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For all the mystery fans who grew up wanting to be Nancy Drew





Chapter One


Murder may not be good for some businesses, but for the Murder and Mayhem: Killer Chocolates and Bookshop it was essential. The shop’s customers loved donning their sleuthing caps to unravel the many murders committed in the books lining the shelves of the specialty store, currently decked out for the holidays with an abundance of vintage ornaments and twinkle lights.

Co-owner Alex Wright stirred a saucepan of cream heating on the stove. She reflected that making the tasty confections their store was known for was both an art and a science. She and her identical twin sister were creative alchemists developing flavor combinations that were original, decadent, and daring—yet always perfectly balanced.

Their chocolates needed to capture the senses, beginning with appearance and aroma. The thin chocolate shell needed a glossy shine and crisp snap that allowed the delicious, oozy filling to spill out with the first bite. The right combination of textures ensured the experience would be satisfying. Secondary flavors had to enhance rather than overpower one another, to provide a harmonious finish to the encounter. In the tradition of mystery, each chocolate was named after some kind of poison from the popular genre novels.

Alex poured the simmering liquid over the waiting chocolate in a glass bowl on the kitchen island and placed the pot on the shiny granite countertop. A minute later Alex whisked the remaining ingredients into the ganache. The mixture was silky smooth, the perfect texture for the Gingerbread Gelsemine truffles. She was getting ready to pour the ganache into a dish when Maggie Fletcher, the twins’ only employee, banged open the kitchen door, announcing her arrival.

“Have you heard yet?” Maggie was breathless. Alex wondered if the energetic sixty-one-year-old had run all the way from her bungalow, three blocks away. Living close to work was one of the advantages of living in the small village of twelve hundred, nestled in a valley at the foot of the Rocky Mountains in Montana. Harriston didn’t have any claim to fame aside from its sunny views of the Swan Mountain Range and the glorious tree-lined lake it sat beside. But that didn’t stop a steady throng of tourists from finding it every summer. Cottages dotted the perimeter of Echo Lake, and their owners provided an influx of business for Harriston’s merchants.

“Heard what? I’ve been preparing these truffles for the past half hour.” Alex was usually the first one in the shop each morning. She loved the solitude and the crisp scent of paper and ink mingled with hints of evergreens, chocolate, and vanilla as she began her day. While she loved summer, Alex adored Christmas. There were numerous hand-painted glass ornaments and little festive touches of pine and cedar tucked onto shelves and among the homemade candles and jars of jam they sold.

“Miss T just broke the story wide open.”

Before Maggie could say more, a slender blonde with cool gray eyes, which looked almost green today, came in from the back hall, carrying a stack of chocolate boxes. She set them on the island beside Alex and set a paper shopping bag on the counter by the sink. “What story? And who the heck is Miss T?” Alex’s twin, the store’s other owner, Hanna Eastham, started unpacking the contents of the grocery bag.

She held up a glass bottle. “I got the real Canadian maple syrup. The clerk at the Black Currant ordered it for me from a small business in Ontario weeks ago, and it finally came. Did you know it takes forty gallons of sap to make one gallon of maple syrup? I once went to the Elmira Maple Syrup Festival and got to see how it’s made. I’ve been dying to create a chocolate with some of the real stuff.”

“I’m looking forward to tasting it. Are those chocolates for tonight?” Alex gestured to the stack on the island as she placed the ganache in the fridge.

“Yes. There are two hundred chocolates there. Most of them are Strychnine Strawberry. So, who is this Miss T?”

Maggie had finally caught her breath and continued with her news. “Miss T—it’s short for Tattle—found out that the cute little chocolate shop in Missoula that was the favorite to win the Festive Foods Chocolates Competition has been cheating! They’ve been buying some of their chocolates from a specialty shop in Spokane and passing them off as their own.”

“What!” Alex knew of the chocolate shop two hours south of Harriston. The other shop was far enough away not to be a real competitor for sales, but Alex knew they would be the shop to beat in the chocolate competition next weekend.

“Miss T exposed the cheating scheme in yesterday’s blog in the Harriston Confidante. She said they used those chocolates in the Monde du Chocolat competition in Portland and won. The Festive Foods organizers put out a statement on social media this morning, saying they’d investigated allegations of cheating against Missoula’s Choco Choco and verified it had happened. Choco Choco withdrew their entry in the competition late last night. Can you believe it?”

“This Miss Whatshername must be quite the investigative journalist?” Hanna was opening one of the bottles of maple syrup. “I wonder what the Monde du Chocolat competition will do. Do you think they’ll strip them of their title like what’s been done with sports figures after they’ve been found doping?”

“I wouldn’t be surprised. They might even have to give back the prize money they won.” Maggie tapped her finger on the counter. “Cheaters never prosper. I always taught my kids that.”

“Well, I hate to be a Debbie Downer, but I’m pretty sure that proverb has been proven wrong lots of times.” Alex stood beside her twin and looked at the new maple syrup. “Our culture rewards whoever is at the top. It seems a lot of people think it’s worth cheating because of the possible rewards. And let’s face it, not everyone gets caught.”

“That’s probably true, but I still think the possible consequences aren’t worth the risk. Duncan tried to write the answers to a test on his hands once, I caught him and he had to have daily study sessions with me for a month. I don’t think he ever tried to cheat again.” Maggie’s three grown children had all been born and raised in Harriston. Duncan, the oldest, was a deputy sheriff with the Lakehead County Sheriff’s Department and had moved back in with his parents several years ago.

“I’m going to win the competition the old-fashioned way. Hard work. And this grade A dark robust maple syrup is going to help.” Hanna opened the bottle of syrup and poured a bit on a spoon. Her lips curved upward as she sampled the sweet liquid. “Perfection. I can taste notes of caramel and brown sugar. I’ve been experimenting with a new chocolate for the competition next week, using the maple syrup I had on hand, but this will make it a winner.”

“I’m more worried whether we’ll be able to keep up with demand for the chocolates in the store.” Alex and Hanna had been churning out their specialty chocolates like Santa’s elves the past few weeks for their busiest season. Hanna had committed to providing chocolates for the community’s high school reunion dance and alumni dinner. The reunion weekend was to celebrate the completion of renovations on Harriston’s K–12 school gymnasium. Many of the school’s alumni had donated generously to make the needed improvements that weren’t in the budget.

The reunion weekend had been scheduled for Valentine’s Day, but because the renovations took much longer than expected, the date had been pushed back four times. That was how the event ended up being on December tenth, just fifteen days before Christmas, not an ideal time for Alex and Hanna.

Months ago, before she’d realized all the events would culminate at the same time, Alex had also convinced Hanna to enter her handmade chocolates in the competition next weekend in Whitefish.

Alex was watching Hanna as she walked back to the island, and didn’t see the pot handle sticking out into the aisle. Her arm caught it, and knocked it into the stack of finished chocolate boxes. The boxes teetered for a moment. At the last second Alex dove for the boxes.

At the same time Maggie tried to race around the counter to save the boxes from hitting the floor. Instead of catching the chocolates, she and Alex banged heads and both ended up sprawled on the ground next to the confections.

Alex looked at the scattered chocolates. “Do you think the five-second rule counts in this situation?”

“Absolutely. I won’t tell if you won’t,” Hanna deadpanned.

All three women burst out laughing. Maggie rubbed her head as she stood up. “I think my pride is hurt more than my head.”

“I’m so sorry, Maggie. I’m a walking disaster. I think my mother was right when she used to call me a Trampeltier.” Alex’s first words had been German. Their family had insisted on speaking their native language at home, and English everywhere else. Alex and Hanna still spoke German to their parents and Oma on their weekly call.

Hanna put on a pair of gloves and picked up the chocolates that were on the floor. “I wouldn’t call you a clumsy oaf. Then again, you did manage to trip Mr. Olafson, our eighty-year-old neighbor, when you were trying to help him shovel his snow.”

“I was eleven, and to be fair he wasn’t all that sure on his feet at the best of times.” Alex took stock of the mini disaster. “Anyway, I think we can salvage the chocolates that didn’t come out of the boxes. We can take the others home with us. I’ll still eat them.”

“Are you going to be short chocolates for tonight?” Maggie bent down and picked up the few boxes with chocolates still safely ensconced.

“No. I can use some of the one’s for the alumni dinner tomorrow night. That will give me time to make more chocolates. Let’s figure out how many of these we need to scrap.” Hanna grabbed a tray from the counter and started creating rows of chocolates while Maggie went to open up the shop.

“I count one hundred and eleven chocolates that have to be replaced,” Alex said.

“That’s not as bad as I thought it would be. I was going to come back after the dance and work for a couple hours anyway. I’ll just add this to my list.” Hanna wrote 111 on the large blackboard hanging on the wall of the all-white kitchen. There was already an extensive to-do list.

Hanna had been tasked to oversee the food at the reunion dance that night, and Alex had been asked to help her sister at the last minute, when one of the organizers had to back out. “We’ll both come in and work—that way it will get done twice as fast.” Alex wiped up the last of the chocolate crumbs on the floor as her phone chimed, signaling an incoming text message. Alex glanced at the phone sitting on the counter. “Eudora is wondering who I got to teach the line dancing class. Rats! I completely forgot I was supposed to ask someone to do that. When we decided to scrap the speed dating, I volunteered to find someone, but I forgot to write it down. My memory seems to be on Christmas vacation already. Who can I get on such short notice?”

“I bet Isabelle would do it,” Hanna offered.

“That’s a great idea. I’ll call her right after lunch. I know she teaches a yoga class on Friday mornings.” Alex slipped the phone into her pocket. “I should check on Watson and see how she’s doing.”

“Don’t forget we’ve got the volunteers meeting here this afternoon before they head to the community center to finish decorating for the dance,” Hanna reminded her sister.

Alex went into the small conference room next to the kitchen and rubbed their Staffordshire terrier behind her ears. The fawn and white dog was lounging on a bench they’d had built under the window. The dog, adopted three years earlier from a rescue shelter, let out a rumble that sounded almost like purring. Alex was beginning to think Watson identified as a cat. The medium-sized canine had her eyes glued to a television playing a videotape of a German shepherd rescuing a woman from a burning building.

Back in the kitchen, Alex washed her hands and started measuring ingredients for the Strychnine Strawberry chocolates from the recipe card Hanna had set out.

“It’s a good thing you’ve been improving your chocolate-making skills this past year.” Hanna lined up polycarbonate molds on the counter.

Alex had learned the rudimentary aspects of chocolate making growing up, but it was Hanna who was the true chocolatier. Hanna was an artist and had been teaching Alex to refine her skills so she could help out more on the confection side of the business.

“I need to work on the chocolate for the competition.” Hanna started coating molds with the shop’s new wheel tempering machine. The tabletop machine had been a splurge but was proving a good investment. It had allowed them to keep up with the increased demand for their chocolates.

“Are we going to give some of those chocolates from this morning’s spill to the volunteers meeting here later?” Alex examined the chocolates closely.

“We can use the ones that didn’t come out of the boxes. Let me tell you, there’s one person I’d like to give a couple extra-special chocolates to. Ones filled with real strychnine.” Hanna’s lip curled with disgust.

“Who are you talking about?”

“Kyle Allerton. He just texted me to say he’d be a few minutes late. You’re lucky you haven’t met him yet. That creep has been stalking me ever since I let him take me home from the Business Council meeting last month. He’s the reason everyone is meeting here. His Highness said he didn’t want to wait for someone to unlock the doors at the community center. I have to get the keys from the Village Office next door, and he thought it would be more convenient for the committee to meet at our shop and go over together. I know there are others who have keys, and I’m not even part of the decorating committee. It’s just an excuse so he can come and harass me.” Hanna shot a look at Alex. “David Copperfield’s hands are easier to keep track of than Kyle’s. He must have an octopus in his bloodline.”

Alex hadn’t met the man, but she’d heard plenty about him. And none of it was good. “If only you were dating someone. That might deter Kyle’s amorous advances. It’s a shame your romance last Christmas didn’t work out.”

“Kyle doesn’t seem like the kind of person to worry whether someone is dating. Or married.”

Hanna’s last boyfriend had moved away just before Thanksgiving. She hadn’t seemed upset about the breakup, but she’d been acting strangely ever since. The past week she’d been coming early and staying late. Working late wasn’t unusual for Hanna, but she usually had to be pried out of bed with a crowbar. As far as sacrifices went, Hanna equated getting up early to donating an organ.

Maggie opened the kitchen door. “Ladies, we have visitors who would like to see you.”

Hanna glanced at Alex. “I’ll be right out. I just need to finish these last two trays.”

Alex wiped her hands on her apron and followed Maggie. Their sales area consisted of two rooms, one on either side of the hall. The larger room had probably been the living room when the house was originally built.

Maggie’s husband, Drew, and their son, Duncan, were waiting in the shop.

“Hi, Alex.” Duncan, the tall, blue-eyed sheriff’s deputy was speaking to Alex, but his gaze was searching the room for someone else. When no one else appeared behind Alex, Duncan lowered his soot-black lashes.

To hide his disappointment? Alex had noticed a marked change in the relationship between her sister and Duncan in recent weeks.

“What are you two up to?” Alex asked.

Drew puffed out his chest and pushed his wire-rimmed glasses further up his nose. The retired pharmacist was a few inches shorter than his son and had narrow, slightly stooped shoulders. “I’ve been doing a ride-along with Duncan today. He’s been investigating a complaint about a scam targeted at seniors. Duncan got a report that a senior had given away a large sum of cash. When her adult son asked the senior about it, the senior said it was an investment. But it looks like it’s bogus. When her son started asking questions, Mrs. Matthews told him to mind his own business.”

“Dad! You can’t disclose the names of people involved in the investigation when you go on a ride-along.”

“Oops. Sorry. Alex, pretend you didn’t hear that.”

“My lips are sealed. I’ve seen that happen before, though. Seniors are embarrassed they got scammed, so they don’t report it. The last thing they want is for their families to find out.” As a former business banker, Alex had seen her fair share of scams.

“It’s tough, because we have to respect the senior’s right to privacy. If she won’t report it, there’s not much we can do.” Duncan straightened up when he saw Hanna.

Hanna slipped into the room with a tray of chocolate samples. “I thought I heard your voice, Drew.” She proffered the tray. “Would you care for a sample?”

“Don’t mind if I do.” Drew paused to select one of the treats. “Though I should probably be filling up with vitamin C. I feel a cold coming on.”

Drew was known for becoming a bit of a hypochondriac since retiring, and Alex hid a small smile as Maggie rolled her eyes. Alex glanced at Hanna’s reaction, but she and Duncan were locked in a stare as his hand hovered over the tray. Alex wondered if there was a new romance in the air. Duncan and Hanna had dated when the twins first moved to town four years ago, but after a couple of months Duncan had decided he wasn’t ready to open himself up to those emotions. At the time, he had recently lost his wife to cancer and decided he needed a friend, not a romantic partner.

As far as Alex knew, he hadn’t dated since. She wondered if anyone else had noticed the looks Duncan and Hanna gave each other.





Chapter Two


Once Duncan and Drew left to investigate further leads in the seniors scam, Alex donned a light jacket and headed to Cookies ’n Crumbs to get lunch for her crew.

Montana’s Flathead Valley had been experiencing a warm spell for over a week, and there wasn’t much snow left aside from where it had been piled high in parking lots. Thankfully, the Christmas festival caught the last of the cold weather, and they’d been able to hold all the events, including the snowman contest.

Alex stopped and gazed down Main Street. Harriston’s founders had come from England, and their influence could still be felt in the architecture and traditions. Even calling itself a village was a nod to its English roots. The conservative, sleepy village was decked out for Christmas with fresh cedar garlands and white lights strung around the shop windows, big black planters filled with festive greenery, and red bows by its shops’ front doors. There was a giant Christmas tree festooned with lights and giant ornaments in the middle of the village’s main intersection.

The official tree lighting had been done on the first evening of the Christmas festival. The volunteer firemen had been in charge, and Santa had made a special appearance from the North Pole, to flip the switch. The whole town had counted down, and then the lights had flared briefly before the area was immersed in darkness. The electricity had been restored thirty seconds later, but it had caused a few snickers.

The bright and cheerful bakeshop, decorated with white shiplap and reclaimed wood walls, was on the next corner. Alex stepped through the door and inhaled the scent of fresh baking while she admired the strategically placed red, white, and silver decorations that reminded customers Christmas was fast approaching. The lineup was right to the door, and to Alex’s delight, Isabelle Pearson, the mayor’s wife, stood in front of her. The brunette always had a ready smile, and today was no exception.

Isabelle’s hazel eyes lit up as she greeted Alex. “It’s so hard to pass this place without stopping in.”

“You know it. It’s going to be a long day today. I have to help at the reunion dance tonight.” Alex barely managed to squeeze the door shut behind her. The place was packed.

“Everett and I will see you there, then. I want to catch up with all my old school friends. Not to mention dance. I love country music and line dancing.” Isabelle wiggled her curvy hips.

“Everett doesn’t strike me as a line dancer.”

“He’s not. Everett wants to stay home and watch a ‘very important basketball game.’” Isabelle held up her hands to make air quotes. But I went to his school reunion two years ago, so I told him if he wants to stay happily married, he’ll be escorting me.”

“Didn’t Everett go to Harriston School?” Everett was tall, dark, and handsome, and had won the last election by a landslide. His business savvy and easygoing nature helped him successfully navigate the many personalities he had to deal with in the village. And boy, were there some personalities.

“Nope. He attended the high school in Swanson. We were rivals back in the day. I was a cheerleader for Harriston, and he played on his school’s football team.”

“Did you know each other then?”

“We knew of each other, but it was in college that we started dating. We got married after I graduated from the nursing program.”

“As it happens, I was going to call you after lunch. I know it’s short notice, but do you think you could teach a line dancing class before the dance?”

Isabelle was silent for a moment before a smile spread over her face. “I’ve never taught line dancing before, but I think I could do that. There are a couple of popular line dances that are simple enough that people can catch onto them quickly. When do you want me there?”

Alex gave Isabelle all the particulars and breathed a huge sigh of relief.

“Maybe it’s none of my business, but I heard you’re in a hot and heavy romance with Eddie Mills?”

Alex almost choked. “Hardly. We met in September for the first time. He attended one of the Business Council meetings in lieu of his boss, and we happened to sit together. I found out he was a jack-of-all-trades when he wasn’t working his real job as manager of the farm equipment dealership, so I asked him to build a bench in the shop for Watson. I’d hardly call those interactions romantic. Besides I think he’s a few years younger than me. The village gossips do get around. ”

“Not ‘the village gossips.’ The village gossip, Miss T, mentioned it in her blog. And lots of women are going out with younger men these days. Have you gone out on a real date?”

“Why would that woman be talking about me on her blog? I’m not anyone important.”

“Oh, she talks about everyone—assuming you’re doing something interesting.”

“Honestly, if my love life is the best Harriston’s got to offer …” Alex shook her head. “Tom’s the only person I’ve been trying to date. It’s been tough with him gone so much this past year.” Tom Kennedy lived next door to Alex.

“Didn’t you and Tom start dating last Christmas?”

“We did, but then Tom’s brother in Alaska got sick, and Tom went there to nurse him until he died. Then he had to deal with the estate. Tom’s been away more in the past eleven months than he’s been home.” Alex and Tom had recently started to revive their fledgling relationship, but Tom seemed distant. Was the fifty-nine-year-old still as keen on dating her as he had been last January? He seemed to run hot and cold, and Alex didn’t know what to think.

“There’s no rule that says you can’t date more than one man at a time. Keep your options open. You’re not getting any younger, you know.”

“Now you sound like my mother. She’s been telling me a woman’s best years end at thirty-nine.” Alex’s overbearing mother meant well, but she had some strong opinions. While Alex had thought middle age might be encroaching, it would appear everyone else believed it had arrived. “I might as well book a room at the senior’s lodge. Hanna and I can get a spinster special.”

Alex put in her order, and a few minutes later, with food in hand, she headed back to the store. Alex, Hanna, and Maggie munched on their sandwiches in the conference room while Watson looked at them as if she hadn’t been fed in a week.

Alex told them about her conversation with Isabelle. “Is my situation really that desperate? Maybe Tom is my last hope. Should I be signing up for a convent in case it doesn’t work out?”

Hanna and Maggie glanced at each other, and then Maggie looked at her watch. “Hanna, did you need to go get the key for the community center?”

“Shoot! Is it time already? Thanks for reminding me.” Hanna rushed from the room as if the Grim Reaper were chasing her.

Maggie quickly got up. “I think I hear customers. I better go check.” She was gone faster than a Formula One race car.

What’s going on? Alex wondered “Watson, we’ve been abandoned. Here’s one of your favorite bacon-flavored snacks, just for sticking around.” Alex grabbed a treat from a jar on the desk and handed the little strip to the dog. Watson loved the treats, and Alex figured they were the doggy equivalent of cupcakes.

Alex went to help Maggie straighten up the displays. “Why did you and Hanna take off like a couple of shopaholics late for a Neiman Marcus sale when I asked if my dating situation was desperate? Do you know something I don’t?”

Maggie’s hand paused as she was about to move one of M. C. Beaton’s Agatha Raisin books. She pulled the copy of Kissing Christmas Goodbye off the shelf and moved it to a nearby display of Christmas gifts. “Hanna and I didn’t want to say anything because it might not even be about you.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I showed Hanna a blog post this morning that Miss T wrote. I better just show it to you.” Maggie pulled her phone from her pocket and with a few taps and swipes brought up the blog.


A certain cougar in the village has been seen carrying on with a handsome, younger man who manages a local farm machine business, while her beau, a man of God, has been away, nursing a dying family member. How sad, but you know what they say: when the cat’s away, the mice will play.



Alex could feel the heat rising up her neck. How dare this woman! Alex knew rumors in Harriston were more numerous than chocolate chips in a banana loaf, but this was unbelievable. If she ever found out the identity of Miss T, she’d have a few words with her.

“You know this isn’t true.” Alex looked Maggie in the eye.





Chapter Three


Alex worried that Maggie might believe Miss T’s accusation that Alex was involved with another man. As Tom’s sister, her loyalty would clearly lean toward her brother.

“I know you aren’t catting around. But there are other people in the village more susceptible to believing anything in print. I wouldn’t worry about it. It’s just gossip and scandal mongering. People will forget all about it with the next thing Miss T posts.”

“Do you think people are saying anything because of the age difference between Tom and me?” Even though Alex didn’t care about the twelve-year difference in their ages, she knew there would always be some people who had an opinion about it.

“My momma used to say, ‘It’s better to be an old man’s sweetheart than a young man’s slave.’ I wouldn’t worry what other people are saying. It’s more important that you stay true to what’s right for you.”

Hanna rushed in the front door. “The decorating committee will be here shortly. Alex, when they head over to the community center, will you help me bring the chocolates and table decorations? You can take your own car and come right back to the store. I’ll probably be a bit longer.”

“I can stay there and help you—that way it’ll go faster.”

“We don’t want Maggie to be alone too long. It might get busy. I think it’s better if we take the two cars. I’ll bring out the chocolate samples,” Hanna called over her shoulder on her way to the kitchen.

Hanna brought out a tray of chocolates and had barely set it on the counter when the little brass bell on the door jingled, heralding the arrival of an elderly lady with wispy white hair worn in a bun, and the latest Stephen Curry kicks strapped to her feet. Some people said Eudora Harris had been the village postmistress since the days when mail was delivered by stagecoach, though not to her face. The postmistress’s mind was sharp, her dark eyes were shrewd, and she considered eighty to be the new sixty. It was rumored Eudora had enough dirt on the local postal authorities to keep her job until she was ninety.

“Speak of the devil.” Alex smiled as the scent of talcum powder trailed the woman into the shop.

“Did I hear my name mentioned?” Eudora had taken over the role of primary mover and shaker in the community volunteer world last year. The spinster had a network of spies the CIA would envy, and there wasn’t much that happened in the village that she didn’t know something about.

Alex gave her friend a hug. “No one calls you that.” Anymore. As a former banker, Alex tended to be more comfortable with spreadsheets and PowerPoint presentations than hugs among friends and neighbors. But after living in Harriston for four years, she’d adapted. Even the Republicans and the Democrats hugged each other in the village.

“You two are beautiful, but when you put your hair in ponytails like that, it’s almost impossible to tell you apart.”

Alex smiled. “I’m pretty sure you know the difference, but Hanna’s the one with chocolate on her shirt.”

Eudora looked at Hanna’s shirt. “So it seems.” The postmistress turned back to Alex. “I wanted to give you these lists.”

Alex took the sheets from Eudora. “What are they?”

“It’s a list of all the people preregistered for the dance. There’s also a list detailing everything to do with the food. Everything is color coded. You’ll see when you go through it all.”

Organization was Alex’s middle name, but Eudora had taken it to epic levels for the dance. The octogenarian was in charge of the whole weekend, and Alex was sure no detail had been overlooked. The woman probably had the number of public bathrooms in Harriston on a spreadsheet.

“I found an instructor for the line dancing class.”

Eudora looked at Alex over her glasses. “Thank heavens. I don’t know who’s idea speed dating was to begin with, but I think a more inclusive activity everyone can participate in is a better fit for this weekend.”

The front door opened, and a tall brunette with horn-rimmed glasses strode in. Her long hair, parted in the middle, flowed over her shoulders and spilled onto a black turtleneck that topped tight black jeans. She wore a long silver necklace around her neck and carried a blazer over her arm.

“Hello.” The newcomer gave everyone a big smile that bared her teeth. She reminded Alex of a shark, albeit an attractive one. “I believe the decorating committee is meeting here?”

Maggie hurried up to the woman, with her arms outstretched to give her a hug, but the woman recoiled and stuck her hand out at the last second. The aborted hug turned into more of an awkward pat on the arm. “Brooke Gibson.” Maggie stepped back as her face turned light pink. “Look at you. Your mother never mentioned you were coming to town. I thought she and your dad went on a cruise?”

“Hello, Mrs. Fletcher.” Brooke pressed her lips together. “Actually, my plans changed at the last minute. I wasn’t supposed to be here until New Year’s. My parent’s left on their cruise last week, and their house is being renovated while they’re away. I had to make arrangements to stay at the Heavenly Haven B&B.”

“Call me Maggie. We’re all adults now. I’m sure your parents are very disappointed they won’t get to see you. They’re always telling us about your latest accomplishments. They’re so proud of you.”

“It was always nice to go to your house after school until my parents finished for the day. I loved your famous triple-chocolate brownies. Do you still make those?”

Maggie smiled. “Occasionally. You know you were a delight to babysit. You were a great example to my own children. You always refused to go play until your homework was done.”

“When your parents are both teachers, learning is instilled into you from birth. Success was always something to strive for. I’m up for a judgeship, you know. I’d be among the youngest to be appointed if I make it. I’ve worked so hard for this. I swear, nothing is going to stand in my way.” Brooke took a bottle of pink liquid from her purse, removed the cap, and raised the bottle in the air. “Cheers.” She took a swig.

Alex looked at the liquid curiously. She recognized it as an over-the-counter medication for the relief of various gastrointestinal discomforts.

“Stress.” Brooke held up the medication as if in answer to the unspoken question from Alex. “Pink Bis has been my constant companion since high school.”

“Since Drew retired, he’s been concocting all kinds of home remedies for all his ailments. Have you seen a doctor, Brooke?” Maggie’s voice was filled with concern.

Brooke snorted. “I’m supposed to learn to relax. That’s not so easy when you usually work seventy hours a week and you’re trying to get appointed as a judge. It also doesn’t help that I ate at the Chinese restaurant last night.” Brooke tapped her stomach with her fist. “You know, that place hasn’t changed since high school. The food is as terrible as ever.”

“How long are you in town for, dear?” Eudora peered closely at Brooke.

“I’ll be here until Monday. Then I’m scheduled back for a few days at New Year’s to see my parents.”

“Do you have a hard time getting away from work?” Alex could imagine if you worked seventy-hour weeks, taking time off would be difficult.

“It’s not easy, but there are some things you have to take care of in person, or they come back to haunt you.” The lines around her mouth deepened, and Brooke took another swig of the pink liquid.

Hanna brought the sample tray to the ladies, and they all reached for the chocolates.

“These are very nice.” Brooke savored a Strychnine Strawberry. “So they’re named after poisons? Clever idea for a mystery bookshop.” She reached for a Gingerbread Gelsemine truffle. “I can’t resist chocolate.”

Everyone’s head turned to the door as it opened again.

“Start the party. The star of class of ’99 is here!”

The man had to be well over six feet tall, and he swaggered into the room, flashing a few thousand dollars’ worth of dental work with a thousand-kilowatt smile. Alex was afraid she’d be blinded if the light from his unnaturally white teeth hit her square in the eye. The cost of the caps on his teeth could have funded the school lunch program for five years. He’d probably had a muscular physique in high school, but it looked like gravity had had its way with him, and now much of his bulk was riding low over his belt.

He stared, open-mouthed, as he looked from Hanna to Alex. “Are you the double-mint gum twins? Nice. What’s better than one pretty girl? Two! So which of you is Hanna?”

Hanna looked like she was grinding her teeth at the man’s attempt at humor. “This is my sister, Alex. Chocolate?” Hanna shoved the tray in front of Kyle.

Alex could see the glint in Hanna’s eyes and was fairly certain her sister was wishing the chocolates were filled with real strychnine.

“Ah, you want a professional’s opinion. I guess it’s not often you get the former vice president of a huge national chocolate company to try your chocolates. It’s nice to see amateurs like yourselves trying to make a go of it with these cute candies.” Kyle waggled his finger in Hanna’s face.

Not a good idea, Alex thought. Hanna had been a biter as a child.

“You’re not trying to bribe me for the Festive Foods Chocolates Competition, are you?” Kyle tried to put one arm around Hanna’s shoulders, but she quickly moved out of range, leaving him to stumble a bit. “I’m sure you’re well aware I’ve been asked to judge the handmade chocolates. It’s not often they get someone of my caliber for an event like that.”

Brooke’s lip curled, and it looked like she was on the verge of saying something, but instead she shook her head.

Alex was prevented from commenting when the front door banged open and a short, stocky woman marched in.

“What the H is going on? I’ve been waiting at the community center for twenty minutes. I had to close the pharmacy early to help decorate.” Her glare landed on Kyle. “I don’t have time to wait around for has-been prima donnas. I’ve got a dinner date with my mom before the dance tonight. Let’s get going.” The newcomer pulsed with impatience and tapped her hand against her leg.

“I guess nothing’s changed since high school. Your mom is still the only date you can get, Lucy.” Kyle sneered at the dowdily dressed woman.

“Better a date with my mom than spending time with a crook.” Lucy Dunn made a rude gesture to Kyle and marched straight for the tray in Hanna’s hands and grabbed several of the chocolates. Kyle edged closer to Hanna, and Lucy hastily moved toward Alex.

“You better watch it. You don’t want to be hit with a slander lawsuit.” Kyle’s eyes narrowed as he looked at Lucy.

“It’s only slander if it’s not true. My mother and I were discussing just that at the Chinese restaurant last night.” Lucy glared at Kyle.

Silence choked the room and Kyle’s confident look seemed to falter. In the awkward pause after the pair’s remarks, Kyle leaned nearer to Hanna and whispered, “You better make nice to me, or I might not be inclined to vote for your chocolates at next week’s competition.”

Kyle’s comment rang through the silent room. Hanna looked at the former exec with contempt and walked several feet away.

“You’re such a pig,” Lucy spat out.

Kyle looked down his nose at Lucy and followed after Hanna, telling her he’d only been joking.

Alex took a closer look at the woman beside her. Lucy was five feet tall on a good day and had full, heavy-lidded eyes and colorless lashes. Alex had never seen her wear makeup, but the woman came across as efficient and competent. She had gotten to know Lucy after Drew sold his pharmacy, and Alex had started purchasing prescriptions from Lucy’s pharmacy around the corner. The single woman and her mother ran the old-fashioned shop in the same way it had been run since it was started over seventy years ago. The building still had original everything. The only upgrades had been those demanded by law and their profession. It was a window into the past.

“I don’t think I’ve heard a single good thing about him.” Alex wondered how Kyle had managed to become a high-powered CEO.

After a moment’s hesitation Brooke said, “It’s so like him. He’s bullied and blackmailed people all his life. One of these days someone is going to get fed up and teach him a lesson.”

“He was born bad.” Lucy licked chocolate off her fingers. “It didn’t help that he was an only child, and his parents indulged his every wish. I’m pretty sure they’re regretting that now.”

Watson trotted into the room and stopped in front of Alex. She barked twice, danced in a circle, and then moved a few paces away. When Alex didn’t move, Watson barked again and then stepped back.

“She’s trying to tell you to follow her. This is something new I’ve been teaching her.” Hanna put the tray down on the counter, and everyone followed Watson back to the conference room. The dog padded over to the television and barked at it, and then looked expectantly at the group.

Hanna smiled like a proud parent. “The tape is over. Watson wants us to put in a new one. I’ve been teaching her how to get people to follow her.”

Everyone except Kyle laughed and congratulated Hanna on Watson’s new trick. Hanna changed the tape, and the group walked back to the sales floor. The main floor of the Victorian-styled bookshop was filled with dark wood and rich fabrics. In addition to the two front rooms used as a sales floor, there was a conference room, and a modern kitchen. A tall Christmas tree stood between the sales counter and the front window in their larger sales room. The tree was covered in hundreds of white twinkle lights and delicate vintage mercury ornaments Alex had inherited from a dear friend who had died last Christmas. This year they’d also strung lights across the ceiling, to give the room an even cozier feel.

Eudora, Lucy, and Brooke had gathered around the chocolates again. Kyle had tried to start a conversation with Brooke as they walked down the hall, but she had expertly maneuvered Eudora between them. Eudora had extricated herself from Kyle and joined the other women.

All heads turned when the brass bell heralded someone new. A nice-looking man with a jaw chiseled from stone, dressed in jeans and a denim jacket, walked in and joined their ranks. “Sorry, I’m late.”

“Hi, Nate. Come on in. Why don’t you try some of those chocolates?” Maggie gestured to the counter. She had obviously decided to take one for the team and had led Kyle into a corner, and it looked like she was keeping him corralled away from the others.

Alex wanted to shove a sock in Kyle’s mouth so he couldn’t make any other rude remarks. She and Hanna stood between the two groups as a physical barrier.

Nate Baxter was Watson’s vet. The twins had had to limit the number of treats they fed Watson after Nate told them the dog was getting pudgy. He walked over to the three women manning the chocolates as he nodded to everyone in the room and grabbed one of the little confections.

His face hardened as he looked at Kyle. “I picked up the trailer with the decorations from the hardware store. I got a call from Zara that you never showed up.”

“I decided to drive the Jag today, so couldn’t do it. Sorry, dude. I guess I forgot to call and let her know.”

Kyle tried to dart around Maggie, but she managed to step in front of him and halted his attempt to join the others.

Nate grabbed a second chocolate. “We should probably get going. A storm’s coming, and we’ll want to be done well before that.” Nate popped the chocolate into his mouth.

“There’s nothing in the forecast.” Eudora scanned her cell phone.

Nate quickly swallowed his chocolate. “I’ve been working with farmers for years, and they and their animals can predict the weather better than the weather service. The farmers I talked to this morning swear there’s something coming.”

“Oh dear. That’s not good news for our reunion activities this weekend.” Eudora’s brows knit together in worry. “Nate, do you know any farmers that need some rat killer? Eddie has been helping me around the house in his spare time, and he found a tin of strychnine-based rat poison in my shed. It looks like it’s quite old.”

“A few of the farmers around here employ that below ground for pocket gophers. They are a nuisance, but as a vet, I hate to see that stuff used. It’s a nasty way to die. Strychnine is regulated now, so I don’t imagine anyone would use anything that old.” Nate put his hands in his pockets after starting to reach for another chocolate.

“That’s a shame. I hate things going to waste. I’ll let Eddie know he can get rid of it when he tears down the shed in the spring. Unless you girls need it?” Eudora looked at Alex and Hanna and winked.

The twins grinned. True or not, Alex had always considered poison a woman’s weapon. She loved mysteries with killers that used poison to dispatch their victims. The idea for their poison-themed chocolates had been born of that love, though they definitely didn’t use real poison.

“Besides poisoning them, a lot of the local ranchers and farmers like to use gophers for target practice. There’ll be a contest to see who can shoot the most gophers in the spring,” Nate said.

“That’s awful.” Hanna looked stricken. She couldn’t stand the idea of hunting anything.

“I remember when my father and his friends would shoot gophers years ago. I’m afraid I don’t care for blood sports,” Eudora said. “When my father went into the retirement home, I wanted to get rid of the rifles, but father told me to hang on to them. He said you never know when you might have to shoot an intruder. Well, I don’t think I could shoot at anyone, no matter the circumstances.”

“I’ve got some rifles at home, but when we started having kids, I locked them up,” Nate said. “I bought my wife a stun gun a few years ago, for personal protection, when they had that spate of break-and-enters. I’m often away on vet calls in the evenings, and we both felt better knowing she had it. You might consider getting yourself one of those if you don’t like guns.”

Lucy spoke around a chocolate she had in her mouth. “My mom and I have a stun gun at our house too. I’ve hidden it away, though. With my mom’s dementia and all, I don’t want her using it on me because she thinks I’m an intruder. Do you own a gun, Brooke?”

“I never give out that kind of information, or even my personal opinions on guns or any other weapons. I’ve been gearing up for a judgeship all my life. I don’t want anything like that on record.” Brooke folded her arms across her chest.

Alex had never thought of getting any kind of weapon. Hanna worried every time Alex picked up a knife, because Alex was prone to slicing her own fingers. Alex didn’t think something more lethal was a good idea. She’d taken self-defense classes several years ago. One of her customers at the bank owned a martial arts studio, and she’d convinced Alex that as a single woman she needed to know the basics of defending herself.

Kyle finally maneuvered himself around Maggie and stood facing Nate. “We should go shoot gophers this spring. Maybe you’d like to come, Hanna? Let a real man teach you how to handle a gun.”

“Does that mean you’re going to have Nate teach Hanna how to shoot?” Lucy smirked at Kyle.

“Why don’t you pop another chocolate in your mouth. You’ve only got two or three in there now.”

Alex was shocked. These two were really getting in the digs. Everyone else looked embarrassed.

Kyle leered at Hanna. “Did you know I was the star quarterback during my senior year? I got a football scholarship to one of the top colleges. If it wasn’t for getting married and my in-laws insisting I work for their company, I could have gone pro.”

“No doubt. Lucky for your in-laws.” Lucy made a face.

Kyle obviously didn’t catch the sarcasm in Lucy’s voice. “Yeah. They’ve been struggling since I left the company. Sales increased by over five hundred percent while I was vice-president. They’ve been tanking since I left.” A pained expression crossed his face. “I would have forgiven my ex for having an affair, but she was determined to end the marriage.”

“This is all very nice, but I have a dinner with my mother to get to tonight. Can we go and get the community center decorated? Now.” Lucy headed to the front door and stood there expectantly.

“It wouldn’t hurt you to miss a meal, Lucy.” Kyle laughed at his own cruel humor as he blew an air-kiss to Hanna.

Lucy ignored him and left, with most of the others following closely behind.

Eudora pressed her lips together and put her hands together in a prayer position. “Give me strength.”

“I’ll be over shortly with all the chocolate and table decorations,” Hanna called out.

When the door had closed behind Eudora, Alex looked at Maggie and Hanna. “Can you believe that guy? What a jerk!”

“I spoke to Kyle’s mother before Thanksgiving. They’re in Palm Springs right now. It’s been difficult for them having him live at home again. She said the reason Kyle left his wife’s family’s company is because he was involved in some kind of embezzlement. They offered him the choice of divorcing his wife voluntarily or they would have brought charges against him.” Maggie shot a dark look at the door. “That tearful bit about his wife having an affair was phony-baloney.”

Hanna was nodding. “Isabelle told me he was never offered a chance to play professionally. He just wasn’t good enough. And you’re right, Alex. He is a jerk. I wish we had some of that rat poison!”
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