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Chapter 1 - Books and Bunting
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Turning Tide Books smelled that morning like it had been dipped in nostalgia and left to steep—equal parts secondhand paperbacks, a whiff of beeswax polish, and the reassuring bitterness of fresh coffee. Demelza Pascoe stood on a wobbly stool by the front window, tongue between her teeth in concentration, as she attempted to loop another length of bunting from one corner to the other.

The bunting, she felt, was her finest creative flourish yet: triangles cut from battered old Penguin paperbacks, pages rescued from copies so foxed and torn they were well past saving. “Better to live as décor than moulder in a damp box,” she had told Jess when the scissors came out. Of course, now it was more “wibbly” than “whimsical,” but she preferred to think of that as a character trait.

The sunlight streaming in picked out each word fragment in bold relief. “The sea was angry that day” dangled next to “kissed with sudden fervour,” and she privately congratulated herself that she’d managed to string together the beginnings of what looked suspiciously like a torrid romance novel. Less impressive was the spider that had taken up residence in the middle of her literary artwork. Every time she shifted the twine, it scuttled back into place like an irritated stage manager protecting its set.

“Shoo,” Demelza hissed, giving it a swipe with her duster. “This is a bookshop, not a spider conservatory. You’ve eight legs—string your own bunting.”

She leaned down to grab another peg and nearly toppled off the stool, saved only by a grab at the display table. The wobble did at least serve to dust the covers of the proudly displayed first edition of Octavia Glyn’s debut novel, The Sea Between the Lines, gleaming beside a neat tower of advance copies of her forthcoming memoir. The contrast between the two made Demelza’s stomach flutter: one a carefully preserved classic, the other a book rumoured to contain enough scandal to make half the parish blush.

“Please behave yourself,” she whispered to the stack. “We’ve enough drama without you toppling over as well.”

The bell above the door gave its cheerful jingle. Enter Mr Tremayne, retired fisherman, part-time critic of all things not nailed down, and full-time thorn in Demelza’s side.

“Morning, Miss Pascoe,” he declared, giving the bunting a disapproving squint. “That’s crooked.”

“It is not crooked,” Demelza said, hands firmly on her hips. “It’s called asymmetrical whimsy. Very fashionable.”

He snorted. “Looks like you hung it in a gale.”

“Given this is a Cornish seaside town, I’d call that authenticity.”

Unimpressed, Mr Tremayne shuffled towards the shelves, muttering as he went. “Not a decent maritime section to be found. Used to be I could come in here and find a fine book on trawlers or naval campaigns. Now it’s all memoirs and murder.”

“That,” Demelza called sweetly after him, “is called diversification. And you’ll find maritime just there—sandwiched between Knitting for Beginners and Cornish Cream Teas: A History.”

He glared at the shelf, so withering even the dust motes seemed to retreat. “Not what it used to be.”

Demelza rolled her eyes heavenward and returned to her bunting, though her thoughts were already elsewhere. The reading tonight had her insides tied in knots. Octavia Glyn had a reputation for waspishness—her sharp tongue was legend at literary festivals—and the whispers about her memoir hinted at something more explosive than mere gossip. Affairs, betrayals, even talk of plagiarism. It all sounded terribly dramatic for St Merryn’s Cove, where the most significant scandal last year had been Aggie Trevanion’s scones running out at the fête.

Still, a packed bookshop would be suitable for business. And perhaps Octavia’s venom, when turned on others, could be entertaining. Provided, of course, it didn’t land on Demelza herself.

The spider, undeterred by Mr Tremayne’s muttering or Demelza’s fretting, had reclaimed its place on the bunting and was busily stitching a neat little web over the word “fervour.” Demelza sighed, stepped back, and decided to leave it be.

“Fine,” she said, brushing dust off her skirt. “You can stay. Just don’t expect complimentary coffee at the event.”

From the back of the shop, Mr Tremayne harrumphed. “Wouldn’t mind one myself.”

“Help yourself,” Demelza replied, deadpan. “It’s under M for ‘Make It Yourself.’”

The old man grumbled but shuffled off toward the cafetière. Demelza allowed herself a small smile. The bunting might be crooked, the spider might be staging a takeover, and Mr Tremayne might still be muttering, but Turning Tide Books looked alive and ready. Octavia Glyn’s words would soon echo in these walls, and Demelza could only hope they didn’t blow the whole place apart.
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Chapter 2 - Whispers Among the Shelves
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The afternoon lull at Turning Tide Books was a familiar, soporific thing. Sunlight slanted across the counter, catching dust motes in mid-waltz, and the only sound was the faint scrape of Demelza shifting poetry anthologies from “alphabetical-ish” into something a little more dignified. She had just persuaded Byron to stop fraternising with Betjeman when a pair of voices drifted across from the biography aisle. Whispers. The delicious kind.

Demelza leaned ever so slightly on her ladder, tilting her head just enough to catch the words without looking too much like a shopkeeper engaged in shameless eavesdropping (which, of course, she was).

“...well, if it’s true, then everyone at the retreat knew, didn’t they?” said the first woman, with the sort of theatrical hush that meant she very much wanted to be overheard.

Her companion gasped. “In ’86? My word. And I heard the Reverend was involved. Imagine if she’s actually written his name!”

Demelza’s eyebrows flew up. The Reverend Carbis, embroiled in a scandal worthy of a memoir? The man’s idea of temptation was an extra digestive biscuit at the Mothers’ Union tea.

The women leaned closer together, oblivious to Demelza, who was now pretending to straighten a shelf of Ted Hughes while listening intently.

“Octavia’s put it all in her book,” continued the first, “and if the publishers let it go out, he’ll sue. Mark my words.”

“Do you think it’s... an affair?”

Cue a silence pregnant with scandal. Demelza’s inner voice snorted. If a single scandal in St Merryn’s Cove didn’t involve a jam-making contest or a missing sheep, she’d eat her feather duster. The idea of the Reverend tangled in a torrid liaison was almost too much for her imagination to manage. Still, Octavia Glyn had promised revelations, and judging by the buzz, she was delivering before the book had even officially landed.

The women grew more animated, hands fluttering, voices dropping and rising like a poorly tuned accordion. One of them began to mime something—a clandestine embrace, perhaps—complete with a dramatic swoop of her arm. Unfortunately, her performance ended in disaster: the sleeve of her cardigan caught the edge of the local history section, sending an entire row of hardbacks tumbling like dominoes. The thuds echoed around the shop like cannon fire.

Demelza clambered off her ladder and swept across, feigning calm but secretly calculating the likelihood of any spines being bent beyond repair. “Ladies, if we could keep the dramatics to the community hall, I’d be most obliged. These poor books are innocent bystanders.”

The guilty party clutched her chest. “Oh, Mrs Pascoe, I’m terribly sorry!”

“Not Mrs..,” Demelza corrected cheerfully, bending to rescue Cornish Shipwrecks: A Compendium. “And no harm done, though Sir Humphrey Dynn’s History of Tin Mining has suffered what looks suspiciously like concussion.”

The women tittered, a little abashed, but quickly returned to their conspiratorial posture. “We were only saying,” the first whispered, “if Octavia names names, there’ll be trouble.”

Demelza slid the last volume back into place and gave them both a conspiratorial smile. “Oh, there’ll be trouble whether she names names or not. This is St Merryn’s Cove. Half the fun is in the guessing.”

They laughed, reassured, and drifted off toward the till, still muttering. Demelza watched them go, brushing dust from her hands.

She loved the hum of gossip as much as anyone—there was nothing like a new book to set tongues wagging—but the undertone of unease wouldn’t quite leave her. If Octavia really had dredged up something from the past, then it wasn’t just a bit of fun to while away an afternoon. Skeletons had a nasty habit of rattling louder than you expected, especially when you dangled them in public.

Still, she told herself as she adjusted a slightly dented Cornwall’s Lost Villages, gossip sold books, and books kept the lights on. Whatever scandal Octavia had wrapped up in her memoir, it would be good for business. Probably.

Provided, of course, the Reverend didn’t come in demanding to know why his biography was shelved next to the Duchess of Devonshire. That would be an absolute scandal.
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Chapter 3 - Jess Drops a Bombshell
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Demelza’s back office had the air of a room that had long ago given up on order and embraced personality instead. A pot plant, probably once a respectable spider plant, now drooped over the filing cabinet like a green-haired pensioner asleep at a bus stop. The kettle on the counter muttered and bubbled to itself, as though rehearsing the latest gossip, and the pile of unpaid invoices on the desk loomed in a manner both accusatory and faintly artistic. Demelza stared at them with the grim determination of a woman who suspected they were breeding when her back was turned.

The door burst open. Jess blew in like a gale off the sea, her hair askew, cheeks glowing from the brisk walk, and waving a wad of paper as if she were about to demand answers in Parliament.

“You’ll never believe what I’ve got!” she declared, dropping the sheaf onto the desk with such force that Demelza’s precarious invoice sculpture collapsed into something resembling a papier-mâché landslide.

“Unless it’s a cheque with more zeroes than a Bond villain’s bank account, I’m reserving my enthusiasm,” Demelza replied, lifting her mug with weary dignity.

Jess plonked herself into the chair opposite. “Better. Or worse. Depending on how you look at it. I’ve spoken to someone who’s seen an early proof of Octavia’s memoir.” She leaned forward, eyes gleaming. “And she names names, Melz. Real names. Not hints or initials. Actual people. And two of them still live here. In this town!”

Demelza placed her mug down very carefully, as though sudden movement might cause the entire parish to explode. “Well. That’ll liven up Tuesday mornings at the post office queue.”

“Liven up?” Jess’s hands shot skywards. “Melz, this is dynamite! Octavia’s more loaded than a Christmas pud, and just as likely to ignite! Do you know what this means?”

“That book sales will be brisk?”

Jess groaned. “That lives will be ruined!”

Demelza suppressed a grin, though her stomach felt decidedly squirmy. A part of her—small, practical, and wearing an apron—was secretly thrilled. Turning Tide Books hadn’t had this kind of buzz since a certain boy wizard got his Hogwarts letter. But the rest of her—larger, softer, and in need of a second cup of tea—could already picture the fallout. St Merryn’s Cove had a memory more extended than the coastline and less forgiving tides.

“She has every right to tell her truth,” Demelza said, gathering the invoices into something resembling dignity. “Writers write. If people don’t like it, they can not buy the book.”

Jess gave her a look sharp enough to slice Battenberg. “Oh, they’ll buy it in droves. They’ll dog-ear it, pass it round, and discuss it over cream teas. But just because something sells doesn’t mean it’s good for the community. Or you—don’t forget, you’re hosting the reading.”

Demelza winced. “Thank you for the reminder. I’m already picturing Mr Tremayne clutching his pearls.”

“He doesn’t own pearls.”

“Then his thermos flask.”

Jess leaned across the desk, lowering her voice as though MI5 might be listening. “What if she names Harriet Vale? Or Reverend Carbis? This town would implode faster than Aggie Trevanion’s sponge in a cold oven.”

Demelza allowed herself a wicked grin. “At least it would implode in my shop. Think of the free publicity.”

“Melz!”

“All right, all right.” Demelza held up her hands. “I admit it—I’m nervous. Octavia has a way of dropping conversational hand grenades.”

Jess snorted. “Try nuclear warheads.”

“Nevertheless,” Demelza said, more seriously, “it’s her story. We can’t keep St Merryn’s Cove skeletons locked away forever just because they look tidier in the closet.”

Jess crossed her arms, unimpressed. “Well, I hope you’ve got a sturdy broom, because once they come rattling out, you’ll be the one sweeping up the bones.”

The kettle clicked off with the finality of a judge’s gavel. Demelza sighed, poured them both tea, and nudged a mug toward Jess. “Whatever happens, we’ll manage. We always do. And if it all goes horribly wrong—”

Jess raised an eyebrow. “Yes?”

“At least the gossip will make these invoices look positively dull.”

Jess groaned, but a reluctant smile tugged at her mouth. Demelza sipped her tea, staring at the jumble of papers, and wondered if her little bookshop had just been volunteered as the epicentre of St Merryn’s Cove’s biggest scandal in decades.
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Chapter 4 - A Visit from the Author Herself
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The late afternoon sun slanted through the front window of Turning Tide Books, turning the dust motes into a slow-motion snow globe and making the bunting of sacrificed paperbacks look like an installation piece. Demelza was straightening a stack of Octavia Glyn’s memoirs for the third time—one could never be too neat when expecting greatness—when the door swung open with a decisive jangle. In swept Octavia herself, a silk scarf trailing like a pennant, dark glasses in place even though St Merryn’s Cove was hardly Venice, and the distinct aura of someone who’d much prefer to be anywhere else. Preferably Paris. Or possibly an underground bunker where no one could ask about plot structure.

“Miss Pascoe,” she said, voice crisp enough to slice cucumber sandwiches. Her gaze swept the display of books, lingered for precisely three seconds, and ended in a sniff so eloquent it deserved its own publishing contract.

Demelza smoothed her skirt and tried to appear unfazed. “Mrs Glyn, what a pleasure. We’re all very much looking forward to the reading.”

Octavia produced a folded piece of cream stationery from her handbag, the sort one imagines is sold only in London shops that smell faintly of cedar and disdain. She handed it over with the gravity of a will being read.

Demelza unfolded it. The handwriting was a spidery sprawl, but the words were clear enough:


– Assorted canapés (but no soggy quiche)

– Smoked salmon blinis (proper ones)

– A selection of Cornish cheeses (no Cheddar)

– Single malt (a good one)

– Sparkling water (French, not tap with bubbles)


Demelza raised her eyebrows. “Refreshments, I see.”

“Essential,” Octavia replied. “A book launch is a battlefield. The hors d’oeuvres are the first line of defence.”

“I’ll do my best,” Demelza said, though privately she wondered how on earth she was supposed to source sparkling French water without selling a kidney. She mentally circled the “no soggy quiche” three times.

Octavia leaned closer to the display copy of her memoir, tapped a lacquered fingernail on the dust jacket, and said with a sigh, “Not everyone likes being remembered, you know.”

Demelza’s heart did a peculiar little skip. Was that a warning? A confession? Or merely Octavia being cryptic for sport? It wasn’t easy to tell.

Before Demelza could summon a response, a passing customer—a cheery fellow in a flat cap—paused to admire the stack of books. “Not everyone likes being remembered, eh? Well, I hope my name’s not in there.”

Octavia turned her head slowly, like a queen bestowing half a glance on a jester. “You should be so lucky,” she said, her voice dripping with disdain and just a hint of amusement. The man chuckled nervously and scuttled out, apparently reconsidering his entire life’s choices.

Demelza gave a brittle laugh. “Well, that will keep people guessing, won’t it?”

Octavia allowed herself the ghost of a smile. “Anticipation, Miss Pascoe, is worth more than publicity. If people fear they might be in the book, they will buy it to find out. Fear sells far better than fondness.” With that, she adjusted her scarf, glanced once more at the bunting as though it were a personal affront, and swept out into the sunshine, leaving behind the faint trace of expensive perfume and impending chaos.

Demelza stood for a moment, clutching the refreshment list as if it were a summons. She was both awestruck and faintly rattled; Octavia had the sort of presence that made one feel like a stagehand at the wrong end of a spotlight.

She looked down at the paper again. No soggy quiche. Right. She would double-check the quiche. Triple-check, even. One did not want to cross a woman who believed fear was the best seasoning for literature.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 5 - End of Day Reflections
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Turning Tide Books exhaled quietly at the end of the day. The lights were dimmed, the bunting drooped like tired pennants after a village fête, and the faint smell of old paper and stronger coffee lingered like loyal shop ghosts. Demelza settled herself into the reading nook, a battered but beloved armchair that had once belonged to her grandfather and now served as her evening throne. She cradled a mug of tea, hot and bracing, and let her gaze drift to the harbour lights flickering through the window.

The whole town seemed hushed, the fishing boats bobbing like toys in a child’s bath, lanterns casting their jittery reflections across the dark water. For once, no one was asking her where the maritime history section had gone, no gossiping customers were toppling shelves in the biography aisle, and Jess was not storming in with scandalous updates. Bliss.

And yet her mind refused to follow suit. The day had been a whirlwind of chatter and whispers, each more outrageous than the last. Two ladies had practically staged an affair between the Reverend and a mysterious figure in the biography section. Jess had delivered her bombshell with enough dramatic flair to qualify for the West End. And Octavia herself—silk-scarved, sharp-tongued, demanding whisky and quiche standards as if preparing for battle—had swept in like a one-woman storm system.

Demelza blew across her tea, thinking. Excitement, yes—her little bookshop hadn’t been this abuzz in years, and there was something undeniably thrilling about hosting an author of Octavia’s stature. But unease prickled beneath the thrill. What if Jess was right? What if Octavia had truly dragged real skeletons out of real closets?

St Merryn’s Cove was no stranger to gossip—frankly, it was the town’s second-favourite pastime after cream teas—but gossip had a shelf life. A jam contest gone awry, a sheep missing for forty-eight hours, even Aggie Trevanion’s questionable sponge—those were the sorts of scandals that could be gently folded back into community life. But names in print, in black and white? That wasn’t gossip. That was history, and it tended to stick.

She took a sip of tea, the warmth sliding down with comforting familiarity. “St Merryn’s Cove might not survive publication day without needing wine and biscuits,” she muttered to herself. And not just the custard creams either—the posh ones, with chocolate on one side and a vague air of indulgence.

Her gaze drifted back to the display by the window, where Octavia’s memoirs sat stacked in neat, silent towers, their glossy covers catching the dim glow of the streetlamps. They looked innocent enough, like any other book waiting for a reader. But Demelza couldn’t shake the sense that each copy was a tiny bomb, primed to explode in someone’s lap the moment they cracked the spine.

She leaned back, tucking her legs beneath her, and let herself smile despite it all. Perhaps that was the peculiar joy of running a bookshop: you never knew if the next delivery would contain comfort or chaos, something to soothe or something to stir.

And stir, Octavia certainly would.

The harbour lights winked, the tide shifted with its eternal rhythm, and Demelza’s tea cooled as she sat in her little kingdom of words and worries. Tomorrow, the village would come bustling back through her door, chins wagging, eyes bright with speculation. The stage was set, the audience restless, and the star already rehearsing her cutting lines.

Demelza sighed, drained the last of her tea, and flicked off the final light. Whatever else happened, Turning Tide Books would be at the heart of it. And she, whether she liked it or not, would be right there in the front row.
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Chapter 6 - An Empty Chair and Too Much Quiche
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Turning Tide Books had never looked so festive. Fairy lights twinkled across the shelves, bunting sagged cheerfully overhead, and rows of mismatched chairs filled the shop floor like expectant teeth. On a side table, a platter of nibbles sat beneath the glow of a borrowed lamp, the smoked salmon curls glistening, the cheese cubes stacked with military precision—and, in the centre, a heroic but already wilting quiche. Its pastry had long since given up the battle against moisture, leaving it to languish like a shipwreck on a buffet sea.

Demelza adjusted her cardigan, pasted on a smile, and surveyed her flock of guests. The villagers milled about, murmuring and checking their watches in that pointed way people do when they’re determined to look patient but are secretly timing how long they’ve been kept waiting. The reading was scheduled for seven. It was now twenty past. Octavia’s chair sat centre stage—plump, expectant, and very, very empty.

“She’ll be here any minute,” Demelza trilled, for the third time in as many minutes. “Fashionably late, you know how authors are. Keeps the suspense alive.”

Jess sidled up, balancing a glass of sparkling elderflower. “Suspense, yes. Though personally, I suspect she’s holed up with the single malt and forgot the rest of us.”

Demelza suppressed a snort. “Don’t,” she hissed. “The Reverend is within earshot.”

Indeed, Reverend Liddicoat stood stiffly near the front row, his hands clasped as though already bracing for sin. His gaze flicked from the vacant chair to the clock with the stern resignation of a man convinced he was about to be upstaged by scandal. At last, he cleared his throat. “Perhaps,” he said, projecting his voice as though addressing a Sunday congregation, “Mrs Glyn has reconsidered the wisdom of tonight’s proceedings. After all, if her book is as... candid... as I hear, perhaps she has wisely decided not to add fuel to idle speculation.”

There was a ripple of whispers through the crowd, like wind in barley. Demelza caught snippets:

“Wouldn’t surprise me if the publishers got cold feet—”

“Or maybe someone put a stop to it, if you catch my meaning—”

“Silenced, before it even hit the shelves...”

Demelza clapped her hands lightly, as though dispersing schoolchildren. “Now, now, let’s not get carried away. I’m sure Octavia will be along any moment. She has a flair for the dramatic, after all.”

The words tasted hollow even as she said them. She adjusted a vase of carnations that didn’t need adjusting and felt the strain pulling at her smile. What if something really had gone wrong? What if Octavia wasn’t simply late but... she didn’t dare finish the thought.  

Jess leaned close. “If this goes on much longer, Melz, the quiche will be the only one giving a reading. And frankly, it’s looking too soggy to hold the floor.”

Demelza stifled a laugh, nerves bubbling close to the surface. She straightened a row of books that were already straight, forced another bright smile, and tried again: “She’ll be here. She promised.” But the empty chair remained defiantly unoccupied, the fairy lights twinkled like conspirators, and the quiche sagged further into itself. The room hummed with restlessness, with the sense that the evening was tilting away from a book launch and towards something altogether more unsettling.

Demelza clasped her hands tightly behind her back and willed the door to open. Any moment now. Surely.
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Chapter 7 - A Stroll with Dread
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The coastal path curled away from the bookshop like a ribbon unwinding into twilight. Demelza pulled her cardigan tighter against the breeze, leaving Jess in charge of soothing the restless audience with promises of raffle tickets and emergency biscuits. A narrow moon climbed above the cliffs, casting the hedgerows into silvery relief and stirring the air with a blend of sea salt and old roses. Picturesque, she told herself firmly. Not ominous. Picturesque.

Octavia’s cottage wasn’t far—a matter of ten minutes’ brisk walk—but tonight every step seemed drawn out, stretched on nerves that twanged like fiddle strings. The path twisted between gorse and bramble, and Demelza’s shoes scuffed on the gravel, loud in the hush of evening. She tried to frame the situation in practical terms: perhaps Octavia had fallen asleep after a fortifying sherry. Maybe she had torn her best silk scarf and was sulking until a replacement could be located. Authors were like that, weren’t they?  

And yet her pulse was behaving as if she were on her way to confess to a crime rather than collect a tardy novelist. “I swear,” she muttered, “if this turns out to be nothing more than a nap and a bad hearing aid, I’ll eat my staff badge. Plastic laminate and all.”

The ivy-draped cottage finally appeared, crouched beneath the moonlight like something out of a Gothic painting. The whitewashed walls gleamed faintly, the ivy glimmered silver at the edges, and the roses along the garden wall swayed in the breeze, filling the air with their sleepy perfume. Normally, Demelza might have sighed at the romance of it all. Tonight, her stomach gave a slight, queasy lurch.

She paused at the gate, fiddling with the latch as though stalling might conjure a different outcome. Then she stepped into the garden, gravel crunching underfoot, and mounted the short path to the front door—the knocker—a brass dolphin, slightly tarnished—gleamed dully in the moonlight.

Demelza rapped smartly. “Octavia? It’s Demelza Pascoe from the bookshop. You’ve an audience waiting—and a quiche suffering dreadfully in your absence.” No reply. She tried again, louder. “Octavia? Hello?” Still nothing but the sea sighing in the distance and the faint rustle of ivy against the wall.

Demelza pressed her ear to the door, listening. Was that movement inside? The faint scuff of a shoe, or simply her imagination colluding with the wind? She stepped back, craned her neck. A curtain on the upper floor shifted, just a twitch, as though someone had peeped out and withdrawn. Her heart gave a startled thump.

All right,” she said aloud, because talking to herself seemed preferable to acknowledging her nerves. “Perhaps she’s simply changing into something with fewer sequins. Perfectly reasonable.”

She circled the house, shoes crunching on gravel and damp grass. The moonlight caught the garden’s edges—an abandoned watering can, a half-empty bird bath, ivy tendrils creeping across the stone like green lace. At the back, she stopped dead. A window stood ajar, curtain flapping faintly outward like a flag of surrender.

The unease she’d been trying to keep at bay sharpened into something keener, a blade against her ribs. She clutched her cardigan closed, peered through the glass. The interior was dim, but the edge of a lamp and the dark curve of a writing desk were just visible.

She swallowed, throat dry. “If you’re in there, Octavia, I’d be terribly grateful if you’d cough, sneeze, or shout at me to go away.”

Only silence answered, heavy and complete. Demelza backed away from the window, her heart now hammering in earnest. Whatever had kept Octavia from her reading, it was beginning to look far more serious than spilt sherry or artistic temperament. And Demelza, though loath to admit it, suspected she was about to find out just how serious.
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Chapter 8 - The Discovery
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The door creaked inward on reluctant hinges, the sound swallowed by the hush inside. Demelza stepped over the threshold into a hallway panelled in dark wood, the kind that gave off the faint aroma of beeswax and old secrets. The air smelled of paper and ink, undercut by a waft of perfume—something powdery and old-fashioned, like roses pressed between the pages of a book.

Her shoes clicked softly on the boards as she moved forward, pulse hammering loud enough to compete with the sea outside. A faint glow beckoned from the end of the hall, where a doorway was left ajar, light pooling across the floor in a thin, golden strip.

She swallowed, palms damp. “Octavia?” she called, voice thin in the quiet. No answer. Only that spill of lamplight, growing larger as she pushed the door open with her fingertips. The sight hit her like a wave breaking against the harbour wall.

Octavia Glyn was slumped forward across her writing desk, her silk scarf trailing like a fallen banner, her dark glasses cast aside. And jutting grotesquely from her throat, stark against her pale skin, was a vintage fountain pen—the sort of elegant instrument meant for signing novels, not ending lives. Pages stirred in the draft from the open window, fluttering across the floor like startled birds. A teacup sat nearby, cold and untouched, a thin rim of lipstick marking its edge.

Demelza’s breath caught. Her mind scrambled to reject what her eyes insisted on showing her. This wasn’t the scene of a reading postponed for vanity or delay. This was— Her knees wobbled, and she caught the door frame, whispering before she could stop herself: “That’s not a paper cut.”

The room seemed to close in on her, the lamplight suddenly harsh, throwing Octavia’s stillness into merciless relief. This was supposed to be a world of sharp words and bruised egos, of readings and raffles and perhaps the occasional cross letter to the editor. Not... this.

Her pulse thundered, echoing in her ears, but some quieter, steadier part of her insisted she couldn’t stay. She had to act. She forced her legs to back her out into the hall, one trembling step at a time, fingers groping for the phone in her cardigan pocket.

It took three attempts before she managed to tap Adam’s number, her thumb slippery with sweat. The dial tone buzzed in her ear like an angry wasp. She pressed the phone so hard to her cheek it hurt, desperate for the sound of his voice, for the grounding solidity of someone who knew what to do when the world slipped sideways.

The hallway swayed around her, the old perfume suddenly cloying, the whisper of the ivy outside scratching against the walls like a restless hand. She closed her eyes and breathed through the rising panic, clinging to the practicalities. Call Adam. Wait for help. Do not collapse in a heap like the heroine of a cheap melodrama.

When his voice finally answered—calm, clipped, reassuringly solid—Demelza nearly sobbed with relief. Words tumbled out of her mouth in a rush: the cottage, the light, the pen, Octavia. She wasn’t even sure if he understood, but he promised he was on his way.

She hung up, her hand shaking so badly she nearly dropped the phone, and leaned against the hallway wall. The world outside might still be wrapped in roses and moonlight, but in here, in this dark-panelled cottage, everything had shifted.

Octavia’s secrets had been silenced—but not her story. And Demelza, whether she wanted it or not, was now part of the next chapter.
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Chapter 9 - Evidence and Instincts
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The study door now stood propped open with a brass umbrella stand, the air inside trying—without much success—to flush out the cloying scent of perfume and ink. Demelza hovered just outside the threshold, arms folded tightly across her chest as though she could hold herself together by sheer force of will. The sight of Octavia slumped at her desk was burned onto her eyelids; even blinking didn’t shake it loose.

Her job, she decided, was to stand guard until Adam arrived. Don’t move anything. Don’t touch anything. Don’t even breathe too enthusiastically in case she disrupted some crucial clue the police would later find life-changing.

A thud of hurried footsteps broke her vigil. Jess appeared in the doorway, cheeks pink from the run up the path, eyes wide and glittering with questions. “Melz—oh my days.” She stopped short, her gaze landing on the still figure at the desk. For once, Jess had nothing to say. Then, softly: “She’s really...?”

Demelza gave the tiniest nod. “Yes. And it’s—well—it’s not a paper cut.”

Jess let out a long breath and slipped into the room beside her, keeping her arms wrapped tight to avoid touching anything. The two of them stood shoulder to shoulder, silent for a moment, then Jess’s sharp eyes began scanning the surroundings.

The desk looked like it had lost a brawl with a gale. Pages from the manuscript fluttered in disarray, some trapped against the skirting board by the draft from the open window. A heavy glass paperweight, shaped like a lighthouse, lay on its side with a crack running through the base. And tucked half under a coffee-ringed coaster was the edge of a torn page—just enough to show jagged handwriting, like a message peeking from under a door.

Jess crouched, careful not to touch, her voice low. “That looks like a note. Or the remains of one.”

“Don’t,” Demelza hissed, clutching her sleeve. “Adam said not to touch anything. Well, he will say it the moment he gets here. I’m just anticipating.”

Jess rose again, brushing her knees. “Fine. No touching. But you see it too, right? That doesn’t look like a random tear. Someone was in a hurry.”

Demelza pressed her knuckles to her lips. Her mind kept circling back, relentless: she’d known something was off tonight. She’d joked, distracted, busied herself with quiche and fairy lights when her instincts had already been nudging her. If she’d gone sooner, insisted, would Octavia still be alive? The guilt sat heavy in her stomach, like a badly risen scone.

As if reading her thoughts, Jess nudged her shoulder gently. “Don’t. You couldn’t have known.”

Demelza gave a shaky sigh. “I did know. I felt it. And I laughed it off. Now look.”

Jess was quiet for a moment, then said, “Well... maybe the question isn’t what you missed, but what Octavia was about to tell. Was someone afraid of what she was going to say?”

The idea hung in the air, weightier than the smell of ink and roses. Demelza glanced at the broken paperweight, the torn note, the scattered manuscript: no forced entry, no broken locks. Whoever had done this had been welcome here. That knowledge chilled her more than the sea breeze creeping through the window.

“Jess,” she murmured, “we might be standing in the middle of the first honest-to-goodness murder mystery St Merryn’s Cove has seen in living memory.”

Jess, ever incapable of letting gravity linger too long, gave a weak smile. “Well, at least now we know who she killed off in Chapter Twelve.”

Despite herself, Demelza gave a short, strangled laugh. Then footsteps crunched on the path outside, brisk and purposeful. Adam was here. And everything—every whispered suspicion and half-joked rumour—was about to become very real.
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Chapter 10 - Locked and Loaded
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The ivy-draped cottage looked almost theatrical under the wash of blue flashing lights. Shadows from Adam’s team stretched long and distorted across the garden path, figures moving briskly with the purposeful air of people who knew exactly what to do when something ghastly happened. Demelza stood by the gate, arms folded tight against the chill that had very little to do with the evening breeze.

Neighbours, naturally, had already mobilised. Curtains twitched, windows cracked open just enough for ears to angle toward the commotion. The town’s grapevine would be buzzing before the first constable had finished taping off the garden. By sunrise, half of St Merryn’s Cove would be convinced Octavia had been done in by Russian spies or a jealous fan from Truro.

Adam emerged from the doorway, his expression grim, the grim that made Demelza’s stomach knot. He strode down the path, his torch swinging at his side like a metronome of bad news. “It’s suspicious,” he said, unnecessarily, but with the authority of an official pronouncement. “Not an accident. The weapon looks to be that fountain pen. Deliberate. Symbolic. Intimate.”

Demelza swallowed. Symbolic was such a loaded word. The sort that could make a crime sound like a poorly reviewed art installation. “Poetic, if you squint,” she said, though her voice came out thinner than she intended. “Though not the sort of poetry anyone wanted.”

Adam shot her a look—not unkind, but firm. “This isn’t a book launch anymore, Melz. It’s a crime scene. You need to leave this to us.”

Demelza nodded, outwardly obedient, but her spine bristled in quiet rebellion. Leave it to them? She’d seen the half-torn note, the scattered manuscript, the broken lighthouse paperweight. She’d seen Octavia’s final, shocking stillness. And she knew this wouldn’t rest easy in her bones.

The chill worked its way deeper, threading through her, as though the very ivy clinging to the cottage walls had sent roots of dread into her chest. This wasn’t just gossip fodder for the parish hall or a juicy titbit to sweeten the queue at the post office. This was personal. Octavia had drunk her tea in the bookshop, shared sly remarks about critics, and rolled her eyes at festival panels. She’d been prickly, sharp, sometimes infuriating—but she’d been alive. And now she wasn’t.

A constable carried out a sealed evidence bag, the fountain pen inside catching the torchlight with a sinister gleam. It looked absurdly small, too dainty to have committed such violence. Yet it had.

Adam noticed Demelza’s gaze and said gently, “We’ll find out who did this. But I mean it—let us handle it.”

She gave him a wry smile, masking the churn in her stomach. “Of course. I’ll toddle back to the shop and organise my quiche platters.”

“Demelza—”

But she was already glancing past him, back toward the glowing study window, where the lamp still burned, casting its accusing light into the night. The room beyond was a tangle of words, secrets, and silence. Octavia had promised revelations, and even in death, she’d kept her word.

Demelza muttered under her breath, barely loud enough for Adam to catch: “She promised secrets—and she’s delivered.”

Adam sighed, running a hand through his hair. He knew that tone. And Demelza knew he knew. This wasn’t going to be the last time she stood at a crime scene tape, arms crossed, mind ticking. The investigation might belong to the police, but the mystery—the itch of unanswered questions—that was hers now, whether Adam liked it or not.
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Chapter 11 - Blue Lights and Broken Frames

[image: ]


The narrow lane leading to Octavia Glyn’s cottage looked as though someone had mistaken St Merryn’s Cove for the set of a crime drama. Blue lights flickered against the ivy-clad walls, turning the climbing leaves into a patchwork of shadow and glare. Police tape fluttered across the gate, its bright yellow stark against the roses drooping in confusion, as if even the flowers couldn’t quite believe what they were witnessing.

Demelza stood just beyond the cordon, arms folded, the night wind tugging at her cardigan. The cottage windows—once charmingly luminous in the evenings—now reflected the pulsing lights like broken glass. Behind her, the lane had become an impromptu audience: neighbours whispering behind hands, peering over hedges, the occasional dog barking as if offering commentary.

Jess arrived at her side, breathless and clutching two paper cups of tea, the lids rattling. “The whole village knows already,” she said, passing one over. “Aggie Trevanion’s cousin saw the ambulance from her kitchen window. By the time it reached the main road, three people were claiming to have baked for Octavia last week.”

Demelza accepted the tea, though her hands trembled enough to make the cup slosh. “Trust St Merryn’s Cove to turn murder into a bake-off.”

Jess gave a weak chuckle. “Well, at least the press will have something to print in the arts column for once. ‘Local Author’s Final Chapter—Death by Punctuation.’”

Demelza shot her a look, though a corner of her mouth twitched despite the horror knotting her stomach. “Too soon, Jess.”

“Probably. But you’d think she’d have preferred something more glamorous. A tragic collapse at a Paris café, perhaps. Not... this.” Jess’s gaze drifted to the house. “Poor woman.”

Adam’s voice cut through the murmur of gossip and sea breeze alike. “All right, everyone—let’s clear the path. Give us space to work.” He came striding up the lane, uniform crisp despite the salt air, his expression all business but his eyes shadowed. Demelza recognised that look: the mixture of weariness and determination he wore whenever the job got personal. And this one was personal—if not to him, indeed to her.

She straightened instinctively, as though she were still a prefect being addressed by the headmaster. “I was just... making sure no one trampled the flowerbeds.”

Adam’s brow lifted a fraction. “Appreciated. But this isn’t a book launch anymore, Melz. Step back and let the team handle it.”

She bristled at the gentle dismissal. “I wasn’t interfering. I was observing.”

He gave her a look that hovered somewhere between affection and exasperation. “You have that tone you get before you start solving things.”

“Purely habit,” she said, though her guilt prickled sharper than the wind. Octavia’s voice echoed in her memory—Not everyone likes being remembered. She’d thought it a writer’s flourish, a bit of cultivated mystery to sell books. Now the phrase felt like a warning she’d laughed off. She stepped back toward Jess, the gravel crunching underfoot. “She did try to tell me something, I think,” she murmured. “And I didn’t listen.”

Jess nudged her shoulder. “Don’t start that. You couldn’t have known.”

“Perhaps not,” Demelza said softly, watching as officers moved in and out of the doorway, their gloved hands lifting evidence bags that glinted in the blue light. The sight made her heart twist—Octavia’s pen, her papers, her life reduced to labels and codes.

Adam passed again, giving her a nod that was part reassurance, part warning. “Go home, Demelza. Get some sleep.”

Sleep. As if she could. She watched the lane a moment longer—the hum of radios, the murmur of voices, the press of tragedy against the familiar landscape—and then turned toward the village. The moon hung low over the sea, indifferent as ever. “She promised secrets,” Demelza said quietly, half to herself. “And she’s delivered.”

Jess exhaled beside her. “Let’s hope the rest of them don’t come with footnotes.”
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