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      **A Note to Our Readers**

      

      Dear Readers,

      

      Thank you for picking up this book in the Harriet Biddlecombe Investigates series. Please be aware that this series is set in the United Kingdom and, as such, is written in British English. You may notice certain words spelled differently than what you might be accustomed to, such as "neighbour," "realise," and "apologise," among others. These spellings, along with some variations in vocabulary and grammar, are standard in British English.

      

      Additionally, there may be some British slang and expressions that might not be familiar. We have tried to keep slang to a minimum, but you may encounter a few terms unique to the UK.

      

      We hope you enjoy the story and the unique flavour that British English brings to the setting and characters of Mulberry Hill.

      

      Happy reading!

      

      Warm regards,

      K.J. Emrick and Ellie Emcee
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      Harriet smiled at the heartwarming sight at the front of the library as she shelved the returned books. For the past twenty minutes, Louie and Binx had been curled together, peacefully napping on the pet bed under the newly installed Library Pets sign. No growls, no pouncing—just the picturesque scene of a German Shepherd and a feisty tomcat sharing a nap.

      Sam had crafted the sign in his workshop after Harriet mentioned wanting to bring her pets to work. She had waited nearly three weeks to use it—unwilling to subject the library to the tussles that often erupted at home between the two animals. But they had finally calmed down enough for her to take the plunge. To her delight, they behaved better here than at home. Harriet liked to think it was the library's tranquil atmosphere that soothed even their competitive spirits.

      Her eyes flicked up to the sign again, admiring the carefully burned letters, each one smooth and straight. Sam truly had steady hands, she thought, recalling how he had steadied her when she stumbled getting off the carousel at the carnival.

      Harriet felt her cheeks flush and blushed harder. Sam had invited her to the carnival on Saturday, his casual manner almost making her miss the invitation. She had stopped by his house on the way home on Friday to drop off a book he had requested, and as they chatted, the invitation had slipped seamlessly into their conversation.

      “Carnival’s in town this weekend,” he’d mentioned, after thanking her for the book.

      “Oh, yes,” Harriet had said as she smiled, “the Mulberry Hill Fair, right? I remember going, years ago…”

      He’d nodded, hands stuffed in his pockets, book under his arm, looking out at the street. “I figured I’d likely stop by. Guess I was curious if I’d see you there?”

      Harriet shrugged noncommittally. “I guess it’s not impossible, I wasn’t really planning—”

      “Only I figured if you were going to be there, and I was, it would make sense for me to give you a ride. Parking is such a mess at the fairgrounds.”

      That had caught Harriet up short for a moment. Sam was not one to interrupt, and once she’d thought it over for a second, she’d realised with a small thrill what was happening.

      “You know, Debbie has been on me about attending anything besides library events.” And funerals, she had thought to herself.

      Sam had smiled, then, that big, easy smile that always felt like the sun breaking through a grey day. “I’ll pick you up at seven, then,” he’d declared.

      Harriet realised she’d been humming calliope music to herself, the shelving cart next to her forgotten. She went back to work, instinctively checking over her shoulder to see if Janet had caught her daydreaming…

      Reality caught up with Harriet in full force. She paused, her hand steadying her on the returns cart. The image of Janet, splayed out at Edgar’s funeral, flashed into her mind. Janet had been a terror of a boss, every worst story rolled up into one — petulant, demanding, unappreciative, and absolutely mad with power the way only an egomaniac given the bare modicum of it can be. More than once, Harriet had fantasised about coming in to work and finding out that Janet had quit overnight for this, that, or another reason, leaving the library blissfully free of her tyranny. But no one deserved an end like that.

      Harriet shook the image from her mind. The local council had unanimously voted to promote her to Head Librarian after Janet’s passing, and Harriet had quickly set about trying to turn the library into a more pleasant place. She’d ordered dozens of new books that patrons had been requesting for ages. Books that Janet had refused to order on the grounds that they weren’t ‘real’ literature. Harriet had hired a new lovely, pleasant assistant, and had reversed the library’s draconian pet policies, with the eventual approval of the council. Harriet was not one to brag, but checkout numbers didn’t lie: there’d been a ten percent increase in library attendance over the past month alone. She took some pride in that, though she’d never admit to it.

      Harriet got back to shelving, trying to stay focused. But with no Janet breathing fire over her shoulder, it was all too easy to drift back to Saturday. The sun had set quickly, leaving the fairgrounds dusky, lit by the game booths and bright ride lights. It had given the whole thing a nostalgic, hazy feel, as if Harriet had already been in a memory while it was happening. It was funny how quickly the edges blurred. Only two days ago and the memory had more pieces and strong moments — Sam laughing at a joke she’d made about the clowns walking around with balloons, Harriet cheering and throwing her arms around him when he’d won the ring toss, stepping back almost immediately after realising what she’d done, splitting a large piece of fruit cake as they sat and watched the teenagers posture and pose and try and show off for each other.

      Sam had looked so lovely in the carnival light. More than once, it had given him a sort of halo, and the orangey glow had washed away the years from his face. She’d imagined him, for a moment, laughing in her living room, bringing her tea—Harriet’s heart leaped. What was she thinking? Just the idea made her hands clammy, her heart seizing with something akin to claustrophobia. She shouldn’t be thinking about him like this, not when she was going out tonight with—

      A burst of voices sounded from the front entryway, breaking Harriet out of her thoughts. She abandoned her shelving cart, happy for the distraction.

      Linda Slater, Harriet’s new assistant, was welcoming people into the library.

      “Thank you all so much for coming!” She beamed at the incoming group. Book club already? Harriet checked her watch — it was nearly six. Her eyebrows shot up. She had completely lost track of time in the stacks. She would need to step aside and get ready…

      Linda noticed her and waved her over. The woman, a little more than a decade younger than Harriet, had been one of the library’s most loyal patrons. Over the years, whenever the library’s funding was facing down threats of getting slashed or reduced by the village, Linda always arrived — petition in tow — to the Council meetings to argue in the library’s favour. When Harriet had found herself suddenly in need of an assistant, Linda had been the obvious choice. She had come in bursting with ideas, from adding a New Adult section, to starting a Book Club. This was the clubs first meeting, scheduled in the evening so it “wasn’t just for retirees” as Linda has so succinctly put it.

      Harriet was glad to have hired her, if occasionally she felt a bit overwhelmed by the same enthusiasm that helped Linda come up with all her new ideas. But it was quite nice to have someone else to work with at the library that wasn’t bent on belittling her. Real teamwork brought a satisfaction with it that Harriet had not gotten to feel at work in some time.

      Harriet walked over to greet the incoming patrons and let Linda know she would need to head out. She recognised some of the arrivals — Elijah, a young man who always seemed to be full of anxious energy, rocking back and forth from one foot to another, clutching his copy of that month’s book. Lonnie, a teenager, sixteen or seventeen, who always acted peculiarly old for her age. She was currently dressed like a forty-something woman on vacation, all pastel blouses and past-the-knees shorts. Myrtle from the natural grocery store down the road, her earrings dangling to her shoulders and long, grey hair tied up in an elaborate braid. And walking through the door, Sam.

      Harriet had to bite her tongue to keep from yelping. Of course, she chastised herself, the book he’d borrowed! She had never taken him as one for clubs and it hadn’t even occurred to her that he’d specifically requested the one the Book Club was reading that month. It had only registered as a coincidence. And now he was here. Nervously, Harriet checked her watch again. Ten to.

      Lonnie and Myrtle filed past into the common use room, Elijah and Linda were chatting about some upcoming book fair in a nearby city, and Sam was approaching Harriet. She smiled at him, trying to hide her anxiety, acutely aware of the sundress and matching earrings neatly folded in her bag she had planned to change into half an hour ago.

      “Hey, Harriet.” Sam nodded at her. “Will you be joining the meeting today?”

      “I’m afraid I can’t.” Harriet shook her head. “I didn’t even have time this month to read the book, what with being so busy getting things running here.”

      “Ah.” If he was disappointed, he kept it from his face, though she was certain she heard a dip in his voice.

      “What brought you to Book Club?” she asked. “I wouldn’t have taken you for a fan of crime thrillers.”

      Sam shrugged, the pleasant smile still on his face. “Just a whim, I suppose. I realised, after I’d read the third woodworking manual in a month, it might be a good time to start acquainting myself with more genres.” His gaze lingered on her for just a beat longer than she liked. She felt flustered. Her eyes kept darting to the parking lot, checking who was arriving next. It was with some relief she noticed another younger member, Molly Grace? Grass? Some last name like that coming up to the door. She was an accountant or something of the sort in town. Harriet tried to take a breath. She was normally much better at remembering all these odds and ends, but the whole Sam situation was doing her head in.

      Molly walked in with a smile, book in hand, and Harriet watched with interest as Elijah’s eyes went wide. He abruptly broke off his conversation with Linda and headed into the common use room. Linda’s face froze in a forced-polite smile as she greeted Molly. Harriet’s eyes darted back and forth between the two women, trying to make sense of the strange energy that had just electrified the space. Molly seemed a bit put off, but Harriet didn’t think it was by Linda. Elijah, maybe? He was so jumpy, though, he might have just been flustered by an attractive woman his age making an appearance. Was Linda thrown off by her conversation being cut short?

      “So nice of you to join us,” Linda said to Molly. “I’m afraid I didn’t see your RSVP to the email list.”

      “I’m so sorry, I hope that’s alright. Work’s just been so busy I completely forgot to reply.”

      “No problem at all, no problem at all. I’m sure I can find an extra chair somewhere…” she walked off towards the storage closets by the bathroom. Harriet made a personal note to ask Linda about it, later. She knew for a fact there were plenty of open chairs in the common room. Was Linda trying to make Molly feel bad? It seemed out of place for the bookish, cheerful woman.

      Molly looked between Sam and Harriet, her face apologetic.

      “She likes everything to be just right.” Harriet tried to cover. “First book club meeting, after all.”

      “Right.” Molly’s smile was tight, her nod terse. “Um, my name’s Molly.”

      “Sam.” He stuck his hand out and shook hers. “What did you think of our book pick for the month?”

      Molly relaxed a bit. “I really enjoyed it! I actually guessed the end, not that I mean to brag, but I was really excited to be proven right—”

      “Oh, oh, no spoilers!” Sam put his hands up.

      Molly stopped, looking confused. “You haven’t…?”

      Sam’s face folded into a chuckle. “I’m just joking. I had a feeling about the ending, too, though I can’t claim to have guessed it. I’m interested to hear how you figured it out.”

      Molly laughed, relaxing fully now. Harriet caught herself looking at Sam with admiration. He had so easily broken the tension; it really was one of his best qualities. She glanced at her watch — five to six. Her heart leapt again.

      She wanted Linda to come back, to start the meeting right now, so that Sam wouldn’t end up running into William, who was…walking up to the door at this very moment.

      Of course.

      I always have all the luck, don’t I?

      William strode through the door, looking positively dapper in a well-fitted suit, complete with a neatly folded pocket kerchief that complemented his shirt. Molly turned to greet him. “Are you joining us for Book Club, Mr. Dalrymple?”

      “Not this meeting, I’m afraid,” William replied. Harriet’s stomach was in turmoil. She caught Sam look at William, then back down to his book. Why had Linda had to storm off like that? “I’m here to pick up my dinner date.” he flashed Harriet a dazzling smile.

      Harriet wished the floor would open up and swallow her. She managed to smile back at him and then awfully, horribly, couldn’t help but look at Sam right afterwards, couldn’t help but notice the oh-so-brief flash of sadness that passed across his face before he rallied. Why didn’t I tell him? She berated herself, I should have just told him…it only seemed fair, to say yes to William, after I’d gone out with him. Oh, why did I say yes?

      Sam offered his arm to Molly. “Shall we?” he asked, nodding towards the common room.

      “Let’s shall,” Molly agreed, taking his arm and following him in. Harriet noticed her glancing back over her shoulder. Looking for Linda? Where was she, anyway? Getting a chair, even an unneeded one to prove a point, shouldn’t have taken this long.

      William was all motion, his hand running through his brilliant white hair, checking his watch, his blue eyes moving around the space. She had noticed this about him more, as of late. The way he seemed to always have something else on his mind. She was sure it was work, even now, and supposed she couldn’t blame him for it.

      “You’re a bit earlier than I expected!” Harriet said, immediately regretting it.

      Luckily, William didn’t seem to notice the barb hidden in the comment. “I got off work a bit early and just couldn’t wait to get down here and see you.”

      She was annoyed at how well that line worked on her. “I’ll need just a minute — I have to go find Linda, and then Marjory was going to take the pets home for me tonight. She should be here soon.” And I still have to get dressed, she was in a comfy, but worn sweater, jeans, and her “work shoes”, bulky abominations that provided such good support she could put up with Marjory’s ribbing about them. In short, good outfit for work, absurd for a date.

      “Very well,” William said with nod and flourish of his hand. “I shall eagerly await your return.”

      Harriet smiled at his theatrics and left to find Linda, who she soon found in the bathroom, splashing water on her face.

      “Are you alright?” Harriet asked.

      Linda started slightly as she noticed Harriet. “Ah, yes. Sorry. Just a hot flash, you know!”

      “Right, well, everyone’s in the common room.” Harriet smiled, suddenly worried she might sound like Janet, harping after her employees. “Just wanted you to know.”

      “Thank you.” Linda returned the smile, but it was strained. Harriet wanted to ask more, but there was no way. They both had other places to be. She’d check in on Linda later, she promised herself.

      “Yoo-hoo!” the voice came from down the hall as Linda left the bathroom. Harriet took a frantic, frustrated look at herself in the mirror — she would need to do something with her hair, she’d remembered her brush at least, and her makeup sorely needed touching up — before heading out to greet Marjory. William was now leaning languidly against the circulation desk. Harriet gave him a nod and a smile as she passed, meeting Marjory by the pets.

      “Look at the little angels,” Marjory cooed as Louie stretched, yawned, and stood up. “I know they’ll not behave half as well when I get them home.”

      “Remember, don’t be afraid to use a little squirt bottle on Binx, if he gets too mean.” Harriet reminded her.

      “I know, I know.” Marjory grinned. “How are you?”

      “Oh.” Harriet dropped her voice low, watching William out of the corner of her eye. “You know those sit-com episodes, where the character ends up with two dates at once?”

      Marjory, ever subtle, openly looked over her shoulder. Her eyebrows rose as she clocked Sam in the meeting room, “Ahhh.” She giggled. “Harriet, you really know how to get yourself in situations.”

      “I don’t know how it keeps happening!”

      “Well, you know Allen and I are waiting for the conclusion of this little adventure. We’ve got bets going.”

      “You don’t.” Harriet crossed her arms.

      Marjory winked. “You’ll only ever know for sure if I win.”

      Harriet shook her head. “Thank you for taking them both. I’d better hurry and get ready.”

      “It’s no problem. You know I love these two fur balls.” Marjory started ushering Louie and Binx outside. William walked up, intercepting Harriet before she could get to her bag or the bathroom.

      “Ready to go?”

      “I just need a minute.” Harriet smiled. “I’ve got to freshen up, get changed…”

      “Nonsense! You look fantastic as you are.” William reached out, tucking a strand of hair behind Harriet’s ear. “We’ll have to hurry so we don’t miss our reservations.”

      Harriet wasn’t sure whether she felt flattered or frustrated. “It’ll just take a moment.”

      “If you need to run to the bathroom, of course.” William put up his hands. “But really, we must be going, and you look tip top. I insist you don’t do too much.”

      “Alright.” Harriet gave in, grabbing her brush and mascara from her bag, heading into the Ladies’ bathroom. She did what she could, quickly, before coming back out again. She thought about at least putting her earrings in, but they really only went with the dress she’d brought with her — sighing as she grabbed the rest of her things, she walked down the hall from the bathroom. William’s face lit up as he saw her, which calmed her nerves somewhat, though she still felt like the outfit wasn’t suitable for a dinner date. After one more glance around the library to make sure everything was in order, she looked into the common room. Linda was just getting the meeting started, and all the members were watching her speak, except one.

      Sam’s face was unreadable, and he looked away a beat after catching Harriet’s eye. She tried to cast him out of her mind as she walked behind William out of the door, but she swore his eyes felt like they were following her, even once she was out of sight. Please let me have some appetite left by the time we get there, Harriet thought. This was all too much for her nerves.
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      Harriet felt herself relaxing as they pulled away from the library out onto the main road, William carefully navigating his car around the work trucks of the garden crew that had been re-doing the planting around the library. Another one of Harriet’s projects since she’d taken over. William hadn’t said where they were heading, yet, but it was a relief to be out of the crisscrossing social mores of the library. Who knew a simple book club could cause so much drama? Harriet thought. William had turned the radio on as they got in the car, just enough for some background noise without drowning out conversation. It was some smooth, jazzy number, and Harriet let herself fall into the music for a moment.

      “One of my favourite groups,” William said, noting her interest. “They’re called the Nebulous Quartet. All strings, and they each come up with their own part of their pieces and memorise it, then play them together and re-work them until they flow. They don’t write a single thing down, isn’t that interesting?”

      “It is,” Harriet agreed. “I don’t know how they keep all the notes straight without a reference.”

      “True artists.” William nodded. “To be able to balance that much in your head — I like to think finance is more art than science, you know. Keeping track of the stocks, trying to anticipate where they’ll land next, how the world events will come together to affect the market — it’s like a dance with real life.”

      Harriet didn’t know quite how to respond, but she enjoyed his enthusiasm about his work. “I guess I can feel a similar way about being a librarian,” she said. “That feeling when you guess just the right book that someone would love?”

      “Must be grand.” William flashed her another grin. “I remember just a few weeks ago, this couple came in who were absolutely a mess, their last financial advisor had really screwed the pooch, pardon my French. Just an absolute tangle of overlapped accounts, not to mention he had likely been siphoning some off the side!”

      “Did he get arrested?” Harriet asked.

      “Oh, it wasn’t enough to cause a fuss over.” William waved his hand, dismissing the thought. “But enough to fire him as your advisor, for sure. Anyway, I knew right away the first thing we needed to do was mortgage their second property…”

      He went on for a bit, Harriet trying her best to keep up, all the while trying to figure out what amount of money stolen would be ‘not enough’ to bother the police over. If she had found out her financial advisor — she almost laughed at herself, she didn’t have anything of the sort — but if she did, and she’d found out they’d been stealing funds, anything above twenty pounds seemed worth going after. Was that the wrong thing to do?

      “Long story short,” William said, “I got them their money back
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