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      To all those who love Christmas and enjoy a Christmas story, specially those who enjoy Christmas in July as this book is being published in July. This one is for you.
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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      I am a sucker for Christmas especially a Christmas book or a Christmas movie. It somehow makes me feel all nostalgic and many other readers feel the same way. Cozy Christmas Crime books have it all - nostalgia, mystery, great characters and a feeling of being on the safe side of murder. What more could we want. Cozy is challenging to write as the main character cannot have any help from the police or any other law enforcement. Rather than forensics, it is nosiness, snooping and gut instinct that are employed. Whilst it does make it difficult for the writer, they are both fun to write and fun for the reader.

      

      I love to read a cozy mystery, and when that is twinned with food and recipes to die for - quite literally in the cases in this book - then seventh heaven comes to mind. Do not worry, the recipes are all poison free and the most dangerous thing that might happen is you will die laughing or maybe pull a muscle. Happy reading.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter One


          

          
            CHRISTMAS BOOKS CAN BE MURDER

          

          Wendy H. Jones

        

      

    

    
      When bookshop owner Holly MacLaren hosts a festive wine and mystery night with her best friend Anastasia, the last thing she expects is a real-life murder. But when scathing newspaper critic Timothy Bombast drops dead among the mince pies, and a priceless rare book vanishes, Holly and Anastasia must channel their inner Miss Marples to solve the case. With a town full of secrets, a missing first edition of The Mysterious Affair at Styles, and Holly’s police officer boyfriend caught between duty and love, can the amateur sleuths crack the case before Christmas is cancelled and their reputations, and that of the newly formed bookshop, are ruined?

      

      Death had not been invited to the party but strolled in anyway, brushing snow off his hood and looking for more than a mince pie and a glass of cheap prosecco.

      Not that Holly MacLaren realised this yet, so she planned the party in blissful ignorance. Bookshops are not the place one usually associates with murder, unless on the mystery shelves, meaning her sense of confidence was entirely appropriate. She was employed in decorating the shop for not only Christmas, but one of the most highly anticipated book launches of the year. Holly, the owner of Firtown’s most prestigious bookshop, Cozy Up with a Book, had landed the coup of the century – Melissa Nestor, the world’s most well-loved Christmas book writer, had agreed to launch Snow-Tinged Love at the shop.

      The door opened to the sound of ‘Oh Christmas Tree’. Holly, dressed as an elf, leapt out from her spot behind the real Christmas Tree. ‘Ho, Ho. Ho, how can…’ Before she could finish, she was swept into a bear hug by an enormous man with a bushy beard; no, not Santa but the town’s hottest police officer, and Holly’s boyfriend, Danny Cooper. Although he was known to do a stint or two as Father Christmas at the town’s various events.

      A smaller figure clutched at her legs. ‘Daddy says I can come to your party tonight.’ Blonde ponytails swung hither and thither as she leapt around emitting squeaks that would make the most vocal of mice jealous.

      Danny said, ‘Actually, little Miss Morag, I said you could come for half an hour and then your babysitter would be taking you home to bed.’ He laughed at the sight of his daughter’s pout and tweaked her nose. ‘Five-year-old girls need lots of sleep if they are to grow even more cute.’

      ‘I’m cute. I’m cute.’ Morag dashed around the shop, breaking into a spirited rendition of Jingle Bells.  Hemingway, the bookshop’s enormous ginger cat, followed at her heels. He’d grown from a tiny scrap of fur and bones who had to be fed via a dropper, to an animal who would not be out of place in the local zoo. Holly had tried to take him home numerous times, but the bibliophile feline would rather be knocking books off shelves than knocking back fillet steak in her pad.

      Holly caught the bright-eyed elf in a hug as the door once more chimed out its seasonal ring tone. A woman, as wide as she was tall, staggered in holding a box which, by the look on her face, weighed more than any sane person should be carrying. She placed the box on the antique table in the middle of the room, dislodging a copy of Agatha Christie’s The Mysterious Affair at Styles in the process.

      ‘That’s a first edition,’ Holly dashed over to the table and snatched the priceless book out of harm’s way.’

      ‘Sorry.’ Anastasia Lang, award winning sommelier and Holly’s best friend, could not look less sorry if she tried. ‘Mixed case of local wines. There’s another box in the car and a mixed box of Californian and Australian. Danny, could you flex those muscles of yours and bring the other two boxes in?’

      Danny trotted off to oblige. Anastasia looked around the room her eyes wide. You’ve worked wonders in here. How you’ve managed to blend Victorian and contemporary themes, making them both work, should be one of the wonders of the world.’ She sniffed the air. ‘Is that mince pies I can smell?’

      ‘Got it in one. No party would be complete without Mama MacLaren’s famous mince pies.’

      ‘Is Mama herself coming to the soiree?’

      ‘Are you kidding? Melissa Nestor is her favourite author; she’ll be the first one through the door.’

      Said door opened once more, and Danny rushed through it bearing two boxes of wine with ease. He deposited them on the correct table and moved their sibling to join them. He then collected his daughter, kissed Holly on the cheek and said he would see her later. His eyes simultaneously twinkled and indicated he loved her – no mean feat to achieve.

      Holly tackled the remainder of the decorating whilst Anastasia did what she did best – titivated the table with bottles, wine glasses, champagne flutes, and ice buckets. The finished result could have graced a table at Buckingham Palace. Taking a last look around and approving of every bit of it, Holly locked the door and sped towards her house for a quick turnaround in the costume department. Elves certainly wouldn’t be welcome at that night’s get together. Not even a petite one sporting a perky, blonde ponytail.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Light from the chandeliers and strategically placed lanterns bounced off the assorted and exquisite jewels adorning the necks, ears and fingers of the elegantly dressed women. Ballgowns in every hue and style competed with the tuxedos of the well-tailored men. Firtown had pulled out all the stops to match the elegant theme of Snow-Tinged Love. Of course, Nestor herself was the most beautifully dressed of them all with a figure and hairstyle which would have the highest paid supermodels lurid green with envy. Despite her star status in the literary world, she mingled with the guests, greeting each fan like they were the most important person in the world. Her publisher, Stephen Tiernan, was glued to her side. Melissa turned and whispered something to him, and he took a couple of steps back, his face turning red. He pulled on his moustache and hopped from foot to foot.

      ‘She knows how to work a room,’ Holly whispered to Anastasia. ‘But he’s as useless as a proof copy in a bookshop. She grabbed a glass of merlot from the table, more as a prop than to drink. Holly could get drunk on the sniff of a barmaid’s apron, and she needed every faculty she possessed on high alert to pull tonight off.

      She shimmied over to Melissa. Before she could say one word her mother appeared, as if by magic, the light of fandom shining from her eyes. Holly was about to introduce her mother to the star when Timothy Bombast shoved them both aside and planted himself squarely in front of Nestor.

      Holly, knowing this was about par for the course where the local journalist was concerned, resigned herself to waiting. She didn't have to wait long because Melissa, in the most charming of ways, managed to make him feel he was of the utmost importance whilst simultaneously handing him over to her assistant who twittered nearby. It was a definite skill; one Holly wished she had. Bombast’s scathing reviews on everything from restaurants to books brought many a business to the brink of insolvency. His review of the local hairdressing salon Cut, Curl and Style, ended with one of the hairdressers having three weeks off with stress. Holly lived her life in fear of upsetting him. The assistant swiftly moved him aside. ‘Let me get you some refreshments?’

      ‘Call these refreshments. They are too awful to be called second rate and would struggle with third and fourth.’

      Holly, whose ‘multi-award-winning chef’ mother had provided the buffet, bristled on her behalf. She hoped she hadn’t heard. Shoving ill feeling for Bombast aside, she said, 'May I introduce you to my mother, Noelle MacLaren?’ After hovering for a few seconds, she wandered off, leaving them in deep conversation about writing Christmas romance books. Holly was more of a murder mystery girl, but she’d read Snow-Tinged Love to prepare for the night’s event. It wasn't half bad and had her thinking she might try some of the author’s other books. Hawaiian Christmas Love sounded like a bit of escapism. She had fifty-two other titles to choose from, their celebrity being a prolific writer. Although Holly wondered how she managed to write so many Christmas books and keep them original. Perhaps that’s why she sold books rather than writing them.

      Nestor was a popular author, so the non-stop jingling of the bell above the door added a merry cadence to the proceedings as most of the village poured through the doors. Add to the mix, wine enthusiasts from both near and far, and the bookshop was fit to burst at its highly sophisticated seams.

      'Do you think the wine will hold out?' Holly asked.

      'As I have more stashed under the table, I jolly well hope so.' Anastasia handed over a couple of glasses of Prosecco to some thirsty readers and waved them towards a table groaning with mince pies and other festive goodies. 'Anyway, I've got several more boxes squirrelled in the boot of my car.’ She smiled and handed a champagne glass of apple juice to an excited Morag who was leaping from foot to foot in front of the table.

      Holly blew her friend an air kiss, grabbed Morag’s hand, and elbowed her way through the crowds towards Danny.

      ‘I love grown-up parties.’ The happy child continued to chatter as Holly listened with one ear and used the other to keep track of what was happening in the room.

      ‘Daddy, I’ve got cham… champ… fizzy juice.’

      Danny smiled, the type only an adoring father could muster and said, ‘I can see that. You’re not my baby anymore.’

      ‘I’s a big girl.’

      Before he could answer, the squealing of a mike had customers covering their ears and slopping drinks. Holly looked around, her eyebrows drawn in puzzlement. Only she should be using the mike, and they were several mince pies and a prosecco short of starting the interview. Her eyes widened as she took in the sight of Timothy Bombast, all flashy waistcoat and pinstripe trousers, clutching the mike in his sweaty hand. What in the name of Father Christmas is he up to? She clutched her stomach at the wave of queasiness that came over her. She simultaneously clutched Danny’s arm.

      He put a protective arm around her waist. ‘What’s up, Bookworm?’ The use of his private name for her showed the depth of his concern.

      Knowing the local bobbie was right there beside her had her standing up straight and proper blazing in no time. She took one determined step towards Bombast but was cut off in mid-stride by the man himself.

      ‘I was invited to give a review of Snow-Tinged Love by Festive Publications⁠—’

      ‘I can assure you, we did not—’ Simon Garret, Nestor’s esteemed publisher, looked at his mince pie like it was going to leap up and bite him. He took a swig of champagne, coughed and sprayed it everywhere, leaving his neighbours utilising napkins to dab at their clothes. All this did was transfer mince pie crumbs to their clothing – not the vibe Holly was going for.

      Bombast, ignoring the publisher’s protestations, continued, ‘On being invited to this party, I made the decision to give my review of this woeful novel here.’ He looked around the room as though considering a particularly nasty specimen of rotten fish. ‘Although I cannot understand why I accepted. I’m used to a much higher calibre of venue.’

      ‘He didn’t get an invitation,’ Holly whispered, too scared of the critic to speak the words any louder.

      Gasps and horrified murmurs swept the room, swelling to a crescendo. Bombast screamed into the mike, ‘Silence. I’m speaking, and you despicable specimens of humanity will listen.’

      Cue collective jaw-dropping and instant hush, more at his arrogance than obedience.

      ‘This book is possibly the worst I have had the misfortune to read and is fit for nothing other than an incinerator. The word puerile sprang to mind the instant I started, and I quickly knew it was the worst of Melissa Nestor’s worthless collection of bilge.’

      Holly scrubbed at her eyes in a vain attempt to stop tears flowing. Morag, having no clue what was going on, grabbed Holly’s hand. Neither she nor Holly knew whether it was to comfort or be comforted. Danny, now in full policeman mode, started towards the critic before stopping dead in his tracks when Bombast grabbed his chest and dropped to the floor.

      Miriam Vagus, the local GP, rushed to the stricken man, knelt down and felt for a pulse. ‘Phone an ambulance.’ She whipped a protective shield from her pocket, tore it open and commenced CPR. Anastasia, who led the local branch of the St. John’s Ambulance, joined her. Five minutes in, it was apparent the policeman’s tracks were not the only thing that was dead in that room. Bombast had shuffled off this mortal coil and sprinted through the gates of hell to join his obnoxious ilk.

      Holly, realising she had to do something about the horrifying scene, said, ‘Let’s give the police and medics room to manoeuvre.’ She ushered them all to another room in the shop and, with the help of Anastasia, soon had the customers plied with drinks, from freshly unsealed boxes just in case, and chattering fit to bust.

      ‘Do you think the nasty son of a bitch died of natural causes or was helped through the gates of hades?’ Anastasia took a large swig of a fine merlot, shock having her forget her usual sip and savour approach.

      Holly did similar and replied, ‘I’d bet the bookshop on the fact he was murdered.’

      ‘Who do you think might have done it?’

      ‘Anyone and everyone, apart from the children.’ Holly gulped back the merlot as though it was going to save her, and continued, ‘If we’re going to solve this murder, we’d better keep our wits about us.’

      ‘Wits and drinking wine like it's lemonade don’t really go together. Especially when it’s you swigging it back.’ Then, Anastasia’s eyes grew wide as she took in the full extent of Holly’s words. ‘What do you mean, solve it? That’s your beau’s job.’

      ‘My bookshop; my investigation.’

      Anastasia knew, following a lifetime of friendship, Holly’s heels once dug in were well and truly dug, so she might as well go with the flow.

      ‘So, Jane Marple, where do you suggest we start our investigation?’ She couldn’t help but feel it was a waste of time as no one was really sure there was even a murder, but she was used to indulging her friend.

      Any thoughts that Bombast died of natural causes were chucked aside when Danny strode in and announced everyone was to stay exactly where they were. No going home until they were interviewed.

      Luckily, Morag had curled up and fallen asleep in her grandmother’s lap, so was unaware of the drama going on around her. She should be in her pyjamas, tucked up in bed, not dressed in a party frock in the middle of a murder investigation. Holly felt a wave of love for this beautiful girl who was a bundle of energy, compassion and love all rolled into a tiny package of perfection. How could anyone love a child so much when they were not physically their own? Holly smiled at Danny’s mum and stroked Morag’s hair back from her forehead. The child stirred, then snuggled back into her gran.

      The bookshop owner turned to her bestie and said, ‘I’d say murder for sure. Why don’t we start with who hated him and would want him dead?’

      ‘Are you having a laugh? We’d be here until next Christmas. Everyone in the county, never mind the village, hated him.’

      ‘Fair point. So, who hated him the most?’

      ‘And is here tonight.’ Anastasia poured a glass of wine and handed it over to a customer whose hand was visibly shaking. ‘Are you okay, Janet?’

      ‘This death’s fair got me rattled.’ Janet threw a no-nonsense look at Holly. ‘We never had these sorts of o’ shenanigans when your grandad owned the bookshop.’

      Holly thought this was a tad unfair. They never had anything going on when her grandad was in charge. Not laterally anyway. He’d lost interest in the bookshop and was delighted to hand it over to his granddaughter – lock, stock and several smoking barrels in the crime section. Murder may not have been her intent when she said she would liven things up, but it certainly wasn’t her fault it had happened.

      ‘What did you think of Timothy Bombast, Janet?’ Holly asked.

      ‘There are actually no words to describe how awful he was. When they do a post mortem, he’ll have vile stamped in the middle.’

      ‘Not a fan then?’

      ‘Not since he sicced Food Standards Scotland on my father’s butcher shop.’ She glared at Holly. ‘The shop just about recovered, but my father never did. It broke him.’

      Anastasia looked at Holly and shook her head. Holly said, ‘I can understand why you feel so strongly.’

      Janet and her merlot headed in the direction of Melissa Nestor, who was now yakking to the local undertaker. Holly wasn’t entirely sure why, as his reading tastes tended towards macabre non-fiction. Not once had he purchased a romance book. She wondered if she should speed in their direction and rescue her guest. Then, she decided the guest was perfectly capable of solving her own issues with the help of her assistant and publisher. Holly had bigger fish to fry. In fact, she had a whale sized dead body cluttering up her shop and threatening to ruin her reputation. Even in death Bombast managed to spread vitriol wherever he trod – or, in this case, dropped.

      ‘Why’d you warn me off speaking about Janet’s dad?’

      ‘You were in London on a business course when he died. Apparently, it was a massive heart attack and the family blame Timothy’s assault on the shop’s good name for his early demise.’

      ‘She might be number one on our list then.’

      ‘Yep. And don’t forget Curtis.’

      ‘Is he the owner of Cut, Curl and Style?’

      ‘The very one. The hairdresser who had several weeks off with stress is his husband, John.’

      ‘Another perfect motive for murder.’

      ‘There might be numerous motives, but what about alibis?'

      ‘Alibis are a bit of a bear to be honest. We're all alibis for each other.’

      ‘Park alibis for a minute, then, and let's think about means.’

      The words were no sooner out of her mouth than Danny appeared in front of her like the ghost of Christmas present. He bent down and whispered in Holly’s ear. ‘Can I have a quiet word with you?’

      Holly indicated he should follow her, and they departed towards her office.

      

      She sat in a chair behind her desk, and he pulled another one up. ‘We won't be sure until laboratory analysis comes in, but he was eating a mince pie just prior to his dramatic speech.’ He paused, took a deep breath and continued, ‘Unfortunately, this makes your mum one of our prime suspects as we think he was poisoned.’

      Holly shot to her feet with such force the wheeled office chair shot back and slammed into the filing cabinet. ‘How dare you? What makes you think my mother would want to off Timothy Bombast?’ She slammed her hands on the desk and leaned forward. ‘What possible motive could she have?’

      ‘Your family tried to keep this from you, but the reason your granddad gave up the shop and handed it over to you was because Bombast had it in for him,’ Danny said, his voice gentle. ‘It was rumoured Timothy Bombast wanted the shop for himself.’

      Holly sat down again, all the fight gone from her. ‘Why would Bombast want a bookshop? I’ll bet he’s barely read a book in his life.’ Then, her eyes turning icy, she pulled her shoulders back, stood up and marched towards the door. ‘I'm going to solve this bally murder and clear my mother's name.’

      ‘Stay out of it, Holly.’ In his heart he resigned himself to the fact that there was no way his girlfriend was going to let this drop. To be honest, if it got this case wrapped up before Christmas, he would take every bit of help he could get. The only thing he wanted to be doing in a bookshop was buy his daughter’s and Holly’s presents. Dead bodies were not a part of his Christmas plans.

      

      Holly took the scenic route around the store; she needed time to think, and it gave her a chance to ogle the main attraction in what was now a crime scene. Gathering her thoughts was also at the forefront of those very thoughts. Being amongst books always calmed her soul and helped her reason more clearly. The current situation required a whole dollop of reasoning if she was going to keep her mother out of the chokey. The tempting aroma of mince pies was at complete odds with the ghoulish sense of doom that hung in the air like an almost palpable cloud. Holly’s stomach growled. She regretted not having eaten something before it all kicked off.

      

      She wasn't there for more than a few minutes before being ceremoniously ushered from the room by a polite police officer and a firm grip on her elbow.

      She returned to Anastasia, hopping from foot to foot and swigging pinot grigio like it was the elixir of life. ‘What’s going on?’

      ‘Apparently, they are going to arrest my mother for poisoning the most hated man in the county.’ Holly grabbed her friend’s glass and took a gulp before handing it back. Getting sloshed wasn’t going to help anyone.

      ‘Your mother? The woman who shoos flies out of the window rather than take fly and wasp spray to them?’

      ‘The very one.’ She looked around. ‘Where is she?’

      ‘Danny took her away.’

      ‘Not to the police station, I hope.’ She clunked into a chair, suddenly giddy, pulled her phone from her pocket and pressed speed dial. After a brief conversation she was reassured Noelle was merely being questioned in a different part of the bookshop.

      She slumped back, closed her eyes and then leapt to her feet. ‘I didn’t see the book.’

      ‘What book?’ Anastasia looked like a deer in the headlights. There were numerous times where she would love to be able to see inside Holly’s brain as it swirled around much faster than hers. Keeping up was a full-time job.

      ‘The Mysterious Affair at Styles. First edition. It wasn’t on its stand when I went into the front part of the shop.’

      ‘You left a priceless book out in the middle of a party?’ The look on Anastasia’s face indicated she thought Holly was a few mince pies short of a festivity.

      ‘Book launch. I didn’t think anyone would nick it.’ Her lip trembled. ‘I know everyone who’s here.’

      ‘Do you think the missing book and the dead body are related?’

      ‘Who knows?’ Exhausted, Holly scrubbed her eyes. She only wanted to do something nice for the village, but it had turned into one unmitigated disaster.

      Noelle, newly freed from police interrogation, hurried up to her daughter and enveloped her in a hug. The type only mothers knew how to give.

      ‘What’s up? Have they charged you?’ Holly said, her words somewhat muffled by her mother’s shoulder.

      Noelle pulled her back and looked her straight in the eyes. ‘They were only asking questions. No one’s been arrested.’

      Holly’s shoulders slumped. ‘Grandad’s book’s disappeared.’

      ‘What book?’ Then the light of realisation flashed in her eyes. ‘You mean the Agatha Christie?’

      Holly sniffled and nodded.

      Her mother swallowed. Twice. ‘It’s only a book. They’ll find it.’ The look on her face indicated she was aiming for bravery for her daughter’s sake. With a final hug, she disappeared to find her husband, leaving Holly with a determination to sort out their current problems. Problems being a tad understated.

      She turned back to Anastasia, pulled her shoulders back and said, ‘We’re going to find that book and get to the bottom of this murder.’

      ‘I like your enthusiasm, and I applaud it. How do you suggest we do so?’

      ‘First, we’ll write that list of the key suspects. Then we’re going to ask everyone here who they think did it.’

      ‘What? They’re hardly going to spill.’

      ‘Oh, they’ll spill. It’s gossip city here right now.’ She smiled, the first genuine one since the event began. ‘This is the perfect time to do it.’

      ‘You’re evil.’ Anastasia threw back her head and laughed, garnering looks from all corners of the room. It lightened the mood, and the chatter seemed freer.

      ‘Ready, steady, go talk scandal.’ True to her word, Holly swivelled and headed towards the crowds.

      

      Curtis was in the mood for gossip, and then some. ‘The intolerable pig deserved to die. Someone’s done the world a favour.’

      ‘How’s John?’

      ‘Couldn’t face coming tonight because he knew the pig would be here. He’s probably celebrating now I’ve told him he’s been murdered.’

      Interesting. I wonder if he sneaked in here somehow and poisoned the mince pies.

      ‘Who do you think did it?’

      ‘Could have been anyone in the room.’ He frowned. If you’re opening a book on the murderer, I’d actually say the local bookie.’

      ‘Kent? Why on earth would he want to kill Timothy Bombast?’ He appeared to be one of the few people Bombast hadn’t upset.

      ‘Our bookie has been a bit too liberal with the betting himself and his business was about to go down the tubes. The pig was blackmailing him.’

      ‘Blackmail? I thought our victim was more the publish and be damned type.’

      ‘Branching out, apparently. Must go, darling. Mingling calls. Need to schmooze all those with hair like rats’ tails.’ He pushed his own perfect locks back off his forehead as he strolled off, looking as if he did not have a care in the world.

      Gossipmongering calls more like. Holly strolled towards Kent in as nonchalant a manner as she could muster. Given the gravity of the situation, it was difficult. ‘Kent. Good to see you here. We don’t often see you treading the aisles amongst bookshelves.’

      ‘I’m here to get the wife’s Christmas present. She’s up North staying with her mother, so I took the opportunity to get a signed copy of the bilge she reads.’

      ‘Melissa Nestor’s work is highly regarded.’ Holly frowned. ‘New York Times Best Seller and won a gazillion awards.’

      ‘Aye. Lassies like that sort of thing.’

      Holly had had enough of his chauvinistic attitude. ‘How’s the bookie business going? I’ve heard times are hard.’

      ‘Who told you that?’ He took a step forward, his hands hovering in the vicinity of Holly’s throat.

      Holly took a step back but said, quite bravely given the dead body already cluttering the place up, ‘Touch me and I’ll be practicing my karate skills on you.’ Holly had never been to a karate class in her life, but her words hit harder than any furi zuki could. She had read a book on karate once, and surely that counted. She waited until his hands dropped and he adopted a hangdog expression. ‘Times are tough, then?’

      To be honest, she wondered how anyone could have a tough time running a bookies. They usually made out like bandits, although that might be a rather unfortunate description given what they did.

      He tried for bravado via bluster but settled on desperation. ‘I’ve got a temporary cash flow issue, but it will be solved soon.’

      ‘Solved how?’

      This time, bravado won. ‘What’s it got to do with you?’

      ‘Considering I’ve a dead body mingling with the Christmas decorations, I’d say it had everything to do with me.’ She crossed her arms. ‘Does your sudden solvency have anything to do with said body no longer blackmailing you?’

      ‘What? How?...’

      ‘Time to fess up. What was he blackmailing you about?’

      He sighed. ‘He said he had evidence I was laundering money.’ More heavy sighing. ‘I barely have a halfpenny to rub together, never mind launder. He was making the whole blasted thing up. That wouldn’t stop him ruining my reputation, though.’

      ‘Still, you’ve got a perfect reason to kill him.’

      ‘And the perfect alibi. I’ve been speaking to someone since I arrived.’

      ‘And the solvency?’

      ‘I’m not sure it’s got anything to do with you, Miss Nosy Parker, but my great uncle died, and he’s left me a tidy sum in his will.’

      Not likely to be him then. If he’s telling the truth, of course. She made a note to let Danny know all this the minute she was allowed anywhere near him. She wasn’t sure what to do with this dead end. She pointed him in the direction of the drinks table and then headed in the direction of another victim to interrogate.

      

      Interrogation gave her nothing more than a headache and a feeling she was no further forward. One thing was established – every person in the village had a motive for killing the reporter, including Holly herself. So, motive wasn’t going to get them anywhere. Means was a bit trickier to establish and opportunity again left the field wide open. The only people she hadn’t chatted to were Nestor and her publisher, but they were under public scrutiny every minute, being the guests of honour. Even amid tragedy they continued to schmooze, delightfully in the case of Melissa and smarmily in the case of her publisher.  Something tickled at the back of her brain re the publisher. Hadn’t she heard something about them recently? Something not at the esteemed end of the publishing spectrum. She hurried in the direction of Anastasia. On the way she accosted Danny. ‘My grandad’s first edition Agatha Christie is missing. Can you get your guys to ask around?’

      ‘I’m in the middle of a murder investigation. Priorities.’

      ‘See here, Mr Tetchy, the two cases could be linked.’ She put her arms on her hips and glared at him.

      ‘Stop with the attitude. Remember, you’re also a suspect.’ He glared back at her, then, taking in the look on her face, he added, ‘I’ll see what I can do.’ He laid a comforting hand on her arm.

      She mustered up her best smile, which, although still rather on the weak side, was better than the abject misery squeezing her heart. How could my first major event in a bookshop go so wrong?

      

      She had two mysteries to solve and, quite frankly, she wasn’t sure which one was more upsetting. She weighed it up and decided, on balance, she was more upset about the book. The only part of Bombast’s death that upset her was that he was cluttering up the main part of her bookshop and had ruined a perfectly planned and highly anticipated launch. Other than that, he was no loss to the world. She did momentarily wonder if anyone would miss him and then dismissed the thought. Bombast was vocal in stating he ploughed a lone furrow. No one to shackle him were his own words. Holly strongly suspected the real reason was no sane person could bear him, as the only person he really loved was himself. She shook herself out of her reverie, squared her shoulders and prepared for another round of questioning. Discussing stolen books and murder was not how she envisioned spending her evening, far less interrogating ninety percent of her customers, half the village, and a high-profile publisher. If she’d known bookshop owning was a high-octane sport, she might have sold up rather than titivating and relaunching her inheritance.

      She spotted Anastasia at the other end of the shop. Her dazzling smile appeared to be charming everyone to whom she spoke. It never failed; she’d been using that smile to good effect since they’d met at nursery. It carried her all the way through school and now to make her the fastest growing and most respected sommelier in the country. Hard work was also involved but that smile won the most hardened of hearts over. Except for their corpse, of course. Winning over and Timothy Bombast would never belong in the same sentence. Then fear clutched at Holly’s heart as she realised Anastasia could be their murderer. She had motive – Timothy Bombast had written a scathing review of her business in the local paper – and she had opportunity. As well as setting out the wine, her friend also set out the mince pies. Unsupervised. Surely not. The article had barely made a dent in her ascending star, so murdering the journalist was hardly worth a life sentence and the tarnishing of a thriving business. She shoved the thought aside, but it continued to tickle at her cerebral cortex, flinging another dark cloud in her general direction.

      Worrying would get them nowhere; action would get them, if not somewhere, at least further along the road to solving the two mysteries tarnishing her lavish opening. Christmasy it was not. Nor was it cheery. So, Christmas cheer had flown right out of the window. Deciding a book hunt would be more manageable than a murder hunt, she organised a group of guests, who were only too happy to help. She noted several of them had piles of books beside them and hoped against hope they were planning on buying them all. Boredom had set in, so she soon had several volunteers.

      ‘Keep out of the way of the police.’ She also gave them a description of said book and showed them a photo on her mobile phone.

      With murmurs of assent, they dispersed. One was heard to mutter, ‘Books in bookshops and needles in haystacks spring to mind.’

      She couldn’t help but feel they had a point.

      Grilling Anastasia as to how much she’d learned from the assembled masses elicited, ‘Apart from how universally hated he was, zilch. Even his aunt said his mother had emigrated to get away from him.’

      Her heart sank. ‘So, everyone is a suspect.’

      ‘I did hear one interesting thing, though. A couple of your more voracious readers keep up with all the industry news. They take readaholic into the stratosphere.’

      ‘Thank the good lord. They keep my till ringing and my doors open.’

      ‘It also means they know everything about everything and everyone when it comes to books.’ She paused, a smirk on her face.

      ‘Spit it out. I’d like this fiasco to be over so my till can start ringing again and we can all go home.’

      ‘Rumour has it our esteemed guest is looking at changing publishers. If this happens the publisher who is standing next to her now is going to go bust.’

      Holly wasn’t in the mood for rumours. ‘Aren’t there contracts or something. She can’t just swan off into the sunset arm in arm with a new publisher.’

      ‘Apparently, the bigger Melissa Nestor got, the better her contract got. It would appear Melissa is not as airheaded as her books would suggest. Word on the street is she has a savvy business head on her shoulder.’

      ‘Killing Timothy Bombast wouldn’t help with that.’

      ‘True. It’s interesting, though.’

      Her thoughts were leaning towards John, the hairdresser. What’s the betting he said he wasn’t up to the launch party, so they didn’t suspect him. They used all sorts in hairdresser shops. She hurried towards Danny to enlighten him with her blinding insights. He thanked her but seemed less than enthused. ‘We’ve to look into all possibilities, starting with the people who are actually here.’ He turned back to his colleague.

      By this point, Holly was at a bit of a loss. Her investigation was staler than a Christmas cake in July. Despite the fact the local reporter was now decorating her flooring, she was sure the press would pick up on this and her business would be plastered across the front of every newspaper in the country. She dropped into the nearest chair like the heroine in one of Nestor’s books.

      ‘Are you okay?’ Danny was bending over her, concern shining from his gorgeous eyes. She now definitely felt like one of Nestor’s heroines, complete with fluttering heart. Not that she’d read a Nestor book, but her mother had told her everything she needed to know. Every time a new book came out, she gave Holly a blow-by-blow account. Holly could probably pass muster on Mastermind with her specialist subject being Melissa Nestor Romance Novels.

      She went to check on Morag who was still fast asleep in her grandmother’s arms, blissfully unaware of the drama swirling around her. ‘If you need a break, lay her on the couch and I’ll find a blanket from the Children’s area.’

      ‘That would be great. I could do with a drink and moving around a bit.’

      Holly called Parvati Singh over. The young girl had babysat Morag numerous times to allow Holly and Danny to go out. A voracious reader, she was off to study English Literature at Oxford, and the babysitting money was being squirreled away to supplement her grant money. Her parents bought her any books she wanted and always had done.

      Morag murmured when she was moved but settled back into sleep immediately. Holly covered her with a Peppa Pig blanket, which Anastasia had fetched. Holly hoped one day she would be this child’s mother. How she could feel so much love for a child that was not her own was a mystery to her, but a mystery she fully welcomed and embraced. Not like the mystery of the dead body stuffed between her bookshelves or the mystery of the missing book. Would they ever be solved and would this bally book launch ever go ahead? Ordinarily, she’d be more worried about the fact someone had lost their life but the only feeling she had about Bombast’s death was relief. She strongly suspected the whole room felt the same.

      Hearing the doors go and a kerfuffle at the crime scene, she jumped up and hurried over. Danny was watching two men as they zipped it into a body bag, loaded it onto a trolley and took it away. Nausea swept over her. Never in her worst nightmares did she imagine running a bookshop would be anything like this. She’d given up a high-powered city job, and now it looked like her new business was about to fold. Dead bodies cluttering the place up and holding your customers hostage whilst they waited to be interrogated by the police was not a good look.
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