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Chapter 1

 A Quiet Morning





Mid-October arrived at Between the Lines in the usual Brambleford fashion: without announcement, bringing mist that sat in the low places of the village green until mid-morning, and a particular quality of light through the bookshop windows that turned everything amber and made even the disorder of the shelves look considered. 

Violet Pennington had been awake since six, organizing her shop.

Violet tied her auburn hair into a messy bun at the nape of her neck. She pulled on a pink cardigan and black jeans and put on black pumps. She glanced once at the mirror, then went downstairs. 

She wondered if James would come by today. He usually did unless he had an ongoing case that took him to the edges of the county. Even on those days, DI Morrison would show up later to make sure Violet was okay.

The flat above the bookstore had its own rhythms now: the third stair, which always announced itself with a hollow complaint beneath the tread; the boiler that ticked in irregular bursts before settling into a low, sullen hum as if it had decided, reluctantly, to continue doing its job; the old building's other noises, too, the ones no one ever quite accounted for — the pipes shifting like something turning over in sleep, plaster faintly contracting and releasing its grip on the walls.

Even the silence here had structure. It layered itself in, cautiously, like dust settling back into place after being disturbed.

There were the hour and half-hour chimes from St. Mary's, of course, drifting in with a delay that made them feel slightly detached from time rather than part of it. The sound never seemed to begin so much as to emerge, softened by distance and weather. Between those chimes, the building seemed to hold its breath — an expectation that nothing quite fulfilled, and never quite abandoned either.

She had learned all of it in the months since she’d stopped trying to leave. She didn’t miss her old job in London, not exactly. Being a librarian had given her first access to every new book she wanted, and she had never had to wait for them. But this small bookshop suited her in ways the library had not. The village was quiet. Mostly. 

Her decision to stay hadn’t happened all at once, not like a door closing or a decision made in a single clean moment. It had been more gradual than that — a slow acceptance, and then the recognition that this village and Agatha were part of her life. 

At some point, the irritating noises of this old building stopped being interruptions and became cues. The third stair was no longer a flaw in the structure but a warning that someone, usually James or Agatha, was moving between floors. The boiler's uneven temperament became something to time the day by, a measure of hours passing when nothing else insisted on marking them. Even the church bells, which had once felt imposed from outside, began to feel like punctuation in a text she was no longer trying to edit.



She came downstairs, put the kettle on, and stood at the window with her hands curled around the warmth of the Aga rail, watching the village wake up. Mrs. Foley, the chairwoman of the local garden club, was at the postbox, wearing her usual large hat and a flowery dress beneath her red coat.

Penny Wright, the owner of the Coffee Bean, was cycling past the green with her scarf trailing at an angle that suggested she had left the house mid-thought.

Violet turned her head when she heard a slight movement next to her. Agatha was on the counter.

This was also not unusual. Agatha was almost always on the counter. What was unusual was that she had been there since before Violet came downstairs, and she was not asleep, and she was not watching the window, and she was not engaged in any of her normal occupations: the grooming, the slow-blink assessment of customers, the staring without blinking that Violet had come to think of as philosophical.

She was watching the parcel, which had arrived the previous afternoon by a special courier, an unusual enough occurrence in itself. Between the Lines received books by post and occasionally by hand, but couriers were another register entirely, and this one had been officious about the signature and the timestamp in a way that suggested the parcel's sender had very particular ideas about documentation.

"It's a parcel," Violet told Agatha.

Agatha's tail moved. Once.

"Containing, presumably, a book, which is what we deal in, and there is therefore nothing remarkable about it."

Agatha looked at Violet with the expression she reserved for statements she considered optimistic.

“You don’t believe me, do you?” Violet sighed. “Let me show you.” She picked it up. 

The parcel was wrapped in brown paper, reinforced at the corners with tape applied with unusual care. A wax seal on the flap. It was a detail Violet had not seen on a parcel since she was a child, when a great-aunt in Edinburgh had still corresponded by letter. The return address was a solicitor's firm in Oxford, and the accompanying note, which she had read three times the previous evening, said only:

This item requires expert appraisal before auction.


Your aunt's name was given as a recommendation.


Please hold securely until collection.


The item is insured.


Aunt Cordelia had been dead for over a year. Whoever had sent this had not received the news or had received it and decided Violet was the next best thing.

"Insured," Violet murmured. "That's reassuring."

Agatha stepped onto the parcel with both front paws, testing.

"Off," Violet said.

Agatha stepped off with calm dignity, holding her nose and tail high.

She looked at the parcel.

Expert appraisal before auction. She was not, strictly speaking, an expert in manuscript appraisal. She was a bookseller who had learned a great deal about old books very fast, out of necessity, and who had developed strong working opinions about provenance. Whether that qualified her was a question for whoever arrived to collect it.

She put the parcel in the back room, and opened the shop.

The bell above the door chimed. Violet turned around to see who it was.

Violet's first customer of the day came in shaking mist from his coat. It was old Mr. Briar from the far side of the green, who came in every Thursday to pick up a new detective story and stayed for forty minutes talking about a different one. He nodded at Violet, nodded at Agatha, and made his way to the thriller and mystery shelves with the steps of a man who knew exactly where everything was.

Violet poured him his usual tea without being asked and set it on the reading table.

The day went on normally.

Or at least, it arranged itself into something that could be called normal: customers in the morning, the soft rhythm of the bell above the door, the quiet shifting of books and paper and dust motes in the light. Violet moved through it all with practiced ease, shelving, noting, answering questions that did not require full answers.

Even Agatha, who spent most of the afternoon stretched along the counter, had one eye half-open more often than not.

The gathering had not been Violet’s idea. She would remember that very clearly later and wish she had insisted a little more firmly.

It began with Eleanor, as these things tended to do.

She came in that morning as she often did, calm and unhurried, dressed in one of her soft tweed jackets that always seemed chosen rather than worn. She took her usual seat without asking. For a while, the visit was entirely ordinary. They spoke about nothing of consequence. Then Violet mentioned the parcel with the manuscript and said that she had stored it in the back room for now. Eleanor glanced once toward the back room, where the manuscript had been placed, then returned her attention to her tea.

After a time, she left.

Violet did not think much of it at the moment. Eleanor came and went as she pleased. The shop had grown used to that rhythm.
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Violet noticed the difference immediately. Eleanor was still composed, still measured in her movements, but there was a sense of purpose about her now.

“I’ve taken the liberty,” she said.

Violet, standing behind the counter with her ledger open, did not look up at once. “That rarely ends well,” she said.

Eleanor smiled, faintly.

“I mentioned the manuscript to a few interested parties.”

Violet lifted her head then. “A few.”

“Yes.”

“And now?”

Eleanor removed her gloves with quiet care, setting them on the counter as though this were a perfectly routine matter. “A small gathering will take place tomorrow afternoon,” she said. “In the back room. The manuscript can be viewed and discussed.”

“Discussed by whom?”

“Those with appropriate expertise.”

Violet closed the ledger. “Appropriate expertise?”  

“Collectors,” Eleanor replied. “Readers. People with an interest in local history.” She spoke with the ease of someone who had already considered any objection and found it unpersuasive.

“How many people?” Violet asked.

“I’ve invited six,” Eleanor said. “Seven, including you.”

“I own the bookstore.”

“Yes,” Eleanor said. “You’ll be hosting.”

Violet studied her for a moment, trying to hide her smile. “You’ve already invited them,” she said.

“I have.”

“So they’re coming either way.”

“Yes.”

There was no hesitation in the answer.

Violet leaned back slightly against the counter, thinking it through. The manuscript was still new to her. She had barely had time to consider what it might be, let alone who should see it. And now there would be six strangers in her back room, all with their own reasons for being there.

“You decided all of this before mentioning it to me.”

Eleanor met her gaze without any sign of apology. “Yes.”

Violet let out a slow breath. “Of course you did.”

Eleanor’s expression softened a fraction, though it did not change her position. “There is interest,” she said. “It seemed sensible to gather it in one place.”

“And tea?” Violet asked.

“Of course.”

“And food?”

“I thought something from the Coffee Bean. Simple.”

Violet nodded once. That, at least, was manageable.

A brief silence settled between them.

“Three o’clock?”  

“Three o’clock,” Eleanor confirmed.

Violet looked toward the back room, as if she could already see the chairs arranged, the table cleared, the manuscript placed at the center of it all.

“Very well,” she said at last. “We’ll have the gathering.”

Eleanor’s smile returned. She was satisfied. “I can’t wait to see it.” She picked up her white gloves, turned, and moved toward the door. “Tomorrow, then,” she added. The bell chimed softly as she left.

The shop fell quiet again.

Agatha, from her place on the counter, watched the door closing and then looked at Violet.

Violet met her gaze. “Yes,” she said. “We’ll see how it goes.”
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Violet turned and smiled. 

“Evening,” he said.

“Inspector,” she said lightly.

“Still ‘Inspector,’ is it?”

“Only when you arrive unannounced.”

“I arrive every day,” he said.

“Yes,” she replied. “That’s what makes it unannounced.”

That earned the faintest hint of a smile.

He stepped further into the shop, letting the door fall shut behind him. He wasn’t in full uniform; he rarely was when he came here, but there was no mistaking what he was.  

Composed, observant, and entirely too difficult to lie to, which Violet considered a persistent inconvenience.

Agatha lifted her head. Then, after a moment’s consideration, she rose and moved along the counter toward him.

“Well,” Morrison said, crouching slightly as she approached, “at least someone’s pleased to see me.”

Agatha allowed herself to be acknowledged, which, in her case, was as close to affection as one could reasonably expect.

“She tolerates you,” Violet said. “Don’t read too much into it.”

“I never do.”

That wasn’t true.

Violet knew it. He knew she knew it.

Neither of them said so.

He straightened and glanced around the shop.

“Quiet day?” he asked.

“Quiet enough.”

“Mm.”

That sound again… noncommittal, but not dismissive. Morrison’s way of indicating that he had heard more in her answer than she had said.

Violet closed the ledger in front of her.

“And your day?” she asked.

“Less quiet.”

“I imagine that’s the general trend.”

Morrison rested one hand lightly on the edge of the counter.

There had been kisses before. Not many. Not enough to define anything, but enough to make the absence noticeable.

Moments that arrived without planning and ended without discussion, as though both of them had agreed that naming them would complicate something they preferred, for now, to leave uncomplicated, or perhaps simply… undefined.

His gaze held hers, waiting.

Agatha jumped lightly down from the counter and disappeared toward the back room.

Violet watched her go.

“Hypothetically,” she said, “if I had reason to believe there is a situation that I don’t know what to do about… or if it was more complicated than it appears…”

“I would expect you to tell me,” Morrison said.

“Would you?”

“Yes.”

Violet considered his answer for a couple of seconds. 

Agatha reappeared from the back room and stepped onto the counter with the unhurried air of someone who had given them sufficient time. Violet looked at her, then at Morrison. “There’s something I should tell you,” she said. “A parcel arrived yesterday. Courier, wax seal, a solicitor’s firm in Oxford. A manuscript, sent for appraisal. The note addressed it to my aunt, which is impossible, so presumably it found its way to me instead.” She paused. “Eleanor has already arranged a small gathering tomorrow to examine it. Collectors, a historian. People she considers appropriate.”

Morrison considered that. “And Eleanor’s gathering,” he said. “You’re going ahead with it.” 

Violet didn’t look away.

“Yes,” Violet said. “It was already arranged before I could object.”

The shop had grown quieter.

Outside, the last of the evening light was slipping into shadow, softening the edges of the street beyond the glass.

Morrison’s voice, when he spoke again, was lower. “You don’t have to handle everything on your own.”

“I’m not,” Violet said. “I have Agatha.”

He huffed a quiet laugh. “I’m serious.”

“I know.” Violet stepped around the counter. She stopped just within his reach. “You come here every day,” she said.

“Yes.”

“You check on me.”

“Yes.”

“You ask questions you already know the answers to.”

“That’s part of the job.”

“No,” she said softly. “That’s not the part you bring here.”

Something shifted in his expression. 

“And what about it?” he asked.

Violet held his gaze for a moment longer. “You tell me.”

He didn’t answer. Instead, he reached for her, carefully, as though giving her time to step back if she chose to. 

She didn’t.

The kiss wasn’t hurried. It wasn’t tentative either. It was something in between, familiar enough to return to, uncertain enough to matter. When they parted, neither of them moved far.

“That,” Morrison said quietly, “is not part of the job.”

“No,” Violet agreed. “It isn’t.”

He studied her for a moment longer.

“All right,” he said. “For now.”

“For now,” she echoed.

He stepped back.

“If this manuscript assessment turns into something I need to be officially involved in,” he said, “you tell me.”

“I will.”

“And if you find something, anything at all that worries you…”

“I’ll tell you.”

“Violet.”

“I will. I promise.”

That seemed to satisfy him.

He moved toward the door, then paused.

“One more thing,” he said.

“Yes?”

“Be careful whatever you decide to do. It seems that you gather mysteries and murders around you.”

Violet’s attention sharpened. “Do you think so?”

Morrison met her gaze. “Just two since you arrived.”

Violet sighed. “It does rather seem that way.”

The bell chimed as he left.

The shop was empty now except her and Agatha.

Agatha jumped onto the counter.

Looked at Violet.

Then toward the back room.

Violet went back. 

The manuscript was there at closing time. She checked before she went upstairs.
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She stood for a moment, looking at the empty shelf where it had been, uncertain what to do with that fact. Then she moved the kettle onto the hob, and thought about it, and by the time the water had boiled, she had decided not to mention it to anyone. Not yet. Whatever had been taken had been taken quietly — the back lane door was on a latch; it was not difficult — and announcing its absence would only announce that she had lost it, which was not, strictly speaking, accurate.

It had been moved.

That was different.

She opened the shop, watched, and waited.

Agatha returned to the counter, turned three times with the precision of a spinning top, and settled facing the back room.

Watching.
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