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Seventeen-year-old Kay left her sleepy hometown after the devastating death of her friend, Ivy. But when Kay is forced to come back, she receives an anonymous letter that turns her life upside down.

The letter tells her that there will be a thrill on Tuesday, a wreckage on Wednesday, treachery on Thursday, a fire on Friday, sabotage on Saturday, a stabbing on Sunday – and her murder on Monday.

And if Kay can’t figure out who is behind the threats, the worst day of the week is about to get deadly…
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To the authors whose books made me a reader, which made me a writer
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Aunt Sandra died on a Monday.

I’ve hated Mondays ever since.
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I grip the faded blue material of the seat as the bus barrels around another corner, my stomach lurching. I’d forgotten that all the drivers in the Longrove area act like they’ve got a death wish. Or maybe I blocked it from my mind; there’s a whole box of memories in my head called Longrove crap that I don’t touch – the daredevil bus drivers are the tip of the iceberg.

None of the old people on the bus react as we jolt over a particularly bumpy bit of road – one has some knitting out, the needles clicking together in a rhythmic pattern as leaves start scraping at the windows. We’re being driven into a hedge.

The journey from the train station into the town centre is supposed to take fifty minutes, because there are a thousand stops and the route goes through winding country roads – but it looks like we’ll be doing it in thirty at the speed we’re going. Racing towards Longrove, the town I grew up in. The town my parents moved us out of a year ago because Mum couldn’t stand to stay.

And now I’m back, dumped on my Uncle Dara for a week while my parents go on a cruise around France to celebrate their twentieth wedding anniversary – without me. I wouldn’t have got in their way; I even said I’d stay in my cabin and just hang out at the pool. Mum snorted at that.

So I’d said I could stay home alone, in our little place in London. I’m seventeen, I’m responsible. Mum actually laughed at that suggestion, and then told me she’d already sorted it with Uncle Dara.

“It’s only a week, Kay, stop being so dramatic,” she said. “I know it won’t exactly be pleasant, but you’ll be fine.” She hesitated, then, like she knew how much it would actually suck for me. But she didn’t say it aloud, because Mum doesn’t talk about the emotional stuff. She brushes past it, and focuses on my grades, making sure I’m eating all my fruit and vegetables, drinking enough water. Instead, all she said was, “We’ll pick you up on Monday.” And that was the end of the conversation.

My phone buzzes, and the name Chloe Jiang flashes up. Chloe insisted on putting her full name in when I first saved her number, all formal, in case I got her mixed up with any of the other Chloes in our year group, none of whose numbers I had.


Chloe: Are you there yet?

Me: You sound like my mother.

Chloe: No, I don’t. Has your mother asked you if you’re there yet?

Me: Of course she hasn’t.

Me: I’m still on the bus. Could die on it too. The driver keeps racing around corners like he’s hoping something might be coming the other way.

Chloe: Hope you don’t die. I don’t want to sit alone in physics next year.



I smirk. Part of the reason Chloe and I hit it off when I showed up at school last year, alone and miserable, was the fact that we’ve both got the same dry humour.


Chloe: Your mum’s just busy on her holiday.

Me: Well, that and I’m insufferable and she doesn’t want to talk to me.

Chloe: Make sure you bring me some of that fudge you said your uncle’s so good at making.

Me: You’re supposed to tell me I’m not insufferable.

Chloe: Bring me some of that fudge and I will.



I snort. I know the reason Mum is yet to message me is not because I’m “insufferable”. We’ve just never really…clicked. I know that sounds strange to say about your own mum, but it’s true. She’s always been into telling me what to do and where to go, and criticizing what I’m wearing, and disliking the fact I don’t want to become an accountant, bored out of my mind but with a “nice, steady salary”. She never liked that I wanted to figure my future out as I went, not have it all mapped out.

And now she dislikes me because I remind her too much of Aunt Sandra – and how she’s not here any more.

It’s been one year and six days.

And I’m back in the place Aunt Sandra died.
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The bus rolls to a stop on the high street. I step out, dragging my suitcase with me. There are pubs, a butcher’s, a bakery, an antiques shop – Longrove has it all, if you’re a boring middle-aged person. On the opposite side of the road is Longrove’s pride and joy – a giant statue of an old guy everyone assumes must have been important three hundred years ago, because he’s been memorialized in stone. Only there’s no plaque and no one has the fuzziest clue who he was.

There are four people standing in front of the Old Guy, taking photos. Twenty years ago, he was used in the backdrop of a film that bombed both financially and critically, and then got a weird cult following of people who insist there were a bunch of hidden deeper meanings in the script that everyone at the time was too dense to understand. The Old Guy is a real draw for tourism in the town – well, the only draw. Aside from the fact that there are some decent country walks, if you like that kind of thing, and it’s a lot cheaper to stay in Longrove than the Cotswolds.

I walk along the pavement, making space for a woman with a dog that looks like a giant rat. The dog growls at me, and the woman frowns, like I’ve done something to personally offend them.

Uncle Dara’s house is about twenty minutes away, and one of the wheels of my suitcase is close to popping off. I slow down as I turn off the high street into a residential area – I’m not sure I have the core strength needed to lift my suitcase if it comes to it, so I’ve got to be careful. The back roads are quieter – it’s weird compared to London, like a ghost town. And even though this was my town a year ago, I feel like a stranger to it now.

I pass Rosemary Avenue. Our old road, with our old house. My parents let it out instead of selling it, because that was quicker – some other family lives there now. Some other girl might even have my bedroom, looking out onto the fields. We left the walls a hot pink and deep purple, a poor decision that my mother allowed me to make when I was six and then never let me undo. She won’t trust me to stay home alone for a week while she swans off to France, but she absolutely maintains that six-year-old me knew exactly what she wanted – bedroom wall paint so bright it practically glows in the dark.

But it’s when I turn down Honey Drive that I stumble – because there is number nine, the little house that used to be a large one, until it was split into two cottages years ago. The house I used to enter every day after school. There is Uncle Dara’s bright yellow door, standing out against the ordinary white of the other houses.

There’s Ivy’s house next door. The companion cottage at number eleven.

A fist squeezes my heart – I’ve tried my absolute hardest not to think about Ivy since last year. Ivy is stored away in that box of memories in my head, in her own separate compartment that’s kept double-locked.

I won’t be letting her out.

Uncle Dara’s yellow door swims in front of me. I don’t like being back here – things I don’t want to deal with are bubbling to the surface, instead of being pushed right down where they belong.

My hand shakes as I put my old key in the lock. When I step inside tears prick at the corners of my eyes.

This is Aunt Sandra’s hallway, a narrow space she insisted should always have flowers in the windowsill – there are some now, but they’re wilted, nearly dead. I can’t tell what they were supposed to be. Maybe roses.

I drag my suitcase into the kitchen at the back of the house. The windows and back door look out over the little garden and beyond that, fields. The table has been freshly scrubbed down. Aunt Sandra could have left this room a few moments before; I might just have missed her.

But, no, that’s not true. Because the kitchen would never be this clean – she was always experimenting with cooking, coming up with weird and wonderful concoctions. The table would be groaning under papers, notes of hers that she insisted needed to be spread out to help her think. A radio would be playing soft music – she never could deal with silence. Even right at the end, when she lay in bed with scarves tied over her bald head, dying from the cancer, she had the TV on to keep her company.

No – that’s a memory I don’t want to visit.

The walls are closing in, and all I want to do is run out and leave and never come back. How the hell can Uncle Dara and Nikki still live in this house, with her ghost? Why did Mum make me come here, when she can’t even bear the mention of Aunt Sandra’s name? She hates me calling her Aunt Sandra – she was supposed to be Masi, since she was my mum’s sister, and Mum always thought I wasn’t showing proper respect. Aunt Sandra never cared, though.

I take a deep breath, all the memories washing over me—

The kitchen door slams open.
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I turn in alarm as the door bangs on the wall behind it. Nikki is standing in the doorway, holding up an empty vase. She’s dressed in a baggy black T-shirt and jeans, and somehow still manages to look stunning. She’s even got her nose pierced – Mum wouldn’t let me get one too, because she was worried the piercing would get infected and my nose would fall off. I told her that wasn’t possible, but she just huffed and the discussion was over.

“Kay?” Nikki says. “What are you doing here?”

I blink at her. “Er…I’m staying for the week, remember?” No, Hello, cousin, how delighted I am to see you. Nikki’s never been one for small talk. “Why do you have a vase?”

“You’re supposed to come on the fourteenth,” she says.

“It is the fourteenth,” I say. “Did you…think someone had broken in? What were you going to try and do? Display them like flowers?”

“Smash it over their head,” she says.

“Violent,” I say, half-impressed. She’s not acted particularly rationally, though – this is Longrove. There aren’t break-ins here. Most people don’t even lock their front doors. “Great to know how much you were looking forward to seeing me. Where are the balloons? The red carpet? The party?”

Nikki lowers the vase. “You made me promise never to throw you a surprise party again after your thirteenth birthday.”

“That wasn’t a party. You made everyone dress up as a clown and jump scare me. Even your mum thought it was a bad idea,” I say.

“A surprise party is a jump scare!” says Nikki. “And you loved clowns.”

I had loved clowns until I came home one day and ten of them spilled out of the kitchen. After I finished screaming, I did manage to appreciate how much effort Nikki had put in – even convincing Ivy, the queen of cool, to dress up, and inviting a bunch of other people from school I liked. “How have you already lost track of time, anyway?” I say. “Didn’t you just finish school last week?”

Nikki places the vase on the counter. “I’ve been working on an art project – it’s a comic that I’m going to enter into a competition. Come see.” She turns and heads out of the kitchen without waiting for me to respond. Nikki is my cousin, but she’s also basically my sister – she’s just a few months younger than me. When I lived in Longrove she’d occasionally come and hang out with me and my friends, but sometimes she would get spiky and then go off and chill by herself. She’s never been the type of person to really need other people.

We were in the same class at Longrove High – teachers would constantly stick us together, acting like we were twins, since we both had the same sand-brown skin, brown eyes, unruly tangled messes of hair, and the same short build. Except Nikki is athletic, and I can’t run to save my life. Someone caught a video of me dancing at a family wedding once and my awkward shuffling is still burned into my retinas.

It felt odd to move away from Nikki – especially so quickly after Aunt Sandra, her mum, died. I was used to seeing them both every day, and I quickly found out Nikki’s not the type of person to keep in touch. Or, when she does respond to the messages I send, her replies are clipped. If I didn’t know her as well as I do, I’d have thought she didn’t want to speak to me – but that’s just how she is. She’s always fine when she and Uncle Dara come visit, which has been pretty much every school holiday over the past year, and even some random weekends too. Though maybe she’s a bit quieter than she used to be.

The living room is a small space with a red rug that takes up much of the floor, a TV in the corner, and a fireplace which obviously isn’t lit, considering it’s a fresh twenty-three degrees outside, a high for Longrove in the summer. Nikki holds up her drawing pad for me to see. Her designs are erratic, from what I remember, and it looks like she hasn’t changed. She’s sketching some sort of…sheep…with a shark’s head.

“It’s great,” I say, and I mean it. It’s really weird, but it looks cool and my drawing skills are limited to blobs in comparison. “Is the guest room made up?” There’s a chance it won’t be, considering Nikki wasn’t expecting me – but surely Uncle Dara knew I was arriving. He’ll be at the cafe, dealing with the lunchtime rush, which is why I assume he’s not here to greet me.

“I don’t know,” says Nikki with a frown. “Dad probably sorted it – I wonder why he didn’t remind me you were coming today. Or maybe he did… I was looking up some new paints online when he came into the kitchen this morning, so I wasn’t really listening…”

My grand return to Longrove is pretty much a non-event to her – she and Uncle Dara last came to London a few weeks ago, so it’s not like she’s had a chance to particularly miss me. Coming back is only a big deal to me.

“I’ll just go put my stuff upstairs,” I say. “And then I’ll probably go for a walk… Go to the cafe, see the sights. Come with?”

Nikki snorts. “Next you’re going to tell me you want to stare at the Old Guy.”

“I want to see how everything’s changed,” I say. She’s right, though – there aren’t exactly many sights to see, and she knows the only other draw to Longrove – the hikes – aren’t my thing. “Plus, you’d get to spend time with me. You know how much you’d like that. Like old times, you following me everywhere…”

Nikki snorts again, but this time she’s trying not to smile. She won’t admit it, but I’m probably in her top ten favourite people, below all her weird artist heroes who died about two centuries ago. She’s happy I’m here, she just hides it under her don’t-care persona. “I didn’t follow you everywhere, you dragged me. Like with the Puzzle Box. I still haven’t forgiven you for that.”

The Puzzle Box was a birthday present Aunt Sandra came up with for me. It involved traipsing around town trying to solve riddles she had invented herself. I forced Nikki to come along mostly because I wanted some company – I knew she wouldn’t bother trying to work out any of the clues. It took a bribe of my birthday present from Mum (a dark chocolate duck) to persuade her to join the adventure, though I was happy to give the duck away – I hate dark chocolate and Nikki loves it.

“I miss you being my assistant,” I say, because I know that will wind her up.

“I will kick you,” says Nikki. Charming.

“That’s not very nice. Remember to respect your elders,” I say in a sing-song voice as I lug my suitcase up the narrow staircase, huffing as I get to the top. Uncle Dara’s room is opposite me, and Nikki’s is in the corner – she used to have hanging beads you would push back, but she’s got rid of those now and just has a normal door.

A year ago, the guest bedroom was next to the main bathroom, though no one ever stayed over. My old house was right around the corner, otherwise I would have done, constantly.

I peer inside – it’s an office now for Uncle Dara, though there’s a dartboard on the wall next to a large flatscreen TV and a very worn, very comfy-looking couch with a stack of books next to it that suggests he doesn’t do a lot of work in here. He probably would have warned me if I was going to be sleeping on the floor for a week, though maybe I should mentally prepare for the possibility. According to Mum, sleeping on hard surfaces is meant to be good for your back. That’s why she hasn’t bought me a softer mattress. That, or it’s too expensive.

There’s only one more room in the house. Last time I was here, the attic room was being used for storage, but I assume they’ve done it up and that’s where I’ll be sleeping. The next set of stairs is behind a white door next to the linen cupboard where Uncle Dara keeps towels and years-old wrapping paper.

When I get to the top, I sigh with relief. When we were little, Nikki and I used to play amongst the dust, cobwebs and stacks of cardboard boxes. Now the attic is a large space with beech floorboards. I spot a single bed in the far corner with towels placed neatly at the bottom, like I’m staying in a hotel.

There’s a wardrobe and a desk and an armchair too, and a door that leads to a tiny en suite with a shower anyone taller than me would have to crouch to use. There are two windows set into the slanted roof. It’s nice. Much better than the floor.

I head back down to grab my suitcase, then shove it in a corner of the room – there’s no point unpacking, I’m only here for a week.

As I survey the room again, I catch sight of a piece of paper in the middle of the bed, almost invisible against the white sheets. I frown – has Uncle Dara left me a welcome note? There’s what looks to be some sort of…poem printed on it. Uncle Dara definitely didn’t leave me this – I can’t imagine him reading poetry.


Hello, Kay,

Get ready for the next week, because we’re going to play a game. Can you beat me and figure out my identity before the week is up? The stakes will keep getting higher – there’s going to be…

a thrill on Tuesday,

a wreckage on Wednesday,

treachery on Thursday,

a fire on Friday,

sabotage on Saturday,

a stabbing on Sunday –

and your murder on

Monday
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I blink at the note a few times. The words don’t change. One word in particular.

Murder.

Your murder.

My murder? As in…my death? This is a note addressed to me, and it’s pretty…violent. A thrill on Tuesday sounds okay – and a wreckage could mean…like a shipwreck? How would that work, we’re not near the sea, there’s only a river running through Longrove—

Ivy.

A golden-haired girl flashes in my mind, smiling to reveal two perfect rows of teeth.

No.

I focus back on the note. Stabbing. Murder.

Hello, Kay. A shiver goes through me. This note is…threatening to kill me. After a week’s worth of mostly horrific-sounding threats.

I scan the words again. Treachery. Fire. Stabbing. Murder. It’s like fifteen years’ worth of plot points in a dramatic soap.

There’s no way this is serious, surely – maybe it’s from Nikki. She’s got a dark sense of humour too. Maybe she was pretending to have forgotten I was staying this week, to give this note more impact. I have to hand it to her, her performance with the vase was Oscar-worthy. I truly thought she was going to lob it at me.

Nikki knows how much I love puzzles, like Aunt Sandra – in her heyday she was a detective, travelling around solving weird murders the police couldn’t figure out. Sometimes, she let me pore over some of her solved cases. Mum thought it was morbid that I wanted to hear all about how Aunt Sandra would gather the clues and the motives, how she’d deduce what were red herrings designed to throw her off – how she figured things out and brought the murderers to justice. I never got any of the solutions right – I got too caught up in red herrings, but I loved discussing them with her.

I could see from Aunt Sandra’s notes that the cases immediately became less gruesome when she got pregnant with Nikki, and they settled in Longrove. Uncle Dara took a job as a teacher at Longrove High, and they both told Mum and Dad how nice it was here, so my parents followed. Aunt Sandra kept up her investigations as a hobby, the murders turning into: Is my husband having an affair, and, Where did I put my glasses? I simply can’t remember.

So, Nikki having written the note would be a good theory, apart from the fact that this note is threatening to kill me, and as far as I know she actually quite likes me.

Get ready for your murder on Monday.

I know what this is – I breathe out as I come to the obvious solution; Uncle Dara wants me to participate in one of those murder-mystery games Aunt Sandra used to love. We’d all get characters and then have to figure out which one of us was the killer – Aunt Sandra always used to get it right, but that was part of the fun too. Uncle Dara hasn’t mentioned anything about playing this, but Aunt Sandra died a year and six days ago. It would be a great way to honour her memory.

I put it on the desk. The week is already looking up – I hope Uncle Dara’s got a really challenging game in mind. I want to be baffled. I’ve done half the escape rooms in London, though I’ve had to take a break due to a distinct shortage of interest from Chloe. I mostly manage to get out – but the time pressure works against me, because I get bogged down in the weird details. This will be a new test.

In the meantime, though, I’m feeling grotty from the train and bus journey, so I have a shower and change into fresh clothes.

Time to visit Uncle Dara’s cafe.
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The Orange Flamingo stands out compared to the rest of the buildings on Blossom Avenue, which is just off the high street – they’re all boring sand-coloured brick. Since I was last here, Uncle Dara has increased the number of plastic flamingos standing guard at the window – there’s now an army of eight lined up in a row. He’s also introduced tacky bright-green plastic tables on the street in front, with enormous parasols giving shade from the sun.

It was always Uncle Dara’s dream to open the cafe. He used to teach history at Longrove High, and when he came home, all he would do was watch baking shows, talk about baking, or actually bake – cakes, bread, biscuits, he could do it all. He and Aunt Sandra finally took the plunge in January of last year – but they only had a few months before Aunt Sandra got sick, and even that short time wasn’t sweet.

The Committee (capital C because they’re dicks and think they’re more important than they actually are) saw to that.

The Committee have been around Longrove for over a hundred years. They are the self-appointed rulers of the town, organizing riveting community events like the Longrove Flower Show, Longrove’s Prettiest Garden, Longrove’s Best Painted Fence. The Committee takes a cut of the money made, then I guess uses it to run more events, though unsurprisingly I’ve never been too interested in the details.

Aunt Sandra wanted to join when she and Uncle Dara first moved to Longrove, eighteen years ago, but they wouldn’t let her – she hadn’t been born in Longrove, which was apparently an iron-clad requirement for becoming part of the Committee… Like how the American president needs to have been born in America. It’s that level of “importance”.

The Committee didn’t like Uncle Dara opening the cafe, with its bright orange paint that stood out on the road. They didn’t like the flamingos, or the fact that the Orange Flamingo is next door to, and competing with, the Blossom, a cafe owned by Jason Halford, a long-standing member of the Committee.

In fact, Jason Halford, a grumpy-looking man in his sixties, is hanging out of his cafe and glaring at me right now.

I hurry inside the Orange Flamingo. It’s mostly packed with tourists, with muddy walking boots and bright expressions as they scroll through hundreds of photos of the Old Guy statue on their phone (I assume that’s why they look so happy). There’re also a few teens sharing slices of cake – I recognize some who were in the year below me at Longrove High. It’s a much more welcoming place than the Blossom, because Uncle Dara doesn’t care if people linger.

I do a quick scan, and feel a moment of disappointment – no Sophie or Mikey. We lost touch when I left Longrove, after what happened with Aunt Sandra… And Ivy. I didn’t know what to say to them.

But some part of me still thinks it’d be nice to see them. Mikey was always cheerful and perky and we had the world’s easiest friendship, and Sophie…well, she was the shadow of whoever she considered to be the leader. For a while that was me – and then Ivy. I wonder who she’s chosen to fill Ivy’s shoes – although maybe she’s finally her own strong, independent person.

I doubt it, though. She won’t have changed that much in a year.

As I head through the cafe to the counter, someone calls my name.

“Kay.” A boy slides out of one of the booths – he’s got bright red, straggly hair and pale, freckly skin, and is wearing a cartoon T-shirt over baggy jeans. He frowns as he looks at me.

The memory comes back strong.

A boy trailing after me, Sophie, Mikey and Nikki, as we trailed after Ivy. Liam Maldin. He’s grown out his hair and dyed it – when I last saw him, he had a brown buzz-cut and wore plain oversized T-shirts with various joggers.

Liam Maldin, the stalker.

Well, Ivy’s stalker.

Ivy said that Liam was following her home and taking photos outside her house. He started at Longrove High as a new kid in year nine – moving from a private school in the next town over – and tried to befriend us. Which I think set Ivy off against him. She had to be the one who decided who was in our friendship group, not the other way around. I wanted to stay out of it, so I just avoided speaking to Liam. I didn’t like turning my back on him when he tried to join us at lunchtimes, but I knew the alternative was Ivy icing me out – and it was better to be in the group with Ivy than sitting outside it alone.

Plus, well…Liam developed a reputation for being a liar pretty quickly. They were all stupid lies too, stuff that could easily be debunked – my mum was a musician and she went on a world tour with Madonna. I was going to be an Olympic swimmer, but I’m allergic to chlorine. And he genuinely seemed to believe his lies, even in the face of evidence to the contrary. It was hard to like him.

Obviously, I definitely disliked him when the whole stalking thing came out. Even though I could sort of understand it – not that I ever would do that myself.

Because Ivy was the type of person people might start to feel obsessive over.

Liam’s face is tense. “Why are you back?” he asks, his voice clipped. He’s very much not happy to see me.

“I’m visiting my uncle and Nikki,” I say. “I’m not…moving back or anything.”

“Good,” says Liam, folding his arms. “Because you shouldn’t be here.”

I look around, wondering if this is some sort of joke. “You know this is my uncle’s cafe, right? I’m fairly sure I should.”

“No,” says Liam through gritted teeth. “You shouldn’t have come back to Longrove. You should have stayed in London, or wherever it is you moved to. You should have stayed gone.”




7

For a moment I stare at Liam, not sure what to say. As well as the big changes he’s made to his look, there are more subtle differences too. His long hair falls down into his eyes, hiding the fact that they’re angrier. He’s got the beginnings of a scraggly beard.

There’s a horrible feeling in my stomach, like I’ve been punched. He knows why I left Longrove – the town is small, everyone heard about Aunt Sandra dying. He knows it’s only just over a year since she passed away. Why is he being so nasty?

I stand straighter. I won’t let him see that he’s got under my skin – I could wield the my uncle is the owner of this cafe and will kick you out card – but that wouldn’t be the most sensible thing to do. I’ve got another six days here but Uncle Dara will have to live with the consequences of whatever I choose to do – and Liam’s still a customer… A good one, judging by the three empty plates on the table and two finished mugs.

No – I will do what doesn’t come naturally. I will take the high road. “I’ll see you around,” I say, as I step past him and continue on my way. I know what his problem is – he’s jealous I got to leave Longrove. No longer am I bored out of my mind in this small town. No longer am I under Mr Reed’s beady eye at school. I am free from everything that happened.

Grace Deborah is behind the counter, and I smile when I see her – Grace used to be my hairdresser, and was the only person who ever cut my curls right. Her dark brown skin is more wrinkled than I remember. Her eyes, a warm, deep brown that always seem to sparkle, crinkle in delight when they land on me.

This is more like it.

“My darling,” she says, coming around the counter and wrapping me in a hug. “Dara said you’d be coming today – I’ve been looking forward to it.”

“I didn’t know you were working here,” I say, pulling away and smiling at her. She pushes my hair out of my eyes – the hairdresser in her is probably itching to get her hands on it.

“I got bored in retirement,” she says with a chuckle. “I work here part-time, and I run free piano lessons at the children’s centre. Your uncle is in the office.”

I grin at her as I slip behind the counter – the cafe layout is an odd one. There are two doors leading off from the kitchen, where a cook I haven’t seen before is flipping an omelette. One of the doors leads to a tiny office, and the other leads down into the cellar, which is used for storage.

I peek inside the office, and there’s Uncle Dara, mulling over some papers. He looks up and smiles when he sees me.

“You’re here!” he says as he gets to his feet. Every time I’ve seen him since Aunt Sandra’s death I’m shocked by how much older he looks – the little of his hair that has stuck around is now grey, as is his beard. If possible, he’s become even frailer in the last few weeks since he visited London – he’s lost a lot of weight, and his eyes look sunken in his face.

Maybe he sees my concern because he says, “It’s been a little stressful lately – I got permission a few weeks ago from the council to put tables out front and the Committee didn’t like that. They’ve been dropping flyers in people’s letter boxes asking them to sign a petition to get the cafe shut down.”

Anger flares in me. “They’re still trying that rubbish?”

He rolls his eyes, like it’s something of a joke – but I can tell from the hard set of his mouth that this has really been weighing on him. “They’re never going to stop. You know how some people in this town are. Resistant to change.”

“You’re hardly change,” I say. “It’s a cafe – it’s not like you tried to open a…a gambling shop or something.” I struggle to come up with anything that would make the Committee’s eagerness to shut Uncle Dara’s cafe down make sense.

“Nikki suggested maybe I should paint the outside so it’s in line with the other shops, and change the name to something like the Daffodil – something really inoffensive,” says Uncle Dara. “But I just can’t do that. This is my cafe. It was Sandra’s too – she loved it here. I’d rather shut it down altogether.”

I swallow, panicking slightly. Aunt Sandra did love this place – and she didn’t get to enjoy it for long enough. “You can’t shut this place down. The Committee can’t have done that much damage?”

“No,” says Uncle Dara. “Thankfully there’re enough teenagers and tourists who either don’t care what the Committee says, or haven’t heard their nonsense. But all the same, it’s tough, having to get up and fight every day. Never knowing just how far they’ll take it…”

“But they wouldn’t take it that far?” I say. The Committee are a bunch of weirdos who are focused on making sure everyone’s grass is cut to the same length – they’re not mobsters or anything.

“Of course they wouldn’t,” says Uncle Dara with a shake of his head. He needs to work on his lying, because he’s terrible at it. If we were blood-related, I’d say I got my lack of lying talent from him. His eyes flicker towards the door, like he’s expecting a Committee member to come in and announce they’ve got a bulldozer ready to swing into action outside. “It’s nothing for you to worry about anyway. I hope your journey wasn’t too bad? We’ll be having spaghetti later, if that’s okay?” He looks slightly anxious as he says it.

“Sounds good,” I say. I know he’s a great cook, but that he’s also on his feet all day in the cafe – I don’t want him to go to any extra trouble. And he looks so tired. He needs to go away and recharge somewhere, not be worried about the Committee egging his windows.

Uncle Dara smiles sadly at me. “You look so much like Sandra, you know. You and Nikki both – she had very strong genes, didn’t she?”

“And a strong personality to match,” I add.

That makes him smile properly. “Will you be meeting up with all your old friends? Sophie and Mikey? I know Nikki doesn’t really speak to them any more – I think she sits with some girls from her art class at lunchtime…” He nibbles his bottom lip. “Your visit might be good for her. To hang out with someone her own age here. She spends so much time alone.”

I nod. “I lost contact with all the old gang,” I say. “After…” My throat closes up, and Uncle Dara looks away. When I first moved, Sophie occasionally messaged, but that stopped following a few months of stilted conversation. Mikey never bothered. He was supposed to be the cheerful, nice one as well. I never thought he’d completely ghost me. But then again, I became a dark cloud to his sunshine.

Uncle Dara’s eyes flick to the door – he probably needs to get back to work.

“I’m going for a walk around town – see what’s changed,” I say.

“Eat some lunch before you go,” he says.

I nod – and I’m almost at the door when I remember the note, left on my bed. “I almost forgot – the murder mystery thing sounds really fun.”

Uncle Dara frowns. “What murder mystery?”

“You know,” I say. “The note you left on my bed. Figure out my identity before the week is up. There’s going to be a thrill on Tuesday…” I trail off, because he’s looking really confused now.

“I didn’t leave a note on your bed, Kay,” he says.

“Oh,” I say. It must have been Nikki, then. “Never mind.” I’ll ask her about it later – if I message her, she won’t reply.

I move to the door, but as I glance back at Uncle Dara he looks concerned.

Maybe there’s more worrying him than just the Committee.
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“Kay. Kay Gill,” says a man’s voice, the second I leave the cafe.

I turn to find Mr Reed standing outside the Blossom with his hands behind his back – the head teacher of Longrove High, who rules over the students with an iron fist, except for the select few he decides are destined to do great things. They get a different side to him. I always thought head teachers weren’t supposed to show favouritism, but Mr Reed obviously never got the memo. He’s wearing grey trousers and a dark blue shirt with a blue tie, like he thinks he’s still at school. He hasn’t changed since the last time I saw him, a year ago, standing outside the town hall and watching the car as we drove out of Longrove, like he was making sure we definitely left. His moustache is dark grey and looks like it’s been clipped with a ruler, and his mouth falls naturally into a frown.

Jason Halford is behind him, his arms folded and a smug look on his face – like a kid who has snitched to their parent, which is bizarre considering he’s a good fifteen years older than Mr Reed.

But Mr Reed is also the head of the Committee – and Uncle Dara’s former boss. When Uncle Dara left Longrove High, Mr Reed told him it was the worst decision he would ever make and that he was destined for failure. I think that’s also part of the reason the Committee hates the cafe – Mr Reed’s personal grudge against Uncle Dara. He even took to shooting me nasty looks in school before I left.

Did Jason Halford actually call Mr Reed over while I was inside the cafe? I guess my return to Longrove is the most interesting thing that’s happened all week. How sad are the people in this town?

“So, Kay, you’re back in town,” Mr Reed says, his nose twitching in displeasure. “How have you been?”

From anyone else, his question might come across as genuine interest, a teacher wanting to keep up with an old student. But from him it’s a challenge: I hope your life hasn’t got better since you left Longrove, because this is the perfect place to live.

“Fine,” I say, because fine could mean anything. Fine could mean since leaving town I’ve won the lottery and spend my time rolling around in money, or it could mean every day I wake up without breathing the fresh Longrove air is a day I feel like I’m wasting, because my life is incomplete without this place. He doesn’t need to know that I really have just been fine. Existing, getting on with life, building something new in London without Aunt Sandra. “And…what are you up to?”

“Just on a walk,” he says, tilting his head as he watches me. I shift uncomfortably – there’s something about him that still makes me feel as if I’ve done something wrong, like I’ve forgotten my homework or talked too much in class. “Doing some checks for the Committee. Making sure everything is in order.” His eyes flick to the Orange Flamingo.

I fight the urge to roll my eyes. The Committee has no actual power to stop people painting their houses the brightest possible colours, or letting their front gardens grow wild. They can’t control the decor of independent cafes. And yet the people of Longrove listen to them anyway, because that’s the way things have always been done, which is a good reason apparently to keep doing it that way.

He narrows his eyes at me, and I take a step back – for a moment I see a flash of malice in his expression, gone the next second.

“I know your visit to town will be pleasant,” he says. “I’ll be keeping an eye on things. Making sure you don’t do anything to tarnish Longrove’s good name – like the rest of your family.” His eyes flick to Uncle Dara’s cafe again.

“I hope my visit will be pleasant, Mr Reed, that’s a lovely thing to say.” I smile at him, pretending I didn’t hear the second part of his sentence, and he looks genuinely baffled as I turn on my heel and walk away. Be polite in the face of rudeness, Aunt Sandra always used to say. Nothing will get under their skin more. I don’t think that’s entirely true – a well-placed insult goes a long way – but I know Mr Reed wants a reaction from me that he can use against my entire family. Dara and his niece are feral – isn’t that yet another reason that the cafe should be shut down? Maybe we should give Nikki some additional detentions for no good reason.

On my way wandering through town, I pass the little community library – it’s basically a cabinet on the side of the town hall that people take books from, returning a different one. It relies entirely on everyone being trustworthy enough not to take a book without giving another back.

I slow down as I walk past, because this cabinet is special to me for a different reason. There’s a false back, where Sophie and I used to leave each other notes when we were little, since it’s equidistant between her house and my old one. We’d tie a red ribbon around the handle if there was a note to read – other people thought it was just nice decoration.

Of course there’s no red ribbon now – that game stopped years ago, when we were eight – and Ivy came into our lives.

That’s so uncool. And weird.

And now she’s lurching at me, spit bubbling from her mouth as her lips pull back in a snarl. You’re pathetic, Kay—

No. I force the memory away, the last one I have of her, and start speed walking. Maybe I need to go see her – speak to her. Because otherwise she won’t leave me alone. There are too many places in Longrove that will remind me of her.

I turn into the road that leads to the graveyard – where Ivy now rests.




9

The graveyard is peaceful, with large trees and lots of greenery – it’s a beautiful place. In London, I walk past a graveyard on my way to school and there are signs everywhere warning about camera surveillance. But not in Longrove – people trust their neighbours. Plus, it’s stuck about fifty years in the past; technological advances haven’t arrived yet. They don’t even have full phone signal.

Aunt Sandra isn’t buried in Longrove graveyard. She was cremated, and we scattered her ashes in the sea just like she asked. I was creeped out at first, at the idea of sticking my hand into what had been bits of her and tossing it into the water. But in the end it was nice, with the waves gently crashing against the shore. Peaceful, even. We went to a quiet, almost desolate stretch of coast that Aunt Sandra had picked out, and in the silence I could remember every good memory with her, every sly wink she gave me when she made a comment she knew only I would get. I wondered if she had wanted us to scatter her ashes in the water for her – or for us.

Ivy Harchester’s grave has fresh flowers in front of it – probably left by her mum and dad. They’re still next door to Uncle Dara and Nikki, along with her little sister Lola.

“How’s it going, Ivy?” I say conversationally. The stone that marks her grave doesn’t reply. I don’t think I’d be creeped out if it did. I quite like the idea of ghosts existing. Being able to communicate with the great beyond, getting to speak to her again.

I don’t know what I would say. Sorry, for throwing all my memories of you into the box in my head and trying to forget about you when I left town. Or I’d let you know that the reason I wasn’t fully myself the last time I saw you was because Aunt Sandra had told me that week that she had cancer. And that a few days after you died, Aunt Sandra sat me down and told me her cancer diagnosis was actually terminal – and there was so much to grieve I didn’t know how to deal with it all.

Below Ivy’s name is an inscription: Beloved daughter, sister and friend. An angel in death. Frozen in time, at sixteen – the fearless leader of our group, who has now been left behind…

At the bottom is her birthday, and the date she died – a few weeks shy of her seventeenth birthday. Something doesn’t seem right about it, though. I read over again. It has the days, carved into the stone. Did it always? Born on Saturday…

Died on Monday.

A shiver goes through me. It’s not really much of a coincidence, but I’d forgotten she died on a Monday, just like Aunt Sandra.

Get ready for your murder on Monday.

Someone clamps their hand on my shoulder and I jump, reflexively shoving my elbow out.

“Ow,” says a voice, and I spin around. Topher Reed is rubbing his arm, looking confused. Mr Reed’s son, the golden boy of Longrove High, with his messy light brown hair and deep brown eyes, his dimpled smile. Academically gifted, all-round brilliant. He was two years above me in school, so he must be nineteen now, nearly twenty. I think he’s at one of the good unis, and I expect he’s going to have a charmed life where everything works out for him, because that’s how things go for boys who look like Topher Reed. All the girls at school were in love with him, even Ivy.

Even me, I guess. Though it probably wasn’t love, love – more like a crush on the one boy in school who looked like he had stepped out of a romcom. He had muscles. And on top of having brains, he seemed like a genuinely nice person too.

Now that I have the perspective of a year away, I see that my crush was just that – except he’s got even more good-looking, which is unfair. I always thought he never noticed me, just like everyone else. That sort of stuff had started to weigh on me, especially in year nine when boys started paying attention to Ivy, who could outshine anyone.

I couldn’t talk about that with Mum, though, because she had said for years I could only have a boyfriend when I got married. That doesn’t even make sense, but obviously I couldn’t argue with her. Aunt Sandra always said to be a good detective you had to fade into the background, let people underestimate you. And I couldn’t get better practice than being overshadowed by Ivy. We had it easy, Aunt Sandra said, because Longrove was full of people who found it all too easy to underestimate anyone who looked like us. We were lucky.

And the day would come when I would find someone who would notice me, and see how beautiful I always was. I’m still holding on to those words, because the day hasn’t arrived yet.

“Why did you hit me?” he says, tilting his head.

“Why did you sneak up on me and grab me?” I reply. This feels surreal – Christopher Reed speaking to me. It’s like talking to a minor celebrity, the way I built him up in my head when I was at Longrove High.

“I didn’t grab you,” he says. “I was trying to get your attention – I called your name and you didn’t reply.”

“You don’t know my name,” I say.

He raises his eyebrows. “Kay Gill,” he says. “Kay, short for Kavya, which is a nickname I don’t entirely get. Surely, you’d be called Kav? Niece of Dara Khatri, owner of the Orange Flamingo.”

Ah, of course. Mr Reed probably curses out Uncle Dara and his orange flamingos over dinner. “Nikki called me Kay when we were little, and the nickname stuck.” What do you want? His eyes are weirdly bloodshot, so that means he’s either on drugs, he’s been drinking, or he’s lacking in sleep. Or he has a medical condition. Or that’s how he’s always looked and I’ve never noticed because I’ve never stared deep into his eyes.

But now I am staring into his eyes. Like a weirdo. He’s looking a bit disconcerted.

“You were really focused on whatever it was you were doing,” he says, and his eyes flick to the grave. I can’t read the expression in them. Is he wondering why I’m sitting by Ivy’s grave? Does he know I was her friend – probably, if he knows about Uncle Dara and the cafe. And our group was infamous, for a while, because everyone knew we were the last ones with her. We were the ones who left her.

There’s a pain in my chest now. Actually, I don’t think Ivy would have thought of me as a friend, not after our last conversation. I left the river, and she chased after me just to call me pathetic for going so early, and said she couldn’t understand why she’d even bothered to invite me in the first place.

“I was visiting a grave,” I say. “It’s a graveyard.”

“So was I,” he says. “My mum.” He nods behind us. “She’s a few rows back that way. My dad left the wrong flowers on her gravestone and I had to fix it.”

His mum died six years ago, in a car accident. I was eleven or so, just starting at Longrove High, and I remember everyone in town talking about how sad it was. Mr Reed had gone around looking grimmer than ever, though Ivy swore he was faking it, and she’d seen him smiling when he thought no one was watching.

I pointed out he couldn’t walk around looking miserable all the time, and she told me it was definitely possible, that was my natural face, which shut down the conversation.

But I couldn’t help but wonder – everyone talked about how devoted Mr Reed had been to her, how much he loved her. Except Aunt Sandra said a man who loves his wife doesn’t wait a whole day before reporting her missing, which everyone else seemed to gloss over. She drove out of town and never came back, and Mr Reed apparently thought it was completely normal for her to be gone for twenty-four hours before getting worried and informing the police.

And the people of Longrove – who love a gossip, who have dined out on mundane stories like the time Billy Jenkins tried to build a tree house in his own garden and it collapsed in the middle of the night, killing three of his gnomes – didn’t talk about how strange her death was. Because Mr Reed was head of the Committee, and head teacher of Longrove High, and had some weird power over the town.

“It’s all so unfair,” says Topher, looking down at Ivy’s grave then back at his own mother’s. “I never said it, because you left town so quickly, but I’m really sorry about your aunt. After my mum died, I would have moments where I’d forget she was dead, and I’d be happy about some stupid thing – I scored well in a test or at football or something. And then I’d remember, and I’d feel selfish for forgetting, even for a second. For living my life without her.”

That’s exactly how it feels – it’s like he’s scooped my own thoughts out of my head. “Or sometimes I hear something, and I think, Oh, Aunt Sandra would love to know about that, I’ll tell her later. And it’s painful every time.”

“It’s rats,” says Topher, and the randomness of the phrase, like he’s stepped out of a 1950s children’s book, makes me smile. “This place has a weird amount of death attached to it, doesn’t it?”

He’s talking about Longrove – this tiny town, where mums get into car accidents, and get rare cancer. Where sixteen-year-olds die. Well, one – and that’s more than enough.

“Yeah, it does.”
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It’s nearly four p.m. when I get back to the house.

My phone buzzes with a message – Dad’s name flashes up on the screen.


Dad: They’re trying to charge us extra for Wi-Fi, which we’re obviously not going to pay.



I snort. Dad wouldn’t care about splashing the cash. It’s Mum who keeps a tight leash on the budget. She says it means we’ve got money to spend on actual important things. Apparently keeping in contact with me is not one of them.


Dad: And I don’t think we’ll have much signal at sea. Might not be able to message as much as we’d like. Did you arrive safely?



I think about not replying, to punish him – both of them, for ditching me. For making me come back to Longrove without them.

But then the reason we left in the first place would be hanging in the air too. And we don’t talk about that. Aunt Sandra’s name is a taboo word.


Me: Yes. Uncle Dara and Nikki say hi.



Well, they would do, I’m sure.

Dad didn’t get why I was so annoyed they were going on a cruise without me – he’s easy-going, nothing’s ever a big deal to him. He’s normally the reasonable one when Mum and I argue. Both of you just calm down. Sometimes it works to get us to stop fighting with each other and gang up on him instead. Don’t tell us to calm down, Mum says. I’ll get as angry as I like. And so will Kay. It’s good to raise a daughter with strong opinions.

And then she gets angry when I use those strong opinions on her.


Dad: Have a good week, kiddo.

Me: Don’t call me that.

Dad: Your mum’s phone won’t switch on. She wants to call you.



Good lord, I haven’t even done anything wrong.


Dad: I’ve suggested she should buy a new phone at the next port.



Better and better. I’ll have a bit of time before we have to speak – I was all stiff when they said goodbye and wouldn’t hug her properly, and she sighed in that annoying way she does and said, Everything is not my fault. Maybe the week away will give you time to get some perspective.

I have perspective. I never said everything was her fault.

Anyway, I don’t want to think about this any more. And I have the perfect distraction – I’ll ask Nikki about the weird note. She’s not in the living room, so I head upstairs and stop outside her door and knock.

“Yeah?” she calls.

I push her door open. Her room is a tip, clothes strewn everywhere, and dark too – she’s already got the curtains half drawn, or maybe she never bothered opening them. There are sketches and drawings plastering the walls – scenery, I
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