
[image: Cover: Welcome to Murder Week: A Novel, by Karen Dukess. Author of the Last Book Party. “Smart, funny, utterly original.” —Annabel Monaghan.]




Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: Welcome to Murder Week: A Novel, by Karen Dukess. Scout Press. New York | Amsterdam/Antwerp | London | Toronto | Sydney/Melbourne | New Delhi.]






For Linda and Laura






What is it about the English countryside—why is the beauty so much more than visual? Why does it touch one so?
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CHAPTER ONE

FEBRUARY

The long-stemmed roses on the counter are technically beautiful, even I can see that. But they’re also ridiculous, and not only because they’re too elegant for my kitchen with its warped linoleum floors and ancient, putty-colored refrigerator. I lean against the sink and stare them down, trying to make the whole arrangement spontaneously combust. A gust of wind blows snow off the garage. The birds in the dryer vent rustle.

I put down my coffee mug and pick up the glass vase. Still in my pajamas and fuzzy slippers, I carry it along the snow-crusted path from my house to the cottage out back. It’s only eight fifteen, but Mr. Groberg opens the door fully dressed, his shirt buttoned smoothly beneath his cardigan.

I hold out the flowers.

“For you.”

“These are from the handsome fellow with the pickup truck and the dog?”

“That’s the one.”

I follow him into the kitchen. He sets the vase on the counter beside the chocolate babka his daughter sends from Brooklyn.

“What happened?” he asks.

“He got starry-eyed.” There’s nothing like romance to kill a perfectly good casual relationship.

Mr. Groberg gives me a familiar look of kind exasperation. He picks up a serrated knife and holds it above the babka.

“So, he likes you, he’s got good taste; is it a crime that he wants to take things up a notch?” He slices a piece, puts it on a napkin, and pushes it toward me. “You know, Cath, one of these days, you’ve got to—”

I put up a hand to stop him, to remind him of our unspoken deal. I don’t raise his rent, and I make him a hearty soup every week. He pays on time and doesn’t meddle in my personal life.

I don’t think of myself as an orphan—it sounds so nineteenth century, and also, at thirty-four, I’m not a child—but Mr. Groberg is as close as I’ve got to a relative. The business that he started in 1972, Robert L. Groberg Opticians, where I began working after school and on weekends when I was sixteen, is now mine. He didn’t pass it down to me but let me work off a zero-interest loan with my salary. Three years ago, after my grandmother died, leaving me alone in the old Victorian where she’d raised me, Mr. Groberg, by then retired, decided his house on the east side of Buffalo was too much for him. The day he moved into my cottage, I felt like I’d won the lottery, and not because of the monthly rent.

I pull off a warm, gooey piece of babka, put it in my mouth, and pretend to swoon.

“If you talk to your daughter soon, thank her for me,” I say, as if I don’t know that his adoring daughters call every evening.

“Tell me you’re doing something extraordinary today,” Mr. Groberg says. “By which I mean, literally out of your ordinary.”

I wipe some chocolate off my lip.

“Can’t. It’s Saturday. I’ve got a list.”

Buy rock salt, change the batteries in the smoke alarm, match odd socks, make soup. I also should toss the shriveled plant in the front hall that I forgot to water.

“On a glorious morning like this, you should take a walk,” Mr. Groberg says.

Through the window, the sky is the bottomless blue of a cold winter day. It’s profoundly reassuring when the seasons clock in and out as they should, a crisp golden fall giving way to piles of snow. I don’t like warm days in winter the same way I don’t like unexpected visitors appearing on my front porch. Change is fine, as long as it’s predictable.

“I’m doing the boxes today.”

“I see.” Mr. Groberg is too kind to state the obvious, which is that I vowed to tackle the boxes last week and also the week before. “It will take less time than you think, and you’ll be unburdened when it’s done.”

How could three cardboard boxes be so daunting? They’ve been sitting in my back hall, unopened, since they arrived from Gainesville more than two months ago, a few weeks after I flew to Florida for the “celebration” of my mother’s life, a nonsensical ceremony of songs, bad poems, and chants under an ancient oak tree dripping with fuzzy strands of Spanish moss. I wore mascara that day, which dismayed my mother’s friends, few of whom I knew. They tut-tutted my “rookie mistake” and handed me tissues just in case. I didn’t need them.

“Here,” Mr. Groberg says, wrapping another piece of babka in a napkin. “Fortification.”

Walking back to my house, the babka cupped in my hand, I notice fat icicles hanging from the eaves. I should have been more diligent about cleaning the gutters. I remind myself that the contents of the boxes will be mundane, with few surprises. No cause for hope, no fear of disappointment.

One day when I was ten, my mother showed up unexpectedly at my grandmother’s house with a present for me. Young enough to be excited by the substantial size of the box, I giggled as I ripped off the wrapping paper and cut the packaging tape, reveling in the way my mother watched me from the couch, leaning forward and smiling. Inside the box was a badminton set—a net, four rackets, and birdies. I wanted to put it up immediately so my mother and I could play, but the yard was flooded from days of rain.

“Tomorrow,” my mother promised.

The next morning, I ran downstairs in my nightgown, swinging a racket hard enough to make a satisfying swoosh against the air. My grandmother was drinking milky coffee at the kitchen table.

“Where’s Mom?” I asked, already sensing the silence of her absence.

“Gone.”

“On an errand?”

She sighed. “She left.”

I waited for her to say more, my stomach tightening from the truth. “She went to meet a new boyfriend at the racetrack in Saratoga Springs.”

It was a pattern I would come to know well.

I dodge the icy patch at the end of the path and open my back door. Inside, I stand above the boxes, kick one lightly with my foot. Whatever’s in here is not even for me; it’s what remained after my mother’s friends sorted and gave away her clothes and furniture and books. But Mr. Groberg is right, getting this done will be a relief. Maybe it will put behind me this strange state of not being able to celebrate my mother’s life or mourn her death. I put down the babka to save for later and drag the first box into the kitchen to begin.






CHAPTER TWO

The clanging of the kitchen radiator keeps me moving. I’m on the second box, making quick decisions on what to keep and what to throw away. There are unpaid bills, unopened bank statements, and overdue notices from the library. There are stacks of catalogs with dog-eared pages marking luxuries my mother had dreamed of buying but could not afford. A tufted leather ottoman. A seafoam-green cashmere wrap. An Instant Pot. There is a fat folder of letters from old boyfriends, some handwritten and many more printed out from emails. There are even copies of love letters my mother had sent. As I leaf through them, phrases jump out from her looping cursive: “your manly, musky scent,” “my soulmate, my bodymate.” The recycle pile grows.

This is the opposite of nostalgia; there’s nothing here to make me slow down and indulge in memories. Instead, I glance and toss, glance and toss. A photograph of my mother and the man who lured her to Gainesville, who’d always say “Hey, little lady,” when she’d make him get on the phone to talk to me. A newspaper clipping from a Napa Valley newspaper about the opening of her tea shop, which she closed in less than a year when she decided she’d be happier in New Mexico. A list called “Romantic Things” that includes mostly clichés (sunsets, wine-red roses, silk lingerie) along with a few wacko entries (marshmallows, hailstorms, spider plants).

There’s a blue file folder that’s so thin I assume it is empty. It looks new, so I fling it to the keep pile. But a paper floats out, its heading in bold: “Your Unique English Village Holiday!”

Another of my mother’s pipe dreams. When I was little and ready for bed, I’d lie on my stomach and she’d tickle my back and talk about the trips we’d take: to Manhattan to eat frozen hot chocolate at a place she’d seen in a movie or to Arizona to ride mules to the bottom of the Grand Canyon. Even after she left me, she’d call to share her ideas about where we should go and what we should do. Do you want to see the wild horses of Chincoteague? Of course I did, but mostly I wanted her to keep talking, to not hang up the phone, to come home.

As I lean over the box to grab more papers, I notice the phrase “paid in full” on the errant paper. I pick it up and scan the words, getting more confused as I read. How could my mother have paid for a weeklong holiday for two in a cottage in the English countryside? She was always tight on money and never good at keeping a job. For the past few years, she’d claimed she was too broke to come up north. How could she have afforded a trip to England? It makes no sense, but it’s here in black-and-white: Skye Sanders Little booked a two-bedroom cottage in a village called Willowthrop, on the edge of someplace called the Peak District.

I google Peak District, only to learn that it’s “an upland area in central-northern England, at the southern end of the Pennines,” about 150 miles north of London. The Pennines, I read, are a mountain range but not in the American sense. On average, the tallest “peaks” are only half as high as the Adirondacks or the Catskills. The first of the national parks of England and Wales, “the Peak” as it’s known, includes the mostly uninhabited moorlands and gritstone plateaus of the absurdly ominous sounding “Dark Peak” and the steep limestone valleys, gorges, and rolling hills of the “White Peak.” According to Google, visitors are drawn there to hike the beautiful countryside, go rock climbing, and visit the area’s quaint, historic villages.

What I read next is even more surprising. In addition to renting the cottage, my mother paid $1,600 for two participants to solve a “genuine fake English-village murder mystery.” Incredulous, I read on. The mystery will be plotted by “one of England’s noted mystery writers” and enacted with the participation of actors and local villagers who will play the roles of “victim, red herrings, innocent bystanders, and culprit.” The event will include an opening-night dinner at a local restaurant (choice of steak and kidney pie, fish and chips, or chicken tikka masala), the examination of “an actual, simulated crime scene,” and the questioning of suspects. At the end of the week, the winner (or organizers, if there is no victor) will reveal all in an Agatha Christie–style wrap-up—fancy dress encouraged—which will be capped off with sticky toffee pudding, “inclusive of your choice of custard or vanilla ice cream.” The award for solving the case is the opportunity to be the “understudy for an already deceased on-camera victim” in a future television murder-mystery show. I assume this means that you get to step in, or, more likely, lie down, if the card-carrying actor playing the dead body takes ill or needs an extended bathroom break. It’s unclear whether travel expenses will be paid for that return trip.

I am so confused. My mother wanted to go to England to play a game? I read further. Participants in this unique event will be helping the tiny village of Willowthrop, as all proceeds will go toward restoring the much-loved but dilapidated community pool. And then at the bottom of the paper, a notation, initialed by my mother, that the cost of the “murder week” is nonrefundable under any circumstances.

Nothing about this makes sense. For the first time since my mother died, I am overwhelmed with missing her—not to have more time together but to grab her by the shoulders and ask what she’d been smoking when she booked the trip. Instead, I call my mother’s best friend and astrologer.

“Such a shame!” Aurora says. “Skye was so excited. She even found a pair of rubber rain boots at the thrift shop. She called them wellies.”

“Had she recently gotten into murder mysteries?”

“Not really.”

“How could she be so irresponsible?” I eye the unpaid bills that are now my problem.

“On the contrary, she had me check the planetary alignment to make sure the timing would be auspicious.”

“Which obviously it wasn’t.” I don’t have to say “sudden stroke” to make my point.

“I’m an astrologer, Cath, not a clairvoyant.”

“My mother was in debt.”

Aurora sighs. “Money is such a millstone.”

“Who was she going to travel with?” I ask Aurora. “Had she met an Englishman? Fallen for an Anglophile?”

I long ago stopped trying to keep up with my mother’s love affairs. I was only two when my father was killed by a drunk driver, after which we moved in with my dad’s mother. I assume my mother went through a period of mourning and celibacy, but I can’t remember a time when she didn’t confide in me about her romances, sparing few details. Only during college did I begin to understand how deeply weird it was to know how your mother best achieved orgasm and with whom. It was a big day for me when I suggested that she treat her relationships like a new pregnancy and keep them secret until she’d passed the twelve-week mark, a milestone she rarely reached. Thankfully, she never filled the new void in our conversations by asking about my romantic life, which was fine with me, as there’s not been much to tell. I’ve had a handful of relationships, mostly with guys who wanted to keep things as casual as I did. In between, I’ve been fine on my own. I’d rather stay single than chase love like my mother did.

I have to ask Aurora to repeat herself.

“I said, she was going to take you,” she says.

“That’s impossible.”

The last time my mother and I traveled together was on a fall weekend when I was nine and we drove from Buffalo to Vermont. We held hands as we hiked along a gorge, visited a toy museum, and stayed in an old hotel where we slept together in a canopy bed. The next day, we moved into an ashram. My mother gave me an old book about girls in boarding school, which I read while she did hot yoga. At the end of the long weekend, we drove to Rochester, where my mother put me on a bus back to Buffalo, my grandmother’s address and phone number scrawled on an index card she’d zipped into my jacket pocket. For weeks, she said she’d be home soon, but by Christmas, she’d moved in with a massage therapist she’d met in a silent meditation. From then on, she never returned to Buffalo for more than a few days at a time.

“What made her think that I’d agree to go?” I ask Aurora.

“Again, astrologer, not mind reader.”

“But why me? Why on earth would my mother book this ludicrous trip to England with me?

“I haven’t the foggiest,” Aurora says. “I suppose that’s another mystery for you to solve.”






CHAPTER THREE


Dear Miss Little:

I am so sorry about your mother. I had the fortune of corresponding with her at length and am deeply sorry that her untimely death has prevented her from indulging in what she said would be the fulfilment of a dream: to visit England with her only child.

In answer to your inquiry, no, we are not monsters. As such, we will graciously refund half of your mother’s payment. The other half, which she was chuffed to bits to allocate for you, is unfortunately not refundable, as you are not presently deceased.

However, you can recover a portion of the payment made by transferring from the two-bedroom cottage your mother selected to one of our shared accommodation offerings, Wisteria Cottage, along with two other participants, each traveling solo. The three of you can work as a team. See details in the attached reimbursement notice.

I trust this will suit you and we look forward to seeing you on the 27th of May, when the festivities begin!

Yours most sincerely,

Mrs. Germaine Postlethwaite

Owner, The Book and Hook

Willowthrop Village

Derbyshire, England





It is 9:50 a.m., ten minutes until the shop opens, and I read the email again. Who is this Germaine with the unpronounceable last name? And why does she assume I want to fly to England to solve a fake murder? I have nothing against English-village mysteries; I’ve spent hours watching them on television with Mr. Groberg. We watch only at night or on rainy days, always with tea and gingersnaps, though I never drink the tea. Mr. Groberg usually identifies the culprit well before I have the slightest idea of whodunit. My mother used to make fun of me for watching “dowdy people solve crimes in bad weather with no sex.” It didn’t occur to her that what I loved was not so much the shows themselves as the time with Mr. Groberg. Had she thought I’d be into this trip?

I rest my head on my desk, not looking up when the antique sleigh bells on the door jingle and a blast of cold air rushes in. I know by the scent of patchouli that it’s Kim. The tinny sound of electronic dance music escapes from her earbuds.

“Everything okay?” Kim shouts.

I lift my head and nod toward my computer screen. “I got a response.”

Kim takes out her earbuds and pulls off her wool beanie, a mess of long blond ringlets tumbling down her back. Unraveling her scarf, she reads the email over my shoulder.

“Wisteria Cottage sounds lovely,” she says.

“Wisteria is an invasive species.”

I walk to the door, pull up the blinds, and flip the sign to “We’re Open.” Outside, it’s still snowing, thick flakes making slow-motion cartwheels to the ground. The plow has been through once already, but the street is white again. Across the road, the shops look warm and inviting. These are my favorite days, cold and muffled and clean, in the city where I’ve lived my whole life, the place my mother fled without looking back.

“How can you still live there?” she’d said the last time we spoke, about a month before the stroke that killed her at fifty-five.

She had never intended to settle in Buffalo. She was twenty when she left home in Indiana to seek adventure in a big city. Buffalo was supposed to be a pit stop, an overnight visit with a friend at the state university. But down the hall in her friend’s dormitory was Ben Little, the bearded, soft-spoken resident adviser. He was a senior, an English major who wrote poetry without punctuation and played Spanish guitar in the stairwell, where the acoustics were good. Within a few days, my mother was ensconced in Ben’s single room. When he graduated a month later, they moved into a garage apartment near Anchor Bar. My mother took a job at a coffee shop while he prepared to start teaching high school English. Within a year, she was pregnant with me.

Buffalo may have been an accident for my mother, but for me it has been the source of everything good. Here was love and consistency. Here was my beloved paternal grandmother Raya, who stepped up when my mother left. Who took me to the public library every week, attended my parent-teacher conferences, combed the knots out of my thick hair, suffered my brief stint playing the oboe, and indulged my love of Polly Pockets. Who taught me how to bake challah, make a sundial, hang wallpaper, and catch and cook a brown trout. Who told me stories about my father, who used to read to me every morning and every night from the same books she’d read to him when he was a child.

“A week away from home could be what you need,” Kim says when I’m back at my desk.

I know exactly what she means. I’ve been a cranky mess since getting back from Florida. Last week, a customer came in with an adorable little schnoodle, one of those hypoallergenic breeds, and I snapped “no dogs” and made them leave, even though I love dogs and keep a box of Milk-Bones in my desk drawer. Yesterday, I talked a perfectly nice woman into choosing a pair of frames that made her eyes look beady and her nose gargantuan. Luckily, I came to my senses before the order was final and suggested a more flattering pair.

Kim thinks I’m in some sort of “grief purgatory” because my mother’s so-called funeral didn’t give me proper closure. She doesn’t understand that I don’t need to mourn. I was already used to my mother leaving me.

“You haven’t had a vacation in years,” Kim says. “A long weekend cat-sitting at Lake George does not count. And this one is paid for.”

The bells jingle and a customer walks in, thankfully stopping our conversation. But all day, fitting glasses, adjusting frames, and cutting lenses, I can’t stop thinking about my mother’s payment to Germaine What’s-her-name. Not getting what you paid for is like throwing money away, which makes my skin crawl. But the English countryside? It hasn’t exactly been on my bucket list. I went to Greece after college with a girlfriend, and everything about it was luscious—the weather, the turquoise sea, the olives and feta cheese, a vacationing med student named Gregori. An English village seems like the opposite. If Greece is a sarong tied around your waist in a sexy knot, England is a pair of galoshes. There’s nothing enticing about sitting in front of a fire with a bunch of old biddies doing needlepoint and debating whether it was the colonel with the cricket bat behind the field house or the vicar in the parsonage with the candlestick.

After work, I bring Mr. Groberg a Tupperware container of chickpea soup and tell him about the email and the partial refund. He’s so enchanted by the whole trip that I suggest he go as my proxy.

“When you crack the case, we can share the glory,” I say.

“Is there a prize?” he asks.

I tell him about getting to be the backup victim in a murder mystery and he says, “What’s second prize? You get to understudy two dead bodies?”

He pours some soup into a bowl and puts it in the microwave. While it’s heating up, he tells me his travel days are over. And then he shakes his head and says, “For all her faults, that mother of yours had a real joie de vivre.”

The comment stings. The first time my mother met Mr. Groberg, she waltzed into the store unexpectedly while I was working. I hadn’t even known she was coming to town. I was embarrassed by the way she hugged me for too long, and I apologized to Mr. Groberg for the intrusion. Before he could say anything, she’d said, “Nonsense! I’m your mother, and I couldn’t wait to see you.” But then she spent nearly an hour talking to Mr. Groberg, asking him all sorts of questions about his life, his business, even his childhood. I’d worked for him for nearly a year by then, but until that day I had no idea that he’d had polio as a child and had once dreamed of being a famous ventriloquist. The longer they talked the angrier I got, though I’m still not sure if I was jealous of Mr. Groberg for getting all my mother’s attention or if I was envious of how easily she got him to open up. What bothered me even more, though, was that my mother never again mentioned Mr. Groberg other than to ask when I was going to get a more exciting job.

Mr. Groberg takes the bowl of soup from the microwave and dips in a spoon for a taste.

“I have two things to say,” he tells me. “One, nice touch of cumin. Two, you should go to England.” He sits down at the table, tucks a napkin over his shirt. “Travel is never a mistake. Even if the trip is not fabulous, it will give you a new perspective. You know that moment when you fit a customer with new glasses? And everything they’ve gotten used to seeing as blurry or distant suddenly pops into focus? You’ve made everything old new for them. Going away from home for a little while can do the same thing.”

That night, I have trouble sleeping again. I think about what Mr. Groberg said about bringing things into focus. Maybe travel offers that, but do I need to see my life more clearly? Do I want to? There’s nothing wrong with my routine. It’s reliable and familiar, even if I can’t pretend that lately it hasn’t felt off-kilter. Since returning from Florida, I haven’t slept straight through a single night. Maybe Kim is right that I need closure. Could this trip provide it, a way to say goodbye to my mother for good?

I roll over onto my stomach and punch the pillow. The light of the clock is a penetrating blue. It’s 4:00 a.m. There’s no way I’m going to be in a better mood tomorrow. I flip onto my back and tuck the quilt around my legs. I think about crossing the ocean. Landing at Heathrow, taking a train north to the distinctly low “uplands.” Maybe I should call Aurora, pretend I believe in astrology, and ask what the stars say. Should I do this for my mother? For myself? It’s 4:15. An eon later, it’s 4:25. By 4:45, I’m bargaining with the gods of slumber. If I take this cockamamie trip to England, can I sleep through the night?

At work that morning, Kim reminds me that I use a credit card for the shop’s expenses and that I’ve probably accrued a lot of points. “I bet you could fly business class,” she says.

“Very funny,” I say.

We both know it would physically pain me to spend more to sit in the front of an airplane that’s going to get me to my destination at the exact same time as the people in the back. But flying on miles sounds good, like traveling for free.

“What about the shop?” I can’t remember the last time I’ve been away from work for an entire week. “Spring is busy.”

“I can handle things here,” Kim says. “And what would you miss anyway, the chance to watch another woman try thirty different frames, ask your opinion on each, and choose the first pair you suggested?”

She’s right. It’s a routine business. She can manage it easily.

“I’ll even house-sit,” Kim says. “I can water your plants.”

“I don’t have plants.”

“I’ll bring mine.”

I open my desk calendar and flip to May 27.

“We’re getting the new display cases that week.”

“And I know exactly where they’re supposed to go,” Kim says.

“What about Mr. Groberg? He relies on my hearty soups.”

Kim folds her arms and nods. “His favorite is lentil. I know.”

“But no onions. They give him gas.”

“Noted.”

“And you’ll remind him to feed his fish? Sometimes he forgets.”

“The fish will be fed.” Kim is smiling now, rubbing her palms together. “Bravo. I knew you’d go!”
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CHAPTER FOUR

THREE MONTHS LATER—END OF MAY

SATURDAY

I can’t sleep on the plane, or the train from London, but by the time I’m in the taxi that promises my first view of “the Peak,” I can’t help nodding off. When the cabdriver says, “Here we are, love,” I’m groggy and disoriented. I’ve seen nothing of the countryside or the village that will be home for the next week. We are on a steep, cobblestone street, parked in front of a wrought-iron gate that opens not to the freestanding, thatched-roof cottage I’d imagined, but to a row of two-story attached stone houses, each with a small garden in front. A sign by the first door says Wisteria Cottage, but I see none of the vine I’d assumed would cloak the cottage in bushy, lavender blossoms. A few rows of purple iris line the stone walkway to the door. I pay the fare and step out of the car.

As I’m unlatching the gate, hoping I’m the first to arrive, a voice from above says, “Good morrow, fair maiden!”

A man is leaning out the casement window and tipping an imaginary hat. The Shakespearean act is weird, but the accent is even more worrisome; I thought my cottage mates were supposed to be American. Please let him not be part of the ruse, in character already. At least not until I’ve had a cup of coffee and a shower. My mind, which is still somewhere over the Atlantic second-guessing this entire venture, needs to catch up with my body here on the other side of the looking glass.

“Alas, I am mistaken,” the man says, a finger out as if to test the wind. “Morning has given way to the noonday sun, and we know who that’s fit for. Mad dogs and Englishmen!”

I ask if the door is unlocked, though I’m reluctant to go in.

“Hold on, I’ll be right down.” He now sounds 100 percent American, which is a relief.

My suitcase wheels bump over the path. The man from the window opens the door. He is extraordinarily tall and gangly, with boyishly bright red hair. His cheeks are sprinkled with freckles. He looks like he’s in his early forties.

“I’m Wyatt Green.” He shakes my hand and then hoists my suitcase over the threshold, all the while looking beyond me furtively, like he’s checking the perimeter for threats. “Come on in, but watch your back,” he whispers. “There’s a murderer among us.”

“Doesn’t that start tomorrow?”

Wyatt shrugs. “Beats me.” He rubs his eyes. “I’m sorry. I’m jet-lagged and I get loopy when I’m tired. I adore my husband, but this was the most bizarre gift. I can’t believe I’m really here.”

“That makes two of us.” I introduce myself and step into the living room to put a little distance between myself and this marionette of a man. At five foot ten, I don’t often look up to people.

Wyatt says he’ll show me around.

The main room is sparse, free of the doilies or needlepoint wall hangings I’d feared. There are leather couches and a plush armchair positioned around a woodburning stove. The living area opens into a bright kitchen with lemon-yellow cabinets and a few open shelves for dishes. A vase of sunflowers as big as pancakes is on the windowsill above the sink. Wyatt opens the cabinets, which are surprisingly well stocked. There’s a French press and what looks like good coffee, a box of tea, some cookies, a jar of olive oil, and a bottle of champagne.

“And this,” Wyatt says, opening a closet, “is a combo washing machine–dryer contraption, big enough for a full load of Barbie clothes.”

“Small country, small appliances?”

“I guess so. At least the bathtub is American-size. Come, I’ll show you.”

He grabs my suitcase and carries it up, taking the stairs two at a time. On the second floor, I poke my head into the bathroom, which looks freshly renovated, all clean white tiles and sparkling fixtures. The tub is extra-long and deep. I hope there’s enough hot water to fill it. Each of the three bedrooms has a queen-size bed, although they probably don’t call them that here. Wyatt has taken the smallest room, which faces the back. It’s a generous gesture, considering that he arrived first. I choose one of the front rooms and ask Wyatt to put my suitcase there. The room is pretty but simple, with a fat white comforter and four fluffy pillows on the bed and a small dresser with an attached mirror. The mullioned windows open outward with levers and overlook the village, from this high vantage point all slate rooftops and narrow lanes. There is a church spire, lilac ballooning over stone walls, and, in the distance, velvety green hills dotted with what I assume are sheep. It’s a charming view, soothing and quiet, the placid mood interrupted only by what sounds like the clip-clop of horses. And there they are, two women, perhaps a mother and daughter, riding up the lane on shiny brown horses with swishing tails. They pass right in front of the cottage, backs straight and elbows tucked, chatting as they go as if it’s the most ordinary thing in the world.

Leaning against the door, Wyatt says he’s glad he’s not the only singleton who signed up. “I mean, not that I’m single. Or not that there’s anything wrong with being single. I’m just here solo. Like I said, this trip was my husband’s big idea.”

“Because you love murder mysteries so much?”

“Maybe. I mean, I do love mysteries. I’ve watched them obsessively for the past year, but that’s because I couldn’t help myself. It’s a long story. Bernard, that’s my husband, owns a birding shop, New Jersey’s best, Hi, Hi Birdie!—I know, it’s not funny even in an ironic way—but that’s Bernard. I work with him at the shop, where I’m mostly just comic relief, which means I can binge-watch mysteries on my phone. Anyway, Bernard said he thought I’d love this, and I’m not saying I won’t—I’m hoping the whole thing is campy, you know? But it also wouldn’t have been disappointing if he’d bought us a trip to Aruba.”

Wyatt looks a little self-conscious, folding and unfolding his long arms. But his nervous babbling puts me at ease. Maybe sharing the cottage with him will be all right. He nods toward the light on the bedside table. The lampshade is brown plaid flannel, with a few pleats and a russet-colored feather poking out at an angle. “Do you think you’re supposed to turn on the hat or wear the lamp?” he says, and I laugh, relieved that he is not at all the kind of housemate I expected.






CHAPTER FIVE

“Helloooo? Anyone home?”

In the garden below is a petite woman in a belted trench coat standing beside a large aluminum suitcase on wheels.

“Oh, look,” says Wyatt, now standing beside me. “A lady detective.” He leans out the window in the same way he greeted me, but this time he says, “Tally ho, petal!” And then to me: “Shall we go welcome our housemate?”

In the front hall, the new arrival introduces herself as Amity Clark from Northern California. She has a soft, pretty face and, up close, looks younger than she had from above. She’s maybe in her early fifties, about my mother’s age, but with an entirely different vibe; I’m pretty sure she doesn’t have a tattoo of a baby armadillo above her clavicle. She reminds me of some of my wealthy customers back home, with the same understated, forgiving, but obviously expensive clothes. Her silvery shoulder-length hair is thick and well cut.

Amity doesn’t wait for a tour to walk through the cottage.

“An umbrella stand! Delightful. A woodburning stove! Hopefully we’ll have some chilly nights.” She touches the blankets in a basket. “Cashmere. Nice.” She runs a finger along the books in the built-in shelves and pulls one out. “Hello, my pretty.” She opens the book, brings it up to her face, and inhales its pages. “Did you know that Mr. Darcy lived in Derbyshire?” She looks at me with a playful smile. “You’re young and lovely. Are you married?”

“No,” I say. She’d better not be the matchmaker type. “And I’m fine with that.”

She squints at me.

“So, you’re not looking for a single man in possession of a fortune stepping out of a pond in a wet shirt?”

“Blimey,” Wyatt says.

Amity giggles. “Forgive me, occupational hazard. I’m a romance writer.”

She moves into the kitchen, where she opens the refrigerator, peers into the cabinets. She takes out a package of Hobnobs. “Biscuits!” She touches jars of jam. “Do you think they have Marmite? I’m dying to try some.” She looks around, hands on hips. “This is all just what I’d hoped. So cozy and pretty. So English.” She picks up the kettle. “Fancy a cuppa?”

Wyatt says sure, and I decline. I don’t like tea. I tell them I’ll make coffee and ask Amity to put some extra water in the kettle for me.

Amity opens a bright red tin. “Oh dear, tea bags. That’s disappointing. We’ll do a pot anyway.” She takes a ceramic teapot from the shelf, lifts off the top, and drops in two tea bags.

Wyatt sits at the kitchen table, his long legs stretched out toward the middle of the room. Amity is smiling at each of us in turn, apparently as delighted with her cottage mates as she is with the cottage itself.

“How extraordinary that we each came alone! And I thought I might be the only person traveling solo. It’s new to me, you know. I’m a recent divorcée. That’s an elegant word for it, don’t you think? Much prettier than ‘jilted wife.’ ”

She doesn’t seem too crushed about it.

The water boils, and Amity fills the teapot. I take the kettle and pour some water into the French press. Wyatt and Amity are both so talkative; I hope they don’t expect the same from me. How can I explain why I’m here when I’m still not sure myself?

“Are you working on a romance while you’re in Willowthrop?” Wyatt asks Amity.

“Me? Fall in love this week?” Amity winks at me, a hint that she’s deliberately misunderstanding Wyatt. “As my sons’ Magic 8 Ball would say, ‘Outlook not so good.’ ”

She takes the teapot and two mugs to the table.

“You have little kids?” I ask.

“Ha! You’re adorable,” Amity says. “No, my boys are ‘grown and flown,’ as they say. They’re twenty-three and twenty-five. They haven’t lived at home for a while now, but I’m sentimental about their things. The Magic 8 Ball is just one of their old toys I couldn’t bring myself to give away. Will I ever play Apples to Apples again? I will not, but should you need it, my basement playroom’s the place.” She fills Wyatt’s mug and then her own.

“I meant, are you here to research a new novel?” Wyatt says.

I push down the plunger, pour myself a coffee, and join them at the table.

“Oh, no, this is pure pleasure,” Amity says. “I’ve always wanted to travel to the English countryside, and murder mysteries are so much fun. Now that I’m solo, here I am. It’s a much-needed break from my routine. For the first time ever, I’ve been experiencing writer’s block.”

Amity tells us she’s had four books published, all of which found enough of an audience that her editor wanted more. But for the past year, she’s been struggling. “I’m still good at the meet-cute, the falling in love, even the steamy sex, and at creating an obstacle to pull my lovers apart. But I can’t seem to find plausible ways to bring them back together. I keep writing stories that end in misery.”

This is unexpected. Nothing about Amity suggests a dark nature.

“My latest is about an oyster farmer and a mezzo-soprano who meet at a benefit on Cape Cod. He’s shucking oysters while she’s performing Carmen’s ‘Habanera’ and the noise of the shells hitting the pail throws off her cadence.”

“Nice setup,” Wyatt says, putting one and then another heaping teaspoon of sugar into his tea.

“Then what happens?” I ask.

“They fall in love,” Amity says, “but when everything is going swimmingly, she’s asked to fill in for an opera star whose appendix burst at the start of a lengthy tour through Eastern Europe. She’s reluctant to leave her new love but it’s an offer she can’t refuse, so she ends things with the oysterman and goes off to Riga, where she discovers what had been missing from her singing to take it from good to great.”

Wyatt leans forward. “What was missing?”

“Heartbreak,” Amity says. “She gets standing ovations at every performance. She’s stuck with a choice—stay for fame and misery or go home for true love and mediocrity. And I’m stuck with a story going nowhere.”

“It’s a good ending,” I say. “That’s life. I like it.”

“So does my writing group,” Amity says. “But that’s not the kind of story I want to write. Despite everything, by which I mean the predictable saga of how Douglas—that’s my husband, oops ex-husband—dealt with turning fifty, I believe in romance. I can’t help it. I like making readers feel so tingly they want to go back to page one and bathe in the whole experience again. I want only enough tension to make it absolutely delectable to arrive at bliss.”

Amity takes a sip of tea. On the back of her hand are a few sunspots. My mother always chased a happy ending too. But somehow, Amity’s searching doesn’t seem frantic. The visions dancing in her head seem harmless, even pleasant, not dangerous at all.

“What about you?” Amity asks. “How’d you end up here solo?”

“That’s the million-dollar question,” Wyatt says. “It was ostensibly a gift from my husband.”

“Why ostensibly?” Amity tops off Wyatt’s tea.

“I’m not sure who the real beneficiary is.” This time, Wyatt puts three teaspoons of sugar into his tea. “I think Bernard wanted a break from me.”

“And shipped you all the way across the ocean?” Amity says. “That can’t be right.”

I’m afraid Wyatt might get offended, but he just laughs and says, “Let’s hope not,” though he doesn’t seem too convinced of it.

“I can’t compete with Bernard’s passion for birds,” he says.

“Is he an ornithologist?” Amity asks.

Wyatt shakes his head. “Technically, an ornithophile.”

“A bird lover?” I say.

“Through and through.”

“My neighbor has a bird feeder,” I say. “He calls it a squirrel jungle gym.”

“Tell him to get a squirrel baffle for the pole,” Wyatt says with absolutely zero enthusiasm. “Nineteen-inch width. $23.99 plus tax.”

“I’ve never really understood bird-watching.” Amity takes a sip of tea. “My husband and I went on a safari in Kenya for our honeymoon, and one day we were joined by an English couple on a birding trip. We’d be looking at a lion tearing into a gazelle or a baby giraffe wobbling on its long legs and the woman would be completely uninterested. She’d have her binoculars up to the sky saying, “Oh, look, Nigel, I do believe that’s a cinnamon-breasted bunting.”

“Pair of twitchers there. That’s what they call birders in England,” Wyatt says, and takes a big gulp of tea. His Adam’s apple bobs up and down his long neck. “I adore Bernard, but sometimes I wish he’d put down the binoculars and watch me instead. That’s weird, right?”

“Not in the slightest.” Amity reaches across the table and pats Wyatt’s hand.

After a few moments of silence, I have the sinking suspicion that it’s my turn.

Sure enough, Amity says, “What brought you here?”

I try to figure out the best way to put it, to not elicit more sympathy than I want or deserve, yet also not sound callous. In the end, I blurt out, “My mother bought this trip for the two of us but didn’t tell me, and then she died, and here I am.”

I can tell from their expressions that this information didn’t land the way I’d hoped.

“You poor dear,” Amity says. “You’re much too young to lose a mother.”

She has no idea.

“So sorry,” Wyatt says. “That must have been tough.”

“It’s okay,” I say. “We weren’t close.”

“Is that so?” Amity says. “I always thought having a daughter would be like having a best friend.”

That’s so far from my experience that I share the truth.

“She left me when I was nine,” I say. “My grandmother raised me.”

Now it’s my turn for a tender hand pat from Amity.

“Oh my.” She takes a sip of tea. “But your mother must have cared about you to plan a surprise like this. It’s a lovely gesture.”

It figures that Amity likes surprises. Optimists generally do.

I don’t feel like saying more, so I push back my chair and, trying to sound casual, say, “Well, I guess I’ll unpack and take a shower before I’m totally crushed by jet lag.”

“You mean you’ve just flown in?” Amity says. “You didn’t visit London first?”

Coming early never occurred to me. Signing on for the full week was almost more than I could handle.

Wyatt looks at his watch. “How about you two unpack and shower and then we’ll go check out the village before death comes a-knocking? I’ll wait down here; I’ve already had a kip and a scrub.”

“Have you now?” says Amity, looking delighted.

“A what and a what?” I ask.

“British English, pet. A nap and a shower,” Wyatt says. “Sorry, I always fall into foreign accents. I’ve been doing it since I was a kid and discovered Monty Python. Imagine ten-year-old me on the playground: “ ‘Your mother was a hamster and your father smelt of elderberries!’ ”

“I think it’s good fun,” Amity says. “You feel a Britishism coming on, accurate or not, let it rip. You do you.”

“Hear, hear,” I say.

“By golly, you two are enchanting,” Wyatt says. “We’re going to have a cracking good time solving this murder.”

Amity claps her hands and says, “Indeed we are.”

I’ve never been much of a joiner, but Mr. Groberg made me promise to throw myself wholeheartedly into the game, to get into the spirit and all that. There’s no way I’m going to match the enthusiasm of these two, but I figure I’d better at least try. In my best British accent, which is admittedly pretty pathetic, I say, “By Jove, we’re going to be bloody brilliant.”
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