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About the Book

Life in Lake Eden, Minnesota, is usually pleasantly uneventful. Lately, though, it seems everyone has more than their fair share of drama to manage. With so much on her plate, Hannah Swensen can barely find the time to think about her bakery – let alone the town’s most recent murder …

Hannah is nervous about the upcoming trial for her involvement in a tragic accident. She’s eager to clear her name once and for all, but her troubles only double when she finds the judge bludgeoned to death with his own gavel. Now Hannah is the number-one suspect. As she sets out in search of the culprit she discovers that the judge made more than a few enemies during his career. With time running out, Hannah will have to whip up her most clever recipe yet to find a killer more elusive than the perfect brownie …


This book is for the newest addition to the family,
the beautiful and charming Ellie Blue.
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Chapter One

It was a brisk September morning and to say that Hannah Swensen was excited would be the understatement of the year. Not even the specter of her upcoming trial for vehicular homicide, which had been postponed again yesterday, could dampen her spirits.

“Don’t worry, Moishe,” Hannah told the orange and white cat who was staring at her from the top of her dresser. “I’m only going to be gone for three days and Norman should be here to pick you up any minute now. You’re going to stay with Norman and Cuddles while I’m gone.”

“Rrrrow!”

Hannah smiled as she slipped off her robe and dressed in her stylish, new, forest-green pantsuit. Some people claimed that cats didn’t understand when you spoke to them, but Moishe always reacted with an excited yowl whenever she said Cuddles. Norman’s cat was Moishe’s favorite friend. Hannah admitted that she might be anthropomorphizing, but she was convinced that Moishe loved Cuddles every bit as much as her mother loved Doc Knight.

Hannah slipped on her shoes and walked to the foot of the bed. Her suitcase was open on top of the bedspread and she checked the contents again. Claire Rodgers Knudson, the owner of Beau Monde Fashions, the upscale dress shop right next to The Cookie Jar on Main Street, had chosen what she called a mini trousseau for each of the three Swensen sisters. It was a gift from Doc Knight, their mother’s groom-to-be. Of course, Delores had her own, much larger bridal trousseau, which was currently stashed in the trunk of one of Cyril Murphy’s Shamrock Limousines, waiting for the wedding surprise that Doc and Delores’s daughters had planned for her.

At first, all three Swensen sisters had been reluctant to accept Doc’s lovely and expensive gifts. Such largess was highly unusual in Lake Eden, Minnesota. There were a couple of rich families in town, but most people worked hard for their money and didn’t have any excess to spend on luxuries. Hannah, Andrea, and Michelle fell into that latter group.

It had taken Doc a week, but he had convinced them to accept his generous gifts. He’d reminded them that presents for members of the wedding party were traditional, and with the exception of Doc’s best man, Hannah, Andrea, and Michelle comprised the whole wedding party. He’d also stated that the lovely mini trousseaus were doubling as thank you gifts for helping him implement his wedding surprise for their mother. With that said, Doc had led them into Claire’s shop and turned them over to her.

The Swensen sisters didn’t shop in Claire’s designer boutique very often. All three were on a budget. Hannah’s bakery and coffee shop made enough money for her to live a comfortable life, but designer clothing was low on her list of priorities. Andrea, the middle Swensen sister, loved to wear designer things, but most of her commissions as a part-time real estate agent went into a college fund for her two daughters. Andrea’s husband also worked. Bill was the Winnetka County sheriff, but most of his salary went toward the family’s living expenses. Michelle, the youngest Swensen sister, was in college at Macalester and everything she earned from working part-time was spent on tuition, books, and living expenses.

Hannah reached out to touch the gorgeous sapphire blue dress that she would wear to her mother’s wedding. Andrea and Michelle had identically styled dresses, but they were in graduated shades of blue. Hannah’s was the most vivid and the sapphire blue looked wonderful with her red hair. Michelle’s dress was a lighter shade that brought out the red and gold highlights in her brown hair. Andrea’s dress was the palest, an ice blue that was worthy of a winter princess. With her light blond hair worn up in a twist and secured with a rhinestone-studded comb, she looked positively regal.

Tonight, Delores would marry Doc Knight in the Little Chapel of the Orchids in Las Vegas with only Doc’s best man and Delores’s three daughters in attendance. The bride-to-be had no idea that Doc had planned a surprise elopement when he’d invited her to a special board member breakfast at the hospital. The breakfast had been Andrea’s idea to make certain that Delores wouldn’t wear her Rainbow Lady volunteer jacket and slacks.

When Delores arrived at the hospital, Doc would whisk her away in a waiting limousine that would take them to the airport. Doc had hired a second limousine to take Michelle, Andrea, and Hannah to the airport, and once they’d arrived, they would be escorted to the plane where Doc had somehow arranged for all five of them to be served a champagne breakfast.

Delores had no idea that any of this was going to happen. Hannah knew that Doc had surprised Delores several times in the past with impromptu dinner parties and gifts she hadn’t expected. So far, Delores had loved his surprises. But this surprise was the biggest one of all!

Hannah readily admitted that she was a bit nervous about the whole scenario that would play out today. When her mother discovered that Doc and all three of her daughters were co-conspirators in this elopement, one of two things would happen. Either Delores would be so angry at all of them that she’d refuse to marry Doc or she’d be delighted with Doc’s romantic spontaneity and grateful that they’d all helped him with her surprise.

Hannah was betting on the latter for several reasons. The most important was that Delores loved Doc totally and irrevocably. If he wanted to sweep her off her feet and elope with her, she would not hesitate. The odds in Hannah’s mind tallied at ninety to ten, perhaps even steeper than that. But there was the slim chance that Hannah’s mother would balk at the way that Doc had chosen to take the planning of their wedding away from her.

“That’s not going to happen!” Hannah said aloud, as if by voicing that opinion, she could assure its validity. She was almost positive that Delores would go with Doc to the ends of the earth. Seeing the two of them together made Hannah long for the same kind of total consuming love. In retrospect, she knew it was the reason she hadn’t accepted either Norman’s or Mike’s proposal. She loved both of them, but it wasn’t the heart-pounding, can’t-live-without-you kind of love she craved. Just once in her life she wanted to be swept off her feet by the perfect man on the perfect night with perfect love.

Did she want too much? Was there such a thing as perfect love? By refusing to settle for something less was she depriving herself of a fulfilling life?

A knock on her door pulled Hannah from her contemplative mood. She shut her suitcase, hurried from the bedroom with Moishe at her heels, and arrived at the door slightly breathless. “Hi, Norman,” she said, pulling open the door.

“You didn’t look through the peephole, Hannah,” Norman chided her gently as he came in.

Hannah laughed. “At eight-thirty in the morning? Besides, you said you were coming at eight-thirty and you’re never late.”

“Okay.” Norman looked a little sheepish. “I might have overreacted, but I wish you’d remember to use the peephole. I could have been someone you didn’t want to see.”

“Never!” Hannah reached out to give him a hug. “You couldn’t possibly be someone I didn’t want to see. Not as long as you’re you, Norman. I always want to see you!”

Norman hugged her back and Hannah knew she’d said the right thing. And he did have a point. She really ought to get into the habit of looking through the peephole before she opened the door.

“Rrrrow!”

“Hello, Big Guy.” Norman bent down to pet Moishe. “Cuddles is at my house waiting for you. I hope you’re ready to play all day and sleep all night.”

Moishe looked up at him for a second and then he walked over to his Kitty Kastle. He jumped up to the perch and jumped down again with a toy mouse in his mouth.

“You want to take that with you?” Norman threw it down the hallway once and let Moishe retrieve it. “Okay.” Norman picked up the mouse. “I’m putting it in my pocket for you. I’ll give it to you the minute we get to my house . . . okay?”

“Rrrrow!”

Hannah watched the interaction between cat and man with some amusement. Norman really did get along wonderfully with Moishe. Of course Mike did, too. Both of the men in her life liked her cat. And he liked both of them. Moishe hadn’t helped her at all in any permanent decision making. He liked everyone . . . except Delores. And since falling in love with Doc Knight had mellowed Delores, Moishe had become much more tolerant of her.

“Do you want me to carry out your suitcase?” Norman asked her.

“Thanks, but no. Doc said the limo driver would come up to get the luggage and load it. Wheeling it out right now might upset Moishe.”

“You’re probably right. I just didn’t want you to have to do it yourself.” Norman took Moishe’s harness and leash from the hook by the door and held it out. “Come on, Moishe. It’s time to go and see Cuddles.”

Hannah watched while Norman harnessed her pet. Moishe had always objected to getting into a cat carrier, but he loved to wear his harness. That was probably because he didn’t like to be confined and preferred to roam around in the back seat of Norman’s car or in the back of her cookie truck.

Norman hooked the leash to Moishe’s harness and stood up. “Have a great time, Hannah. And don’t let wedding fever get the best of you . . . at least not until you get back here.”

“Don’t worry. I won’t.” Hannah smiled at him. “And I won’t let gambling fever get the best of me, either. I’m only taking along the money that I can afford to lose. And that’s not much!”

“Do you need to borrow some from me?”

“No thanks. This way I’m not tempted. And to tell the truth, I’m really not tempted, anyway. It’s just something to do while I’m there.”

“I’ve got something else for you to do while you’re there.” Norman pulled an envelope out of his pocket and handed it to her. “These are for you.”

Hannah opened the envelope and pulled out a sheaf of papers. “These are . . . show tickets!”

“That’s right. Three tickets to Cirque Du Soleil, three tickets to the Beatles Retrospective, and three tickets to the New Irish Show Band.”

“How wonderful!” Hannah threw her arms around his neck and hugged him hard. “This is so nice of you, Norman. Michelle’s been talking about Cirque Du Soleil for practically forever and Andrea just loves the Beatles. And I read about the New Irish Show Band in Sunday’s paper. The dancing is supposed to be fantastic.”

“That’s what gave me the idea. I called the paper and found out that they had a special deal if you went through the Las Vegas visitor’s bureau to order the tickets.” Norman looked down at Moishe, who was trying to pull him toward the door. “I think he’s anxious to go and see Cuddles.”

“I know he is. When I said her name this morning, he gave me the most pitiful, yearning yowl I’ve ever heard.”

“Just like I do when I think about you.” Norman reached out to hug her again. “Have a good time, Hannah. And don’t worry about a thing back here. I’ll keep an eye on your place and I’ll make sure that Moishe has a good time while you’re gone.”

Hannah had just pulled her rolling suitcase into the living room when there was another knock on her door. She gave a quick look through the peephole, thinking that perhaps Norman was back for something he’d forgotten, and gave a little gasp when she saw who was standing there.

“Hannah,” Mike greeted her when she opened the door. “Good for you!”

“What?”

“I’m glad you looked to see who was there before you opened the door. We’d have less crime if everyone would do that.”

Hannah sent a silent thank-you to Norman for reminding her and ushered Mike in. “Did you come to say goodbye?”

“That and something else.” Mike pulled her into his arms and hugged her. “I got something for you to take with you. I know you’ve never flown before, so I brought you a good luck charm.”

Hannah accepted the bag Mike handed her and opened the top a bit gingerly. She didn’t really think that it was a foot from a road kill rabbit, but you could never tell with Mike.

“Do you like it?” Mike asked, grinning widely.

“It’s . . . beautiful,” Hannah answered quite truthfully, staring down at the pendant inside the little jewelry box.

“It’s a four-leaf clover encased in silver. They had silver rabbit’s feet and little horseshoes, and lots of stuff like that, but I thought this would be better. So did Sharon. She said it would be perfect for you.”

“Sharon?”

“She’s the woman who works at the jewelry shop. The minute she said it, I knew she was right. Four-leaf clovers are harder to find than rabbits’ feet or horseshoes. And Sharon personally guaranteed that there’s a real four-leaf clover under that silver.”

“Well, I’m not about to break it apart to find out!” Hannah slipped it on over her head and touched it gently with her fingertips. “Thanks, Mike. It’s really beautiful.”

“She said you’d say that. She told me she wanted one the minute she saw the display.”

Hannah wasn’t about to ask if Mike had gotten one for Sharon, too. She really didn’t want to know. Mike was a flirt, pure and simple, and even though he wasn’t Irish, he had an even bigger helping of Irish blarney than Cyril Murphy did!

“I didn’t,” Mike said.

“You didn’t what?”

“I didn’t buy one for Sharon.”

Hannah frowned slightly. “I didn’t ask you if you had.”

“I know, but you were thinking about asking. I heard you loud and clear. This is just for you, Hannah. It’s special because you’re special.”

Hannah didn’t say anything. She just hugged him. Mike could be really sweet when he wasn’t playing his officious cop role. She was wondering if she should thank him again, she really did love the silver clover, when there was a knock at her door.

“I’ll get it,” Mike said, pulling the door open without looking through the peephole.

Hannah had the urge to remind him that what was good for the goose was good for the gander, but she didn’t when she saw Michelle’s excited face.

“Hi, Mike,” Michelle said, stepping in with her suitcase. “Are you all ready, Hannah?”

“I’m ready. Did you see Andrea on your way in?”

Mike, who was still standing by the open door, pointed toward the visitor’s parking lot. “Bill just dropped her off and she’s wheeling her suitcase down the walkway. And your limo just pulled in. The driver’s parking out by the road.”

“Great!” Hannah felt a horde of nervous butterflies take flight in her stomach. She’d never been on a plane before and she wasn’t quite sure what to expect. There was something about being up in the air with nothing but air beneath her that was terrifying, but the thought was also exhilarating.

“I’ll carry your suitcases down for you.”

“But the limo driver will come to get them,” Hannah said.

“That’s okay. I’ll do it.” Mike grabbed both suitcases and started down the stairs. “Hannah?”

“Yes, Mike.”

“Make sure you double lock your door.”

“But the deadbolt doesn’t fit right.”

“It’ll work if you lift up on the doorknob. Just do it, Hannah. It’s important.”

Hannah sighed. “All right, Mike. I’ll do it.”

“All cops are alike,” Michelle grumbled just as soon as Mike was out of earshot. “I’ll help you, Hannah. I’ve double locked your door before and it’s a two person job.”

“Thanks, Michelle.”

Hannah inserted her key and Michelle lifted up on the door-knob so that Hannah could throw the deadbolt that wasn’t quite lined up correctly. It took three tries, but the bolt finally slid home.

“Mike always tells me to double lock the door,” Hannah said with a sigh, dropping her keys into her purse, picking up her large carry-on by one strap, and following Michelle down the stairs. “It’s a royal pain to do and I don’t really have anything for anyone to steal.”

“I know, but Mike’s a cop and they all say that. Lonnie told me to double lock my door when we left my place, and two of my roommates were still inside. I’ll bet you five bucks that Bill reminded Andrea to double lock their door this morning.”

Hannah laughed. “There’s no way I’m going to take that bet, not when I’m sure you’re right. People who work in law enforcement are very safety conscious.”

“Oh, it’s not that.” Michelle turned around at the base of the stairs to smile at her older sister.

“It’s not?”

“No. Lonnie explained the whole thing to me this morning and it’s not a matter of safety at all. It’s just that they have to file a report for every theft that occurs, and they don’t want to fill out all that paperwork.”


Chapter Two

“Wow!” Michelle’s voice was hushed as they climbed up the ramp to the plane. “It’s a private plane and I think it’s a Citation X.”

“Is that good?” Andrea, who was in the lead, turned around to ask.

“I think so. And I do know Doc must have paid a bundle to reserve it for us. I think he chartered the whole plane because there’s no one else on the ramp behind us.”

“Maybe the other passengers just haven’t gotten here yet,” Hannah suggested. “This looks like a big plane for just the five of us.”

“There’s also a pilot and a co-pilot,” Andrea pointed out. “And maybe even a steward or stewardess. That’s a total of seven or eight.”

“You don’t count the pilot and the co-pilot,” Michelle informed them.

Hannah gave her youngest sister a surprised look. “Why not? Somebody’s got to fly the plane.”

“True, but they have their own cabin and they’re not counted as passengers. If this is a Citation, and I think it is, it’ll hold from seven to twelve passengers.”

“How do you know so much about planes?” Andrea asked.

“I worked at Hubert Humphrey Terminal over part of my summer break. It’s a private terminal and the planes were mostly medium size jets like Falcons, Learjets, and Cessna Citations.”

Andrea looked impressed. “That sounds exciting!”

“Not really. I worked at the Northwoods Coffee concession and all I did was make and pour coffee into go-cups. We were right by the main gate and all the pilots came in for coffee.”

Hannah was well acquainted with her youngest sister’s insatiable curiosity. “So you asked them a lot of questions about their planes?”

“That’s right. And that’s why I’m almost positive that this one is a Citation X. If it is, we’re in for a treat. It’s got a top speed of six hundred miles an hour.”

“That’s ten miles every minute!” Hannah pointed out with a slight gasp.

“That’s right. It can fly from Los Angeles to New York in four hours. That’s an hour faster than conventional business jets.”

“So . . .” Hannah tried to maintain a deadpan expression, but it was difficult. “I’ve got a question for you, Michelle. Are we going to get to Las Vegas before we even leave here?”

Michelle let out a whoop of laughter. “Maybe. Hurry up, Andrea. I want to see the inside. It’s supposed to be super luxurious.”

“Let’s hope Mother thinks so.” Hannah took a deep breath as they neared the end of the ramp. “I’m a little nervous about her reaction.”

“You’re not the only one,” Andrea said and then she turned to Michelle. “You’re not nervous about Mother’s reaction?”

“It’s silly to borrow trouble. Whatever’s happened has already happened. It won’t do us any good to worry about it now.”

“But what if she’s mad at all of us?” Andrea asked. “What if we have to spend the whole plane trip in uncomfortable silence?”

Hannah, who was in the lead, turned to stare at Andrea. “Mother? Mad at us and silent?!”

They were about to step into the plane when they heard the sound of their mother’s laughter. Doc’s deep baritone joined in the mirth and Hannah breathed a big sigh of relief. “Mother must be okay with being whisked off to Vegas for the wedding. Let’s go join them.”

When they entered the plane, all three Swensen sisters stopped dead in their tracks at the sight that awaited them. The inside was like a posh cocktail lounge with seats arranged in conversational groupings around round tables. Delores and Doc sat near the rear of the spacious cabin, smiling broadly and holding crystal flutes of champagne.

“We thought you’d never get here!” Delores said, but she didn’t sound in the least bit angry. “Doc and I were just dying to try this champagne, but we thought we should wait for you girls since you helped him plan such an exciting surprise for me.”

“We’re here now,” Hannah said, smiling back at her mother as she walked over to take a glass of champagne from the silver tray on the table. “Is this Perrier Jouet?” She named her mother’s favorite champagne.

Doc shook his head. “No, it’s Veuve Clicquot. I’m trying to convince your mother that it’s her new favorite champagne.”

“The only reason Mother likes the Perrier Jouet so much is because she likes the little white flowers on the bottle,” Michelle informed him, reaching for a glass of champagne.

“That’s simply not true!” Delores objected, but she laughed and everyone could tell that she was amused.

“Oh, yes it is.” Andrea grinned as she took a glass and raised it toward their mother in a little salute. “Remember your last yard sale? I helped you set out the glassware and there were two cases of empty Perrier Jouet bottles that you wanted to sell for a dollar apiece.”

“They make very lovely vases,” Delores defended herself, “especially for a branch of white flowers. And this bottle,” she said, gesturing toward the plain green champagne bottle with its orange label. “This bottle isn’t pretty at all.”

Doc laughed. “That’s because it doesn’t have to be pretty. The taste will convince you that it’s the best champagne. Come on, Lori. Think of a toast and try it.”

“To you, Doc,” Delores said, clinking her glass with his. “And to us, even if we argue about the best champagne.”

Glasses were raised and then lowered. And a smile appeared on Delores’s face.

“You like it, don’t you!” Doc responded to her smile.

“It’s very good.”

“Better than Perrier Jouet?”

“Well . . . yes! You’re right. It’s better. But it would be even better than that if it came in a prettier bottle.”

“I’ll write to the company tomorrow,” Doc promised, smiling down at his fractious bride-to-be. “Was that a concession I heard you make, Lori?”

“Absolutely not. It might have been a compliment to your good taste, but I never make concessions.”

“But I do.” Doc clinked glasses with her again. “I’m marrying you, aren’t I?”

“Uh-oh!” Hannah warned, even though her mother was still smiling. “Hold on a second, you two. You need to have something I brought to go with your champagne.” Hannah bent down to unzip the soft sided-cooler she’d carried to the plane. She folded back the top and lifted out a platter covered with foil.

“Chocolate?” Delores asked, sounding so pathetically eager that Hannah burst into laughter.

“Yes, Mother. Your two favorite flavors, maple and fudge. I made Maple Fudge Sandwich Cookies just for you.”

“You’re a good daughter, Hannah,” Delores said as Hannah whisked off the foil and passed the plate to her mother. Delores took one bite and a rapturous expression crossed her face. “Here, Doc. You can have a bite of my cookie.”

Michelle took a cookie and sighed happily as she bit into it. “Truer love hath no other than a woman who shares one of Hannah’s cookies with her beloved.”

“Is that a quote?” Andrea asked.

“If it isn’t, it should be,” Doc answered her. “These cookies are incredible, Hannah.”

“Thank you. Help yourselves, everyone. This is only the first platter. I have a second and it’s still in the cooler. Since we don’t have a wedding cake, I thought I’d bring these to the ceremony.”

“Who needs a cake when we’ve got your cookies?” Delores asked, reaching for another. “And your cookies pair so beautifully with this wonderful champagne.” She turned to Doc. “Do we have another bottle, dear?”

“We do. We’ll have the second bottle with our breakfast.”

“What do we have for breakfast?” Michelle asked him.

“We have croissants from a Minneapolis bakery, and I had Mort’s Deli deliver a smoked salmon platter and three thermoses of designer coffee to the plane.”

“You thought of everything!” Delores complimented him. “I’m just going to let you arrange things from now on.”

Doc turned to Hannah. “You girls heard her. That constitutes a promise and I’m going to hold her to it.”

“Good luck!” Hannah said, laughing along with her sisters. Delores loved to manage things, but if anyone could convince her to sit back and let someone else do it, that person was Doc.

“There are five of us,” Delores pointed out, “and two bottles of champagne only go so far with five people. Did you say you had a third bottle?”

Doc smiled at her fondly. “Yes, but I’m saving it until after we say our vows. I know I do are only two words, but there’s no way I’m taking the chance we’ll get it wrong!”

MAPLE FUDGE SANDWICH COOKIES

DO NOT preheat oven quite yet—cookie dough must chill before baking.

2 cups white (granulated) sugar

1 and ½ cups salted butter (3 sticks, 12 ounces, ¾ pound), softened to room temperature

2 large eggs, beaten (just whip them up in a glass with a fork)

½ cup maple syrup (I used Log Cabin)

½ teaspoon maple extract or flavoring (I used McCormick Imitation Maple Flavoring)

1 teaspoon vanilla extract

1 teaspoon salt

1 teaspoon baking soda

1 teaspoon baking powder

4 cups all-purpose flour (pack it down in the cup when you measure it)

½ cup white (granulated) sugar for coating the dough balls

Hannah’s 1st Note: To measure maple syrup, first spray the inside of measuring cup with Pam so that the syrup won’t stick to your cup.

Hannah’s 2nd Note: If you can’t find maple flavoring or maple extract, don’t worry about it. Your cookies will still taste like maple. It just won’t be as intense a flavor.

Place the sugar in the bowl of an electric mixer. (You can also mix up these cookies by hand, but it’s easier with an electric mixer.)

Add the softened butter and mix on low speed until the butter is combined. Then turn the mixer up to medium speed and beat until the mixture is light and fluffy.

Add the eggs and mix until they are well incorporated.

Add the maple syrup, the maple extract or flavoring, and the vanilla extract. Mix them in thoroughly.

Sprinkle in the salt, baking soda, and baking powder. Mix until they are combined.

Mix in the flour a half-cup at a time, beating after each addition.

Take the bowl out of the mixer and scrape down the inside with a rubber spatula. Give the bowl another stir by hand to mix everything into the dough.

Tuck a piece of plastic wrap down around the dough in your bowl. Then stick the whole bowl in the refrigerator for 1 hour.

When your dough has chilled for 1 hour, preheat the oven to 350 degrees F., rack in the middle position.

Measure out ½ cup white (granulated) sugar and place it in a shallow bowl. You’ll use this to coat your dough balls.

Prepare your cookie sheets by spraying them with Pam or another nonstick cooking spray, or lining them with parchment paper.

Roll the cookie dough into walnut-sized balls with your hands. (Lisa and I use a 2-teaspoon scooper to do this down at The Cookie Jar.)

Roll the dough balls in the bowl of white sugar and then place them on the prepared cookie sheets, 12 cookie dough balls to a standard-size sheet.

Flatten the cookie dough balls with a metal spatula.

Bake the Maple Fudge Cookies at 350 degrees F. for 10 to 12 minutes or until they are nicely browned.

Take the cookies out of the oven. Cool them on the cookie sheets for 2 minutes, and then remove them to a rack to finish cooling. (If you leave them on the cookie sheets for too long, they’ll stick.)

When all your cookies are baked and they are cooling on wire racks, make the Fudge Filling.

Fudge Filling

⅓ cup heavy cream (whipping cream)

6 ounces semi-sweet chocolate (If you don’t have semi-sweet chocolate squares, you can use a 6-ounce by weight package of semi-sweet chocolate chips.) (I used Nestle.)

¼ teaspoon salt

¼ cup powdered (confectioner’s) sugar (pack it down in the cup when you measure it—don’t sift unless it’s got big lumps)

Heat the cream in a saucepan over medium heat until it begins to simmer and bubbles form around the outer edges of the cream.

Break the chocolate into pieces in a small bowl.

Hannah’s 3rd Note: The advantage in using chocolate chips is that you don’t have to break the chips into pieces.

Pour the heated cream over the chocolate (or the chips) in the bowl and sprinkle in the salt. Give it a stir with a heat-resistant spatula and then let it sit on the counter.

Wait a minute or two and then stir the mixture again to combine the cream and the chocolate. Do this until you can stir it smooth.

Let the chocolate filling sit on the counter until it cools down to room temperature.

Stir in the powdered sugar. Continue to stir until the Fudge Filling is smooth and spreadable.

When both the cookies and the chocolate filling are cool, make sandwich cookies by spreading a generous layer of filling on the bottom of one cookie and pressing the bottom of a second cookie over the top. Make sure the two flat cookie bottoms touch the filling. (If you make a sandwich by spreading filling on the rounded tops, you won’t get as much chocolate filling!)

Let the Maple Fudge Sandwich Cookies sit on the wire racks until the Fudge Filling has “set”.

Hannah’s 4th Note: I’m willing to bet that you won’t wait that long. Lisa and I have never managed it!

Yield: Depending on cookie size, approximately 3 to 4 dozen tasty sandwich cookies that both kids and adults will love.

Lisa’s Note: When we make these down at The Cookie Jar they’re gone in ten minutes flat. That’s mostly because Bertie Straub from the Cut ’n Curl comes in every morning for a cookie. When she goes back to the beauty shop and tells her ladies that we baked Maple Fudge Sandwich Cookies, they send her back here to buy some for them.


Chapter Three

A hot, dry breeze greeted the Swensen sisters and their mother when they emerged from the air-conditioned interior of the McCarran International Airport in Las Vegas. Doc had gone ahead with the limo driver who had been waiting for them. The driver would load their luggage and meet them at the town car and limo pickup area.

“I thought Doc’s best man was going to meet us at the airport,” Hannah said, relishing the feel of warm sun on her shoulders.

“There’s been a change of plans,” Delores replied, and Hannah noticed that her mother didn’t quite meet her eyes.

“He’s coming, isn’t he?” Andrea asked, and Hannah realized that her sister sounded nervous. What was going on, anyway?

“Yes, he’s coming. It’s just that he had to catch a later flight so he’ll meet us at the chapel.” Delores stopped for a moment and took a deep breath of the warm air. “There’s a delightful scent in the air. Is it some kind of flower?”

Hannah laughed. “I think it’s the absence of Deep Woods Off. You’re just used to smelling insect repellent in weather like this.”

“You’re probably right.” Delores gave a little smile as she turned to Michelle. “You’ve been to Vegas before, haven’t you, dear?”

“Only once. We flew out here two years ago for spring break.”

“Two years ago?” Delores began to frown. “But you told me you were going to stay with a friend.”

“I did stay with a friend. Margo. Her family lives in Vegas. Her dad’s a pit boss and her mother’s a blackjack dealer.”

“But you were too young to go to the casinos . . . weren’t you?”

“No, Mother. The casinos have restaurants and that means anyone can go inside. You just can’t gamble or drink if you’re underage, that’s all. The buffets were great, especially on the Strip. Margo had coupon books so we never paid more than five dollars, and we ate at a different buffet every day.”

“But you couldn’t drink or gamble.” Delores was like a dog with a bone.

Hannah shot her youngest sister a sympathetic look.

“I can now,” Michelle replied, giving her mother a smile and neatly sidestepping the parental-set trap. “Of course, I’ll probably stick to the cheap slots and poker machines. And once the gambling money is gone, I’m through.”

“Very smart,” Andrea said and then she pointed to a white stretch limo that was pulling up several feet from them. “There’s Doc.”

It took a moment or two to get into the limousine. Hannah slid all the way over on the seat and her sisters slid in next to her. Doc and Delores had the other seat and Hannah smiled as she noticed that they were holding hands.

Soon they were moving, heading into town. Hannah gazed out at waving palm trees, sparkling pools, and a riotous array of exotic plants and multicolored bougainvillea as they drove by.

“We have lilac trees and they don’t grow here,” Michelle said, correctly reading Hannah’s envious expression. “Margo says that Christmas here is sad. People come to Vegas for Christmas when they don’t have anywhere else to go. Everybody else spends Christmas with family, but if you don’t have any family, you have to settle for steam table turkey dinners, and artificial Christmas trees with glitzy lights, and Styrofoam snowmen.”

Hannah thought about that for a minute. “That’s depressing.”

“I know. It makes me appreciate having a real family I can go to for Christmas with a real Christmas tree and real snow.”

“That reminds me,” Delores said, squeezing Doc’s hand. “Where are we going to have Christmas this year? Your house or mine?”

“We’ll just have to wait and see, Lori. Christmas is still three months away.”

“You won’t have to work on Christmas, will you?” Delores looked worried.

“Not unless there’s a pandemic. My new intern’s coming at the end of September.”

“You’ll have to spend time training him,” Delores warned.

“Not really. Marlene has agreed to take care of that for me. She’s met him and she thinks he’s going to be perfect for our hospital. And once he’s up to speed, we’re going to get a third intern.”

“But you only have two intern apartments.”

“That’s true, but there’s my apartment. I don’t think I’ll need that now that I won’t be spending so much time at the hospital.”

Delores started to smile. “Really? You’re going to give up your apartment?”

“I’m not exactly giving it up. I’m simply turning it over to my new Chief of Staff.”

“Marlene Aldrich?”

“That’s right. She’s earned it, Lori. Marlene has accepted every challenge I’ve thrown her way and I’m convinced that she can run the hospital just as well as I can . . . maybe even better. I plan on taking some time off so that we can enjoy married life.”

“Wonderful!” Delores looked happier than Hannah had ever seen her as she reached out to hug Doc. “Does Marlene know yet?”

“Not yet. I was waiting to discuss it with you.”

“That’s nice of you, but . . . why?”

“Because you’ve got a good head on your shoulders and you’ve been at the hospital long enough to have seen Marlene in action. Do you think she can handle the extra responsibility?”

“Absolutely. Marlene can handle anything that comes up. She’s a very capable person and everyone at the hospital likes her. Even more important, they respect her and I can’t think of anyone who would object to taking orders from her.”

“That’s settled then. And here we are at the Palazzo.”

“I’ve always wanted to come here,” Delores said, looking out the window as their driver pulled into a circular driveway and joined a line of cars who were unloading passengers. “It’s just gorgeous, Doc! I’m really going to enjoy this.”

“It’s only three nights, Lori.”

“But . . . I thought you said we were going to be gone for ten days.”

“We are. Today’s Thursday. We stay tonight and Friday and Saturday nights. Then, on Sunday morning, a car picks us up to take us to the airport and we fly to Seattle.”

“Seattle?” Delores looked surprised, but Hannah could tell that she was also intrigued. “Why Seattle?”

“That’s where we catch the ship.”

Delores gave a delighted giggle. “What ship?”

“The Jewel. It’s part of the Norwegian Cruise Line. I’m taking you to Alaska to see our last frontier. I’ve always wanted to ride on a dog sled and touch a glacier.”

Delores shivered. “But . . . I didn’t bring a parka!”

“Oh, yes you did. Claire chose a whole winter cruising wardrobe for you. It’ll be waiting for you when we get to our stateroom. I booked a family suite for us because, knowing Claire, I figured you’d probably need two closets.”

Delores laughed. “You’re probably right. Will we get to see whales and bears?”

“Definitely. Moose, too. And maybe even some timber wolves and an elk or two.”

“Oh, my! I should have packed my camera!”

“You did. Or rather, Andrea did. It’s in the suitcase in the trunk of this limo.”

“Thank you, Andrea!” Delores turned to smile at her middle daughter.

“You’re welcome, Mother,” Andrea responded. “I hope I didn’t forget anything.”

“I’m sure you didn’t, dear. And if you did, I can always replace it either here or on the boat.”

“Ship,” Doc corrected her. “They get testy if you call it a boat.”

“Really!” Delores stared at him in confusion. “Have you been on a cruise ship before?”

“Never, but after my father died, my mother went on quite a few cruises. She said the salt air was invigorating and when she was on a ship, she felt ten years younger.”

“This is sounding better and better,” Delores declared. “If we just stay on that ship, will I turn into your teenage bride?”

“You are my teenage bride. And you’re also my beautiful young lady bride. And my lovely mature woman bride. And . . .”

“Stop!” Delores interrupted him. “I’m getting older and older and you’ve gone far enough. I absolutely forbid you to even think the word geriatric.”

Doc burst into laughter and, much to Hannah’s amazement, so did Delores. As far as Hannah knew, her mother had never joked about her age before. She’d always pretended to be younger than her calendar years, but now that she was in love with Doc, she’d dropped the whole pretense. Perhaps it was because her age was clearly written on her medical records and Doc knew precisely how old she was. Or perhaps, just perhaps, it was the fact that she didn’t have to pretend any longer, now that she was about to marry the man she loved.

Five minutes later, Hannah, Michelle, and Andrea were being whisked up to the eighteenth floor in an elevator that rose so quickly, it almost took their breath away. They walked down a long, beautifully carpeted hallway, following the directional signs until they arrived at the rooms the desk clerk had printed on the sleeve that held their electronic room keys.

“We’re here,” Andrea said, arriving at the door. “And you’re right next to us, Hannah. You’ve got a single and Michelle and I are sharing a double.”

For one brief moment, Hannah felt like offering to switch with one of them. It would be nice to have a roommate. But then she opened her door, took one look at her room, and squelched that idea. Her room was huge and it was beautiful.

“Beautiful view,” she breathed as she walked down the steps from the bedroom, across the floor of the sunken living room, and out onto the balcony. Above her was an impossibly bright blue sky with lazy white clouds floating overhead like airborne white cotton candy.

Hannah turned her gaze downward. Eighteen floors below her was a huge swimming pool, its vivid blue surface sparkling in the sun. It was surrounded by beautiful tropical vegetation and flowers. A bit to one side, partially shaded by a thatched sunroof, was a large Jacuzzi. The pool area was flanked by tall palm trees, and ant-sized people in bathing suits were stretched out on lounge chairs. There didn’t seem to be anyone who was actually in the water and Hannah wondered if the pool was heated. Then she laughed at herself. Of course the pool was heated. This was an expensive hotel and they did things right in Vegas. She’d seen the ads on television. The people on the lounge chairs were simply working on their tans before their vacations were over and they had to go back to colder climes.

There was a knock on her door and Hannah stepped back inside and hurried to answer it. It was the porter with her suitcase.

Several minutes later and several dollars richer, the porter had left and Hannah’s suitcase was sitting on a suitcase rack by the bed. She was just unzipping it when the phone in her room rang and she reached for the extension on the bed table.

“Hello?”

“Hannah!” It was her mother’s voice. “I’m so glad I caught you before you left.”

“Left for where?”

“For wherever. I’m sure you girls want to explore. I just need a big favor from you.”

“What is it, Mother?”

“I’m simply a wreck, dear. I’m talking to you from the bathroom, where Doc can’t hear me. I need Andrea to come up here and help me while I get my hair and makeup
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