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Whispers in the Honey Loft

A June Bell Cozy Mystery

By Rosalind Fenwick

​

Sleuth: June Bell

Thirty-four, observant, steady, practical, with a quiet wit. June keeps bees on the edge of town and reads people the way she reads hives: by tone, rhythm, and disturbance. Unique habits: taps jars with her thumbnail to judge density, carries a grease pencil in her apron pocket for labelling, talks softly to her bees when thinking, notices scents before expressions. She is rooted in the environment; weather, bloom cycles, and nectar sources shape her mood and schedule. Emotional stake: the barn belonged to Uncle Harvey, once accused of cutting corners in business. June wants to know whether he hid treasure, shame, or both.
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Setting

Maple Hollow, a small river town ringed by clover fields, old orchards, and sumac-bright hedgerows. The inherited barn sits beyond a sagging stone wall, sweet with old hay, beeswax, cedar dust, and the faint medicinal tang of ancient honey. Mornings carry kettle steam, damp soil, and apple peel; evenings hum with crickets, porch gossip, and the low lavender smoke of smokers used at the hives. The town centre has a feed store, bakery, church green, and historical hall where memory is treated as civic property.

Crime Details

Victims: Multiple nonfatal poisonings at the Heritage Tasting during samples of “historic barn honey”; primary personal victim is Edith Vale, the town historian, who becomes the most severe case because she took a full spoonful.

Method: Modern pesticide concentrate secretly injected through wax seals into selected antique jars. Illness appears foodborne and confusingly inconsistent.

True Killer/Tamperer: Nolan Pierce, orchard owner and town councilman. He feared Edith had discovered old land ledgers in the barn proving his family’s orchard expansion was built on a fraudulent transfer from June’s uncle. He tampered with the jars expecting the discovery to disgrace Harvey’s legacy and silence Edith’s public presentation.
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June Bell first noticed the quiet.

Not the ordinary country quiet, stitched with insect hum and the far-off complaint of a screen door, but a held breath sort of silence, as if the old barn had been waiting a very long time for someone to come and ask it what it remembered.

She stood just inside the wide, sagging doorway with one hand still wrapped around the iron pull ring, letting her eyes adjust from the white glare of afternoon into the barn’s cooler shade. Dust floated in the slanting light like shaken flour. The air smelled of cedar boards, dry hay, mouse nest, and, underneath it all, something faintly sweet and deep as sunlight on toast.

Honey, June thought.

Not fresh honey, green and floral from spring clover. Older than that. Darker. A smell with time in it.

“Miss Bell?” called Mr. Foster from behind her, his lawyer’s voice cautious, as though legal matters might be unsettled by splinters. “I do have the final inventory in the car, if you’d rather not poke about in here today.”

June smiled without turning. “If I don’t poke about today, this place will know I’m afraid of it.”

There was a soft snort from the yard. Tessa Greene, who had come over under the pretence of returning a pie plate and stayed for the inheritance, leaned against the stone wall with her arms folded. “Barns can smell fear,” she said. “Everyone knows that.”

Mr. Foster, who did not appear to know any such thing, cleared his throat.

June took another step in. The floorboards answered with a low creak. Her boots nudged a scatter of straw gone silver with age. To her left stood a broken harness rack and a stack of weathered apple crates. To her right, under a film of dust so thick it softened every edge, rested a hand-cranked extractor, an old settling tank, and three wooden supers blackened by years of use. She stopped there, surprise catching warm in her chest.

“Uncle Harvey kept bees?”

“Years ago,” Tessa said from the doorway. “Before my time, mostly. My mother used to say he sold enough comb honey to pay his taxes one rough winter.”

June ran her fingertips over the extractor handle, leaving bright lines in the dust. Harvey Bell had died with more questions than mourners, or so the town had gently, stubbornly implied. He was June’s mother’s brother, solitary and touchy, better with repair work than people. June had inherited the barn because no one else wanted a structure with a leaking roof and a reputation for holding old trouble.

Yet here, in the dimness, were the tools of a man she might have understood.

“Well,” she murmured, more to herself than to the others, “that would have been nice to know.”

She slipped her grease pencil from her apron pocket by habit, though there was nothing yet to label, and tucked it back again. The small motion steadied her. When she did not know what she felt, she made lists. Bloom cycles. Hive counts. Repairs before frost. It was a practical trait, and practical traits had gotten her farther than sentiment ever had.

A flutter of wings rattled high in the rafters. June glanced up. Pigeons shifted along a beam, plump and disapproving. Then her gaze moved past them, narrowed, and held.

“There,” she said.

Tessa stepped beside her. “What am I looking at?”

June pointed. Near the far end of the loft, tucked behind a crossbeam and half veiled in shadow, sat a row of glass jars. Not canning jars from recent decades, but older ones—thick, uneven, with rounded shoulders and lids dulled by time. Even from below she could see the amber inside them, each jar catching the light with a muted glow, as if someone had bottled pieces of late afternoon and hidden them away.

Mr. Foster removed his spectacles, polished them, and put them back on. “Well. Those weren’t on the inventory.”

“Of course they weren’t,” Tessa said. “They’re in the ceiling.”

June was already moving toward the ladder fixed to the loft edge. It looked original to the barn and therefore untrustworthy, but she tested the first rung with her weight and found it merely complained rather than failed. Above her, dust stirred with every step. The sweet scent deepened.

By the time she reached the top, the boards were warmer where the sun had lain across them all day. She crouched near the jars and felt a prickle at the base of her neck, that familiar sensation she got when opening a hive and sensing, before proof, that something inside was not quite right.

There were eight jars in all. Antique, certainly. Honey in varying shades from pale gold to a brownish amber nearly the colour of strong tea. Their wax seals had cracked with age on most of them, crazed into delicate lines like old varnish.

Most of them.

June picked up one jar carefully. Dust coated the glass, but the wax at the lid was smoother than it ought to have been—less brittle, more intact, with a faint sheen unlike the others. She tapped the side lightly with her thumbnail. Dense. Still full. The honey moved slowly, stubbornly, as if reluctant to wake.

“What do you see?” Tessa called.

June didn’t answer at once. She set that jar beside another and then a third. Yes. There it was again. On three jars the wax looked newer, cleaner somehow, as though melted and laid down long after the others had been sealed.

“June?”

She looked over the loft rail. Tessa’s face was tipped up, bright with curiosity. Mr. Foster stood a cautious distance back, as if abandoned property might at any moment become litigious.

“I see something odd,” June said.

“Odd bad or odd interesting?” Tessa asked.

“In Maple Hollow, those are usually the same thing.”

Tessa grinned at that, but June’s gaze had gone back to the jars. She could smell old beeswax, dust, and the strange lingering sweetness of aged honey. Beneath it, or perhaps only in her imagination, was the thinnest sharp note—so faint she could not have named it.

Outside, the wind moved through the weeds along the wall with a dry whisper. A loose shutter tapped once against the siding. The barn, silent all these years, had offered up its first secret with very little ceremony.

June reached for another jar, her thumb brushing the wax seal, and thought, not for the last time, that anything hidden this carefully had never been meant to stay forgotten.
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