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Although Engaged to Die came out in 2003, it is a particularly interesting read, not just for the story itself but the way it has been constructed.

Analyzing cozy mysteries is one of my favorite reading endeavors and Carolyn Hart is certainly a master of this form of novel writing so the effort has been a pleasant one.  This particular story is part of her "Death on Demand" series which is centered in the lowcounrty of South Carolina, a region born to be just chock full of mysteries - both real and fictional.

The protagonist is Annie Darling the proprietor of the mystery bookstore: Death on Demand.  As with most cozy mystery sleuths, she is brought into the investigation unwillingly but eager to right a wrong once fingers begin to point to someone who, to her, seems a most unlikely candidate for the title: murderer.

The story revolves around the art community and specifically the Neville Gallery, an upscale venue filled with battling Neville relatives.  Virginia Neville, whose husband Nathaniel left her the Neville money, with which she was instructed to take care of his children, one of which, Carl, currently runs the Gallery with his wife Susan, has decided to remarry.  Her choice, Jake O'Neill, much younger that Virginia and without a particularly enviable reputation, is found murdered during a much touted evening Gallery event, with all the Neville relatives and the Who's Who of Broward's Rock in attendance.
With the police chief away performing active military reserve duty, the investigation falls to the acting chief, Billy Cameron, who, obviously, needs all the help he can get.  In step the Darlings: Max and Annie.  Max runs a local detective agency and is asked by Cameron to be his temporary deputy while Annie, who owns the Death on Demand bookstore, gets to see the way the investigation is progressing from the inside.
What I particularly liked about Engaged to Die is Carolyn Hart's handing of the characters and there are lots of them (which, at times, makes keeping them straight an effort, especially if you tend to pick books up and put them down a lot).  However, the effort is worth is.  
For lovers of mysteries Carolyn Hart is an answer to their prayers.  She takes great pains to make sure the reader is part of the investigation; she keeps them looking for clues as much as the lead characters.  For instance, Annie Darling surreptitiously obtains copies of the statements of the key suspects that were at the Gallery the night of the murder and she prints them out.  This enables the reader to peruse them along with Annie and give them an opportunity to spot the discrepancies before she does. Great technique for keeping the reader involved.
The only complaint I might have would be that not enough exposure has been given to the venue of the story: the lowcountry of South Carolina.  With no involvement by members of the Gullah community, bible based religion, the sea islands and the beauty of the marsh and tidal flows, the story could have occurred just about anywhere.  Why place a story in the lowcountry if it isn't going to be a character.

That being said - it's still a story worth your time.
Tim Holland

Notes:
The mystery paintings

Book advertisements everywhere

Promoting her favorite authors

Browards Rock

Too many people - too much side information

The cats: Dorothy L, Agatha

Interesting concept: reading the statements of witnesses - great technique re time

Too many characters

Need to build matrix

Should statements have included "relationship to victim, reason at party.\?"

The Nevilles

Irene

Carl

Virigina

Louise

Others:

Rusty Brandt

Susan Brandt

Beth Kelly

Jake O'Neill

Chloe Martin

Boston Mackey

Henry Brawley

Denise Abbott

Joseph J. Brown

Stephanie Gammond

Billy Cameron

Pete Garrett

Dr. Burford

FRank Saulter

Tony Hasty

Mavis Cameron

Duane Webb

Bob Winslow

The protagonist:

Annie Darling

Max Darling

