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        Antiques, a cozy café, and a dash of murder!

      

        

      
        Violet Finch finally has her dream job—cataloging antiques and rare books for one of Fairview’s most esteemed families. But when priceless heirlooms start disappearing, her curiosity kicks in. After all, she’s been trained to spot a mystery.

      

        

      
        She’s also worried about leaving town once she qualifies—will her sister Scarlett manage the beloved Cozy Café without her? Their tight-knit family is doing their best to adjust, but everything takes a dark turn when a friend is found murdered.

      

        

      
        Violet has a hunch about the thief, but what if there’s more than one criminal lurking in Fairview? The grumpy sheriffisn’t thrilled with her theories, but her rescue pets, Bob and George, seem to sniff out clues before anyone else.

      

        

      
        With delicious baked goods, a family-run café, a touch of humor, and plenty of twists, this charming culinary cozy mystery will keep you guessing until the very last page!
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      The coffee machine burst into life as Violet made a takeout coffee for Deputy Glasson. She smiled the way she’d been taught and took his money, while inside she groaned for the hundredth time—and it wasn’t even lunchtime.

      Some things weren’t meant to be and several years ago Violet developed the distinct impression her career was one of those things. It wasn’t a case of self-pity—mostly. Just the feeling of being in limbo around a desired career, one she was desperate to embark on, as opposed to the job of baking.

      She’d made inroads to reaching her goal, and now she was impatient for it to begin. Some (her sisters) might say she was born impatient. And they wouldn’t be completely wrong.

      To be fair, running the family café with her two sisters wasn’t the worst thing to do—if she didn’t have plans. Now that baby-sister Ruby had her dream job as the full-time librarian, she had little time to help. This meant it fell to Violet who didn’t consider herself a true baker, to assist their eldest sister. Scarlett was adamant about keeping the café alive and would be miserable if it closed. Since Violet didn’t want that on her shoulders for the rest of her life she promised to stay until qualifying as an assessor of antiques.

      “Any chance of a refill?” Leona Wolf held up her cup and wiggled it like she was changing a lightbulb.

      Violet came out of her reverie with a start. Why was she feeling so down today, when her training was already underway in a theoretical capacity and about to begin in earnest practically? It made no sense. Unless she took into account that she would be leaving Scarlett to deal with everything on her own. Guilt certainly played a part in her mood, and she wasn’t sure how to quieten the negative voice inside her head. With her sisters’ blessings to pursue her career, she was determined to take the opportunity. Still…

      “Sorry, here you go.” Violet filled the now stable cup. “Anyone else?”

      The craft group was at full quota today. The four stalwarts were always interested in the Finch sisters and unfortunately no questions were deemed inappropriate.

      “Yes, please.” Linda Night smiled kindly. “Are you still off next month for your new job?”

      “Yes, but my training begins this weekend. Will you miss me?” she joked.

      “Well, I’m sure we will a little bit,” Leona told her matter-of-factly. “Probably not as much as if it were Ruby. She’s such a sweetie.”

      Violet snorted at the backhanded compliment. “Unlike me?”

      “Oh dear, have I said the wrong thing? I only meant you’re not really cut out for being a server.”

      “She’s not just a server, Mrs. Wolf.” Scarlett placed a large berry muffin in front of the matronly figure with more force than necessary. “Violet is a great baker too.”

      “I’m sure she is, but sadly not as good as you or your mom.”

      Knowing it would do no good, yet pleased by her sister defending her, Violet shook her head at Scarlett to stop her from arguing the case. “Now that I’m suitably pigeonholed as the least talented, excuse me ladies. I have dishes to wash and floors to scrub. A bit like Cinderella.” She stopped on her way back to the kitchen to place the coffee pot on its stand, wondering how that had gone down and suspected the comment went over their heads.

      Scarlett followed and placed a hand gently on her shoulder, giving it a squeeze. “Don’t listen to Mrs. Wolf. She doesn’t think before she speaks and I’m sure isn’t intentionally trying to be unkind.”

      “Maybe not, but we both know it sums up in a nutshell what the town thinks of me.”

      “That’s just silly, Vi. The people who feel like that don’t know you the way the rest of us do.”

      Violet put a hand over her sister’s and squeezed it back. “Thanks, but you know I don’t need anyone else’s approval and I’m not going to lose sleep over it.”

      Scarlett gave her a skeptical look. “That’s the spirit. Have you heard from Phin?”

      Violet couldn’t stop the grin at the mention of her mentor, a renowned assessor who had taken her under his wing. “He phoned first thing this morning. The training is all set up in Destiny, which means I can commute for most of it and won’t have to pay for accommodation. Lucky for me he has a lot of work there for the next few months.”

      “It couldn’t have worked out better for you.” Scarlett sounded sincere.

      “It will mean taking one of the cars though.”

      “Don’t you worry about that. Ruby and I can carpool and I’m sure Aunt Olivia will help if necessary.”

      “Is she any further along with selling the craft store?”

      “According to Olivia, it sounds like it’s pretty close to being sorted and the group informed me that they have appointments with banks and lawyers.”

      “Thank goodness for that. I know you’re anxious about not having me around.”

      “I’ll absolutely miss you, but we made this decision a long time ago and no matter what, I won’t renege on my side of it. The café is doing well enough that if I have to do reduced hours and not have as many items on sale, then that’s perfectly fine and nothing for you to worry about. Ruby will help in the mornings and Gail Norman will watch the craft store over lunch so Olivia can help then.”

      Scarlett made it sound as if things were sorted, but Violet knew how hard she worked already. Without Violet, Scarlett would be lucky to get a break all day and would have to handle the breakfast rush when Ruby left to open the library.

      The bell over the door jangled, breaking into another downward spiral and the mayor strolled in.

      “How are we ladies?” Arthur Tully gave a small bow to the craft group and fielded a few questions about town happenings before making his escape to the counter. “Some days getting away is easier than others.” He winked to take the sting out of his words.

      Violet chuckled. “Tell me about it.”

      Scarlett tutted at both of them. “What can we do for you today, Mayor?”

      “I’d like one of your pasties and a coffee to go, please.”

      The pasties were an English take on a meat pie. Flakey pastry was folded over in an oval shape and contained rich gravy, beef and vegetables. She bagged the order, while Violet made the coffee, both happy to chat with their once enemy and now firm friend.

      Arthur leaned around the machine so he could see Violet. “Do you have a minute to spare for a chat anytime soon?”

      His hushed tone and intense look intrigued her. “Sure. The group has their food and coffee and we’re not busy right now if it’s urgent.”

      He glanced behind him. “Not here. I’d like to discuss something in private.”

      Now she was really interested. “I do have to pick up a few things from the stationers. Shall I come to your office?”

      He chewed his top lip for a moment. “I’d rather not. There are too many people hanging around there lately.”

      “Okay.” Violet was confused and Scarlett who caught the tail end of the conversation had a frown so deep Violet was worried it might become permanent. “What do you suggest?”

      “Have we done something wrong?” Scarlett blurted before he could answer. “You’re scaring us a little.”

      Violet stiffened, remembering how he had been so against them and the café not so long ago, but he laughed. Only, it wasn’t the sort of laugh that made you want to join in which was almost worse than his seriousness.

      “I have a little problem that I think Violet could help me out with. I just don’t want all the busybodies knowing about it.”

      Violet raised an eyebrow. “If you can tell me who doesn’t fall into that category, we might be able to avoid them.”

      This time he laughed properly. “I’m being dramatic, but it is a sensitive issue.”

      “Why don’t you two go into the kitchen,” Scarlett suggested with a look at Violet that said she would expect all the details.

      Arthur licked his lips nervously once more and Violet’s curiosity went next level. “Come on, before the lunch rush hits.”

      He followed her and she offered him a chair at the scrubbed table in the center of the room. As soon as she sat opposite he toyed with the bag and his takeaway coffee cup. Arthur was not a fidgety kind of man, and she waited impatiently for him to spit out whatever was bothering him.

      He coughed. “The thing is, I know you’re not qualified, but I need you to look at an antique I have and tell me if it’s authentic.”

      She let out the breath she’d been holding. “Is that all? You’re right I’m not qualified and won’t be for some time. Whatever I could tell you about it would be pure guess work.”

      “You’ve spent a lot of time with that assessor,” he scoffed. “And you’re a smart cookie, so I daresay some of the training has already rubbed off. Plus, you discovered the truth about that book your mom had hidden away for years. Which proves you have talent. Could you just take a look, so I know if I’m going crazy or not?”

      Arthur looked so desperate that Violet didn’t correct him, even though it was Scarlett who pushed the investigation in the right way to solve the mystery of the missing family heirloom several months ago. Besides, her curiosity had quadrupled. “I guess it couldn’t hurt to look, as long as you understand that what I say isn’t definitive. I don’t want to mislead you in any way.”

      He closed his eyes for a second and sighed. “I accept that and thank you for helping.”

      “Don’t thank me yet. What do you mean about whether it’s authentic or not? You sound like you’re suggesting it once was and now you’re not sure.”

      “That’s exactly what I mean. I think it’s recently been switched for a forgery right under my nose. The item has been in my family for a long time, and I look at it every day. Something’s been bugging me about it for a few days, but I’ve been a bit stressed and brushed it off. However, this morning I took a closer look and realized that it really is different.”

      “In what way?”

      “I’d rather you saw it first before I say more—if you don’t mind.”

      The intrigue made her fingers itch to touch the object. “Actually, that makes sense, then I won’t be looking for your point of difference.”

      He nodded enthusiastically. “Exactly. When can you come?”

      “After work?”

      “Perfect. I’ll be home, so just come right in.”

      There was no mistaking the slight shake in his voice and that was telling. Whatever was happening, regardless of it being theft or his imagination, clearly upset him. Always a staunch man, unafraid to tackle anyone who crossed him, when it came to private matters she imagined that asking for help didn’t come easy.

      After the ugliness of his relationship to the Finch sisters came out into the open, and Arthur finally accepted the infatuation with their mom was exacerbated by PTSD, he’d gotten the right help he desperately needed. Once the right medication kicked in, Arthur became incredibly kind and ridiculously generous as if to make amends for the heartache he’d caused by wanting them to leave town. It would be nice if she could repay some of that later kindness by easing his mind. Yet, it was a little nerve wracking when she considered this would be her first solo act as an assessor. An unqualified assessor, she reminded herself.

      It wouldn’t do to get ahead of the game and make a fool of herself by showing off what she thought she knew—and fall flat on her face.
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      As soon as they’d closed and cleaned the café, Violet dropped Scarlett at their home, a couple of miles away, then headed back to the mayor’s house which was in town. The old Victorian had seen better days, but she knew that Arthur was doing renovations inside. Pulling the car into the driveway she appreciated the gables and bay windows. It must have been a stunner at one time, and would be once more.

      At the oak door, she let the large brass ring drop with a resounding clang and turned to admire the gardens at the front, which were a mass of wildflowers. It seemed Arthur had a new gardener.

      After what seemed an age, she used the brass knocker again and waited. The front veranda was swept clean, and clematis clung to the trellis at both ends. The riot of white blooms with magenta speckles hid the peeling facade, and the smell wafted over her from several feet away. The hedges of camellias in pink, red, orange, and yellow, made her smile. When Violet and her sisters admired them, Arthur took clippings and helped transplant them around the Finch house.

      Their mayor liked things neat and, in the past, had made derogatory remarks about the state of the Finch house. To be fair, his illness and bad temper aside, he’d been right. After their mom died, money had been worse than tight, but the house had been slipping into decline long before that. With a good deal of community spirit, the old house was looking pretty good these days. Maybe she should offer to get a working bee together to paint Arthur’s house.

      She chuckled at the idea of turning up to a working bee as they had for the Finch’s. Arthur wasn’t the type to ask for help and liked his privacy.

      Yet, he had asked her to stop by. So, where was he? Maybe he’d gotten so busy he forgot about it. Whatever the reason she couldn’t stand out here all night. Then she remembered, he’d said to come right in.

      Cozy Hollow was an old-fashioned town and people didn’t generally walk in unannounced, but there was no telling how long she might wait otherwise. Gingerly turning the handle, she had to use a bit of force to push the door open. It creaked a little and then she was standing in a wide hall. An ornate coat rack stood to her left; the rest of the space was empty.

      “Something’s missing,” she muttered. “Hello, Arthur? It’s me, Violet Finch.”

      There was a thud from somewhere, then an eerie silence descended. Not known for being a scaredy-cat, and despite her heart thumping, she moved slowly past the rather grand staircase toward the back of the house. The doors on either side of the hall were shut. She thought the bedrooms were upstairs, but wasn’t absolutely certain that there wasn’t one on this floor, and wouldn’t like to barge in on him unannounced if he was resting.

      She’d been inside the house a few times with her mom before Lilac got sick, however they’d always sat in the conservatory attached to the dining room, which overlooked the back yard. Maybe she should have come via the back door instead.

      “Hello?” It didn’t feel right to wander through his house, but it was too late to backtrack now, and what if he’d hurt himself and was laying injured?

      A head peeked around the last door at the far end. “Oh, it’s just you.”

      Violet shrieked. “Sheesh! You frightened the life out of me.”

      The rest of him appeared and he shrugged. “Sorry. I did say come in.”

      “Next time, you might say it louder,” she fumed, her heart taking its sweet time to get back to normal.

      “I had my head in a trunk, so I guess my voice was muffled.”

      He did look apologetic, and since it was her imagination going off on a mystery tangent which was mostly to blame, she shook off her annoyance. “Never mind. I’m here now, so what do you want to talk about?”

      “In here.” He ushered her into a study where every wall was lined with books. A heavy oak desk took pride of place almost in the middle of the room, and though the curtains were drawn, a gorgeous lamp on one end of the desk sparkled rainbow colors across a decent area. A large leather edged blotter sat underneath a laptop, with an ornate pen and ink well in front of them. She sighed. “This is an exquisite room. I don’t think I’ve ever been in here.”

      He looked around the room with mild surprise, then smiled proudly. “This was my father’s and grandfather’s study. It is a nice, comfortable room.”

      “Nice?” She scoffed. “It’s way beyond that. I’d kill for a room like this, and I bet Ruby would too.”

      His fondness for Ruby was no secret, and the smile widened. Because of his feelings for their mom and with Ruby an almost exact replica, she had a special place in his heart. A heart that at one time had been shriveled and full of open dislike, had softened and expanded to include Violet and Scarlett.

      “I offered her the use of my library whenever she likes, but so far she hasn’t taken me up on it.” A little sadness tinged his voice.

      This was not the same man who had tried to run them out of town. Which was the most amazing turn-around she’d ever witnessed, and her heart ached a little for him. “I’m sure she will when she finds time. Running the library and helping out on weekends and mornings at the café keep her busy.”

      He smiled again. “Yes, of course. She’s as dedicated to her work as she is to the café—you all are.”

      She gave an awkward nod. “I don’t mean to be rude, but I do have studying to catch up on.”

      “Of course, and I don’t want to keep you. Come over here.” He beckoned her nearer and swallowed as if his throat hurt. “I have some treasures from my family that I dot around the house, and I’ve noticed that they are disappearing.”

      This did not sound good and now the near empty hall made sense. “Have you told the sheriff?”

      “I have. Nate is looking into things.” His eyes clouded. “So, he says. Personally, I think he’s handed over the case to his new deputy who seems a bit wet behind the ears.”

      Violet wouldn’t let him bad-mouth Nate, who was a friend—and in Scarlett’s case, possibly more than that. “Nate’s a good sheriff. If he told you he’s doing his job, then you should trust him. And if he has faith in his deputy, then surely you could give the man the benefit of the doubt.”

      “Hmmmph. I guess you’re right. Deputy Pine seems nice enough, but he didn’t seem to do anything other than ask a lot of questions. The truth is, I need some action on this before I do go crazy.”

      He sounded desperate, which wasn’t like Arthur at all. “So, these disappearing items aren’t a new thing?”

      “Not at all.” He sighed deeply. “It started about a month ago and I find something missing every few days.”

      If this were true, and she had no real reason to doubt the mayor, then the person responsible wasn’t worried about the sheriff catching them. “Are you sure the items aren’t, ah, simply moved.”

      “You mean, am I going senile and misplacing or losing things that have sat in the same place since before I was born?” Arthur suggested dryly.

      When he put it like that it seemed unlikely, but Arthur had received a head injury and had done things the doctors didn’t hold him responsible for before this. Still, she didn’t want to dredge that up when he was clearly upset. The need to tread gently seemed appropriate. “Stranger things have happened in Cozy Hollow.”

      Surprisingly, he snorted. “Good point. In fact, I had a terrible thought that maybe I was going crazy, so I started taking photos of the more valuable items as proof—for the sheriff’s and my benefit.”

      “That was a clever idea. Did the photos prove you were right?”

      He nodded. “They did. I must admit I was relieved, but that was short term because like I say, things keep disappearing. A couple of days ago I’d had enough and decided to lock a few things in this trunk.”

      He pointed to behind his desk where the lid was hanging from the back of the biggest trunk she had ever seen.

      “You’re kidding me!” She rushed around the desk, her fingers itching to touch the beautiful piece of luggage. “This is amazing. Look at the handcrafted detail on the wood and the leather.”

      “It was my grandfather’s war chest,” he said proudly.

      “I’ve always pitied the poor men and horses who had to get the officers trunks from A to B in awful weather and road conditions.”

      He nodded again. “And it survived everything you can imagine. So, you’d think that as sturdy as it is, and with me having the only key in my pocket, it would be as good as a safe.”

      Her jaw slacked for a moment. “And it isn’t?”

      Arthur’s whole face drooped. “Unfortunately, it gave up its contents as soon as my back was turned.”

      When she frowned at the odd comment he shrugged. “I’m not sleeping well and so I began coming downstairs to check on things. I couldn’t believe it when I realized that my diligence did nothing to deter the thief.”

      Violet shuddered at the idea of someone walking around as bold as brass, not caring that the owner was upstairs and could appear at any moment. Plus, Arthur could have been hurt if he’d confronted the guilty party.

      She shook off the visuals her imagination delivered and peered inside the chest. There were several books, a saber, a very old watch, and some medals. “Arthur, if you have the sheriff involved, and there are pieces missing, what exactly do you want from me?”

      He coughed and opened his hand. “Like I said in the café, I want your expertise. This was given to me by my father. I need to know if it’s real.”

      Despite her misgivings about his use of the word expertise, Violet couldn’t help the thrum of excitement that coursed through her at the sight of a precious possession. Holding out her hand toward him, Arthur gently let a ring slide onto it.  She cupped her hand and raised it to her face. “This is beautifully made.”

      “But is it real or a fake?”

      He was so close his breath sighed against her cheek and the irony of another crime involving old rings wasn’t lost on her. “I can’t say for sure. There are tests for that sort of thing, but none I have the tools for yet. What do you know about it?”

      “It was my grandfathers’. He got it when he graduated from engineering school after the army. My father was also an engineer, and his ring is missing.”

      His face told her how sad this made him, and she took a minute to search her memory. “I do know that receiving pinkie rings is a thing in either engineering or ecology when you graduate. You must be very proud of both of them.”

      He rubbed his finger absently. “I am which makes this whole business so upsetting and infuriating.”

      “I can imagine. What I don’t understand is why you think a person would steal some things but swap this ring for a fake.”

      “I know it sounds weird, but a couple of times the items were returned as if the thief thought I wouldn’t know the original.” He huffed. “I know everything in this house. At least I used to. Now I’m not sure.”

      “Because?”

      “This ring had a small dent underneath the top. It used to rub the base of my finger, so I stopped wearing it years ago, meaning to get it fixed.”

      Violet turned the ring over and felt the smoothness of the gold. “No dent. You can’t imagine something that causes acute physical discomfort, so I guess we can rule out the crazy.”

      “I’m not sure our sheriff is as convinced.” Arthur pursed his lips. “Even with photographic evidence.”

      Violet wasn’t about to get into that. “I’m going to see Phin on the weekend to get more paperwork for my course and have some lessons prior to my first exams. I could take it with me and get him to test it.”

      He took the ring from her and held it a moment before pulling a small cloth bag from the trunk. He placed it gently inside and tied the purse strings before handing it to her. “I’d appreciate your help. Please look after it.”

      She gulped at the fear in his eyes. No pressure. “I’ll do my best and I hope you find the thief soon.”

      “Me too. It’s very unnerving to think a stranger is coming in here and rifling through my stuff, picking out the choice bits of my family history.”

      He saw her to the door, and she heard it lock behind her. Hopefully Phin would be able to give him the answer he craved. Arthur was desperate for answers and Phin was so good at his job, therefore she was positive they would find answers to the missing and/or swapped items.
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2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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