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Fireside Felonies 
Readings for the holiday season 

Suspended Sentences 
by Jim Napier 

mong the many joys of 
Christmastime, getting together 
with family and friends, and 
giving itself, perhaps one of the 

most treasured is the break provided 
from our daily lives, when people have 
an opportunity to put aside their cares 
and, however briefly, to sit back and 
simply enjoy doing…nothing. 

Well, actually that’s an overstatement.  
Have you ever tried doing absolutely 
nothing?  Difficult, and dead boring as 
well.  So in the spirit of promoting a 
constructive use of leisure time, here are 
a few entertaining reads about the 
felonious side of the festive season.  
Once the kiddies are safely tucked away, 
curl up in your favourite armchair with a 
cup of hot cocoa, and delve into a nice, 
seasonal murder mystery.  But have no 
fear: there are no serial killers here, nor 
vampires, nor zombies; the violence is 
very much off-stage.  Instead an enter-
taining puzzle tale is wrapped in the 
comforting charm of a traditional village 
or intriguing country manor house.  My 
gift to you this holiday season. 

C. C. Benison 
Twelve Drummers Drumming 

(Doubleday Canada, 2011) 
In the deceptively-tranquil village of 
Thornford Regis, the unfortunately-
named vicar Tom Christmas (dubbed by 
his parishioners as Father Christmas) is 
quickly learning that all is not as it 

appears.  First, the body of a local girl, 
Sybella Parry, is found stuffed in a 
Japanese o-daiko drum being used for 
the holiday festivities.  She’s been dealt 
a fatal blow to the head.  Before long 
another body is discovered: it is the 
previous vicar of the village, missing for 
several months.  Although he is new to 
the community Tom is convinced the 
killer must be a local person; and he 
strives to balance his commitment to his 
parishioners with his concern for his 
own daughter, as his wife had been 
murdered only a few months earlier. 
 

 

A 
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As established cozy writers disappear 
from the scene, and their works 
increasingly vie for bookstore space with 
more graphic crime novels, it is 
reassuring to see that talented new 
writers of traditional tales are emerging 
and their works are earning a place 
among readers.  A fine country-village 
tale somewhere between Agatha 
Christie’s Miss Marple series and the 
Midsomer Murder stories of Caroline 
George, Twelve Drummers Drumming 
introduces a new amateur sleuth and a 
sure grasp of setting that promises to 
spawn a long series of similar works.  
And indeed Winnipeg author C. C. 
Benison is currently working on the next 
in his series, titled Eleven Pipers Piping. 

 
Elizabeth J. Duncan, 

A Killer’s Christmas in Wales 
(Minotaur Books, 2011) 

Canadian-based crime writer Elizabeth J. 
Duncan burst on the scene two years ago 

with The Cold Light of Mourning, which 
earned her the Malice Domestic Best 
First Traditional Mystery Novel award.  
She followed that with the second in her 
North Wales series, A Brush with Death, 
and just in time for the holidays she’s 
come out with the charmingly-titled A 
Killer’s Christmas in Wales.  Dylan 
Thomas it ain’t, but readers will be 
treated to a well-told tale of an American 
newcomer to the isolated village of 
Llanelen, and the effects he has on the 
small community.  The old saying “Too 
good to be true” comes to mind as local 
sleuth Penny Brannigan wrestles first 
with the motives of the newcomer, and 
then with his identity, and finally with 
the effects of his presence in the tranquil 
valley setting.  Duncan has done her 
homework, and deftly juxtaposes her 
plot against the food, décor, and 
mannerisms of an engaging cast of 
Welsh characters.  The violence is 
minimal and off-stage, making this a 
perfect choice for relaxing holiday 
reading. 

Anne Perry, 
A Christmas Homecoming 

(Ballantine Books, 2011) 
For nearly a decade Anne Perry has been 
giving her readers a Christmas bonus, in 
the form of a tale written especially for 
the holiday season.  This year she’s 
penned an intriguing tome that draws 
upon a character from her well-known 
Charlotte and Thomas Pitt novels.  
Charlotte’s mother, Caroline, is visiting 
a stately home near the Yorkshire fishing 
village of Whitby, along with her 
husband Joshua and his acting troupe.  
They’ve been asked by the author’s 
wealthy father to stage a one-night 
production of a play based on the 
Dracula legend, and needing his patron’s 
support for the coming season Joshua 
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accepts.  But it is a commitment bound 
to end in tears as first the actors bicker 
amongst  themselves,  then  the weather 

 
closes in, and finally a mysterious 
stranger arrives, further catalyzing the 
tensions within the group.  Cosmic 
justice prevails as Perry weaves a wealth 
of period detail together with a chillingly 
accurate account of the dynamics of 
troubled stage productions as the story 
moves toward its dramatic climax. 

John Mortimer, 
Rumpole at Christmas 

(Penguin Books, 2009) 
It’s been two years since novelist, 
playwright, and barrister Sir John 
Mortimer died, leaving his many fans 
bereft over the loss of his iconic literary 
creation, Horace Rumpole.  Happily, 
Mortimer’s publishers have responded 
by ensuring that his books remain 
available.  Rumpole at Christmas re-
counts more than half a dozen tales set 

during the events of the season.  Each is 
a tiny delight, a sparkling flame that 
burns for all too brief a time, and dies all 
too quickly.  Fans of the long-running 
television series (also available on DVD) 
 

 
can reacquaint themselves with the 
colourful characters that populate 
Rumpole’s world: there is Phillida Trant, 
his former junior, now risen to the 
bench, and her unctuous husband, 
Claude Erskine-Brown; there is the 
firm’s Head of Chambers, Soapy Sam 
Ballard, all too eager to take the easy 
way out of any issue; there is the 
amiable Timson clan, a family of minor 
and bumbling law-breakers whose ill-
fated antics keep Rumpole employed 
and able to afford his favourite wine, 
Chateau Thames Embankment; there are 
the blatantly-biased judges who make 
Rumpole’s life a misery; and not least 
there is Rumpole’s formidable wife 
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Hilda, known to him only as She Who 
Must  Be  Obeyed.  With a  command  of 
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language all to rare in today’s novels, 
and a sharp eye for social commentary, 
it’s the telling, rather than the tales, that 
continues to enthrall Mortimer’s readers.  
His stories have a timeless quality 
combined with gentle humour that are 
just the thing for a snowy evening. 
Jim Napier can be reached at 
  jnapier@deadlydiversions.com  
 


