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      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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      It’s a good place, for a church, Harriet thought as she sat on a bench, overlooking the lake Ponty Bridge was so famous for. A cool breeze created little ripples across the surface, catching the sunlight in shimmers. Ducks and swans floated about serenely, and the trees that lined the edge rustled and whispered. The grass in the small park Harriet sat in was well manicured, there was not a pebble out of place from the gravel paths, and the hedges and flower beds were regimented with precision that, as an amateur gardener, Harriet had to admire.

      It was an interesting little village, smaller than Mulberry Hill and more sedentary, peaceful. Harriet couldn’t imagine anything bad happening here. It had won Village of the Year multiple times, much to some Mulberry Hill residents’ chagrin, namely Marjory.

      Yes, all in all, it’s a fine day.

      Harriet smiled as she breathed in, the contentedness she felt marred only by the reason for her being here at all. Harriet sniffed, and glanced behind her, up the hill to the yellow-stoned church. Some of the other mourners were already there, gathered by the doors or wandering, black clothed, in the graveyard.

      This was not one of Harriet’s usual funerals. This one, she’d been invited to. She and Allen, Marjory's husband, had arrived early and feeling a little out of place she'd taken herself off to sit down and collect her thoughts. City Councilman Edgar Kennedy had been a larger-than-life man who’d championed and grew the small arts scene in Mulberry Hill, although he had been born in Ponty Bridge. It was him Harriet had to thank for the refurbished library, and in fact, her job. Harriet sighed, grief weighing her shoulders down. Yes, Mulberry Hill would miss Edgar. She watched a pretty green headed duck dive under the surface of the lake, and wondered how often Edgar had sat in the same spot and enjoyed the same tranquil view.

      The sun's warmth had begun to fade, and grey clouds covered the sky. Light drops of rain touched her cheeks and speckled her coat. The damp air brought out the scent of freshly cut grass, making Harriet want to sneeze. She suppressed a shiver and glanced at the church, hoping they would open it soon. She wasn’t vain, but she hadn’t planned on saying goodbye to Edgar looking like a bedraggled cat.

      A tinny, upbeat tune broke through her reminiscence and made her flinch.

      “Goodness, I need to do something about this blasted ringtone,” she muttered as she pulled her mobile phone out of her bag. She squinted at the screen, the sun making it hard to read. Marjory’s name flashed as the phone vibrated.

      “Allen’s left his handkerchief,” Marjory said as Harriet put the phone to her ear.

      “Hello to you too,” Harriet said wryly, smiling. “I don’t think it should matter too much, should it?” she added. “I’m sure I’ve got tissues in my purse if he needs one.”

      Harriet could almost feel Marjory’s fretfulness down the airwaves. “It’s to put in his breast pocket, you know, the final touch. What are people going to think, me sending my own husband off to dear Edgar’s funeral, not even fully dressed.”

      Harriet turned on the bench to peer at the people gathered by the church, where Allen, dressed in a spotless, sharply ironed black suit and shiny black shoes, stood chatting amiably.

      “You’re right Marjory,” Harriet whispered, “he’s practically naked. How embarrassing!”

      “Oh, stop it,” Marjory huffed, “you know I’m just feeling awful for not being there.”

      Laughing quietly at her own joke, Harriet heard Louie bark in the background of Marjory’s call. “Animals alright?” she asked. A small bubble of anxiety rolled about in her stomach. While Louie and Binx had formed a begrudging truce under Harriet’s rule, Marjory was a considerably softer caretaker, and currently under the weather with a nasty cold. Part of Harriet wondered in what state she would find her house when she returned.

      “Yes, yes, Louie is keeping me company while we watch telly. Although I think Binx might be hiding under your duvet.”

      At the mention of her bed, Harriet stifled a yawn. Sitting in the sun had made her drowsy. She sat up straighter, feeling her back click. “Thanks for helping me out, dear, I really appreciate it. How are you—”

      Before she could finish her sentence, a nasally, sharp voice cut through the air. “I thought that was you, Harriet. What on earth are you doing here?”

      Oh cripes, Harriet thought, equal parts dread and loathing making her grit her teeth. She glanced in the direction of the unwelcomed comment to see Janet Roth wobbling across the grass towards her, leaving stiletto shaped holes in the perfect lawn. Harriet had to concentrate on not grimacing at the sight of her. She hated how Janet brought out the absolute worst in her, more so than any boss she’d ever had before. Although, she was quite smug to see that Janet did not look good in black at all, the overall appearance of her tight dress, long coat, one of those that button at the front and have a belt around the waist, and spiky heels giving the impression of a sickly goth rather than a sophisticated woman.

      “Hang on Marjory,” she said quickly, lowering her voice, “the Wicked Witch has just spotted me.”

      Marjory’s laugh turned into a cough. “Speak later,” she spluttered out, “and tell Allen he has to talk about something other than golf.”

      Harriet ended the call and slipped the phone back into her bag, already missing her friend. Having Marjory next to her would surely have made image-conscious Janet a tad more congenial.

      Janet’s sickly perfume arrived before she did, and Harriet wrinkled her nose as she stood up from the bench to face her boss.

      “Janet,” Harriet said through a fake smile, “I would think the reason I was here would be rather obvious.”

      Whoops. She regretted the words as soon as they left her mouth. Nothing aggravated Janet more than being outsmarted, which Harriet had quickly found was easy to do. She’d always suspected that Janet had got the post of library manager by having her fingers in some powerful pies, not for her sparkling intellect.

      Janet narrowed her eyes, her bony cheeks flushed with spots of red that matched her nails. Harriet, dressed in dark blue tailored trousers and a smart blouse beneath a short black coat, had decided against wearing all black for a man who had been so colourful.

      Janet snorted. “This funeral is for those closest to Councilman Kennedy, not library assistants who should be working instead of taking a nice day trip to Ponty Bridge on the pretence of actually caring. What are you here for, Harriet? The free buffet at the reception?”

      She did not just say that.

      Janet was often hostile and controlling, but she’d never been so outrightly rude. Harriet opened her mouth to reply, flabbergasted. She was feeling hot under her coat, more from outrage than the weather.

      “I don’t think this is an appropriate conversation to have right now,” Harriet said, trying to keep the anger out of her voice. “I apologise if there has been a mix-up, but I am more than ‘allowed’ to be here.” She all but bit her tongue to stop the rest of the words she wished to say come out.

      Janet sucked in a breath. Her eyebrows were knitted together, and to Harriet’s dismay, it seemed like her attempt to calm the situation was only riling up the bony woman more. Janet’s voice got louder, a breeze whipping her words up the hill. “Allowed? Allowed! I am the authority on the schedules, and I say if you’re allowed to have an un-authorised day off.” She barked out a laugh, although it was more like a growl. “You are an incredibly disrespectful employee.” She took a step closer, and Harriet could see a little fleck of spittle on her chin. It made Harriet feel slightly queasy. “I am this close,” she jabbed two of her fingers in Harriet’s face, “to having you terminated!”

      The group by the church turned and began walking towards them, curiosity evident. Dressed in black, they reminded Harriet of vultures circling a carcass. She shook her head, biting back retorts. Janet’s threats were likely empty, Harriet hoped. Behind her anger, she felt weary. Janet was like a mad dog with a bone when it came to perceived disrespect, her jaws clamped tight.

      Harriet needed to end the conversation quickly.

      This is completely bonkers, she thought, almost laughing. A shouting match at a funeral—it felt like a soap opera. Her eyes flicked to the onlookers. Janet was drawing attention, not her. Best to keep it that way.

      “Edgar was very beloved in Mulberry Hill, and I am here to pay my respects and celebrate his life. I gave you the appropriate notice time and found someone to cover my shift.”

      Janet folded her arms. Her lips were so tightly pursed that only a sliver of red lipstick remained, like a gash below her nose. “I did not approve it,” she snapped.

      Harriet dug her nails into her palms. Think of her as a toddler. An ugly, spoilt toddler. “I can understand why you’re frustrated,” she said sweetly. “I emailed all the necessary documents to you last week, as per my contract, which also states sign-off from a manager is only needed in breaks longer than three shifts. Which, this is not.”

      So there. Can’t argue with your own rules. She was glad now that she’d actually sat down to read the damn document. She’d not trusted Janet Roth right from the start.

      Janet’s overly lined eyes bulged. “I—I am going to write you up!” she screeched. “I want an apology immediately!”

      To Harriet’s incredulity, Janet then stamped her foot. Of course, this only caused her tacky shoe to sink into the moist ground.

      Harriet couldn’t help it. She laughed.

      Big mistake.

      Janet raised her arm—to aid balance in retrieving her shoe, or to slap her, Harriet didn’t know. She made a split-second decision and moved smartly backwards. Janet’s arm flailed in the air where Harriet had been standing, and she tripped, grabbing the bench in the process. There were gasps and mutters from the crowd that had gathered.

      A young woman with a heavy fake tan, bleached blonde hair, and puffy, plastic lips stepped forward. “Um, like, what is going on here?” She gestured at Harriet and Janet with her long fake nails. “This is my uncle’s funeral. If you’ve got personal issues, take it somewhere else, thanks.” Harriet could have sworn she saw the young woman shoot a nasty look at Janet.

      Harriet wracked her brains for the girl’s name. Edgar had definitely mentioned his niece a few times. Something to do with stones. Ruby? Gemma? Sapphire?

      “It’s okay babe,” another woman said, putting a hand on the girl’s arm. Her outfit was almost identical to Janet’s, from the heels to the tight black dress and red lipstick, but unlike Janet, this woman wore it well on her hour-glass figure. From the corner of Harriet’s eye, she saw Janet stiffen.

      Outwardly, she kept her face neutral, apologetic. Inwardly, the gears were starting to turn. There was tension in the air, a history that Harriet couldn’t work out. All she knew about Janet was that she’d used to work in the city at a major law firm, before making the transition to ‘countryside life’. Harriet was starting to suspect, from the way Janet’s eyes flicked between the two women, that there was no love lost.

      Behind the two women, the couple Allen had been talking to wandered over, followed by another man in a tight suit and with dark, slicked back hair, who was hanging back with an eyebrow raised.

      Harriet felt anxiety bubble up inside her. This whole mess was really drawing a crowd. She rolled her shoulders and smoothed her coat down, before walking around the seat and onto the path. “Excuse me,” she said, and stepped past Janet. “I’m very sorry for the disturbance,” she said to Edgar’s niece. “My condolences to you and your family.”

      The blonde woman looked her up and down and nodded. Harriet hurried away as she spotted Allen coming towards her with a quizzical expression on his face. The others were watching, and Harriet felt the heat of embarrassment in her cheeks. She began to walk up the gravel path, hoping now that the funeral would start soon so this embarrassing commotion could be forgotten. She could just make out the sound of more cars arriving on the other side of the church.

      No doubt they are enjoying the show, she thought of the onlookers. Although, as she glanced surreptitiously at them, her heart sank as she saw the looks of disapproval. She heard the tip-tap of heels behind her, and turned to see Janet marching after her, her face like thunder. The two other women were watching her go, their heads bent towards each other in whisper.

      Janet’s brow was furrowed, the harsh lines ageing her face. “You are being very disrespectful to the memory of Edgar.” she said, her voice loud. “You should probably leave.”

      Harriet let out a gasp of disbelief. What had gotten into Janet? Was the woman really so hateful and power hungry? To her frustration, tears pricked at her eyes. She wished she could just tell Janet to shove it where the sun didn’t shine, but she was trapped both by Janet being her boss, and the social niceties of being at a funeral.

      If she wasn’t careful, Janet was going to get them both kicked out. What a day this was turning out to be. She suddenly wished that she could swap with Marjory, and be cuddling Louie and Binx on the sofa.

      “I’m sorry you feel that way,” she replied to Janet, trying to keep her voice calm. “I really don’t feel like I’ve done anything wrong, and just want to pay my respects.” She turned away again, before Janet could reply and hurried up the path. She was close now to the church and other mourners.

      “Everything all right?” Allen said quietly. Harriet felt a surge of relief. Allen was a good, sensible man to have at her side. She shot a look at the other people gathered, who had all pretended to turn away, but Harriet was not stupid. She could feel the disapproval in the air and caught the sly looks in her direction.

      “Sorry, yes, just a bit of a misunderstanding with my boss—”

      “Not a misunderstanding, Harriet. You are being a lazy and disrespectful employee, shirking her duties to gate-crash this occasion—”

      The church doors opened with a loud creak, and a flustered looking man with a shiny bald head hurried out. He immediately clocked Janet and Harriet, and his lips pursed. “Hi, I am Brian Mitchell, the funeral manager. The funeral of Edgar Kennedy is commencing soon and I ask those attending to observe the rules of peaceful conversation and politeness.” He took a breath in and smoothed down the front of his suit. “The viewing time is also now open to the wider parties but will be brief out of respect for the grieving family.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Harriet murmured, trying to smile apologetically at the others. Most had already filed past the funeral manager, including Allen—except for the man in the too-tight suit with slicked-back hair, lingering in the church doorway. A faint smile played on his lips, though to Harriet it felt more like a sneer. When he noticed her watching, he turned and walked into the church, leaving Harriet alone with Janet.

      “Well, Harriet. I hope this need to fragrantly disobey the library rules has been worth it for you,” Janet sneered. “I expect you to come to my office at the very start of your next shift.”

      “I’ll be there,” Harriet said grimly. She stared resolutely at the church, not wanting to give Janet the satisfaction of seeing the upset on her face.

      “Wait here, I need schedule the meeting,” Janet said. “This is very inconvenient for me, you know.”

      Inconvenient for you? Oh yes, of course Janet. Harriet clenched her jaw in anger as Janet made a show of bringing out her diary from her handbag and flipping through it, like a teacher writing a disciplinary note for an errant student. It was at least a few minutes before she was done. Harriet’s nose had begun to go cold.

      She heard Janet sniff next to her. “I hope you’ve learnt a valuable lesson, Harriet,” she said and strode off, not into the church but down the side of it.

      Allen appeared back through the doors, obviously confused as to why Harriet hadn’t followed him. “What was all that about?” Allen said, his voice sounding as mystified as Harriet felt.

      A sharp, chilly wind ruffled Harriet’s hair and stung her cheeks, and she shivered under her thin coat. “Let’s just get inside,” she said, “I don’t want to be late and cause any more disruption.”

      But Harriet needn’t have worried. As she and Allen stepped through into the church, they entered first an atrium where wreaths and cards of remembrance had been laid. The multitude of flowers heavily perfumed the air, and Harriet wrinkled her nose.

      As the minutes ticked by, Harriet idly surveyed the room, falling into her old habit of people watching. More people had trickled into the atrium, filling the room with shuffling feet and black clothed bodies, so now she and Allen had to join an awkward queue. Some people she recognised, regulars from the library, the amateur theatre troupe, the landlord of the pub Kennedy frequented. In retrospect, it made Janet’s attack on Harriet even more strange.

      Why have a go at me for coming to the funeral, when it seems like half of Mulberry Hill is here?

      And it seemed that she wasn’t the only one to still be ruffled by the encounter. The movement of the crowd had shifted people enough that the smirking man from before was now a few feet away. Harriet tried to make herself more inconspicuous, hugging the wall a little. She didn’t have the energy to deal with any more nasty stares. But her curiosity got the better of her, and through force of habit she started to eaves-drop.

      As soon as she did, she began to regret it.

      “…Janet started going at this dowdy old lady, one of the library workers from what I could hear. Couldn’t not hear it, Janet was practically shrieking.”

      Of course, he’s talking about me, Harriet thought, wincing at his description of her. Young rascal, I’m not old and I would not call my outfit dowdy. What was the old saying? Listeners never hear anything good about themselves.

      “…Absolutely off her head I bet, she’s not changed a bit. I’ll be glad not seeing her again, I’ll tell you that for free.”

      Harriet frowned. If she was hearing right, Janet knew this man, or used to. It was an odd thought, she couldn’t imagine Janet outside of her role as library manager, let alone somewhere in the same circles as the well-suited man. First the tension between Janet and Edgar’s niece, and now this man.

      She shook her head and was relieved when a few moments later the queue thinned out in front of her, and she was able to step up to the casket. It was on a beautifully carved stone altar, draped in rich purple satin. The expensive dark wood of the coffin was polished so that, as Harriet approached it, she was reflected back at herself. Next to it was a large photo of Edgar, smiling jovially in a tailored suit, trademark cravat in place. Harriet smiled. This was how she remembered him, a presence you couldn’t miss.

      She turned away before she could look in the open casket, suddenly not wishing to see what was in it, even though she had been told the morticians were top of the range. But, feeling the judgemental eyes of the other people in the room, she took a deep breath and made herself pay her respects. It was why she was here after all. She’d told Janet that, and she couldn’t let Janet be right. As she stepped away, she almost bumped into a man and a woman, the couple from earlier she realised as they looked at her with curiosity bordering on embarrassment. The man in particular had a very sour expression.

      “Sorry,” Harriet mumbled, and squeezed past them.

      As she did, she heard the woman whisper, “That’s her isn’t it, Archie? The one that awful Janet was arguing with.”

      The back of Harriet’s neck prickled with shame. She felt a hand on her shoulder, and jumped slightly in surprise, but it was only Allen, who smiled at her.

      “Marjory told me I had to look after you,” he said, his eyes twinkling at the mention of his wife. “I am under strict instructions to offer my handkerchief if you look sad.” He squinted at her. “And I know you’ll report back to Marjory if I’m not on my best behaviour.”

      As they walked to side of the atrium to wait for the end of the viewing, Harriet smiled at Allen’s sweet attempt at making her feel better, even though the handkerchief in question was currently at home with a fretful Marjory. She’d not spent terribly long in Allen’s company before, and rarely without Marjory present. But she was glad to be with him today. Her quarrelsome and strained relationship with her boss had never impacted her outside of work, and it had shaken her for it to explode so publicly.

      I suppose funerals are places of high emotion…maybe she’s grieving…Harriet sighed. She wanted to sympathise with the
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