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A brand new Agatha Frost series… MEADOWFIELD MYSTERIES, will be launching soon!

Pre-order the first book, THE LAST DRAFT, now!

Welcome to Meadowfield Bookshop...

Meet Ellie Swift... a bookworm with a history degree stuck at a crossroads. After putting her degree to work in a TV studio's historical continuity department for years, the studio merges with a giant streaming service and Ellie loses her dream job. She finds herself working in a coffee shop to make ends meet, and while waiting for the perfect opportunity to come along... she gets a phone call informing her that her dear Granny Maggie has broken her hip.

Leaving the city and her coffee shop job behind, Ellie returns to her quaint hometown of Meadowfield to care for her grandmother, but she finds more than just the family's beloved bookshop, Meadowfield Books, in disarray. Granny Maggie's hip was broken during a robbery gone wrong, and the thief—a relative of a deceased local author—is found dead. The item the thief stole? The local author's final manuscript.

While juggling caring for her grandmother and running the failing bookshop, Ellie finds herself in a web of mystery and murder, as she encounters a cast of characters each with a motive for coveting the author's final manuscript. Utilising her passion for history and her old community ties, Ellie untangles a series of clever clues and red herrings. From the financial desperation of the thief's father to the secretive actions of a local historian and antique dealer, the plot thickens when a rival author is also found dead. With a knack for history and a heart for sleuthing, Ellie uncovers hidden truths, from coveted manuscripts to clandestine motives, but can Ellie's keen insights and tenacity ensure justice is served? And will she find a renewed sense of purpose in her long-forgotten home?

Find out in The Last Draft, the first book in the NEW Meadowfield Mysteries series, a quintessentially British cozy mystery series packed with heart, charm, and a cracking mystery full twists and turns. Perfect for those who love a good puzzle served up with a side of homemade scones and village gossip.

Discover the secrets of Meadowfield, where every page turned is a clue unveiled...

Pre-order the first book, THE LAST DRAFT, now!


DON’T MISS A BONUS PERIDALE ADVENTURE…


Have you read DOUBLE ESPRESSO DECEPTION, the tenth book in my Claire’s Candles series? The story is set in Peridale and features Julia and the rest of the village, and canonically, slots right in between Sangria and Secrets (Peridale Cafe 31) and Lemon Drizzle and Loathing (Peridale Cafe 32)!

In this classic Peridale tale through brand new eyes, Claire Harris, another amateur sleuth and candle shop owner from Northash, finds herself in Peridale for a bowls tournament. But when a shocking murder rocks the village, Claire can't help but join forces with our beloved Julia to unravel the mystery.

As Claire navigates the twists and turns of the investigation, she discovers the warmth and quirks of Peridale's residents, including Jessie, Dot, and the rest of the gang you've come to know and love. With Julia's Café serving as a hub for gossip and clues, Claire must use her keen instincts and passion for justice to catch the killer before the final whistle blows.

So, if you're ready for a cosy mystery that combines the best of both worlds, this is the perfect way to revisit Peridale while discovering a new series. And if you’ve read a Claire’s Candles cosy before, it’s the perfect book to jump right back in!

Find out more and grab your copy on Amazon now!
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“This is about legacy, not box-ticking,” Katie said, reaching across the architectural plans spread over the stainless-steel counter, thudding her pink acrylic nail against Benjamin’s glass tablet screen. She didn’t seem to notice the subtle shimmy of his stool as he edged further around the kitchen island. “That’s why I wanted to build this community square… but… I never expected you’d make it so difficult every step of the way.”

“That I’d make it difficult?” Benjamin grumbled, fidgeting as the fan rustled his shirt whenever the blades swung past him. “Mrs South⁠—”

“Not just you,” Katie interrupted, her glossy lips parting in a confused grin, and Julia braced herself for the steam release she’d been expecting all day. “The council. Every step of the way, it’s been ‘the market is too big,’ then ‘the market doesn’t have enough stalls to encourage competition,’ ‘the lampposts are the wrong height,’ and when we fix that, now it’s the wrong power source. And don’t even get me started on the three months we spent hashing it out with the health and safety department over the children’s play area. So, Benjamin, why don’t you just tell us exactly what the council wants us to do so we can start building this thing like I promised? I told people it would be ready before summer, and if you can’t feel it in the air, summer is knocking.”

Katie stopped talking and took a moment to catch her breath. She glanced at Julia as though asking, ‘Did I say too much?’ as the young man tugged at his Department for Local Green Initiatives identification badge strung around his neck. Julia smiled back to assure Katie she was fine, while Benjamin’s top lip snarled as if there was a bad smell unleashing in the humid air.

At every meeting, there was a growing sense that they’d bitten off more than they could chew with heading the community square project. The people of Peridale couldn’t make up their minds about the options: an outdoor market, a children’s play park, a garden, or leaving the field alone. The result had been an almost four-way split, and so here they were, trying to build something to please everyone, which usually made Katie giddy with enthusiasm.

But at this meeting, she was too giddy.

Julia had noticed Katie’s nervous energy simmering over about ten minutes ago—she’d been doing an impressive job of hiding her nerves to anyone who didn’t know how important this day was. And it had nothing to do with the meeting with the man from the council. Julia wished Katie had let them rearrange for another day, but as Katie had pointed out, nothing moved quickly with the council.

“Then I’m afraid you announced your plans too early,” Benjamin started again, his voice settling into that dull drone that had almost lulled Julia to sleep when she had called him to set up the meeting. He motioned to the plans for the Peridale Community Square covering the island. “Legacy or not, if you don’t meet our requirements, Mrs South⁠—”

“Mrs Wellington-South,” Katie corrected in a flash. “I might be married, but my Wellington name still means a great deal to me. My father might not have been a saint,” she said, pausing to pick up her pen with the fluffy pink tip, “but I wouldn’t be here if not for him.”

“I know how children come to be in this world, Mrs Wellington-South.”

Benjamin glanced at Katie like everything she said was scandalous, but he hadn’t been able to keep his eyes on her for more than a second since Julia had shown him into the kitchen. From Katie’s impossibly proportioned body, from her modelling days to her white-as-sugar peroxide hair curled to within an inch of its life, Julia had noticed a lot of men had this kind of reaction around the woman who was technically her stepmother.

“I’m talking about here and now,” Katie said, using her fluffy pen to tap the young man’s tablet this time. “In the kitchen of Julia’s Café, planning out what we’re going to do with that field on the other side of the yard. A patch of land⁠—”

“Fifteen acres,” Benjamin pointed out while consulting his screen. “Hardly a patch.”

“Regardless,” Katie said, taking her time to exhale through her pursed glossy lips. “If it hadn’t been for my Wellington name… if it hadn’t been for my father digging up that old heritage claim buried in our family history… I wouldn’t have had the right to claim ownership of this land. But I didn’t earn it, did I? Not really.”

“Who is to say what is earned?” Benjamin responded robotically. “Mrs Wellington-South, I’m more concerned about your architectural plans meeting the requirements than I am about your family history. Believe me.” In a smaller voice, he muttered, “I read all about it in the paper the first time around.”

“But this isn’t just about my family history,” Katie interrupted again, her arched brows struggling to meet in the middle. “I’m doing this for the people of Peridale. And when it comes to that field, the people of Peridale fought to protect it, and it ended up in my lap by chance. They voted on what they wanted to happen to it, and now it’s my job—my legacy—to make that happen. Am I the best person for that?” She snorted and shrugged, tossing her hair over her shoulder and motioning at the plans. “Clearly not, given how all of these council meetings seem to go the same way. I’m just trying to do one good thing for this village⁠—”

“I think what Katie is trying to say is,” Julia took over as Katie’s rosy cheeks deepened to the colour of red velvet cake, “can you please be specific about what we need to do to get this ‘Eco-Green’ seal of approval? The planning department won’t let building work begin until we have the thumbs up from the Department for Utilities, and they won’t give us that thumbs up until we have ticked all of your boxes.”

As Benjamin fanned at his shirt and mulled over his response, Julia strained to listen to the gentle hum of satisfied slurps mixing with the orchestral clinking of cutlery against plates. From the lack of gossipy whispers, her gran had believed her when she’d said the man from the council was there to read their gas meter. Benjamin sighed as he scrolled through his tablet. Somehow, pointing them in the right direction seemed like the last thing he wanted to do.

Julia left the island for the back door and stared across her small yard, through the gate to the field that stretched out to the horizon. The rising heat of the afternoon wobbled the grass as flies buzzed about the wild former sheep pasture. Above her, the hot sun shone in the sky, so clear the colour resembled the aqua blue of her vintage car’s shell. Summer was knocking and, given the latest gossip she’d overheard in her café, the people of Peridale—the ones Katie was trying to serve—were starting to wonder if the former ditzy socialite turned local nail salon owner had it in her to pull the project off.

They needed new ideas, and like with everything else, they’d have to figure it out themselves.

“We could add some public allotment patches to the gardens where people can grow whatever they want?” Julia suggested, turning to see Benjamin still scrolling, his finger swipes slow and aimless. “And isn’t there a way to collect rainwater? Special gutters that collect and store rain? It could be recycled for the community garden. And while we’re at it, solar panels across the tops of the market stalls? The whole place could be off-grid. You can’t get more eco than that, right, Katie?”

But Katie had lost interest in the meeting. Her bright blue eyes—lined with lash extensions, lashings of mascara, and glittery silver on the inner corners—sparkled with dread at the clock on the kitchen wall. Thirty minutes to go until their visitor returned to the village. Was it Julia’s imagination that Katie’s usually golden tan had turned as pasty as the white shirt clinging to Benjamin as he continued to struggle with the heat?

“Those are ideas,” Benjamin stated, tugging open his tight blue tie an inch. “I would need to see updated documents to illustrate these new green initiatives. Until then, I can’t recommend the council offer this grant. Go back to your architect, redraw your plans, and resubmit to rearrange for a future meeting.” He dropped his laptop into his briefcase, hopped off the stool, and tried to un-stick the fabric from his back. “And please get your affairs in order before prematurely calling meetings such as this one.”

Without making eye contact, he nodded at them as his turning heels squeaked against the linoleum. He parted the beads with the edge of his briefcase before he squeezed past Julia’s daughter and sister, Jessie and Sue, as they whizzed through lattes and slicing cakes. Julia felt a little guilt every time she left them to fend for themselves, but there was no way she could have let Katie face that meeting alone. She had held a couple of solo meetings, especially in the early days, before she officially asked Julia to be her co-planner—but not today.

“That could have gone better,” Katie said, breaking the silence in a small, girlish voice.

“Could have gone worse.”

Katie forced a laugh. “How?”

“The ceiling could have fallen in?”

“Feels like it did.” Katie sighed, gathering up the blueprints and the digital renders. “If we have to keep going back to the architect for every little change, we’ll run out of money, and it was difficult enough getting all of these people to invest in a public-use non-profit project. At what point do I throw my hands up and admit I’m the worst person in Peridale to make this happen?”

“Not this point,” Julia assured her, squeezing her clammy arm across the island. “We’ll set up another meeting with the architect. You saw how quickly she worked with the adjustments to the slides in the park. These are small changes⁠—”

“Until the next changes, and the next, and the…” Katie’s voice grew more frustrated, her big blue eyes fixed on the clock, stalking the seconds hand as the day ticked away. “I’m sorry, I…”

“Katie, I… I know this isn’t just about the plans. This is a big day for you.”

“Too big. Like the market. Too. Big.” She stamped her nail on the steel with each word. “Things were going just fine until I got roped into this. I should have stuck to my salon and kept my head down.”

Dot, Julia’s gran, pushed through the beads with the remnants of her afternoon tea and announced, “When has a Wellington ever kept their head down?”

A curt shake of Julia’s head, accompanied by a throat clearing, let her gran know it wasn’t the right time. Lips pursed, Dot abandoned the tray next to the stack at the sink before joining them at the island. She pulled the latest issue of The Peridale Post from under her arm. “Peridale Post Office to Extend Opening Hours” was a headline that Julia liked to see. Slow news meant there wasn’t any bad news to scream from the front pages. Dot spread the newspaper across the plans, not seeming to notice them, and she opened it to the second-to-last page.

“This’ll cheer you up,” Dot said, the corners of her lips rising into that familiar smile. “‘How many bakers does it take to keep Julia’s Café running smoothly?’”

Katie shrugged, as did Julia, though her gran had read aloud the joke from the paper ten times since the latest issue hit the shelves earlier in the week.

“‘Just one to bake the cakes,’” Dot said, already tittering to herself, “‘but another to watch the oven in case Julia gets whisked away trying to solve another mystery!’” Neither of them laughed, and Dot snatched back the newspaper before cramming it under her arm.

“It’s a joke about Julia going off sleuthing all the time…” she explained in the silence. “And the two left behind are⁠—”

“I got it,” Katie interrupted. “Very funny.”

“Everyone’s a critic, but perhaps it needed a little more work,” she said, pushing her short grey curls up at the back. “It’s only Percy’s second joke for the paper, mind you, but I think his joke writing is getting better by the day. My dear husband is finally getting to put his old magician humour from his showbiz days to good use. It was genius, if I do say so myself, that I suggested he put himself forward to The Post.”

“My stroke of genius,” Jessie corrected, emerging backwards through the beads with two full trays stacked on top of one another. “I arranged the Joke of the Week section with Veronica.”

“But only because I said, ‘Oh, Percy, you’re so funny.’” Dot delivered a firm nod as though that settled it. “And despite some reviews,” she paused, glancing at Katie, “I’ve seen people chuckling at this latest joke in the café all morning, which is where I think I’ll take myself.” She scanned the room, her top lip snarling like she could smell whatever Benjamin had. “The atmosphere in here is rather peculiar.”

Dot left, and Julia followed Katie’s eyes to the clock. They had been keeping their planning meetings somewhat under wraps, if only to stop Dot, Ethel, and the rest of the village busybodies from invading with their never-ending suggestions. But the reunion due to take place as soon as the café closed? To Julia’s knowledge, only five people knew about that, and Jessie and Dot weren’t in the loop.

“Everything good?” Jessie mouthed to Julia, nodding at Katie as she filled the sink with suds and water.

“All good,” Julia replied, forcing her smile wide. “Leave that washing up to me and start to get the café wiped down for close. I know it’s early, but I don’t want anyone lingering around tonight.”

“Understood.”

Jessie didn’t ask any more questions, and though she gave Katie another curious assessment as she left, she returned to Sue in the café.

“How about a slice of my new lemon drizzle cake that I’ve been working on?” Julia suggested, trying to perk up the mood. “And one of our new sherbet lemon lemonade coolers? They’ve been our best seller since the weather turned. Jessie came up with the recipe.”

Katie nodded with a vague smile, her stare through the open back door as distant as the far-off horizon. Wishing there was something more she could do, Julia went through to the front of the café, full and humid. The terrible storm from a fortnight ago was already a distant memory, but Julia could feel another brewing in the thick air. Dot and Percy, along with their best friend Ethel, fanned themselves with menus at the centre table, with Evelyn from the B&B, Shilpa from the post office, and Amy, the church organist, dotted around them at separate tables. There was also a group of tourists by the window, whom Dot and Ethel were sending distrustful glances at, veiled behind thin smiles.

The café felt busy for a random Tuesday at the back end of May, but late afternoons on muggy days always went the same way. People had run their errands and filled up on lunch, and now they wanted to laze about somewhere the air-conditioning was trying its best, with a slice of cake and a cup of tea to top off the day. On an afternoon like this, Julia would usually stay open as long as it took for the last customers to rise from their seats.

“Get everyone out as soon as possible,” Julia whispered to her sister, Sue, while she shook up the homemade sherbet lemon syrup with lemonade and ice. “You and Jessie can finish as soon as you’ve emptied this place.”

“But the tills, the cleaning⁠—”

“I’ll sort it, Sue.”

Sue, her younger sister by six years, had always been able to read her like a book. She grumbled her distrust in her throat as she pulled Julia behind the coffee machine.

“Why are you trying to get rid of us?”

“I’ll… I’ll tell you about it tomorrow, but tonight, I need that closing sign flipped as soon as you can.”

“What’s going on?” Jessie asked, leaning across the counter from the other side. “And what’s with all the whispering and weird vibes?”

“Your mother is trying to get rid of us,” Sue said, jerking her thumb at Julia while pouring the lemonade mixture into a tall glass. “Something is going on and we’re not on the guest list.”

“I’d picked up on that before lunch,” Jessie said, staring down the slope of her nose with a narrowed stare that left Julia feeling analysed and cross-examined. “You laughed the first two times Dot said that joke, but after that… nothing.”

“It has been annoying,” Sue admitted. “It’s not very funny.”

“Even I pity-laughed at it another two times, and you four, Sue.” Jessie arched both brows. “Any other day—any normal day—you, Mother, would have pity-laughed more than any of us because you’d care about not hurting Percy’s feelings.”

“Have I hurt his feelings?”

“I think even he’s getting tired of hearing the joke,” Jessie said, shaking her head as she glanced back at Percy, who had taken to staring at the menu upside down while Dot continued to brag about her connections at the local paper to pull the strings to get Percy a column. “But if you’re not pity-laughing, it’s because you’ve got something else on your mind. Something bigger… more important. I can smell it.”

“Hark at the journalist supreme over here,” Sue said as Julia added the sherbet lemonade to a tray with a slice of the buttercream-drizzled lemon cake from the rotating display cabinet. “Jessie is right, Julia. Something’s funky. I didn’t pick up on the unusual energy as fast as Dana Scully over here, but you’ve been glancing at that clock every five minutes for the past hour. What’s going on?”

A knot made of frayed rope tightened around Julia’s midsection at something altogether more uncomfortable than being grilled by her eldest daughter and her sister. She was too busy looking across the café to the window in the front door. Their next customer was hesitating outside. Given the lack of whispered gossip erupting in the café, Julia was the only one who’d noticed their returning villager.

“If you’re going to give us the silent treatment,” Jessie said, leaning back from the counter, “I won’t keep digging, but if you’re offering to let us finish early, can I finish now?”

“Hot date?” Sue asked, perking up.

“The hottest. With my boss. My other boss. Veronica wants to go over an article I wrote about the recent weird weather messing up local crop yields.”

“Exciting. Don’t work too hard,” Sue said. “Life’s too short.”

“Can I, Mum?”

Julia nodded, keeping her eyes fixed on the door. “You can, and try to get as many people to leave with you as you can. We’re closing now.”

Accepting the challenge, Jessie started flipping chairs up onto tables, disrupting the café’s cosy bubble with each thud of the seats hitting the surfaces. Sue flicked off the radio under the counter, cutting off the girl-of-the-minute whisper-singing along with the background music. People gathered themselves up and headed for the door, and Julia would have hated to see it any other day.

Jessie left at the back of the main crowd, but their guest lingered outside. Perhaps Hilary Boyle was as nervous about the reunion as her former employer waiting hunched over in the kitchen. From the distance of the café separating them, Hilary’s kohl-ringed eyes met Julia’s.

Wellington Manor’s final housekeeper hadn’t changed much. Her face had always held a drooped expression that didn’t look capable of expressing humour, impressive given how tight she’d pulled her white hair into a perfect bun as wide as her head. She took a step closer to the café, wobbling on her cane as those bulging, all-seeing eyes peered up at the sign above the window. Even from behind the counter, Julia noticed Hilary’s chest heave, exhaling as though she’d rather be anywhere else on this humid early evening in late May.

Why had Julia agreed to hold the reunion in the café? Staring at Hilary through the glass, it would have made more sense to have the meeting in Barker’s office under the café. Julia hoped her husband was on his way up. Barker had promised he’d be there ten minutes early, but Hilary had turned up twenty minutes ahead of schedule.

“That woman outside looks familiar,” announced Ethel White from Dot’s table. They hadn’t quite taken the hint yet, still finishing their tea. “Eh, didn’t she used to live around here?”

“She did!” Percy agreed, leaning back in his chair. “Oh, what’s her name?”

“Have you two slid into senility?” Dot cried, her cup swooping from her lips back onto the porcelain saucer. “That’s Hilary Boyle—the last housekeeper Wellington Manor had.”

“That’s it!” Clicking his fingers, Percy chuckled as though he’d been seconds from arriving at the same conclusion. “I wonder what she’s doing here?”

“I haven’t seen Hilary around these parts since long before the manor sold.” Dot clicked her fingers at Julia as though trying to recall something. “How old is your Olivia now?”

“Two and a half,” Julia replied.

“You’d only just found out you were pregnant when she left,” Dot said, ducking to get a better view of Hilary under the blinds as Sue rolled them down. “If Hilary’s come crawling back for her old job at the manor, she’s a little late.”

“She hasn’t come crawling anywhere. She was invited,” Julia said as Shilpa and Amy followed Evelyn out. Before the door closed, Hilary caught it with the tip of her cane and pulled herself up onto the doorstep. “Hilary. Welcome back to Peridale.”

Hilary Boyle stepped into the café, wincing as she pushed her weight against her wooden cane. She was thinner and slower than Julia remembered, but her trademark sourness hadn’t sweetened over time. Her nose was puckered like she could also smell something foul, and the foul stuff was all over the walls too, given Hilary’s judgmental gaze swatting about the place.

“Welcome back, indeed,” Hilary said, silencing the café with her refined voice, husky with time’s rust. “Either the Lady of the Manor has stopped dousing herself in perfume, or Katie isn’t here.” She arched a brow and stared directly at Julia. “Given how far I’ve travelled, I really hope it’s not the latter.”

Julia gulped, bracing herself for a tough night ahead. She quietly suggested that Dot and Percy leave because it was a private matter. Dot insisted they were family, but Percy pointed out it was probably for the best.

“Is this about Katie looking for her mother?” Dot whispered as Julia held open the front door for them. “It’s no secret Barker has been searching the village for information about who Katie’s mother was.”

“We’ll talk about it later,” Julia pleaded. “Please, Gran. For Katie’s sake.”

Dot grumbled but didn’t argue. Dot’s two dogs emerged from their naps under the table and sniffed and jumped at Hilary on their way to the door, and Lady even growled at her. Dot insisted she’d never done that before, though she didn’t linger. Dot, Ethel, and Percy set off across the village green, where a group from Oakwood Nursing Home played a game of bowls in the last of the evening light.

“Well?” Hilary huffed, stamping the gold tip of her cane once on the wooden floor. “Aren’t you going to offer me some tea?”

“Please, take a seat,” Julia said, offering her the table Dot had left while Sue whipped around, clearing it. “I’ll let Katie know you’re here.”

Julia pushed through the beads into the kitchen. The lemon drizzle cake and sherbet lemonade cooler sat untouched, condensation pooling on the tray someone must have taken through. Katie and the plans, on the other hand, had gone. She hurried to the open back door at the same moment the vestibule door to the basement opened from the inside. Barker squinted at the light, empty coffee mug in hand and the day’s paper tucked under his arm.

“Have you seen Katie?” Julia asked.

“No.” He kissed her on the cheek as he passed to put his cup by the sink. “I might run to the cottage to change my shirt. It’s as hot as your oven down in the basement.”

“She’s here, Barker.”

“Oh. She’s early.” He tugged at his sweat-stained pale blue button-up shirt. “Of course. Why wouldn’t she be early? She was a housekeeper for decades. Punctuality is in her DNA.”

“As is that stick up her backside,” Julia said, immediately wishing she’d chosen something kinder. Still, it tickled a smile across Barker’s lips. He knew as well as Julia how cantankerous Hilary Boyle could be. “Hilary’s come a long way, and Katie has run away.”

“She can’t have gone far,” Barker said, sniffing the air. “I can still smell that sickly sweet perfume she bathes in. Maybe it’ll lead me to her? You handle Hilary, and I’ll track her down.”

“Handle Hilary,” Julia repeated with a humourless laugh. “You make that sound easy.”

Alone in the café, Hilary sat ramrod straight at the table in the middle, her cane propped beside her. Those hawk-like eyes followed Julia’s every move as she approached. She set the tray down that Katie hadn’t touched, and the cake and lemonade were an inadequate peace offering. Hilary pushed the tray away, stiffening more, somehow.

“I didn’t come all this way for tea and cakes,” Hilary stated, each word clipped and precise like a headmistress chastising a teenager caught littering. “I didn’t want to come here at all, but your husband was very insistent that I was the only person who could help Katie find her mother. Three sweltering trains where you must battle for your reserved seats, five gruelling hours shared with vagabonds heading to and from dreadful music festivals, and you’re telling me Her Royal Highness has more pressing matters to attend to?”

Julia gulped the sweet and tangy sherbet lemonade and willed Barker not to leave her hostage to Hilary’s hostility all night.
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The forecast storm couldn’t come fast enough to break the humidity. Or so Barker hoped as he hurried down Mulberry Lane, the oldest shopping street in Peridale, towards the pink glow radiating from the neon tubes of the sign at the salon. Most of the shops on Mulberry Lane were closing up, but Katie’s Salon remained open. Wiping his sweaty forehead as he caught his breath, he peered inside between the “Walk-Ins Welcome” and “Sponsor Peridale’s New Community Square” posters, both written in pink and ringed with hearts.

Barker cleared his throat as he stepped inside, while Katie frantically pulled bottles of nail varnish from the shelves in messy fistfuls. Katie’s new fifty-something apprentice, Clarice, glanced up at him as she silently filed a customer’s nails in the corner. She was always strange. She’d turned up at some point that year, and Barker had yet to hear her speak. Her eyes darted fearfully at Katie before scrunching herself up tighter.

“Katie?” Barker said, as he took tentative steps around the acrylic reception desk with the same pink neon tubes as the sign. “Having a clear out?”

“Barker!” Katie whirled around, her eyes wide and glassy. She clutched the bottles to her chest as though they were a lifeline. “I... I didn’t hear you come in. Ready for another brow wax?” Before he could respond, she started polishing the nail varnish bottles. “You know, it’s funny. Growing up at Wellington Manor, I don’t think I knew what dust looked like. There was always someone else whizzing about, making sure everything was spotless. Can you imagine? Going years without seeing dust?” She shook her head, her blonde curls bouncing over her face—it looked like she’d applied her heavy make-up twice today. “Stupid, isn’t it? Out here in the real world, there are no housekeepers to keep the dust at bay. It comes back every day, no matter how much I try to keep my polishes clean. I just can’t seem to keep up with it. Can you?”

Barker stepped closer, pulling the polishing cloth from Katie’s hooked fingers. She let out a strained breath, as though she’d been holding it in despite her rambling about dust.

“It’s like I can feel she’s back,” Katie said, dropping all pretence about the polishes. “I’m sorry, Barker. I can’t do this. I thought I could, but… I can’t.”

“Remember the promise we made to each other on New Year’s Day? You asked me to help you find your birth mother, and I gave you my word that I would.”

Katie’s eyes met his. “And I promised to help you find your father in return. But it’s all been about my mother. We haven’t got anywhere. Hospital records, birth and death certificates... every road has been a dead end.” She let out a frustrated sigh, her fingers absently fiddling with a bottle of polish. “I’m supposed to be satisfied with ‘Mrs Wellington’ on my birth certificate, even though my father wasn’t married when I was born? Whoever she is, the only person who truly knew—my father—is dead. So, what’s the point?”

“Katie, we⁠—”

“We should start digging into finding your father instead.”

Barker shifted in his seat, discomfort prickling at the back of his neck. The idea of delving into his own past, of unearthing the secrets surrounding his missing link, filled him with an unease he couldn’t quite shake.

“Scary feeling, isn’t it?” Katie said, a knowing look in her eyes.

“Touché,” Barker conceded.

“People say the truth sets you free, right? But what about when you’re waiting for the truth? What’s that place between called? Heaven and hell?”

“Limbo.”

“That’s where we are. Limbo. You know your mother, but not your father, and I knew my father, but my mother… if I ever asked about her, I was told not to ask. Not to be so ungrateful…”

Barker thought of the journal tucked away in his desk drawer—Vincent Wellington’s journal from 1979, the one filled with a secret about Katie’s birth that had driven Barker to take the case when Katie first came to him. Secrets that had changed the way he looked at Katie, and yet the right moment to share those revelations with her hadn’t presented itself. He was starting to feel like a coward for keeping Vincent’s journal confession from her, but with Clarice and the customer holding their breaths in anticipation, this wasn’t the right moment he was waiting for.

“Come back with me,” he urged, his voice soft but firm. “I’ll be there with you every step of the way, and so will Julia. You’re not facing this alone.”

Before Katie could respond, the shop door burst open, and a blur of red and white rushed in.

“Mummy!” Vinnie bounded towards his mother, and he’d grown bigger every time Barker saw him. It didn’t seem too long ago that Vinnie had been born during Barker’s thirty-ninth birthday party at Wellington Manor, but Vinnie would be five the next time their shared birthday rolled around. “Look what I made at school.”

Brian, Julia’s father and Katie’s husband, followed behind. He grinned as Vinnie thrust his painting into Katie’s hands.

“It’s Picasso,” Vinnie said, so enthusiastic the words rushed out like he was going to burst. “We used our fingers and potatoes, and I got a double gold star!”

“A double?” Katie’s face lit up as she admired the artwork, her earlier worries momentarily put to the side. “This is skipping the fridge and going straight into a frame. I’m so proud of you, my little artist.”

Brian turned to Barker, his jovial demeanour unchanged as he watched his wife and son, not seeming to notice the chaos of the nail varnishes all over the desk. But that was Brian. He was a nice enough fella with a nose for sniffing out antiques—he’d given Barker good discounts on all his office furniture—but Barker always got the impression his father-in-law wasn’t the most observant of men when it came to the women in the family. He seemed to be the only person in the room not picking up on the tension radiating from Katie, like the pink glow in the road. The sun had almost set, and even the customer had seemed to notice as she glared around the room from the desk as she paid Clarice for her nails.

“Katie, are you coming back to the café with me?” Barker asked.

“I’m fine where I am,” she said, her voice a little too bright. She turned back to Vinnie, her fingers tracing the abstract lines of his masterpiece. “I’ll see you later.”

Barker nodded, understanding her unspoken plea for more time. Somehow, someway, they’d have to stall Hilary. On his way to the door, he nodded for Brian to follow. Soon they were bathing in the pink glow as the butcher across the street dragged a metal shutter down over their window.

“I need to ask you something important,” Barker said, cutting straight to the point. “It’s something I’ve been grappling with for a while.”

“I haven’t seen you this nervous since you asked for Julia’s hand in marriage.” He chuckled, slapping Barker’s arm. “If you’re in the doghouse with Julia, join the club. Doesn’t seem like I can do right for doing wrong with Katie these days.”

“That’s what this is about.” Barker took a deep breath, steeling himself. “When we were digging into the history of that field to find any way to save it from James Jacobson and his new housing estate, Katie gave me a box of her father’s journals. I read them all. That’s how I first started unravelling the Howarth family connection to that land, but there was something else… I found entries from around the time Katie was born…”

“Did you find out the truth?” Brian asked, his voice low as he glanced back at the salon. “Barker, if you’ve known for months and haven’t told Katie⁠—”

“It’s not that simple,” Barker jumped in, shaking his head as he moved in so close to his father-in-law that he could smell his musky spiced aftershave. “It’s not just about her mother. It’s about her father too.” Barker paused, searching Brian’s face for any hint of understanding. “Her birth father.”

Brian’s brow furrowed in confusion, and Barker’s stomach dropped. He had hoped Brian would know, to save him having to break the news to Katie, but it was written all over his face that he didn’t.

“Brian, does…” Barker drew in a deep breath as he met Brian’s eyes. “Does Katie know that she was adopted?”

“Adopted?” Brian let out an awkward laugh, disbelief etched on his features. “You can’t be serious, can you?”

“I am,” Barker said, his tone unwavering. “And your old housekeeper is at the café waiting to talk to Katie. I’ve been hoping for months Hilary might offer some vital firsthand information from that time. It took a lot to get Hilary to agree to come here, but… Katie won’t come.”

“My wife does have a habit of burying her head in the sand.”

“If she doesn’t confront this now, it might haunt her for the rest of her life,” Barker said, his voice urgent. “She’s in limbo.”

“I’ll go and have a word with her,” he said, running his hand over his stubble. The thought of confronting Katie made him look nervous. “Should I… should I tell her what you just told me?”

“That’s up to you.”

“I should, but I... I don’t know if I can break that news to her.” He peered through the window at his wife as Vinnie whispered something into Katie’s ear that was making her giggle. “I think I might be too much of a coward for news like that.”

“You and me both,” Barker muttered under his breath as Brian stepped into the salon.

Barker lingered for a moment, but Katie hadn’t looked at him once. Barker had known Katie as long as he’d known Brian, and he’d long since noticed how quickly Katie could slip into her delusional candyfloss land when she needed to. She’d spent most of her life there, but she’d seemed more grounded since unshackling herself from the weight of the manor. But recently, she was retreating, and the candyfloss was starting to cause rot. He could smell it. He set off back to the café, grateful the humidity was slipping away with the sun.

“Katie isn’t with you,” Hilary observed as soon as he walked through the door. “Where is she?”

“She’s on her way,” Barker lied. Julia wasted no time to leave the café and join him near the door behind the battle line. “And while we wait, why don’t we get started? If you don’t mind, I have a few questions for you. Given that you worked in the manor at the time Katie was born⁠—”

Hilary’s lips pressed into a thin line. “I worked there long before. You want to know if I know where Katie came from?”

“Anything you know would help us⁠—”

“I’m not going to tell you anything before I’ve spoken to Katie,” Hilary insisted, stamping her cane as she thrust herself up in a flash. “Enough of this charade. Take me to see Katie at once. I assume she’s run home. That’s if she hasn’t burned Wellington Manor to the ground while I’ve been away?”

“Not literally,” Barker muttered under his breath as he followed Hilary to the door. “But you might want to brace yourself for a few changes.”
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Katie should have gone back to the café with Barker. To face Hilary. To face the truth. But her feet, cushioned in her bright pink work Crocs, felt as heavy as Italian marble, rooted to the spot. She glanced at Vinnie, his innocent face a balm to the turmoil inside her. She tried to focus on her fussiest client’s nails. Mrs Coggles hadn’t been booked in, but she’d walked past and seen the lights on, and Katie had welcomed the distraction.

“A little slower, please,” Mrs Coggles grunted as Katie filed away. “You’re going to be painting onto the bone if you carry on like you’re trying to start a fire.”

“Sorry, I…” Katie blinked down at the nails. “What was it you said you wanted?”

“French tips. It’s always the same. French tips.” She tapped her clenched nails on the desk. “Get on with it, then. I don’t want to be here all night. I don’t know why I keep coming back here, to be honest. My nails have never looked better than when Melanie’s sister did them for our Sharon’s wedding.”

Katie resumed her buffing, immune to Mrs Coggles. She always complained, but she always came back and demanded Katie pamper her from head to toe, making sure to whip off the moustache on the way down.

“And Sharon’s wedding was lovely,” Mrs Coggles continued. “Gay weddings usually are, though I didn’t think they both had to wear dresses. Maybe I’m old-fashioned, but one of them should have worn a suit.” She rolled her eyes as though it was a point she’d made many times before. “What did you wear at your wedding to that old man who sells antiques?”

“Pink.”

“Pink?” Mrs Coggles laughed so hard it turned into a cough. “Very you, I suppose.”

Hilary had reacted a similar way when Katie had shown her the first sketches sent from Paris. Was she sipping on tea at the café, or had she already been driven back to the train station to take her back to whatever coast she’d come from? Why would she know the truth, anyway? Katie’s father had been strict about not sharing too much personal information with the household staff. But Hilary had been her father’s most loyal and devoted employee, the only one sticking around until his last days, and not a day longer. If any of the old staff knew where the bodies were buried, it was Hilary.

But even if she did know, why would she tell Katie? Hilary hated Katie. She had since the day Katie was born. That was how it had always felt, at least. A constant scowl ready to cut Katie down at every opportunity. Katie hadn’t missed that. But she had missed something about Hilary. The connection to her past, maybe? She should have gone with Barker.

“What’s the matter with you today?” Mrs Coggles snapped, slapping the file away as Katie scuffed skin. “I’m beginning to think I should have kept walking when I saw your light on. Are you drunk?”

“No. I’m sorry, I⁠—”

“Oh, and here come the waterworks,” Mrs Coggles cried, thrusting her fingers back at Katie. “You’re as bad as that girl in the bank. All I wanted to do was get access to my money without having to show my ID and fill in a form. Little madam clearly didn’t know that I’d been a customer there coming on fifty years. I told her as much, and she started blubbering like you are now. That’s what’s wrong with the younger generations. Never struggled. No grit to you. No—” She winced as she ripped her fingers away. “I told you to watch it!”

“I’m sorry, Mrs Coggles.” Katie blinked and sent fat tears rolling down her cheeks to run rivers through her peachy blush. “I think I got a little filing in my eye. I’ll be back in a minute. Clarice, can you…?”

Clarice, her near-mute apprentice, stepped in to continue the manicure. Mrs Coggles hated Clarice more than Katie, often referring to her like she wasn’t in the room, but at least she wouldn’t try to be a butcher. Clarice was good at nails, at least, so Katie slipped through the door into the stairway. Her heart pounded as she leaned against the wall and let the tears flow. She should have gone. She hadn’t expected Hilary to show up. Barker had needed to call Hilary three times, and it wasn’t until Katie’s handwritten letter pleading for information that she finally agreed to talk. Katie would have been happy with a return letter, but Hilary had agreed to visit the village. The café. Five-thirty sharp one Tuesday from the day she sent the letter. And Katie had spent all that time wishing Hilary had written whatever she had to say in a letter. What could she know that would make her want to come all the way back to Peridale?

The door to the office above opened, and a voice called out, “Catch!”

A satsuma flew down the stairs, and Katie barely had time to react to catch it in time. She looked up to see Veronica, the newspaper editor who rented the room above from her. Katie hadn’t known she was up there, but people said she was always up there, and always the last to leave Mulberry Lane.

“That could have hit me in the face.”

“Good job you caught it,” she said, leaning against the wall, nothing more than a silhouette in the darkness. “You would have had something to actually cry about.”

“Who says I don’t?”

“Come up and tell me about it.”

Surprised by the invitation, Katie hesitated for a moment before climbing the stairs. If Mrs Coggles was the person attached to the salon who hated Katie the most, Veronica was in the faraway second place. She’d softened to Katie since moving into the office, but Veronica wasn’t friendly most days. She mostly took the stairs at the back, so Katie only ever saw her when there was a problem with the Wi-Fi or Jessie wanted to include Katie in their lunch order but was too busy at her desk to ask.

Still, Katie followed Veronica into her office. Backed by a bright mural of the village, the walls were filled with headlines of recent big stories. Everything from the food bank murders to the documentary killer and the complete James Jacobson and his proposed Howarth Housing Estate takeover saga.

“Those stories gave your history a little of a rewrite, didn’t they?” Veronica said as she took her chair behind the main desk near the window. The glow of the neon sign fuzzed behind her, tingeing her grey spiky hair.

“It’s my more recent past I care about.”

“Your mother.”

It wasn’t a question. Veronica peeled her satsuma with one hand, something she’d only heard Jessie talk about. Katie picked at the one in her hands, but she couldn’t commit to picking off the skin. She placed it on the corner of Jessie’s desk, folded her arms, and nodded.

“Sorry if I shouldn’t know,” Veronica offered. “Barker was asking questions about the paper’s archives. He’s been digging deep for this one.”

“It hasn’t got us anywhere.” Katie perched on the beat-up leather sofa she’d helped carry up from Brian’s antiques shop in the barn at the bottom of the lane. “My father is dead. My brother is dead. For all I know, my real mother is dead. I’ve gone this long of my life not knowing, so what does it matter?”

“It matters a lot,” Veronica said, and she leaned back in her chair, studying Katie with a thoughtful expression. “You know, I got the impression that Barker was clutching at straws.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, it would be odd if there was no paper trail. No record of your birth... nothing...” Veronica pulled her chair closer to the computer and wondered aloud, “I know Barker was focusing on stories about Vincent Wellington and mentions of you, but I don’t think he looked into the wider stories around that time. When were you born?”

“15th June 1979.”

“I could do a wider search, see if anything pops up.” Veronica’s fingers danced across the keyboard. Katie sometimes heard that sound through the ceiling in the rare moments the salon was quiet. If she was ever alone, it reminded her she wasn’t. “It’s a slow news week. Slow news month, even, and Jessie has got the community square covered.”

Veronica’s kindness surprised Katie. Maybe she didn’t hate her, after all. Smart types like Veronica usually did. Especially smart women. Katie was too blonde, asked too many dumb questions, and she’d been told her whole life by other women that her clothes were too tight. Too revealing. Veronica covered herself from head to toe in dark colours, her huge colourful glasses hiding much of her face. But now that Katie was looking properly—Veronica hadn’t been in front of her for this long before—she could see she had a kind face behind the frames.

“Thank you, Veronica.”

“Just don’t give up,” she said, tossing back a satsuma piece. “You’ll be forty-three in a few weeks. I waited until my sixties to learn the truth about what happened to my brother.”

Veronica nodded at the headlines detailing the discovery of the diggers that found her brother’s body buried in the field behind the café. If it hadn’t been for Sebastian Morgan, they wouldn’t have had the time to uncover the loophole that had landed Katie the land.

“I’m planning to put a memorial bench for him in the square,” Katie said. “It’s one of the first things I knew I wanted to do. There’d be no square happening without him.”

“He’d have liked that,” she said with a sad smile. “Seb loved nothing more than sitting on a bench and watching the day roll on⁠—”

Just then, footsteps bounded up the stairs and Clarice burst in, red-faced and out of breath. “There’s a woman,” she whispered into Katie’s ear. “She said she won’t go until you come down.”

Katie’s heart sank. There was only one person it could be. As much as she wanted to stay in the office, she knew she couldn’t run forever. Clarice wrung her hands, absorbing all the panic Katie felt. Katie had regretted hiring her a few times since the interview, but she’d felt so sorry for her. She’d wanted to retrain as a nail tech after years of working as a school cleaner, but her nervous disposition didn’t have an off switch.

“It’s just Hilary,” Katie muttered to herself as she took the stairs slower than she ever had. “She won’t know anything…”

Pushing open the door, Katie found Hilary waiting in the middle of the room, looking about the place with that same old scowl. She’d shrunk. Or maybe she just looked less imposing without the grand manor as her constant background. It took Hilary a moment to notice Katie. She squinted and stepped forward, lifting her eyes to meet Katie’s for the briefest of moments.

“When they said you had a job, I thought they must have been joking,” Hilary said, leaning with all her weight on the cane and taking in Katie from her bright pink shoes to the scruffy bun she’d thrown her hair into. “When they said you owned a salon, I knew they were trying to pull my leg… I suppose I had to see it to believe it.”

To Katie’s surprise, Hilary spread her arms a little and gave her a rigid hug that didn’t quite connect. Still, Katie found some unexpected comfort in feeling Hilary close again. It was the only thing stopping Katie from running for the back door for the sweet escape of the back alley. She blinked back tears as she pulled away from the hug. Despite everything, it was good to see Hilary again.

“It’s really nice to see you,” Katie said.

“Hmm.” She recoiled in shock, but a hint of a smile cracked the permanent sternness. “I suppose it’s not entirely unpleasant to see a familiar face again, though little about you is familiar right now.”

Katie wanted to tell Hilary everything that had happened since they last saw each other at the manor before Hilary drove off in a taxi and didn’t look back. Where to begin? Before she could decide, Hilary cleared her throat, looking like she had something urgent to say. She glanced over her shoulder, and Katie noticed Julia and Barker waiting on the pavement outside. What would she do without them? Keep running, probably, but unless she really did run out through the back alley, she’d run out of track. She might as well ask the question.

“My mother, Hilary⁠—”

“I’m sorry to break this to you, Katie,” Hilary jumped in, those bulging eyes staring at her hands clenched on top of each other atop the cane. “The reason your father never told you the truth about your mother is because there is no story.”

“That’s it?” Katie choked out. “You came all this way to tell me there’s no story? Everyone has a story. I could search a barcode and find out exactly what factory this bottle of nail varnish came from, down to every person who touched this bottle while it was on the production line.” She shook the bottle of army green polish she’d just scooped up in Hilary’s face so much she recoiled further. “How can you tell me there’s no story? You just don’t know it yet. I’m sorry you’ve wasted your time coming⁠—”

“You were abandoned, Katie,” Hilary said, the old boom of her voice peeking through. “You were found on the doorstep at Wellington Manor by the laundry maid. Someone wrapped you up in a blanket in a vegetable box and left you there.”

Found? In a vegetable box?

Katie shook her head. “But my father must have known who she was. He must have had an idea. You don’t just get pregnant on your own.”

Hilary sighed. “Use your brain, girl. You’re clearly smarter than I ever gave you credit for. You’ve built all of...” She looked around the salon, narrowing her nose at the walls. “This... whatever this is. And—that wooden panelling looks just like the stuff from your father’s study at Wellington Manor.”

Katie nodded, still trying to process what Hilary had just told her. Left on the doorstep? Like an old milk bottle.

“Now that I’ve told you, I shan’t be staying in Peridale for long,” Hilary declared, clearing her throat as though the whole matter was over. “For today, I’ve travelled enough, so I’ll take my old room for a few days. That’s if you haven’t filled it with designer shoes already.” She looked down at Katie’s foam shoes with that wrinkle in her nose. “Seems some things have changed. If that old hippie is still running the bed-and-breakfast, I shan’t be staying there.”

Katie’s head was spinning. What was Hilary prattling on about?

“That is the panelling from the manor, Hilary,” Katie said, her voice barely above a whisper, reaching out for the corner of her desk. She didn’t feel good. “I don’t live there anymore. I haven’t for a while... and it’s not called Wellington Manor. I sold it.”

“You sold it?”

“You knew the trouble we were in before you left.”

“Yes, but you have a job now. You’ve finally started to pay your way.”

“This all came afterwards,” Katie said, trying to steady herself against the dizziness. “After my father’s debt, I had enough left to buy this place. It was a burnt-out shell of a bookshop when I got the keys, but we worked hard, and… that old manor finally did some good for someone.”

“But the name?” Hilary shook her head, tutting under her breath. “You should never have sold to someone who’d remove the good Wellington name.”

“It hasn’t, it’s Heights now. It’s been turned into luxury apartments.”

“Apartments?” Hilary looked as sick as Katie felt. “Your father would turn in his grave if he knew.”

“My father left me with very little choice,” Katie said, finding her voice again. “I was the one living a nightmare trying to sort it out, and I did what I had to do.” Clenching her eyes again, she rewound to the comment that had made her feel so off-balance. “When you said to use my head... if my father didn’t know who the mother was... you’re saying he... wasn’t my father?”

“He raised you better than any man would,” she muttered.

“But he wasn’t my father, was he?”

“In law, yes.”

“Hilary...”

“No, Katie. Vincent adopted you. You were left on the doorstep by a desperate stranger.” Hilary’s voice cracked, and she staggered back, catching herself with her cane. “I... I’m sorry you had to find out like this. And at all, for that matter. This isn’t what your father would have wanted. He made me swear that I’d never tell you, even in death, but I knew one day you’d start asking questions. I just hoped I’d be long gone by then.” She looked like she was about to give Katie another hug, but she took another step back. “I’m sorry, Katie.”

Brian appeared from nowhere and wrapped his arms tightly around Katie, holding her close and blocking out the world. Katie buried her face in his chest, staring ahead with eyes she wasn’t sure would ever blink again. When they finally did, tears tumbled out with them.

“I wanted to find my mother,” Katie said, “and now I’ve lost my father.”

“Oh, my love.”

“Who am I, Brian? Where did I come from?”
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Julia adjusted the open window in Dot’s dining room, letting the damp breeze lick at the delicate net curtains. The humidity clung to her skin, making her hair stick to the back of her neck. She slid back into her seat at the table, wishing she’d brought over her fan from the café for their urgent family meeting. Dot sat at the head of the table, her stiff white blouse held together with her favourite brooch, a determined look on her face as she held her fingers in a power pose at her lips. She was still waiting for Julia to answer her question.

“Well?” Dot asked, lowering her fingers and pointing them at Julia. “According to what I heard on the phone, you were there. So… is it true?”

Julia nodded as she plucked a tissue from the pocket in the middle of the table. She ran it along her neck as she looked at Olivia, slumped on the sofa by the window, eyelids drooping as she watched butterflies bounce around the overgrown garden. It was past her bedtime, but they wouldn’t let Julia leave even if she wanted to. Not without answers.

“It’s true,” Julia confirmed.

“And you knew?” Dot asked, her voice sharp with accusation. “You knew Katie was adopted, and you didn’t think to tell us?”

Julia squirmed, her fingers fidgeting with the hem of her jade-coloured summer dress. She glanced at Sue and Jessie, hoping for support, but they remained silent, their expressions a mix of surprise and curiosity. She should have told them why Hilary was there before she turned up, but Katie had asked her to keep it between them.

“Barker didn’t want to tell me at first,” Julia explained, her words tumbling out in a rush. “Not until Katie knew. But it’s been eating him up inside, and I could tell, so I... I forced him to tell me, and then I promised I wouldn’t tell anyone until Katie knew. It’s not exactly something you casually mention over tea and biscuits.”

Julia sighed, her fingers tracing the delicate pattern on her teacup. The weight of the revelation seemed to press down on the room, making the air feel even thicker. She drifted back to when she lost her mother. She was twelve, and Sue was only six. It was a different shade, but she understood some of what Katie must have been feeling now. She glanced at Sue, remembering how they had clung to each other for comfort as children. They had always been there for each other, just as they now needed to be there for Katie.

But the last thing she wanted was for Katie’s life updates to turn to gossip.

“Nothing leaves this room,” Julia instructed.

“As if!” Dot cried. “You’re saying you don’t trust us?”

“I’m saying we all know how much Katie has been through the public wringer these past few years,” Julia said, searching the faces of the women around the table. “Losing her father, her way of life, her home, and now….”

“Losing her father again,” Dot said what Julia couldn’t.

“How did Barker find out about the adoption?” Jessie asked, tipping ice cubes into her mouth from the glass of lemonade she brought over from the café. She crunched a couple up and added, “I looked into the adoption records early on when Katie first started searching for her mum. Seemed like an obvious place to start, but I couldn’t find anything.”

“Vincent wrote about the adoption process in his journals,” Julia explained. “But he didn’t give details. It was factual, but vague. Barker didn’t offer to let me read it, but he said Vincent wrote something to the effect of ‘the adoption was going through after it taking a long time,’ or something like that. But he didn’t mention it before that, and after that, he just refers to Katie as his daughter and the adoption was never mentioned again.”

“He probably knew someone would read his journals one day.” Dot sniffed, adjusting her brooch. “Vincent Wellington used to swan around this village like he was royalty. I bet he took his most sordid secrets to the grave for the sake of his precious legacy.”

“You think he was obsessed enough with his legacy to make the records vanish?” Jessie asked.

Dot fixed her with a knowing look. “Vincent Wellington was once an influential man in this village. Look at all the influence he had during the time he was trying to build Wellington Village on the Howarth field in the 1970s. I bet those connections were even stronger when Katie was born in 1979. If he wanted something scrubbed, he’d only have had to click his fingers.” She demonstrated with a snap. “This was before digital records, mind you. Know the right people in the right places and you can make paper disappear.”

Sue nodded, her expression thoughtful. “There’s also no record of her birth at any hospital. I used my old hospital contacts to dig for Barker at the start of the year, and there’s very little information on the birth certificate about where she was born. It just says ‘Peridale’ and ‘Mrs Wellington’ along with Vincent.”

“It lines up with the story Hilary told Katie in the salon,” Julia said, still aching from the complete look of blank-eyed shock on Katie’s face. “If she was left on the doorstep as a baby and Vincent used his influence to rush an off-record adoption, it would explain why Barker hasn’t got anywhere with his search for her real mother.”

“And father,” Jessie pointed out.

“Takes two to tango,” Dot agreed.

Julia’s gaze drifted to Olivia, who giggled as she watched the butterflies dance outside the window, her eyes wide with wonder. As her daughter marvelled at the fluttering wings, Julia’s mind wandered back to when she’d discovered she was pregnant with Olivia while babysitting Vinnie at Wellington Manor. The thought of leaving her own baby on that doorstep nine months later, wrapped in a blanket and placed in a vegetable box, made her heart ache. She imagined Katie as a tiny, helpless infant, swaddled tightly, waiting in the night for the laundry maid to find her.

“There were worse doorsteps to be left on,” Jessie said, pulling Julia back to the present as though she could read her thoughts.

“I’m not so sure about that,” Dot said with a knowing wag of her finger. “Remember what a spoiled little princess Katie used to be when we first met her? Just because her upbringing was expensive, doesn’t mean it was money well spent. Did any of us like her when we first met her?”

An uncomfortable silence fell on the room as the women glanced among themselves.

“I’ll admit it,” Jessie said, leaning forward with her arms on the table. “But I’d have rather grown up a spoilt brat than in the care system. At least she grew up thinking she had one parent. She wasn’t an orphan.”

Julia rested a hand on her daughter’s, a silent acknowledgment of their own journey. While she hadn’t found Jessie as a baby on her doorstep, she’d discovered her as a teenager stealing cakes from the café.

“All I mean is,” Dot continued, “Katie used to be much more Wellington than South. It must be ten years since your father first dragged her into our clan.”

Julia nodded, recalling the day her father had gathered them all for a meal at Wellington Manor to introduce his ‘new girlfriend,’ as if they didn’t know who Katie Wellington was. Back then, Katie had been grating, high-pitched, and wilfully ignorant. Julia remembered how the family had struggled to accept the brash, self-absorbed woman into their close-knit group. Her father’s insistence that they welcome Katie had caused no small amount of tension, and Julia and Sue hadn’t been on the best terms with their dad before that. They weren’t the only ones who took the death of their mother badly.

“We all disliked her,” Sue said. “And I’ll hold my hands up and admit I hated Katie the most. She almost tore our family in two. Or… our reaction to her almost did. I thought we’d never get through those days.”

“But you did and here we are,” Jessie pointed out, draining the last drops of her drink. “Katie went through a lot, grew a lot, lost a lot, and gained a lot. She found her family with us, and even if she never finds out the truth about where she came from, she’ll always have us.”

“Yes, I couldn’t have said it better myself,” Dot agreed, clearing her throat. “That’s why I called this emergency meeting. We’re not here to gossip, though the whole village will know by morning. Mrs Coggles is a vicious little snitch, and she called almost everyone in her phonebook after overhearing. How do we protect Katie from all of this?”

“We can’t. Not fully,” Julia admitted. “But we can have her back, be there for her, and make sure she has people to talk to.”

Jessie nodded. “And help find out the truth. Veronica is digging at the paper, and with this new information, who knows what she’ll uncover?”

“And I’ll keep checking in on Katie,” Sue offered. “Funny, for as much as we hated each other, I couldn’t imagine my life without her now. No offence to you lot, but I think I call her more than anyone these days.”

Julia found herself nodding in agreement, a small smile tugging at her lips. Despite their rocky start, Katie had become an integral part of their family, woven into the fabric of their lives. Having babies around the same time had helped mend a few bridges. As had time, and more understanding.

“She certainly adds some colour to our lives,” Dot remarked.

Then there were people like Hilary, who sucked the colour out of every room they stepped into. Barker had been worrying about how to tell Katie what he’d found in the journals for months, only for Hilary to barge in and blurt it out like it was an update on the weather.

Julia was relieved that Katie knew now, but there must have been a more tactful way to deliver the bombshell in the shape of a vegetable box. Julia could only imagine the shock and confusion Katie must be feeling, her entire identity thrown into question with a few blunt words from Hilary.

“There must have been others,” Julia thought aloud. “Other staff members who worked at the manor. I know it was just Hilary for the longest time, but I’m sure I’ve heard Katie talking about having more staff.”

“Vincent had a full staff at the manor back then,” Dot confirmed. “They’ll all be as old as Hilary now, though, if not older, if they’re even still alive.”

“But if they are, they might know more than Hilary,” Julia suggested, her voice brightening with hope. “They won’t be difficult to track down once we have their names.”

“Hilary will know who they were,” Jessie pointed out, pushing out her chair and wrapping her laptop bag strap around her shoulder. “I saw her checking in to the B&B while I was working on my article outside The Plough. Speaking of which, if I don’t get this draft to Veronica within the next twenty minutes, she’s going to kill me. I can go to the B&B on the way to the office if you want me to see if she’ll spill the names?”

“I can’t see why she wouldn’t,” Dot said.

“Unless she has something to hide,” Sue added.

“Thanks, Jessie, but I should do it,” Julia said, joining her in standing up. “I want to look into her eyes when she answers me. She could barely look at me earlier.”

“She’s hardly the friendliest of women,” Sue said. “Truth be told, she always scared the living daylights out of me. The way she’d pull open those front doors and peer down at you with those black eyes like you were an uninvited pest.”

“Hilary probably looked at you lot the same way you looked at Katie,” Jessie called as she left, her voice drifting along the hallway. “Like the invading outsiders.”

Sue didn’t look so sure, but Julia couldn’t argue with that. Hilary was a prickly character at the best of times, but she wasn’t ever welcoming to them. Julia and Sue had never asked to marry into the Wellington family, but looking back at those early days, Hilary had treated them like leeches, trying to suck all they could get. Perhaps there had been an element of defence on both sides. Defence of the Wellington name, and to an extent, Katie. Despite their complicated relationship, Julia knew Hilary cared about Katie on some level. After living together for as many years as they did, she refused to believe there wasn’t a bond there. Now was her time to prove it, if she hadn’t changed her mind about the B&B and hopped in a taxi to the train station.

“What are you going to do, Julia?” Dot leaned back in her chair, fixing Julia with a curious look across. “Are you on the case?”

Julia shook her head. “I’m leaving ‘the case’ to Barker. Katie hired his PI services, after all, but I will talk to Hilary tomorrow when the dust has settled.”

“What will you do if Hilary won’t tell you anything?” Sue asked, finishing her latte as she stood.

“I won’t take no for an answer,” Julia answered honestly. “Not when it comes to our family.”

Dot raised her teacup in the air and agreed. “We watch our own. And we’ll watch out for Katie. Should we check on her at her cottage?”

Julia considered if they should for a moment before shaking her head.

“Give her the night to process,” she decided.

Tomorrow, Julia would confront Hilary and demand the names, no matter how unpleasant the interaction might be. For now, she would focus on being there for Katie in whatever way she needed, whether that meant a shoulder to cry on or a listening ear. As she left the cottage with Olivia fast asleep against her shoulder, she pulled out her phone and sent a quick text message.

JULIA


Here for you when you’re ready. We’ll find out more. I promise.




The warm evening air streamed in through the open back door as Katie sat at the dining table in her cottage, her laptop open before her. Her phone lit up with a text message from Julia, but she couldn’t bring herself to look at it. The thing had been pinging all night. Upstairs, Vinnie was tucked up in bed, and Brian was in the bath, trawling for antiques on his phone while he turned more into a prune. Katie had been going through the business contacts she’d made over the last few months since she started organising the community square project. If they needed to raise more money to make things fully eco, this was the place to start.

She’d already emailed the architect to ask for updates on the plans, and now she was emailing James Jacobson, who’d turned into a heavy donor of the project, though given recent events, he’d asked for his name to be left off things. Katie was happy to oblige and happy to take his silent donor money, as well as ask him for more. If Vincent Wellington had taught her anything, it was how to be a shrewd and unproud negotiator. Never be afraid to let people know what you want from them. You’d be surprised how often they’re willing to give if they get something in return. If James Jacobson wanted to clear his guilty conscience for almost destroying the village by clearing out his deep pockets, Katie wasn’t going to turn it down.

She clicked send on her latest request for more funds when a rattling noise outside caught her attention. One of those stray cats that had taken to frequenting her garden must have knocked over the recycling again. She’d been keeping herself busy all night, but the cat’s distraction brought her back to the moment.

To what had happened earlier when Hilary visited the salon.

Her nails traced across the laptop trackpad, and she opened up the album she’d been avoiding all night. She navigated to her ‘Happy days xoxo’ folder and clicked through the pictures until she landed on a photograph of herself at the prom, posing outside the manor in a white horse-drawn carriage. Her fake tan was dark, her dress and hair the same shade of blinding white. Both competed for which could be the biggest, but her grin behind all those layers of gloss was genuine.

Another photo caught her eye—an even bigger horse-drawn carriage, this time pink, for her wedding to Brian. Her dress colour matched the carriage, a decision that made her cringe as much now as when Mrs Coggles had winced at the mere thought. It had been a brave choice. Part of her envied that girl in the photo, younger and naïve, still trapped in the bubble of the manor, numbed to anything outside the thick sandstone walls. But still having the courage to ignore everyone and have her special day exactly how she wanted it.

And she’d spared no expense. All pink everything and carriages for all the guests, string quartets around every corner, and a Louis Vuitton gift bag for every guest. She’d acted like she had more money than sense, but if only she’d had the sense to know one day there wouldn’t be any left. She didn’t do it on her own. Her father was the one who planted the dynamite that blew up the rest. The strokes had put a stop to his reckless investments, but too little too late. The ship sank, and Katie washed up on the shore of her tiny cottage with the apple orchard out back.

So much change.

She felt like a stranger in her own memories.

Katie pushed back from the tiny dining table in her tiny kitchen, the chair scraping against the linoleum floor. She needed something to numb the ache in her chest, the swirling thoughts in her head. She opened the fridge, reaching for the bottle of white wine, but the light in the corner didn’t flick on. The fridge was warm, its contents melted and spoiled for the second time that month.

“Another second-hand appliance bites the dust,” she muttered, slamming the door shut. “You were right about something, Father. Buy cheap, buy twice.”

She considered calling up to tell Brian in the bath—the cottage so small he’d hear her without needing to shout—but her fingers wrapped around the neck of the wine bottle instead. Back at the table, she returned to the album, flicking to the last picture she had of her with her father. She hated looking at him like this, but she was glad she’d asked the nurse to take it. She had had a feeling there wouldn’t be many days left, and she had been right. She ran her finger across that blank face, drooped to the side that sort of looked like the old pictures of him they always used in the paper. She liked to think they grew closer in those final years, the stroke rendering him silent but somehow more present. She’d sit with him for hours, talking about everything and nothing, and he’d listen. Really listen. She’d learned to read his subtle cues, knowing when he’d had enough.

She splashed some of the wine into a glass and took a long swig, the cool liquid doing little to soothe the burning questions in her mind. Who was her mother? Why had she left her? And what had really happened all those years ago?

Katie’s hand trembled as she scrolled through her contacts, tears blurring her vision. She found the number for the B&B and pressed the call button, her heart pounding in her chest. As the phone rang, she held back a sob, her hand pressed against her mouth.

“Good evening, Evelyn speaking!” The cheery voice of the mystical B&B owner filled Katie’s ear. “Would you like to make a booking?”

Katie sipped the wine, wondering what she was doing. The day had gone on too long already, but she couldn’t seem to hang up and let it end.

“Is... is Hilary there?” she asked, her words catching in her throat. “It’s Katie, by the way.”

“Ah, Katie. I had a feeling you’d call.” There was a pause on the other end of the line. “Yes, she’s here, but...” Evelyn hesitated. “I’m sorry, dear, but Hilary can’t come to the phone right now.”

“Can’t, or doesn’t want to?”

A surge of anger and confusion washed over Katie. She’d spent hours trying to deny what Hilary had told her, desperately avoiding looking that monster in the eye. But deep down, she knew it was true. It had to be. As cruel as Hilary would be, she wouldn’t make something like that up. But there had to be more to the story… there had to be. Katie inhaled sharply through her tears, her breath twisted with rage.

“Ask her if there was anything... a note... something... anything...” Katie’s voice broke, her words tumbling out in a desperate plea. “There must have been something...”

Katie hung up the phone in a flash as Vinnie appeared in the doorway, his sleepy little face scrunched with worry. She pushed forward a smile, trying to mask the tears that had been streaming down her cheeks just moments before.

“What are you doing up, sweetheart?” she asked softly, opening her arms to him. “You should be in bed.”

“I had a bad dream,” he mumbled, plodding into the kitchen in his funny little way.

With Katie’s help, he climbed up onto her lap, and she noticed how heavy he was getting. She almost started to cry again as she looked at his little school uniform, washed and ironed for the morning. Where had the time gone? It seemed like only yesterday she was cradling him in her arms, inhaling that sweet new baby smell.

“Are you crying, Mummy?” Vinnie asked, his big eyes searching her face. “Your eyes are shiny.”

Katie hesitated, tempted to lie like she had with Mrs Coggles earlier. But as she looked into her son’s innocent face, she knew she couldn’t. She nodded, pulling him close.

“Mummy has had a difficult day,” she admitted, her voice catching. “But it’s better now that you’re here, and tomorrow will be even better.”

She held him tight, inhaling the soft scent of his hair, willing his growing up to slow down. She wanted to freeze this moment, to keep him small and safe in her arms forever. It went too fast. Everyone warned her it would, but it really did go too fast. Time marched on, and Vinnie would keep growing, no matter how much she wished otherwise. So instead, she put on a cheeky smile and gave him a little squeeze.

“Well, since you can’t sleep,” she started, dialling up the energy his presence gave her, “and the fridge is acting funny again, how about you, me, and a tub of melting ice cream go and watch the last of this sunset in the back garden? And when it goes down, back to bed.” She held her hand out. “Deal?”

Vinnie considered the offer, humming to himself as he mulled over the terms.

“Sprinkles and sauce?”

“Oooh.” Katie sucked the air through her air teeth, but she pushed her hand forward. “Deal.”

Katie stood up, letting Vinnie slide back to the lino before she grabbed the tub of softening ice cream from the defrosting freezer. She grabbed the packet of sandwich meat for Vinnie’s packed lunch as well. She would have to pick up something for his lunch on the way to school in the morning, but there was no point letting good ham go to waste. The Katie from those pictures wouldn’t have hesitated to throw everything out to have it instantly replaced, but that was before she knew how much everything cost. One thing she’d learned, though, was that kindness was free, something that had been in short supply at the biggest house in Peridale.

She peeled back the plastic lid and set the ham on the floor by the knocked-over recycling. Vinnie was already on the log Brian had dragged over and put across the patio slabs under the kitchen window. He was squinting beyond the apple trees to the sky as the day’s hot sun bled across the sinking horizon.

Katie sat on the log and snapped open the ice cream before digging her spoon in. She glanced over her shoulder, making out a tuft of orange fur peeking out from behind the black bags as their furry visitor chewed the ham in a hurry. The melting ice cream dripped down her fingers, but she barely noticed. She’d always wanted a cat, but her father never allowed pets in the manor. She tried to push thoughts of those days away and returned to the sunset, but her mind was still reeling from the phone call with Evelyn.

Why had Hilary refused to come to the phone? And why had she looked so afraid when she’d told Katie about being left on the doorstep? Katie had known Hilary her whole life, and the woman had never been one to mince her words. She was as straight-talking as they came, often to the point of being blunt more often than not.

But there had been something in Hilary’s eyes when she’d delivered the news. A flicker of fear, a moment of hesitation. It was as if the words had been forced out of her, like she was reading from a script she didn’t believe in.

Katie took a bite of the ice cream, the sweetness doing little to soothe the bitterness in her heart. She’d spent her whole life believing Vincent Wellington was her father, that she was a Wellington through and through. Did that even matter to her anymore and had Hilary really come all this way to lie to her face?

Katie watched as Vinnie wandered among the apple trees, peering up through the leaves as the warm evening light streamed through in all different shapes and sizes. Her heart swelled for her soft and sweet son. She’d been such a diva already by that age, but Vinnie was as gooey as the ice cream. No matter what happened, she would always have her Vinnie. She wouldn’t ever leave him wondering if he was loved or questioning where he came from.

But she still couldn’t shake the feeling that there was more to the story.

Her story.

Hilary knew more than she was letting on, and despite how difficult it had been the first time, Katie knew she had to confront her old housekeeper again.
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As Julia poured coffee and served up pastries and bacon rolls the next morning, the rich, comforting aroma of freshly brewed coffee mingled with the sweet scent of fresh baking. The warm, buttery fragrance of croissants and scones drifted from the kitchen, mixing with the sharper tang of lemon drizzle cake. The murmur of conversations and the clinking of ceramic mugs created a familiar, cosy background hum that was only occasionally interrupted by the hiss of the espresso machine and outlandish theories flying around.

“I heard she was left in a vegetable box filled with fresh vegetables,” Mrs Coggles said, leaning across her table to whisper to her friend. “Can you imagine? A baby in a box of carrots and potatoes?”

Julia flinched, wondering how the story had already morphed overnight, especially considering Mrs Coggles had been present to eavesdrop on the whole thing. Katie’s most difficult customer had a front-row seat and was still mixing up the details. What chance did the rest of the village have? Julia and Barker had stayed outside on the pavement to give Katie and Hilary space for their reunion, but she hadn’t been able to resist hurrying into the salon when Katie slipped out of Julia’s father’s arms and collapsed into her chair.

At the counter, Henry, a local postman, had his own theory. “I reckon she was born to some posh family who couldn’t handle the scandal,” he said, stirring sugar into his tea. “They probably paid someone to drop her off at the manor, knowing the Wellingtons would take her in. You can tell she’s from a good line.”

Julia bit her tongue, resisting the urge to point out that the Wellingtons weren’t exactly known for their charitable nature back then.

“What if she was the secret love child of some visiting royal?” Amy Clark suggested wistfully, nibbling on a scone. “The Wellingtons did move in those circles, after all.”

“Or perhaps she was the result of a torrid affair between Vincent Wellington and one of the staff?” Shilpa suggested after a slurp of her latte. “They might have arranged for the baby to be left on the doorstep to avoid a scandal. You know how much people used to care about those things.”

“Or maybe,” piped up Evelyn, “she was a changeling child, swapped at birth by fairies. I’ve always felt there was something of the other realms about Katie. I’ve heard about it happening…”

A few customers chuckled, but Evelyn’s eyes were wide and serious, and Julia hoped this version of the story would be the one that spread around the village. While the locals ran around trying to catch fairies, Julia could focus on the real story of what happened to Katie in this realm. Jessie approached Julia as she wiped down a table, moving in close with a full tray balanced on her hip. Evelyn squeezed past them both with a wide grin before floating over to the door in her white kaftan.

“Go with her,” Jessie said, her voice low to avoid being overheard. “You said you were going to sneak off to talk to Hilary at the B&B.”

“I said I’d sneak off before it got busy,” Julia corrected, nodding around the full café. “It’s been busy from the moment we opened.”

“Because we’re their inside sources,” she said, jerking her head at the customers, “and they all think we’ve got the scoop on Katie because she’s family. I was hoping someone would say something usual to share, but at present, they know about as much as we do.”

“If there is a story, there will be people who know it.” Julia folded the cloth in two before wiping away the streak marks. She scanned her café as the chatter died down, and eyes from all over were darting in their direction from behind clenched teacups. “But you’re right. I don’t think we’re going to hear it in here.”

“Which is why you need to go to speak to Hilary.” Jessie nudged Julia’s hip with hers. On her way back to the counter with the full tray, she dragged the knot of Julia’s apron loose. “I’ve got everything under control here.”

“Are you sure?”

“I want to know what’s going on as much as everyone,” Jessie said, hefting the full tray onto the counter, “but I can’t listen to this story circling the drain until closing because you know how whacky the theories are going to be by then. She’ll have been beamed down from space by quarter past three. Veronica’s keeping me busy covering the field project, and I need a crumb of truth. You said it yourself at Dot’s yesterday… Hilary might be the only person we know who can unlock what was going on at the manor at that time. And—for a short time only—we have her on our doorstep.” She yanked the apron over Julia’s messy bun. “Trust me, for something this important, I can handle this place. You’ve trained me well.”

Julia hesitated, her hands automatically reaching to retie her apron. The café was her responsibility, after all. But she could hear the ticking clock Jessie had presented. If Hilary was still in Peridale, she wouldn’t be for long. And Jessie was right—a crumb of truth would be nice.

With a grateful smile, Julia handed over her apron and made her way to the revolving display case. She scanned the shelves, realising she didn’t know Hilary’s favourite cake. The former housekeeper rarely left the manor to venture into the village. In fact, Julia couldn’t remember a time she’d seen Hilary in the café before yesterday. After a moment’s deliberation, Julia plumped for the lemon drizzle cake that had been selling well all spring. She carefully boxed it up, hoping the tart sweetness might soften Hilary’s demeanour and loosen her tongue. Somehow, Julia doubted anything would.

Julia stepped out into the day, the sticky air wrapping around her like a damp blanket. The sun beat down relentlessly from a cloudless sky, pricking her skin with sweat in seconds. She shielded her eyes against the glaring light and, with her Oxfords clicking on the cobbles, made her way up towards the B&B.

As she passed the post office next door, she noticed Shilpa locking up for her lunch break. Shilpa turned, her eyes widening as she caught sight of Julia.

“Is it true what people are saying?” Shilpa asked, her voice low and conspiratorial. “About Katie?”

Julia nodded, shifting the cake box to her other hand. “It is.”

“That explains why the salon is closed,” she said, looking down at her chipped red nails. “I was booked in for my fortnightly manicure, and I don’t trust anyone else except Katie these days, but the place was locked up with no explanation.”

“I’m sure she’ll be back open soon,” Julia reassured her, offering a sympathetic smile.

“Please send her my love,” Shilpa said, placing a hand on Julia’s arm before heading off down the street. “I can’t believe I’m saying this about a Wellington, but the poor woman has been through enough.”

As Julia approached the garden, the sight of Evelyn meditating in the middle of the lawn caught her attention. Evelyn’s skin glistened with sweat, her face flushed as red as a beetroot under the relentless sun. The crystals arranged around her sparkled in the light, casting tiny rainbows across the grass. The air was filled with the gentle hum of bees buzzing among the flowers and the distant chirping of birds, creating a peaceful, almost magical atmosphere that contrasted sharply with Julia’s urgent mission.

For a moment, Julia considered interrupting Evelyn’s meditation, but she thought better of pulling her from whatever realm she was lost in—a happy place given the wide smile as she stared up at the sun. Julia had more pressing matters to attend to.

Pushing open the door to the B&B, Julia stepped into the cool interior, a welcome relief from the oppressive heat outside. The scent of polished wood and lavender cleaning spray greeted her, and the soft hum of a ceiling fan added a gentle breeze to the room. The dim lighting created a soothing ambiance, the shadows dancing gently on the walls as the fan blades rotated lazily. Julia found Hilary tucked away in the dining area by the windows, the soft rustle of her needlework filling the otherwise quiet room.

Julia approached Hilary, the lemon drizzle cake tucked under her arm as a peace offering. Hilary glanced up from her needlework, her eyes flickering with a mix of curiosity and wariness. The rhythmic stab of the needle and the soft whisper of thread against fabric created a steady, almost meditative sound.

“If you’ve come to find out more, there isn’t more to tell,” Hilary said, her tone clipped. “You always were a busybody, sticking your nose in everyone’s business at the manor every time things went awry.”

Julia held her ground, meeting Hilary’s steely gaze. “I don’t see any harm in asking questions,” she said, opening the box to reveal the cake. “Nor do I see the harm in cake.”

She placed a wooden fork on a side table in front of Hilary, who stared at the cake as if it were sprouting worms. After a moment’s hesitation, Hilary picked up the fork and took a nibble. As she chewed, Julia caught a flicker of enjoyment in Hilary’s eyes, despite her best efforts to hide it.

“Digging into the past won’t do any good,” Hilary said, licking the crumbs from her lips. “Katie already knows more than Vincent wanted her to know, and that should be respected.”

“That insinuates there is more to know.”

Hilary avoided Julia’s gaze, busying herself with forking off another neat square of cake.

“If there is more to know, I do not know it,” she said, popping the morsel into her mouth. Through her chewing, she added, “Katie still got to have that life. Vincent still took care of her all those years. She came out pretty good on the other end.”

Julia watched Hilary carefully, noting the slight tremble in her hand as she lifted the fork. Why was she being so evasive? Hilary had always been loyal to Vincent, practically running the manor single-handedly after his first stroke. Maybe she was still trying to protect his name, even after all these years. Or perhaps there was something else—a fear of revealing secrets that had been buried for decades.

“Regardless of that,” Julia pressed, “Katie still deserves to know the truth about how she ended up on a doorstep.”

“Foundling.” Hilary swallowed her mouthful of cake, her expression hardening. “That’s the word you’re looking for. And Katie’s shock will wear off eventually, and then she can go about her life like she was before she got this bee in her bonnet. It doesn’t need to change anything.”

Julia wondered if Hilary was trying to convince herself as much as she was trying to convince Julia. There was a tightness around Hilary’s eyes, a stiffness in her posture that suggested she was holding onto something.

“Katie hasn’t opened the salon today,” Julia said, sighing as she walked over to the window overlooking the wildflowers. “In all the time she’s been open, she hasn’t taken one sick day. You’ve just cracked the foundation for who she thought she was.”

“Your daughter is adopted, isn’t she?” Hilary pointed out, skirting around Julia’s plea. “I saw her eyeballing me from the benches outside The Plough yesterday. Evelyn said she worked at the local paper. She’s turned out fine, though clearly a busybody like her mother.”

“Jessie always knew she was an orphan,” Julia countered. “She didn’t have to go through life wondering only to find out in her forties that the one parent she thought she had found her in a box.” Pulling out her notepad, Julia pleaded, “Write down the names of the people who were working at the manor when Katie showed up. Once I have the other people to question, I won’t need to bother you again.”

“It was a long time ago.”

“Katie needs your help, Hilary,” Julia said, holding out the pen and pad. “It’s that simple. I know you don’t want to see her hurting like this.”

“What if she gets more hurt by what she finds?”

“You say that as though you know it will.”

“I just mean… to leave a baby on a doorstep, you have to be in a desperate situation.” Sighing, Hilary set her needlework on the chair arm. Staring out to the garden, she seemed to be raking through her memories. “Katie won’t get her fairytale ending like she got her fairytale childhood and her fairytale wedding.”

“I think the fairytale ended for her a long time ago.” Julia placed the pad and pen atop the abandoned needlework. “The names, Hilary.”

“Well, let me see...” she said, sighing as she scooped up the pen. “There was Geoffrey Tiller, the groundskeeper. And two gardeners. One was an apprentice, Mary Porter.”

“Is that the same Mary Porter who runs The Comfy Corner?” Julia asked.

“Yes. And I don’t know the other gardener’s name.” The pen hesitated before she continued in her scrawling loops. “There was a young laundry maid. Anita Something. And of course, Vincent’s butler, Simon Walter. Those were the permanent staff that I can remember.”

“Anyone else?” Julia pressed.

“Some cook, but I can’t remember her name either.” Hilary stood, smoothing her skirt with a dismissive flick of her wrist. “That’s all I can recall, I’m afraid.” She gathered her needlework, tucking it under her arm. “If you’ll excuse me, I must return to my room.”

Julia scribbled the detail about the nameless cook, her pen scratching against the paper. As Hilary swept past, Julia couldn’t help but wonder why the former housekeeper had come all this way, only to make things more difficult. What was the point of her visit if not to help Katie find the truth?

Lost in thought, Julia nearly collided with Katie as she stepped out of the B&B. Katie stood on the doorstep, chewing her lip, her blonde hair pulled back in a low ponytail that draped over her shoulder. She clung to herself, her pale pink velour tracksuit a stark contrast to the bright pink Crocs Julia had only ever seen her wear in the salon.

“Are you here to see Hilary too?” Katie asked, rocking side to side.

Julia nodded. “I am. Did you come to talk to her as well?”

Katie’s lip-biting intensified as she nodded. “Did you get anything more out of her?”

“She doesn’t seem to want to talk,” Julia admitted, retrieving the pad, “but I did get a list of names. The household staff from that time.”

She showed Katie the page, but Hilary’s handwriting was like a doctor’s prescription pad scribble to decipher. Katie leaned in, squinting at the messy scrawl.

“I can read it,” she said. “Hilary would always leave passive-aggressive notes around the house to let us know how disgusting we were with the stuff we expected her to clean up.” She sighed, a hint of shame colouring her cheeks. “I never used to lift a finger back then. So, if Hilary is lying to me now, I wouldn’t blame her...”

Julia shook her head, placing a reassuring hand on Katie’s arm.

“I really don’t think Hilary is lying about that.”

Julia almost mentioned the journal entry Barker had found where Vincent confirmed the same, but Katie was already scanning the list, her finger tracing the names.

“I remember Simon, the butler,” she said. “He hung around until my teenage years before he retired. Father never replaced him.” Katie paused, her brow furrowing. “He must be ancient if he’s even still alive.” Her finger moved down the list. “I don’t remember the cook, but I do remember Geoffrey, the groundskeeper.” She tapped the paper, her nail landing on the name that had stuck out to Julia. “Mary Porter... as in Mary from the restaurant?”

“That’s where I was going next.”

“And Anita.” Katie’s eyes drifted off and a genuine smile brightened up her face. “She was the laundry girl. She was always so sweet to me. I’d sneak off to the basement whenever she was working with the washer and dryer. She’d listen to me chatter away until the cows came home.” Her nostalgic smile stiffened. “Father always said children should be seen and not heard, but at least I had Miss Brooks.”

“It sounds like you had a real bond.”

“She left when I was about six,” Katie said, her smile fading. “Of all the staff that left over the years… that was the tough one. I asked about her so much my father banned her name from being uttered in the house. I have no idea where she went.”

“I’m sorry, Katie.” Julia studied the list again. “Do you know where any of the others are?”

“Geoffrey Tiller, the old groundskeeper… I see him out and about near my cottage all the time. He races about in his Land Rover towards the top road. Tall fella. He usually acknowledges me with a nod, but he never stops to chat.”

“Then we have some places to start,” Julia said, scribbling ‘Land Rover near the top road,’ next to Geoffrey’s name. “But before then, we already know where one of them is.” She smiled at Katie, hoping to lift her spirits. “How about we have dinner at The Comfy Corner later?”

“Dinner, oh, I—” Hands against her velour legs, Katie looked down at her outfit. “I’m not sure I have the energy to… I suppose it would make me feel normal.”

“You don’t have to dress up. In fact, you look strangely chic.”

“Grief chic.” Katie tried to laugh at her own joke, but the sound came out strained. She looked as though she was about to cry, but no tears came. “I feel like I’ve just lost my father for a second time. Do you think that’s a… normal reaction?”

“Oh, Katie,” Julia said, pulling her close with a hand around her waist. “Nothing about any of this is normal. And dinner at The Comfy Corner won’t be either. People are going to stare and whisper, but it’s nothing you haven’t experienced before.”

Katie’s lips pricked into a fleeting smile. “I suppose I’ll have to face them all, eventually.”

“You’re already facing the day, dear,” Evelyn called from her meditation in the middle of the garden as she transferred from a sitting position to a yoga position that reminded Julia of a pretzel. “On a day like the one you’re having, consider that a battle won. This is your journey to go on, but know you have many people rooting for you from the wings.”

Julia chuckled as she held the gate open for Katie. As eccentric as Evelyn was, she’d risen a lasting smile on Katie’s face as they walked towards the café.

“People are behind you,” Julia said as they walked past The Plough, the tables outside already filling up with people on their early lunches. “Everyone in the family, too. We’re all on your side in this.” She looped arms through Katie’s and said, “How about breakfast on me at the café? There aren’t any tables free, but you can eat in the kitchen.”

Katie looked through the window as the gossip gallery gawked back in silence. Katie’s arm tugged against Julia’s as she took a small step back. To Julia’s surprise, Katie pushed open the door, breaking the stillness with the rattling bell.

“Like Evelyn said, I’m already facing the day,” Katie said over her shoulder to Julia as she held the door open. “I just have to keep winning these battles, one at a time. Dinner at The Comfy Corner when you’ve finished work, and that’s on me. Mary has always seemed sweet to me, so let’s hope she knows something. Funny, I never knew she ever worked there. She’s never mentioned it before.”

“No, I didn’t know that either,” Julia said, following Katie through the silent observers towards the privacy waiting beyond the beads. “I’ll book us a table.”

Julia dug through the menus stuck to the corkboard until she found The Comfy Corner’s most recent one advertising last year’s Christmas Day special. Jessie backed in through the beads and dumped a full tray by the sink.

“I’ll be out in a second,” Julia said as she dialled the number in on her phone. “How’s this place been?”

“Mostly fine, though I was wrong. It didn’t take till quarter past three. Fifteen minutes ago, Amy Clark suggested aliens dropped…” Jessie glanced at Katie, her words trailing off. “Iced latte, Katie? Our new hazelnut one seems right up your street.”

Katie nodded, and Jessie left them to it. Todd Porter, Mary’s husband, was the one to pick up, and in his usual curt and to-the-point manner, he had them booked in for a table for two at six. While Julia reapplied her apron, Jessie ducked back in with the drink, but she didn’t stay.

“That would make sense, wouldn’t it?” Katie said as she wrapped her hands around the rattling iced latte. “Aliens, I mean. I never have felt like I fit in anywhere. Maybe that’s why.” She looked down at her hands as she tried to move her fingers like Spock would, but she couldn’t make it happen. “Even aliens would have left a note.”

“There might not have been a note,” Julia assured her, tapping her pad up and down in her palm before dropping it into her apron, “but we have notes of our own now. Hilary can hold her cards close to her chest all she wants because now we have names. Someone somewhere will know something.”

“Someone,” Katie echoed, exhaling with her full chest. “Somewhere.”
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Barker leaned back in his chair, the glow of his laptop screen casting a pale light on his tired face. The dim office wrapped around him as he steeped in the grainy rock and roll of The Beatles’ Red album. He rubbed his eyes, trying to focus on the final edits of his latest book, The Man in the Field. The words blurred together, his mind drifting to the recent, unsettling revelations about Katie’s adoption. There had to be more to the story than Hilary had let on. Barker had watched from the sidelines as Katie’s life had fallen apart, only to see her rise from the ashes and become genuinely happy. Except that version of Katie had seemed to vanish around the time she asked him to find her mother. Her sparkle had dimmed, and he wanted to help bring it back. Stepmother of his wife or not, they were family. He knew all too well what it was like not to know where you come from.

Several pings from his phone snapped him back to reality.

JULIA


Simon Walter – Butler




Geoffrey Tiller - Groundskeeper




Anita ??? – Laundry Maid




??? – Gardener




??? – Cook




And *drum roll* surprise guest… Mary Porter – Apprentice Gardener




Barker set his manuscript window aside, the edits momentarily forgotten, and turned his attention to these new leads. The book was starting to give him a headache, anyway. He still hadn’t figured out how to polish up the sticky middle. He opened a new search window and decided to go alphabetically. He searched for ‘Anita Wellington Manor,’ and was surprised when the top result sent him to the About Me page for Anita Brooks, a bestselling author of women’s historical fiction. According to her website, her ‘brief tenure working long hours as a laundry maid in a grand home like Wellington Manor had inspired much of her early work and can still be seen today.’ He hopped to the ‘Anita’s Books’ page to find dozens upon dozens of covers, each featuring a woman in period clothing against war-torn landscapes.

A sudden buzzer sounded, jolting Barker from his discovery. He glanced at the screen for the video doorbell on the vestibule door to see Veronica Hilt waiting with crossed arms. Barker had been meaning to speak with her again before he figured out a date to release his new book. Pressing the button to unlock the vestibule door, Barker cast one last glance at Anita Brooks’ photograph before half-closing his laptop lid. The investigation would have to wait, but his curiosity was piqued by the laundry maid turned bestselling author.

Veronica strode down the stairs into Barker’s office, her sharp gaze scanning the cluttered space. Her eyes landed on Olivia, who was busy entertaining herself with her potato print art, inspired by Vinnie’s Picasso masterpiece.

“Working on your book?” Veronica asked.

“Trying to, but my current case is distracting me.” He turned his laptop to face her, revealing Anita Brooks’ website. “This author used to work at Wellington Manor as a laundry maid. Heard of her?”

“A rags to riches story.” Veronica’s eyebrows lifted in recognition. “I think I’ve seen her books in the local charity shop on Mulberry Lane. They all seem to be stories about women overcoming adversity before, during, and after wartime Britain.”

“Read any?”

“Not my cup of tea, but they must be popular if there are that many on the shelves.”

Barker hummed his agreement as he scrolled through the ‘About’ page, a story painted as dramatically as one of the novels Anita wrote. It chronicled a girl who grew up to be a laundry maid at a manor house, only to become one of the one hundred most popular historical fiction writers for women in the country, a claim she repeated three times throughout the page.

“It is impressive,” Barker agreed. He glanced at Veronica, seeing the familiar lines of worry stamped on her face. “How are you doing these days?”

“Getting there.” Veronica exhaled, her posture softening as she sank into his chair. “Easier than it was.”

“Closure looks good on you,” he said, toasting his leftover cold coffee before draining it. “Which is what I want to do for Katie.”

“That’s why I’m here because I think I’ve found something in the archive,” Veronica replied. “You think this Anita Brooks is connected to Katie’s story somehow?”

Barker nodded, pulling up the text message of the list of names Julia had sent him.

“Fresh from Hilary. Do any of these names jump out at you?”

Veronica scanned the list, her finger stopping at one name.

“Simon Walter. I know him.” She tilted her head from side to side. “Well, I know of him. I didn’t have the pleasure of getting to know him.” A dry smile lifted her thin lips. “Mr Walter—as he insisted on being called—applied to join the newspaper as a columnist, but he wasn’t a good fit for the paper.”

“What happened?” Barker asked, intrigued.

“Mr Walter was set on a ‘household advice and decorum’ column, the first draft of which ended up sounding like one of those women’s household guides from the days of Queen Victoria. He didn’t take my notes for a second draft well, and we parted due to ‘creative differences.’ I haven’t heard from him since he sent me an email calling me a ‘classless woman with no morals, decency, or taste.’”

“Ouch.”

“Best endorsement I’ve ever had.” She winked, nudging him with her elbow. “It’s in a frame on my desk.” She paused, a thoughtful expression crossing her face. “I never visited his place, but I remember he referenced living in an attic when he saw the pitched roofs in the office. I think I got the gist that he lived above a woman.”

“I’ll just go around and check everyone’s attics in the village,” he said, his turn for a dry smile. “Do you recognise any others on the list?”

Veronica shook her head, and Barker settled into his high-backed chair at the desk, the leather creaking beneath him. He fixed Veronica with a curious gaze, his eyebrows raised in question.

“Tell me more about this information from the archive,” he prompted.

“I know you did your own search, but I looked wider,” she explained, her words measured and deliberate. “I didn’t narrow it down to articles about the Wellingtons. I went through the whole year and marked any articles that caught my eye. I was trawling through for hours, going back and forth, building up a timeline of the months before and after the fifteenth of June.”

“And what did you find?”

“It wasn’t until after my lunch that I came back and noticed something odd,” she continued. “Two stories were frequent in the paper in the lead-up to Katie’s birthday, and then, give or take a few days, the articles fell off a cliff around the time Katie must have been left on the doorstep.”

Barker leaned back in his chair, his fingers steepled beneath his chin. “What are these stories?”

“One was about an unknown masked burglar who was on a breaking and entering spree, robbing the village of their valuables. The last report of any burglaries was three days before Katie’s birthday, and then they were never mentioned again.”

“Is there any direct connection between this burglar and Katie or the manor?”

Veronica shook her head. “Not directly, but there’s another story from around that time that also caught my eye. This one was after Katie was supposedly left on the doorstep. One of the gardeners at Wellington Manor was reported as being missing a week after Katie was born.”

Barker sat up straighter, his interest fully captured. “Was it either Geoffrey Tiller, the groundskeeper, or Mary Porter, the apprentice?”

“Not them,” Veronica replied, pulling a photograph from the folder and sliding it across the desk to Barker. “It was a twenty-four-year-old man who went by the name Edmund Collins. Quite handsome, wouldn’t you say?”

Barker studied the image, taking in the tanned man in a green jacket with sun-kissed short hair as he leaned against a garden shovel. He was handsome, and he had the sort of cheeky smile that Barker had seen across many interview tables back in his DI days. It was always men with those smiles who could wriggle out of almost anything.

“Are you suggesting they were the same person?” he asked, his voice low and serious when Veronica didn’t explain.

She shrugged, her eyes glinting with a mixture of excitement and uncertainty.

“That was my first instinct,” she admitted. “Of all the places the burglar hit, Wellington Manor wasn’t one of them, and then one of the gardeners at the manor goes missing and the burglar vanishes with him, all around the time Katie was mysteriously left on the doorstep?” She shook her head, her voice rising with each word. “It’s getting my ‘too strange to be a coincidence’ alarm bells ringing.”

Barker leaned back in his chair, his brow furrowed in thought. The timing was certainly suspicious, but he wasn’t entirely convinced. There could be any number of explanations for the gardener’s disappearance and the burglar’s sudden cessation of activity.

“It’s a little strange,” he conceded, “but I’m not sure we can jump to conclusions just yet.”

“There’s something else,” she said, her voice dropping. “A redacted article. Blacked out by ink from the same issue as the first article about the missing gardener.”

“A redacted article? What did it say?”

“Redacted means redacted. There’s no way of knowing what it could have been, but I’ve never seen a fully redacted article in the archives before. Again, the article could be anything, but like the missing gardener and the vanishing burglar, it’s strange that it happened around that time.”

Had Veronica slept much or had she spent all night freefalling headfirst into the archives? All to discover a missing gardener, a vanished burglar, and a redacted article, all coinciding with Katie’s mysterious appearance on the doorstep of Wellington Manor. It was a lot to take in, and he wasn’t sure what to make of it all.

“Something to think about,” he said.

“Something indeed,” Veronica agreed as she flipped through her notes, her finger tracing the lines of text. “The articles about Edmund being missing ran inconsistently until the end of the year. Geoffrey Tiller was the only one regularly talking to the press, asking questions about why the police weren’t trying harder to find him.” She paused, her brow furrowing. “But then it went quiet. It seems like gave up, like they did with my brother.”

“When the leads dry up…” he started, but he let his old police training melt away. It wasn’t needed. “Maybe Edmund ran away? If he was the burglar like you suggested, perhaps he raised the funds to vanish and start a new life?”

“It’s possible. But it seems odd, doesn’t it? A gardener disappears without a trace, and no one seems to care except for the groundskeeper.”

Barker hummed, half-agreeing. It did feel like something worth looking into, especially given the timing. He glanced at his laptop, the screen still displaying Anita Brooks’ website. Perhaps a fellow author might have some insight into the mystery of the missing gardener.

“So, bestseller,” Veronica said, drumming her fingers on the wood. “When are you going to let me read this book?”

Barker hesitated, his fingers hovering over the document hidden away on his laptop. He’d been promising to let Veronica have an early copy for weeks, but he wasn’t ready to let it go. Especially not to the sister of the subject—The Man in the Field was the fictionalised story of how they found Sebastian Morgan and how they solved his murder. He wanted to know what Veronica thought more than anyone, but not in the state it was in.

“Next week,” he said, a hint of apology in his tone.

“You said that last week.”

“I promise.”

“I’ll hold you to that,” she said, pushing herself up with her knees. “Back to the paper. Hope I’ve given you something to think about.”

Veronica left, and though the coincidences she’d found intrigued Barker, his eyes drifted back to Anita Brooks’ website. The photograph of her in her garden caught his attention, the large house looming behind her. He squinted, noticing the small windows in the attic, suggesting the presence of quarters. Intrigued, he opened a new tab and dragged the image into the search bar, initiating a reverse search. After scrolling through the results, he found the estate agent website with the listing from when the property was last sold in 1982 for £90,000. Honeycroft House, as it was called, was located just past the allotments, in the blurred boundary between Peridale and Riverswick.

Barker scribbled the address on a piece of paper, already forming a plan. He closed his laptop and stood up, grabbing his jacket from the back of his chair. He was about to leave in search of Honeycroft when the buzzer for the door sounded again. Had Veronica forgotten something? He squinted at the screen, surprised to see Detective Inspector Laura Moyes waiting for him.

“Not a bad time, is it?” her soft and husky voice crackled through the speaker as she leaned into the camera. “Something just arrived at the station. Something… sensitive.”
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Taking a moment to catch her breath, Julia wiped the sweat from her brow with a tea towel. She gulped down the last dregs of her cold peppermint and liquorice tea, the remnants left over from her hastily snatched lunch break. The café had been teeming with customers since she’d returned from her visit to Hilary, but Jessie had done an admirable job of holding down the fort. However, the display cases were starting to look bare, their contents depleted by the steady stream keeping the bell ringing and the till singing.

The oven timer pinged, and Julia pulled the lemon drizzle cupcakes from the middle rack. The sweet, citrusy aroma filled the kitchen, but the cakes were still too hot to pipe with the lemon zest buttercream and adorn with candied lemon slices. Seeking a moment of respite for herself and the cakes, she carried the tray to the back door and pushed it open, letting the fresh air wash over them.

After standing there for a moment, the door to Barker’s office opened and DI Laura Moyes emerged from the dark depths of the basement. The detective’s face was etched with concern, her brows knitted together in a frown. Julia’s instincts for trouble kicked in, and she placed the cupcakes down on a nearby table, fixing Moyes with a pointed look. Moyes sighed, her shoulders slumping as she reached into her pocket and pulled out a folded letter. She held it out to Julia, her expression grave.

“You might as well see it too,” Moyes said, her voice low and serious. “Maybe you know more about this than Barker and me. We’re not locals like you.”

Julia took the letter, her fingers trembling as she unfolded the crisp paper. As her eyes scanned the contents, her heart pounded, a chill running down her spine despite the warm afternoon sun. The mismatched letters, carefully snipped from various glossy magazines, spelled out a cryptic message: ‘Search around the Twisted Tree in Wellington Woods.’

“The Twisted Tree?” Julia echoed, shaking her head. “It sounds familiar but I’m not sure.”

“One of the locals at the station told me it’s an old landmark in Wellington Woods.”

“But why would someone send this now?” Julia handed the letter back to Moyes. “The timing must be connected to this news about Katie.”

“With the whole village buzzing about Katie’s heritage, it’s not surprising that Wellington is on people’s minds,” Barker chimed in, emerging from his office behind Moyes. “Maybe it’s jogged a memory, and someone out there finally wants to share something.”

“Or,” Moyes countered, sounding less convinced, “it could be a hoax. Someone’s idea of a sick joke, preying on Katie’s vulnerability to get the local station running around in a tizzy.”

“It seems like an awful lot of effort for a prank,” Julia concluded as she handed the letter back to Moyes. “I wouldn’t like to think anyone would.”

“You’d be surprised what lengths some people will go to for a laugh,” Moyes said without a hint of humour. “But, we’re going to do exactly what the letter says. I’m putting a team together to search around the Twisted Tree at Wellington Woods, but I don’t want word to get out, so no telling your gran, Julia.”

Julia nodded. “My lips are sealed.”

With that, Moyes and Barker left, their heads bent together in hushed conversation. Julia returned to the kitchen, her thoughts consumed by the cryptic message. The cupcakes had cooled enough to pipe, and she mechanically filled the piping bag, squeezing the lemon zest buttercream onto the cakes in swirling patterns. As she worked, her mind swirled along with the cream. The more she thought about it, the more the letter being a hoax seemed like the best-case scenario. Cruel, probably by someone with a hunger for drama and too much time on their hands, but it would lead to a fruitless search and send them in a less ominous direction. But another part of her, the part that had seen the pain in Katie’s eyes, hoped that Barker was right. Maybe, just maybe, someone out there was ready to share, to shed light on the mystery that had haunted Katie for so long.

Julia arranged the cupcakes on a tray and carried them out to the display case. As she slid them into place, Dot rushed over, her eyes wide with curiosity.

“I just saw Moyes and Barker walking off whispering,” Dot demanded. “What’s going on?”

Julia shrugged, feigning nonchalance as she adjusted the cupcakes to fill the gaps in the display.

“Nothing I know about, Gran,” she lied, hating the taste of the words on her tongue.

Dot pursed her lips, clearly unconvinced, but she didn’t press the issue. Instead, she leaned in, a mischievous glint in her eye.

“Did you hear Percy’s latest joke for the paper? It’s about how rich the Wellingtons used to be.”

Jessie, who had been wiping down a nearby table, let out a snort of laughter. But then her face grew serious when Dot didn’t laugh with her.

“It might be a little too topical, don’t you think?”

Julia glanced at the clock on the wall, still reeling from the mysterious letter Moyes had shown her that she couldn’t tell anyone about. If there was something about that tree, she hoped it would at least lead them somewhere.

Barker stood in the imposing shadow of Wellington Heights, the grand manor house that had been home to the Wellington family for generations. Despite the building’s transformation into luxury apartments—now all sold or rented, despite early chatter that the conversion had been a disaster—an air of faded grandeur clung to its weathered sandstone. Everyone in Peridale knew those stones held secrets. Barker was privier than most, but that’s what he got for marrying into the family that the last Wellington married into.

For all his worries about dynastic legacy, Vincent hadn’t considered that the Wellington purse would run so dry it wouldn’t matter one day. Whenever he thought of Vincent, he saw a catatonic husk who bore no resemblance to the shrewd, calculating man obsessed with standing and heritage that emerged from the pages of his private journals. If anyone had the means and connections to bury an inconvenient truth about Katie’s parentage, it would have been Vincent Wellington in his prime.

He rounded the corner, passing by the window to the room that had once been Vincent’s dark and gloomy study. Barker could imagine the Vincent from those pages behind the desk, lording over his manor, family, and by some extent, the village. In the final days before the apartment-apocalypse, Barker had watched Brian sit behind that desk. His father-in-law had put on a good show of making it look like he knew what he was doing, but he’d dropped the ball like a searing hot potato. Now, an old lady sat in the middle of a bright and luxurious apartment, knitting the morning away with her eyes glued to the lunchtime BBC News. It was the part where they always cut to the local Cotswold news for a few minutes of human interest and crime reports, and from a glance, it didn’t seem like news of the Twisted Tree search had left DI Moyes’ circle.

Barker’s contemplation was interrupted by a familiar figure with spikey grey hair leaning around the next corner of the manor. It was Veronica, angling her long camera lens across the manicured lawns towards the cordon the police had established by the edge of the trees.

Barker approached silently, but his sudden appearance made Veronica jump. She whirled around, eyes wide, clearly thinking she had been caught.

“Barker!” she hissed. “You nearly gave me a heart attack.”

“What are you doing here?” Barker asked, fending off his laughter.

“The same thing as you, I assume.” She lowered her camera, a mischievous glint in her eye. “We both know it pays to have a couple of police officers in your good books. See that chap over there stretching above his head?” She craned her neck, pointing to the edge of the cordon by the crime scene investigation vans parked on the grass. “PC Eastman’s mother is a keen gardener. I gave her a column in the paper.”

“Bribery.”

“Favours,” she corrected. “I’ve been trying to diversify the paper and get more village voice contributors. And it works. I got a text message about a letter so mysterious they sent a search party running into Wellington Woods.”

“I saw the letter in person.”

“Show off.” Veronica winked. “You’re lucky the current DI is courting your wife’s best friend. You might not get so lucky with the next one.” She turned back to the crime scene to peer through the viewfinder. “She always looks so stressed, and the constant vaping… you think she’s cut out for this?”

“Moyes is made of strong stuff.”

“Well, we’ll see when they find whatever they’re looking for. Given what I found in the archives, this isn’t looking good.” Straightening up, she strung her bag over her shoulder and set off trundling towards the trees. “You go and use your official routes. I’m about to do something you probably won’t agree with.”

Veronica hurried into the forest, stomping through the brambles and cracking branches as she weaved through the trees crouched low. She had her camera primed, ready for anything, but Barker knew how this would end if they caught a journalist trespassing a crime scene.

“Veronica...” he called out, his voice low but urgent as he doubled after her. “I don’t think this is a good idea.”

“I wasn’t asking for permission, Barker.” She glanced back over her shoulder, a defiant glint in her eye. “You don’t have to follow me.”

With that, she continued her determined march towards the trees. Barker sighed, weighing his options. He could talk to PC Puglisi, one of the officers he’d spotted by the cordon. Puglisi was a fan of Barker’s books and would tell Barker anything he needed to know. But he couldn’t just leave Veronica to stumble into trouble. He set off after her, his long strides quickly closing the distance. He caught up to her just as she was climbing over a fallen tree. The strap of her camera got caught on a branch, and for a moment, it looked like it might choke her. Barker reacted instinctively, reaching out to catch the strap and free her. They shared an awkward smile as they silently acknowledged the trouble he’d saved her from. He helped her down from the tree, and they set off together, deeper into the woods.

“We have to be careful,” Barker whispered, his eyes scanning the surrounding trees for any sign of the police. “Did you find anything else out about this gardener and—or—burglar?”

Veronica shook her head. “I’ve had real work to do too. This is just the stuff on the side. There isn’t much of a story to print yet, aside from another appeal for information, and the last time we tried that, it brought all those desperate weirdos out of the woodwork trying to grab a slice of a fortune that no longer exists.” She glanced over her shoulder as she ducked under a low-hanging branch that looked freshly torn from the trunk. “You must have witnessed the Wellingtons’ fall from grace firsthand.”

“I did,” he admitted, slipping under the branch as Veronica held it up for him. “Their downfall seemed to have started right around the time I moved to this village. They hid it well. I’d never have known how close they were to the edge when I first started dating Julia. I thought their lifestyle was ridiculous. Coming here was like going to the zoo. It was another world. It took the whole family a while to notice the leaks springing, but once they did, it was like a flood.”

“What happened to all that money?”

“Flashy cars, designer handbags,” he replied with a dry smile. “Vincent liked to gamble. I picked that up from his journals, but he wasn’t into cards or roulettes. He preferred investments. Stocks, shares, angel investing… he was good enough at it that his losses didn’t matter too much, if he made the right investments.”

“And if not, goodbye lavish lifestyle and hello small cottage.”

“Via the guest bedroom we used to have at the cottage,” Barker said, shivering at the memory. “We had Katie, Brian, and Vinnie living with us for a time when they were waiting for the sale of the manor to go through.”

“How was that?”

“Chaotic. I couldn’t wait for them to leave from the moment they turned up. If Wellington Manor was the zoo, they were the animals let out of the cages. They’d been too used to having Hilary running around after them tidying up. They were like slugs, leaving trails of stuff around them everywhere they went.”

“But you didn’t ask them to leave?”

“How could I?” He shrugged. “They’re family. That’s what you do.”

Veronica smiled. “You’re a good man, Barker.”

They walked in silence for a moment, the only sound the crunching of leaves beneath their feet, and Barker quickened his pace, eager to find out what was going on at the Twisted Tree. Veronica hurried to keep up, her camera bouncing against her chest as she tried to match his stride.

“I thought you were supposed to follow me,” she called, slightly out of breath as she caught his side. “This new book of yours, by the way… when can I get a sneak peek?”

Barker shook his head, his focus entirely on the scene unfolding ahead. “Not now, Veronica. We have more pressing matters at hand.”

As they approached the clearing, Barker spotted DI Moyes and her team gathered around a giant yew tree with a twisted middle that warped its silhouette into a dramatic shape, dwarfing everything around it. Shafts of bright afternoon sunlight streamed through the branches, illuminating the flies dancing around with an eerie glow.

A team of people in white suits were digging at the base of the tree, their movements careful and deliberate. Barker was drawn to a black body bag lying on the edge of their excavation site. His heart sank. There was only one reason they’d have a body bag there.

Veronica gasped, her hand flying to her mouth. “What could it be?”

Steeling himself, he stepped forward, catching DI Moyes’ attention. She looked up, her expression a mix of annoyance and frustration at his presence far beyond the cordon. Barker held up his hand in a gesture of surrender as she broke away from the eye of the crime scene.

“Arrest me if you need to,” he said, “but is that what I think it is?”

Moyes took a long drag from her vape, exhaling a plume of smoke into the air. She nodded grimly, her eyes fixed on the body bag.

“It is,” she confirmed. “We used thermal imaging to find anomalies in the ground density, and we discovered a mass right here that looked like it could be something.” She paused, her voice heavy with the weight of the discovery. “It’s something, alright.”

Barker watched as DI Moyes’ team carefully excavated the area around the twisted tree. The air was thick with tension, and the rustling of leaves seemed to whisper secrets from the past. Suddenly, a twig snapped, and Veronica stumbled out of the bushes, her camera at the ready.

“That’s all we need!” Moyes cried, holding a wide palm up to Veronica’s poised camera. “If I see that shutter click, you’re under arrest.”

Veronica hesitated, her grip on the camera tightening as though weighing up if it would be worth getting the shot. She lowered it and joined them closer to the excavation site, her eyes widening as she watched the forensic team dig something out of the ground. Barker stepped closer, his heart pounding as he caught a glimpse of what they had uncovered.

There was no mistaking a skull.

“It’s a man,” he said, his voice cutting through the tense silence.

“Oh?” DI Moyes raised an eyebrow, a hint of a smirk playing at the corners of her mouth. “Has Barker Brown added ‘psychic’ to his list of tricks?”

“The high-sloped forehead,” he said. “Most women have rounder, smaller foreheads. But what do I know?”

“Time will tell.” Veronica turned to DI Moyes, getting as close as she could before Moyes chose to shuffle away a step. “Have you found anything else in your search?”

“I’m not answering any questions. How do you even know about this, anyway?”

“I won’t reveal my sources.”

“If this has anything to do with Eastman’s mum having that column in your paper…” Moyes forced out a sharp breath before she took in the woods as though deciding what to do next. “You two need to get off my crime scene before I take Barker up on his offer to arrest you both.”

“We’ll go,” Barker said.

“When it gets to the time to check DNA and dental,” Veronica said, to Moyes as she passed, “you might want to go straight to Edmund Collins.”

DI Moyes’ eyes narrowed. “What are you basing that off?”

“I’m not answering any questions,” Veronica said before she set off back into the trees.

Barker lingered for a private debrief, but Moyes didn’t hesitate to get back to the scene. Knowing where he wasn’t welcome—or legally allowed to be—he followed Veronica through the woods and back towards Wellington Manor.

The afternoon breeze whistled around him, rustling the leaves as though the forest was alive. As though news of Katie’s adoption had awoken something. The man they’d found at the Twisted Tree could have been anyone, but given the clean bones he’d watched being pulled out of the ground, he’d been in there for at least forty years. Veronica had sounded so sure the bones would belong to Edmund Collins, and she was an easy person to believe.


8




Katie’s hands shook as she tried to focus on finishing Mrs Coggles’ moustache wax, but her mind was far from the task at hand. The usual buzz of the salon had been replaced by a heavy silence, punctuated only by the ticking of the clock on the wall and the distant hum of traffic outside. She glanced at the clock again as the hands inched closer to her meeting with Mary Porter. The thought of uncovering more about her past, about the secrets Hilary seemed determined to keep hidden, sent a shiver down her spine. What if the truth was worse than not knowing? What if her birth mother had abandoned her for a reason?

The door chimed, and Katie looked up to see Detective Inspector Laura Moyes entering the salon, her expression grave. A knot of anxiety formed in Katie’s stomach as Moyes approached, her footsteps echoing on the tiled floor.

“Katie,” Moyes said, forcing a smile that left Katie feeling cold. “Is now a good time to talk?”

“Does it look like it?” Mrs Coggles answered for her.

Katie yanked off the wax strip still attached to Mrs Coggles’ top lip. The little yelp she always tried to hold in but never could, failed to tickle Katie today. She set down the wax stick and wiped her hands on her apron, trying to steady herself.

“What is it?”

“We received a letter.” Moyes took a deep breath. “The letter pointed us to a location on the grounds of your former home. Katie, we… we found a body.”

Katie frowned. She should have been more shocked, and she was, but she still felt numb from yesterday’s bombshell. Moyes seemed to notice her lack of reaction and offered the pitying stare people had started sending her way again.

“Do you know who it is?” Katie asked, gulping the dry lump clogging her throat.

“Not yet, but I need to ask you something.” She paused, studying Katie’s face. “Did you send the letter to the station?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Moyes’ eyes narrowed, a flicker of disbelief crossing her face. Katie’s heart sank, realising the detective didn’t fully believe her. But what more could she say? She was just as shocked by the revelation as anyone else was.

“Okay,” Moyes stated, nodding her head. “I’m sorry, but I had to ask. If anyone knows where the Wellington bodies are buried…” She didn’t finish her thought and backed towards the door, avoiding Katie’s gaze. “I won’t take any more of your time. I just wanted you to hear it from me before everyone else finds out. Cameras have already turned up for the teatime news.”

The door closed behind the detective as Katie slathered the hot wax onto the other side of Mrs Coggles’ lip. She slapped on the strip and yanked it up, and this time Mrs Coggles didn’t try to hold her yelp in. Given how red her top lip was as Katie sent her on her way, she didn’t charge her this time. Mrs Coggles left muttering about how she would never be coming back.

“See you on Friday for your toes,” Katie muttered to herself as the door slammed shut.

A body on the grounds of her old home? Katie couldn’t stay at the salon until closing. She had sent Clarice home hours ago, so she closed up alone before leaving Mulberry Lane behind in her baby pink Fiat 500. As she drove through the village towards Julia’s cottage, her thoughts were a muddled swirl. The bones, the letter, the secrets Hilary seemed determined to keep hidden—was it all connected? Connected to her? And how?

Out of nowhere, Katie’s foot slammed on the brakes, inches from hitting someone as they crossed the road from the B&B to the police station. Panting behind the wheel, she stared into the terrified eyes of Evelyn’s twenty-something-year-old grandson. What was his name? Mat? Max? Mark?

“I… I’m sorry,” Katie called out, feeling the eyes of everyone outside the pub on her.

Evelyn’s grandson stared at her with the same shock she felt before doubling back and running into the B&B. Katie wasn’t sure how long she sat there until a car rolled up behind her, beeping its horn. She restarted the engine and set off. She needed to focus. She wouldn’t be so lucky next time. And what if Vinnie had been in the car?

Katie arrived at Julia’s cottage up near the farm and parked in front of Julia’s vintage car. She gave herself a moment to breathe, still seeing the eyes of Evelyn’s grandson in her mind. He’d looked terrified of her, like whatever he wanted to say to her was frozen in his throat. She’d have rather he stuck his finger up at her before kicking her headlights and running off. That’s what she would have done.

Ready to put it aside, she looked towards the cottage, drawn to the window into the sitting room where she could see Julia lifting Olivia up and down, making her giggle with each swoop. A bittersweet smile formed on her lips as she watched them, the bond between mother and daughter so evident in their laughter and smiles. How different Katie’s life might have been if she’d had that bond.

“Ready?” Julia asked when she joined Katie in the passenger seat after noticing her through the window. “After the day I’ve had, all I can think about is Peridale Pie and mash.”

“With answers on the side.”

The Comfy Corner’s warm glow spilled onto the pavement as Julia and Katie turned the corner, but as they headed towards Peridale’s most popular restaurant, everyone else was walking away.

“In all my years coming here, I’ve never been turfed out like this,” an elderly man muttered, adjusting his coat. “It’s an outrage.”

“They’ve lost my custom!” another woman cried. “I didn’t even get to order dessert.”

In the doorway of the restaurant, Todd Porter held the door open as more people shuffled off, shaking their heads as they dragged on coats and shawls. He glanced into the leaving crowd, spotting Julia and Katie. He kicked a doorstop under the door and disappeared into the emptying restaurant.

Apologising their way around the last trickle, Julia and Katie squeezed inside just as Todd was retreating behind the bar. The aroma of freshly baked bread and simmering stews still lingered in the air, a stark contrast to the emptying room abandoned in the middle of dinner.

“I’m sorry, ladies,” Todd said, his voice strained. “I’m afraid I’ll have to cancel your reservation. We’re closing early tonight.”

“You never close early,” Julia said.

“Never,” Katie agreed, shaking her head. “I remember when this was the only place open on a bank holiday when my limousine broke down across the street. I spilled champagne all over my dress.”

“Hmm.” Todd’s expression remained impassive. “I don’t recall that night.” He glanced over his shoulder, his hand resting on the door frame leading into the kitchen. “Something has come up, and we need to close. I apologise for the inconvenience.”

“Would this have anything to do with the body being found in Wellington Woods?” Julia asked. “The body of a man.”

Todd’s jaw clenched as he abandoned the door and moved back around the bar. He busied himself clearing the plates from the tables, his movements sharp and hurried. Julia rolled up her sleeves and nodded for Katie to do the same. They started to help Todd, their arms full of plates before he could protest. Following him into the kitchen, Julia noticed Todd’s visible frustration at their intrusion. She had always found him to be an amicable man, but tonight, his demeanour was far from approachable.

“Ladies,” he said, sighing. “Please…”

“We just want to ask some questions about when Mary worked as a gardening apprentice at the manor,” Julia said, her voice calm and measured. “It’s to help Katie⁠—”

“To help me find out where I came from, Todd,” Katie said, a soft pleading in her tone. “I was left on the doorstep as a baby, and we’re trying to talk to everyone who worked at the manor back then. We have this list… and… Mary was the only name we immediately knew, which is why we came here, and…”

Julia watched Todd’s gaze avoid Katie as she scrambled for the right words to plead to his better nature. He remained silent, his back turned to them as he stacked the plates in the sink. The tension in the room was as gelatinous as the stew still bubbling on the hob, and Julia knew that getting the information they needed would be no easy task. She had hoped knowing Mary would give them an upper hand in their search for answers, but she hadn’t expected a barrier so soon.

But then stairs creaked, and a wooden door opened into the kitchen.

“Mary, go back upstairs.”

“It’s alright, Todd. I’m feeling better now,” Mary Porter said as she stepped into the kitchen, fanning herself with a weathered hand. “I just took a funny turn, that’s all. Must be the humidity.” Her eyes flickered to the window, where dark clouds were gathering. “A storm is on the way.”

“It has been warm,” Julia agreed with a soft smile. “I’m sorry you’re suffering, Mary.”

“Oh, don’t you worry about me, dear. I’m fine.” Mary waved off the concern, then turned to Todd. “Why don’t you get a start on the washing up?”

Todd hesitated, darting between Mary and their guests, but he relented with a sigh and retreated to the sink.

Mary stepped aside, gesturing for Julia and Katie to follow her upstairs. As they climbed the narrow steps, Julia couldn’t help but notice that she’d never been invited up to Mary and Todd’s private lodgings before. She couldn’t remember a time before she knew Mary and Todd Porter, always at The Comfy Corner, but their home had always been a mystery.

Their homely flat was cramped into the roof eaves and loomed over by the crooked beams holding up the sagging roof of the centuries-old pub building. Despite being on the smaller side, the flat was densely decorated, with every nook and cranny filled with mementoes and knick-knacks, from the vintage teapots perched precariously on narrow shelves to the framed pictures of them on holidays over the years.

“We don’t get away much,” Mary said as she closed the door behind them and noticed Julia looking at the frames. “We always feel so guilty closing this place, so we never book anything.”

“As much as you’d be missed, I’m sure the people of Peridale wouldn’t begrudge a pause in your hospitality for a week or two,” Julia said, taking in the cosy flat. “You have a lovely home, Mary.”

Mary smiled at the compliment, but she was holding back. Julia knew Mary’s real smile. She’d seen it beaming at her every time she’d walked into The Comfy Corner over the years. Birthdays, anniversaries, her first date with Barker… it had all happened at the tables beneath them and Mary had always been an unflappable ray of eavesdropping sunshine. Julia glanced at Katie, who was too busy taking in the place with her own restrained smile, to notice how off Mary seemed as she hurried into the small kitchenette area tucked in the corner.

“Can I offer you some tea?” she called over her shoulder without looking at them. “Julia, I remember you like peppermint and liquorice, but I’m afraid I don’t have any on hand.”

Julia smiled and pulled a prepackaged sachet from her handbag. “I never leave the house without them.”

Mary chuckled, seemingly amused by Julia’s preparedness. But in a flash, she swallowed her genuine emotion, resuming her strained half-smile and tilting her head up from its half-bowed position. As she busied herself with the kettle, Katie was still taking in the flat, though her smile had sprung free to prick up her cheeks. The sight warmed Julia. She hadn’t seen Katie’s proper smile that full in a while.

“This place hasn’t changed much,” Katie assessed as the kettle pinged.

Julia turned to her, surprised. “You’ve been here before?”

Katie nodded, a nostalgic smile playing on her lips. “I told you about my limo breaking down outside the library, across the street. I rushed into the restaurant as they were closing up. I was bawling my eyes out, ruining my makeup, my silk designer dress soaked through with champagne.” She turned that smile to Mary as she slid the finished tea tray off the counter. “You whisked me off here and helped me dry off my dress before it could stain.”

Mary entered the living room, carrying the tray with steaming mugs of tea. She set it down on the coffee table, her smile still strained. Julia could tell she was thinking about that day. Was she about to deny remembering it like Todd had? Julia took a sip of her tea, the warm minty liquid soothing her nerves.

“I remember,” Mary said as she handed out the cups. “I’ve never been one for makeup, but I helped you clean up your mascara.”

“I would have looked like even more of a raccoon in my pictures if you hadn’t helped,” Katie said, shaking her head with a laugh at the memory. “My father threw money at a mechanic, and he fixed the limo. Right before I left, you plucked a flower from that vase on your same dining room table. You stitched it around my wrist. You said a true lady should never go to a dance without a corsage, and that I was a true lady.” She half-hugged herself as she looked off into the corner of her eye. “I think I still have that flower somewhere.”

“Isn’t it funny how all of our paths cross in this little village?” Mary said as she settled into a sagging armchair surrounded by a nook of overflowing bookcases, though she seemed to be dodging Katie’s sentimental recollections. “Todd and I are so busy in the restaurant downstairs, we don’t get much time to change things up here. It’s our little haven, a place for us to watch a bit of telly after work and for me to do some knitting while Todd does his sudoku puzzles.”

“You must have lived here for a while,” Julia said.

“We’ve lived here since we married at eighteen,” she said, her gaze drifting to the framed wedding photo on the mantelpiece.

“I heard you were childhood sweethearts?” Julia remembered.

“Hmm.” She fixed that strained smile back in place. “It’s just been us and this place for over forty years.”

“And the village is grateful for your dedication,” Julia said, leaning forward with an itch that needed scratching. “But Mary, I… we… we’re here to talk about your life before running the restaurant. Back when you were a gardening apprentice at Wellington Manor.”

“For less than a year,” she said, her hand trembling as she set her mug down on the coffee table. “I was seventeen. I don’t remember much.”

Katie raised an eyebrow. “I can remember almost everything I did when I was seventeen. Eighteen too. And nineteen. Clubbing holidays in Ibiza. My early days running around trying to make it as a model. Every fast car, pricey handbag, and ex-boyfriend. Something about those years… they seem to last for ages, and they stick.”

Julia nodded in agreement, recalling her own transition into adulthood. Starting a new life in the village after finishing college and before meeting her first dreadful husband, while her friends—Johnny, Leah, and Roxy—left for university. Her Saturday job in the bakery, fighting with Sue at different ends of the teenage spectrum. Memories from those days spent teetering on the cusp between childhood and adulthood had always remained vivid.

“Well, I suppose,” Mary replied eventually, her voice strained. Her gaze remained fixed on the floor, her fingers fidgeting with the hem of her cardigan. “What is it you want to know?”

Julia took a deep breath, choosing her words carefully. “We’re trying to piece together what happened around the time Katie was left on the doorstep of Wellington Manor,” she said gently. “We know you worked there as a gardening apprentice under Geoffrey Tiller and… there was another apprentice? A man?”

“Edmund,” Mary said with a croak that she tried to swallow. “Edmund Collins.”

She tensed, her knuckles turning white as she gripped the armrest of her chair. She swallowed hard, reaching for her tea with a shaking hand. After a long sip, she set the mug back down, her eyes still averted from Julia and Katie’s expectant gazes.

“Edmund Collins,” she repeated. “I haven’t thought about him for a long time. Yes, we worked together under Geoffrey.”

“Mary, have you heard about…” Julia leaned forward, her elbows resting on her knees, and continued, “…the body they found in Wellington Woods this afternoon?” She watched as Mary’s jaw flapped, as though scrambling for a denial. Feeling the need to stem any denial, Julia said, “I imagine you must hear all sorts working in the restaurant. The speed news spreads around the village. I reckon you get the same gossip that we do in the café.”

Mary took another sip of her tea, her hands trembling as she placed the rattling cup back on the saucer. She nodded, her gaze still fixed on the floor. Her eyes darted about as though following the intricate pattern faintly peering through the well-worn Persian rug under the coffee table.

“I heard something about bones,” she admitted. “But like I said, I haven’t been feeling too well today. I only worked at Wellington Manor for a blip. That’s what it feels like these days. Like a fading dream or a…” She cleared her throat, looking up at them. Julia was sure she’d been about to say ‘nightmare,’ before she stopped herself. “The point is, I don’t think I’ll be of much use with questions.”

“Can we try?” Julia asked, smiling as she caught Mary’s darting eyes. “Don’t worry about what you don’t know. All we care about is what you do know. That’s all we want from all of you.”

“All?”

“Everyone who worked at the manor,” Katie said. “We have a list.”

“Ah.” Nodding, Mary exhaled and buried herself a little more into the sagging armchair. “I always wondered if Vincent told you about the doorstep. I never wanted to ask you in case it was a sensitive subject, but given the gossip I’ve been hearing this week, it seems you didn’t know until recently.”

“Hilary told me.” Katie brightened up and edged closer. “So, you knew I was left on the doorstep like that?”

“I wasn’t there, though,” she pointed out. “It happened during the night.” After a moment’s thought, she added, “I only worked during the light hours, you see. You can’t garden in the dark. The first I heard about it was the next morning when the whole house was talking about it.”

“This was the fifteenth of June?” Julia clarified.

“It was,” Mary agreed.

Julia glanced at Katie, wondering if she’d noticed how sure Mary had sounded given that she’d tried to tell them how little she remembered and knew. Katie was too busy staring at her nails as she picked the surrounding skin to notice.

“I only saw you through the window,” Mary said with a little smile. “You were wrapped up in that blanket. Hilary was trying to feed you a bottle in the kitchen, but you were spitting it all over and screaming the house down. She had no patience for you. I almost offered to help, but… it wasn’t my place.”

“Didn’t you think it was strange?” Katie said. “A baby turning up like that?”

“Well, yes, it was strange,” Mary agreed. “But it was an open secret at the manor that Vincent was trying to adopt, so I guess I just assumed it was part of that.”

Katie’s nostrils flared. “I’m surprised people haven’t been talking about me being adopted for years, given that half the village seemed to know before me.” She seemed to hear the bite in her voice and took a steadying breath. “Mary… if you can think of anything… I just want to know where I came from.”

Julia dug around in her handbag between the packets of hand wipes and Olivia’s teething rings for her trusty notepad. She flipped from a shopping list Jessie had scribbled down after a quick stock take earlier to the list of names Hilary had written in her illegible handwriting. She then flipped another page to the version in her own much neater handwriting. Mary took the list from Julia, scanning the names with a thoughtful expression.

“That was my last week working there,” Mary pointed out before addressing the names. “I’d handed in my two weeks’ notice a week before. It was always the plan—to leave and start planning the wedding with Todd before working at this place under his parents before they passed it down.” She nodded, as though satisfied she’d shared that information. She returned to the list, her finger tracing each name. “Anita Brooks, I remember her. She was the laundry girl. Quiet girl, always observing.” She paused at the next name. “Geoffrey was my boss, and I sort of knew Maggie, the cook. She was Maggie Thorne then. She’d give me leftovers when there was enough going to spare. I didn’t really know the butler.”

Julia took the list back and added ‘Edmund Collins’ to the ‘male gardening apprentice’ Hilary hadn’t remembered the name of along with ‘Maggie Thorne’ next in the space next to ‘The cook.’

“I didn’t really know Edmund,” Mary stated again. “Geoffrey and Maggie were a couple, if that’s useful. They run the Black Bull pub together on the top road, not that I’ve ever been.”

“Neither have I,” Julia said. “It’s never had the best reputation.”

“My father used to say he’d rather drink a pint out of his own shoe than step foot inside the Black Bull,” Katie said. “I drive past the place on the top road sometimes. The place is rough, to say the least. Didn’t think it was still open, given the state of it.”

“I think it is,” Mary said. “I had a couple in the restaurant talking about a pub fight that happened there the other week. Police had to be called. Chairs were flying in every direction.”

Julia made a note of the ‘Black Bull’ next to Geoffrey’s name. She added another arrow linking Geoffrey, the groundskeeper, and Maggie, the cook. Hopefully, they were still together and could kill two birds with one bull after a visit to a pub Julia had avoided her whole life.

“What about the others?” Julia pressed. “Where are they these days?”

Mary took a sip of her tea before responding. “Simon comes in for dinner sometimes, but we never really talk about the old days, so I’ve always assumed Simon doesn’t remember working with me. Must have had tons of apprentice gardeners come and go.” She paused, as though lost in thought. “He’d worked there for decades before I showed up, but our paths mustn’t have crossed much.” As if answering her own unspoken question, Mary added, “I never went into the manor much. She always said Hilary was a stickler for muddy boots in the manor.”

“She?” Julia asked.

“Oh,” Mary replied. “Erm… that girl. The laundry girl. Anita. I don’t think she got on with Hilary. Anita would always say how Hilary was obsessive with cleaning the floors, so I stayed away from the inside, which is why I don’t really know anything about any of them.”

“You’re doing great,” Julia assured her. “What about Geoffrey? You said he was your boss?”

“For one year,” she restated. “We didn’t really get on. He was a tough man. Didn’t speak much, but when he did, you could always tell he was in a bad mood. Like I said, I’ve never been in the Black Bull, so I haven’t seen him since that last week at the manor. Same with Maggie.”

“And Edmund?” Julia pushed.

At the mention of Edmund’s name, Mary paused, her hand reaching out for her tea. In her hesitation, her trembling fingers caught the rim of the delicate teacup, and she knocked the cup over, spilling its milky contents across the table. She sprang up, making a fuss of cleaning the mess with a napkin.

“I’m so sorry,” she cried, dabbing the napkin until it turned into shreds. “I still don’t feel well. I think I need to get back to lying down.”

“Edmund?” Julia pushed again.

“I… I didn’t really know him,” Mary said, a slight bite to her voice as she tried to muster that half-smile, though her hollow stare sent a chill prickling across Julia’s shoulders. “We worked together, but Geoffrey worked us hard and separately at different ends of the grounds. It’s a big place. Bigger than people think, even.”

“But you must have got some impression of Edmund?” Katie said, her turn to push. “I can get a bead on a new customer as soon as they walk into my salon. What was he like?”

“He was… charming,” she answered, taking a moment to breathe as she swept the pieces of shredded tissue into a soggy pile. “He was tall. Tanned skin from always working outdoors. Sandy hair. Wore a green coat. He put four sugars in his tea and talked about the weather a lot. And that is really all I know, and it’s not very useful to anyone.”

“Did you know he went missing?” Katie asked. “Barker told me earlier about a gardener who went missing from the manor around the time I was born. Edmund went missing.”

She slid the pieces off the edge into her palm. “That was after I left.”

“But you said you left a week after you saw me through the window,” Katie pointed out, catching the contradiction before Julia could. Katie followed Mary across the small flat as she hurried the shreds to the bin in the kitchen. “The articles Barker found say he was reported as missing two days after I turned up in a box. Edmund Collins must have gone missing during your final week.”

“I… I can’t remember,” Mary said, stomping on the bin pedal. A cymbal crash rang out as the lid struck the wall. “It was all so long ago. I remember hearing about it, but there wasn’t much I could do, and then I moved on with my life. It’s been over forty years. I haven’t thought about what happened at the manor in a long time. I’m sorry, but I’m… feeling all funny again. I need to lie down. I work too much. At my age, with how many years we’ve been keeping our heads down working here, I need to start thinking about cutting back. Retiring, even.”

Taking the hint, Julia and Katie made their way to the door. Mary followed behind, keeping her distance.

“I hope you understand,” she said, wringing a tea towel in her clenched fists. “I’m sorry I couldn’t have been more helpful to your search.”

“Thanks for your time,” Katie said. “And thanks again for that flower back in the day. I’ll have to see if I can find where I put it. I hope it didn’t get lost in the move.”

“If you think of anything else, please be in touch,” Julia said, urging Mary to do so with a hard stare. “And drop by the café sometime for a slice of cake, on the house. You work too much, and that’s coming from me.”

“I will, and Katie… I hope you find out the truth about what happened.”

With Mary’s parting words lingering in her ears, Julia crept back down the narrow staircase. She emerged into the bright kitchen, squinting after the soft lamp-light in the flat. At the sink, Todd was elbow-deep in soapy water, working like a machine that made Julia’s dishwashing technique look like Sunday driving.

“Are you okay to see yourselves out?” he asked as he placed the last plate on the rack before yanking the plug. “If you’d be so kind as to kick out the doorstop on your way out. The front door will lock behind you.”

“We will,” Julia replied as Todd hung his apron up. “Thank you.”

He nodded at them again before hobbling off to the staircase up to his flat, pressing his bony fingers into the small of his back. Julia looked around the kitchen and there was still so much to do. She considered staying behind to help out, so they didn’t have to come down to a filthy kitchen in the morning. She hated that dreadful feeling the rare mornings it happened at the café. As much as she wanted to lend her skills, she didn’t think Mary or Todd would appreciate finding her filling in the health and safety chart for the leftovers. For the first time in her life, Julia hadn’t felt welcomed at The Comfy Corner. Todd seemed in grumpier moods more often over the past few years, often hiding out in the restaurant, but Mary could always muster the charming hostess.

“That was bizarre, wasn’t it?” Julia asked as they walked through to the bar, digging in her bag for her notepad. “The way they were both acting?”

“And what about what Mary said to me right before we left?” Katie whispered. “About finding out the truth. The truth. It was like she was hinting at something… and what was all that about ‘Oh, I don’t remember a thing’ and then ‘actually, here are lots of things I remember.’ It didn’t add up. Maybe I’m jumping to conclusions like your father likes to say I do all the time… but that all felt a little rehearsed to me.”

“I was just thinking the same thing,” Julia said as she moved from her bag to her pockets. “I think I left my notepad upstairs. We left in such a hurry, I⁠—”

“Wait here,” Katie said, her foam shoes squeaking as she turned around. “I want to ask Mary what she meant by that.”

“We can come back another day. It’s a fresh notepad, so it’s mostly blank.”

But Katie charged on into the kitchen regardless.

Julia almost chased after her, an argument erupting upstairs the last thing she wanted to happen. Mary had been close to cracking before she hurried them out, but Julia couldn’t imagine her losing her temper. Todd, on the other hand, had been heard shouting in the kitchen by enough people around the village that an ‘angry chef’ reputation lingered around him these days.

No such argument happened, and Katie emerged from the kitchen, flapping the notepad in her palm as she rounded the bar. She handed it over as they left The Comfy Corner. Katie kicked out the doorstop, and the door slammed shut with a heavy thud, locking behind them as the echo filled the quiet street. The streetlights flickered to life as the dusky sky faded to grey above, a thick haze of clouds sealing in the humidity for another night of tossing and turning in clammy sheets.

They returned to Katie’s car parked across the road outside the library, which was holding a pottery workshop. Julia peered through the window and caught sight of Amy and Shilpa working on a vase together like they were reenacting a scene from Ghost. Julia chuckled, wishing times were simpler. She’d have liked to have joined the workshop, if only to try something new. But she hadn’t had much time to stand still between running the café, raising daughters, and helping Katie with the community square planning. And now, with the storm that had whipped up in the wake of Hilary’s return, Julia yearned for days when she had time to spend an evening making bad pottery.

“I overheard something I shouldn’t have,” Katie said, leaning against the roof of the locked car, the key clenched in her fist. “Upstairs, when I went to get your notepad. They must not have heard me going up the stairs, because I heard Todd say something like, ‘It’s been forty years, but I told you someone would come asking questions one day.’” Frowning, Katie looked back at the restaurant before unlocking the car with a click of the button. The powder pink car beeped and lit up. “They saw me, and Mary had the notepad in her hands like she’d been flicking through it. She handed it over and we all looked the other way. I should have said something, but nothing came out. What did he mean? Todd knew someone would come ‘asking questions’ about what?”

While Katie climbed into the car, Julia stared ahead at the jaunty old building that leaned slightly to the left. Until tonight, she’d never had anything but warm feelings about The Comfy Corner. She could almost hear the hushed whispering from Mary and Todd as they swirled secrets in their hidden lodgings up in the eaves. The fact Mary hadn’t been honest with them made Julia want to double back, but going in all guns blazing wouldn’t work with the Porters. Besides, she’d heard the lock click behind them, and something told her they wouldn’t answer the door no matter how loud she banged.

“Hilary was holding back, and now Mary,” Julia said as she climbed into the passenger seat. “And unless you misheard, Todd knows something too.”

“I didn’t mishear.” Katie shook her head, gripping the steering wheel. “They’re all dancing around something and it’s making my feet itch, Julia.” She sighed, starting the engine with a jerk of the key. “What do we do now?”

“Unless you need to rush home, Barker should still be in his office. I sent him the list of names earlier, so he might have had more luck.”

“No rush.” Katie sighed, glancing through the rearview mirror as The Comfy Corner shrunk behind them. “The way I’ve been acting lately, your father is probably having the time of his life having the cottage to himself.”

Julia sensed there was more to the story, but Katie didn’t share, and Julia wasn’t about to delve into the details of her father and his wife’s relationship, no matter how much she loved them both individually. She did want the best for them though, and if Katie’s fruitless search was putting a strain on them, Julia wanted to ease that burden. She took one last look in the rearview mirror. The lights in the downstairs restaurant switched off, ridding the street of its warm glow as Katie turned the corner.

“After everything Hilary dropped on me,” Katie said in a small voice as she stared dead ahead at the road, “I just want one person to give me a straight answer and for me to be able to believe them.”

“We’ll figure this out, I promise. But we can’t force it out of them. Mary seemed pretty shaken up about something. Maybe she’ll open up when she’s ready.”

“But I’m ready now.”

“There are other names on the list,” Julia assured her as she pulled off the lid of her pen. “I thought this interview would be a friendly formality, but Mary has earned a page all to herself. She may have given us some jigsaw pieces in her crumbs. That’s more than I was expecting from tonight, so we’re not going to let one bizarre conversation stop us.” As they came up to Mulberry Lane, Julia tapped the dashboard with her pad and motioned for Katie to turn. “You know what I was expecting tonight? Dinner. Pull up outside the chippy. Something tells me Barker won’t have eaten yet.”

“Let’s hope that’s because he’s been too distracted finding out more than we have.”

Drifting towards the tangy scent of salt and vinegar mingling with the aroma of sizzling fryers, Julia hoped so too.
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The office lights flickered over the cluttered desk and overflowing piles of books surrounding Barker’s workspace. His stomach grumbled in protest as he dug through his drawers. The lingering crumbs from Julia’s delicious new lemon drizzle cake from lunch only worsened the hunger pangs.

“I could have sworn I had a pack of emergency biscuits in here somewhere,” he muttered, rummaging through his desk drawers. He pushed aside pens, paperclips, and old receipts, but no luck. Even his backup stash of crisps was gone. The empty packet crumpled at the bottom of the drawer.

Across the office, DI Moyes looked over her shoulder, still flicking through his vinyl records.

“Am I distracting you from your snack hunt?”

Barker straightened up, an apologetic smile on his face. “Sorry, got a bit carried away. Haven’t eaten since lunch.” He gestured for Moyes to take a seat. “You were saying about the letter?”

“Why do you collect those old things?”

“I’m sorry?”

“Vinyl. You know you can get every song online now.”

“Really?” Barker feigned a gasp as he pulled his chair tight under the desk. “You know we’re almost the same age, right? And I like the sound—the crackle. It reminds me of my mum. So, back to the letter with the message cut out of the magazines?”

“Right, so we’re trying to trace where it came from,” Moyes settled into the chair opposite Barker’s desk. “I thought the whole thing was someone’s idea of a sick joke until we came across those bones. So… why now?”

“That is the question.”

“Someone out there has known there’s been a body buried in Wellington Woods for forty years,” Moyes said, shaking her head at the thought. “Why have they chosen this moment to let the cat out of the bag, and why do it in such an anonymous way?”

“Maybe someone was unburdening their conscience?” Barker suggested. “How did the letter even get to the station?”

“Mixed in with the post, but it wasn’t put through the postal system. No stamp.” She drummed her fingers on the armrests. “Someone must have slipped it into the postman’s stack. We’re interviewing Henry as we speak to see if he knows anything.”

“Anything else?”

“You were right about him being male,” Moyes said, with enough reluctance that Barker could tell she’d hoped he’d been wrong. “Probably around twenty-two to twenty-five years old based on the initial analysis.”

Edmund had been twenty-four when he went missing.

“Cause of death?”

“Blow to the head. The skull was fractured at the back. He’s been down there for at least four decades.”

“Definitely murder then,” Barker nodded, his mind already racing with possibilities. “Have you identified him yet? I think Veronica might be right. I think there’s a chance this man is Edmund Collins.”

Moyes raised an eyebrow. “Why are you both so fixed on this man?”

“He was a gardener at Wellington Manor, reported missing by the groundskeeper, Geoffrey Tiller, around the same time Katie was left on the doorstep.” Barker slid the file across the desk to her with the printouts of the articles. “If you’re not already trying to confirm that those bones belong to Edmund Collins, you might be missing the obvious.”

“What I am or am not doing is part of a closed investigation, Barker.” She snapped the file shut, her expression guarded. She checked her watch and rose from the chair with a groan. “Speaking of which, I need to get back to it. We’re searching more of the woods for… well… anything we can find.” She handed the file back to him, her gaze softening slightly. “Don’t work too late, okay? You look tired.”

“Likewise.” Barker managed a dry smile. “I’ll try not to. Keep me posted on what you find?”

“Only if you do the same. Something tells me I won’t figure this one out on my own.”

As Moyes left the office, her steps echoing up the stairwell, Julia and Katie descended, their arms laden with greasy packets of fish and chips. The aroma of salt and vinegar filled the dark office, making Barker’s stomach growl even louder. Olivia, nestled in Julia’s arms, babbled excitedly at the sight of her father, reaching out her chubby hands.

“Dinner is served,” Julia announced, placing the bags on Barker’s desk. “And I picked this one up from Dot’s on the way. Thought you might be hungry after all this investigative work.”

Barker smiled, scooping Olivia into his arms and planting a kiss on her forehead.

“You’re a lifesaver, both of you.”

As they settled around the desk, unwrapping the steaming portions, Julia and Katie recounted their strange encounter at The Comfy Corner. Mary’s evasiveness, the abrupt end to their conversation, and Todd’s cryptic comment about someone coming to ask questions after forty years.

“Sounds like you got more questions than answers,” Barker said between bites of crispy cod. “I was just about to head over to Anita Brooks’ house. I found her address online.”

“It’s getting late,” Julia said, glancing at the grandfather clock ticking in the corner. “Maybe it’s best to wait until morning?”

“No, I want to go too,” Katie insisted. “I’m coming with you, Barker.”

Barker glanced at Julia to see if she’d object, but she conceded by carrying on eating her chips.

“Then that’s settled it,” he said, wiping his mouth with a napkin. “Katie and I will go see Anita before it really does get too late, and Julia, why don’t you take Olivia home? Run yourself a bath and I’ll be home before you get out.”

Julia hesitated for a moment before agreeing. She gathered up Olivia’s things and the remnants of her dinner. Barker pulled her close, kissing her softly. She smiled, but the worry didn’t quite leave her eyes. With a final wave, Julia and Olivia disappeared up the stairs, leaving Barker and Katie alone in the office.

“Let’s go,” Katie said, bundling up the greasy paper. “We can eat these chips on the way.”

As they walked through the village, following the map on Barker’s phone to Honeycroft House and eating chips, he glanced at Katie, noticing the tension in her shoulders and the distant look in her eyes. She looked like she had the weight of the world on her shoulders.

“How are you doing?” he asked, and as Katie tried to muster a brave face, he added, “How are you really doing?”

“It’s hard to explain how I feel.”

“We’ve got a few minutes left of this walk,” he said. “Give it a go.”

Katie sighed, her shoulders slumping. “Well… it’s like... like I’ve had this black hole in my chest since I was a little girl. This tiny pinprick, ever since I remember noticing that all of my friends had mothers, and I didn’t. It’s always been there, but I’ve always been able to keep it at bay.”

“And now you can’t?”

She shook her head. “Ever since I found out about the Duncan Howarth connection to my family and the land and… everything… I’ve felt it. The more I wonder about where my mother is and why I don’t know, the bigger it gets. And then Hilary came back and told me about the doorstep, and it’s like that black hole has ripped wide open. And now I can’t keep it at bay.” She looked away, her cheeks flushing. “I’m being so overdramatic right now, aren’t I?”

Barker shook his head, placing a comforting hand on her shoulder. “I understand,” he offered. “Growing up, I knew not to ask about my dad because it upset my mum. And when my mother was on her deathbed, all I wanted to do was ask her who he was and why it was so bad that she couldn’t tell me, but I couldn’t get the words out. I’ve felt like that black hole.”

“There’ll be answers out there for you too, Barker. That was our agreement, remember? We’d help each other.”

Barker hummed in agreement, but a part of him knew it was more likely to happen for Katie than for him. It wasn’t like he hadn’t tried over the years, but there were never any leads. He checked his phone, noting that Anita Brooks’ house was close. A welcome distraction from the heavy conversation.

As the last traces of daylight faded, Barker and Katie approached Honeycroft House, the night fully taking over. The house was lit up, alive with the sound of a party. The gate stood wide open, inviting them in. They ditched their half-eaten chips in a nearby bin and wandered through the entrance.

The property was impressive, with a sprawling lawn and a grand frontage. Flashy cars were parked everywhere, lining the driveway and spilling onto the grass. As they drew closer to the house, a banner came into view, announcing they were at the book launch event for Anita Brooks’ latest novel, The Weeping War Widow.

“She’s rich?” Katie muttered. “My old laundry maid is a famous author? I can’t believe it.”

“More people have a story in them than you’d think,” Barker replied as he scooped up two glasses of champagne from a waiter at the front door and handed one to Katie. “She’s written over fifty books in the past thirty years. And she’ll be in here somewhere.”

“Okay.” Katie sipped the champagne, inhaling deep as she took in the busy party like it was a firing squad. “What do we do?”

“You’re a Wellington,” Barker said, toasting his glass. “Act like one and you’ll belong.”

“It’s hard to feel like a Wellington dressed like this. I wish I’d at least gone home to change first, but you’re right. If there’s one thing I know how to do, it’s how to work a room. The only problem is, the Anita I remember is in her twenties and wearing a maid’s outfit.”

“I saw a picture on her website,” Barker reassured her, scanning the faces of the people mingling in the grand house. “But even if I hadn’t, it’s a book launch. Look for the one person everyone is trying to talk to.”

As they made their way through the crowded rooms, Barker and Katie found themselves immersed in a sea of schmoozing and networking. The air was thick with the sound of laughter and clinking glasses, as well-dressed guests mingled and exchanged pleasantries. Barker paused to listen in on a conversation about Anita’s books near the door of what appeared to be a cinema room.

“I think it’s her most honest work,” one man said in a tweed jumper, fiddling with his glasses. “It was just so raw… you feel me?”

“Oh, please,” his older companion snorted, in a full tux. “She’s delivered up more of the same soppy schlock she’s been serving us for thirty years.”

“That soppy schlock sells, Cliff,” a woman of a similar age corrected. “Didn’t I read a review of your latest thriller in The Times where they claimed it was like having déjà vu?”

“Precisely,” he replied, raising his glass in a toast with a naughty chuckle. “What is it they say? If it ain’t broke…”

As they laughed among themselves, Barker caught up with Katie and couldn’t help but recall his own book launch party. It had been fun for about fifteen minutes, but then the insincerity of the publishing world had quickly become apparent. Success seemed to be determined more by who could schmooze the right people at the right parties.

After more searching, they came out into a grand green marble kitchen, with wrought-iron doors opening onto a sprawling patio. A large jade-coloured pool, surrounded by foliage and resembling a natural spring, was the centrepiece of the outdoor space. Guests were taking full advantage of the pool party atmosphere, splashing and laughing in the water, and Barker felt a twinge of envy, given the recent heatwave.

“I always wanted a pool at the manor,” Katie said in a breathy voice, clearly taken in by the razzle-dazzle. “I got so close to building one when I almost turned the place into a spa.”

In the water, Barker noticed the woman drawing all the attention. He recognised Anita Brooks, though she looked far more glamorous than the modest black-and-white headshots on her website. She’d gone from looking like the perfect vicar’s wife to a brunette Mae West. Her hair had been preened to perfection, dry as a bone as the water splashed at her thighs while she was posed in the corner of the pool in a black bikini.

“I recognise her,” Katie whispered, “a little different from the maid’s uniform, and she used to be so... quiet.”

Anita held out her glass as a man in a tuxedo topped it with champagne. She was in the middle of telling a story about a man in a bar in Switzerland, and everyone around her hung on her every word.

“So, where was I?” Anita sipped her champagne, wafting her free hand as she found her place. Her audience leaned in closer during the dramatic pause, and Barker wondered if it was intentional. “There I was, in this bar in Zurich, and this guy saunters over. He doesn’t know that I know that he’s a billionaire, and already on his fifth wife. He sits next to me, buys me the most expensive bottle on the menu, and says, ‘You look like a million francs.’ I smiled and replied, ‘Funny, you look like small change.’”

The punchline elicited a genuine round of laughter from the crowd, but they faked it for a few seconds too long, tipping it into that awkward place that Barker hated at these types of parties. The dazzling and interesting person that everyone wanted to adore was never as dazzling and interesting as everyone wanted to believe.

“Reminds me of the old days,” Katie said, hugging herself as she took it all in, dazzled and interested. “Parties for the sake of parties… waiters… good champagne. It’s all stuff I never realised I took for granted until they were so far out of reach.”

“Do you miss it?”

Katie sipped her champagne. “Sometimes. That bubble felt nice on nights like this.”

“It’s all fun tonight,” Barker pointed out, “but it’s headaches all round tomorrow, and who’s cleaning up? Something tells me Anita Brooks won’t be lifting a finger.”

As if on cue, Anita emerged from the pool with the grace of a Bond girl, and someone was waiting to drape a robe around her shoulders. She drained her champagne glass, stumbled slightly, and was caught by a handsome man.

“Steady on now, sailor,” she said, slapping his chiselled stomach with a cheeky grin back at those left behind in the pool. “The night’s still young, and so is he!”

They roared with laughter again, like seals at the zoo when the trainer brings out the bucket of fish and the ball. Barker and Katie followed close behind the life of the party, weaving back into the crowded house as she whisked off, chatting and schmoozing people as she went. She sent air kisses and waves in every direction as she passed the hoards all trying to get her attention, but she never stopped and never looked back.

“We’re leaving, Anita,” Cliff, the older man who’d called her books ‘soppy schlock,’ not too long ago. “Once again, thank you for a wonderful evening. I thought your new book was so… honest. Raw, even.”

“Coming from you, Cliff…” Anita held her hands up to her lips and blew him two kisses as she glided past. “Thank you for coming and get home safe. I hope your new book is flying off the shelves.”

Anita didn’t stick around to find out if it was, and Cliff grumbled something that sounded like “Diva” under his breath as Barker hurried past before Anita vanished. Wherever she was going, she was in a hurry to get there. She continued down a corridor without looking back, her sheer black gown billowing around her. She slipped into a room at the far end.

“What if it’s a bathroom?” Katie suggested, pulling Barker back from following.

“What if it isn’t?” Barker said, tugging free. “This might be our only chance to get her alone, unless you want to come back tomorrow to try again while the champagne is wearing off?”

“Good point,” she said, catching up. “My father used to say you should never do business the day after having ‘a jolly good time.’”

“A ‘jolly good time?’” Barker couldn’t help but laugh. “I never knew your father, but I couldn’t imagine him saying that.”

“He had loads of funny turns of phrases in private,” she said, smiling ear to ear. “He’d call the fridge the ‘refridgimibob’ and he’d say it was raining ‘rats and frogs’ whenever there was hailstone. I’ve never heard anyone else say that.” The smile peaked, but that crease between the brows reappeared. “He’d call me Katherine Wheel, but only when I was doing what he’d call ‘being taken down by the giddies.’ Usually when I had one of my mad ideas. ‘Daddy, I want to be a model!’” She laughed like a mother would at their child making a fun mistake. “That’s when he told me why he called me Katherine Wheel. ‘Katie, when you get the giddies, you burn hot and bright in a flash, but it never lasts… this won’t last… and you’ll…’” Her smile soured. “He said I’d embarrass myself. And the family name. And my future children. And… I did it anyway, and you should have seen the look on his face when I actually started booking jobs and making my own money for the first time. It wasn’t as much as everyone thought, but that was the only thing my father respected. I think that was the only reason he didn’t cut me off. Oh, but you should have seen his face.” She tried to mimic something that looked like shock that looked like those clowns you shoot water into with a toy gun at the fairground. “He was funny, in his own way. He had this funny walk, always stomping about like he was an army general.” She did a few stiff steps. “And his idea of casual was swapping a bowtie for a tie and a tailcoat for a dinner jacket. He wasn’t all bad… was he?”

“Katie… I only really knew your dad towards the end.” He chose his words carefully. “It’s hard for me to think of him not like he was then.”

“Just imagine Prince Philip meets that guy from Star Wars.”

“Darth Vader?”

“No, the other one.” She wafted her finger. “The fella who played Willy Wonka’s dad.”

“Willy Wonka had a dad?”

“That man,” Katie said, indicating tall. “Christopher Something. Something beginning with L. He was in those Lord of the Rings films in that white wig that made him look like Cher when she went blonde, but if Cher had a beard. Christopher… Lloyd?”

Barker ground to a halt, the door at the end of the corridor a few steps ahead. “From Back to the Future?”

“Dracula was in Back to the Future?” Katie stared at Barker like he’d lost his mind before glugging down the rest of her champagne. “Whatever. My father was just tall and posh and grumpy, and he treated me like I wasn’t to fill my head up with anything, so I didn’t. And instead of asking questions like ‘Daddy can I have the limit on my credit card extended so I can buy that cute pair of shoes I saw in Paris last week,’ I should have been asking him to tell me everything he knew about where I came from and maybe we wouldn’t be in this mess.” She went back for more champagne before noticing it was empty. “I think this stuff is going right to my head. It is good.” She ditched the glass in a plant pot and said, “Ask me how much I miss this life in another glass or two.”

“I will, but for now, we don’t need to go back and talk to your father—Prince Philip meets Christopher Lee—to get the truth because there’s a living woman behind that door who’ll know more than we currently do.” Barker reached out for the handle before scrunching his knuckles into a fist to knock. He hovered over the smooth wood, glancing back at Katie. “You can sit this one out if you feel like you’ve… got the giddies?”

“I have, but no way,” Katie said, tugging on the edge of her velvet tracksuit jacket like it was a dinner jacket. “I shouldn’t be star struck. She used to clean my socks.”

Barker knocked on the door and they waited.

After a while, a deep voice said, “Come.”

Barker hesitated before opening the door, unsure of what he might find. As he pushed inside, he saw Anita, slumped in a wooden chair in the middle of a cluttered cloakroom, surrounded by coats and jackets all tagged and ready for the guests. She lifted her head from her hands, and it took her a moment to regain her composure. Barker could see the transition happening—the sparkle from the pool shining back into her eyes as she straightened her posture, fanning out her dressing gown and posing like a camera was on her.

“Why, hello there,” Anita said, her voice husky and deep like red wine and cigars. “I was just taking a quiet moment to myself, and I can see you’re already wearing jackets. If you’re looking for the bathroom, it’s the second door on the left. Or upstairs to the right, or the door near the kitchen.” She spread her hands and said, “Please, take your pick. There’s even an en suite in my bedroom if you want a little more… privacy.”

Barker could see the layers of performance already building up around her, and he knew he needed to find a way to disarm her if he wanted to get any real answers. He cleared his throat, trying to sound casual. He folded his arms in a way that his wedding ring was on full show, and she caught the glint of the light as it reflected against the metal. Barker couldn’t count how many interviews had started with someone trying to flirt their way out of answering questions. He’d always found the best way to diffuse it was to pretend you couldn’t tell it was happening.

“I’m sorry to intrude, Ms Brooks,” he said, flat and formal. “My name is Barker Brown. I wanted to congratulate you on the success of your new launch.”

“Oh, you’re a fan,” she said, her smile tightening as she held out her hand. “You don’t look like one of my usuals. Want it signed to your mother, I assume?”

“Ah, I haven’t read the book.”

“So, you’re interrupting me to congratulate me about a book you haven’t read?” Anita studied him for a moment, her smile frozen entitled bemusement. “Well, I’ve just lost a bet with myself.”

“A bet?” Barker asked, glancing at Katie, who could only shrug. “I’m not following.”

“Before this party started, I bet myself fifty pounds that the next time I was interrupted couldn’t possibly be wilder than the last time,” she explained, leaning back to take in Barker from head to toe. “I was at a book signing in Harrogate and this mad woman burst into the toilet cubicle I was having a moment to myself in. She wanted me to FaceTime her cousin. On her wedding day. They were in the church, in the middle of their vows, and there I was, on the toilet, in a bookshop, with a spotlight shining down on my face that made me look three-hundred-and-two, and somehow… this is stranger.” Her face lit up as though she found the whole scenario delicious, her eyes narrowing on Barker like a cat who’d found the fattest mouse in the field. “I know you. Your face… I never forget a face, and yours is familiar. Of course I know you. It’s my party, but why can’t I place you?”

“We’re gatecrashing,” Katie explained.

Anita acknowledged Katie with a nod, but Barker had noticed Anita’s eyes had yet to leave him to see who else had interrupted her cloakroom meditation.

“Gatecrashing?” Anita repeated, raising an incredulous brow. “I could call for security.”

“The front gate was wide open,” Barker said.

“It’s a party.”

“Someone handed us champagne.”

“Well, that makes it alright then.” Anita stared up at him, a dry smile curling her lips. “So, you didn’t read the book, and you drank the champagne? It sounds to me like you were invited because that sounds like most of the guests.” She took Barker in again, lingering on his face. “But I do know you.”

“I wrote a mystery book?” Barker suggested, scratching at his stubble. “The Girl in the Basement. I published with Mystery Triangle Publishing, if you’ve heard of them?” He paused, but she just continued staring like she was assessing his every move to create a character for her next story—working title: The Interrupting Waffler. “It was a bestseller. I self-published my second book last year, and my third is coming out soon... when I can get around to finishing it. You know how it is.”

“No, that’s not it,” Anita said, dismissing him with a waft of her hand as though she had just heard the most irrelevant story of her life. “I like to keep abreast, and I saw your face in the newspaper. You’re the husband of that woman who made all that fuss about saving that field from that developer.” She nodded, pleased with herself. “I followed that story with sheer delight. I don’t bother with village politics such, but I threw one of my royalty cheques to the cause, so I’m glad it all worked out in the end. That’s where I know you from. Is this your…”

Anita turned to Katie for the first time, her eyes widening with recognition.

“As I live and breathe,” Anita gasped, yanking together her gown as she slithered off the chair, her hands going up to her face in disbelief. “A woman who needs no introduction. Or should I say, reintroduction?” She swept Katie into a hug, holding her close. “I remember you as that sweet little girl. Not that you’ll remember. You were so young.”

“I remember you too, Anita,” Katie insisted, pulling away from the hug. “I used to sneak down to the basement when you were washing and ironing. You’d get all red and sweaty and I’d sit on the table talking at you for what felt like hours. You were always so sweet to me, and I was always so annoying.”

“Oh, you were never annoying.” Anita’s eyes welled up with tears, and she pulled Katie into another hug. “I cannot believe you remember me. It’s remarkable. You can’t have been much older than four when I left. What a turn of events that the Katie Wellington is at my book launch.”

“Like I said, we’re gatecrashing.”

“You’re honoured guests now!” Anita, still holding Katie close, glanced at Barker. “Is he your husband?”

“No, this is my stepson-in-law… I think. It’s complicated.”

“Whose life isn’t?” she whispered with a naughty laugh. “Come… come… you have to meet everyone.”

“I’m afraid we haven’t come for the party, Anita,” Barker said, exhaling through his nostrils as he hoped to bring the tone back down to earth. “And I’m sorry for pulling you away from your launch, but we need to talk to you about your time working at Wellington Manor.”

“Are you kidding me?” Anita let out a single laugh as she yanked open the door of the cloakroom. “I’ve been looking for an excuse to get away all night. I cannot stand these parties. They’re intolerably insincere. Nobody has read the book, and everyone—including me—is here for the fantastic champagne. But, as much as I’d rather I didn’t have to host, I’ve found these parties make all the difference come the press reviews.” She winked, her earlier performance giving way to a more genuine manner. “We can talk in my study. Nobody will dare bother us in there. Shall I have more champagne fetched?”

“No,” Barker answered.

“Yes,” Katie said at almost the same time.

Anita led Barker and Katie through her sprawling mansion, past the revellers and into the sanctuary of her study. As they stepped inside, Barker’s eyes widened at the opulent space before him. The room was proof of Anita’s success from selling her ‘soppy schlock,’ with towering bookshelves lining the walls and some of the nicest lighting Barker had ever seen. And if that wasn’t enough, a grand mahogany desk sat at the centre, its surface adorned with a sleek laptop and an array of elegant writing instruments. Behind that, plush armchairs waited by glass doors that opened onto a balcony overlooking the pool.

Maybe Barker was dazzled and interested.

He loved his own writing cave beneath the café, but it seemed like a literal cave in comparison to Anita’s luxurious lair. He watched as Anita glanced down at the party, but she assumed her position behind the desk, sinking into the leather chair with a practiced ease.

Katie, still marvelling at the room, turned to Anita. “This is incredible, Anita. I can’t believe you’ve achieved all of this.”

“I left my life as a laundry maid behind at the manor when I was twenty-two,” she began, sounding like she was repeating a soundbite. “I wrote my first manuscript, The Belle of Bellwick Ball, while I was still working there. It was based on that very manor, but how I imagined it in the late 1800s. I’d daydream about a bygone era while wandering the halls, and then I used to write every chance I got. I’d write a lot in the basement when you’d come to talk to me, Katie.”

“Wasn’t I a distraction?”

Anita chuckled. “A little, but it was worth it. If Hilary or your father ever caught me writing, they were too busy telling you off to notice me stuffing my notepad and pen into my apron.” She leaned back in her chair, a contemplative expression on her face. “Living at the manor, seeing the lavish lifestyle you all had, it ignited a hunger in me. I wanted something like that for myself. Even if just a small slice. I finished that first book, and I sent it off to every publisher, and when they all rejected me, I sent it off to them all again. And then one of them bit.” A grave expression drifted over her gaze like fog, and Barker wondered how many nights Anita had stared at the ceiling unable to sleep, thinking about how differently her life might have turned out if a publisher hadn’t bitten. “The story goes that the wife of the head of the publishing company couldn’t get enough of historical fiction and she saw the title of my book on the top of the rejects pile. She read it, and the rest—as they say—is history. A little talent and a lot of luck, and my life hasn’t been the same for a moment since.”

Katie wandered over to the grand glass cabinets, displaying Anita’s extensive collection of books and awards lit up by a rig of spotlights.

“Fifty books,” Katie marvelled, shaking her head in disbelief. “You mustn’t sleep.”

“Fifty-two, actually,” Anita corrected. “It’s quite absurd when you think about it, but as my publisher reminds me, being in demand is a luxury. The contracts come in and Anita Brooks gets to work. It’s not all champagne and pool parties, believe me. What was it you said your book was called, Mr Brown?”

“That doesn’t matter now,” he said.

Determined to steer the conversation back to the matter at hand, Barker pulled up a chair on the opposite side of the desk. It felt strange to be on the wrong side of a writing desk for once.

“Anita,” he began, his tone serious, “we’re here about something specific. The night Katie was found on the doorstep of the manor. We were told that you, as the laundry maid, found Katie and brought her inside.”

Anita hesitated, a flicker of discomfort crossing her features. “I wasn’t alone when I found her,” she clarified. “Hilary was there, and the butler too. It was a busy household back then. A baby turning up like that, it surprised everyone. It wasn’t just me.” She rose from her chair, a sudden restlessness in her movements. “Now, how about that champagne? Katie, I know you’re a woman of taste. You must join me for a glass.”

Barker sighed as Anita left the room, knowing full well she could easily get swallowed up by the party and never return. He couldn’t shake the feeling that Anita was trying to distract them, brushing off their questions with the promise of champagne and cupcakes. He sensed she was hiding something, her sudden restlessness and avoidance of the topic setting off alarm bells in his mind. Katie, on the other hand, seemed completely taken by Anita’s success and charm. As she browsed through the shelves of Anita’s books, she turned to Barker with a puzzled expression.

“I don’t think she’s hiding anything, Barker,” Katie said when she must have noticed his expression as he watched the door like a hawk, waiting for the party girl’s return. “I think we can trust her.”

Katie continued browsing through the shelves of Anita’s books, her fingers grazing the spines as she admired the sheer volume of work the former laundry maid had produced. Barker knew Katie would have a blind spot when it came to Anita, trusting her implicitly because of their childhood connection. The lonely rich girl had found solace in the basement with the maid who had given her the time of day, all while secretly plotting her own escape from the manor.

Anita hurried back into the study, clutching a bottle and glasses, and Barker wished he had come alone on a different day without the distraction of the lavish party, Anita’s charm offensive, the promise of expensive champagne, and a trip down memory lane. She proudly presented a 1980 bottle of Dom Perignon, a vintage that Barker knew must have cost a pretty penny just from the way Anita paraded it around.

“For our big reunion,” Anita announced, popping the cork with a flourish. She poured the bubbling fizz into the glasses, raising hers in a toast. “To Katie, and how far we’ve both come. Reunited after all these years, and it feels so good.”

But Katie had her back to Anita, still scanning the books. She reached out, her elongated fingers sliding open the glass door before plucking a single book from the shelf with the tip of a nail. She turned it over in her hands, taking a moment to read the back cover.

Anita’s smile faltered, her glass paused in the air while she waited for someone to acknowledge her toast. How long had it been since she’d been left hanging?

“What is it, Katie?” Anita asked, sounding unsure for the first time.

Without a word, Katie spun around and walked over to Anita’s writing desk. She slammed a paperback down on the wood, the thud echoing through the study. Barker leaned forward, his eyes widening as he read the title: The Baby Left on the Manor Doorstep.

“The ‘true story’ of a local girl left on the doorstep of a manor belonging to a wealthy man?” Katie stared at Anita, her voice trembling with betrayal. “Anita... what is this?”

Anita’s eyes widened as she stared at the book, her composure crumbling under Katie’s accusatory gaze. She scrambled for an explanation, her words tumbling out in a rush.

“It’s fiction, Katie. It’s just a story,” she insisted, her voice trembling slightly. “I based it on my memories from the manor, but I embellished it. The whole thing is embellished start to finish. I added my own twists. It’s not meant to be taken as fact. It’s… it’s a story...”

“But that’s what happened to me, Anita,” Katie seethed, her eyes brimming with tears. “I was left on that doorstep, just like in your book. You know how I got there, don’t you?”

Anita reached out, her hand hovering uncertainly in the air before she let it fall back to her side. Barker rose from his chair, hoping he wouldn’t have to interject. He should have gone further back into her bibliography during his research on her website.

“When I worked at the manor, I was young and impressionable,” Anita explained. “Finding you on that doorstep was a moment I never forgot. It was the most shocking thing that had happened to me until that moment. It imprinted on me, and I regurgitated it back out. That’s how writing works. You take a seed of truth, replant it, and let it grow into something new. Isn’t that how it works, Barker?”

“I suppose it is,” he said.

“Katie, you won’t find any answers to anything in that book.” Anita tried to get closer to Katie, but she backed away, unable to stare at anything but the shocking title on the cover of the book. Just from the fonts, Barker would have guessed the pristine first edition paperback was from the early nineties. “All you’ll find is my overactive imagination trying to fill in the blanks in one of the biggest mysteries I experienced first-hand.”

Katie had nothing to say, and Barker didn’t want to spin around in circles. Katie finding that book had dropped a grenade they couldn’t put the pin back in. He had to look at the bigger picture.

“Anita, was there anything strange or unusual that happened around the time Katie was found?” he pleaded, joining her as she stared down at the party. The crowd around the pool had thinned out. “A man was dug up in Wellington Woods today. I think that man might be Edmund Collins.”

“Edmund?” Anita’s head whipped to face him. “He went missing.”

“A few days after Katie turned up.”

Anita thought back. “Yes, I suppose he did, but I never thought about it like that before. Edmund wasn’t the most reliable man, and he… he couldn’t keep his hands to himself.” She twitched her neck, moving closer to the glass. Her breath fogged up in steaming patches against the night sky. “I hadn’t worked there long when he tried to kiss me. I told him where to go, but he didn’t take no for an answer. Simon was the only one who noticed. He put the frighteners on him, and he left me alone.”

“Was there anything strange around that time? Anything at all?”

Anita hesitated, her gaze darting between Katie and Barker. She seemed to be wrestling with a decision, a flicker of something passing across her features. Finally, she spoke, her voice barely above a whisper.

“There was something,” she admitted. “A few days before Katie was found, I came across bloody sheets in the laundry. And there were rumours among the staff, whispers of a baby crying somewhere in the upstairs hallways, like it was hidden in the walls. I thought it was a ghost at first, but then, two days later, I found Katie on the doorstep.”

“Does that mean I was born in the house?” Katie asked, rejoining the conversation for the first time. “I could be the daughter of one of the staff, right?”

Whatever lingering party atmosphere Anita had vanished. She looked at the champagne in her glass then at the bottle as though wondering why she’d wasted popping the cork on something that cost the same as Julia and Barker’s monthly outgoings at the cottage. She placed the glass down with a tight place, glancing at the book that had popped the party like a lead balloon.

“I’m sorry, but I really don’t know more. It was a long time ago, and my memory isn’t what it used to be.” She glanced at her watch, a flicker of impatience crossing her features. “I hate to cut this short, but I really must get back to the party before everyone leaves. It’s been lovely seeing you both, but I have a deadline looming for my next book, and I’m up early writing tomorrow.”

With a swift motion, Anita ushered them out of the study and guided them back through the throng of partygoers. Katie’s face was a mask of confusion and disappointment, and Barker felt similarly confused, though he had since first turning up at the house.

“Do you think it could be her, Barker?” Katie asked as they walked down the driveway with fewer cars than when they’d arrived. “Anita was there at the beginning, and maybe something happened that made her feel like she had to stay away? She wrote about it.”

“It’s possible,” he admitted, “but don’t get your hopes up just yet. She could have been a laundry maid who found a baby on the doorstep, like she said. We shouldn’t jump to conclusions.”

“You’re right.” Katie deflated slightly, her shoulders sagging. “I just... I want to know…”

“And you will,” Barker assured her, his voice firm. “You did good investigative work in there, by the way, finding that book. It got Anita to the point, and she gave us something concrete to work with. Bloody sheets in the manor means there’s a possibility you were born there after all. Other people will have seen or heard things if that’s the case.”

Katie stared off towards the house, her gaze fixed on a round window upstairs. Barker followed her line of sight, noticing a tall, slender man watching them from the window. The man’s appearance was striking, his silver hair neatly combed and his posture impeccable, even from a distance.

“It’s okay to be disappointed,” Barker said, placing a comforting hand on Katie’s shoulder.

“That’s Simon,” Katie replied, her voice distant. She nodded towards the window. “My father’s old butler. I haven’t seen him in about twenty years, and he doesn’t look any different.”

Barker’s eyes widened in recognition. He recalled what Veronica had said about Simon living over some woman’s house. He hadn’t made the connection that it could be Simon’s former colleague, Anita Brooks.

“I need to go,” Barker said, glancing at his watch. “If Julia hasn’t got out of that bath yet, she’s going to be a raisin by the time I get home.”

“I’m going to stay.”

Barker hesitated. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

But Katie had already set off, her strides purposeful as she made her way back towards the house.

“I know him, Barker,” she called back, as a couple swerved out of her way. “I need to see his eyes…”

Barker watched as Katie disappeared into the crowd, her blonde ponytail bobbing among the sea of well-dressed guests. He couldn’t shake the feeling of unease that settled in his stomach, but he knew he had to trust Katie’s instincts. If Simon Walter held the key to unlocking the mystery of her past, he had to let her pursue that lead, no matter how much he wanted to protect her from the disappointment that seemed to await them around every corner.

As he walked back into the village, the sounds of the party shrank behind him and he thought about Katie’s suggestion that Anita could be her mother. The idea had crossed his mind, but he hadn’t lingered there. It would be a twist of fate, the once poor laundry maid giving her baby to a rich family only to become wealthy herself. Anita’s evasiveness and the way she had ushered them out so quickly when Katie had pressed her about the possibility of one of the staff being her mother suggested there was much she hadn’t told them.

Lost in thought, he barely registered the walk back to his cottage. As he reached the alley between the café and post office, he noticed Dot and Percy out walking their dogs down his garden path. He held his breath, relieved when he realised they were walking away from the cottage. Not tonight.

“Have you heard?” Dot called out. “They’ve figured out who that man buried under the Twisted Tree was. He’s some gardener who went missing forty years ago. What was his name, Percy?”

“Edwin,” he said. “Edwin Collinson.”

Either the body and backstory of the body found under the Twisted Tree bore a striking resemblance to Edmund Collins, or Veronica and Barker’s hunch was correct.
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Katie wove through the party, her laughter mingling with the jovial chatter that filled the air. She occasionally paused to engage in small talk about the book she hadn’t read, her smile bright and her demeanour charming. She found Anita back in the pool, laughing and stumbling about with the younger muscular man she had fallen into earlier.

The author radiated an irresistible charm, her presence magnetic and her laughter infectious. Was that what Katie had looked like when she entertained at the manor? That’s what it had felt like. The centre of the universe. The endless hollow laughter, glasses refilling on their own without ever having to set them down, the quiet moments in the cloakroom until the inevitable interruption.

Katie found herself drawn to Anita, longing to know more about this glamorous woman who had once been a part of her life. Given how much they’d both changed since their shared days at Wellington Manor, it felt like a past life for both of them. However, the distant spark of that connection still burned in Katie’s chest. That feeling had drawn her down to the musty basement with the single exposed lightbulb to talk to the nice lady who washed the sheets and towels all those years ago.

Katie checked the time on the oven screen. Twenty past ten. Hunting for the truth seemed less urgent when the champagne tasted this good so close to midnight. She drifted back to the life she had waiting for her at her apple-orchard cottage with the low ceilings and small rooms. She pictured Brian puffing on a cigar while scrolling through endless pages of antiques on his phone in the garden. He’d pause to chase away the pesky ginger cat that kept harassing their bins. He’d spit into the grass and talk to himself about prices and period styles. If Katie had been there, she’d be checking her stock levels and looking up new nail techniques to impress her long list of regulars. She’d pause to tell him to stop chasing away the cat and to stop spitting. And then there was Vinnie, hopefully sound asleep in his bed.

She hadn’t been there to read him The Gruffalo for another night in a row. He’d get stuck on books for a while, but even Katie was starting to tire of this one. Not that she’d tell him. Nobody ever read her to sleep, yet she felt guilty for being at a party one night. She did try to read to Vinnie every night. But she’d been too distracted lately. Her silly deep voice for The Gruffalo wasn’t quite right anymore, and she’d stopped making Vinnie giggle. She was different, and she knew it. Vinnie knew it, and so did Brian.

And now the whole village knew it.

Not the people at this party. She couldn’t have felt further removed from Peridale, despite still being within its borders. She could reach for a glass of champagne and join in with the rest of what her father used to call ‘the peanut gallery’ until the early hours. It would be so easy to lose herself in the bubbles and the carefree atmosphere, to forget about the unanswered questions that plagued her mind.

But the need for answers burned within her, a fire that refused to be extinguished. She had to know the truth, not just for herself, but for Vinnie too. He deserved for her to be less distracted, and he deserved to know the truth when he started asking questions about the Wellington side of the family. He’d long since forgotten ever living at the manor and only remembered Grandfather Vincent through pictures. At least those final years at the manor hadn’t scarred his memories. But he deserved answers. They both did.

Katie pushed through the party and made her way upstairs, looking for any door that might lead to the attic above the house. The laughter and chatter faded into the background as she focused on her mission. A woman stopped her, claiming to have a sister who worked at Vogue and gushing over Katie’s ‘lazy glamour’ look, especially with her full makeup and nails. Katie managed a half-hearted smile, flattered but too distracted to fully engage in the conversation.

As she continued her search, her phone buzzed in her back pocket. She pulled it out to find a text from Barker, accompanied by an article from The Peridale Post, published just three minutes ago. The police had confirmed the identity of the body found at the Twisted Tree as Edmund Collins, estimating that he had died in 1979. He was only twenty-four. Mary had described him as charming, and Anita had made him sound like a sleaze. The gardener’s involvement in her search remained unclear, which is why she had to find Simon.

She slipped her phone back into her pocket and looked up just as people were groaning their relief at the sound of the bathroom door unlocking. A short, bald old man in slippers and a dressing gown shuffled out, paying no attention to the waiting crowd. He rounded a corner down a corridor, and Katie squeezed through the gathering, clenching their legs and waiting for the bathroom. She followed the old man around the corner, but he had vanished, and there was no sign of a door.

Just like the old days.

Katie bit back a smile, remembering the trick panels and fake doors her father had installed all over the manor. They’d made games of hide and seek interesting. That’s how these parties always ended when Katie threw them. Ask a group of four-year-olds or forty-year-olds if they want to play hide and seek in a big house, and if the forty-year-olds had drunk enough, the reaction would be the same. Even Katie hadn’t known about all the panels at the manor, but her favourite for hiding at those parties had been in her father’s study. A walk-in safe hidden behind a steel door, hidden in turn behind a bookcase. He’d kept stacks of cash, seemingly unaware of how they thinned out every so often whenever Katie dipped her hands in. Back then, she’d rationalised her pilfering because she’d guessed the code on the safe with the first attempt—her date of birth. She’d found the trick book when searching for a heavy book to use as a doorstop.

She danced her nails across the same shelf where she had discovered her father’s book—the third shelf down from the top—her muscle memory guiding her to the exact spot about ten inches from the right. She pulled on the red leather spine of a book without any title, and the door cracked open a fraction. Impressed with herself, Katie took one last glance back down the corridor to make sure she was alone before she slipped through the opening. She found herself in a dark corridor leading to the rectangular glow of light seeping around another door at the top. She crept up carefully and knocked, not wanting to intrude more than she already was.

“You’re a long way from the party,” a croaky voice called out. “Best to turn around.”

“Mr Walter? It’s me… Katie,” she replied, unsure what to say. “Katie Wellington? I’m here to see you.”

There was a pause, and then the door creaked open. Simon Walter stood before her, squinting up at her face through thick glasses that made his eyes as big as Jaffa Cakes. When she’d noticed him looking down at her from the window, the old butler had looked the same as she remembered, but up close, she could see the toll the twenty years since he’d retired had taken on him. Deep lines marked his face like a cracked leather chair, and any hair he’d once combed over had withered away, giving way to a sun-spotted shiny scalp. Yet, his eyes—perfect circles—still held that same kindness. Puppy dog eyes. Katie and her brother used to tease Simon that he was Vincent’s lapdog.

“And proud to be,” he’d always reply.

Katie wished she’d been kinder.

“I know it’s been a while,” she said, “and you might not recognise me, but⁠—”

“Katherine Wellington.” He gave a small bow, a gesture that brought a smile to Katie’s face. He was the only one who had ever called her Katherine, except for her father’s nickname. “I’d know you anywhere, any day. You’re right, it has been a while.”

“It’s wonderful to see you, Simon,” she said, her voice warm with genuine affection.

“Likewise, my dear,” he replied, his eyes softening. “I wanted to talk to you at your father’s funeral, to say something, but I’m afraid I was too much of a coward and I left early. It’s not often that words fail me, but that was one of those rare times, and I’ve regretted it many times since.”

Katie shook her head. “Please… I… I don’t remember much of that day. It’s a blur.”

Simon offered an apologetic smile, and to her surprise, Katie felt tears welling up in her eyes. She hadn’t expected to cry, but the emotions she’d been bottling up, even without realising it, suddenly spilled over. Simon pulled her into a slow, careful hug, patting her shoulder gently. Like being close to Hilary, she felt a comfort she hadn’t felt in a long time at being near someone from the old days.

“I don’t know where that came from,” she said, trying to laugh her tears away. “I’ve been acting strange lately. The giddies, as my father used to say.”

“Grief, my child,” he said softly.

With a comforting gesture, he welcomed her into the attic. The space was a sweet blend of old and new, with antique furniture and paintings that she recognised from her childhood at Wellington Manor. A worn leather armchair sat in the corner, its patina speaking of countless hours spent in contemplation.

“Your father gifted me a lot of these pieces as a leaving present,” Simon explained, closing the door with a soft click. “Though I must say, it’s a cruel irony that I’ve gone from living in one set of staff quarters to another.”

“This is bigger than my living room these days,” she admitted. “It’s nice. How did you come to live above Anita?”

“Ah, well,” Simon began, settling into his armchair positioned by the window. Katie scanned the room, but there was only a radio and no TV. “I kept in touch with Anita after she left the manor to chase her publishing dreams. My mother, rest her soul, was a great fan of Anita’s work. Anita was kind enough to always make sure I had a signed copy before release to give to my mother. When it came time for me to retire, Anita kindly offered me this annexe, and… I’ve been here ever since. Twenty years last month, to be precise.” He smiled, his eyes distant with memories. “She doesn’t charge me much, and we have no expectations of each other. She spends her days writing her books, and I get to do what I enjoy most—bird watching.” He pointed to the window above him, where a pair of binoculars rested on the sill. “You wouldn’t believe the variety of birds I’ve seen from this very spot. Goldfinches, chaffinches, even the occasional sparrowhawk. It’s a simple life, but I’m happy. Certainly more pleasant than the windowless attic rooms I had at Wellington Manor.”

“Do you ever miss those days?”

He smiled a knowing smile. “Sometimes.”

“Yeah, me too. Sounds like the perfect quiet life.” She looked around for somewhere to sit. There were a couple of chairs at a table by a small kitchen area, but the armchair by the window was the only other chair. He must not entertain many guests of his own, but from the sound of the party below, Anita had enough for the both of them. “The book launch parties must get tiring?”

Simon sighed, a hint of exasperation in his voice. “Oh, I do detest book launch nights. But they come and they go. And truthfully, they’re nothing compared to the parties you and Charles used to throw at the manor.”

Katie’s gaze drifted to a framed photograph on Simon’s bookshelf, a candid shot of him and her father, Vincent, posing outside Wellington Manor. Both men were impeccably dressed in suits, though the difference in their roles was evident in their stances—Vincent stood tall and proud, while Simon’s posture was more subdued, befitting his position as the butler. The memory of the occasion flashed through Katie’s mind—her father’s sixtieth birthday party.

Simon followed her line of sight and cleared his throat. “I was sorry to hear about your brother, too,” he said softly. “Especially dying before your father.”

Katie nodded, her eyes still fixed on the photograph.

“That was the night Charles almost hit me with his car,” she said, the words tumbling out before she could stop them. “He’d got into yet another argument with Father about something. Money, probably. In his rush to leave, he almost hit me because he didn’t see that I was sneaking into the bushes with a guy I can’t remember the name of.”

Simon raised an eyebrow but remained silent, allowing her to continue.

“We weren’t close,” Katie admitted, finally voicing the thought that lurked in the back of her mind whenever her brother came up. “I think Father drove a wedge between us. He made us compete for his approval. I never saw it then, but looking back…”

Simon sighed and nodded his agreement. “I fear you are right, Katherine. Your father did judge you and Charles differently. You could get away with far more than your brother, but your brother tried to get away with much more. His schemes almost bankrupted the family several times before Vincent took a harder line with him. Charles was addicted to big risks and would believe any vampire promising to triple the family fortune.”

That’s how Katie remembered him.

“I wasn’t much different,” she said.

“That’s because Vincent Wellington raised you both, and that’s what he was like too,” Simon explained, and Katie knew what he meant. “Your grandfather, Reginald Wellington, was a far worse man than your father. Oh, your father would sometimes tell me stories late at night, often after one too many nightcaps. Your grandfather ruled the manor with an iron rod. Vincent made it his mission to never strike his children, and he never did.” He gave a certain nod. “He was proud of that, but he failed in other areas, and he knew it.”

Katie fell silent, absorbing this new perspective on her father. She had never wondered what he thought of himself as a parent. He had thought everything he did was great, so why would parenting be any different?

“The difference between you and Charles,” Simon continued, his voice soft yet firm, “was that your father always knew you loved him. Charles, on the other hand, detested him, and Vincent knew it. Charles felt suffocated by your father’s expectations and the pressure to live up to the Wellington name.”

“Did Charles know he was adopted?”

Simon shook his head. “Your father never told him.”

“So, Charlie Boy died not knowing,” Katie said, her gaze drifting off to the ink-jet sky outside. “I know we weren’t close, but… he should have known. Why didn’t you tell us, Simon?”

“Because it wasn’t my place.”

“I suppose you’re right,” she agreed.

“I often wondered if this day would come,” he said. “I thought about writing to you many times over the years, especially after your father died, but I didn’t want to dig up the dirt.” He shifted in his seat and leaned closer to Katie as she hovered, without anywhere to sit. “Believe me, I urged your father to tell you the truth when you were old enough to understand. I took a rare stance against him and stated my honest opinion, which he always said he valued. That was when I learned he only valued it if he agreed with me. He dismissed me for two weeks and forbade me and any of the other staff from talking about the matter. You know what that place was like with staff coming and going like a revolving door. It didn’t take long until very few of us knew.”

“But you and Hilary were there for years.” Katie stared out the window, unable to look at him. On the driveway, the headlights from the leaving cars sliced through the darkness. “Did Hilary call ahead to warn you? You two were always thick and thieves, and I keep getting the feeling people know I’m coming.”

Simon’s expression turned sheepish, and he nodded. “She did. Hilary called to say she’d given my name to a local private investigator’s wife and the police. I didn’t expect you, but I expected someone.”

“And you don’t know where I came from?”

“I don’t.” He shook his head as he leaned forward, his eyes earnest behind his thick glasses. “But you should know that your father had been planning to adopt for years, Katherine. He wanted children, heirs to continue the Wellington legacy and fortune. His state of mind at that time was that of a desperate man, eager to secure his future. His building plans for Wellington Village were falling apart after he’d spent too many years focusing on that, to the detriment of everything else. Your father tried courting women for years. He was engaged many times and had a reputation as a playboy, but he wasn’t romantic. He ran his dating life like a business. Women were interviewed for suitability, but they weren’t swept off their feet. A child never materialised, and when you did, your father was already going through the official motions of the adoption process. Your arrival expedited things. He wrote cheques to the right people and used his influence to push and rush the adoption process. The authorities were all too keen to let an abandoned baby end up in the arms of the richest man in the village. It was meant to be.”

“Meant to be,” Katie echoed, drifting back to her earlier conversation in the study downstairs. “Anita told me about the bloody sheets. Which got me thinking… I might have been born at the manor. And if that was the case, surely my mother must have been one of the staff?”

Simon shifted in his chair, his expression thoughtful. “To my eye, I didn’t notice any pregnant women in the manor around that time.”

“Did you hear the distant crying that Anita heard? Did you see the bloody sheets with your own eyes?”

“I did hear the distant crying that seemingly came from within the walls, but at the time, I thought it might be mice. And Anita told me about the sheets because I was helping her with her writing and giving suggestions for historical accuracy.” He paused, his big eyes meeting Katie’s. “However, I do believe you are correct in your theory about being born at the manor, or at least nearby.”

Katie held her breath, waiting for Simon to continue.

“Several days before the surprise on the doorstep,” he started, “I found a pool of blood in one of the sheds out on the edge of the woods. I thought a dying animal might have found shelter there. I didn’t connect it to the bloody sheets until later.”

“I… I was born in a shed?”

“Perhaps someone was passing through and hiding out there with a newborn,” Simon said quickly. “And that might have been you, Katherine. It might not have been.”

“But the timing…” She clenched her eyes, shaking her head as she imagined a faceless figure giving birth on the dirty floor of a shed in the dead of night behind a manor. “Did Vincent know?”

“As a household, we kept that information from your father. We were figuring out if, what, or how to tell him, but then the box turned up on the step, and you changed the course of our lives forever.”

As he spoke those words, Katie sensed a heaviness in his tone, a weight that suggested he was holding something back, just like the others. She paced in front of the paintings that were familiar to her, struggling to process what she was hearing. The chilling thought that her mother might have died in childbirth, alone in a shed on the grounds of Wellington Manor, sent a shiver down her spine.

“How much blood was there?”

Simon considered his response. “There was a fair amount, but not enough to suggest a life-threatening situation. From what Anita said, the blood on the sheets was more speckled than soaked. If it wasn’t for the burglar, I might not have been doing rounds of the grounds and seen the blood at all.”

“Burglar?” Katie asked, her curiosity piqued.

“Oh… it’s nothing…” He wafted his hand as the gossips did in her salon when they knew they’d revealed too much about their neighbour’s husband’s mistresses. “Someone was running rampant throughout the village at that time, targeting anyone with something to steal. With the manor being how it once was, your father was certain we’d be on the scoundrel’s list, eventually. Maybe even the big job. Vincent would send me out on patrols around the grounds several times a night. I didn’t catch any burglars, but the strangest thing I saw was the blood in the shed. Well, there was…” He stopped himself and cleared his throat. “I once stumbled upon Mary and Edmund having an intimate moment one evening in that same shed. I looked the other way, of course. Vincent was strict about there being no couples in the household. I can’t believe he didn’t notice Maggie and Geoffrey were an item until they were married and already planning to leave to buy their pub. Those two are still together, you know. They run the Black Bull now.”

“I know,” Katie said, her head spinning. “Did you just say Mary and Edmund were an item?”

“That’s how it seemed to me,” he said quickly. “I noticed little moments here and there. Looks, hand holding, kisses when they thought nobody was watching them from the manor windows.”

Not according to Mary, given their earlier conversation at The Comfy Corner. Mary had spoken of Edmund as if she barely knew him. She had described him as always working on the other side of the grounds, painting a vague picture of a charming, tall man in a green coat. Katie should have felt vindicated that she’d been right about Mary lying to her, but she was left feeling angry and confused. She’d liked Mary ever since the night of her prom.

“Do you know Mary from the restaurant?” Katie asked, eager for more insight. “She said you go into the restaurant, but don’t talk much.”

“The staff revolving door,” Simon reminded her. “I knew her no more or no less than any other staff member who worked there for a single year. I worked inside, and she was outside. She kept herself to herself, kept her head down. There was that trouble with her sister, but aside from that⁠—”

“What sister?” Katie interrupted, stopping her pacing. “What trouble?”

There was that look again with the waft of his hands. He’d said too much, and this time, he was turning red. He seemed angry with himself, like he was saying things he knew he shouldn’t be saying.

“It’s nothing, just something that sticks out in the memory as being unusual,” he said. “Mary snuck her sister, Kristy, into the manor to live in the basement for a while. She almost lost her job because of it. It wasn’t for long, but it took everyone by surprise. Mary was so quiet, so nobody expected her to take advantage of the house and Vincent like that.”

“Why did she do that?”

Simon shook his head. “I don’t know.”

Katie found the situation strange, given that Mary had only worked at the manor for a year. Just like when talking about Edmund Collins, Mary had acted as though nothing remarkable had happened during her time as an apprentice. Her head ached as each new revelation complicated the mystery surrounding her birth. Born at the manor? In a shed? To whom, and why like that? The answers so far should have soothed her, but the unanswered questions swirled in her mind, leaving her more confused and dejected than ever.

“I’m sorry I can’t be of more help, Katherine,” Simon said, his gentle voice bringing her back. “Perhaps you’re putting too much emphasis on the how and why instead of focusing on the life you led. You wouldn’t be where you are without it.”

His words struck a chord within her, but not in the way she thought he intended. Everyone kept telling her how lucky she was, so why did this black hole in her chest keep ripping wider open with every person dismissing her need for answers? Swallowing down those feelings, Katie latched onto Simon’s earlier comment about keeping the past buried.

“How do you think Edmund ended up buried near the Twisted Tree?” she asked.

Simon clammed up, just like Mary and Anita had done when pressed. As the butler, Simon had been known for his unwavering discretion, but Katie couldn’t help feeling frustrated by his evasiveness. She had hoped he might be more forthcoming, especially given their shared history.

“Katherine, I wouldn’t like to speculate,” he said finally. “It’s already long past my bedtime, and these parties always go on a little too late and a little too loud.”

Katie took the hint and started making her way to the door, but her mind buzzed with countless more questions she yearned to ask. As she crept across the creaky floorboards, the sound of Anita’s cackling laughter drifted up.

“Is there a chance I could be Anita’s daughter?”

Simon’s response was swift and emphatic. “No.”

“But how can you be so sure if you don’t know?”

“Because Anita was as thin as a pencil and wore close-fitting dresses with aprons strapped around herself,” he explained flatly as he opened the door. “Anita was not pregnant.”

“But someone was.”

Katie stood her ground by the front door, feeling the familiar sting of being escorted out just as she was on the cusp of uncovering something significant. But before she left, she had one last question.

“Perhaps it’s like what happened in Anita’s book,” he said as he reached around her to open the door. “The baby was born of a poor young woman who is penniless and homeless. She wants to give her child a better start in life, so she makes the ultimate sacrifice and leaves her. I… I think something like that might have happened. Maybe someone from the Fern Moore estate? Or a stranger passing through?”

“Then I’d have no chance of finding out the truth.”

“Katherine… Katie…” He rested his hand on her shoulder, his touch gentle and reassuring. “People will tell you life is short, and in some ways, it is. But if you’re lucky to keep your mind crisp, your memory can be long. I’ve learned over the years to not spend too much time chasing the unknown in the dark.” A wizened sigh left him from deep within. “Perhaps you should learn to be at peace with the feeling you might never know what happened that night.”

As Katie descended the stairs, she couldn’t feel further from giving up. For most of her life, she had been content with not knowing, distracted by the luxuries afforded by her father’s credit card. But now, there was no going back. Katie knew she couldn’t move forward with her new life until she unpicked the knot in her past, back to that night with the bloody sheets from the shed and the baby crying in the walls. She needed to unravel the mystery that had everyone who once worked at Wellington Manor so on edge.

As she reached the main part of the house, Katie found Anita holding court at the kitchen island, regaling the party guests with a humorous anecdote about a celebrity encounter in Cannes. The entire room hung on her every word. Katie sighed, turning away to leave, her hopes deflated once more. Simon’s words echoed in her mind—Anita, thin with apron straps wrapped around herself, couldn’t have been pregnant. Perhaps he was right, but the certainty with which he had dismissed the possibility, after being so vague about the others, nagged at her.

Katie knew she needed to speak to Anita and Simon again, but first, she had to confront Mary. The lies and evasions had piled up too high to ignore since her cancelled dinner sitting at The Comfy Corner earlier that evening. In the morning, she would seek Mary out, determined to uncover the truth. But for now, exhausted and overwhelmed, Katie had a home to go to.
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Katie’s tiny cottage loomed in the darkness as she trudged up the path, her feet heavy with the weight of the revelations from Anita’s party. The old front door, as stubborn as ever, refused to budge when she turned the key. Exhaustion seeped into her bones as she pushed against the unyielding wood, her shoulder aching with the effort.

“Come on,” she muttered, her voice tinged with frustration. “Not tonight.”

She stepped back, ready to throw her weight against the door once more, when it suddenly swung inward. Caught off guard, Katie stumbled forward, her balance lost. Strong arms wrapped around her, steadying her before she could hit the floor.

“Whoa there!” Brian said with a deep chuckle. “You alright, love?”

Katie looked up at her husband, his face a mixture of surprise and worry. She let out a shaky laugh, the absurdity of the moment cutting through the tension.

“I’m fine,” she assured him, straightening up. “Just this door again. You could have warned me before you opened it.”

“I caught you, didn’t I?” Brian replied, a hint of trepidation in his voice as he tried to win her over with a silly grin.

Katie’s heart sank at the sight of his wary expression. She hated the idea that he feared how she might react. It was a feeling she’d grown all too familiar with lately.

“How did your day go?” he asked.

“Confusing,” Katie sighed, kicking off her shoes to slip into her fluffy slippers. “I spoke to Mary, Anita, and Simon.”

“That’s good!” he replied. “Isn’t it?”

“I think I was born at the manor,” she said, and she filled him in on the details that had led her to that conclusion. “There’s still a lot I don’t know.”

“Oh, well, that’s something,” Brian said, his tone suggesting he hoped the matter would be settled. “Maybe someone just passing through?”

“You sound like Simon.”

“Who?”

“The butler,” Katie reminded him, frustration creeping into her voice. “Something bigger is going on here. There’s a body in the woods.”

“Baby, that might not even be connected,” Brian countered.

“I’m not a baby, Brian.”

“You know I didn’t⁠—”

“Someone chose to send that letter to the police now,” she pressed on. “Hilary comes back, and suddenly, the police are digging up bones near the Twisted Tree?”

“It’s late, Katie. Don’t get upset tonight.”

“I am upset,” she insisted, her voice cracking. “I’m sorry, but… I am...”

Katie let Brian guide her to the sofa. He whipped away the duvet from the previous night and gathered up the catalogues filled with circled antiques and sticky notes. She let Brian wrap his arms around her, Vinnie’s dinosaur toys scattered at their feet. Despite the comfort of being home, Katie couldn’t shake the unease that had settled in her gut.

“You smell like champagne,” Brian said after some time.

“1980 Dom Perignon,” Katie replied, a hint of a smile tugging at her lips. “A good vintage.”

“Oh, one of the best.” He let out that naughty chuckle that always made Katie smile. “Do you remember the 1975 we had at our wedding?”

“A gift from my father,” she said, snuggling closer. “I’ve talked about him more today than I have in weeks. I’ve spoken to three people who all worked at the manor around the time of my birth, and I’m sure as anything that all of them lied to me.”

“But they told you some stuff?”

“They did, but there’s other stuff they’re not telling me. I know it.”

“So, they’re withholding?” he suggested. “That’s a little different from lying, love. Maybe it’s not important.”

Katie sat up, twisting to stare at her husband.

“Whose side are you on?”

“Who said there are sides?” Brian’s voice grew quickly irritated. “All I’m saying is, how can you be so sure they were lying? You were sure the 343 bus would get us to Vinnie’s school, and we ended up in Riverswick.”

“You could have found out the bus yourself instead of just asking me.” She prickled at her husband’s words as she pulled away fully from his embrace. “How can I be so sure they were lying?” she repeated, her voice rising with each word. “The same way I knew you were lying to me when you said you didn’t buy that cruise on our credit card. I could see it in your eyes, Brian. Being raised under my father’s control turned me into a good liar. I had to be. And that means I’m good at spotting liars, and they all lied to me today.”

“Fine.” He sighed, running a hand through his thick hair. “And I only booked that cruise because I wanted to surprise you. I wanted to whisk you away from all of this. You’ve been working too hard with the community square, and now this search for your birth mother... I just wanted you to unwind so I could get the old Katie back.”

Katie whirled around, her eyes flashing with anger. “What do you mean by ‘old Katie’?”

“Let’s not do this again,” Brian pleaded, his voice tired. “Not tonight.”

“Do what?”

“This,” he said, gesturing between them. “I put my foot in it. You take it the wrong way, and then we argue as quietly as we can.” He paused, pointing up at the ceiling towards Vinnie’s bedroom. “We fall out, you storm off, and I sleep on the sofa… again.”

They shared a knowing look, their guards dropping for a moment. Katie let out a humourless chuckle. She planted her hands on her hips and turned away, shaking her head as she took in the tiny cottage.

“It used to be easier to have shouting matches in the manor.” She sighed as the fight drained out of her. She turned to face Brian, taking in the worry lines crinkling around his eyes. “I never realised how often one of us would leave to cool down thousands of square feet away until we couldn’t.”

“We haven’t needed to. And it’s no surprise we did then,” Brian said, his voice gentle. “Our lives were stressful. Everything falling down around us… it’s not like that now. Things have been good, haven’t they? Great, even. We’re living in a tiny cottage, working all hours, and somehow, we’re better than ever.”

Katie felt the tension in her shoulders ease as she listened to his words. It was true—after the chaos and stress of the manor, this quiet life they’d built together had been a welcome respite.

“That was, until the New Year,” he added in the silence. “You know I was behind you asking Barker to help find your mum, but… it’s been months… you’re losing your sparkle, Katie, and I hate watching it.”

Katie shivered again, but deep down, she knew he was being honest. Was this how she was now? Simon’s words about acceptance circled in her mind, and she wondered if she’d be like this forever if she didn’t find out the truth.

“We’ve overcome worse. Losing everything, the manor, starting again...”

“That was a mess we helped cause and could help fix,” Katie said, her voice rising above his. “Selling, moving, downsizing, budgeting... we had some control. We were able to do something, and that took everything out of us.” She took a deep breath, her eyes meeting his. “This is different. I have no control over if people are going to tell me the truth or not. You might have to get used to the idea that the ‘old Katie’ has gone for a reason,” she told him, her voice soft but firm. “I’m… becoming, Brian.”

“Becoming who?”

Katie searched within, the pain growing. “I don’t know.” She leaned in, pressing a gentle kiss to Brian’s cheek. She started climbing up to bed, pausing halfway up the stairs. “Please don’t sleep on the sofa again tonight.”

On the tiny landing, she peeked inside Vinnie’s dinosaur and rocket-themed room. He’d spread his school uniform across the back of the chair, neat and ready for the morning. Neither she nor Brian would have thought to do that, still in the habit of throwing everything on the floor like they still had a housekeeper following them around. She made a mental note to apologise tomorrow when she spoke to Hilary if the former housekeeper hadn’t already left the village. Perhaps a few days in Peridale would have softened her thorny edges.

In the second of two bedrooms, Katie changed from her tracksuit into pyjamas plucked off the floor. She collapsed onto the giant sleigh bed, which dominated the room, leaving only a sliver of space around its edges. On the wall, the 65-inch TV, salvaged from their old bedroom at the manor, loomed over her. She flicked it on, scrolling through the endless thumbnails of various Real Housewives of… franchises. She was too exhausted for her guilty pleasure, and she turned off the TV, plunging the room into darkness.

She sank deeper into the bed as she heard Brian’s footsteps on the stairs. A moment later, his head popped around the door, a white mug in his hand.

“Horlicks,” he said, a tentative smile on his face. “To help you sleep. My mum always used to do it for me.”

He set the mug on the bedside table before climbing into bed next to her. The silence stretched between them, broken only by the rustle of the sheets as they settled in.

“Thanks,” she said.

“Anything for you,” he said. “What can I do to help, love?”

Katie turned to face him, her eyes searching his in the dim light.

“Be patient with me,” she asked. “I know things aren’t good at the moment, but I’m working to put things right. I’ll speak to Mary and Hilary again tomorrow, and maybe I’ll catch them out.”

A yawn escaped her lips, and Brian reached out to tuck a stray lock of hair behind her ear.

“It’ll have to be after the meeting with the architect to revise the plans,” he said. “I assumed you wouldn’t be checking emails today, so I peeked at the community square account. Julia set up the meeting for tomorrow morning at the café, and I gave the thumbs up on your behalf.”

She groaned. “Tomorrow?”

“It’ll be good for you to focus on something else,” he said, lifting her chin up with his hooked finger. “Remember how excited you were after the public vote? Don’t forget about the sense of duty you said you had when you inherited this land. People are excited about what you’re doing.”

The implication that she no longer felt that sense of duty made her want to pull away again, but she didn’t want to argue. She knew he was right—from the moment she had signed the papers for the acres, she had known she wanted to give the land back to the people of Peridale in some way. She’d been excited to build something for them. For her legacy, and for the village’s legacy. But now, with the weight of her own personal mystery bearing down on her, shifting the foundations of the legacy that came before her, it was hard to muster the same enthusiasm.

“I committed,” she conceded, the fight draining out of her. “It can’t go worse than the meeting with the eco guy from the council the other day.”

Brian reached out, giving her hand a reassuring squeeze. “That’s my Katie. You’ll smash it.”

Katie offered him a weak smile, grateful for his support.

“I’m sorry I’ve been so...” she trailed off, searching for the right words.

“None of that,” Brian interrupted, pulling her into a warm embrace. “For better or worse, remember?”

Katie nodded, relaxing into his arms. She had to admit, the prospect of immersing herself in the community square project did sound appealing. He reached for the Horlicks, handing it to her with a hopeful smile.

“Get some rest,” he said, pressing a kiss to her forehead. “Tomorrow’s a new day.”

Katie sipped the warm, malty drink, allowing its sweetness to calm her frazzled nerves as she reclined against the pillows. Tomorrow, she would confront the challenges head-on, both with the community square and in her quest to uncover the truth about her past. She might not have been a Wellington by blood, but she was Wellington in nature, and she was built of stronger stuff.

If Mary, Anita, and Simon thought they could ‘withhold’ to her face and get away with it, they could think again.
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Bright and early the next morning, Julia blinked against the soft morning light filtering through the café’s windows. Even on a Saturday, the café should have been a peaceful oasis at this hour. Instead, a steady stream of customers had already begun trickling in, the bell above the door chiming with each new arrival.

Julia surveyed the occupied tables, though given the storm swirling around Wellington Heights—though Julia had been hearing more and more people revert to “Manor” in recent days—she wasn’t surprised that the people of Peridale wanted somewhere to gossip on a warm spring morning before the humidity kicked up a notch. Her gaze snagged on a woman nestled in the corner, sipping from a dainty teacup while encased in a shocking pink velour tracksuit. The outfit was completed with canary yellow foam Crocs, an unexpected sight amidst the café’s cosy decor. As Julia’s eyes swept across the room, she spotted another customer, a younger woman sporting a similar velour ensemble in pale blue, her feet clad in the same rubber clogs. She blinked again, half convinced she was still dreaming. While the residents of Peridale were known for their eccentricities, the sight of two customers donning such a specifically familiar outfit brought the most curious smile to her face.

Julia watched as Dot hurried over to the counter, her eyes wide with excitement.

“I noticed too,” Dot said, nodding towards the customers in their matching outfits sitting on opposite sides of the café.

“Me too,” Veronica chimed in from the table nearest the counter, peering over the top of her laptop. “Are you talking about Katie’s grief chic looks catching on?”

Shilpa, who had just entered the café, sidled up to the counter and whispered, “I noticed that too.”

Julia shook her head in disbelief. She had seen Katie in that exact outfit just yesterday, and now it seemed to be spreading through the village. She couldn’t help but wonder if this was some sort of a silent show of support for Katie, or if people were just drawn to the comfort of the soft velour and the ease of the rubber.

“This may sound shocking,” Dot said, inhaling seriously, “but I think it’s time we accept that Katie might be Peridale’s answer to Princess Diana.”

Julia shot her grandmother a look and said, “Oh, behave, Gran.”

“She has a point, Julia,” Veronica said. “Think about it.”

“See?” Dot exclaimed, a triumphant grin on her face. “You shouldn’t try to silence wisdom.”

Veronica nodded in agreement. “Whenever anything Wellington-related is on the front page, newspaper sales go up. I noticed when we were covering the stories about her father’s Wellington Village plans, so I went back into the archives. The Wellington spikes have been consistent since records began, especially when something melancholic happens. People can’t get enough. You must have noticed the same thing in the café, Julia?”

“Wellington gossip does have a certain flavour to it,” she admitted.

“Speaking of bad things and consistency,” Shilpa asked, looking among them, “has anyone seen Evelyn? She’s usually here to offer her predictions this time of morning, but I haven’t seen her since yesterday morning.”

Julia frowned, trying to recall the last time she’d seen the eccentric B&B owner. “I saw her at the B&B yesterday morning.”

“Hilary is probably holding her hostage,” Dot said, delivering the theory with believable conviction. “That woman has always been a humourless, misery-guts curmudgeon.”

Julia’s eyes widened as she noticed Hilary standing in the doorway, her sharp gaze fixed on Dot. The rest of the café seemed to notice her presence too, but Dot carried on, oblivious.

“Even when she was younger, she was the same,” Dot insisted, stamping her finger on Veronica’s table. “She never cracked a smile. Always had a face like a slapped—” She turned her head just enough to catch their new arrival. “Hilary!”

“As you were, Dorothy South,” Hilary announced, her voice dripping with icy disdain. “I can see you haven’t changed much, either. You’ve always been an abrasive, interfering gossip who never knows when to stop talking.”

Dot’s mouth snapped shut, and a heavy silence blanketed the busy café. Dot was at a loss for words, unable to conjure a comeback. She retreated to her chair, her cheeks flushed with embarrassment. Veronica quickly turned her attention back to her laptop, her fingers flying over the keys as if she hadn’t heard a thing. Shilpa, on the other hand, slipped out from behind Hilary, making a hasty exit.

Hilary approached the counter, clutching her cane and taking her time with every step. It was clear that walking pained her, and Julia instinctively came out from behind the counter to pull out a chair at a free table. However, Hilary held up a hand, refusing the offer.

“I’ve come to tell you that I’m leaving the village,” Hilary announced, her voice steady despite her laboured breathing. “Soon. In a few days at the most.”

Surprise flickered across Julia’s face. She had assumed Hilary would have already made plans to leave sooner, considering the controversy surrounding her visit.

“But you’re sticking around for the time being?”

Hilary nodded curtly, her gaze drifting to the cabinets filled with cakes. She seemed to be contemplating something, and Julia waited patiently for her to continue. After a moment, Hilary cleared her throat and fixed Julia with a firm stare.

“Katie’s new life is fine,” she concluded. “Don’t you think she should let sleeping dogs lie?”

The words hung in the air between them, and Julia realised with a start that Hilary was trying to suggest Julia should convince Katie to stop digging. She felt a flare of indignation at the suggestion, and her already unfriendly feelings towards Hilary curdled further.

“I won’t tell her to stop, Hilary,” Julia said, her voice calm but resolute. “And neither should you. She’s not a girl.”

“She might as well be.”

“She’s a forty-two-year-old woman. A woman with a family, who owns her own business, who people around here like, and are influenced by.” She glanced at the tracksuit women and couldn’t believe they hadn’t spotted each other yet. “You just said yourself that Katie’s new life is fine. It used to be more than fine. She suppressed this secret for all these years and now it’s burst out of her like a…”

“Like a Katherine Wheel,” Hilary finished, steadying her grip on her wooden cane. “You’ve got your point across, Julia.”

“My point is,” Julia said, not backing down, “if you know anything, you should speak up now. Why come all this way just to say something to her face that might have been kinder written in a letter?”

Hilary’s eyes narrowed, her gaze sharpening like a blade. She leaned forward, her cane tapping against the counter with a sharp crack that echoed through the suddenly silent café.

“You should get off your high horse, Julia South,” Hilary hissed, her voice low and venomous. Each word dripped with disdain, cutting through the stillness like a knife. “You’ve always been a sanctimonious know-it-all busybody. That’s what Vincent thought of you, and that’s what I think of you.”

Julia felt the blood drain from her face, her heart stuttering in her chest. The accusation hung in the air, heavy and suffocating. She opened her mouth to respond, but no words came out. Hilary’s gaze flicked to the side, her lips curling into a sneer.

“And where’s that sister of yours? Little Miss Judgemental Sue. We allowed you into the manor from the village, welcomed you in. I thought your father was bad enough, but the way you looked down your nose at us…”

Her words trailed off, and Hilary’s eyes widened as if she’d become aware of her surroundings. The weight of the café’s collective gaze pressed down on her, the silence broken only by the occasional clink of a teacup or the rustle of a newspaper.

Julia stood frozen, her mind reeling. She couldn’t process the venom in Hilary’s words, the accusation that she and her sister had somehow offended the Wellington staff with their mere presence. Hilary had never been pleasant, but she’d never tried to cut so deep before. She’d also never been retired before, either.

She watched as Hilary turned on her heels and left the café, the bell above the door chiming with her departure. The silence that had fallen over the room slowly dissipated as the usual chatter resumed, though Julia could still feel the weight of Hilary’s words hanging in the air when Jessie emerged from the kitchen through the beaded curtain.

“What’s up?” she asked, glancing between Julia and the door. “You could cut the atmosphere in here with a wooden spoon.”

“I asked Hilary why she’d come all this way if not to help, and she launched into a personal attack on me.”

“What did she say?”

“She accused Sue and me of being sanctimonious know-it-alls and said that Vincent Wellington thought the same of us.”

“Ouch.” Jessie sucked the air through her teeth. “Don’t take it personally, Mum. That sounds like a deflection to me. If there’s something to uncover, it’ll come out, eventually. The best minds in Peridale are on the case, by which I mean Veronica.” She winked and elbowed Julia in the ribs. “She’s gone down a rabbit hole in the archives. She’s a woman obsessed.” She glanced back at the kitchen and, in a lower voice, whispered, “I can’t keep stalling this architect all morning. She’s finished her second slice of lemon drizzle, and I can’t think of another interview question to ask her.”

“We’re waiting for Katie before we can start,” she explained with an apologetic smile. “She gave the thumbs up to the email, so she’ll be here soon. She hasn’t missed a meeting before.”

“And she hasn’t been in a situation like this before either,” she whispered, her voice tinged with empathy for Katie’s predicament.

Dot cleared her throat, tapping a silver spoon against her teacup.

“You know what might lighten the mood?” she announced, her eyes twinkling mischievously. “One of Percy’s latest jokes for the paper.”

Percy perked up at the mention of his jokes, a hopeful smile spreading across his face.

“Why did the local Peridale police officer go to art school?” he asked the room.

He waited a beat, the room growing curious.

“Why?” Julia asked when nobody else did.

“Because he wanted to learn how to draw conclusions better!”

A few grumbles of laughter rippled through the café, but Dot and Percy both looked disappointed at the lukewarm reception. Luckily for Percy’s flushing cheeks, Katie hurried into the café, weaving between the tables without seeming to notice the customers dressed just like her in matching velour tracksuits. Her hair was pulled back into a messy ponytail, and her face was devoid of makeup, giving her a flustered appearance.

“I’m so sorry I’m late,” Katie breathed. She glanced around the café. “I don’t know what came over me last night. I forgot to set my alarms. I never forget. Clarice had to open the salon without me. She was almost having a panic attack from Mrs Coggles trying to book an appointment over the phone by the time I got there.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Julia said, offering a reassuring smile. “It’s a simple meeting to make a few adjustments, and we haven’t started yet. The architect is in the kitchen. She’s had cake, but I think we’re ready to get going if you are?”

Julia and Katie sat at the island where they listened to the architect detail the necessary adjustments to meet the eco standards for the community square project. Julia had sent most of the information over email, so Beth already had updated plans to show the solar panels and the new allotment patches. She droned on about the adjustments in her usual monotone voice, scribbling at lightning speed like the meeting couldn’t be over soon enough, and after a short ten minutes, it was.

As Beth packed away her notepad and tablet, Julia and Katie exchanged worried glances after seeing the figure underlined on the bottom of Katie’s notes. They needed to raise another £40,000 to make it happen. According to Beth, a qualifying grant from the council would cover half, but they’d have to find the other half to move forward.

“Back to fundraising and begging,” Katie said with a huff once Beth ran off to her next meeting. “What if… this is as far as we get?”

Julia reached across the table, her hand coming to rest on Katie’s arm.

“We’ll figure something out.” She paused for a moment, her eyes lighting up as an idea took shape. “Fundraising and begging worked well enough the first time. We’ll invite the great and good from all around and sell them on the idea of sponsoring a new community hub. But first, maybe you should go home and get some rest? I’m sure the salon can manage without you for a day.”

“No, I can’t rest now.” She turned to Julia, her eyes pleading. “I’m going to the Black Bull to confront Geoffrey and Maggie. They’re the last two on the list I haven’t spoken to. I want to look into their eyes to see if they’re going to lie to me like the others. Will you come with me, Julia? I don’t think I can do this alone.”

Julia hesitated, her stomach twisting at the thought of venturing into the unfamiliar pub. She’d heard stories about the Black Bull, whispers of rough crowds and unsavoury characters. But as she looked at Katie’s desperate expression, she knew she couldn’t let her face this challenge alone.

“I’m working, Katie, the café is busy, and—” Sighing, Julia looked from Katie’s desperate face to the clock. “If you wait until I’ve finished here, we can go together.”

“I’ll wait.” She managed a small smile. “Until then, I’ll try to draw up a list of people to invite to a fundraiser. If only I still had my old Wellington contacts, eh? Though, on second thought, probably for the best we don’t.”

Katie left through the back door as Jessie emerged through the beads, balancing a tray filled with cups. She raised an eyebrow as she passed Julia on her way to ditch them at the sink.

“Did I just hear you talking about going to the Black Bull?”

“The old cook and groundskeeper own it.”

“Rather you than me.” Jessie let out a low whistle. “That place is rough with a capital R. I had to cover a story about a bloke who had his nose bitten off during a bar fight there two months ago. The woman who runs it chased me out the second she saw my ID for the paper. She’s feral.”

“I’ve never actually been in,” Julia admitted. “It was one of those things as a kid. Don’t go into Howarth Forest alone after dark. Stay away from the Fern Moore estate. And don’t go anywhere near the Black Bull pub. It’s easy to forget about it being up on the top lane, and The Plough is on everyone’s doorstep. But… how bad could it be?”

“Let’s just say the Black Bull makes The Plough look like Buckingham Palace.”

Pushing up her sleeves at the sink as it filled with hot soapy water, Julia tried to imagine just how badly a visit to the roughest pub for miles around could go. Given what Jessie had just shared with her, she wondered if visiting was such a good idea after all.
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Barker trod around Wellington Woods with DI Moyes, the building pressure promising rain in the thick air. The forensic team was searching the trees, working outward from the Twisted Tree at the centre of the investigation. Barker had brought coffee and cakes for the entire team, and they seemed to be going down well.

As they walked, Moyes shared more details about Edmund Collins and how they were able to trace him. “We were able to extract DNA from a green coat of his that was found screwed up in a bin soon after he went missing,” she explained. “The police filed it away, and that was the only trace of Edmund they ever found, until now.”

“The good old evidence department. Any further with the cause of death?”

“He must have been hit with something heavy, given the size of the impact,” she said, taking her time to deliberately step over a fallen tree. “And the grave was shallow, so whoever dug it was in a hurry. I wouldn’t be surprised if he died close by.”

“Maybe he was running away?” Barker suggested, his mind racing with potential scenarios. “Or being chased? It’s possible he could have been stealing something from Wellington Manor. If Edmund was the burglar⁠—”

“Why are you so sure he is?”

“It’s still only a theory,” he pointed out. “But it’s the first place my mind went when Veronica presented the articles to me. The correlation might mean nothing, but with some evidence...”

“Edmund had a criminal record, and it wasn’t for burglary,” Moyes said, her lips pursed. “Bar fights. Regularly. The Plough, Black Bull, pubs in Riverswick and Bourton-on-the-Water, Stow-on-the-Wold, and Moreton-in-Marsh. Assault, vandalism, resisting arrest, assaulting officers. A few pints in him and he couldn’t keep his hands to himself.”

“Any mention of any girlfriends?”

“None, why?”

“The butler saw Mary Porter and Edmund Collins kissing once, but Mary denied knowing him outside of a brief description, according to Julia and Katie. Maybe there’s something there.”

“Maybe.” Moyes puffed on her vape, the wispy tendrils of smoke curling around her face as she spoke. “Anything would be good now. I know I came up in cold cases, but when you have nothing concrete to follow, you get a sense you’re stabbing around in the dark.”

Barker nodded in agreement. “That’s true, but you never know what you’re going to hit into if you keep stabbing.”

Moyes finished her coffee and offered Barker a grateful smile. “Thanks for the chat. PC Puglisi’s brain can only handle so much and the rest of the station... well... I have the feeling they’re waiting for me to fail. Waiting for me to leave. Haven’t had a stable DI in a while. Barker, Christie... they’re ready for the next one.”

Barker met her gaze with a steady look. “You have to show them you’re tougher than that. You’re double the DI I ever was.”

Moyes chuckled. “And you’re not such a bad PI yourself. You know how to bribe the police. Veronica could take notes.” She raised her empty coffee cup in a mock toast. “Thanks again for the coffee.”

Barker’s phone buzzed with an incoming text. As he reached for his phone, he fumbled with his coffee cup. It slipped from his grasp and fell to the ground, the lid popping off and the contents spilling out.

“Butter fingers,” Moyes said as she bent down to pick up the fallen cup. On her way back up, she squinted, peering through the trees. “What’s that?”

Barker followed her gaze and noticed a group of officers.

“It looks like a bunch of officers standing around chatting,” he observed.

“Exactly,” she said, crushing the cup. “Unless they’ve found something, they’re standing around chatting when these woods still need searching. So… let’s hope they’ve found something.”

Barker and Moyes approached the officers, their expressions growing more serious with each step. As they drew closer, the officers dispersed, lowering their heads as if trying to avoid eye contact. Moyes’s voice cut through the silence, demanding an explanation for their idle chatter.

PC Puglisi stepped forward, his face pale and his hands trembling slightly.

“We’ve found more bones, Detective Inspector,” the young PC announced, trying to sound above his rank. “We think it’s another body.”
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The evening air hung heavy with petrol fumes and the scent of muck spreading as Julia and Katie climbed out of the car outside the pub. Cars zoomed past them from the direction of Peridale Farm half a mile down the road, and from the looks of the dire place, the Black Bull—or ‘B ac ull’ as the sign now read—wasn’t enticing any of them to stop.

“That’s how Vinnie says ‘bagel’,” Katie said, pointing at the sign. “What’s that smell?”

“Which one?” Julia asked, peering up at the chunks of whitewashed plaster still clinging to the blackened stone that had forced it off. She wasn’t an expert, but black water around gutters was never a good sign. She almost tripped over the edge of one of the many barrels strewn in front of the door, like a minefield between the pub and the road to keep any potential customers out—with added cigarette butts and smashed glass if thirsty ramblers didn’t trip headfirst over the barrels.

Just as Julia’s fingers brushed the worn brass, the door burst open, and a gruff woman emerged, dragging a stumbling man by the collar.

“This is my pub, do you hear?” she bellowed, her voice rising to challenge the constant whooshing of the never-ending stream of cars whizzing down to the Riverswick Bypass. “And don’t even think about coming back. You’re barred!”

The man staggered away, fumbling with the mismatched buttons of his jacket as he weaved towards the road. Julia and Katie exchanged a glance, taking in the woman’s brash demeanour and rugged appearance. If their sources were correct, this woman had to be Maggie, the former cook.

“I just caught him dipping his hand in the charity tin to pay for his next drink. Ha!” Maggie shouted, dripping with disdain. “Who does that? Stealing from all those poor kittens at the sanctuary right under my nose? Ha!”

As the man swayed at the edge of the road waiting to cross, Maggie turned her attention to Julia and Katie, her eyes narrowing as she appraised them. Settling her weight on her hip, she filled the doorway with folded arms, her disgusted stare cutting to Katie’s pink car parked on the edge of the road.

“You broke down or something?” she called, her tone more accusatory than curious.

Julia cleared her throat, steeling herself for the inevitable confrontation. “No, we were coming in, actually. For a drink. If you’re open, that is?”

Maggie snorted, clearly unimpressed by their response. Without another word, she turned on her heel and disappeared into the pub, letting the door slam shut behind her.

“Warm welcome,” Katie whispered, her eyebrows raised as she moved a step closer to Julia, looking back at the road. “Should we stay out here? That man’s going to get himself run over.”

“He isn’t going anywhere. That traffic isn’t slowing down until rush hour has passed,” Julia said, dragging open the heavy door. “I think we should both cross our fingers and hope that this is one of those super-themed pubs, but when we go inside, it’s just a plain old Wetherspoons.”

Julia’s nose wrinkled as she stepped inside the Black Bull, the stench of stale cigarettes clinging to the stuffy, humid atmosphere inside the dark and dingy pub. She noticed the few pub dwellers scattered about the place were glistening with sweat like they hadn’t moved all afternoon. One man was drooped against a slot machine, another at a jukebox, flicking through tracks with no intention of ever picking a song. Mute football played on a far TV, its chunky frame left behind from the ‘90s. The bleary-eyed men seemed more interested in their drinks than the match.

Maggie stood behind the bar, a curvaceous woman in a black dress with a deep-cut neckline. She commanded attention like the captain of a ship—an almost sunken ship, but still afloat nonetheless.

Katie leaned in, whispering, “Maggie left when I was about six, and she always scared me. Mean, and couldn’t really cook.” She pointed to a man sitting at the bar, his back turned to them as he scribbled in a book with a pencil, his hands filthy. “Geoffrey stayed on for a few years longer.”

Julia studied the man, taking in his rugged, weathered appearance. Geoffrey’s greying hair was hidden under a flat cap, and his calloused hands spoke of years of hard labour tending to the estate’s expansive grounds. As she moved closer, she noticed his book was filled with appointments, indicating he was still working. Perhaps that was how they managed to keep the doors of the pub open for the three people.

Julia approached the bar with Katie, their footsteps echoing in the quiet pub. Maggie looked up, her eyes narrowing as they drew closer. Geoffrey, still scribbling in his book, barely acknowledged their presence.

“Maggie, Geoffrey,” Julia began, her voice steady despite the tension in the air. She introduced themselves, but neither registered a reaction. “I’ll cut to the chase. We’re here because Katie recently found out she was left on the doorstep of Wellington Manor as a baby. We’re trying to piece together what happened around that time by talking to anyone who was there.”

“That’s how it started, at least,” Katie cut in, leaning her hand against the bar and pulling it away like she instantly regretted touching the sticky surface. “The police found the body of Edmund in the woods. You knew him, didn’t you?”

“Now listen here, lady, I know nothing about no body in the woods,” Geoffrey said in no uncertain terms. He lifted his pint glass and added, “That said, I’m glad the young lad can be laid to rest.” He took a swig while Maggie sipped her water, remaining silent. “It’s not right it took The Pigs this long to find him.”

“I heard you were the one who reported Edmund as missing back then,” Katie said.

“It seemed like nobody else cared when he vanished.” Geoffrey gritted his browned teeth as he set his glass down as though the pain of being ignored still lingered forty years on. “I’ll never forget the day. It was the 15th June. The day the baby turned up on the doorstep.” He glanced at Katie, who seemed to shrink under his gaze. He knew her, but he hadn’t acknowledged it. “We were working late, parted ways like we always did, and I never saw him again.”

Julia stepped closer. “What happened the last time you saw Edmund?”

“I just told you. We worked late,” Geoffrey began, scowling at her from the creased corner of his eye. “Vincent decided on a whim, like he always used to, that he wanted new flowerbeds behind the house. Piled onto our workload, that did. It was a scorching day. We both got burnt to a crisp and didn’t finish till past seven.”

“We?” Julia interrupted. “Was Mary there?”

Geoffrey shook his head. “She wasn’t. Workshy, if ever I’ve met one. Would never do any hard graft. Stuck to the planting and making pretty, but she had no backbone.” He paused to shake his head as though that still annoyed him too. Julia couldn’t imagine Mary, always rushed off her feet, ever being described as ‘workshy.’ Maybe she’d been a different person in her younger days. “I hadn’t seen her for a couple of weeks up till then too, but that sister of hers turned up.”

“Kristy?” Katie asked.

“Yeah, her. And she was always showing up, bothering Mary at work. Asking for money, getting Mary all upset. Something to do with their younger brother.”

“I don’t really know who Kristy is,” Julia confessed. “So, Mary has a brother and a sister?”

“The brother died,” Maggie interjected, her voice flat. “Young, he was.”

Geoffrey toasted his pint glass again and continued, “Anyway, I saw Kristy there on my way out. Looked like she was going to find Edmund. They were both sneaking off towards the woods. That was the last I saw him. Next day, I get to the manor. Edmund wasn’t there, and everyone was talking about some baby that turned up.”

“And what about Mary?” Julia pushed, picking up on a snag. “You just said you hadn’t seen her for weeks leading up to the baby turning up and Edmund going missing, but she told us she handed in her notice a week before then and worked at the manor for another week.”

He snorted at the suggestion. “She never handed any notice in. Not to me, anyway. The way I remember it, she vanished, then came back acting all strange.”

“Strange how?”

“Like she suddenly cared about putting in the graft,” he said. “And she wasn’t as quiet anymore. Like she’d been through something, but then out of nowhere, about a week after, she told me she wasn’t coming back, and she didn’t.”

“I told you she was lying to us,” Katie whispered to Julia before turning to Geoffrey. “What was this Edmund like? I heard from Anita that he couldn’t keep his hands to himself.”

“He was a ladies’ man.”

“That’s putting it lightly, given what I heard,” Katie replied, as cold as ice.

“He carried on with all sorts of women,” Geoffrey said, offering only a shrug. “He was a handsome young chap with these piercing bright eyes the colour of blue hydrangeas that let him get away with murder. He could charm a worm into buying mud.”

“Was Mary one of the people he charmed?” Katie asked, her tone almost demanding now. “She called him charming, and I heard from the butler that he saw them kissing.”

Before Geoffrey could respond, a commotion erupted from the corner of the pub. Two customers were scrambling over what looked like the remote control, their voices rising above the din as the channel flicked back and forth between football and Emmerdale. Maggie, who’d been listening in on the conversation but not adding much, sprung into action and rounded the bar. Despite the fighting, her attention remained on Julia and Katie.

“You two had better buy a drink or get out,” she warned them, her tone leaving no room for argument. Rolling up the sleeves of her dress, she turned to the scrap and marched right at them. “Which one of you suckers started this?”

While Maggie tore them apart, Julia glanced behind the bar. The prospect of having to commit to a drink in this dingy den wasn’t appealing, but they needed more information. She guessed they had as long as it took for Maggie to settle the fight to get answers. Geoffrey didn’t seem to care that they were there, but Maggie wasn’t hiding her discomfort at their presence.

Turning back to Geoffrey, Julia pressed on. “So, about Edmund and Mary...”

Geoffrey sighed, relenting. “At first, Edmund denied being involved with Mary, but it was obvious they were carrying on in secret after the first few months of working together. I made it known to him that I knew, and it wasn’t to interfere with their work.”

“And what did Edmund say to that?” Katie asked.

“He said he kept Mary secret because he didn’t want Vincent to know, given how strict he was about relationships. But I don’t think that was the real reason. I reckon Edmund didn’t want his girlfriends to find out about the other women.”

“Other women?” Julia’s eyebrows shot up.

“To my knowledge, there were three on the go at that time. Sometimes more, sometimes less.”

“Three?” Katie choked, sounding as in disbelief as Julia felt. “If Mary was one, who were the others?”

“He maintained to me that he was going to marry Mary one day and whisk her away, but I never believed him. A man like that doesn’t have it in him to settle.” Geoffrey leaned back, a knowing smirk on his weathered face. “I saw Edmund cosying up to Hilary, too. She was more of a looker in her day, but he had her under his spell, like the others. You’d see women ready to fall over in front of him when they met him for the first time. Not my Maggie, mind you. She always said he was too pretty for her.”

“Did you say Hilary, as in my old housekeeper?”

“Who else?” Geoffrey leaned back, taking a swig of his pint before continuing. “Edmund denied it, and so did Hilary, but I know what I saw. Whispering. Kissing. He was my apprentice—it was my job to keep my eyes on him.” He shook his head, a distant look in his eyes. “He seemed to be stringing Hilary along with little moments here and there. There was that other woman too. The one who always wore that black hat that made her look like a bloke. I don’t know how Edmund had the energy. One woman is enough.”

As if on cue, Maggie returned from settling the fight, playfully whipping a rag at Geoffrey. The gesture revealed a hint of lingering affection between them. Turning her attention to Julia and Katie, Maggie asked, “So, what are you two ordering?”

Katie glanced at the limited selection of pumps along the bar, but Julia could sense her desire to leave. They had climbed through the minefield outside only to be struck with bombshells about Edmund’s tangled web of relationships with most of the women working at the manor, and a stranger in a black hat.

“Is there anything else you can tell us?” Julia urged. “Anything that might help us find out what happened on that night?”

Geoffrey shrugged. “I don’t know who Katie’s mother was, if that’s what you’re asking. Only that she turned up...” He paused, recalling a detail. “That laundry maid seemed to be quite taken by the baby, and Hilary was weirdly protective of the baby. She wouldn’t let people near you most days.” He delivered this to Katie, addressing her for the first time. “You have very blue eyes.”

“Am I going invisible?” Maggie cried, slapping the rag over her shoulder before planting both hands on the bar. “I told you to buy a drink or get out.”

Julia and Katie exchanged looks, silently agreeing it was time to leave. They nodded their thanks to Geoffrey and Maggie before making their way towards the door, just as the argument about the remote control started up again. The man at the jukebox finally chose a song, and the opening notes of ‘Papa Was a Rollin’ Stone’ by The Temptations filled the pub.

Katie’s face paled, and she looked like she might be sick. She pushed through the door first, escaping into the fresh air. As Julia hurried to catch the door before it slammed shut, Geoffrey called out to her.

“He used the tunnels,” he said, his voice cutting through the music. “That’s how I think he did it. How he got around with all those women. He used to meet them near the Twisted Tree. Close enough to the house... far away from everything else.”

Julia nodded, grateful for the extra piece of information. She stepped outside and found Katie crouched by the drunk man who had given up waiting for the cars to slow down. He was slumped against Katie’s car, looking like he had passed out. Katie had opened her car boot and was offering him a bottle of water, but he didn’t seem interested. He staggered to his feet, and Katie watched as he stumbled across the quieter road before vanishing over the ridge.

“My father always used to say my eyes were as blue as sapphire gemstones held up to the brightest sun,” Katie said, turning back to Julia. “That’s sort of like blue hydrangeas, isn’t it?”

Julia nodded, her heart aching for Katie. She knew where this was going. She wrapped an arm around Katie’s shoulders, pulling her close.

“Yes,” Julia validated her. “Geoffrey’s comment about your blue eyes did seem to come out of nowhere.”

“Was he trying to tell me they look like Edmund’s? I can’t take this anymore.” Katie unlocked her car and yanked open the door, her movements sharp and determined. “I’m going to see Hilary now. Mary lying to me about Edmund was one thing, but Hilary? She pretended not to even know his name.”

“Geoffrey could be lying,” Julia pointed out, trying to be the voice of reason.

Katie shook her head, her jaw set. “No, I don’t think so. Finally, someone has told me some truths, and Hilary is going to tell me some more, or so help me... I don’t know what I’m going to do if Hilary lies to me again.”

Julia stared into her sapphire—and hydrangea—blue eyes, not needing to be convinced to believe Katie. As they swung around back onto the road, Julia took one last look at the Black Bull before they sped off. She hadn’t needed to be convinced to believe Geoffrey either.

Maggie, on the other hand? Had Julia imagined it, or had the cook turned landlady tried her very best to make sure her husband hadn’t said too much?
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“Stop lying!” Katie stood on the doorstep of the B&B, her heart still pounding from the cold bath ice dunk that was her visit to the Black Bull. She tried to stare deep into Hilary’s bulging eyes, to let her know how serious Katie was, but she wouldn’t keep them still. “You and Edmund were seen.”

“And I don’t care what was seen,” Hilary said, in the same flat and tight voice she’d had since being the one to answer the door to Katie. “Whoever told you I was having a love affair with Edmund Collins must have been very mistaken. There is no story there.”

Katie shook her head, frustration bubbling inside her. “No. You don’t get to keep saying that. Every time someone tells me there’s no story, I find another page.” Clenching her eyes, she counted on her fingers as she went over the things she’d been hearing. “I know I was born in a shed near the manor. Simon saw the blood. And then I was kept somewhere in the manor for a few days because people heard me crying in the walls. And there were bloody sheets, a now dead apprentice gardener obsessed with manipulating women—Mary Porter of all people being one of them—and you want to tell me the vegetable box is the end of the story?” Her voice cracked as she finally let her desperation show. She clenched her hands, making Hilary look away fully. “Please, Hilary. I’m literally begging you. I know I made your life difficult in ways I’ll probably never understand. I was obnoxious, messy, spoilt, but… if you ever cared about me, tell me what happened.”

Hilary’s stern façade crumbled, revealing a look of genuine distress. She seemed to wrestle with herself for a moment before stamping her cane on the doorstep. As though something had been decided, she set off down Evelyn’s garden path.

“Come with me,” she said over her shoulder. “If Wellington Heights hasn’t done away with the attic, I might be able to show you something.”

After helping Hilary into the passenger seat, Katie set off with Julia in the backseat. Julia had offered to give them space to talk, but Katie hadn’t wanted to be alone with Hilary. She smiled her thanks to Julia, who’d stay with her till the early hours if Katie needed her to.

Her heart raced as she drove up the winding lane to Wellington Heights, Hilary in the passenger seat and Julia sitting quietly in the back. The smooth tarmac had replaced the old gravel, and the sight of dozens of fancy cars parked out front made the place feel both familiar and foreign. The building’s façade remained mostly unchanged, triggering a strange sensation of slipping into a past life that had long been out of reach.

As they climbed out of the car, Hilary grumbled, “Apartments. Of all the things, you sold your family manor to be turned into abysmal apartments.”

“This place was always too big for one family,” Katie said. “Now lots of people get to enjoy it.”

“What’s left of it,” Hilary spat, her disapproval evident.

They entered the building, and the entrance hall appeared barely touched. If it weren’t for the walls with apartment doors where the arches once stood, Katie might have felt right at home. Julia waited in the car, but Katie felt better knowing she was there, like she could feel the support tethered.

Like she’d never been away, Hilary set off climbing up the sweeping staircase, clutching the bannister with one hand and her cane with the other. Katie hovered by to catch her, but she was swatted away like a nuisance fly. Hilary was about to head for a staircase up to the attic that Katie wasn’t sure existed anymore, but she did know there was a lift in an old cleaning cupboard that would take them up to the penthouses on the top floor where the attic used to be. She straightened out the crinkled runner rug with the tip of her shoe so Hilary wouldn’t trip up as she reached out for the button.

The lift arrived, and they crawled upwards, waiting in an awkward silence, like two strangers in a strange place. Not people who’d known each other all of one of their lives back in the very place they’d spent all that time together.

“I hope you got a good price for it, at least,” Hilary muttered.

“In the end, I would have given it away for free. That’s how bad things were.”

“Hmm.”

“You were here until almost the end,” Katie reminded her. “You saw how desperate I got to keep hold of this place. Setting up that insurance fraud job, all the furniture getting stolen while Julia was here babysitting… I must have lost my mind. I did lose it. I thought I got it back, but...” The lift glided to a halt, shuddering them up to the top floor. “That was the night Julia found out she was pregnant.”

“Julia is a sanctimonious⁠—”

Katie turned to her. “Don’t say another bad word about Julia. Ever again.”

“Well, I just think⁠—”

“Unless it’s about what happened on the 15th June 1979, I don’t care what you think about my family, Hilary,” Katie snapped as the metal doors glided open. “Out of anyone in my life, Julia’s been my rock.”

Hilary followed Katie into the sterile white corridor with skylights that would have bathed them in sunlight if they’d visited at the other end of the day. They turned away from each other, neither seeming to have the energy for the conflict. Katie couldn’t orientate herself in the old attic, but Hilary seemed to be mapping something out, muttering to herself as her finger danced about the new sight before her.

“What are you hoping to find up here?” Katie asked.

“One of your father’s secrets, if we’re lucky.” Hilary pointed her cane towards the far wall. “It would be over there, but it looks like there’s a new wall in the way. A penthouse apartment, I presume?”

Katie nodded. “I know the guy who owns the flat.” She strode over to the door and knocked. “I think we’re on good terms.”

The door swung open, revealing a surprised Richie Jacobson, the man who owned the bar in the village. He was already in his pyjamas and looked as bewildered to see them as Katie felt to be there.

“Katie, what a surprise,” he said, clinging to the door with a curious grin. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

“I’m sorry to turn up like this, but I need to check something in your flat. It’s important, I…” She turned back to Hilary, who was dabbing at her nose with a tissue as she peered up at the starry sky blanketed over them. “I don’t know why I’m here, but Hilary seems to. She was the housekeeper here for many years, and⁠—,”

“Enough chitchat,” Hilary barked. “Let us in and we can get this over with!”

Richie stepped aside, and Katie ventured into Richie’s penthouse, her eyes widening at the luxurious open-plan space. The sleek, modern design bore no resemblance to the dusty old attic she’d once rummaged through in her final days at the manor, desperately seeking any heirloom to sell. The only things she’d found were old Christmas decorations and mouse droppings.

As Hilary and her cane charged across the room with surprising speed, Katie noticed a bearded man standing by the kitchen island. Not just standing. Hovering, almost. Like he didn’t want to be seen, hoping the walls would swallow him up. Despite his obvious attempt to conceal his identity behind the facial hair, there was no mistaking Richie’s father, the controversial and shunned property tycoon, James Jacobson.

It was the first time Katie had seen James in person since he’d been shot by his former business partner and disgraced politician, Greg Morgan, now rotting in prison. James had been notably absent from the public eye since giving up his battle to develop the field. Katie had been exchanging emails with him here and there since he’d signed everything over to her, but she’d often wondered if she was corresponding with James or one of his staff members. There’d been rumours he’d left the village and someone else was making it look like he was home.

“You look well,” Katie said, approaching him.

“Thanks, but we don’t have to do this.” He shifted uncomfortably, downing the last of his drink before grabbing his jacket. “I was just leaving.”

As he crammed a hat over his head, Katie realised that if she passed him on the street, she might not have recognised the once suave businessman. She’d certainly never have guessed how wealthy he was, a problem she never used to have given her former shopping addiction. She couldn’t help but wonder if James had been walking among them, with the gossips simply failing to notice his comings and goings from the fancy house he’d built at the bottom of Julia’s lane. Maybe he had a tunnel out of there, like Julia had said Geoffrey claimed there was under the manor.

Katie watched as James lingered, despite looking like he was about to leave. He turned to her and asked, “How’s the community square coming along?”

She felt a pang of guilt. She hadn’t been giving the project her full attention.

“It’s coming,” she admitted, “but we need to raise another £40,000 for the Eco-Green stamp of approval.”

“The Department for Local Green Initiatives is useless,” he whispered. “Have they given you Benjamin?” When Katie nodded, he added, “Benjamin only got the job because his dad works there too. He failed his law degree, and I think he might have hit the family dog with the car once. Don’t take him too seriously.” He scribbled something on a pad waiting by the Wi-Fi router in the corner of the kitchen before ripping off the top sheet. “This will get you through to my secretary’s secretary. Tell them I told you to call to specifically ask for the Heartstrings List.”

Katie looked at the phone number, puzzled. “Who are they?”

“A select group of my wealthy associates who consider themselves philanthropists,” he explained. “Most of them are from old, old money, so you might know the types.”

“They have nothing better to do than attend luncheons and functions to splash their cash at good causes to make their empty lives matter?”

“Like I said, you know them.” His lips tightened into a line in the new beard. Not quite a smile, but something friendly. “Invite them all to a fundraiser and tug, tug, tug at those heartstrings. You’ll get your money.”

“Thank you.” She folded the note and slipped it into her velour pocket. As James turned to leave, she called after him, “People will move on, you know. All the drama with the developments… you won’t have to hide forever.”

James Jacobson lowered his head, looking like he might say something, but he continued on his way out. Katie glanced down at the name on the paper and giggled to herself, remembering how simple things used to be for her too. Money could move mountains, but not all of them. As sweet as it was to see Richie and James mending their fractured relationship, James still seemed like the most miserable man in Peridale. Katie couldn’t help but think about how far they’d come since she’d first shown him around the manor for his initial viewing years ago. He’d come in like her knight in shining armour and he quickly turned into Peridale’s worst nightmare. But Katie knew all too well that people would move on.

Katie couldn’t dwell on James Jacobson’s transformation or the Heartstrings List because Hilary was already across the apartment, whacking her cane against a wall. The top half was plain white, while the bottom half featured a wooden panel. Richie rushed over, awkwardly asking her to stop as he rubbed the back of his hair, looking like he was witnessing something surreal.

But Hilary was focused, her eyes searching her surroundings until she snatched a shoehorn balanced next to a shoe rack. She tried to pry at the panel, but nothing moved.

“Lady!” Richie cried, throwing his hands out. “What do you need to make you stop?”

“Something like a crowbar should do it.”

Richie disappeared for a moment and after a rummage in a cupboard returned with an actual crowbar. Hilary took it and slipped the fine metal edge into a divot she had made in the plaster with her whacking. With a powerful yank, the chalky white paint crumbled as the surface plaster cracked upwards along an invisible seam. Another yank, and Richie yelped as it cracked open more, the wall seeming on the verge of collapse. More cracking followed, and then the wall swung open, revealing a hidden space.

Another of her father’s secret doors.

Katie and Richie stood dumbfounded as Hilary stepped through into a narrow, secret room. It was wide enough for Katie to stand in the middle and reach out to touch both walls. The space, like a backroom to the glamour in the apartment, was dusty, exposed, and smelled of dry rot.

“Your father built many secret compartments around the manor,” Hilary explained, reaching up for a chain above them. She yanked, and the exposed bulb filled the room with white burning light before the filament popped and blew them back into the dusty darkness. “I suppose it’s been a while since anyone was in here.”

“How did the developers never find this?” Richie thought aloud. “This is wild.”

“Vincent had the plans altered so that the inside dimensions were correct without factoring in the secret sliver, and the outside matched the exterior blueprints. Unless someone compared them, they’d never notice a few missing square feet.”

“It seems Vincent was good at that,” Katie said. “Making things disappear.”

“There’s another room like this in the basement too.”

“My father found that one,” Richie called.

“That’s how we got our hands on the Duncan Howarth portrait from the 1800s hidden in there, and that led us to the letter that mixed the Howarth and Wellington family trees.”

“This is why your father hid that painting,” Hilary grumbled. “Your legacy was fine as it was.”

“My legacy is a lie, and has been since the beginning.” She thought back to what she’d learned about her ancestors. “Earl Philip Wellington, my great-great-great-great-grandfather, the man who built the manor, wasn’t really an earl. He was a rich liar who wanted to show off to the rest of the village with how big he could build his house. And for what? He controlled his daughter, Clarissa, and she died alone and unmarried after giving birth to Duncan’s secret child, raised to be a Wellington and nothing more.”

“I know the story, Katie.”

“But I didn’t,” Katie frowned, meeting Hilary’s eyes. “Philip had those records tampered with, just like my father did with the house plans. Just like he did with my birth certificate. The lies in my legacy run deep, like dry rot, creeping down the generations, infecting Vincent, so he thought it was okay to leave me so in the dark about everything.”

“He gave you that name.”

“Why did you bring me here?” Katie demanded, looking around the tiny space. “You’ve destroyed Richie’s wall for what?”

Hilary stared at the ground for a moment before taking a slow, laboured shuffle to the side. Behind her, there was a small box made of wood. A crate. It was unremarkable until Katie noticed ‘Vegetables’ stamped on the side. A blanket lay within, and she didn’t need to be told what it was. She crouched down, unable to bring herself to touch it, knowing that the last time she did, she was only a few days old.

“This is why people thought they heard crying in the walls,” Hilary explained. “Because they could. You spent two days in here before you were left on the doorstep. This is no place for a baby.”

“Why?” Katie struggled out.

Hilary hesitated, as if considering whether to reveal more, but Katie fixed her with a look that demanded answers. “A woman came to me with a baby and begged me to help her conceal them while she figured out her next steps,” Hilary finally said. “I didn’t ask enough questions and don’t know what happened next. She wanted somewhere to hide, and I offered this space for a few days.”

“Hide from who?” Katie pressed. “And who was she?”

Katie reached out and touched the box, feeling the rough wood beneath her fingertips. She picked up the blanket, wondering if this was the first time she was touching the same thing her mother’s fingers touched. The fabric was blue and mottled, and she brought it to her nose, inhaling the scent of damp.

As she unfolded the blanket, a small shred of torn fabric fell out. Katie picked it up and shone her phone screen on it, revealing a khaki green colour. Mary’s words echoed in her mind. She’d mentioned a green coat.

“Edmund used to wear a coat this colour,” Katie said, rolling the fabric between her fingers.

“I don’t know about that,” Hilary said, shifting between each foot. “We should get going.”

Katie held up the scrap of green fabric, her eyes locked on Hilary’s face.

“Is this from his coat?” she demanded. “Edmund’s green coat?”

Hilary remained silent, her expression unreadable.

“Why did you really bring me here, Hilary?” Katie stood up, clutching the crate, her voice rising with each word. “I said I wanted answers, but this isn’t answers. It’s more of the same. The crate, the blanket… nothing more to see.”

She remembered her original purpose for visiting Hilary at the B&B after her eye-opening visit to the Black Bull. Her head spun as she realised Hilary had taken her on one long distraction.

“Why won’t you admit the truth about Edmund?”

Hilary tried to leave, but Katie blocked the door back to Richie’s apartment with her body and the crate.

“Katie, move.”

“I won’t move until you talk,” she insisted. “Edmund had three women on the go, the gardening shed, the green fabric... Was this awful Edmund man my real father?”

Hilary remained silent, looking petrified like a rat stuck in a trap.

“Was it you, Hilary?” Katie squinted at the only woman who’d been there for the majority of her life, moving closer, shaking her head as twisted thoughts consumed her. “Is that why you knew where the crate was?”

“Your father asked me to put the crate where nobody would find it afterwards,” Hilary explained. “He didn’t want to get rid of it. Sentimental in his own way. Remember how he used to cut the stamps off envelopes when there was good news inside⁠—”

“Hilary!” Katie cried, shaking her head for the madness to stop. “Are you my mother?”

Katie lunged to block Hilary’s path, but the older woman shoved her aside with surprising strength, her cane striking Katie’s leg. They grappled for a moment, Hilary’s bony fingers digging into Katie’s arm as she tried to push past. With a final shove, Hilary broke free, sending Katie stumbling sideways. The crate flew from her grasp, sailing through the air and crashing onto Richie’s polished floor. It shattered on impact, ancient wood splintering like it had been waiting to fall apart for forty years.

Katie stared at the remnants, her stomach churning, but it was just a box. An old, decaying artifact. Nothing more.

Hilary fled the apartment, her cane thumping against the floor. Katie sprinted after her, determined not to let her escape. Hilary reached the lift first, the doors sliding shut just as Katie arrived. Without hesitation, Katie raced for the stairs, taking them two at a time with one question screaming at her.

Why was Hilary running away from her if Katie wasn’t onto something?

She burst through the door to the main landing just as Hilary hobbled from the lift. She quickened her pace at the sight of Katie, rushing towards the grand sweeping staircase that led to the front doors. But in her haste to escape, Hilary’s foot caught on the wrinkled runner rug Katie had straightened on their way up, and she stumbled, teetering towards the edge of the top step.

Katie lunged forward, grabbing Hilary’s arm just in time to stop her from tumbling backwards down the stairs.

“Steady there, Hilary,” Katie warned, gripping the older woman. “Falling down those stairs is how you got that cane in the first place.”

“A fact I can never forget.”

Hilary glared at Katie’s hand on her arm, and she tried to pull away. Katie’s grip tightened as she realised the precarious position they were in. If she released Hilary now, the woman would surely fall. She met Hilary’s gaze, her own eyes filled with determination.

“Tell me the truth, Hilary,” she asked. “Please… don’t make me ask again.”

“Are you really going to let me fall, Katie?” she asked, sounding as cool as a cucumber. “Go on then. Get it over with.”

Katie’s heart clenched at the thought, and she yanked Hilary back from the edge of the top step. They turned away from each other, both panting as they tried to wrap their heads around what had just happened. Katie wouldn’t have let go, would she? Swallowing the doubt, she stared down the long hallway of her old home. A twisted funhouse of secrets and lies. Her bedroom once waited for her behind the door at the end, and her father’s old room was just to her left.

Katie crouched on the ground, pulling herself into a ball. She didn’t want to fight anymore, to have to keep sifting the lies from the truth. Tears stung at her tired eyes as she wished one of those doors would swing open to suck her back to her old life. At that moment, she wouldn’t hesitate to run headfirst.

“Edmund and I…” Hilary started, her voice so strained Katie could imagine a hand around her throat, trying to force her to stay quiet. “What we had… it started before Mary arrived on the scene…”

Katie looked up, tears blurring her vision, and she saw Hilary holding out a tissue. She accepted it, dabbing at her eyes as she straightened up.

“Are you⁠—”

“I’m not your mother, Katie.”

Katie nodded. Hilary’s conviction was so strong, Katie didn’t need to doubt it. Finally, she believed something Hilary had said since her return. She was relieved that it wasn’t Hilary. If it had been, she wasn’t sure how they’d have moved forward together given their troubled history.

“Why did you pretend not to remember Edmund?” Katie asked.

“Because I spent a long time forgetting him. Edmund hurt me… a lot… and I didn’t want to complicate things.”

“But things are complicated, Hilary. They found Edmund Collins’ body in the woods. Whatever happened back then is happening now too. It isn’t over just because you want it to be.” Katie pressed the tissue to her inner corners before folding it in two. “Who was the woman who asked you to hide her and the baby? Was she one of the staff?”

Hilary nodded.

“Who?” Katie asked. “Was it Anita?”

“No.” Hilary hesitated for a moment, her lips pressed together in a thin line. Then, she spoke, her voice barely audible. “The cook.”

With that, Hilary turned and started down the stairs, leaving Katie standing alone in the hallway, her mind reeling with the implications of what she had just learned. She thought about chasing her, but her feet were rooted to the rug.

Katie’s mind reeled as she tried to process Hilary’s revelation. Maggie, the cook at Wellington Manor, was her mother? It didn’t make sense. Hadn’t Geoffrey said that Maggie was the only woman who hadn’t been wooed by Edmund? Had that been a lie, or just Geoffrey’s delusion?

But Richie rushed out of the lift, looking panicked.

“I’m sorry, Richie, I’ll have someone sent around to fix⁠—”

“It’s not that,” he said, gesturing for her to follow him into the lift. “I went in there to have a look for myself, and I found something else.”

Curious, Katie rode the lift back up to the penthouse and returned to the narrow space. She really couldn’t believe she’d spent days in there as a newborn. And with Maggie? What had they been hiding from?

Richie shone his phone torch into the dark corner, revealing a small metal safe tucked away. Katie squatted down, examining the dial. She twisted in her date of birth, the same combination her father had used for his study safe. She held her breath as she entered the final ‘9’, but the safe remained locked.

“Any other special numbers?” Richie asked.

“He almost always used my birthdate.”

An idea struck her. The date she’d always celebrated as her birthday—the date on her birth certificate—was the day she was left on the doorstep. But Hilary had mentioned hearing crying for two days before that, coming from this very room two days before.

With trembling fingers, Katie entered 130679 into the keypad. She gasped as the safe clicked open, revealing its contents. Inside, a straggly brown teddy bear with a button nose stared at her. For as long as it had been pickled in there, it looked well used—well loved. She gently lifted the bear from the safe, her fingers brushing against a paper tag attached to the neck ribbon.

“‘I’m sorry,’” she read aloud, her voice quivering. “‘She would have called you Katherine.’”

Katie traced the fancy ‘K’ with her finger, wondering if this was her mother’s handwriting. Clutching the bear close to her chest, she closed the safe and left the secret room.

It started to rain while Katie held open a black bin bag for Richie to sweep the debris of his apartment wall into. When Richie was insistent he didn’t need more help, she left and lingered in the corridor, looking up at the night sky through the pounding rain. She hoped her father was out there somewhere, looking down on her, regretting what he was still putting her through. She jabbed the button for the lift, ready to get out of there.

Clutching the teddy bear close to her chest as she stepped outside Wellington Heights, she spotted Julia talking to DI Moyes under separate umbrellas near the edge of the trees. Julia caught sight of Katie and excused herself from the conversation, wandering over. Her expression was a mix of concern and curiosity as she eyed the bear in Katie’s arms from under the pink brolly Katie kept on her backseat.

“Hilary took a taxi back to the B&B,” Julia asked, glancing at the bear. “Judging by her foul mood, she might be asking it to wait to take her to the station. What happened in there?”

Katie looked down at the soft toy, running her fingers over the worn fur. “I’m not sure what it means, but my father kept it in a safe.” She showed Julia the tag, the words ‘I’m sorry. She would have called you Katherine’ scrawled in elegant handwriting. “It must mean something, mustn’t it?”

Julia pursed her lips, a sadness flickering in her eyes as she read the message. She didn’t comment, but Katie could tell she was holding back her thoughts. She moved closer, bringing the brolly over Katie too as they watched the officers combing through the trees surrounding the manor. There were more than a few police vans parked on the far side of the car park, and the DI was vaping like a chimney from underneath her black umbrella as someone head-to-toe in white clothes was showing her something in an evidence bag.

“Isn’t this late for DI Moyes?”

Julia’s expression turned sombre, and she placed a gentle hand on Katie’s shoulder.

“It’s not good news, Katie,” she said softly. “The police were continuing their search around the Twisted Tree earlier, and they’ve found another body.”

“Another one?” Katie’s heart sank. “Who is it?”

“They’re not sure yet.” Julia hesitated, her grip on Katie’s shoulder tightening as the rain pattered down on the canopy, the warm nighttime rain turning from a sprinkle to a shower. “This time… it’s a woman.”
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Julia rocked Olivia back and forth, humming a soothing lullaby as she paced the length of the nursery, the rain still drizzling long into the night. The toddler’s cries had pierced the quiet of the cottage, pulling Julia away from the thick atmosphere in the sitting room. She could still hear the muffled dialogue of Pretty Woman playing on the telly, a futile attempt to distract from the heavy silence that hung between Jessie and Katie.

As Olivia’s sobs subsided into soft whimpers, Julia pressed a gentle kiss to her forehead.

“There, there, my little love,” she whispered, settling the child back into her cot. “Mummy’s close by.”

With one last glance at Olivia’s drowsy face, Julia slipped out of the room, pulling the door closed behind her. She padded down the hallway, her mind still reeling from the news Moyes had shared earlier. Two bodies buried a stone’s throw apart, both dating back to the same time period. The implications were staggering, and Julia could only imagine the turmoil Katie must be feeling.

The front door clicked open, and Barker stepped inside, his face drawn with exhaustion. He peeked into the sitting room, taking in the scene before catching Julia’s eye. With a subtle nod, he gestured for her to follow him down to the kitchen.

Julia cast a worried glance towards Katie, who sat motionless on the sofa, her eyes fixed on the flickering screen. Jessie met Julia’s gaze, her own expression mirroring the concern that gnawed at Julia’s heart. With a silent promise to return soon, Julia trailed after Barker, eager to hear what he’d learned from his evening at Veronica’s cottage.

In the kitchen, she leaned against the counter, watching as Barker started making them all hot chocolate with only the lights of the under cabinets to guide him.

“Veronica has lost herself in the archive,” he said as the spoon clinked against the cup while he scooped in the chocolate powder. “She found something else out about this burglar that could change everything.”

“Is it connected to the bodies, or Katie?”

“Possibly,” he said, meeting her gaze as he grabbed the milk from the fridge. “Veronica found another article from a month before Katie’s birthday. An old man died in his hallway, and there were signs that his house had been broken into. The police were searching for any witnesses.”

“And you think this mystery burglar killed him?”

“The police never solved what happened and ruled his cause of death as a heart attack. But if they had caught this burglar at the time, they could have been tried for manslaughter. There’s every chance our burglar broke in, gave him the fright of his life, caused his heart attack, and left him there to die.”

Julia let out a slow breath as she nodded along. “That’s a horrid way to go,” she said, her voice low, “but I’m not sure what that has to do with everything else.”

Barker leaned against the counter, his hands wrapped around his steaming mug. “The burglar was Peridale’s Most Wanted before a dead man in a hallway. What if this mystery burglar... what if he killed both people at the manor in another burglary gone wrong, and then went on the run? They could still be out there.”

Jessie joined them in the kitchen, her footsteps soft on the tiled floor. “Are we all assuming the burglar is a man?” Jessie asked, grabbing squirty cream from the fridge to top the hot chocolates with.

“Usually is,” Barker pointed out.

“Sexist,” Jessie replied, a hint of a smirk playing at the corner of her mouth.

Julia sighed, running a hand through her curls. “You’re right though, Jessie. We don’t know the gender of the burglar, and we don’t know where they fit into everything.” She glanced at Barker, noting the excitement that flickered in his eyes. “If they fit in. I can see that you’re intrigued by the connection, but it seems like a long shot.”

Jessie took a deep slurp of her hot chocolate, sliding onto a stool at the breakfast bar. The teddy bear sat next to her, staring blankly ahead from its stitches-for-eyes. She gave it a little pat on the head before reading the tag again.

“So, it’s been hours now… isn’t anyone going to mention the massive elephant in the room?” She paused, letting her words hang in the air for a moment. “Ever since Hilary revealed that a vegetable crate delivered Katie to a wealthy Wellington life, you’ve been looking for a man and a woman... maybe you’ve just found them?”

Julia felt a chill run down her spine at Jessie’s suggestion. The thought had crossed her mind, but hearing it spoken aloud made it feel all the more real. She glanced at Barker, and it was obvious he’d thought it too. Julia had gone all night avoiding that elephant. She looked at the teddy, and the teddy stared back. ‘She would have called you Katherine.’ If Katie’s mother had been the one to write the tag, who was the ‘she’ they were referring to?

“We’ve gone from knowing nothing to knowing too much...” Barker said, voicing what Julia was feeling. “What do we focus on?”

“We should sleep on it,” Julia said, her voice heavy with exhaustion. “If we keep going like this, we’ll be up all night going in circles.”

Jessie nodded, setting her mug down on the counter. “Mum’s right. We need fresh eyes and clear heads if we’re going to make any sense of this.”

“I suppose you’re right,” he conceded. “But I can’t shake the feeling that we’re close to something big here.”

Julia reached out, giving his arm a gentle squeeze. “We won’t do Katie any good if we don’t rest. We can regroup in the morning.”

With a reluctant nod, Barker relented and went off to get ready for bed. Julia and Jessie tidied up the kitchen, the silence broken only by the clink of mugs and the soft pad of footsteps on the hardwood floor.

Jessie left to get back to her flat above the post office, and after Julia checked on Olivia again, she found Katie fast asleep, sat upright as though still watching the film. She stepped into the room, switching off the telly and draping a soft blanket around Katie’s shoulders. With a soft sigh, she pressed a gentle kiss to Katie’s forehead before slipping out of the room, leaving her to rest.
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Katie stood on Mulberry Lane at 3 a.m., surprised by how quiet and dark it was. Even Veronica had gone home, but Katie wasn’t there to visit her salon. She knocked on the only other pink door, the one leading to the flat above the candle shop near the top of the street. She peered down at her own shop, recalling when the sign maker had asked what shade of pink she wanted. She’d said, “Like that door there.”

The pink door opened, and Roxy Carter, the local Year Six teacher at St. Peter’s and one of Julia’s oldest friends, blinked down at her, sleepy and confused.

“Katie?” she croaked, pushing her matted red hair from her face. “What is it? Do you know what time it is?”

“I’m sorry, but is Moyes—I mean, Laura—here?”

Laura Moyes appeared on the stairs behind Roxy, wearing nothing more than a baggy t-shirt, but given how alert she looked, she hadn’t been to sleep yet.

“It’s alright, Roxy. I’ll handle this,” she said, and Roxy trudged back upstairs. Laura turned to Katie and asked, “Do you want to come up?”

Katie shook her head. “This won’t take long. I’m sorry it’s so late, but I couldn’t sleep. I had to get something off my chest.” She swallowed hard, not wanting to say it, but sure she’d throw up if she didn’t. “There’s something really obvious that no one is saying. What if this man and this woman are my real parents?”

“It’s not a conclusion we should jump to yet, Katie.”

“No, but I’m sure there’s a really easy way to find out.” Katie’s voice grew more excited. “Can’t you do a DNA test, like they used to do on The Jeremy Kyle Show? Hilary used to hate it when I’d put it on, but it was always a guilty pleasure.”

Laura looked reluctant to answer at first, but she nodded.

“Then take some of my DNA and test it,” Katie insisted. “What do you need? Some hair?”

Again, Laura nodded.

Katie rummaged in her bag and pulled out her hairdressing scissors. She reached behind her head and snipped a small piece of hair. She looked at it for a moment, then tossed it aside, certain it was an extension.

“That bit might DNA match me to whoever grew the hair.”

She snipped another substantial lock of her own hair and tied it together with a little pink band. She placed it in a see-through bag and handed it over to Laura.

“Will this solve things?”

“I’ll do my best, Katie, but…” She sighed. “Go home. It’s late.”

Katie walked back home to her cottage, her mind racing with the implications of her conversation with Laura Moyes. Her mother being dead was something she had grappled with for as long as she could remember. It’s what she’d say when people would ask her why her mother wasn’t around.

“She’s dead,” she’d say, as apologetically as possible. “Don’t worry, it was ages ago and I don’t remember her.”

She’d always felt guilty about that lie. It had helped her through her teenage years as she bounced from expensive private school to even more expensive private schools looking for ‘the right fit’—also known as the one her father could massage with bribes for top results. She’d never had any natural ability in school, but she’d pulled the lying off flawlessly. Her delivery had been so casual, people would think she was ‘over’ it, and since it happened so long ago, there was no point talking about it. She never wanted to be ‘that girl with the dead mum’, or worse, ‘that girl who didn’t have a clue who her mum was.’ She’d wanted everyone to do exactly what she did. Ignore it. Move on. Life’s for living, and how much was that gorgeous handbag displayed in the shop window they just passed?

Now, faced with the possibility that she hadn’t been lying, the guilt writhed even deeper within her.

As she slipped back into bed, Brian groaned and rolled over, his eyes half-open.

“You alright, love?” he muttered, his voice thick with sleep, and Katie couldn’t help but wonder if he had even noticed her absence.

“I’ll be fine,” Katie whispered. “Go back to sleep.”

“Big day tomorrow,” he said with conviction as he rolled over. “Just don’t forget to invite Eartha Kitt to the zoo opening, and ask if she’ll wear the cat costume.”

Giggling to herself and wishing she could slip into whatever dream her husband was having, she rolled away from him and sank lower into bed. She came eye to eye with her bedside table where she’d left the green fabric shred and the bear. She reached out and rested her fingers against both for a moment. It was a small comfort, a tangible connection to her past that she couldn’t quite decipher. She switched off the lamp and snuggled deep under the covers, hoping to find some semblance of peace in the darkness.

As she closed her eyes, Katie knew that there was no going back now. Like the Twisted Tree, her roots had been dug up, and there wouldn’t be much growth until there was healing.

And only the truth would bring that on.

Tomorrow, she would speak to everyone.
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The morning brought with it more drizzle from a milky grey sky, though the turn in the weather had rid the village of the soupy humidity they had all been swimming in for the past week. The heat in the café, however, was hot enough to scorch the soaked village green if anyone left the door open long enough. Recent events in Wellington Wood and Julia’s family’s proximity to those events had the café fizzing with an energy Julia had never experienced before. Every table was filled, and customers stood shoulder-to-shoulder, their chatter blending into a cacophony of speculation. Julia weaved through the crowd, balancing trays of coffee and cakes, catching snippets of conversation as she went.

“I bet they’re her real parents,” Ethel said to anyone who would listen. “Why else would they be buried together like that?”

At the counter, Amy had her own theory. “Mark my words, it’s a tragic love story. Two star-crossed lovers, torn apart by circumstance, reunited in death.”

Julia struggled to keep up with the orders, her mind racing as fast as her feet. The café had always been a hub of gossip, but today the speculation had reached a fever pitch. She glanced at Jessie and Sue, who were equally overwhelmed by the onslaught of questions and the sea of Katie-inspired tracksuits and clogs.

“Julia, love, you must know something,” a woman Julia only knew by face called out, waving her empty coffee mug. “What’s this about a pair of skeletons in Wellington Wood?”

Julia forced a smile, grabbing the coffee pot. “I’m afraid I don’t know any more than what’s in the paper, Mrs Coggles.”

As she refilled the mug with coffee, Julia glanced at the headline that had greeted her that morning on the front of the latest issue of The Peridale Post: ‘THE TWISTED DUO: Pair of skeletons found in Wellington Wood.’ Veronica’s article had been frustratingly vague, offering more questions than answers. Who were these people? How long had they been there? And what, if anything, did they have to do with Katie’s past? The article hinted at the burglar connection, but Veronica must not have been confident enough in her archive to announce her theory to the village.

The bell above the door jingled, and Julia looked up to see Barker pushing his way through the crowd. He caught her eye, his expression grim, and tilted his head towards the kitchen. Julia nodded, handing the coffee pot to Jessie.

“Can you handle things out here for a moment?” she asked, already untying her apron. “I need to speak with Barker.”

Jessie glanced at the waiting customers, her brow furrowed. “I’ll do my best, but hurry back. It’s a madhouse out here.”

Julia squeezed her daughter’s arm in thanks before slipping into the kitchen. The moment the beads settled behind her, she sagged against the counter, exhaustion washing over her. Barker wrapped her in a hug, and for a moment, Julia allowed herself to breathe.

“Tell me you have some answers,” she mumbled into his chest.

Barker sighed, his breath ruffling her hair. “I wish I did, love. But I’m afraid things have only got more complicated.”

“What now?”

“Magazines,” he said. “Remember the collage letter? Moyes was having her lunch outside The Plough and she noticed magazines poking out of the bin. One of the pages had folded over and she noticed a square had been cut out.”

“What bin?”

“Outside the B&B. The letters missing from the magazines matched the note that turned up at the station.”

“The B&B?”

He arched a brow. “Another coincidence?”

Julia’s heart sank as she watched Jessie, usually so tough and unflappable, rush through the beads, her face pale.

“We need to do something,” Jessie said, her voice shaking. “They’re not going to let this go. I’ve just had a woman tell me I have a duty to let them know what is going on, given that Katie is my ‘grandmother.’ I’ve never seen them like this.”

“The Wellington effect,” Julia said, thinking back to her conversation with Veronica about the sales spikes, “and this might be the craziest chapter yet.” She knew the café couldn’t function like this, not with the constant barrage of questions and speculation. She made a swift decision and stepped around Jessie to address the café from behind the counter. “We’re closing for the day,” she announced, her voice carrying over the chatter. The place fell silent, the customers staring at her in surprise. “I’m sorry for the inconvenience, but we need to attend to a… family matter.”

The grumbles of disappointment were drowned out by the scraping of chairs as people began to file out, their curiosity unsatisfied. Julia couldn’t help but think of Todd and Mary, and how they must have felt the other day when they’d had to close The Comfy Corner early. But she knew she’d made the right choice. At least the rain had stopped.

As the last customer left, Jessie sagged against the counter. “What now?”

“We go and be there for Katie,” Julia said, her voice firm. “Whatever she needs, whatever she’s doing, we support her.”

Sue nodded in agreement. “We’re family. That’s what we do.”

“I’m going to spend the afternoon working on my book,” Barker said, helping himself to the coffee machine. “Veronica still wants to read it, and it’s nowhere near ready.”

Julia, Jessie, and Sue hurried down Mulberry Lane towards the salon, their footsteps echoing in the unusually quiet street. Katie wasn’t there.

“She hasn’t come in,” Clarice mumbled, wringing her hands at the door. “I don’t know what to do. Mrs Coggles has an appointment, and I’m scared to call her. Can one of you...?”

Jessie stepped forward. “I’ll handle it, Clarice. Don’t worry.”

Relief washed over Clarice’s face, and she nodded. “Thank you. I... I should get back inside.”

As Clarice disappeared back into the salon, Jessie turned to Julia and Sue. “Veronica’s going to need an extra pair of hands at the paper if we’re going to get to the bottom of this. Are you alright to go on without me?”

“Do what you need to do,” Julia said. “We’ll find Katie.”

With a quick hug, Jessie hurried inside, leaving Julia and Sue to continue on to their father’s cottage.

“It wouldn’t be fair, would it?” Sue said as they took the shortcut past the allotments. “For Katie to find her parents and both be dead.”

Julia’s heart clenched at the thought, but she forced herself to remain hopeful. “We don’t know that for sure,” she said, trying to keep her voice steady. “And even if it ends up being the case, who knows what else she’ll find? More family, perhaps. We have to keep hoping that Katie will get something good out of this.”

“I hope so, but given how things have been going from bad to worse lately…”

Julia’s heart sank as she and Sue approached their father’s cottage. The door flung open before they could even knock. Brian stood in the doorway, his face etched with worry and frustration.

“Girls, I heard the gate, I thought…” he said, his voice strained. “Katie took Vinnie to school and didn’t come back. I called the school. They said Vinnie was there, and they saw Katie, but that was hours ago. She’s not answering her phone, and I’m going out of my mind with worry.”

Julia stepped inside, placing a comforting hand on her father’s arm. “I’m sure she’s alright, Dad.”

But Brian shook his head, pacing the small living room. “But it’s not like her to just disappear, not without telling me. And to miss going into the salon again? This isn’t Katie. I have to pick Vinnie up from school soon, but I don’t want to leave in case she comes back and needs me.”

“Dad, I’ll pick Vinnie up,” Sue said. “I’m collecting the twins anyway, so it’s no trouble. You stay here for when Katie comes home.”

“Thank you, Sue. I don’t know what I’d do without you girls.”

As Sue left, promising to bring Vinnie straight back, Julia turned to her father. She hadn’t seen him this distraught in years, not since the early days of his relationship with Katie, when the family had been so divided.

“Dad,” she said softly, pulling him into a hug. “We’ll get through this. Katie’s strong, and she has all of us to support her.”

But Brian only shook his head, his shoulders sagging. “I don’t know, love. This whole thing with her birth parents, the Twisted Tree... it’s tearing her apart. I’m not sure if we’re going to make it through this one.”

Julia’s heart broke for her father, for the pain and uncertainty he was facing. She hugged him tighter, wishing she had the words to make it all better.

“We will,” she said, injecting as much conviction into her voice as she could muster. “We’re Souths, remember? There’s no turning back, but we will get through this. Together.” She turned to the open door as the rain started lashing down again. “But first, I think I know of a few places where Katie might be.”
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Katie spent all morning perched on the back doorstep of Wellington Heights, sheltered under her pink umbrella, watching the crime scene as if she were in the back row at the theatre. She had never liked going near the Twisted Tree; it always gave her an uneasy feeling. Her brother used to tease her, saying it was haunted and that touching it would get her possessed by the spirits trapped in its trunk. Maybe he had been right. Maybe he had some psychic ability, like everyone said Evelyn had. Or maybe he knew something that the person who sent the letter to the police also knew. Despite his faults, Charles wouldn’t have tormented her like this.

Who would?

Would Hilary?

In the few hours of sleep she managed, Katie dreamt she and Hilary were trapped in a lift that was constantly plummeting to the ground. While Katie panicked, Hilary remained stoic, clutching her cane and waiting for the inevitable drop. The dream seemed to last for hours until Katie bolted awake to Vinnie screaming, “Good morning!” in her face, surprising her with toast and tea in bed, courtesy of Brian. She had been so touched and surprised that she let the dream fade quickly. It wasn’t until she had almost finished her tea that she remembered what she had been worrying about before she fell asleep. From that moment on, it was all she could think about.

How long did DNA test results take?

She tried to imagine how she would react when the results came in. Right now, she had two blank slates for these people—the Twisted Duo. She had no connection to them. Yet, if they had been there for over forty years, they had been there as long as Katie. Always under the Twisted Tree, seeping into every memory she had from her days at the manor. Through the good days and the bad days, the Twisted Duo had been there through it all. She wanted to know who the woman was. Given all she had heard, she couldn’t feel any positive feelings towards Edmund. She still needed to give Moyes the shred of fabric she had found in the crate. She wasn’t sure why she hadn’t handed it over with her hair sample. It had been in her bag, but something told her to keep it. Despite her feelings towards him, if there was a chance that he… this shred of green fabric might be the only thing she ever had of his.

Katie got up. She couldn’t waste any more of the day observing. She stretched out, numb from sitting down for so long. There was still so much she didn’t know. Setting off as the light drizzle turned to full pelting, Katie wished she’d had enough sleep, so she’d felt comfortable taking the day. The weather was only forecast to get worse throughout the day, but Katie wasn’t afraid of a little water.

After the number of shocks to the system over the past few days, she wasn’t afraid of much anymore.

Katie first walked to The Comfy Corner, the closest place. The restaurant was still locked up. Neil, Sue’s husband and Katie’s other stepson-in-law, who was outside the library ushering people in for an author reading, saw her. He offered a sympathetic smile, but she didn’t have time for another pity party. She called out and asked if The Comfy Corner had been open this week. He said not since they shut early the other night, and he hadn’t seen them.

Katie peered through the letterbox. She was sure she saw shadows moving about in the kitchen behind the bar. She called through the letterbox and was on the verge of begging when she gave up. It was only making Mary look guiltier, and Katie still couldn’t figure out why she had lied. She would come back, but she wasn’t wasting her day there.

She trekked up to the Black Bull pub, soaked by the time she got there. She had used the long walk to draft the same message out to everyone on the Heartstrings List email list, which James’s secretary’s secretary had used to organise an emergency fundraiser at the cafe later that night. If they wanted their heartstrings pulled, she hoped going back to the beginning of the story in the 1800s to their recent fight and protests to stop overdevelopment would do the trick. She hit send, but the emails bounced.

Had Jacobson given her fake email addresses?

Weaving through the barrels, Katie ducked into the Black Bull, glad for the respite from the rain. She was surprised to see it busy, everyone dressed in black. She’d walked into a funeral. Maggie stood alone at the bar. Katie wove through the black-dressed mourners, muttering that she was sorry for their loss, but they all seemed silently outraged by her pink tracksuit and soaked appearance.

She reached the bar, and Maggie wasn’t pleased to see her either.

“Geoffrey is out landscaping, and I’m busy with this funeral,” Maggie said before Katie said anything. “Mad Lad Tony died, and he was the closest Fern Moore had to a professional boxer back in the 90s.”

Katie felt rude intruding, but it wasn’t the first party she had gatecrashed that week. All she could think about was what Hilary had said when Katie had hold of her at the top of the stairs. Katie had asked who the woman was who came seeking a hiding place with a baby, and Hilary had said, “the cook.”

“It won’t take long, but I’m here to see you, Maggie. I need to get something off my chest.”

Maggie raised an eyebrow, waiting for Katie to continue.

“I know,” Katie said, her voice steady. “I know your secret.”

“Know what?” Maggie snapped, busying herself with straightening the pork scratching packets.

“I know,” Katie repeated, her eyes locked on Maggie’s. “The baby, the secret room in the attic... were you another one of Edmund’s women? Is that why you couldn’t keep me?”

Maggie barked out a laugh, a mixture of bewilderment and amusement at the suggestion. However, her expression shifted to one of sadness, and Katie found herself on the receiving end of those pitying stares she had grown to despise.

“Look, I’m not your mother, kid.” Maggie lifted her blouse, revealing a network of scars across her stomach. “I’m no one’s mother. Bad car accident when I was 22. No womb at this inn, I’m afraid. It’s that simple.”

Katie felt her face flush with embarrassment as she glanced around the room, aware of the glares directed at her from the funeral attendees. She felt utterly out of place, lost, and foolish.

Maggie’s voice cut through her thoughts. “I think you should start asking questions about Kristy.” With that, she turned away to serve the other customers.

As Katie left the pub, her mind reeled with the feeling that Maggie had been honest with her. Why, then, had Hilary answered ‘the cook’ the way she did? Was it another lie? Another distraction? Anger bubbled up inside her as she stepped back out into the rain.

Katie checked her phone as she walked away from the Black Bull pub, frustrated to see that the emails still hadn’t sent. She tapped the screen, trying to figure out what was wrong, when she noticed the airplane mode icon in the corner. Had Vinnie been playing with her phone settings when he was “looking for games” on their walk to school? She sighed, making a mental note to remind him what that button did.

Switching off airplane mode, Katie decided to search for information about Kristy, the name Maggie had mentioned. She was Mary’s sister, so she tried ‘Kristy Porter.’ No results came up for that exact name, but Porter was Mary’s married name, not her maiden name. Without knowing what Kristy’s full name might have been, this felt like another dead end.

As notifications started flooding in, Katie remembered she had allies in this search. She typed out a text to Veronica, asking if she might be able to dig up information on Kristy Porter’s true identity in the newspaper archives. Just as she hit send, a barrage of missed calls and texts from Brian appeared, all at once. She sent him a quick reply, assuring him that she was fine but had somewhere important to be.

With renewed determination, Katie set off towards Honeycroft House and the ongoing party there.
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Barker reclined on the floor of his office, his back propped up against the worn leather sofa. Veronica sat cross-legged beside him, dunking sushi in the soy sauce pooling in the tray between them. Olivia gurgled happily, her chubby hands reaching for the colourful bits of sushi.

“Ah, ah, not for you, little one,” Barker chuckled, gently redirecting Olivia’s grasp.

Veronica smiled, dipping a piece of salmon nigiri into the pool of soy sauce.

“She’s getting so big,” she remarked before popping the sushi into her mouth.

Barker nodded, his own chopsticks hovering over the tray. The Beatles’ Blue Album spun on the record player, the melodic notes of Octopus’s Garden filling the room.

“This was one of Sebastian’s favourite songs,” Veronica said softly, her gaze distant. “He used to sing it all the time, making up silly dances. It summed him up perfectly—always dreaming of adventures, of escaping to some magical world.”

Barker smiled at the memory, but his mind went to her other sibling. “Have you heard from Greg since he’s been in prison?”

“No, and I don’t expect to. I’ve drawn a line under that whole mess.” She paused, her eyes meeting Barker’s. “I’m hoping to draw a line under it completely when your book comes out.”

Barker caught the not-so-subtle hint. He sighed, running a hand through his salt-and-pepper stubble. “I was working on it before you interrupted me,” he said, a teasing glint in his eye. “With a promise of three gifts, no less.”

Veronica grinned, reaching for another piece of sushi. “Ah, yes, the gifts. Well, you’ll just have to wait and see, won’t you? Maybe I’ll trade you for the book?”

Barker sat up straight and pulled Olivia into his lap along with the textured toddler book she’d been aggressively flipping through for the past twenty minutes. Veronica mirrored his posture, licking her lips and dusting her fingers before reaching into her bag. She pulled out a file and laid one document by the sushi.

“The first gift,” she announced, “a signed affidavit from a locally respected retired man who worked on the council in 1979. He’s willing to stand up in court if needed to testify that he saw firsthand his senior councillor accept a bribe of twenty thousand pounds from Vincent Wellington in cash in a duffle bag to doctor Katie’s birth and adoption records.”

Barker raised his eyebrows, impressed. “How did you manage that?”

“I have sources in many directions, and I might have given a cleaning column to someone’s sister.”

“You’ll run out of columns to hand out as bribes soon.”

“A small price to pay for the truth, don’t you think?”

“Okay, good start. What else have you got in that file of yours?”

“And for my next trick,” Veronica said, tugging a second sheet of paper from the folder. “What do you make of that?”

He studied the black square Veronica had placed on the floor in front of him for some hidden meaning. It took him a moment to notice it was the redacted article she’d shown him when she first brought up the missing gardener and the prolific burglar.

“I’m not sure what I’m supposed to be looking at here,” he said, tilting his head. “An article lost forever?”

“Or so I thought.” She reached into her bag and pulled out a high contrast image, placing it beside the black square. “Jessie pointed out that the article was redacted with ink rather than cut out. Black ink on black ink should make something vanish, right?”

Barker nodded, his gaze shifting between the two documents.

“Except,” Veronica continued, “on the original archive piece, Jessie noticed that old newspapers used hot metal typesetting. Metal letters whacking into paper—her words—leaves behind texture.” She tapped the high contrast image. “Jessie took a trip out to the actual archives at the old office building we had before moving above the salon. She photographed the article in tons of different ways, scanned it, adjusted the contrast, and did whatever else she could, all on her phone.”

Barker leaned closer, squinting at the image. The bulk of the article looked almost like braille, but the headline was clear: Village Appeal - Baby Found on Wellington Manor Doorstep.

His eyes widened, and he looked up at Veronica, who was grinning like the Cheshire Cat.

Barker studied the high-contrast image. The grainy figures were barely distinguishable, but he could make out the severe bun that could only belong to Hilary. Beside her, he recognised the busty frame of Maggie, the manor’s cook, and the short, slender form of Simon, the butler. They seemed to be huddled together, holding something between them—a baby, he realised with a start.

“If Vincent wanted to hide the adoption in the paperwork,” Veronica said, “he clearly didn’t want anyone to know about the baby on the doorstep. It appeared in this one article and was never mentioned again. People might have gossiped about it at the time, but if Vincent squashed the story, it explains why nobody knew.”

“Except for the household staff,” Barker added, his mind whirring. He pulled the article closer, his eyes tracing over the ghostly outlines of the figures. “Hilary, Maggie, Simon... they were all there when Katie was found.”

“Quite the trio.” She reached into her folder again. “They say the best things come in threes. I saved the best for last.”

Veronica grinned, taking a mouthful of sushi to build suspense. As she chewed, Olivia started beating her hands down on her texture crackly book, the sound mingling with the music from the record player.

“What was it that Julia said the ‘third’ woman of Edmund’s looked like?”

Barker pulled his reading glasses down from his hair and squinted at the investigation board above the vinyl player. He found the notes he’d written based on what Julia had to say about their visit to the Black Bull.

“Geoffrey said she ‘wore a black hat that made her look like a bloke.’”

“And what might that mean?” Veronica prompted, her eyebrows raised.

“They were trying to hide their identity?” he asked. “With so many other ‘other’ women, Edmund had to play his cards right. Maybe the one in the hat was happy to sneak around?” He paused, tilting his head. “Or maybe it really was a bloke, and Geoffrey was using his 1979 goggles and assuming it was a woman because… why wouldn’t it be?”

“Very progressive,” she said, tipping her sushi clenched between two chopsticks at him, “but you’re not even close. Well, you were close with the hidden identity part.” She pulled out a third article from her folder, two comments underlined in red. “This one is from the Riverswick Chronicle archive.”

Barker chuckled. “You really went deep diving, didn’t you?”

“It would be foolish for a burglar to stick to one location,” Veronica pointed out. “People are on alert, and there are only so many places to hit in a small village. The problem is, even small villages next door to each other can be insular, so there was no cross reporting.” She tapped the article. “This one in Riverswick looked like a one-off, and there were two witness statements, which none of the Peridale articles have because the burglar was never seen here.”

“Maybe this was their first and last Riverswick hit?”

“That’s what I thought too. But here’s where it gets interesting. Read where I’ve underlined.”

Barker scanned the article, his eyes drawn to the quotes. The first witness claimed to have seen a figure in a black hat lurking near the burgled house on the night of the crime. The second witness, the homeowner himself, had a far more intriguing story to tell.

According to the article, the homeowner had left a wedding early that evening due to a bout of food poisoning from some questionable prawns. Upon returning home, he stumbled upon the burglar rummaging through his belongings. Despite his weakened state, the man confronted the intruder and managed to wrestle them to the ground.

What happened next made Barker sit up straight. The homeowner claimed he only released the burglar because, to his surprise, he discovered the intruder was a woman. In his moment of hesitation, she slipped from his grasp and escaped.

“Maybe Jessie was onto something with the female burglar,” Barker said. “How do we know this is the same burglar from Peridale?”

Veronica tapped the article. “The burglaries followed a pattern. There was a spike in December 1978, which isn’t unusual given the Christmas season. Another spike occurred in March 1979, and then a significant increase throughout June.” She paused, her finger resting on a specific date. “Until a dead stop on June 15th.”

There it was. The timeline aligned with the events surrounding Katie’s birth and the disappearance of Edmund Collins. There was no denying the connection, but one crucial question remained.

“Who is this burglar?” Barker asked, picking up the last piece of sushi. “Or should I say, who is she?”
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To her surprise, the gate at Honeycroft House was closed this time, a stark contrast to the open, welcoming atmosphere of her previous visit. She reached out and pressed the buzzer, waiting with bated breath. After a moment, the front door opened, and Anita stepped out onto the porch, wrapped in a fuzzy cardigan. She held up a hand to Katie, a warm smile on her face, and made her way down to the gate.

“You came back,” Anita said as she unlocked the gate. “I’m sorry about how we left things last time. Please, come in.”

Katie followed Anita into the house, noting the quiet, almost serene atmosphere. Gone were the lively party guests and clinking glasses; instead, a peaceful stillness filled the air.

“I’ve been trying to write in the sitting room all morning,” Anita confessed, leading Katie through the hallway. “Trying being the operative word. I’ve been so distracted. My focus has escaped me.”

“What’s the new book about?” Katie asked.

“Girls who work in a munitions factory during World War II,” Anita replied, settling into an armchair. “I’m not quite sure what the twist is yet.”

As Katie took a seat on the sofa, her gaze fell upon The Baby Left on the Manor Doorstep on the coffee table. Anita followed her line of sight and sighed.

“I’m sorry,” Anita said, her voice soft and sincere. “I didn’t mean to be so evasive last time. It’s just... it’s a difficult subject for me, too.”

Katie nodded, understanding the weight of the situation. “It’s okay. I get it. It happened to you, too, in a way. The baby on the doorstep, it’s part of your story, your memories.”

Anita smiled, a flicker of sadness in her eyes. “Yes, it is. But Katie, I have to ask... Simon told me what you asked him… Do you really think I could be your mother?”

Katie paused, considering the question. “I don’t know. I’ve been searching for answers for so long, and every time I think I’m getting close, it slips away.”

“Katie, I can assure you, I’m not your mother.” Anita leaned forward, her gaze intense. “I would never have been able to give you up, to leave you like that.”

Despite her delusion at the party on her previous visit, Katie believed her this time. Somehow, whatever was going on, she didn’t think Anita was part of it.

“Anita, why did you freak out when I asked about the possibility of one of the staff being my mother?”

Anita’s smile faltered, and she glanced away, her fingers fidgeting with the fringe of a throw pillow. “Oh, I... I just...”

“Please,” Katie urged, her voice soft but insistent. “I need to know.”

“You’re right. I may have been too hasty in telling you there’d be no truth in the book.” She paused, glancing at the book on the coffee table. “For years, I’ve always joked that I’m a little psychic, that I have premonitions. Because, you see, ‘My Belle’ was the first book I published, but it wasn’t the first I wrote. I wrote the ‘Doorstep’ book first.”

“Really?”

Anita nodded. “It was published sixth, and only because I was really burned out that summer and needed to submit something to the publisher. I clung onto it… because I started writing it before you arrived.” She shook her head, a wry smile on her lips. “I could never remember where I got the seed of the idea from.”

“And that’s why you freaked out?” Katie asked, her heart pounding.

“Yes. Because I’ve always thought it was a coincidence, but of course not. It’s taken me all these years and all this writing to realise it was subconscious. All my books are. I’ve regurgitated myself countless times.”

“There was something different about writing my first book,” Anita said, her voice distant as if lost in a memory. “I was focused, soaking everything in. Lost in my words, living in the manor, privy to everything but only catching snippets of overheard conversations here and there.”

“I’m confused,” Katie admitted.

Anita rose from her seat and walked over to the window, gazing out at the jade-marble pool. In the grey daylight, it looked murkier and smaller than it had during the party. She took a deep breath, as if steeling herself for what she was about to say.

“In my first book,” Anita began, her voice trembling, “I wrote about a woman who’d been buried by a twisted tree. I called it a knotted tree in the book, but it’s the same difference. I don’t know why I wrote it or where the inspiration came from.” She turned to face Katie, her eyes wide with fear. “I’m scared of what else might be in there because how could I have known that if not something nestled in my subconscious?”

“I’ll read it,” Katie offered, her voice steady despite the whirlwind of emotions swirling inside her. “I’ll see what’s in there. If there are other subconscious details. It’s worth a shot, isn’t it?”

“I suppose so,” she murmured, her gaze flickering between Katie and the novel.

“Can I borrow a copy?” Katie asked, reaching for the one on the table.

“This is my personal first edition copy,” she explained, her voice tinged with reluctance. “Untouched, unread... for my own personal collection.”

Katie’s heart sank, but she understood the sentimental value of such a treasured possession. To her surprise, Anita relented, walking over to the table and picking up the book. With a deep breath, she handed it to Katie, a bittersweet smile on her face.

“I am sorry,” Anita said, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. “I do wish I could have been your mother, Katie. You’re still that same sweet little girl with wonder in her eyes. I never had children, but if I did, I’d be delighted to have a daughter like you.”

Katie’s throat tightened, a dull ache settling in her chest. The longing for a mother’s love, a connection she’d never truly experienced, threatened to overwhelm her. She forced a smile, accepting the book with reverent hands.

“Thank you, Anita,” Katie said, her voice barely above a whisper. “I’ll be careful with the book.”

As Katie turned to leave, she heard a familiar voice drifting from the kitchen. She crept closer, her heart pounding in her chest, and peeked around the doorframe. Simon stood with his back to her, his phone pressed to his ear.

“Yes, but she won’t stop asking questions,” he said, his voice strained.

She stepped into the kitchen, her footsteps echoing on the tile floor. Simon whirled around, his face paling as he saw her. Without a word, Katie snatched the phone from his hand, pressing it to her own ear. For a fleeting moment, she heard Hilary’s voice, the sound sending a shiver down her spine.

“I thought I could trust you,” Katie said, thrusting the phone back at him.

Simon sighed as he ended the call. He reached out, cupping Katie’s face in his weathered hand. His touch was gentle, almost fatherly, but it did little to soothe the ache in her heart.

“Katherine, have you ever considered that people might keep you in the dark because they’re trying to protect you?”

Tears prickled at the corners of her eyes, but she blinked them away, refusing to let her emotions get the better of her. Simon dropped his hand and turned to leave.

“I won’t stop asking questions,” she called after him, her voice as steady as she could muster it. “It’s them, isn’t it, Simon? They’re my parents, and you know what happened to them.”

Katie stood alone in the sprawling kitchen, the silence pressing in on her from all sides. Simon’s abrupt departure left her reeling, a strange sense of déjà vu washing over her. This house, with its grand rooms and echoing hallways, felt too familiar.

Clutching the book to her chest, Katie made her way outside. The rain had stopped, and the book seemed to pulse with a life of its own, beckoning her to uncover the secrets hidden within its pages.

She couldn’t remember the last time she’d finished a book, not since her school days against her will. But now, as she set off down the country lane with the blue sky peeking through in the distance, she opened the book to the first page:

Chapter One

A Very Special Delivery

Finding a baby on the doorstep of Wensylinton Hall wasn’t how young laundry-maid, Anabelle Brooker, thought her morning would start...
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Julia hurried to the kitchen’s back door, surprised by the unexpected knock. She hadn’t reopened the café after the sudden closure earlier, but it was now filled with a dozen well-dressed, ultra-civilised people who had turned up at the drop of a hat for Katie’s spontaneous fundraiser. Julia couldn’t believe the response, or that Katie had chosen now to cram this in. And she hadn’t turned up.

She opened the door, expecting to see Katie, but instead found a massive bouquet of white peace lilies on the doorstep. Julia bent down, her fingers grazing the delicate petals as she searched for a label. Were they from Barker? Had she forgotten an important date?

They were from Hilary.

‘Sorry for being rude. Hilary.’

Simple and to the point. Surprising and shocking, but Julia was warmed.

She carried the lilies into the kitchen, arranging them in a vase in the middle of the island. She paused for a moment, admiring the unexpected peace offering, hoping the old housekeeper’s frosty exterior was beginning to thaw.

Back in the café, the well-heeled guests had already picked through most of the leftover cakes. Julia was glad to put them to use after closing early, though the impromptu fundraiser for the community square’s eco-friendly upgrades felt like one too many tasks on her overflowing plate.

The plate might have felt less loaded if Katie was there, but Julia still hadn’t seen her all day. She couldn’t stall any longer.

Julia cleared her throat, commanding the room’s attention. “Thank you all for coming on such short notice,” she began, her voice steady despite the nervous flutter in her stomach. “The new community square is more than just a patch of green in Peridale. It’s a testament to our collective commitment to a sustainable future, a place where our children can play and our neighbours can gather, a legacy we can be proud to leave behind…”

As the speech went on, Julia wasn’t sure what she was saying. But the people were smiling and nodding, and cheque books appeared on the tables before she’d figured out a way to wrap it up. She spoke from the heart until she had nothing more to say. The guests offered polite applause, and she thanked everyone once more and invited them to enjoy the remaining refreshments. Some people slipped out at that moment, but the rest mingled, each of them taking time to tell Julia how exciting they were for her ‘special’ project. Cheques were handed over, hands were shaken, and soon Julia was alone in the café punching the numbers into her trusty calculator, laughing and shaking her head as she watched the total go up.

£20,000.

Half of what they needed, and hadn’t Benjamin mentioned the council would match the other half if they qualified for the grant? Wherever Katie had found these people, she had turned the tide of the project without needing to show up, though Julia wished Katie had been there to share in the easiest £20,000 they’d raised yet. The community square project would live to see another day, at least until the next council meeting revealed some other bureaucratic hoop they’d yet to jump through.

With the lights off and the last slices of double chocolate fudge cake balanced on a plate, she passed by Hilary’s beautiful floral apology and ventured down to the office below.

Barker and Veronica looked up from their work, their faces illuminated by the soft glow of the desk lamp. Papers covered the floor and desk, and Olivia was helping them pick everything up.

“It’s like you can read minds,” Barker said, forking a mouthful of the cake into his mouth. “Still my favourite. How did the fundraiser go?”

“Worthwhile,” Julia said, settling into a chair. “But I’m more interested in what you two have been up to. Veronica, you’ve been down here for hours. Is this where you tell me you’ve both cracked the case?”

“Not yet,” Veronica said, accepting the cake with a grateful nod. “I think we’re following some promising leads though.”

“Where are they leading us?” she asked, leaning against the table to scan all the articles from over the years.

Barker leaned back in his chair, his fingers steepled under his chin. He looked to Veronica as though waiting for her to speak, but she was too busy scoffing down the cake.

“Veronica has a theory,” he began. “She thinks the burglar plaguing Peridale at that time was a woman, and that she might have been involved in a manslaughter case. A burglary gone wrong.”

“And you think they went on the run after that?” Julia asked.

“That’s one theory,” Barker said with an unsure nod. “We have a few others.”

“A name keeps coming up,” Veronica said. “They didn’t work at the manor, but they were tangentially connected via their sibling.”

“Is this about Kristy?” Julia asked. “Mary’s sister?”

Veronica shrugged, not seeming to want to commit. “Potentially. Katie sent me a text message asking me to look into Kristy to see if I could dig up a maiden name.”

“While we were talking about Kristy,” Barker pointed out. “It was spooky. Maybe we’re all syncing up because we’re closer to the truth than we think we are?”

Julia studied the grainy school picture labelled ‘Kristy - St. Peter’s 1970.’ The resemblance to Mary was undeniable—the same round open face, the same slightly unruly brunette hair. She had none of Mary’s cheeriness though. Perhaps it was the poor-quality scan of the old photograph, but there was something unsettling about Kristy’s hollow eyes, a weariness beyond her years that hinted at a troubled childhood.

“Barker could be right about the truth being close,” Veronica said, “but we still aren’t sure which truth we’re chasing or how to prove it.” She shuffled through her notes. “There’s not much in here that suggests a master criminal. Kristy was born Kristy Ross, to parents Linda and Dave Ross in Bourton-on-the-Water, about ten miles from here. Her father died when they were very young, and their mother passed when they were in their early double digits.”

Julia nodded, a pang of empathy tightening her chest. She knew that feeling all too well. Maybe that was what she had recognised in Kristy’s eyes.

“Kristy is a year older than Mary,” Barker continued. “Both had unremarkable lives, at least when it came to the reporting in the newspaper. Mary marrying Todd made the ‘Celebrations in Your Area’ section in December 1979.”

“Was Kristy in the wedding photos?” Julia asked.

“It doesn’t look like it,” Barker replied, pointing to the school picture again. “This was taken from a group on Facebook posting old local pictures. Someone asked if anyone remembered a ‘Kristy’ from St. Peter’s in the early 70s. The post was made 7 years ago, with zero replies and only a handful of likes. And the group is filled with people talking mostly about the 60s-70s round here.”

“Kristy slipped under the radar,” Julia said, staring into the eyes of the girl again. “Are there any other articles about her?”

“The last one was in 1976,” Veronica clarified, digging through to find what she wanted. “Kristy’s failed O-levels results were reported along with the rest of her year at school. Mary did slightly better a year after, but not by much. There’s nothing about them in there together. Hard to know how close they were.”

“Katie told me that Simon said Mary hid her sister, Kristy, in the basement at the manor,” Julia remembered aloud. “But why would she do that?”

Barker tapped his pen against the desk, his eyes narrowed in thought. “And according to your notes, Geoffrey said Kristy kept disturbing Mary at work. It’s strange that Mary didn’t mention her.”

“I think Mary lied her way through that first interview. It felt rehearsed, like she knew what questions would be asked, but also, she was… winging it. Seeing her like that, it was like I didn’t know her at all.”

“Maybe she didn’t want the fact her sister was a serial burglar to come up?” Barker suggested. “She didn’t want to seem guilty by association?”

“It’s not something you’d scream about,” Julia agreed, “but where did Kristy go?”

“I can think of somewhere.” Veronica tapped her pen against the article about the recent bones of the woman found in the woods. “Geoffrey said that the last he saw of Edmund was him walking into the woods with Kristy…”

The room fell silent as the implication hung in the air. Julia shook her head, trying to reconcile the image of the sweet, friendly Mary with the possibility of her sister being a burglar.

“Mary is so sweet,” Veronica said, echoing Julia’s thoughts. “I can’t imagine her being related to someone so… criminal. If we’re right about this, what must their lives have been like at the time? Julia? You’ve been paying attention to the comings and goings of this village longer than anyone in this room.”

“I... I don’t know,” she admitted, leafing through some of the articles about the burglaries. She was surprised to see that she recognised the houses pictured, though the residents had changed. “What I know about Mary is all based on local word of mouth. She’s been married to Todd since they were eighteen, worked at The Comfy Corner forever. She’s friendly and warm, and… I only really see her when I go into the restaurant, but I’ve always liked her. It’s like she never leaves that place.”

“I haven’t seen her about much,” Barker said.

“Me neither,” Veronica agreed. “It’s like she’s chained to the place.”

“She’s loyal,” Julia said, hearing the defence in her voice. “But you’re right. She admitted that she didn’t like going on holidays because she didn’t like to leave.”

“If only we knew some people who were close to Mary,” Veronica said as she flipped the vinyl from one side to the other. The sunny sound of Here Comes the Sun filled the office. “I get the impression Mary and Todd keep to themselves. Do they have any friends?”

“Well, we’re all their friends,” Julia said.

“Yes, and how lovely, but actual friends?” Veronica pushed, pacing by the investigation board on the wall. “People they do hobbies with? Villagers they visit? Places they like to go?”

Julia parted her lips, but nothing came out. She could only shrug, and she’d reacted a similar way when Barker first asked Julia if she knew anything about Katie’s mother. It wasn’t that she’d never thought about it intentionally, but she’d just never noticed the gaps.

“Anyone else find that a little strange?” Veronica asked. “And that’s coming from me. Jessie calls me a hermit several times a week, but even I get out these days. You’re telling me for forty years they’ve had no friends and stayed put in the same building, only leaving if they must? They really have no one else?”

“I heard Mary had a brother,” Julia recalled.

“Had?” Barker clarified.

“Maggie said that he died, but she didn’t say how.”

“That should be easy to find out,” Veronica said, lifting the lid on her laptop. “Did you catch his name?”

Julia shook her head as Barker flipped back through the notes. “You didn’t mention the brother before.”

“It didn’t feel relevant at the time,” she admitted. “I didn’t think Kristy was too important either, but she keeps coming up in our investigation.” She stood up, knowing where she needed to go. “I didn’t think Mary was relevant either. She was supposed to be the first name to tick off the list, so why do all roads seem to lead back to her? The manor, Edmund, the burglary…”

“The baby?” Barker suggested.

Julia wasn’t sure, but it was time to find out, and if Mary and Todd didn’t answer the door, she’d kick her way into the restaurant if she needed to.
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The scent of sizzling chicken mixed with peppers and spices drifted from the cottage kitchen window. Katie sat on the log in the back garden, the damp wood seeping through her jeans, as she turned the page in her book with the delicacy of handling a precious artefact. Vinnie’s laughter burst through the open window, followed by the deeper chuckles of Brian. She couldn’t see what had caused the laughter, but the mental image of Brian’s goofy grin and Vinnie’s eyes scrunched up in glee brought a smile to her own face.

She savoured the simple moment of joy, knowing Brian’s morning had been fraught with worry over her whereabouts. She hadn’t meant to go missing, to sit frozen at Wellington Heights, staring into the abyss of her past, unable to move or think beyond the questions that haunted her.

The pages of Anita’s book rustled beneath her fingers as she delved deeper into the story, the words painting a vivid picture of a past life at the manor. The story might have been set in 1938, but it felt like the manor Katie remembered from her childhood. Especially the housekeeper character, Harriet Burns, the fictional counterpart to Hilary. She was as frosty and controlling on the page as in Katie’s memories, and she hated the baby. The likeness was uncanny, but there was something missing. Hilary did have a softer side and a sense of humour that was nowhere to be seen in the first half of the book Katie had finished.

It didn’t seem Hilary’s better angles had seeped into Anita’s subconscious.

Not that Hilary was in Katie’s good books right now. Yet again, she’d been misled, fed the answer of ‘the cook’ to keep her distracted up on the top road, embarrassing herself at the roughest pub in the postcode. At least she could gladly cross Maggie off The Mother List. Anita too, though less happily.

She turned to the next page in the book, starting the tenth chapter. The story had gripped her from the start, with a young girl being left on the doorstep of a manor in a milk crate before meeting the rest of the household. The chapters had been filled with historical details about life at the manor, the household’s reactions to the surprise baby, and everyone trying to figure out where she came from.

Her heart raced as she read the unsettling scene unfolding on the page. Anabelle, the young laundry maid, peered around the corner of the grand kitchen, her eyes wide with a mix of curiosity and growing unease. Harriet, the housekeeper, stood at the counter, her usually stern face now twisted into a strange expression as she examined the knives laid out in the drawer before her.

One by one, Harriet picked up each knife, holding it up to the light and running her finger along the blade. Chef’s knife, paring knife, serrated knife, utility knife, boning knife, fillet knife—she seemed to be assessing them, as if searching for the perfect tool for some unknown purpose.

The next part churned Katie’s stomach:

Harriet’s hand hovered over the array of knives, each blade glinting under the kitchen’s harsh light. The familiar clang of metal resonated in the quiet room as her fingers traced the handles, lingering on the largest and most intimidating of the set—a meat cleaver. Its broad, rectangular blade seemed to whisper dark promises, echoing the tumultuous times they lived in. Anabelle’s breath caught in her throat as Harriet’s hand closed around the cleaver’s handle, lifting it from the drawer with a sense of grim purpose. With deliberate movements, Harriet laid the cleaver on the worn oak counter and reached for a clean tea towel. The fabric’s softness contrasted with the cold steel as she wrapped the blade carefully, concealing its wicked edge from view. Anabelle’s heart pounded in her chest, the rhythm of fear and fascination. She watched as Harriet secured the bundled knife beneath her apron strap, hiding it against her body like a clandestine secret waiting to be unleashed.

Suddenly, a clatter of tins falling over shattered her focus. Using her finger as a bookmark, Katie hurried around the side of the cottage. The ginger cat was back, rummaging through the recycling, having the time of his life with the discarded tuna cans from Vinnie’s packed lunch sandwiches last week. The cat noticed her, his eyes widening in alarm.

“It’s okay, whiskers. I won’t hurt you.” She crouched down, extending her hand towards the ginger cat. “Where did you come from, eh?”

The cat’s ears twitched, a small notch marring its left ear. He had no collar, his orange fur was brown and matted in places, and he was a little too thin—a stray.

“Yeah, me too,” Katie said. “Us strays need to stick together.”

The cat grumbled, its tail swishing back and forth. As Katie inched closer, the feline’s hackles rose, and it let out a sharp hiss before darting away, disappearing behind the recycling bins. Better luck next time.

She returned to her spot on the log. She picked up the book, determined to continue reading, but her enthusiasm had faded. The first few chapters had captivated her, drawing her in more than any book had in years. She’d even been sneaking reads of Barker’s last book during bathroom breaks, though she kept losing it under piles of towels and clothes.

Turning to the next page, Katie’s eyes widened in shock at a twist she hadn’t seen coming:

With one swift, unhesitating motion, Anabelle watched on in horror from the shadows as Harriet plunged the knife into the builder’s chest—the very man who, two days earlier, she’d uncovered as the secret father of the foundling. The blade sank deep, and a gasp escaped his lips as his eyes widened in shock.

Blood blossomed on his shirt, spreading quickly. Anabelle, hidden in the shadows, stifled a cry, her eyes wide with horror. Harriet’s expression remained resolute, her grip on the knife firm as she ensured the fatal blow. The builder collapsed, his life ebbing away in a pool of red.

Harriet stepped back, wiping the blood from her hands with the tea towel. She turned, her eyes meeting Anabelle’s with a cold, steely resolve.

“Some things,” she said quietly, sliding the knife back into her apron, “are necessary for the good of us all.”

“That’s a wrap!” Brian announced as he came out of the kitchen with Vinnie, holding a plate stacked with sizzling fajitas wraps. “So, how’s the book, Jane Austen?”

Katie forced a smile, holding the book close to her chest. “It’s... gripping. Hard to put down, actually.”

Katie’s gaze drifted past the apple trees, up to the darkening sky. The moon peeked out from behind a wispy cloud, its soft light casting shadows across the garden. The B&B was in that direction. If she set off now, she might make it there before Hilary tucked herself in for the night.

But as she looked at Brian and Vinnie settling onto the log either side of her with smiles and fajitas, she knew the confrontation with Hilary could until until morning.
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Julia rapped her knuckles against the weathered door of The Comfy Corner, the sound echoing through the empty street. No answer. She glanced around, catching sight of Neil, Sue’s husband, locking up the library across the street. He nodded towards the upper floor of the restaurant, and Julia stepped back, craning her neck to see Mary’s face peering down at her from behind the curtain. As their eyes met, Mary retreated, the curtain falling back into place.

Undeterred, Julia knocked again, swapping from her knuckles to the squishy edge of her clenched fist. After what felt like an eternity, the door creaked open, revealing Mary’s drawn and tired face. Todd hovered behind her, his hand on her shoulder, trying to pull her back inside.

“Mary’s not well,” he insisted, his voice strained. “She shouldn’t be around people right now.”

“Todd, please.” Mary shrugged off his hand, and the effort it took seemed to drain any resistance from her. She clung to the wall, and Julia helped steady her as Todd helplessly watched. Mary smiled her thanks at Julia and said, “The only sickness within me is the lie I’ve carried for four decades. It’s time to let it out. I can’t keep this inside any longer.”

Todd opened his mouth to protest, but Mary silenced him with a look. She turned back to Julia, her eyes shimmering with tears as she held the door open with a welcoming smile, though it had never looked so melancholic before.

“Come in, Julia,” she said. “It’s time I told you the truth about what happened all those years ago.”

Julia stepped into The Comfy Corner, her footsteps echoing in the uncharacteristic silence. The once cosy glow had vanished, replaced by a stark emptiness that made the restaurant feel like a different place entirely. The only light came from the spotlights behind the bottled spirits, casting long shadows across the dark room.

Mary led Julia to the bar, where they settled onto the stools. Todd poured them each a glass of wine before retreating to the kitchen. As Mary sipped her wine, Julia cleared her throat, gathering her thoughts.

“Mary,” Julia began, her voice gentle but firm, “you’ve been in this village for most people’s lives. Here in this restaurant, serving people Peridale Pie and pints while listening to the latest gossip. People have always liked you. I’ve always liked you, but I think that during my last visit, you panicked and tried to mislead us.”

She paused, gauging Mary’s reaction, but the older woman remained silent, her eyes fixed on the glass in her hands. Julia couldn’t bring herself to drink.

Julia pressed on, “After speaking with everyone else who worked at the manor, the picture you painted was altogether different. Different from your life now as...” She hesitated, a sudden realisation dawning on her. “As ‘the cook.’ Is that what Hilary meant?”

Mary’s eyes widened, and she set her glass down with a soft clink. Julia leaned forward, her mind racing.

“We’d assumed Hilary was referring to Maggie, the manor’s former cook, but what if she meant you, the village’s current cook?”

Mary’s silence hung heavy in the air, but the horror burning in her eyes told Julia she was on the right path. Julia gathered her thoughts and continued, painting a picture of a young gardening apprentice who fell in love with the charming gardener.

“Sneaking kisses in sheds,” Julia said. “Using secret tunnels to meet by the Twisted Tree.”

“It was fun at first,” Mary admitted, her voice barely above a whisper.

“But only at first,” Julia said, her tone gentle but firm. “You weren’t Edmund’s only girlfriend, but I assume you know that. There was whatever he had going on with Hilary before you turned up and... and whatever was going on with your sister, Kristy. Kristy in the black hat. Kristy the burglar. Kristy the burglar who gave a man a heart attack and tried to use you to hide behind.”

Mary’s eyes widened, and she blurted out, “He was already dead...” before trailing off, looking defeated.

Julia leaned forward, her mind racing. “Was Kristy the mother? Burgling while pregnant doesn’t seem likely, but things are strange enough already. Someone left a baby on the doorstep at Wellington Manor, and ‘the cook’ spent days in a secret room with a baby. So, if it’s not Kristy...”

She fixed her gaze on Mary, her voice steady.

Mary’s lips didn’t move.

Her eyes said it all.

“It’s you, Mary. It’s you, isn’t it? You’re Katie’s mother. You fell pregnant with Edmund, then... what? Killed him? Killed your sister? Then left the baby on the doorstep?”

“No,” Mary said, shaking her head.

“No to some of it or all of it?”

“No, I’m not Katie’s mother,” she stated, her voice trembling but clear.

Disappointment and anger surged through Julia at the denial. They’d come this far, and the truth was still too difficult.

“All these years, you’ve been there in the village, in the background. Who are you? Who are you?”

“I’m not Katie’s mother,” Mary repeated, her voice growing stronger. “I’m not. Julia, I’ll tell you everything if you⁠—”

A thunderous banging at the door shattered the tense confession. Todd rushed out from the kitchen, shaking his head as though his worst nightmare was unfolding in front of him.

“Go!” he hissed to Mary. “Out the back door. We can go down to my sister’s in Devon, or we can fly⁠—”

“No, Todd,” Mary said as she shuffled across the restaurant. “We’ve been hiding in here for too long.”

Mary unlocked the door and DI Moyes rushed in, flanked by a group of soaked officers, the rain pelting down on the cobbled road behind them. They pinned her against the wall in seconds, cuffing her hands behind her back. Face mushed against the poster advertising the Sunday carvery, she stared at Julia with eyes weeping from years of pent-up pain.

“I’m sorry,” she mouthed.

Julia wanted to reach out and help her in some way, but they were long beyond that.

“Mary Porter, you’re under arrest,” Moyes announced, as her officers spun their captive around, “for the suspected murder of Mary Ross. Deceased… 1979.”
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“Who was Mary Ross?” Dot cried, dull and early the next morning in the café.

“That was Mary’s maiden name!” Ethel replied, and everyone in the café was hanging on their every word—they were the closest people connected to the manor willing to say anything. “Mary’s sister was this burglar everyone is suddenly talking about. Kristy Ross. Porter was Mary’s married name.”

“Okay,” Percy said, nodding. “So… Mary Porter is dead? I’m… I’m confused.”

There never was a Mary Porter. Not one who worked at Wellington Manor, at least. That had been Mary Ross, the same woman the rest of the household had talked about. The woman who hid her sister and snuck kisses with the gardener. They’d used her married name when talking about her, the name she’d had for forty years. The name she’d been hiding behind.

Dot, Percy, and Ethel—along with the rest of the café—stared at Julia for answers, but she tried to focus on making Shilpa’s latte. Her mind kept drifting back to her conversation with DI Moyes late the previous night. The revelation that Katie had provided a DNA sample to the police had caught her off guard, and the results had been even more shocking.

As she steamed the milk, Julia mulled over the implications. Edmund Collins, the notorious womaniser, had been confirmed as Katie’s biological father. But it was the identity of the female skeleton that had truly stunned her. Mary Ross, the apprentice gardener who had worked at Wellington Manor, was Katie’s birth mother. Mary Porter wasn’t Katie’s mother. Mary Ross had died from a blow to the head on 15th June, 1979, the same day Katie had been left on the doorstep of the manor.

“Whoever that woman who has been running the restaurant is, her life in the village has been a lie all this time,” Shilpa said as Julia handed her the latte. “To think, she stole the identity of a dead woman who’d just had a baby and then hid in plain sight under all of our noses!”

Julia couldn’t bring herself to say anything. Her mind was still reeling from the revelations of the past twelve hours.

“Have you seen Evelyn around yet?” Shilpa asked, and Julia shook her head. “I’m starting to get worried about her. Her grandson, Mark, said she’s fine, but… where is she?”

Julia hoped Evelyn was fine wherever she was, but she couldn’t dwell on the mystic B&B owner. As Shilpa left, Julia picked up the tray she’d been putting together and carried it into the café where Barker and Jessie were hiding away from the gossiping crowds.

There were two pictures on the island of two young girls, both with brunette hair and round faces.

“People have been posting more pictures in the group since the news broke,” Barker said, pushing the photographs across the counter towards Julia. “Which one is Mary, and which one is Kristy?”

“I… I don’t know.”

“No, I couldn’t tell either,” Jessie said, reaching across to grab her sherbet lemonade from the tray before returning to her laptop. “I’ve found this brother of theirs, by the way. Ronald Ross. Unfortunate name. He died in May 1979.”

“Maybe Kristy killed him?” Barker suggested, pulling one of the pictures out. “This was the real Mary, by the way, not that you can tell. They were born a year apart. Closer in age to twins than most sisters are, and as you can see… they look like it. The only difference is, Kristy Ross has a mole before the tail of her right eyebrow.” He slurped his coffee, taking in the picture before setting it down. “It’s hard to think of this girl as a cold-blooded killer, but given what we know, I can’t make sense of it any other way.”

“What do you think happened?” Julia asked, checking that Sue was doing fine on the other side of the beads. “Are you certain Kristy murdered Mary?”

“What else could have happened?” He shrugged. “Kristy Ross, after going on a months-long burgling spree, murdered the lover she shared with her sister. Then she murdered her sister, stole her identity, and hid. And kept hiding until last night.”

“So, she murdered two people, and then what? Left a baby tucked up in a crate on a doorstep and went about her life and nobody ever noticed that Mary Ross was a different person?”

“I wonder if Todd knew. Would be weird if he didn’t, right?” Jessie mused, squinting at her screen. “Says here in this article about a fundraiser at St Peter’s in the early ‘70s that Ronald had something called Duchenne Muscular Dystrophy.” She leaned closer to the screen. “A severe type of muscular dystrophy caused by mutations in the genes. Affects boys and leads to progressive muscle degeneration and weakness. Some make it to their thirties, but most die in their teens.” She paused, her shoulders slumping. “Ronald was only sixteen.”

Julia’s heart sank as she processed the new information about Ronald’s condition. The revelation added another layer of complexity to the already tangled web of secrets surrounding Katie’s past. She couldn’t help but wonder if Kristy’s actions, as inexcusable as they were, had been driven by desperation to help her ailing brother.

As Julia grappled with these thoughts, the back door swung open, and Katie burst in, drenched from the rain. Julia rushed to her side, attempting to wrap a towel around her shivering form, but Katie brushed her off.

“I’m fine!” she cried, her grin as manic as the Joker—and with as much lipstick. “In fact, I’m better than ever! I wanted to know who my parents were, and now I know. It’s as good as solved. I’m giving up.”

“Katie, why don’t you sit down, and⁠—”

“I don’t need to sit down, Julia. I told you. Better than ever.” She whirled about, clicking her fingers. “I know what we need. Let’s go out and celebrate at Richie’s Bar. Tonight. We need a night out, just us girls. Time to let loose and move on!”

“Katie, why⁠—”

“I’ve got everything I ever wanted, haven’t I?” she fixed Julia with a challenging stare. “My parents are dead. The man who raised me is dead. And that woman… The Comfy Corner woman… my auntie… she’ll rot in prison where she belongs for the rest of her life.”

The words hung in the air, heavy and final. This wasn’t the ending Julia had hoped for when Katie began her search for the truth. She had wanted Katie to find closure, to understand her past so she could embrace her future. But instead, Katie seemed to be spiralling, her pain and anger souring her present.
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A night out was exactly what Katie needed. She was standing in front of the full-length mirror crammed in the space between the TV and the door, checking the dress wasn’t too short. She moved around and watched as the thin fabric rode up her thighs like butter across hot toast. Not this dress. She dragged it over her head, tossing it onto the bed to join the growing mountain of rejected dresses. All of them were cheap and cheerful ones Katie had bought online. Fast fashion, they called it, but that was her budget these days. If only she didn’t know there was better quality out there. Most of the time, the cheaper materials didn’t bother her so much, but tonight, everything had to be perfect.

It was time to celebrate.

She gulped down some wine, turning up Girls Aloud as they blasted through the tiny DAB radio balanced on the radiator. She couldn’t wait to go dancing again. How long had it been? She dug in the clothes on the floor, bypassing the colours for the old faithful. She slipped into a little black dress that never let her down. It could have been a few inches shorter, but it was a special occasion. Why not push the boat out? She forced more brown eyeshadow into the hollow of her eye socket and smeared another layer of nude gloss across her lips. Then, she doubled her hair volume with more clip-in extensions, then tripled it, then cranked her curling tong up to the highest heat.

As she curled her hair, Katie caught a glimpse of her reflection in the mirror mouthing along to the words of Biology by Girls Aloud. Her sapphire blue eyes stared back at her from within the frame of mascara and stacked lashes, top and bottom. Her glossy lips stopped mouthing along. But there was something wrong. They weren’t sparkling. Wrapping up her curling tong with one hand, she added more highlight to her inner eye corners. But they still didn’t sparkle.

They were too filled with questions she couldn’t answer. And the questions she’d been wanting to get away from reared their ugly heads. What really happened at the Twisted Tree? The thoughts consumed her, and in her distraction, the curling iron slipped from her grasp. She tried to catch it and yelped as it burned her hand, dropping the hot tool onto the carpet.

Clutching her palm, she rushed to the tiny bathroom, running her hand under the cold tap. Not the first time, or the last. The water soothed the burn, but in a strange way, the shock felt good. A reminder that she was alive. Here and now. The Twisted Tree, Mary, Kristy, Edmund… they could all wait until morning. She needed this night out, needed to be the old Katie again—carefree, wild, and ready to spin around in the hazy colourful lights on a thumping dancefloor like Britney Spears unleashed on Instagram.

Drying her hands on Vinnie’s towel, still damp from bathtime, Katie glanced at the small attic door leading to the crawl space. She peered downstairs, where Brian and Vinnie were far too glued to Jurassic World to notice anything else. She unhooked the door, catching it as it fell down. There wasn’t a ladder, so she dragged over the plastic washing basket and climbed up. Wobbling precariously, she almost fell as she dug around the boxes stuffed in the tiny attic.

She knew the box she was looking for the moment she saw it—her high school stuff. With a heave, she dragged it out, nearly tumbling down the stairs before she caught herself. Clearing some space on the bed amidst the chaos of clothes and makeup, she set the box down and tugged free the overlapping cardboard flaps. Inside were more prom pictures of her in that pink silk dress Mary had saved, though her eye makeup was more raccoon-like than she’d thought at the time. Still, Katie grinned in the pictures, the giant corsage Mary had made for her adorning her wrist. She had been the only one there wearing one, and people had asked her about it all night. She’d told them a kind lady gave it to her and they should all find their own.

Digging past some swimming participation medals from that sport-focused private school she attended for a year and her pink braces retainer, she finally found the small plastic box she was looking for.

She stared at the preserved pink rose through the plastic. It had shrivelled over the years, yet she still found beauty in the delicate crinkled petals. But the night she received the flower had taken on a different meaning now. Mary Porter, the kind woman who had given her the corsage, wasn’t just anyone. She wasn’t even Mary Porter at all. She was Kristy, and she was Katie’s aunt.

The thought hit Katie like a ton of bricks.

She had an aunt now, but did that mean anything?

Kristy was likely a killer.

She noticed a little tag with writing on it wrapped around the flower. Curiosity got the better of her, and for the first time since her father had given her the preserved rose, she cracked open the box fully.

The flower started to fall apart the moment she touched it.

“No, no, no,” Katie whispered under her breath, trying to salvage the delicate petals. But it was too late. The rose fell apart, the fragments slipping through her fingers. She managed to keep hold of the red ribbon, though, and brought it closer to examine the writing. “For Katherine,” she read aloud.

A little drawn heart accompanied it, but it was the ‘K’ that caught Katie’s attention. She leaned across the bed, littered with makeup and clothes, and grabbed the teddy bear from her bedside. The ‘K’ on the bear’s tag matched the one on the ribbon perfectly.

Like the floral corsage, the bear had come from Auntie Kristy too—from the woman who had spent over forty years parading around as Mary Porter.

‘I’m sorry. She would have called you Katherine.’

What was Kristy sorry for? Killing Katie’s parents? And why would Katie’s mother, the real Mary Porter, have wanted to call her Katherine? Katie knew nothing about the real Mary Porter—her mother, who was now dead. Who was she?

Still clutching the ribbon, Katie continued adding more mascara in the mirror, but then she truly saw herself. Really saw herself. She had put in all of her extensions, applied all her makeup, and squeezed into the tightest black dress she owned. Forty-three soon, and she looked just like she did when she was twenty-three.

Who was that woman in the mirror?

What was she trying to cover up?

She dragged out the rows of blonde clip-ins and peeled off her layers of false lashes. She looked at herself—really looked—and wondered what features she had inherited from her mother and what she got from her father. She knew she had his eyes. Maybe she had his nose. Or perhaps she had her mum’s lips—her original thin ones, at least, before Katie had hers plumped at ‘the dentist.’ She had always wondered why her brother, Charles, had big pouty lips while she had what he called ‘thin evil lips’ as children. If only she had guessed they were adopted.

She pulled out a makeup wipe and scrubbed and kept scrubbing. She dragged herself closer to the mirror, her fresh face red and splotchy, the hair looking even more ridiculous. She looked like RuPaul—usually the aim on nights like this—and she laughed at the thought.

How had she believed a girl’s night out was all she needed to cure her?

Katie exhaled, closing her eyes. She turned her face from side to side, wondering which parts she had inherited.

“Are you in there, Mum?”

But Katie had no way of knowing. That was the problem. This was far from over. She needed to know who her real parents were because she needed to know why they died.
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Julia, Sue, and Jessie sat at the bar in Richie’s, sipping espresso martinis and trying to ignore the thumping house music. The bar was near empty, the arrest of the woman they’d all known as Mary Porter casting a shadow over the village.

“Katie’s late,” Sue pointed out, glancing at her watch. “Is this the norm now?”

Julia shrugged, her eyes on the door. “She might turn up.”

“Might not,” Sue countered, taking another sip of her martini.

“Katie’s been living in a snowball for the past few years,” Jessie said. “She can be late for her night out.”

The three women sat in silence for a moment, the weight of the recent revelations heavy in the air. The past week had been a car crash, and still, Julia didn’t feel like they’d impacted yet. They were still straining forwards against their seatbelts, hoping the crash wouldn’t be too painful. She hated to think things couldn’t get worse, but life had taught her differently.

“So,” Jessie ventured, drumming her fingers against the bar, “is the case closed? Kristy killed the real Mary and Edmund from jealousy, stole Mary’s identity to clear her name, and then hid away in plain sight. Makes sense.”

“It worked, didn’t it?” Sue said, her bitter tone a surprise. “For forty years, she fooled the entire village. I can’t believe I’ve always liked her.”

Julia watched the creamy clouds floating across the surface of her dark martini, still finding it difficult to reckon the truth about ‘Mary Porter’ with her lived experience. Despite the arrest, something about the case still didn’t sit right with her. She couldn’t shake the feeling their crashing car was heading for a cliff.

“I don’t believe nobody knew about Mary’s true identity,” Julia said. “Especially in a village like this.”

“Someone in Peridale must have known,” Jessie agreed.

“Who?” Sue asked, her voice tinged with disbelief. “I’ve heard people claiming to know everything that’s going on in the café, but only ever after it’s happened and everyone knows about it.”

“One of the many unanswered questions,” Julia replied, scratching at the hairspray Sue had doused her chocolatey curls in. “Who sent that magazine collage letter? Why did they send it the day after Hilary turned back up? And if ‘Mary’ did kill and bury Edmund and the real Mary by the Twisted Tree, why did she do it?”

Jessie excused herself to go to the bathroom, leaving Julia and Sue alone at the bar. The music thumped too loudly, the drinks were too strong, and the place felt too empty. Julia longed to be at home in her comfy clothes, not zipped into a vintage red velvet dress, pretending she wasn’t bracing for impact at every turn.

“Do you think Mary is a murderer?” Sue asked.

Julia shook her head. “No.”

“But Mary is still an awful person for stealing her dead sister’s identity days after she gave birth,” Sue said, her tone harsh. “That’s… the worst.”

“Awful, or desperate,” Julia countered, her eyes drifting towards the door. “Where are you, Katie?”
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Katie stepped into the dimly lit B&B, her hair pulled back in a simple ponytail and her comfortable clothes a stark contrast to her usual glamour. She hurried inside, escaping the rain that had just begun to fall. The door was unlocked, and an eerie calm hung over the place. Somewhere, someone was plucking a guitar.

As she entered the main area, Katie spotted Hilary doing her needlework at the back of the long dining and sitting room. A storm of emotions raged within her at the sight of the woman who had come back to Peridale to keep so much from her.

Before she could approach Hilary, Mark, Evelyn’s grandson, intercepted her. He had been plucking his guitar by the front bay windows, watching the rain trickle down the glass. Skinny and a little gothic, he looked as terrified as he had the afternoon Katie almost ran him over when he was crossing the road outside the B&B.

“I’m so sorry about the other day,” Katie offered sincerely. “I was too distracted and shouldn’t have been driving. I haven’t driven since...”

“It’s fine,” Mark said, shaking his head. “I should apologise. I wasn’t looking where I was going. I was distracted too...” He paused, taking a deep breath. “I was on my way to the police station to hand myself in.”

Katie’s eyes widened in confusion. “Hand yourself in? For what?”

“Mark?” Evelyn’s familiar voice made Katie turn back to the doorframe. She stood there all in black, looking like she’d just grown from the shadows. “Why don’t you give Katie some space?”

“I need to tell her, Gran,” he said, his gaze dropping to the floor. “Katie… I was the one who sent the anonymous letter to the police.”

“The letter?” Katie asked, unsure of what she was hearing. “But… why… how…”

Mark shifted uncomfortably, his gaze darting between Katie and his eccentric grandmother. “The night Hilary arrived, she had some of Gran’s special tea. It must have loosened her tongue because she started talking about secrets... secrets about the Twisted Tree in Wellington Wood. She didn’t give specifics, but she mentioned something was buried there. She was scared of it… hearing her voice scared me.”

“I didn’t know,” Evelyn said, rushing forward, glancing at Hilary, still engrossed with her needle and thread. “Hilary said she couldn’t sleep, and I just wanted to help. I should throw the stuff away. I will. But I promise that come morning, I didn’t remember what she told me.”

“But I did,” Mark said, his expression solemn. “I overheard them talking in here that night when I came down to get a drink. The secrets…. I didn’t know what they meant… but I felt responsible, like I had to do something. I didn’t want Gran to get caught up in any trouble, so I dug out my old music magazines…”

Katie’s mind reeled as she absorbed the revelation. But she wasn’t going to hold it against this kid. Mark’s honesty was appreciated, and she felt a surge of gratitude towards him.

“Thank you for telling me,” she said softly. “It’s good to know where the letter came from. And nice eyeliner.”

She managed to bring a smile to his face, but Katie’s thoughts were already racing ahead. Hilary’s words, even if blurted out after a cup of Evelyn’s truth serum tea, confirmed what Katie had suspected all along.

Hilary had known the truth from the beginning.

Strengthened by Mark’s confession, Katie strode up to Hilary as the shadows seemed to shift around her. She’d come such a long way since running from the café on the morning of the reunion. She’d wanted to know the truth then. But now, she needed it, and Hilary was the only thing standing in her way.

For one of the few times in her life, Hilary hadn’t bothered to put her eyeliner on. Some still clung to her lashes, but she looked old. Tired. Katie had once been so terrified of this woman. She was old. Tired. She winced as she rose and started to speak, but Katie cut her off.

“Sit down and shut up,” Katie demanded, and Hilary lowered into her chair. “You know, and I know you know, and you know I know you know, so stop the performance you’ve been playing since you came back here. Tell me what happened and why you know what was buried around the Twisted Tree.”

Hilary set down her needle and thread on the chair arm, smoothing the hem of her skirt as she watched the rain trickle down the glass.

“I’ll tell you everything,” she said, her voice heavy with resignation, “but not alone. Without fail, you’ve once again arrived at exactly the right time, just like you did on that fateful warm night in 1979. It was raining that night too. You might as well come out.”

Katie turned, surprised as two figures emerged from the dark kitchen. Simon, the former butler, and Maggie, the cook turned landlady. Sandwiched between them and Hilary, Katie looked between them, sick at the thought of what was going on.

“Katherine, once we tell you the truth, I hope you’ll understand why we did what we did,” Simon said, his voice gentle yet firm. “We were trying to protect each other… trying to protect you…”

Maggie shifted uncomfortably, her arms folded across her chest. “Speak for yourself,” she muttered, her tone lacking the sincerity of Simon’s and Hilary’s. “I was protecting myself.”

“We’ve made a decision.” Hilary met Katie’s gaze, her eyes filled with a mixture of sadness and resolve. “Once you know the truth, it’s up to you what happens next.” She cleared her throat before heaving herself up from the chair with her cane, knocking off the needlework. “I think it’s only right we go back to where this all began.”

As the butler and the cook shuffled after the housekeeper, Katie stared down at the small embroidery patch clasped in the circular wooden frame. The gnarled branches of the Twisted Tree stared back.
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Julia sipped her orange juice, the tart sweetness a welcome change from the cloying espresso martinis. They were discussing new items for the rest of the summer menu. Jessie had left twenty minutes ago to find Katie, but Julia had wanted to stay in case she was running late with her makeup—she always used to take an age to get ready. She nodded along as Sue described her latest culinary discovery from her trip to Cornwall with Neil.

“They’re called cruffins,” Sue explained. “Sort of like a cross between a muffin and a croissant. Flaky, buttery layers filled with jam and custard. They were absolutely divine. You should be the one to bring them to Peridale. Can you imagine the buzz? Everyone would be talking about them.”

Julia’s heart raced as the door swung open, revealing Mary Porter. No, not Mary Porter—Kristy Ross, the woman who had stolen her dead sister’s identity. Yet, as Julia looked into her familiar face, she couldn’t bring herself to call her anything other than Mary.

“Mary,” Julia started.

“Kristy,” Sue corrected in a flash.

“She’s been Mary longer than she was Kristy,” she explained, turning to the woman walking across the bar towards them with small, afraid steps. “What do you want us to call you?”

“I… I’m not sure,” she said. “You’ve always called me Mary, so…”

Mary approached them at the bar, damp from the rain, her steps heavy with exhaustion. Julia pulled out the chair next to her and pushed across her abandoned espresso martini. She climbed into the chair, and she wrapped her hands around the martini glass, her fingers tracing the delicate stem as if it were a lifeline.

“How’s Katie?” Mary asked.

Sue snorted. “Don’t pretend to care. And how did you escape from the station?”

“I’m out on bail,” Mary explained, her voice barely above a whisper. “I’ve been charged with identity theft, but they don’t think I’m a danger to society, so that’s something.” She took a sip of the espresso martini, her eyes widening at the unfamiliar taste. “I’ve never tried one of these before. Never been into Richie’s either.”

Julia nodded, trying to reconcile the woman before her with the Mary she had known for so many years. Sue shifted uncomfortably in her seat, her eyes darting between Mary and the door.

“I saw Jessie looking for Katie near the B&B,” Mary continued, “and she told me you were in here. I wanted to finish explaining what happened because a lot of people have got the wrong end of the stick. Is Katie… is she alright?”

“What do you think?” Sue said, a bite to her voice.

“Maybe I should start selling these at the restaurant,” Mary thought aloud, her mind drifting far away. “Except...” Her voice trailed off, and she shook her head. “Nobody will visit again, will they? The Comfy Corner is finished. And now I’ll probably go to prison once all of this goes to trial.”

“Maybe that’s what you deserve,” Sue said, and Julia winced at her sister’s tone, hating how unforgiving she sounded. But then Sue softened, her curiosity getting the better of her. “What about your younger brother, Ronald? I heard he was ill. DMD, wasn’t it?”

“It was all for him,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “The stealing. It wasn’t right, but it was for him. He was born with Duchenne Muscular Dystrophy. He was diagnosed when he was a baby. By his teens, he was in a wheelchair, and the muscle weakness kept getting worse. He needed constant care, and his heart and lungs struggled. Ronald was so brave… I did everything to try to make him comfortable, but it wasn’t enough.”

“Where were your parents?” Julia asked, her heart aching.

“Our mother moved to New York to become a Rockette dancer when we were too young to remember her,” Mary explained, shaking her head at the memory as she stared into her drink. “Our grandfather raised us, and he said she danced in underground nightclubs and sold her soul to the devil.” She laughed at the memory. “I never really knew what that meant. Sounds silly now, but all that mattered to me was she left us. Grandfather said she had us back to back when she was just a teenager herself. I came first when she was sixteen, then the real Mary a year later, and finally Ronald.” She shook her head, a sad smile playing at the corners of her mouth. “Grandfather said we were like tumours she couldn’t wait to get rid of, but he treated us like that too. As far as he was concerned, it was our fault she ran away.”

“I saw pictures of you and Mary,” Julia said, noticing the mole under the tail of Mary’s right brow, exactly where Barker had pointed it out in Kristy’s childhood picture. “I couldn’t tell you apart.”

“People used to mix us up constantly,” Mary continued, her gaze distant as if lost in a memory. “We looked so alike. They thought we were twins. It brought us closer together, made our bond even stronger.” Her smile faded, replaced by a haunted expression that made Julia’s heart constrict. “But when Ronald’s condition worsened, she… she couldn’t cope. She could never cope. I was the eldest—I didn’t have a choice, but she… she withdrew from us. That’s when she went to work at the manor. Nothing was ever the same after that. She fell in love with someone, and suddenly he was all that mattered to her. I watched the light fade from her eyes, watched her lose herself. And she wouldn’t even tell me who he was.”

“Edmund Collins,” Julia stated.

Mary shuddered at the name, her eyes closing. She clenched the stem of her drink but couldn’t seem to bring herself to drink it.

“But you fell in love with him too. You used to wear a black hat when you’d meet at the Twisted Tree,” Julia continued. “You hid yourself from the real Mary.”

“I didn’t know they were together. I wore the hat to protect myself from the police.”

“How did you meet him?” Sue asked.

“I broke into a cottage thinking it was empty, and Edmund was sitting on the sofa in silence. I should have known it wasn’t the best basis for a relationship,” she continued, her voice trembling. “I didn’t know him. I didn’t know he already had my sister six months pregnant. He asked what I was doing, and I said I was robbing him. He laughed and didn’t move. I asked what he was doing, and he said he was trying to figure out if I was pretty under my mask. I pulled it off. He said I looked familiar, and I don’t know how or why, but we kissed. My life as I knew it was over in that moment.”

“It was already over,” Sue said. “You gave that other man a heart attack.”

“I didn’t.”

“You said he was already dead when you broke in,” Julia remembered.

“Because he was.” The frustration crept into her voice. She took a minute to steady her breath and continued, “I was in over my head. Grandfather died, and I was left to fend for Ronald. He needed a lot. And he deserved so much more. I asked him what he would do if he could do anything or go anywhere. We were raised in a small village not far from here. Grandfather only had his pension—we never did anything, saw anything. We never lived. He wanted to see Big Ben, the Loch Ness Monster, and he wanted to go and see steam trains up north. It was simple stuff like that, but even simple stuff costs money. I didn’t have any qualifications, any prospects. Mary had that gardening job, but she didn’t make enough to send any money our way.”

“You did what you needed to do,” Sue conceded with a sigh. “I saw people with DMD back on the wards. You must have had your hands full when you weren’t breaking into people’s homes.”

“The press over-egged how much I stole,” she said quickly. “It was never more than a few items, but I know that’s not the point. Things turned when I found the body of that dead man. I broke in and there he was, dead on the floor in the hallway. I didn’t kill him, but I’d already smashed the window, so it was obvious I’d broken in. I wasn’t great at it, but it gave the police and the press a bogeyman for people to focus on.”

“You just left him there?” Sue said, the bitterness returning.

“I called for an ambulance and I hid until it arrived. They confirmed he was dead. There was nothing they could do… nothing I could do… but I knew how it looked. I thought that was the end for me. I asked Mary for help and she hid me in the basement at Wellington Manor for a few days, but the police weren’t looking for me. They were looking for a man. I couldn’t leave Ronald alone. I was always looking over my shoulder.” Gulping, she added, “I didn’t know the real danger was Edmund Collins.”

“What was Edmund like when you first met him?” Julia asked.

A conflicted smile played on Mary’s lips. “He was so romantic, sweeping me off my feet. He didn’t care that I was a burglar. When I explained my situation to him, he said he loved how caring and supportive I was of my brother. He was a dream. Surprises, gifts... those were the happiest months of my life.”

“Until...?” Julia prompted gently.

Mary’s smile faded, replaced by a haunted expression. “Until I was hiding in the manor’s basement. Edmund didn’t know I was there. He came through the tunnel with Hilary, kissing and whispering sweet nothings. Promising she was the only woman for him. And then, almost ten minutes later, the same with the real Mary. My sister was talking about their baby and them moving away to Northern Ireland to start a new life. They left like the perfect couple, and I... I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. The one good thing in my life was a lie. He was manipulating all of us. I threw up, and that’s how I was found out. Someone heard me retching, so I ran through that tunnel and came out in the woods near the tree where Edmund would always want to meet.”

Julia listened, her heart breaking for the woman before her. Regardless of what people were saying about the woman who’d been serving them Peridale pies for years, Mary had always worn her heart on her sleeve.

“I didn’t see Edmund again for months,” she continued, her voice barely above a whisper. “It was before mobile phones, so it was easier to avoid people. I stopped attending those kissing sessions at the twisted tree. But then, a few months later, Ronald started to get worse, and I asked Mary for help. I wanted to get close to her, to tell her the truth about Edmund. But she wouldn’t trust me. She never had. She thought I was Grandfather’s favourite because my backside suffered his belt less. She would always push his rules, which is why I couldn’t believe how much she was under Edmund’s spell.” Mary paused, her eyes glistening. “Ronald died at the end of May. It took me days to accept it, and then I went on my biggest stealing spree so I could afford to give him a good send-off before I left for good. There was nothing left for me in Peridale. My sister wouldn’t talk to me, my brother was dead, and the police thought I was a murderer. Still, I went to see my sister at the manor one last time before I ran away.”

“How did she take it?” Sue asked, softening again.

“I didn’t get to talk to her. That’s when I found Maggie helping Mary give birth in the shed. I didn’t say anything. I couldn’t. I ran home, knowing I had to tell Mary about what Edmund was really like.” Her voice trembled as she continued, “But Edmund was in my sitting room waiting for me, sat on the sofa in silence like he had been on the night we met. He threatened me.” Her fingers drifted up to brush against her neck. “He choked me and said, ‘Tell Mary, and I’ll kill you. We’re going to be a happy family.’”

“Oh, Mary…” was all Julia could manage.

“Judging by the look in Edmund’s eyes, he was deciding if he was going to kill me, but he let go and ran. And for two days, I hid at home trying to figure out what to do next. I didn’t eat, I didn’t sleep. I thought he was going to come and finish me off, and I still couldn’t leave. I couldn’t leave Mary. I went to the manor but I couldn’t find her. I saw Edmund and Geoffrey finishing up for the day. I lied and told Edmund I wanted to put everything to bed so we could move on… as a family… but I really wanted to let him know he couldn’t get away with manipulating us. He agreed to walk with me, and we went into Wellington Wood.”

“Is that where you killed him?” Sue pushed.

“I didn’t kill him. I didn’t kill anyone.” She took a deep breath. “I warned him. That night, I told him I was going to tell Mary the truth, or he could just leave. Go somewhere else. Get three new women somewhere else, but he had to leave us and the baby alone. I told him I’d meet him at the tunnel at ten, and I’d give him £1000. It was all I had left over from the funeral. It would leave me with nothing, but I didn’t care.” Mary’s voice grew quieter as she continued. “I left, and I went home and lay down. For the first time in days, I slept. But then I woke up with a start at quarter to ten. I ran there. Sprinted.”

“Then what happened?” Julia asked, waiting with bated breath.

“I ran through the woods and I went to the Twisted Tree, but he wasn’t there. But I saw a shovel. Someone had dug a hole.” She clenched her eyes, motioning in front of her like she could still see it. “I went to the tunnel to find Edmund there, and he’s dragging something. A woman. A body. He looked up at me with this look I’ll never forget.” She frowned, staring at Julia for the first time. “Like he was seeing a ghost. He stared at me for what felt like an age, and then down at Mary. The real Mary. The dead Mary. People always did tell us we looked like twins.”

Julia listened, her heart aching as she couldn’t believe her ears, not that she doubted Mary like during their first interview. Now, the pain was too raw, as though it had happened forty minutes ago, not years. Sue dabbed at her tears with a bar napkin too, and even Richie, who had been keeping to himself at the other end of the bar, was wiping his cheeks with a towel.

“What happened next?” Sue croaked.

Mary took a shaky breath before continuing. “Edmund chased after me. He grabbed the shovel, and he chased me, to put right his mistake. I made a split decision, and rather than run for miles into the woods, I doubled back down the tunnel. I ran into the manor. I collided with Hilary in the entrance hall. She said something like, ‘Mary, what are you doing out here?’ Even she thought I was my sister, but I didn’t stop. I kept running, because if he’d caught me, he’d have killed the right sister.”

“Didn’t you go to the police?” Sue asked.

“I wanted to go straight to the station,” Mary admitted, her voice breaking, “but I couldn’t bring myself to. I was so scared. I’d almost been caught stealing from a house in Riverswick a few weeks before. If they knew the burglar was a woman, they might make the connections. I didn’t want to be charged with murder… spending my life behind bars… I’d been through so much, but it felt like my life hadn’t even started.”

“And Edmund never found you?”

“No. I waited for something to happen. For someone to come, for someone to report Mary’s death. But it didn’t happen.” She paused, her fingers tracing the rim of her glass. “Then, I crawled out of my hole, like a mole out of hibernation. I went to the manor, and Geoffrey noticed me. I thought it was over. But he threw a green polo shirt at me and told me I was late and should get started on the flower beds out front. It wasn’t the first time someone had mixed us up, but I was so shocked, I went along with it. It was like I was her ghost, but they just saw Mary.”

“A green polo shirt was all it took?” Sue asked in disbelief. “Do men really not pay any attention to us?”

“Mary had a fringe that I didn’t have then, so I cut it in with kitchen scissors. Then I bumped into Anita, and again, I thought I was done for. But she told me she liked my new haircut.” She laughed at the absurdity. “She said it brought out my eyes in a different way. I got to work digging out the front. I had no idea what I was supposed to be doing, so I tried to blend in while I figured out what I was going to do.” Her voice wobbled. “I bumped into a police officer, and surely this time, it was all over. But he apologised to me, and I asked him why he was there. I was expecting him to mention a murder, but he said he was there because someone had just reported a gardener as missing.”

Sue leaned forward, her eyes wide. “Mary?”

Mary shook her head. “The officer looked down at me and asked, ‘What’s your name?’ Rather than answer, I asked, ‘Who’s missing?’ He said, ‘Edmund.’ I had no idea what was happening in that moment, but when he asked my name again, I said ‘Mary,’ and nobody has questioned it since.”

Julia listened as Mary fell silent, her heart aching for the woman who had been living a lie for so long. The weight of the truth hung heavy in the bar, and Julia couldn’t help but feel a mix of sympathy and disbelief. Mary had been through so much, but the fact that she had been pretending to be her sister for all these years was still a lot to process.

The door to the pub swung open, and Julia turned, hoping to see Katie again, but Barker and Veronica rushed in from the rain, their coats dripping onto the shiny wooden floor.

“We’ve been reading Anita’s book, The Baby Left on the Manor Doorstep,” Barker explained, holding up a worn paperback copy of the book. “We got it from the charity shop, and... look at this. The housekeeper murders a builder, the father of the baby. And the gardener, the mother, flees the country. It’s not all right, but... the seeds are there.”

“Barker thinks Hilary killed Edmund and probably killed Mary too,” Veronica added. “Have you seen her?”

Barker and Veronica both noticed Mary at that moment. She was trying her best to sink into the bar, but they stared at her like she was a disco ball lighting up the darkness.

“We know who killed the real Mary, and it wasn’t Hilary,” Julia said, swallowing the lump in her throat. “Does anyone know where she is?”

“We went to the B&B,” Barker said, planting his hands on his hips as

he scanned the bar like he could see the whole village. “Evelyn said Hilary left with Katie and that Simon and Maggie were with her about half an hour ago. What’s going on?”

“There’s only one way to find out,” Julia said, glad she’d brought her coat as the rain lashed down in heavy sheets. “We need to find Hilary and put an end to this, once and for all.”
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Between the two shallow graves at the Twisted Tree, Katie stared into the abyss of the tunnel through the trees up ahead. She hadn’t known the thing existed until Geoffrey mentioned it. It must have been how Charles was always able to sneak in and out easier than her. Edmund, too. The police had abandoned the crime scene, but their evidence markers and crime scene tape lingered. The rain had ceased during their walk to Wellington Wood, and the air was cool—Katie could finally breathe.

Hilary, Simon, and Maggie remained silent as Katie absorbed the truth they had just revealed. Hilary had been the one to kill Edmund, not out of jealousy, but in a fit of rage. She had caught him attempting to rob Vincent’s safe, desperate to escape the manor, and in that moment, she had struck him over the head with a paperweight from the study.

All these years, the very people who had raised her, who had been a constant presence in her life, had been harbouring this dark secret.

“Why didn’t you tell me sooner?” she asked. “All this time, I’ve been searching for answers, and you knew the truth.”

“We thought we were protecting you,” Simon said. “We didn’t want you to bear the burden of this knowledge.”

“But it wasn’t your decision to make. I deserved to know the truth about my own life, about the people who brought me into this world.”

Simon placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. “We’re sorry, Katie. We never meant to cause you pain. We only wanted what was best for you.”

“I didn’t know it was her,” Hilary said again, her voice cracking. “When Kristy burst out of that tunnel, I thought it was Mary. I didn’t know why she was out of her hiding place in the attic. I was only hiding her out of misplaced duty to Edmund. I thought they were figuring out a way for Hilary and Edmund to raise the baby together. Then Edmund burst out of the basement, chasing after her. He said that was Mary, and she had just murdered her sister, Kristy, and that she’d tried to kill him too. She’s crazy. Lost her mind. Maybe it was the baby… maybe it’s her hormones…”

“And you believed him?” Anita asked. “He was a pig.”

“Not to me. Not then.” Hilary’s voice grew more frantic. “I suggested we should call the police, but Edmund convinced me not to. He took me to see the body and the grave Edmund said Mary had dug. He told me we could bury Kristy. The police wanted her anyway. Nobody would miss her, and then we could get the baby and run away together. He made it sound like we were both involved in Kristy’s death. Like the police would come for me for even knowing about it.”

“But Kristy wasn’t dead,” Katie pointed out. “Why didn’t you go to the police when you realised that fact?”

“I went to find Mary at her childhood home the next day,” Hilary continued, her voice barely above a whisper. “Mary told me about her grandfather once. How he’d use his belt whenever she did anything wrong. It came from nowhere one day. I think I made an offhand comment that they should bring back lashings in school to set kids right. She said that and walked off. That always stuck with me.” Closing her eyes, she exhaled slowly. “I saw Mary through the window, asleep on the sofa, and that’s when I realised it wasn’t Mary at all, not unless her full fringe had turned into a perfect middle part.”

“Edmund lied to you,” Katie choked out.

“Edmund Collins murdered Mary Ross because he thought she was Kristy, and he was using me to help him cover his filthy tracks. He’d been stringing me along for years, knowing I’d be useful one day, and now I was helping him cover up the fact that he’d killed the mother of his child. I’d been caring for you in the hidden room while he figured out a way for us all to leave together. But when I realised the mistaken identity, something inside me snapped. I went back to the manor, looking for Edmund, and Geoffrey told me he’d seen him heading to the study.” Her hands clenched around the cane, her knuckles turning white. “I found him emptying your father’s safe. He laughed and said he’d guessed the combination. 210957. 21st September 1957.” A sad smile flickered across her lips. “The day he inherited the manor from his father. The happiest day of his life until you turned up.”

Katie looked away to the distant lights of the manor in the distance through the trees. The thought of Vincent Wellington—the man who’d raised her—changing the combination on his safes to honour her. It was almost as though he had wanted her to get inside.

“I picked up a paperweight, and I struck him,” Hilary continued. “I didn’t hesitate. He had started talking about us running off to Northern Ireland together. I asked him where he’d got that idea. He said it came to him just then. It would be perfect. Romantic. The two of them with their baby, and nobody could ever hurt them ever…” She swung her clenched fist, as though she had never put the paperweight down. “I watched the light fade from his eyes, and then I put the paperweight down. At that moment, I knew I’d done the right thing. It felt like the only thing I could do, but then it dawned on me how much I’d complicated things.”

“That’s when I came in,” Simon said carefully. “Vincent couldn’t sleep and he sent me downstairs to find his reading glasses so he could go over his council contracts again before his meeting in the morning. I walked in and saw the body. Hilary explained what happened, and she was going to hand herself in to the police. But I convinced her not to.”

“You should have let me,” Hilary said flatly.

“I never trusted or liked Edmund,” he said, shaking his head as though he wouldn’t allow it anymore now than he had then. “I saw what he was doing to you girls, and I knew that you had had done the right thing.” Simon’s gaze shifted to the ground, as if the memories were too painful to face head-on. “I suggested we dig the second grave and do what needed to be done. We had to be there for that baby.”

“And that’s when I turned up,” Maggie said, sighing as though she wished she could go back and change the fact. “Your father wanted fancy canapes for his meeting and I didn’t have a clue what to do, so I got there early to prep.” She swallowed hard, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. “I remembered Geoffrey mentioning he’d found chanterelle mushrooms by the Twisted Tree. I wanted to impress Vincent, so I went out to pick some, and I found them dragging his body down the tunnel.”

“You could have turned back,” Simon said. “I told you to.”

“But instead, I grabbed his feet.” Looking down at her hands, like she couldn’t believe they were hers. “I helped Mary deliver the baby in the shed. I always liked her, but she was quiet. I could tell Edmund was messing her around. She deserved a good man like I had in Geoffrey.” She closed her eyes, as if reliving the moment. “We carried him down the tunnel, and then I grabbed the shovel from the shed and cleaned up the blood.”

“We took turns digging,” Simon continued. “We all lifted his body in, and we all covered him.”

“And then we all walked away,” Maggie muttered. “Waiting for a knock on the door that took forty years to turn up.” She glanced over her shoulder and through the window at Katie. “I’d never have stood a chance trying to adopt you against Vincent, but it did cross my mind. I knew I couldn’t have my own brats, and we were planning to buy a pub for our new life. A baby hadn’t been part of our plans, but…” She bowed her head. “Silly really.”

Katie wasn’t sure what life would have been like at the Black Bull, but maybe if she had been there, life at the Black Bull would have been different. In another life…

“How did I end up on the manor doorstep?” Katie asked.

“I was the one who asked what we were going to do with the baby,” Hilary admitted, her voice trembling. “I… I couldn’t bring myself to look at you, but you were innocent.”

“I had the idea based on something I’d read,” Simon said. “A baby on the doorstep. We all knew Vincent was trying to adopt. Maybe, just maybe, we’d all be able to keep an eye on you. Life wasn’t quite as idealistic, but we were able to be there for you, Katie. We might have been in the background of your life, but you were very much at the forefront of ours, Katherine.”

“For those first years, at least,” Maggie muttered. “Before you turned into just another Wellington.”

“I got the vegetable crate from the kitchen,” Hilary said, her fingers twisting the hem of her cardigan. “And I wrapped you in my old baby blanket. It was the only item I had left from my own childhood.” She paused, swallowing hard. “I left you on the doorstep later that night, and then we all went our separate ways.”

Katie’s heart clenched at the thought of her infant self, alone and vulnerable on the stone steps of Wellington Manor. She tried to imagine Hilary, Simon, and Maggie walking away, each carrying the weight of their shared secret.

“At least it was a warm June night,” Katie said.

“You were only there for fifteen minutes before Anita found you,” Hilary confirmed. “She brought you in, and I looked at you, and it was like Edmund was staring back at me from those hydrangea⁠—”

“Katie!” Julia cried, stumbling into the clearing. Her eyes were wide with panic as she took in the scene before her. “We’ve been looking for you all over the village. This was the last place I could think to find you.”

Julia rushed forward, trying to pull Katie away from Hilary, but Katie stood her ground, moving closer to her old housekeeper instead.

“Katie, you’re not safe here,” Julia insisted, her gaze darting between Hilary, Simon, and Maggie. “Anita’s book has the answers. It’s all in there.”

Simon chuckled. “I got the idea from Anita’s book,” he admitted, his voice heavy with regret. “Anita got the idea when she brought in a milk crate one day. It was that simple, and she even wrote the box as a milk crate in her version. She told me as much at the time, but she’s always had a head bursting with too many ideas. Those ‘premonitions’ she’s talked about for years were because I was guiding her with her writing. I borrowed from her, and in return, perhaps I told her more than I should have.”

The wail of sirens pierced the air, and Julia’s face paled.

“Barker called the police,” Julia said, her voice trembling. “They’re on their way.”

Fury surged through Katie’s veins. All she had wanted were the answers, and now that she had them, the police couldn’t find out about this.

Maggie’s eyes widened with fear, and she bolted into the trees, her figure quickly swallowed by the shadows. Simon hesitated for a moment, glancing between Katie and the direction Maggie had fled, before taking off after her, veering slightly to the left.

“I’m not getting far with my leg like this,” Hilary said, slapping her bad leg. “It’s time to face the consequences. I’m tired of running.”

But Katie couldn’t let that happen. Not after what she had learned. She reached out and grasped Hilary’s hand, pulling her towards the tunnel.

“Come on,” she urged. “We have to try.”

“Katie, stop!” Julia called out behind them, her voice laced with panic. “You’re making the wrong decision!”

“I know,” she replied. “I’m sorry, Julia. I have to do this…”

Hilary struggled to keep up, her cane thumping against the ground with each struggled step. Katie tightened her grip on the older woman’s hand, refusing to let go. The tunnel loomed ahead, a dark and foreboding entrance to an unknown future. Katie’s heart raced as they approached, the sirens growing louder with each passing second. She knew she was taking a risk, but it was a risk she was willing to take.

She wouldn’t let the police take Hilary.

Not now.

Not ever.

Not after what Hilary had done for Katie.
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Anita Brooks was a liar. Either that, or she had enjoyed messing with Barker during their first meeting at the gate-crashed party. There it was on the shelves in Anita’s sitting room—a hardback copy of his first novel nestled among the mysteries and thrillers. He pulled it out, revealing a first edition with his signature and a dedication to Anita scrawled inside the front cover.

Had she attended one of his book signings years ago? Or had his former PR manager sent it out, knowing Anita was a fellow successful local author? He peeled back the dust jacket to check for creases in the spine—someone had read it.

He shook his head. It didn’t matter. The time for pretence had passed. He put the book back and turned to the full sitting room. Julia was still marvelling at the grandeur of Honeycroft House, but there was no time to dwell on the trappings of Anita’s success.

The atmosphere at Honeycroft was as grim as a funeral. As Barker had correctly guessed when Julia had caught up with him outside Wellington Wood, Simon, Maggie, Hilary, and Katie were all present, gathered with Anita and Geoffrey in a sombre circle. Of all the places Katie might run with Hilary, this was the only one that had made sense to him.

Anita and Geoffrey looked like they were still absorbing the truth that had been hidden from them for over forty years. Their faces flickered through a range of emotions—shock, disbelief, and finally, a grim understanding.

“I always had a feeling Hilary and Edmund had a thing,” Anita said, her voice barely above a whisper. “Maybe that’s why it made its way into the book… I didn’t actually know that Hilary killed him.”

Geoffrey shook his head, his eyes fixed on the floor. “You should have handed Hilary in to the police in 1979 and let the chips fall where they may.”

“If we had,” Maggie barked, “we all would have gone to prison. And let’s not forget, Edmund was a dog.”

Anita nodded in agreement. “A piece of work.”

“I remember the first time I saw Mary with a bruise around her eye,” Maggie said, shaking her head as though the memory sickened her. “She kept her head down in the garden, but I noticed it. She wouldn’t admit the truth, but I knew. My father was the same way. I told Mary she needed someone who’d treat her well, like Geoffrey did with me. ‘But I love him!’ she said, and I knew then she was a lost cause.”

Edmund Collins, the charming gardener with a dark side. A man who had left a trail of broken hearts and bruised faces in his wake. Katie’s biological father—a murderer.

“So, what happened next?” Barker asked, his gaze shifting between the former staff members. “The three of you committed countless crimes, buried a murdered man, and then just went about your lives?”

Barker watched as Maggie’s eyes darted between the other former staff members, a fierce determination burning in her gaze.

“We made a pact back then,” she said, her voice unwavering, “and we are going to remake it now because, so help me, I’m not going to prison. I was just there to make canapes.”

“But what about the law?” Anita muttered, the most dazed of them all. “Fairness?”

“Fair?” Maggie cried, pointing a warning finger at the author. “I don’t want to hear about ‘fair’ from a woman who lives in this lap of luxury. You haven’t had to carry this burden.”

“She’s got a point,” Geoffrey said to his wife. “Edmund was a good grafter. He was a⁠—”

“A manipulative murderer,” Maggie roared, swivelling that finger to jab against her husband’s chest. “And I’ve had to listen to you talk like the sun shone out of his behind all this time. I always told you he was no good.”

“But you never said why.”

Maggie sniffed back, turning away. “Because it was over. The man who murdered that girl’s mother lived for two days as a free man before he got what he deserved. If he killed Kristy like he had meant to, he’d have got away with it. He might still be here now. With the real Mary. Or maybe Hilary? Or he’d have killed one of them instead. Or the next woman? Or the next? And we had a baby to think about. Katie and Kristy got to live because he was dead.”

“Nobody noticed in forty years that Kristy was technically missing,” Julia pointed out. “She got to have a second life.”

“And Katie was far better looked after than she would have been if Mary and Edmund ever made it to Northern Ireland,” Hilary said. She’d gone to the patio windows and was looking out at Katie, her feet dangling in the water, creating ripples that distorted her reflection. “Vincent Wellington was a saint compared to his gardener.”

The former detective inspector in Barker itched to respond to the barrage of texts from DI Moyes, especially after he had tipped her off about Wellington Woods. The man with the beard hanging outside the manor had confirmed seeing a group heading into the trees, and Barker knew that every minute counted in an investigation.

But he couldn’t bring himself to type out the message.

“So,” Maggie announced, “are we going to make a new pact?”

Maggie’s challenge hung in the air, an ultimatum to the unlikely group. She strode to the bar where Anita had been hiding, her back turned to the room. Clutching the bottleneck in her fist, Maggie poured herself a glass of 1980 Dom Perignon, the amber liquid sloshing against the sides. She raised the glass to her lips, but her face contorted as though the vintage champagne was a glass of vinegar. She tossed the contents into a nearby potted plant.

“Three people made a pact in 1979,” she said, her voice cutting through the silence as she ditched the glass, “and it gave us forty years of freedom.” Her gaze eyes across the room, taking stock of each person present. “Now, there are seven of us.”

“The Secret Seven,” Anita pointed out. “I used to love that book when I was little. It wasn’t quite like this.”

“Forget the past,” Maggie said. “Here and now, are we going to leave alone what should stay buried?

The question hung in the air, a challenge to each person’s moral compass. Barker’s mind raced, weighing the consequences of their actions. The past had a way of resurfacing, no matter how deep one tried to bury it. The police could be on their way to them as they spoke, ready to cuff each of them for conspiracy to conceal a crime. Barker knew the risks better than any of them. The simple fact he was at the meeting having the conversation they were was already going against everything he had always stood for.

Logic without emotion.

The criminal always gets their day in court.

But how could he divorce the emotion from his decision?

This was about family.

Julia was chewing her lip, looking as conflicted as Barker, but he knew which way she would sway. She was too good a woman to betray them. He pulled out his phone and hovered over the ‘???’ message from Moyes. He clicked ‘reply’ and inhaled, unsure of what to say. He had wanted to find the truth, to bring Katie closure. Was it worth tearing apart the lives of everyone in that room?

And then there was Katie.

The most at peace he had seen her since before New Year, splashing her feet in the pool.

It was clear she had made her decision.

She was going to look the other way.

That was her right.

Her decision.

He understood it.

Respected it, even.

But Barker wasn’t sure if he had it in him to do the same.
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Julia followed Barker into the kitchen, and the decision at Honeycroft House was starting to suffocate her. “Can we do this?” she whispered. “Can we keep this from the police?”

“We could, but we shouldn’t.” He ran a hand through his hair, his eyes darting towards the door. “I told the police I’d found a clue in Anita’s book. It’s only a matter of time before they show up here asking questions.”

“Then let’s make a decision.”

“How? This is impossible, Julia.”

Julia didn’t need telling. When she had committed herself to helping Katie, she hadn’t realised she would be faced with such a life-changing decision.

“So, what do we do?”

“I’m not sure.”

“Excuse ourselves and leave them to it?”

Barker sighed. “That’s the same as agreeing to keep the secret.”

“We looked the other way when Katie set up that insurance scam at the manor when I found out I was pregnant,” she reminded him. “We agreed to keep the secret, and nothing bad happened.”

“That was very different. Katie was desperate.”

“We were desperate.”

Simon approached, his footsteps soft on the tiled floor. “Have you called the police?”

Julia looked to Barker, and he reluctantly shook his head.

“No, but when they do get here, isn’t it going to look strange that we’re all together?”

“I agree,” Simon said, patting Barker on the arm. “Then you’d better decide what you’re going to do next. Are you in or out?”

“It’s a lot to ask,” Julia said, her voice strained.

Simon nodded. As shocking as this was to Julia and Barker, Simon had spent decades coming to terms with what happened that night. And even he didn’t look at peace, but what else had he been meant to do?

“It’s an impossible question,” Barker stated.

“It’s a simple question, Mr Brown,” Simon said, looking between them. “Do you think justice has been served—or not?”

Barker and Julia exchanged a long, heavy look. The weight of the decision pressed down on them like the oppressive silence in the room.

“Justice is supposed to be blind,” Barker said finally. “But this... this is different.”

“Katie deserves peace,” Julia said. “But can we live with this?”

Simon took a step closer, his voice low and urgent. “We did what we thought was right to protect an innocent child. We’ve lived with this for forty years. Are you going to let the past destroy her future?”

Barker’s phone buzzed in his pocket.

“We’re out of time,” he said, showing Julia his phone. Moyes was on her way after hearing about a ‘gathering’ at Honeycroft House. “We have to decide now. Julia, I trust you with my life. I’ll do whatever you decide.”

Julia took a deep breath, her mind racing. “We stand by Katie. We protect her.”

“We stand by Katie.” Barker nodded, his decision made.

Simon exhaled in relief, a weight lifting off his shoulders. “Thank you.”

“But we need to get our stories straight,” he said. “When the police arrive, we need to be ready.”

Julia looked around the kitchen, the gravity of their decision settling in. They had chosen to protect Katie and everyone else in the room, to bury the past once more. But the truth had a way of resurfacing. Could this really be the end?

For now, they had made their choice. And they would live with the consequences.
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On the patio behind Honeycroft House, Katie stared at the shimmering jade-coloured pool, the water’s surface broken only by the occasional ripple from a gentle breeze. Beside her, Hilary sat in contemplative silence, her eyes fixed on the distant horizon where the night sky met the treeline.

“You always wanted a pool,” Hilary said, her voice barely above a whisper. “Do you remember? You used to beg your father for one every summer.”

Katie nodded, a faint smile tugging at the corners of her lips. “I used to want a lot of things. A pool, a pony, a closet full of designer clothes.” She sighed, her gaze drifting to the stars above. “And then I wanted the truth. About my birth, my real parents, my past.”

Hilary shifted beside her, the creak of her chair breaking the stillness of the night. “And now that you have it? The truth, I mean.”

“I wanted justice, too,” Katie said, her voice tinged with a mix of exhaustion and confusion. “But now, with everything that’s happened, everything we’ve learned... why does it feel like justice has already been served?”

Hilary remained silent for a long moment, the weight of their shared history hanging heavy in the air between them. Katie turned to face Hilary, searching the older woman’s face for answers she knew she might never find. In the dim light cast by the pool, Hilary looked older, more fragile than Katie had ever seen her. Gone was the stern, unyielding housekeeper she had known in her youth. In her place sat a woman burdened by the consequences of her choices, a woman who had loved and lost and sacrificed more than Katie could ever fully comprehend.

Hilary rose from her seat with her cane as Julia and Barker appeared at the patio doors leading into the kitchen.

“It’s time, Katie,” Hilary said, her voice steady. “I’ll hand myself in.”

Julia and Barker exchanged a glance, a silent understanding passing between them. They stepped out onto the patio, their footsteps echoing in the stillness of the night.

“We’ve decided we won’t tell the police,” Julia said. “Though it feels wrong, the damage has been done.”

Barker nodded, his expression more torn. “It’s for the best,” he said, his voice heavy with resignation. “For everyone.”

Hilary shook her head, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. “This isn’t right,” she insisted, her voice cracking with emotion. “I have to hand myself in. It’s the only way.”

Katie felt a surge of emotion, a mix of gratitude and sorrow for the woman who had played such a pivotal role in her life. She stepped forward, placing a gentle hand on Hilary’s arm.

“What’s the point?” she asked, her voice soft but firm. “How many years do you have left on this planet, Hilary? You did what you needed to do. You avenged my mother’s death. That’s the only justice I care about.” With a swift motion, Katie pulled out her phone, her fingers tapping the screen. After a moment, she looked up, meeting Hilary’s gaze. “An Uber is on the way to take you wherever you want to go.”

“But that’ll cost you a fortune.”

“I don’t care,” she said, her voice filled with a newfound sense of peace. “Consider it a small price to pay for the truth.”

Katie leaned in and kissed Hilary on the cheek, her lips brushing against the older woman’s wrinkled skin.

“Go,” she whispered, her voice barely audible above the gentle hum of the night. “Forgive yourself. And know that I never want to see you again.”

In the distance, the wail of a police siren pierced the air, growing louder with each passing second. Hilary flinched at the sound, her eyes widening with a mix of fear and resignation. She turned to face Katie, her gaze locking with the younger woman for what felt like an eternity.

“I’ve been waiting for someone to ask me about this ever since,” Hilary admitted, her voice trembling with emotion. “You’re nothing like him, Katie. Nothing like him. Your real father.”

A chill ran down Katie’s spine at the mention of her biological father, a man she had never known but whose shadow had loomed large over her life.

“I was always worried you’d turn out like him,” Hilary continued, her voice barely above a whisper. “And I hated you every time I looked into those hydrangea blue eyes of yours. I saw him. I… I was pregnant a year before Mary turned up,” she confessed, her voice cracking. “Pregnant with Edmund’s baby. But it didn’t make it far. Only a few weeks.”

“Hilary, I…”

“It was an accident, but I got myself all worked up with excitement. I was in my early thirties. A spinster back then. Edmund promised we’d try again,” Hilary said, her eyes distant with the memory. “And then, when I found out about Mary being pregnant, my world fell apart. Edmund told me it was a mistake, that Mary tricked him. He told me she didn’t want the baby. That we were going to take it and raise it together. I was so delusional. I wish we could go back and do it all differently.”

The headlights of an approaching car cut through the darkness, beaming lights at them up the gravel driveway. For a fleeting moment, Katie’s heart raced, fearing it might be the police arriving to shatter the fragile peace they had found. But as the car drew closer, she saw the familiar logo of the ride-sharing app on its side.

A man stepped out of the driver’s seat, his movements efficient and practiced as he opened the rear door for Hilary. The older woman hesitated, her gaze locked on Katie’s face, searching for something Katie couldn’t quite name.

Hilary reached out, her fingers brushing a stray lock of hair from Katie’s eyes with a tenderness that caught Katie off guard.

“Your father would be very proud of you, Katherine,” Hilary said, lifting her chin high. “It doesn’t matter the DNA. Look at you. Strong, proud, loyal, resilient. You are a Wellington, and so much more.”

Katie felt a lump form in her throat, the weight of Hilary’s words settling heavy in her chest. She nodded, not trusting herself to speak, and helped Hilary into the waiting car.

“Put your feet up,” she managed, her voice thick with emotion. “You’ve more than done the work.”

“I’m sorry,” Hilary whispered again, the words nearly lost in the hum of the car’s engine.

“I know,” Katie said, her hand resting on the door handle. She slammed the door shut, the sound echoing through the stillness of the night. “Goodbye, Hilary. It really was good to see you.”

“One last time.”

“Never say never, eh?” Katie winked. “Now, go. Have a good life and try to forget about me.”

“Oh, Katie.” Hilary laughed, resting her weathered palm against the glass. “I don’t think I could if I wanted to.”

As the car pulled away, Katie watched Hilary Boyle disappear down the long, winding driveway, its taillights fading into the distance. The last time she had seen her old housekeeper, she had thought that would be the last time, but here they were. Never say never, indeed.

In the next lifetime, she thought, a sad smile tugging at the corners of her lips. In the next lifetime, they would do it all differently. In this life, the truth of her origins, twisted and painful as it was, was finally hers.

She turned, smiling at Julia and Barker, waiting for her at the front door of Honeycroft. They stood hand in hand, holding their free hands open for her. They pulled her into a hug, and she exhaled, a long, shuddering breath that seemed to come from the very depths of her soul.

She had never been more grateful for the family she had found in Peridale. The Souths, the Browns, the Wellingtons—they had all played a part in shaping her into the woman she was today. Despite the initial rejection and the struggles they had faced, they had become her warmest embrace, a constant source of love and support in a world that had often felt cold and unforgiving.

But even as she drew strength from their presence, her true loves lay elsewhere. In the tiny cottage with its apple trees and crammed rooms, where Brian and Vinnie waited for her. They were her beating heart, and she couldn’t wait to get back to them.
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Julia stirred from her sleep, the sound of Olivia's cries piercing through the quiet of the night. She slipped out of bed, careful not to wake Barker, and padded down the hallway to her daughter's room.

"What's wrong, sweetheart?" Julia asked, her voice soft as she entered the room. Olivia sat up in her bed, tears streaming down her chubby cheeks.

"Mummy, there's a monster in my wardrobe," Olivia whimpered, pointing a trembling finger towards the closed doors.

Julia's heart ached at the fear in her little girl's eyes. She crossed the room and knelt beside the bed, gathering Olivia into her arms.

"Shh, it's alright. Mummy's here."

With Olivia clinging to her, Julia approached the wardrobe. She opened the doors wide, and out sprung their cat, Mowgli, from the shelf with the stuffed toys he liked to curl up on. The grey Maine Coon darted across the room and out in the hallway. How long had he been trapped in there? Olivia giggled, her fear melting away.

"See? No monsters. Just a kitty. There's nothing to be afraid of."

As she comforted her daughter, a heaviness settled in Julia's chest. The decision she and Barker had made weighed on her, like she had just welcomed her own monster to lurk in the shadows of her own mind. She tucked Olivia back into bed, smoothing the covers and pressing a kiss to her forehead before turning on her starry nightlight. As she turned to leave, she found Barker watching them from the doorway.

She stepped into his arms, seeking the comfort of his embrace.

"What have I done, Barker?" she whispered, her voice barely audible.

"We." Barker held her close, his chin resting on the top of her head. "We did the right thing, love."
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Katie stood at the oven, spatula in hand, as she flipped sizzling rashers of bacon the next morning. She’d never been the best cook, but she could throw a full English breakfast together after learning how while covering the café during Julia’s maternity leave. She’d made fried eggs and sauteed mushrooms as well, and Brian and Vinnie hurried around her, setting the small table and pouring glasses of orange juice.

Laughter echoed off the walls as Vinnie spilled a bit of juice, and Brian dramatically mopped it up with a tea towel. Katie couldn’t help but smile, her heart swelling with the simple joy of being back home with her family.

A sudden clatter of tins from outside pierced the morning bliss.

“That’s it!” Brian cried, throwing down the towel. “I’m going to sort that pesky stray out once and for all.”

Katie placed a hand on his arm, stopping him. “Leave it to me.”

She stepped outside, the cool morning air brushing against her skin. There, amidst the scattered tuna tins, sat the ginger cat. It hissed at her approach, its fur standing on end. She threw down a piece of greasy bacon. Cautiously, it approached, sniffing the offering before devouring it in a few quick bites.

Seizing the moment, Katie scooped the cat up into her arms. It growled, its nails digging into her shoulder, but she held it close.

“You’ll be alright,” she murmured, stroking its matted fur. “You’ve ended up on the right family’s doorstep. We have a habit of taking in strays.”

She carried the cat inside, its green eyes wide with fear as it took in the unfamiliar surroundings of the cottage’s tiny kitchen. Suddenly, the cat’s nails released from her shoulder, and it sprang free, darting off into the depths of the house.

“Kitty!” Vinnie cried, his face lighting up with delight as he chased after the furry intruder.

Brian groaned, rubbing his forehead. “Katie, love, are you sure about this? That thing could have come from anywhere. It could have plague-infested fleas for all we know.”

“Remember when we were sitting on that sofa, the day the manor sale went through? We had the giddies like we were drunk, even though we were spending the millions that just turned up in our account. Once we’d paid off all the debts, bought the salon, and had wiped most of the zeros off our balance, you asked what I wanted. A new bag, some new shoes…”

He sighed. “And I promised I’d get you a cat.”

“Well, now you don’t need to. I got this one myself.” She gestured towards the shoe rack, where the ginger cat peered out from beneath, its bright green eyes ringed with black. The cat surveyed the cottage with a look of disdain, as if it had seen far better accommodations in its life. “You know, I think it might be a girl.”

“Fine.” Brian shook his head, a reluctant grin spreading across his face. “Alright, alright. I suppose we can keep her. But you’re in charge of the litter tray. What are we going to call her?”

Katie smiled, a mischievous glint in her eye. There was only one name. She grabbed some milk and chicken, noticing for the first time that Brian had replaced it from the broken fridge at some point without her noticing. She’d been so distracted lately, but not anymore.

“Hilary!” she called, crouching down and holding out a piece of chicken. “Don’t be so hostile. I just know you’re going to love it here.”
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Afew weeks later, Barker settled into his chair, the trumpets of The Beatles’ “All You Need Is Love” filling the office beneath the café as Veronica took a seat across from him. He slid the manuscript across the desk, a mixture of excitement and apprehension fluttering in his chest.

“I’m sorry it took so long,” he said.

“‘How poor are they that have not patience! What wound did ever heal but by degrees?’”

“Othello!”

“Act Two.”

“Scene Three?”

“Top of the class!” Veronica winked, her fingers tracing the title on the cover. “You’d have been my teacher’s pet back in my English teaching days.”

He winked back. “Who says I’m not?”

They shared a laugh, their gazes settling on the manuscript on the desk between them. He had gone over it so many times, rewritten it front to back over countless rounds. In the end, he couldn’t keep stalling her, so he had it set and bound and decided to let go.

“Thank you for letting me tell your brother’s story,” he said. “It’s been a difficult honour, but I hope I’ve done Sebastian proud.”

“I’m sure you’ve more than done him justice,” she said as she flipped through the first few pages. “Do you think you’ll write about Katie’s story next?” she asked, glancing up at him. “I’d like to know your final thoughts. You know… it really is a shame they never found out what happened to Edmund, though given that he murdered Mary, people aren’t too keen to find out anyway. The journalist in me would like to know. For the record. Or even… off the record…?”

A tight smile crossed Barker’s face.

Oh, he was tempted to tell her. And had been many times. With DI Moyes too. He trusted them without question. But they weren’t part of The Secret Seven.

“I think it’s too close to home,” Barker said finally as the music faded to a crackle. He considered taking the distraction to flip the vinyl to Side B, but he wasn’t sure the mood called for the surreal “I Am The Walrus.” “Some things are best left off the page, but I’m sure it will all seep in. Life has a way of doing that.”

“Like in Anita’s book,” Veronica pointed out, setting the manuscript back on the desk. “Speaking of which, I want to get started on your book before the next big story keeps me at the office for days on end.”

Veronica looked like she was about to leave, but then she turned back with a curious glimmer in her eyes.

“Barker… what really happened that night?” she whispered, her tone one of extraction. “We all left Richie’s with Anita’s book after Mary was released, separated at the B&B, and I didn’t see you for hours. The sun rises, and suddenly Hilary has gone back to wherever she came from. The police have no leads, and nobody cares about the truth?”

“What we have is the truth,” he said, his voice steady. “And the truth is, it all worked out in the end. Sometimes, that’s enough.”

“That’s a truth,” Veronica grumbled, her disbelief evident in the set of her jaw and the arch of her eyebrow. “A former DI, a mystery writer, and a PI who doesn’t want to uncover the full truth?” Barker knew she didn’t believe him, but he would have to learn to live with that too. “So, when are you releasing the book?”

“I’m hoping for late summer,” Barker replied, a hint of a smile playing at the corners of his mouth. “If you don’t rip it to shreds, that is.”

“I’m sure I won’t,” she assured him, picking up the manuscript and tucking it under her arm. “And thank you, Barker. For putting my brother’s story to print and for being my sidekick during the Edmund Collins case. It was fun. And I think we made Jessie jealous.”

“Your sidekick?” Barker raised an eyebrow, a grin spreading across his face. “I thought⁠—”

“That I was yours?” Veronica laughed, shaking her head as she climbed the steps. “Some of us have real jobs, Barker. I’ll let you know what I think about this book. I’m sure I’ll whiz through it.”

Barker leaned back in his chair, a smile playing at his lips as Veronica’s footsteps faded up the stairs. He knew she was joking, but her words lingered in his mind. He glanced around his office, taking in the familiar sight of his investigation board, his records, the shelves lined with his books, the framed photographs of his family on his desk, Olivia’s toys scattered about the place. For someone who had felt like a ship without an oar when he first arrived in Peridale—a lifetime ago already—it wasn’t a bad life he had grown into.

Especially when he could help those he had grown close to.

A few hours later, the sound of heels clicking on the stairs pulled Barker from his thoughts. He looked up to see Katie descending into the office, an 80s vibe in her brand new sharp pink power suit. Her hair was straight and tucked neatly behind her ears, her makeup applied with a light hand. Despite the added maturity, she seemed to have shaved off a few years in the process, a renewed energy radiating from her.

“Katie, you look⁠—”

“Is it too much?” she asked. “What do you think of the glasses?”

“You need glasses?”

She snatched them off. “No, but I thought they made me look more professional.”

He laughed. “You are professional, Katie. Look at what day it is!”

“Which is why I’m down here,” Katie announced, her tone all business. She held up a folder filled with plans, a determined glint in her eye. “Julia told me to tell you we’re starting in fifteen minutes, so stop hiding down here. We’ve got everything ready for the building to begin.”

“You’ve made it.”

Katie looked surprised. “Yeah, I have. All those meetings and fundraising, and we’re finally going to break ground.”

“I didn’t just mean the community square.”

They shared a smile, and even though they had been family for years now, the search for her mother had deepened their bond to a place he had never known existed. How far they had come since those days when he had wanted to kick Katie and Brian with their messy ways out of the guest bedroom at the cottage. Now they were part of The Secret Seven, and though he knew they would probably never talk about what they decided at Honeycroft House those weeks ago, there would always be that knowing when their eyes met.

“You know when you asked if I missed my old life at Honeycroft House,” Katie asked, referencing the book launch party—though it seemed her mind had come to similar places as Barker for her to get there. “Dancing on tables is fun, but do you know what I enjoyed more? The planning! I think I was born for planning projects.”

“I think you might be onto something.”

“And you know what all good projects start with?”

Barker raised an eyebrow, waiting for her to continue.

“Good champagne!” she said with a grin. “I want you upstairs for the champagne and photographs in five minutes. We have a community square to build.”

As Katie turned to leave, Barker stood up, a warm smile on his face.

“Closure looks good on you, Katie.”

She paused at the foot of the stairs, beaming back at him.

“You’re next, Barker. We will find your dad.”

Barker nodded, his smile faltering. As much as he appreciated Katie’s enthusiasm, he couldn’t help but feel a twinge of uncertainty. Finding his father had always seemed like an elusive dream, one he had never quite been able to grasp. They had proved the past could be rewritten with Katie… but for now, he pushed those thoughts aside, focusing instead on the pride he felt at seeing Katie thriving.

He almost followed her up, but he opened his laptop. The screen lit up, still on the window of the email he had drafted. He had lost count of how many times he had drafted this email to Casper, only to delete it, never to be sent. The words never seemed to come out right. Casper had told him many times he didn’t know the truth, but like Katie had with Hilary, Barker had always got the feeling his eldest brother was lying to him.

“Barker?” Julia called from the vestibule door upstairs. “We’re waiting for you. Are you joining us?”

It really wasn’t a bad life at all.

Why ruin it?

He deleted the email.

Not now.

Not yet, at least.
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Katie sipped her champagne, watching the digger churn the earth for the foundations of the new community square. She was bringing the village’s vision to life. The turnout to support her was touching, with many familiar faces from the village gathered around, one of them being Benjamin, from the Department for Local Green Initiatives. He had attached himself to her and had been droning on for nearly ten minutes about new revisions to the eco policy that could jeopardise the community square if they passed in 2034.

“Still, I am impressed you raised the money so fast,” he said. “I thought you had set yourself an impossible mission.”

“It felt impossible for most of the way, but if I’ve learned anything, it’s that you can do anything you put your mind to… if you want the result enough.” She studied Benjamin for a moment, recalling a titbit of information she had heard about him. “You only got this job because your dad works in the department, didn’t you?”

“I—”

“It’s just, it’s obvious you hate your job,” she said. “Like, really obvious.”

“The pay is good.” Benjamin shuffled his feet, looking slightly uncomfortable. “And it’s stable, but...” He sighed, and from the corner of his mouth said, “It’s so boring. I’m not really doing anything for the environment, just pushing pencils and ticking boxes.”

Katie patted him on the shoulder. “Kid, if I’ve learned anything else, it’s not to live your life because of what your dad wants you to do. Trust me, that will only get you so far. You have to know what you want to do.” She poked his chest in the middle of his blue tie. “In here.”

Benjamin pondered for a moment before declaring his true passion. “I want to work as a capybara handler. I can feed them, and pet them, and watch them for hours, and—” His voice grew small. “You’re laughing.”

“Because it’s sweet.” She giggled, her eyes sparkling with amusement. “That’s what you should do.”

“But people will laugh.”

“So?” Katie shrugged. “Let them. People are going to stare at you, lie about you, talk about you, call you ugly, then copy your style—” She peered down at him in another shirt that liked to soak up sweat. “Maybe not that last one, but my point is… as long as you know you’re doing what’s best for you, why care about what the peanut gallery thinks?”

“But I’m a fourth-generation councillor.”

“So what?”

“What about legacy?” he asked, reminding her of her own motivation for the community square project. “You said it was important.”

“It is. Remember where you came from, but it’s where you’re going that matters. Use what came before you to decide where you want to go. If you think your path is laid out in front of you, don’t follow it blindly, kid. Because one day, you might be on your own and find yourself in a fog walking towards a dead end leading to a cliff. It’s better to stand in the mud and put your own foundations down, like I am now.”

Benjamin nodded. “Can I take you out for a drink?”

Katie laughed, holding up her wedding ring and nodding towards Brian, who was chasing Vinnie around. They both pretended to be diggers, but their antics resembled their dinosaur game they usually played in the apple orchard at home.

“Oh, I thought that was your dad.”

“I told you who my dad was,” Katie said. “My dad was Vincent Wellington, and he’s gone.”

Katie caught a familiar eye she hadn’t seen in a few weeks. Mary Porter. Auntie Kristy Ross. Everyone was back to calling her Mary. Word of what she did had spread along with the detail that Edmund killed Mary. People knew about the mistaken identity leading to the stolen identity, and when people asked her what else happened, Katie said what they had all agreed to say during their pact.

There was no story.

No wonder the Wellington Manor household staff of 1979 had dodged her at every turn.

“I have something I need to do,” she said to Benjamin. “You need to figure out how to become a crapyba⁠—”

“Capybara.”

“Oh.” She laughed. “What even are they?”

“They’re rodents. Giant guinea pigs.”

“Oh,” Katie said. “I thought they were birds.”

She left him and walked towards Mary, who stood by the alley between the post office and the café. Mary wore a pretty summer dress and looked like she had just come from the hairdresser. The fringe she had always was swept to the side, as if she were trying to grow it out. She glanced up at Katie, her eyes filled with the fear Katie had expected for their first reunion since Mary’s release.

“Hello, Auntie,” she said.

Mary looked a cross between relieved and tormented. “I haven’t been avoiding you, I… I wanted to lie low to avoid people looking, but they’re going to look, aren’t they?”

Katie nodded. “Let’s give them something to look at.”

Katie pulled Mary into a giant hug that neither of them seemed to want to let go of. She relished the feeling of Mary’s arms around her, the scent of her perfume that felt familiar, and the warmth of the woman who had always welcomed her at the restaurant. She squeezed Mary tighter, as if afraid she might turn to dust like the prom flower had if she loosened her grip even slightly. For a moment, the day faded away, and it was just the two of them, reconnecting after so much time apart.

“Hello again,” Mary said softly. “I’ve got my court date. It’s in two weeks.”

“I’ve already written to the judge. And Veronica has an article ready for the next issue where I endorse you.” Katie squeezed Mary’s hand reassuringly. “I’ll be there for you, every step of the way.”

“If they lock me away, so be it.” Mary smiled, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. She reached into her purse and pulled out a small, worn envelope. “I’ve been meaning to give you this,” she said, handing it to Katie. “It’s silly, really.”

With trembling hands, Katie opened the envelope. Inside, she found three locks of identical brunette hair tied with a piece of ribbon. One black, one red, and one pink.

“When our mother—your grandmother, I suppose—left us for New York, she left behind a lock of her hair with our grandfather, your great-grandfather. I know my family history isn’t exactly rosy, but the pink one is Mary’s hair. She suggested we put them all together when we were little, like it was a spell that would bring our mother back to us. It didn’t work.”

“I know the feeling.” She stroked the hair, still soft. It was almost nothing, but it was something, and it put a smile on her face. Mary noticed the ribbon on her wrist, and she held it up. “Thank you again for the corsage. And the teddy bear. It took me over forty years to find it, but I appreciate it.”

“I left it on the doorstep when I realised where you had gone. The bear was Ronald’s when he was little. He was your uncle. I think—I hope—I know he would have loved you. I painted the spokes of his wheelchair with pink nail varnish. It was his favourite colour too.”

She smiled. “I think I would have loved him too.” She ran her finger along the ribbon. “You said that my mother wanted to call me Katherine?”

“After Katherine Hepburn,” Mary confirmed, smiling at the memory. “She was obsessed with her films when we were growing up. She would only wear trousers because Katherine Hepburn wore trousers. It drove Grandfather crazy.” She glanced down at Katie’s trousers, admiring the tailored fit. “They look good on you.”

“It was meant to be, I suppose.”

A moment of silence stretched between them, filled with the weight of unspoken questions. Finally, Katie asked, “Does Todd know? About everything?”

Mary nodded. “Of course. He never didn’t know the truth. I bumped into him not long after and he heard someone calling me Mary. He knew. He was the only person who ever noticed. He and my sister were childhood sweethearts when they were younger, but they grew apart in their teens. I couldn’t tell him what had happened. He was devastated. Shocked to the core, but he understood why I made those decisions in the heat of the moment. He looked after me. Brought me back to life. I told him every day to hand me in, and he wouldn’t. And then, well... we fell in love.” She sighed, her gaze drifting to the ground. “Mary broke his heart, you know. Leaving him for Edmund. She could be so irrational and impulsive, just like our mother.”

“It seems I inherited more than his blue eyes,” Katie said. “I guess we’ll never know.”

Mary nodded, and they stood in another silence again, though it was growing comfortable to be around each other. After a while, Mary sucked the air through her teeth like she was going to say something but stopped herself.

“I’ve been going back and forth on whether I should tell you this,” Mary said, “but after everything, I don’t think I’m the best person to decide that. Your mother… she went back and forth about whether she was going to put you up for adoption her whole pregnancy.”

“Oh.”

“As much as she wanted to run away to Northern Ireland, deep down, I think she knew it was a fantasy. She was young enough that, given more time, she might have stopped putting up with Edmund. We all would have, but I think she knew that too. She didn’t want you growing up around that. There’s even a chance you would have been adopted anyway, maybe even by Vincent.” She shook her head, a rueful smile playing on her lips. “Funny how life works out, isn’t it? I should probably get going,” she said, gesturing vaguely towards the direction of her home. “I only came to show my face.”

“I hope you show it more often,” she said, and she meant it. “Actually, I was hoping you’d stick around for a bit longer. We’re having a little get-together at my cottage later. It’s small, and there isn’t much space, but it’s just family.”

“Just family?” Mary’s face lit up, her smile stretching from ear to ear. “I would love nothing more.”

“I’m glad.” Katie squeezed her arm gently before adding, “And take a holiday before you reopen The Comfy Corner, won’t you? What didn’t you get to do on Ronald’s bucket list?”

“All the stuff in London, mostly. Annie had just opened in the West End, and he was desperate to see it, but I couldn’t afford it.”

Katie nodded, a determined look in her eye. “Do that. Go see a show, visit Big Ben, take in the sights. For Ronald, but more importantly, for yourself. And Todd. He’s invited too, by the way.” She pulled Mary into another hug, holding her close. “I’ll see you at the party later?”

“You will,” she assured her, “and… happy birthday.”

“But it’s not my birthday for another two…” Stopping herself, Katie smiled. “Right. Another thing to get used to.”

Katie watched Mary go with a sense of pride at gaining a new family member. Auntie Mary, the friendliest woman in Peridale. All eyes were on her as she mingled near Julia and her café gang near the back door, but they wouldn’t be forever. People even stopped staring at Katie when there was nothing to talk about.

Turning back to the crowd, Katie spotted Brian, who was practically vibrating with excitement. He held up the champagne bottle, grinning from ear to ear.

“You picked a good vintage, love,” he said, admiring the label.

“It was the cheapest stuff I could get,” she admitted. “And it tastes alright too. I’ll save the good stuff for the opening.”

As she scanned the crowd, her eyes landed on Anita, who was watching the proceedings with a proud smile. Katie raised her glass, toasting to the woman whose subconscious had inadvertently helped her uncover the truth about her past. Anita might have been a great mother—or she might have thrown too many parties and spent too long locked in her writing cave—but they would never know. Katie was happy to be friends. She had a feeling their paths would cross again, and she had already received an invitation for Anita Brooks’ next book launch for The Lovers at the Twisted Tree, available for pre-order and being rushed out next month to capitalise on the demand. Katie had already read the first draft. Aside from the title, Anita had subverted every truth they had discovered.

The seeds were there, but no more.

“Right then!” Katie said, turning back to the builders as they worked. “I think it’s time we put a community square where a community square ought to be!”
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The blistering summer sun beat down on the back doorstep of the café as Julia watched the market square take shape at an alarming pace. Builders swarmed the site, their hard hats gleaming in the light as they erected stalls and laid paving stones with practiced efficiency. The once empty space was rapidly transforming into a bustling hub of activity, and even though they were only a few weeks in, they already had an August launch date for the grand opening.

Julia sipped her iced peppermint and liquorice tea, relishing the cool sensation against her lips. Detective Inspector Moyes strode around the corner of the alley, a plume of vape smoke trailing behind her. She nodded to Julia and made her way over, perching next to her.

“I have news about the case,” Moyes said, her voice low and serious.

Julia raised an eyebrow. “What case?”

“Twisted Tree?” Moyes sighed and took a long drag on her vape before speaking. “People move on around here far too quickly. We’ve finally managed to prove beyond reasonable doubt that Edmund murdered Mary. They must have had an altercation before her death because we found scraps of his green coat in her grave. She put up a fight at the end, at least.”

Julia nodded, keeping her expression neutral. Moyes studied her for a moment before continuing.

“We’re not sure who killed Edmund, though. Any ideas, Julia?”

Julia shook her head. “None.”

Moyes leaned back in her chair, a puzzled look on her face. “It’s strange, given every other case of mine that I’ve been involved in, this is the one you’re happy to leave hanging?”

Julia met Moyes’ gaze, her eyes unwavering. “I only set out to help Katie, and look at her. There’s no other story to tell.”

As they watched the bustling construction site, Katie emerged from the chaos, her power suit crisp and her yellow hard hat gleaming in the sun. She strode across the square, barking orders at the builders and gesturing with her hands, a high-vis vest wrapped around her waist.

“She’s like a vitamin shot for this village,” Moyes said.

“Someone once compared her to Princess Diana.”

Moyes scoffed. “That’s horrible. Far too tragic. Katie escaped her palace and look at her soaring now.” She leaned closer to Julia, her voice dropping to a whisper. “Don’t tell Roxy, but despite all of Katie’s preening, I’ve never found her hot until now. There’s just something about a woman who isn’t afraid to boss men around.”

Julia laughed, the sound carrying across the courtyard. Katie looked over and waved, and they waved back. Moyes grinned and pushed herself up from her perch.

“You’re so telling Roxy I said that, aren’t you?” Moyes groaned, craning her neck. “Well, I’d better get back to the station. Keep an eye on our resident princess for me, will you?”

“Always do.”

With a final nod, Moyes strode off, leaving Julia to watch as Katie continued to command the construction site with an air of newfound confidence and purpose. Whoever this new and improved Katie was, Julia loved her.

Julia stepped back into the café, the cool air a welcome respite from the summer heat. As she made her way inside, she was drawn to the new addition on the wall—a digital render showcasing Katie’s vision for the community square, still untitled. The image was a kaleidoscope of colour and life, with bustling stalls, lush greenery, and happy villagers milling about.

There had been the usual comments and complaints, of course—there always were in Peridale—but notably absent were any protests or petitions. It seemed that Katie’s tireless efforts to listen and incorporate everyone’s input had paid off.

Scooping up Olivia, Julia moved closer to the render. “Are you excited for the new swings and slides?”

“No,” Olivia stated her favourite word, but she reached out, her chubby fingers grazing the image as if trying to touch the playground equipment.

As Julia studied the render more closely, she noticed a small detail she had missed before. Tucked behind one of the stalls was a tiny digital version of herself, standing at a market stall labelled ‘Julia’s Café.’

Before she could wonder if it was just a playful Easter egg, a familiar voice broke through her thoughts. “One of those stalls is yours if you want it.”

Julia turned to find Katie standing behind her, a mischievous grin on her face as she peered at her from under her yellow hardhat. She looked back at the render, unsure what it meant. It was already so close to her café, but there was no denying having something out there would drive the new increased footfall into her café on the quieter days.

“Something to think about,” Katie continued with a wink. “But for now, how about a girls’ night tonight?”

Julia groaned. “You know, Katie...”

“We could watch a film at yours, takeaway, gossip, a drink or two. Sue, Jessie, maybe Dot if she can behave...” Katie rattled off, her eyes sparkling with anticipation. “Back home and in bed before ten?”

Julia’s smile widened, and she nodded. “You know, that sounds perfect to me.”

“I’ll see you at seven?”

“Seven sounds good to me.”

“I’ll bring the fizz. I bought dozens to sample for the launch in a few months,” Katie said, stepping back from the render. She tilted her head as she took it in and gave one firm nod. “Not a bad legacy to leave, is it?”

“Not a bad legacy at all.”
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Thank you for reading, and don’t forget to RATE/REVIEW!

A community square opening, a book launch, and a body! Will Peridale ever have a quiet summer? Find out in…

CRUFFINS AND CONFESSIONS

COMING SUMMER 2024

But before then, did you read my Peridale crossover, DOUBLE ESPRESSO DECEPTION, the 10th book in my Claire’s Candles series? Team up with Julia AND Claire to solve the murder at the bowls tournament!

OUT NOW. GRAB YOUR COPY!

Sign up to Agatha Frost’s newsletter at AgathaFrost.com to be the first to hear about its release!


NEW SERIES COMING SOON!


[image: The Last Draft cover]


A brand new Agatha Frost series… MEADOWFIELD MYSTERIES, will be launching this June!

Pre-order the first book, THE LAST DRAFT, now!

Welcome to Meadowfield Bookshop...

Meet Ellie Swift... a bookworm with a history degree stuck at a crossroads. After putting her degree to work in a TV studio's historical continuity department for years, the studio merges with a giant streaming service and Ellie loses her dream job. She finds herself working in a coffee shop to make ends meet, and while waiting for the perfect opportunity to come along... she gets a phone call informing her that her dear Granny Maggie has broken her hip.

Leaving the city and her coffee shop job behind, Ellie returns to her quaint hometown of Meadowfield to care for her grandmother, but she finds more than just the family's beloved bookshop, Meadowfield Books, in disarray. Granny Maggie's hip was broken during a robbery gone wrong, and the thief—a relative of a deceased local author—is found dead. The item the thief stole? The local author's final manuscript.

While juggling caring for her grandmother and running the failing bookshop, Ellie finds herself in a web of mystery and murder, as she encounters a cast of characters each with a motive for coveting the author's final manuscript. Utilising her passion for history and her old community ties, Ellie untangles a series of clever clues and red herrings. From the financial desperation of the thief's father to the secretive actions of a local historian and antique dealer, the plot thickens when a rival author is also found dead. With a knack for history and a heart for sleuthing, Ellie uncovers hidden truths, from coveted manuscripts to clandestine motives, but can Ellie's keen insights and tenacity ensure justice is served? And will she find a renewed sense of purpose in her long-forgotten home?

Find out in The Last Draft, the first book in the NEW Meadowfield Mysteries series, a quintessentially British cozy mystery series packed with heart, charm, and a cracking mystery full twists and turns. Perfect for those who love a good puzzle served up with a side of homemade scones and village gossip.

Discover the secrets of Meadowfield, where every page turned is a clue unveiled...

Pre-order the first book, THE LAST DRAFT, now!


THANK YOU FOR READING

&

DON’T FORGET TO RATE/REVIEW ON AMAZON

I hope you all enjoyed your return trip to Peridale!

If you did enjoy the book, please consider writing a review. Reviews are CRUCIAL for the continued success of this series! They help us reach more people! I appreciate any feedback, no matter how long or short. It’s a great way of letting other cozy mystery fans know what you thought about the book.

Being an independent author means this is my livelihood, and every review really does make a huge difference. Reviews are the best way to support me so I can continue doing what I love, which is bringing you, the readers, more fun adventures in Peridale!


WANT TO BE KEPT UP TO DATE WITH AGATHA FROST RELEASES? SIGN UP THE FREE NEWSLETTER BELOW!

agathafrost.com

You can also follow Agatha Frost across social media:

Facebook

Twitter

Goodreads

Instagram


ALSO BY AGATHA FROST


Peridale Cafe

33. Cruffins and Confessions (coming soon)

32. Lemon Drizzle and Loathing (coming soon)

31. Sangria and Secrets

30. Mince Pies and Madness

29. Pumpkins and Peril

28. Eton Mess and Enemies

27. Banana Bread and Betrayal

26. Carrot Cake and Concern

25. Marshmallows and Memories

24. Popcorn and Panic

23. Raspberry Lemonade and Ruin

22. Scones and Scandal

21. Profiteroles and Poison

20. Cocktails and Cowardice

19. Brownies and Bloodshed

18. Cheesecake and Confusion

17. Vegetables and Vengeance

16. Red Velvet and Revenge

15. Wedding Cake and Woes

14. Champagne and Catastrophes

13. Ice Cream and Incidents

12. Blueberry Muffins and Misfortune

11. Cupcakes and Casualties

10. Gingerbread and Ghosts

9. Birthday Cake and Bodies

8. Fruit Cake and Fear

7. Macarons and Mayhem

6. Espresso and Evil

5. Shortbread and Sorrow

4. Chocolate Cake and Chaos

3. Doughnuts and Deception

2. Lemonade and Lies

1. Pancakes and Corpses

Claire’s Candles

1. Vanilla Bean Vengeance

2. Black Cherry Betrayal

3. Coconut Milk Casualty

4. Rose Petal Revenge

5. Fresh Linen Fraud

6. Toffee Apple Torment

7. Candy Cane Conspiracies

8. Wildflower Worries

9. Frosted Plum Fears

Other

The Agatha Frost Winter Anthology

Peridale Cafe Book 1-10

Peridale Cafe Book 11-20

Claire’s Candles Book 1-3
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