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Chapter One
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IT WAS MOVING DAY. Not by choice, but by necessity. Jane stood in the lounge of her modest London flat, tears forming, as she said her last goodbye. The memories of life with her late husband Richard rested on her like a wet cardigan after a spring rain.

They were married for thirty years when tragedy struck. Her only consolation was that Richard hadn’t suffered. He died in his sleep in the bed they shared at two in the morning. Richard complained of being overly tired of late, but nothing alarming enough to warrant a visit to the doctor. He was just fifty-five. Jane was fifty.  

The autopsy revealed the cause of death. It was a stroke. Jane couldn’t believe it. Richard Willey had always been the picture of health. He owned his own millinery shop in a middle-class neighborhood in London. His customers loved him. He greeted each one with a smile, which should have been patented. He never had an unkind word for anyone. Richard was a rather dashing-looking gentleman when he died. Jane was overwhelmed by the kind words of his customers, right up to the day she was forced to sell the shop. Ironically, she knew little about women’s hats. 

With a small savings account, and the sale of the store and their flat, Jane had just enough to follow her heart’s desire. Long a lover of books, especially mystery novels, she purchased a small bookshop in the town of Winchcombe. Nestled in the Cotswolds, the town was a three-hour drive from London. Longer for Jane, whose 1922 Albatros was on its last legs. Oddly, the automobile wasn’t named after the bird, but by a play on the name of one Albert Ross. As a concession to style, Jane convinced Richard to order one in blue. It was now 1930 and parts for the car were sparse. The Coventry Road manufacturer had since gone out of business.

They purchased their flat early in 1900, when Jane was but twenty-years old. It was a three-bedroom affair, with room for children they never had. Over time, one room was used as a home-office for Richard. The other doubled as a guest room and art studio, where Jane spent hours painting thatched Cotswolds houses from photographs. Soon, she would live in her very own.

Most of her memories were happy ones. The only heart-breaking event was Richard’s brief affair in 1910. One of his female customers made it her aim in life to snag him away from Jane. With great effort and loose morals, she finally got her way. After just one tryst, Richard repented and told Jane the sordid details. It took several months before she could forgive Richard, but in the end, she did so. He was faithful for the rest of their marriage. Jane confronted the woman and banned her from ever entering the shop again. The threat of telling the woman’s husband about the affair was ample incentive for her to obey.

Jane’s reasons for leaving London were two-fold. First, it was too expensive to stay. Second, there were too many memories of her life with Richard. She needed a fresh start.

Jane sent her belongings ahead to Winchcombe by train. She followed the next day with a prayer that her Albatros wouldn’t break down in the middle of nowhere. The automobile gods complied. Almost out of petrol, Jane pulled into the charming town just before lunchtime. 

The town of Winchcombe could not have been more idyllic as far as Jane Willey was concerned. The most famous structure was the 1000-year-old Sudeley Castle and Gardens. It served as home to the last and surviving wife of Henry VIII, Queen Katherine Parr. The town center was dotted with picturesque beam and white plaster dwellings, and red-brick edifices from a more recent era. Just on the outskirts of town stood Jane’s bookshop. Both it and an adjoining residence had thatched roofs with white shutters held in place by decorative wrought-iron hardware. There was even a weathervane atop the store. 

Jane parked nearby and walked to the land agent’s office. A rotund gentleman wearing a bowler hat greeted her. “Unless I miss my guess, you must be Mrs. Jane Willey. It’s nice to finally meet you. Hadley Comstock, at your service.”

“It’s good to meet you as well,” Jane said. “Doing business on the telephone and through the post isn’t ideal, but here I am,” she smiled.

“Let me get you the keys to your shop and residence.” The man’s expression seemed pensive to Jane.

“Is there anything wrong?” she asked.

“Nothing drastic, I assure you,” Hadley said. “Your new home is in wonderful condition, though the bookshop has seen better days,” the man grimaced.

“What do you mean?” Jane asked.

“Nothing structural, I assure you. Everything is in working order. However, the shop has not been cleaned in some time.”

“A little dust never hurt anyone,” Jane smiled. “Not to worry.”

Mr. Comstock led Jane down the street and handed her the keys to the bookshop first. “Have a look inside,” he suggested.

Upon entering, the only plus was that the bookshelves were fully stocked. The age of the books was yet to be determined. On the negative side, it looked as though no one had cleaned the building for years. Dust and grime covered everything. Jane flicked on the light switch, which thankfully worked. “You can’t be serious,” she told Hadley. “This should have been disclosed before the sale.” 

“You are right. I should have looked more closely,” the man admitted. “Not to worry, I will pay to have this cleaned properly,” Hadley promised. 

“As you should do,” Jane said firmly. “How soon can you get started?”

“Sometime next week,” he promised. “Most people are getting ready for our spring festival, but it will be over by Wednesday. I should be able to find workers by then.”

“Let’s go next door,” Mr. Comstock said. “I promise everything is shipshape.”

The man was loyal to his word. Tears formed in Jane’s eyes when she opened the door. The hardwood floors sparkled. Walls were freshly painted and adorned with art prints depicting life in the village. The previous owner’s taste in furniture was perfect as far as Jane was concerned. That was ideal, since she had sold her major pieces to raise money for the purchase of her new abode. A more recent addition was the new windows. Much larger than the originals, they let in vast quantities of light. The downstairs simply glowed.

Upstairs were two bedrooms, each with a view of the woods behind the home. A stream wandered through the back of the property. Jane immediately saw where she could set up her easel to do some Plein-air painting.

“I hope you are pleased,” Hadley said when Jane came back downstairs.

“I’m thrilled,” she smiled. “My things should be at the station, so if you will excuse me, I need to head there. Is there someone who has a truck that could bring them here?”

“Sam Riley, just down the road, is in the moving business. Let me call him and have him meet you at the station,” Hadley said. “I know he isn’t busy today, so that would be perfect.”

“Thank you for the help. I should arrive in twenty minutes, assuming the bird will make in there.”

“The bird?” Hadley said.

“That’s what I call my Albatros motor car,” Jane laughed. “Long story.”

Sam Riley was already in front of the station, loading some of Jane’s boxes into the bed of his truck. “Aren’t you Johnny on the spot,” Jane said, approaching the redhead. 

“I aim to please,” the man smiled. “You must be Mrs. Willey. This isn’t much of a load, so I’ll be finished in about thirty-minutes. I’ll follow you home and get this inside in no time.”

Within the hour, Jane’s belongings were stacked neatly against the wall of the lounge in her new cottage. She paid Mr. Riley and added a nice tip for his efforts. “Have a nice day,” he said. “And welcome to Winchcombe.”
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Chapter Two
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JANE WILLEY WAS ATHLETIC as a younger woman and was still in excellent health. London didn’t offer many opportunities for exercise, but she and Richard often went on walking tours whenever they could afford the time. Winchcombe was one of their favorite destinations. Years earlier, Jane discovered the book shop which she now owned on one of their country visits. She looked forward to taking long hikes in the countryside, sadly without her husband. 

Before she could wander through the lush hills and explore her new world, the daunting task of cleaning the book shop faced her. A few days after she unpacked her belongings at home, Jane opened the shop and began. This will take forever, she thought. I wonder when the help will arrive? As though an angel was listening. A knock on the door startled Jane.  

Waving through the glass stood an attractive woman who looked to be in her thirties. Jane invited her in. “I’ve come to help you clean,” the woman said. “I’m Martha Stanley.”

“What a god-send,” Jane smiled. “Is there anyone else coming?” 

“It’s just me,” Martha said. “Judging from the look of things, there should be five of me.”

On closer inspection, Martha Stanley was even prettier than at first glance. She was five-feet-seven inches tall, identical to Jane. Both women had brown mid-length hairstyles, though Jane’s had flecks of grey at her temples. Jane noticed a basket full of rags in Martha’s left hand. “You’ve come prepared, I see,” Jane smiled. “Let’s start on the shelves along the wall and work our way back,” she suggested.

“Let me make us some face-coverings first,” Martha said. “Otherwise, we may choke to death,” she laughed. 

“Good idea,” Jane agreed.

For the next few hours, Jane removed a few books at a time, while Martha dusted them off and handed them back. It was slow going. By four o’clock, they’d had enough. “I would invite you next door for dinner, but the cupboard is bare,” Jane said.

“There is an excellent pub a block away. Why don’t we go there for something to eat?” Martha said.

“Before that, come over and let’s clean up,” Jane said. “We must be covered in dust from head to toe.”

With that accomplished, Jane and Martha walked to the Sheep and Pig. It was practically empty because of the early hour. Both women were famished. After they ordered, Jane looked at her cleaning partner with interest. “With all we’ve done today, we haven’t gotten to know each other very well. Tell me all about yourself, Martha.”

Martha seemed hesitant to say much at the beginning. “I’m new here, the same as you. I live on the other end of town by myself. Not that I planned it that way.”

“What happened, if it’s not too much to ask?” Jane said.

A tear formed in Martha’s eye as she stared out the window of the pub. “I’m recently divorced. It’s hard to admit, because I thought he was a forever love. I guess I was wrong.”

“I recently lost my husband,” Jane said. “It’s painful, isn’t it?”

“I wish I could say that I lost mine too,” Martha said. “Unfortunately, he isn’t lost. He found another woman. Several, in fact, to tell the truth.”

“You poor dear,” Jane said, reaching for Martha’s hand. “No one deserves that.”

“I must have done something,” Martha said. “I was never unfaithful, but in the end, David said I couldn’t satisfy him in bed. It was such a hurtful comment. I moved here from another county so I wouldn’t have to see him around town,” Martha added. 

“Couldn’t you move home to get away from him?” Jane asked.

“I lost my parents when I was sixteen. Automobile accident. My former husband, David, is a prominent citizen in Oxford. His father owns a successful bank. David frequently has his picture in the paper, so I see his face even when I’m not looking. At least he doesn’t have business in Winchcombe, as far as I know. Enough about me. Tell me about yourself, Jane.” 

“I’m so sorry about your situation. I know the hurt that an affair causes, as my husband did the same to me. Fortunately, mine repented, and it never happened again. We were married for thirty years when Richard died of a stroke recently,” Jane said.

“You must have been gutted,” Martha said sincerely. “Are you doing better now?”

“I’m getting my bearings, and the bookshop and new cottage keep my mind focused. As for my earlier life, I became a serious reader at eleven and always dreamed of making a living selling books. It’s my passion, you could say.”

“You look so young for your age,” Martha said. “You look a decade younger with your figure. Any thoughts on marrying again someday?”

“It’s way too soon to consider anything like that, but you’re sweet to ask,” Jane smiled.

“If you don’t mind, how are you supporting yourself now that you’re divorced?” Jane queried.

Martha’s shoulders sagged at the question. “I have some savings, but beyond that I haven’t been able to think more about it.”

“Why don’t you come back to the cottage and have a glass of wine before you head back to your flat?” Jane suggested. “I have a bottle or two, and a small blueberry pie we could share.”

“You’re being so nice to me,” Martha said. “I don’t deserve it, but it sounds wonderful. Thank you.”

For the next several hours, Jane and Martha enjoyed one another’s company and shared more about their lives. When it came time for Martha to leave, Jane gave her an affectionate hug. “I’ll see you tomorrow. Hopefully, we will have some more help to clean the shop.”

Jane’s wish was granted when three other women came to the bookshop the next morning. One woman, named Beatrice, even brought a Hoover. With five people now dusting and scrubbing, and blowing their noses frequently, the place actually looked quite nice by the end of the day. The major bonus, as far as Jane was concerned, was the new friends she made that day. 

Beatrice, and a woman Jane’s age, Sally Dixon, were especially nice. Sally’s husband was the local milkman. Beatrice was an avid walker and knew all the best paths in Winchcombe. 

A week later, it was time to open her store. Jane was excited and nervous at the same time. After the first few hours, there were no customers. It suddenly occurred to Jane that perhaps no one knew she was actually open for business. She put a closed sign in the window, though it likely didn’t matter, and headed to the offices of the local newspaper.

The editor of the Winchcombe Gazette was a pleasant older gentleman who welcomed Jane to the community. “I seem to have opened my bookshop without telling anyone,” Jane admitted. “I feel rather foolish.”

“That happens more than you might imagine,” Mr. Stein laughed. “If you’re wanting to place an advertisement, you are in luck. We go to press day after tomorrow so there is time. Would you like some help about what to say?” he asked.

“I haven’t given that any thought either,” Jane laughed. “I suppose ‘bookshop is now open,’ isn’t the most creative idea.”

“Let’s start with the name,” the editor said. 

“It only says ‘Bookshop’ over the door, now that I think about it. Oh dear,” Jane said.

“Why not make the name personal? ‘Willey’s Bookshop’ seems more friendly,” Mr. Stein suggested. 

“I think you’re right,” Jane smiled. 

“I believe the advertisement should say something like, ‘Grand Opening—Willey’s Bookshop—For all your reading needs.’ It’s short and to the point, and it won’t cost much to place,” Stein said. 

“I like that,” Jane said. “How many times should it run?”

“We’re a weekly, so I’d suggest four times should do the trick. I have another idea,” he said. “If you can afford it, why not put a line in the add that says ‘twenty-five percent off your first book?’”

“Brilliant,” Jane said. “Maybe you should come work for me,” she smiled.

Jane kept the shop closed until the advertisement came out and used the time to put her cottage in order. She missed Martha and called her. “If you’re not too busy. It would be fun to have lunch together.”

Martha perked up at the idea. “I’ll be there by half eleven, if that isn’t too soon,” she said.

Over a shared meat pie and pints of lager lime, Jane, and Martha enjoyed spending time together. “Any thoughts about getting a job?” Jane asked.

“I’m looking in the local papers, but the economy isn’t very good these days. It’s the same everywhere, but I’ll keep trying,” Martha said.

“Why don’t you come to the shop in the morning if you’re free? My advertisement will be in the paper this afternoon, so hopefully I’ll have some customers.”

By noon the next day, Jane and Martha sat looking at each other and the front door. No one had even walked by Willey’s Bookshop. “It is a weekday,” Martha said, trying to comfort her friend. 

Jane was discouraged beyond words. Then it happened. Her first customer opened the squeaking front door. “Good afternoon,” the gentleman said. “Could you help me, please?”

Jane was so excited to have a customer that she was at a loss for words. Martha came to her rescue. “Is there anything specific you are looking for?”

“Travel books mostly, though I love a good mystery novel if you have something to recommend,” the man answered. 

Jane, fully recovered, gave him her brightest smile. “If you will follow me, I think we may have just what you’re looking for.” She led the man to the travel section. “Any place in particular?” she asked.

“I’m going to Greece this summer and then on to Istanbul. I don’t know a lot about either country, but I’m an avid walker, so anything that covers that topic would be wonderful.”

For the first time, Jane actually paid attention to the man. He was in his fifties, she guessed, and rather good looking. He had kind eyes and smile lines around his mouth. “Where are my manners?” Jane said. “I’m the new owner of the shop and you are my very first customer. My name is Jane Willey.”

“Gordon Baxter, at your service. I saw your advertisement. The twenty-five percent discount was a stroke of genius,” he smiled.

“I wish it was my idea,” Jane said. “I have the editor of the newspaper to thank for that. My late husband and I took all our holidays on walking tours, especially here in Winchcombe. There is a book called, ‘Walking tours of Europe’ I can show you,” Jane offered.

“I’m sorry about your loss,” Gordon said. “Did he pass recently? It’s just that I see you are still wearing your wedding ring. Forgive me if that was too personal a question. I never seem to know when to shut up,” he grimaced.

“Not at all,” Jane said. “I hadn’t thought about the ring. But you’re right. It’s a bit too soon to part with it.” 

Gordon’s deep blue eyes were filled with compassion. “I lost my wife five years ago, and it seems like yesterday.” Quickly changing the subject, Gordon mentioned mystery novels. 

“You picked my favorite genre,” Jane smiled. “There are so many to choose from.”

“I enjoy a good detective story,” Gordon suggested.

“There is a whole series written by James Claridge that I love to death,” Jane said. “There are eight so far, with one coming in the fall.”

“I’ll take them all,” Gordon smiled. “I’m a fast reader.”

Gordon purchased eleven books in all. “I’ll be back for more. Unless the series is terrible,” he smiled. I hope he will, Jane thought to herself.

“That was quite a sale on your first day,” Martha said. “He might be more than a customer someday,” she teased.

“You would be a better match than I,” Jane said. 

“Not from what I saw,” Martha smiled.

It turned out that Jane’s advertisement was a stroke of genius. The discount brought in more customers every day. By the end of the month, she could barely keep up. Many returning customers told her how devastated they were when the shop closed a few years earlier. The closest competitor was twenty miles away. “It’s nice to see a smiling face,” one customer said. “The previous owner wasn’t very friendly. He knew his was the only good bookshop in the area, so he cared little about being nice.”

“Every customer is precious to me,” Jane said. “Enjoy your book.”

One Saturday evening, Martha dropped by to say hello. Clearly, something was on her mind. “You look a bit depressed,” Jane observed as they sat together in the lounge. “What’s the matter?”

“My ex-husband claims he wants me back,” Martha said. 

“How do you feel about that?” Jane asked.

“Not in a million years. He knows I haven’t found a job yet and my landlord just raised my rent. I think he knows I’m desperate and wants me in his bed when he’s not otherwise occupied.”

“Just tell him to drive to the nearest mountain and drive off a cliff,” Jane said. “Besides, I’ve been meaning to call you. You haven’t been in the shop much lately, but I need help. While I’m with customers, there is inventory to order, account books to keep, and more advertising I want to do. You know, window displays and things like that. Why don’t you come work for me?” 

Martha cried. Her shoulders shook, relieving the stress she had been under for a long while. Jane slid beside her on the sofa and put her arm around Martha’s shoulder. “Have a good cry, dear.”

After Martha calmed down, she looked Jane directly in the eye. “You’re not just making up a job to help me, are you?”

“Absolutely not. I wanted to call you and offer the position earlier in the week. This just seems to be the perfect time.”

“You can say that again. What a wonderful blessing. I accept,” Martha sniffled. 

“You say your landlord raised your rent?” Jane asked.

“It’s gone up thirty percent. It should be illegal,” Martha said.

“Whatever he’s charging, you can move in with me for half that,” Jane insisted. “Before you think that it’s a handout, it would be a blessing for me, too. It’s a little lonely living by myself and we could share cooking duties, assuming you know how?” Jane smiled.

“You are unbelievable, Jane. Are you sure you have room?”

“As long as you don’t mind sleeping with an easel and some art supplies, there is plenty of room upstairs.”

“That beats sleeping with my ex any day,” Martha laughed. 

Two days later, Martha moved into Jane’s cottage and started work the next morning. She wrote her former husband a brief note. I have a job and a nice place to live. Find someone else to sleep with. I’m sure you have a long list from which to choose. Don’t bother me again. Martha 

Not long after, Gordon Baxter returned to the shop. “You were right,” he told Jane. “The series was excellent. What else do you recommend?”

Jane blushed a bit when he offered his hand. “I’m glad you liked them. It won’t be long until you can read the next one. Let me show you some of my other favorites.” Gordon stood quite close as Jane showed him several options. Not inappropriately so, but near enough for her to notice his cologne. It was very masculine without being overpowering.

Jane noticed a new customer and left Gordon to offer her help. By the time she finished, Gordon had purchased five novels and paid Martha at the register. “Tell Jane goodbye for me,” he smiled. “I have a business meeting soon.”

Jane looked around the shop and realized that Gordon had left. “Did Gordon buy anything? I had to see to another customer.”

“He asked me to say goodbye for him and then he left for a meeting. He bought five books. I’d say it’s his excuse to come see you,” Martha smiled.

“Don’t be silly,” Jane protested. “He’s a fast reader.”

“Right,” Martha said.
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Chapter Three



[image: ]




JANE’S SHOP HAD BEEN open for three months. As summer weather approached, she was ready for a break. She and Beatrice went for a walking tour around the county and stayed at two different bed-and-breakfast spots. Martha held down the fort while Jane was away. 

Martha came into work her second day and found that the front door window was broken. Glass was scattered about inside. It was no accident. She surveyed the shop, looking for other damage. All she found was a pile of books on the floor at the back. This is odd, she thought. Who would break in and rummage through this section?

A call brought a glass repairman to the scene just before lunchtime. “Accident?” he asked Martha. 

“No, someone broke in but took nothing. It must have been some youngster out to make mischief,” Martha speculated. Next, she called the police station to report the vandalism. Detective Inspector Jack Thompson arrived twenty minutes later. He was about Martha’s age, which was young for a DI. He had a disarming smile and wavy blonde hair. Martha took note. 

“Thank you for coming so quickly. I’m Martha Stanley.”

“Detective Inspector Jack Thompson.” His handshake was firm. “Are you the owner?”

“No, that would be Jane Willey. She’s away on a walking tour, but will be back tomorrow.”

“So, your best guess, from what you said on the telephone, is that a wayward youngster was responsible for the damage. Was anything taken?” DI Thompson asked.

“That’s the odd thing. The person rummaged through some books in the back and then left. None were missing, as far as I can tell,” Martha said.

“I suppose we could dust for prints, but we don’t have many on file for comparison. It doesn’t seem likely it will happen again, wouldn’t you agree?” Thompson explained.

“I’m sure you’re right. It’s just disconcerting to find the door window smashed in,” Martha admitted. “Maybe you could send a car by for the next few nights, just to be sure.”

“Not a problem,” the inspector agreed. “We need to keep you safe. Beautiful women need protecting,” he smiled. Martha turned a shade of pink.
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