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About the Author


Ann Claire earned degrees in geography, which took her across the world. Now Claire lives with her geographer husband in Colorado, where the mountains beckon from their kitchen windows. When she’s not writing, you can find her hiking, gardening, herding housecats, and enjoying a good mystery, especially one by Agatha Christie.
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Ellie Christie is more than ready for a new chapter. She’s always dreamed of running her family’s historic bookshop, the Book Chalet, with her sister Meg, and after the last few years, returning to Last Word – a peaceful, Swiss-style hamlet nestled in the Colorado mountains and accessible only by ski gondola – seems like the perfect solution.


And it is, until a deadly blizzard blows through, and a man is found dead on the gondola. Conditions worsen as the police open their investigation, and soon the town is left stranded with a murderer in their midst.


Ellie and Meg may not actually be related to their favourite novelist, but they do know a lot about solving mysteries and when the police start to close in on their friends, the Christies decide to act before the killer turns the page one last time . . .
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For my mother, my first reader









CHAPTER 1
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A Perfect Day for Murder


I swung open the heavy oak door and blinked at the figure taking shape in the blizzard.


“What a perfect day for murder!” The woman strode into the Book Chalet, glowing like a summer sunbeam and a vision from the past. Feathers trembled atop her flapper-style beret. Pretty pin curls framed her face. Snowflakes swarmed at her sides.


I gaped, not at the greeting—that was perfectly appropriate—but at its giver.


Morgan Marin. The Morgan Marin, Hollywood legend known even to book-dwellers like me. Movies were nice, but they hadn’t rendered me tongue-tied. Morgan had reportedly retired (once again) from acting. In its place, she’d turned her superstar dazzle to my beloved medium: books. Her online reading club, Shelf Indulgence, attracted tens of thousands of devoted bibliophiles, myself among them.


I’d been dying to meet her.


And here she stood, in the lobby of my family’s bookshop in little Last Word, Colorado.


Morgan stomped faux-fur boots so plush they should have been hibernating. “You must be Ellie.” She beamed at me. “The missing Christie, returned to the roost.”


I basked in her glow, then remembered my manners and the door, still gaping as wide as my mouth. I switched to a giddy grin and shoved the door shut against suicidal snowflakes. Cowbells dangling from the door latch clonked, buying me time to formulate a sparkling reply.


“Yes,” I said.


Hardly scintillating.


“That’s me!” I added. “It’s an honor to meet you, Ms. Marin.”


I cringed. I’d gone too gushy. According to my grandmother, Morgan Marin wished to be treated like any other small-town neighbor. Essentially, she was. Unlike many of the vacation-mansion set who jetted in for weekend getaways in our remote mountain valley, Morgan had settled in Last Word permanently.


Morgan brushed snow from a long emerald coat cut like a cloak. “Please, call me Morgan, and the honor is mine. Your darling grandmother told me all about you. Traveling the world from Torquay to Tokyo on literary jobs? A Christie giving tours of Agatha Christie’s hometown?”


I bit back my usual disclaimer. If Morgan had chatted with Gram, then she truly would know all about me. My resume, my favorite books, those wince-worthy cute grandkid tales grandmothers love to overshare. Morgan would also know that, sadly, we Last Word Christies had yet to uncover a genealogical link to our favorite mystery author. That didn’t stop us from loving Dame Agatha like family.


“You’ve returned to run the Chalet with your brilliant sister?” Morgan patted her miraculously immaculate curls and hat feathers. “The era of the Christie sisters, how grand!”


My cheeks flared.


“It’s my dream job,” I said. Trite but oh so true. I’d had some great gigs since leaving home straight after high school. Like managing a beachside bookshop on a South Pacific resort island and leading tours of Agatha Christie’s stomping grounds, Torquay. Most recently (and far less fun), I’d served as a private librarian for a persnickety antiquarian book collector in London.


It was there, feather duster aimed at a leatherbound Sherlock Holmes, that I’d gotten the call. Mom, informing me that she and Dad wanted to retire early and set off on their own book-inspired travels. They hoped to hand over the Book Chalet to a fifth generation of family caretakers: my older sister, Meg, and me.


“Only if you really, truly want,” Mom had stressed.


If I really, truly wanted?


After the world’s tumultuous years, I was more than ready to come home. I yearned to savor time with Gram and my niece, who’d somehow metamorphosized into a teenager in my absence. Most of all, I really, truly wanted to work with my big sis in my favorite bookshop in the world.


I’d been home for about three weeks now and was still pinching myself silly.


Morgan unbuttoned her voluminous coat. Layers of flapper silk glistened under lasso-length strings of dusky pearls.


“Amazing outfit,” I said. Here I’d been feeling pretty put-together in my nice jeans, cable-knit sweater, and on-time arrival via the best commute in town, down the steep stairs from the loft above the shop.


Morgan shimmied, silk and feathers jitterbugging. “Can you guess who I am?”


I could. I’d bet my freshly minted library card that Morgan was the star of the day’s book, The Sittaford Mystery by Agatha Christie. “Emily Trefusis.”


“Yes! Emily, amateur sleuth, at your service! Now, where is Ms. Ridge? Has she started yet? I brought props.”


Ms. Ridge, our indispensable shop assistant, organized Mountains of Mystery. I hadn’t been home for a meeting in years, but I knew Ms. Ridge operated with the precision of a punctilious typesetter. At exactly eight o’clock, she’d sent me to the lobby to watch for stragglers. In deference to the storm, she was allowing five extra minutes for arrival.


“She’s in the Reading Lounge,” I said. “She’ll be starting soon.”


She’d be counting down the seconds until launch.


Morgan frowned at the door, a furry boot tapping like an agitated yeti.


On cue, the door whipped open. A young woman stomped inside. Her shoulder dipped under a bag the size of carry-on luggage. She wore a scarf so elaborately knotted it could rig a schooner, along with a look of harassed ennui I recognized from her rare appearances on Shelf Indulgence.


“There you are, Renée-Claude, finally!” Morgan fussed at her assistant. “Hurry now. We can’t miss the murder.”


I checked that the door was unlocked for any members still trekking through the wintry wonderland. Then I trotted after Morgan and Renée-Claude, heedlessly thinking that I didn’t want to miss the murder either.


At the entrance to the Reading Lounge, I paused the way I might for a sublime work of art or stunning vista. Bookshops in general had that effect on me. The lounge was particularly special. It was a sanctuary, a refuge for readers.


A bookshelf arched around the opening, filled with covers the colors of a muted rainbow. Light beckoned from the far wall of windows. Pine logs crackled in a river-rock fireplace, its chimney flanked by bookshelves rising to meet soaring beams and trusses.


I stepped inside. Ten hardy readers sat in a wobbly oval of armchairs. Earlier, two members told me they’d snowshoed in. Now, that was book-club commitment. Morgan and Renée-Claude would have braved the slick hairpin road down. Most members, however, likely took the serene route, the gondola line that glided between our mountainside hamlet and the larger base village down below. The best commute around, after mine.


Ms. Ridge held up a book. She sat upright, her spine as straight as her blunt-cut salt-and-pepper bob.


“The Sittaford Mystery,” she said.


Good. I hadn’t missed anything. I tiptoed toward my seat between Gram and Meg but found it taken.


The fluffy occupier, Agatha C. (as in “Cat”) Christie, slit open a blue eye, assessed me, and slid the eyelid shut.


Pretending to sleep?


My new roommate was too adorable to begrudge, even if last night she’d purred into my eardrum and kneaded my scalp with the aim of overtaking my pillow. She’d succeeded, but I could get my cuddling revenge.


I scooped up the long-haired Siamese and sat, easing Agatha onto my lap.


The queen of the Book Chalet did all things on her own terms. Agatha rose, treated me to her signature ornery frown, and hopped over onto a dozing Gram. Gram startled, wrapped her hands around Agatha, and they both closed their eyes again.


I shared a grin with Meg. We’d been doing that a lot lately, delighted to be reunited.


Ms. Ridge held up another edition. “The story was first published in the United States under the title The Murder at Hazelmoor.”


This dust jacket featured a manor alone on a snowy moor. I glanced outside. Snowflakes pirouetted over the meadow and cloaked the distant mountains. With the crackling fire and snowy landscape, I could easily imagine us transported to Hazelmoor.


At Ms. Ridge’s prompt, the book clubbers debated title preferences. Sittaford or Hazelmoor?


Piper Tuttle, a local society reporter and gossip maven, had a firm opinion. “The murder title. Readers love murder. It makes them happy to be alive.”


I could see that. Kind of . . .


Emmet Jackson pensively stroked his handlebar mustache. If pressed, modest Emmet described himself as one of Last Word’s top-100 cowboy poets. Counting Emmet, I knew of two, yet I preferred his image. Droves of lyrical cowpokes reciting sonnets to their herds.


Emmet also favored the Hazelmoor title, but for a different reason. “Sounds lonesome. A good place to wander and ponder.”


Ms. Ridge nudged the discussion onward. “Let’s talk about our sleuth, Emily Trefusis. How do you think she compares to Agatha Christie’s more well-known sleuths, Poirot and Miss Mar—”


“Ohh, ohh!” Morgan waggled her arm like a schoolkid with the A+ answer.


“Yes?” Ms. Ridge said.


Morgan bestowed her glow on Ms. Ridge. “My dear Ms. Ridge, first let me compliment you. You’ve arranged an absolutely perfect day for murder. How do you do it?”


Emmet Jackson belly-laughed.


Piper’s eyes glittered, and I wondered if she was here for the book or the bookish celebrity.


“Thank you, Ms. Marin,” said Ms. Ridge with her usual polite formality.


Ms. Ridge had a first name. Katherine. I’d never felt right addressing her by it. Even when we’d first met—way back when I was in college—I’d had to practically beg her to call me Ellie.


Meg and I agreed: Ms. Ridge could time-travel to St. Mary Mead in Miss Marple’s era. She’d fit right in as the competent village woman known for her punctuality, efficiency, and tea cakes. Not that Meg or I wanted Ms. Ridge to go anywhere in time or place. We needed her. With Mom and Dad off globetrotting, Ms. Ridge was our encyclopedia of all things Book Chalet.


Ms. Ridge smiled thinly. “You’re also, ah, very well attired for our discussion of Emily Trefusis, Ms. Marin. Now, to return to . . .”


But Morgan wasn’t done.


She stood, shimmied, and beamed at each book clubber before returning to Ms. Ridge. “As you so wisely noticed, Ms. Ridge, Emily has inspired me. She gave me the best idea! Renée-Claude, show them.”


With a sigh, Renée-Claude rose and held the massive bag aloft.


“We can re-create the séance!” Morgan declared. “I didn’t have a tippy table like they used in the book, but I did rustle up an Ouija board.”


“Rustling,” Emmet chuckled. “Nice . . .”


Morgan dubbed him a “doll.”


Emmet reddened to the tips of his prominent ears.


Was Emmet a fellow Shelf Indulgence fan? Or was he smitten? Cowboy poets were romantics. Hopeless romantics, I thought, if as bashful and blushing as Emmet.


Morgan bubbled on. “This way, we can all inhabit the characters, examine their fears, their motivations . . .”


Heads bobbed. Emmet was already merging side tables for the Ouija board. Even Gram and Agatha fluttered awake.


I looked to Meg, raising my eyebrows in a silent question. Was this how book club worked?


“Let’s see how it goes,” she whispered.


Meg had told me about Morgan too. More like warned me. Morgan was a star, Meg had said. A mega-influencer.


I knew that.


Morgan could bestow bountiful publicity on the Book Chalet with a social-media post. Or devastate us with a single negative word.


Meaning we sure shouldn’t squelch Morgan’s séance.


“It’ll be fun!” Morgan clapped her hands.


“Fun?” Ms. Ridge repeated weakly.


“Great fun,” Morgan insisted. “I promise, Ms. Ridge, we won’t re-create the actual murder. Although, you did order up the perfect setting.” She added in ominous delight, “Who knows what will happen . . .”


Book clubbers laughed along with her.


I didn’t join in. I ached for Ms. Ridge. Her chin dipped to her notes as her careful schedule veered off course.


I felt something else too. In the warm, snow-bright lounge, a chill tiptoed up my spine.


Absurd, I assured myself. Yes, the wintry scene resembled our book, but little Last Word was no setting for cold-hearted crime.









CHAPTER 2
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The Stranger Visits


“Eyes shut, everyone.” Morgan’s voice bounced to the rafters and back. “Minds honed. Focus. Concentrate.”


She made spirit summoning sound like a spin class.


I squeezed my eyes shut. As in spin class (the few I’d grudgingly attended), I sure didn’t want to be singled out for lack of effort.


“Silence,” Morgan commanded. “Strong silence. Shhh . . .”


Silence only made sounds louder. Agatha and Gram softly snored. Meg was restless, I guessed. Her corduroys swished as she crossed and recrossed her legs. The fire wheezed. Paper rustled. Wind moaned in the eaves.


I forced myself to sit still despite tickles at my temples. Before I left London, my stylist had chopped my wavy hair to shoulder-length layers and a “face-framing fringe.” In dry mountain air, fringe tended to turn into face-tormenting static. I momentarily obsessed—again—about whether to grow out my bangs, then chided myself. Focus, Ellie. Summon!


But . . . summon whom? In all her instructions, Morgan had failed to specify.


I defaulted to the obvious, the spirit I’d most like to meet: Agatha Christie. I imagined her in sturdy middle-age, tweed-clad and strolling our aisles. Perhaps she already had visited in spirit. Once, in a Poirot mystery, she’d written the perfect description of the Book Chalet.


I attempted to summon her words. The books owned the shop rather than the other way around? Books, left to multiply and run wild?


Later, I’d track down the exact quote. Emmet would enjoy the image of great milling herds of books.


Appropriately, cowbells roused me from my musings.


Morgan huffed. Eyes popped open.


“I’ll check,” I offered, scooting my seat back.


Morgan abandoned silence. Her voice, deep with melodrama, wavered after me.


“Spirit, speak. Speak! We feel your presence . . . Become manifest!”


Morgan really was a great actor, I thought, hurrying through the shop. I did feel a presence, an unsettled air. Yet when I reached the lobby, I saw no one, ghostly or otherwise.


“Hello?” I called. “Is anyone here?”


Someone had come inside. Zigzags of tread-packed snow speckled the mat. I turned in a slow circle, scanning the lobby. Books looked back from neat stacks on the display tables. No one sat in the club chairs tucked in the corner or browsed the wall of new-release mysteries.


The lobby, however, was just the tip of the Book Chalet. Previous family caretakers hadn’t simply allowed our books to multiply. They’d actively encouraged their spread, squeezing in aisles wherever they could. Some stopped in dead ends, others in unexpected nooks. All were perfect for discovering new reads and getting lost in a book.


As well as actually lost. The visitor might have taken a wrong turn.


A floorboard creaked back in the shelves.


Whoops rose from the lounge.


Morgan’s voice rang above the others. “D! Spirit, tell us the next letter.”


They fell silent, waiting for a sign. I listened too.


Creak. A pause. Creak, creak.


Slow footsteps.


I tiptoed toward the dark aisles, then stopped short. I read mysteries. I would not be one of those ill-fated characters who skips off to dark spaces to check on bumps and thumps.


I returned to the entry and flicked on every overhead light.


Books lit up before me, but there were still those blind corners. Now that I’d conjured the thought of someone—something—lurking, the image stuck. An active imagination was an occupational hazard of a life with books.


“E! The spirit talks,” Morgan exclaimed. “D. E . . .”


I could guess where she and the spirit were heading.


I started with history and regional nonfiction. Enticing titles tempted me to browse. I resisted, peeking around corners and into dead ends. No one appeared, but someone had come before me. I didn’t have to be Miss Marple to spot more rectangles of boot-packed snow.


Annoyance overtook trepidation. Why not simply answer?


Unless they hadn’t heard. Most likely it was an innocent misunderstanding and an entirely innocent visitor.


However, when I turned a corner and bumped into a figure, I nearly jumped out of my slip-on sneakers.


“Ms. Ridge!” I slapped a hand to my heart. “Sorry! I . . .” How to explain I’d talked myself into a fright?


Ms. Ridge hadn’t flinched, and she balanced a coffeepot on a silver tray. “Is something wrong, Ellie?”


“No, no. I thought someone was in the shop. It’s nothing.”


Blunt bangs covered Ms. Ridge’s forehead to her eyebrows. I could still detect fretful furrows.


“I loved your introduction and the different covers,” I said, hoping to cheer her up. “The title discussion was great too. So much fun!”


She shot a grim glance back toward the lounge.


A cheer rose.


“A!” Emmet bellowed. “D. E. A!”


“Not as fun as that, I’m afraid,” Ms. Ridge said.


“Even more so, truly.” I meant it. A parlor game was nothing compared to the tricks, twists, and turns of Agatha Christie. “I hope we get to your other discussion points. What’s next on your list?”


“Red herrings?”


“Love them!” I over-enthused.


“I do too,” Ms. Ridge murmured. Chin dipped, she turned on her sensible soles and headed toward the storeroom and its fickle old twenty-cup coffeemaker.


I hurried on with my search until a strange sound stopped me. Rather, a lack of sound.


Morgan had just announced another letter, D. The final piece in the word I’d been totally expecting: D. E. A. D.


No cheer rose. No excited clapping, crowing, or chanting.


The lounge had gone deadly silent.


I noticed Gram first. She and Agatha still snoozed, models of doing what they wanted. The other book clubbers sat tight as teeth around the Ouija board. They stared at a man turned to the wall of windows.


His hands disappeared into the pockets of a wool overcoat, oversized and out of place in its businessman cut and shoulder pads straight from the ’80s. Snow-white hair tufted. A thin satchel in faded black dangled from his right side.


He wasn’t doing anything, just standing. Yet somehow his stillness set me on edge.


Meg scooted back from the armchair circle and approached the visitor. “Hello, sir?”


Her move snapped me from spectator mode. I hurried to join my sister.


To my relief, the man turned and smiled. At least I thought it was a smile. Thin lips stretched across a pale face.


“That view,” he said.


I relaxed even more. Just another visitor mesmerized by our wall of glass.


“Even better when we can see the mountains,” Meg said. “I’m sorry, sir. We’re not open yet.”


His face reminded me of a prematurely aged child. Round cherub cheeks, etched with lines too deep and numerous for an age I guessed to be fifties or sixties.


Caught staring, most members pretended to study their books. Morgan didn’t bother. She leaned back with the air of a disdainful queen. Legs crossed. Fingernails tapping on red velvet armrests.


She was ticked, I guessed. He’d disrupted her grand finale.


“Apologies,” he said, neither sounding sorry nor making a move to leave.


“Are you looking for something?” I asked tentatively. “A book?”


The smile stretched thinner. “I am looking. I lost something important.”


He turned back to the windows.


Morgan removed her hat and rearranged its feathers as if that task was ever more fascinating than our visitor. Efficiently, she turned one tuft into two, like an iridescent horned owl.


The other members—except for snoozing Gram—dropped their reading ruses and stared once again. We were all mystery fans. We wanted to know. What was he seeking? What had he lost?


I broke first and asked.


“Sadly, a treasure that appears to be absent.” He kept his stare fixed out the windows.


No one spoke for uncomfortable minutes.


Emmet broke the silent standoff with a cowboy drawl. “Well, now, partner. If that’s the case, I’d say it’s time for you to saddle up and mosey on out.”


He didn’t move.


“Mosey along, then,” Emmet repeated and made to get up. Chair legs scraped against floorboards. A book fell with a slap, and flustered apologies ensued.


My chest tightened.


I glanced at Meg. My big sister pushed back her glasses, new frames she’d chosen for their descriptor: bookish. The frame designers had envisioned “bookish” as the mahogany of vintage leather covers, flecked with golds evocative of gilt fore-edges and aged pages. The colors highlighted Meg’s hazel eyes and chestnut hair, traits we’d both inherited from Mom. The overall feel—serious mixed with fun, artsy, and all-around fabulous—perfectly captured both “bookish” and my big sister.


At the moment, Meg was leaning into serious.


“Sir,” she said, squaring her shoulders. “This is a private gathering.”


I drew a breath and willed him to leave.


To my surprise, he did. The stranger turned and actually moseyed, pausing to peer down each aisle he passed.


Meg and I followed.


My sister remained seriously silent.


I succumbed to a bad habit when nervous. Chirpy chatter. “We open at ten. We offer hot cocoa at our Coffee Cantina. Coffee too, of course, and books. Lots of books. Obviously. Mysteries especially. We’re known for mysteries.”


No response until he reached the door.


“I’ll be back then. I’m looking forward to it.”


I wasn’t.


The door shut behind him as laughter sailed in from the lounge.


“M,” Morgan sang out.


Meg and I leaned over the window display, watching as the man slowly ambled down Upper Main.


Behind us, the spelling spirit picked up speed.


“A,” Morgan cried and then a moment later, a chorus of voices, “N! Man!”


Dead man.


Good, I thought. The spirit had spelled. Maybe now Ms. Ridge could serve up her red herrings. Which made me realize—Ms. Ridge hadn’t been in the circle of readers.


“Where’s Ms. Ridge?” I scanned the lobby again.


Meg did the same. “Didn’t she go to make coffee?”


We headed for the storeroom. The carafe sat by the sink, empty.


No fresh coffee.


No Ms. Ridge.


“Something feels wrong . . .” I waited for Meg to do that comforting big-sister thing and convince me otherwise.


She didn’t. Behind her bookish frames, Meg’s serious expression took on a worried frown.









CHAPTER 3
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Absent in the Autumn


“Eleven forty-five,” I announced as Meg joined me at the register counter. “No sign of Ms. Ridge.”


We’d opened at ten on the dot. Meg had confirmed that she’d never known Ms. Ridge to be a minute late. Just the opposite. Ms. Ridge was usually a good fifteen minutes early.


“There’s probably a perfectly reasonable explanation,” Meg said. “We just haven’t thought of it yet.”


We had come up with several unreasonable explanations.


Ms. Ridge might have flubbed her schedule. She may have ditched work and gone out shopping or to brunch or a matinee in a bigger town down the valley.


I looked to the bay windows. Snow fell as if the clouds were tossing it out in handfuls. Ms. Ridge wouldn’t go for a drive on a day like this. She wouldn’t miss work or flub her schedule either.


Meg sighed and tucked back her hair, which fell just below her shoulders in a sensibly elegant single length.


I lowered my voice. “It’s that man, the stranger. He’s making me nervous doing nothing.”


Out loud the words sounded absurd. I waited for Meg to scoff. When she didn’t, I hardly felt reassured.


“He’s still sitting in the lounge? Not reading?” Meg asked.


“Not reading. Not even wasting precious bookshop time on his phone.”


The stranger had returned promptly at ten. He’d then paced all the aisles before settling into the lounge in a chair positioned to stare toward the entry.


We’d asked if we could help him. He remained mysterious. He was waiting for someone special, he said. He wouldn’t say whom.


Meg said, “We can’t kick him out. Lots of our guests spend all day here relaxing, waiting for folks on the slopes, watching blizzards by the fireplace. . . . We’re a reading refuge.”


“Keyword being ‘reading.’ ” But Meg was right. We had no reason to evict the man.


Meg returned to the storeroom to process new inventory.


I updated our social media accounts, including Agatha’s Instagram. Her adorable ornery face had more followers than the shop. I was ringing up a customer, when movement caught in the corner of my vision.


The stranger! He moved fast, beelining for a blond woman in a cherry-red ski suit. She stood at the regional-reads display, engrossed in a back cover.


Distracted, I rang up a vastly wrong amount.


“Twenty-seven thousand and eighty-one dollars?” my customer laughed. “Books are as pricey as the real estate here.”


“Oh goodness, sorry!” I glanced again at the woman in red. She was smiling, seemingly okay. I focused on the customer and her delighted horror at the local real estate market.


“Where do people live?” she asked. “Everyday people, I mean.”


“The loft in their family’s bookshop?” I nodded upward, knowing I was lucky. The other day, I’d stopped to peruse glossy flyers in a realtor’s window and realized I couldn’t even afford a yurt. A yurt needing work.


The woman left with a smile and books—always a bargain. More customers stepped up to keep me busy. I tallied purchases, gave sightseeing recommendations, and helped a customer decide among three mysteries (she bought all three). When I looked around again, the stranger was gone.


The woman in red approached the register with an armload of novels. In a Texan twang, she praised the Chalet. “What a sweet place. Y’all are just bursting with history!”


“Thanks, we sure love it.” In other circumstances, I would have chatted about our history. I’d have told her how my great-great-granddad, a gold prospector, built his refuge for reading from a single lucky strike. If she’d still seemed interested, I might have mentioned that my ancestor fashioned the chalet from images in his favorite travelogues, inspiring the alpine style of the entire upper hamlet.


My mind, however, dwelled on more recent history. “That man who approached you earlier . . . Did he bother you?”


She clicked her tongue. “He mistook me for someone else.”


At my prompting, she said, “Someone called Cece. Like the letter C twice? ‘Someone special,’ he said.” She fluttered heavily made-up lashes. “I get that a lot.”


“Cece?”


She laughed. “No, hon, I mean men and hokey pickup lines. You know, ‘I thought I was seeing an angel come down to earth.’ ” She snorted. “Hogwash.”


Her resolute use of “hogwash” suggested she might enjoy Emmet Jackson’s latest chapbook, Odes on the Range. I added his bookmark to a complimentary Book Chalet tote. When she’d hefted away her purchases, I slipped back to the lounge.


To my happy surprise, Agatha lay in the stranger’s former chair. Gram sat beside her, dressed in her “work uniform.” Gram’s retirement work involved modeling how cozy reading was done. Today’s uniform included peach slippers and a matching cardigan.


“I was frolicking,” Gram reported, patting fluffy white curls damp from snow. “I simply had to make a snow angel. I felt like a kid again, until I couldn’t get up.”


“That happens to kids all the time,” I said supportively.


Gram smiled. “A nice young man helped me. Very pleasant. He had a firm grip and good manners.”


Uh-oh. Gram was drifting into dangerous matchmaking territory.


I switched subjects. “Did you see a man with a wrinkled baby face? He was sitting right there most of the morning.” I nodded to Agatha’s seat and silently praised her for stealing it.


Gram would not be so easily sidetracked. “That nice young man was closer to your age, Ellie. He knew you too. I told him that you were back home and single.”


“Gram . . .” I’d broken off a long-term relationship several months back. I wasn’t eager for another.


Gram straightened her cardigan in a prim just-doing-my-grandmotherly-duty move. “Yes,” she said. “I did see a white-haired man. Was he the man I missed in book club? You girls should have woken me. I hate to miss fun!”


I apologized again and assured her that it hadn’t been fun. “What was he wearing?”


Gram described a long coat with big shoulders.


That sounded like him. “Where did you see him?”


My grandmother huffed. “Well! He caught me changing.”


I gasped and not because he’d caught Gram in her knickers. She’d been swapping boots for slippers. No, it was where they’d met.


“In the storeroom,” Gram said. “He’d gotten lost.”


Lost in a room marked PRIVATE/STAFF ONLY? However, only that sign barred entry. We left the door cracked so Agatha could access her kibble buffet. The door had a custom cat flap, but the bookshop queen objected to mussing her whiskers.


He wouldn’t have wanted cat treats or my meager pantry supplies. Coffee? We sold delicious hot drinks at our Coffee Cantina. Otherwise, the storeroom contained books to mail, miscellaneous inventory, staff lockers, and the might-come-in-handy-someday clutter saved by generations of frugal mountain folk.


Nothing particularly valuable or important except . . .


The stairs leading to my loft!


Our storeroom used to be part of a family residence attached to the shop. Over the decades, hungry books and their shelves had nibbled away much of the family space. So had the coffee nook that Mom and Dad installed. What remained was a spacious room with tall windows, a 1950s-vintage kitchenette, and steep wooden stairs leading up to a cozy loft space.


I’d loved that loft since childhood. It featured dormered ceilings, a private bath, and a bed with fabulous views. Constellations twinkled through a skylight, and I could turn on my pillow (when Agatha hadn’t stolen it) and look out over the postcard-pretty hamlet.


Every place has its drawbacks, though. Right now, one far outpaced the lack of closets. The stairs opened straight into my loft. No door. No way to add one either, unless I wanted to come and go through a hatch.


I pictured the stranger emerging into my space. Was he there now? Touching my books? Rearranging my to-be-read stack? Lounging in the loft’s most luxurious feature, the cast-iron clawfoot tub, hoisted upstairs by a legendarily determined great-aunt? Why, I’d—


“He left,” Gram said before I could dash upstairs, armed with indignation. “He got a call and seemed agitated. Or maybe excited? He wanted to rush right out the nearest door. I let him out the back and warned him to watch out for snow angels.”


“When was this, Gram?”


She pondered. “An hour ago?”


Wow, I really had been caught up in work.


“Fifteen minutes?” Gram frowned behind her bifocals. “I may have napped on and off. You know how naps are. A moment can feel like hours or years back in time.” Gram smiled, recalling past joys or perhaps just happy naps.


I was pleased too. The man was gone.


“He was sitting in Agatha’s seat?” Gram asked. “Agatha is guarding his property, then. He’ll be back.”


I examined the adjacent seat more closely. Floral upholstery. Cinnamon and cream kitty fluff, curled in a bun. A tarnished metal buckle and faded black canvas. Agatha lay on the stranger’s satchel.


I feared that Gram was right. The stranger would be back.


Meg strolled into the lounge a little while later. “Ah, El? What are you doing?”


I knelt in front of the floral chair, attempting to peek inside a bag with a wild-eyed Siamese on top. I could have moved Agatha. However, if the man returned, Agatha C. Christie was my cover.


No, no, I could say. I’m not snooping. I’m entertaining our cat.


Agatha played along beautifully, batting at my fingers.


“Just playing with Agatha,” I said, giving the line a go.


Meg made a sound of rightful skepticism.


My big sister has always been able to see through my ruses. I used to attribute her fib-detecting superpower to our age difference.


When I was kindergarten five, Meg was a savvy fifth-grade ten. When I reached ten, my big sis was a worldly teenager. I’d assumed that somewhere along the line (say, our current thirty-three and thirty-eight), I’d catch up.


Turns out, I’d always be the little sister, and now I was totally fine with that.


Agatha snagged my sweater sleeve.


“We’re snooping,” Gram said. Gram couldn’t keep a secret and rarely wanted to. “Ellie’s peeking in that stranger man’s handbag. Agatha’s a foil. I’m keeping watch. It’s a team effort.”


“The stranger’s bag?” Meg asked.


“He left it behind.” I gave up on the ruse and lifted Agatha, untwining my sleeve from her claw as I did.


Gram told Meg about meeting the man in the storeroom. We all stared down at the bag, now mottled in creamy cat fur.


A few readers glanced at us over their covers. Among them was Piper Tuttle. The gossip columnist had returned earlier to purchase and “power skim the good parts” of Morgan’s Shelf Indulgence book of the month. The online meeting was this evening. I wanted to tune in too, though I hadn’t had a chance to even skim chapter one.


Piper looked up, pages still flipping fast. She gave a little wave of ring-heavy fingers before ducking back behind the cover. Her spiky copper hair clashed boldly and beautifully with sparkly pink reading glasses.


“Who wants to look inside first?” Gram asked.


Meg frowned down. “We can’t pry inside customers’ private property the moment they step away.”


“The airport would,” Gram countered. “They’d have dogs sniff that bag and robots blow it up.”


“Exactly,” I said. “We’re not going that far. Plus, he hasn’t just been gone a moment. He might have been gone an hour.”


“Or fifteen minutes,” admitted Gram. She was way too honest.


I added a more helpful reason. “What if he forgets where he left his bag? We can check for contact information. A hotel card, a wallet . . .”


“And if there’s anything suspicious, we’ll toss it out in a snowdrift,” Gram said cheerfully. “The avalanche-mitigation team keeps dynamite. They could blow it up.”


Meg smiled at us. An indulgent, patient smile. “You know, it’s hard being the responsible big sister and elder granddaughter sometimes.”


“You make it look easy, dear,” Gram said.


Meg rolled her eyes.


I placed Agatha on Gram’s seat and reached for the bag, all eagerness until my mystery-reader imagination kicked in. What would Agatha Christie leave inside? A viper? A poison pen? A poisonous letter dripped from a toxic tongue? A bomb?


Ridiculous, I told myself, yet I held my breath until my fingers touched a hardback.


“Oh my,” Gram said when I held up the book. “I’m certainly glad we didn’t blow that up. Absent in the Spring by Mary Westmacott.”


“Who?” Piper Tuttle had slipped into our little circle. I’d been so focused on the bag and its contents that I hadn’t noticed her approach.


“Agatha Christie’s pseudonym,” Gram said and explained. Agatha Christie had penned six novels under the name. “Sometimes they’re called romances, but they’re more like psychological studies. They explore relationships, possibly even Agatha herself.”


Piper peered closer. “Are there murders?”


“No . . .” Gram said.


Piper tutted. “There you go. That’s why that man left it behind.”


So, she’d overheard us talking about the stranger. I couldn’t fault her for eavesdropping from behind a book. I’d have done the same.


“Find any contact info?” Piper asked, winking conspiratorially. “You better keep looking.”


I planned to. I gently flipped pages, having learned from working in used books that people leave all sorts of things tucked between pages. Cash. Bank cards. Locks of hair. Love letters. Once, working in a bookshop in former East Berlin, I’d discovered one spy’s note to another, a warning read decades too late.


However, it was Meg, searching the satchel, who discovered the only other items. A gum wrapper and a plain white envelope, unsealed.


“We’re only checking for ID,” Meg said in what sounded like reassurance to herself.


She opened the envelope. Its contents reminded me of the spy’s correspondence, deceptively common yet obtuse. A slender stack of sticky notes, pale pastel with cursive script in smudged pencil.


Meg read the upper note aloud. “Love is, indeed, a terrifying thing.”


“Indeed!” exclaimed Piper. “That’s why people love it. The terror. That’s why everyone loves murder mysteries and horror flicks too.”


I wasn’t sure I agreed, but then everyone had their own reasons for reading.


Meg flipped through the little squares before tucking them back in the envelope.


“Hey,” Piper protested.


Now we were on the same page. I wanted to read the rest too.


Meg, however, kept us to her word. “We were only looking for contact info, which these are not.”


What they were, we couldn’t decide.


“Maybe he’s a writer,” suggested Gram. “They’re always scribbling down random thoughts and then forgetting where they put them.”


Piper had little interest in absentminded writers. She returned to skimming her book.


Meg inspected the Westmacott, which wasn’t entirely empty. “Look . . . Agatha Christie’s signature as Mary Westmacott. That’s a treasure, even with this minor water stain at the corner. He’ll be back for sure. We don’t have to worry about that.”


His return was what worried me.


However, by the end of the day, the stranger hadn’t reappeared. Neither had Ms. Ridge, which concerned me more.


“Let’s swing by her house on the way home,” Meg proposed.


Gram had already gone home, taking the gondola down to the comfortable Victorian she’d shared with Meg and Rosie since our beloved Gramps passed away. She and Rosie were fixing their specialty tonight: lasagna.


“You’ll join us, Ellie?” Gram had asked.


My favorite meal and most favorite people? How could I resist?


Meg tucked the Westmacott into the lost-and-found shelf under the register.


I served Agatha her favorite fishy dinner and promised I’d return by bedtime.


“Unless Ellie misses the last gondola,” Meg joked to the frowny feline.


Agatha couldn’t fool us. We knew she liked her alone time.


“My ulterior motive is to keep my little sis for a sleepover,” Meg said as we set out on the short stroll to the gondola station.


Snow fell softly, icing the chalets like gingerbread houses. The streetlamps cast golden halos, and the air smelled of woodsmoke and pines.


Meg was saying, “We could do a puzzle, watch a movie, make s’mores in the fireplace . . .”


“Sounds perfect.” I went to loop my arm through Meg’s. Her arm shot out.


“Ellie, look! Is that him?”


The station lights glowed before us. The metal pavilion had a chalet roofline with scrolled trim and a minty-green patina. Two wide openings allowed entrance on either side. Inside, an overhead track chugged and churned, circulating the gondolas in a long oval up and down the mountain. Passengers hopped on the slow-moving cars unless they requested a pause from the gondoliers manning the upper and lower stations. The cost was the best deal around: free.


A man had entered from the side opposite ours. I took in mussed white hair and a long, loose coat. He ran with a bobbing lurch and lunged into the nearest gondola.


Meg grabbed my sleeve. “Let’s go! We’ll flag him down at the base and see if he wants to come back up for his bag.”


I balked, thinking of things I’d rather do. Like find Ms. Ridge. Invite her to lasagna. Joke with my favorite niece in Gram’s warm kitchen.


“If we return his book tonight, we don’t have to worry about him tomorrow,” Meg said.


We took off, boots slipping in snow. As we entered, the upper-station gondolier, Rusty Zeller, ambled in the opposite entry. Around our parents’ age, Rusty was a proud member of the Wolfe Pack, devotees of fictional detective Nero Wolfe. He was also a reigning champ of the Book Chalet’s literary trivia nights. Usually, we’d stop and talk mysteries.


Meg called out, “We’re chasing that gondola, Rusty. Its rider lost his Mary Westmacott!”


Rusty hesitated only a moment before displaying his literary knowledge. “A Westmacott, eh? You Christie gals’ll set that straight!”


The stranger’s gondola inched out of the station. Meg and I dashed, just managing to catch the gondola behind his. Our doors slid shut. The glass capsule eased out, wobbled, and plunged downhill. My stomach pitched. I’m no fan of heights, but the magic of floating over treetops always assuaged my fears. Snowflakes wafted by like millions of butterflies. Lights from the ski slopes to the west cast a peachy glow.


Dim solar lanterns lit each cabin. I could barely make out the man ahead, leaning against his window.


“Right,” Meg said, as the base station neared. “What’s our strategy? Jump out and yell ‘Westmacott’?”


“Sounds good to me,” I laughed, then noticed a problem with the plan. The stranger’s gondola was inching past the disembarking point. Was he riding back up?


The base-station gondolier, a young man with lanky shoulder-length locks, noticed too and stopped the line. Our gondola wobbled to a swinging stop, leaving us a few meters from the station entrance and several more above the ground.


“Ah, sir? Hello?” The gondolier’s voice floated up to us.


Meg and I leaned forward.


The stranger didn’t move, not until the attendant stepped inside and prodded his shoulder. That caused a reaction. In horrifying slow motion, the stranger slumped, sank from his seat, and disappeared from our view.


Meg and I stood, our mittened hands pressed to the glass.


“He’s sleeping,” I said. “Or passed out or fainted or . . .” Drunk, please let him be drunk . . .


The attendant turned to us, face stretched in shock, before fumbling into a baggy jacket. He produced a phone and jabbed at the screen.


Meg and I froze as his frantic words reached us.


“Dude! I’ve got a problem. A dead guy on the gondola!”









CHAPTER 4
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A Murder Is Announced


“What are they waiting for?” I asked, looking down from our safety-latched bubble. Two EMTs stood outside the stranger’s gondola, stoic and still as palace guards.


The young gondolier had attempted CPR, urged on by Meg’s miming and my bellowed, off-key rendition of “Stayin’ Alive,” the song with the perfect chest-compressing beat.


Except the bouncy rhythm hadn’t brought the stranger back. Nor had the EMTs, who’d dashed in and then almost as quickly stepped back out.


I stared down at the EMTs. They’d arrived in an ambulance, lights flashing. Surely they had a stretcher, a blanket . . .


Meg puffed frosty breath. “Maybe they’re waiting for the coroner? A hearse?”


I shivered and scootched closer to my sister. Down in the station, a crowd gathered as steadily as the snow, drawn by the spectacle. Unfortunately, that included Meg and me, suspended above a tragedy.


Eyes stared our way, along with the camera ends of cellphones and a massive zoom lens. The guy wielding the zoom had arrived moments before the EMTs. They’d pushed by and waved him away, but he hadn’t gone far. His lens turned to us again.


I can see you! I wanted to yell. It’s rude to photograph people trapped in glass bubbles!


I scrunched into my scarf and scowled. He noticed and waved. Friendly. Grinning. Vaguely familiar. Here was a distraction from the awful scene below. I could sleuth out the identity of camera guy. I tucked clues into a mental list.


Around my age. A former classmate?


Strawberry-blond hair jutting from a green beanie. Outdoorsy-ruddy complexion. Snow pants and jacket, fashionably baggy and bright. A lanyard thick with IDs. A snowboarder?


Summation: a snowboarder I might know.


Hardly a Sherlockian feat. Then again, Sherlock Holmes had never faced the case of former classmates who had—shockingly—aged.


Since returning home, I’d embarrassed myself by failing to recognize some former classmates and teachers. I’d readily admit that I wasn’t great with faces. I would have known close friends, but most of them had moved away, off to cities or suburbs with more jobs and homes affordable for families.


Now that I was back to stay, I wanted to reconnect. I’d reach out, I vowed. I’d overcome my natural impulse to stay home, curled up with a book. I’d say yes to—


Screeeeech!


Meg and I slapped mittened palms to our ears as the acoustic equivalent of braking train mixed with caterwauling tomcat ricocheted through our gondola.


Meg glared up at a quarter-sized intercom in the ceiling.


I spotted the original source. Down in his glass cabin, the young gondolier hunched over a microphone.


“Ah, hello?” He leaned closer to the mic. Our cabin filled with heavy breathing.


“This is the Last Word Base Village Gondola Station and your gondolier for the evening, ah, Trevor?”


Poor Trevor. I empathized with his uncertainty.


Trevor picked up a binder and read in a rote monotone. “Welcome. I mean, attention, valued riders. The Last Word Gondola—your premier gondola service—will be pausing service momentarily for routine . . . ah . . . um . . .” He flipped pages.


Meg shuddered. “Oh dear, let’s hope death doesn’t become routine.”


“We’re stopped for a delay?” Trevor suggested and then added, “There’s no cause for concern.” With that, he dropped the binder in a deafening clatter.


Meg winced and said, “If we were upslope, swinging above the cliffs in the dark, would ‘no cause for concern’ comfort you?”


“Just the opposite.”


We Christies weren’t catastrophists. We were practical. We were also avid mystery readers and thus knew what could go wrong. Anything and everything, often with a twist.


I wished Rusty Zeller would chime in from the upper station. He’d be gruffly calm. He wouldn’t pose questions either, unless they were literary trivia to pass the grim time.


Meg’s phone buzzed. I looked away to give her privacy. Her screen soon slid into my vision.


“Does this sound like your favorite niece?” Meg asked.


Solid text filled the screen. Like any self-respecting teen, Rosie texted in minimal letters and ample emojis. Interpretation was akin to deciphering code.


“Gram?” I said, incredulous. “Since when does Gram text?”


Gram had an emergency cellphone she routinely forgot to charge and carry. We’d called her rotary landline earlier to let her know about the death and delay.


“Ever since I got Rosie her new phone last week. She and Gram discovered the voice-to-text function,” Meg said.


“Oh no . . .” Voice to text was a minefield for blush-worthy mistranscriptions.


“Yep,” Meg agreed. “Let’s see . . . Gram hopes we’re not frostbitten and says ‘huzzah is hot in loving.’ ”


My rumbling stomach readily translated “huzzah” to “lasagna” and “loving” to “oven.”


“Thank goodness,” I said.


Meg continued, “They’re at book club and it’s stuck too? Do you understand that?”


I didn’t understand the stuck part, but I got the rest. “Shoot, we’re missing Morgan’s Shelf Indulgence chat!”


“Gram says you’ll be kidnapped.” Meg scrolled on.


“If it’s by you, Gram, and Rosie, I’m in.” No way was I getting on another gondola tonight.


My sister had gone silent.


“What?” I asked.


Meg sighed. “Gram wonders about the cause of death. She’s listed possibilities: heart, lung, deep veiled trombones? Deep vein thrombosis, I bet.” Meg hesitated before reading Gram’s next suggestion. “ ‘Unnatural causes’? Do you think she means . . .”
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