeling relieved and loved. Her father had said exactly what she needed to hear after everything that had happened. 

Just then, Gina and Tom returned, chatting loudly and merrily as they carried a pint of ale in each hand. Gina passed one to Lacey, then took a seat on the opposite red leather couch beside Frank. Tom handed his spare ale to his now-best-buddy Frank and took the spot beside Lacey, slinging a sloppy arm around her shoulder. Chester, meanwhile, slumbered contentedly on the rug at their feet.

As those around her settled in for a drink, Lacey tried to relax. But there was too much going on in her mind. Brett Meegan had been arrested because of her tipoff to Beth Lewis, but Lacey was now certain he was an innocent party in all this. Which meant somewhere out there, the real killer of Ronan Pike was still at large.

With her thoughts churning around her mind, Lacey barely heard the conversation around her. The tangy, hoppy bitterness of her sip of ale on her tastebuds barely registered.

Just then, Lacey’s attention was caught by the television mounted in the corner of the room. It usually showed whatever soccer game was on, but since it was currently the evening, it was tuned to the local news. There, caught in the light bulb flashes of the local media and paparazzi, was a startled-looking Brett Meegan. 

Lacey grimaced as she watched the images on the TV. Bright red ticker tape appeared, scrolling across the bottom of the screen with the presumptive proclamation: murderer caught. 

Lacey shook her head. It was all a mistake. A mistake she’d instigated, yes, but now that the cops were doubling down and the media were involved, it was even worse. Not only would there be a lot of red faces in the police and media once it became clear they’d jumped the gun on this one, but the TV report was a huge green light to the real killer. As far as the real murderer was concerned, he’d just gotten away with his dastardly deed!

Just then, Lacey realized she wasn’t the only person staring up, mouth agape, at the TV screen. Of all the patrons in the Drawing Room, there was one other distracted by the television, a blond man at the corner table wearing sunglasses. 

A memory sparked in Lacey’s mind. A blond man with sunglasses matched the description of John Smith, the man who’d been kicked out of Carol’s to make way for Lord Fairfax. She hadn’t put two and two together when Carol had spoken of him before—too distracted by her horrible sneering, probably—but the man had, indeed, attended her auction. He was one of the non-aristocratic auction attendees, who’d lingered at the back of the hall and hadn’t, now she thought it over, actually put in a bid. Yet he’d stayed for the duration, unlike Clare Peterson from the Charles Dickens museum, who’d left as soon as she was out of the running—left not only the auction, but the whole town. Yet this man, John Smith, hadn’t only stuck around for the entire proceedings of the auction, but he’d stuck around in Wilfordshire beyond it. He’d been here the whole time.

Warning bells started going off in Lacey’s mind. She felt her heartbeat begin to increase. She didn’t know what it all meant, but something here was definitely fishy.

“Lacey!” Gina suddenly exclaimed, waving across the table at her friend. “You’re miles away! You haven’t even touched your ale!”

“Shush,” Lacey said, batting her away with her hands, never taking her eyes off John Smith for one second. 

She watched him drain his glass of ale and thunk it onto the table. The gesture looked to Lacey as almost … triumphant? Then he stood, picked up the hold-all that had been on the seat beside him, and strolled confidently toward the exit.

Lacey watched him as he came closer, assessing him, evaluating him. There was something strangely familiar about him, beyond her having seen him at the auction.

And as he got ever closer, Lacey spotted something extremely unusual about his appearance. His fluffy blond hair was in fact a wig—she could clearly see the lace front. And the rock star swagger she’d been expecting from Carol’s description of him was entirely absent. No leather jacket or cool hipster clothes. Beyond wearing sunglasses inside, there was nothing even remotely “rock star” about him. He appeared to be more of a beach bum, in a Hawaiian shirt. Carol’s original description had been off.

As the peculiar John Smith swished out the exit past Lacey, her mind raced a mile a minute. The man had clearly gone to great lengths to hide his identity, but why? Who went incognito to an auction? And the name? John Smith? It was the most obvious fake name ever!

Suddenly, Lacey remembered Carol’s words from back at her B&B. “How do you know the killer attended your auction? Wouldn’t it be brazen to show your face like that?”

Well—what if the killer had hidden his identity all along?! 

Lacey flew to her feet. 

“Lacey?” Frank, Gina, and Tom exclaimed in unison, all looking surprised by her sudden spring up to her feet. Chester, meanwhile, shot to all fours too, ready to follow Lacey wherever she went. 

“Excuse me for a second,” she said rapidly to the expectant faces peering up at her.

She hurried to the doorway of the Drawing Room and gazed out into the now empty corridor. The strange man who had just become her prime suspect was nowhere to be seen. 

She raced to the counter, Chester trotting along beside her. 

“Lucia,” she said, speaking rapidly. “Where did that man go?”

“What man?” Lucia asked, looking taken aback by Lacey’s demeanor. 

“Blond hair,” Lacey said, craning her head over her shoulders as she spoke. “Sunglasses.”

“He just checked out,” Lucia said. 

Lacey didn’t waste another second. She ran straight for the foyer doors, with Chester bolting along with her. 

As she hurried onto the foyer steps, she saw the man was already past the fountain and making a rapid beeline for the exit. 

“John!” she cried. “John Smith!”

He did not turn.

Suddenly, Lacey realized why he looked familiar. If he’d had dark hair rather than blond, and no sunglasses on, he would’ve looked remarkably like… the picture of Harold Watson from the Westminster Auction House website.

She froze on the top step, shocked. “Harold? Harold Watson?”

This time, the man instinctively turned.

Busted! Lacey thought.

With Harold Watson’s name still echoing around the foyer, everything fell into place in Lacey’s mind. The appraiser from the Westminster Auction House, the very man who’d told Ronan Pike that his forged letter was genuine in the first place, had killed him. Why, Lacey couldn’t be sure. But what she was certain about was the who. Harold Watson was Ronan Pike’s killer. All along he’d been here, right under her nose. How had she let him slip through the cracks?

It came back to her then—the mind-mapping session she’d made with Frank, Gina, and Tom at the table of Crag Cottage. They’d discussed Harold then. She’d even called the Westminster Auction House, only to be told by Antoinette the receptionist that he was on leave, and wouldn’t be back for a few more days. 

He was on leave to Wilfordshire! Lacey thought, suddenly.

While she’d been on a wild goose chase, he’d been right here under her nose. And he’d almost gotten away with it, what with Brett Meegan the calligrapher currently misidentified as the killer. Well, she wasn’t about to let him slip from her grasp.

From the other end of the foyer, Harold locked eyes with Lacey. Something flashed behind them. Recognition that she was the auctioneer he had ripped off? Suspicion that she might be on to him? Fear that his ruse was up? Whether he knew who she was specifically or not, the flicker in his eyes told Lacey he knew she was on his tail. Without missing another beat, he pelted for the exit and disappeared out into the dark night.




 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY SIX

 

 

“Chester!” Lacey cried. “Get the others! I’m going after him!”

As Chester scurried back into the corridor barking feverishly, Lacey hurried down the stone steps, past the water fountain, and out the automatic glass doors onto the steps of the Lodge. A bracing chill hit her, and her gaze darted across the parking lot as she searched for the fugitive. She spotted Harold already halfway across the parking lot, hurrying toward an awaiting taxi cab.

“Stop!” Lacey cried, her words turning to mist in the chilly air. “Stop! That man is a criminal!”

She raced down the stone steps, two at a time, hollering and waving her arms frantically over her head as she went. But it was useless. Harold leapt into the back seat of the taxi, slamming the door behind him, and the taxi took off with a rev, belching exhaust fumes into the darkness behind it. “NO!” Lacey cried, slowing to a halt and watching helplessly as the taxi gunned out of the parking lot, kicking up gravel from its back tires. Either the taxi driver hadn’t seen her, or he was choosing to ignore her on the command of his customer.

Just then, she heard Chester barking. She turned to see him come running out of the Lodge and beelining for her Volvo, which was parked alongside Frank’s oversized cattle van. Lacey was hit by sudden inspiration. 

“I can chase him!” she exclaimed.

She raced back across the dark lot toward her car, reaching it at the same time as Chester, who continued barking incessantly as she pulled her keys from her pocket and jammed them in the lock. As she heaved open the door, she turned to see where the others were, only to see Tom, Gina, and Frank come stumbling tipsily through the automatic glass doors of the Lodge, their silhouettes backlit by the bright glowing lights of the inn, and crowd messily together on the top step. None of them looked steady on their feet.

Lacey sighed. She’d wanted them in backup vehicles—thinking they might be able to block the taxi in if they caught up to it—but clearly no one but she was in a sober enough state to drive. She’d only had a sip of ale while the others had sunk several pints each. If they were coming, they’d have to come in her car…

“Lacey?” Tom cried, his wobbly voice carrying down the steps. “Where are you?”

“I’m here!” she cried, arcing her arm over her head.

“Are you leaving?” Frank asked. 

“No!” she cried. “I need to chase the killer!”

“The what?” Gina called, before turning to her drunk comrades. “Did she say she’s found the killer?”

Lacey huffed with exasperation. “Look, I’ll explain everything on the way!” she cried. “Just get in the car!”

Finally, they came staggering and stumbling down the steps.

Lacey jumped into the driver’s seat, slammed the door, and turned the key in the ignition. As the car rumbled to life, she watched the others in her rearview mirror as they hurried across the gravel lot toward her, zigzagging as they went. She grimaced. Maybe it would be better to not take any of them with her at all? She needed to catch a killer, not babysit three tipsy buffoons. But it was too late to change her mind now. They’d reached the car. The back passenger door flew open.

Gina was the first in, dive-bombing into the backseat with such ferocity the car’s suspension bounced under her weight. Tom dove in after her.

“What’s going on?” Gina asked as she attempted to compose herself, her glasses askew. 

But Lacey could still hear the edge of excitement in her voice, like this was all some kind of thrilling adventure. Not to Lacey. She was deadly serious about catching the killer.

“I know who killed Ronan,” she said rapidly, beckoning through the window to her father, the slowest of the bunch, to hurry up and get into the front passenger seat. “Dad! Come on! He’s getting away!”

Frank slid woozily into the passenger seat beside her, and slammed the door shut behind him. 

Lacey didn’t even waste a second. She slammed the car into reverse and careened backwards out of the space at speed, before slamming it into drive and racing for the exit to the main road.

“Are we having a car chase?” a tipsy Gina exclaimed in the back seat.

Tom slumped over and groaned. “This is making me feel sick.”

Lacey ignored them both. She was too busy searching left and right out the windshield for a glimpse of the taxi that was carrying a killer. It was nowhere to be seen. Which way did it go? Right, toward town and the train station? Or left, toward London, to take Harold all the way back to his auction house?

“Who are we following?” came Frank’s voice from beside her.

“A taxi,” Lacey said, gripping the steering wheel tightly as she peered over it, deliberating over which path to choose. 

“What, like that one?” Frank said, pointing to a small path heading through the hillsides. 

Lacey’s eyes widened as she spotted the two red brake lights racing at speed along one of the quieter country roads. 

“YES!” she cried, wrenching her steering wheel and heading after them.

She gunned it along the path, trying to close the gap between her and the car in front. It was taking the back route to town, along one of the loopy, bumpy old single-track paths that wove through the fields around the outskirts of Wilfordshire.

“I really feel sick!” Tom groaned from the back seat.

Up ahead, Lacey saw the taxi reach the T-junction and turn right, heading back onto the main road toward town. Lacey was in hot pursuit, barely slowing as she reached the T-junction and careened to the right after it.

“Look!” Gina cried, pointing a finger through the gap between Lacey’s headrest and Frank’s. “The traffic lights are turning!”

Hope leapt in Lacey’s chest. Up ahead, the lights were turning from amber to red, and the taxi was beginning to slow.

“This is our chance,” she said through gritted teeth. “I’m going to block it.”

Running a red light and getting a ticket was the least of her concerns right now.

But no sooner had the words left her lips than the back door of the taxi flew open and out leapt Harold Watson. He went racing on foot across the road, his blond wig flying off as he went, and disappeared into one of the narrow, shadowy, pedestrianized side streets of Wilfordshire. 

“Damn it!” Lacey cried, thumping her steering wheel with frustration. There was no way through.

Just then, the passenger door of the Volvo swung open. Lacey looked over to see her father already halfway out of the car. 

“DAD!” she cried, turning in her seat. “What are you doing?”

“I’m going after him!” Frank cried.

“Don’t be crazy!” she cried. Had he forgotten how old he was? It seemed as if a long evening of ale drinking had given him the courage of a man half his age!

Just then, the sound of a car horn blaring from behind made Lacey startle. She swirled back around to see the traffic light ahead of her had turned green, and the taxi was pulling away. The blaring horn of the car behind was added to by another that had joined the back of the queue.

Lacey looked helplessly out as Frank weaved on foot through the cars and disappeared down the same side alley as Harold. Only now, Tom was stumbling out of the vehicle, too.

“I’ll go after him,” he said with a hiccup.

“Not you too!” Lacey cried, too late. Her fiancé was already staggering off into the darkness. 

As even more car horns joined in the fray, Lacey turned to Chester. “You’re the only one I trust right now,” she told him. “Go and make sure they don’t get themselves killed.”

Chester barked, and leapt out of the car after them.

“What about me?” Gina slurred huffily from the back seat.

Lacey simply rolled her eyes, put the car in gear, and accelerated away.

She took the first right, deducting that if Harold followed the side street to the end, this was the spot he’d come out. Alternatively, if he took the path that came off it, he’d end up in the graveyard a couple blocks the other direction. But what were the chances he’d even notice the shadowy footpath? Harold was only a visitor here, and that played to Lacey’s advantage. It gave her the upper hand. This was her home turf. Plus, he was on foot and was now in a car. He was on his own, and she had backup. Even if her backup was only two drunk men and a dog… 

Lacey’s tires screeched as she careened down the street. There was no sign of Harold anywhere. Then, suddenly, Tom came charging out of the alley instead, and halted. Lacey pulled up beside him and wrenched down her window. 

“I lost them!” he cried, panting. “I think he took the footpath!”

“In which case, he’s heading for the graveyard,” Lacey shouted back. “Cover the entrance. I’ll go round the back.”

Tom nodded and headed back the way he’d come.

Lacey put the pedal to the metal and went racing along the road. In the back seat, Gina went, “Wheeee!”

“I’m glad one of us is enjoying this,” Lacey muttered, as she gunned it to the end of the road and took a right turn.

Unlike Gina, she was anxious for her father. If Frank reached Harold first, then who knew what would happen. The man was a killer, after all, clearly not the most rational of thinkers. Then there was Frank, double his age, arthritic in the knees, and absolutely steaming drunk. It was a recipe for disaster. And Lacey couldn’t risk losing him again. Not now, after fighting to have him back. Not like this.

Determined and scared, Lacey floored the gas.

“There’s Chester!” Gina cried, her face suddenly appearing in the gap right beside Lacey.

Through the windshield, Lacey spotted her trusty pooch galloping across the street and disappearing in through the gate of the graveyard. Frank and Harold must have already made it inside. She prayed she’d not be too late. 

She spotted Tom come huffing and puffing along next, heading for the entrance.

She turned, raced all the way around the side of the wrought-iron fenced graveyard, then turned again and halted by the back exit gates. If Harold was inside, there was no way out. 

“Gina!” Lacey cried as she yanked the keys out of the ignition and leapt out of the car. “Catch.”

She threw the car keys at her tipsy friend, who promptly dropped them. “What am I meant to do with these?” she asked.

“Lock up the car!” Lacey shouted over her shoulder as she hurried into the graveyard. 

Lacey was immediately plunged into darkness. There were only a few street lamps in the graveyard, and they were old, their light dim and patchy. The various tombstones looked creepy and unsettling in the darkness.

Lacey hurried to the crossroads. Up ahead she could just make out a dark figure coming her way. Her heart leapt into her throat. If it was Harold, she was the only thing standing between him and freedom. She’d have to tackle him to the ground!

She got into a fighting stance, knees bent, arms covering her chest, fists at the ready. Her heart was pounding out of her chest as the figure came ever closer. She was ready to fight tooth and nail if she had to. 

But suddenly, she realized it wasn’t Harold at all. It was Tom accelerating up toward her. Relief flooded through her. She straightened up and dropped her hands.

Tom skidded to a halt. “I lost them.”

“They’re here somewhere,” Lacey said. “I saw Chester.”

Tom looked left and right, frantically. “Where did they go?”

Just then, they heard a bark coming from the distance.

“That way!” Lacey cried, pointing left.

They took off, following the path that led into the older part of the graveyard, where ancient stone statues loomed in the darkness and tall trees cast dark, streaky shadows. A group of alternative-looking kids were lingering under the tree-lined path, and they watched with curiosity as Lacey and Tom came pelting past them.

Suddenly, Lacey heard noises up ahead. It sounded like grunting? Scuffling?

“They’re fighting!” she cried, her heart leaping as she pictured her poor father being beaten by the awful killer Harold Watson.

“Yes, I think I see them!” Tom shouted. 

And there, up ahead, illuminated by the moon through a gap in the foliage, Lacey spotted two figures grappling with one another. Her father…fighting with a killer. 

Lacey’s stomach dropped with terror. She ran as fast as she could toward them. “DAD!”

Chester was jumping up and down at the two fighting men, barking and growling. Then suddenly, Lacey saw them fall to the ground, with one man pinning the other down.

“LEAVE MY DAD ALONE!” she screeched, flying like a possessed banshee the final steps toward them.

But as she reached them she realized the man pinned down was not her father. It was Harold. 

Her father was the victor!

Lacey came staggering to a halt, blinking with astonishment at what she was witnessing; Harold, lying face down on the asphalt, writhing angrily beneath the knee of a man over double his age, pressed into his back expertly like some kind of cop. 

Frank looked up at Lacey and grinned. “Bet you didn’t expect that from your old man,” he said.




 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN

 

 

Blue flashing lights illuminated the graveyard as cop cars came screeching in and several uniformed officers jumped out. The group of teens who’d witnessed everything, and had presumably called them in, pointed out the two men at the end of the path. Harold Watson was now seated at the base of an angel sarcophagus, hands pinned behind his back by Frank, his head drooping with utter defeat onto his chest.

A couple of cops stayed back, herding the group to the sidelines, while the two others came up to Lacey and Tom. 

“We’ve had reports of a disturbance,” a male cop said. “Two men fighting. A possible dog attack.”

Lacey gestured to Chester sitting calmly at her feet. “The dog was helping take down your criminal.” 

“I’m sorry?” the cop asked. “A criminal?”

She pointed at Harold. He looked pitiful. His sunglasses had fallen in the chase. His blond wig was long gone. And without his costume, there was no denying it now. The mysterious John Smith and the appraiser Harold Watson were one and the same man.

“That’s the man who killed Ronan Pike,” Lacey said. 

The cop frowned as he looked at Frank and Harold. Then he eyed Lacey suspiciously as he clicked a button on the walkie-talkie at his shoulder. “PC Kemp requesting Superintendent Turner and DCI Lewis at the graveyard.” He let go of the button and addressed Lacey and Tom. “Can you two get back, please? Let us deal with this.”

He ushered her along with the rest of the teenage witnesses, and a gathering crowd of innocent passersby who’d entered the graveyard just as the cops did. They were all gossiping loudly, and theorizing what exactly had gone down. 

Lacey ignored them, watching on as Frank and Harold were finally separated by the cops. Frank, as the perceived aggressor, was cuffed and taken to one side for questioning. Harold meanwhile was also cuffed and left sitting on the stone base. 

The sound of a car racing toward them made Lacey turn. It was Superintendent Turner and DCI Lewis’s black Merc. It raced to the spot and halted. The two detectives leapt out and hurried over to the cops on the scene. 

As they all began conversing with one another, Lacey decided to take her chance. She slunk away from the huddle and streaked through the darkness over to Harold. 

His head darted up as she approached. “Who the hell are you?” he whined. “Why are you doing this to me?”

“You know exactly who I am, Harold,” Lacey said, glowering down at him. “I’m the auctioneer. The woman who sold the fake that you said was real. So why did you do it?”

“Why did I say the letter was real?” Harold asked, incredulous. “Because I thought it was!”

Lacey folded her arms. “I meant why did you kill Ronan Pike?”

Harold pressed his lips together and narrowed his eyes. He looked away.

“I see, so you’re still not going to admit it?” Lacey continued. “Even though you’re caught. Even though the game is up. Then how about we talk about the letter? You really expect me to believe you thought it was real? You didn’t even get it tested! Surely in your line of work you know a visual examination isn’t adequate enough to determine whether something is genuine or not? All it took was one private analysis to detect it was a fraud.” 

“Look,” Harold snapped. “I made a mistake, okay.”

Lacey shook her head. “I don’t believe you. If it was a mistake, then why did you undervalue it and offer to buy it from Ronan on the spot in the first place? Because you wanted a quick sale with no fanfare. Because you knew you could find a naive buyer among your mom and dad’s circle of aristocrats, one who wouldn’t even think to get it analyzed, and you’d get away with it. If it passed the visual inspection and you sold it on quickly enough, no one would ever be the wiser.”

“That’s not true!” Harold cried.

“Then why did you come to the auction in disguise?” Lacey continued, turning up the pressure. “You were tracking Ronan, weren’t you? You’d wanted to sell that letter yourself but when he chose someone else to do it instead, you followed him. Why? Because you knew he’d soon be a very wealthy man. Did you kill him for the money?” Then she shook her head, because there was no evidence to say Ronan’s bank account had been drained. “Or… spite? Because he took his custom elsewhere?”

“It wasn’t like that at all!” Harold cried. “I killed him by accident!”

His words echoed around the graveyard. A stunned silence fell. All eyes turned toward Lacey and Harold.

At first, Superintendent Turner looked furious that Lacey had broken away from the crowd and was now interrogating his suspect. But that look quickly went away as he strode over, beige trench coat flowing out behind him, and muttered out the corner of his mouth, “Keep him talking.”

Lacey didn’t need asking twice. The superintendent was giving her the green light to keep interrogating the suspect on his behalf, and that was like a huge seal of approval. She carried on. 

“So the killing was an accident, was it? And authenticating the letter was a mistake? You have pretty bad luck, by the sounds of things. No wonder you carry a disguise around with you. Too embarrassed to show your face.”

Harold did, indeed, begin to blush. Lacey realized she had perhaps gotten even closer to the truth than she’d expected from her goading. She’d merely wanted to get Harold riled up enough to prompt another outburst. But this was better.

“I’m right, aren’t I?” she continued. “You were embarrassed by your mistake. But how did you make such a rookie mistake in the first place, I wonder?” Then she remembered what she’d seen on the Westminster Auction House website. Harold Watson was the son of the owners. He hadn’t gotten the job because he deserved it, he’d been shoehorned in. Now it all made sense. He’d made a rookie mistake authenticating the letter… because he was a rookie. A novice. 

“It was your first!” Lacey cried, astonished.

Harold’s cheeks went red with shame. It told her everything she needed to know. 

“It was your first ever appraisal and you screwed it up,” Lacey continued. “ The wig… the fake name…You only came to the auction to see if you could get away with it. To make sure your error went unnoticed.”

Harold squirmed. “It wasn’t quite like that,” he mumbled.

“Then how was it?” Superintendent Turner interjected. “Now’s your chance to get the record straight.”

Harold’s eyes darted from the detective to Lacey. Then finally, he let out a defeated sigh. 

“It was my first appraisal of anything of any worth,” he said. “I was excited. I wanted to see it sell, so I took leave and came here. I told the company I was going on holiday.”

“And the disguise?” Lacey prompted.

“I didn’t want anyone to recognize me and get it back to my family. Half the attendees have known me since I was a baby.”

Lacey recalled her telephone conversation with Antoinette. She’d thought it had been too convenient that Harold was out of the office when she needed to speak to him. But now she understood what was really going on. Antoinette hadn’t been covering for Harold at all, Harold had lied about his whereabouts to everyone.

“Everyone thinks I’m not suited for this line of work,” Harold continued woefully. “They tease me. That I only got the job because of my mum and dad. And they’re right. So this was meant to be my triumph. My moment. And I was about to go home and rub it in all their faces when I got a call from Lord Fairfax’s private authenticator…”

“You learned you’d made a mistake,” Lacey said.

Harold nodded. “I knew if anyone found out I was the one to authenticate the letter, my career would be ruined for sure. So… I went to see Ronan.”

Lacey felt a crackle of anticipation race through her nerves. Here she was, after all this time, standing on the precipice of an answer. 

Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted Superintendent Turner turn to look at her. The anticipation was practically radiating from him.

Harold continued. “I begged Ronan not to share my original authentication letter with anyone, to tear it up or burn it. But he absolutely refused.”

“That letter was the only defense Ronan had against the fraud accusations,” Lacey said. “Without it, there was no evidence to prove his innocence. So what on earth made you think he’d throw himself on his sword for you?”

“I don’t know,” Harold whined. “I just had to try.”

Lacey shook her head. He was so typically entitled. His mum and dad had probably helped him out of every problem he’d ever faced, and so he just assumed Ronan would bend over backwards for him too!

“After Ronan said no,” Superintendent Turner said, “what happened next?” 

“That’s when things got heated,” Harold said. He dropped his gaze to his feet, in the classic sign of guilt. “He was furious at me for making the mistake in the first place. He thought he was rich, but then he was going to have to give back all that money. He was livid. He accused me of ruining his life. He advanced on me. I thought he was going to attack me.” He started shaking as he recounted the events of that dreadful night. His gaze snapped up, and he glanced from Lacey to Superintendent Turner and back again with a terrified, rabbit-in-the-headlamps look. “I honestly thought he was going to kill me. I grabbed the nearest thing I could use as a weapon to defend myself. The fountain pen.”

It took all of Lacey’s resolve not to react. But internally, she knew Harold had just sealed his own fate. Only the killer would know the detail about the fountain pen. 

“Of course, he laughed in my face when I waved it at him,” Harold continued. 

“Then what happened,” Superintendent Turner urged.

Even though Lacey was absolutely certain, he clearly wanted to hear Harold actually admit to the fatal moment before determining the case closed.

“He came at me,” Harold said, looking out in the distance as he relieved his trauma. “I was holding the pen like his.” He brought his hands up to his chest, miming holding the pen clutched in both hands. He visibly began to shake again. “And I just jabbed forward, once, into his stomach.”

Lacey shivered.

“I didn’t think it would kill him. I didn’t even think it would hurt him that much! It was a bloody fountain pen! All I wanted to do was cause him some pain so he’d back off. And he did. He staggered back and I ran.”

“Where did you go?” Superintendent Turner asked. 

“Back to my hotel room. I stayed awake all night, worrying the cops would come and arrest me for assault. But then in the morning, I heard he was dead. But I didn’t think I’d killed him! I mean, I’d barely touched him!”

“What did you think had happened?” Superintendent Turner asked. “How did you think he’d died?”

“I thought maybe he’d had a heart attack,” Harold explained with a shrug. “That all that stress and rage had triggered it.”

“Yet you stuck around in Wilfordshire,” Lacey said, narrowing her eyes. “Why do that, if you weren’t at least slightly concerned you might’ve had a hand in his death?”

“The news started saying it was a murder,” Harold said. “I suppose I started worrying then. I was driving myself crazy, going back and forth, thinking I must be a killer, then convincing myself there was absolutely no way it was me. When I saw the news report earlier, that someone else had been arrested for his murder, I was elated. It wasn’t me! Someone else must have gone to the cottage after our fight and killed him.” He shook his head sadly. “I was so desperate to believe it. Just like I was desperate to believe the letter was real.”

In a strange way, Lacey understood where Harold was coming from. In their line of work, what people thought was valuable was actually junk 999 times out of 1,000. But every now and then they’d find a gem. Harold so badly wanted this to be it, so he could prove his worth to everyone, he’d made a terrible mistake. One that had ultimately turned out to be fatal. 

There was no big, bad evil monster here, just a silly, inexperienced young man, who’d made a foolish mistake and gotten himself deeper and deeper in hot water in his attempts to cover it up. 

What a terrible, senseless tragedy.

She looked at Superintendent Turner. He nodded at her, signaling his satisfaction. Then he turned back to Harold.

“Harold Watson, I’m arresting you on the suspicion of the murder of Ronan Pike.” He hauled the man to his feet and began marching him toward the car, continuing as he went. “You do not have to say anything. But it may harm your defense if you do not mention when questioned something which you later rely on in court…”

Lacey watched as he was guided into the back of the car, filled with a sense of satisfaction that it was all over.

Frank and Tom approached, both reaching their arms out to her as they walked.

“After you,” Frank said to Tom.

But Tom shook his head. “Please. You were the one who tackled him.”

Frank smirked, and took Lacey in his arms. “I’m so proud of you.”

“Me?” she joked. “I can’t believe you tackled a man half your age to the ground!”

He patted her back. “You were the one that solved the case.”

She moved out of his embrace and hugged Tom next. 

“Everything can go back to normal now,” he said. 

“Actually,” Lacey replied, “there’s one more thing I have to do first…”




 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT

 

 

A cool morning mist swirled around Lacey as she entered her store, the bell tinkling overhead. Chester rushed past her legs and over to Boudica, greeting her with friendly sniffs. Gina looked up from the counter and put the store phone down on the receiver; she appeared to have just finished up a telephone conversation.

“Morning,” she said to Lacey. “Did you have a nice breakfast with your dad?”

Lacey nodded. It was the morning after the arrest of Harold Watson, and her father’s final day in Wilfordshire. He’d wanted to spend the morning having a long, lazy breakfast with Lacey, so she’d asked Gina to open up. 

Turned out she hadn’t been able to relax much over breakfast at all. Not only was she exhausted—having barely slept worrying about Brett Meegan still languishing in jail—she’d then been on tenterhooks all morning waiting for the call from DCI Lewis confirming that the man she’d incorrectly landed in jail had finally been released.

“Were you just on the phone?” Lacey asked as she approached the counter.

“Yes,” Gina replied. “That was DCI Lewis returning your call.”

Lacey rushed over. Typical that the call she’d been waiting for would come during her morning walk to work!

“And?” she asked.

“Brett Meegan was released from custody this morning,” Gina said.

Lacey sighed her relief. “Thank goodness. Did she pass on my message?”

Gina looked clueless. “She didn’t say. What message?”

Lacey drummed her fingers nervously on the countertop. “I asked him to come here,” she said, her eyes flicking over to the door. 

“Whatever for?” Gina asked, sounding shocked. 

“Because I need to right a wrong.”

Just then, Lacey spotted a man walking along the street, hood up against the morning chill. He was glancing about him as if searching for something. When he spotted the antiques sign, he halted for a moment, then began to approach.

“That’s him,” Lacey said, her heart skipping with a mixture of nerves and relief. 

The door opened with a tinkle and Brett Meegan entered, bringing a guest of winter air with him. He looked disheveled from the night he’d spent locked in the cells. A little shell-shocked too, no doubt from the media circus that had surrounded his arrest.

“Brett,” Lacey called across the store.

He regarded her with weary, distrustful eyes—a look that sent waves of anguish peeling through her—before approaching.

“You asked to see me?” he said, halting opposite Lacey, wringing his hands nervously in front of him.

“Yes,” Lacey said, taking a deep breath to steady herself. “I wanted to apologize to you personally for dragging you into this mess. Getting you arrested. I made a terrible mistake when I led the police to your house and—”

He cut her apology off with a shake of his head. “It’s okay. Besides, they make nice sandwiches in jail.” He flashed her a morose smile. He was clearly just keeping up appearances.

“I also want to apologize about dredging up the past,” Lacey continued. “All that stuff with Scott tricking you must have been quite shocking. I should’ve been more sensitive—”

Again, Brett stopped her, this time by holding up a hand. “Lacey, it’s okay. I had plenty of time to think that through while I was in jail. There’s no way I can ever know why Scott took the letter from me. There may well be an innocent reason. And since he never tried to sell it himself, I’m inclined to believe he was never planning on tricking me, or profiting off me, or duping me in any way. So there’s nothing to apologize for.”

Lacey pressed her lips together. There wasn’t any point arguing. Brett had his own theory, one that helped him sleep better at night, and who was she to take that from him?

“Okay,” she relented, holding her hands in truce.

“So are we good? Was that the reason you asked to see me?” he continued. 

“Actually…” Lacey said, “I also wanted to give you this.”

She hurried to the back room and fetched the framed letter, before coming back behind the counter beside Gina and handing it over to Brett.

“It’s your original fake—I mean—practice letter.”

Brett’s eyes widened. “Well, would you look at that? He had it framed and everything…” 

“I wanted it to go back to where it belonged,” Lacey explained. “To fill up that blank space in your portfolio.”

As Brett looked at her, the distrust she’d seen in his eyes earlier was now replaced with gratitude. 

“Thank you, dear,” he said, his voice cracking with emotion. “And thank you for solving the case. For getting me released. It was the authenticator, you say?”

Lacey nodded. “A terrible accident, by the sounds of things. Self-defense.”

“Small mercies, I suppose,” Brett replied. “Anyway. I’d best be off. I need a good shower, a nice cup of tea, and to catch up with the cricket.”

Lacey smiled and waved him goodbye, satisfied that while she couldn’t turn back the hands of time and stop Brett from being arrested, she had at the very least done a good deed in returning the letter to him.

Brett left the store, the doorbell jangling above him as he exited. But the moment he was gone, Gina turned to Lacey with a frown. 

“You don’t really believe Harold’s story, do you?” she challenged.

“Yes,” Lacey replied. “Why wouldn’t I?”

“Because no one innocent travels in full disguise with a fake name!”

“But his story matches the evidence. The way Ronan died, the crime scene and timelines. I really think it went down how Harold said it did.”

Gina scoffed. “I guess we’ll see who’s right when it goes to trial.”

“It won’t go to trial,” Lacey said. “Harold confessed.”

Gina didn’t look convinced. “We’ll see. Rich man with connections like him? I’m sure his parents will bring in the top lawyers and get him off with nothing but a slap on the wrist.”

Lacey twisted her lips. She may well be right about that. But how the wheels of justice turned was not her concern. She knew the truth, and she was ready to draw a line under this whole fiasco.

“Uh-oh,” Gina said.

“What?” Lacey asked.

Gina pointed to the window, and Lacey looked over to see a man approaching. A huge, hulky man in a black suit with a bald head. Hounslow. 

Lacey’s chest immediately sank, her short-lived sense of resolve extinguished in one instant. Because there was only one reason for Lord Fairfax’s valet to be here. To settle the unpleasant situation with the sale reversal. 

So much for drawing a line under the case! The criminal element of it may well have been resolved, but there was a long and bumpy road still ahead when it came to settling the financial fallout. The commission she thought she’d earned had still been entirely erased, and she was still going to lose a ton of money in bank fees. Then there was the whole silliness over Lord Fairfax’s emotional distress compensation claim… 

Chest sinking, Lacey realized this was far from over.

The bell over the door rang as the huge, imposing Hounslow entered. 

“Hounslow,” Lacey addressed him, trying to remain as polite as possible despite the fluttering panic in her chest. “You’re here for the sale reversal, I presume.”

The wide-set bald man nodded as he came marching up to the counter, footsteps thudding on the floorboards. “Yes. Lord Fairfax sent me. He just got a call from the police saying that now the case is over, Ronan’s estate can be settled.”

Lacey nodded sadly. “I understand.” 

She couldn’t help but feel disappointed. She’d wanted to ride the high from the win a little longer, rather than be brought crashing back down to earth so quickly. 

“But before we get into all that unpleasant stuff,” Lacey said, “can I please first thank you?”

“Thank me?” Hounslow said, looking surprised. 

“The report you faxed through for me. It gave me the clue I needed to find the truth.”

A smile tugged at the corners of Hounslow’s lips. “Happy to help. And it’s funny you should mention that. The police relayed that you were the one who cracked the case. I had to admit I was a little surprised. I thought you were just being nosy when you asked for the report. I never thought you’d actually solve the case.”

“Oh,” Lacey said, not sure whether to be offended or flattered. 

“Anyway,” Hounslow continued, “Lord Fairfax was very impressed by the lengths you went to, to resolve the whole issue and find the truth. So he’s agreed to drop the compensation claim. And he’s agreed to cover the expenses of the transfer reversal.”

Gina gasped beside her. 

Lacey felt her eyebrows rising with astonishment. She looked at her friend, who was grinning, then back to Hounslow, and blinked. “He’s … he’s… I’m sorry, what did you say?”

Hounslow chuckled. “I said Lord Fairfax will cover the expenses of the reversal.” 

Gina gripped her arm. “Lacey!” she exclaimed. “What a relief!” 

“But why?” Lacey exclaimed. There must be a catch. That didn’t sound like the Lord Fairfax she knew!

“You impressed him,” Hounslow replied, simply. “He values honesty and perseverance.”

Lacey felt herself swell with pride.

“Let me give you a hug!” Gina cried.

As she raced out from behind the counter and locked a shocked-looking Hounslow into one of her over-tight embraces, Lacey felt a sense of peace wash over her. Now, at last, she could truly draw a line under the investigation. It was time to get back on with her life and look forward to the future.

“The wedding!” Lacey gasped, remembering all the decisions she’d been putting off while she was distracted by the investigation.

She had a whole lot of planning to do!
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Lacey hurried back to the shop floor, her arms laden with wedding magazines, and dumped them on the counter in front of Gina. 

“Okay,” she said with determination. “It’s time. I promised you I’d make a decision about the arch and now I’m doing it. Right now. No excuses.”

Gina chuckled. “Too slow, ducky. The arch is all sorted.”

Lacey frowned. “It is?”

“I made an executive decision on your behalf.”

“You did?” Lacey said.

Her friend grinned fiendishly. “Yes. A very good friend of mine will be crafting one especially for my dried flower arrangement. It will be beautiful. Trust me.”

“Oh,” Lacey said, surprised. “Is this friend anyone I know?”

“Actually… it’s your father,” Gina exclaimed, grinning widely. “He’s a trained carpenter.”

“He is?” Lacey replied. “I thought he was a trained electrician.”

“He’s both!”

Lacey exhaled. Her father had lived a whole life without her. It was going to take a long time to catch up on everything. In fact, this was only just the beginning. There were sure to be many more surprises in store.

“And is it me…” Gina said, pricking up her ears. “Or is that him now?”

Lacey listened out. She could hear the noisy rattling cattle truck coming from a mile off, as it bumped along the cobblestones. A pang of sadness washed over her as she realized she was actually going to miss it. There were times during her dad’s visit she’d wished for him not to be here, to not be so in her face with his advice and parenting. But as the time of his departure approached, she wanted to delay it.

As Frank’s truck juddered into view, Lacey swallowed her sadness and turned back to her friend. What better distraction from her emotions than the business of the wedding preparations?

“So the arch is done,” she said, ticking it off the list. “Does that mean we’re finished with all the wedding prep?”

“Not quite,” Gina said.

Lacey frowned. “What’s left?”

“Oh, just that little thing… the dress.”

“The dress!” Lacey exclaimed. How could she have forgotten about that mess of satin, tulle, and lace Gina had stowed away in the storeroom? The raggedy old antique that had mysteriously gone missing? “We never did get to the bottom of that mystery, did we?”

Gina smirked, knowingly. “Didn’t we?”

Lacey didn’t like the sound of that. Something was afoot. Gina was scheming. Again.

She frowned at her friend. “What have you done?”

Gina simply gave her mischievous, one-shouldered shrug. 

“Gina…” Lacey warned, a feeling of dread sweeping through her. Making an executive decision about the arch was one thing, but buying her a wedding dress was quite another. She’d seen Gina’s taste! “Have you bought me another dress?” she asked anxiously. “Please tell me you haven’t bought me another wedding dress…”

Gina’s grin grew more and more mischievous. She tipped her head to the window. “I think you should find out for yourself.”

Lacey frowned and turned. Through the window, her dad’s muddy, smelly cattle truck was parked right in the middle of the high street, and he was standing beside the driver’s cabin chatting away with… Taryn. The boutique owner was holding one of those suit cover bags draped over her arms.

Lacey’s stomach dropped with dread. “Oh no…What’s going on?”

She raced out into the chilly streets, Gina right on her tail, skipping with excitement, the two dogs bolting out after them. 

“Dad?” Lacey asked as she hurried across the cobbles toward him. 

“Ah, there she is,” Frank said, turning from Taryn to Lacey.

“What’s going on?”

“I have a gift for you,” Frank said. “Think of it as my parting gift.”

At that moment, Taryn turned and presented the bag to Lacey, unzipped the zipper, and pulled out… the most beautiful boutique wedding dress Lacey had ever seen!

“Ta-da,” Taryn said.

Lacey gasped. Her eyes roved all over the beautiful dress. Slowly, it began to dawn on her that this was the dream dress from Taryn’s proposal. The extremely expensive, overpriced one Lacey couldn’t afford.

“You bought this for me?” she stammered, looking at her father. She was absolutely certain he didn’t have the funds to cover it either. “But Dad,” she added under her breath, “it’s too expensive.” 

But Frank was grinning mischievously. Gina was grinning too. 

“Take a closer look at the materials,” Frank said. 

Frowning, Lacey turned back to the dress. Rather than the silk and chiffon of Taryn’s design, this one was made of satin, lace, and tulle. It was the exact same design, only the materials were…

“The second-hand dress!” Lacey cried. 

Gina and Frank began to chuckle.

“Finally, she’s cracked the case of the missing dress,” Frank said through his laughter to Gina.

“Honestly, I can’t believe we got away with it,” Gina added. “Lacey’s better at solving a murder case than she is a stolen wedding dress.” 

“I can’t believe it,” Lacey exclaimed, astonished. She touched the dress with her fingertips. She couldn’t quite believe the ugly second-hand dress Gina had bought her had been remodeled into the beautiful boutique design of Taryn’s that Lacey had been secretly pining for.

“How did you do it?” Lacey exclaimed. 

“It was the day I came early to fix the security system,” Frank explained. “Me and Gina got to talking.”

“We knew how much you wanted the dress from Taryn’s proposal,” Gina continued. “So we took the one I’d found and had her make it up for you. Since it was only the work and not the materials, it wasn’t anywhere near as expensive as Taryn’s initial proposal.” 

Gina turned judgy eyes at Taryn, who returned the gesture by flashing her an unimpressed look.

“I’d never normally work with such poor quality materials,” Taryn said. “But when Frank told me that you secretly loved my design, I figured I’d do it. As a favor. For him.” She patted his arm and gave him her simpering smile. “Honestly, Lacey, hasn’t anyone ever told you that flattery gets you everywhere?”

Gina guffawed. “You can talk!”

But Lacey wasn’t listening to their quibble anymore. She was too busy staring with astonishment at her perfect wedding dress, the final piece of the puzzle.

“I—I don’t know what to say…” she stammered. “Thank you, Taryn. And Gina. And Dad.”

“Yes well,” Gina said, flapping a dismissive hand. “I still preferred it in its original format, but I’m not the one walking down the aisle in it, am I?”

“No,” Lacey said, breathlessly. “I am. On my dad’s arm. And it’s going to be absolutely perfect.” She grinned at her father. 

“Well, I’d best get back to work,” Taryn said. She shook Frank’s hand. “It was an honor doing business with you. I’ll see you at the wedding!” 

And with that, she marched away. 

“She doesn’t think she’s coming, does she?” Gina said quietly. 

Lacey grimaced. “I think she does…”

Gina laughed. “Well. We’ll just have to cross that bridge when we come to it.” She turned to Frank. “Goodbye, dear. It’s been a pleasure.” 

“Goodbye, Gina, my old chum,” he replied. He ruffled Boudica’s head. “And you, old girl.”

Gina and Boudica returned to the store to leave Lacey and Frank to say their goodbyes. 

Lacey’s stomach dropped. “Are you leaving? Now?” 

He nodded. “I am, sweetheart,” he said, opening his arms wide for an embrace.

A sense of sadness washed over Lacey. She folded into his arms, breathing in his countryside scent.

“I’m really sorry about shouting at you,” she said into his chest.

“I know you are,” he replied into the crown of her head.

“It’s just, I don’t need a parent anymore,” Lacey continued, needing him to understand. “I’m a grown woman. But I do want you around, to be a presence, a shoulder to lean on. To walk me down the aisle.”

She felt his arms tighten around her.

“I want that too,” he replied. “And I’m sorry about… well, about everything, Lacey.” He moved her out of the embrace and took her by the shoulders, gazing down at her with an earnest expression. “I know I let you down big time, and that it’s not fair of me to expect you just to sweep it all under the rug and act like it never happened. We’ll talk about everything. I promise. I’ll explain it all to you. It will be a difficult conversation, but I’ll answer every question you have, honestly. Just as soon as you’re ready.”

It was the most open he’d been since they’d reconnected. It couldn’t have been easy for him to say that. “Thank you, Dad,” she said, squeezing his arm affectionately. “I appreciate you saying that.”

He gave her a sad smile. “I’ll do whatever it takes to make things right with you. And Naomi.” His gaze dropped. “If she’ll ever let me.”

“She’ll just take a little bit longer to come around,” Lacey reassured him. “But she will, one day.”

He took a deep breath. “Honestly, I’m not so sure. She was so small when I left, I doubt she even remembers me.”

Lacey chewed her lip. “Dad, I didn’t tell you this before. But Naomi’s son… his name is Frankie. She pretends it’s a coincidence, but I know it’s not. She named him after you.”

Emotion flickered in Frank’s eyes. It was a mixture of pain and longing, of deep regret, but, ultimately, of hope.

“Is that so?” he replied.

“Yes,” Lacey told him. “It’s just a front with her. It’ll take her longer to break down her walls, but she will. Who knows, maybe the wedding will be a chance for you two to reconnect. We’re serving the same ale they do in the Drawing Room at the Lodge, and that seemed to work miracles for you and Tom!”

Speaking of the devil, at that moment, Tom emerged from the patisserie and came over to them.

“Frank? Are you off?”

“I am,” Frank said. “Don’t want to outstay my welcome.”

Tom wiped his floury hand on his apron and extended it to Frank. 

But rather than take it, the older man tugged him into a tight embrace. “You take care of her, you hear me!” he exclaimed, before releasing Tom and giving him a big, hearty smack on the back. 

Tom coughed. “I will!” he squeaked. 

Finally, Chester jumped up at Frank and barked his goodbyes. 

Then Frank climbed into the cab of his cattle truck and turned the old, spluttering engine on, before puttering away along the cobblestones, taking his smell of manure with him. 

They watched him go, waving over their heads. Tom slung his arm around Lacey. She wiped a tear from her eye.

“Lacey, looks like you have a customer,” Tom said gently in her ear. 

Lacey looked over and saw a gray-haired woman heading into the store. She’d been expecting it to take a little bit longer for the news of her innocence to filter its way through the rumor mill. But alas, it appeared her reputation was still intact.

“In that case,” she said with a smile, “I’d better get back to work.”
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			window.device.pageChanged();

		}

	}

}



function goProgress(progress)

{

	progress += 0.0001;

	

	var progressPerPage = 1.0 / gPageCount;

	var newPage = 0;

	

	for (var page = 0; page < gPageCount; page++) {

		var low = page * progressPerPage;

		var high = low + progressPerPage;

		if (progress >= low && progress < high) {

			newPage = page;

			break;

		}

	}

		

	gCurrentPage = newPage + 1;

	gPosition = (gCurrentPage - 1) * window.innerWidth;

	window.scrollTo(gPosition, 0);

	updateProgress();		

}



/* BOOKMARKING CODE */



/**

 * Estimate the first anchor for the specified page number. This is used on the broken WebKit

 * where we do not know for sure if the specific anchor actually is on the page.

 */

 

  

function estimateFirstAnchorForPageNumber(page)

{

	var spans = document.getElementsByTagName('span');

	var lastKoboSpanId = "";

	for (var i = 0; i < spans.length; i++) {

		if (spans[i].id.substr(0, 5) == "kobo.") {

			lastKoboSpanId = spans[i].id;

			if (spans[i].offsetTop >= (page * window.innerHeight)) {

				return spans[i].id;

			}

		}

	}

	return lastKoboSpanId;

}



/**

 * Estimate the page number for the specified anchor. This is used on the broken WebKit where we

 * do not know for sure how things are columnized. The page number returned is zero based.

 */



function estimatePageNumberForAnchor(spanId)

{

	var span = document.getElementById(spanId);

	if (span) {

		return Math.floor(span.offsetTop / window.innerHeight);

	}

	return 0;

}
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