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Turkey, Tinsel, and Tribulations: copyright © 2022 Sherri Bryan

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form, or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the author and copyright owner, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in reviews.

This is a work of fiction. All names, characters, businesses, organisations, places, events, and incidents mentioned therein are either the products of the author’s imagination, or are used in a fictitious manner.

Any resemblance to businesses, organisations, places, events, incidents, and people, living or dead, is coincidental. 

Turkey, Tinsel and Tribulations first appeared in the anthology, Riddles, Resolutions and Revenge, collated by R.B. Marshall.
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When Megan Fallon arrives in the charming English village of Bliss Bay for the festive holiday season to discover that an attacker is on the loose, the race is on to find out whose Christmas wish could be so mean-spirited as to bring bad tidings on others. 

Will she be able to help police find the perpetrator in time to save Christmas?

Turkey, Tinsel and Tribulations is a prequel to The Bliss Bay Village Mystery Series. Unlike my other books, it is a murder-less mystery.

It first appeared in the anthology, Riddles, Resolutions and Revenge, collated by R.B. Marshall.

* * *
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Chapter 1
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As the Bliss Bay Women's Association meeting dragged on, Claudia Fallon stifled a yawn and chanced a discreet glance at her watch. “I wish Sandra would stop wittering,” she whispered to her sister, Sylvie. “I need to get some mince pies in the oven for when Megan and Evie arrive this afternoon.”

“Well, if she wasn’t so in love with the sound of her own voice, we'd have finished twenty minutes ago,” Sylvie replied, out of the corner of her mouth. “I'm sure 'Any Other Business' isn't supposed to take longer than the actual meeting.”

Village busybody Sandra Grayling’s beady eyes scanned the room like a vulture on the lookout for its lunch. “Last item on the AOB agenda is a message from Olivia and Rob at the village shop. Due to an over-delivery of festive poultry, they’re selling frozen turkeys and turkey drumsticks at half price on a first-come, first-served basis—once they’ve gone, they’ve gone. Right, I think that covers everything. This is our last meeting for this year, so the next time we get together will be on the 4th of January.” She brought down the gavel on the village hall’s ancient oak table with a forceful thud. “Meeting adjourned!”

“For heaven's sake, you scared me half to death!” said Sylvie, with a start, a hand flying to rest over her heart. “Must you make so much noise? We might be getting on in years, but we're not deaf, y'know.”

“Piffle!” bellowed Sandra. She crossed her arms over her zip-up cardigan with the leather patches on the elbows and tossed her snow-white hair in a show of defiance. “You know very well that I’m standing in as Chairwoman while Marjorie has her flu jab, so I’ll run the meeting however I choose. If you don’t like my managerial style, you know what you can do.” 

Sylvie opened her mouth to reply, but before she could get her words out, her sister butted in ahead of her. “No one’s complaining, Sandra,” soothed Claudia, keen to avoid a potentially fractious exchange, and get home to her mince pies. She smiled and touched a hand to the holly-and-ivy-patterned hairband holding her dark curls from her forehead. “It’s been a very, er, informative meeting.” 

Sandra replied with a brief nod, and an even briefer smile. “Well, I like to be thorough, and you know my motto, don’t you? If a job’s worth doing, it’s worth doing well, is what I always say.” She allowed the smile to creep a little further towards her cheeks. “I’ve always believed in dotting every i and crossing every t.

“In fact...” She paused to peer at Gladys Layton, one of the association's longest-serving members. “Are you ill?” she barked, without a shred of sympathy. “What on earth’s the matter with you, woman? You’ve gone green!”

Gladys wafted a copy of the meeting’s agenda in front of her face. “I feel a little queasy. Is it me, or is it hot in here?”

“It is a bit hot,” said Sylvie, getting up to open a window. “Stuffy, too. After that cold snap last night, the heating's probably been set to maximum.”

Sandra gave a loud and disapproving tut. “Why the dickens we need to have the radiators on full blast, I don't know.”

“I think it might have something to do with the fact there was ice on the inside of the windows this morning,” said Sylvie, rattling the old frame and giving it a tug to let in a blast of fresh air.

Sandra lifted her shoulders in a matter-of-fact shrug. “It's December on the south-west coast of England, for goodness' sake. What d'you expect? If it's cold, put on some thermal underwear and another cardigan. That’s what I do.”

“Well, if only we were all as robust as you, Sandra,” said Sylvie, her voice dripping with honey and sarcasm. “But, alas, we are but mere mortals.”

Sandra's thin lips pursed before her gaze homed in on Gladys again. “You've obviously caught a winter bug. That retirement home is like a giant petri dish, teeming with bacteria just lurking and waiting to find someone to infect. And then when one of you gets something, you all get it.” She leaned forward, interrogation style, with her hands behind her back, to inspect Gladys at closer quarters. “Where's Ethel today?” she said, referring to the woman’s closest friend. “You’re usually joined at the hip. Have you fallen out?”

“No, of course not.” Gladys’s usually sprightly silver curls hung limply around her cheeks as she responded with a feeble shake of her head. “She was ever so ill during the night, and still felt a bit under the weather this morning. She couldn’t eat a bite of breakfast, so she went back to bed.”

Sandra banged a hand on the table, and everyone jumped again. “You see!” she cried, triumphantly, pointing an accusatory finger at Gladys. “There's the source of your—your whatever it is! Like I just said, when one gets something, you all get it, and on this occasion, it sounds like Ethel’s the culprit.” She tickled her chin and smirked. “Although with her finely tuned psychic abilities,” she said, with a mocking tone and an exaggerated eye roll, “it makes you wonder how reliable her predictions are if she couldn’t see it coming.”

“Don’t be mean, Sandra,” said Gladys, too feeble to stick up for Ethel and her self-professed ability to see the future. “I don’t know why I’m feeling so awful.” She lifted her shoulders in a shrug that seemed to take every ounce of effort. “I just wish I wasn’t.”

Claudia touched the back of her hand to the elderly woman’s forehead. “You’re awfully cold and clammy. Do you think your symptoms might have been caused by something you ate?”

Gladys wafted the neckline of her sweater dress, her snub nose crinkling as she cast her mind back. “I doubt it. Ethel and I didn't eat the same things yesterday for breakfast, lunch, or dinner,” she said, blowing up from her bottom lip to cool her face. “Although we did share a box of mint chocolate truffles that Alice gave us. They were handmade with fresh cream, and tasted okay, so I’m sure they were, but—” 

“I’m sorry, I must have misheard,” interrupted Sandra, waggling a finger around in her ear. “Did you say Alice gave you a box of truffles?” A silver-speckled eyebrow rose sharply to echo her surprise. “That must be the first time she’s voluntarily parted with something edible in all the years she’s been manager at the retirement home. That woman has the appetite of a blue whale—I had to practically wrestle her for the last piece of quiche at the summer fete, and she’d already eaten most of it. Where she puts it all, I don’t know—there’s nothing of her. Must be all her nervous energy that burns off the calories.”

Gladys forced a weak smile. “Fresh cream doesn’t agree with her. She said it makes her bilious. Someone left the truffles on the reception desk—like a Secret Santa, I suppose—and Ethel and I happened to be passing as Alice was looking for someone to give them to. Anyway, if I talk about truffles for a minute longer, I shall be ill, so I’d better be on my way.” She heaved herself up from the table and swayed from side to side. “On second thoughts, perhaps I'll wait for a while,” she said, falling back onto the chair when her knees gave way. 

“We can’t have you sitting here in this state,” said Claudia, hanging her handbag over her shoulder and taking charge of the situation. “And I won’t hear of you getting the bus back to the home, so I’ll drive you. I only live across the village green, so it'll just take a minute to get to the car. Sylvie, you take Gladys's arm on that side, and I'll take this one.” 

“Jolly good idea,” said Sandra, taking a large step back and eyeing Gladys with trepidation. There wasn’t much she couldn't cope with, but sickly people were right at the top of the list. 

“Oh, I wouldn't want to put you to any trouble, Claudia.” Gladys delved in her handbag and retrieved a perfectly pressed lace-edged handkerchief with which to dab the perspiration from her forehead. 

“It's no trouble,” said Claudia, taking a gentle hold of Gladys’s arm. “There's nothing worse than being away from your own home and your own bed when you're not feeling well. Come on, we'll have you back in five minutes.”

* * *
[image: ]


THIRTY MILES AWAY, Megan Fallon pootled along the country lanes in her ancient Mini, headed for Bliss Bay, and reunions with family and friends. 

With every mile she left behind, her shoulders dropped a little more and her mind cleared of dates, deadlines, and drama. She loved her big city life—even more, her hectic job as an event planner—but she rarely had time for fun, so the thought of no work for two whole weeks was beginning to fill her with Christmas cheer. 

Slowing down for a set of traffic lights, she dug in her bag for a hair clip and gathered her long, dark tresses into a bun. Glancing in the interior mirror, she smiled at her teenaged daughter, Evie, curled up on the back seat covered with a duvet, a pair of noise cancelling headphones clamped to her ears as she slept off the last of the anaesthetic from having her wisdom teeth removed the previous day. 

As if sensing Megan’s gaze, Evie opened her eyes and mumbled, “Are we there yet?”

“Not yet, sweetheart—should be another forty-five minutes or so. Go back to sleep and I’ll wake you when we are.” 

As Evie slept on, the radio crackled when Megan drove out of one reception area and into another, and she changed the station and hummed along tunelessly to the festive songs. When the DJ asked his listeners to call in to let him know what they wanted for Christmas, she smiled. 

That was an easy one. The only thing Megan wanted was for all her family to be together again for the first time in ages. She didn’t get back to Bliss Bay much on account of her job; case in point, she’d worked between Christmas and New Year for the past four years, so this year was particularly special. Unlike her schoolteacher sister, Lizzie, who had multiple opportunities to visit, Megan rarely got back to Bliss Bay for anything other than a flying visit when she was dropping Evie off to see her grandparents or her father, who still lived in the village.

Megan felt a tingle of excitement at the thought of her sister joining the family for the holidays on the 22nd, and almost squealed with delight when fat snowflakes began to fall onto her windscreen from the pewter-grey sky.

As day turned to dusk, she negotiated the narrowing, winding lanes, and caught her first glimpse of Bliss Bay in the distance; its majestic granite crags standing like sentries guarding the small horseshoe bay, and its lights guiding her home, and she was gripped by a fierce sense of belonging. 

Smiling broadly, Megan took another look at Evie to check that her ears were still covered by the headphones, then turned up the radio a smidgeon and sang along as loud as she dared. 

Nothing was going to ruin the next two weeks. 

It was going to be the perfect Christmas.

* * *
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IN BLISS BAY, A DISGRUNTLED villager sat in quiet contemplation, hands clasped so tight, their knuckles had turned white. 

This wasn’t part of the plan. 

Gladys and Ethel are suffering while that woman is still walking around without a care in the world. 

I can see I’m going to have to change my tactics—and soon—because I won’t rest until she pays for what she did. Whatever it takes, she’s going to pay...
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Chapter 2
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A sigh of relief escaped Megan’s lips as she pulled onto the drive outside Kismet Cottage, her family home. Opening the car door, she inhaled a lungful of the crisp, chilled air, spiked with the scent of wood smoke spiralling from the chimneys on the cottages beside the village green.

She groaned when she swung her legs out of the car and rose to her feet. Her hands settled in the small of her back to massage away the ache of sitting in the same position for so long, and she stretched and yawned. “Evie, we’re here.” Gently shaking her daughter awake, she smoothed the blonde hair from her eyes. “Come on, love. I’m about to lose all feeling in my fingers and toes.”

As she hauled a suitcase from the boot, the front door flew open and her dad, Nick, appeared on the doorstep, his rugged face creased in a wide smile, and all her aches and pains melted away. 

He caught her in a hug and Megan buried her face in the shoulder of his sweater, breathing in the smell of the sea and the soil that covered his hands. “Oh, I’ve missed your hugs, Dad,” she said. “Even the muddy ones. Were you in the garden?” 

“In this weather? Good grief, no,” he said, kissing the top of her head and wiping his hands on his trouser legs. “I was just moving one of the poinsettias into a bigger pot.” He peered into
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