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      Snow had dusted Brooke Ridge Falls just enough to make Main Street look like a postcard—white on the awnings of the antique shops and bookstores, white on the waterfall rocks across from The Cup and Cake, and white on the evergreen wreaths hanging from every lamppost. The morning light was soft and gray, the kind that made the whole town look like it had been wrapped in tissue paper.

      Inside the bakery, it was warm and smelled like cinnamon, butter, and peppermint—the scent so rich it almost had weight. The display case was full of festive treats, red and green frosting catching the light. A small Christmas tree sat in the corner, decorated with cookie ornaments and twinkling white lights. Bing Crosby crooned softly from the speakers.

      Nans sat at her usual table near the window with Ruth, Ida, and Helen. The table was the good one—the one with the view of Main Street and the waterfall, the one they’d claimed as theirs years ago and defended with the quiet ruthlessness of elderly women who knew what they wanted.

      Nans wore a red cardigan with a brooch shaped like a Christmas tree, the little gems catching the light whenever she moved. Ruth had on a vintage plaid skirt and cream blouse with pearl buttons—perfectly pressed, as always, not a wrinkle in sight. Her hair was styled in soft waves, and she wore small pearl earrings.

      Helen’s snowflake sweater looked hand-knitted, possibly by Helen herself, the stitches uneven in a way that suggested love rather than skill.

      Ida wore a regular sweatshirt—navy blue, slightly faded—but had compensated with jingle-bell earrings that clinked softly whenever she moved her head and a candy cane pin the size of a small weapon pinned prominently to her chest. Knowing ida she probably intended to actually use it as a weapon.

      “Lexy,” Nans called across the bakery, tapping the glass display case with a fingernail like she was summoning a waiter at a five-star restaurant, “tell me you made the peppermint pinwheels.”

      Lexy looked up from behind the counter, where she was piping icing in tidy little swirls onto a tray of sugar cookies. Her dark hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and she had the slightly frazzled look of someone who’d been up since four in the morning.

      “I did,” Lexy called back. “And gingerbread men. And snowflake sugar cookies. And⁠—“

      “And the cranberry orange scones?” Ida interrupted, even though she was already halfway through a cinnamon one, crumbs scattered on the plate in front of her.

      Helen gave her the look—the one with the raised eyebrow that said really, Ida? without needing words.

      Ida shrugged and took another bite.

      Ruth pulled out her iPad, setting it on the table with the precise care of someone who treated technology like a holy relic. She opened it, tapped the screen a few times, then looked up. “Before we order anything else, can we acknowledge that the tree lighting is tonight and I’m not missing Wheel of Fortune for any reason. Any. Reason.”

      Nans leaned back in her chair, a small smile playing at the corners of her mouth. “You say that now,” she replied, “but you’ve also said you ‘don’t get involved,’ and yet here you are looking up what time it starts.”

      Ruth sniffed, adjusting her pearl earring. “I can be involved and still be home by seven. It’s called time management.”

      “It’s called optimism,” Helen murmured.

      Ida reached into her purse—a large patent leather bag that seemed to contain everything short of a camping tent—and produced an entire roll of peppermints, still wrapped in cellophane. She shook it at the table like a prize. “Emergency sugar.”

      “Why do you have emergency sugar?” Helen asked.

      “Because emergencies happen,” Ida said reasonably. “And they’re always better with sugar.”

      Lexy walked over with a plate piled high with cookies and scones—enough to qualify as a meal, possibly two. She set it down in the center of the table with a knowing smile. “On the house. Because I love you, but also because if I don’t feed you, you’ll start ‘investigating’ and scare my customers.”

      Nans picked up a peppermint pinwheel cookie and examined it approvingly. “Smart girl.”

      “I learned from the best,” Lexy said, and there was affection in her voice, the kind that came from knowing these women for years and having given up trying to control them.

      That was the moment Harriet Granger burst through the bakery door.

      The little bell above the door jangled violently. Cold air rushed in, making the Christmas tree lights flicker. Harriet stood in the doorway, her coat unbuttoned, her scarf askew. Her cheeks were pink from the cold and her eyes were wide—the kind of wide that meant she had news and couldn’t wait to share it.

      “Have you heard?” Harriet announced, breathless, not even bothering to close the door behind her.

      Ida straightened in her chair, jingle bells clinking. “If this is about the mayor’s wife wearing white after Labor Day⁠—“

      “No!” Harriet finally closed the door and rushed toward their table. “It’s Stanley Hooper. He’s dead!”

      The plate of cookies went very still.

      The whole bakery went still, actually. Conversations stopped mid-sentence. Someone set down their coffee cup a little too hard. Bing Crosby kept singing, oblivious.

      “Stanley Hooper?” Ruth said slowly, setting down her iPad. “Hooper Hardware? Holiday Lights Committee Stanley?”

      Harriet nodded so hard her scarf bounced against her shoulders. “Found behind town hall. In the storage room where they keep all the lights and ornaments. This morning.”

      “Oh, dear,” Helen murmured, her hand going to her throat.

      Nans didn’t gasp. Nans never wasted oxygen on gasping. She set down the peppermint pinwheel with deliberate care and leaned forward slightly. “How?”

      Harriet leaned in, lowering her voice even though everyone in the bakery was already listening. “They’re saying a shelf fell on him. Boxes of ornaments. Big plastic totes. The whole thing collapsed right on top of him.”

      “A tragic accident,” Ruth said, but her voice had that careful quality it got when she didn’t quite believe what she was saying.

      “Or a convenient one,” Ida added quietly, reaching for another cookie.

      Lexy let out a slow breath from behind the counter. “Jack is going to have a long day.”

      At the mention of her husband—the town’s lead detective—her expression shifted from fond exasperation to genuine concern.

      Nans slid her chair back, the legs scraping against the floor. “Ladies, coats on.”

      “Nans, Jack just said—“ Helen began.

      “I know what it looks like,” Nans interrupted, reaching for her coat from the back of her chair. “An accident. But Harriet came in here like she had doubts written all over her face.” She pulled on her coat with brisk efficiency. “And when people have doubts, they start talking. That’s when we learn things.”

      Ruth closed her iPad with a soft click. “I’m still planning to be home by seven.”

      “Of course you are,” Nans said, but she didn’t sound like she believed it.

      Ida grabbed two cookies from the plate and stuffed them in her purse with the peppermints, creating a small avalanche of contraband baked goods.

      Helen sighed and stood, pulling on her coat. “We’re not going to do anything reckless, are we?”

      “Define reckless,” Ida said cheerfully.

      Lexy called from behind the counter, “Stay out of Jack’s way!”

      Nans waved a hand in acknowledgment but didn’t make any promises.

      And then the Ladies Detective Agency marched out into the snow, leaving their half-finished coffee and a trail of cookie crumbs behind them.
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      Town hall sat at the edge of Main Street, a three-story brick building that had watched over Brooke Ridge Falls since 1887. Today it was trimmed in lights that blinked a little unevenly—some white, some warm gold, a few that flickered like they were debating whether to give up entirely. Wreaths hung on every window, and a wooden nativity scene stood on the front lawn, dusted with fresh snow.

      The back parking lot was half-full despite the early hour. Two police cruisers were parked near the storage room entrance, their lights off but their presence unmistakable.

      The storage room door was propped open, yellow crime scene tape fluttering across it in the cold wind. A uniformed officer stood guard—young, maybe twenty-five, with the rigid posture of someone determined to follow protocol. His breath came out in white puffs.

      Near the entrance, a young woman sat on a folding chair that someone had carried out for her. She was crying into a wadded tissue, her mascara streaked down her cheeks in dark lines. Her hands were shaking so badly she could barely hold the tissue. She wore a volunteer badge that read “Holly - Event Coordinator.”

      Nans approached with the confidence of someone who believed rules were mostly suggestions. Ruth, Ida, and Helen followed close behind, their coats buttoned tight against the December cold.

      “Good morning,” Nans said pleasantly to the officer.

      The officer straightened. “Ma’am.” His eyes immediately drifted to Ida’s purse, which was bulging suspiciously.

      Helen nodded gently toward the crying woman. “Is she all right?”

      The officer’s expression softened slightly. “That’s Holly. Volunteer coordinator. She’s the one who found him.”

      “Oh, the poor dear,” Helen murmured.

      Nans changed direction and walked straight to Holly, ignoring the officer’s half-hearted attempt to redirect her. She crouched down beside the folding chair, her voice warm and gentle. “Sweetheart, I’m Mona. Are you hurt?”

      Holly looked up, eyes red and swollen. “No. I’m fine. I just—“ Her voice cracked. “I just found him there. Under all those boxes and shelves.”

      Helen pulled a clean handkerchief from her purse—linen, embroidered with tiny flowers—and pressed it into Holly’s hand. “Here, dear. Take your time.”

      “I came in early to grab supplies for the craft booth,” Holly said, her voice trembling. “The door was unlocked, which was weird, but I figured Stanley was already here. He’s always early. Was always early.” She pressed the handkerchief to her eyes.

      “Did you see anyone else?” Ruth asked gently, her iPad held low and unobtrusive.

      Holly shook her head. “No. Just Stanley. Under the shelf. I screamed and called 911.”

      Ida reached into her purse and produced a peppermint, wrapped in red and white cellophane. “Emergency sugar helps.”

      Holly took it automatically, unwrapping it with trembling fingers. “Thank you.”

      “Holly,” Nans said softly, “did you notice anything unusual? Anything out of place besides the collapsed shelf?”

      Before Holly could answer, a voice rang out. “Mona, I hope that’s not you I hear back there.”

      Jack’s voice carried from around the corner, resigned and weary. Nans knew Jack well, he was married to Lexy and the town’s lead detective. To say that Nans and the ladies had had a few run ins with him over investigations was to put it mildly.

      Jack stepped into view. He was tall, solid, wearing a dark coat over his suit. He had the weary look of a man who’d already had a long morning and suspected it was about to get longer.

      “Good morning, Jack,” Nans said, standing and brushing off her coat.

      “What are you doing here?” Jack asked, though his tone suggested he already knew the answer.

      Nans tilted her head, her expression innocent. “I could ask you the same thing. I thought this was just an accident.”

      The ladies exchanged knowing glances—Ruth’s eyebrow lifted slightly, Ida’s mouth quirked, Helen’s gaze sharpened.

      Jack’s mouth twitched. “We’re doing our due diligence.”

      “Ah. Due diligence,” Nans said, nodding slowly. “That’s what we call it when something isn’t quite adding up.”

      “Nans—“

      “We’re not interfering,” Nans said reasonably. “We’re simply offering community support during a difficult time.”

      Jack’s gaze flicked to each of them in turn—Nans with her serene expression, Ruth with her ever-present iPad, Helen looking gentle and grandmotherly, and Ida clutching her purse like it contained state secrets.

      His eyes landed on the purse
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