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​A Note From the Author
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THIS BOOK WAS FIRST published under the title The Agatha Christie Book Club. To avoid confusion and broaden future storylines, I have now renamed the entire series. The content, however, remains largely unchanged, so too the beloved characters, tricky red herrings and twist-laden plot.

Happy sleuthing, fellow mystery lovers...
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​Part 1
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Everything was ready. The table was set, the flowers arranged, the English Breakfast tea was brewing in a delicate china teapot and there was a plate of cucumber and crème fraîche sandwiches beside it (crusts cut off, of course). It was the perfect backdrop for the inaugural meeting of the Murder Mystery Book Club.

And it was the perfect place to set a murder in motion. 

As the seven members of the new book club nursed cups of tea and waved around battered copies of the first book selection, Evil Under the Sun, one member was scrutinising the group. This person didn’t really care about the story, didn’t give a jot about whodunits and other such nonsense, had just feigned interest to gain entry to this club, and to get the devious plan rolling.

And it was a good plan. There was no point in false modesty now. It had taken a lot of time and a lot of effort, but it would all be worth it in the end. If it worked—and how could it not?—it had the potential to destroy one life, wreak havoc on another, and leave this bunch of pretenders for dead. 

They would never know what hit them. 

The book club member sniggered. Hell, even the great Agatha Christie, would be left scratching her head...
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​Part 2—Chapter 1 


(Three weeks earlier)


[image: ]




Alicia Finlay was in the wrong book club.

She hadn’t realised it at first. Had come along, faithfully, every month for three months, the latest Pulitzer Prize-winning novel wedged under her arm, a strained smile on her lips, and pretended to be having fun. But there was no fun to be had. 

Finally, on the fourth Monday night, it dawned on her. 

You could blame the bottle of red. Alicia had been sitting quietly enough, half listening to a monologue about the central themes of this novel—something to do with British Imperialism and ‘inevitability’, apparently—when a 2007 Margaret River Cabernet Sauvignon caught her eye. It looked delicious. So, too, did the plate of hors d’oeuvres that had been placed, along with the bottle and eight crystal wine glasses, just out of reach on a side table. Alicia spotted miniature crepes topped with salmon and goats cheese; asparagus sticks rolled in thin slices of prosciutto; and something that looked vaguely like pâté. 

But she knew how these things went. It would all have to wait until the serious chatter was over. Alicia glanced furtively at her watch. Forty minutes to go. Her mouth salivated and she turned to the man on her right but he was deeply engrossed in something the woman to her left was saying.

“The glass church is, I think, a potent symbol of Oscar’s vanity and, er, the vulnerability of his misguided belief system,” the woman, Verity, a jittery, primary school teacher, explained. “It’s, well, you know... both strong and fragile at the same time. Don’t you agree, Alicia?”

Alicia darted her eyes from the side table where they’d strayed again to the grey haired woman talking and smiled awkwardly. 

“Oh, um, I...” She paused. Chuckled a little. “Actually, sorry, wasn’t really paying attention. Thought I might help myself to a glass of red.”

“Red?”

“You know, red wine.” She stood up. “Does anyone else want me to get them a glass while we’re chatting? Something to eat?”

The book group’s hostess, Kirsten, sat forward with a start. As always, she was immaculately dressed, this time in a beige cotton top, black linen pants and chunky red, resin beads that looked like they’d been plucked straight out of an up-market magazine fashion spread. Her black hair had been yanked into a stiff straight bob around her neck, no doubt in line with the current fashion but, coupled with sharp cheekbones and porcelain skin, left her looking a little like a wicked witch. Alicia wondered whether she realised that.

“Ahh, sorry, Alicia,” said Kirsten, “but it’s not really time for wine, we’re still in discussion mode.” She tapped her thin, gold wristwatch twice.

“Oh,” said Alicia, dropping back into her seat. “We can’t discuss and drink at the same time?” 

Kirsten smiled politely, exchanged glances with another club member—they had exchanged those kinds of glances before—and shook her head, no. Her black bob did not budge.

“Why not?” Alicia persisted and Kirsten looked slightly taken aback. 

“It’s just not what we do... here.” She fumbled for her sheet of questions. “Okay then, if we can return to the subject at hand. Where were we exactly? I think we were up to question four? Yes, style of writing. Have you got anything to say about that, Wilfred?” 

She stared pointedly at a large man with a shaggy beard and gold-rimmed glasses who was slouched in an armchair across from Alicia. He pushed the glasses back into position and then slid one hand down to his beard and began caressing it lovingly. He’d been waiting for this.

“Right. Well, I have to say I’ve never been a big fan of Carey. I think he tries very hard but I’m not quite sure he’s pulling it off. His writing, well, it leaves a lot to be desired don’t you think?” 

A few murmurs of agreement broke out around the lounge room where the meeting was being held and, encouraged, he launched into his trademark sermon on the fallibilities of the modern author. There wasn’t a decent writer left in the world, apparently; not since Hemingway and Salinger had a good book been published. Alicia couldn’t help wondering what a microbiologist would know about that but pushed the thought away and let out a long, soft sigh instead.

Why hadn’t she noticed it earlier? Why had it taken four sessions and a forbidden bottle of wine to make her see what was probably blatantly obvious to everyone else in the room from day one?

She just didn’t fit in here. 

The truth is, Alicia Finlay couldn’t care less about literature. She just wished she did, the same way a woman who guiltily watches soap operas on TV wishes she could find the strength to switch over to that really important current affairs program on the public broadcaster. She just didn’t care enough.

Alicia’s mind wandered now to her own bookshelf in the cluttered, semi-detached terrace house she shared with her sister, Lynette, and their black Labrador, Max. The shelf was huge, took up an entire wall and tipped ever so precariously to the right. It was bursting with well-thumbed paperbacks, mostly crime novels, and mostly by traditional British authors. Alicia smiled. What really woke her up in the morning and saw her drift off to sleep at night was an old-fashioned whodunit. And if it happened to be penned by the likes of Agatha Christie or P.D. James, all the better.

She suppressed a giggle. Imagine if she suggested Murder on the Orient Express for the next book club. Wilfred would have a fit. Kirsten would choke on her chamomile tea. And I’d be in book heaven, she thought. 

That’s it. Enough’s enough. 

She stood up. She walked across to the side table. She picked up the bottle of red and poured herself half a glass. As she did so, the room fell silent behind her and she could feel their eyes boring into her back. She wondered if Kirsten would tackle her to the ground and wrench the glass out of her hands screaming, “But it’s not drink time yet!”

She turned around slowly and tried for her bravest smile. Kirsten’s eyes were abnormally wide. Verity looked nervous, glancing between Alicia and Kirsten. And Wilfred had stopped stroking his beard.

“What are you doing, Alicia?” Kirsten asked.

“Just helping myself, before I head off,” she replied. 

She finished the drink in one large gulp, placed the glass down and reached for her handbag. 

“But... but where are you going?”

She took a deep breath. “Look, I’m really sorry, guys, I gave it a go, but this club is clearly not right for me.” 

They all looked stunned, as if it hadn’t even dawned on them, and Alicia realised then that it probably hadn’t. They were so self-absorbed they hadn’t noticed the elephant in the room. A wistful look crossed Verity’s face and for a moment Alicia thought she might leap to her feet and follow her out.

“But... but what about your book?” Kirsten demanded, grabbing Alicia’s pristine copy of Oscar and Lucinda from the antique coffee table and thrusting it towards her.

“Oh no thanks, Kirsten, you’re welcome to it. I’ve got much better things to read at home.”

And with that Alicia Finlay walked out on the Monday Night Book Club, their suffocating rules and their tediously dull literature, and she returned to her inner city home where her sister was just starting work on a crispy duck stir-fry, her dog was wagging his tail maniacally, and her latest crime novel, a well-thumbed copy of Ann Cleeves’s first Vera mystery was waiting, temptingly, by her bedside. 
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​Chapter 2
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“You should start a book club,” Lynette announced between mouthfuls of dripping duck and broccoli. 

Alicia scoffed and Max pricked up his ears hoping the conversation had something to do with food and his mouth.

“Um, I don’t think you’ve been listening to me, Lynny, I hated the book club. I’m never going back. Why would I subject myself to a whole new one? It’s masochistic.”

“No, not that kind of book club, silly. Start your own. One totally devoted to what you like.”

“Well, that would be crime fiction and last time I looked, you don’t have book clubs about that.” 

She scooped a chunk of duck from her bowl and dropped it into Max’s waiting mouth. He slunk back under the table, satisfied.

Lynette frowned at her but let it pass. “Why not?” she said instead.

Alicia sat back and stared at her sister. Of the two, Lynette had always been the fearless one, ready to dive head first into life, never considering the consequences or looking back. Alicia, on the other hand, over-thought everything. In fact, her imagination was so ripe it would often throw in an axe-wielding psychopath and a tsunami for good measure.

It surprised no one, therefore, when Alicia chose to study journalism at university with a major in creative writing. Now 30 and a magazine editor, she was four years older than her sister but a good deal shorter with shaggy blond hair, a petite build and wide, brown eyes. Like her imagination, her job was all-consuming and she was almost always late home from work, especially during deadlines when she could be found at her desk, slumped over copy until the wee hours of the morning. 

Lynette, on the other hand, was usually home well before dark, her long legs tucked under a stool at the kitchen bench, her flowing blonde locks swept up into an impromptu bun, and her emerald green eyes scanning the many cookbooks she had collected like artefacts over the years. She was a budding chef who worked most days waiting tables at Mario’s restaurant on busy Oxford Street in Paddington, and most nights honing her culinary skills in their small but surprisingly well-equipped kitchen. This suited Alicia (who hated to cook) and Max (who loved to eat) just fine. Lyn’s creations were usually delicious but occasionally there was a catastrophe—an overly salted broth, a too-tart dessert—that would see Lynette swearing like Gordon Ramsay and Max happily gulping down the remains. Alicia was always ready with a comforting hug and a few steely words of advice, most of which Lynette ignored.

“You could do that cooking course I spotted in the paper the other day,” Alicia suggested recently but Lynette shook her head emphatically. She was Generation Y. That meant bottomless aspirations and the patience of a toddler. 

“I’ve decided to apply for MasterChef Australia,” she declared instead, and Alicia tried not to frown.

“The TV reality show? That’s a rather roundabout way of getting into the industry. You’d have more luck knocking on restaurant doors.”

“Thanks for your positive vibes, Lis’.”

“Sorry, but you know how hard it is.”

“Hell, if a pimply faced kid can win it, I can’t see why I’m not in the running.”

Alicia had let it drop. Looking through to the kitchen now at the smudged cookbooks and endless scraps of paper with her sister’s latest creations scribbled down, she wondered if Lynette would ever crack the big time. Or was she destined to a lifetime of experimenting on her grateful family? 

She shrugged the thought away and considered Lyn’s question. She was right, of course. Why couldn’t you start a book club devoted to crime?

“Seems to me,” Lynette continued, “that plenty of other people love crime fiction, too. You’re hardly alone.” 

“Hell, more people read crime fiction than snooty prize-winning tomes of trite. Just look at the Millennium trilogy. Or Gone Girl.”

“Exactly. So, it won’t be hard to get a group together. Just ask around. Or get on Twitter. You’ll be inundated. But if you’re not, I’m happy to plump up the numbers. I’ve always had a soft spot for Miss Marple, you know that.”

In fact both sisters had been Agatha Christie devotees since childhood, a legacy passed down from their mother, Amelia, who possessed almost every book in existence and read and re-read them regularly. Their father, Tom, and brother, Monty (named after Agatha’s own brother no less), were less enamoured of the Queen of Crime and preferred a modern thriller complete with rogue CIA agents and at least one missing nuclear bomb.

Alicia put her fork down. She could hear her heart beating suddenly, as though it had only just come to life. 

“I’m not sure how it’d work,” continued Lynette but Alicia was way ahead of her now.

“I know how it’d work. Oh, it’d be great. We’d all choose our favourite crime novel and focus on a different one each month... no, fortnight. They don’t take long to read, why wait a whole month? I’d start with Evil Under the Sun and then...” She stopped, darted her eyes from left to right. “No, no, forget that. We could all choose our favourite crime author, and focus on that author’s books for a few months, then switch to a new one. Sort of like a degustation of their work. Obviously, I would choose Agatha Christie, but we could call it the Murder Mystery Book Club.”

Lynette looked impressed. “And I would select Ann Cleeves. How are you enjoying The Crow Trap by the way?”

“Loving it,” said Alicia. “Vera’s like a British version of Columbo, or a modern-day Miss Marple. And I love this idea of yours, too. I think it’s the best you ever had.” 

“I thought my duck creation—I’m calling it Lucky Duck by the way—was the best idea I ever had.”

“Nah, that comes a distant second. Good name by the way.” 

Alicia began to contemplate the club and her heartbeat continued to accelerate. She hadn’t been so excited by anything in such a long time, not since Ginny, the receptionist at work, had convinced her to take over her seat at the Monday Night Book Club.

Her heart skipped a beat. She knew how that had turned out. She slumped over her bowl. “You really think it’ll work?” 

Her sister winked. “’Course it will. You just have to get the right people together this time. Set up a Facebook account or start tweeting everyone you know.”

“And you don’t think it’s a little, well, macabre?”

“What do you mean?”

Alicia shifted in her seat. “You know, devoting a book club to crime and death and that kind’ve stuff?”

Lynette laughed. “For you, not at all. But don’t forget, Alicia, it’s just make-believe. Fiction, remember? It’s not like you’re dealing with real-life murder, after all.”

Alicia laughed and crunched down on a snow pea. “You’re right, Lynette. It’s an innocent book club, what could possibly go wrong?”
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​Chapter 3
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A week later Alicia’s excitement about her new club had turned to bitter disappointment. Not a soul had been in touch. Despite Lynette’s digital suggestions, Alicia had decided to advertise for members the old-fashioned way, the way the likes of Agatha Christie and Dorothy L. Sayers would have done it, and placed an advertisement in the classifieds section of her local newspaper. 

It read: “Mystery lovers unite. If you want to join Sydney’s inaugural Murder Mystery Book Club, send me an email listing your favourite crime writer and the reason you love them so much. To meet every second Sunday from 2pm.”

For the sake of expediency, Alicia had placed the ad online so that it could make the following day’s edition, and was about to hurl it off into cyberspace when she paused, then quickly changed the word ‘email’ to ‘letter’ and added her name and home address. She paused again. 

What if some crazed nutter tracked her down? What if he started stalking her? Broke into her house and rummaged through her lingerie drawer... Or worse—what if the only respondents were into nail-biting thrillers, complete with torture chambers and psycho serial killers? After all, not all mysteries were alike. Perhaps she should be more selective, requesting only fans of “police procedural” and “cozy” mysteries... 

Alicia had shaken the thoughts away and paid the requisite fee, but now wondered why she had bothered. She’d settle for a Harlan Coben thriller over this silence any day.

Were book clubs a relic of the past? Was there anyone outside of her family who actually sat still and read a decent crime novel anymore? Had they really all moved on to Netflix and blogs? 

Finally, on the eighth day she got her answer. 

It was late Friday evening after a gruelling day at work. Alicia’s thoughts were far from cosy as she made the final, exhausting stretch towards her home in the low-lying former docklands area of Woolloomooloo. Tacked on to Sydney Harbour, Woolloomooloo is an eclectic suburb merging boisterous pubs and low-rent council flats with luxurious warehouse apartments and five-star restaurants frequented by celebrities and billionaires alike. Alicia lived on the low-rent side so always walked with a quick in her step.

Despite being the proud owner of a bone-coloured 1972 Holden Torana, she rarely drove to work, instead preferring to catch the bus. It was easier than stressing through the traffic, gave her a chance to catch up on her reading and, because the relevant bus stop was a good kilometre from her house, provided an excellent opportunity for some daily exercise. 

This evening, however, she was not in the mood. As she walked, Alicia’s mind began playing its usual tricks on her. She envisaged the van that was driving perfectly normally down the road suddenly swerve for no good reason—perhaps the driver had a heart attack or was just plain loony—then alight the footpath and take her out. She shrugged the image away and kept walking. A crunching noise caught her attention and she glanced to the side to see an elderly man placing garbage in his bin. He looked at her, smiled then looked away. What was behind that smile, she wondered? What if he decided to creep up behind her, knock her over the head and toss her in the bin? No one would ever know. She quickly crossed the road, and continued walking.

A few meters from her gate something in the letterbox caught Alicia’s eye. She picked up her pace and threw herself upon it, screeching it open to reveal a bundle of letters clumped together with a thick, red elastic band. The top one read in smudged blue scrawl: The Murder Mystery Book Club. 

Offering a little jubilant fist pump, Alicia thrust the bundle under one arm, foraged through her handbag for her house keys and let herself in. Max was already slouched on the sofa and didn’t bother more than a pathetic tail wag to greet her home. He had clearly already been fed.

“Hello to you, too, Maxy,” Alicia called out to him and then strode through to the kitchen where, sure enough, Lynette was hard at it.

“Prawn and vermicelli salad in a chilli ginger sauce,” Lynette announced, holding up a half-shelled crustacean.

Alicia held up her own bounty: “A bunch of letters, all addressed to The Murder Mystery Book Club.”

Lynette whooped with delight. “Okay then, you win. What do they say?”

“Dunno, haven’t opened them yet. You didn’t notice them in the letterbox on your way in?”

“Letterbox?”

“You know, rusty white thing on one side of the gate. Designed to put written correspondence in.”

“Oh, is that what that thing’s for?” Lynette smiled. “Come on, then, crack ’em open, let’s see what you’ve got.”

“No, no, I need a glass of something for this.” 

She crossed to the cupboard, pulled out two red and gold Moroccan tumblers and reached for the bottle of merlot beside the microwave. Lynette intercepted her.

“Back away from the red. It’s seafood tonight. You need the chilled Chablis in the fridge.”

“Oh, right, sure.” 

She placed the red back, retrieved the white from the fridge and poured them both a glass. Then she settled herself on a kitchen stool and turned her attention to the mail, wondering as she did so why her generation had been so eager to forfeit snail mail for email and texts. There could be no substitution for the sheer joy you received when spotting a genuine, thick, woody smelling envelope in the letterbox, when holding it in your hands, trying to decipher the writing, wondering who could it be from. Then turning it over, getting your first clue, ripping it open, unfolding the pages...

“Oh get on with it,” Lynette said rolling her eyes as Alicia held the first letter to her nose. 

She ignored her sister, grabbed a knife from a drawer and carefully sliced the crushed envelope open. Inside was a piece of lined paper that had clearly been ripped straight out of an exercise book. It was folded several times, so she straightened it out and began to read aloud:

Dear Book Clubber. Way 2 go! I luv all crime, especially if I don’t get caught (lol). I’d love to crash your group. Got nothing else going on right now and the last group I belonged to kicked me out (fwits)! Can’t do Sundays but anytime during the week works for me. Just after midday. Do we BYO or you gonna supply? 

Taneal

PS: Got an email address?

Alicia dropped the letter on the bench and stared at her sister, stunned, before they both burst into laughter. 

“Not the most promising start,” Alicia said.

She took a large swig of her wine, pulled out the next letter and studied it. The handwriting seemed normal enough and was done with a neat, black ink, but she hesitated before reading it quickly to herself.

Hello. I’d love to join your group. My all-time favourite author is Jane Austen. That Darcy, eh? Most smouldering hero ever! 

The letter then launched into a long essay on the sexual tension between Darcy and Elizabeth, and was eventually signed Jane (not Miss Bennett) Zantilopous.

Alicia groaned, then scrunched it up and threw it across the kitchen.

“Not another loser, surely?” Lynette said, looking up from the sink.

“Don’t ask,” Alicia replied, reluctantly returning to the pile. 

The next few letters were fans of modern crime writers like Lee Child and James Patterson, and managed to get most of their facts straight. But they were lacking in genuine passion and Alicia’s own passion was beginning to wane, until she pulled out the fifth and final letter. 

This one brought the smile back to her lips.

It was written in an elegant hand, the envelope decorated with bluebells and the sweet scent of freesia emanating from inside. She unfolded the crisp paper, also adorned with bluebells, crossed her fingers and began to read aloud:

Dear Alicia,

You cannot imagine my delight at seeing your advertisement yesterday. A Murder Mystery Book Club! All my dreams have come true. I adore all things mystery but especially Agatha Christie, and if pressed I’d have to say Evil Under the Sun is my favourite. The suspense! The drama! The red herrings! I think she could teach some modern writers a thing or two. I especially love the lack of gore and the glamorous frocks. 

Would love to find out more about your club. I run a vintage clothing store on Victoria Street so feel free to drop in and say hello. Otherwise my details are enclosed.

Thanking you in advance (and high anticipation),

Claire Hargreaves

PS: Sunday afternoons work beautifully for me. High tea anyone?

Alicia beamed from ear to ear. “She’s perfect,” she said. “Just perfect. Now we just need five more...”
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By the following Thursday, Alicia had received 16 letters—some hilarious, some slightly nutty, and some just plain boring. But there were four that held real promise. Apart from the vintage clothing storekeeper Claire, there was an intriguing letter from a doctor who confessed to enjoying any crime writers who utilised poisons in their books.

“I have a little knowledge on the subject myself,” he wrote, “so am always ready to catch authors out on the facts, although one author never gets it wrong—Ms Christie. My favourite book, then, has to be Sparkling Cyanide. Surely this poison has become synonymous with Christie herself?” 

It was signed Dr Anders Bright and went straight to the Yes pile.

The third letter was stranger still but in a very different way. It was from a woman called Barbara Parlour, a self-proclaimed “boring, middle-aged housewife” who wrote that murder mysteries kept her sane during “life’s many sad and tragic moments”. 

What sad and tragic moments? Alicia wondered, wanting to know more. Lynette was less convinced. 

“She sounds a bit pathetic to me,” she said. “Is she going to sob the whole time?”

“Sounds like she needs a lift, that’s all. The club could be good for her.”

“But would she be good for the club? It’s not a suicide prevention centre.”

“Now you’re being melodramatic, Lynette, the woman is probably just talking generally.”

“Hey, she started it, not me.”

In the end, Alicia found Barbara’s words too intriguing to ignore and added her to the yes pile. She wanted to know more about this sad woman who clearly turned to reading for respite.

The final letter was actually a black and white postcard with the silhouette of a hangman’s noose on the front. On the back, incredibly neat handwriting declared: 

Agatha is the Queen of Crime. I am the Queen of Surry Hills—not quite as famous, I know, but equally as enthralling I can assure you. Give me any book featuring Hercule Poirot, and I will show you crime perfection. Call me. Pretty please. Perry. xo

Alicia laughed out loud. This guy sounded like fun and the antithesis of Barbara. It would be an interesting mix. She ticked him off and then went through her list one more time. There were now six potential members, including Lynette and herself. Granted, they were almost all exclusively fans of Agatha Christie, but that made it all the better as far as Alicia was concerned. And it was certainly enough to kick-start the club, so she sat down that night after dinner and compiled each one a brief, hand-written reply on her finest stationery. In each letter she thanked them for their interest and suggested they come along to an afternoon tea at her place the following Sunday to discuss how the club would work. 

She had already decided on a few loose rules and placed a copy of these in each envelope. While she had hated the rigidity of the Monday Night Book Club, Alicia wasn’t so naïve as to think that a few basic parameters weren’t necessary to make the group run smoothly. Without them, it only took one domineering character to start steering the club in the direction they chose. There would be no bossy Kirsten-types in this group.

Alicia read over the club guidelines and smiled:

#1: A maximum of eight members, male or female, all ages welcome. All have to be fans of murder mysteries. (Any more than eight, Alicia thought, and no one would get a word in.)

#2: Due to the obvious bias of the members, we will kick-start the club with a focus on Agatha Christie first. Each member will take turns choosing the Christie mystery to be read and hosting the event. (Never simultaneously. That would be too much like hard work.) 

#3: The person who chooses the book should prepare questions or a few loose talking points to encourage discussion. They can choose their favourite AC or simply one they’d like to explore further.

#4: The person hosting the event will hold it at their house or a venue of their choosing, and is responsible for the refreshments. Members can bring their own drinks if they like. (Alcohol welcome!)

#5: Members of the club may eat and drink whenever they like during the discussion. No restrictions.

#6: Have fun. (And lots of it, she thought, reading over the guidelines one final time with a shiver of delight.)

The following morning, Alicia dropped the letters into the post-box on her corner then made a beeline to her nearest library. She knew this detour would mean getting into work late, but she couldn’t help herself. While the Finlay sisters had a pretty good collection of Christie’s books at home, there were plenty missing and Alicia wanted to see what treats the library held for future reference. 

Alicia’s local library was a grand old building with the elegant columns and intricate stonework of the early 1900s, yet updated with modern conveniences like automatic doors, air-conditioning and a rather complicated after-hours book-return chute on an external wall that required you to scan your library card in first, leaving most elderly patrons flustered. The library was just a few blocks from the house and while Lynette found the place antiquated, constantly arguing the case for eBooks and iPads, Alicia cherished it. Nothing, she decided, would ever replace the old-fashioned paperback. 

Despite this, she still wandered in feeling guilty. It had been many months since she’d found time to explore the library’s hallowed halls and seemingly bottomless book collection. A little overwhelmed now, she headed straight for the front desk where a short, plump woman in her mid-20s with luridly bright copper hair into which black and white zebra printed spectacles had been wedged turned to greet her.

“Hello! Were you after something, possum?”

Alicia placed her handbag on the desk. “Yes, I want to look up everything you have on Agatha Christie.”

The librarian giggled. “Got a month? We have a huge selection. She wrote more than 60 detective novels alone, but then you probably know that if you’re a fan. Was there anything specific you were after?” 

“I just want to see what you’ve got that I haven’t read.”

“Next question, then, darls, are you into her crime novels exclusively or open to other material? She wrote other fiction, too, you know, under the pen name Mary Westmacott? Most people don’t know that. It’s kind of romance, I suppose you could call it, and was reviewed better than her crime back in the old days. Her plays were also well received. Still nothing’s ever sold as well as her whodunits.” She paused, blinked, scrunched up her lips. “Or maybe you were after general reference? There’s Agatha’s autobiography, of course, a total gem, although not quite as revealing as Thompson’s biography on the author. Biographies are often more interesting, aren’t they? Probably because you can say stuff in there the author doesn’t want you to know. Ha! We love those juicy details. Now that’s a mammoth book but, oh, such a top read, simply riveting.”

She paused again so Alicia quickly said, “All of it I guess.”

The librarian giggled and pulled her glasses down onto her nose. “Fabulous. Follow me.”

Shoving some books to one side, she opened a small trapdoor and squeezed out of it into the main room. She was wearing a bright, floral dress with a full skirt and a purple waistband, and on her feet were matching purple slippers with spangly silver beads. She dashed away, across the room to a section at the front filled with hanging newspapers and glossy magazines on one side, and oversized reference books on the other. 

“Now, for general reference, this is the place to be. Just go to the ‘biography’ section and look up ‘C’.” 

She waved one arm along a row of books, then turned abruptly and headed back across the room to the fiction section, Alicia close behind. She stopped at the letter C and tapped short black nails across the spines.

“We don’t have every single Christie novel, obviously. And, of course, many of the ones we do have are out—which is to be expected, she’s one of our most popular reads but then I don’t have to tell you that.” 

She giggled again, her red curly hair flopping about her face as she did so. She brushed it away, pushed her glasses back into position and turned back to the shelves. 

“You’ll find lots to keep you entertained here, possum. To look up her romance, just make your way to ‘W’, it’s right down the end.”

“Thanks so much,” Alicia said as the librarian waddled back to her desk. 

As she began scanning the titles, Alicia had a thought. She stopped, turned back, and called out to the librarian, “Hey, just wondering—how do you feel about book clubs?”

The librarian turned around with a wide, girlish grin.

~~~~~~~

THREE DAYS LATER, IN a very different part of town, someone was reading through Alicia’s rules carefully, thrilled to be accepted and prickling with excitement, too. 

It had been so easy. Alicia had fallen for the pretence, and the other book club members would, too. Now the first step was in place. 

Just two more steps to the ultimate revenge.
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​Chapter 5
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Sunday morning dawned bright and clear and, determined to get the club off to a good start, Alicia rose early, dressed in some old jeans and a T-shirt, and devoured some cereal quickly before pulling out the vacuum cleaner and giving the house a good going over. She wanted everything to be perfect. 

As Lynette prepared cucumber and crème fraîche sandwiches and a batch of fresh scones with homemade strawberry jam and whipped cream, Alicia wiped down their rustic wooden dining table and covered it in a fresh checked tablecloth. Next, she pulled the dining chairs—all mismatched and brightly painted in blues and reds and yellows—to the side so the group could have easy access to Lynette’s delicious spread, but the main action would happen in the adjoining living area and that’s where she turned her attention now.

Their lounge room was what you’d call ‘cosy bohemian’, an accidental mishmash of colours, textures and styles. A battered chocolate-brown leather armchair, Alicia’s favourite, sat in one corner with a lavender mohair throw across it, and a brown and white floral cushion wedged into the side. In the centre of the room was a deep-blue, three-seater sofa, bright cushions at random intervals and, in front of it, a metallic-blue sea chest that served as coffee table/foot rest/dumping ground for every magazine, book, journal, coffee cup and gadget they had used in the past week.

Scowling at it now, she began sorting through the debris, finding each object its proper home so there would be plenty of space for the guests to dump their own debris later that day. In the other corner of the room was a second armchair, this one recently upholstered in a rich, cerise cotton that might have looked gaudy in any other setting, but worked well to brighten this large dark space. On it, she placed a toffee-brown cushion, the same colour as the shaggy rug on the floor, and switched on the tall lamp behind the leather chair so the room was bathed in an amber glow.

Alicia even went to the trouble of straightening out the old wooden bookcase, dusting the shelves and rearranging the titles. Despite their passion for crime, the sisters read many other genres and she was careful to place biographies together on one shelf, classics on another, and, yes, even the occasional award-winning tome on the highest shelf, the one least likely to be used. She also took some time to select the background music. It couldn’t be too lively or it would distract from the discussion, but she didn’t want to send them into a coma, either. Eventually she settled on Nina Simone and pressed ‘Play’ as she dashed upstairs to change into tailored pants, a fresh white T-shirt and ballet slippers. She dabbed on a little lip-gloss and mascara, pulled on some hoop earrings and a dangly silver necklace, and was just returning downstairs when the doorbell rang.

Max barked furiously and Alicia glanced at the wooden clock at the top of the bookshelf then grabbed the dog and pulled him to the tiny outside terrace. The look of dejection that crossed his face was heart wrenching but he would have to remain there for now; she didn’t want to scare off club members before they’d signed up. Then, inspecting her reflection quickly again in the hallway mirror, taming her shaggy hair with one hand, removing a stray spec of lip-gloss with the other, she opened the door.

Dr Anders Bright stood there with a meek smile on his face. He felt like a goofball, had almost not come, but he knew he had to go through with this if he was ever going to move on. The Murder Mystery Book Club would be the answer to all his problems, he was sure of it. For some reason, though, he wasn’t expecting the Alicia woman to be quite so young, and quite so attractive, and what little confidence he had managed to cling on to evaporated immediately, along with his ability to talk. He gulped hard. Felt like an adolescent boy suddenly.

“Dr Bright?” she said, sweeping her eyes across his denim jeans and long-sleeved blue shirt.

“Anders,” was all he could manage.

“Anders, great, come on in. You’re the first.” 

She opened the door wider and he had to lower his six-foot-two frame a little to duck through. As he followed her into the lounge room he gave himself a stern talking to.

Christ, man, you’re acting like a child. You’re a reputable doctor for goodness’ sake, pull yourself together! 

When he faced her again, his smile was a little more assured, revealing perfect white teeth that hinted at years of tortuous braces. His eyes were a warm, honey brown, his eyebrows thick and dark like his hair, which flopped down across his face, overgrown and messier than most of his medico mates. And while he was certainly thin, even a little lanky, he had surprisingly broad shoulders that also revealed a childhood spent swimming up and down a pool. He’d hated squad training but it certainly improved his physique and put an end to angst-riddled years of bullying.

“You’re early,” Alicia said, and he grimaced, knowing the club didn’t officially start for another ten minutes.

“Sorry, it’s a bad habit of mine. Can’t seem to help myself.”

“Not a bad habit, surely? Better than turning up late.”

His wife would beg to differ, he thought, and nearly said as much before he caught himself and just smiled. 

Alicia beamed back at him, thinking, ‘What a lovely smile. And those shoulders. Mmm-mmm.’ 

She said: “Pick a seat, any seat,” then watched as he strode over to her favourite armchair and dropped down into it, looking as though it’s the only place he belonged. Her heart beat triple time and she hoped he couldn’t hear it through her shirt. 

“I’ll just be a sec’,” she stammered. “We’re, er, just getting the food sorted.”

“Pretend I’m not here.”

Not likely, Alicia thought as she ducked into the kitchen where Lynette was pouring boiling water into a coffee plunger. She had also found time to change and was now clad in a tiny green dress and short stiletto boots that were more ‘nightclub’ than ‘book club’, but Alicia wasn’t about to say so. Lynette, like all her friends, believed that the shorter the outfit and the higher the heels, the better. Comfort could take a flying leap.

“Well?” Lynette said. “Two heads, as you expected? An escapee from the loony bin?”

“It’s the doctor, Anders Bright.”

“Ah, the poison expert. Old and crusty?”

She lowered her voice. “Young and crumpety, actually. Quite delicious looking. Mid-30s I’d say.”

“And he’s into AC? Oh well, we won’t let that put us off.” Lynette placed the lid on the coffee pot. “I’ll go introduce myself.”

Alicia’s heart flagged. Dr Bright would take one look at her prettier, younger sister and that would be the end of it. It always was with men; they fell for Lynette hard. She had the blonder hair, the longer legs, the superior self-confidence. Alicia was used to it. It rarely bothered her if truth be told, but there was something about this guy, about his awkward shyness that left her intrigued. She gave herself a small shake. 

It’s a book club, Alicia, not a blind date.

Laughter flowed from the lounge room and she sighed, reaching for a jug of minted iced water. Just then the doorbell rang again and Max began to bark like a rabid dog.

“I’ll get it,” called Lynette, then, “Shut it, Max!”

The next person to show up was Claire Hargreaves, the vintage clothing store-owner who was dressed exactly as you’d expect a vintage clothing store-owner to dress. Her 1940s-style red, cropped jacket had broad, padded shoulders, glossy black buttons and was cinched at the waist. Under it was a grey, pencil-thin skirt with matching grey platform pumps. Her glossy black hair had been styled into elaborate curls and pinned back behind a small black hat with a large black bow. She was wearing matte-red lipstick, lashings of mascara and, if Alicia was not mistaken, long, fake eyelashes over catlike eyes. Above them two pencilled eyebrows rose thin and perfectly plucked. She smiled brightly as she shook both sisters’ hands, then the doctor’s, then glanced around the room. Spotting the teapot and scones she clapped her white gloves together with delight. 

“It’s just as I’d hoped,” cooed the 30-something, thrusting her gloves into a faux lizard-skin purse. “And Nina Simone, to boot. Shall I sit anywhere?”

“Please do,” Alicia said as the doorbell chimed again. 

Lynette returned to the kitchen to fetch the coffee while Alicia opened the door. This time it was the chirpy librarian, Missy Corner, who giggled then threw her arms around Alicia like they were old friends. 

“Helllooo. Bet you didn’t think I’d show?”

“Well, I—”

“Just try to stop me!” She paused when she heard the barking. “You have a pooch? I love pooches.”

“Yep, that’s Max the hungry beast.”

“Max? Really? After Mr Mallowan?”

Alicia looked at her, stunned. “You really are an Agatha expert. Yes, we did name him after Agatha Christie’s second husband, Max Mallowan. I don’t think anyone has ever picked that up. Ever.”

“How hilarious,” Missy said. “But hang on, why didn’t you call him Peter? That was the name of Agatha’s mutt, wasn’t it? Oh yes, she adored that dog. Now what kind of dog was it? Um, no, no, don’t tell me, I can remember this.” She placed two fingers to her brow, her eyes squinting. “I should know this, I read her bio not so long ago. Oh that’s right...” She dropped the fingers, smiled victoriously. “A terrier. A ‘wire-haired terrier’ they called it, whatever the hell that means. Maybe we should get a picture of it? What does your mutt look like?”
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