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      Books on the floor.  Books on the counter.  Books on top of the books.

      There were books everywhere.

      At first glance it appeared to be chaos in the Sweet Read Bookstore.  Darcy Sweet stood back from it all for a moment, hands on her hips, surveying what they had done so far.  There was a method to her madness, as the saying went.  Those books, on the floor there, were destined for the backroom storage.  Those, in the next pile over, were going to be moved two shelving units over.

      Which left room for all of the new books in their boxes here, on the table, to be put up in the Christmas display.

      After all, ‘twas the season to be jolly…and to buy presents for all the loved ones in your life.  Like books.

      She smiled, thinking about all the kids who would unwrap a brand-new book on Christmas, and be magically transported into all sorts of storylands.  The world might have shifted to an electronic age, full of video games and computers, but books were still timeless.  The only power they needed was the imagination of the reader.

      “Darcy?”

      She heard her name from behind a stack of books piled high on one of the reading tables.  It was a lopsided pyramid of hardcover and paperbacks alike, tall enough for a person—like Izzy McIntosh—to get lost behind.  Her business partner and longtime friend was helping her with the reorganizing.  Part of this disorder was her doing.  They always made quick work of whatever they were doing but this particular unpacking was taking forever.

      “Izzy?” Darcy called.

      She leaned left.

      “Darcy?” Izzy called.

      She leaned right.

      “Izzy?”

      Now Darcy looked around the end of one aisle.

      “Darcy?”

      Izzy looked down the end of another aisle.

      Well, this wasn’t getting them anywhere.

      “Follow my voice,” Darcy suggested, laughing as she started walking around the table.

      Finally, they found each other.

      They hugged when they got together at last, cheering their escape from the wilderness of literature surrounding them.

      The members of the weekly book club, sitting around two circular tables pushed close together over by the coffee station, all applauded their success.  Golf claps all around, and a few sarcastically worded congratulations.  Darcy flashed the group of them a toothy grin, and gave them a mock bow as if she was at a fancy awards ceremony.  She should definitely be getting some sort of prize for all the work she’d been doing this December.  Her and Izzy both!

      The Misty Hollow Book Club had been revived in the last few months, and was going strong again.  Once it had been as regular as clockwork, and lots of people in town attended.  Then it had gone on an extended hiatus for one reason or another but now it was back and there was a lot of interest in the weekly meetings.  It was popular not just with the older readers, but with several younger people as well.  It was a nice mix, and made for some very interesting conversations on Wednesday afternoons.

      There was Karl Davies, leaning back in his plastic chair with one arm hanging over the back of it, wearing that usual crooked smile of his as he scratched his pudgy, sun-tanned jowls.  He was a good-humored man with a seemingly endless curiosity and he never missed a meeting of the book club.  Whatever book they were reading that week, Karl always had an in-depth analysis ready to share with the group.  He did it all while wearing his farmer’s coveralls and heavy boots, too.  Darcy was fairly certain she’d never seen him in anything else.  He was a man who worked with his hands but who loved literature.

      Sitting next to him was Tamara Davies, his sister.  She was older than him by fifteen years or so, and it showed with her thick and lustrous white hair and heavy, round-rim glasses.  Her white blouse had blue flowers printed across the shoulders.  Her press-on nails were blue to match.  Last week, if Darcy remembered correctly, she’d been sporting yellow ones with pink polka dots.  Most of the time she acted like she was still a woman in her twenties.  Well, in her forties, anyway.  She had a very youthful take on the books she read, too.  Always the optimist.

      Then there was Jackson Thompson.  Or Jax, as his friends called him.  He was the youngest member of the book club at just nineteen.  Thankfully, the local school had started Christmas break this week and the group didn’t have to meet later to accommodate his schedule.  Jax was a nice young man, and always fun to talk to, but schoolwork and tests were never his strong suit.  He’d repeated the ninth grade and now he was one of the oldest kids in Meadowood high school.  He was on track to graduate this year, though.  Darcy was actually very proud of how he had overcome his personal struggles.  He was still slow-clapping for them with those big hands of his, wearing his pale blue hoodie with the school’s logo on it.

      It was nice for Darcy to see people his age taking an interest in books like she and her friends used to.  Sometimes she worried that the current generation was losing interest in the great stories she sold every day on her shelves.  But here was Jax, captain of the football team and headed into the Army after graduation, proving that good books still held a power all their own.

      There were others at the tables, too, smiling and waving.  Curt Blankenship, Eloise Dibble, and the others.  Everyone had their copies of White is for Witching in front of them, some held open to a page near the middle, waiting for the club to get back to their discussion and their steaming cups of coffee.  Once the clapping and floor show was over, they were eager to start in on the analysis of the book again.

      “It’s about being able to outgrow your past,” Phoebe Chappelle said.  “The depiction of our heroine, trapped by the invisible bonds of her mother and her other ancestors, was just stunning for me.  A complete commentary on a woman’s role in an otherwise male dominated society.  It was so vivid…”

      Darcy caught Izzy’s gaze, and Izzy rolled her baby blue eyes with a little grin.  Phoebe always identified strongly with the family struggles in whatever book they were reading, even if it had nothing to do with the actual plot.  She talked for twenty minutes about Fiver’s longing for a father figure when they read Watership Down, even though Darcy was very confident the book never mentioned Fiver’s parents even once.

      “Well, better get back to it,” Izzy suggested.  “I want to get all of this done so I’ll have the time off I need when it’s time to go to the airport and pick up Connor and Lilly.  Oh, and the baby!  Although I guess she’s not much of a baby anymore.  Three and a half now, running around and learning to talk and everything!”

      She was positively beaming at the thought of seeing her daughter and her family for the holidays.  They lived in another state now, had jobs and lives of their own, but that was the way things went when your children grew up, Darcy supposed.  It would only be a few years before she was experiencing that with her own two.  Zane might only be nearly eight but Colby was fifteen, which was just a few steps away from driving and college and…well, she wasn’t ready to think about her kids being all grown up.  Not yet.  She knew that one day she would only see them at holidays, and maybe birthdays, so for now she was going to treasure every moment she could.

      Izzy looked over their stacks and stacks of books, pushing back her curly hair with both hands as she wondered where to start.  She had dressed for this work today, in jeans and an old long-sleeved t-shift, just the sort of outfit for pulling dusty books off shelves and tucking them away in the back, and replacing them with books that would sell better.

      This close to Christmas, that meant holiday-themed books, and mostly kid’s books.  The season of peace and good will was also one of the most lucrative sales times for a bookstore, and children’s books still outsold almost every other genre.  Darcy had ordered several shipments to meet demand, staggering them to come in week after week.  She would close the shop to enjoy Christmas in a few days, but until then, she had to give the customers what they wanted.  The books that they had taken out of their boxes this morning were the last she would get in before the new year.

      The Sweet Read Bookstore got its inventory from a few different sources.  Standard retailers accounted for most of Darcy’s inventory.  Sometimes, she collected books from thrift shops for resale in her own store.  Of the boxes she was putting away now, two of them came from small, independent book sellers.  Everyone was writing their own books these days, and in her experience, some of them were excellent, and had even made the New York Times bestsellers list.  Darcy liked to keep an eye out for hidden gems like those.  She would purchase two or three copies each and usually they all sold.

      This cute storybook about the teddy bear who made friends with a penguin on the way to the South Pole was one of those.  In fact, it was such a big seller that she had ordered more.  Five copies of it were sitting in the front window, for all the tourists in town to see whenever they walked by.  It was part of a display with cotton batting for snow and Santas in rocking chairs and Hannukah candles and ceramic Christmas trees.  Several different books were set strategically between it all.

      The whole town was decked out for Christmas, in fact, with green garland on the light poles and blinking blue, green, and red lights across every store front.  Snowmen had been built in many of the yards.  Laser projection lights made huge snowflakes or reindeer dance across the fronts of houses.  People liked to come to picturesque Misty Hollow to walk around and shop at the novelty stores.  Maybe there wasn’t as many this year as there had been in years past, but that was understandable.  Without a murder mystery to splash their community across the news headlines, they just weren’t as interesting.

      Darcy, for one, was grateful for that.

      She grimaced, hearing her own thoughts and wishing she hadn’t gone there.  No murder to investigate this Christmas?  Did she actually just go there?  More than anyone else, she should know not to tempt fate like that.  There was a reason there was so many gray hairs in her otherwise raven-black hair.  Saying there wasn’t going to be a murder was like wishing someone good luck in the theater.  It was just bound to bring bad juju her way.

      But she looked around the store, and everything certainly seemed normal.  Just another day, with her friends and her store.  Later she would go home to her husband and her kids, and enjoy a restful evening together, but for now Izzy was right.  They had books to put away.  Her own jeans were dusty at the knees and her purple tank top was just comfy enough for all the work they were doing here inside the store.  It would be a different story when she went outside again.  The fat, fluffy flakes of snow that were swirling around out there were pretty, but the wind was bitterly cold today.  She certainly hoped this wasn’t a glimpse of what January was going to be like.

      “I’ll get started on this pile,” Darcy decided, pointing to the stack of books that were set aside for the display racks.  “Why don’t you start on the new romance books?”

      Izzy gave her a wink and a sloppy salute.  “Aye, aye, captain.  After this, do you want me to box up the canned food donations for the church?”

      “Oh, for Pete’s sake, I forgot all about that.”  Darcy had meant to do that yesterday, but had gotten distracted hanging paper snowflakes and inflatable “glass” ornaments from the ceiling.  “Could you do that, please?  Thanks, Izzy.  I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      “Make less money,” she answered without missing a beat.  “Have more work to do, have less fun, be way more stressed…the list just goes on and on.”

      Scooping up a double armful of paperback romance novels, Izzy spun herself around like she was doing a pirouette on a stage, and then danced her way backwards between the freestanding shelves into the romance section.

      Darcy got to work emptying the last of the new books out of their delivery boxes.  There were several “board books,” their hard pages easier for the hands of toddlers to turn, with their brightly colored pictures of flying reindeer and talking toys and shepherds in mangers.  Those went on the display near the front.  The Rudolph story books done with the Miyazaki Art Style had been a risk, but so far people really seemed to like them.  Those went right next to the sales counter where people could pick them up as a last-minute impulse buy.  Even in the age of digital media, parents still liked to read real books with their children.

      Of course, her store offered e-books for sale, too.  Any good businessperson knew that changes had to be made to keep up with the times.  She still loved the feel of a real book in her hands, and always would, but even she had to admit that e-readers were a convenient and easy way to carry books around.  Hers had dozens of titles stored in it.  Everything from fantasy to romance to cozy mysteries.  Finding the time to read them all was the real challenge…

      Hold on.  What was this?

      At the bottom of the last shipping box she found a tall, slender hardcover just sitting there all by itself.  It had a simple and plain white cover, with three words embossed on it in gold lettering.

      The Present Box.

      No author’s name, just the title.  She frowned, trying to remember if she had added this to her recent orders for some reason.  She was always so careful about things like that.  She chose each book herself, or sometimes with Izzy’s input and recommendation.  Try as she might, she couldn’t remember ordering this one, but here it was.  Books didn’t just pop into existence on their own.  Books didn’t just grow on trees.

      That old joke fell flat in her mind.  This was very curious.  Most everything she ordered for this delivery had been children’s books.  This certainly wasn’t a cute children’s book.

      Darcy turned the book over in her hands.  There was nothing on the back cover either.  Nothing on the narrow spine.  Just the title on the front.  “The Present Box.”  Maybe there was a synopsis of the book on the inside?  There was no dust jacket, but some books put a blurb on the first page.  She would at least need to know the genre to know what shelf to put it on.  The spine actually squeaked as she opened the cover, like it hadn’t ever been opened before.

      From the corner of her eye she caught a flicker of dark movement.

      Whipping her head around to see what it was made her long hair fly around her shoulders.  There was nothing there.  Just the magazine rack and the decorations on the ceiling.  The artificial breeze from the heating vents was making the oversized plastic ornaments sway and spin.  Maybe that was what she saw?  Yes, that had to be it.  The book in her hands had taken her full attention, drawing her in, the white cover practically hypnotic.  It was no wonder something so little would startle her.

      “Darcy?”

      She actually jumped a little at hearing someone say her name, but it was just Izzy calling to her from somewhere among the shelves.  Now she was just being silly.  “What’s up?”

      “Can we box up some of these travel books to make more room?  I don’t think the books on scenic New Hampshire are a very hot item anyway.”

      Setting the monochromatic book down again, she went to help with the reorganization.  Izzy was right, of course.  Even people who came to New England to sightsee didn’t have much of a reason to go to New Hampshire.  Unless they were going skiing or rock climbing, New Hampshire as a whole was sleepier than Misty Hollow.  They could take those books off the shelf for now, until it was peak leaf-peeping season anyway.  That would make more room for the fiction and romance sections, and if they consolidated these three shelves, and got creative about the self-help section…

      It was nearly an hour later when Darcy realized they had been so caught up in what they were doing that they’d completely skipped lunch.  At the very thought of it, her stomach growled.  There were still a few piles of books waiting for them, and they needed to get through all of it before closing up for the day.  There was no time to put the sign up on the door and go home for a meal break.  They could order pizza from Marios, she supposed, but their delivery driver could be a little…well, less than dependable.  If they ordered pizza now, it might not come before dinner.  That was life in a small town.

      The deli would be a better choice.  She or Izzy could walk down and get sandwiches for them and be back in no time.  The deli was a mainstay in Misty Hollow just like her bookstore was.  It had changed hands a couple of times since Clara Barton sold it and retired to California.  Now it belonged to a very nice Irish couple who had immigrated to the states just ten years ago.  The O’Callaghans, Mary and Eamon, had changed the menu selections and the name of the deli, and now Misty Hollow could order Reuben sliders and stout pulled pork sandwiches, along with their usual baked goodies, at the Paddy Melt Deli.

      Her stomach growled again.  It wasn’t going to be ignored.

      She went back to her original pile of books, and the curious addition of The Present Box.  She picked it up and turned it over in her hands while she made lunch plans.

      “Izzy?  What would you say to going down to the deli and getting us some…?”

      A shadow moved at the corner of her vision.

      This time when Darcy turned to look at it, the shadowy shape stayed there, just for a moment, before melting away into the corner.  It was there and gone so quickly, however, that Darcy could almost convince herself that she was seeing things again.

      Almost.

      The truth wasn’t that simple.  The truth was, she knew better.

      Darcy had inherited a special kind of gift that allowed her—among other things—to see ghosts.  Speak to them, too, under the right circumstances.  The ability went back in her family for centuries, back to their first ancestor to immigrate to America, and even before that.  She made sure to make the most of it, and use it to help people whenever she could.  That included the people who had passed on to the other side.  Not that it had always been that way.  Back when she was a teenager and the gift was first manifesting, it had been nothing but a source of embarrassment.

      My, how times change.

      So when she saw shadows or people who weren’t really there, she knew it was another ghost that had come looking for her with a problem of some sort.  Often times these spirits needed help with one last task, like delivering a message or making sure their prized possessions don’t get thrown out with the trash.  She remembered one ghost who couldn’t move on until her daughter agreed to keep a favorite teapot that had been destined for the Salvation Army.

      Other times, ghosts came seeking justice for an untimely death, asking Darcy to find out who killed them.  Sometimes ‘asking’ turned into ‘demanding.’  Those ghosts had been scary, but usually ghosts were actually kind of sweet.  She wondered which sort of ghost this one would be.

      As she stood there, staring into the corner, the specter slowly detached itself from the rest of the shadows and showed itself again.  It took on the hazy shape of a man, tall and heavy around the middle, fuzzy and indistinct.  Yup.  Definitely a ghost.  It stood there, faceless and shifting like smoke stirred in a snowstorm.  Darcy couldn’t even tell if it was watching her.  For all she knew it was watching the book club.  Maybe it was associated with one of them?  Was it someone Jax or Curt or Eloise knew?

      The book club was just about to finish up, actually.  Darcy checked her Mickey Mouse watch, surprised to find it was already two o’clock.  No wonder she was so hungry!  Her friends at the table were all closing their copies of White is for Witching and putting on their coats.  She frowned, sad that she had missed yet another meeting due to the demands of her bookstore, but that was just the way it went, more weeks than not.  She heard Jax laughing at something Karl had just said as the others talked about this and that.

      “No, I’m serious,” Jax insisted.  “Next time we should get together and watch Die Hard.”

      “That’s not a book,” Karl repeated himself, shaking his head hard enough to make his double chin wobble.  “It’s a movie.  It’s not a Christmas movie, either.”

      Jax took offense at that.  “Oh, I gotta argue with you there.  It absolutely is a Christmas movie.”

      “Is not.”

      “Is so!”

      “No, it’s not.”

      “Listen,” Jax argued, “it’s as much of a Christmas movie as Home Alone is.  Besides, they made an illustrated book version.  We could read it.”

      “I’d rather not,” Phoebe interjected, haughtily flipping her platinum-blonde-dyed hair.  “Sounds a little violent for my tastes.  I much prefer cozy mysteries, if we’re going to deviate from the reading list we already have.”

      “Well,” Jax said, deferring to the older woman, “if that’s what you like…”

      “Oh, not this again,” Karl interrupted with a groan.  “Phoebe, you’re always trying to get us to read romance novels here.  Can’t we stick to serious books?”

      Phoebe put a fist on her slender hip.  “Cozy mysteries aren’t romance books, Karl.  Only a neophyte like you would make that sort of mistake.”

      Karl put his own fist on the side of his pudgy stomach, imitating her.  “I have no idea what a new-or-fight is, but I know when you’re making fun of me, Phoebe Chappelle.  I’ve told you several times that I’ve written books myself.  Just haven’t been published yet.  Listen, just ‘cause I don’t have a fancy college education like you doesn’t mean I don’t know good literature when I see it!”

      Phoebe flipped her hair away from her tanning-booth bronzed face again.  The woman went to great lengths to hide the fact she was middle aged.  “You, Karl Davies, wouldn’t know a good book if it slapped you across that wide back end that you call your—”

      “Ahem!” Tamara Davies interrupted loudly.  “You might be twenty years younger than us, Phoebe, and you might be all educated like my brother says, but that don’t give you the right to talk to us like that.  If anything, you should respect your elders!”

      “Okay, everyone,” Darcy interjected with a warm smile, trying to remind everyone they were friends here.  “Let’s stick with the book list we have for now, and after New Year’s we can talk about changing things up a little.  I think we all have books we’d like to read with the group.  Let’s make a list at our next meeting, after the holidays, and then we can see what works for everyone.  How does that sound?”

      They all murmured their agreement, and even managed to laugh at their foolishness.  Darcy was the unofficial moderator of the group, settling disputes when they came up and even suggesting points of discussion, even when she didn’t have time to participate.

      Well, that’s one problem settled, she told herself.  But what about the ghost?

      She looked at the club members, one at a time, trying to remember if any of them had suffered a death in the family recently.  She didn’t think so.  Tamara’s aunt had passed away but that was two years ago, and she was fairly certain this ghost—as indistinct as it appeared—was that of a man.  There hadn’t been anyone who
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