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To beautiful, gentle Beau, who’s sniffing out the sausages in doggie heaven as you read this. 

May he be running like a pup again, and playing football with all his friends—two and four-legged, furry and otherwise—who were waiting to greet him at Rainbow Bridge. 

He was so very loved.

And to George. 

I haven’t yet found the words to convey how much you meant to us except to say that, for fifteen years, you made our lives better every single day.

Fly high with your angel wings, our beautiful Georgie Boy,

We miss you more than I can say, 

And we will love you always and forever.
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PROLOGUE
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Myrtle Finch had a knack of putting someone's nose out of joint within seconds of meeting them. 

She'd had a lot of practice over the years, so was somewhat of an expert.

Often, she wouldn't even have to say a word; a condescending up and down look with a sneer on her thin lips would suffice.

Upsetting people had always been high on Myrtle's agenda. Some said they'd never heard a kind word come out of her mouth. 

One person, in particular, had had enough of Myrtle’s snide remarks and threats and, as they strode around Bliss Bay’s village green, it was Myrtle who consumed their thoughts.

When Myrtle had recently threatened to reveal a secret they simply couldn't afford to be made public, it left them with no alternative.

Myrtle had to be stopped. 

There was no point in simply asking Myrtle not to say anything—oh, no, that was far too subtle. With Myrtle, the direct approach was needed in order to ensure results.

The walker pulled a scarf over their mouth to keep out the cold air, smiling behind it at the thought of carrying out the plan they'd been hatching and plotting in recent weeks.

At last, it was ready to put into action. Drastic, but necessary.

With such meticulous planning, no one would ever suspect them of the murder. And here, too, on the village green, around which Myrtle took a late walk every night. Maybe they could even make it look like an accident? 

A shrill wind lifted the leaves on the ground, whipping them round in a mini tornado, and the walker shivered, lifting a hand to wave to a villager on the other side of the green. 

"You're out early this morning,” the villager called as she set off for her morning run. 

“Lot on my mind," the walker called back. "Things always seem better after a walk, though. Clearer."

"Couldn’t agree more,” said the villager, putting in her earphones and waving goodbye. "Enjoy the rest of your day."

The walker smiled and set off for home. It was true. The walk had helped. What had earlier been a muddled plan was now as clear as crystal. 

Myrtle Finch would be sorry she'd ever tried to get the better of them. 

It was time to make sure her mouth stayed shut. 

Permanently.
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CHAPTER 1
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"How about some of these purple tulips in a bouquet with some of those?" 

Megan Fallon flicked her dark hair over her shoulder and held the long-stalked blooms beside a bucket of vivid, yellow flowers.

"The Ranunculus?" Her friend, Petal Montgomery, nodded as she buried the roots of a bundle of forget-me-nots in a large wooden bucket of soil. "Fabulous. I'm grateful you're helping to dress the window, so whatever you think will look good is fine by me." 

Megan bound the flowers into an expansive bunch to finish off the display they'd spent the last two hours creating. "There," she said, stepping back to admire her handiwork. "If that doesn't catch people's eyes, I don't know what will."

Petal placed a large vase of blue irises and tubs of hyacinths, lavender, and lily of the valley beside the forget-me-nots. “If I live to be a hundred, l’ll never get tired of that scent,” she said, putting her nose close to the plants and taking a deep sniff. 

She fiddled with the positioning of the pots before stepping outside to view the finished effect from the street. The flowers, teamed with driftwood from the beach and pieces of bark from the country lanes, made for a beautiful display, especially on a bright, spring morning such as it was. "It's perfect!” She beckoned Megan to join her. “Come and see. It’s so colourful, it almost pops out of the window!”

The friends stood outside The Cobbles Café and Flower Shop on the main street of Bliss Bay, the English village with its close-knit community that was their home.

Satisfied with the display, Megan linked her arm through Petal’s. “Come on. I think it’s time for coffee and cake. I’ll bring them into the flower shop and we can have a natter.” 

Petal, who owned the establishment with her husband, Lionel, nodded. “You’re right. It is time for coffee and cake, but I’m buying to say thank you.”

Five minutes later, with a hazelnut and pecan pastry, and a cup of caramel coffee sending sugary steam billowing up her nose, Megan leaned against the gated trellis that served as a partition between the flower shop and the café. 

"Can you believe it’s almost three years since I came back to the village? I’ve been looking for photos to make into a collage, and it wasn’t until I found some of Mum and Dad's vow renewal ceremony that I realised it was so long ago. Time flies by so fast, doesn’t it? By the way, you won’t forget the choir practice tomorrow, will you?”

“Course I won't. And Blossom will be there, too," said Petal, referring to her youngest daughter. “You know how crazy she is about the environment, so singing at a concert in celebration of the village oak is right up her street. Since the news broke that it’s the oldest tree in the county, she must have said, ‘If only it could talk. Just think of all the things it must have seen over the last nine hundred years’, at least a million times. Anyway, the practice is at eight, isn't it?" Petal disappeared into the back of the shop to fill a watering can.

“Uh-huh. And I'm praying that it’s better than the last one." Megan pulled a face and put down her cup before twisting her long, dark hair into a topknot and securing it with the pen from behind her ear. "I know it was the first time we'd all sung together but, apart from the odd exception, we were pretty horrendous. And I’m tone-deaf, so that tells you how bad we were." She sipped her coffee and flicked through a florist's magazine. "And I know the concert’s going to make it onto the local news, so I'm praying we’ll be ready in time.”

"Of course we'll be ready," Petal reappeared, a forget-me-not stuck to her forehead and her jet-black curls bobbing around her flushed cheeks. "The concert’s not till the end of August, is it? We've got three months to be ready."

Megan leaned forward to remove the blue flower. "Yes, I know, but they're going to go so quickly, aren't they? I just said I couldn’t believe how fast the last three years have gone, never mind three months. Three months are going to fly by faster than a wig on a windy day."

Petal chuckled. "Relax, Miss Worrypants. No one's expecting us to sound like the King’s College Choir, are they? We're just a group of local people who want to show our appreciation for our old oak tree. Don’t you remember what Justin said? We just have to sing from the heart.” 

“Yes, I know, but that’s typical Choir Master speak, isn’t it?” said Megan. “And it’s all very well for him to say that, because he can already sing. Honestly, after the old community choir disbanded, I never thought it would be so difficult to find new members who can actually string a few notes together. I thought Justin would be trampled in the rush by singers after he put out a call for people to join up.”

“Well, the thing is, it’s a commitment, isn’t it?” said Petal. “Keeping up with regular practices isn’t convenient for everyone, is it? That’s why the original choir broke up. All the old members remember is how much of a time suck it was, so they’re staying clear this time. Apart from Blossom, that is. She’s over the moon to be singing in a choir again.”

“And thank God she is,” said Megan. “Perhaps the rest of us could just stand behind her and move our lips, and she can belt out the songs.”

“Well, she’s not the only one who can sing in tune,” said Petal. “Your Jack’s got a voice that makes my knees wobble. Anyway, have a little faith in us, why don’t you? And stop worrying so much. We’re just the warm-up act. There’s going to be an entire concert after we’ve done our bit, so I doubt anyone will remember if we hit a few bum notes.” 

"Hmm, that's true, I suppose," said Megan. “I wish I wasn’t so stressed about it but you know how much I like everything to be right.”

The bell above the door rang and a man sauntered in, stooping slightly to avoid hitting his head on the door frame. In impeccably-cut, dark jeans, a crisp, white shirt, and a navy, pin-striped blazer sporting a red carnation on the lapel, he gave the impression that he’d come straight from the cover shoot of high-end fashion magazine. 

“Morning, Petal, Megan,” he said, with a smile so wide, it almost split his face in half. “And what a beautiful morning it is.” He bent towards the counter to put down his leather case and the scent of his citrus aftershave wafted through the air.

“Morning, Doug,” said Petal. “Love the carnation. Very dapper.”

“Well, you know me.” He lifted his sunglasses from the large bump on his crooked nose—broken multiple times during multiple scuffles in his younger years. “I’ve always thought it’s important to look my best, whether I’m working or not,” he said, pushing his sunglasses into his glossy, chestnut curls. “A good first impression can make up for so many other shortfalls, you know.” 

He winked a dark-brown eye, and tinkered with the cufflinks that fastened the starched cuffs peeping out from the ends of his jacket sleeves. “And Susan and I found out at the weekend that we’re to be grandparents again, so what better reason to wear a celebratory buttonhole?”

“Oh, that’s fantastic!” squealed Megan and Petal. “Congratulations!”

“Thank you.” Doug’s eyes shone with pride. “I don’t envy our Bella having two children so close together—little Eddie’s only ten months old—but she wants them to be close in age.” He smiled, and turned his gaze to Megan. “And I’m glad I’ve bumped into you. Susan can’t remember what time the choir practice starts tomorrow. Is it seven-thirty, or eight?”

“Eight,” said Megan. “But no problem if she wants to arrive a little earlier. I’ll be there, and so will Justin.”  

“Ah, yes, the esteemed Choral Director,” said Doug, scratching at a chin scarred by childhood acne. “I hope Susan remembers to tell him the salt gargle he recommended to soothe the vocal chords bought her out in hives.” He chuckled and took his phone from his pocket. “Message to self,” he dictated. “Call Susan to let her know the practice is at eight.” He put the phone away and smiled. “I daren’t call her now. When I left this morning, she was up to her elbows in preparing dinner. Some gourmet concoction, no doubt. It usually is.”

“Sounds adventurous,” said Megan. 

“It will be,” replied Doug, with a nod. “She’s a fabulous cook. I’m sure she could make a tin of baked beans and a cabbage into something fit for the menu of a Michelin-starred restaurant. When we first got together, she toyed with a career change but realised it would probably be more stress than she was prepared to handle.”

“So she turned her hand to breeding pedigree cats instead?” said Petal.

Doug nodded. “It’s something her mum did for years, so Susan grew up learning about it. She used to show them, too. She loves cats, so she sort of slipped into it, and it suits our lifestyle very nicely.” He covered a cough with a large hand. “Anyway, the reason for me stopping by is to order a bouquet.”

“For Susan?”

“Of course. Who else?”

“Lucky Susan,” said Petal. “What’s the occasion?”

“No occasion,” said Doug. “Just because she’s my beautiful wife.”

“In that case, very lucky Susan,” said Petal. “What kind of bouquet are you after?”

“I like those yellow and purple flowers you have in the window—very eye-catching. Will £25 be sufficient for a decent bunch? And if you could deliver them after midday, that would be perfect.” 

“Of course,” said Petal, taking the credit card Doug slipped across the counter. “Do you want to write the card while you’re here?”

Doug shook his head. “Susan will know they’re from me.” He rubbed the bump on his nose with a thick finger and looked across to the café. “By the way, has my sister been in this morning? Myrtle, I mean, not Andrea.” 

“Haven’t seen her,” said Petal, swiping his card and handing it back to him.

“That means she’s probably on her way,” said Doug, with a mock gasp. “I’d better skedaddle. I need at least three cups of coffee inside me before I can take Myrtle on, and I’ve only had one. She can be a little combative first thing in the morning, so it pays to be prepared.” He grinned again and put his card back in his wallet. “Right, I’d better be off before she arrives. See you both soon.” 

As he opened the door, he looked up at the cornflower blue sky before bursting into a chorus of Oh, What a Beautiful Morning. He laughed and turned back to flash a cheesy grin.

“Er, just a second, Doug,” said Megan, her jaw dropped in amazement. “Why aren’t you in the choir?”

“How long have we known each other?” said Petal. “I had no idea you could sing like that. You must join the choir. It’s criminal that you’re keeping that voice to yourself.”

Doug shrugged off the suggestion. “I don’t think so. Susan’s been on and on at me to join, but choirs aren’t really my thing. In any case, I’ve got a lousy memory for song lyrics. I only know that one off by heart because it’s ingrained on my memory—Dad had the soundtrack to Oklahoma, so he sang it all the time. Thanks for asking, though. Anyway, I’ve got a busy day, so I must get on.” Whistling loudly, he strode out of the shop and into the weak spring sunshine, swinging his leather case as he went on his way.

Megan and Petal exchanged a glance.

“Seriously. How many men do you know who buy flowers for their wives, just because they’re their wives?” said Petal. “I get plenty of guys coming in to buy flowers for a special occasion, or because they’ve forgotten their anniversary, or their wife’s birthday, but I could count the number of times someone’s bought flowers for no reason at all on one hand. I wonder if Susan realises what a rare specimen Doug is? Perhaps she should consider having him stuffed and put in a glass case.”

Megan giggled. “He’s very confident, isn’t he?”  

“Hardly surprising, seeing as he’s one of the world’s most sought-after photographers,” said Petal, tying her apron strings behind her back to make a start on Doug’s bouquet. 

“I mean, look at that collection of photos he took of Princess Helena to mark her 18th birthday. She’s not known for being the most cooperative royal, but the pictures are so natural you’d never know it. Doug must have made her feel comfortable enough to show a side the public have never seen, and I doubt he could have done that unless he’s pretty confident. And he’s a nice guy, too, which must have helped.”

“Yeah, he is nice,” said Megan. “Seems very genuine. And he’s a real family man, too.” 

Petal nodded. “He didn’t have a great relationship with his parents, so my mum told me. They argued a lot. He was a bit of a bad boy, apparently—disruptive in classes and always in trouble. Things obviously worked out okay for him in the end, though.

“Anyway, my point is, I doubt he’d be as successful as he is if he wasn’t so confident. Or have as many women flapping their eyelashes at him. The rumours I’ve heard about that man would make your hair curl.”

Megan shook her head. “Well, I don’t believe any of them,” she said, firmly. “According to the gossip grapevine, Doug’s had more affairs than I’ve had hot flushes. And that’s saying something these days.” She fanned herself with a brochure on flowering shrubs. “I’m pretty sure the rumours stem from idle gossip started by people who are jealous of his success, or jealous that he’s so in love with Susan.”

“Hmm, you’re probably right,” said Petal, absently, stripping the leaves from a handful of tulip stems. She took a clutch of hosta leaves and regarded them with a critical eye beside the tulips, affirming her approval with a nod. Glancing up, she jerked her chin at the door. “Look who’s outside.”

Megan turned and grinned, waving through the door at her aunt Sylvie and Sylvie's friend, Dora Pickles, who were admiring the window display.

"Morning, love," said Sylvie, settling her silver-streaked waves with the palm of her hand. She wiped her feet on the mat as she held open the door, and the bell tinkled above her head. "That display’s a real treat, Petal."

"Well, I can't take all the credit. I had a very creative helper.”

"She's always been creative, this one," said Sylvie, putting her arms around Megan and hugging her until her ribs creaked. "By the way, I've just seen your Mum. She was taking Tabastion to the vet."

Megan's eyebrows shot up. "Why? What's wrong with him?" She had a very soft spot for Tabastion, the tabby cat with a colourful past who'd ended up as a stray in the village and been taken in by her parents. 

"Furballs," said Sylvie, as she made her way over to a recently vacated table.

"Charming," said Megan, with a grin, following her aunt. "Sorry I asked."

"No, I mean your mum's taking him to the vet because he's been coughing up a lot of furballs recently," said Sylvie. 

Megan frowned. “I hope he's okay. He must be getting on a bit."

"Of course he's okay," said Sylvie. "And he's not that old. Cats can live for donkey's years, so I'm sure he'll be around for a long while yet."

"Are we still on for tomorrow night's choir practice?" interrupted Dora, pulling a hairbrush through her woolly, snow white curls as she perused the Daily Specials menu on the table. She put the brush back in her bag and took out two wrinkled sheets of paper, covered in food stains and rings left by teacups. 

"I’ve been looking at the songs Justin gave us to learn last week, but the words just won't stay in." She knocked on her forehead, with a serious expression. "Memory's not like it used to be, see? I know Justin wants us to learn all the words off by heart, but d'you think I’ll be allowed to have a song sheet for the concert, in case I go blank? As it is, I just know I’m going to need a piddle as soon as I see the audience staring back at us—always do when I’m nervous—so I don’t need anything else to worry about.”

"I don't see why not," said Megan. "Better that you do and don't need it than not have it and forget all the words.” She gave Dora a reassuring smile. “Don’t worry about it. We'll ask Justin tomorrow."

"Oh, Megan, that’s such a relief," said Dora. "It's bad enough having to worry about stage fright, let alone looking like a complete turnip."

"Well, there's no chance of your Uncle Des forgetting the words," said Sylvie to Megan. "You know what he's like. He memorised the lyrics to both songs while he was baking a coffee cake. I was working on my bird table and he came out to find me and said, ‘That’s it, Sylv. I’m word perfect!’ He’s such a show off. Anyway, how are you getting on with finding acts for the concert? Has there been a lot of interest?”

“There has, actually,” said Megan. “So far, we’ve got Bailey and his wife, Caroline, who’ve formed a classical rock duo—he plays and she sings. Then there’s  Jennifer and her troupe who do line dancing and tea dances at the care home. They’re going to do a traditional and modern dance act. The theatre group are doing a ten-minute comedy sketch, and a group of gymnasts from the school are doing a tumbling display. Oh, and the couple from the post office have a magic act that has to be seen to be believed, so they told me.”  

“What about your uncle Des?” asked Dora. “Has he decided yet if he’s doing a turn with his harmonica? He keeps talking about it.” 

Megan spread her hands. “He said he wants to. And he’s going to ask Jack’s Uncle Bill to join him.”

“Well, they always used to play together every night at the pub before Des went teetotal, didn’t they?” said Dora. “Might be nice if they resurrected the duo.”

Megan nodded. "Well that’s up to them. Anyway, can you bring your best voices tomorrow night, please? I know we’ve all only just started singing together, but every time I think about how we sounded last week, my stomach drops about a foot, even though Justin says it can take weeks for a choir to find its voice. Pardon the pun.” 

"Hmpf, you need to tell that to Myrtle Finch," said Dora, pursing her lips, and putting her song sheets back in her handbag. "That woman couldn't carry a note if you gave her a bucket to put it in. And the way she closes her eyes and sways from side to side while she's wailing like a banshee makes her look utterly ridiculous. You really need to have a word with Justin and make sure she’s in the back row for the concert, or people will think we’re a comedy act."

"No, I'm not singling anyone out, and I'd rather there wasn't any sniping," said Megan, firmly. "If we're going to be able to sing together, we'll need to pull together, regardless of any personal feelings we may have. Creating animosity between each other isn't going to do us any good at all. Our first practice was a complete shambles, so I just hope we can start to blend together a bit better tomorrow. I'm sure Justin will mention it to everyone before we get started, but I wanted to mention it to you first so you know how important it is that we all try really hard.” 

Amisha, the waitress, arrived at the table. "Sorry to have kept you waiting folks. It's like a madhouse in here today. What can I get you?"
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Myrtle Finch ambled along Bliss Bay's main street to the Cobbles Café and Flower Shop, stepping up her pace when she thought about the fresh cream chocolate cake she was going to order when she got there.

Myrtle was a mean-spirited woman with a sweet tooth and a sour face. Her propensity for gossip—the more scandalous, the better—was her main source of entertainment since taking early retirement from Peel’s, the village Ironmongers and Hardware shop. Apart from poking her nose into other people's business, that is.

"Morning, Myrtle!" called Alison Berman, the village librarian and choir piano player. "You lucky thing. It must be fabulous having all day to yourself now you don’t have to go to work?” 

Myrtle nodded and gave Alison a beaming smile. "Oh, yes, it's wonderful now that my time's my own and I can do exactly as I please. Wish I'd taken early retirement years ago." She touched a hand to her vibrant, ginger hair, backcombed, as usual, into a heavily-lacquered beehive style. Leaning forward, she dropped her voice. "Did you hear about the to-do between me and Reg Peel? Honestly, you wouldn't believe the nerve of the man. He turned up on my doorstep on Friday night and—"

Not a fan of tittle-tattle, Alison stiffened and glanced at her watch before cutting Myrtle short. "Sorry, it's lovely seeing you, and I don't mean to be rude, but I really must be getting on. I need to open up the library and I have a bit of work to do before people start coming in. See you tomorrow at choir practice—take care till then. Oh, and if you're on your way to The Cobbles, you might struggle to get a table, because they were rammed solid when I left a while ago."

Myrtle hid her disappointment until Alison’s back was turned, the smile immediately dropping from her lips as her small blue eyes followed the librarian marching purposefully down the street. She was bursting to tell someone about what had happened when her old boss, Reg, had called round—uninvited, if you don’t mind—the past Friday evening. Never mind, she consoled herself, as she went on her way. They’ll be falling over themselves to hear about it at the café.

She continued along the street, slowing only to salivate over the bakery shop window’s display. As she started off again, she spied Bliss Bay’s police constable, Fred Denby in the distance. “Fred! Fred!” Her low heels tap-tapped against the cobbles and she waved an arm in the air to flag the policeman down. Pink-cheeked and perspiring, she caught up with him and dabbed her forehead with the cuff of her blouse. 

“Morning, Myrtle,” said Fred. “Beautiful, isn’t it? A perfect spring day, if ever I saw one.”

“I didn’t stop you to discuss the weather,” snapped Myrtle. “I want to know if you’ve had any leads on the whereabouts of my garden gnomes.”

Fred shook his head. “Nothing yet but, rest assured, we’re doing everything we can to find them.”

“Now, you listen to me,” said Myrtle, wagging a finger. She narrowed her eyes and took a step towards him, which he matched with a tentative step back from the vast bosoms that threatened to pin him against a nearby shopfront. “You know how precious those gnomes are to me. I know them all by name—every one of them. I want you to find the thief who took them from my garden, and bring them to justice. And don't roll your eyes at me, Fred Denby. I'm a member of this community and you're the village constable. You'd better do your job, or your superior will be hearing from me.” She jabbed at his chest for good measure. “I want my property back. Got it?”

Fred nodded and inched away from her. “Got it, Myrtle. I’ll be in touch with any developments.” He gulped and managed an awkward smile before turning on his heel and scurrying off.

As she walked on, muttering under her breath, she thought about Alison's words. ‘You lucky thing. It must be fabulous having all day to yourself now you don’t have to go to work?’ 

Myrtle grunted. If only it was fabulous. Although she told everyone that being a lady of leisure was the best thing ever, truth be told, she was bored out of her brains for most of the day until her new love interest, Terry Mason, finished work at six, when they could spend the evenings together.

When her mother had passed away the previous year, Myrtle had been left the family home, and enough money that, if she was careful, she wouldn’t have to worry about working for the rest of her days. 

Her younger twin siblings—Doug and Andrea—had fared less well.

Andrea’s education had culminated in her graduation from Cambridge University with a first-class honours degree in Business. Her education complete, to the disappointment and bemusement of her parents, she’d accepted a job working with her twin brother, helping him to build his hobby of photography into the career he dreamed of. 

‘But you could take your pick of jobs with your qualifications!’ their father had spluttered with rage. ‘Why d’you want to work with that good-for-nothing? He’ll never be a world-famous photographer while I’ve got two holes in my nose. He didn’t even finish his education, for God’s sake! You’re throwing away your life, Andrea! It’ll all end in tears, you mark my words.’

However, Andrea’s close relationship with her twin had trumped their parents’ wishes, and she’d taken on the challenge of helping Doug build up his business from scratch.

Now, years later, she still worked closely with him to ensure it remained successful, and ran smoother than a Swiss timepiece. In return, Doug saw to it that she travelled the world with him and, financially, wanted for nothing. Because of that, Andrea had inherited her mother’s small jewellery collection, and nothing else.

Likewise with Doug, who hadn’t been left a bean, on account of the fact that, in his parents’ opinion, he and his wife, Susan, already had more money than they knew what to do with. Instead, he’d inherited his father’s wine collection and his wedding ring.

Although their parents’ wills had been the cause of strife between the siblings, Doug and Andrea had appreciated that Myrtle needed money, and a roof over her head, far more than they did. Doug’s career had provided very nicely for him, his wife, and his twin sister.

Myrtle cast her mind back to the joy she’d felt when she realised she no longer had to work to support herself. If she closed her eyes, she could still feel the excitement that had washed over her as she sat in the solicitor’s office and found out she was the sole beneficiary of the contents of her parents’ bank accounts. 

At once, she’d set about putting her plan for early retirement into action. She told Reg Peel, the owner of the Ironmongers and Hardware shop she’d worked at for almost forty years, that she wanted to leave work at the earliest opportunity. 

At the time, she hadn’t seen further than not having to set her alarm at an ungodly hour to wake her up in the morning, and having oodles of money deposited into her account without having had to do anything to earn it.

Not for one moment had it occurred to her how the days would drag without the chatter of customers who used to pop into the shop, bringing daily snippets of gossip with them to be dissected, and oohed and aahed over.

It hadn’t taken long for it to become abundantly clear to Myrtle that early retirement wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. She was bored, bored, bored. 

Until she discovered the joys of online shopping, that is.

Frivolous spending on a new car, a hot tub, online bingo, and enough designer jewellery, shoes, clothes, and handbags to fill the spare bedroom, had ensured that Myrtle’s inheritance didn’t last as long as she’d anticipated. 

In fact, it had taken precisely eleven months for Myrtle to whittle her parents’ life-savings down from six figures to four. 

It was true to say that she was a little cross with herself for being so careless with her money, but she did still have something to smile about. 

Fortunately for her, two additional sources of income to supplement her dwindling bank balance had presented themselves since finding herself with money worries. One had come about not long after her mother had passed away, and the other was a more recently stumbled-upon opportunity. 

She was excited to see how far she dared push her luck. If she played her cards right, they could both turn out to be very nice long-term earners indeed. She knew it was greedy but if there was money there for the taking, who was she to refuse it? She’d have to keep her scheming a secret, of course, but that wasn’t a problem. She was used to keeping secrets. 

With a smile on her face, she pushed open the door to the Cobbles Café. Her ears filled with the sounds of chatter and the clatter of cups against saucers, and a rush of warm air enveloped her in a coffee-scented hug.

"Hi, Myrtle." Amisha rushed past, carrying a tray piled high with dirty cups and plates. "Grab a seat, if you can find one, and I'll get to you in a bit. You'll have to share a table, though. We've been packed ever since we opened."

Myrtle glanced around the café. She liked to have a table to herself but almost every one was fully occupied, apart from the odd few that had a vacant chair. “Where am I supposed to sit?” she said, to no one in particular. 

"Why don't you sit by the window with Megan, Sylvie, and Dora?" Petal called over from the flower shop. "There's a spare chair at their table."

Myrtle hesitated. Since she'd retired, her mean streak had been the cause of a few run-ins with straight-talking, no-nonsense, Sylvie Harper. While she was dithering about whether or not to join the table, the bell above the cafe door rang and four more customers took the only other chairs that were free. The decision made for her, she marched over to the window seat. "You don't mind if I join you, do you?" It was a statement rather than a question.

Megan shook her head. "Course not," she said, moving over. "There's plenty of room."

Myrtle sniffed and plumped up the seat cushion before making herself comfortable. "I'll have a milky tea and a big piece of that chocolate cream cake," she called out to Amisha. "And make sure it's a big piece because I haven't had any breakfast."

An awkward silence ensued and Megan piped up to fill it. "Doug was here not long ago. You’ve only just missed him.” 

“How fortunate,” said Myrtle, drily, prompting another silence. 

“And we were just talking about the choir practice,” said Megan, forging on. “I was telling Aunty Sylv and Dora that we really need to pull together if we're going to be ready in time for the concert at the end of August."

Myrtle nodded. "Couldn't agree more. Everyone sounded dreadful. Well, mostly everyone. I exclude myself from the caterwauling, of course."

Dora's eyes widened. "Myrtle Finch! Have you ever actually heard yourself sing? You sound like your vocal chords have been tied in a knot!"

Myrtle sat up ramrod straight and pushed out her chest, her cheeks turning pink with indignation. "I most certainly do not! And you can talk! You sound like a—”

"Er, so, as I was saying," Megan interrupted, in an attempt to calm the hostilities. "We're all going to have to sing our hearts out tomorrow. It’s difficult now, because we’re just starting out, but I’m sure everything will just click into place after a few practices. I’m really looking forward to sounding like a proper choir. Aren’t you?”  

Myrtle shrugged a shoulder. "Not particularly. And why it's necessary to have a celebration for a tree, I don't know." She patted her hair and raised her eyes to the heavens.

"Because the oak tree on the village green has been officially recognised at the oldest tree in the county," said Sylvie. “That’s why. And it’s a very special landmark for a lot of the villagers—me included. Des proposed to me under that tree.”

“And it’s where Mum told Dad she was expecting me and Lizzie,” said Megan. “Surely you must have some happy memories of it, Myrtle? It was a huge part of my childhood. When I was growing up, I was always climbing it, reading under it, or playing hide and seek around it. And when Evie was little, we'd have picnics and she'd run around and around it until she couldn't keep her eyes open, and then she’d fall asleep in my lap.”

“Well, I don’t have any children, thank goodness,” said Myrtle. “Noisy, smelly things that make far too much mess. And as for climbing trees, you wouldn’t have caught me doing anything so common when I was a child. I used to play with my dolls and my dolls’ house. My dolls had real hair, you know. They were very expensive.”

Sylvie rolled her eyes. “Well, you must be one of the few villagers who doesn’t have fond memories of the old oak. And the fact it’s made it to nine hundred years old is a marvellous reason to celebrate. Don't you think, Dora?" 

Dora nodded so vigorously, her cheeks wobbled. "Oh, yes, I do. It’s a wonderful thing. It’s so majestic and, er, tall."

Megan stifled a giggle and looked out of the window.

Already bored with the conversation, Myrtle rested her clasped hands on the table. "Well, never mind some dull old tree. I’ve got something to tell you that’ll make your eyes pop," she said, raising her voice so that everyone in the café could hear. “You'll never guess what happened to me on Friday night?”

"What's that, then?" asked Megan, turning to face her.

"Reg Peel turned up on my doorstep with the most enormous bunch of flowers you’ve ever seen. And when I say enormous, I mean enormous." Her eyes bulged out of her head when she saw the chocolate cake Amisha set down in front of her.

“Oh, they were for you, were they?” said Petal. “I wondered if they might be. I asked Reg when he came in to have the bouquet made up, but he was very tight-lipped.”

"That was nice of him to buy you flowers," said Sylvie. "I hope you said thank you?"

Myrtle shot her an incredulous look before taking a large bite of the cake, sending cream squishing out of the sides. "‘Said thank you?' No, I most certainly did not. I told him to shove his bloody flowers.” The spiteful smile dropped from her lips when Petal’s furious glare met her eye. “Don’t look at me like that, Petal. I didn't ask him to behave like a lovesick teenager, and I didn't appreciate him calling round without an invitation. I was expecting company later, and I was just about to soak my feet." 

She licked her fingers and took a powder compact from her handbag to examine her face at close quarters in the mirror. "Anyone would think I'd given him the impression I was interested in him," she said, talking with her mouth full and wiping chocolate ganache from her chin.

“Myrtle Finch!” said Sylvie, aghast. "You've led Reg a merry dance for decades. You flirted with him at every opportunity, so you can’t blame the poor man for thinking he might be in with a chance. Every time I came into the shop, you were playing up to him, giggling and flapping your eyelashes. He doesn't mean any harm, he's only trying to romance you a little, for heaven's sake."

Myrtle sneered and clicked the compact shut before lifting the cake to her lips again. "Well, he’s wasting his time. He's so not my type.” She shuddered. “But if we're talking real men, well, Terry Mason’s a different kettle of fish altogether, if you'll pardon the pun." She laughed at her own weak joke about the village fishmonger. "That man's definitely got something about him." 

"You can say that again,” said Dora, with a nod. “It's the smell of pollock, that's what Terry's got about him. Hangs over him like a fog."

As the customers within earshot laughed, Myrtle scowled, irritated that no one had shown more of an interest in her news about Reg Peel's visit. It was the most scandalous piece of gossip she’d been a party to in a long while.

Well, almost the most scandalous.

She finished her tea and cake in silence before fishing in her bulging purse and leaving the exact money on the table. "Well, I wish I could say it's been a pleasure," she said, pushing herself to her feet and looking down her nose at Sylvie and Dora. As she turned to leave, the sneer on her face was suddenly replaced by a look of distress and she cried out in pain, clutching at the small of her back.

"What's wrong?" asked Megan, jumping to her feet.

"It's my stupid back,” said Myrtle through gritted teeth. “It might pass if I just stand still for a bit. Owww... I've got shooting pains all down the back of my leg. It's been giving me twinges ever since my garden gnomes went missing. All that bending and stretching while I was looking for them hasn't done me any good at all. Ooooh, aaaah!”

"You mean they haven't turned up yet?" said Dora.

"Don’t you think I’d have said if they had?" snapped Myrtle. "When I find out who's taken them, their life won't be worth living."

"You reported it to Fred, didn't you?" said Sylvie.

"For all the good it did. PC Plod said he'd be sure to conduct a thorough investigation but I just saw him and he couldn’t tell me anything new. Mind you, that man couldn't find a thief if he saw one strolling through the village with a bag marked 'Stolen Swag' over his shoulder." Myrtle winced again and gasped.

"Look, I've got the car outside. I'll give you a lift," said Megan. "You can't walk home in that state."

"Ooooh! Aaahh! Yes, I think that'd be a good idea," said Myrtle. "If I'm still like this tomorrow evening, I'm not sure I'll be at the practice. I hope you'll manage alright without me." She shuffled past Sylvie and Dora and waved Megan out of the way. "You go and open the car. I need to use the little girls’ room."
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CHAPTER 3 
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Megan waited outside the café, mentally ticking off the jobs on her list of things to do.

It was by sheer fluke that, on returning to Bliss Bay a couple of years previously with no idea of what direction her life was heading, her experience as an event organiser had come to her rescue and given her a lifeline to grab hold of. 

No one had been more pleasantly surprised than her to realise that the residents of Bliss Bay, and beyond, were only too happy to have someone organise their parties and other celebratory events. It was only a small business, but it suited her well.

When news of the village oak tree had broken, a wave of excitement had swept through the community. The residents of Bliss Bay didn’t need much of an excuse for a party, so it was no surprise that a subsequent residents’ meeting had concluded with a vote for a celebration in the old oak’s honour. Soon after, the idea for the concert was born, with Megan’s name put forward as its organiser.

Everything has been going well until Singing Coach, Justin Carmichael—or Choral Director, as he preferred to be known—had suggested that he put together a new community choir for the event, comprised of villagers whom he'd coach in preparation for the big performance.

A relative newcomer to the village, Justin had worked wonders on Bliss Bay’s last community choir. He was also of the opinion that everyone had the ability to sing, and adamant that he'd have all the choir members warbling in tune, and together, by the day the concert arrived. 

Although teaching people to sing wasn't her responsibility, Megan couldn't help but feel a sense of dread whenever she recalled the tuneless wailing and screeching at the previous practice. She might not be responsible for the choir, but she was responsible for the concert

Myrtle's voice jolted her back to the present, grating on her like the prongs of a fork scraping against the bottom of a saucepan. 

"You don’t honestly think I’m going to get into that, with my back, do you?" Myrtle nodded towards Megan's beloved red Mini. 

"Well, as it's the only car I've got," said Megan, keeping her smile fixed in place, “I'm afraid it's Vinnie or nothing."

"Vinnie?"

“The car,” explained Megan. "It's what my daughter, Evie, used to call it when she was little." She ignored the look of contempt on Myrtle's face and opened the passenger door. "Anyway, let's get you in, shall we? If I help you, we'll have you home in no time."

With a barrage of complaints, and cursing that would make a sailor blush, Myrtle eventually got settled, and fastened her seat belt. "I've had roller skates that are higher than this," she grumbled. "This is the lowest car I've ever sat in. How on earth I'm going to get out at the other end, God only knows. Ooh, I need my painkillers." She opened her bag and felt for her tablets in the zipped pocket. "Ah, here they are. I hope they kick in quickly, I’ve got plans for this evening."

As she popped two tablets from their foil bubbles, her bag toppled from her knee, its contents spilling across the footwell.

“Hang on a sec,” said Megan. “I’ll come round to your side and pick everything up for you.”

“I can manage!” snapped Myrtle, cursing under her breath, and swallowing the tablets in her hand, before leaning forward cautiously and collecting up her things. When she was finished, she grimaced at Megan who was sitting patiently in the driver’s seat. "Well, don't just sit there staring at me! My tablets are stuck in my throat and I need some water to wash them down with, so just get me home! And don’t drive too fast!”

***
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"THANK GOD THAT’S OVER with. Talk about a boneshaker.” Myrtle begrudgingly accepted Megan's help to haul her from the car. "You need to get your suspension fixed. I didn't think my back could be any sorer than it was, but I felt every bump in the road. I feel dreadful."

Megan bit back a retort. "Well, I'm sorry about that. I was only driving at about ten miles an hour, and I was doing my best to avoid the dips and bumps." She'd had enough of Myrtle complaining in her ear the entire journey. "Have you seen a doctor?"

"Of course I have. He told me I had recurring sciatica and I should do stretches and low-impact exercises to help ease the pain. I usually walk a few circuits of the village green every night while no one's around. It's much easier to get into your stride when there aren't crowds of people milling about to get caught up behind. And the exercise before bed helps me sleep.”

Megan nodded. "Would you like me to come in and help you get settled? I'm sure you'll feel much better once you've got your feet up.”

"You can make me up a hot water bottle, and a nice pot of tea," said Myrtle, as she inched her way across the pavement. "It's the least you can do for shaking me around the way you did. If I lie on the couch in front of the TV and rest for a while, the pain should ease. I think I'll watch 'From Breakfast to Brunch' until I'm feeling better.” 

As they negotiated their way up the garden path of Myrtle's smart bungalow, past her sports car on the driveway, Megan noticed small, flattened yellow patches of grass all over the lawn. "Is that where your garden gnomes used to be?"

Myrtle nodded. "All forty-eight of them. One for every year my parents were married. Dad would buy one for Mum every anniversary. They were only about this big,” she said, holding her index fingers a foot apart, “and made of pottery, so they weren’t valuable, but I loved them.”

“And they just disappeared?”

“Overnight,” said Myrtle, unlocking the front door and wincing as she lifted a foot over the doorstep. “One day they were here, the next they were gone. You have no idea how upset I've been.”

"Well, it sounds like someone's idea of a very bad joke," said Megan. "As you said, they’re not valuable, are they? I mean, they are to you, but not to anyone else. They're probably cooped up in someone’s garage. I know being without them must be awful for you, but I’m sure they'll turn up eventually. Didn't any of the neighbours see anything?"

Myrtle snorted and shuffled into her living room, easing herself down onto the couch. "Not a thing. The neighbours on that side were away on holiday,” she said, lifting her chin in the direction of the house, “and Carla and Warren on the other side were no help at all. 

“They usually have the camera trained on the area closest to their front door, which might have caught whoever stole my gnomes, but they’ve got the stupid thing pointing to the entrance of their drive in case anyone tries to steal the paraphernalia the builders have left there. There are diggers and cement mixers, and goodness only knows what else.”

"Well, that’s sensible, I suppose,” said Megan. “They wouldn’t want that getting stolen, would they? It must be worth a fortune.” She looked out of the window at the tarpaulin-covered equipment on the neighbours’ drive. “Why have the builders left it there, by the way?”

Myrtle kicked off her shoes and stretched out with her feet up. "Because they're planning on being back soon to start work again." Her thin lips curled into a cruel smile and she shook her head. "Which won't be happening at all if I have my way."

"What d'you mean?" said Megan.

"Well, when the work started, there was so much noise and mess, and workmen coming and going in their great hobnail boots, I complained to the council and had it stopped."

"But I thought you'd agreed with the planning permission?" said Megan. "I thought all the neighbours had to agree before the work went ahead? You were all given advance notice, weren’t you?"

"Yes, but I changed my mind," said Myrtle, pursing her lips. "The noise was unbearable. And the dust! There was so much of it, it must have been an inch thick on my window ledges. If you ask me, it was decent of me to put up with it for as long as I did.”

"Well, I’m sure it can’t have been pleasant,” said Megan, “but there's bound to be a certain amount of noise and dust when people are having renovations done, isn't there? It’s unavoidable. And Carla and Warren are trying to adopt. That's the whole point of the building work, isn't it? So they can make their home
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