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Chapter 1 - Turning Tide Plans and Pippins

[image: ]




The bell over the door of Turning Tide Books gave one of its theatrical little tings, the sort that suggested it had once understudied for a West End role and never quite recovered from being overlooked. Sunlight slanted through the tall front windows, catching the dust motes in an unexpected moment of glory, and illuminating the stack of new hardbacks Demelza had been meaning to shelve since Tuesday. It was now Friday. The books had given up and begun forming their own tribal hierarchy.

Demelza Pascoe was halfway through her first coffee of the day—strong enough to fell a lesser mortal, but merely a warm-up act for her—when her phone shrieked. The display lit up with the words Autumn Fair Committee, an entity she increasingly suspected was neither autumnal nor fair.

“Oh no,” she muttered, bracing herself. “Not again.” She answered anyway. Civic duty was a menace that way.

“Demelza, darling!” sang Mavis Trengilly, the committee chairwoman whose voice could strip varnish. “We’re in a teeny-tiny pickle!”

Demelza closed her eyes. “How tiny?”

“A mere gherkin of a crisis,” Mavis trilled. “Our cider stall manager has dropped out! Something about a sprained wrist from overenthusiastic Morris dancing. You know how it is. Anyway, we need someone organised, reliable, beloved by all—”

“So naturally you thought of me,” Demelza finished flatly.

“Exactly! Oh, wonderful girl. You’ll take it then?”

Demelza’s gaze drifted to the To Be Processed book pile, which seemed to be sniggering. She thought of her already overstuffed calendar for the week ahead. Then she thought of Ellis Trewarthen’s legendary spiced apple brew, which had a reputation for being both a local delicacy and a controlled substance.

“Well,” she said, sighing, “Ellis always does a decent cider stall. And his apple juice has a kick like a mule and a personality to match. Fine. Put me down.”

“You’re a treasure!” Mavis chirped. “Meeting on Sunday to go over logistics. Bring ideas!”

Before Demelza could ask what ideas, the call ended.

She set the phone down with all the ceremony of someone laying a wreath. Community events, she told herself, were terrific. Heart-warming. Essential. They were also, in her experience, cleverly disguised local torture.

She had just picked her coffee back up when the doorbell tinged again—this time in its harassed fairy register—and Jess Pendragon breezed in, hair windswept, scarf trailing behind her like the tail of an overly enthusiastic kite.

“Mel!” Jess declared, slapping a copy of Cornish Folklore and Fanciful Nonsense on the counter. “You’ll never guess what I’ve just heard.”

Demelza arched an eyebrow. “Usually when you say that, I both can and don’t want to.”

“Rumour one,” Jess said, holding up a finger, “Ellis Trewarthen might be selling up. The orchard, the press, everything.”

“Ellis? Sell?” Demelza shook her head. “He treats those apple trees like family. Better than family, in some cases.”

“Rumour two,” Jess continued triumphantly, “Cal Morgelyn has been seen blessing apple trees in the nude.”

Demelza blinked. “In the... as in...”

“As in starkers!” Jess grinned. “Completely committed to his spiritual craft. Apparently, the trees respond better without clothing interrupting the energy flow.”

“The only thing that would respond to that,” Demelza said, “is a police report.”

Her phone buzzed again—not Mavis this time, thank mercy—but a text from Harry, her former shop assistant now thriving in London.


Harry: Hope all is well. I do NOT miss the orchard people and their fruit-based paranoia. Stay safe among the apples.



Demelza snorted. “Harry sends his love. And also his disdain.”

Jess leaned over to read the message and cackled. “He’s not wrong.”

Demelza let out a long breath. She adored St Merryn’s Cove—its sea breeze, its stubborn charm, its questionable rumour economy—but sometimes she wondered if life would be simpler if she just ran a normal bookshop in a typical town with normal people who kept their trousers firmly on during agricultural rituals.

Probably not, she thought. And where would the fun be in that?

She drained the last of her coffee and squared her shoulders. If she was going to run a cider stall, she was going to do it with style—or at least with a sturdy tablecloth and minimal explosions.

“Right,” she said. “Let’s go see what Ellis is up to. Preferably clothed.”
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Chapter 2 - Among the Ghost Trees
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Trewarthen Orchard always looked its most theatrical in late morning, when the sun had decided to clock in but the mist refused to clock out. Tendrils of white clung low around the apple trees, swirling around their knobbly roots like the skirts of nervous Victorian ghosts. Windfalls lay scattered across the ground, bruised and fragrant, while a few lazy wasps drifted about with the air of insects who had absolutely no intention of contributing to society.

Demelza followed the uneven path toward the pressing barn, which rose out of the haze like an old, cider-scented chapel—if chapels smelled faintly of vinegar, damp straw, and misplaced optimism.

She spotted Ellis Trewarthen hunched over a crate of russet apples, muttering a creative and extended string of curses. He wore a jumper in a shade of brown no designer had approved since 1983, and possibly for good reason. Its hem was frayed, its sleeves baggy, and its neckline looked as though he had personally wrestled a badger while wearing it.

“Morning, Ellis!” she called.

He startled, dropping an apple, and scowled at it as though it were personally responsible for everything wrong in modern agriculture. “Thought you were a blasted crow,” he grumbled.

“Flattering,” Demelza said, stepping closer. “I’ve come about the Autumn Fair cider stall.”

“I know,” he said, already sounding resigned. “Mavis rang before breakfast. Told her I’d do it.”

Demelza blinked. “You agreed? Just like that?”

Ellis harrumphed. “Told her I’d do it,” he repeated, as if this explained everything. “Doesn’t mean I’m looking forward to it. You’ll be there, mind.”

“Apparently, I’m supervising,” she said. “Keeping order. Bringing enthusiasm.”

“Order’s fine,” he muttered. “Keep your enthusiasm to yourself.” He wiped his hands on his trousers—futile, given their existing state—and gestured brusquely. “Come on, then. Need to show you something.”

Demelza allowed herself a moment of internal bracing. The last time Ellis had said I need to show you something, she had ended up locked in a shed with a fox that wasn’t nearly as sleepy as he’d promised.

They walked past the neat rows of younger trees until the orchard opened into a more expansive space. There they stood: five towering, ancient apple trees, their trunks thick and twisted, bark rough as elephant hide. Their branches arched overhead in a menacing sort of grandeur, creaking softly in the breeze like old bones settling.

“The ghost trees,” Demelza whispered, half in reverence, half in reflexive dread. She had grown up hearing stories about them—how they predated the orchard, how they bore fruit even in barren years, how they were older than the town itself. “They look like they’d whisper curses if given a pint,” she added.

“Only if you gave ’em your worst brew,” Ellis snapped, though a reluctant smirk tugged at one corner of his mouth. The smirk didn’t last long. He crossed his arms, glowering at the trees. “Thinking of cutting ’em down.”

Demelza nearly choked on air. “You’re what?”

“They’ve run their course,” he said gruffly, but there was a brittle edge to the words, like a branch ready to crack. “Too old. Too much trouble.”

“But Ellis, they’re iconic,” she protest­­ed. “People come here specifically to see them.”

“I’m a farmer, not a museum curator,” he shot back. “Old trees die. That’s life.”

Demelza stared at the five monumental shapes looming above them. Mist curled around the roots. A branch swayed—just slightly—and for one absurd second, she imagined the tree leaning closer, listening. You’re being ridiculous, she told herself. They’re trees. Unnerving, slightly judgmental trees, but still. “What’s really going on?” she pressed gently.

Ellis’s jaw tightened. “Nothing’s going on. Just time to let ’em go.” He stooped to pick up a fallen apple and tossed it aside with more force than necessary. “Don’t go spreading tales,” he added sharply. “Last thing I need is half the town bleating about ancient spirits.”

Demelza held up her hands. “Fine. No bleating. But Ellis—if you cut these trees, people will talk.”

“People always talk,” he muttered. “Makes no odds.”

But his voice betrayed him. Beneath the grumpiness, beneath the stubbornness, something trembled—fear or guilt or simply the weight of a decision too long postponed.

Demelza looked up at the ghost trees again. Their branches creaked softly, almost mournfully. She shivered. Not from the cold.
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Chapter 3 - The Jug and the Cryptic Warning
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The air outside the pressing barn carried the unmistakable perfume of fermenting apples—halfway between warm cider and something that might qualify as a biohazard if left too long unattended. Oak barrels lined the path, exhaling their earthy sweetness, and somewhere nearby, a volunteer had clearly dropped a handful of herbs into the mix by mistake. The result was... atmospheric, like a farm shop attempting aromatherapy.

A trio of plump chickens pecked industriously at the ground, pausing only to glare at Demelza in that deep, accusatory way poultry had mastered long before humans invented the concept of passive-aggression.

Ellis emerged from the barn holding a battered enamel jug, once blue-and-white but now chipped into something resembling an archaeological find. He thrust it at Demelza with the brusque ceremony of a man presenting a sacred relic and also trying not to spill it.

“Here,” he said. “Fresh press.”

Demelza took the jug carefully. “This looks... lively.”

“Good batch,” Ellis grunted. Then, before she could inspect it further, he tipped a small sachet into the jug—thin flakes of dried orange petals floating on the surface like cheerful debris.

“Marigolds,” he said. “For clarity.”

“Clarity of what?” Demelza asked. “Thought? Vision? Intestines?”

He didn’t answer immediately. Instead, he stared into the jug as if it held secrets, then muttered under his breath, “Time to put things in order, before the roots run too deep.”

Demelza blinked. “I’m sorry, what now?”

Ellis snapped upright. “Nothing.”

“It sounded very something.”

“Just orchard talk.” He waved a hand vaguely. “Seasonal considerations. Pruning and such.”

“Yes,” Demelza said slowly. “Because pruning famously involves cryptic warnings.”

He shot her a look that suggested both irritation and the faintest hint of embarrassment. Demelza debated pushing the issue—prodding him gently, asking what was really on his mind—but their fragile, short-lived truce was still warm from the oven. No sense letting it deflate this early.

She peered into the jug again. The marigold petals had sunk into a soft golden swirl. “Well,” she said, “if this is witch’s brew, it certainly looks artisanal.”

“Drink it while it’s fresh,” Ellis gruffed.

“I’ll... savour the experience.”

In the background, one of the young orchard volunteers—a lad of about seventeen with the energy of a Labrador and the coordination of a giraffe on roller skates—was attempting to stack apple crates. Unfortunately, he was stacking them in a way no physics textbook would endorse.

“Oi!” Ellis barked, spinning around. “Not like that! You’ll crush the bottom layer, you numpty!”

The boy flinched, corrected, and then made a different but equally questionable mistake.

“Are you trying to give me a coronary?” Ellis shouted.

Demelza winced sympathetically. His voice had gone raw around the edges—too sharp, too quick, the way people got when something else entirely was bothering them.

“A bit tense today,” she said lightly once the volunteer had scurried away.

“Season’s turning,” Ellis muttered. “Always a lot to do.”

“Mmm.” Demelza sipped the juice, bracing herself. It hit her with a tart slap, then a warmth that unfurled in her chest. “Very good,” she admitted. “Though I’ll let you know later if the marigolds give me visions of my ancestors.”

Ellis didn’t take the bait. He was staring off toward the ghost trees again, hands clenched, shoulders tight.

Demelza followed his gaze. The mist had thinned, but the five massive silhouettes still loomed, ancient and unbothered. Watching. Waiting. Or maybe she was just being dramatic; the juice was quite potent.

“You sure everything’s all right?” she asked, keeping her tone casual.

“Fine,” he said a little too quickly. Then, softer, “Just got to... set things right. Before it’s too late.”

Before Demelza could ask too late for what, he strode off toward the barn, barking orders at the volunteers with new ferocity.

The chickens clucked in agreement—or possibly alarm.

Demelza took another sip from the jug. It tasted of apples, marigolds, and unresolved emotional baggage.

“Well,” she sighed, “that’s comforting.”
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Chapter 4 - A Wind Through the Trees
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Early evening settled over Trewarthen Orchard like a warm woollen shawl—soft, golden, and slightly itchy. The sinking sun cast long amber streaks across the grass, turning the ordinary rows of apple trees into something out of a storybook. Leaves fluttered in small, secretive bursts, as though the trees were swapping gossip about everyone who’d passed through that day.

At the far edge of the orchard, Cal Morgelyn wandered, wrapped in an oversized moss-green jumper that made him look part druid, part lopsided shrub. His hair—already inclined to rebellion—had embraced the breeze with enthusiasm, streaming out like an unspooled tapestry.

Demelza, who was making her way back toward the lane, paused beside a low stone wall to watch him. Not out of nosiness—though, admittedly, she was gifted in that area—but because Cal often moved with the solemn focus of a man performing an ancient ritual involving at least two deities and one very opinionated goat.

Sure enough, Cal knelt at the base of the first ghost tree, pulling from his satchel a garland of hawthorn sprigs intertwined with white wool. He laid it carefully at the roots, humming under his breath in soft, lilting Cornish.

Demelza caught the rhythm of it—gentle, circular, as if coaxing the air to listen.

Cal pressed his palm against the rough bark and whispered something, his forehead resting briefly against the trunk. It was... well. It was a moment. If anyone else had done it, it would’ve been cause for mild alarm. But with Cal, the whole thing looked almost natural.

A dog-walker passing by on the footpath took one look, tightened his grip on the lead, and hurried away so fast his terrier trotted sideways to keep up.

On to the next tree, Cal drifted, like an earnest woodland spirit who’d just been told spirits needed to pick up the pace. He unwound another garland, this one slightly more chaotic—a braid of hawthorn, wool, and a bit of ribbon that looked suspiciously like it had been “borrowed” from Ivy Trewarthen’s craft drawer.

As he bent to lay it down, the ribbon snagged in his hair. Cal, unaware, attempted to stand and was nearly yanked backwards by his own decorative offering.

Demelza winced sympathetically.

Cal patted his head, realised he’d become an accidental maypole, and attempted to wrestle the greenery free. It did not go quietly. One particularly determined sprig lodged itself in his curls like it had found its forever home. Meanwhile, a nearby hen—attracted by the ribbon’s bright colour—made a beeline for him with the single-minded purpose of poultry seeking potential snacks.

“No, no, no—Gertrude, this is not for you!” Cal scolded, shooing at the hen with frantic dignity. She responded with a disgruntled cluck, suggesting she would file a complaint.

Once the garland was finally settled and the chicken deterred, Cal moved to the third of the ghost trees. Here, his expression changed. The mourning she’d noticed earlier deepened—something tight in the chest, something heavy in the throat. He touched the bark, not reverent now but desperate, thumb tracing a deep fissure in the trunk.

The look in his eyes was raw. Grief, Demelza realised. And protectiveness so fierce it bordered on fierce madness.

“Don’t you dare,” he whispered hoarsely to the tree. “Don’t you be leaving me, too.”

Demelza’s breath caught.

Up at the farmhouse window, Ivy Trewarthen watched the scene with pursed lips and a glass of wine sloshing dangerously in her hand. Her expression conveyed that she had many opinions and absolutely no intention of keeping them to herself.

“Oh, not again,” Ivy muttered, sipping deeply. “If he leaves one more wool charm in the guttering, I swear I’ll throttle him with it.”

Cal knelt again, shoulders bowed.

The wind swept through the orchard, stirring the leaves like a sigh.

Demelza shivered—not from cold, but from the uncanny sense that something was shifting beneath the surface of this place: something old, something rumbling.

And yet... There was the chicken, resuming her attempt to steal the ribbon.

The world refused to stay solemn for long.
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Chapter 5 - The Last Glance

[image: ]




Dusk slid across Trewarthen Orchard like a velvet curtain, dimming the golds and greens into softer, stranger shades. A thin breeze threaded through the branches, and the whole orchard exhaled as though it had been holding its breath all day. Leaves rustled in long murmurs, the kind that made a person feel either enchanted or watched, depending on their temperament and caffeine levels.

Ellis stood at the edge of the pressing barn, the doorway framing him in shadow. He wasn’t moving, not even fidgeting—unusual for a man who usually twitched like a kettle about to boil over. His hands were wrapped around a small tin box, the metal catching what little light was left. He stared at the orchard with a taut stillness that suggested the box held something heavy... even if it weighed almost nothing.

Out in the far row, Cal Morgelyn lingered near the ghost trees, his mossy jumper now blending almost entirely into the deepening dusk. He was still, too—unsettlingly so. Only the faint rise and fall of his shoulders showed he hadn’t turned into an unusually philosophical hedge.

The breeze shifted, and one of the ghost trees let out a long, slow creak.

Ellis flinched.

It wasn’t dramatic. Just a quick, sharp jolt through his shoulders, like the tree had whispered something only he could hear, and he very much wished it hadn’t.

He tightened his grip on the tin box. His knuckles blanched.

For a heartbeat, he looked like a man teetering on the edge of a choice—the kind that separated before from after. Then his expression crumpled into something like regret, worn and weary, and he turned away.

He walked back into the barn without a word.

The door clattered softly behind him, swallowed by the orchard’s rustling breath.

Demelza happened to be driving past at that exact moment, her little car humming along the lane like an eager terrier with somewhere important to be. She slowed slightly, mainly because the orchard at dusk always looked like it might spawn a ghostly scarecrow at any moment, but also because her headlights caught something unusual.

Two figures.

Cal is at one end of the field.

Ellis at the other.

Both are staring at the same tree.

Neither was aware of the other.

And absolutely neither waving, which was frankly un-Cornish behaviour and therefore suspicious.

“Well, that’s not ominous at all,” Demelza murmured to herself, loosening her grip on the steering wheel. “Two grown men communing with trees. Totally normal. Absolutely fine.”

Her car crept forward. In her rear-view mirror, the orchard sank into shadow. The ghost trees loomed, enormous and inscrutable, their silhouettes hunched like old judges waiting to pass sentence.

Demelza sighed. “If trees start texting me next,” she muttered, flicking on her indicator, “I’m moving to Bodmin.” Not that Bodmin guaranteed safety from strange goings-on—but at least the trees there didn’t come with a fan club or emotional subplots.

She drove on, the orchard fading behind her, leaving the wind to whisper through branches and two silent figures to stand guard over their secrets.

Whatever was brewing in that orchard, it wasn’t just cider.
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Chapter 6 - Gossip and Gingerbread at the Bakery
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The windows of Crust & Crumb Bakery were steamed up, suggesting either excellent baking or a small indoor weather system. Most days, it was both. The smell hit Demelza the moment she pushed open the door: fresh bread, warm spices, and the unmistakable scent of burnt sugar—someone had definitely overestimated their gingerbread’s stamina under heat.

She joined the haphazard mid-morning queue, which currently resembled the preamble to a village fête argument. At the front, Aggie Trevanion held court with the kind of booming projection commonly heard from ship captains in storms.

“Well, I’m telling you,” Aggie declared, one hand planted heroically on her hip, “Ellis Trewarthen is digging up the orchard and completely uprooting everything. And why? To build a retirement spa! Or possibly a llama sanctuary. The details vary.”

Demelza blinked. The details always varied with Aggie.

The woman beside her tutted sympathetically. “Spa makes more sense. Llamas spit.”

“Spas spit if you use the wrong steam jet,” Aggie replied, as though sharing universal wisdom.

Demelza clamped her lips together to keep from laughing. Gossip in St Merryn’s Cove was like yeast—it expanded dramatically when left unattended.

Her gaze drifted to the counter, where a tray of gingerbread hedgehogs sat cooling. Or rather, crisping. The poor things had clearly suffered through an extra ten minutes in the oven and now looked like woodland creatures in desperate need of moisturiser.

The bell over the door chimed again, admitting Ivy Carrow.

Usually elegant and unflappable, Ivy looked pale as the bakery's flour bins. She crossed the room with the focused speed of a woman hoping not to be seen, her cardigan sleeve already frayed from anxious picking.

“Two pasties, please,” she murmured to the young assistant, eyes fixed firmly on the countertop as though it were a portal to safety.

Aggie, naturally, heard this as an invitation.

“Ivy! My love!” Aggie boomed, swivelling like a radar dish detecting gossip. “Tell us—is it true Ellis is selling up? Shame about the llamas, if so. I had visions of a little gift shop—Didn’t you, Demelza?”

Demelza raised her hands. “Please leave me out of any conversations involving livestock and Ellis Trewarthen’s retirement plan.”

But Aggie had already pivoted toward Ivy, who managed a thin smile. “Oh, you know how people talk,” Ivy said lightly, which in Ivy-speak translated to I will fake a polite expression until my jaw falls off.

Aggie leaned in. “So he is digging something. Knew it.”

“No, Aggie.” Ivy’s smile tightened. “He’s simply... tidying.”

Aggie gasped. “Tidying?! In the orchard?! That’s what they call it before building a wellness retreat. I read about it in a magazine.”

Ivy looked like she desperately wished the floor would open and swallow her whole—preferably one of the sinkholes outside Boscastle, where people couldn’t follow with more questions.

Demelza shifted, debating whether this was the moment to rescue her, or whether leaping into the fray would only add oxygen to the rumour wildfire. Defend Ellis? Possibly. But knowing this town, within minutes, someone would suggest he’d joined Big Cider and was plotting a fruit-based empire. Safer to observe.

The bakery assistant slid Ivy’s pasties onto the counter. Ivy grabbed the bag like it contained state secrets. “Must dash,” she said, her smile cracking at the edges. “Lots to do.”

Aggie opened her mouth—Demelza suspected the following words would be llama-adjacent—but Ivy was already gone, out the door and down the street in a blur of wool and quiet panic.

The queue buzzed.

“Definitely something going on.”

“Knew Ellis would do something drastic eventually.”

“Told my Derek it’d be a cider conspiracy.”

Demelza collected her gingerbread hedgehog (burnt but charming) and her coffee, suppressing a grin. Mischief level: mild... for now. But give St Merryn’s Cove another hour?

There’d be llamas on the promotional posters.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 7 - Cal Morgelyn Loses His Cool at the Library
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St Merryn’s Cove Library was doing its usual impression of a monastery—dust motes drifting in shafts of sunlight, radiators clunking like distant ecclesiastical bells, and the faint hum of someone trying very hard to whisper their way through a phone call. Demelza slipped inside with a gardening book tucked under her arm, prepared for a peaceful two-minute return.

Naturally, this meant chaos was already underway.

Raised voices—well, one raised voice—echoed from the reference section. The culprit was unmistakable. Cal Morgelyn, wrapped in a rust-coloured jumper that made him look like an artistic carrot, was in full, impassioned flow.

“You can’t just shove them in the back cupboard, Sophie!” he bellowed, slamming a hefty tome shut with enough force to startle a nearby pensioner into dropping her biography of Judi Dench. “These materials are part of our cultural heritage. They should be displayed! Celebrated! Before they vanish like mist!”

Sophie, the long-suffering librarian with the infinite patience of a saint who had seen things, calmly pushed her glasses up her nose. “Cal,” she murmured, “for the third time today, please lower your voice. This is a library.”

“A vital repository of wisdom!” Cal cried. “And yet you refuse to acknowledge the orchard folklore! That orchard is older than Parliament!”

“Parliament has an actual founding date,” Sophie said wearily. “And walls.”

Demelza edged closer, curious—and, she admitted to herself, mildly entertained. She set the gardening book gently on the returns trolley and crept toward the commotion.

Cal had pulled out a stack of local history pamphlets, old parish records, and a questionable homemade booklet titled Ancient Spirits of Cornwall and How to Greet Them Politely. These were now spread across the table like evidence in a very niche court case. His hair, as usual, had entered a state of advanced rebellion, and one curl stood straight up like an exclamation point.

Sophie reached for the slammed book. “Cal, if you damage these materials, I’ll have to ban you from the archives again.”

“You banned me once because I rearranged the folklore section by element!”

“You alphabetised it by the four winds,” Sophie corrected. “No one could find anything.”

Demelza decided this was her moment to intervene before the Mills & Boon romances (currently piled in nonfiction again—someone in this town had a sense of humour) became collateral damage.

“Morning!” she chirped, stepping forward with a brightness she hoped would act as a smoke bomb of distraction. “Should I even ask?”

Cal whirled toward her, eyes shining with a mix of fury and fear. “Demelza! Tell her! Tell her the orchard folklore matters!”

“It does matter,” Demelza said gently. “Though I’m not sure shouting about tree spirits in the reference section is helping your cause.”

Cal deflated slightly, shoulders dropping. “I’m just... no one listens. No one sees it. Ellis is about to destroy something sacred, and everyone’s treating it like he’s pruning hedges.”

Demelza’s heart nudged her ribs. Cal’s passion—wild, odd, and possibly combustible—was also painfully earnest. She offered him a smile. “Why don’t we file the folklore under ‘fruit salad’? Cross-reference it with ‘tree tantrums’?”

Sophie let out a tiny snort—her version of a belly laugh.

Cal, however, huffed. “This isn’t a joke, Mel. They’re the ghost trees.”

“I know,” she said softly. “And I’m listening. I promise. Just maybe... at a conversational volume?”

Before Cal could respond, his flailing hand clipped the edge of the Cornish Local Histories shelf. The entire thing wobbled ominously, then—like a dignified elderly relative surrendering to gravity—tilted forward and spilt half its contents onto the carpet.

Sophie inhaled through her teeth.

Cal froze, mortified. “I—I’ll pick them up.”

“Yes,” Sophie said crisply, “you will.”

Demelza crouched to help, scooping up pamphlets about tin mines, fishing traditions, and the annual turnip-throwing contest of 1974.

As they worked, Cal whispered, “I just don’t want people to forget.”

Demelza glanced at him. “Then we won’t let them.”

He swallowed hard, nodding.

Outside, the quiet of the library seemed to knit itself back together, though the radiators clunked in a way that sounded suspiciously judgmental.

Demelza dusted her hands. “Right. Anyone fancy some gingerbread hedgehogs? They’re slightly burnt but full of cultural significance.”
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Chapter 8 -  Reverence Lost
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The churchyard garden was doing its usual impression of a National Trust postcard: sunlight slanting warmly across leaning headstones, bees humming with workmanlike purpose, and the faint, medicinal scent of rosemary drifting through the air—even though Reverend Liddicoat’s rosemary bush looked like it would rather be absolutely anywhere else.

Demelza followed the cracked stone path toward the good reverend, who was kneeling before the shrub with an expression of pastoral patience and herb-based disappointment.

“Morning, Reverend,” she called. “How’s the rosemary?”

“Still sulking,” he replied, prodding a limp sprig with his trowel. “I keep telling it we’re a faith built on resurrection, but it’s not getting the message.” He stood, brushing soil from his cassock. “Now then, Demelza. You wanted to discuss raffle prizes for the Autumn Fair?”

“Yes,” she said, handing him a neatly folded list. “We’ve had offers of jam, a hamper, a knitted scarf, and Aggie Trevanion is donating a foot massage voucher, which she insists will ‘transform the very soul.’ I’m choosing to reserve judgment.”

“Mmm,” Reverend Liddicoat murmured, peering at the list as if hoping the rosemary might suddenly perk up to offer commentary. Then, as casually as if mentioning the weather, he added, “I hear Ellis won’t be hosting the orchard wassail this year.”

Demelza nearly dropped the pen she’d been holding. “Ellis? Not hosting? He always grumbled his way through it, but he’d never refused before.”

“So I thought,” Liddicoat said lightly. “But when I asked him, he called it—and I quote—‘an overacted pantomime for cider tourists.’”

Demelza blinked. “Ellis said that? Heresy. Absolute theological cider heresy.”

“Oh indeed,” the reverend agreed. “Though between you and me, half the wassailers do treat it like Morris dancing with apples. Lots of enthusiasm, little coordination.”

Demelza huffed out a laugh despite herself. “Still, Ellis always tolerated it. He’d stand there with his mulled juice and mutter, but he didn’t sabotage the singing or chase away the lantern-bearers.”

Reverend Liddicoat tilted his head, studying her with the gentle shrewdness of a man who had heard every confession except possibly the one involving the Women’s Guild and the incident with the inflatable nativity. “You’re fond of him.”

“I’m fond of tradition,” Demelza corrected, a touch too quickly. “And Ellis is practically woven into half the town’s traditions by sheer longevity.”

“Perhaps,” Liddicoat said, wandering over to his gardening bench, “but people like Ellis... well. They don’t bend, Demelza. They splinter.”

She winced. “If Ellis splinters, it’s because he’s sixty per cent bark and the rest stubbornness.”

“That may be so,” he chuckled, “but the orchard means something to him. Something he doesn’t discuss. And I’ve noticed,” the reverend added, almost delicately, “that he’s been drinking a little more than his usual ‘tasting measures’ lately.”

Demelza’s eyebrows shot up. “Cider?”

“A touch stronger, I think.”

A bee buzzed between them, oblivious to the sudden weight in the air. Demelza folded her arms, staring past the churchyard wall toward the distant line of the orchard. “Something’s wrong,” she murmured.

“Or something’s coming,” Liddicoat said. “People often behave strangely before change. Large or small.”

Demelza sighed. “I just don’t understand what he’s doing. First talk of cutting the ghost trees, now abandoning the wassail? It’s like watching someone turn their back on their own heartbeat.”

“A poetic way of putting it,” he nodded. “You should write sermons.”

“I’ll stick to raffle lists,” she said.

They walked back toward the gate together, the reverend brandishing the trowel like a staff of mild horticultural authority.

“If you speak to him,” he added, “tread gently.”

“I always do.”

He gave her a sympathetic smile. “No, my dear. You’re gentle with the people who deserve it. With the others... well, you’re hilarious.”

“Flattering,” Demelza said, “but not helpful.”

“Which,” he said, “is why I’m a reverend and not a therapist.”

She left the churchyard with the faint buzz of bees behind her, the scent of rosemary in the air, and a tight knot of worry forming—one she suspected wouldn’t loosen anytime soon.
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Chapter 9 - Delia Makes Her Pitch (Again)
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Clouds hung low over Trewarthen Orchard, the kind that looked ready to rain or judge—possibly both. In the yard, Ellis worked the apple press with the grim determination of a man attempting to squeeze answers out of the universe one crushed russet at a time. The rhythmic clunk-squelch-groan echoed across the rows, accompanied by the unmistakable scent of apples, fermenting dreams, and Ellis’s personal brand of defiance.

Demelza, who had just arrived with a clipboard of Autumn Fair notes, hovered by the gate. She was contemplating whether Ellis was in a “responds to gentle conversation” mood or a “growls at the wind” mood when a sleek electric car purred into the yard like a well-groomed cat arriving to inspect lesser creatures.

Delia Hope stepped out wearing a smile so polished it could get its own sponsorship deal. Her trousers looked expensive enough to weep at the very sight of orchard mud. She gave Demelza a bright wave before zeroing in on Ellis, who had already stiffened like a hedgehog sensing danger.

“Ellis, darling!” Delia called, striding across the gravel with the confidence of someone who had never once stepped in a cowpat. “I’ve brought you a new offer.”

Ellis did not stop pressing. He didn’t even look up. “Don’t want it.”

“You haven’t seen it yet.”

“Still don’t want it.”

Delia clasped her hands in front of her, undeterred. “Now, be fair. This is a proposal for modernisation with integrity.” She emphasised the last two words as though unveiling a sacred truth.

Ellis finally glanced at her, sweat on his brow, hands still gripping the press handle. “Integrity? You mean putting trendy branding all over my trees? Turning the lower orchard into a... a cider theme park?”

“I would never call it a theme park,” Delia said, horrified. “It’s an artisan experience centre. Very tasteful. Very curated. Possibly Scandinavian lighting.”

Demelza bit back a laugh. Scandinavian lighting had become Delia’s answer to everything from marketing challenges to marital tension.

Ellis resumed pressing with renewed fury, each downward thrust a physical rejection. “My orchard doesn’t need curatin’.”

“It really does,” Delia said under her breath before regaining her smile. “Ellis, think about it. You’re doing the work of three men. You’re not getting younger. The fields could be thriving with investment.”

“That’s the point,” Ellis snapped, still working the press. “They’re fields. Not a billboard for fancy cider cocktails.”

Delia pressed on. “But you’d still keep the heritage trees! I’d never remove them. I’d enhance the—”

“No.”

“Just listen—”

“I said no.”

Demelza winced. That tone indicated a storm was about three seconds away.

Delia gave a patient sigh—the sort philanthropists used in documentaries when local communities refused to embrace quinoa. “Ellis, I truly believe in this project. I want to do it with you, not despite you.”

This, unfortunately, only made Ellis slam the press handle down so hard the wooden frame gave a protesting shriek, and a flock of starlings burst from the nearby hedgerow, shrieking in sympathy.

Ellis marched toward the barn. “I’m not sellin’. Not now. Not next week. Not ever.” He yanked the door open, stomped inside, and slammed it so hard the hinges rattled like they were reconsidering their career choices.

Silence descended.

Delia inhaled slowly, then pulled out her phone and typed rapidly, determinedly. Probably Ellis: still stubborn. Buy boots next time?

She turned to Demelza with a rueful smile. “Well. That went... orchard-adjacent.”

Demelza lifted an eyebrow. “You expected anything different?”

“I had hopes,” Delia sighed. “Low ones. Manageable ones. But still hopes.” She surveyed the press with a delicate shiver. “Honestly, that thing is a death trap powered by fruit ghosts.”

“Ghosts don’t like being rushed,” Demelza said.

“Neither does Ellis,” Delia muttered, heading for her car. “But one of them is going to have to move eventually.”

The electric car purred away, leaving Demelza alone with the lingering scent of apples and a barn door still trembling from Ellis’s exit. Whatever he was fighting—exhaustion, change, or Delia’s Scandinavian lighting—it was getting harder for him to shoulder. And harder still for the orchard to hide.
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Chapter 10 - Return of the Prodigal Trewarthen
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The sun was sinking low, smudging the sky with shades of peach and copper as if the horizon had taken up watercolours. The orchard gate stood open, creaking occasionally in the evening breeze like it wanted to offer unsolicited commentary. Ivy Trewarthen knelt nearby among the windfalls, dropping bruised apples into a basket with the resigned air of someone who had accepted that apples fall far more enthusiastically than they grow up.

She was muttering darkly about wasps with entitlement issues when footsteps sounded on the lane. A tall figure emerged from the twilight: boots scuffed, jacket worn, hair caught by the wind in a way that made him look both roguish and like someone who’d lost a fight with a hedgerow.

Ivy’s hand froze mid-reach.

“Evening, Aunt Ivy,” the man said.

Ivy nearly dropped the basket. “Jago?” Her voice cracked like a startled rook. “Good heavens—you’re... here.”

“Seems so.” Jago Trewarthen gave a lopsided half-smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Ellis in?”

Ivy’s brain scrambled, reorganised itself, and attempted to disguise the surprise currently marching across her face with banners. “He’s... busy.”

Jago huffed a soft, humourless laugh. “Aye. He usually is.”

There it was—that edge she remembered. The resentment, the old wounds, the sense of unfinished business that tended to make family reunions resemble small-scale emotional storms.

Ivy stood, brushing off her skirt. “Well, he’s had a long day,” she managed. “Might not be up for... You know. Conversation.”

“Didn’t come for conversation.” Jago jammed his hands into his pockets. “Just needed to see the place.”

The orchard stretched behind Ivy, bathed in the last gold of sunset. The ghost trees stood out even from this distance, their gnarled silhouettes like ancient guardians—or ancient troublemakers, depending on who you asked.

Jago drifted toward the fence line, his boots crunching on gravel. Ivy hovered, wary as a hen sensing foxes in the district. His gaze fixed on the ghost trees. He stared long enough that Ivy felt tempted to wave a hand in front of his face to check he remembered how blinking worked.

“You lot still celebrating those old stories?” he asked at last.

“Some of us,” Ivy replied stiffly. “And some of us let sleeping legends lie.”

“Some legends ought to stay buried,” Jago muttered.

Before Ivy could ask—carefully—what exactly that meant, Jago stepped right up to the fence. He reached out with the toe of his boot and nudged a root that had pushed itself under the boundary like an escape attempt frozen in time. He kicked it again, harder this time, wearing a scowl that suggested the root had personally offended him.

“Still ugly as sin,” he said.

“Nature doesn’t cater to your aesthetic preferences,” Ivy snapped.

He shrugged. “Never did.” With that, he turned, strode past Ivy without ceremony, and headed up the path toward the lane’s bend. No goodbye, no explanation, no pause. Just as abruptly as he’d appeared, he vanished into the gathering dusk.

The orchard breathed a long, low rustle.

Ivy exhaled sharply, adjusting her grip on the basket. “Well,” she muttered to the nearest apple, “if that man’s back for inheritance, he’ll find it’s mostly weeds and wasps.”

A wasp, hovering nearby, buzzed in what Ivy could only interpret as agreement.

She gathered the last of the windfalls, glanced once more toward the ghost trees, and headed for the farmhouse—her pulse still uncomfortably quick and her mind swirling with the arrival of one very inconvenient Trewarthen.
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Chapter 11 - Showdown at the Market
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Saturday morning at the St Merryn’s Cove farmers’ market was always a sensory adventure—a heady mix of frying bacon, freshly brewed coffee, sea breeze, and the faint whiff of someone’s homemade goat-milk soap attempting to conquer the air. Colourful bunting flapped overhead like cheerful semaphore flags spelling out spend your money here, and the place thrummed with that particular murmur people used when pretending not to be nosy while being extremely nosy indeed.

Demelza and Jess strolled in, coffee cups in hand, prepared for what they called “light browsing with strategic eavesdropping.”

“Oh, good,” Jess said, nudging Demelza with her elbow. “Entertainment’s already set up.”

She pointed toward the far stall row where, like two halves of a misprinted poster, stood Ellis Trewarthen’s cider stall and Delia Hope’s... creation.

Ellis’s setup was exactly what one expected: rustic, grumpy, and faintly resentful of the concept of commerce. His barrels were slightly lopsided, his handwritten labels slanted downhill as though fleeing responsibility, and his price list was held in place by a crab-claw paperweight.

Delia’s neighbouring stall, by contrast, shimmered with polished ambition. She had sleek printed signage, elegant display crates, and QR codes arranged like gleaming pearls. A tasteful soundtrack drifted from a concealed speaker—something acoustic and smug. Her special offer sign announced: FREE TOTE BAG WITH EVERY BOTTLE in a font so crisp it practically exfoliated you.

Jess whistled low. “If she offers cider in cans next, this town will riot.”

Demelza nodded gravely. “St Merryn’s Cove barely survived the reusable cup initiative.”

As they approached, tension buzzed in the air.

Ellis was glowering at Delia’s speaker like it had personally keyed his tractor. “Turn that racket down!” he snapped. “People can’t taste cider with noise like that blaring.”

“It’s at volume three,” Delia said coolly. “Three, Ellis. The birds are louder.”

“Birds are natural,” Ellis retorted. “That thing sounds like a man whispering into a sock.”
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