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Chapter One
Ant stomped up the stairs. Sarah, of course, glided up them like she was some kind of fairy, her steps barely audible. But then, that was Sarah all over.
“Where are you going then?”
Sarah sighed. “I don’t really know, to be honest.”
“Then stay here,” Ant said. “At least until you figure things out.” Which was stupid and hopeless, she could see that. The relationship, if that’s what you called a two month affair, had been winding down for at least half that amount of time. Still, she wanted to cling on for as long as she could.
“No,” said Sarah. “A clean break is best for everyone.”
“But where are you going?”
Sarah sat on the edge of the bed and folded t-shirts. “Away. Out of here.”
“Helpful.”
Another sigh and Ant could definitely remember when sighing was a good thing, when Sarah’s head tipped back and her eyes half-closed and a sigh was a sign that things were going well.
“I’m not even thirty years old, Ant. I can’t sit around a dusty, small-town book shop for the rest of my life. It’s not what I want.”
“I could dust.”
“Really not the point.”
Ant had to concede that. She got the picture. And what could she do? It wasn’t like she could move the shop or fly all the books off the shelves and into the hands of customers. Or force Sarah to stay. Not that she was actually sure she wanted her to stay, but still, it’d be nice to have the option.
“It’s not you,” said Sarah, putting the three folded t-shirts into her bag.
“Right.”
Sarah grinned. “You are a bit weird.”
“Am not.”
“Ant, anyone that knows as much about crime fiction, detectives, and true crime as you is bound to be a little shady.”
“I’m not shady.” She sat down on the edge of the bed too, the mattress flexing.
“You are a bit,” said Sarah. She grinned again. “But in a lovable kind of way. The kind of way that knows that Agatha Christie wrote hundreds of books and the first crime book was some fourteenth century Welsh manuscript.”
Ant snorted. “John Creasey was the most prolific crime author, Christie doesn’t even touch him when it comes to numbers, she barely cracked into the seventies. And Welsh? Seriously? Try Danish. 1829, for your information.”
“Which kind of proves my point,” said Sarah, shuffling a little closer and patting Ant’s leg which in no way set off any kind of physical reaction at all. Except Ant’s mouth felt a little dry.
“That I’m weird and you don’t want to be stuck here with me.”
“That you’re special and passionate about something that isn’t really my cup of tea,” Sarah said gently. “And that’s perfectly fine. We’re both perfectly fine people. Just not well-matched, that’s all.”
“That’s not what you used to think.”
“Well, if every relationship started off with one partner thinking that there was no future there’d probably not be many relationships,” pointed out Sarah.
Ant nodded and kept her mouth closed. She didn’t have an argument to make here. Sarah was right. They’d tried, it hadn’t worked out. But then, neither had any other relationship she’d been in over the last decade.
Okay, trying to persuade a young woman to move to a tiny town like Whitebridge was hard. But try then moving said young woman into a tiny book shop crammed with crime novels and you did end up looking more than a bit weird.
Ant had had to protest that she really, seriously didn’t have any bodies hidden under the floorboards at least three times to various girlfriends. Which was twice more than she thought anyone should be comfortable with.
Not that she would ever, ever hurt anyone. She couldn’t even kill the spiders in the bathroom and  she’d left one box of books in the cellar to the mice because she didn’t want to see them homeless.
Still though, she could see how a shop full of books on killing and blood and murder and everything in between might not make the best first impression. She could also see why someone like Sarah would want more.
Why anyone would want more.
“I’m going to stay with my cousin in London for now,” said Sarah, standing up and zipping up her bag.
“Oh,” was all Ant could think of to say to that.
“I’ll text to let you know I’m there safe.”
“Mmm.” Apparently she’d lost the power of coherent speech.
“And Ant?”
“Mmm?”
“Don’t dwell on this, okay?” Sarah looked at her with kind eyes. “Sometimes things don’t work out and that’s okay. We had a good time, didn’t we? So let’s remember the good parts and learn our lessons from the not-so-good parts, and move on.”
“Right.”
Easier said than done, Ant thought as she followed Sarah back down the narrow, steep staircase. She was trying to be kind. Sarah that was, not Ant herself. Ant didn’t quite know what she was trying to be, other than to appear reasonable and not to fall to the floor and wrap herself around Sarah’s legs to try and make her stay.
Again, not that she necessarily wanted her to stay. In fact, she was quite looking forward to having her bed to herself. Well, her and Maigret. The shop’s cat glared down from the highest shelf by the door, the one that contained new releases and staff recommendations.
Ant saw that Mila had added a battered copy of Fifty Shades of Grey to the shelf again and gritted her teeth.
“So, this is goodbye,” Sarah said, looking remarkably cheerful thought Ant sourly.
“Mmm.” Back to the lack of vocabulary. For someone that read as much as she did, she really should attempt to communicate slightly better.
“I’ll text when I get there,” said Sarah again.
“Right.”
There was a long, uncomfortable moment when they both looked at each other and didn’t quite know what to do. Then Sarah leaned in and pulled Ant into a perfunctory hug, drawing back quickly as though she’d burned herself.
“I’ll be off then.” She turned toward the back of the shop. “Bye, Mila.”
There was no answer, so with a determinedly steady hand she opened the door, flashed one last smile at Ant, then left.
Ant watched her walk away, not stumbling even once on the unevenly cobbled pavement. She thought she should probably be pressing her face up against the glass of the window or something, but given the current state of the windows she might catch Ebola or something else lovely. So she contented herself with wistful staring.
Again, not that she was so sure she wanted Sarah to stay. But having someone had been nice. If only for a little while.
But she’d fallen short again. It was somehow difficult to focus on all those good parts when she was left feeling like she always was, like she wasn’t quite good enough. Like she didn’t measure up. Like she couldn’t offer the kind of life that a nice woman would want.
“Well, that was awkward,” Mila said, popping up from behind the counter.
“You can’t keep hiding away any time someone comes into the shop,” Ant said wearily. “It defies the point of being an assistant.”
“I do other things,” said Mila, sniffing and pushing back her blue hair. “I stock shelves and carry boxes and…” She reached under the counter and pulled out a plate. “I make crisp sandwiches. Want one?”
“What kind?” asked Ant even though she knew she was going to eat it. It was the cheapest lunch she could think of.
“Softly sliced quadrilaterals of our finest fromage with a dressing of crisply roasted pommes de terre instilled with a tart vinaigrette and just a hint of sel de mer.”
“Sliced cheese and salt and vinegar crisps then?”
“It sounds better in French,” Mila said, pushing the plate closer.
Ant picked up a sandwich and took a bite, the crisps scratching at the roof of her mouth.
“So?” asked Mila.
“So what?” she mumbled through her sandwich.
Mila cleared her throat and looked pointedly out of the window in the direction that Sarah had disappeared in.
“Yeah, I don’t have anything to add to that. She’s gone. Obviously. Off somewhere more exciting than here. A little dusty book shop not good enough for her.” She was surprised at how bitter the words sounded.
“Still,” said Mila. “At least you’ll get your bed back. Maigret’s been out of sorts ever since you tossed him out in favor of Miss Mop.”
“Don’t call her that,” Ant said automatically, though it really didn’t matter any more. Honestly, Sarah had mopped the back kitchen one time and Mila had found the very idea of water so close to the books so distressing that she’d practically had a fit.
“Better off without her,” Mila said, picking up the other half of the sandwich.
“Didn’t have much choice in the matter.”
“I’m just saying,” said Mila. “Trying to cheer you up and all.”
“I don’t need cheering up.” Which was true now that she said it out loud. Oh, she was sad about Sarah leaving, of course she was. But life would go on. Things would keep ticking. It wasn’t like she was completely heart-broken.
She was, she decided with another bite of sandwich, going to steer clear of women though. They were too much trouble. Besides, what did she have to offer? She’d be better off depending on Mila and Maigret, neither of whom minded when she smelled of salt and vinegar crisps.
Which reminded her. “If I find that copy of Fifty Shades of Grey anywhere near my bookshelves again, somebody is going to find out what a good whipping feels like, whether she enjoys it or not.”
Mila sniffed again. “Thought the place could use some spicing up?” she tried.
“Well it doesn’t. We’re a crime book shop. Detectives, police procedurals, true crime, the odd thriller that I let slip by. But that’s it. Our customers don’t expect to be assaulted by Christopher Grey when they come in.”
“Christian,” said Mila.
“Or atheist, it matters not.”
“No, his name is Christian Grey, not Christopher. And what customers exactly?” asked Mila looking around the empty shop as though a stray customer might be hiding behind a shelf ready to jump out at her.
Ant gave up. “Go and make the tea,” she said.
Mila danced off and Ant settled down onto her normal stool behind the counter, picking up a battered paperback and turning to her page.
The little shop seemed very empty now that there was no promise of Sarah coming back.



Chapter Two
The bar was hygienic. Not entirely the description that Adelaide thought the owner was aiming for, but there it was. With white tiles and stainless steel trappings the place looked like an abattoir with the lights out.
Not that that was what was bothering her.
No, she was rather more bothered by the fact that this was a bar. A bar rather than a restaurant.
“And, of course, there’ll be the normal bells and whistles,” Joss was saying. “Interviews, the papers of course, and we’ll get on to morning television as well.”
Adelaide looked around, hoping for a waiter to rescue her, or at the very least provide her with another, very strong drink.
“Adelaide? Ad?”
She snapped back to focus. “Yes?”
Joss was peering at her with concern. “Are you even listening to all of this?”
Joss had a right to be concerned. As her agent, Joss had every right to be concerned. As her, up until just last month, purely British agent, Joss might have been less concerned. But given the fact that a month ago Adelaide had parted ways with her US agent and fled the country, landing safely at Heathrow and breathing a sigh of relief, and then informed Joss that she was now her sole agent, Joss had even more right to be concerned.
“Of course I’m listening,” Adelaide said, crossing her legs and smiling slightly.
Why the UK, she wasn’t entirely sure. Because they spoke English, that was a good start. Her high school Spanish was from so long ago that there was a fair chance they’d decided on a whole new alphabet or something since the last time she’d spoken it.
Then there was the fact that it was small. Small and cozy and, perhaps, just a little less cut-throat than the States.
And her books had always sold well in the UK. Well, Lloyd Franklin’s books to be exact. But since Adelaide was Lloyd Franklin, it amounted to the same thing.
Plus, she’d told herself at the time, a change of scenery would probably be good for her. And plenty of Americans made their home in England. It was becoming quite the thing to do. Not that she planned on going full Madonna and developing the accent, but perhaps she could find inspiration here.
“Ad?” Joss said again.
“Mmm?”
“I was asking about a tour? Are you willing to go on tour?”
Adelaide raised an eyebrow. “There’s an implication in there that I’m too old to be jaunting around the world selling my own books.”
“There’s an implication in there that there’s been a world-wide pandemic and many authors are deciding not to tour. And with the rise of social media, tours are becoming less and less necessary,” said Joss primly tucking a lock of blonde hair behind her ear.
Adelaide sighed. She rather liked touring. She liked the adoring fans. She liked signing books and hearing stories and being surrounded by people that actually liked her. “I’ll tour,” she said.
“Fine,” said Joss. Then she smiled, big and wide and genuine. “I can’t tell you how excited I am to read the new Lloyd Franklin,” she said. And Adelaide even thought she might be telling the truth. “The world needs more Detective Dennis.”
Which wasn’t what her last reviews had said. In fact, she was pretty sure she’d been called a has-been hack by the Post and the Times had said the plot was stretched thinner than fishnet and had about as many holes.
She’d stopped reading the reviews after that.
“What’ll this be?” asked Joss. “Nineteen, twenty?”
“Twenty two,” Adelaide said. Which was easy to figure out because she’d written precisely one book per year since she’d turned twenty two. Making this year somewhat of an anniversary she supposed.
“Well, I’ll pull out all the stops, don’t worry,” Joss said, smiling. “We’re honored to be your sole agents and glad that you’ve decided to move to the UK.”
“Really?” asked Adelaide, sharper now. “Which is why you’ve decided to entertain me in a bar?”
Joss frowned.
“No fancy restaurants, no attempts to impress me?” It was clear she was making the girl uncomfortable.
She was a girl. No more than twenty five. Adelaide could remember when her British agent had been a man three times her age who’d taken her to Claridge’s for afternoon tea and put his hand up her skirt.
Joss flushed. “Budgeting,” she said. “I’m afraid expense accounts are the first thing to be cut.”
“I see,” said Adelaide. So nothing to do with the fact that her last two novels had failed to make the bestseller lists then. She looked down at her empty glass. “And can your budget stretch to another drink?”
Joss flushed even deeper red. “Actually, I do rather have to go.”
“Ah. Another appointment.”
“No rest for the wicked,” said Joss, the flush lessening.
She wasn’t even deserving of an entire evening then. Well, that showed her her place, she guessed.
“We could, er, pencil in dinner for next week?” Joss said. And Adelaide could see that she thought she’d made a mistake and was looking for a way to correct it.
“No.”
“Ah. Perhaps the week after?”
Adelaide let out a breath. She really shouldn’t piss the girl off too much. She was her agent, after all. And given the current state of affairs she needed her on side. If only to have someone to plead her case to her publisher. She did not, however, want a pity dinner.
“Or lunch?” Joss asked, shifting in her chair and anxious to leave.
“I won’t be in town,” Adelaide said finally. It was as good an excuse as any. “I was thinking about taking a road trip.”
“A road trip?”
She shrugged. “With significant parts of the book taking place in England it seems only right to travel around, really get a feel for the place, for the people, the speech patterns. Research, you know.”
“Oh.” Joss frowned again and Adelaide could see that she was trying to put pieces together.
“Just the final touches,” she assured her.
Joss’s face cleared. “Right. Of course. Well, do stay in touch please, won’t you?”
Given that Adelaide knew precisely one person in the entire country and that person was currently squirming in front of her and looking for excuses to leave, she didn’t have much choice when it came to staying in touch.
Alright, this had gone on long enough.
“I’ll stay in touch. And you should be running along to your next appointment.”
Joss relaxed and called over the waiter that Adelaide hadn’t been able to find. Five minutes later they were out on the street, cool air blowing up from the river, saying their goodbyes.
Adelaide waited until Joss disappeared around a corner before hailing a cab and climbing in. She spoke the address crisply to the driver and sat back in her seat.
Her agent’s budget might be lacking, but her own was not. She could afford to buy herself dinner at Claridge’s these days. Or perhaps she’d just have it sent up to her suite. There were certain advantages to writing bestsellers. Or to having written bestsellers. She hated herself for pushing that back into the past tense but couldn’t exactly help it.
As the cab navigated the traffic she had plenty of time to think.
The road trip idea had been a spur of the moment excuse. But now that she came to give it real thought, it might not be a bad idea.
Research was always valuable of course. And she could stand to see more of the country. There were other pluses in there too, but the cab was drawing up in front of the hotel now and she was paying and climbing out.
“Ms. Park,” said the doorman, holding the door open for her.
She walked through without even a nod of acknowledgment.
“Ms. Park,” said the receptionist, handing over her room key.
Adelaide gave her an icy smile and turned to the elevator bank.
“Ms. Park,” said the elevator man, pressing the button for her.
She raised a single eyebrow and stepped into the cabin.
She didn’t need the mirrored walls to know that she looked perfect. Looking perfect was what she did. Her hair was more of an ash blonde these days, graying slightly, twisted up in a knot behind her head. Her eyes were bright blue, but the little webbing of wrinkles around them was becoming more and more noticeable.
So she didn’t look at herself.
She let the elevator ride up until it dinged, then let herself into her own suite and locked the door firmly behind her before kicking off her shoes.
Yes, a road trip might be just what she needed.
If nothing else, it would keep her far away from London, and she had a feeling that being far away from London might be in her own best interest.
Because at some point she was going to have to tell Joss that not only was the new Lloyd Franklin book not yet finished, it also didn’t actually exist at all.



Chapter Three
“Four hundred pounds!”
“It is quite a lot,” Mila said, munching on some cereal.
“No, no, two hundred pounds is quite a lot. Four hundred pounds is extortionate,” Ant said, looking at the bill in disbelief.
“Well, it’s not like there’s much choice. I mean, we could light the place with candles, but I’m pretty sure that’ll just lead to a smoldering pile of ashes where the shop used to be.” Mila stopped munching and considered.  “Though I suppose we could claim on the insurance after that.”
“You’re assuming that I’m paying the insurance premiums,” said Ant darkly.
Mila glared at her.
“Fine, I am. Of course I am.” She sighed. “Where am I going to find four hundred quid for an electric bill?”
Mila snorted. “It’s only the first bill, you’ve got a solid few months before you get a final notice.”
“I knew I was friends with you for a reason.”
“You’re friends with me because I asked you to be friends with me.”
“When we were four.”
“Yeah, well, it did my head in seeing you sitting around the playground all sad and sorry for yourself.”
Which was probably true. School hadn’t always been a nice place. It had been better with Mila there though. Somehow Mila always found a way to make things better. Like when Tommy Morris found one of Ant’s true crime books buried in her school bag and had told the whole school she was a murderer.
Mila had simply pointed out to him that, purely hypothetically, should Ant actually be a murderer, then spreading the news around probably wasn’t in Tommy’s best interests. And that actually, perhaps the wise move would be to not only stop spreading the rumor, but also to combat it by agreeing to turn up to Ant’s eleventh birthday party the next week.
The entire class had shown up in the end and it was still one of the best and most memorable birthdays Ant could remember having.
Ant stuffed the bill back into its envelope and tossed it onto the stack of things she needed to deal with. Perhaps not right now, but at some point.
“We do need to start making more money though,” Mila said now, scooping up the last few bits of cereal from her bowl.
“Thanks, Einstein. I had kind of figured that out myself.”
“You sure?” asked Mila. “Because I’m pretty sure you only order stock that you want to read yourself, and I’m definite that you’ve refused to sell at least four books in the last month because you hadn’t read them yet.”
“It’s my shop.”
Just at that moment, the bell rang and the door opened and Ant pasted on a wide smile just to show Mila that she was more than capable of serving customers in a pleasant and friendly fashion. The smile slipped away as she saw who was coming in.
“Morning Sylv.”
“Morning,” said the portly shopkeeper. “I just brought in the chocs.”
“Got a standing order now, have you?” Mila asked from behind the till. Since Sylv wasn’t technically a customer, Ant assumed Mila didn’t need to hide away.
“It’s Wednesday. I’m going to Lilian’s,” Ant said, accepting the box of chocolates from Sylv.
“Maybe you should ask her to pay the electric bill,” Mila grumbled.
Ant eyed her for a second and Mila shut up, swooping away with her empty bowl toward the kitchen. She knew full well that there was no way Ant would ask her great aunt for money. Lilian had left the shop to her in its entirety. It would be rude to expect more. Though to be fair she could perhaps use a little advice. After all, Lilian had kept the place running for almost forty years.
“Heard the news?” asked Sylv, obviously in the mood to chat.
“No, what’s that?” Ant squinted at the rack of second hand police procedurals by the window, sure that she spotted a familiar black and white cover.
“Someone’s only gone and rented The Big House,” said Sylv. The words were definitely capitalized when she said them.
“For Christ’s sake, Sylv, this isn’t Upstairs, Downstairs. You can’t go around calling it ‘The Big House’ all ominous sounding like you’re a scullery maid who got knocked up by the lord of the manor.”
“Eh, I quite fancy that,” Sylv said with a waggle of her eyebrows.
“Being a scullery maid?”
“Getting knocked up by the lord of the manor. Dunno who that is, but he’d probably be a damn sight better than my Art was, God rest his soul. Chance would be a fine thing though.”
“Why’s that then?” asked Ant, charitably deciding that the fact that Sylv was getting closer and closer to being actually spherical every year had nothing to do with the fact that a potential lord of the manor wouldn’t be charmed by her.
Sylv sniffed. “Been rented by some posh London company. At least that’s what our Lyn says. They’ve got her on to clean the place and be general skivvy. She needs the cash, poor love, now that they’ve got three wee ones.”
Ant wondered if she could clean a room or two for a bit of money. “Banks’ House,” she said.
“What’ve the bank got to do with it?”
“No, that’s what the house is called technically, Banks’ House. After the Banks family.”
“Fancy you knowing that,” Sylv said.
“She only knows because some lady disappeared from up there,” said Mila, coming back into the shop. “And if you don’t get back to your place you’ll have bare shelves, school’s starting soon and those infants are likely to take what they want if you’re not there to stop ‘em.”
Sylv pulled a face and bustled out.
“You know, crime isn’t the only thing I know about,” said Ant to Mila. “I do know other things completely un-connected to crime.”
Mila grunted and Ant didn’t feel like fighting.
“THE PROBLEM IS that crime is the only thing I know about,” Ant said.
“Nonsense, dear,” said Lilian. She picked up a pitcher and poured a healthy margarita into Ant’s glass.
“Lil, it’s not even half past one.”
“I’m sure it’s later in Mexico, dear.”
“Um, pretty sure it’s earlier.”
“See? You do know other things.” Lilian picked up her glass and leaned back in her sun lounger. Across the lawn, a group of people were playing croquet and Ant could hear tennis balls clicking in the background.
“Maybe I’ll just move in here. Then I won’t need a side hustle.”
“You’re around thirty years too young,” Lilian said. “It’s an old people’s home, the clue’s in the name.”
“It’s a country club,” said Ant.
“Stop being salty, just because you’ve broken up with yet another one. What was this one’s name? Sara?”
“Sarah,” corrected Ant.
Lilian pouted lips painted a brilliant scarlet. “You’re a catch, I don’t know what you’re doing wrong.”
“Living in a small town and running a creepy book shop apparently,” Ant said.
“Anthea Monroe, my shop is not creepy.”
“Nor is it your shop.”
“Point made,” said Lilian, sipping at her margarita. “So sell the place, take the money and run.”
“Wouldn’t that bother you?” asked Ant. The margarita was tart and perfect. And very, very alcoholic.
Lilian shook her head. “My time there is over,” she said. “Eleanor and I had a good run of it and now I’m in a different place in my life.”
It was, Ant noted, still difficult for Lilian to say Eleanor’s name. She wondered if it would ever be easy again. Once upon a time, Lil had smiled every time her partner’s name had come to her lips. Even when she was angry. It was like she couldn’t help herself.
“Well, it would bother me,” said Ant. Because it was true. It would bother her. It would bother her because the shop was the only place she’d ever really felt comfortable. It would bother her because she’d grown up there, arriving orphaned and numb when she was all of four, so young she didn’t even remember it.
It would bother her because she knew the shop could be good, great even, if she could only figure out how to make it work better.
“Then don’t,” Lilian said. “But maybe dust a bit, if that was her problem. Was she asthmatic?”
“Sarah? I don’t think so.”
“Then why mention the dust at all?” asked Lilian. “I mean, it’s a book shop, she shouldn’t expect pristine surfaces.”
“I’m not sure that the dust was really her problem. I think her problem was more me,” admitted Ant, stretching out her legs so that they could catch some of the pale spring sun.
“Well, you are a bit odd sometimes. But frankly, I think that’s charming. When you get to my age you’ll be eccentric, and that’s rather a good thing I’ve found.”
“I’m not sure I’ll ever reach your age.”
Lilian glared at her over her glass. “I’m not that old, young lady. And you’re not too old to be put over my knee, I’ll have you know.”
Ant laughed because she’d been teasing and she knew that Lilian knew she’d been teasing. Lilian looked at least a decade younger than her true age and Ant knew that a few minutes from now she’d be ushered out because Lil had a tennis match or a yoga class or something else terribly pressing to do.
Lilian drank the rest of her drink. “Be yourself,” she said. “That’s all you can do. Be yourself and one day someone will spot you and think, ‘yes, that’s the kind of person I want to spend my life with’ and just like that, you’ll be happy.”
“You make that sound easy. And I’ve given up on women for now. I’ve got more than enough to do with running the shop and keeping Mila in line.” The black and white cover she’d spotted that morning had indeed turned out to be Fifty Shades of Grey and she’d chased Mila around the shop with it until she’d had to leave to come here.
“Nothing wrong with giving up,” said Lilian, firmly. “Sometimes the best thing to do is to let something go. Which includes the shop, by the way.”
“Absolutely not,” Ant said.
“Fine, fine,” said Lilian. “And on that note, thank you for the chocolates, thank you for visiting your decrepit old great aunt, and I’m afraid I’ll have to sweep you out the door. I’ve got an aqua-aerobics class in half an hour and I’m damned if I know where I’ve put my bikini.”
Ant rolled her eyes and stood up to kiss Lilian goodbye. She only half-believed the bikini comment was a joke.
As she walked back down the long drive toward town she was fully occupied with trying to think of ways to make the book shop more profitable. Because four hundred pounds was a lot of money and a dark book shop didn’t sound like a viable business plan at all.



Chapter Four
There wasn’t much point in avoiding it any longer.
Adelaide drove carefully. For a start she was on distinctly the wrong side of the road. And said road was far narrower than she was used to. Only god knew what she was supposed to do if she came across an SUV, probably drive into a field or something.
She shifted gear and calmly drove on.
The problem was both very simple and very complicated, like most things in life.
The simple part of the problem was that she had a contract with her publisher to produce precisely one book a year. A book that she hadn’t written or, indeed, even started. Which was the complicated part of the problem.
Two decades ago stories had waltzed into her head uninvited and taken up residence until she wrote them down. For whatever reason, this year she’d opened the doors and nobody had come, like a depressing Catskills hotel.
She upshifted again and pressed down on the accelerator, the expensive car humming underneath her as its tires gripped the road.
It wasn’t like it was her fault. In the same way it wasn’t her fault when the stories came. Uninvited was the key word here. She didn’t ask the ideas to come to her. Which meant she didn’t know what to do now that they’d stopped coming.
She rounded a curve in the road and suddenly a tractor filled her windscreen, large and looming and rusty red. She stomped on the brake and came to a squealing halt just before she hit the rear of the vehicle.
Her heart pounded in her chest and her sweaty hands slid off the steering wheel. It took a long second of sitting there, the engine ticking as it cooled, before she felt qualified to move, let alone get out of the car.
When she did open the door she was greeted by the rich smell of cow manure, so thick that she could almost taste it.
“What the actual fuck?” she said, mostly to herself until she realized that a crumpled old man was bent over the small front wheel of the tractor. Then she said it louder. Yelled it, in fact. “What the actual fuck?”
“Sorry miss,” the man said, looking up, dirt ingrained in his wrinkles. “Got a flat.”
“So fucking what?” Adelaide said, anger bubbling up inside until she was feeling hot enough that she tore off her jacket. “So fucking what you absolute fucking cretin. You absolute, complete, total moron.”
“Woah there.” The man stood up but was so small he barely reached her shoulder and Adelaide wanted to spit.
“You get a fucking flat tire and you just stop in the middle of the fucking road? What the fuck is wrong with you? I could have killed us both. I could have killed me. What the fuck are you thinking? Can you actually think?”
“Miss…”
But Adelaide was shaking with anger now, trembling at the thought of not being here at all, of being smashed up in a tin can of a car like a half-opened tin of Spam and she was not about to stop. “You absolute cretin,” she said again, advancing. “You fucking idiot. You fucking, stupid, goddamn, fucking, motherfucking idiot.” She was close enough that she could smell the stink of him.
The man looked up at her and in the distance, at the far corner of her hearing, Adelaide could hear a car, but she ignored it. She ignored it and reached out to grab the man’s shirt, grateful that she was wearing driving gloves.
“You fucking idiot.”
“What’s going on here then?”
Adelaide dropped the man like a hot coal.
“She’s lost it, sarge. Dunno what’s wrong with ‘er. Got a flat and I stopped and then she just started insulting me and swearing at me.” The man wrinkled his nose. “She’s a Yank,” he added, as though that was the worst thing of all.
Adelaide took a deep, full breath before she turned around. Behind her was a policeman, complete with uniform and radio, his car slid into the space behind hers. She forced herself to smile, trying to think up an excuse, any excuse, for the wave of anger that had come over her.
“Officer,” she began. But she failed to come up with any more than that. A lot like when she tried to write nowadays, she thought, as she waited for something to happen.
Finally, the policeman sniffed, then nodded. “Best you be coming with me,” he said.
“Oh, but—” began Adelaide.
“We’ll get this sorted out at the station,” he said, not letting her speak. He eyed her suspiciously up and down. “Now, can I trust you to drive there behind me, or am I going to have to put you in cuffs and get you in the police car?”
Adelaide looked over at the police car and suddenly panic started welling up inside. This couldn’t be happening. She couldn’t be getting arrested. It’d be in the papers and then… And then everyone would know and the truth would come out and…
“S’pose you look trustworthy enough,” the policeman said. He looked at her hands. “Most criminals don’t wear expensive driving gloves.”
She frowned. “Surely wearing gloves would be the best thing for a criminal to do,” she said, heading back onto firmer ground.
“Yes,” he said. “But not expensive ones.”
“Unless they were very, very successful criminals,” she pointed out.
He tipped his head to one side as if considering this, then nodded. “So, want to get into the back of my car then?”
Adelaide swallowed and the policeman laughed, his blue eyes crinkling in a slightly more friendly manner.
“Get into your vehicle and follow me into town. Don’t forget, mind, I know your number plate, so don’t think you can go running off. I’ll have the rest of the force on you in a jiffy if you think about escaping and no one wants a car chase right after lunch, do they?”
Adelaide numbly shook her head. He nodded toward her car and she walked toward it. Anything was better than being handcuffed.
Her hands were shaking as she started the ignition.
THE POLICEMAN, WHO had turned out to be quietly polite and quite lovely, put a steaming mug of tea down in front of her and then sat down opposite.
“Well, I suppose I can understand losing my temper a bit,” he said. “You were worried, frightened.”
“I’m not a hysterical woman,” Adelaide said firmly.
“Didn’t say you were,” said Max, who had introduced himself at some point when she was telling her story. “You did say you were worried about work though.”
She hadn’t told him everything. But the worried about work thing seemed to speak to her mental state and could therefore be important. She’d been anxious at first. But this was nothing like what she’d expected it to be. Max was quiet and pleasant and seemed concerned about her more than anything.
Finally, he nodded. “Alright, Ms. Park, I think we can come to some kind of arrangement here.”
“Thank God,” she said, reaching for her bag. “I don’t know how much cash I have, but I’ve got cards.”
Max’s face turned bright red and his eyes widened. “Ms. Park, I’m going to assume that you’re not attempting to bribe an officer of the law.”
She dropped her bag, hands starting to shake again. “Obviously… not?”
“Glad to hear it.” He leaned his elbows on the table. “The fact of the matter is that old Dave says you verbally assaulted him and as I was driving up I certainly saw you put hands to him. Not to mention the fact that I was following you for a reason, your speeds were far too dangerous for a country road.”
Where the hell was an arrangement coming into this? She crossed her legs, trying to keep her cool.
“First, you’ll be expected to apologize to Dave. He’s right outside, that won’t be a problem, surely?”
“No, of course not.” She was getting off easy and she knew it.
“Second, I’ll be suspending your license for a month.”
“A month?” Adelaide screeched.
“We can take this to court if you prefer?”
She took a calming breath. “No, no. A month. That seems perfectly fair.” What was she going to do?
“Right then, that should settle matters,” said Max, getting up. “Drink that tea, there’s plenty of sugar, it’ll calm you down. I’ll take care of the paperwork and then you can be on your way.”
“With no driving license?”
He smiled a little. “Well, get someone else to take you on your way?” he suggested.
Adelaide sighed. “Can I make a phone call?”
“Take as long as you need. I’ll get onto the paperwork.” He walked out and Adelaide pulled her mobile out of her purse.
For a long time she just stared at it. But it wasn’t like there was any choice. She felt heavy like she was full of rocks. She had to do this and she might as well get the air completely cleared. She pressed the icons and let the phone ring out.
For a long second she thought Joss might not answer. But there was a click and then the sound of breathing and Adelaide didn’t even let her talk before she started in.
“It’s me. Adelaide. I’m at a police station in…” She looked around and saw a poster on a noticeboard. “In a place called Whitebridge.”
“You’re what?”
“I’m not arrested,” Adelaide qualified. “But I’ve had my license suspended for a month and, well, it’s sort of a long story but while you’re on the phone, and while you’re already mad at me, I might as well come clean.”
“You’re not arrested?” asked Joss, desperately trying to catch up.
“Not arrested, no. But stranded. In Whitebridge. Can’t drive, no license. And there’s no book.”
“You can’t drive? Were you drunk?”
“No… there was an… altercation. It’s fine. Everyone’s fine. But I’ve had my license taken away for a month and now I can’t get anywhere and—”
“What do you mean there’s no book?”
Ah. She was catching up faster than Adelaide had expected. “There’s, um, no book. I haven’t started it yet. I, um…” She trailed off and there was dead silence for a long minute. Adelaide cleared her throat. “I understand,” she said quietly. “I understand if you don’t want to represent me anymore.”
It was the hardest thing she thought she’d ever said. Giving Joss permission to drop her was like telling her child it was okay to run away and never come home. She ached inside and could feel her eyes burning with tears that she absolutely refused to cry.
“Stay where you are.”
“What?” She wasn’t sure she’d understood.
“Just stay where you are,” Joss said. “I’ll call you back. You’re in Whitebridge, you said?”
“Yes, but—”
“But nothing. I’m your agent. Stay where you are. I’ll take care of everything.”



Chapter Five
Okay, so she was supposed to stay where she was, but sitting around in a police station wasn’t exactly comfortable. Even if she could convince herself that she was doing this for research.
“How big is this place?” she asked Max when he came back.
“Whitebridge?” he asked.
“No, London.” Then she remembered who he was and that she should probably keep him on side. “Yes, Whitebridge.”
He shrugged. “Big enough to have two pubs and a school, so a nice size, I suppose. Why do you ask?”
“I thought I might have a look around. Given that I’m stranded and all.”
“Not sure there are many sights,” he said, sitting down and sliding some forms her way. “But sign these, surrender your license, and you’re free to go. I’m not going to handcuff you in the cells or anything.”
“Not even if I’m a really good girl?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. She’d done it just to see him squirm and he very satisfyingly did so. He also turned red as a tomato. She signed her name with a flourish, just like she’d sign a book, except she did remember to use her actual name.
“License,” he said, holding out his hand.
With a small sigh, Adelaide plucked the card out of her wallet and handed it over.
She supposed she should be feeling bad, ashamed maybe, embarrassed at the lying she’d done to her publishers and agents. But she was so busy feeling relieved that it was hard to feel anything else.
She hadn’t quite realized what sort of weight she’d been carrying around until she’d passed it off to someone else. Now, in the way that some rich people have of assuming that something is now someone else’s responsibility, she guessed that Joss was going to fix things. Or attempt to, at least.
Which let her off the hook.
“Ta very much,” said Max. “Now just a quick word with Dave on your way out and you’re free to go. Just come back in a month’s time with some identification and you can get your license back.”
“You have my ID.”
He blushed again. “Ah, yes. Well, I suppose just turn up with your face then?”
She rolled her eyes, stood up, collected her things, and walked out into the small waiting area. The smell of cow manure was only slightly less than it had been at the roadside. The old man was sitting in a chair, newspaper opened to the racing results, like he didn’t have a care in the world.
Adelaide cleared her throat. “I, uh, I’m sorry.”
He scowled at her. “You can’t go around threatening old men, you know,” he said. “It’s an offense, that’s what it is. Not to mention bad manners. You can’t be using your fists to solve your problems.”
Adelaide was about to say that she hadn’t used her fists at all, but she could feel Max’s eyes on her from behind.
“You’re absolutely right,” she said. “I was way out of line. I totally over-reacted. I’ve more than learned my lesson and I’ll never behave that way again.” Maybe if she got a good lawyer, or if Joss got her one, she could get her license back by the weekend. It was a thought. One worth pursuing.
The old man looked mollified. “Well, put it like that and we’ll let bygones be bygones.” He held out a grubby hand.
Adelaide looked down at the hand and drew back. Max coughed behind her. She closed her eyes and shoved her hand into the old man’s, pumped it exactly once, and then snatched her arm back again before he could steal her watch.
“Going for a look around town then, are you?” the old man said conversationally. “Can show you around if you like? Got nothing to do ‘till someone comes out to fix the tractor anyway, so…”
But Adelaide was already edging toward the door. She managed to open it and slide out into the spring sunshine right before Max started to laugh at her.
The street was cobbled and sunny, lined with buildings that looked a little crooked and altogether cozy. Adelaide made her escape, nearly breaking her neck as her high heels met cobblestones. Behind her the police station door opened and she hurried her step, not wanting in the slightest to be chased by a now placated farmer.
Looking around desperately, she saw a book shop not a handful of feet away. The Queens of Crime, read the sign. With a sigh of relief she made for the door.
There was nothing more comforting than a book shop. Particularly one that was likely to stock her own books. It was so satisfying to see them all lined up on a shelf. Just a quick peek, she promised herself. Like motivation.
She could hear steps behind her and she darted into the shop as quickly as possible, a little bell dinging over the door as she pushed inside.
✽✽✽
 
“I’ll be with you in just a minute,” Ant said from behind the counter. She was stowing away her current read and turned to see Mila’s eyes glowing in the gloom behind the desk. “What are you doing?” she hissed.
“Hiding, what’s it look like?”
Ant growled. “Again, you’re a hopeless assistant. You can’t hide from customers.”
“’Course I can. You’re here. Besides, I got a fear of strangers.”
“No, you’ve got a fear of doing any work that involves people other than me,” said Ant. “And as flattering as that is, I do really need you to deal with customers from time to time.”
“I do,” protested Mila. “From time to time. Like when you’re not here.”
Ant eyed her. She wasn’t entirely sure this was true. But since she couldn’t know what Mila did when she wasn’t there, she couldn’t exactly make an argument. “You’re lucky I can’t afford security cameras,” she said.
“And you’ll be lucky if whoever that customer is doesn’t get bored and leave thinking the place is haunted or something.”
Ant sighed but tugged herself up so that she was standing.
A woman was standing looking at a shelf of books. A shaft of dusty sunlight was illuminating her hair. Blonde. She was blonde. Blonde and dressed expensively, Ant could smell her perfume from a mile away. Long legs made longer by high heels, breathtaking hips, hair up to bare a neck that was begging to be kissed.
And when she turned, guessing maybe that Ant was watching, she had dark blue eyes and high cheekbones and a shirt that dipped down just far enough that Ant could see a tantalizing glimpse of cleavage.
“Can I help you?” She gripped the edge of the counter hard. Her voice had come out as a squeak. She cleared her throat. “Can I help you?” she tried again.
“Just looking,” the woman said. Her voice was strict and sharp, her accent American, which came as less of a surprise than Ant would have expected. She looked different, Ant thought. That’s how she’d known. Not English.
Ant rounded the counter. Yes, fine, she’d said no women. But this one was… attractive. Plus, she was obviously some kind of tourist. Turning on the charm couldn’t lead to anything. And she wanted to stand closer, get a better look.
“Ah, Lloyd Franklin,” she said, seeing the shelf that the woman was standing in front of. “Not a bad choice. The Inspector Dennis books were quite the thing back in the day. Ground-breaking, a female detective, the early books hold up well. I’d say stop around the twentieth or so. The last couple have been slightly derivative and, well, not as good.”
Ant could feel the woman’s eyes on her, could feel them almost burrowing through her skin. And she was suddenly aware that something was very, very wrong.
✽✽✽
 
What did she know, pleaded the sensible voice in the back of Adelaide’s head. She was just a jumped-up shop clerk who probably didn’t even read half the things in the shop.
Her opinion meant nothing.
She was a scrawny little thing. All long arms and legs, body svelte and thin like a gymnast’s, dark chin length hair that looked ruffled, blue eyes that twinkled slightly and a serious mouth.
She was a nobody.
She was a nobody in a town where Adelaide already had a criminal record. Now was not the time to be getting into any more trouble.
“I doubt Lloyd Franklin’s work has a patch on yours,” she drawled, looking down at the clerk. Then she lifted an eyebrow. “I’m assuming you’re a wealthy, best-selling author in your own right?”
“No, but…” The woman, girl really, looked frazzled.
“That’s what I thought,” said Adelaide coldly.
She glanced once around the shop as though she found it lacking and then swept back out onto the street, marching away so fast that she barely noticed the cobblestones.
Well, really.
As though it weren’t bad enough that the newspapers were after her, now every Tom, Dick and Harry on the street had a damn opinion as well.
Her phone rang in her pocket.
She rolled her shoulders and slowed her step before she answered it. It could only be Joss. She’d better have some solutions to provide.
“Yes?” snapped Adelaide.
“Alright, it’s all arranged. We’ve lucked out. There’s a house in town that’s been rented by a subsidiary company of your publishers. They say we can have it for the month. That should give you enough time to get yourself together, start working on the book and settle down,” Joss said.
“I… what?”
“I’ve had the keys dropped off at the police station. Someone called Max is going to take you there and get you settled in. I’ll check in with you tomorrow and we’ll figure this stuff out,” Joss went on.
“I don’t… what?” Adelaide asked again, looking around at the tiny town. “I can’t stay here.”
“You have no choice, you have no driver’s license,” Joss reminded her. “And it might not be a bad thing for you to be stuck out in the country. Fewer distractions.”
“Distractions from what?” Adelaide asked, still not quite believing that she was supposed to stay here.
“Writing,” said Joss. “You have a book due, remember?”
Adelaide groaned. Joss had solutions. But she’d forgotten to insist on solutions that she liked. It wasn’t like she had a lot of choice though. She knew she was getting a favor, knew that there was only so far she could push people. It wasn’t like her name held quite the same weight as it had a few years ago.
“Fine,” she said. “Fine. I’ll stay.”



Chapter Six
“Well, that was weird,” Mila said, popping up from behind the counter.
“Really? Weirder than, say, a shop assistant that doesn’t assist?” said Ant.
Mila wrinkled her nose. “Wonder what her problem was?”
“Beats me.” Ant looked out of the window, but the woman had already disappeared. Shame. She’d been… intriguing. Good looking for sure. But also, there’d been something about her. Finally, she shrugged. “Maybe she’s mad.”
“She certainly looked mad. Mad as in cross, that is,” said Mila. “Mind you, we could use more customers like her, I suppose.”
“Mad ones or cross ones?”
“Rich ones,” Mila said. “Did you see that jacket she was wearing? It must have cost a fortune. And American too. That’s what we need, rich American tourists.”
“And how do you suggest that we entice them into the store?” Ant asked, amused.
Mila sniffed. “Well, there’s plenty of tourists around. I mean, they’re all here for the pretty villages and the atmosphere. So the hard part’s done, they’re in the general area. All we have to do is get them in the door.” She frowned. “We could do events.”
“Like what?” Ant came back to sit on her stool.
“Book signings, I suppose. Readings. That’s what book stores do, after all. We could have a book club.”
“All good ideas,” agreed Ant. “We should go online as well, I suppose. Online ordering is the way to go. That way people don’t even have to come into the shop.”
“Okay, that’s a solid idea, something to work on.”
Ant sighed. “But none of it really sets the shop apart, does it? I mean, all independent book shops do this kind of stuff nowadays. What we really need is something to make our name, something different and special.”
“Yeah, you work on that,” Mila said. “In the meantime though, maybe we should do some of the smaller stuff.” She paused. “How do you get Patricia Cornwell to come and read her newest book in your shop?”
“I should think she’s somewhat busy being a multi-millionaire and flying helicopters and things,” Ant said gloomily. “Maybe you could set your sights a little lower?”
Mila nodded. “Alright. I will. And I like the book club idea too, by the way.”
“We don’t have money though, that’s part of the problem. It’s not like we can invest in this.”
“I like how it’s we and not just you,” said Mila. “I’m on board though. Whatever you need.”
“As long as it’s not serving customers.”
Mila grunted and the shop bell rang.
“Have you heard?” Sylv said, bustling in as usual.
Ant glanced at Mila who shrugged. “Heard what?”
“Somebody’s only gone and smashed into old Dave, haven’t they?” said Sylv, her eyes glittering with excitement.
“What?” said Mila and Ant in unison.
“Yeah, I know. He was up on Old Farm Road and his tractor broke down and some hoity-toity American woman mowed him down in a big Mercedes.”
Ant felt her mouth hanging open and closed it. There was no way this was true. Actually, given Sylv’s propensity for exaggeration, it probably wasn’t precisely true. “Mowed down?”
Sylv blushed. “Well, maybe not mowed exactly.”
“So he’s not dead then, old Dave?”
Sylv reddened further. “Not exactly.”
Ant sighed. “Alrighty then.”
“But there’s still a crazed American driving around,” Sylv said. “Well, maybe not driving, Max picked her up. But she’s out there. And she’s crazed.”
Ant looked at Mila again and Mila’s eyes were round as saucers. “What if that was her?” Mila whispered.
“If who was who?” asked Sylv, leaning in.
“What if that was her in the shop?” said Mila. “We had an American in here not ten minutes ago and she was right odd, she was. Just got all shirty and walked out when Ant was talking to her about Lloyd Franklin. She could have been crazed.”
“Mila,” Ant said.
“Well, she could have,” said Mila defiantly. “She was weird, definitely.”
Ant shook her head. “The two of you together will be the death of me. I swear, I don’t know which of you is worse.”
Leaving the two gossips to it, she went outside to where tables of books sat under the shop window. Alphabetizing things cleared her mind and made her feel better, and she could use a good dose of feeling better.
There were no other plans.
The plan had always been to take over the shop and then to run it. It was what she wanted, all she’d ever wanted. Unfortunately, she hadn’t quite understood just how much of running the shop had been thanks to Eleanor’s money. Lilian had tried to warn her, but she hadn’t listened. The shop as it stood was simply not profitable.
It was all very well to have ideas and plans, but having them come to reality was another thing. The honest truth of the matter was that there was very little money in the bank and with every day that passed she came closer and closer to having to sell the place.
Which would mean losing her home as well as her job.
“Alright, Ant?” Max, handsome in his uniform, was grinning at her.
“You can turn the charm off, Max. It won’t work on me, you know that.”
“What, cos you like girls?” he asked.
She rolled her eyes. “No, because I remember when you ate glue in Mrs. Melina’s class and then got sick all over your shoes.”
“I was five.”
“It’s a lasting memory, the image burned into my retinas,” Ant said. But she smiled anyway because Max was harmless and only teasing.
“Well, one of us wet ourselves in school assembly on the day the fireman gave that talk.”
“That was Mila,” sighed Ant. Honestly. She loved living here, couldn’t imagine living anywhere else, but the fact that everyone knew everything about everybody could get annoying. Which reminded her. “Did old Dave really get hit by a car?”
Max frowned. “Not unless it happened in the last half hour, no.”
Ant shook her head. “I swear to God, Sylv gets worse by the day. She’s in the shop now telling Mila how some rich American flattened Dave like a pancake up on Old Farm Road.”
“Ah,” said Max.
“Ah what?”
He scratched his nose. “I’m not supposed to discuss open investigations.”
Ant spotted a small figure walking into the pub down the road. “Well, if Dave did get squashed, the beer he’s about to drink will go right through him. What happened?”
“Oh, nothing. Just one of those tourists, that’s all. Nothing to worry about and everything under control.” Max’s brown eyes softened. “You doing alright, Ant?”
“Course.”
“Running this place must be tough. Doesn’t look like business is booming.”
“And what would you know about that, Max Browning?”
“I know when customers are coming in and out, and in your case, the door might as well be locked,” he said. “You know what you need, some kind of attraction. A draw. Something to get people to your door.”
“Thanks for the business advice,” Ant said, turning back to her books.
“You want something that makes you stand out,” Max said, undeterred. “Like, oh, I don’t know. Like one of them true crime podcasts or something.”
Ant turned back to him and he smiled sheepishly.
“I like to listen to them before bed,” he admitted. “Helps me sleep. Besides, I’m a policeman, it might as well be research.”
“True crime podcasts help you sleep?”
“You telling me you don’t read any of those gory books in there before you go to bed?”
“That’s different.”
“Is not.” Ant had the feeling he was about to tell her exactly why it wasn’t different when his police radio buzzed. “That’s me. Better be off,” he said. “Let me know if you want some recommendations for podcasts. I’ve got a million of them.”
Ant shook her head as he left. As if she didn’t have enough on her plate.
THE ATTIC BEDROOM was small and neat and cozy and lined with books. Maigret curled up at the bottom of Ant’s bed. She was sitting cross-legged, phone in hand, scrolling through the options.
“Who’d have thought there were so many of the bloody things?” she asked Maigret.
The cat meowed once, shifted position and then closed his eyes.
“Fat lot of help you are,” she told him.
Finally, she sorted the list by reviews and picked the top three podcasts, downloading an episode from each. She wasn’t sure she could fall asleep whilst listening, but she’d give it a try. Maybe Max wasn’t wrong. Maybe this was no different than reading a decent murder mystery.
She plugged her headphones in, snuggled down into bed and switched off the light. Maigret shifted slightly as she moved her feet.
Okay, time to give this a shot.
She pressed play.
In the few moments of silence before the cast started, she had a brief memory of the woman in the shop. A brief remembrance of that line of cleavage, the curve of her hip as she turned around, the firm angle of her chin.
She blinked the picture away.
Then ominous music started to play and she hugged a pillow to herself and started to listen.



Chapter Seven
The house loomed over the town. If Adelaide had ever wanted to feel like lady of the manor, then this would have been the house she needed. As it was, looking for a place she could curl up and be unseen and definitely not the center of town gossip and attention, she felt glaringly obvious and not at all comfortable.
At least the damn place might have a decent shower, she thought to herself as she dragged her suitcase down the last part of the driveway. Maybe the English just took baths all the time, but she hadn’t had a shower that felt like more than a dribble of water since she’d arrived in the country.
The collection of keys that Max had handed her was big enough to weigh down her expensive jacket and she had no idea which one actually opened the door. Which turned out not to be a problem, since the door opened as soon as she set foot on the first stone stair that led up to it.
For a second, Adelaide imagined a butler and was almost impressed. But then the door opened fully and she saw a woman of around her own age, perhaps a little younger. The comparison ended there. The woman was wearing a cheap, polyester apron, and her hair was graying over her ears.
Adelaide was struck by just how old she could look if she stopped trying.
“Ma’am,” said the woman.
Adelaide could have sworn that the woman’s knees bent slightly, like she was going to curtsy, like Adelaide was the queen or something. She felt a little warmer toward the small town.
“Adelaide Park,” she said briskly.
“We’re expecting you, ma’am. I’m Lyn, I’m the housekeeper here at Banks’ House.”
“Right,” said Adelaide, frowning and releasing her grip on her suitcase.
“Shall I take that for you, ma’am?”
And she had to say this, because if she didn’t and let it go it would be too late and she wouldn’t be able to ask and then she’d never know. Also, it was kind of weird and slightly creepy. “Why do you keep calling me mom?”
“Ma’am?” Lyn’s face crinkled in concern.
“Yes, like that. Why the mom?”
Lyn pursed her lips, then suddenly grinned. “Ma’am?”
“Yes,” Adelaide practically screamed almost wishing she hadn’t started this.
“No, it’s ma’am,” said Lyn. “Like madam. Not mom like mother.”
“Ma’am,” said Adelaide experimentally.
Lyn nodded.
“I don’t like it. And definitely not madam, that makes me sound like I’m running a call girl ring. Ms. Park will do.”
“Of course, ma’am, I mean, Ms. Park.”
“Fine, take the suitcase and lead me to my room.”
Lyn picked up the case and Adelaide followed her into the house.
It was sumptuous, if not quite as big as she’d expected from the outside. A large, Georgian pile, there were paintings on the wall and thick carpet under her feet. It was like an extension of the hotel suite she’d just left, though more maze-like.
“We’ve heard that you’re a writer, ma’am, uh, Ms. Park,” Lyn said as they walked up a large staircase.
Adelaide’s stomach flipped. She really wished that no one knew. She really wished that she wasn’t here at all. But then, where else would she be? This house had a sudden feeling of being the end of her world. Maybe it was some kind of posh lunatic asylum. Maybe she was being institutionalized.
Except she had a large bunch of keys, so maybe not.
“Yes,” she said.
“Very nice, ma’am,” said Lyn, obviously unable to cope with names at all.
They stopped in front of a door and Lyn opened it. “I put you in here, ma’am. But feel free to choose another room if you prefer. Just let me know and I’ll change the linens. Will you be wanting dinner?”
What she wanted was a shower and a night in front of the TV with a take-out pizza and a bottle of wine. Not that she’d ever let anyone else see her like that. She sighed, then nodded. “That would be lovely, thank you. At seven.”
She took her case, walked into the large bedroom and firmly closed the door.
This, this was ridiculous.
She plonked the suitcase on the bed and collapsed onto an over-stuffed sofa.
All she’d wanted was to get away from the world, to escape from life for a little while. And, obviously, not to be in the same zip code as her agent when she confessed to not having started the book.
And now she was somehow stuck in a stupid little town with provincial inhabitants that had no taste in literature, with no driving license and therefore no means of escape.
She felt herself grow more heated.
No, this wasn’t how things were supposed to go.
She was Adelaide Park. She was Lloyd Franklin, for God’s sake.
She got up, marched over to where she’d left her purse and pulled out her mobile. No, things didn’t happen to her. She made things happen. She was rich enough to buy this whole damn town, for Christ’s sake.
And her agent? Her agent’s job was to make problems disappear, not to make wholly formed new ones. Her American agent had once had an entire building site next to her hotel room cleared simply so she could get a good night’s sleep.
“Joss, how can I help?”
Adelaide took a breath. “This is ridiculous.”
“Oh God, is the house that bad? I just went on recommendations, I’m afraid.”
“No, the house is… it’s fine,” Adelaide said, slightly wrong-footed.
“Oh good, I’m glad. It sounded like a nice place. And you’ve got a housekeeper too, which is also good, I feel. You don’t need to worry about meals and the like.”
Adelaide cleared her throat. “The house is fine, but the situation is not. Distinctly not.”
“I see,” Joss said. There was a pause. “How so exactly?”
“What do you mean, how so? What do you think?” screeched Adelaide. “I’m stuck out here in the middle of nowhere and you’re doing precisely nothing to get me out of here.”
“At your own doing.”
“What?”
“You’re stuck out there at your own doing,” Joss said again.
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“It’s supposed to mean that you ran away from London to avoid telling me that you hadn’t written what you’re contracted to write. Somewhere along the way you managed to… assault a man in a tractor, as I understand it? And then you lost your driving license. These things are very much landing on your doorstep, I’m afraid.”
“My doorstep.”
“Yes,” Joss said.
Adelaide exhaled and tried to keep her patience. “Just get a lawyer and get me my license back.”
“No.”
There was a longer pause this time. “What?” Adelaide said eventually.
“No,” said Joss. “From what I’ve heard the punishment is just and fair, and frankly, I think you probably got off lightly. Besides, now that you can’t move under your own steam, you have the chance to stop running away and start writing.”
“For God’s sake, I’m not running away, stop saying that.”
“Then what are you doing, Ad?” asked Joss gently. “Leaving the States, then leaving London. You can run as much as you like, but that contract is still going to stand. You owe your publisher a book and you need to deliver. If you don’t, you’ll get sued and your name will be mud. I can gloss over a late delivery, I can’t gloss over no delivery at all.”
“You’re supposed to be helping me,” Adelaide said, getting to the end of her nerves.
“I am helping you.”
“By stranding me out here.”
“Yes.” There was the sound of a deep sigh. “Ad, listen to me. You need to write the book. You have a calm, quiet place in which to do that now. And I’m getting you some help. Just trust me, I am your agent. I’m getting you a consultant to help, to inspire you. I’ve not found quite the right fit yet, but I’m working on it.”
“A consultant?”
“Yes. They’ll help you, inspire you, give you a sounding board.”
Actually, that didn’t sound so bad. Someone to share the responsibility with. Someone to yell at when things went wrong. “It better not be that damn policeman Max.”
Joss chuckled. “No, it won’t be Max, don’t worry. Just relax, get the creative juices flowing, and leave things to me. See this as… as a writer’s retreat. It’s not a punishment. Well, it sort of is. But it doesn’t have to be.”
A writer’s retreat. Adelaide nodded. Yes, maybe Joss was right. Maybe she did need this. “Fine,” she barked into the phone. “But I’m not staying one minute longer than I have to.”
“Of course, of course,” said Joss soothingly.
WASHED AND RESTED, Adelaide made her way downstairs. The shower had been the predictable ooze of water out of the wall, which had left her in an even worse mood than before. And now she was lost, having no idea where she was supposed to be eating dinner.
She stumbled into a living room and some kind of music room before eventually hearing the click of plates and silverware as a table was being set.
She was about to push into the dining room when the sound of a voice stopped her.
“… ran him over with her posh car, she did, so I heard.”
“I don’t believe it,” said a voice that Adelaide recognized as Lyn’s.
“Did so. And she’s under house arrest here,” said the other voice.
For fuck’s sake. She hated small towns, she hated small town gossip, and she hated being talked about. No, that wasn’t quite true. She didn’t mind being talked about when she was on top of the world. But right now, at her lowest? That hardly seemed fair.
“I am not under house arrest,” she bellowed, marching into the dining room.
Lyn and a smaller woman both stood up straight, blushing bright red.
“I am here on a writer’s retreat,” said Adelaide primly. “What happened with the man and the tractor was a simple misunderstanding, and no one got hurt. I repeat no one. I most certainly did not run anyone over. Are we clear?”
Both women nodded.
Lyn coughed. “Sorry, ma’am,” she said. She turned to her companion. “This, um, is Jen. She’ll be doing some of the cooking.”
Adelaide rolled her eyes, envisioning boiled meat and anemic vegetables in her very near future. Still, she didn’t want the woman to spit in her food. “Pleased to meet you,” she said, sounding anything but.
The two women stood there, still blushing, until Adelaide raised an eyebrow.
“Am I going to eat sometime in the next century, or…?”
Then they both scuttled away.
Adelaide groaned.
She hated it here already. Hated the small town gossip. Hated the over-ambitious and enthusiastic police department. Hated the ancient plumbing that had probably been new when Washington was president. And most of all, she hated the stupid book store clerk that had ruined her day.
Derivative. Honestly.
With a sigh, she pulled out a chair and sat down, preparing herself for an inedible meal.
Perhaps, she thought, she’d feature Whitebridge in her new book. Feature it and then destroy it with some sort of gas explosion or volcano or nuclear attack.
She was still smiling as Lyn brought in her first course.



Chapter Eight
Ant rang up the book and handed it over. “Chose a good one today, Dave.”
“Have to. What with almost getting beaten up like that, I can’t concentrate on anything,” Dave grumbled.
“Mmm, you know, it might be all the ale you sink in the pub that’s making it hard to focus,” Ant suggested.
“Not on your life, it’s trauma is what it is.”
“But she didn’t exactly hit you, did she?” Ant was aware that she was fishing for information, but she couldn’t help it. Yes, Whitebridge was a small town and full of gossip, but sometimes there were things you just needed to know.
Like whether an ax-crazed murderer had actually set foot in her shop. Because that was a podcast episode right there.
Not that an ax had been mentioned. At least not up until now. But that was exactly why she needed more info.
“Not in so many words, no,” admitted Dave, leaning on the counter, his battered P.D. James paperback forgotten.
“More of a… verbal altercation?” suggested Ant.
“Something like that.” Dave sniffed. “Still, she had me by my shirt, she did. Pulled me right off my feet.”
“Tall, blonde woman?”
Dave nodded. Ha. So Mila had been right. It had been the woman in the shop. Still though, she’d have to be pretty desperate for stories to include this one. Not quite the scintillating stuff she was looking for. Being grabbed by the shirt didn’t keep people up at night, no matter what Dave might think.
“Enjoy your book then,” she said, putting the money in the register.
“I’ll be back in a couple of days,” he said, leaving the shop with a whistle and a jaunty walk.
“There’s something that could be making us money, or could stop us losing money at least,” Mila said, popping up from behind the counter.
“Jesus,” breathed Ant, who’d had no idea she was there. “What are you hiding from Dave for? You know him.”
“Didn’t know it was going to be Dave,” said Mila. “Besides, you were getting some good gossip, I didn’t want to ruin your flow.”
“Right.” Ant scowled at her. “Any chance you’re in any trouble? Hiding from the police? The mob? In witness protection or something?”
“Wouldn’t you like to know,” Mila said, winking. “And don’t fob me off, you know that I’m right.”
“About what this time?”
“This whole lending library thing that’s going on.”
“It’s not a lending library,” Ant said, knowing full well that it was. She’d instituted a buy back policy as one of the first things she’d decided herself when she’d taken over the shop. Customers could buy a second-hand book and then get most of the price back in store credit if they returned it.
“It might as well be.”
“They get store credit, not cash,” pointed out Ant. “So they’ve got to buy another book with it. And it’s not like I’m giving them full price back either.”
“You’re still losing money.”
“And getting stock back.”
“For more than you’d pay to the publisher,” said Mila.
“It gets people through the door.”
“And it’ll get us plunged into darkness when the electric gets turned off. Which reminds me, I should get batteries for that torch in the kitchen before we need it.”
“We’re not getting the electricity turned off, I’m working on it.”
“Good,” said Mila. “Because selling online is one thing, but setting up a commerce website without investing in a web designer is quite another. If we can’t pay for a professional to take care of it then I don’t know how we’re going to even get started.”
Ant closed her eyes. Setback after setback. Then she forced herself to smile, open her eyes and beam at Mila. “We’ll come good, don’t you worry. Tea?”
“If you’re making it, yes,” Mila said, settling comfortably into a chair. “I’m going to price these books.” She pulled a box of new arrivals to her side and Ant went off into the kitchen.
Mila was right, there was no doubt about it. And Ant was well aware that at this point she was starting to hope for a miracle, never a good stage in a business strategy. Miracles did happen though. Not often, by definition, but they did happen.
She was putting the kettle on when her phone rang.
“Queens of Crime book shop,” she answered, pulling two mugs from an overhead cupboard.
“Is that Anthea Monroe?” asked a woman’s voice.
“Speaking. How can I help?” Using her personal mobile for the shop’s number as well meant that she never quite knew if she was going to be reminded about a dental appointment or asked for the new Richard Osman book.
“Um, yes, well, I’ve got sort of a strange request.”
This sounded like it was going to be a long call. Ant pulled out a kitchen chair, sat down, and propped her feet up on the corner of the table. “Believe me, I’ve heard some strange requests,” she said, laughing. “I’m unshockable. Books on decapitation what you looking for? Or need to know how to commit the perfect murder?”
“That sounds… interesting,” said the woman, her voice warming. “I feel like you might need to report those callers to the police.”
“Everyone’s doing research these days,” said Ant. “Anyway, I like to think of myself like a bartender. Open ears and closed mouth, that’s me. So whatever it is, your secret’s very safe with me, I swear.”
“I don’t really know where to start.”
“The beginning tends to be the best place,” Ant said. “Why don’t we start with a name, if you feel comfortable with that?”
“Gosh, have I not even introduced myself? My name’s Jocelyn Lederer, which sounds horrifically old-fashioned and like I must be about ninety, but I swear I’m not. Most people just call me Joss.”
“Alrighty then, Joss, what can I do for you?”
IN THE END, how could she not agree? The money had clinched the deal, obviously, but there was part of her that really, really wanted to do this.
“What are you just sitting there for? I thought you were making tea?” asked Mila, coming into the kitchen.
“Um, I just had a phone call.”
“Oh God,” said Mila, pulling out a chair. “It’s not Lilian, is it?”
“No, no, nothing like that.” Ant cleared her throat, not quite believing what she was about to say. “Um, it was a literary agent.”
“For that book that you’re not writing?” Mila puffed a lock of blue hair out of her eyes. “Or, wait, does she want you to write a book? Because you could definitely do that. Or at least you could cobble one together. I’m sure we’ve got enough unheard of books in here that you could take pieces of all of them and then you’d be a best-seller and—”
“Also a plagiarist,” Ant said. “No, not quite. She, um, wants me to act as a consultant.”
“To who?”
“Whom. And a crime writer who’s in the area.”
“Sounds dodgy to me,” sniffed Mila.
“Me too. Until she said that the writer’s taken over Banks’ House, and Sylv did say that someone’s rented the place out, remember?”
“She did,” allowed Mila.
“And she offered me a salary.”
Mila looked more interested. “How much?” Ant leaned over and whispered in her ear and Mila’s eyes widened. “You took the job, right?”
“I did,” Ant said, voice squeaking in excitement.
“Woohoo!” Mila got up, banging around the kitchen until she found a sticky bottle under the sink and two glasses.
“Cooking sherry?” asked Ant, doubtfully.
“We’re celebrating,” said Mila, opening the bottle. “So what are you supposed to do then?”
“Inspire the writer. Tell her tales of local crime. Act as a general assistant and ensure that the book’s getting written. That’s about it.”
“Jeez, this person doesn’t sound like much of a writer.” The sherry glooped into a glass with an audible sticky sound.
Ant shrugged. “Not my problem. All I know is for the next month I get to hang around a crime writer and get paid for it.”
“Fair enough.” Mila handed Ant a glass. “But why you? I mean, nothing personal, Ant, but where did some fancy literary agent get your name?”
“From Max.”
Mila’s face crumpled for a second then cleared as she drew the same conclusion that Ant had come to during her phone call. “The crazed American.”
“Has to be the crime writer,” Ant said.
“Which could be rather a problem given that she took a dislike to you.”
“She did not.”
“You talked to her and she walked out of the shop,” Mila pointed out.
Okay, okay, that fact had crossed her mind. But it was hardly a deal-breaker. “It’ll be fine. I’m sure it was just some kind of misunderstanding. We’ll clear it up and then by the end of the month we’ll have enough money to pay not just the electric bill but the water and gas too. How does that sound?”
“Like you’re overly optimistic,” said Mila taking a sip of her sherry and then pulling a face. “Christ, that’s like drinking a bag of sugar.” Ant laughed and pushed her own glass away without tasting it. “I don’t know what kind of misunderstanding there could have been though,” Mila added thoughtfully.
There was a long second where several disparate pieces of information coalesced in Ant’s head. Then she picked up her glass and sank the contents in one sickly gulp.
“What?” asked Mila, looking concerned.
But Ant was too busy choking on the hideous sherry to tell her that she’d only just remembered that Lloyd Franklin was actually a woman.



Chapter Nine
“God, no.”
Ant literally had her foot in the door, which was the only reason that Adelaide Park couldn’t slam said door. She winced as door collided with foot and swore under her breath.
“Fuck. Are you okay?” Adelaide said, opening the door a crack further.
“You’re getting quite the reputation around Whitebridge for beating people up,” said Ant, wanting to rub her sore foot but not trusting Adelaide not to take advantage of the situation to slam the door for real this time.
“For God’s sake,” Adelaide said, opening the door properly. “I haven’t assaulted anyone. It was a misunderstanding. I got angry and possibly, maybe, over-reacted just slightly. But I certainly didn’t hurt anyone and I absolutely did not use violence.”
“I did hear that.”
“Did you?” Adelaide asked, voice softening.
“Yeah, old Dave was in the shop and he came clean. I’m supposing he was in the way with that tractor of his?”
Adelaide nodded and Ant thought how quickly she’d started thinking of the woman by her first name. Maybe it wasn’t so surprising since she’d spent the entire evening before imagining ways that this scenario could go horrifically wrong.
“He’s not got the greatest sense of spatial relations,” Ant said. “I’ve been stuck behind him more than once and it does sometimes make me want to scream.”
“I’d make sure screaming is all you do. The police around here are very much on the ball.”
“Oh, come on now, Max is quite lovely. And he nearly never sends anyone to court, which is what counts, I’m thinking, when you’re a famous crime novelist who wants to remain anonymous?”
Adelaide was even more attractive than Ant remembered. And in the worry about how this meeting was going to go, she’d somehow forgotten just how attractive she’d found the woman the first time. Mild sunlight glinted in her blond hair and her eyes were cold and yet… something else. Deep maybe.
“I really don’t have anything to say to you,” Adelaide said. “Aside from the fact that I have not injured anyone.” She looked down at Ant’s foot. “Unless you’re going to be making insurance claims against me, that is?”
“No, definitely not,” said Ant. She looked up at Adelaide expectantly.
“What?”
“Um, I’m Anthea Monroe.”
“And?” Adelaide craned her neck to better see the drive of the house. “No autographs. And if you don’t mind, I am expecting someone.”
“Yes,” Ant said slowly. “Me.”
Adelaide blinked and folded her arms across a chest that was deliciously curved in ways that made Ant wonder if she should call Sarah. Maybe give things another shot. “You?”
Ant tore her eyes away from Adelaide’s cleavage. Be a professional, she told herself. You’re getting paid for this. “Me,” she confirmed. “Joss sent me?”
“Joss… Oh, for fuck’s sake.” Adelaide made to close the front door again and Ant made sure to put her hands out to stop the door this time instead of just her foot.
“Give me a chance.”
“A chance to do what? Insult me again?”
“A chance to apologize and maybe start over?” asked Ant, hopefully.
“There’s really no need. You’re a book store clerk. Your opinion matters little to me. And I don’t see why Joss would have sent you to help me in the first place. The very idea of it is ridiculous, which I’m starting to believe is the defining characteristic of this town.”
“Whitebridge isn’t ridiculous.”
“You could have fooled me.”
Ant breathed out, very aware of the fact that whilst this wasn’t going quite as badly as any of the scenarios she dreamed up last night, it wasn’t exactly going great either. “I know who you are,” she tried.
“Congratulations on figuring out the mystery,” said Adelaide frostily.
Ant tried again. “I’m honored to meet you.”
Adelaide’s eyebrow twitched.
“No, I mean it,” said Ant, being thoroughly genuine. “I adore your books, they’re some of the first I read. I think you’re amazing and I can’t believe I actually get to meet one of the greats of a genre that I love so much.” She thought she might be laying it on a little thick, so she drew back, closing her mouth.
“One of the greats?” Adelaide said, nodding. “Other than my last two books, you mean?”
Oh boy. “About that. I was rude,” said Ant. “I had no idea who you were, but that’s not the point. I shouldn’t have said what I did. And I should certainly let customers come to their own conclusions about books. I’m no critic.”
“You’re not,” said Adelaide, the door creaking open a little more. “Nor are you a real expert. Which is why I’m wondering just why it is that Joss has sent you here.”
Ant rubbed her arms. It was not quite full spring yet, and whilst she’d been warm enough on her walk up to the house, she was getting chilly now. “Do you think we could have this conversation inside?”
Adelaide frowned. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
“If I stay out here on the doorstep then the entire town is going to know about our conversation before lunchtime,” said Ant.
Adelaide rolled her eyes but took a step back. “Fine. Come in.”
“Ooo, it’s pretty fancy inside, isn’t it?” said Ant, stepping in. “Lounge over here, is it?” she turned toward an open door, having a feeling that if she wanted this conversation to go well she was going to have to steer it a little.
“Help yourself, why don’t you?” Adelaide said.
But Ant was already walking in and taking a seat. She crossed her legs and tried to look older, more confident, and professional. “We got off on the wrong foot.”
“Did we?” Adelaide said, taking a seat of her own.
“We did. And I’m sorry,” said Ant. “But the fact of the matter remains that Joss said you need my help.”
“Well, Joss was wrong. I don’t.”
Ant sighed. She was really going to have to sell herself here. “Do you not?”
Adelaide shook her head and pursed her lips in a way that made them look very kissable and that made Ant’s pulse start to race. Jesus. Okay, stick with the subject at hand.
“I think you do,” Ant said.
“Why’s that?”
“Because what better person to help you than me?” said Ant simply. “I’ve read everything you’ve ever written. I’ve read everything that most people have ever written if it has to do with crime, criminals or mysteries.”
“So?” Adelaide still looked cold and Ant was running out of arguments.
“I’d never read a lady detective novel before,” Ant said now. “I think most people hadn’t when they picked up your books. Now, of course, there’s tons of choices. But when I was a kid, yours was the first and the best. I lived for Detective Dennis.” She smiled. “I think I even wanted to be a detective at some point.”
“You wouldn’t be the first,” Adelaide said, uncrossing her arms. “I’ve had plenty of female officers tell me I was their inspiration. Although, of course, Dennis wasn’t the first female detective.”
“No, that would be Mrs. Gladden,” said Ant immediately.
“The Experiences of a Lady Detective, 1864,” said Adelaide, nodding slightly.
“I know my stuff,” said Ant. “And I want to help.” She wasn’t sure how much she was supposed to know, or how much she’d just guessed, but there was no point in pussy-footing around matters. “I think you need my help too, right?”
“What makes you think that?”
“The fact that the latest Lloyd Franklin book always releases in October and it’s already the beginning of April and you’ve not written the manuscript yet.”
Adelaide turned icy blue eyes on her. “I dislike help.”
“Then consider me your whipping boy,” said Ant. “You can yell at me when things go wrong. I can bring you coffee, tea, whatever. And I can tell you about the local area, crimes, things you may not know. I can give you books. I can do whatever you need. I can read pages if you like.”
“And tell me whether or not they’re derivative, I suppose,” sniffed Adelaide.
Ant rubbed at her eyes and slumped down. She could tell when she was on a losing streak. She needed the money to be sure, but it wasn’t like she could force Adelaide to accept her help. “Fine, would you like me to tell Joss or would you prefer to do it yourself?”
Adelaide tapped her fingers on the arm of her chair, then she narrowed her eyes and stared at Ant. “What are you getting out of this?”
“Paid,” said Ant truthfully.
“What exactly did you find derivative?”
Uh-oh. Time to tread carefully. “I think, um, I think maybe you were derivative of yourself actually. Maybe the formula for Detective Dennis has become a little predictable. You need to surprise readers more, whilst still encapsulating a character that we all know so well, doing nothing out-of-character. Which I guess is easy to say and hard to do.”
Adelaide stood up and Ant knew immediately that she was being dismissed. She sighed and stood up too. So much for paying the electricity bill. Did they make battery powered chandeliers? Maybe she should invest in one now.
“I don’t like you,” Adelaide said.
Ant’s heart hammered in her chest and she could feel blood rushing to her cheeks.
“But I suppose I don’t need to,” continued Adelaide.
“Okay,” said Ant slowly. “Um, so…”
“So be here at nine tomorrow morning,” said Adelaide, sweeping toward the door.
“At nine?” Ant said, hardly daring to believe her luck.
“I need someone who can be truthful and who knows what she’s talking about. Like you or not, you’ve obviously got a solid grounding in the genre and a keen eye. My agent seems to think I need you, and, to be honest, I’m not doing the best job on my own. Perhaps there’s something to this idea.”
“Right,” Ant said, throat dry.
Adelaide scowled. “Don’t think I’m going to pimp out your little shop though. Just because I’m a big name doesn’t mean I’ll advertise anything.”
“Right,” Ant said again.
“Actually, strike that,” said Adelaide. “I’ll meet you at the shop at nine. Don’t keep me waiting.”
And Ant was left standing in the middle of a living room that wasn’t hers with the idea that she might just have signed up for an awful lot more than she’d bargained for.



Chapter Ten
Adelaide waited until she was inside the shop before removing her dark glasses.
“I don’t think there’s much paparazzi around Whitebridge,” Ant offered from behind the counter.
“You’d be surprised,” said Adelaide. She put the glasses firmly in her pocket and looked around. Cramped, dusty, and, from the smell, somewhat moldy. Just why had she wanted to come here again?
“Can we start off with a cup of tea?” asked Ant.
God. It was nine o’clock in the morning and already the woman was starting to get on her nerves. Maybe this hadn’t been the best idea. But then, she did like the idea of having someone else to blame. And keeping on Joss’s good side was probably a good plan at this point too.
“Yes.”
Ant disappeared off and Adelaide watched her go.
She was attractive in a young, bouncy sort of way. Her hips were slim and her figure almost boy-ish. With her short dark hair and deep blue eyes she looked almost familiar. It took a second for Adelaide to realize that she looked kind of like how she’d always imagined Detective Dennis.
She was still kind of shaken by the realization when Ant came back carrying two mugs of tea.
“So, where do we start?” Ant asked.
Adelaide looked around the store again. She’d kind of hoped for inspiration to just come knocking when she set foot in the place. A faint hope, for sure, but still.
“Why don’t you tell me what the problem is?” asked Ant, leaning up against the shop counter.
Adelaide breathed out through her nose. “Why don’t you mind your own business?”
Ant looked startled. “Oh, yes, sorry, I didn’t mean to pry. I just thought…” She cleared her throat and didn’t finish the sentence.
“Thought you’d get the gossip and sell it to the papers?” Adelaide said. “Because you’d better know that my agents will sue the pants off you if you leak so much as a word.”
“I wouldn’t,” Ant said, looking horrified.
“You’d better not.” Adelaide walked toward one of the shelves and started looking, tilting her head to one side to better read the titles.
“Maybe we should talk about our expectations here,” Ant said gently, coming up beside Adelaide so close that Ad could smell her scent. Old books and dust and soap. Not unpleasant.
“Our expectations are that you babysit me.” Adelaide turned to her. “I assume that’s why Joss hired you?”
“And I’m guessing you’re not a morning person.” Ant wrinkled her nose. “Okay, I guess I’m somewhat babysitting. But I’d prefer not to be. I mean, I’m no writer, what would I know about your process?”
“Exactly.”
“I’m happy to read stuff if you need extra input,” continued Ant. “Other than that, why don’t we see if we can shake a story loose? Maybe pick up a few books, maybe hear a few stories, have a walk around the area, just break out of the box, you know?”
“What box?” Adelaide asked suspiciously.
“Whatever box. The normal box. The every-day kind of box. Do some new things, get some new thoughts, shake things up and see what happens.”
“Fine. Whatever.” She went back to looking at the books. “Oh God,” she said, pulling one out of a pile. “This must have been the first crime book that I read.”
Ant peered over her shoulder and laughed. “Bit of a gory start, wasn’t it?”
“My father left it on his nightstand and I read it while he was at work,” Adelaide said, smiling at the almost forgotten memory.
“Is that where you got your love of reading and writing from then, your dad?”
Adelaide sighed. “No personal stuff.”
Ant took a step back. “Unless you haven’t noticed,” she said. “We’re hardly in the middle of a thriving metropolis. I don’t know who exactly you expect me to be selling secret information to. I wouldn’t even know how to go about selling a story to the papers.”
Adelaide rolled her eyes. “It’s not difficult. You call the paper, ask to speak to someone in entertainment, and then pitch your idea. Make sure you don’t give the whole story until you’ve signed something, obviously, because then they’ll just run it anyway and you won’t get paid.”
Ant nodded. “Got it. Um, did you just instruct me on how to sell your story?”
“Oh. Yes. I suppose I did.”
Ant scratched at her nose. “Okay. Well, how about this? I give you my honest and true word that I won’t say a thing to anyone about anything we discuss?”
“Right. Because I’m going to take you at your word.”
“She’s actually very trustworthy.”
Adelaide about jumped out of her skin as a blue-haired woman popped up from behind the counter. She turned to Ant. “Who the hell is this?” she demanded. “You have reporters lurking behind your cash register, do you?”
“That would be Mila,” Ant said. “My assistant. Mil?”
“Pleased to meet you,” said the woman, coming out and offering up a grubby hand. “Ooo, you’ve got quite the grip. Always the sign of a healthy diet.”
“A healthy diet?” asked Adelaide, confused.
“Mil, why don’t you go down and start organizing those go-backs in the cellar,” Ant put in.
“Because it’s dark down there and there’s spiders.”
“Take a torch and Maigret will help with the insects.”
At the sound of what was presumably his name, a large gray cat appeared, purring and jumping on top of a shelf close to Adelaide’s hand. Without thinking, she reached out and caressed his soft fur and was rewarded by the cat bumping his head against her arm for more strokes. When she looked up, both Ant and Mila were staring at her. “What?”
Ant looked at Mila and shrugged. Mila said: “He doesn’t usually like strangers.”
“Neither do I,” Adelaide said.
SHE HAD TO give Anthea her due. The woman knew her stuff. Adelaide had a pile of books waiting at the counter and was busy scouting for more when the shop bell rang. She kept her head down, out of sight.
“Morning Sylv,” Ant said.
“Morning. Dropped in with some milk since Mila said you were wanting some,” said the new voice. There was the sound of footsteps. “She here then?”
“Mila? She’s down in the cellar,” said Ant.
“No, her. You know, the writer.” The last two words were spoken in a stage whisper like they might be dirty.
“None of your beeswax, Sylvia,” Ant said. “And even if she were, she’s just doing her job same as you and me. Leave her alone.”
“I wasn’t going to bother her,” Sylv said. “I might ask her for an autograph before she leaves. I mean, if she does a book signing here or something. I wouldn’t just stop her on the street or anything.”
“Make sure you don’t bother her on the street.”
Adelaide almost smiled at how protective Ant was being of her.
“She’ll be nice though, I’m betting,” Sylv said. “Americans always are. Dead friendly and everything. Is she? Nice that is?”
“Stop fishing for information,” said Ant. “Anything else I can do for you?”
There was a small pause then the sound of a book being placed on the counter. “Think I’ll take this. Haven’t read the first one for ages. It’s about time for a re-read.”
Ant chuckled and Adelaide heard her ring up the purchase.
Perhaps the girl was more discrete than she’d given her credit for. Perhaps. Adelaide gave a muffled sigh. Another girl. Ant had to be over a decade younger than her. And here was she, well over forty, sneaking around a book shop so that people didn’t recognize her. Even though everyone here apparently knew who she was.
So much for keeping things secret.
The shop bell dinged again as Sylvia left.
“Are we hiding?” hissed a voice next to Adelaide.
Ad screeched and jumped up. Mila stood up a little more slowly. “What the fuck are you doing?”
“Same as you,” said Mila. “Hiding.”
“I’m not hiding.”
“Yes, you were.” Mila leaned in. “It’s okay, I hide too. Don’t worry about it. Sometimes it’s better not to see people. Sometimes it’s better just to watch.”
Adelaide took a step to the side, keeping a close eye on Mila, then slowly edged her way to the counter.
“Not a bad start,” Ant said, looking over the pile of books that Adelaide had.
“Enough to get the juices flowing maybe.” Adelaide could see that Ant had a smattering of almost invisible freckles across her nose. Which made her look even younger. “How old are you?”
“Thirty one. How old are you?”
Adelaide cursed herself. So much for keeping personal information to herself. But she couldn’t not answer the question now that she’d asked first. “Forty four.” She took a breath. “You didn’t tell that woman I was in the shop.”
“I thought you’d have appeared if you wanted her to know you were here,” said Ant, ringing up the books.
Adelaide stayed quiet, waiting for Ant to bring up the idea of the book signing that Sylvia had mentioned. When she didn’t, Ad didn’t know if she felt disappointed or not. She’d been ready to be angry, ready to snap at Ant for using her to further her little business. Now the anger had nowhere to go.
“I’ll take these home,” she said finally.
“Okay,” said Ant. “Do you need me for the rest of the day?”
“Do I look like I need help reading?”
“Just asking.”
“Come by tomorrow. I don’t write in the mornings.”
“Okay,” said Ant, a wide smile breaking out on her face. “I’ll look forward to it.”
For a second that smile almost enchanted her. For a second she wanted to smile herself. Then she remembered that she didn’t want to be here at all. “Why?” she asked, before collecting her books and sweeping out of the shop.



Chapter Eleven
The pub was bustling. Seven o’clock and work was done, dinner had been had, and a nice pint was exactly what was needed.
“I can’t afford it,” Ant said as Mila dragged her through the door.
“I’ll pay.”
“You can’t afford it,” said Ant. “I pay you, I should know.”
“Then we’ll sell our bodies for a half-pint each. Put on your best smile,” said Mila.
Ant stuck her tongue out but allowed herself to be led inside.
“Evening,” said Max from a table close to the door.
“Great,” Mila said. “Max, keep an eye on her and don’t let her escape. I’m going to get drinks. Want anything?”
“I’m fine,” Max said, waving a hand at a beer that was hardly touched. “So,” he said as Ant sat down. “How’s it going with our famous crime writer?”
“Please tell me you don’t know who she is.”
“Well, not exactly,” said Max. “But I thought you would. I looked her up, but then I thought it might be misuse of police resources, so I stopped.”
“Googling someone?”
“Well, I got her name off an incident report, so I just wanted to be sure,” said Max.
Ant shook her head. “Wouldn’t matter anyway, she writes under a pseudonym. And it’s going… fine, I suppose. I’m not exactly sure how this is going to play out. She’s um…”
“A bit of a handful?” supplied Max.
“Something like that. Alternatively, you could say that she’s ill-mannered, rude and condescending. But given that the fate of my electricity bill is resting on this going well, maybe we’ll stick to a bit of a handful.”
“Attractive though,” Max said, raising an eyebrow.
Ant growled at him.
“Just saying,” said Max. “I mean, you’re single and fancy-free now and she’s new in town and—”
“—and not staying long. She’s far from happy with you, by the way.”
“I did her a favor.”
“That’s what I told her.”
“What about this podcast idea, given it any more thought?” asked Max.
“What podcast idea?” asked Mila, presenting Ant with a pint of frothy beer.
“Some idea that might help the shop.”
“My idea,” put in Max.
“And it’s not a bad one, actually,” admitted Ant. “I listened to a few and they’re dead popular, aren’t they? It might be just what the shop needs to put us on the map. I’ve even got a radio mic somewhere around the shop. The only thing I’m missing is a topic.”
“Crime,” said Mila.
“Obviously,” said Ant.
“Something local though,” Mila said. “Otherwise, what’s the point?” They both turned to Max.
“Don’t go looking at me,” Max said. “I’m not leaking police files so that the two of you can go gallivanting off solving crimes and selling books.”
Ant snorted with laughter. “As if.”
“I don’t know how to gallivant,” Mila said.
“Still though, local is a good idea. I’ll have to put some thought into it.”
Which was about as much thought as she put into anything for the rest of the night. A night that started with Mila buying drinks and ended four pints later with bar karaoke and dueting with Max over some salted peanuts.
THE MORNING WAS cloudy and still chilly as Ant walked up to the large front door. Banks’ House was a sandstone building, sickly yellow looking in the morning gloom. It was no stately home, but it was big enough, Ant supposed. Probably hard to dust though.
“You’re on time,” said Adelaide, opening the door before Ant could knock.
“I generally am.” She looked the woman up and down. She was dressed in tight pants, a loose sweater, and a thick jacket. “We’re going out?”
“Fresh air,” said Adelaide, stepping out and closing the door behind them. “A good night’s sleep, some good reading, now fresh air and then I shall go home and write.”
“Fine by me,” Ant said, skipping a step to catch up with her. Adelaide was slightly taller than her, her legs longer. “Um, enjoy your reading?”
“Tell me about the local area,” Adelaide said, skirting around the house.
“What’s to know?”
“You’re supposed to be my local expert,” pointed out Adelaide, as Ant guided her to a trail that would take them out to the fields around town.
“Um, okay. Well, Whitebridge has been around for a long time, mentioned in the Domesday Book and all. For a while it was nowhere, just a bridge over the river. Then the industrial revolution came and like a lot of places mills were built. Cotton fabrication mostly. There was a boom and Whitebridge grew a little, though most of the workers and such lived over in the next town.”
“I see.” Adelaide hiked at a good pace, she was obviously fit.
“Then the mills closed before the war and life went back to quiet and normal. Now we’re just a little town, tourists come through because we’re pretty, that’s pretty much it.”
“You’ve lived here your whole life?”
“Most of it. Since I was four.”
“What happened when you were four?”
“I moved here.” For some reason she didn’t want to answer the personal question. Probably because she knew that Adelaide would ignore her if she asked the same.
Adelaide grunted in response. “Running a crime book shop in a small town doesn’t sound profitable.”
Ant’s skin itched with the implied criticism. “I’m doing okay.” She stepped over a log, catching her foot and tripping all at the same time.
Adelaide’s hand shot out and caught her elbow, keeping her from hitting the ground. In the brief moment of silence that followed, Ant could hear her heart beating.
“Be careful,” said Adelaide, letting go and continuing to walk.
“I’m not doing that okay,” Ant admitted.
“So you’re helping me. In the hopes that what? I use my name and get you in the papers?”
“You’re obsessed with being in the papers,” said Ant, skipping yet another step to keep up. “I think most things are online nowadays, so I wouldn’t worry so much about print media. And no, I’m not expecting anything. Your agent is paying me to babysit you, remember?”
Adelaide grunted again.
“Actually, I was thinking about starting a podcast. A true crime podcast.”
There was a snort from Adelaide’s direction. “Trite, overdone, who cares?”
“Thanks for the input,” Ant said. Really. The woman was too much. Rude, dismissive. She thought about keeping the lights on and gritted her teeth. “Maybe about something local.”
“Like what?”
Ant shrugged. “Dunno. Maybe the Banks’ House disappearance.”
For the first time since they’d started walking, Adelaide stopped and actually looked at Ant. “Banks’ House as in the place I’m currently staying?”
“That’s the one.”
Adelaide’s cheeks were pink with chill and effort and her eyes had started to sparkle. She wore the faintest makeup and Ant thought that maybe she deliberately pursed her lips so that she looked like she wanted to be kissed.
“Well, what happened?” asked Adelaide, starting to walk again. They were following a narrow path along a line of trees that outlined a large, fallow field.
“I don’t know the tiny details,” Ant said. “But around a hundred and fifty years ago, the daughter of the house, Edwina Banks, just disappeared. She was sixteen and it was the night before Halloween. Nobody ever heard from her again.”
“Dead?”
“Well probably, by now. I mean, she’d be almost a hundred and seventy, so you’d think so, wouldn’t you?” Ant said before she could stop herself.
To her surprise, Adelaide laughed. “Yes, I suppose. Stupid question, I’m sorry.”
“I know what you meant,” said Ant, softening. “I don’t know. That’s why it’s a mystery. People around here say that there’s a light that shines in a window of the house every year on the night before Halloween. The window that used to be Edwina’s. Maybe that’s what my podcast could be about.”
“Missing girl is a bit overdone, isn’t it?” said Adelaide.
Ant bit her lip. She wanted to say that Adelaide wasn’t exactly coming up with brand new plots herself, but she didn’t. There was no need to be rude. She assumed Adelaide had her own issues to deal with and that there was a reason she wasn’t writing.
Too bad she wouldn’t actually share what that reason was.
“So, you’re going to write this afternoon?” she said, chasing Adelaide to catch her up.
“Yes.”
“Uh-huh. And?” She had a vague idea that she should be checking that this was actually happening, that Joss might want some kind of update.
“And what? I’ll start the damn book, okay?”
They walked in silence for what felt like a long time, boots stomping through old leaves and mud. It was tough making conversation with someone that didn’t seem to want to have a conversation.
“Why Lloyd Franklin?” she said, finally. She was bursting to know and figured it was maybe not quite personal enough that Adelaide might answer.
“My publisher told me a man’s name would sell better,” said Adelaide. She stopped at a farm gate. “He was probably right. At least twenty odd years ago. Now, I’m not so sure.”
“You could come out,” Ant said, then blushed when she realized what she’d said, she hadn’t meant it that way at all. She’d just meant that maybe revealing the pen name could get people talking, get people reading again.
“Me being gay would probably be good for sales,” said Adelaide. “Me betraying the Lloyd Franklin brand would not.”
She opened the gate and strode through it and Ant knew that her mouth was hanging open. Right up until that second she hadn’t thought about whether Adelaide would be gay or straight or anything in between. But Adelaide had dropped the information like it was nothing and now, suddenly, she couldn’t take her eyes off the woman’s backside in her tight pants. She felt her stomach flip over and her mouth dry up.
“I thought you wanted me to write?” Adelaide turned back and shouted. “Me being lost in the woods would rather undermine that plan, don’t you think?”
Ant closed her mouth tight and followed Adelaide through the gate.



Chapter Twelve
Why had she done that?
Her laptop was open on the dining table and the cursor was blinking at the beginning of a blank document. But all she could think about was the throwaway comment she’d made about coming out.
She’d wanted Anthea to know, obviously, though she had no idea why. Normally she’d never have said something like that out loud.
But she’d wanted something… something not old. Something shocking maybe, something interesting at least. Ant’s comment about not being worried about the papers, about everything being online, had made her feel suddenly old and out-dated.
And being gay made her cooler?
Not really. More interesting perhaps. Unexpected. A little less predictable and boring, less of a has-been and more of a mysterious woman with a secret.
She stared at the screen. For fuck’s sake. She needed to write.
It wasn’t like her sexuality was necessarily a secret. She just wasn’t particularly open about it because it wasn’t anyone’s business.
At the beginning she hadn’t wanted to put herself at a disadvantage. Like it or not when she’d started pitching to agents and publishers being gay had been a disadvantage. She couldn’t afford to be stereotyped as the gay writer. She didn’t want to just write gay mysteries.
Maybe even nowadays it wasn’t the easiest position to be in. People heard lesbian or gay or queer or bi and wanted to put her in a box. Personally she didn’t particularly mind a label. But she did mind her books being labeled, she minded her own personal wants and needs and characteristics being pushed onto her characters.
Yet she’d always promised herself that if the right woman called for it then she wouldn’t hide a relationship from the world.
Which had turned out to be an unnecessary caveat since there’d never been the right woman.
Oh, there’d been plenty of women, make no mistake about it.
Women who liked the idea of fame. Women who liked her money. Women who wanted to live in her big house and all the rest of it. As far as Adelaide could tell, the female world was divided into two sections: women who wanted her for her money and fame, and women that weren’t interested in her in the slightest.
She wondered which segment Anthea fell into.
“Fuck.”
No, she did not wonder. The answer was irrelevant. She needed to write and she needed to do her time stuck out in the country and then she needed to leave. And go where, asked the voice in the back of her head.
She rubbed her eyes. Maybe leaving the States had been somewhat of an over-reaction. It seemed like she was specializing in over-reactions these days.
The phone rang and she picked it up. It could only be one person. Well, two now, she supposed. But it turned out to be the first of those two.
“Just checking in,” Joss said breezily.
“I don’t need checking in on.”
Joss cleared her throat and said nothing.
“Fine. Checking in,” said Adelaide bitterly. “I’m here, I haven’t topped myself yet, I’m sitting in front of my laptop as we speak.” Technically true. “Happy?”
“Ecstatic,” Joss trilled. “And how about Ant? How’s she working out for you?”
“She’s unnecessary and, frankly, a pain in my ass. What’s she supposed to be doing exactly?”
“Looking out for you, advising you, helping you, filling you with stories and ideas, inspiration. Making sure that you’re writing. Basically being my eyes and ears.” Joss took a breath. “I’m not patronizing you here, Ad.”
“You could have fooled me.”
“I’m not. Sometimes we all need a little help, a little guidance. There’s nothing wrong with that. Think of Ant as a steadying hand keeping you on the trail.”
“On the trail?”
“Fine, keeping you out of the poorhouse and out of jail then,” Joss said. “Since if you blow this contract you’re going to have some serious legal problems.”
“Whatever.”
“You’re actually writing then?”
Adelaide looked at the stubbornly blank screen. “Well, I would be if people didn’t keep calling.”
“Fine, fine, I’m leaving you alone. I’ll call tomorrow. And Ad?”
“Mmm?”
“Be nice to Ant. I’ve never met her but she sounded lovely on the phone. She truly wants to help you.”
“How much did you tell her?”
“Nothing. Really, nothing. Just that you had a bit of writer’s block is all.”
Adelaide grunted at this, said her goodbyes, and put the phone down.
“Right. Write. Come on, woman, you can do this. You’ve literally written millions of words, this time is no different from the other twenty two times you’ve done this. Just do it. Start it. Go on.”
She put her fingers on the keys and started typing.
Ten minutes later she was looking at a sentence.
Detective Dennis sat in the coffee shop and waited.
She blew out a breath. She wasn’t about to win an Edgar with that.
She waited another ten minutes, erased ‘coffee shop’ and wrote ‘café’ then erased that and went back to ‘coffee shop.’
Then she lost patience.
She slammed the computer closed and stalked off around the house.
“Can I help you, ma’am?” asked Lyn as Adelaide opened the door to the music room. She had a duster in her hand and a vacuum cleaner stood in the middle of the floor.
“Is there a TV in this place?” demanded Adelaide.
“Absolutely. It’s in the media room which you’ll find just down the hallway on the left, ma’am.”
“Ms. Park.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“No, call me Ms…. Never mind.”
Adelaide stormed off and found the TV, clicking it on and then flicking through the channels one by one looking for something, anything to take her mind off things.
She made it through enough satellite channels that she was really considering drowning herself in the bathtub and putting herself out of her misery when she saw a familiar face. She stopped clicking and turned the sound up.
“Of course,” said the blonde on the screen. “It’s an honor to have a best-selling book, but that’s not why I write, I don’t think that any writer writes to be a best-seller.”
Adelaide snorted. Bullshit. As though writers didn’t write to be read. Still, she wouldn’t have expected better of Delaine Downey. Downey’s Inspector Grey novels were trash. Best-selling trash, to be sure, but trash nonetheless.
There was more sex than mystery solving, and more pregnancy scares than actual investigating. And somehow, Inspector Grey always ended up at the mercy of a tall, dark, handsome man with a scar on his face.
And people called the Detective Dennis books derivative and repetitive.
Still, she could be as angry as she liked but that didn’t stop Downey’s novels constantly out-selling her own.
She wished she knew why. She wished that she had the same selling power. She was, she could admit purely to herself, absolutely riddled with jealousy.
Delaine was all of twenty eight, blonde and bubbly and fun. She’d released a novel a year for the last eight years and Adelaide would sell her soul to have just a quarter of the rabid fans that Downey had.
Not something that was likely to happen if she couldn’t write more than an insipid sentence about Dennis sitting in a fucking coffee shop.
“You can read Delaine Downey’s newest book, The Inspector Never Called, now,” chirped the show presenter, holding up a copy of the hardback.
Delaine leaned into the shot, grinning. “And don’t forget about my newest project!”
The presenter smiled and laughed. “As if I could. Want to tell us all about it, Delaine?”
Adelaide groaned. Another project, already? As if writing a book a year wasn’t hard work enough. Mind you, all you had to do was look at Anthea’s shop to see just how many crime books were out there. The market got more crowded every year.
Anthea. Who was going to come and check on her the next day. Anthea who was going to expect to see words on a page. Anthea who had a crooked smile.
Fucking Anthea. Ant. What kind of nickname was that?
“And where can we find that, Delaine?” the show presenter was asking.
“You can download Delaine’s Deadly Disappearances from wherever you get your podcasts,” Delaine beamed into the camera.
Adelaide contemplated spitting but couldn’t work up the energy to do it.
Delaine’s smile shone out of the screen for a moment longer, then the show went to commercials.
“Hold on,” Adelaide said, sitting forward. A podcast? Delaine Downey had a podcast?
Okay, okay, she’d told Ant that podcasts were trite and overdone and all the rest of it. But only because she wasn’t interested. She’d never actually listened to one, to be perfectly honest. Nor wanted to.
But Delaine Downey had a podcast.
And Delaine Downey was a best-selling author. More than that, Delaine Downey was somehow relevant in a world that Adelaide was starting to think she didn’t really understand anymore.
She tapped her fingers on the leather arm of the chair. So, maybe she needed to make herself more relevant. Maybe she needed a real change of pace. Maybe she needed to do more than just write books and expect people to read them.
Maybe a podcast wasn’t the worst idea she’d ever heard after all.



Chapter Thirteen
“I’m in.”
Ant looked up from her book and saw Adelaide, the door swinging shut behind her. “Good morning, Anthea. Did you sleep well? Perfectly, thank you, how about you? Very well, and how are you? Fine, thank you, and you? Good, good. Well, that’s the small talk out of the way,” Ant said, putting her book down.
“What are you talking about?”
Ant took a breath to explain and then shook her head. Adelaide was dripping all over the store. “Raining outside?” she tried.
“No, I just got caught under a fire hose. What do you think?”
Adelaide’s cheeks were flushed and her hair was starting to curl a little and her fingers looked white with cold. “I think that you could do with a nice cup of tea,” Ant said, standing up.
“What’s with you English and your obsession with tea?”
“What’s with you Americans and your obsession with fast food?”
Adelaide sighed. “Fine, fine. Lead on. Where’s the weird one?” She looked around carefully before taking a step toward the counter, like she might be jumped out on and surprised at any second.
“Mila? She’s gone to the post office, so you’re safe for now,” Ant said, going into the kitchen. “Take your wet things off and leave them on a chair, they’ll dry soon enough.”
There was a short silence as Ant put the kettle on and then she turned around and Adelaide was standing in the middle of the kitchen floor, still dripping.
“How much do you want me to take off exactly?” she asked, her coat unzipped to show that rain had leaked through to her clothes underneath.
“Ah, yes, not really prepared for the weather, are we?” said Ant, swallowing away a quick image of Adelaide undressing down to nothing in the middle of her kitchen. “Give me a minute, I’ll get you a jumper at least.”
“God, no,” Adelaide said, but Ant was already escaping up the stairs.
She collapsed onto the edge of her bed. What was that? Her breath was coming a little faster and she could hear Adelaide stomping around below and she couldn’t shake the rush of adrenaline she’d felt at the thought of the woman naked.
One, two slow breaths.
Was it so strange? To think of an attractive woman naked? Of course not. It was natural, if private. She took yet another breath, got up, slowed herself down, chose an old sweatshirt, and then carefully went back down the narrow stairs.
“Oh,” Adelaide said. “You meant a sweater.”
“What did you think I meant?”
“A jumper. Like…” Adelaide tutted, pulled out her phone and typed something in. “A pinafore dress.”
“Why would I give you a pinafore dress?” Ant asked. “Why would I have one in the first place?”
“My thoughts exactly.”
Ant didn’t say anything else because Adelaide was reaching up and pulling her sweater over her head, baring her waist, a sliver of soft skin, pushing her breasts outward with the movement and making Ant suddenly and inexplicably unable to breathe.
“What’s her deal anyway?” Adelaide asked, draping her wet sweater over the back of a chair and reaching for the clean one.
“What’s whose deal?” Ant tore her eyes away and went back to making tea.
“The weird one.”
Ant laughed. “Mila’s a rule unto herself. She lives in her own world. Sometimes I get jealous because I think her world is nicer and more fun than the one the rest of us live in.”
“But she’s… okay?”
Ant put teabags in cups and turned around again. Adelaide was fully dressed and her heartbeat slowed down. “Okay? I mean, she’s not ill or anything. She’s just different. She has fun. But she’s smart, she’s funny, she’s loyal, and she’s an excellent assistant.”
“Other than hiding whenever someone comes into the store.”
“She says she doesn’t do that when I’m not here.”
“And you believe her?”
“Would you not?” Ant asked as the kettle boiled. “She’s my best friend. I’d trust her with my life. Sometimes you just have to… let things be. Trust that all will be well.”
“Sounds like something a sucker would say.”
Ant poured water over the teabags. “And that sounds like something a jaded, cynical person would say.”
Adelaide tutted again. “I’m realistic is all.”
Ant took the mugs and put them on the table and then took a chair. “So, you’re in. Or so you said when you came into the shop. Or was that what you were talking about? Because if you’re going to announce it every time you enter or exit a building it could get tiresome fast.”
“I meant I’m in. With conditions.”
“You’re in what?” Ant asked, pushing the milk jug toward Adelaide.
“This podcast-y thing. I’m in.”
Ant stopped, froze, a spoonful of sugar in mid-air between the sugar bowl and her cup. Adelaide was in? She hadn’t even really thought about it, to be honest. But that could make a difference, a real difference. Talk about making her podcast stand out. Local crime from a local book shop with a world famous crime author on board.
It would blow up.
She’d never be wanting for customers again.
Lloyd Franklin Presents. That would be the name. The first series would be Lloyd Franklin Presents: The Banks Disappearance. There was plenty of room for expansion and later stories though.
Adelaide was staring at her.
“You’re kidding,” Ant managed to say.
“No, why would I be?”
“You didn’t exactly sound enthusiastic about the idea when I told you about it.”
Adelaide stared at her hard. “Am I not allowed to change my mind?”
There was something that told her that Adelaide was not the kind of person that changed her mind often. There was something that told her that everything wasn’t quite as it seemed here. Adelaide seemed to have problems with telling the truth.
Not that she lied, though she assumed all writers lied a little bit, it was in their blood. But Adelaide held onto personal information like it was water in the desert, like by giving even the smallest piece away she was somehow risking herself.
“I suppose,” Ant said with a shrug.
She needed to be careful not to talk her way out of this. She wanted Adelaide’s help. Well, she wanted Adelaide’s name, if she was being honest.
“You mentioned conditions?” Because someone inviting themselves in on a project was definitely in a position to enforce conditions.
Adelaide wrapped her hands around her mug of tea. “I’m in. I’ll help. But you’re not using my name.”
Ant paused again, eyes narrowing. “So what? You’re under a pseudonym or something? Or do I just call you ‘my colleague’ or never mention you at all?” There was a bad taste in her mouth now.
“No, you can use my actual name,” Adelaide said patiently. “But not the Lloyd Franklin name. At least not at first.”
“I see.”
Adelaide rolled her eyes. “Anyone who’s anyone will know that Adelaide Park is actually Lloyd Franklin. It’s not a state secret or anything.”
“Then why care?”
“Because Lloyd Franklin is a carefully curated brand and one that I’m not risking for an unknown project.” Adelaide sipped tea. “Besides, you should want to make it on your own, not just because you have a big name attached. And I’m being up front about money right away, I’ll make a minimum investment, no more.”
“Okay,” said Ant slowly. She hadn’t asked for money, nor expected it.
“Say, ten thousand.”
“Pounds?” Ant said, barely believing what she was hearing.
“Dollars.”
Ant blew out a breath and then shook her head. “No, it’s fine. I don’t need the money. I planned on doing this on a shoe-string anyway. If I’m not putting money in then you shouldn’t either.”
Adelaide leaned back in her chair looking like she didn’t quite understand. “No money?”
“No, what’s fair is fair. No money. At least right now. If we need it later, we can talk about it.” She was already using ‘we’ like the deal was already done. She supposed it kind of was.
So she couldn’t use the Lloyd Franklin name.
Fine.
She could still use the help.
“Good,” Adelaide said. “Then we have a deal.”
“We do,” said Ant, feeling like she might be making a deal with the devil. The shop bell rang. “Give me a second.”
She left Adelaide at the kitchen table and went into the shop to find the postman leaving letters on the counter. “Thanks, Jim.”
“No problem,” he grinned, turning and going out again.
“Bit fishy her not letting you use her name, isn’t it?” Mila said, popping up from behind the counter.
“Jesus Christ.” Ant clutched at her chest. One day Mila was going to give her a heart attack. “What are you doing here?”
“I work here, remember?” Mila said.
“As what? A professional eavesdropper?”
“You were talking loud, that’s not my fault,” Mila pouted. “And it is a bit fishy.”
“It’s not. She has a brand, she doesn’t want to risk the reputation on an unknown project. You heard her.”
“Right.” Mila sniffed.
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Nothing,” said Mila. “Just… Well, she gets what she wants and doesn’t give you something that could help you, that’s all.”
“I don’t want her just for her name. Not for the money either.”
“Shame,” said Mila. “We could use the cash.”
Ant shook her head. “I’m going back to the kitchen. Please actually serve customers if they come in?”
“Obviously.”
With a sigh, Ant turned to go.
The problem was, Mila was kind of right. It did seem like Adelaide was just getting what she wanted.
The thrill that she’d felt when she’d understood that Adelaide wanted to be a part of the podcast was now dulled by the realization that Adelaide wouldn’t be using her pen name. Which left Ant feeling like she so often did. Like she wasn’t quite good enough. Not good enough for Adelaide to attach her name to the project.



Chapter Fourteen
Adelaide dumped a pile of papers onto the kitchen table.
“Please tell me that’s your new book,” said Ant.
“It’s still raining,” Adelaide said by way of response.
“And the shop is closed, it’s after seven. How did you get in?”
“Max told me that you kept a key for emergencies under a brick. You know that’s not particularly safe, don’t you?”
“I know that I don’t live in Los Angeles and really don’t worry too much about things like that,” countered Ant. Then she reconsidered. “Although I suppose I should be worried about the fact that a policeman told you where I kept a key. You know, you could have knocked?”
Adelaide raised an eyebrow. “Do I look like the kind of person that waits around for doors to be opened?”
“If it means that you don’t have to open them yourself, then yes,” said Ant. She put the last of the drying up into the cupboard and walked around the table and back out into the darkened shop.
“You don’t think much of me, do you?” Adelaide said. It was cozy now, the lights mostly out. Maigret gave a chirp and came to bump his head against Adelaide’s ankles. She stooped to pet him. Not that she cared what Ant thought of her, but the question had been asked now.
“I don’t know enough about you to think anything.”
“I don’t know anything about you either,” Adelaide said.
Ant put her hands on her hips and Adelaide almost smiled. She looked like an angry child. “You can know anything about me that you like. You only have to ask. You, on the other hand, are a brick wall. You don’t answer any question that’s even vaguely personal. You just close yourself off, which, by the way, will not make for a good collaboration.”
“Why should you know anything about me?” Adelaide said, standing up. “I mean, it’s not really any of your business.”
“Yeah, I get that you have boundaries, which I can respect,” said Ant. “However, you’re not big on respecting boundaries in return, are you? For example, you think it’s perfectly fine to just unlock the door and waltz in here like it belongs to you.”
“Doesn’t it?” Adelaide asked, looking around. “I mean, I assume you’re being paid to badger me and that money comes from my agent for whom I make a great deal of money. By extension you could say that at least part of the shop is mine.”
“No, no you couldn’t,” said Ant, sounding weary.
“Fine,” Adelaide said. “And no, for your information, those papers aren’t my new book.”
“But you are working on it, right?”
Adelaide thought about the three sentences she had written and nodded. She wasn’t lying. Just being economical with the truth, which was fine as far as she was concerned. “What happened when you were four?”
Ant closed her eyes like she’d really had enough. “What are you talking about?”
“You said if I wanted to know anything about you then all I had to do was ask. You also said that you moved to Whitebridge when you were four. So I’m asking.” Oddly, for a mystery writer she really didn’t like mysteries. She was an author, she designed them, she always had the answers. Not knowing things was frustrating.
“Fine. I’ll tell you. But in return, I’m asking you one personal question and you’re going to answer it.”
The shop was warm with rain pattering on the windows and Maigret still purring around her ankles. Adelaide sighed. “Fine. So tell me what happened when you were four.”
“My parents died,” said Ant.
“Oh.” There wasn’t exactly much she could say to that.
“Mmm,” Ant said. “They were beaten to death by a man the police called The Blackjack Killer. He left an ace of spades at every scene. They’ve never caught him.”
Adelaide looked around the store again. “That explains a lot.”
“It would,” Ant agreed. “If they hadn’t actually died in a car crash.”
“Why lie?” said Adelaide, stepping forward and into the light.
“Because it’s fun. And because you were looking for a reason why I’m running a creepy crime book shop and wanted a sad story to explain things. Unfortunately, life isn’t always that way. I run this shop because it belonged to my great aunt and her partner who brought me up.”
“Do you miss your parents?”
Ant shrugged. “I barely knew them. I don’t really remember them. What about you?”
There was something she hadn’t thought about for a long time. “My parents died when I was in college. Illnesses, both of them. They were strict, I suppose. Not particularly loving. I was an only child and came along late in life. I’m not sure they really wanted me, probably they just thought they were expected to have a child. I think having a daughter rather than a son was a disappointment.”
Ant reached out as though to touch her arm and Adelaide took a side-step away.
“All of which was long ago and far away and highly irrelevant to today. And this is the reason I don’t tend to answer personal questions.”
“Because people draw unpleasant and often untrue conclusions from the answers?” Ant said, grinning.
Reluctantly, Adelaide grinned back. “Yes. Now, do you want to know what I brought or not?”
“Fine, come on, I’ll make you a cup of tea.”
Adelaide groaned. “Christ, I’m drowning in the stuff. Don’t you have a bottle of wine?”
“I’ll see what I can dig up.”
✽✽✽
 
There was no wine, but Ant found an old bottle of scotch and poured two glasses as they looked over the papers that Adelaide had bought.
“Where did you get these?” Ant asked, shuffling through the pile.
“I told my agent what I needed and she sent out a researcher,” Adelaide said.
Ant rubbed at her face. “Okay, I suppose. But, well, shouldn’t we be doing this ourselves? Isn’t this part of the fun?”
“So you don’t want my help?” Adelaide said sharply. “Edwina Banks’s birth certificate is of no use? The deeds of the house? The family tree? None of that is necessary?”
“That’s not what I said.”
“Then what’s your problem?”
Ant bit her lip and sighed. Adelaide was right. This was background stuff. Sure, they probably could have got hold of it eventually themselves. It was just that being handed it seemed like cheating. “No problem.”
“Good. And we’ve cleared the first hurdle.”
“Which is?”
“Edwina Banks isn’t just a ghost story or an urban legend. She was a real, living person.”
Ant felt a shiver go over her skin and she grinned. “Yes, you’re right. I hadn’t even considered that possibility.”
Adelaide grinned back. “So we’re off to the races.”
They spent the next two hours going back and forth about the case until Adelaide realized the time and started to put her raincoat back on again. Ant pulled her own coat from the cupboard.
“What are you doing?”
“Walking you home,” she said firmly. Adelaide was two drinks down in a village she didn’t know in the pitch black dark and torrential rain. There was no way she was letting her walk back alone. Besides, she’d drunk too and the fresh air would clear her head.
Adelaide grumbled under her breath but didn’t say no, and two minutes later, Ant was locking the shop up again.
“I didn’t ask my question,” Ant said as they climbed the gentle hill toward the outskirts of town.
“What question?” They walked side by side, rain falling around them, air cold now that it was dark.
“You owe me one personal question.” She’d been thinking all evening about what she wanted to know.
“For fuck’s sake.”
Not that she knew for sure. After all that thinking she couldn’t come up with a question that seemed important enough, monumental enough.
“Go on then,” Adelaide said as they tramped up the hill.
“Fine. Um, why did you start writing?”
Adelaide laughed. “I didn’t start.”
“That’s not an answer.”
“It is. I didn’t start writing. I’ve always written. Back as far as I can remember. It’s just what I did. I wrote stories and poems and eventually novels and I can’t imagine not doing it.”
“Except you’re not doing it right now,” Ant couldn’t help but say gently.
Adelaide glared at her. “Yes, that was the perfect thing to say, thank you so much.”
“I didn’t say it to hurt you,” said Ant. “I just… I wondered why this was happening to you, is all. Why aren’t you writing?”
“One personal question,” Adelaide said. “That was the deal.”
They were on the driveway of the house now and Ant said nothing, letting the silence grow as they reached the door. Adelaide pulled out a large bunch of keys and put one into the lock. Ant waited.
When Adelaide turned the key, Ant reached out to turn the door knob and somewhere along the way they ended up with Ant’s hand on the doorknob and Adelaide’s hand on Ant’s and the rain rained and the clouds scudded across the sky and Adelaide looked down at Ant and Ant looked right on back.
She could feel it, like a current pulling her in closer, tugging at her, her breath coming a little faster, her pulse bumping more quickly. She started to tilt her head by the smallest amount.
Then Adelaide was removing her hand, Ant was opening the door, Adelaide was saying good night without looking back, and Ant was alone on the doorstep.
And everything was normal again.
Except Ant was ninety percent sure that Adelaide had almost kissed her.
And a hundred percent sure that she’d wanted Adelaide to kiss her.



Chapter Fifteen
Adelaide considered not answering the phone.
Actually, since the previous evening she’d strongly considered leaving. Really leaving. Like driving as far up the country as she could and then getting on a boat to the furthest, smallest, most isolated island that there was and living out the rest of her days there. Possibly raising sheep. Or goats. Whichever was the least work.
There had been an instant on the damp, dark porch of the house when she’d been absolutely and completely sure that she was going to kiss Anthea Monroe.
Obviously, the instant hadn’t lasted. It was there and gone, leaving a lingering strange taste in her mouth and a feeling that she was on the verge of something dangerous.
It would be easy if she just didn’t have to see Ant again. Easy because she wasn’t sure what was going on, she wasn’t even sure she was totally attracted to the woman, not to mention the fact that Ant was far too young. If she never had to see Ant again then she wouldn’t need to examine feelings and find reasons and all the rest of it.
On a goat farm she had a feeling that little other than the actual goats would matter.
Given that she had no driving license and didn’t know where to buy a goat, she had decided, on balance, that she’d better stay in Whitebridge for the time being. And that she would be careful. Ant had some kind of power over her and was potentially some kind of witch and therefore Adelaide was planning on being cool and reserved.
She could do that.
What she really couldn’t do was ignore the phone for much longer.
With a sigh she picked it up.
“What?”
“Just checking in,” Joss said, as she’d said every morning.
“Not dead yet.” Though mentally scanning the globe for isolated islands. A cold climate was fine, she decided. She looked good in turtlenecks.
“Glad to hear it,” said Joss, not sounding quite her cheerful self.
“What?” Adelaide asked again.
There was a minute pause. “Listen, Ad, the publisher has been on the phone.”
“So?” A ripple of anxiety went through her. “You’re my agent. It’s your job to deflect them. Put them off. Make an excuse.”
“Mmm. It would be an awful lot easier to do that if I had something to show them.”
“Jesus, Joss. It’s been all of a week and a half. I don’t have the damn book finished yet.” She had four sentences finished. She’d had ten, but then had erased six, putting her back to four. Not even a nice round number, like five.
“But you said you’re writing,” Joss protested. “Give me a chapter, Ad. Just one. Let’s say by the end of the week. If I give them the first chapter they’ll know that things are underway, we can start social media campaigning, I can get the first page or so up on your website.”
Adelaide looked out of the window over the wide expanse of lawn. The end of the week. As in three days from now. When she was averaging a sentence a day. She swallowed, not at all sure what she was going to say.
She didn’t have to say anything though.
“Oh, there’s someone on the other line,” said Joss. “I’ve got to go. So, I’ll check in again tomorrow and I’ll be expecting that first chapter by the end of the week.”
Adelaide didn’t even say goodbye and Joss was gone.
The end of the week.
Goat farming was starting to look better and better.
CRISP, CLEAR PHOTOCOPIES of the town newspaper sat on the coffee table, and Adelaide poked a finger through them.
“So, this is the last mention that I have of the family before the disappearance,” Ant said, leaning forward in her chair and fishing out one page to hand over to Adelaide.
“Seriously?”
“What?” asked Ant, sitting back again.
They were in what Lyn referred to as ‘the drawing room’ of Banks’ House, and what Adelaide persisted in calling ‘the living room.’ Rain ticked against the window and the afternoon was dull and gray.
As far as possible, Adelaide had ensured that she was a meter away from Ant at all times, avoided touching her, and only glanced at her occasionally. The fact that she was distracted by Joss’s phone call only made things easier.
“A whole newspaper story for a stupid birthday party?” Adelaide said, tossing the paper back onto the heap.
“It’s a small town,” Ant said. She was wearing baggy jeans and a t-shirt that looked old and stretched at the neck. When she bent over the coffee table Adelaide could see the curve of a satiny, black bra.
“But a birthday party?”
“You say that like it’s a dirty word. Like you’ve never had a birthday party.”
Adelaide shrugged irritably. “I don’t think I have.”
“You don’t think, or you haven’t?”
She frowned, then shook her head. “Nope, no birthday parties.”
“No one has ever thrown you a birthday party?”
“You say that like I’m some kind of Dickensian orphan or something. I grew up in a very pleasant upper middle class household, thank you very much. There was food on the table and plenty of toys and extra-curricular activities. I wasn’t exactly hard-done by.”
“Fine, fine,” Ant said. Her blue eyes crinkled a little at the corners, a sign that Adelaide now knew meant she was thinking. “So, um, when’s your birthday then?”
“Nice try,” Adelaide snorted. “I’m not telling you.”
“Fine,” said Ant. She folded her arms. “What’s wrong with you today? You’re even more bad-tempered than usual.”
Goats, Adelaide thought. Just think of the goats. And the beautiful Norwegian fishermen’s sweaters that she would knit. Well, wear at least. Maybe knitting was taking things too far. Did people knit with goat wool? Wait, did goats have wool?
“Earth to Adelaide,” Ant said.
“Nothing. There’s nothing wrong.”
“Mmmhmm.” Ant narrowed her eyes. “How’s the writing going then?”
“Fine.”
“Great.” Ant stood up, rubbed her hands together and looked around the room. “Let’s have a look then.”
Adelaide crossed her legs and remained in her chair. “I don’t think so.”
Ant sat down again. “So there’s nothing?”
“I didn’t say that.”
Ant rolled her eyes. “Why do you have to be so difficult about everything? I’m trying to help you here. Is it really that hard to ask for help? To accept it when it’s quite literally sitting in your living room?”
“It is a living room, right?” Adelaide said. “Not a drawing room. There isn’t even an easel in here, for Christ’s sake.”
“You do know that that’s not what a drawing room is, right?” asked Ant. “And stop changing the subject. If you’ve been writing, then show me what it is that you’ve written.”
Adelaide debated for a moment but didn’t see a way out of this. Maybe Ant had a point. Maybe she could be of more use if she knew the truth. With a sigh, Adelaide reached down by the side of her chair and pulled out her laptop, opening it up.
Like always, she ignored the icon at the top right of her screen. Just looking at it made her feel sick in ways she didn’t know how to describe. Why she left it there was anyone’s guess. Maybe just a reminder of the futility of what she’d tried to do.
She opened up a document and handed the computer to Ant.
She must have read it twice because she spent at least thirty seconds staring at the screen. Then she looked up. “This is it?”
“I don’t want to hear it,” Adelaide said. “I really don’t.”
“No,” said Ant slowly. “I’m not criticizing. I’m not. You’ve started. You’ve written something. It’s not a blank document.”
“You don’t have to treat me like a child.”
“I’m not, I’m being honest. Starting is always the hardest part,” Ant said. She looked at the screen again. “Okay, how about this. Your first sentence is ‘Inspector Dennis sat in the coffee shop and waited.’ What is she waiting for?”
Adelaide shrugged. “I don’t know. A case, I suppose.”
“Alright, a case. Then how about ‘Inspector Dennis was sitting in the coffee shop when she heard the shots.’”
Adelaide frowned but Ant was already typing. “This is my book,” she said, getting up and coming to the couch to see what Ant was doing.
“Of course it’s your book. But that opening sentence is much stronger.”
Adelaide looked at it. It was, there was no denying it.
“So, set the scene, what’s happening here?”
Adelaide stared at the raindrops trickling down the window. That was the problem. What was happening? She didn’t know who answered the question, the mouth was hers, but the words were coming from someone else. “There’s a shooter. A long distance sniper. But he’s not a crowd shooter, it’s not like that. This guy is picking people out of a crowd for sure, but specific people.”
“Nice,” Ant said, typing. “And this is the first shooting?”
“No,” said Adelaide, still not sure where the words were coming from. “It’s already the fifth. Dennis has been working on this for weeks already. She’s tired. She’s exhausted and at the end of her tether. This is going to be her white whale, the case that she can’t close.”
“But Dennis has a perfect record,” Ant said, mouth agape.
“Until now,” Adelaide said, warming to her theme.
Ant’s fingers clicked on the keyboard. “Okay, so the coffee shop is important. It’s not that she’s just sitting there randomly, she needs the caffeine. She hasn’t slept properly in days.”
“Right,” Adelaide said, sitting down on the couch next to Ant and taking the laptop from her.
“So that’s the set up for the first chapter. She’s tired, she’s stressed, this is the case that’s going to break her, and now we need to end with a bang. A figurative one, rather than the literal bang we started the chapter with.”
“Oh, I’ve got the bang,” Adelaide said, fingers flying over the keys. “She doesn’t want to look at the body, she deliberately avoids looking at it. But in the end she has no choice. She knows what she’s going to see though.”
“What?” asked Ant, moving closer to the screen to see.
“A familiar face,” Adelaide said, still typing. “Because this victim, just like all the others, is someone that Dennis knows.”
“Yes,” Ant breathed. “Perfect. Yes.”
And the whisper of the words on her breath, the way she was pressed up against Adelaide’s arm so tight that Ad could feel the roundness of her breast, the smell of her dusty and soapy, all came together to send a quiver down Adelaide’s spine.
A quiver that she ignored because she was writing. Finally writing.



Chapter Sixteen
Mila came clattering up the stairs shouting. “The sky is falling, the sky is falling!”
Ant stuck her head out of the bathroom, toothbrush still in her mouth. “Hmmph?”
“The sky is falling,” Mila repeated, disappearing into the storage room and coming out with a bucket and a washing up bowl.
Hastily, Ant spat toothpaste into the sink. “What?” she said again.
“The. Sky. Is. Falling. You know, for someone who reads as much as you do, I’d expect that you have a better grasp of vocabulary.”
Ant rolled her eyes and followed Mila back down the stairs. “What on earth are you talking abou—”
She stopped because she’d reached the point on the staircase where she could see exactly what Mila was talking about. And it wasn’t good.
“Fuck.”
“Language,” said Mila, putting a bucket close to the door where a puddle had already formed.
“It must be the roof.”
“Do you think?”
“For someone that barely lives in this world, you’re awfully on top of things this morning.”
“You should be grateful. I think most of the books are alright. There’s a box over there that’s a bit damp, but it’s mostly rejects anyway, so we should get away with things,” Mila said, busy placing pots and pans that Ant assumed she’d found in the kitchen under various drips.
Ant groaned and felt sick. Just when she thought that maybe she was going to get on top of things, something else had to happen.
“Go and make tea,” Mila ordered. “Now.”
Ant did as she was told, swiping the kettle, which was catching the overflow from a frying pan next to the counter, on her way.
“I don’t see where we’re going to get the money for this,” she said when she came back carrying two mugs. She’d had time to take a deep breath, time to realize that there had to be a solution for this somewhere.
“It won’t leak as long as it’s not raining,” Mila said, taking her mug.
“Yeah, but this is England. It does rain quite a lot in case you hadn’t noticed. Plus, you know, we’re a book store. Maybe if we sold wellingtons or raincoats this could be seen as a feature. As it is, we’re going to be papier-mâché before long.”
She looked out of the window, steamy and streaked with rain. The weather didn’t look like it was going to change any time soon. Spring was always unpredictable, but it was likely to rain more often than not for a few weeks yet.
“Why don’t you ask Lloyd Franklin for money?”
“Don’t call her that.” Ant had a funny feeling that if Adelaide found out that people really did know who she was then she wouldn’t be happy. “And I can’t just go asking her for money.”
“I thought you were going into the podcast business together?”
Ant narrowed her eyes and then moved a teacup on the counter to better catch a drip. “Are you cross about that?”
“Not at all.” Mila looked horrified. “I don’t want my voice recorded. You know what voodoo priestesses do with cut off fingernails?”
“Um, no. Nor do I see what that has to do with a podcast.”
“It’s better you don’t know. Needless to say, having a physical record of my voice is not a good idea,” Mila sniffed. “Anyway, I’ve got my own stuff going on.”
“Like what?”
Mila shrugged. “Taking a class. Online. A class about designing websites and the like.”
Ant blinked once, twice, then pushed her tea aside so that she could stand up and wrap Mila into a hug. “Are you kidding? You’re really doing that?”
“Not kidding. Doing it,” Mila said, voice muffled. Ant let her go. “It’s cheaper than getting a pro to design the site. Anyway, I thought I should have another bow to my string, since there’s every chance the book shop is going to fall down around my ears leaving me unemployed.”
“It’s not going to fall down,” Ant said, sitting down again.
“Could have fooled me,” said Mila as she moved a full saucepan and slid an empty one into position.
“Fine, I’ll go and talk to Lilian,” Ant said. “Maybe there’s some trick to the roof that I don’t know about. Or, hey, maybe she and Eleanor left buried treasure in the cellar. You never know our luck. At the very least she can tell us who mended the roof last and how much it cost.”
“I still think you should ask Lloyd Franklin.”
“No,” Ant said firmly. “We don’t need her money and anyway, how could I ask her for it?”
“A charitable donation?” Mila suggested. “Or maybe sell her a share of the shop? I don’t know. But you said she’s writing again, so maybe she’s feeling generous.”
“No hand outs.”
This time Mila rolled her eyes. “Then you’d better get used to being wet, because I don’t think the rain’s letting up any time soon.”
IT WAS DRIZZLING as Ant walked up to the home. The kind of rain that lingered in the air, making everything damp and unpleasant. But Lilian’s rooms were as light, bright and beautiful as always.
“Tea?” Lilian asked.
“Cake?”
Lilian grinned and pushed a plate toward Ant. “I’m glad you stopped by, I wanted to ask you a favor.”
“What’s that?” asked Ant, helping herself to a slice of Victoria sponge.
“Do you think that crime writer friend of yours will come and do a reading and signing here?”
Ant stopped, fork hovering in the air. “Seriously? Is there no privacy around here?”
“In Whitebridge? You must be joking,” Lilian said, taking a piece of cake for herself.
“She’s supposed to be incognito. Or at least she doesn’t like anyone thinking that she’s here.”
“Understandable,” Lilian said. “I suppose she doesn’t want everyone to know about that drunk driving charge.”
“She doesn’t have a drunk driving charge!”
“She doesn’t?” frowned Lilian.
“No! She assaulted old Dave with his tractor.”
“How do you assault someone with a tractor? Did she run him over?”
“No,” Ant said with a sigh. “She didn’t hurt anyone, okay? That’s the important part. And she’s certainly not why I’m here.”
“Really? From what I’ve heard you’ve been spending a lot of time with her lately.”
“Because her agent asked me to. I’m… kind of a consultant. I’m being paid.”
“Mmm,” Lilian said like she didn’t believe it in the slightest.
“I am, which is just as well at the moment.”
“And she’s not attractive in the slightest?”
Ant said nothing. Lilian had been adamant about not lying when she was a child and it was a rule she wasn’t about to break now. She’d be an idiot if she hadn’t noticed how attractive Adelaide was. She’d have to be blind.
“She is then,” Lilian said. “So? Make a move. Do your thing. Whatever it is young people do these days.”
“She’s a good ten years or more older than me.”
“So?”
“And she’s rich.”
“And?”
“American.”
“None of these are a reason for you not to ask her out if you’re interested. I raised you better than that.”
Ant sighed. “It’s not that. It’s… I don’t know. She’s intimidating.”
“And uninterested?”
Ant shrugged. She honestly didn’t know. Every now and again she felt like Adelaide might be interested. Then she wondered why on earth she’d think that. The woman was cold, walled off, snotty, and occasionally just downright rude.
“So why are you here, if not to discuss your love life or lack of it?” Lilian asked.
“The roof’s leaking.”
“Ah.”
“And I thought you might have some input.”
As if to underline the issue, a gust of wind blew a shower of rain at the large window.
“I suppose you should get it fixed,” Lilian said. “We intended to. We were told it wasn’t in great shape. But then, well, things got away from us, and we didn’t get it done.”
Her voice disappeared into shakiness, an old voice that Ant didn’t want to recognize. She knew damn well that the roof hadn’t gotten away from them. Instead, other things had gotten in the way. Eleanor’s diagnosis. Her insistence at staying in her own bed. The long days and nights of nursing, so bone-achingly tiring that Ant was ashamed to find herself wishing Eleanor gone already for everyone’s sake.
Until that morning when Eleanor was gone and the world was a quieter, calmer, less beautiful place.
“I’m not sure there’s money for that,” said Ant, blowing on her tea before sipping it.
“Then you’d better hope that the rain stops.”
“Helpful.”
Lilian sat forward in her chair, putting her hand on Ant’s knee. “Ant, darling, maybe it’s time you let the place go. I honestly don’t know what you’re hanging on for. I’ve left it behind and I’m glad of it. I have a new life here now. Maybe it’s time you do the same.” She hesitated for a second, then added: “Eleanor wouldn’t be angry.”
“It’s not that.”
“Then what is it?”
Ant sighed. “Stubbornness maybe?” She twisted her hands in her lap. “And… And it’s the only home I can remember. It’s a part of me. I love it, every dusty corner, every mouse-eaten page. I don’t want to let it go. Not so easily. I want to fight for it. I want it to be the place I know it can be.”
“You can be quite foolish, my dear.” Lilian smiled to take the sting out of the words. “The place only stayed open because of Eleanor’s money, you know that. It was a comfortable home for us all, though I don’t think she and I ever planned it that way. But you came along and then we had a family and it was special. You know, though, that a place doesn’t make a family. People do.”
“I know.” She did know. Finding the people to make the family was the trouble.
“Then if you’re stuck on staying you’re going to need to find a way to make the money. This crime writer could be a boon if you’d ask her. Book signings, presentations, readings, that sort of thing.”
Ant rubbed her face with her hands. “Right.”
“And I’ve heard she’s writing again, so maybe she’s in a good enough mood to want to help out.”
Ant gritted her teeth. Honestly, there was no keeping secrets around here at all. And it looked like Adelaide was her only hope of getting through the spring without turning into a mush of wet paper and glue.



Chapter Seventeen
“Can I clear the table?” Lyn appeared at the door, black circles under her eyes and her face pale.
“Are you alright?” Adelaide asked.
“Och, just our youngest with the croup. It’ll all turn out fine,” Lyn said, but she was yawning as she said it.
Adelaide frowned, the woman was clearly close to falling over. “Go home.”
“No, no, ma’am, I’m fine, really I am.”
“The house won’t fall down without you in it. And I’m sure I don’t make enough mess that it needs to be cleaned every day. I’ll be fine. Jen will make me dinner and I’ll be as clean as I can be. Go home.”
Lyn hesitated in the doorway and Adelaide scowled at her.
“Consider that an order. I don’t need you falling down all over the place.”
“Ma’am.” Lyn bowed her head, shuffled backward, and then was gone.
Adelaide sighed and began picking up her own breakfast dishes. It wasn’t like she was completely unused to doing things for herself. She preferred privacy over all things and back at home, when she’d had a home, she’d employed the minimum of staff and no one had slept in.
“Incoming,” she said as she tottered down the corridor to the kitchen. The kitchen door banged open and Jen peered out.
“Oh, wasn’t expecting you, Ms. Park,” she said, having a distinctly better grip of just how much the ma’am thing annoyed her temporary boss.
“Lyn’s gone for the day.”
“About time, she didn’t have a wink of sleep last night and here’s her turning up like nothing’s happened. She’s a glutton for punishment, is she. I told her, I says, you’re getting paid by the week, not by the hour. As long as things get done, I says. But she doesn’t listen.”
Jen bustled around the kitchen putting plates away and wiping things and chattering the whole time.
“And then I saw you were writing again as well, Ms. Parks, so I said to her that she might be better off out of the way and all.”
“Writing?” Adelaide interrupted.
Jen stopped in mid-wipe. “Was I not supposed to know, miss? Only it’s hard when I work here and all. Not noticing what you’re doing, I mean. None of my business, of course, but…”
But Adelaide supposed she had a point. “It’s fine,” she said. “I just can’t stand gossip.”
“Ooo, I’d not gossip, not me. I was saying to Sylv down in the shop that I’d never. Not that she’d understand. Her with her Art gone and all, you know she was all for going after the old sergeant, the one that was at the station before that lovely young Max. Now, isn’t he a sight for sore eyes? I thought that Ant would make a move on him first thing, but then, of course, she’s not one for the gentlemen, is she? Like her aunts were, she is, prefers ‘em of the female variety. Which makes more men for the rest of us, I say.”
Adelaide closed her eyes for just a moment. A moment of thankfulness that this knowledge had come her way and then a moment of regret that she intended to do nothing about it. Ant was practically a child. And she was annoying.
“Beautiful breakfast, Jen,” Adelaide said and retreated, leaving the woman to talk to herself.
So, Ant liked women, did she?
Adelaide went back upstairs to collect the rest of her things. She never wrote in the morning and she’d promised Ant to return the village chronicle she’d borrowed from the vicar.
Which, of course, was the only reason to go to the book store.
Yet she found she was uncharacteristically whistling as she walked down the drive in the misty rain.
WATER DRIPPED EVERYWHERE that Adelaide looked. “Your roof’s leaking,” she observed as the shop door closed behind her.
“You think?” Ant said sourly, closing her book and standing up.
“I should think it’ll cost a bomb to get it fixed,” Adelaide said, looking up. “In these old buildings, it always does.”
“We’ll be fine,” Ant snapped. “Got the chronicle?”
“Nothing of real interest.” Adelaide slid the book across the counter. “But I did go through some of the old newspapers and I think I’m getting a better feel for who Edwina was. She seems vibrant, the life of the party.”
“Seems like a real go-er,” Ant said, nodding. “I mean, as much as a girl could be in those days. Have you noticed that she appears on the arm of a different man every time her name’s mentioned at a social event?”
“It had caught my eye,” Adelaide said. She gave a shiver and looked around. “Look, it’s freezing and damp in here. If we’re going to continue this conversation, I suggest we do it elsewhere. Somewhere for lunch, perhaps?”
“The pub’s just down the road,” Ant said. “Let me get my coat.”
INSIDE IT WAS hot and steamy and Adelaide understood approximately three words on the blackboard menu. “What’s a ploughman’s?”
“It’s a lunch. Um, cheese, bread, pickles, that sort of thing.”
“And toad in the hole?”
“Sausages in batter.”
“Obviously. I’ll take the farmer thing.”
“One ploughman’s,” Ant said. “I’ll order, you take a seat over there.”
“If it isn’t Ms. Park,” said a voice as she sat down at a rickety table. “Settling in alright around town?”
Max was beaming at her over a half-pint of beer.
“As well as can be expected,” she said, scowling at him.
He just grinned back. “I heard you’re taking this like a writer’s retreat. Good attitude. It’s nice to see someone making the best of an opportunity.”
“I’m not entirely sure this is an opportunity,” Adelaide said.
“Oh, I’m not so sure,” said another voice, one that Adelaide vaguely recognized. “There’s plenty inspiring about Whitebridge. You might even find that you like it here.” The round woman was smiling at her. “I’m Sylv, by the way, from the local shop, you’ll have to stop in.”
“Inspiring’s the word,” said Dave from behind a pint.
Adelaide groaned. He was the last thing she needed right now.
“What do you mean?” Sylv asked him, turning to his table.
“What I mean is, yon girl’s writing again,” said Dave, a mustache of foam on his top lip.
“Oh, how wonderful for you, dear,” Sylv said, turning back to Adelaide.
Adelaide opened her mouth, preparing to nip this in the bud, preparing to tell everyone to mind their own damn business. But Dave was already taking the floor again.
“And since I’m the reason she’s here at all, I’m thinking that I’m the one to thank for those creative juices flowing again,” he said. “’Specting that you’ll be wanting to dedicate that new book to me, Miss, eh? Or maybe name a character after me, I wouldn’t mind that.”
“That’s a nice idea, isn’t it, Ms. Park?” Max asked, still beaming over his beer.
No, no it wasn’t. But Adelaide hadn’t had a chance to agree or disagree, let alone take control of this conversation. What the hell was happening here?
“It’d have to be David, of course, for a book,” Dave said. “Dave’s a bit common, isn’t it? Or don’t Americans care about that sort of thing?”
“We certainly don’t,” Adelaide said, finally finding her voice. “And for your information—”
“What’s going on here?” Ant said, putting two glasses of beer down on the table.
“Dave was just saying how he’s the reason the lady’s writing again,” Sylv said helpfully.
“And I was just about to say how—” began Adelaide.
“How it’s nobody’s business,” Ant finished for her very calmly. “Now come on, people. I thought this was the sort of nice pub we could all come and have lunch in. Not a place where we harangue people and gossip?”
Sylv blushed, Dave scowled and drank his beer, and Max laughed. “Right you are,” he said. “I’ll arrest the next person that mentions writing, fair?”
Ant laughed and sat down opposite Adelaide. “Food will be out in a minute.”
Adelaide took a deep breath. “How do these people know so much about me?”
“Oh, they don’t,” Ant said airily. “Don’t worry about it. So, here’s a thing, I was thinking about trying to get some kind of DNA trace going. I know, I know, it’s a huge idea and I don’t have the faintest clue how we’d start, but maybe there’s something we can do.”
“DNA?” Adelaide asked, forgetting her anger at being the subject of gossip for a second. “It’s not a bad plan. I mean, if an unidentified body ever showed up at some point I guess having DNA would be a good thing. Or potentially to find descendants if Edwina did just run away. I don’t know where we’d get a source from though.”
“We could try and track down relations,” said Ant. “She had three brothers, there’s bound to be living relatives around somewhere.”
A beam of sunlight shone through the window and caught on Ant. For a brief second she was sitting there like an angel, her blue eyes sparkling with enthusiasm, her smile genuine and wide, and Adelaide felt an ache deep in her belly.
It had been a long time, she thought, since she’d been that young, that enthusiastic, that interested in anything. And a long time, said the voice at the back of her head, since she’d been interested in anyone.
“Not writing?”
Adelaide tore her eyes away from Ant to see Jen waddling into the pub. She swallowed.
“Probably just needs a break, to do plotting and the what-not,” Dave said knowledgeably.
“Well, I wouldn’t mind having a hand in the book,” Jen grinned. She winked at Adelaide. “You just tell me if you want some help, I’ve always had a thing for a good Detective Dennis book.”
Everyone, including Adelaide, turned to look at her.
“We ain’t supposed to know that much,” Dave said with a sniff.
Jen colored. “But I thought it was common knowledge?”
“That Lloyd Franklin is struggling to write after committing assault in a small town?” Adelaide said coldly. She stood up and threw down a handful of notes on the table. “It seems like privacy and discretion are things none of you have heard about around here.”
And she stormed out into the rain.



Chapter Eighteen
Adelaide stomped around the house.
The problem with storming out was that there was no one left to take her anger out on now.
Her anger at having no privacy, at not being allowed to run away, hide away, at always being Lloyd Franklin wherever she went.
Twenty years ago she’d have given everything she had, which wasn’t that much, to be synonymous with one of the greatest names in crime fiction. Nowadays, she had a feeling she could live quite happily never hearing the name Lloyd Franklin ever again.
The problem was that it came with so much baggage. Lloyd Franklin came with money and influence and fame. But it also came with signings and donations and pleas for help and gold-diggers and hangers-on and all the rest.
Things that she thought she’d left behind when she’d left the States.
Her phone rang.
“What?” she snarled, picking it up.
“Just checking in,” trilled Joss as usual.
“Oh, fuck off.” She was stunned at herself for saying it. So shocked that she didn’t slam the phone down in the way that she’d planned. Had she really just told her only remaining agent to fuck off?
“How lovely,” Joss said dryly. “Having a bad morning?”
“A bad day,” Adelaide said.
“Life can’t be that bad,” said Joss. “Gadding around in the country like the lady of the manor. I’ve seen pictures of Banks’ House, it looks like quite the place. And I have to say, Whitebridge does look quite charming. I mean, it’s not the center of the world, obviously, but it looks rather pleasant.”
“It’s full of nosy busy-bodies and village gossips,” Adelaide said.
“Well, they must be doing something right.”
“What?”
Joss laughed. “I just got off the phone with the publisher. They love it.”
“Love what?” Adelaide asked, really, really not wanting to jump to any conclusions here.
“The first chapter, silly,” Joss said, laughing again. “And I have to say, so did I. It seems… different. Fresher somehow. More like how you used to write. There’s less darkness, less cynicism. I really do think that you’re onto something here.”
“You do?” Adelaide said weakly.
“It’s brilliant,” said Joss. “Seriously, Ad. It’s really good. Continue like this and we can put all the other mess behind us.”
“I’ve been clear on that,” Adelaide said. “I’m contracted for this book, not for anything else.”
“I know, I know,” said Joss not sounding worried at all. “We’ll talk about it later. But really, Ad, you’re coming back to yourself, you’re finding your voice again. So don’t make any hasty decisions. Don’t let pride or arrogance or fear get in your way.”
“It’s none of those things,” Adelaide said, though she was far from sure that was true.
The doorbell rang.
“Oh, I hear there’s someone at the door,” said Joss. “I’ll let you go. Keep it up, Ad. We’re all here for you and we’re right behind you. Just keep writing the way you’ve started. Think of this like the light at the end of the tunnel, eh? All this will finally be over.”
She hung up and the doorbell rang again.
Would no one ever listen to her? For someone that was as rich as she was, for someone that supposedly carried weight with the publisher, it seemed like no one particularly cared what her opinion on matters was.
Even when those matters concerned her livelihood and her life.
The doorbell rang for a third time.
“For fuck’s sake.”
She stalked to the front door and threw it open fully intending to give whoever it was a piece of her mind. But she stopped short when she saw Ant, hands in her pockets, a hang-dog look on her face.
“What?”
“Can I come in?”
“You’re obviously capable of movement, so yes. I think the question you’re looking for is ‘may I come in?’”
“Feeling pedantic?”
“Feeling angry and betrayed and, frankly, furious.”
“I didn’t tell anyone anything,” Ant said. “I swear on my mother’s life.”
“Your mother’s dead.”
“Fine, I swear on your life.”
Adelaide sighed, opened the door further, and turned around to go back to the warmth of the living room, Ant following her.
“Look, you said it yourself, it’s not a state secret or anything who you are. It was only a matter of time before someone figured it out. We do have the internet out here, you know, we’re not living in the nineteenth century.”
“Fine.”
“And people gossip, it’s what they do. Particularly when someone is well-known like you are. Surely this isn’t the first time this has happened to you?”
“No,” Adelaide said sharply. “It’s not. But that doesn’t mean I have to like it.”
“They mean no harm.”
“Right.”
Ant dug in her pocket, pulling out a handful of pound notes. “These are yours.”
“I left those to pay the bill from lunch.”
“We pay when we order in the pub,” said Ant. She walked forward, still proffering the money. “So this is yours. I already covered lunch.”
Adelaide looked down and then took the money. “Please yourself.”
“So, are you going to tell me what’s bothering you so much or not?” Ant asked, raising an eyebrow. “You missed a nice lunch by stalking out like that.”
“It’s the same everywhere I go.”
Ant lifted an eyebrow and the perfect arch of it caught Adelaide by surprise.
“I’m sick of it.”
“Of what?” asked Ant.
“Of this. Of being public fodder.”
“They’re good people, Adelaide.”
“No, they’re the same as everyone else. They’re after a brush with fame, they want to know what I’m like outside of my books, they want my money. Another evening or two in the pub and they’ll start sidling up to me, asking for a donation or giving me a spiel about their latest business idea and wanting an investor.”
“Of course they won’t!”
“You have no idea,” Adelaide said. Ant’s eyes were sparkly blue. “You’ve never been in my position, you’ve no clue what it’s like. How lonely it is never being able to trust people.”
“Not trusting people is your choice. And anyway, you can trust everyone you saw today. You can trust me.”
“Really?” Adelaide snapped, taking a step forward so that she was looking down at Ant. “I can trust you?”
“Yes.”
“And you haven’t thought about, say, using my name to advertise your podcast? You haven’t thought about asking me to do book signings? You haven’t thought about, I don’t know, asking me for a loan to fix that damn roof of yours? Huh?”
Ant flushed.
“See, you have. Because that’s all I’ve become. How am I supposed to trust anyone, be close to anyone, when I’m constantly on guard against scams and gold-diggers and all the rest? Do you think this is how I want to live my life?”
“Closed off and alone?” Ant asked, her cheeks burning. “Yes, I think it just might be. You’re rude enough to scare most people away anyway, so maybe you don’t need to be on guard. You spend most of your time alone because no one can stand to be close to you.”
“Out of necessity.”
“You are the rudest, most frustrating, most irritating person I think I’ve ever met,” Ant said, stepping in even closer so that her eyes burned into Adelaide’s. “I’ve never asked you for a thing. Not a thing.”
She was close now, too close. Adelaide’s breath was catching in her throat.
“I even bought you lunch, you ungrateful brat,” spat Ant. “I defended you.”
Adelaide’s heart was pounding. Ant was standing on tiptoes, her finger raised right up in Adelaide’s face. She was mad, truly angry, her cheeks red and her eyes flashing.
“I’m here to help you and the only thing I ever asked is for you to be honest with me, to open up a little so I can better help you. I’ve certainly never asked for money, a loan or otherwise, and have no intention of doing so. You’re so insulting.”
And the freckles on her nose were standing out and Adelaide’s stomach was clenching and there were goosebumps on her arms and Ant was moving in even closer, close enough that she could feel her breathing, close enough that she could smell her skin.
“Do you honestly think I want to take advantage of you? Who the hell are you? You’re just a two-bit crime writer who doesn’t know how to treat people properly. It’s no wonder you’re stuck out here in the middle of nowhere with no inspiration to write. The only thing I’m guilty of here is trying to be your friend.”
It all became too much. It was all so overwhelming that Adelaide felt control slipping out through her fingers, felt logic leave her and slam the door, felt any semblance of sensibleness circle the drain and pour away.
Something overtook her. Something took over her body and began to use it for its own devices. That was the only explanation.
Ant blinked furiously and Adelaide moved.
“Foolish girl,” she growled as she grabbed Ant’s wrist.
Then their lips met and the world stopped.
This was no gentle kiss. There was no brushing of lips, no tentative reaching out, no experimental movement.
Adelaide crushed her.
She pulled her in, wrapped her tight in her arms and kissed the holy fuck out of her.
She drank her in, fell into her, felt the two of them slide against each other until they clicked into place like perfectly fitted puzzle pieces. She backed her up, pushed her against the wall, pressing against her, feeling Ant moan into her mouth.
And it was only when her head was spinning and her lungs were fit to burst that she finally broke the kiss and took a breath.
For a long moment, they looked at each other.
Then Ant ducked out of her embrace and fled.
Adelaide heard the front door slam behind her.
“Fuck,” she groaned in frustration. “Fuck.”



Chapter Nineteen
There was, Ant decided, only one thing that she could do, which was to forget that The Kiss ever happened. Although, she could probably also stand to stop capitalizing it in her mind as though it was some huge event.
It definitely wasn’t a huge event.
It was a tiny little thing, a no-thing, a mere blip on the radar of events, so small that it was barely visible.
It had been nothing.
Still, her breath rasped in her lungs as she hurried back into town.
There was a simple explanation for everything. Both she and Adelaide had been angry, and the passion of the anger had spilled over into something else and then… and then they’d been kissing. It probably happened every day.
Adelaide might kiss tens of people a day, for all Ant knew. Maybe she kissed people every time she got angry. Maybe when she was furious she held orgies in her dining room and… and now she had visions of a naked Adelaide dancing around in her head.
She walked faster, practically speeding up the high street so fast that she didn’t even notice that for the first time in days it wasn’t raining.
“Rain’s stopped,” was the first thing that Mila said when she stepped into the shop.
“I knew it would,” Sylv said. She was comfortably sitting on Ant’s chair.
“Ah, old time farmer’s almanac knowledge,” Max said wisely from next to the translated mysteries shelf.
Sylv eyed him. “Said so on the TV this morning,” she grunted.
“I can feel it in my bones,” put in Dave. “My grand-da always said that and I didn’t know what he meant up until I felt it meself. It’s like an ache in the very middle of your joints, I get it every time there’s rain due and then it goes when it’s rained itself out.”
“How are your joints now then?” asked Max curiously.
“In fine fettle, how are yours?” Dave asked back.
“Fine, but…” started Max, then shook his head and looked at Ant, appealing for help that she was in no position to give.
Ant turned to Mila who was munching on a cereal bar behind the counter. “Mil?”
“What? Oh, yeah, we’ve got visitors,” Mila beamed. Her grin got wider. “I’m not hiding.”
“I can see that,” Ant said patiently. “I was hoping for more information.”
Mila sniffed. “Right, well, it’s good news, I suppose.”
“Good news?” God, she could do with some of that. The constant dripping of the leaking roof had stopped, but there was still a distinctly watery air about the shop, thanks to the half-full pots and pans standing on every surface like miniature water features.
“It’s definitely good news,” Sylv said.
“Right. Good. Well, maybe one of you would care to enlighten me?”
“The thing is,” Sylv said. “Well, it started with Beth Whitaker in the next village over. Do you know Beth? She took over the library after old Marge passed. Oh, she was a martyr to her feet was Marge. This weather would have done her in if she weren’t already six feet under. I said to her once, I did, I said, Marge, you should see a specialist about them feet, but she never did and—”
“And they killed her?” Mila broke in, a look of horror on her face. Ant knew that she emptied at least one can of athlete’s foot powder a week.
“Of course not,” Sylv grumbled. “She was hit by the hopper bus that runs Wednesday and Friday for the market.”
At which point, Ant thought it might be a good idea to take control of matters lest they all be stuck in the shop until morning with Sylv’s story. “Maybe the short version?” she asked hopefully.
“We’re starting a book club,” Max said, taking pity on her.
“We are?”
“If you don’t mind,” said Mila. “We thought it was a good idea. It gives me something to put on the website.”
“And it might encourage people to come from other villages around the area,” put in Max.
“It makes the shop more of a social hub, and once people come in for one thing, they’ll remember something else. I see it all the time,” Sylv said. “You come in for a tin of peas and the next thing you know, you’ve got frozen pizza, a pack of digestives and some washing powder to top it off.”
“Plus, I thought that maybe we could record them,” Mila said. “Maybe not at first, but once we get into the swing of things. We could record our meetings and put them online. Maybe even have online meetings after a while, get even more people involved.”
“I don’t want to read any of that filth though,” Dave put in.
“We don’t stock pornography,” Ant said.
“Och, I don’t mean that. I don’t mind a bit of skin, I don’t. I meant those books with nosy old women in villages solving crimes. They get right up my nose, they do. I mean, could you imagine Sylv here walking up to a murderer and accusing him?”
“Are you calling me a nosy old woman,” Sylv said, standing up and putting her hands on her hips.
“I think it’s a wonderful idea,” said Ant loudly. “A brilliant idea. In fact, we should start as soon as possible.”
“Tomorrow,” said Mila.
“A little soon,” Ant said. “But, how about this.” She looked around and pulled eight copies of the collected stories of Sherlock Holmes off a shelf. “To get things started, we’ll read a short story. We can meet the day after tomorrow, discuss it, see how things go and then decide on a longer read for next week.”
“Cool,” said Mila.
“Excellent,” said Sylv.
Max nodded, looking impressed, and even old Dave gave a sniff and a shrug.
“Perfect,” Ant said. “We’ll start with The Adventure of the Veiled Lodger, that’s the shortest one. Here you go.” She handed out copies of the book, leaving a couple of extra on the counter for anyone who heard about the idea and decided to join later. “Now, if you don’t mind, it’s closing time and I’ve got a bit of water to clean up.”
It took a good ten minutes of grumbling, stretching and gossiping before Ant could finally lock the front door. When she did, she leaned back against it, catching her breath and closing her eyes.
“So,” Mila said. “Did you kiss back?”
Ant’s eyes flashed open. “What?”
“When Adelaide kissed you, did you kiss back?”
Ant’s mouth opened and closed again as she tried to form words. Then finally, she squeaked “what?” again.
Mila sighed. “You walk in here like you’ve seen a ghost, your lips are swollen, your eyes are clouded, you can barely stand up straight. It’s elementary, my dear Watson. You’ve been kissed. And since Adelaide is currently the only available woman in town, myself excluded, it was a simple deduction.”
“She, er, we, er, it…”
“You kissed. And? Was it good?”
Ant nodded then caught herself and bit her lip. “But unnecessary and probably a mistake and I don’t think she really meant it anyway.”
“Lesbians,” huffed Mila. “Stop being useless.”
“I’m not being useless.” Ant pushed herself up off the door. “Besides, I have no time for women, remember? I’ve sworn off them. Adelaide is in town for a couple more weeks at most, there’s no point in starting anything. I’m on the rebound. We’re amazingly different.”
“And yet attracted to each other.”
“She’s an absolute and utter pain in my arse,” Ant said firmly. “She’s ill-mannered, rude, and thinks that everyone is after her money so she’s possibly paranoid as well.”
“You’re the one that kissed her.”
“She kissed me!”
“So you didn’t kiss back?”
“I did, but…” Ant trailed off. “I did but it was a horrible idea. I was taken by surprise, that’s all. I shouldn’t get involved with her.”
“Why not?”
“Weren’t you listening?” Ant started to collect pots. “She’s leaving soon. We’re completely different. She’s a rich, high class, American crime writer who probably bathes in champagne and eats the tender shoots of freshest… bamboo or something.”
“That’s pandas,” Mila said, grabbing a pot of her own.
“You know what I mean. And I’m… I’m me. Look at this place. I couldn’t grow bamboo if I wanted to.”
“You could probably grow rice though,” observed Mila. “And you do have a bath-tub.”
“No champagne though.”
“True.”
“I need the money that Adelaide’s agent is paying me. I need to work on the shop. I don’t have time for foolishness.”
“So this is foolishness?”
“Absolutely.”
“Fantastic. So you won’t mind if I make a move on her?”
Ant stopped still, aware of a sudden burning inside her. “What?”
Mila laughed. “Mmmhmm. That’s what I thought. Don’t worry, I’m not interested in your little crush. I’ve got one of my own, as a matter of fact.”
“You do?” Ant asked suspiciously. “Who?”
“Wouldn’t you like to know?” Mila grinned, waltzing off into the kitchen laden with water-filled pans.
Ant took a deep breath. She was right, she knew she was. Okay, so maybe she was attracted to Adelaide. But it didn’t have to mean anything. She had more important things to worry about. She shouldn’t and wouldn’t get involved. End of story.
She’d go back to the original plan. She’d just pretend that nothing had happened. Easy.
Her phone rang and she balanced two pots on top of each other to reach into her pocket. “Hello?” Please don’t let it be Adelaide, she prayed, she just wasn’t ready to handle the fall-out yet.
“Anthea? This is Joss, I’m returning your call.”
Ant blushed, remembering now that she’d called Joss days ago and left a message saying that it wasn’t urgent. It was just as well since Joss had taken half of forever to get back to her.
“Can I help you with something?” Joss asked.
Ant debated whether or not to ask the question that she’d wanted to ask. But in the end she couldn’t think of another pretext for having called, so she had no choice. “Weird question, I, um, was just wondering when Adelaide’s birthday is?”
She’d felt so bad, so sad, so hurt when Adelaide had said she’d never had a birthday party. It hadn’t really been a plan, more of the beginnings of an idea, something she’d thought might thaw Adelaide out a little.
“Oh, it’s not until November, I think,” Joss said. “Hold on, yeah, November. Is that all?”
Ant sighed. “Yes, thanks.”
Plan foiled.
Unless… A smile spread across her face. Who said you had to have a birthday to have a birthday party? She was laughing to herself as she went into the kitchen to help Mila with the washing up.



Chapter Twenty
Adelaide could list at least a dozen reasons why she should never have kissed Anthea Monroe. She could list a dozen more for why Ant shouldn’t have kissed her back.
What she couldn’t do was explain that flash of warmth in her heart when Ant had actually kissed her back.
Regardless of fuzzy warm feelings, she did know enough to know that starting anything was a mistake. She knew enough to know that she should be apologizing right now.
She was rude, she got that. She was pushy and motivated, she was ambitious and inconsiderate. She was sharp and at times could be cruel, though she was never dishonest. She did not, however, shirk her responsibilities.
Which was why she was striding down the hill toward the town with her bag over her shoulder fully intending to apologize for over-stepping the line.
Because she had.
Of course, Ant had jumped right over to her side of the line the second she’d had the opportunity, which was gratifying and gave her another flutter of warmth. But it was no excuse. She could not and would not start a relationship of any dubious kind with Anthea Monroe.
She was paid help, for a start. She was in a position where she needed money and influence, both of which Adelaide had and refused to be used for. She was stuck in a little town in the middle of nowhere that Adelaide had zero intentions of making her home.
See? The list could and did go on.
That kiss though.
As Adelaide hitched her bag further up on her shoulder she couldn’t help but remember the burning fire of that kiss. The way it had ignited like a powder trail, fizzing from her lips down her throat, down her arms and legs, how there was a promise there of an explosion that could either destroy or remake her world.
An explosion that she was, under no circumstances, about to allow.
She’d given things a day to cool down and now she was going to say her piece and put everything back the way it was.
She didn’t anticipate any problems. After all, Ant had run away. People didn’t generally run away from things they actually wanted. So she assumed that Ant would be as relieved as she would be to clear the air and get things back to normal.
She was in no way compelled to apologize by the fact that she hadn’t written a word since Ant had fled.
She was out of sorts, that was all. And once this was over with, she’d go right on back to writing and getting this damn Inspector Dennis book done once and for all.
Was it wrong to hate someone that you’d created? It felt a little like disliking her own child. But she couldn’t help it. Dennis had somewhere along the line taken over her life and she wanted simply to get out from under her thumb. Was that too much to ask?
She was pondering whether or not she dared kill Dennis off when she got to the book store. She didn’t hesitate.
Door opened, bell still ringing, she marched up to the desk and said: “I’m sorry.”
“For what?” asked Mila, popping her head up from behind the counter.
“For God’s sake,” said Adelaide.
“Mila, go take a break,” Ant said, coming in from the kitchen and wiping her hands on a dish towel. She waited until Mila disappeared then turned to Adelaide. “The question’s still there though. For what?”
“What do you think?” Adelaide said.
“For ditching me yesterday and not showing up at the shop?” Ant said. “Oh, or for failing to ever have brown sugar when you serve coffee?”
Adelaide sighed. “Are you really going to make this so difficult?”
Ant half-smiled. “It’s kind of fun.”
That half-smile was almost enough to tip Adelaide over the edge again. She cleared her throat. “Well, I come in peace and bearing gifts. But if you’re not interested, then I suppose I can leave.”
Ant let out a breath. “Fine. Stay. I suppose we’ve got things to attend to.”
“You want to simply ignore the fact that what happened, um, happened?”
Ant frowned. “I don’t see much point in talking about it, do you? It won’t change anything.”
“I guess not.”
“Then yes, why not ignore it? We’ve both got other things to do, haven’t we?”
Adelaide felt a little heavier inside. Ant was right though, so she shrugged. “Right, fine, back to work then.”
“Not so fast,” said Ant, leaning on the counter. “What about these gifts that you spoke of?”
“Ah, yes.” Adelaide put her bag on the counter and pulled out a file. “Well, I’ve been doing some digging and I’ve found something that really doesn’t make a lot of sense. Now, don’t get your hopes up. It’s probably some kind of mistake or misunderstanding. But here.” She opened the file and slid it across to Ant.
“What’s this?”
“I dug into genealogy websites and eventually got sucked into the whole home DNA testing thing,” Adelaide said. “It costs a fortune, by the way, just in case you were considering it. But the point is that I found some interesting results. Look down here.”
Ant followed Adelaide’s finger. “Okay, genetic matches for the Banks family.”
“Not just that, it’s the way those matches operate,” Adelaide explained patiently. “If you look at the bottom there’s a rating, a percentage. That tells you how closely DNA is matched and what the likely relationship is between people. And this one here doesn’t make sense.”
Ant scowled, reading through the page, putting pieces together, and Adelaide didn’t stop her. She wanted to see if she came to the same conclusion as Adelaide herself had.
“Wait, so, if this is right and the relationship between these two here is first cousins then…”
“Then…”
“Edwina had children.”
Adelaide nodded. “That was my first thought. But there is another explanation. We know that her brothers both had families. There is the chance that one of the brothers had an illegitimate child, which could explain this.”
Ant sucked on her teeth and then exhaled. “This is pretty big.”
“I don’t quite know what to do with it. I think we need more information but I’m not sure where to look.”
“Where to look for what?” Mila said, coming out of the kitchen carrying a chair.
“I’ll tell you later,” said Ant. “What are you doing?”
“Um, book club is starting in like five minutes?”
Ant rolled her eyes. “Right, yes, I’ll be ready.” She beckoned to Adelaide. “Come into the kitchen for a minute. The others are going to start showing up soon.”
Adelaide followed and Ant put the file on the kitchen table. “Can I keep this for a couple of days?”
“Sure.”
“I’ll have an ask around. Maybe there’s some local gossip that I don’t know about or something. Maybe someone has a clue. It’s better than nothing. I don’t know where else we’d start. We can’t go around calling strangers to see if they have a missing woman for a grandmother or a great-grandmother.”
“It might come to that,” Adelaide said.
The shop bell rang and she could hear the sound of voices, Sylv’s ringing above the other’s. “The butler did it.”
Ant laughed. “Unlikely,” she said. Adelaide raised a questioning eyebrow. “They were reading Sherlock Holmes,” she explained.
“Plus, you know, the butler never does it.”
“Oh, he did. There’s a terrible novel by Mary Roberts Rinehart called The Door, in which the butler did actually do it. Though how the phrase got more traditionally associated with Agatha Christie, I don’t know. The butler was never the culprit in any Christie novel.”
“I know,” Adelaide said. “I spent one summer when I was fourteen reading all of them.”
Ant laughed again. “You and I would have been good friends at that age.”
“I doubt it.” Adelaide shook her head. “By the time you were fourteen, I was, what, almost thirty probably.”
“Aha, so age gaps bother you then, do they?”
“I didn’t say that,” Adelaide said.
She became uncomfortably aware that Ant was very close indeed. Close enough that their arms were almost touching.
“Sorry,” Ant said.
“For what?”
“For that. What I just said. It was inappropriate. Sorry. I just, uh, yeah. We kissed. It might take a hot minute for that to be forgotten.”
“Will it?” Adelaide turned and now Ant was right there, her face inches away, looking up at her with big blue eyes until Adelaide could feel that same heat threatening to ignite yet again.
Ant swallowed and moved the tiniest fraction so that her head was ever so slightly tilted to the right.
Adelaide swallowed and moved the tiniest fraction so that her head was ever so slightly tilted to the right.
“Oh for Jesus’ sake,” boomed Dave’s voice from the front of the shop.
“Ant, you coming?” asked Mila, popping her head around the door.
Adelaide moved so fast that she almost toppled over the one remaining kitchen chair. “Yes, you should go. I don’t mean to disturb you.”
“What, um, what’s going on out there?” asked Ant, her voice an octave higher than usual.
“Dave’s just found out he read the wrong story and Max hasn’t read anything. Oh, and Sylv is convinced that Holmes got the wrong man and thinks the lion should have been imprisoned.”
“It’s going swimmingly then,” said Ant, voice almost back to normal.
“Yeah, probably going to need your help with this one,” said Mila.
“I’ll be going then,” Adelaide said. “I’ll expect you tomorrow morning, the usual time?”
“Perfect,” Ant said.
And Adelaide left through the back door.



Chapter Twenty One
Ant closed the laptop.
“So?” Adelaide asked.
“There’s a problem.”
“Which is?”
“I need to know what happens next.”
Adelaide laughed. “That’s the sign of a good book. And since I haven’t written the rest yet, you’ll just have to wait.”
“It is going well though,” Ant said, feeling more than slightly relieved. “And in the spirit of you bringing me gifts the other day, I’ve got something for you.”
“You didn’t have to.”
Ant sighed and rubbed her eyes. “Maybe I did. You… you were the adult. You apologized. You faced up to what happened. To, um, to the fact that we, you know… And I should have been able to do the same. This wasn’t exactly a one sided affair and you shouldn’t shoulder all the blame. So I got you something.”
Adelaide grinned and accepted the small package that Ant held out. She unwrapped it so slowly that Ant wanted to gnaw on her fingernails. But when the package was finally undone, she held up the book and laughed.
“You like it?” asked Ant, anxiously.
“I love it,” said Adelaide. “The only problem is that I know exactly who did it. For once, it was the butler.”
“It’s a piece of crime literature history,” Ant said. “Don’t expect it to keep you up all night though, The Door isn’t exactly the best thing that I’ve ever read.”
“I shall read every word,” Adelaide said, starting to flick through the book.
It was important to Ant that Adelaide liked the gift. Not just because she did want to return the favor, but also because she wanted to know how good her judgment of Adelaide was.
The surprise party was coming together.
Okay, she’d had her doubts. After The Kiss, she’d thought that probably she should back off and not be so personal. But then Joss had called anyway and the idea had percolated in her head, and she’d decided why not?
It was unspeakably sad to her that Adelaide had never had a birthday party, and Ant suspected she wasn’t likely to tell many people the truth. So it was up to her to arrange something and arrange she had.
Not without help, of course. But that was one of the pleasures of living in a small town. Everyone had jumped in and everyone was keeping the secret. Which left one big job for Ant.
“Um, I was thinking that maybe tomorrow afternoon you could come down to the shop for a while.”
“I write in the afternoons,” Adelaide reminded her, still flicking through the book.
“Oh, not until later. Say around four maybe? Half past?”
Adelaide looked up. “I suppose I could. Why?”
Huh. Here was the tough part. There was really only one good excuse that Ant could think of. And whether Adelaide accepted it or not was a good test of just how good Ant’s judgment of her was. “I thought you could sign a few copies of your books if you’d like?” she said in an off hand way.
Adelaide’s eyebrow raised.
“Not in front of people, obviously,” Ant went on. “But just scribble in a few copies, put them out on the shelves. Up to you.” As though it didn’t matter at all.
“Thinking of selling them on eBay?”
Ant rolled her eyes. “No. The thought never crossed my mind. I wasn’t even thinking of upping the price. They’ll sell for the regular price and the lucky buyer will be just that, lucky. It’s just a nice thing to do.”
Adelaide stared at her for a second then sighed. “Yes, fine, if you like.”
“Don’t let me force you.”
“You’re not, it’s fine. I said it’s fine.”
“Yes, you said it like it’s not fine at all,” Ant said, reaching out for her tea mug.
“Seriously? You’re going to argue when I said that I’ll do it?”
“I’m not arguing, you’re the one with the attitude,” said Ant, grabbing at the mug and promptly hitting the edge of the teapot with it, sending both crashing to the floor.
“I have an attitude?” Adelaide said, getting up. “I’m not the one breaking things.”
“I didn’t damn well do it on purpose,” said Ant, getting up and bending down to pick up broken crockery.
“Right, sure,” said Adelaide, reaching down to help.
“Oh, please, like I’m some kind of sulky teenager who…”
Adelaide’s hand was on hers.
It was warm and soft and Ant felt sparks flying up her arm, felt her skin prickle with electricity. Then Adelaide was grabbing her wrist and Ant was looking up and Adelaide’s eyes had turned a darker shade of blue and her lips were close and red and…
“We can’t do this.”
“No,” Adelaide said, not moving a millimeter. “We can’t.”
“Absolutely not.”
“Absolutely not,” agreed Adelaide. Her cheeks were pink, her hair was coming undone, there was a lock of hair tickling at her cheek and Ant reached out and moved it. Then Adelaide was pulling at her, yanking her up until they were both standing.
“We’re not doing this,” Ant said. Her voice was shaking and Adelaide was standing too close, close enough that Ant could feel her breath.
“No, we’re not.”
Adelaide tilted her head but it was Ant that reached up. It was Ant that tangled her hand into that messy blonde hair and pulled Adelaide’s head down to meet hers. It was Ant whose lips were already parted, who was already ready for the kiss to happen.
Ant closed her eyes and let it happen. She couldn’t not. Her body felt like it was made from jelly, like she had no control over herself at all. If Adelaide’s hands weren’t on her hips she was pretty sure that she’d just collapse to the floor in a puddle of spilled tea and broken pottery.
Adelaide pulled back. “So, we’re not doing this?”
“No,” Ant said. “No, we’re not. I’m not looking for anything.”
“Neither am I,” agreed Adelaide.
“It’s not that I don’t think you’re attractive,” Ant said, worried for a second that Adelaide might get the wrong idea.
“Right,” Adelaide said.
Ant cleared her throat. “I, um, think that’s where you’re supposed to say that you also find me attractive.”
“That’s presumptuous, don’t you think?” Adelaide said, and she was leaning in closer until Ant had to close her eyes again as Adelaide’s soft lips met the skin just under her ear.
“Presumptuous?” she managed to say.
Adelaide raised her head again. “You’re just presuming that I also find you attractive?”
“So you don’t?”
“Did I say that?”
“Well, you didn’t say that you did,” Ant pointed out.
Adelaide narrowed her eyes and then, before Ant knew what was happening, bent slightly, wrapped her arms around Ant’s waist, and physically lifted her up, carrying her quickly and efficiently to a chaise longue in the corner of the room.
Ant let herself be deposited on the thick, satin material and lay there. Adelaide stood above her, watching her, seeming to examine every inch of her still-clothed body until Ant wriggled in either anxiety or anticipation.
“So, just to be clear, we’re not doing this. Despite the fact that you do find me attractive,” Adelaide said. “Though apparently, for you, the jury’s still out on whether or not I find you attractive.”
“You haven’t said it,” said Ant, extremely aware of the fact that she was playing with fire.
Adelaide’s eyes darkened even further. “The fact that I’ve just conveyed you to a chaise longue and placed you there tells you nothing, does it?”
“That depends,” Ant said. “On what you intend to do with me here.”
There was a long, long second of silence. Ant thought maybe she’d taken things too far. Maybe she’d pushed too hard for something she wasn’t even sure she wanted. No, that wasn’t true. It was something her body certainly wanted, though her brain was in strict disagreement.
Then Adelaide was leaning down, coming closer, straddling Ant and holding her hands above her head, pinning them down. Their faces were so close that Ant barely had to move to match her lips to Adelaide’s.
The kiss started and then went on and on as Ant’s body filled up with heat. Until she was panting and breathless. Until she couldn’t help herself but push her hips upwards, wanting contact with Adelaide, wanting more of this thing she should really, really not be doing.
Adelaide groaned in Ant’s mouth and Ant thought that she might black out.
She pushed upward again, pressing her breasts against Adelaide’s chest and Adelaide groaned again and for a millisecond Ant knew how this was going to end.
Adelaide let go of her hands, reaching down to grasp the bottom of Ant’s shirt, ready to pull it over her head, and Ant was so ready to feel skin that she shivered.
Then it was gone.
All gone.
Adelaide was hurriedly standing up and Ant felt cold and slightly foolish lying down.
“We’re not looking for anything,” Adelaide said huskily.
Ant swallowed and forced herself to sit up. “Right.”
“So this isn’t a thing. Me and you.”
“Right.”
Adelaide nodded. “So we’re on the same page?”
Ant nodded. They were, indisputably, on the same page. What that page was, however, was very much up for debate.
Adelaide perched on the edge of the sofa next to her. “I have to admit that I’m not terribly good at one night stands. Despite appearances, I, uh, do have a tendency to get attached.”
“I see,” Ant said, knowing exactly what was happening. “I understand. I, um, I get attached too.”
“Which is the only reason why I’m stopping this.”
“Right. Exactly.” Ant stood up, straightened her shirt. “Um, I should go. It might be safest. You’ll drop by the shop tomorrow? Around four?”
“Yes, yes, of course.”
Ant made for the door, ready to escape, ready to once again ignore whatever had just happened. Or not happened. Because Adelaide was the sensible adult, the voice of reason, and she was right.
“Ant?”
“Yes?” She turned just as she reached the door.
“We shouldn’t do anything. We shouldn’t start what we can’t finish. But just for the record, I do find you attractive.”
It took every ounce of control that Ant had to walk away, to leave the house, and to walk toward home without turning back.



Chapter Twenty Two
They walked together up the hill toward the house. It was very difficult, Ant thought, not to take Adelaide’s hand.
It should be weird, of course it should. Almost screw on a sofa and then walk out and things should definitely be weird. Yet it wasn’t. Adelaide had shown up at the shop and signed books, Ant had already dispatched everyone off to arrange what needed arranging, and they’d been just fine.
Probably because we’re adults, she’d told herself. Probably this is the grown up way of handling things. Probably that whole talking about things and being honest and open thing meant that life didn’t get awkward.
Probably.
Still, she had an overwhelming desire to take Adelaide’s hand as they walked up the hill toward her house.
“Any gossip yet?” Adelaide asked.
Ant, who was now wondering if everyone else was actually ready, frowned. “You’re asking for gossip? I thought you hated gossip?”
“About Edwina? You were supposed to be asking around, remember?”
“Oh, yes. Right. Um, I haven’t had time really, to be honest. But I’ll get right on that, I swear.”
“Busy trying to fix a hundred holes in the roof, huh?”
Ant blew a raspberry. “My life is busy fixing a hundred holes in the roof constantly.”
“What does that mean?”
She shrugged. “Just sometimes I feel like every time I get one thing figured out another leak springs up, you know what I mean?”
“Sort of.”
“Yeah, being rich will fix a lot of those leaks without you noticing them,” said Ant. She’d spotted Max’s police car parked off at the side of the road. She just hoped that Adelaide didn’t notice the same thing. “Uh, what’s, like, the most luxurious thing that you own?” she asked as a distraction.
“Oh, you mean my champagne fountain.”
Ant stopped, mouth open, until Adelaide started to laugh. “Ah, you’re kidding.”
“I don’t know, I don’t go in for over-indulgence, I suppose. No champagne fountains, no personal masseuse on call.”
For a second, Ant thought about massaging Adelaide. Thought about the feeling of her soft skin under her hands. And gulped. “Uh, good, I guess. You didn’t let money go to your head.”
“Despite what you might think,” Adelaide said as they crossed into the driveway. “Money isn’t everything.”
“Yeah? Well, it seems like it’d be a pretty good start. Because getting rained on inside isn’t everything either, to tell you the truth.”
“You could sell the shop,” pointed out Adelaide.
“Not going to happen.” Ant could feel Adelaide rolling her eyes. “Not without giving things a chance. I can make this work, I will make this work. I’ve just got a feeling.”
“Mmm,” Adelaide said, pulling keys out of her coat pocket. “You know, you really didn’t have to walk me home.”
“I’m being polite.”
“Right. Not hoping for a goodbye kiss at all?”
“I thought we weren’t doing that?” Ant said before she could stop herself.
Adelaide said nothing and for a moment Ant thought that something might be happening, that something might be changing. But Adelaide walked on and the moment was gone and Ant remembered that they weren’t exactly alone.
“Come on then,” said Adelaide as she reached the front door. “You might as well see what I’ve added to the book.”
Ant nodded dumbly as Adelaide unlocked the door. She thought she heard a giggle and a rustling of something that might have been balloons, but Adelaide strode on unaware toward the dining room.
“Surprise!”
Ant was just at the right angle to see Adelaide’s face. She saw true surprise that was quickly replaced by confusion and then a sort of defeated look that she really didn’t understand.
“Happy un-birthday to you,” Max started to sing. The others joined in, even Ant, until they reached a wavering crescendo at the end and Adelaide was smiling but not quite naturally.
“Well, what a surprise,” she managed to say.
Ant beamed. The dining table was laden with drinks and food, there were balloons and gifts and banners, this was a birthday party, and it had definitely been a surprise. Mission accomplished. Except whenever she caught Adelaide’s expression it looked like maybe she might have misjudged things after all.
“Come on, open mine first,” Sylv was saying.
It was, Ant supposed, not quite a Hollywood kind of party. There was no champagne fountain. Probably this wasn’t what Adelaide had had in mind when she’d mentioned parties. She’d meant glamour and bands and gift bags. Not villagers and cupcakes and mass produced balloons.
Her heart sank but she painted on her smile anyway, not wanting to disappoint anyone else, and went to get herself a drink.
ADELAIDE WAS STANDING by the window, a drink in her hand. Ant watched for a while before deciding she’d better be the bigger person and apologize. After all, Adelaide had done the apologizing before, maybe it was her turn.
“I’m sorry,” she said, stepping up to the window and looking out into the darkening evening.
“For what?”
“For planning all this and having it not be what you wanted. I just thought, well, I thought that you’d never had a birthday party and even though it wasn’t your birthday, maybe we could do something special for you. Make you happy. That’s all.”
Adelaide sighed. “It was a kind thought.”
“It’s not good enough though, right? It’s not what you expected?”
Adelaide looked at her now, frowning. “That’s not it at all. It’s beautiful, it was a lovely thought, it’s absolutely perfect.”
“Then what’s the problem?”
“I’m not sure you’d understand.”
“Try me.”
“Fine.” Adelaide exhaled. “These people, they’re here because of who I am. The party idea is very touching, Ant. But the people are here because you told them to be, or because they want a look at the famous crime writer, or they want a brush with fame. Whatever. They’re not here because of me, do you see what I mean?”
“Bullshit.”
“See? I said you wouldn’t understand.”
“No, you don’t understand.” Ant was getting cross now. She turned around and picked up a stray fork, clinking it against her glass. “Attention, please. We’re going to start a new little tradition here. We’re going to say why we’re here, what it is about Adelaide that has brought us here.” She looked around and spied Lyn. “Lyn, you go first.”
Lyn blushed bright red. “Um, okay. I, uh, I’m here because Ms. Park is kind and considerate. She notices when I look tired and has even sent me home after I was up all night. Not every employer is like that.”
“And she always praises my cooking,” put in Jen from a corner. “Not a meal goes by that she doesn’t stop in the kitchen to tell me thank you.”
Ant looked over to see Adelaide’s face going pinker and pinker and bit back a smile.
“I’m here because I like Adelaide and sometimes she hides with me,” Mila shouted up from the back.
Ant raised an eyebrow at Adelaide who just shook her head wearily.
“I’m here because Adelaide is a wonderfully interesting person who I’d like to know better,” said Max, grinning. “Maybe outside of my professional obligations?” Everyone chuckled.
“Well, I’m here because Ant told me to be,” grumbled Dave. “And ‘cos there’s cake.”
“Can’t win them all,” Ant whispered to Adelaide.
“I’m here because Adelaide makes our town more interesting,” Sylv said. “And because she’s always got a smile and says her pleases and thank yous. Unlike some of you around here.” She glared around with a sharp eye.
“See?”Ant said.
But before Adelaide could answer, Mila spoke up. “What about you, Ant?” she said, a mischievous glint in her eye. “Why are you here?”
Ant looked around the room aware that her cheeks were flaming and everyone was watching her. “I, um, I’m here because, well, because I arranged everything,” she finished, weakly. “Now drink up and eat, we don’t want any of this food going to waste.”
It took a second, but eventually the room filled with chatter again and Ant let out a sigh of relief.
“Almost got hoist by your own petard there, didn’t you?” Adelaide said, leaning in so that Ant felt the warm brush of her breath on her cheek.
She stepped back. “You need to stop being so full of yourself.”
“Are you going to be mean to me on my birthday?”
“It’s not your birthday,” Ant said. “And I mean it. You spend so much time thinking that people only want your money or your influence that you forget that people might actually like you.”
Adelaide bit her lip. “Maybe I could be a little more… accepting.”
“Maybe? Maybe you could be a little nicer too. I mean, like it or not, you’re a part of the town while you’re here. People want to get to know you, that’s all. You could try being less irritating, less closed off, you could try letting people in.”
Adelaide sighed. “Fine. I’ll try harder. Happy?”
“Slightly.”
“Only slightly?”
Ant narrowed her eyes and looked carefully at Adelaide. “Why are you here?”
“You know why I’m here. There was… an altercation. Dave and his tractor.”
“That’s not what I meant. I meant why are you really here. What happened to you that you ended up in England, what are you running away from?”
“Who said I’m running away from anything?”
Ant just kept staring at her until Adelaide looked away.
“Fine. There was a thing.”
“What thing?”
Music started pumping out of a bluetooth speaker on the mantlepiece. “Come on, come on, it’s dancing time,” Sylv cheered.
“May I have this dance?” Max asked, coming to hold out his hand to Adelaide.
“I won’t forget,” Ant said as Adelaide was dragged away. “You’ve got some opening up to do!”



Chapter Twenty Three
Adelaide leaned on the door frame, watching. Ant was sitting in a chair by the fire. The house was finally empty, the guests gone, and an empty wine glass dangled from Adelaide’s hand.
She half-wanted Ant to leave too, wanted time to figure out what was going on in her head, with her body. The other half of her never wanted Ant to leave again, which was a very dangerous state of affairs.
Ant was leaning back, head tilted upwards, eyes closed though she obviously wasn’t asleep. Firelight played on the pale skin of her neck.
She was different. Adelaide could see that now. She could see that Ant wasn’t like the rest. She wasn’t interested in the money, the influence, anything else. She was, as much as it pained her to say it, a good person.
This evening had been enough to prove all that. Ant had acted out of the kindness of her heart. She had nothing to gain by throwing a party. Nor, Adelaide could see now, did most of the people there. She had played her part in town life, a small part, but a part nonetheless. And maybe one day, part of her could belong to a place like this. A place where people took it for granted that she was who she was but treated her no different because of it.
Maybe that was what she needed.
But, piped up that irritating voice at the back of her head, there’s something else you need, isn’t there?
She felt desire curling up in her belly like a warm cat as she watched Ant.
“Are you going to stand there for the rest of the night watching me like some creepy stalker?”
Adelaide snorted. “What makes you think I was watching you?”
“Well, there’s nobody else here, is there?”
“I was just wondering when you were going to wake up and start clearing up after your party.”
“It was your party, technically, and I wasn’t asleep,” Ant said.
“Could have fooled me,” said Adelaide.
She’d made a decision, just right then, just in the second that Ant had turned from the fire and opened her eyes. Ant was right. She should open up. Ant deserved that, if nothing else.
“Give me five minutes to sit down and I’ll start collecting glasses,” Ant said with a sigh.
“No you won’t. I’ll get on that in the morning with Lyn and Jen, it’s the least I can do,” said Adelaide, walking over to the small desk by the window and picking up her laptop.
Ant groaned. “You’re not working now, are you?”
Adelaide didn’t answer. She opened up the computer and forced herself to not only look at the icon at the top right of the screen, but to double click on it, opening the document. “Here,” she said, passing it over to Ant.
“What’s this?”
“The reason I ran away from everything,” said Adelaide, quietly.
She poured herself another glass of wine from a bottle on the coffee table and sat down on the couch facing the popping fire. Stretching out her legs she drank and thought and waited as long minutes passed.
She didn’t look at Ant, couldn’t look at her. So she let her read in peace.
“I don’t understand,” Ant said, finally breaking the silence.
“Don’t understand what?” asked Adelaide, sitting up straighter and putting her wine glass down.
“Anything,” said Ant. She looked back at the computer. “This is, well, it’s wonderful. But…”
“But it’s not Detective Dennis,” supplied Adelaide. “Which was kind of the problem.” She sighed. Opening up was all very well, but actually putting pain into words was harder than she’d thought it would be.
“You wrote this.” It wasn’t a question.
“I wanted something that was my own,” Adelaide said, staring into the fire. “For once I wanted something that was my story, unaffected by books that had gone before it, not caring what the public was going to think. The trouble with writing a character that everyone loves is that everyone then thinks they own that character.”
“I see,” Ant said gently. She put the laptop down, stood up, and came to sit on the couch. “So you wrote this.”
“I did,” agreed Adelaide. “I wrote it and I know it’s good. But when I showed it to my American agent she flat out refused to shop it anywhere. She said that I’d be ruining the brand, ruining the Lloyd Franklin brand that is.”
“But you could publish it under your own name.”
“That was always the plan, it was what I wanted. But she still refused. Like I’m some kind of money machine, like my only responsibility is to keep churning out the Dennis books. So… Well, I over-reacted.”
“You fired her, left the country, and ended up here.”
“Yes.” Adelaide sniffed. “Not sure I really thought that one through too much. I was just so angry. So angry that I’d spent all those years doing what I was supposed to do, pleasing people, making money for them, and what was my reward? I just have to keep doing the same thing, I suppose.”
Ant put a hand on her leg and Adelaide immediately felt the warmth of it flowing over her skin. “That’s unfair. Unkind and unfair.”
“That’s life,” Adelaide said. She shrugged. “It’s not like there’s much I can do about it now.”
Ant sighed. “I’m sorry. It’s not like I can help or anything, even if I wish I could.” She darted a glance at Adelaide. “Not for money or anything else, just because I’d quite like to help you, that’s all.”
“Yeah, yeah, I get it. I’m a bitch. I know. But… it’s a protective thing, it’s a defense. Okay, you might not want anything from me, but plenty of people do, you know.”
“Do you mean that?”
Adelaide stopped. The feeling in the room had changed. There was something else now, tension, electric, something exciting and tangible in the air. “Mean what?” She watched Ant’s hand, not looking her in the eye.
“That I don’t want anything from you?” Ant asked.
“I mean it. I… I guess I trust you. And I owe you a big thank you. What you did, the party, tonight, it was considerate and kind and lovely. I don’t think I’ve ever had anyone do something like that for me before.”
“That might be a problem then,” Ant said. Her voice was husky. “Because the truth is that I do want something from you. I want something very badly from you.”
Adelaide’s heart started to beat faster. She swallowed. “I know.” It came out as a whisper.
Ant cleared her throat. “But we shouldn’t.”
“I know,” Adelaide said again.
There was a long silence and Ant’s hand lay on Adelaide’s leg and the fire crackled and the air crackled.
“Except,” Ant said. “Except, I’ve been thinking.”
“Should I be worried?”
“Breaking the tension with a joke, nice,” Ant said. “I mean it. I’ve been thinking. And I think we might have this all wrong.”
Adelaide found she was suddenly tired. Not tired as in she wanted to sleep. But tired of fighting this, tired of locking herself away, tired of being herself. “In what way, exactly?”
“We’re neither of us looking for anything. You have your career, I have mine. If you can call a falling down old book shop a career.”
“And neither of us wants a one night stand,” put in Adelaide.
“But why are those the only two choices?” Ant asked.
Now Adelaide did look at her. Ant’s eyes were heavy lidded and cloudy with wanting, her lips were already swollen and Adelaide wanted more than anything to kiss them.
“What if we found a middle ground?” Ant asked softly, her hand moving to take Adelaide’s wrist, her thumb stroking against the base of her palm.
“A middle ground,” Adelaide repeated, almost hypnotized by Ant’s movements.
“Well, the way I see it,” said Ant, thumb still stroking. “We could be friends.”
“Friends?”
Ant blushed a little and Adelaide really, really wanted to kiss those lips. “Okay, a little more than friends. But less than a relationship. I mean, we could give in to what we want, to what we both want. That doesn’t mean it has to be a one night stand and then we never see or speak to each other again, does it?”
“I guess not.” Ant’s thumb moved down to her wrist, stroking small circles that Adelaide could definitely feel in other parts of her body.
“So why not?” Ant asked. “We’re both adults, you’re around for another couple of weeks. No strings attached. Well, maybe one string. I would like to stay in touch. A phone call, an email. You know, be friends.”
“Right,” Adelaide said.
It wasn’t that Ant wasn’t making sense, she very much was. It was that the feelings Adelaide currently had were blocking out more reasonable trains of thought.
“I feel like you don’t have many friends. That maybe you could use one,” Ant said.
And the firelight was flickering over her face and Adelaide was slowly losing any inhibitions she had left.
“Can we give ourselves permission to do this then?” Ant asked.
Slowly, Adelaide nodded.
Then the fire crackled and popped and the night breeze blew against the window and neither of the moved.
Adelaide coughed. “Um, now that this is all decided and everything, I, well, I’m not sure I really know where to start.”
A grin spread across Ant’s face. “Oh, that’s easy,” she said, leaning in just a little closer. “You start just like this.”



Chapter Twenty Four
Ant’s fingers trembled as she unbuttoned the front of Adelaide’s shirt. The lights were out, but the glow of the fire still played on her skin and Ant was almost afraid to touch her.
“Take your time, why don’t you?” Adelaide said. “It’s not like I’m waiting here or anything.”
Ant snorted a laugh. “Impatient, are we?”
“Impatient? I’ve been thinking about the way your skin would feel against mine since pretty much the first time I met you. And you’re calling me impatient?” Adelaide was scowling.
Forcing her fingers to move faster, Ant couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “Since the first time you met me? That long?”
“Maybe now isn’t the time for this kind of conversation,” Adelaide said, she pushed Ant’s hands away and tore her own shirt off, revealing a plain, white bra and skin that was more tanned than Ant had imagined.
Ant could only look on as Adelaide matter-of-factly reached around and unhooked her bra, pulling it off in one swift movement.
“Oh, sorry, was I supposed to take my time with that?” Adelaide asked, an evil grin on her face. “Was I supposed to tease you more? Because I could, if you’d like?”
Ant could only squeak a little as she took in the sight of Adelaide’s body, bared to the firelight, as she lay on the rug.
“More teasing it is then,” said Adelaide. She took hold of the edge of Ant’s sweater and moved it barely a millimeter, then a millimeter more.
Ant managed to tear her eyes away for the quick second it took her to yank her sweater over her head, complete with the t-shirt under it, and then to pull off the crop-top she was wearing instead of a bra.
“Now who’s impatient?” purred Adelaide. She reached out and placed a hand in the curve of Ant’s waist and Ant’s blood pressure sky rocketed. “Come to me,” she said.
With a deep, steadying breath, Ant just about managed to control herself. “Do you think that just because you’re older and taller than me that you get to make the rules?” she asked, extremely proud of how steady her voice was.
“Do I not?” said Adelaide, one finely arched eyebrow raised.
In answer, Ant pushed her back onto the rug and with one single, solitary finger traced a line down the center of her torso, stopping only when she came to the waistband of Adelaide’s underwear.
“You can choose,” Ant said. “You can make the rules or I can let my finger continue on its journey. What do you say?”
Adelaide’s eyes were starting to close, she could see the pulse in her throat, could feel her breath coming faster. “I say that you’re evil and a tease and not at all the kind, considerate person that I referred to earlier this evening,” she said, eyes glittering.
Ant slid her fingernail under the elastic waistband, letting it flick back against Adelaide’s skin. “Wanna make the rules?” she asked, drawing out the moment when she was going to do what she knew she was going to do.
Silently, Adelaide shook her head and Ant let her finger gently trace a line further down, over the elastic waistband, over the smooth cotton of the underwear. Adelaide gasped and then bit her lip.
Without taking her eyes off Adelaide’s face, Ant reached up, twisted the elastic of Adelaide’s underwear in her fingers and slid it down. Adelaide lifted her hips obediently.
“Good,” Ant said, barely able to breathe herself. “Good girl.”
“Jesus,” hissed Adelaide.
“Hmm. You like being called a good girl, do you?” said Ant. She moved, crawling up Adelaide’s body until they were face to face.
“Maybe,” Adelaide whispered.
“Well maybe it’s time you weren’t such a good girl.” Ant leaned in, gently brushing her lips against Adelaide’s. At the same time, she reached down with one hand and roughly parted Adelaide’s legs until she could insert her own leg between them.
“Oh, I’m always good,” said Adelaide. But her voice was trembling and Ant caught it.
“Not always,” she said. Quickly, sharply, she brought her thigh up and in contact with Adelaide’s sex. She heard the gasp, felt the wetness against her skin. “Not always,” she said again, before lowering her head and taking Adelaide’s breast into her mouth.
She tongued a nipple that was already hard, kept pressure on her thigh, and after what felt like forever but could only have been a second, she felt Adelaide respond, her hips bucking, her whole body moving in a rhythm that Ant recognized immediately.
She leaned into it, suckling now at Adelaide’s breast harder, letting her tongue move in circles as Adelaide created her own friction. She could feel Adelaide sliding against her leg and knew that she was close.
She was prepared to give her this first one, she thought. She was prepared to let excitement take over, let it go quickly. She grinned to herself. The second time would be nowhere near as fast.
She felt wetness pooling inside her, felt her pulse down in her core as Adelaide thrust against her thigh. She felt the strain in Adelaide’s stomach as every muscle pushed her toward her goal.
Finally, she pulled her head up. Adelaide’s cheeks were pink, her eyes were closed, she was biting her lip.
“Open your eyes,” Ant said.
Adelaide’s eyes flicked open and were cloudy with lust. Ant felt her breath catch in her chest and pushed herself harder against Adelaide’s sex so that she groaned.
“Cum for me,” she said.
Adelaide’s eyes flashed closed again and her hips pushed up and Ant could feel the waves of pleasure sweeping through her body, could feel the trembling, shaking moment that she let go of control and let herself be washed away by the tide.
She held herself still and waited until Adelaide’s muscles started to relax again until her breath came back to her.
“I wasn’t expecting you to be quite so obedient,” she said.
“I’m not sure I was either,” said Adelaide, breath still coming hard. “But then, apparently you’re good at making me do unexpected things.”
Ant lifted an eyebrow. “I’m not entirely sure I want you to be unexpected right this second,” she said, feeling the heat inside her still pulsing.
“Oh, don’t worry, I know what I’m doing,” said Adelaide.
She reached out and took Ant’s wrists, one in each hand. Then with one smooth movement she rolled them both over so that she was pinning Ant to the floor.
“Martial arts training,” she murmured. “Unexpected enough?”
“I don’t know. I’m pretty sure I expected you to be an ass-kicker of some form or another.”
“Really? That’s what you see in me?”
“Really? That’s what you currently want to discuss?” Ant asked.
Adelaide smiled and Ant’s stomach clenched in desire and a new flood of wetness appeared from somewhere.
“Oh, don’t worry,” Adelaide said. “My mouth is about to be far too busy to be discussing anything.”
Ant held her breath as Adelaide looked her in the eye and slowly started kissing down her stomach. She held her breath so long that when Adelaide’s mouth finally landed on her center she exhaled in a long, low moan that echoed through the empty house.
Her fingers tangled in the long hair of the rug as her hands tightened into fists. Her eyes screwed tight shut as Adelaide’s tongue got to work. And her breath started to come faster almost immediately, her every cell straining for release.
THE FIRE BURNED low in the grate, the light orange and mellow as Ant propped her head up on her hand, watching Adelaide doze.
This could only really end one way, she knew that. It wasn’t a relationship, and it wasn’t a one night stand, they’d agreed on that. But there was still only one thing that could end up happening. They’d be apart.
It wasn’t what she wanted, but then since when was life fair?
She had the shop here and Adelaide had her fine life elsewhere. Even if she wanted to leave Whitebridge, which she certainly did not, it wasn’t like she’d fit into Adelaide’s other life.
It wasn’t like she had nice clothes and high class manners. She wouldn’t know what to talk to a publisher about, and she ran a book shop.
So this would have to be enough.
And it wasn’t as though she’d been so successful at building relationships. Maybe this was what she needed. Maybe this could be enough.
“Now who’s creepily watching?” Adelaide said, her eyes still closed.
“I thought I’d worn you out.”
“As if.” Adelaide opened her eyes. “You think I’m that easily exhausted? I haven’t even half-emptied my tank yet.”
“Well, it’s been a long day and you had your birthday party and—” Ant’s sentence was cut off by Adelaide’s hand inserting itself between her legs.
“Sorry,” Adelaide said, her fingers tickling up into Ant’s wetness. “You were saying?”
“I was saying,” started off Ant quite strongly. Adelaide’s fingers moved up a little more. “Thatyouseemedtired,” she finished up all in one word.
“I’m certainly not too tired for you.”
Ant’s eyes started to close as her blood started to desert her brain and flee to other body parts. “I’m so glad,” she managed to say.
“You do look a little tired yourself,” Adelaide purred into her ear. “Maybe you should lie back and let me do the work.”
It wasn’t as though she had any choice. Ant’s muscles were in rebellion, refusing to do anything other than focus on the center of her pleasure. She collapsed down onto the floor and pulled Adelaide close to her as Adelaide’s fingers deftly got to work.
If this is what this was going to be, was her last cohesive thought, then she’d better make sure to enjoy it while she could.



Chapter Twenty Five
“Do it,” had been Ant’s last words before she left.
Adelaide sat at the dining table, phone in front of her, tapping her fingers and thinking.
It was true that Joss was different. Compared to Marcy, Adelaide’s ex-US agent, Joss was a pussy cat. But Adelaide suspected she was like one of those kid’s TV characters that could morph from sweet pussy cat into rabid tiger at the drop of a hat.
It was true that Joss had helped her. Without question, she’d be in far more of a jam had Joss not come through for her with a place to stay. She imagined that whatever Joss had had to say to the publisher about her book not being written, the conversation had not been a pretty one.
It was true that whatever might have happened, Adelaide still thought that the book she’d written was a good one. Strike that. A great one.
It was also true that for some bizarre reason having Ant behind her, supporting her, pushing her to do this, made her feel better about things in general. Which was weird because sex was sex and business was business and Adelaide couldn’t see where they mixed together.
“Everything alright in here, dear?” Lyn said, popping her head around the door.
Adelaide sighed.
“Oh dear, that doesn’t sound good. Hungover, are we?”
Adelaide chuckled a little at this. She’d had all of three glasses of wine across an entire evening and night. A sex hangover, on the other hand, she could definitely be suffering from. Her legs ached in pleasurable ways and she still had the memory of Ant’s fingers on her flesh.
“If you’re faced with a choice, how do you decide?” she said, instead of answering Lyn’s question.
Lyn came into the room, a puzzled look on her face. “Um, just go with whatever I fancy, I suppose.”
“No, I don’t mean a choice of what to have for dinner. I mean a real choice. Something that could be life-changing, but might not be. Something that could give you what you’ve always wanted, but might not do. Something weighty.”
Lyn exhaled and pushed out her lower lip in thought, then she shrugged. “I’d ask my Greg.”
“Who’s that?”
“My husband. I’d ask him.” She caught the look on Adelaide’s face and shook her head. “No, not that I need a man to tell me what to do, nothing like that. Just sometimes, when you’re deciding something big, you’re too far inside it, you know what I mean? Sometimes you need someone a bit more outside things to give you a better view of what’s going on.”
“Seems logical,” Adelaide said, eyes turning back to the phone.
“But then, you probably know what you’re going to do anyway,” Lyn said. “Mostly we do. We just want someone to tell us what we already know.”
Adelaide sighed again. “Yes. I think you’re right.” She reached out for her phone. “Thank you. Everything’s fine in here. I just need to make a call.”
“Right you are then. I’ll leave you to it.”
Adelaide looked up just as Lyn was leaving. “And thank you for coming last night. It meant a lot to me that you were there.”
Lyn blushed bright as a beet. “You’re welcome. It was lovely being there. And, if you don’t mind me saying so, it’s nice having you around in town. Makes Whitebridge that much more interesting.”
“Because I’m a famous writer?” Adelaide couldn’t help but say, an edge to her voice.
Lyn frowned. “No, because you’re an interesting person,” she said as though she hadn’t thought of any other explanation.
Adelaide swallowed but Lyn was gone before she could say any more. With one last big sigh, she unlocked her phone and pressed the icon before she could change her mind.
HER FEET WERE light as she tripped along the high street. Just as she passed the pub she saw a riot of color, the first of the fresh yellow daffodils bobbing their heads on the village green. White clouds scudded across a bright blue sky and for once everything seemed… perfect.
The church stuck its spire straight up, the mellow smell of beer came from the pub, outside the shop Sylv was straightening up boxes of apples.
“Morning,” Sylv called out.
“It’s afternoon,” said Adelaide.
And Sylv laughed, shook her head. “Where does the time go?” she said, before disappearing back into the shop.
It was perfect and lovely and more than that, it felt… home-like. Comfortable. Without even realizing that it had happened, Adelaide had settled in. She’d made friends. Well, she knew people. She was writing. She was… happy. She was happy.
It was a strange feeling, smooth and creamy and nice, but at the same time unfamiliar and weird.
Happy.
She heard the book shop bell cling from across the street as someone came out of the door. She waved at Max, who was carrying a book.
“It’s one of yours,” he said, pointing at the package. “I missed number fifteen. Didn’t even realize until I was re-reading the series. What an idiot am I?” He shook his head fondly at himself and was trotting off down the street back to the police station before Adelaide could even offer to sign the book for him.
He hadn’t asked, she thought. He could have asked her to sign it and he hadn’t. Because not everyone wants things from you, she reminded herself. Because you’re not the center of this world.
“Hello, stranger.”
Ant came out of the book shop door, flannel shirt over tight jeans, battered sneakers on her feet and hair mussed. And Adelaide wanted to take her right there. She had to swallow to get moisture back in her mouth. “Hi,” she finally managed to say.
“So? Did you do it?”
Adelaide nodded.
“And?”
“She, um, I mean Joss, she…” It was almost unbelievable and she couldn’t put it into words in case the whole thing turned out to be a dream and she woke up.
“She loved the idea, right?” Ant said, beaming up at her. “Come on, come inside, I’ve got the kettle on.”
Adelaide followed her into the dusty dimness of the shop. “She probably only agreed to read it because I told her the Dennis novel was half-finished,” she said.
“Or maybe she agreed to read it because she’s curious and thinks it would be a good idea to publish something under your name.”
Adelaide considered this. “She did sound excited about it. She made me send the manuscript right then, while she was still on the phone.”
“She loved the idea,” said Ant, grinning widely. “I knew she would. Your American agent was an idiot. You deserve someone who believes in you, not just in your brand, that’s ridiculous.”
Adelaide finally relaxed, letting herself believe that the news was true, letting herself finally get used to the idea that she’d done what she’d always wanted to do. She leaned against the counter. “I guess you’re right.”
“You know I am. Now let me get you that tea.”
Adelaide grabbed Ant’s wrist as she walked past. “Not so fast.”
“But—”
“No buts,” Adelaide said. Ant’s eyes were already starting to darken and she could feel her heart beating harder. “I have you to thank for this. Or maybe this place, I don’t know. Joss was right about one thing, I found inspiration here.”
“You just needed quiet and calm to write in.”
“And I had to be forced to stand still and stop running for a while,” agreed Adelaide. “But that doesn’t detract from the fact that I absolutely have you to thank. You listened to me when no one else would, you talked me through plot points and made my writing fresh again. Detective Dennis lives again because of you.”
Ant flushed. “I don’t think I was quite as instrumental as all that.”
“Well, you were very instrumental in giving me the confidence to shop my new book again, in making sure that I pitched the idea to Joss.”
“You’d have done it yourself eventually.”
“I’m not so sure that I would,” Adelaide said and she was pulling Ant even closer. Close enough to feel her heat, close enough that her pulse started beating erratically again, close enough that she could see the freckles on Ant’s nose. “The only question now is how on earth I’m going to thank you.”
Ant’s arms sneaked around her waist, her hips pushing in against Adelaide’s thighs. “Oh, I think you might think of a way,” she said, voice low and scratchy.
“Eugh. Could you not think of a way while I’m down here?” Mila said, popping up from behind the counter.
Adelaide jumped, releasing Ant.
“Mila,” Ant groaned.
“I know, I know, I spoiled the moment,” Mila said, without a trace of regret on her face. “But then think about how awkward it would have been if I hadn’t said anything at all.”
Adelaide laughed and Ant rolled her eyes. “What were you doing down there?”
“Eavesdropping,” Mila said immediately. She sighed and put her elbows on the counter, her chin in her hands. “I was hoping that I was going to get some juicy facts about your new podcast to put on the website, but you’re so busy with all this kissy stuff that I got nothing.”
“Jesus,” Ant said. “I’ve been meaning to go and talk to some of the older people around town for the last week now to try and get some gossip, but I’ve been so busy with the party and everything.”
“You’re stuck, aren’t you?” Mila asked.
Adelaide flashed a look at Ant, then they both nodded.
“You know who you should go and ask? Lilian.” Mila pushed her blue hair back off her forehead. “She and Eleanor always knew what was going on around town.”
Ant pouted thoughtfully. “Actually, that’s not a bad idea.” She cocked her head at Adelaide. “Come on then, let’s go.”
“Where are we going?” Adelaide asked.
Ant looked at Mila. “Um, an old people’s home.”
“Are you serious?” Adelaide asked, sort of horrified by the idea.
“Oh, just you wait and see,” Ant laughed as she dragged her out of the door.



Chapter Twenty Six
Ant slipped her hand into Adelaide’s as they walked up the lane. She was pleasantly tired, but the key word there was pleasantly.
Okay, okay, the sex had been good. Great.
But there was something about this, something about holding hands and walking down the lane, that was maybe even better. It was comfortable, nice, familiar in a way that it shouldn’t be because they’d never walked this way before.
“So who is Lilian again?” Adelaide asked.
Ant could tell she was happy. There was a lightness about her, a shine to her. It was strange to think that someone as rich, as attractive, as together as Adelaide could have doubts about herself. But it turned out that she was just like everyone else. Now Joss had settled those doubts, at least for the time being, and Adelaide was calmer, nicer.
“She’s my aunt. Well, great aunt, though I never called her that. She and her partner Eleanor used to run Queens of Crime and they took me over when my parents died.”
“Are we talking business partner or partner partner?”
“Well, I suppose to the outside world they were business partners. But the whole town knew that they were so much more than that.”
“Christ, don’t let the Republicans hear that,” Adelaide said. “A lesbian brought up by lesbians, they’ll have a field day.”
“It wasn’t like that.”
“I was kidding. So Lilian and Eleanor left you the shop and retired out here?”
“Lilian did,” said Ant. “Eleanor, she, um, she’s been gone a little while now. Two years in July. Cancer.”
“I’m sorry.”
“It wasn’t your fault.”
“I never said it was, I was just saying sorry. As in I feel sorry for you because that must have hurt dreadfully. It’s obvious that you’re very attached to them.”
“I am,” Ant said.
“Which is why, I suppose, you can’t let the shop go?”
Ant sighed. “Partly. I want to do them justice. But also, I think I can make something of this, I really do. I just need the chance to prove myself.” She turned into the driveway.
“Jesus,” Adelaide said, stopping. “This isn’t an old people’s home, it’s a country club.”
“Oh, just you wait until you see inside,” Ant laughed. “It’s pretty fancy. Eleanor came from money and she certainly wasn’t afraid to spend it on the finer things when necessary. She had her and Lilian booked in here years ago, they were just waiting for me to be old enough to take over the shop.”
“The Queens of Crime, huh?”
“I think it’s a play on words, an old one anyway,” Ant said as they walked up the drive. “The Queen of Crime is obviously Christie. But there’s two aunts, so they’re Queens. Plus, there’s the gay vibe to the word, though it generally applies to men of a certain class and age. Eleanor in particular liked that.”
“She sounds like a blast.”
“You have no idea,” Ant said, smiling at the memory. “She wore a three piece suit every day, complete with pocket watch, and insisted on smoking a pipe. She was perfectly happy with customers thinking she was a man and was thoroughly comfortable with herself.”
“You must miss her.”
“Every day,” said Ant sadly. “But Lilian says we mustn’t dwell in the past, and she’s right.”
“I’ve got to say, I’m getting slightly intimidated by this Lilian character.”
“Oh, she’s a character alright,” grinned Ant. “Come on, it’s after lunch, she’ll be in the bar by now.”
“Bar?”
“They’re not prisoners, you know,” Ant said, opening the big glass front doors. “They’re adults and allowed to drink.”
“Right,” Adelaide said, following Ant inside.
LILIAN WAS PERCHED on a barstool with a woman on either side of her. But she got up when she saw Ant, her face split in half by a smile.
“My, my, my, and here was I thinking my favorite niece had forgotten me.”
“I’m your only niece,” Ant grumbled as Lilian kissed her cheek, leaving a smear of red lipstick. “And this is—”
“Oh, my dear, no introductions necessary. This is Adelaide Park, also known as Lloyd Franklin, and I’m absolutely honored to meet you.” Adelaide held out her hand, but Lilian swooped her into a hug and kissed her firmly on both cheeks, leaving matching red smears on her skin. “Let’s find a table.”
Ant handed Adelaide a tissue and gestured at her to wipe her face. “Can I move in here now?” Adelaide whispered.
“I’m not sure you’re old enough,” Ant whispered back. “But I can put your name down if you want?”
“Twice. Just in case,” Adelaide murmured as Lilian ushered a couple in tennis clothes away from a small table.
“So, tell me all, I’m assuming you’re here for my vast array of knowledge in many areas and not just to parade your fancy new girlfriend in front of me,” Lilian said, sitting down.
Ant blushed. “Lil, she’s not my girlfriend.” She didn’t even dare look at Adelaide.
Lilian raised one carefully drawn on eyebrow. “Is she not then?” she drawled.
“We’re… good friends,” Adelaide supplied.
Lilian laughed. “And shall forever be known to history as such,” she cackled. “Now out with it. I’ve got Canasta at two and I shan’t be late, not even for Lloyd Franklin.”
Ant looked at Adelaide who shrugged in return, then cleared her throat. “It’s like this,” she started. “We’re starting a podcast.” She paused. “Um, that’s a kind of radio program that—”
“I’m old, not stupid,” Lilian said. “I know what a podcast is. What of it?”
“Okay, a true crime podcast about Edwina Banks.”
To Ant’s surprise, her Aunt started to laugh, her cheeks turning a shade of pink that clashed with her blusher.
“What?” asked Ant.
“Oh dear,” Lilian said. “I never thought I’d have to come clean about this at my time of life. Honestly, you think you’ve gotten away with a crime, but you never truly do, do you?” She turned to Adelaide. “You’re either haunted by your own guilt, or uncovered by a relentless detective. There are no secrets in Whitebridge. Well, except this one and I think it’s about the last.”
Ant felt her stomach clench. “Lilian, what have you done?”
“Me? Nothing,” Lilian said airily. “Eleanor, on the other hand…”
Ant sighed and rubbed at her face. “You’d better tell us.”
“There’s nothing to tell, not really.” Lilian smiled a little at her memory. “We’d just started the shop, you see. And tourists were starting to come to the villages, lots of Americans and Eleanor was the business-minded one. She said we needed a pull, something to get the tourists into our village, into our shop.”
“Okay,” Ant said. “So?”
“So they made it up,” Adelaide said. “Right?”
“Sort of,” admitted Lilian. “There was an Edwina Banks and she did disappear. But it was a bit more mundane than her disappearing into thin air. But oh, you should have seen Eleanor’s face when she lit that candle up at the house every Halloween eve. She took so much joy in it.”
“That was you two?” Ant asked.
“Old Trev, he was the groundskeeper back then, used to let us into the empty house to do our dark deeds,” Lilian said. “And I think it was a high point of the year for El. We’d walk around the empty house after, dreaming of what we’d do with it if it was ours. Then after a while, we’d blow the candle out and make our escape.”
“So there’s no mystery?” Ant asked.
Lilian shook her head. “No, dear, there’s not, I’m afraid. Edwina Banks didn’t have the happiest of lives, at least not while she was here, but she wasn’t the victim of anything other than the morals of the time.”
“Let me guess,” Adelaide said. “She was a party girl who partied a little too hard and found herself in trouble?”
“Got it in one,” said Lilian. “She went off to London to have the baby and never came back. Back when El and I were starting out it was common local knowledge, at least among the older folk. The tourists didn’t know better though, and they liked the idea of a local mystery. El used to run tours in the summer time, up around the gardens and such.”
“I HAD NO idea,” Ant said as they walked back toward town.
“Of course you didn’t,” Adelaide said, squeezing her hand. “I know that.”
“But all this work we did and it was for nothing.” She’d been thinking of the podcast as something that would keep them together. No matter what else happened, no matter where Adelaide went, they had a project together, something that would keep them in touch.
“It happens,” Adelaide said. “Sometimes you start a manuscript and it’s all wrong. The only thing to do is scrap it and start over.”
“We don’t have time to start over,” Ant said.
“You have time to start over,” said Adelaide.
“But you don’t.” There was the start of things sliding, things crumbling, and Ant wanted to shore things up but knew that she couldn’t. She had no right to.
“Ant, we’re not going to make this difficult, are we?” Adelaide let go of her hand.
“No,” Ant said. “No, we’re not. I know what we agreed to.”
“Good,” Adelaide said. “Because I’m not gone yet, you know.”
There was a promise in her words that made Ant smile, that made her heart beat a little faster. She was just about to suggest that they went up to the Banks’ house for a late lunch and maybe a little more when she saw Max waving from in front of the police station.
“Adelaide!”
He was holding something and it took another few steps before the small plastic card in his hand was identifiable as a driver’s license.



Chapter Twenty Seven
“I’ve re-booked your suite and arranged for a car to be delivered to the house,” Joss said efficiently.
“Already?” Adelaide couldn’t help but say.
“Well, I rather thought that you’d be glad to get out of there. You’ve got your license back, you’re writing again, and, to be honest, I’m going to need you in more than a few meetings.”
“Meetings?” said Adelaide. “The Dennis book won’t be finished for weeks yet. I’m only on a first draft.”
“Not for that, for the new one.”
“The new one?”
Joss sighed. “Fine. I was going to keep this as a welcome back surprise, but I’ve already shown the script to your publisher and they’re all over it. I gave them first refusal, but there was no question that they want it.”
“You… you sold it already?”
“Did you not want me to?”
“I, uh, of course, but—”
“But this isn’t a Lloyd Franklin book. It’s a you book. Which means we have new contracts to set up, new marketing plans, new everything. There’s a lot to do here, Ad.”
“Right.”
She looked out of the window at the way the sun slanted across the grass. A lot to do. Of course there was. And she needed to get back to her life. The life that she really wanted.
“Right,” she said again. “Obviously. I’ll drive back down as soon as I can.”
“Perfect,” Joss said. “Cheerio then, I’ll see you when you get here.”
It was all coming together. So perfect, so attainable, so sudden. She’d been right to come to the UK. Things would be better here. Her life would be better here. She supposed that she ought to start looking for somewhere to live. She couldn’t spend the rest of her days in a hotel.
Somewhere in London, she guessed.
A cloud slid over the sun and the lawn turned dark green and Adelaide supposed she should go and start packing her things. But she didn’t move for a long time.
✽✽✽
 
“It’s not the end of the world,” Mila said, pouring milk into her cereal bowl.
“You know, you can eat food that isn’t cereal-related,” said Ant. “Vegetables, fruits, for example.”
“I like cereal. And cereal bars. And don’t be such a grouch. I know you’re cross about the podcast thing, but really, there are a million stories out there to be told. You just have to find a new one.”
“We’d done so much work.”
“Then consider it practice for the real thing,” Mila said.
“I could kill Lilian.”
“For not telling you her secrets?” said Mila. “That’s unfair. We all need secrets. We all need things that are ours alone and no one else’s. Or things that bind us together with another person. You can’t blame Lilian for not letting you in on one of her and Eleanor’s most private moments.”
Ant closed her eyes. Mila was right. But that didn’t stop her being mad at her aunt. “I just… I thought things were going so well.”
“And now they’re not,” Mila said with a shrug. “That’s life. You’ll find a new podcast subject. Or you’ll find something else to do.”
“Because the book club went so well.”
“It’ll get better. And the website is getting there, we should be ready to take online orders soon. That’ll brighten business up a little.”
Ant screwed her eyes closed and exhaled.
“But that’s not what you’re mad at, is it?” Mila said, putting her bowl down so that the spoon clattered against the side. “This has a lot more to do with Max giving Adelaide her driver’s license back, doesn’t it?”
“Why did he have to give it back early?” wailed Ant. “It was supposed to be a month!”
“She got time off for good behavior. Besides, her agent called and made her case, she’s needed in London. Something about a new book.”
Ant opened one eye. “How do you know so much?”
Mila shrugged again and picked up her bowl. “I hear things. And you knew she was leaving eventually. Why does it matter whether it’s today or two weeks from now?”
“I just… I thought we had longer.”
“Then ask her to stay.”
“Right, ask the famous crime writer to stay in my old dusty book shop with the roof falling in.”
“You asked Sarah to stay,” Mila said. “Why not? What’s wrong with asking?”
“I know what the answer would be,” Ant said. “And I know how much it would hurt her to say no and how much it would hurt me to hear it. Sometimes it’s better leaving things unsaid.”
“So you’re just going to let her walk away?”
“Obviously.”
Mila rolled her eyes. “You sound like an idiot.”
“I sound like an adult who came to an agreement with another adult. We both knew what we were doing and that it was going to end. Okay, that end came sooner rather than later, but it is what it is. I have no right to ask her to stay in the same way that she has no right to ask me to go.”
“Jeez, being an adult sounds horrible,” Mila said.
“We’ll see each other again,” said Ant. “We’re going to stay in touch.” But it wouldn’t be the same. Life would get in the way, things would change, they’d never recapture whatever it was that they had right now.
“Right,” Mila said. She craned her neck to see better out of the shop window. “She’s coming now though. Maybe she is going to ask you to go with her. What will you say?”
“I’m not going anywhere,” Ant said through gritted teeth.
“You should though.”
“Mila…”
“Fine, fine. I suppose you want me to go somewhere though, don’t you?” Mila grumbled, cradling her cereal bowl to herself. “Send me off to the damp, dark cellar, why don’t you?”
“You can go wherever you like,” Ant said, heart already throbbing at the thought of Adelaide walking into the shop. “But I swear to god, if I catch you eavesdropping or hiding in the shelves or behind the counter then I will hunt you down and stab you with a rusty spoon.”
“Oooo, I’m so scared.”
“I mean it, Mil. This conversation is private.”
With a sigh, Mila started to walk away. “I know, I know. I’m going, I’m going.”
Ant brushed her hair out of her face and turned to face the door, determined to be smiling when Adelaide walked in.
✽✽✽
 
Stray motes of dust caught in the sunlight and danced. Adelaide was waiting for it to happen, waiting for Ant to ask her to stay. And the god’s honest truth was that she didn’t know what she’d say if Ant did ask.
She liked it here, she’d realized. She liked the town, the smallness of it. She’d thought that a small town would be full of gossip, and it was. But it was more than that. It was like it didn’t matter who she was here. People had their own lives to be getting on with, and she was just a ripple in those lives, nothing more.
Not one person, she now realized, had asked her for anything while she was in Whitebridge. Nobody had asked her to sign anything, nobody had asked her to invest in anything, not a thing.
“Congratulations,” was the first thing that Ant said and Adelaide knew that she meant it.
“Thank you.”
“You get to publish under your own name, that must feel amazing.”
“It does,” Adelaide said, stepping in closer to the counter. “But I’d be lying if I said it feels amazing to leave here.”
Ant looked away. “That’s kind of you to say so.”
“I’m not saying it to be kind,” said Adelaide. And it was obvious and clear to her now that Ant wasn’t going to ask her to stay. Which was for the best really because how could she say yes? She had a whole life outside of Whitebridge. And Ant would never leave the shop.
“I’m proud of you,” Ant said now. “And proud to have been a small part of what you accomplished here.”
“I came to say thank you,” Adelaide said. She cleared her throat. “And, um, to offer you some help in return.”
Ant did look at her now. “What do you mean?”
“I mean that I’m happy to give you money. A loan, a donation, an investment, whatever you want to call it. For the shop, I mean.”
Such a flurry of emotions flitted over Ant’s face that Adelaide didn’t know what she was going to say until she said it. “No. Thank you. But no.”
“You didn’t ask, I’m offering.”
“And I’m saying no.”
“You’re being stubborn and stupid,” Adelaide said, feeling herself start to get angry.
“And you’re being patronizing. I don’t need your money.”
“Yet you patently do.”
“Fine, I don’t want your money,” Ant said. “Happy?”
Adelaide closed her eyes, took a deep breath, then opened them again. “I don’t want to argue with you. I can’t force you to take the money.”
“Right.”
Ant looked small and fragile behind the thick wooden counter of the shop and Adelaide wanted to wrap her in her arms and hold her and protect her. But she knew she couldn’t. Ant had her own life, just like Adelaide did. Those lives had intersected for a brief moment, but they needed to diverge again.
What she wished for wasn’t important. There was no realistic way out of this situation that left them both happy.
“Leaving hurts,” she said out loud.
“Being left hurts,” said Ant.
“But I don’t regret it. I don’t regret you. I don’t regret what we did. Just so you know.”
Ant nodded and the shop was still and silent and heavy.
In the end, Adelaide was the first to stir.
“Goodbye, Anthea Monroe,” she said gently.
And she turned and left without a backward glance.



Chapter Twenty Eight
Just looking at the pile of post wasn’t going to accomplish anything. But it was slightly easier than opening it.
Ant poured herself a strong cup of tea and sat at the kitchen table, the mail in front of her.
When she was a child, this kitchen had been a place of energy, of constant movement. Lilian was a terrible cook, but that hadn’t stopped her trying. There was always something on the stove or in the oven.
And Eleanor, she had sat in the chair closest to the door, her pipe tobacco in a pouch on the mantlepiece, a book in her hand and another by her side.
There had been arguments and laughter, recriminations and intellectual discussions. It had been right here, in the same seat that she was sitting in right now, that she’d told her two aunts that she was gay. And Eleanor had laughed in glee and Ant had been offended until Lilian pointed out that perhaps she was deciding such things a little early and Eleanor had sprung to her defense.
To be fair, she’d been all of eight, but still. Eleanor’s big, comforting presence had always been there. Lilian had teased her and combed her hair, had cooked meals, had made sure she got to school and did her homework. But it had been Eleanor that read the bedtime stories, Eleanor’s arms that she disappeared into for a hug when she couldn’t face the world anymore.
For a long time after Eleanor’s death there had been a huge, gaping hole in her life. In Lilian’s too. The hole hadn’t gone away. But over time it had started to glaze over a little. Still fragile, still indisputably there, but becoming safer to be around, safe to walk over, to test with a remembrance or a joke that didn’t make her want to weep her eyes out.
Then Lilian had left.
She’d known it was coming, of course. She just hadn’t quite believed it. Hadn’t thought that Lilian would actually go.
A little part of her thought it was selfish, leaving her alone in a big shop like this without her aunts. A big part of her understood though. Lilian just couldn’t go on living here, couldn’t see Eleanor around every corner, couldn’t sit in her chair or sleep in her bed, couldn’t pick up a book only to be surprised by a stray memory.
And one more tiny part of Ant wished that she’d had the opportunity to go to. Wished that she didn’t have to deal with what was left over.
Oh sure, Lilian said she could sell the shop, but could she really? Could she be the one that let all this go? Could she do away with the last of Eleanor, the last of Lilian and Eleanor together? She was a guardian of what they left behind and what kind of guardian would she be if she sold the place?
Not that there was any explaining that to Lilian.
The pile of mail wasn’t getting any smaller.
With a sigh, she took a letter off the top and opened it. There was no point putting off the bad news any longer.
“Morning,” caroled Mila, practically crashing in through the back door. She held a paper bag in each hand and slid one across the table to Ant.
“What’s this?”
“Apple turnover,” Mila said. “Look, I’ve got one too.” She waggled her own paper bag.
“Um, okay. Thank you?”
“You said I couldn’t just eat cereal,” Mila said. “You said I should eat fruits and vegetables. Apple is a fruit.”
“Yes,” allowed Ant. “It is, but that wasn’t quite what I meant.”
“You can’t go back on it now,” said Mila, shrugging off her jacket and hanging it over the back of a chair. “That’s what you said so now you have to stick to it. You can’t go around just changing your mind willy-nilly. Say what you mean or don’t say anything.”
Ant opened her mouth and then decided the conversation really wasn’t worth it. She went back to the post, opening yet another bill. Water this time.
“So?” Mila said, pulling out a chair and sitting down.
“So what?”
“So what’s the plan? How did it all work out?” She looked around and then under the table. “Where’s Adelaide?”
“She left.”
Mila frowned. “But you love her.”
“I wouldn’t go that far,” Ant said, folding the water bill up and putting it back in its envelope.
“No, no, you two were good together. You have feelings for her. She had feelings for you. So what? She’s coming up for the weekend? Or are you going to London? Or…”
“Or what?” Ant asked, raising an eyebrow. “Or nothing. She had to go back to her life, I’m currently buried under my life as you can see. She’s gone.”
“That’s not how this is supposed to work,” Mila said, pulling a pastry out of her paper bag. “Omnia vincit amor and all that. Why did you let her go?”
“I didn’t let her go. She needed to go. She has a life. A career. You don’t go around forcing people to stay with you, that’s kidnapping.”
“So you didn’t want her to stay?” Mila took a big bite of pastry.
“No. Yes. I… It’s complicated.”
“No shit,” Mila sprayed crumbs over the table. She chewed, swallowed, then said: “You’re not together then?”
“No.” Ouch. Such a short word and yet so painful. Not that they ever really had been together, Ant supposed.
“Oh.” Mila put her pastry down. “But you’re going to see her again, right?”
Ant closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and then opened them again. “I don’t know, Mil. Okay? I don’t know. I don’t know what’s going to happen. I like her. I liked her. But she can’t stay here and I can’t go there, so there’s an unsolvable problem between us.”
“I’m sorry.”
“So am I.” She picked up the next envelope. Another reminder about the electricity bill. She sighed.
“I suppose you won’t be paid anymore by her agent either?”
“Nope.”
“Shame,” Mila said. “We could have used the money.”
“She did offer.”
“The agent?” Mila asked.
“No, Adelaide. Before she left, she offered to give me money or loan it or invest or whatever.”
Mila’s face brightened. “She did? That’s amazing. Oh, we can finally get the roof fixed. And there are at least three big shelves that we’ll want to replace.”
“Don’t start planning,” Ant said. “I turned her down.”
“You what?”
“I turned her down.”
“Why?”
Ant pinched the bridge of her nose between her thumb and forefinger. “Because I had to.”
Mila shook her head. “You’re an idiot.”
“I’m the idiot?”
“Yes, Ant. You. I know I’m the one that comes off kooky and weird and not quite right, but you’re the idiot.”
“How exactly do you figure that one out?” asked Ant, voice dangerously low. This wasn’t happening. She and Mila never argued.
“Because you’re stubborn. Because you have this stupid idea that you can run this place like your aunts did, that you can keep everything the same and have it be some kind of shrine. Like this is your holy duty, like you’re… I don’t know, like you’re the queen or something. And it’s unrealistic and stupid.”
“Stupid,” said Ant. No, this wasn’t happening. Yet she could feel herself getting angry, could feel Mila’s words stinging her like tiny slaps.
“Yes, stupid. And then someone offers to help and you won’t accept the help because you can’t admit that you need it. Like it’s some kind of failing not to do this all on your own.”
Ant pushed her chair back. “Are you quite finished?”
“No,” said Mila. “No, I’m not. You’re making a mistake. You can’t run the shop like a private kingdom, you have to change things, you have to accept help. More than that, you have to make yourself happy. You just sit around here in this dusty old place all day expecting that something is going to come and fulfill you, except it won’t.”
Mila stood up, putting her hands on the kitchen table and leaning in.
“If you’re not careful then this ship is going to sink. You’re going to end up wet and alone in the big ocean with no one to throw you a life-belt. And you’re going to take me with you. Wake up, Ant. This isn’t Lil and El’s shop, it’s yours. You can do what you like with it, you can do what you like with your life, but what you’re doing right now is running in place, not going anywhere. And you’re going to regret it.”
“Mila,” Ant said warningly.
“Say whatever you want, Ant. I’m right. You’re better than this. You never believe you’re good enough for anything, so you don’t push yourself forward, and that’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard of.”
“Mila!”
“Then someone comes along and not only do you like her, but she offers to help you with your business, and you turn her down and let her walk away. It’s ridiculous.”
“Mila!”
“What?”
Ant tasted metal in her mouth. “You won’t go down with the ship.”
“What?”
“Maybe you’re right, maybe I’ve kept things the same for too long. And we do need to save money. So you’re not going to sink with me. You’re fired.”
“I… I’m fired?”
Ant nodded.
“But…”
“Just go, Mila. Don’t make this any harder.”
Mila picked up her jacket. “You don’t like hearing what I’m saying,” she said quietly. “I understand that. But it doesn’t make me wrong.”
She went out the way she’d come in, the back door swinging closed behind her. And Ant was left alone in the kitchen, the pile of mail teetering on the table until it fell in the draft from the door and bills fluttered onto the floor.



Chapter Twenty Nine
“You are rather hitting the ground running, I’m afraid,” Joss said, stepping aside and letting Adelaide climb into the back seat of the car.
It felt odd to be in the back of a car. The driver didn’t even turn around. He stared professionally through the windshield as Joss rounded the car and got into the other side. Once she was in and had given instructions, he rolled up the dividing screen to give them privacy.
Adelaide didn’t even know his name.
“So, we’re at the publisher’s first,” said Joss, settling in comfortably and pulling up a list on her phone. “That’ll be the normal rigmarole, I assume. Lots of brown-nosing, people telling you how wonderful you are, what a genius, et cetera, et cetera. What a life, eh?”
“Mmm,” said Adelaide faintly.
The car was inching through city traffic and she could smell fumes even through the closed windows. It was a beautiful spring day, but the sun didn’t penetrate this far down. It was trapped by roof terraces and parks, leaving the streets dark and damp as people hurried along to work.
“Then we’ll go into the actual contract signing, I emailed you everything you needed to know and I’m supposing that you’re fine with it all since you haven’t actively disagreed.”
“Right,” Adelaide said. She wasn’t sure that she’d read everything. She’d scanned it late last night when she’d climbed into a cold bed. The figures seemed correct, there was nothing outrageous.
“And then we’ll move on with the rest of our day,” Joss went on.  Her chubby legs were crossed and her blouse was straining under the pressure of a large bust. “There are a couple more business things to handle, but we can take care of those from my office. We’ll stop for a spot of lunch and then head on back, if that suits?”
“Right,” said Adelaide.
Joss looked up from her phone. Her face was pretty, she had dimples when she smiled and eyelashes long enough that Adelaide was jealous. “Are you quite alright?”
“What? Yes, of course.”
“Really?” Joss asked suspiciously. “Because you seem, well, a little detached?”
Adelaide glanced out of the window at the busy traffic. “Just tired is all.”
“Okay then. Well, let’s get you home early tonight, shall we?” Joss said and moved on to the fine details of the contract they were about to sign.
It shouldn’t have been as surprising as it was. It wasn’t as though she’d never left a place before, or never left a person before. It wasn’t painful like, say, a broken leg, constantly throbbing and aching. It was more like a tooth with a loose filling, it was fine mostly but every now and again you touched it with your tongue and a spark of pain shot through you.
She’d woken up in an empty bed in an empty hotel room and she was back in her old life. She was back in the race, getting what she wanted, achieving more than ever before. So why exactly was getting out of bed so damn hard?
It was stupid really.
Stupid because she’d known the second she’d walked out of the book shop that this wasn’t going to be as civilized, as easy, as clean as she’d hoped or imagined or planned.
Yet she didn’t know how to change what was.
It wouldn’t be the end of her. She’d recover and be happy again. That wasn’t the point. The point was she wasn’t sure she wanted to be happy in any other way. And if the alternative was to be sad in this way, well, she’d take it, she supposed. Being sad without Ant was marginally better than being happy with someone else.
“Sure you’re okay?” Joss asked.
“Yes,” Adelaide said. She forced herself to sit up straighter. “I’m perfectly fine, now stop asking.”
THE OFFICE BUILDING was bright and airy and had an atmosphere of casual efficiency. As if the people inside worked extremely hard to make it look as though they weren’t working at all. Joss showed Adelaide into her office, leaving the door half-open.
“Sorry, there’ll be people in and out,” she said. “If I don’t leave it open we’ll have knocking every five minutes and it does my head in. Drink?”
“Water please,” said Adelaide.
She was exhausted.
The publishers had fawned over her, the contracts had been signed with much congratulations, and then lunch had involved four courses and had been interrupted three times. Twice by fans wanting autographs and once by a woman who thought Adelaide was an actress and wouldn’t be told that she wasn’t. She’d spent ten minutes trying to remember which film she’d seen her in before a waiter had carefully escorted her away.
“Here’s that water,” Joss said. “Sure you don’t want a coffee?”
Adelaide was shaking her head as a man popped his head around the door. “Joss, Elias Markings called while you were out.”
“I’ll get back to him,” Joss said. She turned to Adelaide. “So, Markings is a good one. We’ll take a meeting with him tomorrow I think. He’s got an interesting idea and I’ll think you’ll like it.”
“Joss?” A young woman pushed into the office with a pile of hardbacks. “We’ll need Ms. Park to sign these.”
“Put them here,” Joss said, clearing space on her desk. She handed Adelaide a pen. “Might as well get started.”
Adelaide opened the first book.
“So, Markings. You know what product placement is, right?”
“Isn’t that when everyone on a TV show uses the exact same model of computer with a hideously large logo on it?”
“Exactamundo,” said Joss. “Markings wants to do that with your books. You know, have Dennis drink only his brands of soft drinks. He’s a soda magnet.”
“Right,” Adelaide said faintly. She looked down and realized that she’d signed her own name in the front of the book. “Damn it.”
“It’s fine. It’ll be a collector’s edition,” said Joss, waving a hand as though nothing mattered. “Which brings me to the party.”
“What party?”
“Exactly,” Joss said. “The publishers are talking about holding something at a big hotel, I assumed you’d agree with that. It’ll be sort of a meet and greet, a little schmoozing, maybe a quick reading. We want to get onto it as soon as possible, get the ball rolling, get the excitement building.”
“Right.” Adelaide’s mouth was dry. Her hand ached from holding the pen even though she’d only signed two books.
“I know, I know,” said Joss. “There’s a lot of stuff going on, but that’s good.”
Adelaide sighed.
“What?”
“Nothing,” she said. “It’s just… everybody always wants something from me, is all. Signings, autographs, readings, meet and greets.”
Joss raised an eyebrow. “Well what did you expect?” she asked. “You go around writing bestsellers and yes, people want a piece of the action.”
“I know, I just…” She’d just gotten used to being in Whitebridge, being somewhere where it didn’t matter who she was.
“Listen, Ad, I get it. You’ve had a couple of weeks’ vacation and you’re not used to the fast-pace of city life, you need to get back into it. But you have to tell me what you want me to do. If you can’t deal with all of this, then fine. But I need to know. I need to talk to the publisher, to advertisers, to caterers, to whoever. I need to stop these books being published.”
Adelaide stared at her. “You’d do that?” she finally managed to say.
Joss shrugged. “I’m your agent, it’s my job to sell you sure, but it’s also my job to look after your best interests. If those interests mean that you need a time out, or even that you need to be away from the public altogether, then fine. Your mental health is more important than any book, Ad.”
Adelaide wasn’t sure what to say. She could feel tears pricking against her eyelids. “I, uh, that’s… Wow. That’s amazing. Um, thank you for saying that.”
“Just tell me what you want me to do, Ad. Do I need to shut all this down, or can we go ahead and get these books launched and get you back on the bestseller list?”
Adelaide closed her eyes and then slowly began to nod. “Yeah. Yes. I’ll do what needs to be done. Let’s sell books.”
Because in the end, this was her career, her calling, it was what she did. And okay, maybe she could turn up in Whitebridge one day and have another vacation, but she couldn’t change who she was.
THE HOTEL ROOM was just as white and sterile and empty and echoing and lonely as it had been the night before.
Adelaide took off her jacket, kicked off her shoes and poured herself a drink. Only when she was sitting in a comfortable armchair with a drink in her hand did she make the call.
“Hello?” Ant’s voice sounded very far away.
“Ant? It’s me. It’s Adelaide.”
There was a crackling pause. “Adelaide?”
“You sound surprised.”
“I… I am.”
“Why? We said we were going to keep in touch. Did you think that I wasn’t going to call? Or email? Or even visit maybe?”
“I, um, I suppose yes. Maybe. I don’t know. I didn’t give it much thought.”
“I can hang up if you’d prefer?” Adelaide stretched her legs out and crossed them at the ankle. She was calling because she was selfish. She wanted to hear Ant’s voice. And she knew that they weren’t going to be together so probably she should let things go, stop prodding at that broken tooth. But she wanted to hear Ant’s voice. It was that simple.
“No, no, don’t hang up.” She could hear Ant sitting down on one of the creaking kitchen chairs. “Tell me about your day.”
Adelaide groaned and started to talk.



Chapter Thirty
The storm started early in the evening. Rain pattered against the windows and wind blew down the street rattling at door knockers and rubbish bins before moving off across the fields.
Pots and pans littered the shop, the sound of water dripping against metal making a symphony in the emptiness.
“Come on, Maigret,” Ant said. “Let’s go to bed where it’s warmer.”
She shut off the lights in the shop, making sure the doors were locked back and front. In the kitchen, the dishes were washed and the tea towel was hung over the back of a chair.
“It all looks so normal, doesn’t it?” she whispered.
Maigret purred from his seat in the middle of the kitchen table.
“Normal and wrong.” She sighed. “I shouldn’t have fired Mila, should I?”
Maigret purred louder, chirruping when he saw Ant reach for the treat bag.
“The problem is, I don’t really have much of a choice. Okay, it shouldn’t have happened the way it did. But she’s my best friend. We have arguments. It’s normal. I’ll definitely apologize.”
Maigret gently took a treat from her fingers, whiskers bristling.
“But I can’t undo the firing. There’s no money to pay her, it’s kinder to let her go.”
The cat tilted his head to one side and regarded her.
“I know, I know. But it’s true, Mai. She’s weird and wonderful and I’ll miss having her around.”
Maigret meowed.
“Fine, okay, she’s not the only one I’ll miss. Happy?”
She didn’t know whether talking to Adelaide on the phone had made things better or worse. Better in that Adelaide did seem to be genuine about wanting to stay in touch. Worse in that Ant was starting to think that maybe not being in touch would be easier.
“There’s a difference between being in touch and touching,” she said now to Maigret, who meowed again in response. “And one of those things is a lot more satisfying than the other.”
He meowed again and, deciding that Ant wasn’t going to fork over more treats, jumped down from the kitchen table and stalked over to the stairs.
“Fine, fine,” Ant said. “I’m coming.”
She took one last look around. Her kingdom. The very first night she’d spent here alone as sole owner had been simultaneously the best and most terrifying night of her life. She’d wanted the place so badly that she’d never really considered what a huge responsibility it was going to be.
Now it was starting to feel a little like a stone tied around her neck as she paddled frantically to stay above water.
Maigret meowed from the top of the staircase.
“Okay, okay, I’m coming.”
She turned out the lights and padded up the stairs after him to her small attic room. It had always been her room. She’d never quite been able to bring herself to sleep in Lilian and Eleanor’s room, even now.
But even once cuddled up in bed with Maigret, she still felt cold inside, still felt that everything was wrong and she didn’t know how to fix it.
Talking to Adelaide had hurt more than it had helped, she decided. Knowing that Adelaide was out there living her life had just been downright painful.
“I shouldn’t pick up the phone next time,” she whispered to a purring Maigret.
Her life seemed to be fraying at the edges, threatening to come undone. She could feel the very structure of the book shop trembling around her in the storm. A crack of thunder echoed through town and then rolled off into the night.
Ant snuggled down, closing her eyes tight, and prayed that sleep would come soon and that the world would be better and brighter in the morning.
SHE WASN’T SURE what had woken her.
For a second, the only thing she registered was the sound, the deep, throaty roaring of the wind. Then she could smell the ozone of lightning and feel the cold and wet of the rain and then she was sitting up in bed and screaming.
Maigret huddled next to her pillow. She reached for the light, but nothing happened. She didn’t need it though. The hole in the roof gave her more than enough illumination to see what was happening. Tiles clattered off into the storm, a gust of wind swept through the room, and the shock of the rain on her face was enough to spur her into movement.
She hurried to the closet, pulling out as much clothing as she could get her hands on and dragging it onto her body, warming up as she moved. Then she yanked Maigret out of his hiding place, his claws scrabbling at the sheets of the bed. She clutched him to her chest as she opened the bedroom door, letting it rattle in the wind until she could slam it closed against the storm in her room.
Shivering with cold she hurried down the stairs.
“Stay here,” she told Maigret sternly as she placed him on the rug by the fireplace in the kitchen.
Hands trembling she began to build a fire as quickly as she could. Normally, the action was automatic, but tonight she needed to concentrate with every ounce of her being to get the job done in the dark.
She piled on firelighters and kindling, screwed up newspapers and small shards of wood. But when she reached into the wood basket, there were no logs.
“Fuck, fuck, fuck.”
She lit a match, flame shaking in the darkness of the kitchen. Maigret’s eyes glowed next to her as she hovered the match over the pile of kindling and waited until the flame took.
The fire was anemic at best, tiny flames struggling to chew up the newspapers.
“Okay, Mai. Stay here,” she told him again through chattering teeth. “I’ll get wood, but you stay here.”
He meowed back at her.
The cold was inside her bones, making her arms and legs heavy and uncooperative. When she finally managed to find the key to the back door, which was hanging in quite the usual place, it took her a solid minute to get it into the lock.
When she tried to open the door, the wind snatched it back again, slamming it. In frustration she yanked it open, blocking the entrance with her body before the wind pulled the door back, banging it against her leg until she yowled in pain.
The wood bin was right next to the door, so she angled around, keeping the door open with her bruised leg as she piled as much wood as she could carry into her arms.
The night was wild, wind tearing her hair, pulling at it and teasing at it as rain splashed into her face.
She turned, the wind letting go for just a moment, long enough for the kitchen door to blow wide open, banging against the kitchen counter as it did so. The noise startled her, and Maigret too, as she heard a yelp of fear and then felt the brush of fur against her leg as the cat streaked out into the night.
“Maigret!” she yelled. “Mai!”
But the wind was back again and it snatched her words away.
She dropped the wood inside the back door and turned, letting the door close as she narrowed her eyes against the rain and the darkness, looking for Maigret, thinking she might find him hidden somewhere in the yard.
But either he was gone or it was just too dark to see him.
“Mai!” she shouted again against the wind.
It was no good.
She was shivering so hard now it was difficult to walk, hard to talk. She couldn’t feel her fingers or her feet.
She had no choice here.
Tears already starting, she went back to the door, opening it and practically falling inside. She managed to prop it slightly open using a log so that Maigret could get back inside if he wanted to. But when she dragged some logs over to the fireplace, she saw that her tiny flames had already sputtered and died.
She collapsed onto the rug.
It was all falling apart.
The shop was quite literally falling apart, the roof peeling off above her, the tiles smashing down into the street, the rain leaking in faster than she could mop it up.
But everything else was wrong too.
She tried to light another match, hand shaking hard.
Mila was gone, Adelaide was gone, the podcast was gone, and now even Maigret was gone.
The match trembled and the flame went out before she could get it to the kindling. Gritting her teeth she tried again, holding the match box closer to the fire this time.
Everything was gone and here she was, shaking and crying with cold and unable even to warm herself.
The next match caught, but the newspaper she’d dripped all over didn’t, so the flame fizzled and disappeared.
She dropped the matchbox, jamming her freezing hands into her armpits and trying to warm her fingers. She was so tired.
The fireside rug was thick, slightly warm against the floor.
She was so sleepy. She needed to close her eyes just for a minute. Maybe two. Just long enough to collect her wits. Long enough to warm her fingers.
Her eyelids flickered as she cuddled up to the rug.
Just a minute or two and then she’d try again, she reasoned with herself.
Just a minute or two.



Chapter Thirty One
She woke up in a warm, cozy bed, a cat purring on her pillow and a beam of sunshine cutting across the comforter.
“Ah, you’re awake.”
Lilian was sitting in the rocking chair in the corner, the chair from which she’d nursed Eleanor, a book in her hand. Which meant… Ant looked around herself and then struggled to sit up. “I’m in your bed.”
“The bed, along with everything else in the place, belongs to you,” said Lilian tartly as she got up, placing her book at the end of the bed. “Heaven knows why on earth you kept sleeping in that little attic room. You’re lucky that the entire roof didn’t collapse down on you. As it is, there’s a hole the size of a wardrobe up there.”
Ant let her aunt fluff up her pillows and then sat back on them. She shivered as she remembered the rain and the wind. Maigret meowed and jumped down off the bed, slinking out of the cracked open door.
“You’ve got him to thank,” said Lilian, sitting on the side of the bed. “Well, him and Mila.”
“I fired her,” Ant said, closing her eyes.
“Well, you’re lucky that she considered herself un-fired.”
Ant could feel the warmth burning inside her, could feel her bones defrosting. “What happened?”
“Well, from your end I’m guessing you woke up to a hole in the roof and then went downstairs at which point, things are fuzzy. You apparently tried to light a fire but also decided to go out into the back yard?”
“I needed wood. Then Maigret escaped.”
“That explains it,” said Lilian. “There’s hot coffee in the thermos on the bedside table, drink some.”
Ant poured herself a cup then cradled it in her hands, treasuring the warmth.
“Well, you passed out and must have been close to hypothermia. Fortunately, your errant cat decided to come home and curled up next to you. His body heat must have been enough to keep you on the right side of the living line.”
Ant sipped at her coffee.
“Then Mila came in to work and found you lying on the floor. She called Max, who carried you up here, and me, not that I’ve done anything useful, other than sit around and watch you sleeping while Max and Mila did the clearing up.”
Ant sighed. She could remember feeling tired, so tired. She could remember feeling almost grateful to be slipping away. Then she remembered that her whole life was crumbling around her and before she knew what was happening, tears were sliding down her cheeks.
“Oh dear,” Lilian said. She fished a tissue out of a pocket. “Dear, dear, don’t cry. You know I’m no good with crying.” She clucked her tongue. “Where’s Eleanor when I need her?”
Ant snorted a laugh through her tears. “She never minded snot on her waistcoat.”
Lilian shook her head. “You know, sometimes I wondered what you and I had done to deserve someone as wonderful as El.” She looked away, out of the window and away over the fields and Ant let her look, let her not speak until she controlled herself again. “So,” said Lilian, more briskly. “Are you going to tell me what’s going on?”
“What do you mean?”
It was Lilian’s turn to snort. “Don’t take me for an idiot, girl. Between the roof falling in, firing Mila, losing your podcast, and Lloyd Franklin leaving, I’m supposing that you’re not in the best place. I don’t like assumptions though, so why don’t you tell me everything that happened and then I’ll draw my own conclusions.”
“Lil, I—”
“No. No ifs, ands, or buts. I fully realize that El was better at the touchy feely stuff, but I’m all you’ve got now, so let the two of us put our heads together and work this out. Out with it.”
Ant took a deep breath and then somehow found the words. Before her coffee was finished, she’d told Lilian everything that had happened. Her aunt was nodding along.
“You didn’t take the money then,” Lilian said.
“No, and Mila said everything there was to say about that, which is why I fired her.”
“No, she didn’t,” said Lilian, sitting back in her rocking chair again. “Mila didn’t quite get it. You didn’t take the money because you knew that taking it would change your relationship in ways you weren’t ready to change it. You knew that taking it would prove to Adelaide that she was right, that people want her for her money, her influence. And you weren’t prepared to do that.”
Ant poured herself more coffee. “Maybe,” she allowed.
Lilian shook her head. “You can be a fool sometimes. A wise fool, but a fool nevertheless.”
“So I should have taken the money?” Ant said, sipping again.
“No, of course not. But you at least should have realized what was happening.”
“Alright, Oracle, enlighten me.”
Lilian laughed. “You mean you haven’t realized yourself yet? You’re in love with her, you fool.”
Ant opened her mouth, closed it, then opened it again. “It doesn’t make any difference if I am or not. It can’t work out.”
Lilian tutted. “See, a fool, just like I said.”
“How? How exactly does this make me a fool?”
Lilian settled down in her chair. “You don’t think you’re good enough, do you? You don’t think you’re deserving enough, pretty enough, rich enough, smart enough. You’re just not enough.”
“Lil…”
“No, hear me out here for a second. I know I’m not good at these things. But I am good at putting myself in your place because like it or not, girl, you’re the mirror image of me. You’re too much like me for your own good.”
“Fantastic,” Ant said. “That’s what I needed to hear.”
Lilian ignored her. “I met Eleanor at a party. The kind of party you went to meet people like me, the kind of party where I always hoped that one day I might find someone who might one day like me back.” She smiled. “And from the second I saw her standing smoking that damn pipe in front of the fireplace I knew that I’d never be good enough for her.”
“But…”
“Hush. I knew it. I knew it deep down in my soul. But she asked me to dance and we did and then she walked me home, and then, somehow, we ended up here together with you and the shop and everything else. And you know what?”
“What?”
“Every single day, I dreaded the moment that El would realize that I wasn’t good enough for her. Because I knew she would. I just knew it.”
Ant cuddled up in the blankets. This was a side of Lilian that she’d never seen before.
“You know what El said to me when she knew she was dying? She told me to find someone else. She told me to get out there and be happy. She told me that she loved me and there’d never been anyone else, but that she knew she wasn’t good enough for me, and it was time to go and find someone who was.”
Lilian looked out of the window again, but this time there was no hiding the tear that escaped. She dashed it away with her hand and turned back to Ant.
“I suppose my point is that that’s love, isn’t it? Being constantly surprised every day that the person you think is the entire world thinks that you’re the entire world too? That neither of you can believe your luck?”
“Yes,” Ant said quietly. “Yes, I suppose so. I suppose it can’t work any other way.”
“Then you need to figure out a way to make all this work, Anthea, because you can’t turn your back on something like this.”
“The shop…”
“The shop is quite literally falling down,” Lilian pointed out. “Besides, does it matter? I mean, put up against the fact that there’s the smallest chance that you could have love in your life, does the shop really matter?”
Ant bit her lip. The shop did matter. It did. She wanted to run it, she wanted to be successful at it. But if she compared the way she felt about that to the way she felt about Adelaide, then maybe it didn’t matter quite as much as she thought.
“Listen, Ant, you get one shot at something like this. I’ve had so many incredible things in my life. Running this shop was my dream, having a child was my dream, living in a beautiful town with beautiful people was my dream. But all of that pales in comparison to even a single day spent with El. She was my everything and I’d have gone to the ends of the world for her. I’d have lived in Essex if that’s what she wanted.”
Ant spluttered a laugh. “Really?”
“I’m not saying I’d have been happy about it,” said Lilian grinning. “But I’d have done it. You’d be surprised at what you can do for love.”
“She’s in London, living her fancy life.”
“So, you might need to buy some new clothes,” Lilian said. “You’ll find a way to make it work.”
Ant was breathing a little faster now. The thought of going to London, the thought of seeing Adelaide again, even if it was just for an afternoon, was intoxicating.
“But…”
“Stop saying but!” Lilian got up from her chair. “If this is something you want, Anthea, then you need to go get it. I know that you’re deserving of this woman, because anyone else in your position would have been glad to take the money. You put her feelings above anything else. My only question now is whether she deserves you.”
Ant wanted to point out that there were certain logistics here, but she was afraid to open her mouth again. Her aunt sighed.
“You think I don’t know how to look after a book shop?” she said. “I’ll supervise the rest of the clean up operation and look after this place and Maigret. You get yourself together and find a way to get to London.”
“Fine,” Ant said. She stirred, knocking the book that Lilian had put on the bed onto the ground. She looked at it, then back up at her aunt. “Seriously? You’re reading Fifty Shades of Grey?”
For an instant, Ant thought Lilian might be blushing. “Mind your own business,” Lilian said, scooping the book off the floor.
And something struck Ant. “You said that you dreamed of having a child,” she said, pulling back the comforter. “But you never did.”
Lilian raised an eyebrow. “And what are you? Chopped liver?” And she swept out of the room with her book under her arm.



Chapter Thirty Two
The hotel coffee shop was elegantly decorated in cream and mahogany. The chairs were comfortable, which Adelaide had learned was not necessarily to be expected in places like this, where style often over-ruled function. The coffee was passably good. In fact, there was little to complain about, other than the fact that Joss was late.
Adelaide yawned. She hadn’t slept well.
She’d thought that talking to Ant would make her feel better somehow, that fulfilling the promise they’d made to be friends, not to have a one night stand, would make her calmer, happier.
None of which had happened.
The only thing that had happened was that she’d been unable to sleep after and had spent far too long thinking about Whitebridge and Ant and Max and Mila and Sylv and Lyn and everyone else.
Which was absolutely ridiculous because things were going so well here. Despite her fears, she’d been able to write for an hour or so and hadn’t found it particularly difficult. All kinds of contracts had been signed. She’d even made an appointment with a realtor to start looking at properties.
So thinking about Whitebridge was nothing more than sentimentality and was completely unnecessary.
Still though, she ordered another cup of coffee from a passing waitress. She didn’t want to yawn in front of Joss, whenever she finally deigned to arrive.
Her phone rang and it took a minute to realize it was her ring tone. By the time she took it out of her purse, half the customers were scowling at her in annoyance.
She hit the answer button simply to silence the noise.
“Adelaide, darling.”
Her stomach sank. “Marcy,” she said.
“It’s so nice to finally hear your voice again,” crackled Marcy. “How’s merry old England?”
“Wonderful.”
“So I’d heard.”
Adelaide had a feeling that Marcy had heard plenty and that was the reason that she was calling, but she didn’t feel like playing games. She might have been away from the world for a few weeks, but her sense of when people wanted something from her was becoming more finely tuned by the day. “What do you want?”
“Adelaide, Adelaide. I know we’ve had our differences.”
“I know that I fired you.” And she knew that her American ex-agent could only want one thing: to be re-hired.
“Right, right. Well, all relationships have their ups and downs, don’t they?” said Marcy airily. “And I’ve never been one to hold a grudge.”
Adelaide distinctly doubted that. “I see.”
“I’ve heard a lot of good things,” Marcy went on. “There’s a lot of chatter about this new book you’ve got.”
“The one that you refused to shop around because you didn’t want to stain the Franklin brand?”
Marcy cleared her throat. “Well, I might have made a small error there. But come on, Adelaide, you and I are good together and you know it. I’ve sold the hell out of your work and saved your ass more than once. You know why I’m calling, don’t make me beg.”
“And what if I’d like to hear you beg?” Adelaide couldn’t help but ask.
“Then I’ll do it,” Marcy began.
“Don’t bother,” interrupted Adelaide.
“Adelaide, come on. We’ve been through so much together, all I want is another chance.”
“I have an agent.”
Marcy snorted. “That fat little Englishwoman? What’s her name again?”
“Joss,” supplied Adelaide.
“As if she has the same contacts as I do,” Marcy said. “She’s a nobody, a nothing. And besides, she’s in England. If you want to make a splash then you have to do it from the States, everyone knows that. Here’s where the big money is, the power players, it’s time to come home, Adelaide.”
Adelaide looked around the coffee shop and thought about the smell of American coffee, thought about watching TV that had actual attractive people on it, and shopping somewhere where there were more choices of bread than a UK supermarket had total products.
Then she thought about Ant.
And she was almost persuaded that going back to the States could be a good thing. Because wasn’t it too tempting to have her right here? Too tempting to want to run away from it all again, just when she was about to get exactly what she wanted?
“I am home,” she said without thinking about it. The thought of never seeing Ant again was so painful it was like a punch in the gut. “I’m home, and I’ll tell you something else. Joss Lederer is twice the agent you ever were.”
“As if,” Marcy started.
“She is,” said Adelaide simply. “She’s smart, she’s efficient, she’s saved my ass without thinking of her own, which is more than you’ve ever done. But more than that, she’s actually nice. She might not be at the top of her game yet, but she will be one day, she’ll get there. And I’d rather have Joss as my agent than ten of you.”
“Adelaide—” spluttered Marcy.
“No, we’re done here. Please don’t call again.” Adelaide hung up and dropped her phone back in her purse.
“Did you mean all that?” Joss said from behind her.
“What?” asked Adelaide turning around to see Joss blushing bright red.
“Did you mean all that, or did you just say it because you were angry with Marcy?” Joss came over and sat down. “I mean, it’s fine if you were just cross, I’d understand.”
“No,” said Adelaide. “No, I completely meant it. You… you’ve helped me. I owe you. You put my needs above the needs of the publisher. You made sure that I was in a safe space to write again. You made excuses for me when I should have had the balls to face the publisher myself. And even after all of that, you decided to take a chance on a book that I want to publish under my own name.”
“You don’t owe me anything,” Joss said, but she was looking pleased nonetheless.
“Yes,” said Adelaide. “I do.” She took a deep breath. “You’re the only person that’s ever given me an out. You said that all I had to do was tell you and you could make everything go away. I mean, I can handle the publicity, I can do all of this, but knowing that I’ve got you on my side, and knowing that if I get to that place again where I can’t handle this that you’ll have my back, it means a lot to me.”
Joss leaned forward. “Can I give some very unasked for advice?”
Adelaide laughed. “You’re my agent, I think that’s part of your job. But if that advice is to go back to Marcy and her company then I’m going to disregard it.”
“No, I’m not quite ready to talk myself out of a job,” said Joss with a grin. “But there is something.” She sighed. “You need balance, Ad.”
“Balance?”
“All of this,” said Joss, waving her arm at the general surroundings. “The fans, the signings, the contracts and parties, it’s all part of the deal, I know that and you should appreciate it too. But there’s more to life than this.”
“What are you saying?”
“I’m saying that you can have both, Adelaide. Don’t think that I haven’t noticed how distracted you’ve been since you got back. Don’t think I haven’t noticed how you’ve changed. Whatever happened there in Whitebridge was, in the end, for the best.”
“Getting my license revoked and getting arrested?”
“No, everything else. Whatever it was. And you don’t have to tell me,” said Joss quietly. “But we all need a place to get away.” She smiled and crossed her legs. “I like to knit.”
“Okay,” Adelaide said slowly.
“I like to take my knitting bag and drive down to the beach somewhere and just sit on the promenade and knit and watch the sea. Even in winter. There’s always a shelter somewhere where people won’t bother me. It’s my happy place, my calm place, a place where I center myself.”
“I find it hard to picture you knitting.”
“I’ll make you a jumper,” Joss said. “As proof. But what I’m saying is coming from the heart, Ad. I want you to be successful, of course I do. In order for that to happen though, you need to be in a good place mentally. That means having an out, having respite. You don’t need to push yourself so hard.”
Adelaide nodded. Joss was right. Having a break had been good for her, had been good for her work. “I’ll think about it.”
“You don’t have to live in London,” said Joss. “I mean, sure, you need to be around sometimes, like for this party tonight. But that doesn’t stick you here. Why not look for a place outside of the city? Somewhere quiet and calm where you can go and retreat when you need to.”
Somewhere like Whitebridge, Adelaide was already thinking.
But that would mean Ant.
And she couldn’t do that to her, could she? She couldn’t give her a part-time relationship. Who would settle for that? It would be cruel.
“I’ll think about it,” she said again. “Now, tell me about the guest list for this damn party.”
Joss pulled a file out of her briefcase and passed it over. “Pretty much anyone who’s anyone,” she said. “So, no pressure.”



Chapter Thirty Three
The car twisted down the narrow lanes and Ant hung on to the headrest of the passenger seat.
“But how do you know?” Mila demanded. “You can’t love someone just because Lilian told you that you do.”
“You’d be surprised,” Ant said. “Lilian can be quite persuasive.”
“No, I’m serious. How do you know?”
Ant shrugged. “I just… know. I’m sorry. It’s like a universal truth, like how you know when you go outside that the sky will be up there. I love Adelaide. It might have taken me a while to get used to the idea, but I suddenly can’t imagine a world without her in it. Does that make sense?”
Mila screwed her face up in thought then finally nodded. “I suppose so. Sort of like how cereal goes with milk but not with water or orange juice or anything else. You just belong together.”
“Uh, sure, yes, let’s go with that.”
Mila sniffed. “So, am I still fired?”
The car screeched around a corner. “Mil, I wish I could say no. But you have to know by now that the shop isn’t doing well. Now that the roof is finally collapsing I don’t know what I can do except sell the place. And…” A huge hollow feeling welled up inside her and she spoke more quickly to stop it overcoming her. “And then I’ll probably be in London or New York or wherever it is that Adelaide will be.”
Assuming Adelaide would take her. Shit. Somewhere along the way here she’d forgotten about a whole other half of the equation.
“Stop!” she cried out.
“Can’t,” cried Max from the front seat. “We’re already on the motorway feeder lane.”
“But what if she says no?” said Ant.
“You need to get better at planning ahead,” Mila said, settling back into her seat as though she wasn’t being thrown around like the last peanut left in the can.
“I can turn around at the next exit,” Max said anxiously eyeing them in the rear view mirror. “But I can’t do anything until then.”
“You can’t turn back now,” Mila said. “And why would you?”
“Because Adelaide might not want me. Because I didn’t bother to call ahead. Because…”
“Because you’re scared,” said Mila.
Ant nodded.
Mila took her hand and squeezed it. “You could hide behind the counter,” she said. “Like I do. Or you can stand up and ask for what you want. It’s your choice. Hiding behind the counter is nice, it’s cozy and warm. But then, you don’t really see much down there. You hear a lot, but you don’t see anything. It’s like living half a life. Would you be content with half a life?”
Ant swallowed and shook her head.
“Well then, we keep going. Though, to be honest, you should probably call her and find out where she is, because London is pretty big from what I’ve heard.”
“So we’re going ahead then?” asked Max.
“Just to be clear,” said Mila. “If you weren’t selling the shop, then I wouldn’t be fired, right?”
“Right,” said Ant, her mouth dry and her voice shaking.
“Good,” Mila said.
“So we’re going to London?” Max said again.
Ant closed her eyes. “Yes. Yes, we’re going.”
“Fantastic,” said Max.
Ant heard the sound of a switch and then the whoop of sirens as the police car lights came on. “Max, we don’t need that.”
“Yes we do,” he said, laughing in glee. “I’ve always wanted to rush down the motorway with lights and sirens blaring and this might be my only chance.”
Ant screwed her eyes shut even more tightly. This was turning into so much more than she’d thought it would be. Not that there was a plan. She just hoped that wherever Adelaide was, she wasn’t going to be too put off by a screaming police car drawing up in front of her building.
“I TOLD YOU, she’s not answering,” Ant said in frustration.
“It is late,” said Max. “She might be in bed.”
“It’s half past seven,” pointed out Ant. “This is London, not the countryside. She doesn’t have cows to milk in the morning.”
Max pulled out of the side street and a taxi cut him off. “Fudge,” he said.
“You can say fuck, you’re a big boy,” Ant said, tired now and beginning to fray at the edges.
Max didn’t answer, he was too busy trying to pull into the stream of traffic. Neon lights shone everywhere and the pavements were still crowded. London was huge. How the hell were they going to find Adelaide?
“She’s got to be in a hotel,” said Mila.
“Of which I’m sure there are only a handful in the city,” responded Ant.
“Fine, I don’t have to help,” Mila said. She sniffed again. “Hey, Max.”
“Yes?”
“Do you want to be the other half of my life?”
There was a silence so deep and so still that it felt like the car was going to burst with it. Then Max was pulling over, a screeching of horns and shouts following him as he yanked on the handbrake, pulled off his seatbelt and turned around, clambering over the seats.
“Would I what?” he asked, face red and hair falling over one eye.
“Would you hide under the counter with me?” asked Mila. “Or, you know, we could not hide under the counter. It doesn’t really matter as long as we do it together.”
Then Ant was pulling back into the corner of the back seat so that Max could climb half into the back and pull Mila in until they were kissing so deeply that Ant had to close her eyes.
“Hey, hey,” she said, eyes still shut. “As much as I’m happy for you, we do have something to do here.” She opened one eye, but they were still lip-locked. “Jesus.”
Then came the solid thunk of metal on metal and Ant felt herself being propelled forward, throwing her hands up to protect her face.
“Fudge!” cried Max again, and he opened the back door, climbing over Mila to get out and deal with whoever had just run into their rear end.
“So, you and Max,” said Ant weakly.
“I told you I liked someone,” said Mila. “You were a bit busy with your own stuff though. But you still managed to help.”
“I did?” asked Ant, feeling desperately guilty now that she hadn’t even noticed what was going on.
“Well, you’re willing to give up your whole life and just come down here for some woman that won’t even answer the phone,” Mila said. “I thought the least I could do was tell Max that he should be my boyfriend. Do you think all that meant yes? I mean, he is interested, isn’t he?”
Ant rolled her eyes. “Yes, I should say so.”
“Huh,” said Mila, and a slow smile spread across her face as she turned to look out of the rear window. Max was arguing with a short, squat man who apparently hadn’t quite noticed that the car he’d hit was a police car. “You should call her agent.”
“What?”
“Adelaide’s agent, you should call her,” said Mila, eyes glued to Max who was now pulling out his warrant card and flashing handcuffs. “We might be here for a while.”
ANT CLIMBED OUT of the car into the chill of the spring evening. The squat man was now handcuffed and sitting on the curb whilst Max was on his police radio and Mila was watching him proudly.
“I could be a policeman’s wife,” she said when she saw Ant. “Can you believe that?”
“No,” Ant said, quite truthfully. “Not in the slightest.” She saw the way that Mila looked at Max though and couldn’t help but smile. “I think you’ll make a good policeman’s wife though, if that helps at all?”
“As long as I don’t have to arrest people,” Mila said.
“Yeah, I don’t think that’s in the job description.” Ant rubbed her nose. “Um, there’s a problem.”
“What’s that?”
Ant wrapped her arms around herself. “Adelaide’s at a party. It’s not far from here, but it’s not walkable.”
“Max,” Mila shouted. “We’ve got a lead.”
Max said something into his radio then came closer. “On Adelaide?”
Mila beamed and nodded.
“Alrighty then, give me a minute with this guy and we’ll get going.”
Ant was about to interrupt him, to tell him that she didn’t want to interfere with police business, but Max was already uncuffing the man, handing him a ticket, and telling him to be more careful in the future.
“You know, you’re not really dressed for a party,” Mila said.
Ant looked down at her jeans, a hole in one knee, her jumper that was fraying along the bottom, and her Converse that looked like she’d walked through a field in them, probably because she had. Then she shrugged. “It’s not like I can do much about it,” she said.
“People will stare,” pointed out Mila.
Ant started to grin. “They will, won’t they? I’ll make quite the splash.” And suddenly the idea of not fitting in seemed not so bad at all. If Adelaide was waiting at the end of the evening, then she really didn’t care what anyone else thought about her.
“Jump in then,” Max said.
He got into the car, but Ant hesitated for just a second. She took Mila’s hands in hers and pulled her in to hug her. “Thank you,” she said.
“For what?” asked Mila’s muffled voice.
“Everything. For being there. For being here. For forgiving me for being awful to you. For saving me. For being you.”
“I can’t be anyone else,” pointed out Mila, struggling free. “Not that I’d want to be.”
“Just so you know, I’d hire you to do anything if I had a choice in the matter,” Ant said. “I can’t think of anyone else I’d rather work with.”
“Well, don’t forget that,” Mila said. “Because I don’t think policemen are rich, you know.”
She got into the back seat of the car and Ant took a moment to breathe in the city air before getting in after her. She was really going to do this.



Chapter Thirty Four
Adelaide smiled and shook the hand of yet another old white man and leaned in as he told her just how much he loved her novels. Which would have been wonderful, if he hadn’t kept calling her by another author’s name.
She grinned wide and didn’t correct him.
It was all very well Joss telling her that she needed balance, but getting to that balance was going to be more of a problem. As much as she told herself that there had to be a hundred little towns like Whitebridge up and down the country, it was hard to believe that she’d find another place like it.
It was harder still to believe that she would find someone like Ant again.
Someone as simultaneously infuriating and attractive, smart and foolish, caring and yet so stoppered with her emotions.
Just thinking about the night they’d spent together made her insides clench with wanting.
She liked her, she had to admit it. No, she was inside her own head, she could be honest. She more than liked Ant. Which was precisely why she couldn’t go back and offer her half her life. Ant deserved more than that. Ant deserved someone that was with her a hundred percent and Adelaide could never promise that.
Not when at least a third of her belonged to the people in this event room.
“There’s someone you just have to meet,” Joss said, taking her elbow. “Do excuse us,” she said to the older gentleman that had been bending Adelaide’s ear.
“Thank God,” Adelaide said.
“You did rather look like you needed rescuing,” Joss smiled. “But there is someone you need to meet. This will be your art director, she’ll be over-seeing the cover design for your new book.”
“Pleased to meet you,” said a tall, blonde woman, swooping an arm around Adelaide’s shoulders in a way that was far too familiar. “Now do tell me, what do you think of puce? A much under-rated color, I believe. I was thinking puce and perhaps a pale yellow, but I do so need your input.”
“Not for too long,” Joss said, walking away. “I’ve got a list of people that Ad needs to talk to as long as my arm.”
Adelaide looked after her with pleading eyes, but Joss just grinned at her and mouthed that it was a part of the job.
With a sigh, and feet that were aching in heels that were far too high, Adelaide turned her attention to the cover designer.
✽✽✽
 
“What do you mean, I can’t go inside?” Ant said, putting her hands on her hips.
“I’m sorry, madam, but the venue is closed for a private party,” said the receptionist, her hair frosted and her smile frosty.
“Well, I know exactly who’s inside. Adelaide Park. So now will you let me in?”
The receptionist cleared her throat. “I’m afraid this is an invitation only event.” She paused and looked Ant up and down. “Do you happen to have an invitation, madam?”
Ant bit her lip and shook her head. It was no use lying about it. She looked around, trying to think of a way inside. There were two sets of double doors leading into the ballroom or whatever it was. But a security guard was standing outside each set.
Maybe there was a back door? Or she supposed she could just stay out here until Adelaide appeared. Then again, if there was a back door, maybe Adelaide was going to be ushered out of it like Elvis or something at the end of the evening.
“Excuse me.”
A handsome couple in full evening dress were smiling politely at her. She stepped aside as they presented a thick, card invitation to the receptionist, who smiled and gestured toward the door.
Maybe now was her chance. At least she was wearing sneakers and not heels.
Rolling all of her courage up into a ball and not looking the receptionist in the eye, she turned as though she was leaving. But when she heard the whisper of the doors opening, she turned back and ran full-tilt toward them.
She had a clear view into the party, until a black, brick wall popped up in front of her. She came to a screeching halt and stepped back far enough that she could see the security guard’s face.
“Nice try,” he whispered.
She grinned at him and he winked back. He was only doing his job.
With a sigh, she went back to the receptionist.
“Look, I do know Adelaide Park, I swear.” She looked down at her clothes. “I get why you can’t let me inside. But do you think that maybe you could get a message to Ms. Park for me? Just to let her know that someone is out here for her?”
The receptionist narrowed her eyes and sighed. “I suppose.”
✽✽✽
 
Adelaide was patiently listening to someone talking to her about audiobook narrators when a waiter tapped her on the arm.
“I’m sorry to interrupt, Ms. Park,” he said quietly. “But there’s someone that’s asking to meet you.”
Adelaide’s feet hurt. Like, really hurt. The balls of her feet were on fire and there was a blister the size of Rhode Island on her right heel. The underwire of her bra was poking her in the chest, and one of her earrings was far too tight and she thought she might be developing gangrene of the earlobe.
More than that, she had so far spoken to a cover designer, two members of publishing house staff, a rogue competing agent that had somehow gotten inside, three giggling interns from the marketing company that wanted to do product placement in her books, and whoever this audiobook person was.
She’d shaken the hands of fans, had signed books, had smiled and been friendly, and was rapidly reaching her limits.
So when she was informed that there was some random person that wanted to meet her but that didn’t have an invitation, she wasn’t exactly inclined to say yes.
“Absolutely not,” is what she in fact said. “I’m pretty sure that the security briefing was clear on the fact that there are to be no gate-crashers. So whoever it is will have to contact me through my agent like anyone else.”
The waiter gulped. “Very well, madam,” he said, bowing his head slightly and withdrawing.
At which point, Adelaide decided it might be a good idea to run away herself. At least as far as the buffet table. She was starving. All this schmoozing had left her no time to eat. She wanted sustenance and a large glass of wine.
And she was perfectly capable of finding somewhere quiet enough to eat and drink in peace. At least for ten minutes of privacy.
✽✽✽
 
“What’s going on?” Max hissed.
“They won’t let me in,” said Ant. “I’ve asked them to pass a message to Adelaide, but there’s been no answer. That receptionist hates me, I’m not even sure she had the message sent.”
She flopped back into a soft chair, but Max took her hand and yanked her up. “Oh no, I won’t have love impeded by petty bureaucrats,” he said.
“I never took you for a romantic,” said Ant, as he pulled her along back toward the reception desk.
“I read my romances,” said Max. “Just because yours is a crime book shop doesn’t mean that I don’t go to other shops. I like a good romance. Who doesn’t like a happy end? And if I need to flash my badge to get you that happy ending, then that’s what I’m going to do.”
“Isn’t all this a misuse of police resources?” muttered Ant as she was pulled up in front of the reception desk.
“Police business,” barked Max. “You’re to let this woman into that party.”
“I’m afraid—”
“Are you impeding the course of an investigation, ma’am?”
The receptionist hesitated then shook her head.
“Good choice,” Max said as he escorted Ant to one of the sets of double doors.
“Have a great time,” grinned the winking security guard as he opened the door for her.
And Ant was plunged into a chattering, clinking, bustle of people. People far better dressed than she was. She couldn’t have stuck out more if she’d tried.
In fact, she was so out of place, that the party-goers parted around her.
She gulped and took a step forward, then another, eyes scanning the crowd for any sign of Adelaide. She could feel everyone watching her, conversations quietening as she got closer.
“Ant?” said a voice.
Ant spun around to see Joss. “I need to see her.”
“I recognize you from your new website, I…” A look of sudden understanding passed over Joss’s face. “It’s you, isn’t it?” she said. “You’re the distraction.”
“What?” asked Ant, confused. “Look, I just need to talk to her for five minutes. Please.”
“I’m happy to help you,” Joss said. “But the honest truth is that I’ve been looking for her myself for the last ten minutes and I’m damned if I can find her.”
Ant stood up on tip toes, craning her neck over the crowd of people. She couldn’t see Adelaide’s blonde head anywhere.
But she did see something else.
The buffet table at the back of the room stretched long and wide, exactly like the old counter of the shop. She started to laugh and turned back to Joss.
“Don’t worry,” she said. “I know exactly where to find her.”



Chapter Thirty Five
Adelaide was quite calmly sipping at her wine when the tablecloth lifted and someone crawled in next to her. It took her a second in the dimness to realize who it was. But when she did, she wasn’t surprised. Because it was the only person it could be.
“You’re not exactly dressed for a party.”
Ant looked her up and down. “You’re not exactly dressed to be crawling around under tables.”
“Fair point,” said Adelaide. She held out her plate. “Vol au vent?”
“Um, no, thanks. I’m fine.”
“Please yourself,” Adelaide said, taking one of the savory pastries and biting down into it.
“So… what are you doing down here?”
“I heard there was someone looking for me, and to be honest, I’d had enough of people looking for me tonight, so I thought I’d take ten minutes to myself.” Adelaide wiped her fingers on a napkin. “Of course, I didn’t realize that person was you. It was you, I suppose?”
Ant nodded.
“Huh. I guess I should have guessed. But I didn’t. You’re here for the reason that I assume you’re here?”
“That would depend on why exactly you think I’m here.”
“Because we’ve both been idiots and after a little time to reflect have come to understand that actually we can probably just compromise so that everyone gets what they want. Oh, and because we’re in love.”
Ant crossed her legs. “I think we’re supposed to do this a little bigger.”
Adelaide shrugged. “Please yourself,” she said again. “Do you want to go first, or shall I?”
“You’re taking this awfully well.”
She was really. But then, there wasn’t exactly much to take in. The moment she’d seen Ant slide in under the table it had all clicked together and she’d known absolutely and completely that this was how it was all supposed to work. It was like slipping on a custom made suit. It just fit.
They could dress it up in all the words they liked, the simple truth would still remain. Whatever came, whatever obstacles stood, whatever changed or remained the same, she loved Anthea Monroe and Anthea Monroe, for all her faults, loved her back.
“You go first then,” Adelaide said, picking up another vol au vent. “You’re the one that made the long trip.”
“Okay,” Ant said. She scratched her nose. “Alright. So. Here’s the thing.”
“Don’t worry, we’ve got all night.”
“Helpful, thank you,” said Ant. “Right. Okay, I probably should have given this more thought. But I’m here. I’m here and I don’t fit in and that’s okay. Because I’ll make myself fit in for you. I love my town, I love my shop, but the damn thing is practically falling down and, to be honest, I think I like you more than a dusty old book shop.”
“You could stand to dust,” Adelaide said. “But that’s a high compliment coming from you.”
“Alright then, it’s your turn.”
Adelaide took a breath. “Right. Huh. Yes, this isn’t as easy as it looks, is it? I see your point. Okay, so, I have everything I’ve ever wanted right now. A blossoming career, a book being published under my own name, money and influence. And yet there’s something missing. You. More than that. You and Whitebridge, because the two of you are inextricably linked.”
“So I say that I like you more than my book shop, and you say that you like me and my town an equal amount?” Ant said, raising an eyebrow. “That seems fair.”
“What I mean is that, well, that maybe I can fit into your life too. Maybe that’s the point. We both fit into each other’s lives.”
“So you’d move to Whitebridge?”
“Would you have me if I said yes?” Adelaide said. “I don’t have to live in the shop if you don’t want to. Not now at least.”
“That’s just as well,” said Ant. “It’s got no roof just at the moment.”
“Huh. We should probably get that fixed.”
“We? Fixed?”
Adelaide put her plate down. “Look, you said no when I offered you money, and I understand why. You did it for me. But I know that you don’t like me for my money. So here’s the thing, I want to make you happy. That means having a book shop. A book shop that has a roof.”
“Ad, I’m here to be with you, the shop is going to be sold.”
“Nope.” Adelaide shook her head. “The shop is going to be yours. You just need a starter loan to get on your feet. That’s what I’ll provide. We’ll do it properly, with contracts and lawyers and payment plans and all that stuff. And you’ll use the money to get to a place where you can start fulfilling your ambitions. Because you can do this.”
“Meanwhile, you’ll be living in Whitebridge.”
“That depends,” Adelaide said. “You haven’t exactly said I’m welcome yet.”
“I suppose I could deal with that.”
“It won’t be all the time. I’ll need to travel sometimes, I’ll need to go to meetings and conferences and all the rest of it.”
“I’ll probably need the break from you, to be honest.”
Adelaide bit back a smile and kept her face serious. “We’ll probably both need a break. So, do we have a deal?”
Ant nodded slowly. “I think we do. I think that maybe we could make things work. A compromise. You come to Whitebridge with me, and I’ll go to parties with you.”
“Not dressed like that you won’t.”
Ant snorted. “Like you don’t love me even more for showing up in my sneakers and jeans.”
“You might have a point there.”
Ant leaned in. “I’m not sure the deal is binding until we seal it though,” she said softly.
“Oh no,” Adelaide said, drawing back. “We’re not doing that in secret.”
“What do you mean?”
But Adelaide was already pulling back the tablecloth. “Out you get.”
Adelaide took Ant’s hand and pulled her up into the light.
“This is no secret. I want everyone to see this. I want everyone to know that you’re mine.”
“You want everyone at this party to know that you hooked up with a girl who shows up in jeans and sneakers?” Ant said.
“I want everyone at this party to know that somehow, unbelievably, I’ve managed to not only bed the most beautiful woman in the room, but that she’s chased me down for more,” Adelaide said, pulling her in. “I want the world to know that right now, you’re mine, because I don’t want you changing your mind.”
“That’s not going to happen,” Ant started.
But she was interrupted by the longest, deepest kiss that she’d ever experienced. It sent sensations traveling all the way down to her toes and all the way into her fingertips and through every nerve fiber she had.
There was sudden silence in the room.
Ant pulled back and Adelaide grinned at her. She wrapped her arm around Ant’s shoulders. “Want to get out of here?” she asked.
Ant nodded, still feeling everyone’s eyes on her. But this time, she was grinning. She didn’t care who was looking. Everyone knew now that she and Adelaide were together.
“How did you get here?” Adelaide asked as they walked out and past the reception desk.
Ant winked at the security guard, who laughed, and at the receptionist, who didn’t. “Um, Max and Mila brought me.”
“In that?” Adelaide said as they pushed outside into the cool night, pointing at the police car waiting at the bottom of the steps.
“In that,” agreed Ant.
“Perhaps they’ll give us a ride back to my hotel,” Adelaide said.
Ant cocked her head as the car moved slightly. Then she noticed the steamed up windows. She coughed. “Um, maybe they’re a little busy right now?”
Adelaide stared at the car, then laughed. “Yeah, maybe you’re right. Feel like walking?”
“In those shoes?” Ant said, looking down at Adelaide’s feet.
“You know, half an hour ago I’d have said no,” said Adelaide. “But right now, I’m walking on air, so yes, in these shoes.”
“Ooo, trite,” said Ant, hooking her arm through Adelaide’s. “You might want to avoid sentiments like that in your next book.”
“You might want to avoid giving unasked for advice,” grumbled Adelaide.
“Is it always going to be like this?” Ant asked.
“Oh yes,” Adelaide said, smiling happily. “For years and years and years, I expect. Up until you get sick of me and throw me out.”
“I’d never do that,” said Ant.
“You wouldn’t?”
“No, I’d murder you for your money. I do own a crime book shop, you know. I’ve got a certain reputation to uphold.”
Adelaide laughed and pulled her in closer. “You know, I think we might have to take a cab after all.”
“Why? Feet hurting already? I thought you were walking on air?”
“Oh, I am,” whispered Adelaide huskily. “The problem is, if we wait much longer, I’m going to have to kiss you right here on the street. And that kiss is going to lead to other things, and those things are going to lead to still more things and—”
“And I’ll call us an Uber,” Ant said quickly. “Otherwise Max will have to arrest you again, and we can’t have that.”
“Oh, I don’t know,” Adelaide said airily as Ant pulled out her phone. “It didn’t end so badly the last time.”



Epilogue
Ant stood up on her tiptoes and scanned the crowd, finally spotting Adelaide and giving a sigh of relief.
“Ad!”
Adelaide turned and smiled, her eyes crinkling at the corners in a way that still, after two years, made Ant’s heart triple in size. “There you are. I was starting to think that I’d have to hit the strip clubs on my own.”
“No strippers,” Ant said. “But I could do magicians.”
“Ugh, no magicians,” said Adelaide. She looked down at Ant’s empty hands. “Where’s all your swag?”
“There was literally so much of it that I had to ask someone from reception to carry it up to our room,” Ant said. “I don’t think I quite realized how desirable I’d be as a book shop owner at a book convention.”
“I’d rather have people showering me with free books than people demanding I sign things to their great niece’s boyfriend’s chihuahua,” Ad said.
“You love it,” said Ant. “Don’t deny it.”
“Okay, okay, I love it,” Adelaide grinned. “But I’m glad to be done for the day. Now, Vegas is at our feet, so what do you want to do? Strippers and magicians aside.”
“Honestly? I’m gasping for a drink.”
“Your wish is my command,” Adelaide said, whisking her off toward the hotel bar. “Now I’m in talks and conferences all day tomorrow, just so you know. Have you made plans for yourself?”
“I’m thinking I’ll pick up more books. Maybe have a swim in the pool.”
“Oh, the glamorous life of a bookseller,” said Adelaide, snagging them a table. “What are you drinking?”
“Long Island Iced Tea.”
Adelaide raised an eyebrow at her. “Seriously?”
Ant shrugged. “I’ve never had one before and I want to try it.”
“Your funeral,” said Adelaide.
Which turned out to be somewhat prophetic, if only in an opposite kind of way.
ANT WOKE UP because someone was pouring liquid light over her head and it was making her skull explode.
Her eyes opened into swollen slits and her mouth tasted like she might have accidentally been licking stones in the Sahara.
She struggled to sit up, head pounding so much she thought it might fall off, and spotted a fresh bottle of water by the side of the bed.
“Thank you all the gods,” she croaked. “Or Adelaide,” she added, as she opened the water and chugged a third of it back.
She sat back, sipping at the water, and preparing herself for actually really opening her eyes to the brightness of their hotel room.
Jesus.
She hadn’t felt like this since she was sixteen and Mila had stolen a bottle of her mother’s Creme de Menthe.
Whatever the hell was in a Long Island Iced Tea it wasn’t tea. Something she probably could have figured out after her third. Or fourth.
With a great effort Ant forced her eyes completely open.
The room was fairly neat, barring the trail of clothes that led to the bed. The blinds were open letting in the hot desert sun. Adelaide’s side of the bed was neatly made. Well, it would be. One of the things that she detested about her girlfriend was that she never, ever suffered from hangovers.
So Adelaide had gone trotting off to her conferences leaving her girlfriend to die slowly from the excesses of the night before. Ant grunted. Typical.
Not that the drinking was typical. Ant couldn’t remember the last time she’d been out drinking. She did now remember why she didn’t go out drinking, however. She’d text Ad. Tell her that she was evil for leaving her alone. And let her know that she’d probably be dying some time in the next hour or so.
She reached over, patting at the nightstand for her phone, coming up empty handed but finding instead a thick piece of paper. Curious, she picked it up and squinted at it.
She read through it once and shook her head, drinking a little more water then going back to the beginning and starting again.
Only after she’d read it through three times did she finally put the pieces together.
For fuck’s sake.
Okay, it was Vegas.
Okay, so they’d been drinking.
But they hadn’t really done it. Had they?
No, this had to be some sick joke on Adelaide’s part.
She’d kill her.
With shaking hands, Ant flicked through her phone until she got to Adelaide’s contact, pressing the call button.
The marriage certificate slid to the floor, unheeded.
THREE ASPIRIN, A warm shower, two cups of coffee and uncountable unanswered phone calls later, Ant was pacing up and down the hotel room, phone glued to her ear.
“You’d better call me back when you get this message, I swear to God, Ad.”
She hung up and threw her phone onto the bed.
“What are we going to do?” she wailed.
She sat on the edge of the bed, her head in her hands.
This was a disaster.
Not that she hadn’t considered marrying Adelaide. Not that they hadn’t talked about it, in an abstract kind of way. But that they’d done it this way. If they’d even done it. Maybe they hadn’t. Maybe this was all a trick.
She bent over, head swimming, and fished under the bed for the marriage certificate. When she found it, she peered at it. It looked real enough. But then, what did she know? Turning it over, she saw an address listed on the back.
Okay, this was a start.
It was probably some kind of joke shop or something.
She looked up the address on her phone.
It was two blocks away at most.
She picked up a fresh bottle of water, a hat, and her sunglasses before stalking out of the room with the marriage certificate in her hand.
IT DIDN’T LOOK much like a joke shop. In fact, to be perfectly honest, it looked like a chapel. A wedding chapel.
“Please, Ad, call me,” Ant muttered into the phone before hanging up.
The place looked exactly like she’d always imagined a Vegas wedding chapel would look.
With a sigh, her mouth dry again despite the bottle of water she’d drunk on the way, Ant marched toward the door and pushed through it into the freezing cold of the air conditioning.
“Good morning, ma’am,” said a chirpy voice.
A young man popped up from behind the front counter, his hair swooping up at the front like a young Elvis. Ant’s heart sank.
“Oh dear,” he said, pushing a box of tissues toward her. “Can I get you some water?”
Ant nodded and he went back under the counter, reappearing with an icy cold bottle of water that she took gratefully.
“Um,” she said, unsure of where to start.
He glanced sympathetically at the certificate that was still in her hand. “Yes,” he said, with a sigh. “It is real, I’m afraid, ma’am. And it is also legally binding.”
“Ah.”
“I assure you that we’re very much in line with all industry practices here,” he added primly. Then his face softened a little. “Is it really that bad?”
“Uh…”
He held out his hand, waggling his fingers until Ant handed him the certificate she was holding. “Come here,” he said. “Let’s do this together.”
He turned the certificate over, entered a code into his computer that was on a little sticker at the back, then turned the screen to face Ant.
“It doesn’t look that bad, ma’am,” he said, a gentle smile on his face.
Ant leaned in.
There were pictures.
Pictures of her and Ad.
And for the first time that morning her heart rate slowed down and her head emptied a little and her shoulders dropped and she half-smiled.
She had her arm around Adelaide and Ad was looking down at her with a look of wonder on her face. In the next picture, they were both pulling faces at the camera and Ant couldn’t remember the last time she’d looked so happy. In the third, they weren’t looking at the camera at all. They were looking at each other. And Ant had only ever seen that shared look once before, when Eleanor had looked at Lilian.
Tears sprang to her eyes.
“It’s really not that bad,” said the young man, pushing the tissues even closer. “You know, you can always get a quickie divorce, it’s not the end of the world.”
“I suppose you see this quite a lot, don’t you?” Ant said.
“Less than you’d think,” he said. “But to be honest, the two of you look quite happy.”
Ant looked at the pictures again, then nodded, forcing herself to smile. “Yes,” she said. “We do, don’t we?”
THE WALK BACK to the hotel was longer than she felt it should be and the desert sun was hot and bright. She was sweating by the time she got back to their room, keycard sliding into the slot easily.
It wasn’t so bad, she told herself.
Okay, it wasn’t the way she’d have planned it.
But it wasn’t so bad.
They could deal with this, of course they could.
Everything would be fine.
She opened the door to see a flurry of activity.
“What on earth are you doing?” she asked, stopping in the doorway.
“Knitting,” said Adelaide. “Feeding the goats. Deep sea fishing. What does it look like?”
Both their suitcases were open on the bed and Ad was flinging clothes into them. “Um, packing?”
“Our flight leaves in three hours, so get your stuff together,” Adelaide said, voice muffled as she disappeared into the closet.
“Flight?” said Ant. “We’re not leaving for another three days. And you’re supposed to be downstairs giving lectures on things. Or listening to lectures. Or something.”
“Three hours,” Adelaide said. “And it’s going to take forever to get to the airport at this time of day. Get on with it.”
Prompted into action even though she didn’t understand what was happening, Ant started to run around collecting her own things. “Is this because of what happened?” she asked.
“What do you think?” Adelaide said. Then she stopped. “Which reminds me.” She pulled her phone out of her pocket and clicked on something before turning the screen to Ant. “I was supposed to show you this this morning, you made me promise last night. But you looked like you needed the sleep and I had arrangements to make. Anyway, watch it now.”
Ant took the phone, seeing herself sitting in front of a cocktail that had far too many umbrellas in it. She pressed play.
“This is Anthea Monroe of sound body and slightly drunken mind and whoever you are, you sober Ant out there, you need to know that this was a hundred and ten percent your idea and you’re going through with it.”
“What was your idea?” asked Adelaide’s voice off-camera.
“Getting married in Vegas, baby!” whooped Ant.
“And what won’t you take?”
“No for an answer.” Ant leaned in toward the camera, looking very serious now. “And I won’t take no for an answer because I love this woman and she can’t even know how much so I’m gonna do this now. We’re gonna do this now. So’s she can’t say no when she’s in her right mind. So maybe I’m taking advantage of her.”
“You’re not taking advantage of me,” Adelaide said off-camera.
“She loves me too,” whispered drunk Ant, her eyes coming alive with pleasure. “She loves me.”
The video ended and Ant handed the phone back to Adelaide.
“I know, I know,” Ad said. “But we really need to get packed and out of here. And there’s one more thing. We’re not doing this in public. We’ll talk about this like adults. But we’ll do it once we get home in private, okay? We’ll figure out what we’re doing and we’ll do it together. In the meantime, can we just get home with as little drama as possible?”
“I’m not making drama,” Ant said, pulling her underwear out of a drawer and pushing it into her case.
“You called me eighteen times.”
“Fine, maybe a little drama.”
“Finish packing,” said Adelaide.
ONCE ON THE plane, Adelaide had handed over sleeping pills, saying that they were both going to land well-rested. So by the time their taxi was driving them over the hill and down into Whitebridge, Ant found that she was feeling quite human again.
Well, other than the fact that Adelaide had flat out refused to discuss what had happened in Vegas.
It wasn’t the end of the world, she kept telling herself. Just because it wasn’t ideal doesn’t mean it was wrong.
But it didn’t sit right, didn’t feel right.
The taxi pulled up at the wrong end of the street, in front of the little police station.
“Just a bit further up the road, please,” Ant said.
“No,” said Adelaide. “Here will do fine.” She pulled bills out of her pocket to pay the driver.
“Having me arrested? I’m pretty sure that getting drunk-married isn’t a crime, you know,” Ant said as they climbed out of the cab.
“Alright,” Adelaide said, turning to her. “I’ve got a question for you. Just answer it right now. Honestly. That’s the only thing I ask of you.”
Ant looked up and down the street. It was quiet in town today. But this still wasn’t the privacy that Adelaide had said they needed for this discussion. Her heart beat hard and her mouth got dry again.
She remembered what Lilian had said about being scared every day that Eleanor would realize that she was too good for her. Maybe that’s what this was. Maybe Adelaide had finally realized.
Ant’s heart started to crack.
“Okay,” she said in a small voice. “Ask away.”
“Is it the marriage you object to, or how it happened?”
The question wasn’t at all what she’d expected and she stared at Adelaide not quite understanding. “What?”
“It’s a simple question,” Adelaide said. “Is the problem that you’re married to me, or that we did it in a far off country when we’d been drinking?”
“How could you think that?” Ant said, tears coming to her eyes. “How could you think that I wouldn’t want to be married to you?”
“So it’s the whole drunk in Vegas thing, right?” Adelaide said, looking anxious now.
“Of course it is.”
“Thank God.”
“For what?” asked Ant, still blinking back tears.
“Thank God that I read you right,” said Adelaide. “I spent all morning yesterday, is it yesterday? Back in Vegas, I mean. I spent all morning making arrangements.”
“Arrangements for what?” Ant said, absolutely confused by this point.
“Arrangements for doing this properly,” Adelaide said simply.
“What?”
“Off you go. Mila’s waiting for you in the station. She’s got your dress and everything you need. I’m heading to the shop to take a quick shower and I’ll see you there.”
“See me where?” asked Ant, still trying to keep up.
“At our wedding,” laughed Adelaide, turning to walk away. “Our second wedding.”
THE GARDEN OF the Banks’ House was perfect in every way, with chairs laid out and tables with food, chains of flowers decorating everything in sight.
But Ant only had eyes for Adelaide.
She was standing at the altar in a plain white suit, the jacket undone, her hair up, and a smile on her face so wide it might crack her face wide open.
“You can still run,” Lilian whispered.
Ant rolled her eyes. “You’re just jealous.”
Lilian smiled. “Yes,” she said. “Yes, I am. Jealous that I never had the chance to do this. But so, so happy that you do.”
“Do you mean that?” asked Ant, anxiously tugging at her dress.
“Are you serious?” asked Lilian. “Walking my daughter down the aisle is the proudest moment of my life. It’s the last thing on my bucket list.”
“The last thing?” asked Ant, glancing over to where a woman in a floral dress was sitting in the second row.
“Maybe not the last thing,” Lilian said. She cleared her throat. “You don’t mind that I brought Rebecca, do you?”
“Of course not.” Ant squeezed her aunt’s hand. “I’m glad that you’ve found someone again. I’m glad that you’re happy. And I’m a hundred percent certain that Eleanor would be too.”
Lilian nodded. “So am I.” Music started. “Shall we do this then?”
Ant looked down the aisle, eyes still on Adelaide. “You just called me your daughter.”
“Did I?” Lilian said, threading her arm through Ant’s.
“Yes, you did,” said Ant. She turned to Lilian and grinned. “Let’s do this, mum.”
And they walked down the aisle together.
“WE DIDN’T HAVE much time to plan,” Lyn said. “So you’ll have to excuse the hurried nature of things.”
“Didn’t have much time to cook, neither,” put in Jen.
“But it looks amazing anyway,” Ant said.
She was controlling herself, trying not to laugh with glee and delight, trying not to be overcome with the excitement of finally becoming Ad’s wife. This time it felt real.
“This is from me,” Joss said, handing over a bulky package.
“Ha, hers and hers sweaters,” Adelaide laughed, opening it up. “They’re beautiful, Joss.”
“I told you I’d make you a jumper,” Joss said.
“And here’s me thinking that you still hadn’t forgiven me for killing off Detective Dennis.”
“Well, since you’ve continued making me money despite that, I can’t really complain,” Joss grinned. “And your writing is your business. Making yourself happy is the most important thing.”
“My turn,” Mila said, handing over a heavy box.
Ant eyed her, then opened the paper and sighed. “Mila. Really? The complete Fifty Shades of Grey series?”
Mila laughed. “Maybe you’ll read it one day. Get some tips.”
“Our present is already at the book shop,” Max put in. “Under Maigret’s watchful eye.”
“He made you a new dressing table to replace the one that got broken in the storm,” said Mila proudly. “And he’s finally done so perhaps he can start working on that crib now?”
Max put his arm around his wife. “Whatever you like.”
“I can’t believe I’m going to have a policeman baby,” said Mila.
“You know the baby might not be a policeman,” Ant said. “He or she might be a painter or a teacher or, I don’t know, a book shop owner like their mum.”
“But I’m not a book shop owner,” Mila started. Then she flushed red. “Ant, no.”
“Yes,” Ant said. “We’ve been talking about it for a while now. You put in most of the work, you both helped with the renovations, and I couldn’t have done any of it without you. Nor would I want to. So you and I are going into town to the solicitor’s office to make it official. We’re in this together whether you like it or not.”
Mila squealed and buried her head in Max’s shirt. Ant laughed and so did Adelaide as she pulled her wife in close.
“I did the flowers,” old Dave piped up. “So don’t be expecting more presents from me.”
“I should be giving you presents,” Adelaide said. “Without you and your tractor I would never have ended up here at all.”
“In that case, I’ll take a new tractor,” Dave said.
Ant closed her eyes. There was a real chance that Dave would be expecting a tractor now. Music started again and the others drifted away to the beat. Ant waited all of three seconds before grabbing Adelaide’s hand and taking her to the dance floor.
IT WAS DARK, but the evening was still warm as Ant slid down under the table, holding the tablecloth out of the way with one hand.
“I thought I’d find you under here,” she said.
“And I knew that you would,” Adelaide said. “Cucumber sandwich?”
Ant took one. “I can’t believe you did all this.”
“I’d do it a hundred times over,” said Adelaide. “A thousand times. In fact, I’d marry you every day if I could.”
Ant laughed. “I don’t think my feet could take all the dancing. Not to mention the flying back and forth to Vegas every day.”
“You don’t regret it then?”
Ant studied her wife then reached out to take her hand. “The only thing I’ll ever regret is all the days I spent without you before all this.”
“Now who’s being trite?” asked Adelaide. “It’s just as well I’m the writer in the family.”
“Well, I don’t know about that. I’ve been thinking that I might turn my hand to a novel or two now that the shop is up and running properly.”
Adelaide growled. “You’ve got a wife to look after now, you know.”
“I know,” said Ant. “A wife that’s demanding and moody and occasionally infuriating.”
Adelaide lifted an eyebrow. “Would you have it any other way?”
Ant shuffled in closer. “I’m not sure that I would.”
Adelaide tilted her head and brought her lips nearer. “I’m not sure that I would either,” she said.
Ant felt the soft brush of lips against hers, felt her heart pounding, felt her pulse pick up, then felt a cool breeze on her back.
“This table’s taken,” Adelaide barked.
“Oops,” giggled Mila. “We’ll take under the buffet table then.” She dropped the tablecloth back down so it covered them again.
“Now,” said Adelaide. “Where were we?”
“Mmm, right about here?” Ant said, pulling her in and kissing her soundly.
Music crept through the night, twining around the chattering voices and laughter of the wedding guests. And under the table two couples whispered sweet nothings and drank champagne until one cranky old great aunt demanded they all come out and join the party.
“Back to our adoring public,” Adelaide said with a grin.
“Your adoring public, you mean,” said Ant.
“Oh, I don’t know. You and Mila are the Queens of Crime now. The two of you are starting to get quite the following, especially now that your podcast is out. I might even be getting jealous.”
“Out,” Lilian barked. “Out from under the tables you two.”
Ant giggled.
“We’d better go or she’ll kill us.”
“Oh, I’m not afraid of my mother,” Ant said. “And you should be far more afraid of your wife. I’m not done with you yet.”
And she pulled Adelaide in for a kiss that might never end.
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The Hotel Inspector
Chapter One
The fire in room twelve started at eight seventeen which rather spoiled breakfast.
“Shall I call the fire brigade?” Connie asked as Katie sped past her.
“Yes,” Katie shouted back over her shoulder. She burst through the dining room doors and ran smack into Harry.
“Not so fast,” Harry said, putting a calm hand on her shoulder. “It’s probably just one of the Yanks smoking again. Here, take this.” He pulled a fire extinguisher off the wall and handed it to her. “Go on, I’m right behind you.”
“Shall I cancel the fire brigade then?” asked Connie, sounding quite put out.
“You haven’t phoned yet,” Harry pointed out.
“But I was just about to.”
Katie took a deep breath. “Connie, hold off on the fire brigade, Harry come with me. Connie watch the dining room, Harry take Connie’s phone so we can call if necessary.”
Like obedient toddlers, they both nodded and then the fire alarm sprang back to the front of Katie’s attention and she sprang back into action.
Room twelve was on the second floor and she could see smoke coming out from under the door. Her heart started to hammer in her chest and she hefted the fire extinguisher up onto her hip as she reached for the door handle.
“Wait!” Harry shouted, his creaking old knees giving him problems as he got up the stairs.
“There’s smoke,” Katie pointed out.
“Put your hand on the door,” cried Harry, still several meters away. “Is it hot?”
Katie felt the door. “No.”
“Go on then, in you go, be careful.”
Hand trembling, she turned the handle and found the door firmly locked. For God’s sake. With one hand she thudded at the door, feeling the thin wood bend as she banged.
Meanwhile, guests were coming out of the other rooms in the corridor and Harry was trying to usher them all down the stairs and into the dining room for breakfast.
“I can kick the door in if you like?” asked a man who seemed to be slightly thinner than the door itself.
Katie wondered which one of them would break first. “No,” she said. “But thank you.” She remembered her manners. Then she banged on the door again.
If no one answered then she was going to have no choice but to try and break down the door, but she’d really rather not. She’d really rather not have yet another expense to add to a rapidly growing list. She’d really rather not add door-kicking-in to her resume.
“Open the door,” she shouted, loudly and sharply.
And then finally, the door cracked open. A male face peered out mule-ishly, wreathed in smoke. “What?”
Katie immediately knew what had happened. Half the hotel would know what had happened. The stench of marijuana leaked out of the room with the smoke. “Sir, this is a non-smoking hotel, as is clearly marked in your room.”
“I’m not smoking.” A tendril of smoke curled out over his head.
The crowd in the corridor began to shuffle away, the excitement over. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to step out of your room,” Katie said.
“You can’t come in here, this is private property.”
“Yes, but it’s my private property,” she explained carefully.
He frowned at this and relaxed his hold on the door which opened slightly further. Katie could see that the windows were all closed and that the vents had towels over them. She could also see no visible signs of fire, always a good start to a morning conversation.
“I want to speak to your manager,” the man said, suddenly finding his voice and thinking he’d solved his problem. He moved to close the door.
“She is the manager,” said Harry, finally catching up and leaning his large frame against the door putting gentle pressure on it. “In fact, she’s the owner, so be a good chap and let her in.”
Katie smiled gratefully at Harry and slowly, slowly, the room door opened. She kept the fire extinguisher in hand, just in case she still needed it.
“WHAT I DON’T understand is where he got it,” Connie said, sipping at her tea genteelly. “I mean, this isn’t London.”
Which was fair. Lanton Bay was about as far from London as you could get. In fact, Katie couldn’t even remember the last time she’d been to London.
“It’s also not nineteen fifty,” pointed out Sophie, sweeping crumbs off the next table.
“If you’re implying that I’m old,” Connie started.
“No one’s implying that you’re old,” Harry said quickly. “You are as fair a flower as ever, touched by the dew of youth, my dear.”
Connie smiled bashfully, the lines at the corners of her eyes catching up with the ones on her forehead. “Such a charmer, Harry, you always were.”
Katie just about stopped herself rolling her eyes. Though Harry and Connie were the hotel’s oldest residents, there was still a solid twenty year age gap. Connie was over fifty, but since Harry had said goodbye to seventy she was bound to look young in his eyes.
Besides, Connie was the one that had acted like a shocked old lady when she’d heard the news, whilst Harry had chuckled and said that he wouldn’t mind a pipe of whatever the young chap had been smoking.
“It’s not that I particularly mind,” Katie said. “I mean, each unto his own, and a little joint every now and again isn’t as bad as a bottle of whiskey a day. But he could have been more considerate about it.”
“I’ll be airing that room out for days,” Sophie grumbled, laying out a freshly ironed tablecloth and smoothing it over the edges of the table.
“Not to mention setting off the alarms and frightening the other guests,” Connie put in.
Not that the other guests had seemed all that bothered, thought Katie. Actually, most people hadn’t even moved from in front of their bacon and eggs. There was some lesson in there about fire drills and preparedness, she was sure, but she was too tired to think about it right now. Besides, the fire had set back her schedule.
“I’ll be off on the morning shop then,” she said. “Soph, you’ve got the rooms? Just leave the windows open in twelve and we’ll see how it smells this afternoon.”
“My dear, don’t rush off,” said Harry. “Sit down, have a cup of tea, rest your weary legs. It’s been quite the morning already.”
And as much as Katie would have loved to take him up on his offer she knew that a five minute break now would end with her chasing around for the rest of the day trying to catch up. So she shook her head.
“No rest for the wicked,” Sophie said, her bleached blonde curls bobbing as she laid out knives and forks.
“Our Katie could never be wicked,” said Connie, raising her tea cup.
“Oh, you’d be surprised,” said Sophie. “There was this one night when we were out at that pub just over the moor and—”
“And that’s my cue to leave,” said Katie. “Don’t go spreading gossip, Soph.”
“Wouldn’t dream of it,” grinned Sophie.
“Oh, if you wouldn’t mind getting some more tea before you leave,” Connie said, holding out the tea pot.
“I’ll get it,” said Harry.
“No,” said Katie, swiftly grabbing the pot. “You’re a guest.”
“I’m a fixture,” said Harry.
But Katie took the pot anyway, carrying it through to the kitchen to where Tam was washing up and whistling, his dog Pip lying by the back door. “Tam, fill this up for Connie and Harry, would you?”
He turned and grunted and she put the pot down. A grunt was as much as anyone ever got from Tam, but she wasn’t about to complain. He did the cooking and most of the handiwork around the place. His lack of conversational skill was definitely not a deal-breaker.
Then, finally, Katie stepped out of the back door and into the morning sunshine.
She’d been up since five, but it felt like five days since the alarm had gone off. She stretched in the sun, smelled the smell of the sea in the air, and looked out across the moors.
The sage and lavender country stretched out up a small incline, making it look as though the world ended right at the horizon. Over the hill was Lanton Bay real, a tiny little town that looked as though it had been built for a TV set and left to blossom. It was no more than a ten minute walk, but she wasn’t headed into town today.
One last breath of fresh air and she strode around the corner of the building to the courtyard where the hotel’s battered Toyota was kept. The car was blue, but rusty enough that calling it blue was an act of charity.
It was parked on the edge of the grounds, so that Katie could see the vast expanse of the sea stretching out in front of her as she got in and started up the engine.
Lanton Bay Hotel was not creatively named. It was, however, stunningly beautiful. Okay, so it was falling down and decrepit and Katie had a sneaky suspicion that rats and plague might lurk in its dustiest corners. But every time she saw the place, every time she smelled the ocean, every time she caught a glimpse of the moors from a window, her heart filled up with the same sense of beauty as it had the first time she’d driven up the drive.
That first time she’d been intrigued, captivated, and she still was to some extent. But the hotel had revealed more and more of itself over time. She hadn’t always liked what she’d found, but she worked with it.
Then there was Harry, almost a father figure, and Conny, a temperamental ex-actress, both whiling away their time as long-term residents for reasons that Katie couldn’t quite fathom. And Sophie, of course, close to her own age and just as hopelessly single. There was Tam and Pip and a long string of guests who came for the walking or the sea air or whatever else.
And there was Katie herself.
She pulled the car out of its parking space, reversing so that she was facing into the drive.
It wasn’t as though she was alone. She was rarely alone. Sometimes, she went up into the attics pretending to look for tables or menu covers or pillowcases just so that she could have five minutes on her own.
But alone and lonely weren’t quite the same thing.
Five years she’d been here. Five years that had gone in the blink of an eye. And she wasn’t exactly sure what had changed. Maybe nothing. Maybe that was the point.
She sighed and put the car into gear. She needed to get the shopping done, which meant a twenty minute trip up to the big supermarket by the main road. It was a job that she hated doing, but there was no one else to do it.
She revved the engine to warm it up and then the little car bounced down the driveway and out onto the road.



Chapter Two
Isla stood uncomfortably against a wall, plastic cup in hand filled with something that purported to be wine. It tasted like vinegar and socks. Her colleagues were laughing and chatting and she watched on as a cake was cut.
Colleagues. The word was technically correct. However, Isla spent little time with them and little time in the small London office. She was mostly on the road, which thankfully spared her little events like this.
Unfortunately, this party had fallen on one of the very few days when not only was she in town, but she was also in the office. Bad timing perhaps, or bad planning. She sniffed and wondered whether she could pour the wine into a handy pot plant.
“You know, you could sneak out of the back when no one’s looking.”
She turned around to see George Hassel, cup in hand, leaning against the wall next to her. His comb-over was awry and his nose was red, implying that the cup in his hand was not his first.
“It’s your goodbye party,” she pointed out. “I’m not entirely sure that informing me of escape routes is the done thing.”
“Indeed,” George said, with a grin. “But then, I’ve known you a long time, Isla Seymour, and I’m well aware that this whole fuss is like nails on a chalkboard to you.”
He had known her a long time. Longer than most people. It had been George that had first hired her to join the Tourist Authority, and George that had quickly decided that giving her the title of hotel inspector and sending her out on the road would be the only way to keep the peace.
Isla was not a people person, or so she’d been told.
That didn’t mean that she didn’t have a certain fondness for George though. He’d always been kind and thorough, and was good at his job. He was also far past retirement age and looking forward to keeping rabbits, a hobby that Isla neither understood nor approved of.
“It’s… fine,” she said. Because she wasn’t without manners and this was important to George.
“It’s sentimental clap-trap,” George said. “But I won’t say that I won’t miss this place.”
“Is this where I’m supposed to say ‘I don’t know what we’ll do without you?’”
George laughed. “Probably. Though in this case, that might actually be true rather than just sentiment. Heaven knows what the new management will be like. But it’s time for a change, and the Tourist Authority can’t be left behind.”
“Have you heard anything?” asked Isla, trying to sound casual and not at all like this was important to her, or kept her up at night, or had her hiding her chewed nails.
George sniffed. “All I know is that they want a new wind blowing. I’ve never been anything but honest with you, Isla. I told you to be on the lookout for something new, there are no guarantees.”
“I know.”
“Do you really?” He leaned in a little now, the wine sticky on his breath. “There’s a lot of talk about cutting costs, Isla. A lot of talk about how reviewing hotels is something that could better be done by aggregating online sources and customer ratings, rather than subjectively sending out an inspector.”
“I’m the only one left,” Isla said.
“For good reason. It’s expensive sending out inspectors all over the country. Especially when most people just read aggregate reviews anyway. You’re the last of a dying breed, Isla. Like me in that way, I suppose.”
“And now I’m supposed to say ‘you’re not a dying breed,’ am I?”
George laughed. “No need for that, girl. I know what I am. You’re the one I’m worried about. You’ve got this last trip and then a month of holiday. You’d be best to take that time and think about what you might want to do next. You’re not without skills.”
“I have an excellent degree.”
“And zero people skills,” George said. “So keep that in mind. I’ll write you any kind of reference you need, Isla. You’ve done good work here. You’re efficient, you keep to your deadlines, never fiddle your expenses, and, more to the point, you’ve got good grammar. I can’t stand having to edit things with a red pen.”
“I’ll be sure to add those things to my resume,” Isla said coolly.
“Oh, don’t be like that. I know you put up a front, you little ice maiden.”
“It’s not a front.”
He laughed again, showing crooked teeth. “Say what you like, you’ve got a heart buried under there, Isla. It’s just a shame you never let anyone see it. There aren’t many as patient as me, nor as trusting.”
“And now we’re moving on to romantic advice, are we?”
“No,” George said, with a sigh. “I’m just maudlin, I suppose. It’s the occasion. I just… You’re a good person, Isla. That’s what I wanted to say. You’re decent and hard-working and—”
“And cold and a bitch,” she finished.
“No, that’s what you’d like people to think,” said George. “I’m an old man and I’m old-fashioned and I’m bound to say the wrong thing. But things are coming to an end here, and that makes you look back, makes you take stock. And you know what? It’s not the business I remember, it’s not the hotels or the reviews or the complaints or the printing problems or even the fuss it was to get everything online. No, it’s the people. It’s the people I’ll remember and the people I’ll miss.”
“You might want to cut yourself off after that glass,” said Isla. “No one likes a miserable drunk.”
“Maybe you’re right.” He pushed himself up off the wall. “I’ll miss you, Isla. I’ll miss you giving it to me straight, I’ll miss your honesty and directness. I know you don’t want to hear that, but I will.”
Isla didn’t quite know what to say, so she said nothing.
“And I’ll say my goodbyes,” said George. “Then you can sneak out without feeling guilty. Go on, be off with you.”
Isla nodded. “Goodbye then.”
Someone started to sing and George pulled a face. “You’d better get out before things get worse.”
Isla nodded. She put down her plastic cup and walked out of the office without looking back. George had to retire, so there was no point feeling anything about it. Sadness got you nowhere.
Besides, she had packing to do and arrangements to make.
ISLA’S FLAT WAS perfect in every way. It was white and pine and she had it arranged exactly as she liked it.
Which was why she was looking forward to a month of holiday time.
A month to stay in her own flat. A month of showering in her own shower, of sleeping in her own bed, it sounded glorious.
Or it had sounded glorious.
But now she was worried that George might be right. She was hanging on to her job by a thread and while she was gone there was a good chance that that thread might be snipped.
She carefully folded a shirt and put it in its correct place in her small case. This was something she could do in the dark, which was handy because she’d once had to in a small hotel in Milton Keynes during a power cut.
What would happen if that thread was cut? She had no plan B. This was what she did.
Alright, it’s not like she went to school to become a hotel inspector. But she’d studied hospitality. And this was the only thing she’d ever done. She’d joined the Tourist Authority straight out of university simply because they’d had an advertisement on the student center noticeboard.
Doing something different was unimaginable.
She loved what she did. She’d done it for twenty years, for God’s sake.
Her toiletry case slotted into the space at the bottom of the case.
George was panicking, that had to be it. He was worried about the changes ahead and thought he was being kind by telling her to have a back-up plan. In the end, nothing might happen. In the end, she might be in the exact same place as she was in now.
She would not let this ruin her holiday.
Alright, maybe she’d spend a little time polishing her resume. Maybe she’d have a think about what she might want to do should inspecting no longer be an option.
But she would also enjoy her month of not traveling.
She stood the little black case by the side of the front door and went into the small kitchen. She filled the kettle, wiped up a stray drop of water immediately, and straightened the dishcloth on the sink.
It wasn’t like she was an idiot. She had qualifications. There had to be a million things she could do. Even if there weren’t a million things she wanted to do.
The kettle boiled and she took out a teapot, rinsing it with a touch of the boiling water, before emptying it and putting in three spoons of tea. She’d have two cups tonight, so one spoon for each cup and one for the pot. She boiled the kettle again, waited until the water had stopped bubbling, then poured it in.
The perfect cup of tea.
Emotions should not come into this. Just like with George leaving. If she had to lose her job, then she had to, end of story.
She had a little time to think.
And before that, she had one more job to do. She reached into her briefcase and pulled out her laptop, squaring it neatly on the kitchen table and setting her cup of tea next to it.
It was time to research her next destination. On the south coast this time, so a good drive away. She opened up a folder and turned her attention to the charms and tourist attractions of Lanton Bay.
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