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About the Author

Death Gets Cozy is an affectionate spoof/satire/sendup (?) of mysteries in general and cozies in particular. I decided to write this story, the story of the most pompous, annoying, blowhard, takes-himself-too-seriously author that I could devise. Okay, maybe I just looked in the mirror and wrote what I saw...I’ll let you, the readers, decide.

Remember, I am a cozy writer too. That fun that I am poking, I am poking at myself. A sense of humor, especially directed at oneself, I believe is essential. 
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“You wrote the book.”

“It was meant to be a joke.” Anthony Mulish slammed his fist against his literary agent’s desk. He noticed, not for the first time, that it was an antique. Louis Quatorze. His literary agent lived better than he did.

“But you signed the contract.”

“It was never meant to be published.”

“But you signed the contract.” 

How many times was that now? Ameena Chowdary had lost count. She twiddled with her silver Mont Blanc pen, her gaze drifting to the expansive backyard. Her boys were playing on the clay tennis court. Resurfacing the old asphalt court had cost a mint but it had been worth it. This was lesson time. Their coach was a former USTA doubles champ and he didn’t come cheap. 

Ameena had traded living in a New York City highrise for a quaint mansion in the village of Sands Point out on the north shore of Long Island. Her husband was a successful corporate attorney. She didn’t need this.

“The title is stupid. I cringe whenever I see it in print: Death Gets Cozy.”

“It was your title.” Just her luck that her most difficult client had to live within an hour’s commute of her home and office. Why couldn’t he live in Florida or Hawaii? 

How about Tasmania? 

Maybe she would suggest it someday. He might like the climate. No, take that back. Anthony Mulish did not like anything.

Except his own words on paper.

“And now you want me to go to this-this—”

She helped him out. “Mystery conference. Yes, I want you to go to Murder Under Cover. It will be good publicity for you.”

“I don’t care.”

“It’s the organizers’ very first event.” The inaugural Murder Under Cover mystery conference was being held at a small college in the mountains of Virginia. The College of the Alleghenies, to be precise, a liberal arts institution. She had looked them up and studied the information packet they had sent her on her client’s behalf. Rugged mountains, cold, mist, bogs. 

Ameena shivered. Thank goodness, she wasn’t attending.

Anthony Mulish snorted derisively.

Ameena responded with more words of flattery. It was pretty much the only vocabulary Anthony—don’t dare call him Tony—Mulish understood. “It’s really quite an honor. You will be Murder Under Cover’s very first Special Guest of Honor.” 

She leaned back in her deep leather desk chair with a quiet sigh of satisfaction. A Swiss Simmental cow—the very same breed used to upholster the interior of her husband’s prized Rolls-Royce—had given its life for her comfort. “Think of it, Anthony. For time immemorial, you will be remembered as the first special guest of honor.” 

She listened to the grandfather clock tick as she waited for his response. In this case, it truly had been her grandfather’s clock. It was English, by way of the state of Bihar in India. She closed her eyes for a moment, picturing the giant Buddha statue at Bodh Gaya. She had made her first pilgrimage there with her grandfather when she was five years old. 

The steady and gentle movement of the clock brought back childhood memories of her seated on her father’s lap in his study, her ear pressed against his chest listening to the reassuring beating of his heart.

Ameena took deep breaths, trying to emulate the Buddha’s calm. Her memory tingling with the scent of her father’s black cherry pipe tobacco.

“To make the situation worse, you tell me I am up for some dubious award.”

“TR Ipé has been nominated for a Poe.” She ran the two names together quickly: 

Tripe. 

TR Ipé was Anthony Mulish’s self-appointed pen name. Tripe was his little inside joke. Yet another gibe at the genre he considered beneath his talents. Far beneath.

“That’s I-pay.”

“Sure, if you say so.” She turned her head and feigned a cough, rolling her eyes instead. “If your alter ego, TR I-pay, takes home this award, your sales could triple.” 

Go figure. The egomaniac’s rambling spoof of cozy mysteries, titled Death Gets Cozy, had not only sold, it had become a bestseller in the mystery category. All by its little old self, it had quickly outstripped all Mulish’s book sales for the past twenty-seven years. She’d finally earned a commission on the man. Something she never thought would or, if she was honest, should happen. The man’s books were overwrought, overwritten ego-driven flights of fancy.

As big as his head was, she still wondered how it managed to contain his even larger ego.

She should have turned down representing him years ago but, like a little lost and sad puppy, she had felt sorry for him. And now that she had him, she found it hard to give him back to the pound.

Anthony Mulish twisted his jaw side to side. “Triple?”

“Triple.” 

Anthony Mulish shoved his big head between his hands and gave a heartfelt sigh. It was hard, so very hard being him. He had worked hard, toiled all his life to write literary novels. Important pieces of art, as important as anything produced by Victor Hugo, Fyodor Dostoevsky or Leo Tolstoy. More important than those modern day hacks like Hemingway and Fitzgerald. And now there was freaking Bob Dylan, for Pete’s sake.

The long-haired guitar strummer had won the freaking Nobel Prize for Literature!

Anthony Mulish had always known that society was coming to an end. He just hadn’t realized it would come about while he was still alive. 

“I don’t care,” Anthony Mulish said finally, surprising even himself. “I don’t want to win the award. I’m sick and tired of the whole thing. I wish I had never written Death Gets Cozy.”

Ameena decided this was not the time to say yet again that he had written the book and signed the contract with the publisher. “Don’t worry,” she told him. “You won’t win.” She smiled. How nice to say something nasty and nice all in three little words. 

“Promise?”

“I promise.” The agent knew from experience that these awards were as much a popularity contest as they were a reflection of a novel’s merits. 

Who in their right mind would vote for TR Ipé to win the prestigious award once they had met him?
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Anthony Mulish sat stiff as an old corpse in the passenger seat of Ameena Chowdary’s silver BMW sedan. It was a late model too. He didn’t even own a car. Perhaps it was time he did. But where would he park it in the city?

Anthony Mulish stared at the passing scenery. Boring. He hated trees. He hated mountains. He hated mud. Virginia seemed to be teeming with all of the above. Virginia wasn’t for lovers, it was for masochists. 

As they climbed ever further into the never-ending mountains, Anthony Mulish rued his decision to attend Murder Under Cover.

Beside him in the driver’s seat, Ameena tightened her grip on the steering wheel as she fought against her natural instinct to squeeze her eyes shut each time they came to a sharp turn in the road. She hated sharp turns. She hated heights. She hated her passenger.

The road seemed to get narrower by the mile, with precipitous drops and deadly plunges, followed by stomach-turning steep inclines.

There were no guardrails anywhere. Why? Didn’t the Department of Transportation care if the occasional tourist took a shortcut back to ground level?

To make matters worse, she had gloomy Anthony Mulish for company. In the end, her least favorite but suddenly most successful author had put his foot down. He had insisted that he would only attend Murder Under Cover if she accompanied him.

Ameena’s husband, Ravi, had told her that she should tell Mulish to take a hike. He’d been telling her that for years. She was on the verge of taking his suggestion one step further. If Mulish complained once more about her driving, she was going to lean over, open his door and suggest he take that hike. Even if she was going fifty miles per hour and they were four thousand feet above sea level.

They had been on the road, cooped up with only each other in the tiny car, for eight hours or more. Not even the satellite radio had helped. Mulish had stubbornly refused to listen to anything other than classical music. A soporific if ever there was one. If it hadn’t been for regular caffeine stops, she’d have been asleep at the wheel long ago. 

According to her GPS, the end was almost in sight.

Truth be told, it was the only thing that kept her going.

A big rig swung around a sharp blind bend, halfway in their lane. The driver tooted his air horn like it was her fault. Ameena swore. “Veshya kee santaan!” and swerved to the right. 

The BMW’s tires bounced over loose rocks and gravel along the shoulder.

She ignored her client’s curses and entreaties to the god he didn’t believe in to save him from a certain and painful death as they were rattled like rag dolls. 

The next minute, she was smiling as the BMW found its grip on the road again and Anthony Mulish collapsed in a blessedly silent, perspiring heap. The sign posted along the edge of the road told her that the College of the Alleghenies was a mere mile away.

That mile was practically straight downhill. Ameena was forced to ride the brakes, otherwise they might have reached the campus at one hundred miles per hour. That wasn’t the sort of entrance she wanted to make. 

Fortunately, they arrived unscathed. Her car bounced across a narrow, storybook-perfect wooden covered bridge with a green roof and red timber sides spanning a slow-moving creek. 

The small COA campus sat in a misty bowl surrounded by thick woods. Several large, dull brown brick buildings with equally unimaginative square windows were arranged in a U-shape cradling an expanse of now brown grass, with a solitary flagpole near its center. 

A Civil War-era cannon aimed toward the entrance drive. Southern hospitality at its best. 

Several smaller structures, including a well-kept, two-story Colonial-style house, surrounded by beds of late-blooming flowers, sat on the outskirts abutting a broad lawn with a marble fountain. A white-tailed duck scooted around in the fountain bowl while two mourning doves circled the ground below. The sign on the lawn stated that the house was the residence of the chancellor.

“This is our destination?” Anthony Mulish looked out the bug-spattered windshield. “Not much, is it?”

“What do you want? It’s not the Ritz-Carlton. It’s a small, privately-run college. And it’s not costing you a dime, remember? The conference is paying for everything.” 

She, on the other hand, had had to pay the three hundred dollar registration fee, plus an extra seventy-five for the banquet, plus her room charges. 

Ravi complained about that. She told her husband not to worry because she’d deduct the cost of the trip from Mulish’s next royalty statement. Even the gas money. He’d never know.

Anthony Mulish grunted. “I was expecting something more grand. I hope the accommodations are suitable.”

“Let’s go find out.” She took malicious pleasure in picturing Anthony Mulish being forced to spend the night in a stark cell, better yet, a monkey cage.

Leaving the car outside a broad set of steep granite steps leading to the entrance, author and agent strode into the warm lobby. Several long folding tables, each occupied by a pair of eager volunteers, were set up directly across from them. Lines of registrants stood in front of each table.

Anthony pulled a small flask from the inside pocket of his brown tweed coat. He didn’t really care for tweed but he thought it fit the part he was meant to play: author. He took a small sip of tequila and returned the silver flask to its pocket. “What’s going on? Class registration? I thought you told me that students were on break at this time?”

“They are,” replied Ameena. “These people are registering for the conference.”

“Ah, that explains it.”

“Explains what?”

“Why they don’t look college age. Look at them. I mean, I see a few young people but most of them are absolutely ancient.”

Ameena felt a twinge in her neck like the stony hand of a dark forest-dwelling ogre was squeezing the life essence out of her from behind her back. It was all she could do not to tell Mulish that practically everyone in sight was either younger than him or, at the very least, no older. “People of all ages read mysteries. You, of all people, should know that.” 

She pulled him closer and dropped her voice. “And watch what you say around these people. These are your fans.”

Anthony Mulish snorted derisively. 

“Mister Ipé?” A bundled up woman in a parka and white scarf beamed at him. She was pushing a cart overladen with hard- and soft-covered books. “Oh, my lordy, it is you!” She rummaged through her cloth-sided cart. “Look, I have your book, Death Gets Cozy!” She threw open the title page. “Would you sign it for me?”

Although Ameena had seen the cover a thousand times before, it never got old. Neither did her client’s expression every time he had to look at it. She found the cover cute. He found it mortifying. 

Death Gets Cozy was the improbable story of a female amateur sleuth who owns a rug shop/café, has a trio of black and white cats, a chubby wiener dog who thinks he’s one of the cats, and a blind hermit crab with a knack for solving murders. 

The novel’s protagonist, Samille Cannon, was twenty-six years old, had the body of a Victoria’s Secret model and the brains of a Goddard Space Center scientist—the author’s words, not hers.

Samille’s best friend and sidekick in amateur crime solving was Debbie Dunse. Debbie was a cartoonish blonde with too much energy and too little brain wave activity. Yet, improbable as it seemed, the blonde had her fans among readers.

According to the story, Samille Cannon had rescued the unfortunate hermit crab along a busy Florida roadside. Ameena was positive that Anthony Mulish had never so much as stepped foot in Florida. Nonetheless, in the story, the crab had been the victim of a vehicular hit-and-run as it attempted to cross from one side of busy coastal highway A1A to the other. 

Blinded in the accident, Herman “Hermie” the hermit crab was able to communicate with his rescuer, Samille, via writing in beach sand. This, the creature accomplished by dragging an over-sized claw through the sand in the wooden sandbox she had provided for him in her home. 

Actually, there were two sandboxes, one in her store and one in her apartment because the crab often went to work with her. In fact, he was on the payroll with the title of Official Greeter.

With all the above in mind, the publisher’s graphic artist had gone to town. The cover depicted Samille seated on the edge of a giant wood-sided sandbox in the center of Little Shop of Rugs and Refreshments, surrounded by her pets. The title Death Gets Cozy was written in the sand—by Hermie, no doubt, whose giant left claw was caked with specks of golden sand. 

Ameena could only imagine what the graphic artist had thought of the book’s premise. She would have bet drugs had been required in the creative design process. 

Anthony Mulish had confided to her that he had given his protagonist the name Samille Cannon because he was infatuated with the older actress Dyan Cannon. Samille Cannon combined her real name with her stage name. 

Maybe he thought Dyan Cannon would be flattered, call him up. Blurb his next Anthony Mulish novel. Not a bad idea on the face of it. If a mere one hundred Dyan Cannon fans bought one of his tedious literary novels, it would amount to as much as he generally sold in any given year.

On a personal level, of course, he wouldn’t stand a chance with the actress. Ameena wasn’t sure he stood a chance with any woman. 

Of course, now he was making money. That might just change things. Even an Anthony Mulish could get lucky once in a while. Who’d have thought he’d be a successful author? Not her. But a woman? Only if he kept his mouth shut and just nodded, and let any potential mates do all the talking.

Anthony Mulish squinted at the fan before him. He had forgotten to put his contact lenses in. He had a pair of reading glasses in his jacket but kept them there. He was too vain to wear the glasses in public. “Did you purchase this novel?”

“Yes, of course, Mister Ipé.”

“Here?”

“Uh. Why, no. I bought it at my local bookstore.” According to her badge, she was Shelly Burns, from Austin, Texas. She was a long way from home. “I brought it with me because I knew you were coming.” She angled the open book closer to him. “Do you have a pen, Mister Ipé, sir?”

Anthony retreated, waving his hands like a pair of five-fingered stop signs. “I’m sorry. I do not.” 

His signing pen was in his other inside pocket, on the left side, where he kept it at the ready. But he wasn’t telling her that. Not now. Not under these circumstances. “I’m afraid I can only sign books that you purchase here at this event.”

“Oh?” The poor woman looked mortified and crestfallen all rolled up into one red face of dismay and embarrassment. “I am so sorry. I-I didn’t know.” She deflated like a red circus balloon.

Anthony Mulish smiled. “Now you do.” He took his agent’s arm and walked away.

“What on earth did you tell her that for?” whispered Ameena. “That was rude. You disappointed a fan.”

“It only makes them stronger,” he said, nonsensically.

“It makes them post nasty comments about TR Ipé, the goose that laid the golden egg and his novel, Death Gets Cozy, on social media.”

That brought Anthony Mulish to a stop. “I’ll do better next time.” They both knew that wasn’t true and that he was merely placating her.

“It’s not even correct.” Ameena pulled him up to a table.

“What?”

“Fans do not have to buy their books here for the authors to sign. I mean, it’s nice. But authors can sign books fans bring with them from home. There are no rules.”

“No rules?”

“No rules. You can sign their books, their bookmarks, the program, their elbows, for that matter. And you should.”

“That’s ridiculous,” he said. What was the point in coming if nobody bought his books? “Not this author.”

“Right. What was I thinking?”

“Excuse me?” 

Good grief. Had she said that last bit aloud? “I said ‘good thinking.’ More sales that way.”

“Exactly.”

“Let’s get you signed up.” Maybe then she could go take a nap up in her room. 

Ignoring the long lines, Anthony Mulish approached a large woman in a High Crimes – Denver - Bouchercon 2000 T-shirt with a bejeweled lavender tiara atop her head. She was in charge of the A through F line but that wasn’t stopping him.

She looked at them expectantly. “Names, please?”

Ameena stepped in. “This is Anthony—” Anthony Mulish jabbed her roughly between the ribs. “Ouch.” Ameena rubbed her side. “This is Mister TR Ipé.”

“Oh, Mister Ipé!” The woman leapt to her feet. Her tiara went tumbling to the floor behind her. “I should have known. I am a huge, huge fan.”

Mulish held his hand to the side of his mouth and turned to his agent to mutter, “I’ll say.”

Ameena scowled and stabbed him between the ribs with her elbow. “Play nice.”

The author leaned forward and extended his hand. “TR Ipé. A pleasure, madam.”

The woman scooped up her tiara, plopping it atilt on her head. She moved to the G through L box and flipped through the envelopes in the plastic bin there. “Here you go, Mister Ipé, sir.” Waving an envelope overhead, she returned. “Everything you need is inside.” 

She opened the number 10 envelope to prove her point. “Here’s your nametag. That goes in your badge sleeve attached to your lanyard. And here are your meal tickets, including your banquet ticket. The conference is even providing you with two free drink tickets.” 

She held up two red tickets. “Anything you like. Our treat. And, as our guest of honor, you get two more free drink tickets good at tonight’s reception.” She held up two green tickets as if they were magic talismans. 

“Thank you, Ms...?” he glanced at the plastic sleeve of her lanyard, “Wethering.” Peggy Wethering had decorated her badge with cloisonné pins and Nancy Drew novel cover stickers.

What had he gotten himself into?

“I’m looking forward to your reading later.”

“Reading?”

Anthony Mulish glanced first at the Wethering—or was that Wearisome—woman then his agent. “What reading?”

“At three o’clock.” She snatched a small stapled booklet from the table and riffled through it. “See? Right here. SGOH reading. That’s you.” She raised a massive arm and pointed. “Right there in the Raymond Chandler Auditorium. Seats five hundred.”

“The Raymond Chandler Auditorium? Was he an alumni?” Maybe this little college wasn’t such a third-rate degree mill after all.

“Oh, no. At least, I don’t believe so. It’s really the George Mason Auditorium. He wrote Virginia’s Declaration of Independence. The con organizers renamed all the rooms for the event.”

Disappointment edging his lip downward, Mulish accepted the envelope and turned to go.

“Don’t forget your bag.” With a thud, Ms. Wethering dumped a large zippered black canvas tote bag on the table.

He dragged it closer. “What’s all this?”

“That’s your swag bag.”

“I don’t want it.” Mulish pushed it back across the table.

“But all your swag is in it.”

He turned to his agent. “What is this woman talking about? What is swag?”

“Free books mostly, bookmarks, plus mystery magazines, maybe some postcards and pens.” She turned to the extremely patient woman manning the table who no doubt wished her client had taken his business elsewhere. That made two of them. “Hello.” She extended her hand. “Ameena Chowdary. I’ll take mine, please.” 

She turned and smiled awkwardly at the growing crowd behind them, which Anthony Mulish had rudely cut in front of.

“Let me get that for you.” Peggy flipped through the plastic bin at her table. “Chowdary, Chowdary.” She stopped. “Here you go.” She handed Ameena her registration. “And here’s your swag bag,” she added with some hesitation.

Ameena thanked Peggy and turned to her client. “You should take yours too.”

“Why?”

“To be polite?”

The twitch of his brow suggested he didn’t think that reason enough.

“Maybe you’ll find a book or two in the bag that you will enjoy reading.”

“From this lot?” His eyes scanned the mostly female, mostly middle-aged and upwards crowd. “I doubt it.” His finger toyed with the fabric handle. “Still, it is free and it would be rude to refuse, I suppose.”

“You suppose right.”

Peggy Wethering held up the bag in question. “Mister Ipé? I do think you will enjoy it.” Her voice trembled and her tiara slid down her forehead, scraping down her nose. She shoved it back in place with her free hand.

“Fine. I’ll take mine too,” sighed Anthony Mulish, as if he were doing the woman a great favor. He could always sell the books at Monty’s Books & More, his neighborhood used bookstore. Even books such as these had to be worth something.

The poor volunteer looked like she needed the hospitality suite and quick. 

“You didn’t tell me there would be a reading,” complained Anthony Mulish. “I hate readings.”

“It’s customary. I thought you knew. It was in the contract you signed with the organizing committee.” Peggy’s lips tightened.

“I must have glossed over that.”

“You have a reading, two signings, half a dozen manuscript critiques to plow through—”

“Half a dozen?”

“The committee mailed them to you eight weeks ago, Mister Ipé.”

“But half a dozen?” Anthony Mulish looked in desperation at his agent.

Ameena held up her hand. “Plus a meet and greet with your fans. Check your schedule. It’s in that booklet in your bag. It will have all your times listed.”

“What time does the bar open?” he wanted to know. He remembered now a thick packet of twenty-page partial manuscripts arriving at his door back home. He had assumed they were from wannabe authors seeking his advice. He had immediately trashed them.

“Not soon enough,” Ameena said with surprise. Not surprise that she’d thought it, only surprise that she’d said it out loud.

Another volunteer told the pair that their rooms were on the fifth floor. They rode a warm, crowded elevator upward.

On the ride up, Anthony Mulish said quietly to his agent, “I’m afraid I left the manuscripts I am supposed to be critiquing back in my apartment.” A small lie. But, in his opinion, life was justifiably meant to be full of them.

“Don’t worry. They sent copies to me, too, in case yours got lost in the mail. I’ve got them in my bag. I’ll drop them off.”

“Wonderful,” replied Anthony Mulish in a tone that left no doubt that he meant exactly the opposite.

A large woman in a green dress who had been talking to her slender companion took one look at Anthony Mulish and stopped. “One second.” She patted her friend’s arm. “Do you know who this is?” She turned to the author. “You are TR Ipé, aren’t you?”

Anthony thrust his hands in his coat pockets. “Yes.”

“I knew it! I thought Death Gets Cozy was wonderful. And to think, it’s your debut novel. You have a real gift, TR.”

“Yes,” he agreed.

Her red-headed companion joined the conversation. This woman wore no lanyard as of yet but was loaded down with her own conference bag. “When can we expect the next book in the series?”

Mulish visibly flinched. His agent knew this was a sore spot for him. He hated his success at least as much as he loved it. Probably more. She knew the thought of a sequel, let alone a continuing series was unthinkable to him. Though both she and his publisher had begged and begged him to continue.

“I am considering my options,” he said with a flick of the tongue. “First and foremost being to slit my wrists.” He jutted out said pale wrists.

The ladies laughed nervously, unsure if he was joking or not.

Ameena came forward as the elevator stopped on floor two. A couple people got off. The doors closed and they resumed their ascent. “You must be Dorothy Hall. It’s an honor to meet you. I’ve read all your books. I’m Ameena Chowdary. I represent Mister Ipé.” She turned to her charge. “Ms. Hall is a mystery author, TR. A very distinguished one, I might add.”

“Why, thank you, Ameena.” Dorothy Hall primped her bouffant with pride.

“Dorothy is also up for a Poe award for best hardcover original in the cozy category.”

“I’m surprised.” Anthony Mulish stroked his chin.

“Surprised?” Dorothy Hall blinked her green eyes at him.

“I believe I have seen your work. Nothing original about it at all.”

Dorothy Hall tittered nervously, again unsure if this was the celebrated cozy author’s sense of humor or if she was being dissed.

Ameena blushed with embarrassment. She knew exactly what he had meant.

The elevator stopped and the doors slid open once again. The ladies stepped out first. “See you at the banquet tonight, TR,” called Dorothy Hall. The two ladies disappeared into a room near the elevator shaft.

“She called me TR,” Anthony Mulish said. “I hate that.” He preferred the more formal Mister Ipé. The elevator continued upwards.

“I know. But you did choose your own nom de plume.” How many times had she reminded him of that too? “Get used to it. These people have read your book. They feel like they know you. More than that, you’re family to them.” If only his fans knew how wrong they were. “And did you have to be so rude? Do you know who that was?”

“Yes, Dorothy Somebody. Writes twee cozy mysteries.”

“You write twee cozy mysteries. Rather, you’ve written one cozy mystery to be exact.” She hoisted her finger. “Ms. Hall has a Grand Master Award for lifetime achievement in the field from the Mystery Writers of America.”

That evoked the merest of shrugs from the author.

Ameena dug rapidly through her capacious handbag for her blood pressure meds.

The elevator came to a stop on their floor. Anthony Mulish stepped out then paused outside the door to his room. “Have you submitted The World Is Words to publishing houses yet?” 

Ameena smothered a groan.

The World Is Words was his latest masterpiece, his magnum opus. His Nobel Prize-worthy novel that spanned the last five hundred years of Western civilization. His previous novels had sold in the low thousands. This one would sell in the millions. He was certain of it.

“Not yet.” Truth be told, she fell asleep each time she tried to read it. The novel was overwrought and overworked. If she ever did make it to the end of the eight hundred-plus page novel, her husband and children would probably find her dead at her desk, a victim of boredom. 

Ravi had found her slumped over the manuscript on more than one occasion, asleep, drool oozing from her mouth. He’d even gone so far as taking photographs of her on his smartphone and posting the embarrassing shots demonstrating just that on social media. She secretly plotted her revenge on her husband and her client.

Anthony Mulish frowned. He thrust his key into the slot and opened the door. The steel key was the real deal, not one of those flimsy keycards. The college was either a slow adopter or felt it simpler to give their students something more solid to hold onto and less easily frangible. “You are my agent. Strike while the iron is hot.”

“Yes, Anthony.” Ameena caught sight of a sumptuously outfitted suite. At least they were putting him up nicely. She wouldn’t have to hear him crow about the accommodations. 

“Shush.” He held a cautionary index finger to his lips. “That’s Mister Ipé while we are here.” He hated it when others compared the author Anthony Mulish with that hack TR Ipé. “You must remember to call me that.”

“Of course, Mister Ipé.” She had tried valiantly to get him to drop the ruse. If everybody knew that Anthony Mulish and TR Ipé were one and the same, bookstores might finally be able to move some of his older Mulish-branded titles. But still the writer insisted on maintaining the pretense. 

If only she’d dropped him as a client years ago. She had been a fool to keep him. If she dropped him now, when he was finally earning her some much-deserved commission money, she’d be double the fool.

“And remember, let’s strike while the iron is hot. I pay you to get results.” He slammed the door in her face. 

“I’d like to strike all right,” she muttered, balling her hands into fists as she slumped wearily to her own smaller room at the end of the hall next to a utility closet.
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Anthony yawned as he entered his suite. He studied himself in the mirror hung in the foyer. He still sometimes barely recognized the man he saw looking back at him. He had dyed his mousy brown hair black and shaved his beard—all in an attempt to distance himself, Anthony Mulish, serious novelist, from the man he had become, TR Ipé, cozy mystery author.

Ugh. It still hurt even to think it.

From his earliest memories, all Anthony Mulish had wanted was to succeed in life as a serious novelist. He hadn’t cared about fame or even fortune. A modest living and a modest home would have been enough for him. 

For years he had struggled in vain. He’d written novel after novel, a few published, many never seeing the light of day. The reviews had been mixed at best but he had not let that stop him, although it did sometimes hurt. 

Then came the age of the internet and he had to deal with inconsequential and frequently mean-spirited twits who posted the most inane and spiteful reviews of his novels for all eternity. 

What sort of lives did they lead that they spent their time trying to destroy other people? 

People they didn’t even know. 

People who had given their lives to create stories.

Then, in a fit of rage and vengeance, he had written Death Gets Cozy. For his murder victim, he’d chosen a blogger/influencer. Blogger/influencer. How he loathed the very terms. Vocalizing the words called to mind the sound of someone vomiting up a rancid sardine. He considered most of their work just as unpalatable.

He had sent his satiric novel to Ameena as a joke really. A way of venting his frustration with the world. 

Nothing more. 

And now he was famous for it. Every time he went into a bookstore, he was forced to endure the sight of the novel’s saccharine cover with his pseudonym in bold raised letters. 

He had created a monster and the monster was him. Tired, watery gray eyes blinked at him. The eyes of a sixty-year-old man. He had tried Tiffany blue-tinted contacts but the effect was disconcerting so he had gone back to clear lenses. 

“Anthony Mulish,” he spoke to the mirror, “look what you have done. Famous for something you never wanted. Celebrated for writing the sort of novel that you delighted in mocking others for writing.”

It was horrifying. Overwhelming. And, if he was honest with himself, which he occasionally was, a little bit exciting. Several bloggers had put him up there in the ranks with Dame Agatha Christie! Why, one social media influencer had even called Death Gets Cozy the “must read mystery novel of the year!”

How could he be a cozy writer? In his mind, cozy mystery authors were little old ladies with furry, fat-bellied cats in their laps, seated in slipcover chairs, knitting booties and scarves for their grandchildren. In between, they concocted absurdist tales of small town charm and murder.

Now, according to his agent, these very same writers considered him one of the family.

If there was a god, he surely did have a sense of humor.

Or a mean streak.

Anthony Mulish removed his coat. He hung it carefully over the desk chair. Reaching into the inside pocket, he pulled out his flask and took a long drink of tequila. He deserved it. 

Yanking open the curtains, he looked out at the mountains and the misty forest. The sky above was a dappled gray blanket. Three white-tailed deer, a mother and two fawn, were visible through the trees, nibbling at the sparse understory. 

“How dreary.”

He pulled the drapery shut again. There was nothing outside worth looking at.

The suite itself was pleasant enough. Being a college, he had feared being ensconced in some spartan dormitory, dreary and smelling of stale bargain-priced beer. Surprisingly, this suite was quite posh, meant for visiting dignitaries like himself, no doubt. 

He decided to explore further. Opening a white door, he discovered an elegant, marble-tiled bathroom off the foyer. 

The foyer itself opened into the sitting area, featuring velvety overstuffed chairs and a sofa. A large, flat-screen TV was attached to the wall. A decent workspace occupied another wall with one of those ergonomic black leather office chairs that he had always coveted. 

Could he keep it? Would the unwieldy chair fit in the trunk of Ameena’s BMW?

In the corner of the room, he noticed a kitchenette with all sorts of stainless steel appliances. He popped open the refrigerator, delighted to see they had stocked it with fruits, cheeses and two packs of Guinness Draught, his favorite beer. 

A candy dish on the dining table held an assortment of imported Belgian chocolate bars with almonds—one of his guilty pleasures. The table also held a beribboned bottle of his favorite tequila, too. This tequila was contained in a macabre yellow-and-red Day of the Dead skull-shaped bottle. He’d never seen anything like it and cradled the glazed bottle in his hands to study it more closely. 

That bottle was definitely going home with him.

The organizers had listened well.

Heavy white, raised-panel double doors led to what he surmised would be the bedroom. He turned the gold knob on the right and entered. To his surprise, a young blonde woman lay atop the king-sized bed. Long hair spilled over her ripe, full breasts. There was something sexy about the scoop-necked French peasant dress that hung loosely from her shoulders, stopping a little above the knees. Her eyes were green. Her parted lips were red and inviting.

A perfect specimen. 

Anthony Mulish was already devising a place for her in one of his novels. He swallowed hard. “One of us seems to be in the wrong room.”

“I’m Giselle Mimieux.” She pointed a finger at him. “You are TR Ipé.” She balanced a wine glass in her left hand. She gave it a swirl.

Anthony Mulish considered. The woman’s accent was French. Her intent was yet unclear. “How did you get in here?”

She smiled. “I stole a master key from one of the maids earlier.”

“You should go.”

“But I paid for a manuscript consultation with you.” Giselle Mimieux patted the white down-filled comforter. 

“Now? Here?”

“Tomorrow, actually, but I was hoping for some time alone.” She batted her long, curly lashes at him. “And maybe you could introduce me to your agent?”

Ah, she was one of those. “I’ll see you at the appointed time. Get out.” He pointed towards the door.

Giselle Mimieux set her half-empty wine glass on the nightstand and reluctantly stood. “But I paid a hundred dollars for your critique.”

“You want my critique? Here it is. You,” he paused for dramatic effect, “are a slut.”

The young woman’s face darkened as she grabbed her leather purse off the plush Turkish rug the bed sat on. She slipped her feet into a pair of high heels.

Giselle Mimieux stormed to the door. 

He followed her. “And if you want to write cozies,” Anthony Mulish said loudly, “I suggest you spend more time writing and less time spreading your legs.”

She slammed the door behind herself. 

Reentering the bedroom, Anthony Mulish noticed a large manilla envelope on the opposite nightstand. He peered inside. The envelope was stuffed with pages of printer paper. He removed them and looked at the typed title on the front: Sweet Murder by Giselle Mimieux.

“Good grief. Another load of yesterday’s cow dung,” Anthony Mulish said, after forcing himself to read the opening two pages.

With a sigh, he pulled open the bedroom curtains, lifted the sash and hurled the manuscript out the window. Pages fluttered bird-like and flew in the cold wind like the trash that they were.

An incessant banging at the door of his room drove him to open it. He slammed the window down and stomped to the door. “Yes?”

It was Giselle Mimieux. Her arms were rigidly locked over her chest. Her face was the color of a ripe radish. “I want my manuscript back!”

“You are too late. It is decorating the lawn.”

“What does that mean?” Her eyes burned with hatred.

“I threw it out the window.” He slowly closed the door, nearly clipping off her pert little nose.

“You pig!” she shouted at the closed door and stamped her feet.

Ameena headed toward the elevator. Her own quarters were tiny and austere, more dorm than domicile. And she was paying a pretty penny for the space. 

With her was Jenny Garrett, Anthony Mulish’s editor at Ackerman Publishing. AP had been responsible for publishing Death Gets Cozy. Sometimes, Ameena didn’t know whether to thank them or firebomb their offices.

The pair noticed the sexy young woman banging on Anthony Mulish’s door.

“Isn’t that Ipé’s suite?” Jenny Garrett had been forewarned about speaking Anthony Mulish’s real name anywhere in public.

“Yep.” Ameena kept walking.

Bang! Bang! “Open up, jerk face!” shouted Giselle Mimieux fiercely.

“Who’s the young lady?” asked Jenny.

“Another of his fans, I suppose.” Ameena pushed the button for the elevator. She ignored the constant pounding on her author’s door. 

She breathed a sigh of relief when she and Jenny Garrett were safely inside the elevator and falling rapidly.

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
NATIONAL BESTSELLING AUTHOR

J.R. RIPLEY

7

z
)
=
%
z
=2
T
4
=
=
=
=2
o
z
©)
e
=
Z |
=
Z
< |






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





