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      The entire kitchen held the rich scent of roasted hazelnuts. Patrice shuffled over to the oven, then bent over to check the hazelnut-rosemary shortbread cookies that she was baking. They were browning up nicely. Just another minute and they’d be done.

      Patrice straightened up more slowly than she liked, then took a moment to stretch her back. She used to bend over and pick up stuff from the bottom drawers of her kitchen all the time. As sixty-eight approached, she found herself getting stiffer and stiffer. Maybe it was time to take up her daughter’s advice and go to a yoga class now and again.

      Or to move out of the rain and the cold of Seattle, something else her daughter suggested more frequently since Owen, Patrice’s husband, had suddenly died of a stroke the year before. But that was advice Patrice would ignore. Where would she go? All her friends were here.

      Patrice got out the wire cooling racks and set them up on the edge of the counter, next to the rack of drying dishes. She had a dishwasher, but seldom used it, as there was only one person now in the rambling ranch house that she and her husband had raised their two children in.

      On the other side of the sink, she placed her good Tupperware cookie carrier, the stacked one that let her carry three layers of cookies without worrying about them getting smooshed.

      When the timer went off, Patrice pulled out both trays. She slid the parchment paper off the trays directly onto the racks. The cookies were made from almond flour and would be extra crumbly until they cooled. They weren’t really a shortbread—they were dairy, egg, and grain-free for Rose, who had myriad allergies. But they had a rich buttery taste, and were a favorite with everyone.

      Cookies finished, it was time to figure out how Patrice was going to carry the other “treat” she was bringing to book club that night.

      The book club—named Books For Women of a Certain Age, as everyone invited into the group had to be over fifty-five—had been going strong for seven years now. They took turns hosting, and everyone always brought something to eat to the gathering. It gave them an opportunity to show off their cooking skills. Even Sue, a newcomer who had just turned fifty-six, made delicious skewers for each gathering using a combination of meat, vegetables, and a sauce that she had whipped up. As there were fifteen women who regularly attended, and they only met once a month, no one had to host too often.

      Except for Jennifer. She insisted on hosting the Christmas gathering every year.

      The issue was that Jennifer was a practicing Christian. On the one hand, she emphasized the “practicing” part of her religion, and not only did she go to church twice a week, she worked part-time at a foodbank. The reason why she wanted to host the Christmas gathering of the book club was because she asked for canned donations at that time.

      However, also as part of being a practicing Christian, Jennifer didn’t drink, and no alcohol was allowed in her house. As far as Patrice was concerned, one of the things she loved about book club was the opportunity to have a glass of wine and relax with her friends for an evening.

      Now, Patrice wasn’t a heavy drinker. She didn’t like the taste of most cocktails, preferring the occasional glass of wine with dinner.

      However, Jennifer’s prohibition on alcohol had rankled Patrice. It seemed like such a double standard to her, how Jennifer always looked down her nose at anyone who had any alcohol at one of their meetings, even going so far as to change seats so she didn’t have to sit beside someone who was drinking.

      Yet Patrice had seen Jennifer take a hit off one of the bottles of wine once when she thought no one was looking.

      So it had become a game between Patrice and Chantel—one of the other book club members—seeing how they could sneak alcohol into Jennifer’s house and consume it on the premises.

      The first year, they’d both hidden flasks in their purses, then made many trips to the bathroom with them. Given Jennifer’s look of disapproval, they’d vowed to be more clever the following year. And they had been. Both of them had worn boots the next year, but had agreed to continue to try to surprise each other ever since.

      Chantel had an ample bosom, and could easily hide a flask inside her bra. Patrice was built more along the lines of a toothpick, always had been. And she generally wore tighter fitting clothing—she figured if she still had a good body, why not show it off? So she couldn’t suddenly wear a baggy sweater or jeans with extra pockets.

      No, she had to be clever about hiding her forbidden drink.

      This year, she’d chosen one of those tiny sample bottles of amaretto. Instead of taking a nip in secret, she’d wait until after the coffee was served, then pour a splash into her cup when no one was looking. And the smell of the alcohol was similar enough to her cookies that Jennifer should be the wiser.

      Patrice couldn’t carry the bottle in her pocket, that would be too obvious. She’d thought about tucking it into the waist of her slacks, then wearing a longer sweater to cover it, but the bottle might fall out at an inappropriate time. Plus, she’d never be able to lean against her chair if it was tucked into the small of her back.

      No, she’d decided to carry it in her sock. She was planning on wearing knee-highs that night, so the bottle would rest up high, not around her ankle where it might be noticed.

      And it would have been noticed. Patrice always wore colorful socks. Life was too short to wear dull ones. So people always wanted to see what her socks she wore.

      She shuffled into the bedroom and pulled out one of her less colorful Christmas pairs, that had brown reindeer prancing across a blue sky, with a sprinkling of white snowflakes. She sat heavily down on the chair in the corner.

      Ooof. She’d been standing too long. Owen would have fussed at her for it.

      Patrice slipped off her comfy knitted socks and pulled on the Christmas ones. Then she slid the bottle of liqueur into the top of her right sock and pulled her pants leg down.

      Hmm. She was going to have to be careful how she sat, to make sure that the bottle wasn’t obvious. When she sat up straight with her knees bent and her feet on floor, no one could see it. If she decorously crossed her legs at her ankles, she’d have to be careful. As she could barely cross her legs at her knees, she didn’t have to worry about that.

      Then Patrice stood up and practiced getting the bottle out of her sock. Her back was going to give her problems, she could tell. She didn’t want to have to sit down, though, in order to pull the bottle out.

      It was too late to start getting herself more limber with yoga. Maybe next year.

      Hopefully the adrenalin rush of doing something forbidden would make her movements more smooth and she wouldn’t feel as though she was about to topple over at any moment.

      Feeling delightfully naughty, Patrice went back out to the kitchen to pack her cookies and get ready for the party.

      It was going to be deliciously fun evening.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Jennifer’s house was relatively new, out in the suburbs in one of those subdivisions where every street ended in a cul-de-sac. Patrice always felt trapped when she drove in, as there was really only one street in or out of the entire place. If you missed it, you could spend days trying to escape.

      The houses were on the small side for McMansions, only two stories and four bedrooms usually. Each took almost the entire plot of land they sat on, and so had neighbors peering in on either side.

      Since it was Christmas, the neighbors seemed to be trying to outdo each other in terms of light displays. There were leaping reindeer and blowup Santa Clauses, with glittering icicles hanging from every eve, and even special projectors so that snowflakes danced on every wall.

      Patrice was glad to see that she wasn’t the first one there. Though she liked Jennifer, she didn’t want to spend a lot of time with her hostess, not that particularly evening when she had an uncomfortable bottle of contraband in her sock.

      Her calf was going to be bruised by the end of the night, she just knew it.

      But she was willing to suffer for her forbidden treat.

      Patrice rang the bell with her elbow, as she held her cookie carrier in one hand and her purse along with a paper bag filled with half a dozen cans of chili in the other.

      Chantel opened it with a big grin and a hearty, “Merry Christmas!” She wore a white sweater with fuzzy blue-and-white snowflakes dancing across it, over a pair of black leggings. She wore bright blue eyeshadow, prominently highlighting her dark eyes and black skin. Her hair was pulled back from her face then frizzed out in a beautiful halo.

      Hmmm. So Chantel probably wasn’t carrying a flask in her bra that night, or in a pants pocket. Where was she hiding her booze?

      “Merry Christmas!” Patrice said as she stepped in. Chantel took the cookie carrier while Patrice put her other items down on the floor and slipped out of her coat. Then she deliberately left her purse on the shelf underneath the jackets.

      Chantel gave her a look. She knew that if Patrice left her purse near the door, then she wasn’t carrying her liqueur there.

      They gave each other a conspiratorial grin.

      Patrice reclaimed her cookies and made her way through the empty living room that had chairs set up in a circle, back to the kitchen where everyone else had gathered based on the level of noise.

      “Oh! Cookies!” Rose said excitedly as Patrice came in.

      “And yes, you can eat them,” Patrice told her with a knowing grin. They all tried to accommodate Rose’s allergies, even it if was a challenge sometimes. Plus, Rose brought a lot of her own food that she graciously shared with everyone.

      “Thank you, so much,” Rose said.

      Patrice knew Rose meant it. It meant a lot to her that people went out of their way to make things she could eat as well.

      The kitchen felt cozy, not cramped, despite the number of people in it. All the treats had been set up on the island in the middle of the room, while the drinks—water, soda, and sparkling grape juice—stood on the counter that ran around one end of the room. At least eight people crowded around the space, laughing, talking, sharing news.

      Patrice made space for her cookies then looked over the other offerings. Sue’s skewers were made up of small hunks of beef alternating with water chestnuts in what looked like a tangy orange sauce. Someone had brought figs wrapped in bacon. Rose pointed out that the nacho “cheese” dip was actually dairy free, made from boiled potatoes that had been whipped in a blender to get the right gooey consistency. Frankie had baked one of her fabulous apple pies.

      It all looked scrumptious. Patrice found herself a bit impatient as she piled her plate high.

      While dinner was going to be lovely, she was still most looking forward to her liqueur treat later on.
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      Patrice studied Chantel inconspicuously all throughout the evening, trying to figure out where she was hiding her liqueur. It wasn’t hidden in her hair. And she couldn’t be hiding it anywhere on her body. But it had to be someplace. Where?

      Just as people were starting to load up their plates with dessert and the coffee had been started, Chantel came up to Patrice. “Did I show you my new boots?” she asked in a too-casual manner.

      “No, you didn’t,” Patrice said, immediately looking down to study the tight black boots. How could Chantel hide anything in those? Her own calf throbbed, irritated by the bottle tucked away safely in there.

      “They zip up the back,” Chantel said smugly after a few moments.

      Patrice shifted her attention to the tassels that dangled from the back of each boot. They looked like a ball with fringe, maybe two inches in diameter, hanging an inch down from the end of the zipper.

      When Patrice looked back up at Chantel, confused, the other woman made a squeezing motion with her hand.

      Patrice couldn’t contain her gasp. Those balls were actually tiny squeeze bottles! Chantel had really upped her game, building her own carrier for her booze.

      Patrice was going to have to step it up next year.

      “Those are so cl—cute!” Patrice said, looking back up at Chantel with a huge grin. She’s almost said clever, and that wouldn’t have done at all.

      When Chantel gave her an expectant
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