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Chapter 1 - Lemon Drizzle Diplomacy
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Demelza Pascoe was halfway through her second cup of coffee and her third attempt at tackling the shop’s wobbly sandwich board when she heard it—the unmistakable rattle, wheeze, and cheerful defiance of the mobile library making its approach. The blue van came around the corner like a pensioner at a Zumba class: determined, off-tempo, and with zero regard for physics. Bunting flapped heroically from the wing mirrors, a Union Jack and a faded Pride flag tangled together like old friends at a pub lock-in. It pulled up with a dramatic hiss of brakes, narrowly missing the hanging basket outside Turning Tide Books. A single petunia gave up and flopped onto the pavement anyway.

“Morning, Elspeth,” Demelza called, smirking over the rim of her mug. “Lovely day to menace public property.”

Elspeth Mawnan emerged from the driver’s seat in a cloud of lavender talcum powder and optimism. She was in her seventies, wore novelty brooches like military medals, and moved like someone who had places to be and mischief to cause on the way. Her hair was piled high in a style last fashionable in the era of Tupperware parties, and her lipstick was the exact shade of rebellion.

“Demelza, darling,” she beamed. “I come bearing culture, chaos, and cake.” She rummaged in the front passenger footwell—a cavernous space filled with tote bags, rolled-up posters, and what looked suspiciously like a slow cooker—and emerged victorious with a floral tin. “Unofficial delivery,” she announced, tapping the lid with a flourish. “Purely medicinal. Say no more.”

Demelza accepted the tin like it might explode. “Let me guess. The lemon drizzle of legend?”

Elspeth winked. “Infused with sunshine, love, and a cheeky sprinkle of civic disobedience.”

Demelza raised an eyebrow. The last time she’d sampled one of Elspeth’s “remedies,” she’d spent an afternoon alphabetising her sock drawer and genuinely believed the kettle was flirting with her. “I hope you’re not distributing these to anyone with heart medication,” Demelza said, peeking under the lid. Moist sponge, bright yellow icing, a faint smell of rebellion. Classic Mawnan.

Elspeth looked offended. “Of course not. Only to those who need it—and Agnes Trevanion. She doesn’t need it, but she’s nosy and I enjoy keeping her confused.”

The breeze off the harbour rustled the bunting. A couple of gulls wheeled overhead, eyeing the bookmobile with suspicion. The van, as usual, looked like it had been painted by someone using optimism and a sponge. The rear panel bore a sticker that read Reading is Sexy. A smaller one beneath it said So is Informed Consent.

Demelza sipped her coffee and leaned against the shop doorframe, watching Elspeth open the back of the van to reveal shelves stacked with everything from murder mysteries to romance novels with titles like A Highlander Stole My Tractor. “You never slow down, do you?” she said, not quite a question.

Elspeth glanced over her shoulder. “Haven’t got the time. Slowing down’s what they want. That’s how they catch you and make you chair the WI biscuit committee. It’s a slippery slope from there.”

Demelza grinned despite herself. There was something infectious about Elspeth’s energy, like being pulled into the orbit of a slightly anarchic planet.

“You know,” Elspeth added, lowering her voice conspiratorially, “they’ll never legalise lemon drizzle—but I’ll go down fighting.”

Demelza chuckled. “Just try not to take out any more hanging baskets on the way.”

Elspeth saluted, one hand on her tin. “No promises. Now, first stop will be the old mill. Iris Maddern’s requested three thrillers, two Agatha Christies, and something ‘with vampires but not too erotic.’ Wish me luck.”
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Chapter 2 - Browsing with Benefits
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The inside of the bookmobile smelled like paper, camphor, and—Demelza paused halfway up the steps—just the faintest hint of cannabis, like someone had stored a Very Naughty Biscuit in the glovebox and hoped for the best. She stepped inside anyway, where the usual literary chaos greeted her like an old friend. Shelves groaned under the weight of mismatched titles, the occasional spine held together with more hope than glue. Somewhere near the back, a copy of Fifty Shades of Grey had been tucked discreetly behind a Haynes manual for tractor maintenance. One of them was definitely more informative.

“Ah, there she is,” Elspeth called from the driver’s seat, swivelling theatrically. “Miss Marple herself. Come to trade gardening secrets or crack a cold case?”

Demelza held up a well-thumbed book with a slug-shaped coffee ring on the cover. Raised Beds for Raised Expectations. “Returning this. I followed none of its advice, but my courgettes are thriving out of spite.”

Elspeth chuckled and rose—far too quickly, as usual. The van swayed. A stack of large-print crime novels on a rolling trolley leaned ominously, then settled with a sigh of pages. “You have a gift,” she said, plucking a battered Agatha Christie from a shelf like a magician producing a rabbit. “For chaos and cucurbits. Try this one. No vegetables, but several stabbings and a poisoned trifle.”

Demelza accepted it with a grin. “Soothing bedtime reading.”

Elspeth winked. “Helps you sleep if you know who did it.” She moved to shelve a returned stack of romance novels, elbowing a pile of local history books dangerously close to the edge. Demelza, ever helpful (and slightly alarmed), reached to steady a precarious tower of titles with names like Cornish Crossings: A Bridge Too Far? and The Poldarks: Real or Rumour?

“I don’t know how this place stays upright,” Demelza muttered.

“Elastoplast, goodwill, and sheer bloody-mindedness,” Elspeth replied. “Same as me.”

Demelza settled onto the wobbly little reading stool—known locally as “the chair of risk”—and opened the Agatha Christie. It smelled faintly of ginger biscuits and a suspiciously herbal undertone. Probably just mildew. Probably.

“So,” Elspeth said, shelving books with all the subtlety of a toddler tidying up. “Ivy Treleaven’s on her fifth true crime podcast this week. Now she’s decided she’s got ‘a gut instinct for guilt.’ Told Maurice Polglaze she thought he looked ‘shifty’ in the Co-op. He was holding prunes, poor man.”

Demelza snorted. “He always looks shifty. That’s just his face.”

Elspeth leaned in. “She’s also convinced there’s a killer hiding in the Cove. Says ‘motive walks among us.’ I told her she’s been watching too many American documentaries and not enough Antiques Roadshow.”

“Did she take that well?”

“No. She said I sounded suspiciously defensive.” Elspeth rolled her eyes. “People should mind their own business.”

Demelza tilted her head. “Was that about Ivy or you?”

“Both,” Elspeth said, brightly. The van gave another ominous creak as she retrieved a box of bookmarks and a Tupperware container from behind a stack of Mills & Boon. She offered it wordlessly.

Demelza peeked inside. “Chocolate and walnut?”

“Possibly,” Elspeth said, eyes twinkling. “Possibly not.”

Demelza shut the lid with a firm snap. “I have plans this afternoon that do not involve staring at the wallpaper until it talks back.”

“A pity,” Elspeth sighed. “It has excellent gossip.”

Demelza laughed, then paused. It was easy to forget, among the jokes and swaying shelves, that Elspeth kept secrets like other people kept teaspoons: scattered, well-used, and occasionally misplaced. “You doing all right?” she asked, more softly.

Elspeth glanced at her, smile still in place but just a little faded at the edges. “Always. Now go on—before Ivy bursts in wearing a trench coat and waving a clipboard.”

Demelza stood, careful not to jostle anything structurally vital. “Call if you need me.”

Elspeth grinned. “You’ll be the first I don’t tell.”

Elspeth was chaos in cardigans—but she was also something sturdier: a lifeline in a van, delivering more than just books. And cake. Probably. Definitely.
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Chapter 3 - A Squeal on Departure
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The sun had climbed just high enough to throw a golden glow over the bookshop’s crooked sign and warm the old granite walls, making the harbour shimmer in the distance. Gulls circled above in their usual state of competitive bickering, one of them clearly having opinions about a chip wrapper on the roof.

Elspeth slammed the door of the bookmobile with the force of someone sealing a deal—or possibly a vault. “Right then!” she called through the open driver’s window, glasses perched askew on her nose and lipstick now lightly dusted with icing sugar. “Time waits for no woman and neither does Iris Maddern’s bunion.”

She fired up the engine. The van responded like a dragon disturbed mid-nap—there was a judder, a snort, and a noise that might have been a low groan or an automotive curse.

Demelza stepped back instinctively, coffee mug still in hand, just in case the bookmobile decided to lurch sideways and take out the sandwich board again. Or the window display. Or the bakery across the street.

The van rolled forward with the cautious enthusiasm of a very large cake on a trolley. Then it happened. A squeal. High-pitched, drawn out, and unmistakably mechanical—a banshee wail of tortured brake pads echoing off the cobbles like an alarmed piglet trapped in a violin case.

Demelza winced so hard she nearly spilt her coffee. “Was that the van or the gulls reacting to it?”

Elspeth, unbothered as ever, leaned out the window with her usual breezy confidence. “Brake pads fear Cornish hills. Bit of a squeak’s good for morale. Reminds the van it’s alive.”

“Is that what we’re calling it now?” Demelza said, still watching the road warily in case any of the back wheels decided to stage a rebellion.

“Absolutely,” Elspeth chirped. “Besides, it only does it going downhill.”

“That’s comforting,” Demelza muttered. “Gravity’s famously optional.”

Elspeth adjusted her rearview mirror with a flourish. “It’s character, that’s what it is. Modern vehicles have none of it. Just computers and smugness.”

Demelza crossed her arms. “You sure you don’t want to get that looked at?”

Elspeth waved a hand as if brushing away a cobweb—or an MOT. “If we started fixing every squeak, we’d never get anywhere. Or worse, we’d have to deal with Robbie Chyandour and his hourly rate.”

Demelza wrinkled her nose. “Good point. Still, maybe warn your passengers? Or issue earplugs?”

“Don’t need to,” Elspeth replied brightly. “They’re all half-deaf and full of flapjack. It balances out.” The van gave another shriek of protest as it began the gentle descent toward the coast road, and Demelza gave an involuntary step forward, her concern finally overtaking her sarcasm.

“Are you sure it’s just the hills?”

Elspeth looked back with a grin. “If it’s not, I’ll haunt you. You can shelve my romance novels alphabetically and complain about my parking for eternity.”

Demelza snorted. “Haunt me? I’d expect nothing less.”

“And besides,” Elspeth added, voice growing fainter as the van pulled away, “the only thing worse than my brakes is Aggie’s quiche!”

“Tell her that and you will end up haunted,” Demelza called after her.

The bookmobile, now trailing a faint scent of diesel and defiance, turned around the corner with one final chirp of distress from its undercarriage. Demelza stood still a moment longer, squinting after it, that little tickle of unease brushing the edge of her good mood. The van had made a noise before, yes. But not like that. There was something different in the tone—more desperate than dodgy. She shook the thought off with a sigh and turned back toward the shop. Gulls bickered above. The world carried on.

But a part of her, the part that had solved more than a few uncomfortable truths, didn’t quite settle. Not yet.
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Chapter 4 - The Van Disappears

[image: ]




The bookmobile lumbered away down the narrow coastal lane like a determined duck in a headscarf—unhurried, wobbly, and wholly indifferent to the laws of physics. Its bunting flapped merrily in the breeze, a tiny Union Jack getting repeatedly slapped in the face by the Cornish flag as it rounded the corner like a teacup ride with ambition.

Demelza stood outside the shop, arms folded, coffee cooling in one hand, watching it go.

The van jounced over a pothole and did something that could only be described as a vehicular shimmy. A few startled gulls scattered overhead, squawking their disapproval. A second later, the van teetered around the next bend—right where the road narrowed between a hedgerow and a low, sun-bleached stone wall—and then it was gone, swallowed by the curve of the cliff road and a bright flare of sea beyond.

The silence that followed was oddly complete.

Demelza lingered a moment longer, squinting toward the horizon. There was a faint smell of salt in the air and something slightly burnt—probably from the chip van by the harbour—but under it all was a peculiar little aftertaste of unease. Not fear. Nothing dramatic. Just that odd, low thrum in the gut you get when something isn’t quite right. Like biting into what you think is a chocolate chip cookie and realising it’s raisins. Or worse, carob.

She shook her head, as if clearing a mental Etch A Sketch. “Don’t be daft,” she muttered to herself. “She’s probably off to deliver suspicious brownies to the Women’s Institute. Half of them won’t notice, and the other half will thank her.”

Still, she didn’t move. The sun warmed her back, the gulls resumed their squabbling over a discarded sausage roll wrapper, and all around her, St Merryn’s Cove carried on being exactly what it always was: sleepy, slightly sideways, and smelling faintly of seaweed and secrets.

She told herself she was being silly. Elspeth’s van had squeaked, groaned, and hiccupped its way around this coast for years. It was practically a mobile antique, lovingly held together with duct tape, wishful thinking, and a mild disregard for safety inspections. Of course it bounced. Of course it leaned like a boat in a gale. That was half its charm and three-quarters of its legend.

And yet that wobble had looked... different. Demelza took a slow sip of her now lukewarm coffee and sighed. “It’s just Elspeth,” she told the cobblestones. “Nothing stops her short of a tsunami. And even then, she’d probably reverse through it just to make a point.”

A breeze stirred the fringe of ivy creeping up the shop’s doorway. A single petunia from the earlier brush with the van lay wilted on the ground, gently flattened. Demelza bent down, picked it up, and tucked it absentmindedly into the top of the sandwich board. There. Balance restored. Everything back where it should be. She turned on her heel and stepped inside the shop, letting the door swing shut with a soft jingle behind her.

The street fell quiet again. And far away, just beyond the cliffs, the road carried on—narrow, winding, and watching.
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Chapter 5 - Cake, Clues, and Caution
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Demelza stepped into Turning Tide Books, letting the door shut behind her with its usual jingle and a faint creak that suggested it, too, was due for a check-up. The cake tin rested in her hands like a sacred offering—floral, slightly dented, and smelling distinctly... off. Not bad, just... unexpectedly complex.

She placed it behind the counter with all the reverence of someone handling contraband, then texted Jess with one hand while unwrapping her scarf with the other.

Elspeth on fine mischief-making form today. Delivered baked goods with a wink and the air of someone who’s just outsmarted HMRC.

The reply came quickly, as expected:

Are you sure it’s cake and not spiritual enlightenment in sponge form?

Then, seconds later;

SAVE ME A SLICE. For science.

Demelza chuckled and tucked her phone away. The tin sat there, entirely too innocent. She lifted the lid just a crack and gave it a cautious sniff. Definitely lemon drizzle. And also definitely something else—an earthy, slightly peppery note that hadn’t come from the local Co-op. “Medicinal,” Elspeth had called it. That could mean anything from ginger to grass clippings to... well. Things that required disclaimers.

Demelza shut the lid again, sharply. “Later,” she told it sternly, as if the contents might start giggling. She wandered back behind the till, the shop still quiet in that post-morning rush lull, where the scent of old paper and wood polish mingled with the faintest trace of sea air through the window vents. Usually, this was her favourite part of the day—tidying the returns trolley, sipping tea, feeling smug about being surrounded by fiction instead of spreadsheets.

But today, something was off. Nothing dramatic. Just a sense that the puzzle pieces were subtly misaligned. That familiar itch at the back of her brain—half curiosity, half concern—hadn’t quite gone away since the van rattled off with a mechanical shriek and a wave.

Demelza drummed her fingers on the countertop, then picked up a returns slip and pretended to study it. She should’ve said something about the brakes. She really should have. But how do you gently suggest to someone who’s been driving the same van since the late nineties that it might be time to let a qualified mechanic near it—preferably one with tools newer than VHS?

Elspeth wouldn’t have taken it badly, not exactly. But she might have laughed it off, and that would’ve been worse. A proper, dismissive “oh, don’t fuss” with a twinkle in her eye and a comment about “young people and their health-and-safety fetishes.”

And the thing was, Elspeth wasn’t wrong. That van had seen more coast roads than the town council’s gritting truck. And Elspeth herself drove it like it was an extension of her willpower: stubborn, rattly, and just about unstoppable.

Still. Demelza glanced at the tin again. She didn’t know exactly who Elspeth baked for—though she had suspicions, all of them involving pensioners with suspiciously good moods and a fondness for shortbread. It wasn’t that she minded. It was oddly touching, in its way. A quiet, illicit rebellion wreathed in cling film and icing sugar. But there was a line between cheeky and careless, and she was starting to suspect Elspeth had danced over it in well-worn orthopedic shoes.

Demelza made herself a mental note to check in later. Nothing serious—just a casual chat. A veiled question about the van’s next service, maybe. Something that wouldn’t come off as a lecture. For now, she filled the kettle, dropped a teabag in her mug, and looked once more at the tin.

Later. Definitely. After tea. And maybe with a fork nearby, just in case the sponge started talking back.
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Chapter 6 - Gossip at the Bakery
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The scent hit Demelza before she even reached the door: warm saffron buns, slightly burnt toast, and the unmistakable whiff of someone trying to cover up a failed batch of almond croissants with extra icing sugar. Inside the bakery, the air crackled—not just from the heat of the ovens, but from something juicier: news. The kind that came fast, loose, and utterly unreliable.

Demelza barely had time to step through the door before Ivy Carrow spun around, clutching a paper bag full of something carby and emotionally supportive. “Have you heard?” Ivy stage-whispered, eyes wide and shiny with drama. “The bookmobile’s gone off the road. Crashed. They say Elspeth’s... she’s—”

“Dead,” Aggie Trevanion confirmed from behind the pastry display, voice low and reverent, like she was announcing the lottery numbers. “Bertie saw it himself. Down near Carn Gwynn lane. Wheels in the hedge, books everywhere, and the poor woman crushed under that big shelf full of travel guides and celebrity memoirs.”

Jess, standing next to the bread rack, raised an eyebrow. “You sure it wasn’t just the shelf giving up mid-shift? Those things haven’t had a day off in decades.”

“No, no,” Aggie insisted, tapping her nose. “Real crash. Brakes, I reckon. Or Elspeth’s eyesight. Or those sheep. Always lurching out like they’ve got a vendetta.”

“Could be Mercury in retrograde,” muttered Ivy, as if this was a diagnosis endorsed by the RAC.

Demelza, halfway to the till, stopped cold. For a brief, absurd second, she thought they were winding her up. Elspeth? The woman who could reverse a mobile library into a parking space the size of a wheelbarrow while chewing a mint imperial? Dead?

But the way Aggie clutched her reusable shopping bag and the odd hush that had fallen—well, as much of a hush as you could get in St Merryn’s Cove’s busiest gossip epicentre—told her it was real.

She felt it, low and sudden, like the pop of a seam: guilt. She should have said something. About the brakes. The squeal. The way the van had shuddered down the hill like it was auditioning for Britain’s Loudest Disasters. She’d laughed it off, tossed out a quip about rogue quiche and Cornish hills, and watched Elspeth drive off with a wave and a wink.

And now... Jess sidled up beside her, holding two cinnamon swirls and an expression halfway between sympathy and the need for a proper sit-down. “Just heard from Janine at the post office,” she murmured. “Ambulance was there by eight. They say she was gone before they even opened the back doors.”

Demelza swallowed. “Did anyone—?”

“Say what caused it?” Jess shook her head. “Depends who you ask. Bad brakes, sun glare, sabotage, ancient curse. Ivy thinks the van was possessed. Aggie’s blaming Lidl tyres.”

“Of course she is.”

“St Merryn’s news travels faster than broadband,” Jess added dryly. “And with fewer facts.”

Demelza offered a tight smile, her mind already spiralling. She could see the scene clear as anything: the van, skewed across the verge, bunting tangled in a hawthorn bush. Books scattered like fallen feathers. A tin of lemon drizzle cracked open on the floor.

It didn’t make sense. Not the Elspeth she knew. Not that van, ramshackle but reliable in the same way an old dog is—scruffy, loud, but fundamentally indestructible.

Unless someone had helped it along.

“Better grab a bun,” Jess said softly, nudging her toward the counter. “Fuel for thoughts you're clearly already having.”

Demelza nodded absently and reached for a saffron bun. Warm. Sweet. Comforting. But underneath, that same nagging aftertaste from yesterday remained. Something wasn’t right. And if no one else was going to ask the hard questions... She might just have to. Starting with the brakes.
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Chapter 7 - The Scene of the Crash
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The country lane was the kind people called “scenic” when they meant “dangerously narrow and wholly indifferent to modern vehicles.” Hedgerows closed in like nosy neighbours, thick with brambles and the occasional startled bird, and the only sound was the distant hum of bees and the mournful flap of police tape in the breeze. And there it was—the bookmobile.

It had come to rest nose-first in a mossy stone wall, its once-cheerful blue paint now streaked with scratches and a smear of green, as if it had attempted to camouflage itself in its final moments. The bunting that had fluttered so proudly yesterday now drooped in the hedgerow like forgotten party streamers. One corner of a crocheted triangle clung to a bramble in a last act of defiance.

Jess let out a slow breath as she and Demelza stepped closer. “It looks... well, not that bad.”

It didn’t. Not at first glance. The van was upright. The wall—built sometime around the Battle of Hastings and reinforced by lichen—had taken most of the impact with all the indifference of a grumpy pensioner being bumped into at the post office. But then they reached the side door, flung open at an unnatural angle. And saw inside. Books everywhere. A landslide of paperbacks and pamphlets, mysteries mixed with memoirs, Harlequins buried under gardening guides. A shelf had come loose and collapsed across the centre aisle, heavy enough to crush anything beneath it. Lemon drizzle crumbs dusted the passenger seat like the world’s most tragic crime-scene confetti.

Adam Pascoe straightened as they approached. He wore his uniform and his most professional frown, though the two-day-old stubble and the too-tight set of his mouth betrayed something else. Sadness. Shock. Maybe disbelief. He looked up at his sister and gave a short nod. “She’s gone, Mel,” he said simply. “She didn’t suffer. But—” He paused, glanced at the wreckage. “It’s not how it should’ve ended. Not for Elspeth.”

Demelza nodded, her throat tighter than expected. Just yesterday, they’d stood outside the shop making jokes about rebellious lemon drizzle. Now the van sat silent, its chaotic charm stilled, and Elspeth was... not.

She blinked hard, then stepped closer, instincts ticking over. “No screech marks,” she murmured. “Just that single skid.”

Adam sighed. “We noticed. Could be she didn’t hit the brakes in time.”

“Or they didn’t work,” Jess offered, pulling out her phone and immediately starting to photograph the road like she was preparing an exhibit for CSI: St Merryn’s Cove.

Adam shot her a look. “Don’t. This isn’t your podcast obsession, Jess.”

Jess didn’t flinch. “I’m documenting. Quietly.” 

Demelza crouched, fingers brushing the gravel. No deep gouges, no signs of a wild swerve or desperate correction. It was like the van had just... glided in. Not peacefully, exactly. But with purpose. Like a sleepwalker heading for the edge of a pier. “She would’ve tried to stop,” she said softly. “She was quick, even at seventy-whatever. Reflexes like a caffeinated squirrel.”

“She could reverse into a parking spot the width of a Cornish cream tea tray,” Jess added. “She didn’t lose control. Something else did.”

Adam shook his head. “Please. Don’t start theorising. Not yet.”

But Demelza’s mind was already whirring. The brakes had squealed yesterday. A joke, she’d thought. Just another one of Elspeth’s eccentricities, like labelling romance novels with colour-coded heat warnings or offering "special" brownies to the Women’s Institute. Now it didn’t feel quite so funny.

Jess lowered her phone, suddenly solemn. “It’s not the end she deserved,” she murmured. No. It wasn’t. Elspeth should’ve gone out on a beach, cocktail in hand, arguing with a gull. Not here, under a fallen bookcase, on a bendy country lane with only a wall and the hedgerow to bear witness.

Demelza stood slowly, eyes on the limp bunting tangled in the brambles. Something wasn’t right. And she intended to find out exactly what.
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Chapter 8 - Among the Bookshelves
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The bookmobile’s door creaked open with a protesting groan, as if it too was grieving. Demelza stepped up into the van, ducking automatically beneath the string of bunting that had somehow survived both the crash and the local weather’s best efforts. The sunlight filtered through smudged windows, casting soft golden shafts across the interior—illuminating what should’ve been chaos, but wasn’t.

Books were scattered, yes, but not scattered. Not like you’d expect if a van had gone careening into a mossy wall. It was more... interpretive disarray. A few hardbacks leaned drunkenly against the romance rack. One crate of returns sat tucked neatly beside the wheel arch, its contents still alphabetised. The nonfiction shelf had come loose, true—but it had done so with suspicious decorum.

Demelza’s eyes narrowed. “I’ve seen this van after a busy Thursday in Tregony,” she murmured. “It was more wrecked then—and no one had crashed it.” She moved further inside, careful not to disturb anything, though a battered copy of How to Grow Dahlias and Avoid Disappointment crunched faintly underfoot. The irony didn’t escape her.

Elspeth had been found here. Beneath the nonfiction shelf. Right where the local history books and practical guides usually jostled for elbow room. Demelza crouched slightly, eyeing the sprawl. A single cup lay on its side on the floor, a pale brown stain puddled beneath it. Tea, probably. Knowing Elspeth, it might have been spiked with something “for the nerves,” but still. Just the one. No broken thermos. No scattered flask or biscuit tin. And most telling of all—no flying paperbacks.

She tilted her head. Elspeth always described the inside of the bookmobile as “cosy clutter with literary ambition.” Most days, it looked like a cross between a jumble sale and a librarian’s fever dream. There was always something sliding off a shelf. Always a tote bag dangling somewhere precarious. And yet, here it all was—quiet, oddly serene, like the van had braced for impact and then... stopped to straighten its collar.

Demelza’s gut gave a little twist. She didn’t like it. “She’d never let the gardening section fall on her,” she muttered. “She liked dahlias.”

“Ma’am, I’m going to need you to step back.” She turned, startled, to find a young officer blocking the door, armed with a clipboard and the kind of rigid authority that comes with new boots and a recent passing-out parade. “This is an active scene,” he added, voice stiff. “Please don’t interfere.”

Demelza gave him her most agreeable smile. “Of course. Just saying goodbye. Old friend.”

He blinked, softened slightly, and stepped aside, letting her ease back toward the doorway. Behind his back, she bent smoothly and picked up a fallen romance novel with a pink-and-gold cover featuring a shirtless man wielding a shovel and a deeply unrealistic expression. She tucked it under her arm without fanfare.

Outside, the breeze fluttered the police tape, and a crow cawed from a nearby tree like it had an opinion and wasn’t afraid to share it. Demelza stepped down onto the gravel, the van door creaking shut behind her. There were too many tidy details in a situation that should’ve been anything but. The cup. The crate. The quietness of it all.

She’d known Elspeth Mawnan too long not to notice when something felt off.

And this? This felt staged. Or worse—interrupted. She held the romance novel like a clue, the breeze riffling its pages slightly, and frowned. Someone had tidied up. And it wasn’t Elspeth.
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Chapter 9 - Questions in the Breeze

[image: ]




The cliffside road stretched above the lane like an eyebrow raised in perpetual suspicion. Below, the curve where the bookmobile had met its untimely end still wore the scars—scraped earth, flattened grass, and a few defiant scraps of bunting fluttering from a hawthorn like forgotten party decorations at the world’s saddest fête.

Demelza leaned against the split-rail fence, arms crossed, eyes fixed on the bend. The wind tugged at her coat and whipped the scent of salt and wild thyme up from the rocks below. Gulls wheeled overhead, squawking like they too had thoughts on local crime and municipal cover-ups.

Jess stood beside her, chewing on the end of a pencil she hadn’t remembered putting in her pocket. “It’s neat,” she said eventually, breaking the silence. “Too neat.”

Demelza nodded without looking away. “Mm.”

“Bookshelves fallen, sure. But nothing tossed. No tea thermos gone flying, no explosion of custard creams. That van’s looked worse after storytime at the primary school.”

“And that’s saying something,” Demelza muttered.

Jess turned to her, squinting. “You noticed the skid marks?”

“I’m trying not to notice them, but yes.”

“They barely reach the wall.”

“I know.”

Jess paused, then said it, flat and fearless: “You think someone tampered with the van?”  

Demelza didn’t reply. Not immediately. The wind caught her hair and blew it across her face like a dramatic curtain cue, but she made no move to brush it away. She just stared at the road below, the silence between them thick with unspoken theories and an awkward amount of reluctant logic.

Jess gave a sharp sigh and straightened. “No cake’s worth this.”

“That’s not entirely true,” Demelza murmured. “There was that Black Forest gateau from the flower show...”

Jess flicked her with the pencil. “Be serious.”

“I am serious. I had a spiritual experience.” But even as she said it, her voice was soft, the joke a reflex more than a comfort. Because something wasn’t sitting right. And it wasn’t just the idea of Elspeth, all wild scarves and wilder schemes, gone so suddenly and so stupidly.

She couldn’t stop replaying it. The sound of the brakes—a banshee wail yesterday, then barely a whisper today. The single neat crate of returns, the precisely fallen nonfiction shelf, the cup that hadn’t so much spilled as been gently laid down for a nap.

It didn’t feel like a crash. It felt like a setup. “She said the van was acting funny last week,” Demelza said finally, her voice low. “Mentioned it to Jack when she crossed the estuary.”

Jess raised a brow. “And yet, no visit to a mechanic?”

“She didn’t trust Robbie Chyandour with anything that had wheels or required tact. And the van always made noises. She thought of them as personality traits.”

Jess snorted. “Well, it certainly had character. Shame it turned homicidal.”

Demelza straightened and turned away from the fence. “We’ll keep it quiet. For now. I don’t want Adam throwing a clipboard at me.”

Jess’s grin was wicked. “Oh, come on. You know he secretly enjoys it when we investigate. Saves him half the legwork.”

Demelza gave a half-smile. “True. But he still likes to pretend we’re an inconvenience. It helps preserve the illusion of authority.”

As they started back along the path toward town, the wind kicked up again, tugging at their coats and carrying the faintest echo of gull cries and engine noise—though the road below remained empty.

Demelza glanced back once, eyes narrowing. “Something’s off,” she said quietly.

Jess just nodded. “Right. Time for tea, then?”

“Obviously. We’re going to need snacks. And string. Possibly a murder board.”

“Got one in the attic.”

“Of course you do.”

And with that, they disappeared into the breeze, two amateur sleuths already recalibrating their instincts—and very possibly planning to interrogate a brake pedal.
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Chapter 10 - The Van is Towed
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The recovery truck growled like an irritated pensioner reversing a shopping trolley, slowly dragging the bookmobile up the incline with a judder and a winch that sounded one bad mood away from snapping. The van’s faded blue paint looked dull under the grey sky, streaked with road dust and loss. The bunting, once so defiantly cheerful, now trailed from the mirror like limp party streamers after a wake. One triangle—crocheted sunflowers on one side, suspicious jam stain on the other—flapped in a half-hearted farewell.

Demelza stood at the edge of the road, arms folded, drizzle cake tin cradled against her hip. She hadn’t opened it. Couldn’t, really. Not yet. It felt a bit like opening Elspeth’s handbag—too personal, too soon, and very likely to contain secrets you weren’t ready to confront. She stared at the van as it disappeared around the bend, her jaw tight.
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