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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

      

      PS You can find the glossary here on Kathrine’s website: https://www.kathrineemrick.com/glossary-of-british-terms
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      The library was particularly slow that afternoon. The morning Toddler Reading Time had drawn a smaller-than-usual crowd, and Harriet Biddlecombe managed to tidy everything away without discovering anything unpleasant hiding in the shelves. Now, she found herself captivated by a spider weaving an intricate web in the corner.

      Such a thrilling use of my time, she thought wryly. Whether it was her age or the library's oppressive stuffiness, Harriet felt a persistent nagging that she should be doing something more meaningful.

      She absentmindedly tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear, longing for a refreshing breeze. The library air was warm, thick with the dusty scent of hundreds of books. A few patrons wandered the stacks, their shuffling feet and occasional sniffles providing the only background noise.

      With all the usual morning tasks completed, Harriet's main duty was to sit behind the front counter and "be helpful and smiley," as her meticulous boss, Janet, often reminded her. Janet's tendency to micromanage sometimes made the workday feel longer than it was.

      Through the library windows, Harriet watched the ‘Salsa for Seniors’ dance class in the community room opposite. The architect had designed the corridor separating the two spaces with large windows, intending to create an open and connected atmosphere. Instead, it mostly resulted in extra cleaning and ample opportunities for people-watching.

      The faint sound of Spanish music drifted across the corridor, and Harriet tapped her pen to the rhythm. She yawned, stretched, and winced as her back cracked unpleasantly. A twinge of despair tugged at her chest.

      I really need to get that checked out, she thought. Last winter, she'd pulled too hard on a stubborn weed while gardening and ended up on her backside. Unlike previous injuries, this one hadn't resolved itself.

      To distract herself, she swivelled around and thumbed through the trolley of newly returned books. WW2 history, the new mystery by Oliver Prentice—which was supposed to be very good, she’d heard—Gardener’s Guide, nursery rhyme book, romance—

      Harriet pulled out a book and glanced at the cover. A svelte young woman in a historically inaccurate nightgown was pressed against the hairless chest of a smirking heartthrob.

      She grimaced. The heartthrob looked far too pleased with himself for her liking. She preferred a more down-to-earth type of man.

      “Speaking of which…” she murmured, catching sight of Sam Ritchie strolling past outside. Broad-shouldered and long-legged, Sam was her neighbour who lived a few houses up from her.

      Harriet had to admit, Sam was looking good. His sleeves were rolled up, revealing tanned forearms, and he still had a thick head of salt-and-pepper hair. A hint of scruff on his face added to his rugged charm.

      As Sam disappeared around the corner, the spell was broken. Harriet's thoughts drifted to Jim, her late husband. He’d been a good man, a gentle soul with a smile that gave her butterflies. Though the pain of his death had softened over the years, it remained a weight in her heart.

      A burst of laughter from the dance class drew her attention back, and Harriet squinted at the group. Alexis, the young instructor and Harriet’s neighbour, was demonstrating a move. Harriet watched enviously as Alexis spun and dipped her partner with ease.

      “I bet she doesn’t have back pain,” Harriet muttered. Maybe she should join a session.

      Soon her mind began to wander, swept up in a dance class of her own. She would wear a red dress, yes, something that supported and flattered her in all the right places. A man, suitably tall, dark, and handsome, would catch her eye from across the room. Harriet imagined him placing a practiced hand on her waist and—

      “FAT Harriet, FAT.”

      Harriet lurched out of her daydream. Her face grew hot as she realised that Janet was standing in front of the counter. “I beg your pardon,” Harriet spluttered.

      Janet sighed and rolled her over-mascaraed eyes. “Friendly, Attentive, Timely. Are you being those things, Harriet?”

      Harriet resisted telling Janet to put her FAT where the sun didn’t shine. She liked to think of herself as the forgive and forget type, but Janet was the exception to that. Somehow, she was able to contort her flushed face into a smile. “Well, Janet,” she said. “I believe there is actually a customer waiting to be helped right behind you now, so if you don’t mind…”

      Janet looked behind her and flushed when she saw that there was a woman waiting to be served. “Very well,” she said, as she stepped to the side to allow the library patron to move up and be served.

      Out of the community room walked Alexis, her class finished. As the young woman made her way up to the desk, Janet leaned in and hissed, “If you could make sure your full attention is given to the library at all times, that would be great Harriet.” Without waiting for Harriet’s acknowledgement, she turned and strode away.

      “Is that her?” Alexis asked. “Your micro-managing boss?”

      Harriet turned to Alexis. The young woman had barely broken a sweat. Her honey-coloured hair was pulled back in a neat ponytail, but her pink polished nails were chipped. In fact, on closer inspection, Alexis had dark shadows under her eyes and her lips looked bitten.

      “Yes indeed,” Harriet replied. She paused, wondering if she should pry. “Good class?”

      “Mm, yeah, always a good turnout since it’s free,” Alexis said. She looked distracted, a slight furrow between her eyebrows. She blinked and smiled again. “Well, I’ll see you later, I’m going to run to the drinks machine before getting back to the studio.”

      Harriet watched her exit through the doors out to the atrium. Without Alexis’s energy and music, the quiet of the library pressed down on her. It felt dreary, claustrophobic, and positively dull—

      A scream ripped through the air. Harriet gasped and half-slid, half-jumped out of her chair. Adrenaline coursed through her, and the back of her neck tingled. With a speed she didn’t know she possessed; she was almost to the atrium doors when they burst open. Alexis stumbled in, a battered cardboard box in her hands. Her previously tanned skin was blotchy and pale, mouth stretched into a sob.

      A rancid smell hit Harriet, and she realised with a horrible sinking feeling in her stomach that it was coming from the open box. She swallowed hard, and forced herself to look Alexis in the eyes, and not into the box.

      “Alexis, it’s okay, just drop it sweetheart,” she said firmly. She needed to get Alexis to sit down, the girl looked like she was about to collapse.

      Alexis nodded, and tears dripped down her cheeks. She let go, and the box thumped to the floor with an unpleasant squelch. She groaned, and Harriet rushed her to an armchair. Despite her concern for Alexis, her curiosity got the better of her.

      “Stay here love,” she said.

      Her mind racing, she first slipped behind the front counter and retrieved a pair of disposable gloves and a plastic bag from the first aid kit. She was certain she didn’t want to touch whatever was causing the rotten stench, or to contaminate this potential crime scene.

      Steeling her nerves, Harriet deftly pried open the box lid. She immediately looked away. Her stomach churned. “Dear Lord,” she muttered.

      Inside was a dead rat. On top of it...a piece of paper.

      She held her breath, reached in, and snatched the paper out. The sight of it sent a shiver down Harriet’s spine.

      
        
        YOU’RE NEXT, MY DARLING.

      

      

      My darling? Harriet thought. This is personal.

      Also, she supposed, it might have been delivered in the brief window between the dance class leaving and Alexis walking out. Just minutes. This might mean...

      Someone could have been watching. Maybe even right now.

      Harriet whipped her head up and stared through the library windows, looking for a flash of a figure. But no, the shared corridor was empty and there was only the trees and the blue spring sky outside.

      She shuddered, placed the message back in the box, and got up. She grimaced at her dirty gloves and peeled them off with a sigh of relief. She put them in the disposable bag, which she placed next to the box.

      When she walked back over to Alexis, the young woman had some colour back in her cheeks but was still shaken.

      The adrenaline spike was subsiding, and Harriet felt a wave of nausea wash over her.

      Who would do such a thing? And why target Alexis of all people?

      “Alexis,” she said quietly, “do you know what’s going on?”

      Alexis’s lower lip began to tremble, and she took a big gulp of air. “I don’t know,” she spluttered. “Oh God.” She put her head in her hands. “It’s like the others, isn’t it?” she hiccupped. “Why can’t it just stop!” She looked back up at Harriet, her eyes wide and pleading. “What...what did the paper say? I couldn’t bear to read it.”

      Others? Harriet’s suspicions had been right, the box wasn’t just a horrible prank. It had an intended target. She paused, she didn’t really want to tell Alexis, not when she was already in such a state.

      “Why don’t you tell me about the others?”

      Alexis wiped her eyes and replied in a hoarse whisper. “Since Valentine’s Day, I’ve been getting cards with a black rose on the front. They all have...they all have messages inside.”

      Harriet went cold. That was almost two month’s worth. Whoever was harassing Alexis, they were persistent.

      And, if the dead rat was anything to go by, dangerous.

      “Harriet, I really don’t want to have to tell you again, you must not leave the—argh!”

      Harriet turned around to see Janet with a hand over her mouth.

      “What on earth—” Janet spluttered.

      “Well, don’t just stand there, Janet,” Harriet said. “Call the police!”

      For once, uncharacteristically, Janet did as Harriet asked without protest. She fumbled for her phone, dialling with trembling fingers. The seconds seemed to stretch into minutes as Janet relayed the situation to the dispatcher, her voice wavering slightly.

      In the meantime, Harriet paced nervously, glancing around at the other patrons who had gathered, whispering among themselves. She tried to offer them reassuring smiles, but her mind was racing. She glanced out the window, scanning the street for any sign of someone hanging around.

      Moments felt like hours as the tension in the room grew thicker. Finally, the distant sound of sirens broke the uneasy silence. A police vehicle arrived and parked out front of the community centre, its lights flashing brightly in the shadows of the late afternoon. The sight of the flashing lights and sound of the sirens brought both relief and worry to Harriet. Mulberry Hill was a quiet place, a friendly place. A safe place. At least, Harriet had always thought it was.

      She glanced down at Alexis, who was texting her boyfriend. Brad something-or-other.

      “He can’t get off work,” Alexis said miserably. “Although…” she sighed and trailed off.

      “Although?” Harriet prompted. She’d seen Alexis’s man out and about. He was an ex-bikie, sporting tattoos and one of those half-shaved heads so popular with the younger people. He was ‘reformed’ according to Alexis, but Harriet didn’t trust him, certainly not since he only ever grunted a reply to her ‘Good morning’ greetings.

      Alexis glanced at her sheepishly. “Well...we’ve been arguing.” She shifted in her seat. “Actually, it’s been about all this...weird...stuff...going on.”

      Harriet nodded. She could imagine a man with Brad’s tough-guy demeanour not liking any other attention to Alexis at all.

      She glanced at the two police officers about to enter the library and was pleased to see that one of them was her niece, Debbie Paul. She saw Harriet and nodded.

      Always professional, Harriet thought with a touch of pride. Debbie had what Jim had always called ‘the Paul Ladies Stare’. Green eyes that gave nothing away but made whoever was on the other end feel a great urge to start talking. Harriet had them too, and her mother before her.

      The other officer, a young man about Debbie’s age, introduced himself as Constable Mark Dunbar, and went immediately over to the box while Debbie walked up to them. Harriet watched him circle the box, taking pictures.

      “Hi Alexis. The caller said you were the one who found the box?” Debbie said. Her voice was gentle, but firm.

      Alexis nodded, and tears began to fill her eyes again.

      “Has anyone else touched this?” called Mark.

      “Yes,” Harriet admitted, feeling a bit like a naughty schoolgirl. “With disposable gloves,” she added. That had to gain her some points, surely.

      Mark motioned her over, and with a glance at Debbie who gave her a small smile, Harriet walked over to him. She pointed to the bag as she did, and Mark bent down to pick it up.

      He smiled at her and raised an eyebrow. “Librarians often have disposable gloves, do they?” he said.

      Harriet felt herself blush a little. She wondered how Debbie concentrated with such a nice-looking young man as a police partner. “Health and safety,” she replied, with a little grin back.

      Mark nodded. “And can you tell me about what happened, ma’am?”

      Harriet tried to not bristle. Ma’am! I’m not quite ma’am age yet, thank you very much, she thought.

      As efficiently as she could, she retold the events. She kept her suspicions about the semantics of the note to herself, however.

      It all went rather quickly, and Mark moved on to Janet and then the few customers in the library. She looked back at Debbie and Alexis. Debbie had pulled up another chair and was nodding as Alexis spoke. Their voices were low and quiet, much to Harriet’s annoyance.

      “So many cards…stalker…got worse…”

      “…records show...restraining order from…”

      Harriet dawdled for a bit, pretending to organise books while Debbie wrapped up with Alexis. As Mark went back to the police vehicle for a larger evidence bag for the box, Harriet took the opportunity to talk to her niece.

      She tilted her head towards Alexis. “Poor girl.”

      Debbie nodded; her face serious. “She’s had past incidences of harassment too. Disgusting.” She shook her head, jaw clenched. Harriet was reminded suddenly of little Debbie, standing up to older children in the school playground. She’d always had a brave heart.

      Harriet reached out and gave her arm a squeeze. “Is it linked?”

      Debbie shrugged. “Mark is going to do a sweep of the outside area. We’ve got one bloke to talk to, though. Can’t say much but seems he’s a bit of a peeping tom apparently. A crush that got way out of hand.”

      Harriet shuddered. “How slimy.”

      Really, what she was thinking was how it was interesting. Interesting how obsessions manifested. She’d run into a few characters in her time, as all women probably had. She knew the look some men got in their eyes, the small acts of crossing boundaries. She eyed the box. But this? This seemed different. This wasn’t the actions of a man observing, as peeping toms did. This was the actions of someone intent on their victim being as obsessed with them, as they were with the victim.

      “Harriet?”

      She blinked. Debbie was watching her with those green eyes. She reminded Harriet of a cat, waiting patiently for her prey to start squeaking. Harriet smiled sweetly back. She would talk to Debbie if needed, but Debbie was incredibly smart. She’d probably already thought all of this through as soon as she’d stepped into the library.

      Stop letting your imagination get the better of you, Harriet sternly told herself. You’re a librarian.

      “I need to take this paperwork back to the station. Will you be able to take Alexis home?” Debbie said.

      Harriet nodded. “Certainly.” She went behind the front counter and collected her handbag, then with a wave to Debbie, she trotted back over to Alexis. The young woman was jittery, tapping her foot on the floor.

      “Debbie—I mean Officer Paul—has asked me to take you home, alright?”

      Alexis nodded, seemingly mute after her interrogation. Harriet felt a flood of protectiveness towards her.

      Just then, as if she'd been waiting for the right moment, Janet reappeared. She smiled at Alexis, though to Harriet it seemed somewhat forced. "I am so sorry for your experience, Alexis," Janet said, her tone lacking genuine sympathy. "But unfortunately, Harriet cannot leave her post."

      "Actually, I need to leave," Harriet replied calmly, "as the police have instructed."

      Two red spots appeared on Janet’s cheeks. "As senior management, I believe I have the final say here. The police gave no official order—"

      Alexis let out a sniffle. Harriet turned her back on Janet and gently helped Alexis to her feet. "Come on," she whispered, "let’s get you home."

      "If you leave," Janet said sharply, "you will be written up and there will be serious consequences."

      Harriet took a deep breath. "I believe a librarian's duty is to serve the community. Ensuring Alexis is safe is part of that duty."

      "I decide your job description," Janet retorted. "I find your behaviour very unprofessional." She folded her arms and nodded, seemingly satisfied with her stance.

      Harriet felt her patience wearing thin but maintained her composure. Just then, Alexis touched her arm. "It’s okay, Harriet," Alexis said softly, "I can take myself home."

      Janet nodded. "See," she said, "no need to get so involved. Anyway, there are books that need sorting—"

      Harriet forced a polite smile and looked Janet in the eye. "I will attend to those as soon as I have seen Alexis safely home."

      She guided Alexis away gently.

      "I did not give you permission—" Janet started to splutter.

      "Oh no, I’ve got you into trouble," Alexis whispered, tears forming again.

      "Don’t worry," Harriet murmured back, "she's just strict, but it’ll be fine."
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        * * *

      

      By the time she’d dropped Alexis home, the rush of annoyance had run its course, and been replaced by nauseous worry. Not about maybe losing her job for defying Janet, no, Harriet had met enough Janets in her time. The worry was for Alexis.

      Harriet had sat in her car and watched Alexis fumble with her door, and she’d had a horrible feeling that this was not over yet.

      The next day, Friday, and her day off, Harriet woke bleary-eyed. Judging by the soft light filtering through the curtains and the absence of traffic noise, she guessed it was still early morning.

      “How ridiculously productive of me,” she muttered. She tried to settle back into her warm bed, but the conscious world kept on interrupting. Her toes were cold, her bladder was full, and her big tomcat Binx who usually detested any movement from his bed before noon, was sitting on her bedside table, breathing his fishy breath in her face.

      “I need a cup of tea,” she grumbled to him.

      Binx blinked back and gently flicked his orange tail.

      This is where a husband would be useful, she thought. To be my tea-bringer.

      She groggily got up and winced as she shuffled about her business. Downstairs, as she waited for the kettle to boil, Harriet gazed out the window at Alexis’s house next door. The build was very similar to her own house but reversed so that Harriet’s kitchen window looked into Alexis’s kitchen window. Between the two houses was a small, shared footpath that led to the gardens. It was sweet, and perhaps a remnant of the time when the houses had been built, for when neighbours were more like family.

      Or maybe so we could all be nosy, Harriet thought. What was village life, if not everyone in each other’s pockets.

      The gardens ran alongside each-other, and since Harriet’s winter gardening frenzy, was separated only by intermittent, patchy bushes. Binx liked the extra freedom, and Alexis hadn’t complained. Harriet liked to think of herself as a good neighbour. Although, she’d been expecting to be the borrow-some-sugar sort, not protect-from-an-obsessive-stalker.

      Maybe I should put a fence up.

      The slick, cold fear of yesterday made her shudder and she pulled her dressing gown tighter around her. She stared into Alexis’s dark kitchen, partially obscured by the blinds so that she could only see the potted plants on the windowsill. She wondered if Alexis was having trouble sleeping, too.

      I know I would be, poor girl.

      The day went by uneventfully, despite Harriet jumping at every little sound. She’d even taken to twitching her curtains back and scanning the street. She really was diving straight past the Swinging Sixties and straight into the Eccentric Eighties it seemed.

      The only piece of news had come in the form of an email from Janet, which Harriet had not bothered to open. She never opened anything on her day off, and she was confident she wouldn’t actually be fired. If anything happened, Debbie would back her up. Harriet also knew a few people who worked for the County Council and would be aghast to know she was being penalised.

      Being the community librarian for decades had its advantages, after all.

      The rest of the day passed uneventfully. Harriet did her usual evening routine and was just about to settle in with a glass of wine and a cuddle with Binx when there was a frantic pounding on her front door. Binx meowed grumpily.

      Harriet took a big gulp from her glass as a precautionary measure, before quickly walking down the corridor. Through the frosted glass of the porch window, she could make out a slight figure with blonde hair—Alexis. She yanked the door open and ushered her in.

      Alexis looked like a shell of her former self. Shrunken, and without her makeup and bright workout gear, so young. So vulnerable.

      “I don’t know who else to talk to,” Alexis whispered. “I don’t want to be alone.”

      Harriet felt her heart squeeze. “There, there, dear. Come on in and we can talk about it.”

      Alexis nodded and tentatively moved further into the house. Harriet
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