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Description: They can't even agree on what to read, so how are
they going to solve a murder?

Having recently moved from London to a small Cornish seaside
village, Nova Davies started a book club at the local community
center, but so far it's a disaster. The five members disagree on
everything, and to make matters worse, a significant sum of money is
stolen during one of the meetings, putting the much-loved community
center at risk.

Suspicion for the theft falls on book club member Michael, especially
when he disappears and a dead body turns up at his house. But the
book club has their own theories. Agatha Christie superfan Phyllis is
determined to prove Michael's been framed, while romance reader
Arthur believes there’s a mystery woman involved, and teenage sci-fi
fan Ash thinks dark forces are at play.

While trying to locate Michael, solve the murder and recover the
stolen money, each of them has their own secrets to protect. But
despite the danger closing in, they won't rest until they’'ve cracked the
case and gotten everyone safe at home with a book, where they
belong.
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Nova

“1 call this emergency meeting of the St. Tredock Community Book Club to order,”
Phyllis said, rapping her knuckle on the desk.

“Hang on a sec, who put her in charge?’ Arthur grumbled.
“Technically, Nova s our chair, so she should start the meeting,” Ash said.
“Canyou all stop arguing, please!”

Nova looked at the ragtag group in front of her. Phyllis had clearly come straight
from bed, as she was wearing an old-fashioned nightie under her coat and her hair
was held in place by curlers. Arthur’s weathered face was still red and puffy from all
the crying he' d done during his confession earlier, and Ash was tapping away on his
phone, his teenage brow furrowed in concentration. When Nova had set up this book
club, it never occurred to her that one day she’'d be holding a late-night meeting with
this motley crew. But then again, it never occurred to her that one day they’d be
investigating a murder either.

“Are you sure your theory’s right?’ Ash asked, looking up from his phone. “It just
seems so unlikely.”

“1 know it does, but how else do you explain al this?” Nova signaled to the evidence
laid out on the desk in front of them.

“It's all very well knowing who did it, but how are we going to prove it?" Arthur



said. “This lot doesn't mean anything unless we can get a confession, and that's
hardly likely to happen.”

Nova glanced at Phyllis, who had gone quiet. Too quiet. “You’ve got a plan, haven't
you?’

“Of course | have,” the older woman said indignantly.

“Let me guess; isit inspired by an Agatha Christie novel?” Ash asked.

“Haven't | said all along that she'd have the answer?’ Phyllis said. “Now, Nova, how
would you feel about having a couple of extra guests at your wedding?’

Nova swallowed; in all the drama of the past hour, she' d barely thought about the fact
she was getting married in little more than twelve hours' time. Assuming the wedding
went ahead and she wasn't arrested before then, of course.

“Craig’'s parents have invited most of the village to the church, so | suppose a few
more guests won't make any difference.”

“Excellent!” Phyllis turned to Arthur and Ash. “I hope you've both got clean suits,
because tomorrow we' re going to catch a criminal: Miss Marple style.”
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Nova

Nine Days Earlier

Nova Davies closed her eyes and thrust her arm into the murky depths. She could feel
the chill of the water through her rubber gloves as she groped around, reaching for the
body.

“Any luck?" her colleague, Lauren, asked behind her.

“There’' s something here, but | can’'t get a proper grip on it.”

“Try and grasp aleg, that might give you something to pull on. Or else the hair.”
Nova delved further, trying not to think too hard about what else might be down
there. Finally, she managed to close her fingers round a foot, and she yanked her arm
back hard, freeing the victim with aloud splash.

“Got her!”

She stood up from the toilet and turned round triumphantly, a soggy plastic doll in her
hand.

Lauren shook her head as she opened the black bin bag she was holding. “I bet it was
that Daryll Robins. | saw him lurking round the toilets earlier with an evil smirk on
his face, plotting our downfall.”



“The boy’s only six! Here, take Toilet Barbie while | wash my hands.” Nova dropped
the offending doll in the bag, along with her rubber gloves, and crossed to the sink.

“Man, we do not get paid enough to deal with this nonsense,” Lauren said with a dry
laugh.

“Good thing we love what we do, hey? And thanks for staying to help.”

“No problem. Y ou know St. Tredock Community Center rule number 17: never leave
a comrade to face a blocked toilet alone!”

They headed down the corridor together, and Nova stopped outside the small meeting
room, sighing when she saw the circle of empty chairsinside.

“No one’'s coming tonight, are they?’ she said.

“Of course they will; you still have afew minutes.”

“I’m not so sure. There were only four people last month, one of whom looked like
he' d gotten lost on the way to the pub. Honestly, this book club is a disaster.”

“Don’'t be so defeatist. | once ran an over-sixties yoga class here for more than a year
and it only ever had one member, and | don't think he even mastered a downward
facing dog. Now, that was a disaster.”

Nova smiled. “Thanks, that makes me feel abit better.”

“Just give it time. I've told you, this lot are deeply suspicious of anything—and
anyone—new, but they’ [l come round to you eventually.”

“This lot” was how Lauren referred to the residents of St. Tredock, the small,



picturesque Cornish village where the two women worked. Nova had moved to the
area five months ago, but Lauren had lived here her whole life and took great
pleasure in affectionately mocking her fellow natives.

“I"'m sorry | can’t stay and give you moral support, but Sam will never forgive meiif |
miss tonight’s pub quiz. I’ ve got a parting gift for you though.” Lauren reached into
her rucksack and pulled out a packet of digestive biscuits. “I know what Phyllis is
like, and your evening will be considerably easier if you have snacks.”

“Oh, thank you. | meant to buy some earlier but forgot.”

“No worries. Also, I've never been to a book club before, but don’t you need a copy
of the book?’ Lauren’s eyes scanned the empty chairs, and Nova grimaced.

“Ah, yes. |deally you do, but | can’t find mine anywhere. | must have left it at home.”

“1t's Where the Crawdads Sing , right? I’'m sure | saw it on your desk this morning,
under a pile of papers.”

“Really? You're alifesaver!”

“Right, I’ d better get to the Anchor,” Lauren said. “ Will you join uslater?’

“I’ll see how it goes here. If | don't makeit, tell Craig I’'ll see him at home.”

“Will do. Good luck with your crawdads!”

Lauren headed toward the front door, and Nova glanced at her watch; 6:59 and there
was still no one here. She walked down the corridor, her footsteps echoing through

the empty community center. Nova hated being here alone, and she hummed as she
unlocked the door and flicked on the light. The office was really a glorified cupboard,



with barely space for the desks of her, Lauren and their boss, Sandy. Nova's was
nearest to the door, its surface invisible under assorted junk modeling from the after-
school art club, some wilting potted plants she was trying to resurrect and several
dirty coffee mugs. No wonder she kept losing things; she really must keep it tidier.
Nova located her copy of Where the Crawdads Sing , which as Lauren had said was
under ateetering pile of papers, then put on aslick of red lipstick and grabbed a plate
for the biscuits.

She flicked off the office light and stepped back out into the corridor. As she was
locking the door, Nova heard a sudden bang to her right. Her heart leaped and she
swung round, adrenaline coursing through her veins as she prepared to defend herself.

“That wind! There's a storm coming tonight, Craddock, you wait and see.”

Phyllis Hudson was stepping into the entrance foyer, untying a plastic rain-hood from
under her chin. The septuagenarian was a familiar sight at the community center.
Nova saw her squat figure and distinctive blue-rinsed perm at the knit and natter
group on a Monday, at the Silver Swans senior ballet class on a Thursday and at the
food bank on a Friday. In fact, she was such aregular that Nova had been told to turn
a blind eye to Craddock, the elderly, arthritic English bulldog that accompanied
Phyllis at all times, in blatant contravention of the center’s no-animals policy. The
dog was lumbering in through the door now, wheezing like a sixty-a-day smoker.

“Evening, Phyllis,” Nova said, fixing a smile on her face.

“What’ s wrong with you? Y ou look like you’ ve witnessed a murder.”

“Nothing, I’'m fine. Comeonin, I’'m just setting up.”

Nova hurried to the meeting room and began laying out the biscuits. As she did, she
took a deep breath, trying to slow her racing heart. It was just the door banging in the



wind.

“Digestives?” Phyllis wrinkled her nose as she fed a biscuit to Craddock. “If you
want people to come to your book club then you need to do better than this.”

“Sorry, I'm afraid these are all I’ ve got today.”

“They’re not even McVitie' s ones. Beryl used to get us shortbread from M at the last
meeting he' d not uttered a single word.

“How do you mean?’ Nova asked.

“Given she knew how awful life would be for Kya when she left, why didn’t she take
her daughter with her? What kind of a monster abandons her own child like that?’

“Hang on a second,” Phyllis said, crossing her arms. “The book tells us the woman
had a nervous breakdown, and yet somehow you're blaming the poor bird for
everything. That’ s typical bloody men!”

“Here we go again,” Arthur muttered to Nova. Last meeting, Phyllis had taken
umbrage when Arthur had made a critical comment about Agatha Christie's The
Murder at the Vicarage , and she’ d spent fifteen minutes berating the man.

Nova cleared her throat to cut Phyllis off before she could launch into another rant. “|
thought it was interesting how Kya uses examples from the animal world to try and
understand the behavior of humans. Did anyone else pick up on this?’

“Like that mother fox who abandoned her babies for her own survival,” Michael said
with a grunt. “Kya's mother did the same, leaving her kids in danger to protect
herself like a—"



He stopped as his phone pinged. Michael pulled it from his pocket and looked at the
screen, the color draining from his face as he read the message. He thrust it away
again and closed his eyes. Nova was about to ask if he was okay when Ash spoke up.

“l don't think it was the mum’s fault,” he said, his voice so quiet Nova had to strain
to hear him. “I think even Kya comes to understand her mum’ s actions.”

“Kya could empathize but these two clearly can’t,” Phyllis snapped, nodding toward
Michael and Arthur.

“Okay, shall we move on?’ Nova said quickly. “The residents of Barkley Cove treat
Kya as an outsider, and | wondered—"

But she didn't get to finish her sentence, as at that moment Michael jumped up so
abruptly that his chair fell over with a crash, grabbed his bag and ran out of the room.
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Nova

For a moment no one said anything as they all stared at the open door. Arthur was the
first to speak.

“What do you suppose is up with him?’

“1 don’t know, but something fishy is going on there, you mark my words,” Phyllis
said.

“I’'m sure he'll be back any minute,” Nova said. “ Shall we carry on?’

They continued discussing the book, but after Michael’s sudden departure, all the
energy seemed to have disappeared from the room. Ash had retreated into silence and
Phyllis only piped up to disagree with Arthur. Nova tried to get the conversation
going again, but her efforts fell flat, and after twenty minutes of stilted chat, she
decided to admit defeat and wrap the meeting up early.

“Before we head off, shall we pick our book for next month?’

No one answered, and Nova's heart sank. This was the moment they were about to
tell her they weren’'t coming back again, and she could hardly blame them.

“1’m happy to make a suggestion if no one else wantsto,” Arthur said.

“If you're sure, that would be great.” Nova gave him a grateful smile. “You're a fan
of biographies, aren't you? | don’'t read much nonfiction so it would be great to try



something new.”

“Actually, | was going to suggest some fiction...” He paused, and Nova saw his
cheeks were even redder than normal. “As you know, my Esi loves a good historical
romance. And while they’re not my cup of tea, | thought maybe we could read one of
them for her?’

“Oh, for goodness' sake, not another soppy love story,” Phyllis said, rolling her eyes.
“In Beryl’s day we used to have a proper rota for who chose the books.”

“I think that’s alovely idea, Arthur,” Nova said, ignoring Phyllis. “Do you think your
wife might be able to join us at the next meeting?’

“Oh no, | don't think so. She finds it difficult to leave the farm these days, her
eyesight’s gone and she’'s not so steady on her feet. But | aways read our book
choice to her, and she loves hearing what everyone has to say about them.”

“And isthere a particular book Esi would like usto read?’

He gave an embarrassed cough. “Well, she loves those Bridgerton books. They’re all
codswallop to me, but she likes all the corsets and balls and the like. So, | thought
maybe we could read The Viscount Who Loved Me, which is her favorite.”

“That sounds great, thanks Arthur,” Nova said, over Phyllis's exaggerated groan.
“Thanks for coming tonight, everyone. Our next meeting is on twentieth November,
so I'll see you then.”

There was the sound of scraping chairs as they all rose. Arthur and Ash said good-bye
while Phyllis muttered under her breath and Craddock waddled behind them out the
room. Once they were gone, Nova began tidying. As she straightened up the fallen
chair, she found Michael’s copy of Where the Crawdads Sing abandoned under it. In



his haste to get away, he must have forgotten it. She opened the book and flicked
through the pages, but there was only an ancient-looking leather bookmark with
faded lettering saying something about lizards. Nova shut the book and put it in her
bag to leave in the lost property drawer tomorrow. Not that she imagined Michael
would ever come back to get it.

The community center was eerily quiet as Nova switched off the lights, and she
hurried to lock the front door and run across the rain-lashed car park. It wasn't yet
eight, so she still had time to join Craig at the pub quiz, yet as she climbed into her
rusty old Fiat, all Nova wanted to do was drive back to the house, put on her pajamas
and curl up with her current Kiley Reid novel.

It wasn't that Craig’'s friends and family wouldn't make her feel welcome at the
Anchor. Everyone had been friendly to Nova since she moved down here, especially
Lauren and her boyfriend, who had been best friends with Craig since primary
school. Yet despite their efforts, Nova still felt like the odd one out when she was
with his friends: the city girl who wore colorful vintage clothes, liked ol d-fashioned
music, and couldn’t join in any of the in-jokes or old stories that bandied around. She
knew it would get better with time: that at some point she'd stop being seen as
“Craig’s kooky girlfriend from London” and just be “Nova.” But right now, after a
ten-hour shift at the community center, all she wanted was a few hours alone with a
good book.

Thankfully, no one was standing outside the Anchor in tonight’s storm and Novawas
able to drive past unnoticed. In fact, she didn't spot a soul as she wound her way
through the steep, narrow cobbled streets down to the harbor. When she' d first moved
to St. Tredock, back in May, the place had been bursting with life: the pavements
crowded from morning to night with hordes of holidaymakers visiting the fishing
village's pretty beach and old-fashioned, picture-postcard streets. But now it was
mid-October and the tourists had all gone home, many of the shops and restaurants
had closed up for the winter, and the village felt like a ghost town.



It was only a three-mile drive along the coastal road back to Craig's parents' house,
but Nova took it slowly as the rain and wind lashed her ancient car. The lights were
all off when she pulled into Craig’s parents' driveway; the Wednesday night pub quiz
was a sacrosanct Pritchard family tradition and they’d all be there until closing. Nova
let herself in and walked through the silent rooms, each decorated in muted shades of
cream and beige, to the huge modern kitchen that ran aong the back of the house,
overlooking the sea. She always felt nervous cooking in here, as she was a
notoriously messy chef and Pamela Pritchard liked her kitchen pristine, so Nova
made herself a ssimple cheese sandwich, put her favorite Billie Holiday album to play
on her phone, and sat down at the glistening marble island to eat.

She was a few mouthfuls in when her phone rang, interrupting the music. She
assumed it was Craig, who liked to check in with her when she was alone, but when
she lifted up her mobile, she saw it was her mum. Nova pressed answer and her
screen was filled with her mum’ s tanned, grinning face.

“ Buenas noches , Nono!” Maddy had to shout to be heard above the background
noise.

“Hey, Mum! Where are you? It sounds like you're a arave!”

“Sorry, hang on, let me go outside.” There was a blur on the screen as she moved,
and Nova caught flashes of what looked like a beach bar, with a sandy floor, bamboo
walls and colorful flags lining the ceiling. Then there was a sudden brightness as her
mum stepped outside, and the background noise died away.

“Sorry about that, darling, that was louder than | thought.” Maddy’ s face was back on
the screen and Nova drank it in. Her mum’s hair had gone lighter in the South
American sunshine, and she had a new silver ring in her nose. As she sat down, Nova
heard the familiar jangle of bangles that her mum wore clustered on both wrists.



“How are you, Mum? Adopted any more stray cats lately?’

“I’m good, thanks, and | have! She's a little tabby who reminds me of that kitten we
found in Goa when you were seven or eight; the one you wanted to smuggle back to
London in your rucksack. Do you remember?’

Nova tried to place the incident, but her childhood memories were a blur of sandy
beaches, vast blue skies and friendly stray cats. Her parents were lifelong travelers,
and so while Nova's friends had spent their holidays in places like Wales or Spain,
her childhood vacations had always involved backpacking on a budget in far-flung
places. They had been some of the happiest times of her life.

“How are you feeling about leaving next week?’ Nova asked.

“Oh, a bundle of emotions. It's gone so fast, and there's still so much | want to do
here. But | can’t wait to see you, eat marmite on toast and drink Y orkshire tea again!”

Maddie's face radiated happiness as she spoke, and Nova felt a surge of love for her
mum. It had been almost seven months since they’d last seen each other in person,
when Nova had dropped Maddy at Heathrow airport to send her off on her work
secondment for an NGO in Colombia. They video-called every week, and Nova had
watched as her mum had slowly transformed from a gaunt, grief-stricken widow to
the glowing woman she was now.

“How are you, Nono? How are things at the community center?’

“I's good. | think I'm really starting to fit in now and forming some good
relationships with the visitors.” Novatook a sip of water; she hated lying to her mum,
but she also didn’t want to worry her by admitting just how hard she was finding it to
settle in here.



“That’'s fantastic! | knew they’d al fal in love with you quickly, everyone aways
does. And how’s Craig?’

“He's great. He' s out at the pub quiz tonight; I’'m just on my way to join him. And
Pamela and David send their love.”

“Ah, give them my love, too, and tell them I’'m looking forward to seeing them. |
can't believeit’'sjust ten days now, it’s so exciting!”

“l can't wait either,” Nova said, a sudden lightness in her chest at the thought of
being able to hug her mum again. “1’ve got so many fun things planned for when you
get here. | want to do some big coastal walks and maybe take a boat out and see if we
can spot any seals. Craig told me there’s a colony just down the coast, but we' ve not
had a chance to go and look yet.”

“That all sounds perfect. Although there’'s something else pretty exciting we have to
do first...” Maddy grinned and Nova laughed.

“YesMum, don’'t worry; it'snot like | can forget about my own wedding.”

“How’ s dl the last-minute planning going?’

“Yeah, all good. Pamela has everything under control so it's really not that much
work for me. | just haveto turnup and say | do !”

“I’'m so glad she's been able to help you with everything.” Maddy paused and Nova
saw something cloud her face. “You don’t mind that | haven’'t been able to help more,
do you? | know it’s not been great timing with me being the other side of the world
right before your wedding.”

“Of course | don't mind, I’'m delighted you're traveling again, and this job was an



amazing opportunity. Besides, no offense, but you'd be shit at organizing a wedding.
If it was up to you, I’d be getting married in afield wearing a bikini and no shoes.”

“There’s nothing wrong with getting married barefoot, your dad and | did it in
Thalland!” Maddy laughed, but then she grew serious again. “I just worry that maybe
| should’ ve waited until you were more settled. Maybe | |eft too soon after—”

“Mum, stop it,” Nova interrupted. “We ve been over this before and you didn’t go
away too soon. I’m absolutely fine.”

“I know you say you are, but | still worry | abandoned you when you needed me
most. After losing your dad followed by everything that happened with Declan, then
moving to Cornwall and planning a wedding—these are huge things and I've not
been there for you.”

“You'’ ve been on the end of the phone whenever | need you,” Novasaid. “And | have
Craig now too. He's been the most amazing support, so it’s not like you left me on
my own.”

“He has been amazing,” Maddy said, smiling again. “I know | had my reservations
about you getting married so young, but | can see now that | was wrong. The life
Craig is offering you in Cornwall—that stability and love—is a wonderful thing. And
| know your dad would be delighted you' re so happy.”

“He'd be delighted that you're traveling again too. Remember he said he wanted you
drinking ice cold beers on a beach the day after his funeral!”

As she said the words, Nova pictured her dad sitting in the tiny, cluttered kitchen of
their old London flat, a glass of wine in his trembling hand and Duke Ellington
playing in the background. | don’t want you two moping around once I’'m gone, he'd
said. You've wasted too much time aready. The second I'm in the ground, | want



you both out there, living your life in full color, having adventures and causing
trouble. Nova glanced around her at the large, spotless white kitchen she was sitting
in now and felt apang of longing for her dad so sharp she almost moaned.

“1 miss him so much,” Maddy said, asif reading Nova's thoughts. She paused before
she spoke again. “l was thinking the other day, one of the worst things about his
illness was that it didn't just stea his life, it took both of ours too. For years we
became side charactersin the story of his disease. And so, while | miss your dad with
al my heart, | can’'t deny it feels good to finaly be living my own life again; to have
the sand under my toes and fresh air in my lungs. Does that sound awful ?’

“Of courseit doesn’'t,” Nova said, swallowing the lump that had formed in her throat.
“It'sal your dad ever wanted: for us to be the main characters in our own wonderful,
messy stories. And in ten days' time, I’'m going to walk you down the aisle as you
start this next amazing chapter of yours. I’'m so proud of you, darling, and he would
betoo.”

Tears pooled in Nova's eyes, and she wiped them away.

“Right, enough of this moping!” Maddy said, her face brightening. “I’'m going to
have a cold beer and dance on the beach, and you've got a pub quiz to go and win.
But I'll seeyou very, very soon. | love you.”

“Loveyou, too, Mum.”

The screen went dark, and Nova was plunged into silence.
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The storm was still raging the following morning, and so after eating breakfast with
Craig and his parents, Nova left the house and headed into work early. Wet days
inevitably meant the community center would be extra busy. As soon as the doors
opened at ten, young families would start to arrive for the under-fives drop-in session,
the Tai Chi class would no doubt turn into an extended coffee morning, and the after-
school club would be full of restless kids who'd rather be playing outside. Plus, there
would inevitably be leaks to deal with; the center’s ancient roof was in desperate need
of repair and let water in whenever it rained heavily. Work to fix it was due to start
the week after next, but until then, Nova knew that she and Lauren would have to
spend the day emptying buckets around the building.

Sandy and Lauren were on the early shift and their cars were aready parked up when
Nova arrived at the community center, as was a police patrol car. She ran inside,
shaking the rain out of her curly hair as she walked down the corridor toward the
office. As she approached, she heard the raised voice of her boss. Thisin itself wasn't
unusual; Sandy was a woman who'd been known to have emotional outbursts over
everything from too many e-mailsin her inbox to not enough sugar in her coffee.

“1 know it’s horrible to even suggest it, but Nova was the last one here.”

Nova ground to a halt a few meters from the open door. Why was Sandy talking
about her?

“Are you sure you didn’t take it home by accident?’ Lauren said. “Maybe you put it
in your handbag without thinking and—"



“Of course | didn't! | put it in the tin before we locked up the office together. You
saw me do it, remember?’

“Did anyone else know it was here?’ Thiswas an unfamiliar male voice.

“Not a soul,” Sandy replied. “I only collected it yesterday afternoon, and it was just
me, Lauren and Nova who knew it was on-site.”

Nova's heart rate started to climb. She straightened her dress and stepped into the
office. Sandy was sitting behind her computer, her face flushed and her curly gray
hair even more chaotic than usual. Lauren was on her hands and knees on the floor,
going through a drawer, and a young male police officer was leaning against Nova's
desk. They all turned to look as she walked in.

“Morning. What’' s going on?’

“The roof money’s been stolen.” Lauren’s eyes were wide, and Nova felt her stomach
drop.

“How? Did someone break in?’

The police officer shook his head. “There's no sign of a break-in, the windows and
doors are all secure. I'm PC Yusaf Khan, by the way. You're Craig's fiancée, aren’t
you?’

Novanodded. “Yes, hi. How did the thief get in?’

“We don’'t know, but the office door was unlocked when | arrived this morning.”
Sandy made no attempt to hide the accusation in her voice.

“It was definitely locked when | left last night.” As she said this, Nova ran over the



evening in her mind. She’'d gone to get her copy of Where the Crawdads Sing from
the office before the book club meeting, but she'd locked it afterward—she clearly
remembered the key in her hand—and then she’d not gone back to the office again.
“Someone must have come in after | went home.”

“We've aready checked the CCTV footage from the front door,” Y usaf said. “Sandy
left at 6:50 and Lauren at 6:59, after which the only people to enter the building were
the four members of your book club.” He consulted his notepad. “ One of them, a guy
none of us recognized, ran out at 7:24. Then Phyllis Hudson, Arthur Robinson and
Ash Chalabi all left together at 7:46 and you left six minutes later. After that, there's
no one else on the CCTV camera until Sandy arrived at 8:35 this morning.”

“Which means that the money must have been taken by someone during the book
club meeting,” Sandy cut in, staring at Nova with beady eyes. “Did you go back into
the office last night?’

“1 did, but | promise | locked it again,” Nova said, more emphatically thistime. “How
much was taken?’

She saw Sandy blink before she answered. “Ten thousand pounds. The first
installment for the roof repairs, to be paid to the builders up front today.”

“Oh shit!”

The community had spent more than a year trying to fund-raise for a new roof, and
they still hadn’t hit the full target. Nova knew that first ten thousand pounds had been
vital so that emergency work could be done to stop the roof literally collapsing on
them before the whole thing could be replaced. And now that money was gone. She
looked at Sandy, who had slumped over her desk and was letting out a low moaning
sound.



“Nova, can you talk me through what happened during your book club?’ Y usaf said.
“Where did it take place?’

“In Tintagel, the small meeting room.”

“And apart from when people arrived and left, did anyone go out of the meeting room
during the book club, say to the toilet?’

“No, we all stayed in the room.”

Yusaf studied his notepad. “Right, well Phyllis arrived first and on her own so
potentially she could have broken into the office and taken the money then.”

“No, I met her in the hallway,” Nova said. “l was just locking the office when she
came in and she and | walked to the room together.”

“Okay, that's helpful.” He scribbled something down. “Arthur Robinson and the
teenager, Ash, arrived together and they both left with Phyllis, which means that if
any one of them stole the money, there would have been awitness.”

“I’'m sure it wouldn’t have been one of them,” Lauren said. “Arthur and Phyllis use
this place all the time, they’ d never do anything to harm it. And I’ ve known Ash since
he was a baby; he's agood kid too.”

“Who was that other man?’ Sandy asked Nova. “I’ve never seen him here before.”

“His name' s Michagl. Thiswas his second time at the book club.”

“He arrived on his own and then left after ten minutes,” Y usaf said. “ So theoretically,
he could have stolen the money on hisway in or out.”



“But how did he unlock the office?’ Lauren said.

“He might have picked the lock, | guess. Although he did a bloody good job, as |
already checked, and it doesn’t look like it was tampered with.”

“So maybe it wasn't locked in the first place,” Sandy said, looking at Nova again.
“Sandy, | swear—"

Nova stopped as a thought occurred to her. She remembered stepping out of the
office and putting her key in the lock, but then the front door had banged open when
Phyllis came in and scared the life out of her. She felt her insides curl.

“What isit?’ Yusaf asked.

“l don't know, but it's possible I might not have locked the door properly. | got
distracted when Phyllis arrived and—"

“Bloody hell, Noval” Sandy exploded. “Y ou know you have to keep the office door
locked when we're not in here.”

“l know, and | was definitely in the process of locking it when Phyllis came in,”
Nova said quickly. “ She just made me jump so there’ sa chance | didn’t turn the key.”

“Do you redlize what this means? If you did |leave the office unlocked, then the
money won't be covered by our insurance. We're screwed!”

“Hang on a second, Sandy,” Lauren said. “Even if Nova did forget to lock the
door—which we don’t know for certain—she can’t be blamed for the money going
missing, can she? | mean, she didn’t stedl it herself.”



Novafelt arush of gratitude for her friend, but Sandy ignored her.

“It must’ ve been that Michael man,” she said, looking at Yusaf. “You can see him
running out on the CCTV footage: he clearly took a chance on the door, saw the petty
cash tin and swiped it on hisway out.”

“He does seem like our most obvious suspect,” the police officer said. “Do you have
any contact details for him?’

Nova nodded, relieved she'd at least remembered to get the names and addresses of
each member when they started at the book club. “I’ve got it written down, hang on.”

She crossed to her desk and began searching through the piles of paper with shaking
hands, aware the others were all watching her as she sent pages flying. Finally, she
located the records from the book club.

“His name is Michagel Watkins,” she said, and Y usaf scribbled it down. “His address
is 8 Mountfort Close, Port Gowan.”

“l have to get to the station now, but I'll pay this Michael Watkins a visit later,”
Yusaf said. “And I'll chat to the other book club members as well, just to be safe.
Have you told the council yet?’

Sandy shook her head, and Nova saw her shoulders sink. “They’re going to have a
field day with this.”

“What do you think they’ll do?’ Lauren asked.
Sandy didn’'t reply, but her eyes flicked to Nova, and she felt a wave of nausea. Of

course; someone would need to take the rap for the missing money, and as the person
who forgot to lock the door, it was going to be her.



“Let’s just hope it was all an innocent mistake and this Michael hands the money
back,” Yusaf said as he walked to the door, but it was such an unlikely idea that no
one bothered to answer.
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Phyllis

The door swung open, and Phyllis jumped back as PC Khan came striding out. She
waited for him to accuse her of eavesdropping, but he strode off without even
glancing at her. Not that this was a huge surprise; people rarely noticed her these
days, unless she was complaining about something.

Phyllis turned back to the room and made a quick mental note of the tableau inside.
Sandy was sitting behind a desk, her face the same color as her bright red hand-
knitted sweater. Nova, who was dressed like an extra from the film Grease , had her
eyes closed as if she was about to cry, and Lauren was staring at Nova with an
expression of concern in her eyes. Phyllis looked down at Craddock as the door
slammed shut.

“1 told you that Michael was up to something fishy, didn’t |7

Phyllis prided herself on being an excellent judge of character. Like her heroine, Miss
Jane Marple, she’'d made a hobby of studying human nature, and as a result she
almost always got it right: like the too-chatty postman who turned out to be stealing
ladies underwear from washing lines, or the girl in the newsagents who refused to let
Craddock in the shop and was caught with her hand in the till. Phyllis had known
they were both bad eggs the first time she met them, just as she'd watched Michael
Watkins at the book club, with his shifty behavior and refusal to meet her eye, and
known he was dodgy too.

“How do you fancy allittle trip to Port Gowan?’ she asked Craddock, and the dog let
out aslow wheeze in response, like air escaping from a balloon.



They had to catch a bus to get there but Phyllis didn’t mind; bus journeys gave her an
excellent opportunity to ponder the key questions of the case. Questions such as why
would a man from Port Gowan come to a book club in St. Tredock? There must be
book clubs in his hometown, which was five miles along the coast and much bigger
than St. Tredock. Besides, it wasn't like theirs was a particularly good one. A few
years ago they’ d had a decent turnout, but numbers had dwindled as Beryl’ s behavior
got more erratic, and the book club had stopped altogether after the unfortunate
incident involving Eric Forsythe and the women’s toilets. It had been restarted by
Nova, the out-of-towner who'd taken over Beryl’s job, wore funny old-fashioned
clothes, and looked like she was going to scream every time anyone made a sudden
movement. Then there was the teenager, Ash, who barely spoke and gave off an air of
indifference, although Phyllis saw that he always paid attention to every word that
was said during the meeting. Finally, there was Arthur Robinson, whose over-friendly
exterior and forced joviality were obviously covering up some dark secret. In fact, if
Michael turned out to be innocent then Arthur was definitely the next suspect for
Phyllisto investigate.

She smiled to herself as the bus pulled into Port Gowan. This case might be rather
tame compared to those of Miss Marple, a woman who had single-handedly solved
dozens of murders and outwitted countless master criminals and chiefs of police. Yet
Phyllis still felt a thrill at the thought of catching the person who'd stolen ten
thousand pounds before the police. For a brief moment, she allowed herself to
imagine the look of admiration in everyone's eyes when they found out that she was
the one who'd apprehended a thief and helped the community center in the process.
Not that she would gloat, of course, but it would be nice to get a little recognition for
once.

It had stopped raining by the time she disembarked from the bus, and Phyllis
consulted her street map and then set off toward Michael’s address. Her pace was
slow, thanks to Craddock’s short legs and incontinent bladder, but she studied her
surroundings as they went. Port Gowan was modern and considerably less charming



than St. Tredock, its high street filled with clothes * boutiques’—not shops—and silly
fancy restaurants where fish and chips cost more than ?20. As they got nearer to
Mountfort Close, the houses became bigger and more spaced out. This Michael had
obviously done well for himself, not that you’ d be able to tell by the state of the man.
In hisfirst book club meeting, Phyllis had noted the dandruff on his shoulders and the
fact his shirt was buttoned up incorrectly, as if done in a hurry, and last night he'd
had what looked like red paint splattered on his shirt. Still, Phyllis had long observed
that the richer the person, the more shabbily they dressed. Her own mother, who had
been as poor as a church mouse, never left the house without a hat and gloves, and
Phyllis remembered once being made to stand in the back garden for three hours in
the driving rain, because her mother had caught sight of her walking home from the
library with her skirt rolled up above her knees. And yet many of the “Tarquins’ and
“Amelias’ who invaded St. Tredock every summer dressed as if they were vagrants.,

“Herewe are,” Phyllis said as they rounded a corner and entered Mountfort Close.

It was a cul-de-sac containing twenty or so semi-detached houses, each set back from
the road by a wide driveway. There were few cars around at this time of day, and
Phyllis imagined the residents commuting to well-paid jobs in Plymouth or Exeter.
There were, however, three vehicles parked in Michael Watkins's driveway: a red
MINI Cooper, ablack Ford van, and a police car.

“Damn it, Craddock; it looks like PC Khan got here first.”

So much for catching the thief before the cops. Still, Phyllis had come all this way so
she might as well stay to watch the crimina being arrested; if nothing else, it would
make a good story to tell everyone back at the community center. Reaching into her
handbag, she retrieved a woolen bobble hat and a pair of sunglasses. It wasn't a very
sophisticated disguise, but she was confident that if PC Khan glanced over, he
wouldn’t recognize her. This was one of the few occasions when it was useful that
older people like her were invisible to the rest of the world.



Phyllis adopted a hunched posture and began to shuffle across the road toward
number eight, but as she reached the far pavement, the door to the house swung open.
Phyllis froze. There was a large black wheelie bin to her right, and she just had time
to pull Craddock behind it before someone appeared in the doorway.

They had their back to Phyllis, but she could see it was a man dressed in protective
overals. Was this Michael? No, he looked too young, and his posture was different,
taller and more confident. He said something to a person out of view and began to
move backward away from the door. How strange, why was he reversing like that?
And then Phyllis saw something that made her gasp.

Behind the man was a contraption on wheels, one Phyllis recognized from the
countless murder mysteries she’d watched on TV. It was a wheeled stretcher, covered
with along, human-shaped object cloaked in a white sheet.

A dead body.

Phyllis' s heart was hammering so hard she could hear it in her ears, but she kept her
eyes trained on the house. A woman was pushing the stretcher from the other end,
and the two of them loaded it into the back of the unmarked van. Once the rear doors
were shut, the man walked back to the front door and said something to a figure
inside the house who Phyllis couldn’t see. She strained round the side of the bin to
get a better look and was rewarded with a quick glimpse of a dark-haired woman in
her mid to late fifties, her face pinched as she closed the front door. The van engine
burst into life, and a moment later the man had climbed in and they were pulling past
the police car and out of the driveway. Phyllis ducked low in case one of them
spotted her, but the vehicle turned right and drove out of the cul-de-sac before
disappearing from view.

Phyllis's mind was racing as fast as her heart. Who had died and how? Why were the
police involved? Was the woman in the doorway Michael’s wife, and if so, where



was he? And, most importantly, how was this dead body connected to the community
center money?

She inhaled deeply, trying to cam herself; after all, Miss Marple never alowed her
emotions to get the better of her. And now, finally , Phyllis had a chance to put all
these years of Agatha Christie reading to good use. With a quick glance back at the
house, she straightened up and strode across the road, Craddock trotting to keep up
with her.
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Nova

The storm had passed by the time Nova finished work that evening, leaving behind a
dramatic pink-and-orange sky that cast St. Tredock in a gorgeous, sleepy glow.
Beautiful sunsets always reminded Nova of her dad, who'd loved watching them
wherever they were in the world, and so usually she'd stop to appreciate the sunset
too. Yet tonight, Nova paid it little attention as she drove home, her attention fixed on
the missing money and what it meant for her future. When she reached Craig's
parents house, she turned off the engine but sat in her car for afew moments longer,
psyching herself up before she went inside.

“Nova, sweetie, you're home!” Pamela Pritchard’ s voice assailed Nova as she opened
the front door. “How was your day? Everything good at the center?’

“Fine, thanks.” At least the news about the stolen money hadn't reached Craig's
parents yet.

“We' re through in the kitchen. I’ ve made roast chicken, Craig’ s favorite.”

“Great,” Nova said, athough in truth, all she wanted was to hide upstairs with Craig
and a bottle of wine. Unfortunately, Pamelaand David liked to eat dinner at 6:30 p.m.
sharp, and always meat and two veg, despite the fact Nova was a lifelong vegetarian.
She'd volunteered many times to cook some veggie meals for the family, but her
future mother-in-law insisted that Craig and his dad needed meat every day.

“Hey, gorgeous!” Craig's handsome face lit up when he saw Nova walk into the
kitchen, and she dlid into the seat next to him and gratefully took the glass he handed



her. “Good day?’

“Mm-hmm.” She took a long swig of wine so she didn’t have to outright lie; she'd
save the bad news until she was alone with Craig later. “How was yours?’

“Busy. Dad’ s been working me to the bone, as per usual.”

David Pritchard let out a deep laugh. “Just training you up properly, son. If you're
going to be taking over the garage one day, then | want to know it’sin good hands.”

“Of course it’ll be in good hands with Craigy,” Pamela tutted, as she carried over a
towering plate of Y orkshire puddings.

“Wow, these look amazing,” Nova said.

“My secret recipe. I'll have to teach it to you before you move out.”

“Speaking of which, how’ s the house hunting going?’ David asked.

“There’'s nothing out there at the moment,” Craig said. “I think it's just the wrong
time of year.”

“Did you manage to speak to the estate agent about that cottage in Mawham | sent
you?’ Novaasked Craig.

“1 called him this morning, and it sounds like it's a no-go, I'm afraid. The guy said
it'sa“fixer-upper,” which is estate agent code for an absolute dump.”

“1 don’t mind a bit of arenovation project. It could be fun to make a place our own.”

“Oh no, you don’'t want to be taking on a big project; those things are a money pit,”



Pamela said, putting two dry-looking vegetarian sausages on Nova's plate. “Besides,
there’s no hurry. David and | love having you both here, so you can stay with us as
long as you need to.”

“Thanks, Mum,” Craig said, helping himself to three roast potatoes.

“We could go and take a look on Saturday, just in case we love it?" Nova said to
Craig.

“Sure, if you—" Craig started, but Pamela interrupted.

“Not this Saturday, young lady. We' ve got the final fitting of your wedding dress,
remember?’

Craig laughed and winked at Nova. “Ditsy Davies strikes again! You must be the
only bride who's ever forgotten about her own wedding dress fitting.”

“Sorry, silly me,” Novasaid, forcing a smile. Her forgetfulness was the last thing she
wanted to laugh about right now.

“1 thought we could stop by my shop first so | can show you what I’ ve got planned
for the altar flowers,” Pamela said to Nova. “I know you'd said dahlias, but the

chrysanthemums are looking lovely at the moment and—"

“Oh dear,” David interrupted, and when Nova looked over, he was staring at his
phone, aroast chicken—aden fork suspended in front of his mouth.

“What isit?’ Pamela asked.

“1"ve just seen a message in the country club WhatsApp group. Apparently, there was
a break-in at the community center last night and someone stole thirty thousand



pounds.”

“What?' Pamela shrieked. “Nova, isthat true?’

Everyone turned to look at Nova and she took another sip of wine before she
answered. “It was ten thousand, not thirty. But yes, money was stolen from the

center.”

“What the hell was 7?10k doing lying around the place?’ David said. “ Sandy Reynolds
is always going on about how cash-strapped that placeis.”

“She’d taken it out of the bank to pay the builders for the emergency roof work.”
“Shit, Nova,” Craig said, reaching over and taking her hand.

“Yeah, it's been arough day.”

“How did the bastards break in?’ David asked.

For a moment, Nova wondered if she could lie and claim not to know, but she knew
the truth would get out soon enough. “It wasn't a break-in, as such. They think that

the money was stolen during the book club meeting last night.”

“ Your little book club?’ Pamela said. “Well, at least that’|l make it easy to find the
thief, given you hardly have any members.”

“Do they have any ideawho it might have been?’ Craig asked gently.

“1t seems the most likely suspect isaguy called Michael, who left the meeting early.”

“1 still don’t understand how he managed to steal the money,” David said. “Surely it



was locked in a safe?”’

Nova had been dreading this: the moment she’' d have to tell them it was her fault. She
took a deep breath.

“The safe has been broken for months so the money was in the petty cash tin. And
then it looks like | forgot to lock the office door, so we think he must have gone in
and taken thetin.”

There was a moment of stunned silence round the table.

“Oh, babe,” Craig said eventually, and she felt him squeeze her hand.

“Yeah, Ditsy Davies strikes again.” She gave afaint laugh, which fell flat.

“1 hope Sandy’ s not trying to blame this on you?’ David said.

“My God, you’'re not going to get sacked before the wedding, are you?' Pamela's
hand flew to her pearl necklace.

“l don't know. Sandy has an emergency meeting with the council this evening and
then she wants to see me first thing tomorrow, so | guess I’ [l find out then.”

“If they try and sack you, we'll get our solicitor involved and sue the council for
unfair dismissal.” David skewered another roast potato and Pamela nodded in

agreement.

“Absolutely! And on the upside, if you do get sacked then you can always come and
work for me at the florists.”

Nova s face must have gone pale because Craig raised his hands. “Mum, Dad, stop it!



You're freaking Nova out.”

“Sorry, let's talk about something cheerier,” Pamela said. “| wanted to chat to you
both about the wedding favors, and whether you wanted the sugared ailmonds in
boxesor...”

Four hours later, Nova lay curled up in Craig’s arms in bed. Downstairs, she could
hear the TV playing, athough not loudly enough to cover David and Pamela's
muttered conversation about her.

“Don’t listen to them, Mum loves a drama,” Craig whispered into the back of her
head.

“I’m so sorry I’ ve brought this on us,” Nova said. “Moving down here was supposed
to be afresh start, and I’ veruined it already.”

“Stop it, this isn’'t your fault. That money should never have been left in the petty
cash tinin thefirst place.”

“But what if we don’t manage to get it back?’ Novaturned to face him, her eyeswide
in the dark. “I can’t lose my job again, not after everything that happened with—"

“Shh, don't upset yourself,” Craig said, reaching out and stroking her hair.

“If they sack me for gross negligence then I’'ll never get another job,” Nova said,
fighting back a sob.

“Of course you will.” Craig brushed a tear from her cheek. “And if for any reason
you can't, it wouldn’t be a total disaster. I’m earning a decent salary at the garage, so
if the worst comes to the worst, | could support us both for abit.”



“But | love being ayouth worker; it'sal I’ ve ever wanted to do.”

“l know, but al I'm saying is that | don’t want you to panic if you do end up losing
your job. We'd be okay, | promise. I'll look after you.”

Craig pulled her into his chest and Nova closed her eyes, inhaling his comforting
soapy scent. This was one of the many things she loved about Craig: his ability to
make her feel safe. Back in the darkest days after her dad died, days when Nova
thought she might never be able to get out of bed again, Craig had spent hours
holding her like this while she cried. He'd been the one who'd brought her endless
cups of sugary tea and made sure she ate, even when the thought of food made her
sick; the one to gently wash her hair and pick out her clothes when even the ssmplest
decision overwhelmed her. So, although the thought of what was to come at work
was terrifying, at least she knew she'd always have Craig by her side.

The following morning, Nova spent ages choosing what to wear. One of the things
she loved about clothes, and vintage ones in particular, was how they could shape her
mood for the day: how she could go from feeling fun to serious to sexy by simply
putting on a certain dress or the perfect pair of boots. With this in mind, she'd
initially dressed in a pair of wide-legged, houndstooth trousers and a chic 1930s
cropped jacket she’'d found in a flea market in London. The outfit made her feel smart
and self-possessed, but then she' d asked Craig his opinion and he' d gently suggested
that she might want to wear something a bit more “normal” for her big meeting with
Sandy—that maybe today wasn’t the day for “fashion statements’—and so Nova had
changed into a pair of jeans and a simple blouse. She also toned down her makeup,
although she did put on her favorite red, faux-fur coat, which she and her dad had
found years ago in Camden Market.

It was usually just her and Sandy on the early shift on a Friday, but as Nova pulled



into the community center car park, she saw Lauren waiting for her by the front door,
holding two takeaway cups.

“1 thought you could do with a bit of moral support,” she said, handing Nova one of
the cups as she got out of the car. “How are you feeling?”’

“Pretty nauseous. I’ ve been up since five am., panicking.”

“How did the Pritchards take the news?”

“Pamelaand David freaked out, but thankfully Craig was super supportive.”

“As he should be, otherwise I'd have kicked that boy’s arse! Now, shall we go inside
and find out what’ s going on?’

Nova took a deep breath and nodded, and together the two women headed into the
center. The office door was open and the light on inside, and as they walked in, they
found Sandy behind her computer. From the toast crumbs and empty mugs on her
desk, it looked asif she'd been there for awhile.

“Morning, Sandy,” Lauren said.

“Morning.” She was scribbling on a piece of paper and didn’t look up as they walked
in. “You two had better sit down.”

Nova glanced at Lauren and grimaced. They both sat in their chairs and waited for
her to finish what she was doing.

“So, | met with Tina and the team at the council last night,” Sandy said, and when she
looked up, Nova saw that her eyes were red-rimmed behind her glasses. “As you can
Imagine, it wasn't a particularly pleasant meeting. They’re furious about the missing



money and—"

“They’re going to sack me, aren’'t they?” Nova interrupted.

“I'm afraid it's more complicated than that,” Sandy said, thrusting a pen into her
thick curls. “I knew it was trouble the moment | walked into the room. The head of
finance was there, awful man, and he gave a long, waffling speech about reduced
central government funding and budgetary constraints. And then he told me the
community center was a poor return on the council’s investment and they’d been
considering ‘alternative arrangements that might help aleviate the council’s current
funding deficit.”?’

“Which means?’ Lauren said.

“Which means they want to end our lease on this place and sell the building off. And
this stolen money has given them the perfect excuseto doit.”

“What?’ Lauren spat. “Those bastards!”

“They can’t do that, can they?’ Nova's voice was high-pitched, and she cleared her
throat. “Where would everyone go if it closed down? The center is aways so busy.”

“You don't have to tell me that, I’ve worked here for twenty-four years!” Sandy
breathed in through her nose before exhaling loudly. “I know how much the
community needs this place. But the council is short of money, and we' re sitting on a
piece of prime Cornish real estate.”

“Surely they must realize how unpopular it would be to close us down?’ Lauren said.
“1f nothing else, it would piss off aload of voters.”

“They know that, which is why they’re being so conniving about the whole thing.



Rather than simply saying they’re going to end our lease, they’ve given me ten days
to show how | can recoup the stolen money from our existing budget.”

“But that’s impossible. We can barely afford toilet roll; how the hell are you meant to
find ten thousand pounds?’

“Of course it’simpossible, that’s the point. And when | say | can’t do it, that’ll mean
the roof repair work can’'t be done, and they’ll have the perfect excuse to close us
down on health and safety grounds.”

“| takeit the insurerswon't pay out?’ Novasaid.

“No. As | feared, the unlocked door invalidates our policy.” Sandy’s eyes flicked to
her as she said this, and Nova felt her cheeks burn.

“What if we tried to find the money another way? Could we delay the roof repairs
and fund-raise again?’

“That’s not an option. The inspector made it very clear that this roof won't last
another winter, and we're already in mid-October. Besides, it’'s taken us more than a
year to raise this money, and we're still well short of the full amount we need.”

“This is absolutely ridiculous,” Lauren said. “How are you supposed to magic ten
thousand pounds out of thin air in ten days?’

“l have no idea,” Sandy said. “ I'm going through the budget with a fine-tooth comb,
but there' s no reserves in here, thanks to the bloody Tories and fourteen years of their

cuts.”

“Have the police had any luck tracing Michael?” Nova asked.



Sandy shrugged. “I’ve not heard back from Y usaf yet, but that’s the kind of miracle
we need.”

The room fell into silence, and Nova felt her stomach twist. She'd been worrying
about losing her job, but this was so much worse. Where on earth would everyone go
if the center closed? The parents who relied on the play group, the young people who
used the center as a safe space, the older people who came for somewhere warm to
socialize, not to mention the dozens of different community groups from all around
the area who hired their rooms each week. All that could be lost, and it would be her
fault.

“What are we going to do?’

Sandy let out along, exhausted sigh. “Give me a couple of days to keep working on
this budget, just in case there’'s away of recouping the money somehow.”

“Isthere anything | can do to help?’
“Find the missing money?’ Sandy gave a humorless laugh. “In all seriousness, just
keep your head down and try not to cause any more trouble. The council are going to

be watching us like hawks, and | don’t want to give them any more ammunition.”

Nova nodded, the word trouble ringing in her ears.



Page 7

Source Creation Date: July 21, 2025, 9:51 am

Nova

Nova stumbled out of the meeting to find the community center in its usual Friday
morning chaos. Every week, a volunteer-run food bank was held in the main hall, and
from nine thirty until one o’clock, there was a constant flow of people coming
through the center doors to stock up on food for their families, as well as have a cup
of tea and a friendly chat. As Nova walked past the front door, she saw a queue had
already formed outside, even though they didn’t open for another fifteen minutes. Her
stomach lurched again at the thought of what al these people would do if the center
closed and the food bank could no longer happen.

“Morning, Nova.” Arthur Robinson, who volunteered every week making tea, was
standing in the main hall, trying to coax the ancient urn into life. “Any chance you

know the magic spell for this thing?’

“Let me have alook.” Nova joined him behind the table and began to fiddle with the
temperamental cable.

“1 had young PC Khan on the phone this morning,” Arthur said, lowering his voice.
“He told me about the theft during book club.”

“I"'m sorry about that,” she whispered back. “I did try to tell him it wouldn’t have
been you.”

“Oh, never mind that. | just can’'t believe anyone would steal from this place.”

“It looks like it might have been Michael.”



Arthur’s white eyebrows shot up. “The man who ran out? He didn’t look the thieving
type.”

“1 don’'t know who else it could have been. No one apart from us came in or out of
the building on Wednesday night.”

“It’ salways the quiet ones, isn't it? And how are you doing, lass?’

Nova opened her mouth to say she was fine, but something caught in her throat and
for a horrible moment she thought she was going to burst into tears.

“It's not been great,” she managed to mumble. “We just have to redly, realy hope
that we get the money back, otherwise...” She trailed off, not wanting to finish the
sentence.

“WEell, I’'m happy to donate money again if needs be. Esi and | don’t have much, but
we' d happily give what we can to help this place.” Arthur paused, his eyes scanning
the room. “The community center means a lot to us, you know. We got married in
Es’s hometown in Ghana, but we had our British wedding celebration in this very
room, back in 1966.”

“How amazing! Has it changed much since then?’

Arthur didn’t reply, and Nova could tell he was back there on his wedding day,
dancing with hisbride. A small smile passed over hislips, but his eyes were misty.

There was a shout over by the main door, and Nova looked up to see one of the food
bank volunteers trying to remonstrate with a figure in the lobby. She couldn’'t see
who it was behind the man, but she had a good idea. Sure enough, a second later she
heard afamiliar voice.



“You can’'t stop me going in here; thisis afree service for the whole community.”

“You're welcome to come in when we open, but the dog has to stay outside. It's a
health and safety rule.”

“Thisisdiscrimination! Would you stop a blind person bringing in a guide dog?’

“No, but that’ s different; guide dogs are assistance animals.”

“Well, Craddock is my assistant.”

“| said assistance not...Ow!”

The man bent over to nurse his shin as Phyllis barged past him, Craddock at her side.
She scanned the room until she spotted Nova.

“Oh Lordy,” Arthur muttered, as Phyllis bowled toward them.

“1 assume you've heard?” The woman’s voice reached them before she did. “I told
you there was something strange going on with that man, and | was right!”

“Phyllis, shhh!” The last thing Nova needed was her announcing the theft to the
whole center. “Let’s go and talk somewhere quieter.”

She took Phyllis's arm and steered her out the hall, past the volunteer who glared at
the older woman.

“We can go into Tintagel, it should be free.”

Nova opened the door and ushered Phyllis inside, Craddock and Arthur hot on their
heels. As soon as the door closed, Phyllis et rip.



“The second | saw him, | knew something was up. But never in my wildest dreams
did I imagine something like this would happen.”

“We still don’t know for sureit was Michagl,” Nova said.

“Oh, it was him all right. I’ve considered all other explanations and that’s the only
one that fits with the evidence.”

“Well, PC Khan was hoping to speak to him yesterday afternoon so we should know
whether he confesses to the crime soon enough.”

Phyllis let out a snort. “He’ s not going to have much luck interviewing Michael now.
Not unless they have a spirit medium over at Port Gowan police station.”

“What do you mean?’ Arthur asked.

Phyllis's head snapped to look at him, and then a satisfied smile spread across her
face. “Areyou telling me you don’'t know yet?’

“Know what?”’

The older woman pulled her shoulders back and took a deep, dramatic breath before
she spoke again.

“Michael’ s dead!”

Novafelt her sscomach drop. “What?’

“l saw his body being taken away from his house under a sheet yesterday.” Phyllis
was practically hopping from foot to foot in her excitement.



“My God, the poor man,” Arthur said.

“Poor man, my arse! He stole ten thousand pounds from this place, remember?”’

“But still, hedidn’t deserveto die!”

“How do you know it was Michael if the body was under a sheet?” Novasaid.

“By a process of elimination. Aside from the police car and the coroner’s van, there
was only one car in his driveway, suggesting there were only one or two driving-age
adults in the house. The body being carried out was heavy—the two people pushing it
looked like they were exerting themselves—and Michael must have weighed at |east
fifteen stone. Plus, | saw a woman around his age standing in the doorway with
smudged mascara, who | assume was the grieving wife. Ergo, it must have been
Michael.”

“Imagine stealing ten thousand pounds and then dropping dead a few hours later,”
Arthur said, shaking his head. “All that effort for nothing.”

“Assuming he did just ‘drop dead,’ 7’ Phyllis said.

Novalooked at her in surprise. “What are you suggesting?’

Phyllis smiled, asif she’d been hoping for this question. “Let’ s look at the facts, shall
we? Michagl Watkins, a man who lives five miles away in Port Gowan, chose to
come to a neighboring book club rather than one closer to home. Odd, no?’ She
turned from them and began to pace across the room. “He behaved suspiciously the
whole time he was here; clearly the man’s no bibliophile. On his second visit, he
arrived late and seemed distracted but showed no obvious signs of ill health. Then,
having received a text message that alarmed him, he ran abruptly from the meeting
halfway through. These are peculiar things, wouldn’t you agree?’



Nova opened her mouth to answer, but it had clearly been a rhetorical question as
Phyllis continued.

“Yesterday morning, ten thousand pounds was discovered missing from the
community center, and yet there was no sign of a break-in, and CCTV footage
showed that no one else entered or left the building, suggesting Michael was the thief.
And then, most peculiar of all, afew hours after the missing money was discovered,
our main suspect is dead, and the police are at his property investigating.”

“You're not seriously suggesting you think Michael was murdered?’ Nova said.

“The great Miss Marple always said that if all the facts fit a theory, it must be the
right theory. And all the facts point to Michael’ s death being suspicious.”

“But isn't there another explanation?’ Arthur said. “What if Michael came to our
book club because he actually liked books, then got some bad news in the text, and on
his way out he saw the unlocked office and stole the petty cash tin on a whim? And
then, completely unrelated, later that night he had a heart attack or died from some
other unfortunate natural cause. It could be a complete coincidence that the two
things happened so close together.”

Phyllis let out a grunt of impatience. “Another of the many things I’ ve learned from
reading Agatha Christie' s novelsis there' s no such thing as coincidence. Miss Marple
knew this and always paid attention to the small, peculiar things, as she knew they
were likely relevant. Like when Elvira Blake just happened to turn up at the same
hotel as her long-lost mother in At Bertram’s Hotel , or Anne Protheroe accidentally
not carrying her handbag in The Murder at the Vicarage . Others dismissed these as
irrelevant coincidences and yet Miss Marple knew they weren’'t. Just as | know that a
man attending a faraway book club on the same night money goes missing and then
his dead body turning up the following day are not mere coincidences. The man was
murdered, and | propose that his death was linked to our stolen money.”



Phyllis stopped and looked at them as if expecting a standing ovation, but Nova's
mind was racing. The older woman was well known for having an overactive
imagination: Lauren had told Nova about the time Phyllis had accused Sandy of
running an international drug smuggling ring, al because she'd caught the woman
with several boxes of donated talcum powder for the Christmas fete and been
convinced they were cocaine. But however carried away Phyllis might sometimes
get, Nova had to admit that everything that had happened in the past thirty-six hours
did seem abit, well, suspicious.

“How did you get Michael’s address in the first place?’ she asked Phyllis. “In fact,
how did you even know about the stolen money yesterday? Nobody knew outside of
the staff here and the police?’

“1 might just be alittle old lady, but | know more than you think.”

“Have you told your theory to the police?’

Phyllis let out a guffaw of mirth. “Of course not! They’ll dismiss me as a dotty old
lady, just like they aways did with Miss Marple.”

“1 still can’t believe Michael’ s dead,” Arthur said softly. “Do you think we should go
and pay our respectsto hiswife?’

Nova was about to say no, but then she remembered how grateful she'd been for all
the people who'd come to offer their condolences after her dad died, even the ones

she' d never met before.

“That’s an excellent ideal” Phyllis said. “And while we're there, we can ask a few
gentle questions about the missing money.”

“No!” Nova said. “You can't ask anything about the missing money, or the



circumstances around Michael’ s death. All we'll do is say how sorry we are and then
leave, okay?’

“Whatever you say, boss,” Phyllis said, not even attempting to hide the excitement in
her voice.
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Nova

Nova spent the drive to Port Gowan kicking herself for agreeing to this. Sandy had
told her to keep her head down and stay out of trouble, and yet here she was, visiting
the wife of a recently deceased (possible) thief, with a wannabe Miss Marple in tow.
And what would Craig say when he found out? After everything that had happened in
her old job, he'd freak out when Nova told him she'd driven to the home of a
(possible) murder victim. Maybe she shouldn’t mention this outing to him? Although
how she’ d explain the strong smell of dog in the car, Nova wasn’t sure. She wrinkled
her nose and wound down her window.

“1 think thisis abad idea,” she said as they reached the end of Michael’s cul-de-sac.
“If Michael really was murdered, the last thing his widow’s going to want is random
strangers turning up on her doorstep so soon after. Let’s come back in a few days
time.”

“We're not strangers, we were in a book club together,” Arthur said. “And if the
tables were turned and | was the one who'd died, I'd like to think you'd all visit Esi

to pay your respects.”

Nova sighed but she could hardly argue with that. She turned the car into Mountfort
Close and pulled up by the pavement.

“That’s his house, over there on the left,” Phyllis said. “That red car is the one | saw
yesterday. It belongsto hiswife.”

“How do you know that?’ Nova asked, turning to look at Phyllis in the backseat.



“Please tell me you haven’'t been searching car records?’

“Of course not, but it's obvious. For one, no man in his sixties drives a red MINI
Cooper. And secondly, at the book club meeting last month, Michael was wearing a
golfing tie, and you’' d never fit golf clubsin the boot of that car.”

Nova hated to admit it, but that logic did make sense.

“1 wonder if it was hiswife who killed him?” Arthur said absentmindedly as he stared
at the house. “It happens all the time in Esi’s romance novels; alovers' tiff that turns

nasty. A crime of passion, they call it.”

“Not you as well with the fictiona theories,” Nova said with a sigh, and Arthur
chuckled. “Right, let’s get this over and done with, shall we?’

They climbed out of the car and headed up the driveway. When they reached the front
door, Phyllis pressed the doorbell.

“Remember, we're just giving our sympathies and then leaving,” Nova whispered as
they waited.

“Yes, yes, yes,” Phyllis snapped.

“1 mean it, Phyllis. No interrogations about money or murder or—"

At that moment, the front door swung open to reveal a woman with salt and pepper
hair pulled back from her makeup-free face. She was dressed in a black sweater and
slim trousers, and had a look of confusion on her pale face as she took in the strange

trio and wheezing dog standing on her doorstep.

“Can | help you?’



Nova opened her mouth to speak but Phyllis got there first.

“Hello, deary.” An unfamiliar soft, quivering voice emerged from the woman’'s
mouth. “I’m so sorry to trouble you when I’ m sure you' re busy, but we just wanted to

pay our respects.”

What on earth was Phyllis doing? She may be many things, but a sweet, timid old
lady she certainly wasn't.

“Sorry, who are you?’ the woman asked.

“We're friends of your husband’s. We were in a book club with him over at St.
Tredock community center and—"

“Did you say a book club? The woman's eyebrows shot up. “I’m sorry, but | think
you must have made a mistake. My husband isn’t the book club sort; not unless all
you read are golfing manuals.”

“Oh, have | got the wrong address?’ Phyllis's face fell. “Sorry, I'm getting ever so
forgetful in my old age, maybe | remembered it incorrectly. Is this not Michael
Watkins' s home?’

The woman frowned. “A book club, you say?’

“That’s right. You're welcome to join yourself, when you feel up to it. The book
choices need improving and the biscuit selection is poor, but we do have a good
debate, and it’ll get you out of the house. We meet on the third Wednesday of every
month.”

The woman shook her head, as if not believing what she was hearing. “The third
Wednesday; asin the day before yesterday?’



“Mm-hmm, that’s right. This month’s pick was Where the Crawdads Sing , although
| don’t think poor Michael thought much of it. How sad to think the last book he read
was such a bad one. If only we' d gone with my—"

“Bloody hell, that man!”

They all startled at the rage in the woman’s voice. Nova knew better than anyone that
grief brought a roller coaster of emotions with it, but she’d never heard someone

swear quite so angrily at their recently deceased spouse.

“What’s that, deary?’ Phyllis said, leaning forward. “ Sorry, my hearing’s not what it
was, you' re going to have to speak up.”

“It’s nothing, I’'m fine,” the woman said quickly, although the two red dots on her
cheeks suggested otherwise.

“We should leave you in peace,” Nova said. “We just wanted to come and say how
sorry we are for your loss, but we'll be going now.”

She grabbed Phyllis's arm and began to pull her back before she could say anything
else. Nova expected Arthur to turn around and join them, but instead he bowed his

head.

“I’'m very sorry, too, Mrs. Watkins. | didn’t know your husband well, but he seemed
like agood' un.”

His voice was low and respectful, and Nova saw the woman'’ s expression change.

“1 beg your pardon?’

“My wife, Esl, aways says that anyone who loves books can’t be a bad person, so



I’m sure your husband was afine man. I’'m only sorry | didn’t get to know him better
before he passed.”

The woman stared at Arthur for a moment, and then she threw back her head and let
out aloud bark of laughter.

“My God, you think Michael’ s dead?’

“Isn’'t he?

“No, he's very much alive. Although if he turns up at your book club, you can tell
him that Cynthiasaysif | ever see him again, I’'ll kill him myself!”

Nova was too shocked to speak and even Phyllis seemed to have been stunned into
silence. Only Arthur managed to find his voice.

“I’m so sorry, ma am. Someone saw a body being taken away from here yesterday
and we thought it was Michael’s.”

“No, that was his mother, God rest her soul. | was the one who found her when |
came back from staying at my sister's yesterday morning.” The woman, Cynthia,
visibly shivered as she said the words.

“Oh dear, how awful for you,” Phyllis said, regaining her strange, quivering voice.
“That must have been aterrible shock for you and for Michael. Would you be able to
give us his phone number, by the way? Only we think he might have taken something
when he left the book club on Wednesday, and we're very keen to get it back.”

“1 can give you his number, but it won't do you any good. If the police's theory is
correct then Michael, and whatever it isyou want back, will be long gone by now.”



“What do you mean the police s theory?’ Nova asked.

For a moment Cynthia didn’t speak, and Nova could see her weighing something up.
Then she sighed and lowered her voice. “I might as well tell you, seeing as word's
bound to get out sooner or later. The police think Michael’s mum was murdered. |
found her body at the bottom of the stairs, and from the way she was lying, they think
she was pushed.”

“Oh, dear God, how awful!” Arthur said.

“Do they have any ideawho killed her?’ Phyllis asked.

Cynthia leaned closer to them, dropping her voice even further. “They think it was
Michael.”

“What!” Arthur said with a gasp. “But that’s rubbish, surely? He didn’t strike me as
the murdering sort.”

“That’s what | told the police. But he was overheard arguing with Eve before she
died, and he has been behaving strangely recently. I’'m sorry but could you please
control your dog?’

Novalooked down to see Craddock humping a garden gnome.

“So Michael’srun away?’ Phyllis said, pulling back on the lead.

“He was seen driving away from the house around the time the police think Eve was
killed, and he's not been seen since. Although by the sounds of things, he came to

your book club before he disappeared.” Cynthia stopped as a thought occurred to her.
“Isshein your book club? Isthat why he came?”’



“Who?’

“That woman .” Cynthia’'s voice was thick with vitriol. “He thinks | don’t know, but
of course | do: the hushed phone calls, the money gone from our bank account, all
those evenings he came home late with no decent explanation of where he'd been.”
Her eyesflicked to Nova. “It's not you, iSit?’

“Of course not!”

“1 suppose you're not really his type. | wondered if it might be Wendy, the barmaid
from the golf club. She’'s in her fifties, big breasts, very stupid. Is she in your book
club?’

“I'm afraid not,” Phyllis said. “Do you know where this Wendy lives? Maybe that’s
where Michael is now.”

“I’ve got no idea, and quite frankly, | don’t care,” Cynthia said, although behind the
angry words, Nova could hear awaobble in her voice. “Do you have any ideathe mess
he's left me to deal with? | came home to find Eve's body, and then there's been
police and forensics buzzing all over the place. And now | have afunera to organize
on top of all the legal business around this house and sorting Eve's stuff. And he
hasn’t even bothered to send me a text!”

“1t sounds like you've got a lot on, so we should get out of your hair,” Nova said.
“Thanks for your time, and I’ m sorry again about your mother-in-law.”

“Yes, if there's anything we can do to help, please just ask,” Arthur said. “You can
find us at the St. Tredock Community Center.”

“And you're absolutely sure you don’t know where Michael is?’ Phyllis added, but
Cynthia had already shut the door.
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Phyllis

Phyllis climbed into the backseat of the car, heaving Craddock in beside her. She
heard Nova and Arthur get into the front seats but paid them little attention as her
mind spun with everything she'd just learned. So, Michael wasn’t dead, but he was
now a murder suspect, which explained so many things. For one, the red stain on his
shirt that Phyllis had thought was paint had clearly been his mother’ s blood. And the
way he'd ranted about Kya' s mum in the Crawdads book, even calling her a monster,
now made sense too. God knows what Eve Watkins had done to make her son hate
her so much, but the man clearly had major mummy issues. And now they had the
explanation for why he' d stolen the community center money too: to fund his escape.
But for every answer, there were still many questions hanging in the air, and lots of
new avenues to explore. Phyllis couldn’t help but smile at the thought of the days
ahead.

“Bloomin’ heck, | wasn't expecting any of that,” Arthur said as he closed the front
passenger door. “And to think he was sitting with us at book club, chatting about
Where the Crawdads Sing , while his own mother lay murdered at home.”

“It would explain why he was so jJumpy in the meeting,” Nova said.

“Imagine killing your own mother in cold daylight and then eloping with your
mistress?” Arthur said. “It reminds me of this book Esi loves, A Rogue and a—"

“For goodness' sake, tell me you two didn't fall for that nonsense?’

Nova and Arthur both turned to look at her, and Phyllis felt a thrill of satisfaction.



Finally, people were paying attention when she spoke.

“What do you mean?’ Nova said.

“l mean, not a word of that was true. The woman was lying from the moment she
opened the door.”

“S0, you don't think Michael killed his mother?’ Arthur asked.

“No, I think that bit was true. But she definitely wasn’t giving us the whole picture.”

“ She seemed genuine enough to me,” Nova said.

“The problem with you two is you're far too trusting,” Phyllis said, leaning back in
the car seat. “Miss Marple knew—"

“Not Miss bloody Marple again,” Arthur muttered.
“ Miss Marple knew never to give anyone the benefit of the doubt,” Phyllis
continued. “She always believed the worst in people, and she was always proven

right.”

“Phyllis, she was a fictional character,” Nova said. “Whereas Cynthia Watkins is a
real woman, dealing with a murdered mother-in-law and arunaway husband.”

“Didn’'t you see the way her hands fidgeted while she spoke? And the way she
couldn’t look us in the eye? No, that whole thing was a story, asfictional as anything

Agatha Christie wrote, only considerably |ess well-constructed.”

“S0, what do you think happened, then?’



“WEell, that’s interesting indeed.” Phyllis rubbed her chin and then stopped in case it
was too much. “Let’s take a step back for a moment and ask ourselves what
Michael’s motive was for killing his mother. In murder mysteries, there are usually
five main motives for committing murder: jealousy, revenge, anger, fear, and the
most common, greed.”

“Perhaps Michael’s mum found out about his affair and threatened to tell Cynthia
about it?’ Arthur said. “So, Michael killed her out of fear, to keep her quiet.”

“That theory might work if there was another woman involved, which there isn't.
That’ s another of Cynthia' slies: acover story to distract us from the truth.”

“What truth, Phyllis?” Nova wasn't even bothering to hide the skepticism in her
voice, but Phyllis didn’t care. She was used to people dismissing what she said; after
all, even her own mother had never listened to her.

“Cynthia wants us—and the police—to believe that Michael’ s motive was anger; that
he killed his mother after an argument and then fled with his lover, while Cynthiawas
safely tucked away at her sister’s, oblivious to what was going on. But did you see
the way her eyes shifted to the right when she told us she'd been staying at her
sister’s? That was alie, a fake alibi, just like Michael came to our book club so that
he could have an alibi for the time of the murder as well.”

“$0, you think Cynthiawas involved in the murder too?’” Arthur said.

“Without a doubt. All that supposed anger at Michael, her shock when we told her
he' d been at our book club; it was al an act. She may not have committed the murder
herself, but she definitely knew what Michael was up to. And my bet is that Cynthia
knows exactly where he is now, and she intends to join him as soon as the police are
looking the other way.”



“Perhaps she was involved in the theft too?’ Arthur said. “Maybe they're serial
thieves who target community centers up and down the country? And then Michagl’s
mother discovered what they were up to and threatened to tell the police, so he killed
her to keep her quiet!”

“l suppose that's one possible explanation,” Phyllis said, trying not to sound
impressed. Perhaps the old farmer wasn'’t as stupid as he looked?

“Oh my God, listen to you both!” Nova said from the front seat. “Cynthiaisn’'t some
master criminal, she's a woman whose life has fallen apart in the past forty-eight
hours. As will mine if | don't get back to the community center before my lunch
break ends in fifteen minutes.”

“The next question is: What are Cynthia and Michael going to do now?’ Phyllis said,
ignoring Nova. “My guess is they’ll try and leave the country with their ill-gotten
gains. So, | propose we take turns to stake out this house, so we can follow Cynthia
when she goesto join Michael.”

“Phyllis, are you joking?’ Nova exploded. “1f Michael’s mother really was murdered,
then you have to stay out of this and leave it to the police.”

Phyllis let out an exaggerated sigh. “Have you never read a murder mystery? The
British police never manage to solve a crime without the help of an amateur
detective.”

“Yes, but this is the real world, not St Mary Mead. The police will be using all their
resources to find Michael, so please just |eave this to the experts.”

“Then what about the missing money?’ Phyllis demanded. “Now there's a murder to
solve, do you think the police are going to care about a few thousand stolen pounds?
And what does that mean for the community center? | know the place is in financial



trouble, Beryl was always complaining about it, so shouldn’t you be doing everything
you can to help the community center?’

Phyllis could see her words had hit home as Nova went quiet, clearly mulling it over.
Then she blinked and shook her head.

“This isn't some murder mystery game, Phyllis. This is a real police investigation,
and we have to stay the hell out of it. Now let’s get back.”

She started the engine, and the car pulled forward. As it did, Phyllis glanced back at
number eight. Was it her imagination or did she see the downstairs curtain twitch?
She pictured Cynthia inside on the phone to Michael, telling him about her visit from
the members of the St. Tredock Community Book Club. That damn old woman is
onto us, Cynthia would tell him, and Michael would curse. | thought she was just a
doddery old bird, but clearly | underestimated her.

Phyllis smiled to herself and stroked Craddock’s wrinkled head. Just you wait,
Michael and Cynthia Watkins. Miss Hudson has only just begun.



Page 10

Source Creation Date: July 21, 2025, 9:51 am

Nova
| t was gone two by the time Nova got back to the community center, and she was
late for her afternoon shift. But as she ran in through the front door, she crashed into a

tall, broad-shouldered figure clutching an oversized potted plant.

“No running in the community center!” shouted a deep, booming voice. “Oh, it's you

Nova's heart sank as she saw her predecessor, Beryl, blocking the corridor. Although
she’ d been fired five months ago, the woman still found excuses to visit several times
a week. On Wednesday, she'd come to retrieve a large box of tea bags and had
proceeded to spend an hour sitting at Nova's desk, counting the tea bags individually
to make sure none had been used in her absence.

“Hi, Beryl.” Novatried to dodge past the woman, but she stood with her legs astride.
“1 came to rescue Stephen.” Beryl indicated the yucca plant in her arms.

“Ah, isthat yours? I’ ve been trying to revive it.”

“Kill him, more like,” Beryl muttered. “ Sandy told me about the stolen money.”

“Yeah, it’s been a nightmare but—"

“Do you have any idea how long it took us to raise that? It's not like London down
here; we don't just get handed money on aplate.”



From further along the corridor, Nova heard a raised voice coming from the office.
For once, it didn’t sound like Sandy.

“1’d better get down there, it sounds like something’s going on.”

Beryl didn't move. “The whole of St. Tredock pulled together to raise that money,
and we won't forget whose fault its theft was.”

“Beryl, | need to get past, please .”

For a moment, the woman stayed where she was, glaring down at Nova. Then she
slowly and deliberately stepped aside. Nova squeezed past her and hurried along the
corridor. As she got nearer to the office, the voicesinside grew louder.

“l have this afternoon slot on a permanent booking and have done for years.” Nova
recognized the rich baritone of Serge, the yoga instructor who ran a session from the
center every Friday.

“1 was told the hall was free when | made the booking,” said an irate female voice.
“And I’ve got thirty four-year-olds and Cornwall’s premier Elsa impersonator about
to turn up for a party.”

As Nova stepped into the office, she saw Sandy standing between Serge and a woman
dressed as Olaf from Frozen , complete with carrot nose.

“All right, please let’s stay calm,” Sandy said, fiddling with the worry beads round
her wrist. “I’m sure there’ s a simple explanation.”

“If the community center is going to cancel my slot without warning, then I'll take
my business elsewhere,” Serge said.



“| pad my deposit for the room, look!” The woman thrust her phone in Sandy’s face,
almost knocking her glasses off. Sandy spotted Nova and scowled.

“Ah, there you are. Please can you check the bookings diary? There appears to be a
mix-up.”

“Of course.” Nova opened the calendar on her computer and cringed when she saw
that the regular yoga class had been taken out and a birthday party booked in for a
two-hour slot.

Sandy spent the next ten minutes groveling to the group of middle-aged ladies who'd
turned up for their yoga, and had to give them each a full refund and offer Serge a
month of free room hire to stop him complaining to the council.

“How the hell did that happen?’ Sandy demanded once they’'d all left. “Serge is
awaysin the diary, who put the party in instead?’

Nova swallowed as she saw her own name next to the woman'’s details. “I’'m sorry, |
must have accidentally deleted Serge’ s booking.”

Sandy didn’t say anything as she stalked back to her desk, and Nova felt her chest
tighten. Try not to cause any more trouble , Sandy had said this morning, and just five
hours later, Nova had already door-stepped a grieving woman and messed up an
important booking.

Nova kept out of her boss' s way for the rest of the afternoon, dealing with the sugar-
hyped four-year-olds from the party running wild round the community center while
their parents ignored them and drank wine. Once the party had finished, the main hall
looked like a bomb had hit it—the mother hadn’'t cleaned up, despite Nova's
pleas—and so she fetched some black bin bags and began to sweep up the mountains
of confetti, glitter and crushed Pom-Bears.



“Need a hand?’ Lauren appeared in the doorway, brandishing a dustpan and brush.

“Thanks,” Nova said. “How are you? Today’ s been so hectic, I’ ve barely seen you.”

“Fine, thanks, although Sandy’s in another stinking mood: | offered her a cup of tea
earlier and she bit my head off. | know she's stressed about the budget, but she
doesn’t have to be such a cow about it.”

“1 think her mood is partly my fault.”

Lauren looked over at her. “Nova, you have to stop beating yourself up. | know
leaving the office unlocked was an unfortunate mistake, but not everything that’s
gone wrong since then is your fault.”

“No, this really was. | double-booked the main hall and Sandy had to deal with the
fallout.”

“Oh, shit,” Lauren said. “That will explain all the shouting | heard earlier.”

“1 just don’t know what’s wrong with me.” Nova slumped down in a chair. “I used to
be really efficient, but at the moment I’m all over the place. I’ ve caused nothing but
trouble since | started here.”

“That’s not true. And look: you' ve moved to a new town hundreds of miles from
home, you've got a new job and you're getting married a week from tomorrow. Y our
lifeisawhirlwind, so it’s no wonder if you've let afew things dlip.”

“Craig keeps calling me Ditsy Davies,” Nova said. “And his mum thinks I'm
completely useless. | swear, she must have texted me about ten times to remind me |
need to confirm the timings with our wedding photographer.” She held up her phone
to show Lauren the stream of messages, many of them in caps lock.



Lauren gave a soft chuckle. “Don’t take that personally, Pamelais a complete control
freak. Sam and | always joke that it’s remarkable she's letting this wedding go ahead
at all. In all the years we've known Craig, his mum has never thought anyone was
good enough for her precious son.”

“Yeah, well | think she's quickly changing her mind about me.” Nova sighed and
shook her head. “Sorry, | shouldn’t moan to you; you’'ve got your own problems to
deal with, al thanksto me.”

“Don’'t be silly, you can moan all you want.”

“Thanks. Honestly, if it weren't for you and Craig, | think I’d have aready run back
to London with my tail between my legs.”

“1 don’t think anyone would blame you if you did. | can’t imagine leaving my friends
and family to move two hundred miles away, let alone living with Pamela Pritchard!”

“l didn’t mind moving; to be honest, after my dad died, | was glad of the change of
scene.”

“Yeah, but give yourself credit too. The way you’ ve uprooted your life for Craig is
impressive.”

“And now this place might close and | won't even have a job. Neither of us will.”
Nova's stomach lurched at the thought. “Do you think the council will really shut us
down?’

“God knows. They’'ve been slashing our budget for years, so | guess it's not a
complete surprise. Although the way they’re trying to pin this on the missing money,
rather than just being honest and saying they want to sell the building, makes my
blood boil.”



“Everyone's going to blame me for this, aren’'t they?” Nova said, remembering
Beryl’s words earlier. “If this place closes, I'll forever be known as the girl who got
the community center shut down.”

“People’s memories are short, they’ll soon forget about this once a new piece of
gossip comes along. And if they don’t, you can aways—"

Lauren was interrupted by the bang of the front door opening.

“Sorry, we're closed,” she called out, but a moment later they saw PC Khan put his
head round the door.

“Afternoon,” he said, nodding to them both. “I’ve just popped in to give Sandy an
update on our investigation. Is she still here?’

“She'sin the office,” Lauren said. “Okay if we come too?’

Nova and Lauren followed him down the corridor. Sandy was sitting behind her
computer, but her head jerked up as soon as she saw the police officer walk in.

“Yusaf, please tell me you’ re here with good news?’

He waited until Nova had closed the office door. “I’m afraid not. In fact, things are a
lot more complicated than we originaly thought. As well as being the main suspect
for the theft of your money, Michagl Watkins is also now the prime suspect in a
murder investigation.”

“What?’ Sandy said, at the same moment Lauren muttered “Bloody hell!” Nova did
her best to feign shock, given she didn't want any of them knowing she'd been to
visit Michael’ swife and already knew this.



“On Wednesday, Michagl’s mother was killed in the home she shares with Michael
and his wife. | can't go into too much detail at this point, but it appears Michael
packed a bag and fled the house soon after, and he hasn’t been seen since. In fact, as
far as we can ascertain, it seems likely that Nova here was the last person to see him
at her book club.”

“So that means our money has disappeared too,” Sandy said, sSlumping back into her
chair. “ Shit!”

“Do you have any leads on where he might be?’ Lauren asked. “A man doesn't just
disappear, for God' s sake.”

“I'm afraid it seems he has,” Yusaf said. “This morning, his car was traced to a
deserted lane in the middle of Bodmin Moor, but there was no sign of Michael. It
seems likely that he drove there after your book club and then abandoned his car and
carried on by foot or transferred to another vehicle.”

“Can’t you track him via his mobile phone signal?’ Nova asked.

“We'vetried but he must have switched it off, or else it’s run out of charge.”

“He must have an accomplice,” Lauren said. “You can’t just disappear off the face of
the earth without help.”

“His wife has mentioned a possible other woman in Michael’s life, and thisis another
line of investigation.”

“S0, what' s the plan now?’ Sandy asked. “How are you going to find him?’

“We have teams out searching for him around the Bodmin area, in case he' s gone into
hiding there, and obviously we've aerted our colleagues nationwide as well as



Border Control. Assuming he's still in the UK, then at some point in the coming
weeks he'll have to emerge from hiding, and we'll be ready to catch him when he

does.

“But we don’'t have weeks!” Sandy said, her voice sounding horribly desperate. “We
need to find our money now or the council will shut us down.”

Yusaf shrugged. “I’m afraid that without Michael, there's not much we can do about
that. | interviewed the other members of the book club and, as you know, they all
have alibis for arriving and leaving the center. So, it seems the only person who could
have taken the money was Michael or...” He trailed off and there was an awkward
silence.

“It wasn't me, if that's what you’'re suggesting,” Nova said, feeling her face flush.
“Why would | steal from my own place of work and risk losing ajob | love?’

“Aren't you and Craig getting married next weekend?’ Yusaf’s tone was soft, but
Novaknew what he was insinuating.

“Craig’'s parents are paying for the wedding. But even if they weren't, I’d never do
anything to hurt the community center. Sandy, you believe me, right?’

She looked at her boss, but Sandy was staring at the squeezy stress ball in her hand
and wouldn’t catch Nova's eye.
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Arthur

Every Saturday morning, Arthur Robinson visited St. Tredock library to collect new
books for ES.

Before she lost her sight, his wife used to go herself, spending hours choosing a stack
of historical romances, which she’d bring home and devour in bed at night, her
reading glasses balanced on the end of her nose and a mug of home-grown herbal tea
in her hands. Even when her eyesight started to fail, Esi would still make her weekly
pilgrimage, although as time passed, she became more and more reliant on Arthur to
not just help her choose the books, but aso to read them to her as well. Eventualy,
her eyesight became so bad that Esi found it too overwhelming to leave the farm, and
she asked Arthur to go to the library for her.

To begin with he hated it, embarrassed in case someone saw him browsing the
romance shelves, and he used to go to the library as soon as it opened and hide her
books under his own biographies. But over time, Arthur had become less self-
conscious and began chatting to the librarians, getting recommendations for books
that Esi might enjoy. Now they all knew him by name, and they’ d often set aside new
historical romances for him to collect on his Saturday visits.

Today, Arthur greeted the librarian and headed straight to the familiar shelf. As he
approached, he saw a gangly figure hunched over it.

“Ash! How areyou, lad?’

The boy visibly jolted at being addressed and took a hurried step back from the shelf.



“Eh, hi...” he mumbled, flicking hislong fringe over hisface.

Arthur smiled in recognition; not so long ago, he' d been as embarrassed as Ash.

“Don’'t worry,” he said, lowering his voice. “You're near enough to the horror shelf
that you can always pretend you' re looking at those if anyone spots you.”

Ash gave a shy smile. “I was just trying to find The Viscount Who Loved Me for
book club.”

“Reading that already, are you? Well, it'll be here if they have it.” Arthur bent down
to the small row of Julia Quinn books on the lowest shelf. “You're in luck.” He
pulled out a well-worn copy of the paperback and handed it to Ash.

“Thanks,” the boy mumbled and turned to leave.

“Did you hear about the theft at the community center?’

Ash looked back. “ A police officer came to my house yesterday. He said he thought it
might’ ve been someone from the book club.”

“It sounds like it was that Michagl man, the one who ran out.”

“Have they arrested him?”’

“Not yet. The police think he might’ve a'so murdered his mother and done a runner,
although I’'m still not convinced that man had a murdering temperament.”

“And he's disappeared?’ Ash's eyes were wide. “If he didn’t kill his mum then
maybe he' s been kidnapped? Or abducted?’



“Abducted?” Arthur couldn’t help but chuckle. “Y ou sound like Phyllis!”

The teenager gave an embarrassed smile. “Sorry. I've just been reading this science
fiction book where a character gets abducted by aliens, so | guess that’s on my brain.”

“Oh, that sounds like a good story. Y ou like science fiction, do you?”’

The boy nodded. Arthur waited for him to say something, but he'd clearly lost his
confidence again.

“1 have to confess, I’ ve not read much myself, although | have watched a few science
fiction filmsin my time. | used to like those Star Wars ones.”

“l love Star Wars !” Ash’'s face was suddenly alight. He pulled back his jacket to
reveal awell-worn Return of the Jedi T-shirt.

Arthur smiled. “I’ ve only seen the original ones. My Esi was aways fond of that Han
Solo.”

“Maybe your wife would enjoy the Solo film, which is al about his backstory?’

“Thanks, I'll tell her about it. Although between you and me, | think it’s the young
Harrison Ford she likes more than the character,” Arthur said with a wink, and Ash
gave a shy laugh when he realized what Arthur was referring to. “Maybe one month
we could read some science fiction in book club. How about that one you just
mentioned, about the alien abduction?’

“Oh no, | don't think that’s a good idea. I’'m not sure the others would enjoy it very
much.”

“You'd be surprised. And even if they don’t, that won’t matter. I’'m no expert, but |



think the whole point of a book club isto read things you wouldn’'t normally.”

“I’ve enjoyed al the books we've read so far,” Ash said, then frowned. “Not that
you' d know.”

“What do you mean?’

“l mean, | can never think of anything to say about them in the meeting. Everyone
else has clever ideas but my mind goes blank.”

“Oh, | never say anything clever,” Arthur said. “I just spout any old waffle and hope
someone interrupts me.”

“That’ s not true. Y ou always have excellent ideas.”

“WEell, any | do have I’ll have nicked off Esi. She's the smart one in our relationship;
any good idea |’ ve ever had has been hersfirst.”

Ash smiled but didn’t say anything, and Arthur kicked himself for blabbing on about
his wife to the teenager.

“Well, I’ ve talked your ear off enough. | look forward to seeing you at the next book
club and hearing what you think of this one.” Arthur nodded at the book in Ash's
hand and turned to leave. But he'd not got more than a few paces when he heard a
new voice behind him.

“Ash, hey!”
Arthur glanced back to see a tall, strapping lad with blond hair walking across the

library toward Ash. The boys must be about the same age, yet while Ash looked like
he wanted the earth to open up and swallow him, this boy oozed confidence. He was



dressed in a muddy football kit, a rucksack slung over one shoulder and a pile of
books in his hands. Arthur remembered boys like this from his days in school: the
ones who always got picked first for sports and got the attention of all the prettiest
girls.

“Oh...eh...hi, Dan.” Ash’s cheeks had gone bright scarlet, and Arthur could see him
trying to hide The Viscount Who Loved Me behind his back.

“You getting books for English?’ Dan said. “I started reading Much Ado About
Nothing the other night but fell asleep afew pagesin.”

“Erm...”

“What’ s that you' re holding; anything good?’

Arthur saw Ash’s eyes go wide in panic. He tried to step back, but that only resulted
in him knocking into the romance shelf and sending books scattering to the floor.
With a groan of embarrassment, Ash bent down to pick them up, flashing the cover of

The Viscount Who Loved Me in the process. Arthur saw Dan’s eyebrows shoot up in
surprise.

“Is that—"

“Ash, there you are, lad!” Before he knew what he was doing, Arthur was striding
toward the two boys. “Have you got that book for me yet?’

Ash looked up at Arthur, his mouth hanging open like a cow. Arthur held out his
hand for the book, but Ash stared at it blankly.

“Thanks for finding it for me,” Arthur said, speaking slowly to try and communicate
to the teenager what he was doing.



Ash finally seemed to cotton on and thrust the book toward him. Arthur gave him a
quick nod and stepped away. But as he started to leave, he heard the other boy speak

again.
“Hi, I'm Dan.”
Arthur turned back round to see the teenager looking at him with curiosity.

“I’'min English class with Ash.” Dan paused, clearly waiting for Arthur to explain his
connection.

“Hello. I'm, eh...” Heck, what should he say? Something told him Ash wouldn’t
want his friend knowing he went to a book club with a load of old fogies. “I'm
Arthur, Ash’s grandfather.”

He saw Ash blink in surprise, but what else was he meant to say?

“Ah, lovely to meet you, Arthur.” Dan’s face split into awarm smile.

“Ash was just helping me find this book for his grandma. My wife loves these soppy
romances, doesn’t she, Ash?’

The teenager nodded, clearly struck mute with the horror of it al.
“Yeah, my mum loves the Bridgerton books too,” Dan said, and then he lowered his
voice to a stage whisper. “Between us, |I've watched all the series on Netflix with

her.”

He laughed and Arthur laughed, too, although Ash still looked like he wanted to die
of shame.



“Well, I’d better go. I’ve got to pick my car up from the garage,” Dan said. “It was
nice to meet you, Arthur. And Ash, see you around.”

He gave them both a farewell wave and then strode toward the door. Arthur glanced
a Ash and saw him staring after Dan, an expression on his face that Arthur
recognized from the hundreds of romance novels he'd read Esi: a mixture of terror
and longing that could only mean one thing. The poor boy was hopelessly in love.
Ash blinked and turned back to Arthur. “Thanks for helping me out.”

“No worries. | guessed you might not want your friend to know you were reading it.”
“Oh...he’s not my friend,” Ash stuttered. “I mean, we're in the same class, but |
don’t know him very well. | didn’'t even realize he knew my name...” He trailed off,
his cheeks flushed as he stared at hisfeet.

“He seems like a nice young man,” Arthur said gently.

Ash’s head snapped up, his eyes wide again. “Oh no, it’s not—"

“It'sall right, Ash.” Arthur smiled to try and reassure the boy he understood.

There was a moment of awkward silence and then Ash’s shoulders sunk as he let out
along, forlorn sigh. “Was | that obvious?’

Arthur couldn’t help but chuckle. “No, of course not.”
“l just freeze every time | see him. It's so embarrassing, it's like | forget how to

speak. And Dan is so confident. Y ou should hear him in English class, he always has
such smart things to say about every book.”



Suddenly, Arthur understood something that had been bothering him. “That's why
you come to book club, isn’t it?’

Ash stared at hisfeet again. “1 just wanted to learn how to talk about books so maybe
| wouldn't look like such a dick in front of Dan. But it’s no use, I'm just as useless
thereas| amin class.”

“l can help if you want?’

Ash’s head jolted up. “You?’

“1 know | might look and sound like an old farmer—well, to be fair, | am one—but
I’ ve spent decades listening to my Esi talk about books. So | think a little bit of her
knowledge must have rubbed off on me over the years.”

Ash chewed hisfingernail, visibly weighing the offer up.

“It can be our secret, if you' re worried about anyone knowing,” Arthur added.

“Are you sure you wouldn’t mind?’

“?Course not or | wouldn't have offered. What are you reading in class at the
moment?”’

“We're doing Much Ado About Nothing next,” Ash said, with all the enthusiasm of a
criminal about to face the gallows.

“That’ s by Shakespeare, isn't it? I’ [l be honest, I’ ve not read much of his, but I'll take
alook and see what | can come up with. How about we meet at the community center
on Tuesday?’



“Next week is half term so that would be great, thank you!” The boy grinned and
Arthur felt asmall, unexpected swell of pride.

“Grand. And don’t worry, | promise | won't tell asoul.”
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Nova

There were many ways Nova would have liked to spend her Saturday morning: lying
in bed reading, going house-hunting with Craig, or for a coastal walk and a pub lunch
with Lauren and Sam. And yet instead, here she was, standing in Blushing Brides
dress shop in Port Gowan, being poked, prodded and squeezed by two bickering
women.

“1t’ s too loose here. We need to tighten the corset,” Pamela said, pinching a piece of
fabric and causing Nova to gasp as the remaining air was squeezed out of her lungs.

“If we go any tighter then Nova might be too uncomfortable on her big day,” said the
dressfitter.

“It’s not about being comfortable, it' s about looking beautiful,” Pamela snapped. “We
want the corset to really show off Nova's lovely curvy figure.”

“If we take in any more fabric then it might disrupt the shape of the bodice. Plus, |
don’t have time to resew al the crystals before next Saturday. What if...”

Nova allowed the conversation to wash over her. It wasn't that she didn’'t care what
she looked like on her wedding day. It was just that, despite her love of clothes, she
wasn’'t someone who'd grown up dreaming about her wedding dress. To be honest,
she’ d always been ambivalent about the whole marriage thing, and had only said yes
to Craig's proposal because she knew it was important to him. Her initial plan had
been to buy something colorful and fabulous from a vintage shop, but Pamela had
been adamant that Nova would regret that decision. Your wedding is the one day in



your life when you get to look like afairy-tale princess, her future mother-in-law had
insisted. Trust me, you don’t want to be wearing some old secondhand thing on your
wedding day; you want to look and feel a million dollars. After many attempts to
argue her case, Nova had decided it wasn't a battle worth fighting, athough she'd
drawn the line at wearing a veil.

She and Craig similarly had to relinquish their idea of a small, intimate ceremony in a
registry office followed by a knees-up in the Anchor for family and close friends. |
won’'t have my only child celebrating his wedding in a pub , Pamela had complained
when Craig had tried to convince her. You're only getting married once and you
should do it properly. It had all ended up getting quite heated, with Pamela
threatening not to attend the wedding if they did it at a registry office, and David
saying he'd only pay for it if they had the reception at his country club. Privately,
Nova had told Craig they should elope and have a tiny wedding, just the two of them
on a beach somewhere far away. But Craig couldn’'t bear the idea of upsetting his
parents, and so it was that next Saturday, Nova was going to walk down the aisle of
St Piran’s church watched by most of St. Tredock, and then have a party for 200 at
the Tennis and Country Club, complete with a champagne reception, three-course sit-
down meal and disco.

“Ouch!” She winced as apin jabbed into her side.

“Sorry, love,” mumbled the shop assistant.

“There, that's much better,” said Pamela with satisfaction. “Don’t you think that’s
better, Nova? Although | still think it’s such a shame you won't wear a veil.”

Nova looked in the mirror but barely recognized the woman in the sparkly white
dress staring back at her. Once she’'d changed back into her own clothes, she had to
sit down with a glass of water because she felt so dizzy.



“It'll be all the stress with everything that’s happening at the community center,”
Pamela said. “I think it’s outrageous the way they’re treating you. Trying to blame
the whole thing on you when the money should never have been left lying around.”

“They’re not blaming it all on me.”

“Oh, but they are,” Pamela said. “1 was at the hairdressers the other day, and Danny,
my colorist, was telling me that he'd heard from Jenny Brazier that apparently Tina
Farleigh and her mafia at the council wanted Sandy to sack you on the spot as soon as
they heard about the theft. According to Jenny, Sandy refused, and she and Tinahad a
stand-up row about you.”

Sandy had defended her to the council? That seemed remarkable, given how annoyed
the woman had been at Nova, and she felt a glow of gratitude toward her boss.

“Frankly, if | were you, I’d just quit now and walk away while you still can,” Pamela
said, crossing to arow of hats and picking one up to inspect. “It sounds like the center
IS going to end up closing anyway, so why not get out now with your head held
high?’

“The center might not have to close. Sandy’s still trying to find a way of recouping
the missing money from the budget.”

“But even if she does, that place is doomed. Besides, | see how tired you are when
you get home, your job is exhausting. How are you going to cope when you and
Craig live alone and you have a house to run as well?’

“Craig will share al the domestic chores with me,” Nova said pointedly.

“Of course he will, | raised my Craigy to be a modern man. But till, you want to
enjoy the early years of married life, not be knackered al the time. My offer of



having you work at the florists still stands,” Pamela said, picking up another hat. “I
know you worry you have no experience, but you're a smart girl and I’'m an excellent
teacher.”

“Thanks, but I’ ve worked hard for my career, and | don’t want to giveit up.”

“There are advantages of working for me too,” Pamela continued. “The hours are
decent, and | pay my girls a proper wage, plus it's a family-friendly job. It's
something Craig and | have discussed.”

For a moment, Nova didn’'t know what to say. Pamela had never made a secret of the
fact she was keen to have grandchildren, but she’' d never been quite so overt about it
before. And had Craig really talked about this with her?

“We're away-off thinking about that yet.”

Pamela must have heard the edge in Nova' s voice as she gave a placatory wave of her
hand. “Of course. All I'm saying is that the offer isthere if you want it.”

“I think | feel better now. Shall we get going?’ Nova stood up and headed toward the
door before her future mother-in-law could say anything else.

“Right, I've got the cake lady coming over at one to show us the decorations she's
made for the top tier,” Pamela said as they stepped outside.

“Actually, I'm going to stay here for a bit and do some shopping,” Nova said. “I can
catch the bus back later.”

Pamela looked like she wanted to argue with her, but then gave a tight smile. “Fine,
I’ll see you at home.”



Nova said good-bye and headed in the opposite direction. She had no real desireto go
shopping and the bus would take ages, but it was still better than being trapped in the
car with Pamela banging on about babies. The idea that she and Craig had discussed
it behind her back still nagged at Nova; she' d have to talk to him about that later.

Up ahead, Nova could see a Cancer Research charity shop, and she walked in and
exhaled slowly. Charity shops had always made her feel calm, perhaps because she'd
spent so many wonderful hours exploring them with her parents. God, how she
wished they were both here today. They’d have found a wedding dress in a charity
shop, no doubt; something original and full of character.

Nova spent a happy twenty minutes browsing the shop; twenty minutes in which she
didn’'t think once about the missing money, the community center or her perilous
career situation. She had great fun trying on clothes, in particular a bright yellow
eighties boiler suit that would have given Pamela a heart attack if she went home
wearing it. Nova didn't buy it, but she did get a cool old teapot shaped like a
pineapple, which for some reason reminded her of her mum, and a small, framed
painting of a coastal scene. Both of these would look great in her and Craig's home,
once they finally managed to find one.

Nova paid for the items, and when she stepped out onto the pavement, her mood was
considerably lighter than it had been half an hour ago. But as she turned toward the
bus stop, she spotted two familiar figures walking down the pavement toward her.
One was short and dressed in a woolen hat and a men’s overcoat three sizes too big
for her, with a pair of ancient-looking binoculars swinging round her neck. The other
was squat and carrying what looked like arotting fish in his mouth.

“What have you been up to, Phyllis?’ Nova asked the approaching woman, dreading
her reply would have something to do with Michael and Cynthia

“I’ve been bird-watching.”



That definitely wasn't the answer Nova had been expecting. “ Oh. That sounds...fun.”

“It's a trick from They Do It with Mirrors . Miss Marple pretends to be bird-
watching, but really she's spying on suspicious activity.”

Nova groaned. “Please tell me you haven't been bird-watching near Mountfort
Close?”

The older woman ignored her as she looked into the box Nova was holding, studying
its contents with a critical eye. “I hope you didn't pay much for that horrible
painting.”

“Phyllis, you can't keep stalking their house; if Cynthia sees you there again, she'll
probably call the police. Besides, it’s not as if Michael’ s just going to turn up with the
stolen money in his hand.”

“What' sthat?’ Phyllis asked, jabbing afinger at the newspaper-wrapped teapot.

“It’sjust something | got for...Oi, what are you doing?’

Phyllis had pulled the parcel out of the box and was ripping off the newspaper around
it.

“Be careful, that’s fragile!” Nova said, as Phyllis threw the teapot back into the box,
her eyes fixed on the newspaper sheet in her hand. “What on earth’ s the matter with

you?’

The woman didn’t answer, her eyes scanning the page she was holding. Then a smile
spread across her face. “That'sit!”

“What’sit?



She looked up at Nova, her eyes shining. “ Agatha Christie was a genius!”

“What are you talking about?’ Nova said, but the woman just gave her an infuriating
grin and sauntered off, the newspaper clutched in her hand.
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Phyllis

Phyllis had never confessed this to anyone, but she hated Hercule Poirot. She'd read
all the novels, of course; she’'d read every book Agatha ever wrote and wouldn’t hear
a word said against them. But secretly, she found the Belgian detective deeply
irritating. That silly little mustache, the annoying way of talking, not to mention his
constant self-aggrandizement. Unlike Miss Marple, who knew that the key to being a
good detective was to be inconspicuous, Poirot liked to put himself at the center of
everything, preening and posturing like a peacock. Phyllis had therefore been
somewhat disappointed when she'd seen the notice for Eve Watkins's funeral in the
newspaper and realized that the answer to catching the murderer and thief Michael
Watkinslay not, as she'd hoped, in aMiss Marple novel, but in a Poirot one instead.

And so it was that on Tuesday morning, Phyllis found herself standing outside the
gates of St Piran’s church, wearing a black coat, sunglasses and a head scarf to
disguise her blue-rinsed hair. She'd had to leave Craddock at home, much to his
annoyance, but he was far too conspicuous. Now though, as she stared up at the tall,
imposing face of the church, Phyllis wished she had her companion with her.

When her mother was alive, Phyllis had come to St Piran’s twice a week. There had
been other churches nearer to their home, but Eliza Hudson had been a devoutly
Christian woman and had preferred the monotone, joyless sermons of Reverend Platt
to the more modern, upbeat style at their local church. And so, every Wednesday and
Sunday, come rain or shine, Phyllis and her mother had silently trudged three miles
along the rocky clifftop path from their home to the church, which stood on a small,
exposed headland between St. Tredock and Port Gowan. The last time Phyllis had
been here was the day of her mother’s funeral, eleven years ago. She hadn’t realized



at the time that it would be her last visit. But the following Sunday, Phyllis had found
herself sitting at the kitchen table at ten o’ clock, drinking a cup of tea, without the
dlightest inclination to leave the house. She had not entered this—or any—church
since.

An icy gust of wind blew in off the sea and Phyllis pulled her coat around her.
Perhaps this was a bad idea? Just because this was how Poirot solved the mystery in
After the Funeral didn't mean she' d have the same luck today. Besides, Craddock
didn’t like being left alone and—

Phyllis stopped and took a deep breath, asking herself the same question she aways
asked when something was unclear. What would Miss Marple do? Adjusting her head
scarf, she set off up the front path toward the church.

As soon as she stepped inside, Phyllis's senses were assaulted. That distinctive smell,
a mixture of sea salt, wood polish and piety so strong that it used to stick to her
Sunday coat. The damp chill in the air; somehow the church always felt five degrees
cooler than outside. The amost deafening silence of the vaulted space. It was all so
familiar that for a moment Phyllis expected to see her mother sitting rigid-backed in
one of the front pews, her head bowed in prayer.

But your iniquities have separated you from your God;

And your sins have hidden His face from you,

So that He will not hear.

“Hello! I'm afraid you're alittle early.”

Phyllisjolted at a posh voice. A tall, silver-haired man was smiling down at her.



“Comeonin, it'sfreezing out there. Would you like an order of service?’

Phyllis took one and hurried toward the back of the nave. She dlipped into one of the
rear pews, removed her sunglasses, and studied the order of service while she waited
for the mourners to arrive. Eve Louise Watkins, it said on the front, along with the
dates 1933-2024 . So, the old bird was ninety-one? Not a bad innings, although rather
irritating to be murdered; by that age, you'd be expecting pneumonia or a urine
infection to see you off.

Under the writing was a photo, an old black-and-white image of Eve in her thirties or
forties. She was a striking woman, although not in a good way, with a square chin,
pointed nose and thick black eyebrows. The idiom “the kind of face only a mother
could love’ popped into Phyllis's head and she snorted softly. That expression had
never meant anything to her, given her own mother hadn’t been able to stand the sight
of Phyllis'sface.

Behind her, she heard the church door creak open, and she put the order of service
down and turned to pay attention to the people coming in. As was to be expected for
the funeral of a ninety-one-year-old, the majority of the mourners were elderly, too,
and a dow procession of wheelchairs, walking sticks and Zimmer frames made their
way into the church. Phyllis kept her eyes trained on each new face as they arrived,
paying particular attention to the male mourners.

In After the Funeral , Agatha Christie had the murderer attend a funeral in disguise,
pretending to be a relative of the deceased. While Phyllis had not particularly enjoyed
the book when shefirst read it—Poirot was at his most insufferable when he made his
big reveal—she was now grateful for the story. Because even though Michagl had
murdered Eve, stolen money and was now on the run from the police, surely he might
still attend his own mother’s funeral ?

Phyllis continued her vigil over the growing congregation. Was that elderly man in



the wheelchair actually Michael, with his head shaved to make himself appear bald?
What about the man wearing a blue anorak and tracksuit bottoms, who seemed to be
taking a suspiciously long time to find his seat? Or even the elderly lady with the
large, feathered hat who was limping in now?

Phyllis glanced at her watch. It was past midday so the funeral would be starting at
any moment. It was a large congregation for such an elderly person. When Phyllis's
mother died, aged ninety-eight, there had only been three people at the funeral:
Phyllis, the vicar and the organ player. Not that Phyllis had expected it to be busy.
Her mother hadn't been an easy woman to love: pious, sharp-tongued and
judgmental. But still, Phyllis had hoped that at least some of the regular members of
the congregation might attend, if for no other reason than to support her.

“Mindif | sit here?’

She looked up to see the silver-haired man who'd been handing out the order of
service looming over her. Phyllis was about to say no, but then the organ burst into
life, filling the air with aloud, slightly out-of-tune chord, and before she knew it, the
man had dlid into the pew next to her. Phyllis shuffled to the other end of the bench as
the church doors swung open and the coffin appeared.

The congregation rose to their feet—at least those who were mobile enough did—and
Eve Watkins began her final journey through the nave. The coffin was carried by four
pallbearers, but a quick scan of their faces told Phyllis that none of them were
Michael. There were three figures walking behind: one was Cynthia Watkins,
wearing a silly hat and an expensive-looking coat, and the other two were women in
their thirties who must be Cynthia and Michael’s daughters. The trio followed the
coffin to the top of the aisle and then dlipped into the front pew on the right. As they
took their places, Cynthia leaned over and whispered something into the ear of the
man standing next to her.



Phyllis's heart began to pound. Was this Michael, brazenly standing in the front row
of St Piran’s church while the Cornish police scoured Bodmin Moor for him? If so, it
was an audacious move, although criminals had been known to do worse: just look at
Murder IsEasy .

“Good turnout, isn't it?”’

The silver-haired gentleman was leaning toward Phyllis and speaking in alow voice.
She ignored him, her eyes trained on the back of the suspect’s head, willing him to
turn around and reveal his face. He and Cynthia had exchanged a few more words,
their heads bowed toward each other conspiratorially.

“1 had no idea Eve had so many friends,” the man continued. “Mind you, Cynthia's
promise of a cream tea at the wake might have incentivized a few. People will do
anything for a good scone.”

Phyllis sighed loudly, hoping that might discourage the man from talking. Her mother
could never stand people making noise in church and had once hit a man over the
back of the head with her prayer book after he'd yawned too loudly.

“Of course, | imagine all the gossip has helped attract a crowd too.”

At the word gossip , Phyllis's ears pricked up. She had no time for tittle-tattle herself,
but like Miss Marple, she knew it was often a useful way to get information.

“What gossip?’ she asked, then winced as if her mother might reach out from beyond
the grave to give her aclip round the ear.

“Dearly beloved...” The vicar's voice rang out at the front of the church as he
welcomed the congregation.



The silver-haired man dlid closer to Phyllis, his voice dropping to a whisper. “They
think Eve's son killed her! His fingerprints were all over her and he hasn’'t been seen
since.”

Phyllis sighed; she’'d been hoping for something new that might help her
Investigation.

“The police came and interviewed me about it on Friday,” her companion said, and
she could hear atinge of pride in hisvoice.

“Why did they interview you?’

“1 live next door to Eve and was the one who saw Michael run out of the house. |
didn’t think anything of it at the time; I’d heard him and Eve arguing shortly before,
so | assumed he was just going out to clear his head. Little did | know what had really
happened.”

Oh, now this was interesting. Phyllis turned to face the man properly. He must be
about the same age as her and was cleanly shaven, wearing a smart suit and black tie.
His eyes were the brightest blue she' d ever seen and fixed on her face.

“Did you say you heard Michael and his mother arguing?’

A few rows in front, one of the congregants let out a pointed cough. The man leaned
closer to Phyllis, his breath brushing her ear as he lowered his voice further.

“l1 wasn't eavesdropping, of course. But I'd just got back from walking my dog,
Bella, and Eve must have had awindow open, as their voices drifted out.”

“What were they arguing about?’



“1 could only hear the odd bit, but from what | picked up, Eve was furious at Michael.
She kept shouting about a letter and some debts, and how he should never have kept
it a secret from her. But then Bella started barking for food, so | took her inside, and
the next thing | knew, | heard a door slam and saw Michagl’s car speeding out of the
drive.”

Phyllis found she was holding her breath. Michael was in debt! That must have been
why he stole the community center money. And—Phyllis felt her chest tighten as
another penny dropped—maybe he killed his mother to get his hands on his
inheritance? At last, now she knew the motive: greed .

“Do you know—"

111 Shh!”

The pointed cougher turned to glare at them both. The silver-haired man gave an
apologetic nod, and when the woman turned back to the front he glanced at Phyllis
with a mischievous twinkle in his eye. Despite herself, Phyllis felt her cheeks flush,

and she turned back to the altar. As she did, her heart dropped.

The man from the front row had disappeared.
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Arthur

Arthur had arranged to meet Ash at four o’ clock at the community center, and so over
the weekend he spent every spare minute reading Much Ado About Nothing . It
wasn't easygoing, filled with strange old words and long, nonsensical rambles, and
severa times he amost gave up. This was why he’'d hated school so much; teachers
forcing them to read these old stories that were impossible to follow. It had damn
near put him off reading altogether, and when he left school at sixteen, he’d sworn he
was never going to read a book again.

Of course, all that changed when he met Esi. Arthur could still remember the first
time he' d seen her asif it were yesterday. It had been the Port Gowan fair, back in the
summer of 1964. She'd been sitting on a hay bale, engrossed in whatever book she
was reading, absentmindedly twirling a braid round her finger while the fair raged on
around her. She was the most beautiful woman he' d ever seen, like aradiant rosein a
field of wheat. Of course, Arthur hadn’t dared speak to her that day. Later, he told her
it was because he didn’'t want to bother her while she was reading, but the truth was
he' d been terrified he’ d open his mouth and say something stupid, just like poor Ash
worried about with Dan. But he'd sworn that next year he would pluck up the
courage, and the very next day, Arthur had headed to the library and borrowed a
book. It hadn’t made much more sense to him than the Shakespeare they'd read at
school, but he persevered, reading a few pages every evening when he got back from
the cow sheds. It had taken him almost a month to finish that first book, and then he’'d
swapped it for a new one, and on it went. A year later, he’'d returned to the county
fair, and when he saw the beautiful woman with the book, he’'d strolled straight up
and said hello.



“ Arthur Robinson, stop daydreaming or you' [l never finish it.”

Es’s softly scolding voice interrupted his memories. Arthur chuckled; she could
always tell when he was drifting off.

“Sorry, love.” He turned his attention back to the text in front of him. “So, let me get
this straight. Claudio wants to marry Hero, but he’ s tricked into thinking she’s having
it off with Borachio, and so instead of marrying her, Claudio humiliates her at the
atar.”

“That’sright. | never understood what Hero seesin Claudio. The manisadolt.”

“And in the meantime, Benedick and Beatrice don’t like each other and bicker all the
time.”

“Benedick doesn’'t believe in love and has sworn he's never going to get married,
which we al know means he's going to end the story loved up and happily married.”
Even without looking up from the page, Arthur could hear the smile in his wife's
voice.

“And Benedick and Bestrice's friends play a trick on them so they both realize that
actually, rather than hating each other, they love each other,” Arthur continued. “And
then Hero pretends to be dead, and that makes Claudio see what a fool he's been, and
then Hero's dad says you can marry my other daughter, who isn't dead. And that
turns out to be Hero all along.”

“Yep, that’s about it.”

Arthur exhaled. “Bloomin’ heck, this Shakespeare chap doesn't half make it
complicated.”



Es laughed, a sound that still made his heart sing even after all these years. “It’s not
that complicated! Now read me the scene where Benedick and Beatrice finally realize
their feelings for each other. | always loved that bit.”

Arthur flicked to the page. When the problems with EsS’s eyesight had started, he'd
felt like aright lemon reading to her. He was no actor, after al, and he could never do
al the voices. But Es told him to stop being so soft, and now, after ten years of
reading to her, he didn’t think twice. And so, he took a sip of tea, cleared his throat,
and began to read aloud.

At three-thirty, Arthur left home and walked the two miles from his farmhouse into
the village. He must have done this walk thousands of times over his eighty-one
years, but he didn’t think he’'d ever tire of the view as he crossed the fields and came
over the brow of the hill to see St. Tredock nestled far below at the bottom of the
cliff. When he was a boy, the village had been little more than a small, stegp high
street leading up from the harbor and a huddle of whitewashed stone fishermen’s
cottages. Much about St. Tredock had changed since then, the village expanding as
new houses were built up the hill like vines growing on a wall. The fishermen were
long gone, too, their cottages now converted into overpriced holiday lets. Not that
Arthur minded: unlike many of his generation, he' d aways embraced change, and he
loved seeing the village come to life every summer, with barefoot children playing on
the beach and crabbing off the harbor walls, their parents drinking pints of cider
outside the Anchor and eating steaming hot pasties from the bakery. And whilst so
much about the village had changed, some things remained the same: the high street
with its traditional butcher and greengrocer, the old library, and of course, the
community center.

Arthur had called Sandy this morning and asked if there was a free space he could
use—he'd not gone into detail why—and been told he could borrow the room they



usually held book club in. When he arrived at the center, he found Ash waiting for
him by the entrance door, scuffing his trainers on the gravel.

“ Afternoon, lad!”

“Hi, Arthur.”

They headed into Tintagel, closing the door behind them.

“S0, how did you get on with Much Ado About Nothing 7" Arthur asked as they sat
down.

“Not good,” the boy said with asigh. “It’s all gobbledygook to me.”

“I’ll be honest, | felt the same for much of it. All that fancy language is intimidating,
isn'tit?’

“l don’'t know why they make us read all this dead white guy stuff in the first place,
it's completely irrelevant.”

“1 used to think that too. But do you know what? Reading Shakespeare again after
sixty-odd years, | realized it’ s not so different to modern books after all.”

Ash raised a disbelieving eyebrow.

“Look, it might be written strangely, but when you boil the whole thing down, it's
basically just your common or garden enemies-to-lovers rom-com.”

Arthur had been quite pleased with that summary, but Ash was squinting at him as if
he was speaking in Shakespearean English himself.



“Enemies-to-lovers? What’ s that?”

“It's a common trope in romance novels and one of Es’s favorites. Two people hate
each other, or at least they think they do, and there’'s aways lots of back-and-forth
between them. And then eventually they come to redlize that they're actually in
love.”

“You mean abit like Anthony and Kate in The Viscount Who Loved Me ?’

Arthur looked at Ash in surprise. “Yes, exactly like that! Have you read that one
already?’

The boy gave a guilty shrug. “I found the Shakespeare so confusing that | gave up on
it halfway through and read the book club one instead.”

“And what did you think of it?’

“It was okay. Much better than Shakespeare.”

“Well, you're right, Anthony Bridgerton and Kate Sheffield are a brilliant example of
enemies-to-lovers. They drive each other mad, and it takes them forever to work out
that’ s because they fancy each other. They're one of Esi’s favorite romance couples,
because she says you can feel the chemistry between them sizzling off the page when

they’ re arguing.”

“It reminded me a bit of...” The boy faltered and Arthur gave him an encouraging
nod.

13 Yes?’

“You'll think I'm stupid; it's not the same at all.”



“Goon, lad, giveit ago. It'sjust you and me here.”

He watched Ash take a deep breath.

“Well...Anthony and Kate just reminded me a bit of...of Rey and Kylo Ren in the
Star Wars films.” He rushed the last words out, as if embarrassed to be saying them
out loud.

“Oh, is that so? I'm afraid I've not seen any of the new Star Wars films so you're
going to haveto fill mein.”

“Well, Kylo Ren is the Supreme Leader of the First Order—those are the baddies.
And Rey, she's a Jedi, so these guys are sworn enemies: they literally spend two and
a half movies trying to kill each other.” The boy pushed the fringe out of his face, his
eyes shining with enthusiasm now that he was talking about something he clearly
loved. “But they also have this really strong connection with each other, in fact
they’re a dyad, which is a bit complicated to explain but basically means they're
connected to each other through the Force and can see into each other’s minds.”

“l see,” Arthur said, although he didn’'t see at all.

“Anyway, they have this whole mortal-enemies-chasing-one-another-round-the-
universe-trying-to-kill-one-another thing going on. But then they have this big fight,
and Rey impales Kylo Ren with alightsaber and almost kills him, at which point they
realize they don’'t hate each other at all.” The boy stopped and looked embarrassed
again. “I told you it was a dumb idea.”

“That’s not dumb at al, it sounds like the perfect enemies-to-lovers story. And tell
me, do they get together in the end? Because one rule of romance novels is they
always have to have a happy ending.”



Ash grinned. “Not quite. Rey dies killing Emperor Palpatine, and then Kylo Ren, who
by this point is called Ben, transfers his life essence into Rey, sacrificing himself to
save her. Then they kiss and Ben dies.”

“What? That' s horrible!”

Ash laughed. “ Sorry, but Star Warsisn't exactly aromance.”

“Clearly not,” Arthur said, chuckling too. “These new ones sound good though.”

“Yeah; | mean, The Rise of Skywalker is average but the other two are excellent. The
Force Awakens might actually be my favorite of al the films, even better than The
Empire Strikes Back . | can lend it to you on DV D, if you like?’

Arthur was taken aback by the offer. “Thanks...that'd be grand. But one thing you
said there made me think back to Much Ado About Nothing . Did you get to the bit
where Claudio dumps Hero at the altar?’

“Because he thinks she’ s been having an affair, right?’

“Yes. There' sthis strange old friar guy who comes up with a daft plan to fake Hero's
death to make Claudio fedl bad. Asif Romeo and Juliet didn’t teach them that faking
death is abad ideal”

Arthur chuckled but the reference clearly went over Ash’s head as the boy looked
blank.

“Anyway, the plan works: when Claudio thinks Hero' s dead, he realizes what an idiot
he's been, and he actually loved her all adong. And from what you said just now, it
sounds a bit like when your Rey amost kills Ben Kylo, or whatever he's called, and it
takes his near death for the two of them to realize they love each other.”



“Like when Kate has the carriage accident and Anthony Bridgerton finaly tells her
he loves her?’

“Yes, lad!” Arthur laughed and Ash laughed, too, clearly delighted at having made
the connection. “Who'd have thought it: Willy Shakespeare, George Lucas and Julia
Quinn all had the exact same idea.”

“Well, sadly I'm not sure I'm going to be able to use any of that in my English
lesson,” Ash said. “My teacher would think 1’d lost the plot if | started comparing
Shakespeare to Star Wars.”

“Oh, but you never know. And maybe Dan’s afan too?’

At the mention of the other boy’s name, Ash’s face grew serious. “I don’t know why
I’'m bothering with any of this, Arthur. Even if | do manage to say a coherent
sentencein class, it’s not like Dan would ever like someone like me.”

“Why ever not?’

“You've seen him. He's captain of the school football team, a prefect and one of the
most popular kids in school. And I'm just a loser who likes science fiction and

computer games.”

“S0, haven't you ever heard of opposites attract? Just ook at Anthony Bridgerton and
Kate Sheffield.”

Ash smiled, but it was a half-hearted one thistime. “ Sadly, thisisn’t aromance novel;
We' re not guaranteed a happily ever after.”

“Maybe not, but let me tell you atrue story. Thefirst time | plucked up the courage to
talk to Egi, it quickly became clear she was totally out of my league. She wasn't just



beautiful, she was the smartest person I'd ever met. Her father had been a successful
Ghanian businessman who'd sent her to this fancy English boarding school, and
when he died, she and her mother moved here permanently. Esi was well-read and
well traveled, whereas I'd barely left St. Tredock my whole life and smelled of
manure. | didn’t stand a chance.”

Ash didn’t say anything, but Arthur could tell he was listening.

“All my friends told me to forget about her and find myself a local lass who'd be
happy with the ssimple life | could give her. But | couldn't get Esi out of my mind.
And so instead of giving up, like everyone told me to, | focused on the one thing |
had in my favor.”

“Which was?’

“ Books. | knew that however different we were, we could have books in common.
And here we are, amost sixty years later, happily married and still arguing about
books every single day.”

Ash smiled. “That’salovely story, Arthur.”

“Well, all I'm saying is that you shouldn’t give up on this Dan just because he's
different from you. Sometimes, these differences are the very things that make a
relationship work.”

“Do you really think so?’

“I"'m living proof of it, lad. Now come on, let's see if we can make sense of this
Much Ado About Nothing malarkey together.”
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Phyllis

The funeral dragged on for what felt like hours. Phyllis was desperate to slip out to
try and find the man, who she was now sure must have been Michael, but she was
trapped in the pew next to the silver-haired man and couldn’t escape without drawing
attention to herself. So instead, she sat there, kicking herself for getting distracted and
allowing her chief suspect to get away for a second time.

Finally, the service drew to a close and the congregation stood up to leave.
Immediately, Phyllis pushed past the posh man and hurried out of the church. As
she’' d feared, Michael was nowhere to be seen; he' d probably be miles away by now.
But still, the fact he’d come to the funeral was very interesting indeed. For one, it
proved Phyllis s theory that Michael running off with alover was nonsense, as he and
Cynthia had looked pretty cozy in the church. And it showed that the man was getting
overconfident, willing to take risks; a classic mistake that had been many a fictional
murderer’ s undoing. Y et there were still many questions left unanswered, and it was
these Phyllis pondered as she walked away from the church.

“Hello! Y 00-hoo, wait up!”

Phyllis glanced over her shoulder. The silver-haired man was hurrying after her,
waving his order of servicein theair like aflag.

“1 was wondering if you'd like a lift to the wake? I’ ve got my car parked round the
corner.”

“No thanks, I’m not going.”



“Why not?” The man had reached her, panting a little. “1 saw the caterers going in
this morning, the afternoon tea looks like it’s going to be quite a spread.”

Phyllis opened her mouth to say she had to get home, but stopped. It would be highly
risky to go in case Cynthia recognized her as the woman from the book club who'd
been sniffing around about Michael. But equally, this wake gave her the perfect
opportunity to investigate the house and look for clues. Phyllis paused, weighing it
up. And then she remembered 4.50 from Paddington , where Miss Marple gets herself
invited for afternoon tea at Rutherford Hall so she can pretend to choke on a fish
paste sandwich in order to entrap the killer. Although Phyllis hoped she wouldn’t
have to go that far, the invitation to visit the scene of the crime was too tempting to
turn down. Besides, like Miss Marple, she was rather partial to afish paste sandwich.

“Very well. Thanksfor the offer.”

It was only a ten-minute drive from the church to Mountfort Close, during which
Phyllis gently pumped the silver-haired man—whose name was Richard—for more
information on Michael and his mother. It turned out that Eve had lived in the house
for forty years, and Michael and Cynthia had moved in with her nine months ago,
after they were forced to sell their own home in Bristol.

“Michael was very secretive, but from what Eve could work out, he’ d made some bad
investment decisions and got himself in a spot of financial bother,” Richard said, as
they drove along the coast. Last week’s storms were long forgotten, and a low
autumn sun hung over the glistening sea. “Eve and | were friends, and she confided in
me that Michael had not only lost his home but al his and Cynthia s savings too. And
from the sounds of their argument last week, | imagine there were other debts Eve
had only just found out about.”

“And so Michagl wanted his mother to sell her house?’



“That’s right, he was putting a lot of pressure on Eve, but she refused. She loved that
house: it was where she'd lived with her beloved husband up until his death, and
she'd put alot of time and effort into the garden. But it wasn't just that. Between you
and me, she told me that she was worried if she sold the house and gave Michael his
inheritance early, he’'d just squander it like he had his own money. Eve loved her son
very much, and she wanted to protect him from himself.”

“And so he killed her to get his hands on the inheritance,” Phyllis said. Just like in
Ordeal by Innocence.

“I keep thinking: if only I’d rung on the doorbell when | heard them arguing, maybe |
could have saved her. I’'ll live with that regret for the rest of my life.”

Phyllis glanced at Richard and saw him staring out of the front window, his face
creased with sorrow. Then he shook his head and turned to look at her.

“Sorry, I've waffled on and rudely asked you nothing about yourself. How did you
know Eve?’

“Oh, eh...” Phyllis wracked her brains for a cover story, then realized it only risked
complicating things. Better to tell the truth; or a version of it, anyway. “| actually

never met her. But | was in a book club with Michael, and I’ve met Cynthia before,
so | felt | should come and pay my respects today.”

“How kind of you,” Richard said, smiling at her. “Now tell me about this book club.
I’ ve aways been interested in joining one.”

“We meet at St. Tredock Community Center on the third Wednesday of the month.”

“And what sort of books do you read?’



“A mixture. Most of them are pretty poor, if I’'m honest, but that always makes for a
good discussion.”

Richard laughed, and Phyllis felt herself flush again. What was going on with her
today? She was behaving like a silly school girl.

“And are you open to new members?’ Richard asked. “I’ve only lived in the area for
eighteen months and still not met many people, so perhaps a book club would be a
good way for me to make new friends?’

“New members are welcome,” Phyllis said, staring out the passenger window so
Richard wouldn’t see her pink cheeks. Thankfully, they were pulling into Mountfort
Close, cars already parked up along the pavement. Phyllis was relieved to see a large
crowd of people filing into number eight; with this many guests at the wake, she
should be able to have a snoop without Cynthia spotting her.

“Here you go.” Richard held Phyllis's door open for her and she didn't move,
momentarily flustered.

Once she was out of the car, Richard offered Phyllis his arm, but she pretended not to
notice and walked straight to the door of number eight. Her whole body was vibrating
with excitement as she stepped inside. Here she was, Miss Phyllis Hudson, about to
sneak into the prime suspect’ s house and find the vital clue to incriminate the killer. It
was enough to make Agatha Christie proud.

“Let’s go to the living room, that’s probably where the food is,” Richard said, and
Phyllis allowed herself to be steered left into alarge, airy room.

There was a huge three-piece-suite in the middle, the biggest Phyllis had ever seen,
and a conservatory off the back looking out over a sprawling mature garden. Phyllis
thought of her own sparse living room and swallowed.



“That's Cynthia' s sister over there,” Richard said, nodding at a small, birdlike woman
twitching by the fireplace. “And the pair she's talking to are Cynthia and Michagl’s
daughters, Caroline and Elinor. They rarely visited their grandmother, although
they’ ve both been playing the part of the grieving granddaughters very convincingly
this week.”

Was the whole family involved in the plot to kill Eve and get their hands on the
inheritance? It would explain why Cynthia's sister was looking so jumpy, and why
the two daughters were trying to impress everyone. Phyllis studied the three of them,
but their faces gave nothing away. She scanned the rest of the guests, but didn't
recognize any of their faces, apart from...Phyllis quickly turned away when she saw
Beryl from the community center chatting to an elderly couple. The last thing she
needed was that woman seeing her here; Beryl was a notorious gossip.

“They must have set up the buffet in the dining room,” Richard said. “How about you
stay here and | go and get us both a plate?’

“Thank you.”

He gave a small bow and then disappeared in search of sustenance. As soon as he was
gone, Phyllis turned and headed back toward the front hall, keeping her face tilted
away from Beryl. If there were any clues to be found, they wouldn’'t be on show
down here in the living room. There was a staircase leading up from the hall and
Phyllis began to climb it. With every step, she expected to hear someone shouting for
her to stop, but no one said aword and she got to the top unnoticed.

There were five doors leading off the upstairs landing, and Phyllis scanned her eyes
across them before heading to the one on the far right, at the front of the house. It was
a bedroom, and from the raised guards on either side of the bed, Phyllis guessed that
it must have been Eve Watkins's. Was this where Michael and his mother had argued
before he killed her? If so, the crime scene had long ago been cleaned up: the bed had



been stripped of al linen and the strong smell of bleach suggested the whole room
had been disinfected, removing any evidence of foul play. To the right of the door
were several boxes of books and some black bin bags, and Phyllis pulled one of the
bags open to see it was full of women'’s clothes. Eve' s family were clearly wasting no
time in casting her belongings off. Phyllis abandoned the bags and moved on to the
next door.

This room appeared to be some sort of an office: there was a bookcase along one wall
and a desk under the window. Phyllis crept into the room, pulling the door shut
behind her as she tiptoed across to the desk. It was tidy, with only a computer, a pen
pot—from the golfing images on the front, Phyllis assumed it belonged to
Michael—and a paper diary. She opened it and began to flick through the pages to the
most recent dates, but there was nothing about murdering a mother or running away
to Bodmin in there. She put the diary aside and turned her attention to the desk
drawer. Phyllis expected it to be locked, but when she pulled on the handle it opened
to revea a pile of papers. She took them out of the drawer and hastily flicked
through. They seemed to be mostly household documents: electricity bills, insurance
policies and some old receipts. But halfway through the pile, Phyllis stopped and
drew breath. In front of her was a credit card statement addressed to Mr. M. Watkins,
And there, in red, was a number the size of which Phyllis had never seen.

?165,449.

Was that how much Michael owed? Richard had mentioned the man was in financial
trouble, but this debt was bigger than anything Phyllis had ever imagined. No wonder
he’' d looked so stressed the whole time; just the thought of it made Phyllis feel sick.
Was this what Eve had discovered and she and Michael were arguing about before he
killed her? If so, the police had missed a key piece of evidence.

Phyllis stuffed it into her bag and began to move around the rest of the room. She was
sure there must be another clue in here, but what was it? Not a stopped clock, like in



The Murder at the Vicarage , or afrayed lamp cord, asin A Murder Is Announced ?
Phyllis mentally kicked herself; if Miss Marple were here, she'd know what to look
for.

And then she spotted it.

Under the desk, a small wastepaper basket which, by the looks of things, hadn’t been
emptied for a while. Phyllis hurried back to the desk and picked up the bin. It
contained the usual random assortment of rubbish: a few empty crisp
packets—Michael had clearly been a fan of Monster Munch—several discarded
tissues, and some ripped-up bits of paper. It was these Phyllis was most interested in,
and she scooped out the contents of the bin and stuffed them into her handbag. She
would go through these later, when she was in the safety of her own home.

A clock chimed, causing Phyllis to jump. She really needed to get back downstairs
before Richard returned from the buffet and started wondering where she was. At the
thought of him, Phyllis's stomach gave a small dip. It was ridiculous, a woman of her
age fawning like a silly teenager. But still, it had been more than sixty years since a
man had smiled at her in the way Richard had.

“And just look how that ended,” Phyllis muttered to herself, shaking all thoughts of
romance out of her head. With one last glance around the office, she opened the door
and stepped back into the hall. She began to make her way toward the stairs and then
stopped. To her left was another door, dlightly gar, and through it she could see a
double bed, fully made. Was this Cynthia and Michael’s room? If so, it might well
contain clues. Glancing around her to check the coast was still clear, she dlipped
inside.

It was indeed the principal bedroom. There was a large double bed, fitted wardrobes
along one wall and a dressing table overflowing with pots and bottles. In the far
corner was a door, which Phyllis assumed led into an en suite bathroom; she’'d read



about those in books but never seen one in rea life. For a second, she considered
having a look but resisted. To the right of the bed was a chest of drawers and she
crossed to that and opened the top drawer. It was filled with men’s underpants, and
she quickly closed it. The next one contained socks; and the one below, T-shirts and
sweaters. Wherever Michael had gone, he hadn’t taken much with him.

On top of the dresser were two framed photos. The first was of Michael and Cynthia
on their wedding day: she was wearing a puffy wedding dress, and he was in top hat
and tails, both with the look of rabbits caught in the headlights. The second photo was
black and white and clearly much older. Phyllis picked up the frame to take a closer
look. It showed a woman and a small boy standing in front of a stone cottage, the sea
stretching out behind them. The cottage looked vaguely familiar, like the ones that
used to stand on the coastal path to St Piran’s, until the erosion got so bad they had to
be pulled down. Phyllis immediately recognized the woman as Eve Watkins, as she
had the same eyebrows and jawline as the photo in the order of service. The child
looked about five or six, with dimpled cheeks and pudgy legs sticking out from his
shorts. This must be Michael outside his childhood home. Both he and his mother
were looking at the camera, grinning at whoever had taken the photo as the wind
whipped their hair. There was something about their happy, carefree faces that made
Phyllis's chest ache, and she was about to put the photo down when she heard a creak
from outside the bedroom door.

Someone was coming up the stairs!

Phyllis' s heart started to pound, and she looked around for somewhere to hide. There
was the en suite, but what if this person wanted to use the toilet? The footsteps were
getting louder, and Phyllis opened the nearest wardrobe door and climbed inside,
pulling it shut behind her. A second later, she heard the bedroom door click open.

Phyllis held her breath so as not to make a sound. She could hear footsteps moving
round the room and the opening and closing of drawers. It must be Cynthia, looking



for something. After a minute or so, Phyllis heard the footsteps moving back toward
the door. She alowed herself to breathe again; this must mean Cynthia was going
downstairs. And then there was another creak and amale voice.

“Ah, hereyou are, love. | was wondering where you’' d snuck off to.”

From her position in the wardrobe, Phyllis let out a silent gasp. Michael was here!
“What are you doing up here?’ Cynthiasaid. “Did anyone see you?’

“Of course not, | crept up. Besides, everyone’ s too busy fighting over the buffet.”

“It’ s still too risky. Imagine if word got out? Everyone' s gossiping enough asit is.”
Phyllis inched forward and pressed her eye up against the crack in the wardrobe
doors. There were only a few millimeters of space, but it was enough to see Cynthia
standing by the bed next to the man. His back was to the wardrobe door, but it was
definitely the same person as in the church. So, Michael really had dared to return to
the scene of the crime, and on such a public occasion! Phyllis felt a flicker of
admiration, before she remembered that he'd murdered his mother and stolen ten

thousand pounds from the community center.

“Relax, they’re just a bunch of bored pensioners,” Michael said. “What are you doing
up here, anyway?’

“Hiding from my sister. She's been trying to get me on my own al day and | know
exactly what she wants to talk about.”

“You think she's panicking?’

“Of course sheis. That Goody Two-shoes is terrified someone will work out | wasn't



really at hers on Wednesday night.”

“You don't think she'll tell the police, do you?”’

“No, she's not that stupid.”

Aha, so Cynthia hadn’t been at her sister’s the night of the murder! Phyllis had
known the woman was lying about her alibi. For a second, she was tempted to burst
out of the wardrobe and tell the pair she'd caught them red-handed, but Miss Marple
would never have done something so brash.

“1 just want this all to be over so we can get out of here,” Cynthia said, her voice
weary.

“Not long now, love. Once the house has been cleared, you'll never have to come
back here again. | was thinking, maybe we should go somewhere hot? We both
deserve abit of sunshine after all of this.”

Phyllis felt a stab of panic. Michael and Cynthia were fleeing the country! Perhaps
they were going to hide out in the Caribbean? Miss Marple had gone to St Honoré in
A Caribbean Mystery , and it sounded wonderful, serial killer aside.

Phyllis heard feet moving across the carpeted floor, and the pair stepped out of her
line of vision.

“I know this past week has been hideous, but it might al work out for the best in the
end.” Michael had dropped his voice to almost a whisper. “With Mike out of the way,
we can finally be together.”

Wait, what? Had she just misheard that? Phyllis leaned forward and very gently
pushed the door gjar to get a better view.



Few things shocked Phyllis Hudson. But the sight of Cynthia Watkins being kissed
passionately in the arms of a man—a man who was most definitely not her husband,
Michael Watkins—took her breath away. She recoiled, and as she did her head
knocked against a coat hanger, causing it to clatter against the rear of the wardrobe.

“Did you hear that?’

Phyllis pushed herself into the coats and dresses, trying to disappear, but it was no
use. A second later, the door was yanked open and there stood Cynthia and the man
who wasn't Michael, both glaring at her.

“Who the hell are you and what are you doing in my wardrobe?’ Cynthia demanded,
as the man grabbed Phyllis's arm, pulling her out. She stumbled but his grip was
strong, and she didn’t fall.

“Were you just spying on us?’ His face was red.

“l wasn't, | swear.” Phyllis didn’t have to put on her fake “little old lady” voice now;
it was quivering for real.

“Oh my God, it'syou ,” Cynthia said. “Y ou're the woman who was here last week,
aren't you? The one with the humping dog. She said she was in a book club with
Michael.”

“Michael was in abook club?’ The man still had hold of Phyllis's arm, but he turned
to look at Cynthia, his face twisted in disbelief. “He didn’t strike me as the reading
sort.”

“Heisn't, shewaslying.”

“l wasn't,” Phyllis croaked.



“Then what are you doing here?’

“l was...” Phylliswracked her brain. What would Miss Marple do? But her mind was
blank, because Miss Marple would never have been stupid enough to be caught
hiding in awardrobe.

“Right, that’sit, I’'m calling the police,” the man said.

“No!” Phyllis cried, at the same moment Cynthiasaid, “Don’t bother.”

“But she's clearly up to something,” the man said.

“Yes, but the last thing we need is the police turning up in front of those vultures
downstairs, giving them something else to gossip about,” Cynthia said. “Just get her
out of the house without afuss. I’ll deal with this myself later.”

Cynthia's lover looked like he was about to say something else, then he nodded and
pulled Phyllis toward the door. His grip was painful on her arm, but she was
determined not to cry out as he led her down the stairs. There was a crowd of people
milling around in the hallway, and their eyes turned to look at Phyllis as she
descended.

“Nothing to see here folks!” Cynthia' s lover said in an overly cheery voice. “Just an
old lady who needs some air.”

“Phyllis?”

She looked round to see Richard standing in the living room doorway, holding two
plates piled high with food. His expression turned to confusion when he saw her
being marched toward the front door. But before she could say anything, Phyllis was
pushed outside and the door slammed behind her.
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Nova
Novawas having aVery Bad Day.

The problems had started before she even got up. She and Craig were drinking coffee
in bed when his phone buzzed. He read the message and his eyes went wide.

“What isit?’ Nova asked.
He chewed his lip, and she could tell he was working out what to say.
“Crag?

“Don’'t freak out, but it's an e-mail from the solicitors. Apparently Declan was
released from prison last week.”

Nova's stomach plummeted. She'd known this was due to happen soon, but it still
sent goose bumps rippling across her skin. Craig reached over and put his arm round
her shoulder.

“It’ s okay, babe. Y ou’'re 200 miles away now, he can’t—"

“I"m not worried about that,” Nova said quickly. “It's just a shock hearing the name
again, that’s all.”

“The terms of his parole mean that—" Craig was interrupted by a scream from
outside the door. Nova jumped and a moment later Pamela came bursting into the



bedroom, her face ashen.

“Nova, what did you do 7’

“What'swrong?’ Craig said.

“l just texted the photographer to see whether she wanted chicken or beef on
Saturday, and it turns out Nova gave her the wrong date! She thought our wedding
was on the 26th of November , not October, and she’s got another wedding booked

thisweekend.”

Nova exhaled with relief—for a moment there she’d thought it was something
genuinely bad—but Craig was looking at her in horror.

“How can you have got the date wrong for your own wedding?’

“1 definitely told her October. Thisis the photographer’ s mistake, not mine.”

“It was your one job,” Pamela said through gritted teeth.

Nova tried to defend herself, but Pamela stormed out of the room and refused to talk
to her for the rest of the morning.

Things didn’t improve when Nova got to work for the start of her shift at midday and
found Sandy and Lauren pulling the office apart.

“Where did you put the keys to the sports cupboard?’ Sandy demanded as soon as
she walked through the door. “Tim’'s got twenty toddlers about to turn up for baby

gym and we can’'t find them anywhere!”

“1 put them back in the key cupboard last night.”



“Well, they’re not there now. Are you sure you didn’'t forget again?’

“I'm sure |—" she started, but then stopped when Lauren caught her eye and
mouthed the word Derek . Nova' s heart sank. She' d been on her way to put the keys
away yesterday when she’d been cornered by a community center regular, Derek,
who' d spent twenty minutes telling her in graphic detail about his prostate operation.
By the time he'd finished, Nova must have put the keys in her pocket and forgotten
all about them.

“I’'m sorry, Sandy, | must have taken them home with me,” she said. “Do we not have
aspare set?’

“No, we lost those years ago.”

“1 can go home and get them now if—"

“Never mind,” Sandy snapped. “I'll have to tell Tim to run the session without any
bloody equipment.” She stormed out of the office, slamming the door shut behind
her, and Nova sank down into achair.

“You okay?' Lauren asked.

“1 just feel like Sandy’s going to sack me at any moment, and | have this constant
tightnessin my chest.”

“Oh, sweetie,” Lauren said. “Have you talked to Craig about how you're feeling?’

“I"vetried but he thinksit’'s just pre-wedding nerves.”

“And what do you think?’



“l don't know.” Nova sighed. Was this what every bride felt like, four days before
their wedding day; this horrible sensation of suffocating? But then she supposed most
brides weren’t mourning the recent death of their father, or the imminent loss of their
job.

“1 think you need to be more honest with him,” Lauren said gently. “If you're feeling
this stressed about the wedding then perhaps you should consider postponing it for a
bit?’

“| can’'t do that. You know what Pamela s like.”

“But Pamela isn’'t the one who matters here. I'm sure if you explain to Craig how
you're feeling, he'd understand. He adores you, and | know he wouldn’t want to go
through with the wedding if it's making you feel physically unwell.”

“It's fine; I'm fine.” Nova took a deep breath. “I’m just tired. | need to get through
the next few days without getting fired, and then my mum’s coming over for the
wedding and | have aweek off work. | know I'll feel better after that.”

Her friend gave her asmall smile, but Nova could tell she wasn’t convinced.

The afternoon rumbled on without incident. Nova was determined not to make any
more silly mistakes, and she double-checked every booking she put in the diary, and
even made an effort to tidy her desk in case the sports cupboard keys were there.

At four o'clock she had a short break, but rather than sitting in the office with a
glowering Sandy, Nova made herself a cup of tea and headed to Tintagel. As she
turned the door handle, she heard a shuffling sound on the other side. Nova stepped in
to see Arthur and Ash sitting at one of the tables, Ash trying to stuff something in his

bag.



“What’ s going on in here?’ Nova asked, looking between their guilty expressions.

“We were just having alittle chat,” Arthur said. “Lovely weather we're having today,
isn'tit?’

Nova frowned and was about to press further when the door behind her flew open
again, crashing into her back. She yelped in pain as Phyllis came bowling into the
room, followed closely by Craddock. They were both panting.

“Areyou okay?' Nova asked, as Phyllis leaned on atable to catch her breath.

“We...were...wrong...” The older lady gasped. “Everything...we thought...is
wrong.”

“What on earth are you talking about?’
Phyllis straightened up, and Nova saw a strange intensity in her eyes. “We thought it
was Michael who killed his mother, but it was Cynthial She's the murderer...and |

think she’s behind Michagl’ s disappearance too.”

It was such an absurd statement that Nova couldn’t help laughing. “Phyllis, I'm sorry,
but you really need to stop reading so many murder mysteries.”

Phyllis wrinkled her nose. “Laugh al you want. Miss Marple was used to people
laughing at her and dismissing her asasilly old lady too.”

“1 don’t think you're silly, Phyllis, just—"
“Greed was the motive, just like | said it would be!” Phyllisinterrupted. “Michael lost

al their money, so Cynthiakilled Eve to get her hands on the inheritance. And she’s
the one having an affair, not Michael. My guessis that after killing Eve, Cynthia and



her lover kidnapped Michael to frame him for the murder and get him out of the way
so they could be together.”

“People do all sorts of crazy things when they’rein love,” Arthur said with a knowing
nod of his head.

“Hang on, | don’'t think Michael was kidnapped,” Nova said. “PC Khan told me that
they found his car abandoned in the middle of Bodmin Moor, so it sounds like he
drove down there after the book club.”

“No!” Phyllis sammed her hand on the table, making them all jump. “The abandoned
car must be part of Cynthia's plan, to make it look like Michael ran away. | have to
giveit to the woman, that’s an excellent touch.”

“How did you find all of thisout?’ Nova asked.

The older woman looked away. “ That’ s not important.”

“Phyllis, tell me.”

“You'll just make afuss.” She crossed her arms and let out along sigh. “ Fine. Earlier
today, | went to Eve Watkins' s funeral.”

“What?’

“1 suspected that Michael might attend in disguise, so | went to try and catch him red-
handed. And then | learned some new information at the funeral—don’'t ask me to
reveal my source—that led me to attend the wake at Michael’s house. And while |
was there, | learned that Cynthia has a lover, and they plan to flee the country now
that Michael’ s out of the way.”



“Phyllis!” Nova burst out when the woman finally stopped speaking. “What the hell
were you thinking? Do you have any idea how dangerous that was?’

“Oh nonsense, | was never in danger.”

“What if Cynthia had recognized you from when we went round there last week?’

“Well, thankfully she didn’'t,” Phyllis said, rubbing her left arm and not catching
Nova's eye.

“l wish you'd told me about your plans, I'd have come too,” Arthur said with a
chuckle. “1t’ s like something out of one of EsSi’ s books.”

“This isn't funny,” Nova said. “You could have been arrested for gate-crashing a
funeral and trespassing on private property.”

“Oh, stop being such a drama queen,” Phyllis tutted. “I was merely paying my
respects to an elderly member of the community.”

“Did you find anything else at the house?’ This was the first time Ash had spoken,
and Phyllis looked startled at seeing him there.

“| did, as a matter of fact.”

She made a big show of reaching into her handbag and pulling out a sheet of paper.
Shelaid it down on the table with a grand flourish.

“Isthisacredit card bill?’ Arthur asked.

“It is. Michael owed over one hundred sixty-five thousand pounds, and by the looks
of things, thiswas afinal demand. He and Cynthia were running out of time to get the



money.”

“This proves they were in financial difficulties, but it doesn't prove either of them
killed Eve,” Arthur said. “We' d need more than thisto go to the police.”

“Be patient, there is more!”

Phyllis reached into her bag again, and despite herself, Nova found she was holding
her breath. Then Phyllis withdrew her hand, and Nova exhaled in disappointment
when the woman placed what looked like the contents of a rubbish bin on the table.
“Did you steal all of this?” Novasaid, not really wanting to know the answer.

“1t wasn't theft. | was ssimply doing some recycling.”

“Isthat aused tissue?’ Arthur said, his nose wrinkled.

“Ignore that. It's these we're interested in.” Phyllis pushed several pieces of paper
toward Arthur.

Nova stepped forward to get a closer look. “Isthat atorn-up envelope?’

“Exactly!”

“How does that help us?’

“At the wake, my source told me that on Wednesday, shortly before Eve was
murdered, he heard Michael and his mother arguing about a letter. Initially | thought

they might have been fighting about the credit card bill, but then | found these ripped
up in the bin.”



“But what good is this to us?” Nova said. “We can’'t even see who the envelope was
addressed to, half the pieces are missing.”

“1t’s not who the letter was to we're interested in,” Phyllis said. “It's who the letter
was from .”

She picked up another scrap of paper from her pile and passed it to Nova, who
glanced at the words on it and frowned.

“Ham pie...pudding. Phyllis, thisisn't aclue, it's abit of old shopping list.”

“No, | believe it's a return address on the back of the envelope. Look, you can see a
bit of the sealed flap here. And look again at what it says next to pudding.”

Nova reread the scrap. “It says 3 Pudding, but | can’'t read anything else as it’s been
ripped.”

“Do you see now?’ Phyllis sface was alight.

“Seewhat?’

“It's an address,” Ash said, and when Nova looked over at him, he was staring at his
phone, his thumbs moving fast across the screen. “According to this there are two
Pudding Lanes in the UK, one Pudding Street and one Pudding Road.” He looked up
from his screen. “One of the Pudding Lanesisin Port Gowan.”

“1 knew it!” Phyllis crowed. “Whoever that letter was from, this is where they live.
My guessisit’s someone Michael owes money to, perhaps a dodgy loan shark. Either

way, | believe if we trace this—"

“It's not a loan shark,” Ash interrupted, and Nova saw his eyes were bright with



excitement too. “It's a man called Graham Pierce who owns a company called Pierce
Security.”

“ Ham pie,” Arthur said, smiling in admiration at Ash’s detective skills. “But why
would Cynthia and Michael need security?”’

“It’ s not just security. Here, look at the website.”

Ash held out his phone and they all crowded closer to see.

“Read it aloud, | haven’t got my glasses on,” Arthur said.

Ash cleared histhroat, clearly embarrassed at having to speak in front of them all.

“Graham Pierce has worked in security for ten years, following a career in the British
Intelligence Service.”

“British Intelligence Servicel” Phyllis interrupted. “Y ou know what that means? The
man’s a spy, atrained killer.”

“He can provide arange of services from personal security to surveillance and private
investigation work,” Ash continued. “If you're interested in using his services then
cal the number below to arrange a meeting. Competitive rates, discretion
guaranteed.”

Phyllis was bouncing up and down, barely able to contain her excitement. “Cynthia
must have employed this private investigator to help get her hands on Eve's money.
Maybe Eve found the letter and told Michael what Cynthia was up to, and that’ s what
they were arguing about? And then Cynthia realized her secret was out, so she killed
Eve and made Michael disappear!”



“Y ou know, something like this happened in abook | read Esi,” Arthur said. “Only in
that one, the assassin ended up falling in love with the woman he was meant to kill
and then—"

“For the hundredth time, Michael doesn’t have alover,” Phyllis said, cutting him off
mid-flow. “ Cynthiais the one having the affair.”

“Okay, let’sjust think about this calmly for amoment,” Nova said, although her heart
was racing in a not particularly calm way. “If we think Cynthia might have hired a
private investigator then maybe it was perfectly innocent? People sometimes use
them when they’re getting divorced, especialy if they think their ex is hiding money
from them.”

“You're not looking at the facts,” Phyllis said. “There's been a theft, a murder and a
missing person, and now we find out an ex-spy is involved too. There's nothing
innocent about any of this!”

“1 think we should take this information to the police,” Arthur said.

“Absolutely not,” Phyllis snapped.

“But if you think Cynthia might be behind Eve's death, not Michael, then you have to
tell them.”

“1 am not going to the police, and that’ s final,” Phyllis said, crossing her arms.

13 B ut_”

“They won't listen to me.” Phylliswas staring at her feet. “In fact, if | tell them it was
Cynthia, then they’ll actively dismissit.”



“But why?’ Nova asked.

The older lady paused before she answered, and Novawasn’t sure she' d ever seen her
look so uncomfortable. “ The police and | have a bit of a history, as aresult of which
they’ ve made it clear that they’ re no longer open to my assistance...”

She trailed off, but she didn’t need to say anything else; Nova understood perfectly.

Phyllis had obviously taken her amateur investigations to the police one too many
times.

“But it’s different thistime,” Arthur said gently. “ There' s been an actual murder, and
you have important information that could help them.”

Phyllislet out along sigh. “ Six months.”

“What?’

“That’s the maximum prison sentence you can get for wasting police time. And the
North Cornish constabulary have made it clear they’d press charges if | ever got

involved in one of their investigations again.”

“Ah, | see,” Arthur said, catching Nova's eye behind Phyllis's back and raising his
eyebrows.

“So, what do we do now?’ Nova asked. “We can't just go barging into this Graham
Pierce’ s office asking questions about Cynthia, he' d get suspicious straightaway.”

“No, we need a cover story,” Arthur said. “We have to pretend we need his services
to get a meeting, and while we' re there we do some digging.”

“Fine, well I'll call and get an appointment, then.” Phyllis pointed at Ash. “Give me



the phone number and I'll call now.”

“1 don’t think you should do it, Phyllis,” Arthur said.

“Why not?’

“For one, Cynthia might be onto you, especialy if you' ve been sniffing round the
funeral and wake. What if she's already told this Pl about you, and he recognizes
you? What if she reports you to the police?’

Phyllis opened her mouth to argue, then obviously thought better of it. “Who’ll go,
then?” Shelooked at Nova.

“No way, | can't risk it. Honestly, I’'m in enough trouble as it is, without getting
involved with some dodgy private investigator.”

“l don’t mind going,” Arthur said. “No one will suspect an old Cornish farmer so |
can probably ask afew questions without him getting suspicious.”

“l can go too,” Ash said, and they all looked at him in surprise. He blushed but
carried on. “I know I'm not very good at talking, but people often don’t notice me,
which might be helpful 7’

“It's true, | didn’'t spot you when | came in here,” Phyllis said, then frowned. “Are
you sure | shouldn’t come too? I've spent a lifetime studying one of the best
detectives in the world. I'm sure Miss Marple would get al the information she
needed and have time for a cup of tea.”

Arthur smiled at her. “We'll still need your help, Phyllis. If this plan is going to work,
you've avital roleto play.”
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Arthur

At 10:59 am., Arthur stood outside the tall, nondescript building on Pudding Lane,
staring at the names on the buzzer. In between Ros Stewart: Psychodrama
Psychoanalysis and Top Thai Massage was a faded handwritten label for Pierce
Security. Arthur’ s stomach churned.

It had all been very well volunteering yesterday, when he was full of bravado having
listened to Phyllis's spying exploits at the funeral. But now he was standing here,
about to meet a possible contract killer, Arthur felt considerably less confident. He
was a farmer, not some bloody amateur sleuth.

“Maybe we should just have a phone chat with him instead?’ he said to Ash.

“We'll never discover anything on the phone. We need to get into his office so we
can have a look around,” the teenager said, and before Arthur could stop him, he

leaned forward and pressed the bell.

For about ten seconds nothing happened, and Arthur sighed with relief. “I knew he'd
be unreliable; he must have forgotten about our—"

He was interrupted by aclick as the door lock opened. Bugger.
“Okay, remember our plan?’ Ash whispered as he stepped inside.

“1 think so,” Arthur said, although in truth he was so nervous he could barely think
straight. What if he got something wrong and the private investigator worked out who



they were? ES’ s historical romances often featured assassins and spies, and they were
al volatile, dangerous men able to kill a person with their bare hands. What if this
Graham Pierce was the same?

Pierce Security had their office on the fourth floor, and Arthur spent the slow climb
running over their cover story in his head. After much deliberation, he and Ash had
decided to go with a story inspired by another of Esi’s much-loved Bridgerton books,
On the Way to the Wedding . It was a dlightly far-fetched plot, but Arthur hoped that
it would be unusual enough to catch Pierce's attention and get him talking. Still, his
heart was hammering, and not just because of the stairs. When he reached the fourth
floor, he saw Ash standing in front of a gray door. He glanced over his shoulder at
Arthur.

13 Ready?l

Arthur grabbed hold of the banister to stop his legs from shaking. “Ready.”

Ash knocked, then moved back to stand next to Arthur. A moment later the door
opened to reveal Graham Pierce.

Arthur wasn't sure what he'd been expecting from an ex-British intelligence officer;
perhaps someone tall and dark, with an angular jaw and brooding eyes. But the man
standing in front of them looked like a middle-aged accountant, with balding hair and
sandwich crumbs in his mustache. He didn’'t look like he was capable of tying his
own shoelaces, et alone killing anyone.

“Comein, comein,” the man said, stepping aside and holding the door open.
Arthur walked through to find himself in a small, cramped office, in the middle of

which was a desk covered in piles of papers and old newspapers. Shelves ran along
the back wall, crammed with files, and a dirty window on the right wall looked out



over the street below.

“Sorry, remind me of your names again?’ the man said as he ushered them in.

“I’m Gregory Benedick. And thisis my grandson, eh...”

Christ, what name had they come up with for Ash? Arthur wracked his brain, aware
Graham was staring at him.

“Eh, Ben,” he said, throwing out the first name that came into his head.

“Ben Benedick?' Graham blinked in surprise and Arthur kicked himself. “Well,
please take a seat.”

Graham indicated two chairs, one of which had an empty McDonald’s bag on it. He
hastily scooped the rubbish up and retreated behind his desk.

“Do you mind if | take notes?’ he said, nodding at his computer.

“No, go ahead.”

“Thanks. So, how can | help you both?’

Arthur opened his mouth to speak but his mind had gone blank again. What was he
supposed to say? His skin was getting clammy and he felt nauseous. Oh God, was he
going to be sick? If only Esi were here, this would all be so much easier. Everything
had always been so much easier when his wife was by his side.

“We're here about my mum.”

Arthur looked at Ash in surprise. The teenager had insisted he didn’t want to do any



talking in the meeting, and yet here he was now, his voice calm and steady.

“She's getting married to this guy, Ricky Haselby, who my grandpa and | don’t trust
at all. He's much older than her and super sleazy and we think something weird is
going on.”

“Eh...yes...we're concerned about why she’s marrying him,” Arthur said, picking up
the thread of the story. “ She doesn’t seem to love him, or even like him very much, so
we're worried something dodgy is going on. Like maybe he's blackmailing her to
marry him...or something.”

Graham was tapping away on his keyboard. “What makes you think it’ s blackmail ?”
“Well, it just doesn’t make sense why she’ d go ahead with this marriage. They barely
know each other. And we think she might actually be in love with someone else,
which is what makes her engagement to Haselby all the stranger.”

Pierce looked up from his computer. “Is this Mr. Haselby very rich?’

Arthur gulped. Had Pierce read the Bridgerton books and recognized the story, and
now he was toying with Arthur before he hurt him?

“Erm, yes,” Arthur said, carefully.

Pierce nodded. “I thought as much. Do you think it's possible that your daughter is
marrying him for his money? | see it all the time, women settling for men far below
them just because the guy offers financial security. Maybe it’s nothing more sinister
than that?’

“lI don't think it's that. My daughter isn’'t short of money, you see; she's very
wealthy.” Arthur saw the PI take in his frayed jumper and ancient trousers and added,



“She'sdone well for herself in business, she’s one of those entrepreneurs.”

“And | assume you' ve tried asking her if there' s anything untoward going on?”’

“We have but she won't tell us what’s wrong. She just keeps saying she knows what
she’ s doing, but we can tell something’' s up.”

“1 see. And how would you like me to help?’

“We were wondering if you could do some digging and find out more about Ricky,”
Ash said. “And also, maybe find out if there's anything in my mum'’s life that she
might be being blackmailed about.”

“1 can certainly try,” Graham said. “1’d suggest that with a case such as this, you'd
want to start with some surveillance work of the two of them, both physical and
digital. Depending on how that goes, we can then consider other approaches. Is there
adate for the planned wedding?’

“Eh yes, next February,” Arthur said.

“Okay, so that only gives us a couple of months,” Graham said, typing another note.

Arthur glanced over at Ash and caught the boy’s eye. This was going well so far; the
Pl didn’t seem to be suspicious. But now was the trickier part.

“1f you did manage to find evidence that Ricky has been blackmailing my Lucy, what
would be the next steps?’ Arthur hoped this question sounded more innocent than it
felt.

“Well, | suppose I'd suggest you confront your daughter with the evidence and see
how she reacts,” the Pl said. “If that still doesn’t make her change her mind about the



wedding then you'd have two choices: either take the evidence to the police,
assuming it was enough to get him prosecuted, or let the wedding go ahead.”

“We don’t want the wedding going ahead,” Arthur said. “That man is a scumbag, and
| know he'll make Lucy unhappy. Are there any other ways we could stop it

happening?’

Arthur didn’t dare look at the Pl as he asked this. Phyllis had been adamant about this
line of questioning; once they’d got Pierce to believe their story, they had to try and
get him to open up about his other services, those he didn’t advertise on his website.
The same services he might have offered Cynthia Watkins to deal with Eve and
Michael.

“I’m sorry, I’'m not sure what you mean, Mr. Benedick,” Graham said.

Arthur clenched his hands together in his lap to stop them shaking. This was his big
moment; if he got this next bit wrong then Pierce might realize they were here under
false pretenses, tie them up and interrogate them until they confessed the truth. And
Es always joked that someone only had to tickle Arthur and he'd give up his life
Secrets.

“Well, say we didn’t have enough evidence to go to the police, but we knew Ricky’s
been blackmailing Lucy,” he said carefully. “Are there any other ways we could stop
the wedding happening? Any ways we could make Ricky...go away?’

Graham didn’t answer and Arthur felt the question hang in the air. He glanced at Ash
and could see the boy’ s face was pale. The seconds ticked by, and Arthur waited for
the moment Graham pulled out a gun and pointed it straight at Arthur’s head. Or
worse, at Ash’s. He closed his eyes, waiting for the inevitable.

A loud noise shattered the silence and Arthur leaped in his chair. He opened his eyes,



terrified of what he was about to see.

“Is that...*Blaze of Glory’ by Jon Bon Jovi?’ Ash asked, as music blasted out from
somewhere on the desk.

“I’'m sorry, it's my phone’s ringtone,” Graham said, rummaging around to try and
locateit. “I thought it was on silent.”

The music continued to blare out.

“1 think it might be here,” Ash said, and he pushed aside some paper and produced a
buzzing mobile, handing it to Graham.

“Thanks, let me just turn that o—"

“No!” Arthur shouted. “I mean, please feel free to take the cal. It might be
important.”

The PI shrugged but then pressed answer and the music abruptly stopped. “Hello,
Pierce Security.”

The room fell silent as the person on the other end of the line spoke and Arthur found
he was holding his breath.

“Cam down, please, and say that again. Y ou think someone has done what?’

Arthur could make out the sound of a voice on the phone but not what they were
saying.

“Hang on a second.” Graham moved the phone away from his ear and turned to
Arthur and Ash. “I’m sorry, gentlemen, do you mind if | take thiscall in private?’



“Go ahead,” Arthur said.

Graham looked between the two of them, clearly waiting for them to leave his office.

“Oh, you want usto go out?’” Arthur began to push himself up from his chair, making
grunting and groaning sounds.

“Here, let me help you, Grandpa,” Ash said, jumping to his side.

Graham was watching them impatiently.

“Be careful. Take it Slowly so you don’t hurt yourself,” Ash said, as Arthur puffed
and panted.

“Don’'t worry, I'll take this outside,” Graham said, and he stood up and strode toward
the office door. “ Sorry, madam, please start that again,” he said as he stepped oui.

A moment later, Arthur heard the office door click shut. Immediately, he jumped to
his feet as Ash rushed round to the far side of the desk.

“Yes, heleft his computer unlocked!” the teenager said.

Arthur started to shuffle through the mess on the desk, grabbing pieces of paper at
random. Most of it seemed to be old receipts and bills. Giving up on the desk, he
moved to the shelves on the back wall, running his eyes along the files, looking for
Cynthia Watkins's name. Like with the desk, there seemed to be no obvious order or
system here, with some files |abeled by date and others by name.

“ Anything on the computer?”’

“I’ve searched his e-mail and there's nothing coming up with Cynthia Watkins's



name,” Ash said. “I’m doing a search of the files now.”

“This is chaos, it's like looking for a needle in a bleedin’ haystack,” Arthur said,
turning from the shelves in dismay.

“Try these drawers,” Ash said, nodding to the desk without taking his eyes off the
screen.

Arthur pulled the first one open to be confronted by a mass of discarded KitKat
Chunky wrappers.

“This man needs a better diet, or he'll die of a heart attack.” He tried to open the
drawer underneath, but it was locked. He was about to start looking for a key when he
heard a gasp from Ash.

“1’ve found something!” the boy said. “There's afolder with Michael’s name on it.”

“Blimey, Phylliswasright!” Arthur hissed.

Ash reached into his pocket and pulled out a memory stick, then bent down to dot it
into the computer.

“1I"m not sure I’ m the best person to help you.” Graham'’s voice floated in through the
door. “Perhaps you’ d have better luck with the police.”

“Quick, it sounds like he' s finishing up.”

“I'mtrying!” Ash’sfeet were tapping urgently on the floor. “It’s copying now.”

“Madam, this really isn't my line of business. Now if you'll excuse me, I'm in the
middle of a meeting.”



Arthur gave up on the locked drawer and hurried back round to the other side of the
desk. “Ash, you have to come now!”

“One more second!”

“If you're going to talk to me like that then | definitely won’'t help. Good-bye!”

Arthur heard the sound of the door handle creak. At the same moment, Ash jumped
up and charged back round the desk, collapsing into his seat the second the door
swung open.

“I’m so sorry about that,” Graham said as he strode back in. “That was some crazy
woman who claimed eight people are stuck on an island off the south coast of Devon
and are about to be murdered one by one. She said she knows who the murderer is
and wants meto help her proveit.”

Arthur stifled the smile that was threatening to emerge as he recognized the plot from
And Then There Were None , an Agatha Christie novel Phyllis had described in
detail at a previous book club meeting.

“You wouldn’t believe the number of weirdos | meet in this line of work, conspiracy
theorists who want me to investigate the strangest things,” Graham continued.
“Thankfully, after ten years in this business, I’ ve got pretty good at weeding out the

time-wasters early on. Now, you were asking me if—"

“You know what, you’ ve given us plenty to think about,” Arthur said. “Ben and | will
have a chat about how we' d like to proceed and be back in touch soon.”

He pushed himself up, giving aquick groan for effect, and Ash leaped up too.

“Would you like to discuss my price structure before you leave?’ Graham asked.



“I"'m willing to offer discountsif you use more than one of my services.”

“Thanks, but we can chat about that next time,” Arthur said as he moved toward the
door. “We appreciate your time, Mr. Pierce.”

“Okay, well you know where | am if you need me,” Graham said, but Arthur didn’t
wait to hear any more as he was out of the door and moving down the stairs as fast as
his eighty-one-year-old legs would carry him.
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Phyllis

“Now close your eyes and breathe...that’s it, slowly in and out, in and out...Feel
nature’ s healing calm fill your body with every loving breath.”

Phyllis gritted her teeth, resisting the temptation to shout at the stupid man to shut up.

It had been Nova s suggestion that she come to the meditation class. Phyllis had been
storming round the community center, berating herself for letting Arthur and Ash go
to vigit the private investigator without her. What chance did a bumbling old farmer
and a mute teenage boy have of getting information out of a member of the €lite
British Secret Service? Even though Phyllis had played her part by ringing the man
and keeping him on the phone so they could investigate the office, she knew the
chances of those two managing to find anything was tiny. And without any evidence
that Cynthia had hired the PI to help kill Eve or get rid of Michael, there was nothing
to stop the woman getting away with her crimes. In her rage, Phyllis had kicked a
bucket, sending it skidding down a corridor and almost taking out atoddler. It was at
that point that Nova had intervened and suggested Phyllis distract herself with some
meditation while they waited for Arthur and Ash to return. Not that she was finding
any of this nonsense remotely relaxing, or distracting.

“Oh my God, what is that smell?’
Phyllis opened her eyes. Severa people sitting around her were pinching their noses

and looking like they might be sick. Phyllis took a sniff and immediately knew the
culprit.



“Is it that damn dog again?’ said Neil, the bearded man who was taking the class.
“I'm sorry, but | told you, you can only bring him in here if he doesn’'t disturb
anyone.”

“He’ s not disturbing anyone, it’ s just some flatulence.”

“1 can’t relax with that stench,” said awoman sitting to Phyllis sright.

“I’'m afraid you' l| have to take him out.”

“Thisisdiscrimination! Y ou wouldn’t throw out a human for farting, would you?’

“Phyllis, either he goes, or you both do.” Nell’s face was looking distinctly lacking in
nature' s healing calm.

“Fine, this was rubbish anyway,” Phyllis said, standing up. “Come on, Craddock,
let’sgo.”

She grabbed the dog's lead and marched toward the door. As they reached it,
Craddock let out another ripper, and Phyllis smiled.

She knew from experience he’ d need to do his business soon, so she led him out into
the car park and over to some small bushes at the edge. In his old age, the dog had
become rather inefficient at emptying his bowels, so Phyllis looked around for
something to keep her occupied while she waited.

There was a game she liked to play sometimes, where she'd pick a random stranger
and try to imagine what observations Miss Marple would make about them. There
was a youth across the road now, leaning against a low brick wall, smoking a
cigarette, and Phyllis studied him closely. He was dressed in a tracksuit—a fashion
item that would no doubt have horrified Jane—and had the hood pulled up to conceal



his face. He wasn't local by the looks of the large rucksack next to him, and his right
foot was bouncing up and down on the pavement with nervous energy as he stared at
the community center. A car drove in front of him, turning into the community center
car park and blocking Phyllis's view. She leaned sideways to keep the youth in
vision, then stopped and turned her attention to the car.

It was ared MINI Cooper, afamiliar face sitting behind the wheel as it reversed into
a parking space. What the hell was Cynthia Watkins doing here? Phyllis turned her
back so the woman wouldn’t recognize her. Craddock had barely begun his business,
and by the time he' d finished, Cynthia might be long gone.

“1 need to go inside and see what’s going on,” she said, wrapping Craddock’s lead
round the nearest fence post. “1I’ll be back soon.”

Securing the lead in a knot, Phyllis hurried into the center to see Cynthia striding
down the corridor. Phyllis followed, keeping at a safe distance.

“l want to see the manager,” Cynthia demanded, barging into the office with the
entitlement of a person who was used to getting her own way.

“That would be me, Sandy Reynolds. How can | help?’

“My name's Cynthia Watkins, and | want to make a formal complaint against
members of your staff,” Cynthia said. “They’ ve been harassing me.”

“My staff?” Phyllis could hear the surprise in Sandy’s voice. “Goodness...What's
happened?’

“Yesterday, a woman who claimed to be from the St. Tredock Community Center
invaded the private wake of my mother-in-law and then hid in a wardrobe to spy on

me.



“What?! I’m so sorry to hear that.”

Even without being able to see her, Phyllis knew Sandy’ s face would be going bright
red and her eyes starting to water. That woman was as limp as alettuce |edf.

“Can you describe this person to me? Only | can’t imagine any of my staff would do
something like this.”

“She was an old lady: fat, blue hair.”

“Ah, right,” Sandy said, the relief evident in her tone. “The person you're talking
about isn’'t an employee here, she's just a woman who comes to the center. Between
you and me, she's a rather sad character. | don’'t think she has any family or friends
so she's quite lonely, and as a result, she can let her imagination run a bit wild. | can
have a gentle word with her, but I’'m afraid she’ s not my responsibility.”

“It wasn't just her,” Cynthia snapped. “Last week, she came with two others, and they
harassed me on my doorstep, only twenty-four hours after | discovered my mother-in-
law had been killed and my husband went missing.”

“Hold on, did you say your name is Cynthia Watkins?’ Sandy said. “Are you any
relation of Michael Watkins?’

“Hewas...is my husband.”

“l see. And you said there were two others; can you remember what they looked
like?’

“There was an old man with a big white beard, and a younger woman in a horrible
furry red coat, plus a foul-smelling English bulldog. They said they were from a book
club here and accused Michael of stealing something.”



“A woman in ared coat?

“Yes, it was an old, cheap-looking thing. She didn’t say much, but she was clearly
trying to intimidate me into revealing goodness knows what.”

“Oh dear...” Sandy said slowly. “I’m afraid she might be a member of my team. Can
you leave me your contact detailsand I’ll investigate this and get back to you?’

“] want your assurances that these troublemakers will be dealt with. It's completely
inappropriate that they should have repeatedly turned up at my house, harassing me
while I’'m going through a very traumatic period. I’ ve brought this to you first as a
common decency, but if you don’'t take action then my next port of call will be the
police.”

“Yes, of course, | understand. Thank you.”

There was a noise in the office, and Phyllis just had time to dart through the open
door of an empty room before she heard Cynthia step into the corridor, her heels
clicking on the floor as she marched out.

Phyllis sank into a chair, her chest tight.

No friends or family...

Quitelondly...

L ets her imagination run wild...

Is that what people really thought of her? She'd always known she was seen as

something of an eccentric: people were deeply suspicious of unmarried, childiess
women, plus the fact she still lived in the house she was born in aways raised some



eyebrows. But till, she had a family in Craddock, and she never let her imagination
run wild; she was extremely rational and methodical. Rather sad character , Sandy
had called her, each word landing like a punch.

Phyllis wasn't one for emotions—her mother had knocked them out of her at a young
age—but it was still several minutes before she was able to breathe properly again.
As soon as she could, she left the meeting room and headed toward the exit. Nova
was walking out of the main hall, carrying alarge box, but she stopped when she saw
Phyllis sface.

“Are you okay?’

Phyllis pushed past her without answering. As she reached the door, she heard
Sandy’ s voice calling out.

“Nova, | need to see you in my office.”

“Okay, but can | just check on Phyllis, she seems—"

“No! We need to talk. Now.”

Phyllis hurried outside. Never in her life had she been so desperate to get away from
people. She turned and began to stagger toward where Craddock was tied up, and
then she ground to a halt.

Ahead of her, Craddock was lying sprawled on the ground.

Phyllis ran toward the dog, dropping painfully to her knees. His eyes were closed but

his whole body was shaking, as if he was having some kind of seizure, and she saw
vomit dribbling out of his mouth.



“Craddock!” Phyllis cried, and for the second timein her life, she felt her heart break.
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Nova

Novawalked into the office and placed the box of crafts on her desk. “Has something
happened with Phyllis? | saw her running out just now looking—"

“Nova, sit down.”

Sandy’s face was grim, and Nova swallowed. Was Sandy about to tell her she was
being sacked? Or worse, had the council already decided to close the community
center? She sat in her chair, waiting for Sandy to speak again.

“A lady has just been to see me and made some very serious allegations. She said that
you went to her house after her mother-in-law died, accompanied by Phyllis and what
sounds like Arthur Robinson, and accused her husband of theft. Is this true?’
Novafelt awave of sickness wash over her. No, no, no, this couldn’t be happening.

“Sandy, | can explain. | never meant for—"

“l don’t want excuses, just tell me. Did you or didn’t you visit Michael Watkins's
house?’

Novafelt her cheeks burn. “I did.”
“Shit!” Sandy reached for the worry beads round her wrist and began clicking them.

“What were you thinking? You knew the police were investigating the missing
money, so why did you stick your nose in?’



“1 didn’t mean to get involved. We only went to the house because Phyllis said that
Michael had died, and | wanted to pay my respects. But then when we got there,
Phyllis started asking questions about him.”

“You realize thisis a breach of our data protection policy?’ Sandy said, lowering her
voice. “The three of you used a visitor’s private address from our records, which |
think isamost definitely illegal.”

“Oh God, I’d not thought about that.”

“No, clearly you didn’t think about anything.” Sandy sank back in her chair and
pulled off her glasses, rubbing her eyes. “I thought things couldn’t get any worse after
the incidents with Beryl, but then the roof money was stolen, and now this. You
realize you might have just driven the final nail into the community center’s coffin?’

“I"m so sorry.”

“l took a chance on you, Nova. Even after your old boss told me what had happened
in London, | still gave you ago here. And thisis how you repay me.”

“Sandy, I'm—"

“l need to report this to the council, but in the meantime, you’'re suspended with
immediate effect.”

“No! Please, can’'t we find another solution?’

“You haven't left me with any other choice!” The woman's voice had risen. “Tina
wanted me to sack you for gross misconduct when you left the office unlocked, but |
defended you. And within twenty-four hours, you broke data protection and upset a
grieving woman so much that she’ s making aformal complaint against you.”



“l was trying to help recover the money,” Nova said, athough she realized how
pathetic that sounded.

“I’ve got to call Tina now and tell her what's happened. I'll let you know the
outcome in due course, but | think you need to prepare yourself for the worst.”

“Please, Sandy...”

“You need to leave, Nova. And for Pete’s sake, quit this amateur detective nonsense
and try not to do anything else that might put the center at risk.”

Nova opened her mouth to try and make one last defense, but tears were pricking at
her eyes, so she grabbed her coat and bag and hurried out of the center.

Her car was parked outside, but rather than getting into it, she headed out onto the
main road and down the hill. The grim reality of Nova's situation hit her with every
step. She’'d known it was risky going to Michael’s house, but she'd never considered
what she was doing was illegal. What was Craig going to say when he found out?
Plus, Pamela and David would no doubt be furious with her causing more problems
before the wedding. And then there was the community center. Had Nova really just
put the fina nail in its coffin? How could she have been so stupid? For a second,
Nova wanted nothing more than to call her dad and get his advice, and then she
remembered and the tears started to fall.

Nova's phone vibrated in her pocket, and she pulled it out. Arthur’s name flashed up
on her screen, and Nova' s stomach curled. If Sandy found out she’d been involved in
a pensioner and a teenager going to visit a potentially dangerous private
investigator...Well, the consequences weren’'t worth thinking about. She stuffed the
phone back into her pocket without answering.

Nova wasn't sure where she was walking, her vision blurred by tears, but eventually



she found herself at the beach. What she needed more than anything was some space
so she could clear her head and think straight. But as she walked down the steps onto
the sand, she saw a familiar hunched figure standing on the shoreline, facing out to
sea. At the sight of Phyllis, Novafelt a flash of anger. If the old woman hadn’t acted
like a crazed amateur detective, then none of this would have happened.

“Phyllis!” she shouted.

The woman didn’t turn around and Nova marched toward her.

“Do you have any idea the trouble your snooping has caused me? Cynthia has made a
formal complaint to Sandy and now my jobis...”

Nova stopped.

“Phyllis, where's Craddock?’

She still didn’t answer, staring out at the crashing waves.
“What happened? What' s wrong?’

“He'ssick...” Phyllis svoice was a croak.

“Oh my God, I’'m so sorry. Ishe at the vet’ s?°

The older woman nodded, her eyes glistening.

“Did they say what might be wrong with him? Isit his age or—'

“He' s been poisoned.”



“Shit!”

“It was her .” Phyllis turned to look at Nova, her face hard. “Cynthia was at the
community center just before it happened. She must have poisoned him on her way

”

out.

“Look, | can see why you might think that, but I’m sure Cynthia wouldn’t have done
anything that awful, especially not in broad daylight.”

“Of course she would! Thisis awoman who's killed her mother-in-law and made her
own husband disappear. She's more than capable of trying to...”

Phyllis trailed off, clearly unable to say the words. Nova watched her take a deep
breath.

“She's sending us a message. She knows we're onto her and thisis her way of telling
us to back off.”

“Phyllis, I know you’re upset right now, but do you think that maybe there's another
explanation? Perhaps Craddock ate something dodgy?”’

Phyllis shook her head. “Trust me, | know this isn't accidental. The vet is doing a
toxicology test, but | bet you it’s either strychnine, which would explain the tremors,
or cyanide, which is fast acting. Arsenic’s unlikely as it needs to be dissolved in hot
liquid.”

Novawas about to ask how she knew so much about poison, then stopped. Of course:
Agatha Christie. “Look, it’s freezing out here, let’s get you home. Is your house far?’

“I"'m not going back there without Craddock,” Phyllis said. “I can’t go back without

him.



Nova heard a tremble in the woman'’s voice, despite her determined words. “Okay, |
understand. We can wait here.”

Phyllis turned back to the sea and Nova stood next to her, staring out at the churning
gray water. For a few minutes neither of them spoke, and the only sound was the
crash of the surf and the scream of seagulls. Then Phyllis turned to look a Nova

again.

“1 know you all think I’'m a sad, lonely old lady with an overactive imagination, but
you need to be careful. If Cynthia' s coming after me then she might come after you
too. None of us are safe until we can prove what she's done.”
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Nova

For the next two hours, the pair stood in silence on the beach, being battered by icy
wind and, at one point, driving rain. Nova was wearing her red coat and a beret, both
of which were soon soaked through, causing her teeth to chatter. She was beginning
to worry that she and Phyllis might catch pneumonia when the vet finally called to
say that Craddock was stable but still very unwell. As far as Nova could hear, the vet
was waiting for the full toxicology report, but his best bet was poisoning by
something called theobromine. He wanted to keep Craddock in overnight and told
Phyllis he’d call her in the morning with more news.

Nova worried that Phyllis might insist on staying on the beach all night, but
thankfully she came off the phone and immediately walked off the beach, without so
much as a thank-you or good-bye. Still, Nova was concerned about the poor woman.
She didn’t know much about Phyllis's personal life, but she suspected she was quite
isolated, and so goodness knows what she' d do if Craddock didn’t pull through.

It was gone six by the time Nova got back to the house, freezing and desperate to sink
into a hot bath. But no sooner had she walked through the front door than she found
Craig waiting for her in the hall.

“Hey, where have you been? Why are you soaking?’

“It'salong story.”

“Well, I'm afraid it's going to have to wait, as Mum wants us to leave in fifteen
minutes.”



“Where are we going?’

Craig tapped Nova's forehead affectionately. “It’s pub quiz night, remember? Y our
last before you officialy become a Pritchard!”

Nova's heart sank. “Oh love, I've had a hideous day. Can't we just stay at home,
there’ s something | need to—"

“1 hope you're not trying to wiggle out of it again,” Pamela said, sweeping into the
hall. “Come on, lazybones, you have to come tonight, it's going to be a special one.”
She gave Nova a dramatic wink. “Y ou might want to get changed and brush your hair
first though.”

Novaran a self-conscious hand through her wet, windswept hair.

“I think you look sexy, like awild Cornish mermaid,” Craig said, smiling and kissing
her. “But I’'m afraid we do have to go: Mum’s been plotting something.”

Nova soon learned what Pamela s plot was when they walked into the Anchor thirty
minutes later to aroar of “surprise!” and pink confetti being thrown in her eyes.

“1 know you didn’t want a hen do but you have to do something to celebrate your last
days as an unmarried woman,” Pamela said. “So, | invited a few ladies along to
celebrate.”

“A few ladies’ turned out to be about fifteen of Pamela's friends, most of whom
Nova had never met before, plus a couple of Craig's old schoolmates. She was
relieved to see Lauren’ s face among the crowd.

“Sorry, | wanted to warn you, but Mum swore me to secrecy and you know what
she'slike,” Craig whispered, putting his arm round Nova' s shoulder. “Although | did



make her promise no penis straws.”

“You're not deserting me here, are you?’ Nova said and Craig laughed.

“Of course not. Just put up with the fuss for a bit and then it’s the pub quiz, and
everyone will be so focused on winning that you can escape and join me.”

Nova was handed a glass of prosecco, and before she knew it, she had a “Bride-to-
be” sash thrown over her and a bright pink veil on her head.

“1 know you refuse to wear a veil at the wedding, but you have to wear it tonight,”
Pamela said, and Nova thought she saw a glint of victory in the woman’s eyes.

Nova fixed a smile on her face and launched into small talk about wedding menus
(smoked salmon to start, beef or chicken and then atrio of desserts), flowers (Pamela
was in charge) and honeymoon plans (on hold, as they were saving up for a house).
After half an hour, she made her excuses and slunk off to the toilet. Nova' s head was
thumping, not helped by the two glasses of prosecco she'd downed in quick
succession, and she'd still not warmed up from her freezing afternoon on the beach
with Phyllis. Nova was therefore relieved to step into the relative quiet and solitude
of theloos. Y et no sooner had the door swung closed behind her than it opened again.
Novareturned the rigid smile to her face, then relaxed when she saw it was Lauren.

“Thank God it’s only you.”

“How are you holding up?’

“1 don’t mean to sound ungrateful, but thisisliterally my idea of hell.”

Lauren chuckled. “I did try and tell Pamela, but she wasn’'t hearing any of it.”



“l was going to say it's sweet of her to go to all this effort, but I'm starting to think
she’'s done it on purpose to get her revenge over the stupid wedding photographer
mess up.”

“Oh yeah, | heard about that,” Lauren said, wincing.

“1 don’t even know anyone here, it's all Pamela’ s friends.”

“When are your London mates coming down for the wedding?’

“1 only invited a handful, and they’re getting the train down on Saturday morning.
We're planning to have a celebration party in London in the spring, which will be
more my style than Pamelaand David's.”

“Good idea. And when’'s your mum arriving?”’

“On Friday,” Nova said, feeling a swell of warmth at the thought. “She’s got two
internal flights, then she's flying from Bogota to Barcelona overnight on Thursday,
then from Barcelonato Bristol on Friday morning.”

“You must be so excited to see her.”

“I really am.”

Lauren paused for a moment, chewing her lip. “Look, | didn't want to have to bring
this up tonight at your hen do—"

“Unofficial hen do,” Novainterrupted with asmile.

“Sandy told me about what happened today with Michael Watkins swife.”



“Ah, yes,” Nova said, the smile disappearing from her face. “I’'m sorry, Lauren. |
realize it was stupid of me to go to her house, but | honestly had no idea it was a data
protection breach.”

“You don't have to apologize to me. | just can’t believe Sandy suspended you.”

“1 really messed up.” Nova shook her head and then winced at the thumping pain.

“Sandy had another meeting with Tina at the council this afternoon,” Lauren said.
“She came back with aface like thunder.”

“Did shetell you what Tinasaid?’

“No, but when | said | was coming here tonight, she asked me to tell you that you
need to go in for ameeting at nine a.m. tomorrow.”

“Shit,” Nova said, running a hand through her hair and knocking the stupid veil off.
“Thisisit, Lauren. She’ s going to fire me.”

“Christ, I'm so sorry.”

Nova gave a small, dry laugh. *Sacked two days before my wedding. That must be
some sort of record.”

“What did Craig say?”’

“1’ve not had a chance to tell him yet, we' ve not been alone all day.”

“Nova, you have to tell him soon. You know how fast gossip travels round St.
Tredock, and he'll be upset if he hears about it from someone else.”



Outside the door, Nova could hear the landlord on the microphone, telling people to
get their drinks in before the quiz started.

“You'reright, I'll talk to him now.”

“Okay, good luck. I'll get us both another drink.”

Nova headed back out to the pub. It was packed now, people taking their seats for the
quiz. One of Pamela’'s friends signaled for Nova to join them, but she pretended not
to notice and headed toward Craig, who was standing at the bar with Sam, Lauren’s
boyfriend.

“Can | have aquick word, Craig?’

“Now?|'m just getting around in, we're starting in aminute.”

“Please, it’simportant.”

“Okay, let’s go outside where it’s quieter.”

“You two off for a quickie, are you?’ Sam said, and there was a burst of raucous
laughter from the lads standing around them.

Nova grabbed her coat, and they headed outside. It was a clear evening, bitterly cold,
and the sky was alive with stars. Behind them, she could hear the waves crashing
against the harbor wall.

“What isit?’ Craig asked. “Are you okay?’

“No, not really.” Nova cleared her throat. “I’ve been suspended from work, and |
think they’re going to fire me.”



“What? Those bastards!” Craig exploded. “They can’t sack you for leaving the office
unlocked, there' s no proof you even—"

“It wasn't just that,” Novainterrupted. “1 did something else.”

“What?' Craig was staring at her, his hazel eyesintense on her face.

“Y ou know the Michael guy | told you about, the one who disappeared from the book
club and went missing?’

“The murder suspect?’

“Yeah, him. Well, | went to his house with afew members of the book club—"

“You did what 7’

“ And then we ended up speaking to his wife about Michael, and she's reported me to
Sandy for harassment.”

“Bloody hell!” Craig swore, his cheeks flushing red. “Why would you go to the house
of a suspected murderer?’

“l didn’'t know he was a suspect at the time, and | thought we could help get the
money back for the community center. Plus, | had Phyllis, Arthur and Craddock with

me.

“Two pensioners and a decrepit dog? Nova, anything could have happened to you.”

“l wasn't in danger, | promise,” she said, but Craig was pacing back and forth, not
listening.



“After everything that happened with Declan, you promised me you'd be more
careful and not take any risks at work, and yet here we are again. | just don’t
understand, Nova; it’s like you want to create drama.”

“l wasn't trying to create drama,” Nova said, hearing an unfamiliar hardness in her
voice.

“Really? Because it’s less than seventy-two hours until our wedding and you’ ve just
been suspended from your job for, what, spying? That feels like dramato me.”

There was along moment of silence, as chilly as the October night air.

“Look, I'm sorry about the suspension,” Nova said, trying to keep her voice calm.
“But | won't apologize for trying to help the community center. My parents always
taught me to fight for what matters.”

Craig let out a long sigh, and Nova saw the anger deflate with his shoulders. “I just
don’t want anything else bad to happen to you. After everything in London, when you
nearly...” He stopped, his voice catching with emotion. “I love you so much, Nova,
and | just want to keep you safe.”

“] am safe here. This wasn't like last time, | promise,” she said, as Craig opened his
arms and pulled her into a hug.

She pressed her head against his chest, feeling his arms wrapped tightly around her. It
was the most wonderful sensation, like she was insulated against the problems of the
world.

“I’m sorry you're having to go through all of this at work, but please just try and
avoid any more drama between now and Saturday, okay? | really want to get you
down the aisle in one piece.” Craig gave a soft laugh and then released her from the



hug. “Come on, let’s get back inside.”

He moved toward the door, but Nova stayed where she was.

“Do you mind if | dlip off home? I’ve got a pounding headache, and | have to meet
with Sandy first thing tomorrow.”

Craig looked back to her. “Really? | know my mum can be alot sometimes, but she's
gone to aload of trouble arranging tonight for you.”

“1 know she has, but I’d made it very clear | didn’t want a hen do.”

She could tell Craig wanted to say something else, but he just shrugged. “Fine,
whatever you want. Text me when you get home, okay?’

He turned and pulled open the pub door, disappearing inside without looking back.
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Arthur

On Thursday morning, Arthur arrived at the community center at ten for his weekly
Carers Support Group coffee morning. He' d been coming every week since Esi first
started losing her eyesight and was always grateful for the hour spent chatting with
others who understood the challenges, frustrations and rewards of being a full-time
carer. But this morning, as he walked into the center, he found his fellow group
members milling round the lobby.

“Morning, Arthur, how are you?’ asked Dill, another regular. “How’s ESI?”’

“I"ve left her listening to a Beverly Jenkins audiobook so she's grand. How’s Mick?”’

Dill smiled and shrugged, an expression familiar to anyone in the support group, and
one that held a hundred emotions. Arthur nodded.

“What' s going on here?’

“They’re running late setting up. Understaffed, apparently.”

Arthur put his head through the door of the main hall and saw it was empty.
“Sorry, excuse me, coming through.”

He turned round to see Nova staggering down the corridor, carrying the tea urn.

“Sorry for the delay, we'll beready in atick.”



“What’s going on?’ he asked her, following her into the hall.

“Sandy hasn’t turned up.”

“That’ s unlike her, issheill?’

“1 don’t know, | can’t get hold of her.” Nova put the tea urn down and plugged it in.
“I"m not even meant to be working today; I’ ve been suspended.”

“Suspended! But why?’

“Long story. Do you mind helping me get the chairs out?’

“Of course.”

Nova gave him a grateful smile as they headed toward the store cupboard. “How did
it go with the private investigator yesterday? Sorry | didn’t call you back, but | had a
full-on day.”

“It was interesting. Ash found afile on his computer labeled ‘Michael Watkins.” ?”

“Oh, wow! What'sin it?’

“Turns out it’'s password protected, so we can’'t open it. Ashistrying to get in though;
that boy is awhiz with computers.”

“1 wonder why Pierce had afile on Michael ?’

“My guess is Phyllis was right and Cynthia employed him to do some digging into
Michael. Maybe that’ s how she found out he was having an affair?’



“| suppose,” Nova said, but she didn’t sound convinced. “Either way, we need to stop
our investigation into Michael and Cynthia.”

“Why? WEe're just getting somewhere, especially if Ash can hack into thisfile.”

“It’s too risky. Cynthia made a formal complaint to Sandy about us; that’s why I’'ve
been suspended. Plus, yesterday Craddock was really sick, and Phyllis thinks Cynthia
poisoned him.”

“What?’ Arthur almost dropped the chair he was carrying. “Why would Cynthia
poison Craddock?’

“Phyllis thinks she was trying to warn her off and she'll be coming for us next.
Personally, I’'m not so sure. You know what Craddock’s like, he'll steal any food he
can get his paws on, so he might have poisoned himself.”

“But still, if Cynthia' s complained about us then we' ve obviously spooked her. She's
clearly trying to hide something, which is all the more reason to keep investigating

her.”

“No, Arthur. Whatever’'s going on, we need to leave it to the police. I’ ve promised
Sandy I'll stop.”

Arthur wanted to argue, but Nova had a determined expression on her face, so he kept
quiet. Still, if they backed off now then Cynthia would elope with her lover, and they
might never find out what had happened to Michael and the missing money.

“IsNova Davies around?’ avoice called out from the lobby.

“I"'min here. Hang on a...Oh, hi Y usaf.”



Arthur looked round to see PC Khan and another uniformed police officer walking
into the hall.

“Is this about the stolen money?’ Novaasked. “I’'m afraid Sandy isn't here yet so—"

“This isn’'t about the money,” Yusaf said. “l need you to come down to the station
with me and answer afew questions.”

Nova s face had gone pale. “Is this about the data protection breach? | swear, | didn’t
realizeit wasillegal, it was a genuine mistake.”

“Data protection? No, it's not that either,” Yusaf said, looking impatient. “This is
about Sandy.”

“Sandy? Why, where is she?’

Yusaf took a moment before he answered. “She's in the hospital. She was attacked
last night at her home.”

“What? No!” Arthur had known Sandy for more than twenty years, and she always
seemed like a nice woman: overly emotional and frequently stressed, but popular
with everyone. Who on earth would want to attack her?

“Is she okay?’ Nova asked.

“She's shaken, but she’ll be fine.”

“My God, poor Sandy. Was it arobbery?’

Y usaf shook his head. “It doesn’t seem so. But if you can come to the station with us,
we' ll discuss this further.”



“1’d love to come and help but now’s not a great time,” Nova said. “Sandy isn’t here,
obvioudly, and Lauren isn't in yet. Can | wait until—"

“No, I'm afraid | need you to come with us now,” the other officer said, in atone that
stopped any argument.

“Why do you want to talk to her?’ Arthur asked.

“One of the victim's neighbors said she saw an individua running away from
Sandy’ s house around the time of the attack.”

“S0, | still don’t understand what that has to do with Nova.”

“The neighbor said the person was wearing a bright red coat.”

For a second, none of them spoke and Arthur saw Nova' s eyes go wide.

“You think it was...me?’ she stuttered. “I’d never hurt Sandy.”

“Where were you between 10:50 and 11:20 p.m. last night?’ the second officer asked
Nova.

“l was at home, asleep in bed.”

“And do you have an dlibi for that time period?’

“No, Craig and his parents were at the pub quiz.”

“And why weren’t you with them?’

“1 left early, | had a headache,” Novasaid, her voicerising in panic.



“Nova, we need you to come to the station with us,” Yusaf said, his tone gentle but
insistent. “It would be much easier if you came willingly, please.”

“Okay, fine.” Nova looked around her, flustered. “1 just don’t know what to do about
this place, | can’'t leave everyone here unsupervised.”

“Don’'t worry, | can hold the fort until Lauren arrives,” Arthur said.

“Are you sure? She should be here soon.”

“Comeon, let’s get going,” the second officer said, taking Nova' s arm.

The young woman allowed herself to be led toward the exit, but as she reached the
door, she turned back to Arthur.

“You need to speak to Phyllis. Tell her that her theory might be correct after all.”
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Phyllis

Phyllis sat on the sofa, an embroidery needle motionless in her hand, her eyes fixed
on the telephone. The vet had said he’'d call her landline with an update this morning,
and so Phyllis had been sitting by the telephone since five am. She was gasping for a
cup of tea and her bladder was uncomfortably full, but she wouldn’t, couldn’t, dare
move in case the phone rang while she was out of the room.

Phyllis had never been so aware of the deafening silence of her home. She may have
lived here her entire life, but for the first sixty-five years she'd had her mother as a
companion, a woman who either prayed loudly or complained loudly from the
moment she woke to the moment she went to sleep. Even on her deathbed, Eliza
Hudson had barely drawn breath between criticizing Phyllis and demanding water.
When she finaly passed away, Phyllis had spent a week echoing round the empty
cottage, and then the day after her mother’ s funeral, she’ d gone to the dog shelter and
found a small, neglected English bulldog puppy. Phyllis had been accompanied by
Craddock’ s wheezes, snorts and farts ever since. But today, the only sound was the
agonizing tick of the carriage clock on the mantelpiece, tormenting Phyllis with its
slow progress.

The clock said it was 10:35. This was well and truly midmorning so why hadn’t the
vet rung yet? Was the fact he hadn’t bad news? Did that mean...

Phyllis closed her eyes to try and block out the questions, but that was no help. All
she could see was Craddock yesterday: his labored, ragged breaths, the tremors that
shook his whole body and the convulsions as he vomited. Phyllis opened her eyes and
returned her attention to the mutinous phone.



There was a ringing sound, piercing the silence, and Phyllis's hand shot out to grab
the handset.

“Hello?’

Her word was met with the dead tone of the phone line. Then the ring sounded again
and she groaned. It was the damn doorbell, not the phone. For a moment, Phyllis
considered ignoring it, but what if it was the vet, coming to tell her the bad news in
person? She got to her feet and hurried to the front door. Through the frosted glass
she could make out a single dark silhouette on the other side. Her hand was shaking
so much she could barely pull back the chain and turn the lock. She took a deep
breath, bracing herself for the moment when the bottom fell out of her world. But
when she pulled the door back, she saw not the fresh-faced young vet, but the
weathered mug of Arthur Robinson.

“What do you want?’ Even in the midst of her grief, Phyllis knew that wasn't a
particularly polite welcome, but she didn’t have time for social callers right now.

“Morning, Phyllis,” Arthur said. “| was wondering if | could pop in and—"

“Now’s not a good time.” Phyllis stepped back and shut the door in his face. The
phone was still silent, but it could ring at any moment and what if she didn’t get there
in time?

“It's about Nova,” Arthur called through the glass. “ She' s been arrested.”

Phyllis paused in the hallway. Her eyes flicked toward the living room, but then she
turned and pulled the door open again. “What are you talking about, man?’

“Just now, at the community center. Sandy was attacked last night, and the police
think Novadid it.”



“What? That girl’s terrified of her own shadow; she couldn’'t hurt a fly. Why do the
cops think it was her?’

“Someone wearing a red coat was seen outside Sandy’ s house around the time of the
attack. Nova said | needed to speak to you. She said, ‘ Tell Phyllis her theory might be
right.”?’

“Of course I'm bloody right,” Phyllis muttered. “Okay, you'd better come in. But
take your shoes off, | don’t want your filthy boots al over my carpet.”

Phyllis hurried back to the phone. Arthur was so large that he had to stoop to get
through her door, and then he stood in the middle of the room, his eyes surveying the
ancient furniture and bare walls, with nothing but a large wooden crucifix as
decoration. Phyllis's mother had made no secret of the fact she regretted getting
married and having a child as opposed to becoming a nun, which she believed was

her true calling, and so she'd decorated her home as if it were a particularly austere
convent.

“It'sa...lovely place you have here,” Arthur mumbled.

“It does mefine.”

Phyllis supposed she could have redecorated after her mother died, but given she
never had visitors, she'd not seen the point.

“You can take a seat.”

Arthur began to move toward the chair by the gasfire that Craddock liked to sleep in.

“Not that one!l”



Arthur nodded and came to sit next to her on the hard sofa. Phyllis shuffled along so
she didn’t have to touch him.

“1’m sorry to hear about Craddock,” he said gruffly.

Phyllis looked away so he wouldn’t see the anguish that she knew was creasing her
face at that name.

“Is he still with the vet?”

11 Y%.”

“Nova told me you thought Cynthia Watkins might have something to do with it.”

Phyllis turned back to look at Arthur. “That woman poisoned him. | saw her at the
community center, and the minute she left, Craddock got ill.”

She waited for Arthur to tell her she was being paranoid, as the vet and Nova had
done yesterday, but he just shook his head. “It isn't right, hurting a defenseless
animal like that. Craddock never did anyone any harm.”

“l told Nova that Cynthia was sending me a message to back off and stop
investigating. | told her she had to be careful, that Cynthia would come after her too.
And now look what’ s happened.”

Arthur nodded, taking it in, and as he did, Phyllis remembered his mission yesterday.

“What happened with the private investigator?’

She listened as Arthur told her about his meeting and Ash finding the Michael file on
the computer, and despite her grief over Craddock, Phyllis couldn’t help but feel a



flicker of excitement about the latest evidence. Surely this proved that Cynthia had
employed Graham Pierce to investigate Michael, and potentially even more than that?

“We have to find out what’ s in that file,” she said when Arthur had finished. “It could
contain the evidence we need to show Cynthia s a murderer and a kidnapper.”

Arthur wrinkled his nose. “Graham Pierce struck me as more of a sitting-in-the-car,
taking-photos-and-eating-KitKats kind of private investigator, as opposed to a
murdering-and-kidnapping one. My guess is Cynthia employed him to find out about
Michael’ s lover. But | agree we need to get into the file, and if we can find out where
thismistress lives, | reckon we might be able to find Michael too.”

Phyllis snorted. “How many times do | have to tell you, Michagl’s not with his
mistress! There’'s not a scrap of evidence to suggest a lover exists; that was just
Cynthiatrying to frame him for the murder.”

“But there's no real evidence to back up your theory either,” Arthur said. “I know
you want to prove Cynthia' s a murderer, but do you think, perhaps, you've got a bit
carried away with it all?’

Phyllis let out a long sigh. More than ever, she now knew how Miss Marple must
have felt when people repeatedly underestimated her, dismissing her theories as mere
gossip and conjecture. But dear Jane knew that if you had atheory that fits every fact,
then it must be the correct one.

“Let’slook at the facts again, shall we? Fact one: we know that Michael was in huge
debt and had been forced to sell their house and move in with his mother, something
that can’'t have delighted Cynthia. Fact two: we know that Cynthia's been having an
affair with aman she’s planning on leaving the country with.”

“I told you it always comes down to love,” Arthur muttered.



“Fact three: we know that she lied about being at her sister’s the night her mother-in-
law was killed. Fact four: we now know, thanks to you and Ash, that she’'d employed
the services of a private investigator who has a folder dedicated to Michael on his
computer, and now Michael has gone missing and maybe even worse. Fact five: we
know that, after discovering me at the wake, Cynthia threatened to ‘deal with me
later,” and within twenty-four hours Craddock was poisoned.”

“Did shereally say that?’

“And fact six: we know that Cynthia was given confirmation by Sandy that Novawas
her employee at the community center, and that same day, Sandy was brutally
attacked by a person wearing a coat like Nova's. All of these things are concrete
facts, and they all suggest that Cynthiais behind the recent series of crimes.”

Phyllis leaned back on the sofa, waiting for Arthur to finally admit defeat and tell her
she was correct. But the man was still frowning.

“Onething | don’t understand is how the missing money fitsinto it all.”

Phyllis bit her lip; she’d been wondering the same thing, and she had a theory, even if
there were no factsto back it up. Yet.

“1 think the theft of the money might be the only part of the whole affair that wasn't
planned and executed by Cynthia. It's my suspicion that the text Michael received
during our book club meeting was somehow alerting him to the fact that Cynthia had
killed his mother and she or Graham Pierce were coming after him, and so Michael
decided to run away. As he was leaving the center, he saw the office door was
unlocked, took a chance and grabbed the petty cash tin, hoping it would contain some
money to help him escape. Unfortunately, that wasn't to be. Whether Graham and
Cynthia captured him in St. Tredock and then dumped his car in Bodmin to confuse
the police, or whether Michagl made it as far as the moor before they caught up with



him, | don’t know. But either way, | think if we're to have any chance of recovering
that money, we have to work out where Michael is.”

It was a moment before Arthur spoke again, and Phyllis could see him processing
everything she'd just said.

“Suppose you're correct,” he said eventually. “Suppose Cynthia did commit all the
other crimes, including attacking Sandy and—"

Arthur didn’'t get any further as he was interrupted by a shrill ring. This time Phyllis
knew it was the phone and she snatched the handset up. “Hello?”

“Hi Phyllis, thisis Sheldon from Port Pets.”

“How is he? What' s the news?’ The words tumbled out of her.

“I’'m pleased to say Craddock’s doing much better; he's more alert this morning and
has eaten breakfast.”

“Really?’” Phyllis heard herself gasp.

“We got the toxicology report back and it confirmed my suspicion. Craddock must
have eaten chocolate, possibly with caffeine in it, too, and he had theobromine
poisoning. But thanks to your quick reactions in getting him here so fast, we managed
to treat him before there was any permanent damage. He' savery lucky dog.”

Phyllis hadn’t realized she’d been holding her breath, and she released it slowly.
“Thank you.”

“1 want to keep him in for a bit longer, until he's had a normal bowel movement, but
you should be able to collect him at the end of the day.”



“End of day...okay...Bye.”

Phyllis hung up the phone. Her heart was racing at one hundred miles an hour and she
closed her eyes.

“Phyllis?”

She startled and opened her eyes to see Arthur looking at her with concern.

“He'sgoing to be al right,” she said, her voice awhisper. “The vet says he’s going to
be okay.”

“Oh, Phyllis, I'm so relieved.”

She felt atear sting the corner of her eye and squeezed them shut again. Phyllis was
not a crier. She hadn’t cried when her mother died, or at the woman’'s funeral. In fact,
the last time she'd cried was almost sixty years ago, on the day she—

“It'sall right, Phyllis. You can let it out.”

Arthur’ s voice was soft, and she felt more tears pressing behind her eyelids. She lifted
her hand to her face and found her cheeks were wet. For a moment, she considered
shouting at Arthur, demanding he leave her alone and never come back. But instead,
Phyllis leaned forward and allowed herself to sob.
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Nova

Nova walked out of the police station with her head low, a silent Craig a her side.
He' d arrived several hours ago with his parents’ solicitor, Bob, a balding man with
halitosis who had stared at Nova' s chest but got her released without charge, although
Yusaf had made it very clear she was still a person of interest. Even though Nova
knew she was innocent, she felt as if she had a guilty sign hanging above her head as
she followed Craig to the car.

“Jeez, Nova,” he said, once the doors were closed, his voice more weary than angry.
“1 thought we' d agreed no more drama?’

“Thisisn't my fault, Craig. | didn’t attack Sandy.”

“I know you didn’t,” he said as he started the engine and reversed out of the space. “I
just don’t get the coat thing. From what Bob told me, it sounds like this neighbor
described your coat exactly. And it’s not like there are |oads of people walking round
St. Tredock in abright red furry coat.”

“l wasn't even wearing that coat to the pub last night. | left it a home, as it was
soaking wet. Maybe someone broke into the house and stole it?”’

Craig raised an eyebrow. “And then broke back in to return it before | got home at
half eleven? | think that’s pretty unlikely; unless you left the door unlocked again?’

Nova heard the dight accusation in the word again and looked out the window. She
wished with all her heart that her parents were here right now, to hug her and tell her



everything was going to be al right.
“Mum’s completely freaking out, as you can imagine,” Craig said. “She spent the
morning checking the wedding insurance documents to see if it covers ‘bride being

arrested for assault.” ?’

“I'm sorry.” Nova knew it sounded limp, but she'd said the word so many times
lately, it had started to lose its meaning.

They were turning left at the roundabout, heading away from St. Tredock, and Nova
frowned.

“Why are we going this way? | need to get back to the community center, Lauren’s
going to be having a nightmare on her own.”

“The center’s closed. Lauren texted me earlier and said the council have shut it down
until further notice.”

“What? They can’t do that!”

“Sandy’ s in hospital and you’ ve been suspended; Lauren can hardly run the place on
her own.”

“Oh my God,” Nova said, putting her hands over her face. “Thisisal my fault.”

“No, it's not, babe. The fate of the community center doesn’t sit on your shoulders. It
was struggling long before you moved here.”

“But still, if 1 hadn’'t been stupid enough to get suspended then we could have kept it
going until Sandy was well enough to return. What's going to happen to the food
bank tomorrow? And where are people like Phyllis and Arthur going to go?’



Next to her, she heard Craig sigh. “Is that seriously your biggest worry right now?”’

She turned to look at him sharply. “What do you mean?”’

“You've just spent hours at the police station being questioned about an assault, and
yet you're more concerned about a couple of pensioners not being able to go to their
coffee mornings.”

“The community center is there for a lot more than just hosting coffee mornings,
Craig. There are people in this town who can’t afford to heat their homes and come to
keep warm; people who are lonely and isolated and have literally nowhere else to

go.”

“There are plenty of cafesin St. Tredock.”

Nova glared at him, not quite believing she had to explain this to her own fiancé, of
all people. “Cafes cost money; money lots of people don’'t have. The community
center isfree.”

Craig must have heard the anger in her voice, as he shrugged. “ Sure, and obvioudly |
don't want it to close. All I'm saying is that right now, we have more pressing things
to think about, like the fact we're getting married in less than forty-eight hours.
Assuming you still want to get married, that is?’

His question hung in the air for a moment before Nova answered. “ Of course | do.”

“Are you sure? Because you’ ve been completely distracted for the past few weeks.”

“I’'m just stressed, Craig. If you hadn’t noticed, there' s been a lot going on for me at
work.”



“Is that al it is? Because Mum said when you went to your final dress fitting last
weekend, you looked like you were about to burst into tears. Please, tell me, are you
having second thoughts?’

Nova remembered that moment in the wedding dress shop: standing in front of the
mirror in that huge white blancmange and feeling like she couldn’t breathe. Then she
remembered what Lauren had said the other day about being more honest with Craig
about her feelings.

“I'm not having second thoughts. But, if I'm being completely honest, there are
moments when it feels like this wedding is more about what your mum wants than
what we want.”

“1s this about the church thing?’ Craig said. “I told you, I’'m sorry we had to give in
on that, but it means a lot to my parents; they got married in St Piran’s and so did my
grandparents. | thought you said you were okay with it?’

“It's not just the church: it's also the reception and the flowers and my dress, and
even my hen do, for God’'s sake. Y our mum has made so many of the decisions for us

and—

“She’'s only made decisions because you wouldn’t,” Craig snapped. “My mum’s
worked her arse off to give us a once-in-a-lifetime wedding.”

“But a wedding of whose lifetime? Because it’s certainly not the big day | dreamed

of.

“Well, then you should have been more proactive in organizing it, shouldn't you?
Because | think it’s a bit rich you complaining now, given the only thing you' ve done
is mess up the photographer and get yourself arrested right before the wedding.”



Novafelt the words like adlap. “Isthat realy what you think?’

Craig groaned. “No, of course not. Sorry, I'm just stressed too; | had a shit ton of
work today and could have done without spending my afternoon sitting in the police
station.”

Nova didn’t reply, and they drove the last mile in silence. She was relieved to see
neither Pamela' s nor David's car in the driveway when they pulled up at the house.
Nova opened her door, but Craig kept the engine running.

“Areyou coming in?’

“1 need to go back to the garage for a couple of hours and catch up on some work. I'll
seeyou later, okay?’

Nova thought about asking him to stay then stopped herself. They needed a bit of
time apart to calm down before one of them said something they’d regret.

“Okay, bye,” she said, and she watched as Craig drove off, his tires sending gravel
flying.

As soon as she got into the house, Nova tried calling her mum, but there was no
answer; she must already be on her first flight. Still, at least she’d be in Cornwall
tomorrow; Nova couldn’t wait to melt into her mum’s arms for the longest hug.

She had a shower and was getting dressed again when she heard the doorbell ring.
When she opened the door, Lauren was standing on the doorstep, brandishing a bottle

of wine.

“1 thought you could do with this,” she said.



Nova smiled and ushered her through to the kitchen. “ Thanks for coming over. Have
you heard any more news on Sandy?’

“1’vejust been to see her in the hospital.”

“How is she?”

“In remarkably good spirits, all things considered. Y ou should see how many bunches
of flowers she’s got; | think she’s quite enjoying all the fuss.”

“Can she remember anything about the person who attacked her?’

Lauren shook her head. “Unfortunately not. She says she was going upstairs to bed
when she heard a noise at the front door, and when she opened it, someone pushed
her and she fell backward. But she said she couldn’t see their face, as it was dark

outside and they were wearing a hood.”

“The poor woman,” Nova said, pouring wine into two glasses and handing one to
Lauren. “Does shereally think it could have been me?’

Lauren took a sip before she answered. “ She doesn’t want to think it was you.”

“But?’

“Sandy did say you were the only person she could think of who might have a motive
to hurt her, given she' d just suspended you. Plus, her neighbor saw your red coat.”

“It wasn’'t my coat, Lauren; mine was here at the house, with me.”

“1 know, that’s what | told her. But | think after everything that’'s happened recently,
with the missing money and now this...” She winced. “Y ou have to admit; from the



outside it does all ook a bit suspicious.”

Nova chewed her lip. Should she tell Lauren the book club’s theory about Cynthia?
But where to even begin. The whole thing would sound deranged, and the last thing
she needed was Lauren thinking she’d lost the plot. Still, for a second, Nova alowed
herself to ponder the idea that Cynthia might have attacked Sandy in order to frame
her. It seemed far-fetched, but if the woman was capable of killing her own mother-
in-law, getting rid of her husband and poisoning Craddock, maybe she was capabl e of
hurting Sandy too?

“Is Craig not here?’ Lauren asked, jolting Novafrom her thoughts.

“No, he's at work. We just had an argument in the car, so we need a bit of space from
each other right now.”

“Shit, I'm sorry to hear that. Wannatalk about it?’

Novatook a swig of wine. “There’s not much to say. | think Craig is pissed off at me
for getting suspended, although he hasn’t said it outright, and he asked if | still want
to go ahead with the wedding.”

“Wow,” Lauren said, and Nova saw her eyes widen. “What did you say?’

“1 told him that | wanted to, of course. But | don’t know if he’s the one having second
thoughts now.”

“Oh, love,” Lauren said, coming round to stand next to Nova. “Y ou’ ve been through
so much lately, and now this on top of everything else.”

“1 just really wish my mum was here. And my dad too.”



“l get it. And I’'m sorry Craig’s being a knob. He should be supporting you now, not
making you feel even worse.”

“It'snot al hisfault. | have been distracted lately, and I’ ve not been focusing on the
wedding like | should have been.”

“Do you want me to speak to him? | could have a gentle word and tell him how
stressed you are, so he backs off a bit? Or | could have a not-so-gentle word and kick
his arse for being an insensitive bastard?’

Nova laughed. “Thanks for the offer, but we'll be okay. He's just stressed about
everything too. Once Saturday is out of the way, I’'m sure everything will calm
down.”

“If you're sure?’ Lauren said, and Nova nodded.

“1 am. Now let’ s drink this wine and you can help me write my wedding speech.”
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On Friday morning, Nova ate breakfast with Craig and his mum. The mood in the
house had been tense last night, with Pamela barely able to look at Nova over dinner.
Nova had made an effort to talk enthusiastically about the wedding, and had even
managed to feign interest in a discussion about the groomsmen’s boutonnieres, all the
while reminding herself that soon she and Craig would move out to their own place
and she wouldn’t have to eat every meal with her mother-in-law.

“We're al set for the rehearsal later,” Pamela said, as she served seconds of bacon
onto Craig's plate. “I’m going to be setting up the flowers in the church from three,
SO you both just need to get there by six.”

“Dad and | have to finish up some urgent jobs at the garage, but we should be there
around five-thirty,” Craig said. “Nova, remember you've got to collect your mum
from Bristol airport at one o’ clock.”

“Asif she'd forget her own mum!” Pamela said.

“1 dunno, | wouldn't put it past Ditsy—"

“Don’t call methat,” Novainterrupted. “I’ll get my mum.”

“Before you do, I’'ve got some important jobs for you,” Pamela said. “Please can you
finish making up the favors for me? It’s ten sugared almonds per bag—five pink and

five ivory—and then the orders of service need folding. I'll pop back at lunchtime to
collect them.”



“Consider it done.”

“Well, in that case I’ d better be off. See you kids at the church later.” Pamela headed
out of the kitchen, leaving Nova and Craig alone.

“l should get going too,” Craig said, eating the last bit of bacon on his plate and
standing up. “Will you be al right on your own this morning?’

“Of course. I've got plenty to be getting on with. Those sugared almonds won't sort
themselves.”

Craig smiled. “Just as long as you keep out of trouble. | could do without another trip
to the police station today, so no more Nancy Drew nonsense, okay?’

“1 promise, my troublemaking days are over.”

Craig leaned down to kiss her, pinching the last piece of toast from her plate as he
|l eft.

An hour later, Nova was sitting on the floor in the living room, surrounded by
sugared ailmonds and two hundred small silk bags, each monogrammed with her and
Craig's initials. Her mum was going to have an absolute field day when she saw
these, Nova thought with a smile. Maddy should be in Barcelona by now, waiting to
catch her flight to Bristol. The thought made Nova' s stomach flip with excitement.

From outside, she heard the sound of footsteps on gravel. Surely that wasn't Pamela
back to collect the favors already? Nova sped up her work, then heard a ring on the
doorbell. She got up and walked to the hall, pulling the door open.

Phyllis, Arthur and Ash were standing on the doorstep, while behind them Craddock
was trying to eat Pamela s rhododendrons.



“What are you al doing here?’

“We wanted to check you're okay,” Arthur said.

Nova was taken aback. “Thank you, that's very sweet. But how did you get my
address?’

“l1 have my sources,” Phyllis said, tapping her nose. “Are you going to invite us in?
We have a complex case to discuss.”

Nova was about to say yes when she remembered her words to Craig just an hour
ago. “I’'m afraid it’s not a good time, I’ ve got loads to do and—"

She got no further as Phyllis barged past her into the hallway.

“Okay, you can come in for a few minutes, but can you leave Craddock outside, as
Craig’s mum doesn’t like—"

“1 can’t leave him, he’ s still recovering from being poisoned,” Phyllis said.

She was clearly not going to be dissuaded, so Nova might as well get this over with
quickly, before Pamela returned.

“Come on through,” she said, leading the mismatched group into the living room.
Craddock headed straight for the sugared amonds and managed to scoff severdl
before Nova was able to pull him back and move the tubs out of the way. “Please,
take a seat.”

Ash and Arthur sat on one of the large sofas, while Phyllis took David’'s armchair,
Craddock settling at her feet.



“S0, how are you all—" Nova started, but Phyllis brushed the pleasantries aside.

“We need to discuss our next steps. Nova's been suspended, Sandy’s in hospital and
the community center has been closed. Unless we can find the missing money, and
fast, it may never open its doors again.”

“Phyllis, 1—"

“Arthur and | had a long chat yesterday, and we agreed our best plan to find Michael
and prove Cynthia's behind the crimesisto focus on the private investigator angle.”

“1 don’t remember agreeing to that,” Arthur said, but Phyllis plowed on.

“The computer file is key to everything, so it’s vital we get into it ASAP.” Phyllis
turned her intense gaze on Ash, who sunk back into the sofa.

“1 told you, I’'m trying,” he stuttered. “I’ ve just downloaded a new piece of software;
it'snot strictly legal, but it might help.”

“Good boy,” Phyllis said, her eyes flashing with satisfaction at the words “not strictly
legal.” She turned her attention back to Nova. “We also need to work out how to clear

your name. Has Sandy remembered any more about her attack?’

“ Apparently not; it was dark outside, and the figure pushed her as soon as she opened
the door.”

“Hmm, that’s most inconvenient.”

“How is Sandy?’ Arthur asked.

“Okay, | think. No seriousinjuries, but it sounds like it was a nasty shock.”



“Cynthia’s crafty, I'll give her that,” Phyllis said, absentmindedly stroking
Craddock’ s head. “ She'd give Mr. Symington arun for his money.”

“Who?' Arthur asked.

“Richard Symington, from The Moving Finger . One of Agatha Christie's most
perfect works, and all about adultery. I’ ve been scouring it looking for useful tips for
our case.”

“Does that mean you're finally admitting that love was the motive?’ Arthur said, and
Nova saw atwinkle in his eye. “I’ve said al aong, people will commit all sorts of
crimes for love. In this one book | read Esi, Devil in Winter , this woman, Evie,
marries a known scoundrel to get her awful family off her back but then—"

“One thing I've learned from The Moving Finger ,” Phyllis said, speaking over
Arthur, “is that the crimina will often go to elaborate measures to distract Miss
Marple from seeing the true intention behind their—"

“And then this disturbed assassin comes after Evie and so Sebastian is forced to—"

“Oh my God, listen to the pair of you!” Nova spoke louder than she’'d intended to,
and they both stopped mid-sentence. “You're both talking about books, fictional
books, but thisis my rea life. I'm getting married tomorrow, and in the past forty-
eight hours I’'ve been suspended from my job, and someone has framed me for
attacking my boss. So, I'm sorry, but | don’'t care about Evie or Miss Marple. | have
to focus on my own situation.”

“Of course you do, and that's why we're here,” Arthur said. “We want to prove
Cynthiais behind the crimes so we can clear your name.”

“And | appreciate that, but it’s not really working, isit? So far, every time we try and



prove Cynthia is behind a crime, something even worse happens. And | can’t risk
anything else going wrong and ruining my wedding tomorrow.”

“Thisisn't just about you,” Phyllis said. “If we can’t work out what happened to the
stolen money then the community center will close, and that affectsusall.”

“I’'m very aware of what will happen if the money isn't found. But scouring the plots
of novels to find a solution isn’t going to make the money magically reappear. The
only way it’'ll be found isif the police can trace Michael.”

Phyllis snorted. “ Oh, then we'll be waiting forever and the center will close.”

“Maybe it will,” Nova said quietly. “But | can’t waste any more time trying to solve
this crime. Now, if you'll excuse me, | have wedding favorsto sort.”

“Thisisoutrageous!” Phyllis said. “Y ou should be—"

“Phyllis, let's go and leave Nova be,” Arthur said. “She’s right; maybe we have let
ourselves get a bit carried away with it al.”

“Miss Marple never walked away from a case, especially not so close to the end,”
Phyllis protested, but Arthur and Ash were aready standing up. The older woman
looked like she was about to complain again, but then she let out a grunt and stood up
too.

Novaled them back through to the hallway and opened the door.

“1 hope you have a wonderful time at your wedding tomorrow,” Arthur said as he
stepped outside.

“Yeah, good luck,” Ash said, following the older man out.



Novawaited for Phyllis to step outside, too, but there was no sign of the woman. She
turned round to see her standing by the stairs, rummaging through a box on the floor.

“What are you doing?’

“Isthis the stuff you got in that charity shop last week?’

“Yes, why?’

Phyllis didn’'t answer. She was holding the framed painting Nova had bought, the one
of a pretty cottage against an azure-blue sea. Phyllis was staring at the painting
through narrow, critical eyes.

“Come on, we should head to the bus stop,” Arthur called from outside.

Phyllis put the picture down, opened her handbag and pulled out a smaller frame.
“Here, look.”

She thrust it at Nova, who stifled a sigh as she took it and looked at the picture inside.
It was an old black-and-white photograph, a holiday snap by the looks of things,
showing awoman and a young boy.

“What am | looking at, Phyllis? | don’t recognize either of these people.”

“That’s Michael and his mother.”

“What?” Nova looked at her in horror. “Where the hell did you get this from? Please
tell meyou didn’t steal it?

“Of course | didn't stedl it,” Phyllis said, sounding insulted at the accusation. “I just
happened to be holding it when | heard Cynthia coming upstairs and so | jumped into



the wardrobe to hide, and then put it into my handbag without redlizing. It was a
high-pressure situation.”

“If Cynthia realizes it's missing, she could report you to the police for theft,” Nova
said, thrusting the photo back at Phyllis; the last thing she needed was her fingerprints
on stolen goods.

“What's going on?” Arthur said, stepping back inside.

“Phyllis has stolen—"

“It is not stolen! And anyway, you’' re missing the point. Look at the photo again.”

She held it back out and both Nova and Arthur leaned forward to study it.

“Who'’sthe lady?’ Arthur asked.

“Ignore the lady. L ook. ”

Phyllis grabbed Nova s framed painting and held it up next to the photo. Nova's eyes
flicked between the two, and then she let out a gasp.
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“The first time | saw this photo, | knew there was something vaguely familiar about
the cottage,” Phyllis said. “But it wasn't until just now | realized where I'd seen it
before. It' s the same one as in this horrible painting of yours.”

“It's not horrible, Esi quite likes this sort of thing,” Arthur said. “But I'm sorry, I'm
not sure | understand the relevance of it.”

“Remember the first time we spoke to Cynthia, the day after Michael disappeared?’
Phyllis said. “She complained about how much Michael had left her to deal with,
including sorting out all of Eve's things. And when | went to the wake, | saw boxes
of books and bags of old clothes in Eve's bedroom.”

“What, so you think this painting belonged to Michael’s mum?’

“Cynthia must have taken some of Eve's belongings, including this painting, to the
Cancer Research charity shop in Port Gowan, where Nova bought it. From the looks
of this photo, my guess is the cottage is a holiday house they used to go to when
Michael was a child. And the fact Eve owned a painting of it suggests it wasn't just
somewhere they rented, but a place that belonged to them. Maybe it till does.”

“Good lord, so you think—" Arthur said, but Phyllis got there first.

“Assuming he's still aive, this might be where Michael is. If we can find this cottage,
maybe we can find him and the missing money.”



There was a moment of silence as they all took in what this meant.

“This cottage could be anywhere,” Arthur said. “It might not even be in the UK.”

“Let me have a look at that photo,” Nova said, and Phyllis handed her the frame.
Nova turned it over and began to unclip the back. “My dad loved photography; he
had this old SLR camera he took with us whenever we went traveling. He used to
develop the photos himself when we got home and then...” She stopped, lifting the
old photo out of the frame with a smile. “He always used to write on the back where
the photo was taken and when. Just like Michagel’ s parents did.”

“What's it say?’ Phyllis said, as Nova raised the photo closer to her face. It must be
at least fifty years old and the pencil writing was faded, but she could just make out
two words and a date.

“Chy Pysk, 1969.”

“Fish house?’ Arthur said. “That’s afunny name for a place.”

“We need to search for it online,” Phyllis said.

“Already on it.”

They all turned to see Ash tapping away on his phone.

“It looks like there are seven—no, eight—Chy Pysks in Cornwall,” he said after a
moment.

“We don’t need eight, we just need the one on Bodmin Moor,” Phyllis said.

Ash shook his head, not taking his eyes off the screen. “There isn't one coming up



near Bodmin. All of these are on the coast.”

“Makes sense, what with the name,” Arthur said.

“Give meaminuteand I'll get them up on amap,” Ash said.

“We need to go to these houses and look for Michael,” Phyllis said, reaching out and
grasping Nova's arm. “Michael’s going to be in one of them, | know it. The only
guestion is whether he's there of his own valition, or if he’'s being held against his

will.”

“Ash did suggest he might have been abducted, didn’'t you, lad?’ Arthur said, but the
teenager didn’t reply, his attention fixed on his phone.

“Here.” He turned it round so they could all see the screen. There was a map of
Cornwall, and marked on it were eight red dots.

“Oh no, they’re all over the place,” Arthur said with a groan. “Look, there’ s one near
Looe, there’' s one up by Padstow, and another all the way down near Lizard Point. It
would take us days to visit al of these.”

“We don't have days,” Phyllis said with agrow! of frustration.

Nova tried to zone out their conversation. Something was tugging in the back of her
brain, something small and faint but insistent. Something about...

“Lizards!”

The other three all stared at her.

“What are you talking about?’ Phyllis demanded.



“There was a bookmark in Michael’s copy of Where the Crawdads Sing , the one he
left at the book club. It was an old leather National Trust one and the lettering was
realy faded, but | remember seeing the word lizard . | thought it was about the
reptiles, but | think it might have said Lizard Point. What if that’s the Chy Pysk we
need?’

“My God, we've got him!” Phyllis's face was flushed with excitement. “We need to
get down there now.”

“Awesome,” Ash said, grinning.

“Actualy, not you, Ash,” Phyllis said. “You need to keep trying to get into that
Michael file; | still think it contains vital evidence against Cynthia.”

The boy’ s face fell, but he nodded.

“I’ll stay and help Ash,” Arthur said. “Besides, | can’t disappear off and leave Esi all
day.

“Fine, well it’sjust me and Nova. Come on, let’s go.”

Phyllis grabbed Craddock’s lead and moved toward the door, but Nova stayed where
she was.

“Why are you dawdling, we need to get going. It's at least a four-hour round trip

and—

“I"'m sorry, Phyllis, but | can’t come.”

“Why not?’



“I told you, I’'m getting married tomorrow. My mum’s landing in a couple of hours
and | haveto collect her from the airport, and then we have a church rehearsal at six.”

“We'll be back by then, and surely you can get someone else to collect your mum?”’

“l promised Craig | wouldn't risk getting into any more trouble. If he found out I'd
driven all the way to the southernmost tip of Great Britain to find a murder suspect,
he'd call the wedding off on the spot.”

“Well, then you don’'t have to tell him you've gone.” Phyllis's voice had risen in
exasperation. “This is your chance to clear your name and hopefully get the stolen
money back. Isn’t that more important than some silly rehearsal ?’

“I’m sorry, Phyllis, but | can’t go.”

“But you're the only one with acar. Ash and | don’t drive, and Arthur’s only got his
old tractor, which isn’t going to get us very far. Without you, | can’t get there and this

whole thing isover.”

Nova faltered, and then she remembered Craig’'s words. No more Nancy Drew
nonsense. “| really am sorry.”

She couldn’'t look at the older lady, but she could sense her eyes boring into her.
There was along, drawn-out silence, the only sound Craddock’ s huffing breaths.

“Comeon, Phyllis, let'sgo,” Arthur said.

“But Michael...” Phyllis muttered.

“l can call the police and tell them what we know; | won't mention your name,”
Arthur said. “Maybe they’ll send someone down to the cottage to check.”



The three of them shuffled outside. Nova waited for them to say good-bye, but none
of them turned round as they headed down the driveway toward the road.

She shut the front door and returned to the living room, where the silk bags were
waiting for her on the floor. She’d done the right thing, hadn’t she? Craig had been
adamant Nova shouldn't get involved in any more amateur sleuthing, and she
couldn’t lie to the man she was about to marry. Besides, she needed to head off to the
airport soon.

At the thought of her mum, Nova picked up her phone from where she'd left it on the
floor with the silk bags. As she turned it over, she saw two missed calls from her
mum. Nova clicked on her name and listened to the dialing tone.

“There you are!”

“Hey Mum. Sorry, | was just busy with something. How are you? How was the
flight?’

“Darling, have you listened to my voicemail ?’

“Not yet. What did it say?’

“Oh love, it's been a nightmare. My internal flight to Bogota was canceled so I'm
still in Colombia.”

Novafelt acold flash of panic. “What?’

“1I"m so sorry, Nono. | didn’t tell you sooner because | didn’t want to worry you until
I’d sorted out an alternative. But I’ m taking a flight to Bogota this afternoon and then
I’ll fly to London overnight and get the train down to Cornwall first thing tomorrow.
It's going to betight, but I'll be there in time for the wedding, | promise.”



“Bloody hell.” Nova sunk back on the sofa, exhaling slowly.

“I'mreally sorry. There are terrible storms here so everything' s in chaos.”

“That’s all right.”

“How are you doing? Y ou sound stressed.”

“Oh Mum, you have no idea,” Nova said with atired laugh.

“Isit pre-wedding nerves?’

“That and the fact I’ ve been suspended from work and questioned by the police for
assault.”

“What? Nono, what happened?’

“Sandy was attacked in her home the other night.”

“Oh God, is she okay?’

“Yes. But awitness saw someone wearing a red coat like mine near her house at the
exact time she was attacked, so I’m the prime suspect.”

“But what does that mean? Do you think someone tried to frame you?”

“1 think it’s possible.”

“Why would anyone do that? Y ou're hardly the kind of person who makes enemies.
Unless...you don't think this has anything to do with Declan, do you?’



“Declan? No, | don't think so. Phyllis, this lady from my book club, is convinced it's
all connected to the stolen community center money | e-mailed you about the other
day. She has this theory involving the wife of the man we think stole the money and
his dead mother, which is too complicated to even explain. But whatever’s going on,
my life has pretty much imploded in the last forty-eight hours.”

“Oh sweetheart, I’'m so sorry I’ ve not been there for you,” Maddy said quietly. “Has
Craig been helpful 7’

“Yes, but you know how much he worries. He just wants me to focus on the wedding
and not get distracted by everything that’s going on at work.”

“Easy for him to say! Thisis your job, the career you love and have worked so hard
for. If | wereyou, I'd be fighting to clear my name too.”

“Well, instead of doing that I'm sitting here, making up monogrammed bags of
sugared almonds as gifts for the wedding guests tomorrow.”

Maddy laughed and then stopped when she readlized Nova wasn't joking.
“Sweetheart, | don’t want to come between you and Craig, but you're not the kind of
person who sits back and does nothing. Remember at school, when that awful teacher
tried to get you thrown out of the drama club because she thought you’' d stolen some
costumes? You took up a one-woman crusade to clear your name and get yourself
back into that club.”

“Yeah, but thisis a bit more serious than a stolen brocade jacket, Mum. A woman’'s
been murdered, money’s been stolen, and Sandy’s been attacked. The police are
involved, so shouldn’t | just stay out of it?”’

“Okay love, if you think that’s best. But just remember what your dad always used to



Nova knew immediately what her mum was referring to. She could picture her dad
sitting cross-legged on her old bed, reading one of their many favorite stories. You
have to get out there and seize life with both hands, Nono , he used to say when he
closed the pages and kissed her goodnight. After al, no one writes books about
characters who sit around waiting for life to happen to them.

Nova glanced at the clock on the wall and took a deep breath.

“All right, Mum. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
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Phyllis

Phyllis smiled to herself as the car bombed down the A39. She couldn’t remember
the last time she’d been this far from St. Tredock. Her mother hadn’t believed in
holidays and so the furthest they’d ever ventured was Weston-super-Mare for a few
joyless weekends. When her mother died, Phyllis had considered going on a proper
holiday and had even got as far as picking up passport forms from the post office, but
something had always stopped her. It was the same thing that had stopped her selling
the wretched house and moving out of St. Tredock altogether. The what if?

“We'll have to stop halfway and let Craddock out for a pee,” she said, but Nova
didn’t respond. The girl hadn’t said a word since she’ d ailmost run over Phyllis half an
hour ago. Even when she' d stopped the car, all she’d done was open the passenger
door and indicate for Phyllis to get in. They’d driven in silence ever since, Nova
hunched over the steering wheel as if she were Michael Schumacher in the Grand
Prix. Still, Phyllis didn’t mind; she was on her way to find Michagl Watkins and
finaly get to the bottom of the case.

She glanced out the window and saw a signpost for Bodmin Moor, and the smile
disappeared from her face. This was one detail Phyllis still needed to work out. Why
had Michael abandoned his car in the middle of the moor, sixty miles from his final
destination? Two possible explanations presented themselves. One—and Phyllis
hated to admit this even to herself—was that Arthur had been correct, and Michael
had arranged a rendezvous with a mysterious stranger on the moor, at which point
he' d abandoned his car and traveled the remaining distance in an alternative vehicle.
If that was the case, it would suggest that his whole “disappearance” had been both
voluntary and premeditated, and Michael was currently shacked up in the cottage



with hislover and ten grand in cash.

The second explanation, and the one Phyllis's instincts told her was nearer to the
truth, was her original theory that Michael’ s disappearance was neither premeditated
nor voluntary. Cynthia and/or Graham Pierce had finally caught up with Michael on
Bodmin Moor, where they forced him out of his vehicle and into theirs. They’'d then
driven him to Lizard Point, where he was being held hostage while Cynthia no doubt
emptied their bank account and eloped with her lover. In which case, Phyllis and
Nova sroad trip might be about to turn into a full-blown rescue mission.

A loud ringing noise filled the car and Nova grimaced.

“That’ll be Craig.”

“You don’'t have to answer it,” Phyllis said.

Novaleaned forward and pressed the screen. “Hi, Craig.”

“Hey babe, where are you?’ His voice filled the car on loudspeaker. “Mum said she
just got home and you' re not there.”

Nova didn’'t immediately reply, and Phyllis watched the young woman chew her lip.
It felt obtrusive to be listening to a private conversation, but at the same time, one
could tell so much about a person by the way they spoke to their loved ones.

“Have you gone early to collect your mum?’ Craig said, when Nova still hadn’t
answered.

“No, her internal flight got canceled so she missed her connection. She's getting a
new one, but she won't be here until tomorrow morning.”



“Oh no, that’s awful for her! But that means she’ll miss the rehearsal too? Shit, my
mum really wanted everyone there tonight to practice their parts.”

“It's dl right, Craig; al my mum'’s got to do is walk me down the aisle and do a
reading, I"'m sure she can handle that,” Nova said, and Phyllis could hear an edge of
irritation in her voice.

“Where have you gone, then? It sounds like you're in the car.”

Phyllis saw Nova's hands gripping the steering wheel tightly. “I’ve just gone for a
little drive. | needed to get out of the house for abit.”

Craig sighed, louder than was entirely necessary. “Mum said the favors are only half-
finished and you’ ve not folded any of the orders of service. You could at least have
done those before you went out.”

“I’m sorry, but | can do them later.”

“1t’s not like she's asked you to do much, Nova. It’s just two tiny jobs, and you can’t
even be bothered to do those.”

Phyllis scowled at the man’'s tone. She was no expert on relationships—she’' d never
been married and had only ever courted one man, a very long time ago—but Phyllis
was pretty sure you weren't supposed to tell your future wife off the day before your
wedding.

“1 just needed to clear my head, but you can tell your mum I’ [|—"

“1’m not your messenger, Nova. Y ou should tell Mum yourself if you're going to let
her down.”



“For goodness' sake, the girl said she's sorry so leave her alone.”

The words were out of Phyllis's mouth before she realized she'd said them. There
was silence on the other end of the phone line. Next to her, Novainhaled sharply.

“Nova, who'sthat?’ Craig said.

“I"'m Phyllis Hudson, a member of your fiancée's book club. I’'m helping Nova save
her job.”

“For Christ sake's, Nova, what is wrong with you?’ The man’s voice was so loud it
made Phyllis jump. “You promised me you'd keep out of trouble, but here you are,
pissing about with that bloody book club and putting yourself in danger yet again.”

“It’ s not dangerous, I’ ve got Phyllis here with me,” Nova said.

“Is that the old busybody with the smelly dog? How the hell is she going to help
protect you?”’

“How dare you!” Phyllissaid. “Craddock isn’'t smelly.”

“?My troublemaking days are over,” you said, Nova. Is this what our marriage is
going to be like, you lying to me and then running off behind my back?’

“l wasn't lying to you when | said that. But then Phyllis and the others came to see
me, and we had a breakthrough with where Michael might be. And Mum’s flight was
delayed, so | knew | had time to do this. If | can find Michael and recover the stolen
money, it won’t just save my job; it'll save the community center too.”

“How many times do | have to tell you, if that center closes it won't be because of
you.” Craig snapped. “And yet still you apparently think it's more important than our



wedding.”

“Of course | don't think that.”

“Do you have any idea how embarrassing it is, having Mum call me up and say my
fiancée' s done arunner? You can’t just—"

The line went dead. Phyllis sat back in the seat, crossing her arms in satisfaction.

“What did you do that for? Y ou can't just turn off my phone, he'll think | hung up on
him!”

“Well, you should have, quite frankly. And what’s so wrong with being a busybody?
Miss Marple was a self-professed busybody, and it helped her solve dozens of
crimes.”

Novagroaned. “For God' s sake, Phyllis, turn it back on. | need the sathav.”

“1 can direct us perfectly well with this,” Phyllis said, pulling an old AA road map out
of the passenger door compartment. “Does your fiancé always talk to you like that?’

“Of course not. He' s just worried about me.”

“Why on earth is he worrying about you? Y ou’ re a grown woman, not some helpless
child who needs a man’ s permission to leave the house.”

“He' s not treating me like a child. Y ou have no idea what you’ re talking about.”
Phyllis swallowed down a stab of indignation. “I might not have much personal

experience of romantic relationships, but | know plenty about controlling ones, thank
you very much.”



“Trust me, it’s not how it looks. Something happened back in London, and ever since
then Craig’ s been alittle overprotective. It's only because he loves me.”

Phyllis sniffed. “I’ve heard that excuse before, when | correctly deduced Sheila
Clark’ s husband was hurting her on purpose. Sheilatried to defend him, too, but | had
the evidence | needed to report him to the police. She left him eventually, and now
she’s happily married to the man who used to clean her windows.”

Novalet out along sigh. “Look, | realize you' re just trying to help here, but | promise
you that Craig isn’t like that. As| said, it's only because of what happened in my old
job. He just doesn’t want me getting hurt again.”

“What happened in your job?”’

Phyllis watched Nova's brow furrow as she weighed up whether to tell her or not.
Then her shoulders sagged.

“Before we moved to St. Tredock, | was a youth worker at a community center in
London. Although it wasn't easy and there were lots of complex issues to deal with, |
loved the job and thought I'd do it forever...”

Novatrailed off, her eyeslocked on the road ahead of them.

“So, why didn’t you?”’

“There was this one sixteen-year-old boy, Declan, who used to come to some of the
sessions | ran. He' d had the crappiest start in life. His parents were addicts, he’ d been
in and out of care, and when | first met him, he' d been expelled from two schools and
was on a fina warning at a third. But he was a smart kid, really smart; he loved
Manga graphic novels and used to read them faster than anyone I've ever known.
And you should have heard the way he talked about them, he was so insightful.”



“1t sounds like he’ d have been awelcome addition to our book club,” Phyllis said.

“God, yes, he'd have given you a run for your money!” Nova smiled, but then her
face fell serious again. “Anyway, as a youth worker, there are all these strict rules in
place to protect both you and the young people you work with, like no physical
contact and you're never allowed to be alone with them. But | admit, | used to break
the rules a bit with Declan, letting him hang out at the center when | was doing boring
admin jobs after hours. | knew | shouldn’t have been on my own with him, and I'm
not making excuses for what | did, but | was still reeling from the grief of losing my
dad. And when | chatted to this kid about his books, | felt a million miles away from
everything that had happened. But | was so naive.”

Nova paused again, and the only sound was Craddock’s throaty snores in the
backseat.

“You don’'t have to continue if you don’t want to,” Phyllis said, because as much as
she wanted to find out Nova's story, she could tell it was hurting the girl to retell it.

“One day, Declan came to see me at the center. | was on my own locking up, but | let
him in for achat. | realized pretty quickly something was up. His pupils were dilated,
and he was redlly agitated, like he couldn’t stand still.”

“Drugs?’ Phyllis asked, and Nova nodded.

“He kept going on about how everything was shit and unfair, and | eventually
managed to get out of him that there'd been some incident at school, a fight with
another kid, and he’ d been expelled. | tried to calm him down and get him out of the
center, but | must have said the wrong thing because he just flipped. The next thing |
knew, he’' d pulled out a knife and was holding it against my throat.”

Despite herself, Phyllis inhaled sharply. She'd always known there must have been



something bad in Nova's past, given how jumpy the girl could be, but she’'d never
imagined it was something like this.

“A passerby heard my shout and came running into the center. Declan fled, but the
police caught up with him pretty fast. It turned out he’' d pulled the same knife on alad
at school who'd taken the piss out of his mum, and so the two offenses meant he
didn’t stand a chance.”

From the backseat, Craddock let out a loud, protracted yawn. Nova shook herself, as
if waking from a daydream.

“1’m sorry that happened to you,” Phyllis said.

“It was my fault. | should never have allowed myself to be aone in a vulnerable
position with him, and | rightly got fired for breaking the safeguarding rules.”

“Fired? That hardly seemsfair; the whole thing must have been terrifying for you.”
“To be honest, | think it scared Craig more than it scared me. It was one of the
reasons we moved down here, because he was so worried something like that might
happen again if we stayed in London. And that's why he overreacted just now,
because he's scared I'll put myself in a dangerous situation again, and this time the
outcome will be worse.”

“What happened to the boy?’ Phyllis asked.

Nova sighed again. “He ended up getting six months in a youth offenders unit,
although | heard he got released recently.”

“Does that worry you?”’



Nova shook her head. “I don’'t think he ever meant to hurt me, he was just high,
confused and scared. If anything, I’'m more worried for him. It can be hard to move
on from something like that. One mistake at the age of sixteen can define your whole
life, especially if those around you won't let you move on.”

Phyllis felt suddenly cold, despite the car heater blasting out, and she pulled her coat
around her shoulders.

“It sounds like it was very traumatic, but | still don’t think this should be an excuse
for your fiancée speaking to you like that.”

13 H e_”

“1 understand what happened must have been a shock for him, but that doesn’t mean
he can wrap you up in cotton wool. Y ou have to be allowed to carry on living your
own life.”

“1 know, and | don’t think he wants to wrap me in cotton wool,” Nova said. “I guess
just with al the stress of the wedding, he's feeling particularly sensitive at the
moment. I’'m sureit’ |l al be much easier once tomorrow is out of the way.”

Phyllis had never heard a bride talk about their wedding as something to get out of
the way, but she decided not to say any more. As Miss Marple knew, sometimes it
was better to say nothing at all. And so they drifted back into silence as the car drove
on west, carrying them toward Michael Watkins.
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Arthur
| t was gone eleven by the time Arthur and Ash got back to St. Tredock.

“Are you heading home now?’ Arthur asked as they disembarked from the bus at the
harbor.

“1 thought I might work in the Loster Pot for a bit. Our Wi-Fi is playing up and | want
to have another go at using this password-cracking software. I'll call you if it works.”

“1 can stay and help, if you like?’
“Don’'t you need to get back to your wife?’

Arthur glanced toward the cafe. “She'll be al right without me for a bit longer; her
friend’ s visiting today.”

They found a table in the corner, and Arthur ordered them coffees while Ash set to
work on his laptop. Watching him hunched over the screen, Arthur couldn’t help
wondering what it would have been like to have a grandson like Ash. He and Esi had
never been blessed with children, despite many years of trying, and as only children
themselves, there were no hordes of nephews and nieces round the table at Christmas
either. Arthur had made peace with this long ago, although Esi had always found it
harder, and her pain still cut Arthur like a knife. She would have been a wonderful
mother, and he reckoned he wouldn’t have been too bad a pa either. And maybe one
day there would have been a teenager like Ash, shy and bright and kind, sitting at
their kitchen table eating ESi’ s scones.



“Stop staring at me, Arthur, it’s putting me off.”

“Sorry, lad. | just wish there was something | could do. | don’t like sitting twiddling
my thumbs while Nova and Phyllis drive to see Michael and you do all the work

here.
“You can aways try and think of more password suggestions,” Ash said. “I’ve tried
al the obvious ones—variations on his name, important dates—but maybe you can
come up with other ideas?’

“Right you are.” Arthur closed his eyes and tried to concentrate. What kind of
password would a private investigator have? Something flashy, no doubt, like
DangerO or JamesBond69 . No, that was ridiculous, Graham Pierce was as unlike 007
as you could get. His password would be something more boring, like the name of his
childhood dog or his favorite food. Big Mac? Guinness?

“Have you tried KitKat Chunky?’

Ash looked at him over the laptop screen. “Why would that be his password?’

“He had a drawer full of their wrappers, so | wondered if he might have used his
favorite snack.”

The boy shrugged but typed it in. “Nope, that didn’t work.”

“What about Jon Bon Jovi? That was his ringtone.”

“Good idea.” Ash tapped away and sighed. “Not that either.”

“Fair enough. Sorry, I'll carry on thinking.”



Arthur tried to picture the man’s office. What else had been in there that showed
Graham’s interests? But there had been nothing to give any clues about the man’s
life, apart from the fact he was clearly single, unhealthy and unhappy.

“Oh my God, that’sit!”

Arthur looked over to see the teenager’ s face alight.

“Did you do it?’

“No, you did it. Blazeofglory1965, his favorite Jon Bon Jovi song and his year of
birth. Arthur, we'rein!”

Ash angled the laptop round so they could both see the screen. There was only one
file in the folder, labeled “27.06.24.” He double-clicked on it and Arthur held his
breath as he waited for the file to open.

“The Wi-Fi speedisridiculously slow here,” Ash said. “It should be any second.”

A moment later, the screen was filled with a large color photo of a very ordinary-
looking terraced cottage. There was something vaguely familiar about it and Arthur
stared at the image, trying to place where he’'d seen it before, but Ash was already
scrolling down to the next one. This photo showed the door of the house open but not
the person inside. Ash flicked on and a figure emerged in slow motion. Their head
was tilted down so Arthur couldn’t see their face, but there was no mistaking who it
was.

“Oh shit!” Ash whispered next to him.

He scrolled on and the two of them watched in horrified silence as Phyllis emerged
from her house with Craddock on his lead, shut her front door and walked down her



path onto the pavement. It was clear she had no idea she was being photographed as
she didn’t look at the camera once.

“Why the hell was the private investigator taking photos of Phyllis?’ Ash said.

“l have no idea. But it must mean Cynthia was...” Arthur stopped as something
occurred to him, and he let out a gasp. “Oh my God, we' ve been such idiots!”

“What?’

“All along, we've assumed Cynthia was the one who'd hired Graham to investigate
Michael. But what if this had nothing to do with Cynthia? What if Michael was the
one who hired the PI'?”’

“Oh no!” Ash said, his face suddenly pale. “The file's not named Michael because
It"s about him. It’s because he’ s the client who paid for the photos.”

“But why would Michael want photos of Phyllis? She never mentioned that she knew
him.”

Neither of them spoke for a moment, and Arthur could sense Ash’'s brain was
whirring like his own. Then the teenager jumped in his seat, grabbing Arthur’s arm.

“What if Michael’s some creepy stalker who's got it in for Phyllis? And now she and
Novaare driving straight into his hands?’

“We need to get in touch with them.” Arthur reached into his pocket and fumbled for
his phone. His hands were trembling as he flicked to Nova' s number and pressed dial.

“Damn, it’s gone straight to voicemail,” he said as he heard Nova's cheery voice. He
waited for the bleep. “Nova, this is Arthur. Y ou need to turn around and come back



now. It's too complicated to explain, but we think Michael might have bad intentions
for Phyllis. Please, call me as soon as you get this.”

“Do you have a number for Phyllis?” Ash asked as he hung up.

Arthur shook his head. “What if they’'re aready there, Ash? What if Michagl has
deliberately lured them into atrap?’

“There’s more photos of Phyllis on here,” Ash said, nodding at his laptop screen.
“Graham followed her into the village and around the shops. There are even photos of
her going into the community center.”

“Ill try calling again,” Arthur said, but it still went straight to voicemail. “We need to
go after them. Do you know anyone who can drive us?’

“My dad's away for work with the car so | can’'t ask my parents. And none of my
mates have driving licenses yet.”

“A cab would cost afortune, | can’'t afford one on my pension. Oh, | wish | till had a
car.” Arthur wracked his brains for someone, anyone, they could ask, but most of his
friends had given up driving long ago.

Then a thought occurred to him, and Arthur found himself smiling for the first time
since they opened the compuiter file.
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Nova

Phyllis was clearly not an experienced map reader, and she sent Nova the wrong way
four times before they made it to the small village of Landewednack, just northeast of
Lizard Point. Once there, she directed them down a narrow farm track, which she
clamed would take them to Chy Pysk. Nova had never been this far southwest
before, and as the car rumbled down the bumpy lane, she really did feel like she was
at the end of England. Fields lined the lane, but beyond them Nova could see the
Atlantic glistening in the autumn sunshine.

“Are you sure we' ve not gone the wrong way again, Phyllis? We' ve been on this lane
for half amile now and there are no houses anywhere.”

“Keep going. It should be at the very end, when we get to the coast.”
“This would have been so much easier with sathav,” Nova grumbled. Although in
truth, she was dreading turning her phone back on and seeing the no doubt dozens of

voicemails and messages from Craig.

They rounded a corner, and Nova saw the track come to an end ahead of them at the
edge of the cliff. She glanced around, but there was no sign of a house anywhere.

“Thiscan’t beright, it should be exactly here,” Phyllis said.
Nova reached for her phone to switch it back on and check the map, but Phyllis was

already out of the car and striding toward the edge. Nova climbed out and ran to
follow her. The wind was strong here, whipping her curls into her face, and the only



sound was the roar of the waves crashing against the rocks below. Phyllis was
standing on the cliff edge, looking down at the sea. Nova joined her, her stomach
plummeting with vertigo as she peered over. She was expecting to see nothing but
rocks and water, but to her astonishment, she saw a small stone cottage balanced on a
narrow ridge about thirty meters down from where they stood.

“How isthat place still standing?’ Phyllis said in wonder.

“It doesn’t look like anyone’s lived there for years,” Nova said, as she took in the
crooked stone walls and the dlate roof, which made the St. Tredock Community
Center’s look positively modern. “This can't be the right place. | must have made a
mistake with the Lizard Point bookmark.”

Phyllis didn’'t reply, and when Nova turned round the woman was gone. For a
horrible moment, Nova wondered if she’'d toppled over the edge and fallen into the
sea a hundred meters below, but then she heard a throaty bark and saw the short,
squat figure of Phyllis scrambling down a narrow path toward the cottage, Craddock
following behind.

“Phyllis, come back!” Nova shouted into the wind, but the woman ignored her.

Cursing, Nova set off after her. She'd always hated heights, and she clung to the
rocky cliff face as she edged after Phyllis, not alowing herself to glance down at the
precipitous drop below. The path was barely wide enough for her feet, and at one
point Nova heard the sickening sound of rocks tumbling down the cliff. She glanced
back to see a good two meters of the path had broken away and crumbled into the sea.
How the hell were they going to get back up now?

Phyllis seemed to have no such concerns and had already reached the cottage,
disappearing round the back of it. Finally, Nova arrived at the flat rock, too, and
hurried to join her.



“My God, you're like a mountain goat,” she said, her legs trembling as she gasped to
catch her breath.

The older woman didn’'t answer, studying the photo in her hand, and Nova moved
next to her to see it too. This was definitely the same cottage as the young Michael
and his mother were standing in front of, athough the rest of the scene was
unrecognizable: the pretty garden had long ago disappeared into the sea and now all
that was left was rocks and the cottage itself.

Phyllis walked to the front door and gave the rusty handle atwist.

“Phyllis, stop!” Nova commanded, and to her surprise, the woman glanced back at
her. “You can’t go in there; the whole thing looks like it might topple into the sea at
any moment.”

“I’ve not come al the way down here to turn back now,” Phyllis said. “Michael
might beinside.”

“Oh, come on, he's not here; the place is derelict. Plus, there's no car parked
anywhere nearby.”

Phyllis looked down at Craddock, who was sniffing around at her feet. “Do you think
anyone'sin here?’

Nova's eyebrows shot up. Had Phyllis really just asked her dog a question? “Come
on, let’s go. There might be traffic on the way back and | don’t want to cut it too fine
for my rehearsal.”

“Craddock thinks someone’s been here recently,” Phyllis said, reaching for the door
handle again.



“No Phyllis, you can’t—"

But before Nova could finish her sentence, Phyllis had twisted the knob. With an
almighty creak, the door swung open, and the old woman stepped inside, followed by
her dog.

Novatook a deep breath. This was ridiculous; she should never have allowed herself
to be talked into coming here. But she couldn’t let Phyllis wander round the old house
alone; God knows how rotten things were in there, and she or Craddock might hurt
themselves. Nova hurried to the door and followed her inside.

The room Phyllis was standing in appeared to have once been a kitchen, but mother
nature had long ago taken over. The floor was covered in seagull droppings and there
was lichen growing on the damp walls. There was an old range on the far side of the
room, under a window, its glass smashed so that the wind whistled through, filling
the air with a salty mist. Small clues as to its previous life littered the room; a few
mugs still sat on a crooked shelf and a broken table lay collapsed in the middle of the
room.

“No on€' s been here in decades.”

“Then why are you whispering?’ Phyllis asked as she moved across the room.

Nova held her breath in case the rotten floorboards suddenly gave way. “This isn’t
safe. We should leave now.”

“I knew it!” Phyllis was standing by the sink and she turned round, holding
something in her hand. “He’ s been here!”

Nova stepped closer and saw what looked like an empty crisp packet.



“Monster Munch,” Phyllis said. “Michagl’ s favorite.”

“That could have been from years ago.” But as Nova said this, she saw a bin bag
lying by what must have once been the back door. She bent down and opened it to see
more empty crisp packets, sandwich cartons and plastic water bottles inside. Those
definitely didn’t look years old.

Phyllis had moved to the far end of the room and was peering through another
doorway. Nova knelt down and opened the cupboard under the sink, then regretted it

when afoul smell hit her. She tried the tap, but unsurprisingly no water came out.

“Maybe he's been here recently but he's clearly not here now,” she said, turning
round, but Phyllis had left the room.

Nova moved to the door and peered through. There was a small hallway leading onto
a second room, a narrow, dark staircase in between. Jesus, had Phyllis gone up there?

“For God'’ s sake, this staircase is rotten with damp. What are—"

But Nova never got to finish her sentence, as she was interrupted by a bark and then a
bloodcurdling scream.
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Nova
Nova began to charge up the creaking stairs, the scream still echoing in her ears.

“Phyllis, where are you?' she shouted as she reached a small hallway at the top.
There were two doors, one open and one closed, and Nova crossed to the open door
and peered inside.

The curtains were drawn, and the room was so dark she could make out little more
than vague shapes inside. There was what looked like a single bed at the far side of
the room and a figure was standing at the end of it, their back to the doorway, but in
the gloom, Nova couldn’t tell who it was. They had an arm raised above their head,
as if they were about to strike something or someone on the other side of the bed.
Novaran across the room.

“Stop!” she shouted as she grabbed the raised arm.

Immediately, the person swung round and Nova saw it was Phyllis,

“What areyou...”

Nova stopped as Phyllis's eyes swung back toward the bed. When Nova followed
them, she saw a man cowering on the floor on the other side, his hands raised to

protect himself from Craddock, who appeared to be trying to lick him to death.

“What the hell did you do to him?’



“I didn’t touch him!” Phyllis snapped. “I just walked in here and he took one look at
me, screamed and jumped behind the bed.”

Novaleaned forward and grabbed Craddock’ s collar, hauling him off.

“Michael, are you okay?’ she asked, but he didn’t ook up. “It’s al right, it’s only us:
Novaand Phyllis from the St. Tredock Book Club.”

At the mention of their names, the man let out alow whimper.

“For goodness sake, we need some light in here.” Phyllis strode to the window,
pulling back the thick curtain.

Sunlight burst in through the broken pane of glass and Nova could finally see
Michael properly. He didn't appear to be injured, but when he raised his head, she
saw his face was pale, a layer of graying stubble over his chin. His eyes flicked
between Nova and Phyllis, wide with alarm.

“Michael, are you here aone?’

He nodded but didn’t speak.

“What on earth happened to you? Are you okay?’

“I"'mabit hungry.” Hisvoice wasarasp, asif he hadn’'t used it in days.

“I’ve got some biscuits.” Phyllis rummaged in her bag and pulled out a packet of
Rich Teas, which she held toward Michael. The man tentatively reached out, not
looking at Phyllis as he took them. He opened the packet and stuffed a biscuit in his

mouth, barely chewing before he swallowed it and took another one. Craddock
shuffled nearer to eat the crumbs that fell on the floor.



“Slow down or you'll be sick,” Nova said.

“1 have some water too,” Phyllis said, producing a plastic bottle.

Michael grabbed it and took several long gulps until the thing was empty. Then he
leaned back against the wall behind him, closing his eyes as he caught his breath.

“Right, now you’ ve had something to eat, it’stime to start talking,” Phyllis said. “The
police think you committed murder and then ran away with the stolen money, but we
know that’s not the truth. Is this al Cynthia s doing, and she’'s been holding you here
against your will?’

“What?" Michael croaked.

“There s no point trying to lieto us. Y ou can't protect Cynthia now.”

“Phyllis, low down a minute,” Nova said, elbowing the woman before she could
launch into any more accusations. “Michael, did you come here aone, or did
someone bring you?”’

“Alone.”

“S0, you weren't kidnapped, then?’ Phyllis interjected.

“No!” Michael looked at Nova. “Why would she ask that?’

“So, you're saying you came here willingly,” Phyllis said, and Nova could see the
woman recalibrating her theory as she spoke. “Are you hiding out here because of the

murder?’

“What murder?” He looked at Nova imploringly. “What the hell is she talking



about?”’

“Don’t play naive,” Phyllissaid. “Y ou know aswell as| do that either you or Cynthia
killed your mother the night you ran away.”

Finally, Michael looked at Phyllis, his face twisted with confusion. “My mother?’

“Was it you? You clearly have mummy issues, given your rant in the book club. Or
was it Cynthiain order to get her hands on the inheritance?’

“My mum...Mum'’s dead?’ Michael blinked severa times and then Nova watched as
his face slowly crumpled. A second later, a rumbling moan escaped from his mouth.

“Oh God,” Nova hissed, turning to Phyllis. “He didn’t know!”

Phyllis was staring at him, her nose wrinkled. “He' s acting.”

Nova looked back to Michael, whose head had dropped onto his knees, his whole
body racking with sobs.

“Michael, are you okay?’

In response, he let out another wail of grief. Nova crouched down so she was at his
level, but didn't say anything else, allowing the man to cry. This wasn't an act,
surely? He seemed genuinely distraught at the news. Up close, Nova could smell a
strange, sour odor coming off his body. Was he having some kind of mental health
episode, and he'd completely blanked out killing his own mother? If so, they should
treat him with extreme caution, as goodness knows what he might do. Behind her, she
could feel Phyllis s toe tapping on the floor, and Nova glared at her.

Finally, the man’s sobs subsided, although he kept his face buried in his knees.



“Michael?’ Nova said gently, and he jolted, as if he'd forgotten they were there. He
looked up at her, hisface wet from the tears.

“Isshereally dead?’

“I"m so sorry.”

“When?’

“Last Wednesday; the day you came to our book club.”

“And what day isit today?’

“Friday, October 25th.”

She watched Michadl do the mental calculations and then fresh tears started to stream
down his cheeks. “ She died nine days ago?’

“Do you really expect us to believe you didn't know? When you were overheard
having a raging argument with your mother just minutes before she died?’ Phyllis's
voice was hard, and Nova saw Michael blanch.

“l swear | didn’t know,” he whimpered. “And you said...murdered?’

“That’s what the police think. They aso think you’ re the prime suspect.”

“What?" His eyes were wide again.

“You're in debt, aren't you, Michael?’ Phyllis said. “And you were trying to force
your mum to sell her house and give you the money. Isthat why you killed her?’



“Oh my God, of course | didn’t!”

“S0, are you telling us that Richard’s lying, and you didn't fight with your mum
about money the night she died?’

“He' s not lying, but it’s not what you think. I’d never kill my mum; | love her!”

He looked so desperate that Nova truly wanted to believe him. “I’m sure you did,
Michael, but you have to admit it doesn’t look great. Y ou were overheard arguing,
you ran out of the house around the same time the police believe she was killed, you
came to our book club covered in blood and then you disappeared for nine days.”

“Oh Jesus,” he said with agroan. “It’s not how it looks.”

“Then how is it, Michael?’ Phyllis demanded. “What possible explanation can you
have for what happened?’

For a moment he didn’t reply, rubbing his hands over his exhausted face, and Nova
found herself willing Michagl to have a decent explanation for the events of last
Wednesday.

“My mum and | did have an argument,” he said eventually. “She'd just learned
something—something I’ d been trying to protect her from—and she was furious with
me. It was a horrible fight and we both said some terrible things. Things | deeply
regret, especially now...”

He trailed off, and for a moment Nova thought he was going to start crying again. He
ran ahand over his face before he carried on.

“1’ve been having a difficult time lately, and that argument was the last straw. | knew
| needed to get away for a bit, so | threw some things in a bag and ran out of the



house. But my mum was alive when | l€ft, | swear.”

Phyllis let out a loud snort. “So, tell me, if that’s true, then how do you explain the
blood on your shirt when you came to our book club?’

“I had anosebleed. | get them when I’ m stressed.”

“Then what about the fact you ran out of the meeting after ten minutes and haven't
been seen or heard from since?’

Michael visibly swallowed. “l received a text message with some news—bad
news—and it was all too much. | jumped in the car and came straight here.”

“Except you didn’'t come straight here, did you?’ Phyllis said. “Y ou drove to Bodmin
Moor and then abandoned your car in order to hide your whereabouts from the
police.”

“My car broke down! The gear box has been playing up for ages and | kept meaning
to get it fixed, only with everything that was going on | never got round to it. It
finaly gave up near Bodmin, so | walked to the nearest town and then caught a bus, a
train and then two more buses.”

“And you're trying to tell us you've been—what?—having a nice little holiday here
ever since, completely oblivious to the fact your mother’s been murdered and you're
the prime suspect?’

Michael let out along sigh. “When you put it like that, | know it sounds suspicious.
But | just really needed to get away from it all: my mum and Cynthia and all the
pressures at home. I've barely left this cottage since | arrived and there's no
electricity so | couldn’t charge my phone. | only intended to stay for afew days, but |
guess | lost track of time.”



As he said this, Michael looked around him at the bedroom, its stone walls slick with
moss and a layer of salt on every surface.

“1 used to come here every summer with my parents. It was so idyllic, just us and the
sea. It was like something out of that book.”

“What book?’ Nova asked.

“The Crawdads one, from your book club. When | was reading about that girl living
in the wild with nothing but nature, it reminded me of this place. | hadn’t thought
about it for years, but that night in the book club, | suddenly knew | wanted to come
back again. I’ ve even been trying to repair it a bit, so | could bring Mum again...” He
trailed off, and Nova could see the realization dawning on him that that would never

happen.

“You must think we were born yesterday,” Phyllis said. “You're going to need to
come up with a considerably better story when the police come to arrest you. And
we' ve not even started on the stolen money.”

“What stolen money?’ Michael was looking at Nova again. “Please, my head hurts
and | have no idea what she' s talking about.”

“Someone stole ten grand from the community center the night you ran away. In your
absence, you’ ve become the number one suspect for that as well.”

“Oh shit!” He put his hands up to his face again, shaking his head.
“Why else did you come to the book club, if not to steal the money?’ Phyllis

demanded. “And if you try to tell meit’'s because you like reading then I’ll know for
sureyou're lying.”



“No, it wasn't that,” Michael said from behind his hands.

“Well, why did you come, then?’

Michael didn’t reply, his whole body hunched over like a child trying to hide. The
poor thing, it was clear he was having some kind of nervous breakdown. Nova
glanced at Phyllis, but the woman'’s face was hard. From far below them, she heard
the sound of awave crash against the rocks.

“We need to get outside; this building’' s not safe. Can you stand up, Michael ?’

He didn't move.

“Phyllis, can you help me get him up? | think we need to take him to a hospital, he's
clearly in shock.”

Phyllis grunted and stepped forward to take one of Michael’s arms. But as soon as
she touched him, he shrieked and recoiled.

“Come on, Michael. We need to get you out of here,” Nova said.

“You can't hide here forever,” Phyllis said. “Either you or your wife killed your
mother, and whichever of you it was deserves to go to prison for avery long time.”

“It wasn't either of us,” Michagl moaned.

“1 told you, there’'s no point trying to protect Cynthia,” Phyllis said. “Are you aware
your wife's been having an affair? She even hired a Pl who's been investigating

youl.

“What?” Michael looked up from his hands and his face had gone even paler. “What



private investigator?’

“A man caled Graham Pierce. We thought Cynthia might have paid him to kidnap
you, but now it seems that theory was incorrect. But she was certainly paying him to
do something related to you, as the man has a computer file with your name on it.”

“Oh God!” Michael said with alow groan.

“We have a copy of the file back in St. Tredock, so as soon as we can get into it,
we'll know exactly what Cynthia’s been up to.”

“Please, no...” The man had started to visibly shake.

“Michael, are you okay?’ Nova said. “Y ou need to breathe, you' re hyperventilating.”

“You can't see them!”

“Seewhat?’ Phyllis said.

“The photos.”

“What...” Nova stopped. “Hang on, how do you know there are photos in the PI’s
folder?’

Michael’s eyes were roaming the room now, looking everywhere but at her and
Phyllis. “It wasn't meant to happen like this,” he muttered to himself. “Not here.”

“What are you talking about? What isn’t meant to happen here?’

“l can't do it here...It'sall wrong.”



Michael had a strange intensity in his eyes. An intensity Nova had seen once before,
with Declan. She felt a cold stab of fear.

“Michael, please try to keep cam.” As she said the words, Nova began to slowly
back away from the man, trying to nudge Phyllis toward the door. “Just take deep
breaths, you' re going to be—"

But she didn’t get to finish her sentence, as at that moment Michael leaped to his feet
and hurled himself at Phyllis.
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Arthur

“S0, let me get this straight,” Dan said, as they sped down the A39. “We're driving
eighty miles to rescue your friends, who' ve gone to find a missing man who you all
think stole some money and was framed for murder. But now Ash has hacked into a
computer file, and you’ ve discovered this missing man might actually be some kind
of dangerous stalker who wants to harm Phyllis. Isthat correct?’

“Yep, that’s about it,” Arthur said.

In the driver’s seat, Dan shook his head. “And there was me thinking you were just
this quiet guy from my English class, Ash. | had no idea you were a secret hacker on
the case of a suspected criminal with your grandpa!”

Dan chuckled, but in the passenger seat next to him, Ash was mute. The boy had been
horrified when Arthur suggested they ask Dan for help, and initially outright refused
to call him. He only relented when Arthur pointed out that Dan was the only person
they knew with a car, and if they didn’'t ask for his help then Phyllis and Nova could
be the next murder victims. When Dan had come to pick them up at the cafe, Arthur
had subtly insisted on sitting in the backseat so Ash could sit up front and the boys
could chat. Unfortunately, he hadn’t accounted for quite how love-struck tongue-tied
Ash really was. The lad could barely manage a grunt, and despite Dan’'s repeated
efforts to chat, every conversation ended up sliding into awkward silence.

“S0o, do you watch many films?’ Dan asked Ash, after a question about football
hadn’t elicited a response.



“Eh...sometimes,” Ash stuttered.

“What kind of stuff do you like?’

“All sorts.”

“Ash is a Star Wars fan,” Arthur interjected. He'd promised himself he'd stay quiet
and leave the boys to it, but this was getting too painful to watch.

“Oh cool, | love them too,” Dan said. “I think episode IV might be my favorite,
which | know is an uncool take, but | just have such happy memories of watching it
with my dad. Which isyour favorite?’

Arthur knew the answer to this and waited for Ash to say The Force Awakens , but
instead the teenager just shrugged.

“I likethem all.”

Arthur inwardly groaned. “I’ve not watched the new Star Wars films, but Ash is
always telling me how much he loves them,” he said in a last-ditch attempt to get the
conversation going. “He was saying that the Kylo-what’'s-his-name and Rey love
story isabit like Claudio and Hero in Much Ado About Nothing , weren't you, lad?’

Arthur couldn’'t see Ash’s face, but from the way the boy was sinking down in his
seat asif he wanted it to swallow him whole, Arthur wondered if he’d said the wrong

thing.

“That’s cool, | hadn’t made that connection myself,” Dan said. “What made you say
that?’

“Nothing, it was a stupid idea,” Ash mumbled, practically turning his back on Dan.



Arthur slumped back in his own seat, defeated. Esi had once told him that one of her
favorite moments in any good romance novel was when a character realized their true
feelings for their love interest and was forced to push themselves out of their comfort
zone to win that person over. Like when Mr. Darcy goes chasing after Wickham and
Lydia to prove his love for Elizabeth in Pride and Prgudice , or when Gregory
suddenly realizes he'sin love with Lucy and tries to stop her wedding in On the Way
to the Wedding . Arthur had hoped this car journey to rescue Nova and Phyllis might
be that moment for Ash, but clearly he'd been wrong: the poor boy made Evie from
Devil in Winter look positively chatty.

They drove on in silence, and Arthur watched the scenery change outside the window
as they pushed farther west. He'd been down here a few times on holidays with Es,
and he loved the wild ruggedness of this part of Cornwall. Esi loved it, too, and said
she always hoped to find Ross Poldark striding over the fields toward her. At the
thought of his wife, Arthur’s chest contracted. He'd not been away from home for
thislong in years, and he felt her absence like a physical pain.

“Satnav says we're not far,” Dan said, as they reached ajunction in the road, one way
pointing to Lizard and the other to a place called L andewednack.

“l hope we've made it in time,” Arthur said, his thoughts swinging back to Phyllis
and Nova. Had they already found Michael? Assuming the man was alone, Arthur
hoped that the combined strength of Nova, Phyllis and Craddock would be enough to
overpower him if he tried to hurt them. Unless he was armed, in which case...

“You need to drive faster, Dan. We have to get to them.”

“The house should be at the end of this road,” Dan said, turning onto a rough farm
track that led toward the sea.

Arthur sat up in his seat, staring out the front window for any sign of the cottage from



the photo. After about half amile, Ash let out a shout.

“That’s Nova' s car!”

They pulled up behind the rusty yellow Fiat and all three of them climbed out. There
was no sign of a cottage until Dan looked over the edge of the cliff.

“Bloody hell, it’ s like something from Ahch-To.”

Arthur hurried to join him. Diagonally below the road was a small derelict building,
looking asif it had almost been carved into the rock face itself.

“That can't beit.”

“Maybe there’ s another cottage nearby,” Dan said.

Ash, who'd been staring at his phone, shook his head. “According to Google maps,
thisisthe only property round here.”

“How the hell did they get down there?’ Arthur said. “L ook, that path has fallen into
the sea.”

At that moment, aterrified human shriek sounded from the cottage below.

“Noval” Arthur and Ash cried together.

“We need to find away of getting there!” Arthur said.

“1’ve got some rope in my car, one of us could abseil down.” Dan rushed to the back
of his car and pulled open his boot.



“Good idea. We should tie it round the car to anchor it.”

Dan pulled the rope out and hurried back to Arthur. Together they began to untangle
it, Arthur’s heart pounding in his chest.

“Wait, where' s Ash?’ Dan sad.

Arthur looked up, but there was no sign of the boy. He ran back to the edge of the
cliff and then let out a cry of his own. The teenager was halfway down to the cottage
and had reached the point where the path disappeared. He turned to face the cliff and
began to edge his way across the gap, using tiny crags in the rock as footholds.

“Jesus, he's going to kill himself!” Arthur groaned.

Dan had already taken off after Ash, amost dlipping in his haste. Arthur began to
follow them, taking it Sower. He'd always been nimble; a lifetime spent working
around cows taught you to stay light on your feet. But he was eighty-one now, with
creaking hips and dodgy knees, and he'd never had a head for heights. Still, like
Anthony Bridgerton chasing after Kate Sheffield's out-of-control carriage, he had to
get to that cottage and save Nova and Phyllis from danger.

“Here, Arthur, take my hand.” Dan had reached the other side of the destroyed path,
and clinging onto the rock face, he stretched out his arm toward Arthur. “You’re tall
enough that you should be able to jump across.”

Arthur clasped hold of the teenager’s hand and, muttering a prayer of love to Esi, he
leaped across the gap. For a second his foot met with nothing but air, and he felt his
stomach drop as he started to tilt forward. But Dan had atight grasp on his hand, and
he pulled Arthur back until he was on the far side of the path.

“Thanks,” Arthur gasped, his voice shaking. “Now get down there and help Ash.”



Dan scrambled on. Up ahead, Arthur could see that Ash had reached the flat rock by
the cottage and was running toward the front door. But before he got there, the door
burst open, and Michael Watkins came staggering out.

The man was almost unrecognizable from the last time Arthur had seen him at the
book club. His clothes were tatty and he'd visibly lost weight, although he was still
broader than Ash and could easily overpower him. Arthur held his breath, waiting for
the moment Michael saw Ash and flattened him. But Michael seemed momentarily
disorientated, squinting in the bright sunlight, and hadn’'t yet spotted the teenager.
Ash had spotted him though, and Arthur watched as the teenager pulled back his right
arm and threw a clumsy punch at Michael’s head. The older man let out a shout of
surprise and fell to the ground as Ash leaped on top of him. For a moment the two of
them struggled, then Dan rushed to join Ash, dropping to his knees and pinning
Michael’s legs down. The man clearly realized he was defeated as he stopped
struggling and went still.

Arthur felt hisway down the last few meters of path and hurried over to the boys.
“Get inside and find them,” Ash shouted, and Arthur rushed past them into the
cottage. It was dark in here, the air much cooler than outside, and there was a strong
smell of salty rot.

“Nova Phyllis!”

“Arthur?’ Nova shouted back.

He followed the sound of her voice through the small kitchen and up a narrow flight
of stairs to the top floor. A bedroom door was open, and he rushed inside, dreading

what he was about to see.

Novawas kneeling on the floor, Craddock next to her. They were both leaning over a



body.

Phyllis' s body.

“Oh my God, no!” Arthur staggered and felt tears spring to his eyes. “We tried to get
herein time. I’'m so sorry we' re too—"

“For goodness' sake, what are you waffling on about?’

Phyllis's distinctive voice emerged from the body, and Arthur gasped.

“You'realivel”

“Of course I’'m alive, you daft bugger. Now help me up, both of you.”

“l don’t think you should move yet, you had a nasty fall,” Nova said, but the old
woman waved her armsin the air until Arthur and Nova helped her up.

“What happened? Did Michael hurt you?’ Arthur asked as Phyllis dusted herself
down. “We heard your shout, Nova.”

“He just took me by surprise,” Nova said. “Michael clearly wanted to get out in a
hurry, so he pushed past me and Phyllis. And in the confusion, | stepped backward
and tripped over Craddock.”

“Don’'t blame the dog, you were the clumsy one who landed on top of me,” Phyllis
said with atut. “What on earth are you doing here, Arthur?”’

“Ash got into the Michael folder. We think we were wrong, it wasn’t Cynthia who
hired Graham Pierce. It was Michael.”



“So that’ s why he knew it contained photos!” Nova said, looking at Phyllis.

“Well, what were the photos of 7 Phyllis demanded. “He seemed very concerned we
didn’t see them, soit’s clearly something illegal or depraved.”

Arthur’s heart was still pounding from all the adrenaline, and he took a deep breath
before he answered. “ They were of you.”

“What?’ The woman’s voice shot up an octave. “Why would he want photos of me?’

“l don’t know, but that’s why Ash and | rushed down here. We were worried you
were walking into atrap.”

“Ashis here?
“Yes. He' s outside with his friend, Dan; they’re restraining Michael .”
“Then | think we need to go and have another little chat with our newest book club

member,” Phyllis said, and she pushed past Arthur and began to march toward the
stairs.
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Michael

Michael lay pinned to the ground by two teenage boys, nursing his throbbing head
and wondering how everything had gone so horribly wrong.

His throat was parched and he could smell an unpleasant, fishy odor, which he had a
horrible suspicion might be coming from his own body. Had he really been here for
over a week? It felt like only a few days since he'd fled his mother’s house, three
pairs of underpants and a copy of Where the Crawdads Sing hastily stuffed into his
bag. And now apparently nine days had passed, and his mum was dead.

Dead. Another wave of grief crashed over him. He thought back to the last time he'd
seen her and the bitter words he' d screamed. At the time, Michael had only wanted to
hurt his mother, like she’d hurt him. And now she was gone, and he' d never be able
to apologize; never be able to tell her how much he loved her. He squeezed his eyes
shut and let out a moan of regret.

“Areyou al right?’

Michael opened his eyes and squinted up at the teenage boy above his head.

“Not really. Could you please move? | have a bad back and thisisn’t helping.”

“No way, you'll just try and run away again,” the boy said, blowing his long fringe

out of his eyes. He looked vaguely familiar, but Michagl couldn’t place where he'd
seen him before.



“I can't believe you knocked him over like that,” the taller boy at his feet said. “ That
was so cool!”

“l don’t know what came over me. | just heard Nova's shout and the next thing |
knew | was down here punching him,” the first boy said. “I’ ve never hit anyone in my
life.”

“Well, you're clearly a natural. It's like when Rey defeated Kylo Ren, even though
she’' d never used a lightsaber before.”

“1 wouldn’t quite compare myself to Rey,” the punching boy said, and when Michael
looked up at him, he could see the kid was blushing. My God, were they flirting over
the top of him?

“Look, | promise I'm not going to run away. Just let me move before we need to get a
chiropractor down here.”

The teenagers discussed it for a moment, and then Michael felt himself being hauled
to hisfeet.

“Ouch! Shit, that hurts,” he winced, as pain shot through his lower back.

“Sit down here,” the taller boy said, and the two of them helped Michael limp to one
of the rock seats his father had carved fifty years ago.

Michael lowered himself down and rested his head in his hands. What on earth was
Phyllis Hudson doing here? Even back in the very earliest days, before he’ d contacted
Graham Pierce, it had never occurred to Michael that he might one day have to face
her like this. But now not only was she here, but he'd gone and hurt her. Michael had
wanted to stop and check she was okay when he saw her fall, but the flight instinct in
his body had been so strong that he’ d charged out of the room without even looking.



My God, thiswas all such amess.

He glanced up at the two teenage boys who were deep in conversation, the tall one
inspecting the bruised hand of the shorter one, as if he was some kind of war hero.
Was that the shy kid from the book club? And Michaegl had seen the old man who
looked like a giant Father Christmas hobbling into the house too. How on earth had
they all found him here? Michael closed his eyes again, trying to make sense of it all.

“Michael Watkins, | want aword with you!”

He opened his eyes and then wished he hadn’t. Phyllis was marching out of the house
toward him. She didn’t look like she was injured, but the expression on her face was
murderous.

“Why did you have a private investigator take photos of me?’

She stopped in front of him, so close he could smell her; a mixture of wool, dog and
hair spray.

“It’s not what you think,” he mumbled.

“And what do | think?”

“1 don’t know...that thisis something sinister. That | want to hurt you.”

Phyllis let out a curt laugh. “You couldn't hurt me . But you do owe me an
explanation.”

There had to be some way to get out of this. Michael glanced toward the cliff path
and saw it had all but disappeared, lost into the sea along with the front garden and
his mum’s flower beds. Besides, even if the path was still there, he wasn't sure he



could outrun the five humans and one dog who were al staring at him, their eyes full
of suspicion and contempt.

Michael looked down at his hands, shaking in his lap. There was nothing for it, he
was going to have to tell them the truth. He glanced up at Phyllis and was struck once
again by her bright green eyes; the same eyes he’d noticed the first time he saw a
photo of her.

“Okay, I'll explain. But you might want to sit down.”

Michael had been an only child. His parents, Eve and Martin, were already in their
thirties by the time he was born—our miracle baby, they used to call him—~but they
had adored him, and his childhood had been a happy one. He' d enjoyed school, gone
to Exeter City football matches with his father on the weekends, and every holiday
they’ d come down to Chy Pysk, their tiny bolt hole by the sea.

At eighteen, Michael had gone to university, where he met Cynthia, and shortly after
he graduated, they got married and settled in Bristol. But he’d remained close to his
parents, coming to visit them regularly. And so when, last November, his father had
suffered a massive stroke, Michael had rushed down and sat by the hospital bed for
hours, holding his father’s hand and willing him to wake up. The doctors had said to
prepare for the worst, that the damage done to his father’ s body was too much for him
to survive, but Michael knew something they didn’t: that his father was the strongest
man he'd ever met, and this was not how he was going to die.

Sure enough, after forty-six hours, Martin Watkins opened his eyes and looked at his
son. Michael had been about to call out to the doctors with the good news, when his
father had squeezed his hand, still powerful despite everything that had happened.



“There are things | need to tell you,” he'd said, his words slow and |abored.

Michael had shuffled his chair closer to the bed. “What isit, Dad?’

He' d watched his father take a deep, painful breath. “The money’s gone.”

“What—"

“I lost it...Pension...Savings... The house...All gambled away.”

Michael had stared at his father in disbelief. Martin Watkins wasn’'t a gambler: he
was a sensible, solid man, someone who mowed the lawn every Sunday and never
forgot to put the bins out. But the look on his dad’' s face—the fear in his eyes—told
Michael that he wasn't lying.

“Look after your mother,” Martin had said, wincing with the effort of the words. “ She
has no idea...Protect her from the truth. Please, Michael. ”

There had been so many things Michael had wanted to ask his dad: whys and hows
and whens. But the look on the old man’s face told Michael he didn’t have time for
that now, so instead he'd just nodded. “1’ll take care of her. | promise.”

Martin had let out a sigh of relief in response and closed his eyes, and for a horrible
moment, Michael thought his father had taken his last breath. Then he opened his

eyes again.

“There’' s something else,” he'd wheezed. “Y ou’ re adopted.”

It was such a ridiculous statement that Michael’s initial reaction was to laugh.
“What?’



“We should have told you...years ago.”

“What are you talking about, Dad? I’ m not adopted.”

“Through the church,” Martin said, his words barely more than a slur now. “Reverend
Platt at St Piran’s...our miracle baby.”

1 B ut_”

“You were al we ever wanted.” Martin took a deep, gasping breath. “We loved
you...Ss0...much.”

“Who was my birth mother?” Michael had asked, the words spilling out of him like
water from a broken pipe.

In reply, hisfather sighed and closed his eyes. He never opened them again.

The next few months were the worst of Michael’ s life. Navigating the shock and grief
had been one thing, but doing that while trying to unpick the financial mess his father
had left behind was quite another. Martin had done an extraordinary job of hiding his
gambling addiction from his family, but once Michael peeled back the surface, he
discovered debts everywhere he looked. With the fear of loan sharks quite literally
turning up on his grieving ninety-one-year-old mother's doorstep, Michael and
Cynthia decided to sell their own house in Bristol and use the money to settle as
many of his dad’'s debts as they could. Cynthia had been furious at being uprooted
from her home, and this had driven yet another wedge into their already crumbling
marriage. But it was a price Michael felt he had to pay to honor the promise he'd
made to his father. So, when Eve asked why he'd sold his house and moved in with
her, Michael told her that he’d made some bad business decisions and lost al his
money. When she tutted and told him he should have been more fiscally sensible, like
his father, Michael had bitten his lip and stayed silent. And when he lay awake in bed



at night, the word adopted swimming round his brain, Michael had tried to ignore it.

But, like an infection incubating in a body, over time the word grew stronger and
more dangerous, until it became impossible to fight. Suddenly, little things began to
make sense, like the fact Michael had green eyes when his parents’ were blue, or his
affinity for math, when neither his mother nor father had the first clue about sums.
These things had never bothered him before, but now Michael found himself
consumed by them. So much so that one day, six months after his father’s death,
Michael sat down at the computer and searched for alocal private investigator.

He hadn't had high expectations when he went to meet Graham Pierce in his
cramped, messy office. After all, he had no information to go on apart from the name
of along-dead vicar who his father had said was involved. But Graham had told him
that this kind of thing was more common than you might expect; that in the fifties and
sixties, lots of private adoptions were arranged through the church and that in many
cases the adoptive parents details were put on the birth certificate, as had happened
with Michael. The investigator hadn’t made any promises but had said he’d do his
best to find Michael’ s birth mother. After that, they’ d agreed a price and Michael had
returned to his own life.

He hadn’t heard anything for the next six weeks. And then one day in late June, as he
was eating an egg mayonnaise sandwich in the back garden, an e-mail had popped
into his inbox. Michael had opened the message and dropped his sandwich on the
patio. Because not only was the private investigator claming to have traced
Michael’s birth mother, but the woman’s address was in St. Tredock, less than five
miles from where he was sitting at that moment. His hands shook as he clicked on the
attachment, and suddenly there were photos of a short, rotund woman with blue-
tinted hair and green eyes.

His birth mother.



Phyllis Norma Hudson.
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Phyllis
Phyllis stared at Michael in mute shock.

This man was her son? She'd imagined him every day for the past sixty years:
pictured what he might look like at six and sixteen. But at sixty? For some reason,
she’d never allowed him to get that old in her head, and yet here he was, with gray
hair and a beer belly. Phyllis searched his face for signs of herself but saw nothing
apart from the eye color. And yet the chin...that chin belonged to Michadl’s father,
without a shadow of a doubt.

“I’m so sorry to spring this on you,” he said. “Believe me, | never meant for you to
find out who | was. | know it must be a huge shock.”

“Is that why you came to the book club?’ Arthur asked, and Phyllis jolted at his
voice; she'd forgotten anyone else was here.

Michael nodded, but his answer was to Phyllis. “ After Graham sent me your details, |
didn’t do anything at first. It was all such alot to take in. Within the space of a few
months, 1'd not only lost my dad and learned | was adopted, but also discovered who
my birth mother was. But after a couple of weeks, curiosity got the better of me, so |
drove over to St. Tredock and sat in my car outside your house until | saw you come
home. After that, | told myself | wouldn’t go again, that it was too dangerous in case
you spotted me, but | found | couldn’t keep away. | started following you when you
went out; not in a stalkerish way, | swear, but just to get a sense of who you were and
what your life was like. And then one day, | followed you into the St. Tredock
Community Center and Nova saw me and asked if | was there for the book club, and |



panicked and said yes.”

Phyllis thought back to the first time she'd seen Michael at the book club; how he'd
sat there silently, refusing to catch her eye. “Is that why you came to the meeting last
week; to see me again?”’

Michael nodded slowly. “That afternoon, my mum received a letter from their
solicitor, telling her about Dad’ s gambling debts. | have no idea why the solicitor did
that, but Mum was understandably furious that 1’d kept it a secret from her, and we
had a huge fight. | was so upset, and | knew that if | stayed in the house, | might end
up saying something about the secrets she’'d kept from me my whole life, so | ran
upstairs and packed some things. | didn't know where to go, just that | had to get
away. But then | saw my copy of Where the Crawdads Sing and realized you’'d be at
the book club that evening, and | suddenly wanted to see you again before | left...”
He trailed off, staring at his feet.

“Why didn’t you tell me who you were?’

“1 thought about it, once or twice. But | kept thinking that if you'd given me up for
adoption, that meant you wanted nothing to do with me.”

Phyllis felt alump in her throat so huge that it took her a moment to speak. “Did you
really think | wouldn’t want to see you?’

In answer Michael just shrugged, and for a moment he looked not like a sixty-year-
old man, but like a six-year-old boy, scared of being rejected once again.

Phyllis's mouth was dry and she wished she hadn’t given her water away. When she
spoke again, her voice was hoarse.

“1 owe you an explanation.”



“You don’t owe me anything.”

“l do. After all thistime, it'sthe very least | can do.”

“Truthfully, you don’t have to. |—"

She raised her hand to silence him. “Please, Michael. Y ou’ ve told me your story, now
let metell you mine.”

Phyllis had been fifteen when she met Billy Saunders, the day they both reached for
the same copy of The Mirror Crack’d from Side to Sidein thelibrary.

Up until that moment, Phyllis had had virtually no contact with the opposite sex. The
only child of a fierce, disapproving mother and an absent father who was never
spoken of, she'd grown up in relative isolation. Her mother had homeschooled her,
believing the only things a woman needed to know were how to read the Bible, write
a shopping list and manage a house. Phyllis wasn’t alowed to socialize with children
her own age, and the only places she was permitted to go outside the house were to
church and the shops, to a youth Bible studies class at St. Tredock Community
Center, and to the library.

The library was the one beacon of light in Phyllis's small, dark world. Her mother
allowed her to read the classics, as long as their subject matter was godly and there
was no mention of romance, and so Phyllis would visit the library every week and
come back clutching copies of The Chronicles of Narnia or The Pilgrim’s Progress .
And yet, what Eliza Hudson never knew was that inside her bag, young Phyllis would
also bring home copies of the books she really wanted to read, smuggled to her by a
kindly librarian who took pity on the shy, unworldly child.



Late at night, once her mother was snoring in the bed the two of them shared, Phyllis
would creep downstairs and devour these illicit books. She got her first sense of
social justice with Scout and Atticus in To Kill a Mockingbird , was swept away by
Cathy and Heathcliff in Wuthering Heights , and sobbed her eyes out over the ending
of AnnaKarenina. But it was the mysteries that Phyllis loved the most. She devoured
anything she could get her hands on by Arthur Conan Doyle, Dorothy L. Sayers,
Josephine Tey and, above al others, Agatha Christie. It was in the pages of these
books that Phyllis learned of the world outside her own small prison: a world of
crime and scandal, freedom and adventure. And, above all else, a world in which
anyone, including a woman who had barely left the confines of her small English
village, could solve crimes and change people’s lives, ssmply by using her curiosity,
common sense and female intuition.

And so, it was entirely fitting that it was Miss Marple who led Phyllis to Billy. He
laughed as she pulled the book off the shelf before him, revealing a dimpled chin and
charmingly crooked front teeth, and told Phyllis she was welcome to borrow it first,
as long as she lent it to him straight after. She'd been too embarrassed to speak and
had hurried to the librarian’s desk, her cheeks aflame. But the following Tuesday,
when Phyllis returned The Mirror Crack’d from Side to Side to the library, Billy was
there again, clutching a copy of The Big Sleep by an American author called
Raymond Chandler, who he boldly told her was better than Agatha Christie. Phyllis
agreed to read it, and so began their bookish courtship.

There was no way her mother would ever alow her to date a young man, especialy
one from a heathen family like Billy’s, but such is the determination and cunning of
young people in love that Phyllis and Billy soon found other ways to meet up. When
Phyllis went to the butchers on a Wednesday, Billy would be waiting for her outside,
and again at the fishmongers on a Friday. He even started attending her Bible studies
class at the community center, despite the fact he’d never been to church in his life.
And athough they didn’'t dare sit together in case the woman who ran it got
suspicious, Phyllis would allow herself greedy glances at Billy throughout the



meeting. Best of all, once they left at the end, they had a glorious ten minutes
together as they walked from the community center down the hill to Phyllis's road.
And as spring turned to summer, that ten-minute walk stretched to fifteen and then
twenty, and from holding hands to urgent kisses behind the community center, and
then awhole lot more.

Phyllis had never been taught about the birds and the bees, beyond her mother’s
vague mutterings about men and mortal sin. She therefore didn’t think much of it
when her monthlies were late. It wasn’t until early winter, when she struggled to
fasten her skirt and her brassiere no longer fitted, that she thought of poor Anna
Karenina and realized what was wrong. Horrified, she told Billy the next time they
met, and he got down on one knee and proposed to her there and then, in the mud
behind the community center. He was apprenticing to a local builder, but soon he
would earn a small salary, and he told her he’'d save every penny so that he could
afford the rent on a cottage once they were married.

When she estimated she was about six months along and could no longer hide the
growing bump under her clothes, Phyllis realized she had to tell her mother. She
knew the woman wouldn’t take the news well but hoped that once the initial shock
died down, all her mother would care about was that her daughter and Billy got
married as quickly as possible to minimize the inevitable scandal. But Phyllis had
underestimated Eliza Hudson.

The next few days were a blur. Later, she wondered if the fact she couldn’t recall the
exact chain of events was because it had all happened so fast, or because she’'d simply
blocked the memories out. All she knew for sure was the locked bedroom door and
the trays of food shoved through with rough hands. Of hearing Billy’s voice outside
the window and her mother’s shouts at him to go away. Of Reverend Platt’s brief
visit and his cold, disapproving eyes, and then a nighttime car journey, the reverend
driving and her mother sitting in the front passenger seat, rigid with shame. Then
there were black iron gates and a winding driveway leading to atall, austere building,



and a nun refusing to make eye contact as she led her into the building. It wasn’'t until
Phyllis had been taken to a dormitory and seen the other girls in the same way that
she had any inkling what was happening. By then her mother had already driven
away, without so much as a good-bye.

Despite living in the mother and baby home for almost three months, nothing was
done to prepare Phyllis for labor or birth, or for what was to come after. In fact, so
naive was she that when her contractions started, she thought they were just
indigestion and carried on working in the laundry. It was only when her waters broke
all over the staircase, much to Sister Agnes's annoyance, that Phyllis learned what
was happening. She asked if she could telephone her fiancé, just as she had done
every day since she arrived at the home, but her request was ignored, as it always
was. Instead, she was driven to a hospital where she was taken to a small, cramped
room off the labor ward so as not to alarm the other mothers.

Phyllis remembered little of the labor itself. She was refused any pain relief, and
when she cried out, she was told to keep the noise down so as not to give the
midwives a headache. Finally, after seventeen hours without so much as a drink of
water, Phyllis's baby was born in a rush of blood and hot liquid. For the briefest of
moments, the swaddled baby was placed in her arms. Phyllis stared down at his tiny
red face poking out above the blanket she’'d knitted for him, and felt a surge of love
so strong she thought it might lift them off the bed. She was vaguely aware of
movement around her, of whispered conversations, and then a midwife took the baby
out of her arms and carried him away, leaving Phyllis panting on the soiled bedsheets.

“My fiancé,” she finally managed to say to one of the midwives who was mopping
the floor. “Can someone call my fiancé and tell him our baby is here.”

The woman stopped her mopping and came to stand by Phyllis's bed.

“How old are you?' she asked.



“Sixteen.”

She heard the midwife inhale through her nose. “It’ s for the best, pet. It redly is.”
“What do you mean?’ Phyllis asked, but the midwife resumed her mopping.

For the next two hours, Phyllis lay on the bed in agony, not daring to even get up to
spend a penny in case she was needed for her son. Several times she called out for
someone to come and tell her how her baby was, but no one came. Eventually, when
Phyllis was about to climb out of bed and limp down to the nursery herself, the door
opened. Phyllis felt a rush of relief, but the person who walked in wasn’'t a midwife
with a baby but her mother, dressed in her church coat and hat. She didn't say

anything as she came to stand at the foot of Phyllis' s bed.

“Hello, Mother,” Phyllis said, for despite her anger at being sent away, Phyllis wasn't
going to let those emotions ruin this magical day. “Have you met my son yet?’

Her mother visibly recoiled at that word.

“Get yourself cleaned up. We've along drive back to St. Tredock.”

“But | don’'t have my baby yet. He' s still in the nursery.”

“No, he'sgone.”

Phyllis felt her stomach drop as if on a fairground ride. “But that’s not possible. The
baby was healthy, | heard him cry.”

“He' s aive. But he's gone already, with his parents.”

“But I'm...Me and Billy are...”



Phyllis stopped when she saw the expression on her mother’ s face: the narrow, almost
squinting eyes and the hard line of her mouth. And then the realization hit her, and
shefinaly allowed herself to scream.
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Nova

Phyllis stopped talking, and for a moment the only sound Nova could hear was the
wind and the sea crashing below them. Michael had been silent throughout Phyllis's
story, his hands clasped in his lap and his eyes glued to her face.

“S0, you hadn’t wanted to give me up?’ His voice was so faint Nova could barely
hear him.

“It had all been arranged behind my back,” Phyllis said. “I later learned that the nuns
usually insisted the babies spend a few weeks with their birth mothers back at the
home before they were adopted, but my mother wouldn’t alow it. She and Reverend
Platt arranged to have my baby taken away within hours of birth.”

Michael shook his head, clearly too stunned to speak.

“It can’'t have been legal,” Arthur said, anger in his voice. “Putting a baby up for
adoption without the mother’ s consent must have been illegal, even back then.”

“Apparently | signed the papers when | first arrived at the mother and baby home. |
had no idea what | was signing; nobody let me read them.”

Michael lifted a hand and ran it through his gray hair. “I can’'t believe that my parents
knew about this. They were good people, | swear. They’d never have adopted me if

they’ d known what was really going on.”

“I"'m sure they didn’t know,” Phyllis said. “And anyway, things were different back



then. Thousands of girls like me had their babies taken away from them in the fifties
and sixties, and most of them were unregulated private adoptions.”

“What happened to you after that?’ Michael asked.

Phyllis paused for a moment, and Nova could see her struggling with the memories.
“My mother drove me home in silence, and we never talked about what happened
again. 1I'd turned sixteen while | was in the home, and so as soon as my bleeding
stopped, she got me a job cleaning local houses. | wasn't allowed to go to the
community center or library anymore, so | didn't even have books as an escape. It
was just me, Mother and church.”

“You must have hated your mum; why didn’t you leave home?’ Nova asked.

Phyllis sighed. “Of course | resented her, but | was young and naive. My mother had
always controlled every aspect of my life, and | didn’t know it any other way.
Besides, back then, | truly believed I'd done something terrible and deserved God's
punishment. And that punishment was staying with my mother, a woman who hated
me and never again believed aword | said.”

“What about Billy?’

Here Phyllis slowed for a moment. “I’'m not sure. A few months later, | heard he'd
got ajob in Plymouth and moved there, but | never saw or heard from him again.”

“Oh Phyllis, I’'m so sorry,” Arthur said gently.

There was a pause as they al took in the enormity of Phyllis's story.

“Can | ask you one more question?’ Michael said.



“Of course.”

“Why did you stay in St. Tredock all these years? | understand why you stayed with
your mother to begin with, but once you were older and more independent, surely you
could have left?’

“Ah, now that's a good question,” Phyllis said, nodding. “For a long time, | told
myself | stayed because of my mother: first because | thought | had to and then, when
she got older and her arthritis got bad, to be her carer. But that’s not the real reason.”

“What isit?

Phyllislooked up at Michael, and Nova saw her eyes were damp.

“| stayed for the baby. For you.”

He frowned. “But why? You said yourself, you had no idea who'd adopted me or
where |’ d been taken.”

“1 knew nothing about you or your parents, and | suspected you knew nothing about
me either. But | suppose on some level, | always hoped that one day you might find
out about me and come looking. And for that reason alone, | chose to stay in St.
Tredock, in the house I’ d been born in, to make it easier if you ever tried.”

“And did you ever try to trace me?’ Michael asked, and Nova heard a dlight break in
his voice.

“No, but only because | was too scared. What if you hated me for giving you up and
wanted nothing to do with me? So, | decided that I'd leave it in your hands as to
whether you wanted to find me or not.”



“But you wanted to be found?’

Phyllis smiled then, her eyes wet with tears. “Not a day has gone by when | haven't
dreamed of this moment, Michael. Admittedly, | never imagined it would happen on
a cliff edge, but thisis al | ever wanted. To finally get to see my son—to see you ,
Michael—and tell you how sorry | am that | never got to be your mother.”

Michael smiled, too, and it was such atender, private moment that Nova turned away.
Arthur did the same, and Nova could see tears in his eyes too. They both walked to
join Ash and Dan, who were standing together by the cottage door.

“Bloody hell,” Arthur muttered. “1t’ s like something out of a novel.”

“With Phyllis's mum as the wicked witch,” Dan said. “I can’t believe she did that to
her own daughter.”

“She makes Darth Vader ook like Parent of the Year,” Ash sad, and Nova saw the
teenager blush when Dan smiled.

“What aday,” Arthur said. “What timeisit now?’

Nova pulled her phone out of her pocket, but it was still switched off. She hit the
power button and waited for it to start up.

“It's 3:40,” Dan said, checking his watch.

“Oh shit!” Nova's stomach dropped. “We need to get back or I’'m going to miss my
wedding rehearsal.”

“How are we going to get everyone back up that cliff?” Arthur said. “Michael looks
like he can barely walk, and that path isn’t safe.”



“Maybe there’' s something in the cottage we can use to bridge the gap,” Ash said.

“Good ideg, let’slook inside,” Dan said, and the two boys disappeared in through the
door.

Nova glanced at Arthur and saw he had a small smile on his lips. “What are you
looking so pleased about?’

“Oh, nothing. It just turns out that Ash had his Mr. Darcy moment after all.”

Nova was about to ask what he meant when her phone buzzed into life. She looked
down and saw message after message flashing up on her screen, al from Craig.

“1 need to make acall,” she said, pressing dial and stepping away from the others.

Craig answered within seconds, his voice high with panic. “Noval Are you okay?’

“I"'m completely fine. I’'m so sorry, my phone was switched off, but I' m safe.”

“Oh, thank God, I’ ve been worried sick. Where are you?”’

“I’m near Lizard Point. We found Michael, the missing man, but then—"

“Lizard Point? But our rehearsal isin two and a half hours; you'll never make it back
intime.”

“I'm sorry, Craig, | had no idea it would take this long. I’m going to leave soon, we
just need to repair a cliff path so we can get back to the car.”

“Repair acliff?1 thought you said you were safe.”



“l am, it's just a bit of path fell away so we're alittle trapped, but we' re working on
that as we speak.”

“Fucking hell, Noval”

“1 know | must have worried you sick by not answering my phone, but it's been full
on down here. I’ll explain properly later, but basicaly it turns out that Michael is
Phyllis s son, and he had no idea his mum’s been killed so—"

“Stop! Nova, listen to yourself. We're supposed to be getting married tomorrow and
you're miles away, stuck down a cliff, getting caught up in some weird soap opera

drama and missing your own rehearsal. What the hell is wrong with you?’

Nova bit her lip at the tone of his voice, and then imagined how she'd feel if the
tables were turned and Craig was the one halfway down a crumbling cliff face.

“Have you even spoken to your mum yet?’ he asked.

“Not since this morning, but she should be on her way to Bogota by now.”

“Well, I'm afraid she isn’'t. There are still storms and her local flight wasn't able to
take off.”

“What?” Nova felt a wave of vertigo and grabbed hold of the wall to steady herself.
“What does that mean? Can shefly later?”

“1’ve been talking to her and a travel agent al afternoon, trying to work something
out, but there's nothing we can do. She's not going to make it back in time for the

wedding.”

Nova let out alow moan.



“I’'m sorry,” Craig said, his voice softening.

Nova's knees wobbled and she sunk down to the ground. Her mum wasn’t going to
be at her wedding: wouldn’t be there to help her get ready or walk her down the aisle,
or to make a speech. She was going to haveto do it all aone.

“Do you want to cancel the wedding?’ Craig asked.
“We can't just because of Mum.”
“1 don’'t mean because of your mum, | mean because of you.” She heard him take a

deep breath. “Yesterday, | asked if you still wanted to get married and you promised
me you did. And this morning, you swore you'd stay out of trouble; but look at you

now.
“l meant what | said, Craig; | do want to get married. | just really wanted to save my
job and the community center as well, and | thought by coming down here today |
could do that.”

“And have you?’

Nova swallowed. “No. Michael claims he doesn’t have the money, so we're back at
sguare one.”

“Thisiswhat | mean, Nova. Y ou've let your search for this stolen money completely
take over your life, to the point you' re missing your own wedding rehearsal.”

“It’s over now. I'll stop trying to find the money.”

“No, that’s not enough.” Craig paused, and when he spoke again, his voice was quiet.
“1 thought this job would be a good thing for you. After everything that happened



with Declan, | thought it would help rebuild your confidence, but | was wrong.
Clearly you're still traumatized by that attack and you're not ready to be back at
work, especially not in asimilar environment.”

“That’snot true, | lovethisjob.”

“Sure, but it’s just five months in and you're once again breaking all the rules and
repeatedly putting yourself at risk. Thisisnot normal behavior.”

“S0, what are you saying?’

“1 know your career is important to you, but you need to take a proper break. Allow
yourself to grieve for your dad and get over your attack.”

Nova stifled a sigh; she really wasn't in the mood to have this conversation right now.
“You know I'll go stir crazy if | don’t work. I've always had a job, and being a youth
worker is such abig part of who | am.”

“1 know, and | think you need time to work out who you are aside from your job.”
“Please can we talk about this after the wedding, Craig? I’ ve had a hell of aday, and |
really want to just get home and get some sleep, otherwise I’'ll look like a zombie

bride tomorrow.”

“No. I'm sorry, but | can’'t keep doing this, Nova. | want to marry you tomorrow, |
really do. But if that’s going to happen, | need you to promise that you'll resign.”

“What? Y ou’re kidding me, right? Y ou can’t seriously—"

“I'm deadly serious. Your job at the community center has caused nothing but
problems over the past few months. If you want to get married tomorrow, | need to



know you're willing to prioritize our relationship, and your own damn safety, by
resigning.”

“You can’'t ask me to give up my career, that's completely unreasonable. I’'m not
some child who needs your permission to |leave the house.”

“Then stop bloody acting like one. Now please just come home.”
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Arthur

| t took Ash and Dan half an hour to construct a makeshift bridge across the gap in
the path, and another forty minutes to help everyone safely back up the cliff. Arthur
watched the boys chatting and laughing as they worked, and couldn’t help but feel a
little proud of the part he'd played in bringing them together. It was exactly what Esi
would have done if she were here.

By the time they all made it to the top it was aimost five p.m., and clear that Nova
was never going to get back to St. Tredock in time for her wedding rehearsal.

“I"'m sorry this all took so much longer than expected,” Arthur said to her, as they
reconvened at the car. “Was your fiancé understanding about the whole thing?’

“Yes, fine,” Nova said, but she wouldn’t look him in the eye.

“Isit al right if I get alift back with you? Three's a crowd and all that.” He nodded
toward the teenage boys, who were deep in conversation over by Dan’s car.

“Of course. I’'m taking Phyllis and Michael, too, but we can all squeezein.”

The journey back was more subdued than the drive down, al of them clearly
exhausted by the drama and revelations of the afternoon. In the backseat, Michael fell
asleep almost as soon as they hit the road, and Arthur could hardly blame him: in the
space of afew hours, the poor man had learned he'd lost one mother and come face-
to-face with another. Phyllis sat in the seat next to him, Craddock snoring between
them. Arthur saw her stealing occasional glances at Michael, as if checking he was



really there and not afigment of her imagination.

In the front, Nova drove in silence, too, her shoulders hunched and eyes locked on the
road. Something told Arthur she’'d not been completely honest with him about her
fiancé s reaction, but he knew better than to ask again. Instead, he allowed his mind
to wander over al the revelations of the afternoon. So Michael hadn't stolen the
money nor killed his own mother. Arthur found himself inclined to believe the man’'s
story; Michael had never struck him as the murdering sort. But if he was innocent,
then who had killed Eve? Had it been Cynthia after all?

“That’s my theory too.”

Phyllis' s voice in the backseat made Arthur jump. “What?’

“You said it must have been Cynthia, and | was agreeing with you.”

Arthur felt his cheeks flush; he hadn’t realized he’d been thinking out loud. It was a
habit he’ d gotten into recently, but he' d never doneit in public before.

“It's the only possible explanation,” Phyllis continued, her voice low so as not to
wake Michael.

“But what about the money?’ Arthur turned in his seat to look at her. “If Michael
didn’t steal it—"

“Of course he didn’t steal it,” Phyllis interrupted, and Arthur couldn’t help but smile
at her sudden maternal instinct to protect her son.

“But then who did? We have no other suspects; we always just assumed it was him.”

“Maybe that was Cynthiatoo?’ Phyllis said, but she sounded unconvinced.



“What was that about Cynthia?’ Michael had woken up and was rubbing his eyes.

Next to him, Arthur saw Phyllis squirm. “I know you don’t want to hear this, but we
think that Cynthia might be behind your mother’ s death.”

“No, that’ s not possible,” Michael said. “She loved my mum.”

“Arthur thought Cynthia might have done it to get her hands on your mum’s
inheritance.”

Arthur opened his mouth to point out that had been Phyllis' s theory, not his, but a
glare from the woman made him close it again.

“But there is no inheritance,” Michael said. “1 told you; my dad gambled every penny
of it away. Mum had no idea until last week, but Cynthia has known since my dad
died that there was nothing to inherit except a pile of debts.”

“Damn it, there goes her motive of greed,” Phyllis muttered.

“Besides, | know for a fact that Cynthia has an alibi for the evening my mum...”
Michael trailed off, clearly unable to say the word.

“Do you mean that she was with her sister?” Phyllis was squirming again. “I’m sorry
to say this, but Cynthia was lying when she told you that. She wasn't with her sister,
she was with—"

“Her lover?’

Arthur looked at Michagl in surprise. “You knew?’

The man let out a weary sigh. “I had my suspicions, but | didn’'t know for sure until



that day. | had Graham Pierce...” He stopped, |ooking embarrassed.

“Go on,” Phyllis said.

“After Graham traced you, | asked him to follow Cynthia, to see if she was really
cheating on me. That night, while | was in the book club, Graham texted me with a
photo of Cynthia and this man together. Even though I'd suspected it for a while, it
was still a shock to get confirmation.”

“Ah, so that’s why you ran out of the meeting so suddenly,” Arthur said.

“ And those photos give Cynthiaa concrete alibi,” Phyllis added, frowning.

“Without a doubt. She was seventy miles away, in the Premier Inn, Torquay.”

“As was Graham Pierce, which ticks him off our suspect list as well,” Phyllis said.
“Which leaves us back at square one, with no ideawho killed Eve.”

“And no idea who stole the community center money either.” It was the first time
Nova had spoken this car journey, and her voice was thick with despair. “Now we
know it wasn't Michael, the police are going to think | took it, aren’t they? Especially
after what happened to Sandy.”

“Or they’ll still think it was me,” Michael said. “You said yourself, it doesn’'t ook
good: my mum was killed, and the same night money goes missing and | disappear.
In the absence of anyone else, I'm still going to be the prime suspect.”

“No son of mine is going to prison for a crime he didn’t commit. We'll prove your
innocence, and Nova's too.” Phyllis's words were firm, but even she couldn’t hide
the concern in her tone.



It was almost eight o’ clock by the time they made it to Port Gowan. The lights were
on as they pulled up outside Michael’ s house, and he let out along, weary sigh.

“Cynthia’ s going to kill me.”

“l can come in and help you, if you like?” Phyllis offered, but Michael shook his
head.

“1 disappeared and unwittingly left her with a nightmare to manage on her own. |
need to face the music.” He turned to Phyllis. “I’ll telephone you tomorrow, okay?”’

Even in the dark of the car, Arthur could see the smile that spread across Phyllis's
face.

They drove back to St. Tredock and dropped Phyllis and Craddock off at her house.

“What' s your address?’ Nova asked Arthur, as they watched Phyllis and the dog head
inside.

“Oh, just drop me at the community center, | can walk from there.”

“Don’'t besilly, | can drive you home. Y ou must be in a hurry to get back to Es.”

“And you must be in a hurry to get back to Craig. Honestly, after sitting in the car for
so long | could do with awalk.”

Nova didn’t say anything, but drove them to the community center, where she pulled
into the car park and turned the engine off. For a moment they both sat in silence, and
Arthur studied the girl’s drawn face. What would Es say if she were here right now?
She always had the right words, the gentle way of putting someone at ease so they’'d
confess whatever was on their mind. Arthur had lost count of the number of times



he'd come home from work to find some stranger sitting at their kitchen table,
sharing their deepest worries with his wife, while she nodded encouragement and
filled up their mug with hot, sweet tea.

Arthur turned to Nova. “I don’'t suppose you have time for a quick cuppa, do you?
I”’m gasping for one.”

Novalooked at him in surprise. “Don’t you need to get home?’

“Es will be al right for another half an hour.” He cleared his throat. “I called her
friend earlier, before | set off with Ash and Dan, and asked if she'd stay with Esi. The
two of them will be happily gossiping with afish and chip supper, so they won’'t miss
me for abit longer.”

Nova looked at the darkened community center, chewing her lower lip. “I'm pretty
sure I’ ve been banned from going inside, but given how much trouble I’m in already,
| guess abit of illegal trespassing can’t make things much worse.”

She gave adry laugh and Arthur chuckled.

“Excellent. Let’s hope they have some bickies too.”

Nova unlocked the door and led them down the dark corridor to the office. Once
inside, she put the kettle on while Arthur sat down. They didn’t speak until Nova had

placed a mug in front of him and pulled up her own chair next to his.

“Would you like to talk about what’'s going on?’ Arthur said, as Nova blew on her
tea

“What do you mean?’



“1 know it’s none of my business, but | get the sense that things are a bit tricky with
you and your lad.”

Nova took a sip of tea, and Arthur waited for her to tell him to mind his own
business.

“1 wasn't entirely honest with you earlier,” she said, putting her mug down. “Craig
wasn't understanding about me missing the rehearsal. In fact, he completely freaked
out and told me that if | want to get married tomorrow then | need to promise I’'ll quit
my job.”

“What? But that’ s blackmail.”

“1 don't think he meant it as blackmail. He just...oh God, it's so complicated, Arthur.
He's worried about me, and maybe he's right. | mean, | did miss my own wedding
rehearsal today so | could drive eighty miles and take part in some madcap rescue
mission. That’s not the behavior of a normal, rational person, isit?’

“Maybe not, no. But Nova, you're not a ‘normal’ person, and | mean that in the best
possible way. None of the great characters in books are ‘normal’; they’ re complicated
and flawed and utterly unique. Just like you.”

“My dad used to say something similar,” Nova said with asmall, sad smile.

Arthur paused. There was something he wanted to ask her, but he wasn't sure how
she' d react.

“Do you think that maybe you went searching for Michael today because you didn’t
want to go to the rehearsal ?’

“You mean like self-sabotage?’



“I’m not saying it’ strue. It’s just a thought.”

Nova didn't reply straightaway. “I don't know. | have been feeling nervous about it
all, but that’snormal, isn't it?’

“Of courseitis. | was absolutely terrified the night before my wedding, didn't sleep a
wink. | was convinced Esi was finally going to realize | was just a Cornish oik and

she could do much better than me.”

“That’s what | keep trying to tell Craig, that it's natural to have a few nerves before
your wedding. But what if you' re both right and it’s more than that?’

“l don’t know, lass. | guess you need to ask yourself what you really, truly want? And
if you're willing to sacrifice ajob you love for the man you love.”

Arthur took a sip of histeaand waited for Novato speak.

“l do love Craig, and he's been so supportive over the past year. He held me together
through my dad’'s sickness and death, and again when | had to leave my old job
because of a serious incident. Each time | fell apart, Craig picked me up and put me
back together again. | honestly don’t know if I'd even be here without him.”

“1"m so sorry to hear about your pa. How long ago did he die?’

“Ten months.”

Arthur swallowed. “That’s no time at all, Nova. I'd say it's not a surprise you're
feeling a little wobbly: you must have all sorts of emotions about tomorrow and your

dad not being there.”

“And now my mum’s not going to be there either. Her flight’s been canceled and



she' s stuck in Colombia.”

“Oh no, I’'m so sorry.”

“It's such a mess.” Nova leaned back in her chair and ran her hands through her hair.
“If | really did want to get married, would | be feeling so...” She faltered, clearly
searching for the right word. “ So ugh about it al right now.”

Arthur couldn’t help smiling. “We all feel ugh sometimes.”

“Yeah, but | bet you didn’t feel ugh the night before your wedding?’

“No, you're right there. | might have been nervous, but | knew before | even set foot
in that church that my wedding was going to be the happiest, most important day of
my life.”

“1 don’t know what’s wrong with me, Arthur. | know | love Craig, and even though
I’ ve never been that bothered about the whole marriage thing, | know how important
itisto him. Sowhy can’'t | feel more excited about this?’

“Maybe you need your Much - Ado - About - Nothing -Bridgerton-Star-Wars
moment?”’

Novalooked at him as if he were speaking Dutch. “My what?’

“Ash and | were talking about how in all those stories, a character is having doubts
and then something happens to make them realize that they do actually want to spend
the rest of their life with the other person. In Much Ado About Nothing , Claudio is
feeling pretty ugh about his fiancée—in fact, he calls the whole wedding off—until
he thinks she's dead, at which point he realizes his mistake. In The Viscount Who
Loved Me, it takes Kate being crushed by a carriage for Anthony to realize he wants



to be with her, and in Star Wars...Well, it was all a bit confusing but there was
something about an emperor and lightsabers.”

“S0, you're saying | need Craig to nearly die for meto get over my ugh 7’

Arthur chuckled. “Maybe not that extreme. But if | told you now that if you don't
marry Craig tomorrow you might lose him for good, how does that make you feel ?’

Nova thought for a moment. “Terrified. Sad. But also...Oh, | don’'t know! Serioudly,
why does this all have to be so complicated? | bet it wasn't like this with you and
Esi.”

“No, it wasn't complicated. There were things that made it difficult: we faced a lot of
prejudice and neither of our families were delighted with the match. But for me,
marrying Esi was the simplest decision | ever made.”

Nova smiled, the first time he'd seen her do that all day. “Tell me about you and Es,
Arthur. Tell meyour love story.”

He paused to take a sip of his tea, and also because of the emotions that were
suddenly swirling inside him. He put his mug down on the desk carefully, aware his
hands had started to shake.

“1’ve read hundreds of romance books, and in each one there’s almost always some
grand gesture of love: someone saves someone else's life, or they risk their own
reputation or make a big public declaration to prove their love. But for me and ESi, it
was never about the grand gestures. Instead, it was the hundreds of little ones, every
single day. The bowl of porridge she used to make for me every morning before
work, even though it meant her getting out of bed at four am. when she could have
stayed asleep. The love notes | used to leave hidden round the house for her to find
during the day, or the fact we've never once spent the night apart since our wedding



day. | know they’re not worthy of a romance novel, but for me, those tiny gestures
arewhat loveisreally about.”

“Oh Arthur, that’s more romantic than anything I’ ve ever read in abook,” Nova said.
“1 don’'t know about that. But | do know that every good thing in me was put there by
Esi. Without her...” He faltered for a moment, suddenly lost for words. “Without her,

I’m nothing.”

“You two are very lucky to have found each other, and to still have each other after
al thistime.”

113 We_ﬂ

Arthur started to speak but then stopped. He suddenly felt exhausted, his whole body
heavy, as if he were carrying a great weight on his back. Although in truth, he'd felt
like this for months now, even if he tried to ignore it. He looked across at Nova, who
was watching him with her open, trusting face. What would Es say if she were here
now? The same thing she always said, of course. The truth.

“Nova, I’ ve not been entirely honest with you.”

“About what?’

Arthur felt asif he were standing on the edge of a precipice, looking down into avast,
bottomless hole.

“Arthur?’ Novawas still watching him, concern on her face. “ Are you okay?’

“No,” he said, and it was the first time he'd admitted this out loud. “Es died four
months ago, and I’m not okay at all.”
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Nova
Novawatched as Arthur bowed his head and let out along, low wail.
Without stopping to think, she leaned forward and wrapped her arms around his
shoulders. This seemed to trigger something in Arthur, and he began sobbing, his

whole body shaking. Nova didn’t say anything and just held him as he cried.

“I'm sorry,” he gulped after several minutes. “I haven't cried since the day it
happened so...” Hetrailed off, hiccupping.

“Please, don’'t apologize. Believe me, | know how you feel right now.”

“1’m sorry about lying to all of you; I just wasn’t ready to admit she was gone. | still
talk to her at home and imagine her repliesin my head.”

“That’s completely understandable, Arthur. You and Es have been together for so
long.”

“1 kept promising myself I’ d tell people soon, but the longer it went on, the harder it's
become.”

“Does anyone know the truth?’
“A few, but no one at the community center, and | liked it that way. | could come

down here and carry on going to my Carers Support Group and the book club, and
everyone assumed Es was still alive. While | was here, | wasn’'t a widower grieving



the loss of his wife but just plain old Arthur. That makes me sound like a fraud,
doesn’'t it?’

“Of course not. It makes you sound like a man who lost the love of his life and has
been in shock.”

“It's why | read the romance books too,” Arthur said, wiping his eyes with the back
of his sweater deeve. “When | started reading them to Esi, | thought they were so
daft. But over the years, I’ve come to love them as much as she did. And now | read
them as a way to stay connected with her. When I’'m with the Bridgertons or any of
her other favorite books, it’ s like she’s still here with me.”

“Oh Arthur, | understand. | still wear my red coat because it makes me feel close to
my dad.”

He smiled, his eyes bloodshot from crying. “I know | need to tell everyone the truth.
It's not like the lie's going to bring Esi back, however much | want it to. | have to
start being honest with people.” He exhaled slowly, leaning back in his chair. “I’'m
sorry. We were here to talk about your wedding, and I’ ve just sobbed all over you.”
He pointed at the damp patch on her shoulder and Nova smiled.

“That’s okay. But let me find you atissue.”

She stood up and began to look round the office. There was always a box on Sandy’s
desk, but given all the recent upheaval, it looked like she' d used them all up.

“Hang on, Lauren usually has a pack.”

Nova opened her colleague’'s drawer but there were none there. Then she spotted
Lauren’s coat hanging on the hook.



“Excuse me,” she said, reaching past Arthur and putting her hand in Lauren’s pocket.
Sure enough, she felt the familiar plastic of atissue pack and pulled it out. As she did,
a piece of paper fluttered to the floor. Nova handed Arthur a tissue and then reached
down to pick up the paper. She was about to put it back in Lauren’s pocket when she
spotted what was written on it and stopped.

“Everything all right?” Arthur asked.

“Yes, fine. It'sjust...Why does Lauren have my computer password written down in
her pocket?’

“1 don’'t know. Did you giveit to her?’

Nova shook her head, trying to work out why this was bothering her so much.

“I’m sure there’' sa simple explanation,” Arthur said.

“Maybe.” But as Nova said this, she reached forward and put her hand into Lauren’s
other pocket. She felt something cold and metal, and her heart sank before she’ d even

pulled it out and confirmed her suspicion.

“The sports cupboard keys,” she said, staring at them in disbelief. “The keys |
supposedly lost.”

“Lauren must have found them again,” Arthur said.

But Nova wasn't so sure, her mind whirring. The lost keys. The messed-up
community center bookings and forgotten messages. All this time, Nova had thought
the mistakes were her fault; that she was being forgetful and disorganized. But what
if that wasn't true?



“1 think Lauren has been trying to sabotage me,” she said, wincing at how strange the
words sounded coming out of her mouth.

“Why would she do that? She' s your friend, isn’t she?’

“Sheis; or at least, | thought she was. But what is it Phyllis always says? If al the
facts fit your theory, then it must be the right one. And look at the facts: the keys |
supposedly lost are in Lauren’s pocket, along with my log-in details that would allow
her to go onto my computer and change diary bookings under my name.”

“But still, what's her motive?’ Arthur said, sounding as bewildered as Novafelt.

“l don’t know. Maybe she wants to get me fired? Lauren knows better than anyone
how financially precarious this place is. Maybe she thought if | lost my job, hers
would be safe?’

“Goodness, that’s properly evil, especially from someone who pretends to be your
friend.” Arthur stopped, his nose wrinkling. “You don’t think she’s behind the stolen
money, too, do you? What if she took it from the office, knowing you d be blamed
because it happened during your book club?’

“Oh my God!” Novasaid, looking at Arthur with wide eyes as her mind raced ahead.
“But | didn't get sacked, did 1? So, what if she then had to try harder. Shit, what if
Lauren’ s the one who attacked Sandy to try and frame me?”’

“Bloomin’ heck,” Arthur said, exhaling. “If that’s true then we need to report her to
the police now. She's clearly unhinged.”

“But we don’'t have any evidence. Finding the keys in her pocket is hardly proof, plus
Lauren can always deny all knowledge and say | planted them there to frame her .”



“You're right, we need something more concrete.” Arthur said. “We need to find a
way of getting her to admit what she’'s done.”

“But why would she do that? If our theory is correct then now that I've been
suspended, she’swon. She's hardly going to suddenly confess all for no reason.”

“There has to be something we can do,” Arthur said, frowning. “I can't believe I'm
saying this, but | wish Phyllis were here right now. She’ d know exactly what to do.”

Nova stopped pacing and looked at Arthur.

“You're absolutely right. | think it’s time we call an emergency meeting of the St.
Tredock Community Book Club.”
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Phyllis

At 11:30 the following morning, Phyllis stood in the churchyard of St Piran’s Church,
staring at the tal, austere building in front of her. As with her previous visit, she
could feel her mother’ s presence everywhere.

You'reasinner, Phyllis Hudson , Eliza Hudson' s voice called on the wind.

No amount of prayer will ever make up for what you did , she screamed with the
seagulls.

That when lust hath conceived, it bringeth forth sin: and sin, when it finished,
bringeth forth death.

“Oh, go away, Mother,” Phyllis muttered, gripping Craddock’s lead. “My lust wasn't
asin. | was ayoung girl who made a mistake because | knew no better. And you stole
my son from me. That wasthe sin.”

My son.
Michael.

At the thought of that name, Phyllis turned to look at the man standing in front of a
grave afew meters behind her. Michael had called her this morning after he'd been to
the police station to give them his side of events. They hadn’t arrested him on the
spot, thank goodness, but he had been told to go back on Monday morning for further
guestioning. Cynthia had been rather less forgiving of his reappearance and had



apparently spent much of the night screaming at Michael. As aresult, he'd been in no
rush to go home, so when Phyllis had mentioned what she was doing today, he'd
asked if he could join her. Phyllis's heart had soared so high she thought it might
burst out of her chest.

“Areyou al right?’ she asked now, walking back to join Michadl.

“l still can’t believe she's really gone.” His eyes were fixed on the grave in front of
them, its earth still fresh from Tuesday’s funeral. “1 didn’t get to say good-bye; to
carry her coffin or tell the congregation what awonderful woman she was.”

Phyllis faltered. There'd been something playing on her mind since yesterday;
something she wasn’t sure if she should confess. “I was at your mum'’ s funeral.”

Michael looked at her in surprise. “You were?’

“At the time, | thought you might have been behind the theft and murder, and | had
this theory you might come to the funeral and then...” She trailed off, feeling
embarrassed at the confession, but Michael smiled at her.

“I’'m glad you came. Although you never got to meet Mum, | think the two of you
would have got on. She had a great imagination too.”

“There was a good turnout. She was obviously a popular woman.”

“Yes, she had lots of friends. She was one of the kindest people I've ever met.”
Michael stopped and looked back at the grave, his brow creased. “Ever since | found
out | was adopted, |’ ve been so angry at her. Mum and | were always close—much
closer than me and Dad—nbut | began to question everything. Because if she could
have lied to me about something as massive as the fact | was adopted, had she lied
about everything else too? Did she even love me?”’



He kicked alose piece of turf under his feet, sending it skidding across the graveyard.

“1 was desperate to tell her what | knew and ask why she'd kept it a secret all these
years, but even in the heat of our last fight, | didn’t. | think | was scared of what she
might admit once the truth was out in the open. So instead | let the rage fester inside
me like a cancer, eating me from the inside out.”

“That’ s understandable, given everything you’ ve been through recently.”

“Maybe. But this past week, while I’ ve been down at Chy Pysk, I’ve come to realize
that the reason Mum didn’t tell me the truth was because she was scared too. Scared
that I'd love her less if | knew she wasn’t my biological mother. Scared that | might
be so angry I’d push her away. And so | made a promise to myself that as soon as |
got home, I'd tell Mum what | knew, and also that it didn't change anything. She
might not have given birth to me, but she raised me and loved me with al her heart,
and | was so lucky to have her as my mother.”

As he said these last words, Michael glanced at Phyllis, as if suddenly realizing the
implication of what he'd just said.

“It'sdl right,” she said quickly. “Y ou were lucky, and | was lucky too. I’ ve spent the
past sixty years hoping that you were raised by aloving family.”

Tears had appeared in Michagl’ s eyes, and he blinked them away as he looked back at
his mother’s grave. “Our last words were cruel, angry ones, said in the heat of afight.
| really hope she knew how much | loved her.”

“She did, Michael, for exactly the same reason you knew she loved you. However
misguided it might have been, your mum kept the adoption a secret because she loved
you and wanted to protect you from hurt. Just like you kept your dad’'s debts a secret
because you wanted to protect her . So, while you might have fought, actions speak



louder than words, and your actions showed nothing but love.”

Michael gave a small smile and wiped his eyes on his suit sleeve. “I hope you're
right, | really do.”

“Michael Watkins, how dare you show your face here, you scoundrel!”

Phyllis jumped at the sound of another voice behind them. She spun around to see
Eve's silver-haired neighbor, a bunch of tulips in his hand, his face twisted in shock
and anger at the sight of Michael. Craddock started barking as the man strode

purposefully toward them.

“There s no point trying to run away; | might be old, but | can physically restrain you
if I have to,” Richard said as he approached them.

Phyllis swallowed a smile; she had to give it to Richard, the man was brave.
Reckless, but brave.

“1 didn’'t kill my mother,” Michael said, taking a step backward. “I’ ve aready been to
see the police and they know I’ m innocent.”

“What?" Richard ground to a halt. “But your argument? | heard you and Eve fighting
and then you sped off.”

“Shewas alive when | left.”

“Then where in God’ s name have you been for the past ten days?’

“1 needed a break, a chance to clear my head. | had no idea what had happened to
Mum; | only found out yesterday when Phyllis told me.”



At the mention of her name, Richard’s eyes spun to look at her.

“Phyllis, I'm sorry, where are my manners?’ He bowed his head. “It's lovely to see
you again. Y ou must be happy your missing book club member has returned.”

“You could say that.” Phyllis caught Michael’s eye as she said this and saw him
suppress asmile.

Richard turned back to Michagl. “If you didn’t kill your mother then | owe you my
deepest condolences. Eve was a magnificent woman and I'm very sorry for your

|oss.

“Thank you. Are those for her?” Michael nodded at the flowersin Richard’ s hand.

“lI know how much Eve loved gardening, so | thought 1'd bring her some tulips to
brighten up the grave.”

“That’s very kind of you, Richard. Y ou were awonderful neighbor to my mum.”
“She was a good neighbor to me, too, and I'll miss her very much.” Richard paused,
his brow furrowing. “So, if it wasn't you, then who did kill her? The police seemed

so certain she' d been pushed down the stairs.”

“1 don’'t know,” Michael said. “When | talked to the police this morning, they said it’s
possible she dlipped and fell. She had been getting a bit wobbly on her feet recently.”

“1 suppose that is possible,” Richard said. “And if that’s the case then I'm sorry |
suspected you, Michael. Please don’'t blame me for jumping to that conclusion so

quickly.”

“It'sall right. | know it must have looked suspicious, especialy when | disappeared.”



“What aterrible businessit's all been,” Richard said, shaking his head. “But it is nice
to see you again, Michael. And you, too, Phyllis. You're looking very elegant, if |
may be so bold.”

“Oh, this old thing,” Phyllis said, self-consciously touching her old church hat. She'd
not worn it for years, but when Nova had asked her to come to the wedding, Phyllis
had felt she ought to make an effort.

At the thought of the wedding, she glanced at her watch. It was eleven forty-five; she
needed to get inside. “We should be going, Michael. The service starts in fifteen

minutes.”

“Are you here for the wedding?’ Richard asked. “I saw guests arriving when |
walked over here.”

“Yes, one of our fellow book club membersis getting married.”

“How lovely. Well, I'll be letting you both get along, then. Michael, | suppose I'll see
you back at Mountfort Close.”

“Yes, seeyou later.”

Richard nodded to Michael and then turned to Phyllis. “It was lovely to see you
again. Perhaps we could meet up another time? | know you never got to enjoy the
scones last week, so I’d be delighted to take you for afternoon tea one day.”
Phyllisfelt her face getting hot. “ That would be nice, thank you.”

Richard smiled at her and then turned to leave, and Phyllis bit her lip. Would it be

strange if she asked him to join them? Nova had said herself that most of the village
were coming to the church, so one more guest wouldn’'t make a difference. And it had



been a very, very long time since anyone had looked at Phyllis in the way Richard
did. She glanced at Michael, who was clearly trying to hide another smile.

“1 don’t suppose you fancy joining us, do you?' she called after Richard. “I’'m sure
the bride and groom won'’t mind one more member of the congregation.”

Richard turned round, beaming. “1 would love to! Thank you, Phyllis.”

“Well, in that case, we should get inside. | have someone | need to speak to before the
service begins.”
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Nova

Nova sat in front of the mirror, applying her makeup. She'd barely slept last night,
what with her late-night meeting with the book club members, followed by a long,
emotional phone call with Craig. He and his parents were staying at his aunt and
uncle’'s for the night, so that Nova and her mum could have the house to themselves
this morning. Only her mum was currently five thousand miles away in South
America

Nova smeared concealer under her eyes to try and hide the dark shadows that were
threatening to appear.

“Easy there, Nono, or you'll look like a panda.”

Nova glanced at her phone screen, which was leaning up against the mirror so her
mum could see what she was doing.

“That better?’

“Yes, but make sure you blend it well. Are you sure you don’'t want to call Katie or
Fayeto come and help you? Their hotel isn’t far.”

“Nah, it’sfine. Honestly, after the twenty-four hours I’ ve had, it’ s quite nice to have a
bit of time on my own.”

“1 still can’t believe Lauren’s behind all your problems at the center,” Maddy said.
“From everything you’ ve said about her, | really thought she had your back.”



“Y eah, me too.”

“What did Craig say when you told him? He must have been furious with her.”

“l haven't actually told him yet,” Nova said, and she saw her mum arch an eyebrow
In surprise. “He aready thinks I’ ve turned into a conspiracy theorist over this stolen
money, so | figured it was best to wait until we have some actual evidence before |
started making wild accusations about one of his best friends. I'll tell him after the
wedding.”

“And you're sure this plan you and your book club friends came up with is going to
work?’

Nova thought back to their meeting last night. As Arthur had predicted, Phyllis had
been full of ideas about how they could prove what Lauren had been up to, almost all
of them inspired by her beloved Miss Marple. For once, Nova hadn’t dismissed them
but had listened to what Phyllis had to say, and with a few tweaks suggested by her,
Arthur and Ash, they now had a plan in place. But was Nova sure it was going to
work? Absolutely not.

“Darling, | think I might be about to lose phone signal,” Maddy said. “I'll try and call
you in a bit but—" The screen froze before flickering back into life.

“Mum, don’'t worry, my car will be here soon,” Nova said. “1’ll speak to you later.”

“1 love you, Nono. And remember, you can adways—" The screen froze again and
then went blank.

Nova applied her mascara and then stood up and crossed to the wardrobe. Her
wedding dress was hanging in its cover, and Nova unzipped the bag and pulled out
the long white gown. It was a beautiful dress, there was no doubt about it. The silk



was soft to touch, and the hundreds of hand-sewn crystals glistened in the late
morning sunlight. Pamela had been right: millions of women would dream of getting
married in afairy-tale dress like this. So why could Nova still not see herself walking
down the aisle wearing it?

There was the sound of a horn outside the window. Shit, if that was her wedding car
then she was running late. Nova crossed to the window to call down to the driver that
she'd be ready soon, but as she looked through the glass, she let out a laugh of
surprise.

It wasn't a Mercedes waiting for her, like Pamela had arranged. Instead, it was a
huge, rusty tractor, black smoke belching from its exhaust and a white ribbon tied to
its bonnet. In the cabin sat a ruddy-faced farmer, dressed in a suit and flat cap. He
turned off the engine and gave Nova a cheery wave when he saw her, and she opened
the window.

“ Arthur, what are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be in place at the church already?’

“The others have it all under control. Besides, it occurred to me that you might need a
lift.”

“Are you seriously suggesting | ride to my wedding in that old thing?’

“Don’'t you dare insult Bessie! She might look a bit knackered but there's life in the
old girl yet.”

Novasmiled. “That’savery kind offer, Arthur, but Craig’s mum arranged a car.”

“You don’'t want a boring old car, do you? A girl as unique as you deserves
something more original than that.”



“You know what, you' re absolutely right! Give me afew minutesand I’ll be down.”

Nova laughed as she turned away from the window, then stopped when she saw her
wedding dress hanging up, waiting for her.

A girl as unique as you deserves something more original than that.

Ten minutes later, she left the house and found Arthur standing by the tractor, waiting
for her. He looked distinctly uncomfortable dressed in his suit, but when he saw her,
he took off his cap, and she saw his eyes had misted up.

“Bloomin’ heck, Nova. Y ou look like Sophia Loren or one of those golden age movie

stars.

Nova smiled. She’d chosen a 1950s red dress which she’d bought with her parents
years ago in a flea market in Paris. It was cinched at the waist with a full skirt, and
she’'d paired it with Mary Jane shoes and dark red lipstick. Craig’'s mum was going to
have a heart attack when she saw it, but Nova didn’'t care. After al, it was her
wedding day, not Pamela's.

“You're going to have to give me aleg up into that thing,” she said, pointing up at the
tractor cabin.

“Of course. But before we set off, there’s something | wanted to ask you.” The man
looked even more uncomfortable, and Nova could anticipate the difficult question he

was about to ask.

“It's okay, Arthur. | had along chat with Craig last night and we cleared the air. I'm
not going to quit my job, and he' s apologized for ever asking me to do that.”

“Oh, | was—"



“I know | told you yesterday | wasn’t sure about getting married, but I’ ve thought
about it long and hard and it'swhat | want to do. | love Craig, and even though today
might not be my dream, it’s hisand | want to make him happy.”

“Actually, it was something else | was going to ask.” Arthur was staring at his shoes,
wringing his cap between his hands. “I know you said your mum was going to walk
you down the aisle today, but she's not going to make it. So, | wondered if maybe |
could have the honor of accompanying you instead? | never had a daughter, you see,
and...”

He trailed off and Nova felt tears spring to her eyes. She blinked them away before
her mascara smudged.

“Oh Arthur,” she said, putting her arms around the old man and pulling him into a
hug. “ Thank you.”
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Phyllis

By the time Phyllis made it to the church door, a steady procession of guests were
making their way up the path. Most of them were faces she recognized from St.
Tredock, but there were a few unfamiliar figures dressed in bright clothes that made
them stand out from the local crowd. These must be Nova s London friends, although
they were vastly outnumbered by Craig's guests. Phyllis scanned the congregation
inside but there was no sign of the one guest she was particularly interested in. She
did, however, see Ash sitting in one of the pews. He caught Phyllis's eye and gave
her a quick nod, and she nodded in return.

“Richard and | will go inside and find some seats,” Michael said from beside her.
“Good luck.”

“Thank you.”

Phyllis turned her attention back to the guests walking up the front path. Where was
Lauren? Nova had said she was definitely coming, but maybe the girl had worked out
they were onto her and decided to skip the wedding? No, that seemed unlikely. Most
criminals believed they were smarter than everyone else and so rarely suspected
they’ d get caught.

And sure enough, there was Lauren, wearing a skimpy pale pink dress and holding
hands with a tall, muscly man as they walked up the path to the church. At the sight
of her, Phyllis felt astab of rage. How dare that rat stroll up here asif she didn’'t have
a care in the world, while al along she’'d been trying to frame the bride and get her
sacked. The absolute gall of the woman! For the hundredth time since Nova and



Arthur had told her what they’d discovered, Phyllis kicked herself for not having
suspected Lauren sooner. She'd allowed her judgment to become clouded by her
didike of Cynthia, something Miss Marple would never have done. Still, Phyllis was
going to make up for that mistake today.

“Phyllis, hi!” Lauren smiled as she reached the church door. “1 didn’t know you were
invited.”

“A last-minute addition,” Phyllis said, fixing a fake smile on her own lips. Two can
play that game, missy. “Did you hear what happened yesterday?’

“Do you mean the book club road trip? Craig told me that you'd al gone down to
Lizard Point.”

“That’ sright. And we found the missing man, Michael.”

Phyllis watched Lauren’s face as she said this, but the girl didn’t so much as blink.
She was looking over Nova's shoulder, her eyes searching for someone inside the
church.

“The murder suspect who stole the money? Wow, well done.”

“Ah, but that’s the thing. It turns out that he didn’'t kill his mother or steal the
money.”

“Are you sure? He might have been lying to you. Unless you think it was someone
else at the book club who took the money?’

No, you're the one who's lying and took it, you little snake. Phyllis kept the smile
glued on her face as Lauren's boyfriend excused himself to head inside. Lauren
turned to follow him, but Phyllis reached out to grab her arm.



“Did you hear the other good news?’

“What’ s that?’

“Sandy’ s remembered who attacked her.”

This caught the girl’ s attention, and she swung back to look at Phyllis. “What? When
did that happen?’

“Apparently she woke up this morning and suddenly remembered she’'d seen their
face. Isn’t that incredible!”

“And has she told anyone who it was?’

“1 don’t know. But | heard she' s going to call the police straight after the wedding.”

“Sandy’s here?’” A pink flush was spreading across Lauren’ s cheeks, turning them the
same color as her dress.

“Yes, shefelt well enough to come. She's inside the church now.”

“Right. Wow...that's great.”

Y et Lauren looked anything but delighted as she hurried past Phyllis. She stopped for
amoment in the doorway, her eyes scanning the congregation, and then she saw who
she was looking for and headed over to join them. Phyllis watched her go and smiled

in satisfaction.

“There we go, Craddock,” she whispered. “Stage one of the book club plan is
complete.”



Now, like Miss Marple in A Murder Is Announced , Phyllis just had to sit back and
let the criminal hang herself.
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Ash

Ash had never been to a church wedding before. Or at least, not since he'd been a
page boy at his Auntie Shilpa’ s wedding, aged three, when apparently he’'d been so
nervous about walking up the aisle that he’'d wet himself. He was feeling pretty
nervous today, too, athough for entirely different reasons.

One, any minute now he was hopefully going to catch a violent crimina confessing
her crime. And two, and even more terrifying, Dan Gates was sitting in the aisle next
to him, looking so handsome in his suit and tie that Ash worried he might wet himself

again.

“She should be here soon,” Dan whispered, leaning in to Ash so that their shoulders
touched. “Y ou ready?’

“1 think so,” Ash whispered back, clutching his phone between his hands.

He was still amazed Dan had offered to come. After Ash had met up with the book
club members last night, he’d messaged Dan to let him know what they’d discovered
about Lauren. To his surprise, Dan had texted back immediately, and they’ d ended up
spending an hour messaging each other. And then at the end, when they were saying
good-bye, Dan had asked if he could come today as well. Ash knew he was only here
because he wanted to help catch Lauren, but still, he couldn’t believe he was getting
to hang out with Dan for the second day in arow.

“] can’t get over the fact Lauren was trying to stitch up her own friend like that,” Dan
muttered, shaking his head. “That’'s Lando Calrissian levels of treachery.”



Ash laughed at the Star Wars reference. “Hopefully we can put an end to that today.
Thanks for coming to help, by the way. | know spending your Saturday in church
isn’t the most fun.”

“Are you kidding me? Road trips, terrifying cliff climbs and now entrapping a
criminal at a wedding...this is awesome! It's better than any first date | could have

planned.”

Ash nearly choked at the word date . He glanced at Dan, assuming he'd misheard
him, and saw that Dan was smiling at him.

“Although next time, maybe we can try for something a little less dangerous; say,
pizzaand amovie?’

Ash felt his cheeks burn and all he could manage was a mumbled, “ Great.”

Dan laughed and then stopped as he caught sight of something over Ash’s shoulder.
“She' s herel”

A second later, Ash heard the sound of heels clicking down the aisle and saw a blur
of pink as Lauren dlid into the pew in front of him. Hardly daring to breathe, Ash

pressed record on his phone, and he saw Dan do the same thing.

“Sandy, hi!” Lauren’s voice was low, and Ash surreptitiously moved his phone closer
to her.

“Hi, Lauren.” Sandy was sitting in front of Dan, and she didn’t turn to look at Lauren
as she sat down.

“It' s so great to see you here and looking so much better. How are you feeling?’



“I’m still getting headaches, but the doctor said that’ s normal after a concussion.”

“You poor thing. | heard that you’ ve remembered more about the night of your
attack?’ Lauren’s voice was light, but Ash could hear the dlight tremblein it.

“Oh, you heard that, did you?’ Sandy was still looking forward, avoiding eye contact
with Lauren, who dlid closer to her on the pew.

“Phyllis said you remembered seeing who hit you. It was Nova, | assume?’

“Why do you say that?’

“Well, your neighbor said she saw Nova's red coat outside your house. And the
police think it was her as well, given she has amotive and...”

Sandy had finally turned to look at Lauren, and her stare was so beady that Lauren
ground to a halt mid-sentence.

“It wasn't Nova, as well you know.”

“What do you mean?’ Lauren was whispering now, and Ash leaned forward to hear
her.

“Don’t play dumb with me,” Sandy hissed. “Y ou know exactly what | mean.”
For a moment, Lauren didn’t speak. She was facing the front so Ash couldn’t see her
face, but he could see the tension in her whole back as she tried to work out what the

hell to do. Then her shoulders sunk.

“Sandy, | can explain...”



“Don’'t waste your breath. You can explain it all to the police; they should be on their
way to the church as we speak.”

“1’m so sorry, | never meant to hurt you. | didn’'t even think you'd be at home; | know
you usually babysit your grandkids on a Wednesday night. But then you came
downstairs and caught me at the door and | panicked. I'm so sorry, it was just a
horrible accident.”

Ash’'s heart was racing. He kept his eyes glued to his phone to make sure it was still
recording, while Dan’s leg knocked against hisin excitement.

“Why were you even at my house in the first place?” Sandy said. “And why were you
wearing ared coat identical to Nova s?’

Lauren let out along sigh. “It's complicated to explain, but | was just going to break
in your front door and then leave; | honestly never intended to hurt you. Please don’'t

tell the police it was—"

She was interrupted by the blare of the church organ. Immediately, everyone began to
stand up.

“Please, Sandy.” Lauren's voice had risen to be heard above the music. “We' ve
known each other for years. Meet me somewhere private after the ceremony and I'll
explain it all to you, then you’ll understand.”

Sandy didn’'t answer, and Ash saw Lauren glance back toward the door.

“There’s no point in trying to do a runner,” Sandy said. “There’s a woman outside
with a dangerous dog, and believe me, they won't let you get away.”

Beside him, Ash heard Dan give a faint snort at Craddock being described as



dangerous. Ash swallowed a smile and pressed the stop button on his phone. That
was it, then; they had the piece of evidence they needed. For the briefest of seconds,
Sandy glanced back at Ash, and when he gave her a quick nod, she nodded back.

Behind him, the church doors creaked open, and Ash turned around to see Nova
stepping into the church, afamiliar white-haired figure at her side. Ash grinned at the
incongruous pair as they began to walk down the aisle: Arthur in his ill-fitting suit
and flat cap, and Novain her awesome retro dress. A second later, his grin grew even
wider as he felt warm skin brush against his. Dan took his hand and gave it a gentle
squeeze, and Ash squeezed back, feeling like he might explode with happiness.
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Nova

Nova gripped Arthur’'s arm as they walked slowly up the aisle. At the far end, she
could see Craig watching her with a look of pure delight on his face. To his left,
Pamela was looking considerably less delighted, although whether that was about
Nova s dress change or the unsanctioned, slightly disheveled old man walking her up
the aide, Nova didn't know, and frankly, didn’'t care. She looked away from her
future mother-in-law to the sea of faces on either side of the aisle. Most were
unfamiliar, but every now and then she'd catch the eye of one of her old London
friends, and Nova smiled. God, she’ d missed them all.

Halfway up the aisle, she saw Ash and Dan sitting on the end of a pew. When he saw
her looking, Ash raised his hand into a thumbs-up, and Nova felt aflood of relief. So,
their plan had worked, just like Phyllis had said it would. Nova hadn’'t been so
confident. Just because Miss Marple always managed to set a trap that would make
the criminal confess didn’t mean that Lauren would fall into theirs. Thankfully, when
Nova had called Sandy first thing this morning and told her their theory, Sandy had
been so horrified that she’d agreed to go along with the plan and pretend that she'd
remembered seeing her attacker. And by the look of things, it appeared that Lauren
had not only believed Sandy but also confessed her involvement, and that Ash and
Dan had got that confession recorded. Which meant that Nova was now officially a
free woman.

She smiled at Ash and turned back to look at Craig ahead of her. At some point Nova
would have to tell him that she’d entrapped his best friend at their wedding, and
hopefully he’d understand, especially now that it had cleared Nova's name. But for
the moment, all that mattered was what was about to come: the wedding ceremony,



their vows, and the moment they became husband and wife. Nova felt her stomach
twist. She'd hoped that once she got the thumbs-up from Ash her nerves would
subside, but she still felt as if she had a swarm of butterflies circling inside her. Still,
it must be normal for a bride to feel like this as she walked up the aisle in front of
hundreds of people.

As if sensing her whirl of emotions, Arthur gave Nova' s arm a gentle squeeze. As he
did, she remembered his words last night. | knew before | even set foot in that church
that my wedding was going to be the happiest, most important day of my life. But
Arthur’s love story was like a romance novel: beautiful and all-consuming. Whereas
Nova and Craig’'s love story was like real life: messy and complicated, full of
wonderful ups and difficult downs, just like her dad always said life should be. So
just because Nova wasn't skipping up the aisle right now, it didn’t mean that she and
Craig didn’'t deserve their happily ever after too.

She' d reached the top of the aisle, and Arthur leaned forward to whisper in her ear.

“You're a very specia young lady, Nova, and you deserve every happiness in the
world.”

“Thank you,” she whispered back, as Arthur moved to sit in one of the front rows.
“You look incredible.” Craig had come to stand next to Nova, and his voice wobbled
with emotion. “If your dad had been walking you up the aisle right now, | know he'd
have been the proudest father in the whole world.”

Nova swallowed down a lump in her throat. This was one of the things she loved
about Craig; he'd known and adored her dad, just as her dad had known and adored

him in return. And Craig was right; he would have been so proud of her today.

“Dearly beloved,” the vicar began, and Nova heard the congregation settle behind



her. “Welcome to St Piran’s on this beautiful October day, to celebrate the wedding
of Novaand Craig.”

Her heart was still hammering in her chest so loudly she could barely hear what the
vicar was saying. Nova took several deep breaths, willing him to hurry up so they
could get to the“| do” part and she could finally relax.

“We have a wonderful ceremony ahead of us, with two of my favorite hymns plus a
beautiful reading by Lauren, a friend of the couple, who has kindly agreed to step in
in the absence of the mother-of-the-bride.”

Nova's breath hitched. Lauren, the “friend” who'd tried to get her sacked and
arrested, was doing a reading? She glanced at Craig, but he gave a small shrug in a
way that suggested this was news to him too. So, it must be Pamela's doing, then.

Novafelt a spike of anger and took another deep breath.

“Before we begin, | must ask if there's anyone present today who knows of any
lawful reason why Nova and Craig may not be married.”

There was a pause, and Nova heard a few awkward titters of laughter, as always
happened at this moment.

“Wonderful, well in that case—"

11 Wait! ”

A voice rang out from the back of the church, and Nova and Craig swung round as
one to see where it had come from.

A small, squat figure was marching up the aisle from the rear doors, a dog waddling
at her feet. The woman was backlit by the outside light so that her blue-rinsed perm



looked amost like a halo round her head. Only the words coming out of her mouth
were anything but angelic.

“1 know areason why Novaand Craig can’t get married. This wedding hasto stop.”
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Phyllis

Phyllis was aware of every eye in the church on her, and not in a good way. The
mother of the groom looked as if she was about to jump up and murder her in cold
blood, while the groom'’ s face had gone bright red. Nova, for her part, looked asif she
was about to be sick; this had not been part of their plan. Still, Phyllis wasn’t going to
let herself be distracted. This was her big Miss Marple moment, and she was going to
make the most of every second of it.

She walked up the aisle until she was about ten meters away from the bride and
groom.

“Who on earth are you?’ Craig said.

“I'm Phyllis Hudson, or ‘the old busybody from the book club,” as | believe you
know me.”

“Well, what is it?’ the vicar said, in the indignant tone of someone who clearly
wasn't used to being upstaged.

Phyllis ignored him and turned to face the congregation. “Ladies and gentlemen, I'm
afraid to tell you that thereisacrimina in our midst!”

This elicited the exclamations of surprise she’ d been hoping for.

“Sitting here in one of the pews is an individual who has stolen, deceived and even
committed acts of violence over the past few weeks. All of it aimed at discrediting



and hurting an innocent person who stands in front of you now, about to say her
vows.”

“Phyllis, not now ,” she heard Arthur hiss.
“Lauren Cook,” Phyllis boomed, rounding on the woman to her right. “Do you deny
that you’ ve been targeting Nova, sabotaging her at work and even going as far as to

frame her for theft and assault?”

There was another, louder gasp from the congregation. Lauren, who Phyllis had
hoped would be quaking in her silly pink stilettos by this point, just frowned.

“1"ve got no idea what you’ re talking about, Phyllis. Have you been drinking?”’
“Don’t deny it! We have your confession on tape, don’t we, Ash?’

Phyllis was going out on a bit of alimb here, given she wasn't certain that Sandy had
managed to extract a confession from Lauren, or that Ash had recorded it. But when

she glanced at the teenager, he nodded, and she inwardly sighed with relief.

“What on earth does any of this have to do with the legality of the marriage?’ the
vicar said, histone growing impatient.

“1’m coming to that. The theory my fellow book clubbers came up with isthat Lauren
is concerned for the safety of her job, and so she's been sabotaging Novain order to
get her sacked. But something has been bothering me about this theory; something
that doesn’t quite add up.”

Phyllis began to pace up and down the aisle.

“I understand why Lauren might have undermined Nova at work, but why would she



steal the roof money, knowing that would put the community center, and therefore
her own job, at risk? And why would she attack her own boss? These, to me, seemed
crimes disproportionate to the motive of ssmply being fearful for her job security.”

“Right, I’ve had enough of this,” a voice said, and Phyllis looked around to see the
groom glaring at her. “This isn't an episode of bloody Columbo . Get out of here
before | throw you out.”

“But a few minutes ago, while | was standing at the back of the church, the penny
dropped,” Phyllis continued, unperturbed. “1 was watching Novawalk down the aisle,
and | remembered something that Arthur Robinson had said to me, about how in
romance novels, people do the strangest things for love. And that’s when it hit me.”

Phyllis paused for dramatic effect, then kicked herself because that was the kind of
nonsense Hercule Poirot would do. Still, she was on aroll now, and she drew breath
before she continued.

“Lauren hasn't been going after Nova because she wants her job . She's been going
after Nova because she wants her man !”

At this, aclamor of shocked voices rang out around the church.
“It's true, isn't it, Lauren?’ Phyllis said, shouting to be heard above the noise.
“You're having an affair with Craig, and you’ve done everything in your power to

destroy Nova so you could stop this wedding from happening.”

“Have you been shagging my girlfriend?” The tall man who'd arrived at the church
with Lauren stood up and glared at Craig, avein visibly throbbing in his forehead.

“Don’t listen to a word the old cow is saying,” Craig spat. “The woman is clearly
deranged.”



“Hey, don't talk to Phyllis like that,” said Arthur, jJumping up from his seat too. “You
can’'t insult her just because she’'s uncovered your secret.”

“Is this true, Craig?’ the vicar asked, stepping forward. “ Have you been having an
affair with another woman?”’

“No, of course not!” Craig turned back to Nova. “You don't believe any of this
rubbish, do you? Y ou know I’ d never cheat on you.”

Novadidn't reply, her eyes wide with shock. Phyllis looked over at Lauren, who was
staring at Craig, her cheeks bright pink.

“I'm not wrong, am |7’ she said to the girl. “You and Craig have been sleeping
together and that’s why you’ ve been trying to destroy Nova.”

Lauren opened her mouth and Phyllis held her breath.
“Craig and | haven't been having an affair,” she said, and Phyllis's shoulders sank
with disappointment. Miss Marple always managed to elicit a full public confession

with remarkably little fuss.

“You see!” Craig said. “Now can someone please get this old woman out of the
church so we can get on with the wedding?’

11 NO! ”

There was another audible gasp as Lauren stood up in her pew. The church fell silent
as everyone waited to see what would happen next.

“Do you have an objection aswell?” The vicar raised his hands in defeat.



“Craig, you can't marry Nova,” Lauren said, her eyes on the groom. “She’s not good
enough for you.”

“Stop it this instance!” This was the mother of the groom. “Be quiet and stop
embarrassing yourself, Lauren.”

“You think the same, Pamela, | know you must,” Lauren said, and there was a
pleading note in her voice. “Nova doesn’t love Craig, she told me herself she’d been
having doubts about marrying him. But Craig wouldn’t listen to me when | tried to
warn him, so | had to do something .”

“So have you really been behind all of Nova's problems?’ Craig said.

Phyllis saw Lauren visibly swallow. “I thought that if she got sacked then the
wedding might be called off, and you'd be spared from the massive mistake you're
about to make.”

“But your early efforts to get Nova sacked for incompetence didn’t work, did they?”’
Phyllis said. “Which is why you got desperate and started to take things further, like
framing her for stealing the money.”

“1 was sure she’'d get fired over that, given she was aone in the building and had to
go to the office to get her book I’d hidden,” Lauren said, shaking her head. “But then
Novaforgot to lock the office and that bloody man, Michael, ran away, and everyone
thought it was him who' d stolen the money instead of her.”

“So then you tried to frame Nova for a violent attack by wearing a coat just like hers
when you hit Sandy.”

Lauren glanced back at her boss. “I never intended to hurt Sandy, | swear. | just
wanted to make sure someone saw me trying to break into her house wearing a red



coat. But then she opened the door and surprised me, and | panicked and pushed her.
I’m so sorry, Sandy.”

“Bloody hell, Lauren!” said her boyfriend, who was looking slightly green. “What the
hell iswrong with you?’

But Lauren ignored him, looking back at Craig instead. “I love you, | always have.

And | couldn’t bear to see you make the biggest mistake of your life by marrying
Nova.”

“And so you tried to get her fired and arrested?’ Craig said. “That’s psychotic!”

“Oh my God, are you the one who canceled the wedding photographer?’ Pamela
screeched.

“| bet she poisoned Craddock aswell,” Ash called out from the pews.

At this, Lauren frowned. “No, that wasn’'t me. I’ve done alot of shitty things lately,
but I’d never hurt an animal.”

“In fairness, she might be telling the truth there,” Phyllis said. “I think Craddock
possibly ate a chocolate biscuit and poisoned himself.”

There were a few sniggers at this. Nova, who up until now had been watching
proceedings unfold with alook of shocked horror on her face, suddenly spoke up.

“1 thought you were my friend, Lauren. | trusted you.”
Lauren sniffed. “I’'m sorry, but you're not suited to being Craig’'s wife, and deep

down you know that too. And as his friend—and someone who’s been in love with
him since | was eleven—I couldn’t stand by and watch you ruin hislife.”



“You're the one ruining my life!” Craig said, and in a sudden movement he launched
himself toward Lauren.

“Craig, stop!” Nova screamed.

There was a flurry of activity around Phyllis. Both Ash and Dan leaped from their
seats and jumped forward to protect Lauren, and at the same moment, her boyfriend
also rushed toward Craig and grabbed his arms. Craddock, who had been in the
process of stealing food out of someone's handbag, also jumped into action and
began barking loudly. For a moment, Craig and the other man struggled in the middle
of the aise, but Lauren’s boyfriend was much bigger and pulled Craig away from her.

“Right, thisis getting out of hand,” the vicar said, his face scarlet and visibly sweaty.
“Can someone please get this woman out of my church?’

“The police should be waiting outside,” Phyllis said with satisfaction, as a couple of
guests stood up and walked toward Lauren.

The girl looked like she was about to put up afight, but then she turned to the groom.
“l love you, Craig. Please don’t do something you'll end up regretting for the rest of

your life.”

She lowered her head and allowed herself to be led away. Her boyfriend, or probably
now ex-boyfriend, stormed after her.

“Nova, I’'m so sorry about what Lauren’s done,” Craig said.

Phyllis turned her attention back to the front and saw him reach out and take Nova's
hand.

“1 swear | had no idea she was in love with me, or how much she hated you. Y ou do



believe me, don't you?’

Nova didn’'t immediately answer, staring at her hand in Craig's, and Phyllis found
herself willing the girl to tell him to bugger off and run out of the church too.

“1 do believe you,” she said eventually, and Phyllis' s heart sank. After all that, Nova
wasn't really going to marry this chump, was she?

“Thank you,” Craig said, smiling. He looked up at the atar. “I’'m sorry about the
disruption, vicar. Any chance we could carry on with the wedding now?’

The vicar, who looked utterly perplexed by the whole situation, shrugged. “1 suppose
so0. Nova, are you happy to proceed?’
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Nova's heart was thumping in her chest. Craig was smiling at her, waiting for her to
answer the vicar’s question, as the events of the past ten minutes flashed through her
mind: Lauren’s confession, Craig yelling at Phyllis and launching himself at Lauren,

the book club members jumping to her defense. She took a deep breath, aware
everyone was hanging on her next words.

“I’m sorry, Craig.”

“What?" The smile disappeared from his face. “I told you; | had no ideawhat Lauren
was doing.”

“Thisisn't about Lauren.”

“Then what isit about?’

“It's about us. Lauren was right on one thing: | won’t make you happy. You want a
wife who'll settle here in St. Tredock, give you babies and take part in the pub quiz
with your parents every Wednesday. And | don’t think that’s me.”

He narrowed his eyes and took a step closer, lowering his voice so only Nova could
hear. “And you're only just realizing this now? As we literaly stand here in front of

our friends and family on our wedding day.”

“But that’sjust it. It's your friends and family, your wedding day, not mine.”



“Of course it's yours, you're the bride! And you promised me that you weren’t
getting cold feet.”

“I’m sorry,” Nova said, and she really meant it. She should never have alowed things
to get this far. “I love you, Craig, and you’ ve been the most amazing support to me
over the past few years. And because of that, | realy wanted to make you happy. But
I’ ve been so focused on giving you what you want—moving to Cornwall, planning
your family’s version of a dream wedding—that | stopped thinking about what |
actually want.”

“Which is?’

Nova paused. “To be honest, I’'m not really sure. My life has been on hold since Dad
got sick, so maybe I’d like to travel and see some more of the world. But, whatever |
end up doing, | want to be the main character in my own story again, not a side
character in yours.”

“Thisis crazy, Nova. | never asked you to prioritize what | want. | only made all the
decisions because you stopped making any.”

“I know | did. After Dad died and everything that happened with Declan, my
confidence was destroyed, and | became way too reliant on you. But my dad always
said that they don't write novels about people who sit around waiting for life to
happen to them, and he wasright. It’stime | took charge of my own life again.”

“Can’t we do that together, as a married couple? | know I’ ve been abit overprotective
lately, but | can change. And if you really don’t want to live in Cornwall then we can
move somewhere else. We can compromise, Nova; that’s what couples do.”

Nova took Craig's hand, aware this might be the last time she held it and felt its
comforting warmth. “1 don’t think we can. I might not know what | want from my life



yet, but | know it'snot al of this; and thisis what you want.”

She indicated around her at the congregation, who were all muttering awkwardly
among themselves, clearly wondering what on earth was going on.

Craig opened his mouth and for a moment Nova thought he was going to try and
convince her to change her mind. Then he let out a long sigh. “Okay. If this is what
you really feel, then you should probably go.”

“Hang on a second!” Pamela’'s voice rang out, and Nova looked over to see her not-
mother-in-law striding toward them. “You can’'t just stand my Craig up in front of
everyone, young lady.”

“Mum, not now,” Craig said.

“Yes, now. Do you have any idea how much money your father and | have spent on
today? And now Nova thinks she can just ditch you at the atar and swan off like
none of it matters. We paid for awedding to happen, and it should damn well—"

“l said not now!” Craig snapped, and Nova saw Pamela startle at her son’'s sharp
tone. “1 should have stood up to you along time ago, Mum. If | had then maybe none

of thiswould be happening now.”

Pamela s mouth flapped open and closed like a fish, but she was clearly too stunned
to speak.

Craig turned back to Nova. “Y ou should go. | can handle this.”

She looked at him, the man who'd held her together through the past few years. The
man who she' d thought she was going to spend the rest of her life with. “Really?”’



“Yes. Don't worry about me, I'll be okay.”

Nova raised up onto her toes and placed a light kiss on his cheek. “Thank you,
Craig.”

And then she let go of his hand and walked down the aisle and out of the church,
aone.
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Nova

As soon as she heard the heavy doors slam behind her, Nova felt the tears start to run
down her cheeks. But along with them she felt something else: alightnessin her chest
that she’d not felt for months. The wind blew, bringing with it the smell of sea air,
and Nova pushed her hair out of her face and began to walk up the path, toward the
road. Where she was going now or how she was going to get there, she had no idea.
But for the first time since her dad died, that thought didn’t terrify her.

“Hey, Noval Wait up!”

She looked back round to see the church door opening and her book club members
hurrying out, along with an unfamiliar silver-haired man. Nova stopped and waited
for them to reach her.

“Areyou al right?” Arthur asked, hisface strained with concern.

“1 am, thank you. And thank you all for what you did in there today.”

“It looks like the police have arrested the criminal,” the silver-haired man said,
nodding out of the church gate toward the road, where two police officers were
talking to Lauren.

“I’m sorry, who are you?’ Nova asked him.

“Oh, my apologies; I'm Richard Digby-Rice, Eve Watkins's next-door neighbor. |
hope you don’t mind me gate-crashing your wedding, but Phyllisinvited me.”



As he said this, Nova glanced at Phyllis, whose face had gone uncharacteristically
flushed.

“Phyllis, you were amazing in there,” Ash said. “I can’'t believe you worked out that
Lauren wasin love with Craig.”

“l saw it in her eyes when she arrived at the church,” Phyllis said. “ She was standing
talking to me, but the only person she was looking at was Craig.”

“It turns out being a busybody is useful after all,” Arthur said, winking at her.

“Well, | suppose | can't take al the credit. You were the one who gave me the idea
that love could be the motive.”

“Didn’'t | say that romance novels would have the answer?’ Arthur chuckled. “In the
end, everything always comes down to love.”

“But still, we have to give Miss Marple here credit for solving the mystery,” Ash
said.

The older lady gave an embarrassed cough and turned to Nova. “I’'m sorry for
disrupting your wedding like that, only | thought you should know what was going

on.

“It’s okay, Phyllis. That whole thing was horrible, but | do feel...I don’t know: relief,
maybe? And thanks to you, I’m no longer a police suspect.”

“Well, I'm very glad | could help clear your name,” Phyllis said, and then she
frowned as she looked at Michael. “I’m just sorry we' re no closer to clearing yours.”

“l do wonder if Michael’s right and Eve tragically tripped and fell of her own



accord,” Richard said. “With no other suspects, surely the police will decide it was an
accident?’

“So perhaps her death was never a murder mystery after all,” Phyllis said. “Nor a
romance.”

“Now will you and Arthur admit that not everything can be answered by Miss Marple
or aromance novel?” Ash said, smiling at the pair. “Not everything comes down to
greed and love.”

The others all laughed at this, and despite her life having spectacularly imploded
moments earlier, Nova found herself laughing too. And then she saw Phyllis stop and
frown.

“Greed and love,” the woman muttered to herself.

“Is everything okay?’ Nova asked her.

Phyllis ignored her and turned to Michael. “Who knew about your father’s financial
affairs, apart from you and Cynthia?’

“Phyllis, is now really the time for this?” Arthur said, glancing back toward the
church doors, through which the wedding guests were starting to exit.

“We can leave in amoment, but | want to hear what Michael hasto say first.”
Michael was looking confused, but he shrugged. “Eh, well apart from the bank, credit
card companies and our family solicitor, | don’t think anyone knew. We were careful

to keep Dad’ s gambling debts a secret so Mum wouldn’t find out.”

Richard opened his mouth to say something, but Ash got there first.



“Cynthia might have told her lover! Is that what you're thinking, Phyllis? That
Cynthia s lover might have killed Eve?’

“That’ s an interesting theory,” Phyllis said, nodding approvingly at the teenager. “But
| don't think it was him; he doesn’'t have a strong enough motive. Yet there is
someone else with a strong motive; someone who had no idea about the debts and
still thought Eve was a wealthy woman sitting on a decent inheritance.”

“Hang on, I'm the sole beneficiary of Mum'’s will,” Michael said. “So I’'m the only
person who'd have a motive to kill her for the inheritance, and as previously
discussed, | definitely didn’t do it.”

“Hypothetically speaking, there are other ways someone could have got their hands
on your mum’s money. Someone could have convinced her to sell her house, for
example, and give them the money?’

“Why on earth would Mum have done that?’

Phyllis smiled at Michael sadly. “As Arthur so frequently reminds us, people will do
all sorts of crazy thingsfor love.”

“Hang on, are you saying my mum was in love 7’ Michael’s voice had risen with
incredulity. “I’'m sorry but that’s ridiculous. She adored my dad and was devastated
when he died.”

“1 know this must be hard to hear, Michael. But if it's any consolation, | know what
it's like to be heartbroken and lonely, and then for someone to come aong who
makes you feel special. Someone who smiles at you with kind eyes and makes you
feel like ateenager again.”

Phyllis looked at Richard as she said this, and Nova glanced at the man, too,



expecting to see him blush at Phyllis's compliment. But her words seemed to have
had the opposite effect, as his face had gone deathly pale. Why was he looking so—

“Oh my God, it was you!”

Richard’s eyes flicked between them all, but before he could do anything, Ash and
Dan both jumped forward and grabbed him by the arms.

“Get off me!” Richard shouted, finding hisvoice. “ Thisis outrageous!”

“l can't believe it took me so long to seeit,” Phyllis said. “I was blinded by my own
silly vanity, too flattered by your attention to remember Miss Marple' s number one
rule: always believe the worst in people. You did the same thing to Eve Watkins,
didn’t you? Twinkled your blue eyes and flashed her that charming smile so she
wouldn’t question your motives. All because she was, like me, alonely older woman
who you thought you could manipulate to get your hands on her money.”

“I"ve never heard such nonsense!” Richard said, struggling to get out of the boys
grip.

“You must have spent months wooing Eve: being a good friend, a comforting ear and
a shoulder to cry on. It al looked so innocent from the outside: as Michael himself
said, you were a wonderful neighbor. But al the time, you were trying to make a
grief-stricken woman fall in love with you.”

“Oh, you scoundrel,” Arthur said with a growl.

“On the way to Eve's wake, you told me that Michael and Cynthia had been putting
pressure on Eve to sell her house, but it was you who was putting pressure on her,
wasn't it? You were trying to convince Eve to sell the house and give you the
money.”



“Oh my God, that’s why the solicitor told my mum about Dad’ s debts!” Michael said
with a gasp of realization. “Mum must have told him she was thinking of putting the
house on the market, and the solicitor wrote back saying that the house was no longer
hersto sell.”

“Richard must have overheard you and your mum arguing about the solicitor’s letter
and discovered that instead of sitting on a small fortune, Eve was penniless,” Phyllis
said. “And this made you furious, didn't it, Richard? All that time and effort you'd
put into making her fall for you had all been for nothing. And in a fit of rage, you
went round and murdered her.”

“1 didn’t mean to kill her!” Richard shouted, and his shoulders sagged. “After | heard
Michael leave, | went round to ask her about the letter, but Eve was so upset she
ended up screaming at me too. She started hitting me and | defended myself, but |
never meant for her to fall.”

There was a moment of stunned silence asthey all took in what he'd just said.

“Then why didn’'t you go to the police and tell them what had happened?’ Arthur
asked.

“Because | knew how it would look. After my first wife died in afreak accident—"

“My God, it's not the first time you've done this,” Michael said. “You absolute
bastard!”

He lunged clumsily at Richard, his fist connecting with the man’s shoulder. Richard
yelped and jerked backward, and in the moment of chaos, he managed to dlip free
from Ash and Dan and started to run toward the road. A second later, Dan set off
after him at a sprint. He caught up with Richard at the gates, just as the police car
containing Lauren was about to drive off.



“Perfect, the police can take the two criminals at once,” Phyllis said, and when Nova
looked back, she saw a satisfied smile on the woman’ s face.

“Are you okay?’ Nova asked Michael, who was leaning on a gravestone looking like
he might be about to pass out.

“l can’t believe Richard killed her. | encouraged Mum to spend time with him; |
thought their friendship would be good for her. And al along he was a trickster trying

to scam her.”

“It's one of the oldest tricks in the book, I'm afraid,” Arthur said. “In one of ES’s
romance n—"

“Not now, Arthur,” Nova interrupted.

“Ah yes, you'reright, sorry,” he said with an embarrassed smile.

Behind them, Nova heard voices, and she turned round to see the congregation had all
spilled out of the church, and in their midst, Craig’s family were glaring across at her.

“1 should probably get out of here,” she said.

“Where will you go?” Arthur asked.

“l don’t know. Not to Craig's parents' house, that’s for sure.”

“You’ re welcome to come and stay with me for awhile, if you like?’

Nova smiled at him. “Thanks, but | redly, really want to see Mum, so maybe I'll
head to the airport?’



“That sounds like a grand plan. I'm not sure Bessie will get us all the way to
Heathrow, but | can give you alift to the station if you like?’

“Arthur, in any of your romance novels, has a bride ever run away from her own
wedding in atractor?’ Ash asked.

“Not that | can remember. But it feels very fitting, don't you think? A unique
getaway vehicle for a unique young woman.”

Nova laughed. “It sounds perfect. Now let’s get out of here!”



Page 44

Source Creation Date: July 21, 2025, 9:51 am

Phyllis
Six Months Later

Phyllis stared at the clock on the wall. It was now five past eight, so the others should
be here by now. As the self-appointed chair of the book club, she'd taken it upon
herself to send out not one but two reminders about every meeting, stressing the
importance of punctuality, but no one ever bothered to reply.

“Where on earth are they, Craddock?”’

The dog didn’t respond, too busy chewing on a mankie old sock he’d found on the
walk over.

Phyllis reached into her bag and pulled out this month’'s pick, The Left Hand of
Darkness by Ursula Le Guin, a science fiction novel Ash had chosen. Phyllis hadn’t
been sure at first, but the more she’d read, the more she’'d found herself cheering
Genly Ai and Ekumen on; not that she'd admit this to the others, of course. Arthur
would no doubt have enjoyed the story—the old fool liked anything with a hint of
romance—and Dan loved anything Ash loved. As for what Michael would have
thought of it, Phyllis wasn't so sure. Her son—that word still brought a smile to her
face—was like an Agatha Christie novel: seemingly simple on the surface but full of
twists and hidden depths. Phyllis was enjoying working out the mystery more than
she’' d enjoyed anything in her entire life.

“1t looks like they’ve all forgotten,” she said with a sigh, as the clock hand hit ten
past. “Come on, let’s go and tell Sandy she can lock up.”



Phyllis put the book back in her bag and was about to stand up when—

“Surprise!”

She jumped and looked round to see a crowd of beaming faces coming through the
doorway, aong with severa bottles of wine, some presents, and a birthday cake
shaped like a book.

“Happy birthday, Phyllis!” Arthur bellowed.

“You should see the expression on your face, you look like you've seen a ghost,”
laughed Dan.

“We made you a cake, but | apologize if it tastes rubbish; neither Dan or | are natural
bakers,” Ash said, putting the cake on the table and sitting down opposite Phyllis.

She stared at them all, gobsmacked. “How did you know it was my birthday? | didn’t
tell a—"

She stopped, her eyes flicking to Michael, who was still standing in the doorway,
holding an envelope.

“l saw the date in that old photo album you showed me,” he said. “I hope you don't
mind the surprise?’

Phyllis opened her mouth to reply, but no words came out. No one had ever thrown
her abirthday party before, not even her mother.

“Why don’t you open your present?” Michael said, coming to sit next to her and
handing Phyllis the envel ope.

Her hands were shaking as she tore it open. She pulled out the card inside and read



the message, then looked at Michael in confusion.

“1 know you said you' d never been on holiday, so I'm taking you to London for the
weekend,” he explained. “We're staying at Brown’s Hotel, which was apparently
Agatha Christie’'s inspiration for Bertram’s, and 1've got us tickets to see her play,
The Mousetrap .”

“Don’t worry about Craddock; I’ ve agreed to look after him for the weekend,” Arthur
called over. “I’ve recently joined the St. Tredock Ramblers so he can accompany us
on our walk.”

There was alump in Phyllis s throat so large she thought she might choke. She stared
at Michael mutely, hoping he understood how much this meant to her.

“Happy birthday, Mum,” he said, giving her ashy smile.

Tearsjumped to her eyes, and all Phyllis could do was smile back.

“Right, shall we get this meeting started?” Arthur said, and for once, Phyllis didn’t
jump in to remind him she was in charge. “I bloomin’ loved this book. | know it
wasn't strictly a romance novel, but | thought Genly Ai and Ekumen’s relationship
was wonderful. As Es would have said if she’d been here, they're a classic

opposites-attract trope.”

“You and your tropes,” Ash said, rolling his eyes affectionately. “What did you think,
Phyllis?’

Phyllis was still fighting back tears, and all she could do was shake her head.

“Let me guess, it wasn't an Agatha Christie novel, so she hated it?’ said a new voice
from the doorway.



They all spun round to see Nova's suntanned face poking round the door, and the
room erupted into cheers. She stepped inside and Phyllis did a double take. The
nervous, jumpy girl of last year had gone, replaced by a confident young woman
wearing a vintage polka-dot sundress, sandals and a huge grin.

“Happy birthday, Phyllis,” she said, crossing the room and sitting down next to
Arthur.

“1’m so glad you could make it, lass!” Arthur said. “When did you get back?’
“l landed on Saturday and then moved into my new houseshare in Camden on
Monday,” Nova said. “I start my youth worker job next week, but | wanted to come

and see you all before then.”

“Did you see the community center has its new roof?’ Ash said. “We held a charity
read-a-thon that helped raise the last of the money.”

“Sandy told me. Excellent work, St. Tredock Community Book Club!”

“Actually, that’s not what we' re called anymore,” Dan said.

“Oh?’

Arthur grinned. “We decided that was a bit of a mouthful. Besides, we thought we
needed a name that reflected the group’ s ethos a bit better.”

“| see. So what are you called now?”’
Everyone turned to look at Phyllis, and she finally regained her voice. “It’s good to

see you again, Nova. Now, if we're al ready, | call tonight's meeting of the
Busybody Book Club to order.”



