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About the Book




Sometimes, the ghosts of your past wear snow boots and carry a terrible secret. 
Unsolved mystery podcasters, Patsy Steffanelli and her ex-CIA mama, Mattie McDonald, trade their podcast mics for skis. They head to Maple Ridge, Vermont, to investigate the New Year's Eve death of a maple syrup heir, found dead in a gondola almost a year ago.

The official ruling was a tragic heart attack, but when Patsy receives a frantic phone call from paramedic Dean “He-Who-Was-Dumped” Bradley, her detective’s gut lurches. And not just because she hasn’t spoken to her college ex-boyfriend in thirt…twenty…a few years (saved it). She should've known her ex would eventually lead her to a dead body.

A healthy young man locked inside a gondola from the outside doesn’t die of heart failure. Especially when the paramedic was pressured to look the other way. Now Dean believes it was murder. And he needs Patsy and Mattie to prove it.

Can the podcasters expose a killer before they're caught in a deadly avalanche of sticky secrets? Or will the truth stay buried under the pristine powder of Maple Ridge forever? 


      [image: ]Murder, Mystery, and Mom


Book 1: Whispering Pines…Unsolved


Book 2: Harborwick…Unsolved 


Book 3: Maple Ridge…Unsolved


  


🎶🤠 P.S. Fun fact: the chapters in Maple Ridge…Unsolved are all titled after some of my favorite country songs. I built a playlist to go with the book because every mystery deserves a soundtrack. Click here to listen while you read. 








  
  

1

Family Tradition





PODCAST TRANSCRIPT 

PATSY: Ever notice how your past has the worst timing? Mine apparently got bored and decided to call while I was dangling off a mountain in Virginia. Some people get a blast from the past in the form of a Facebook memory. I get mine with a side of altitude sickness and the words, ‘Hey Pats, I think there’s been a murder.’


      [image: ]Some families spend their rare free weekends watching football or making cinnamon rolls.

The Steffanellis? We climb a mountain like we’re reenacting an episode of Survivor Shenandoah: Hiking Trails with Endless Peaks.

“I signed up for a hike, not a vertical stress test.” I wheezed, clinging to a rock like it could turn back the clock twenty years and two children ago. Mountain climbing mocked me now, thanks to a mom bladder and the permanent, lopsided trauma in my non-dominant shoulder from hauling an emergency go-bag since the ’90s. Never know when you might need Band Aids in assorted sizes, reserve fruit snacks, or an eyelash curler not used since 2012.

“Come on, Mom.” Christopher grinned from above, his breath coming out in white puffs. “You’re almost there.”

“Define almost,” I muttered. “Because I’ve been almost there for the past thirty minutes.” As long as there is a state of passing out.

He offered me a gloved hand, and I pretended it was the altitude, not age, keeping me breathless. Christopher was all long limbs and floppy hair—dirty-blond like mine, though his stayed artfully messy instead of panic-stricken. He towered, wiry, and radiated the endless energy of someone who calculated the square root of pi mid-sprint.

My youngest. The chatterbox genius. MIT junior, robotics club president, and the kind of extrovert who talked to a park ranger, a chipmunk, or a rock formation with equal enthusiasm.

Hondo, on the other hand, was silent efficiency personified. My oldest, my baby, my brick wall in human form. Navy lieutenant. Shoulders broad enough to qualify as a load-bearing structure. He stood a few feet away in his tactical snow gear, scanning the slope ahead like he planned a military operation. Which, technically, he was. I titled the mission: Operation Don’t Let Mom Die on this Mountain.

Michael, my husband, waited at the top, patient as ever. Same calm eyes. Same square jaw. Same “we trained for this,” making him and Hondo look like matching action figures in fleece-lined combat jackets.

I, meanwhile, looked like an escaped ski lodge ornament.

My parka was fire-engine red, my scarf was leopard print, and my hat had a pom-pom so large it could double as an emergency shelter. From space, I probably looked like a lost Christmas decoration clawing its way up a rock.

“This is not how I pictured family bonding,” I said, projecting my voice loud enough for the squirrels to judge me. “We get a single, miraculous day when we’re all together—no finals, no shipping out, and no chasing down a killer with Granny—and we picked this? What’s wrong with a quiet morning of apple picking? Or finding a huge, ugly Christmas tree, decorating it, and pretending we are a functional family?”

“The problem, sweetheart, is this isn’t a Hallmark movie.” Michael offered his hand as I stumbled up the next ledge.

“If it were, these cute furry boots wouldn’t be killing my feet. Pain doesn’t exist in magical TV land. And everyone’s hair still looks fabulous in a snowstorm.”

“You volunteered for this,” he reminded me.

“I distinctly remember saying sleigh ride with hot cocoa or a quiet afternoon of board games.” I stopped to catch my breath. “Hiking Old Rag like frostbitten lunatics wasn’t in my top ten.”

Goldilocks barked in agreement, though it was difficult to tell if she sided with me or simply heckled. Frost tipped her curly golden fur, and her tail wagged like she set it to chaos. She spent the past hour leaping between icy boulders with the grace of a caffeinated deer, occasionally stopping to eat snow or chase her shadow.

“Goldie, no, don’t—” I called, far too late. She dove face-first into a drift, popped up snorting snow, and shook so hard half the mountain glittered.

Christopher doubled over laughing as he ruffled her fur. “She’s in her natural habitat—absolute mayhem.” He held up a gloved finger. “You know, studies show snow increases canine dopamine levels—”

“They needed a study to prove dogs like snow?” Hondo flicked an eyebrow.

“Well, there was more to it. It also delved into the human response—”

“Happy dogs, happy people.” He slapped his little brother’s shoulder. “It isn’t one of life’s greatest mysteries, Chris.”

“No, I suppose not.”

Michael, from far up the trail like a scout team testing for slick spots, raised his arm to block the sun. “It gets a bit dicey up here.”

“Lovely,” I snorted.

“Keep your eyes on the trail, Patsy. Those boots aren’t for stealth ops.”

“I’m pretty sure Sorel Evie didn’t make the Lace Boot for walking, either,” I said as I stumbled over a rock half buried in the snow.

Christopher fell into step beside me, adjusting his sleek, over-engineered backpack with the ease of someone who probably 3D-printed it himself. “Fun fact, these temperature-regulating microfibers in my jacket actually mimic penguin feathers. NASA tech.”

“Fun fact, this knit beanie is from the clearance rack at Target. It is made of synthetic wool to mimic itching powder.”

Neither boy laughed, though I used my A+ material. Why was it that children never thought their parents were funny? I could be Lucille Ball and Carol Burnett rolled into one, and my kids would still be embarrassed to be seen at the mall with me.

“Chris, you’re wearing so many gadgets you can power a satellite. You should be warm.” Hondo gave him a playful shove, sending Christopher listing. “If we lose signal, we’re going to strap you to the highest pine tree and use you as an antenna.”

“That’s not how electromagnetism works. My gear is for data logging, not long-range relay,” Christopher said, adjusting a tiny camera on his sleeve.

“My mistake, Professor Brainiac. Next time, I’ll make sure to base my hyperbole in fact.” Hondo teased, his grin flickering. “Now, quit flexing your syllabus and start walking. Mama is outpacing you.”

Michael waited for us on the ridge, the picture of calm. Constantly assessing, always protective. “We should hit the overlook soon. Weather’s rolling in from the west.”

Of course, he sensed weather patterns without looking. He probably smelled barometric pressure.

“Good thing my boots have faux fur,” I said. “They’re fashionable and toasty.”

Christopher grinned. “You raise an interesting observation, Mom. There’s actually considerable science behind the construction…want me to explain the thermodynamics of heat loss through synthetic fiber?”

“I would rather die on this mountain, thank you.”

“Copy that,” he chirped. “Science holstered.”

We crested the last ridge with the sort of triumphant wheezing usually reserved for finish lines at marathons… and not the back-to-back-to-back episodes of Bewitched variety.

The view slammed me like a postcard to the face. The Shenandoah Valley sprawled below us in a patchwork of silver and evergreen, the kind of beauty to make you forget your thighs burned with fire. The air snapped with cold so clean it almost seared. Sunlight broke through the clouds in soft, golden ribbons.

Michael, Hondo, and Christopher, the three most competent men I knew, looked out over the vista with the quiet awe of people who didn’t fear gravity or precarious ledges.

“And here we see the rare Steffanelli herd reaching its natural habitat—altitudes where common sense cannot survive. Cute,” I said, collapsing onto a flat rock. “Remind me again why this was a can’t-miss family bonding? What’s wrong with an indoor activity like, say, a museum with central heating?”

“Adventure builds character,” Michael said, unslinging his pack and offering me a thermos of coffee.

“Adventure builds therapy bills.” I chugged a gulp, not caring if it scalded me for life. “Namely mine.”

Goldilocks bounded between us, leaving paw prints in the powder. She plopped herself beside me, pressing her warm body against my leg like she knew I was about to slip into a hypothermic spiral.

“Good girl,” I whispered into her ear. “You and I, we’re the reasonable ones in this family.”

She sneezed snow directly into my lap. I took the wet discharge as agreement.

Christopher, breathless and pink-cheeked, wandered over. “Did you know that at this elevation, the oxygen saturation is almost ten percent lower? That’s why you’re dizzy, Mom.”

“I’m dizzy because your father thought family bonding should involve crampons and frostbite,” I said, knocking snow off the icepick things attached to my shoes. “You’re all adrenaline junkies. Even the dog. I married into an action movie.”

Hondo chuckled. Snow dusted his lashes, and he tucked his hands into his jacket. He looked like a poster captioned I Can Survive Anything, Even Mom’s Complaining.

“Admit it, Mama. It’s not so bad. Beats getting dragged to the mall for Christmas shopping.”

I smiled, not willing to admit any such thing. “If I wanted cardio and altitude sickness, I’d chase your grandmother through an airport. At least she carries snacks.”

Finally, one of my quips earned a grin from all three men, and I felt it then—that fleeting, perfect flicker of us. The pilot, the scientist, the steady anchor, and me: the mom who somehow raised them all (husband included) without a single manual or any discernible upper body strength.

I glanced out at the valley, the light shifting gold and pink. For a moment, I wished Mama had joined us, before immediately dismissing the notion.

Mattie would've thrived here. She’d be at the top of this peak in ten minutes flat, probably in a trench coat and sensible loafers, looking like she just finished chasing a rogue KGB agent through Swiss switchbacks. The woman summited mountains without breaking a sweat, let alone a nail. I, on the other hand, was currently dying of altitude sass.

Goldie nuzzled my glove, sensing my drift. I gave her a smile. “Don’t worry, sweetheart. Just another three hours down and we’ll be home in time for dinner.” I edged closer, burrowing my face in her fur. “But if Mattie were here, she’d interrogate the mountain until it confessed to having a shortcut.”

“Talking to the dog again?” Michael asked.

“She listens,” I said. “And doesn’t judge my cardio fitness level.”

The air was so crisp it felt fragile. Snowflakes spun like lazy confetti in the sunlight. And for once, nobody moved. Not even Goldilocks. It was rare—our little family, perfectly still, perfectly together.

Then, my pocket buzzed.

I frowned. “That can’t be right.” I fished out my phone. “I didn’t think we had cell service up here.”

Hondo raised an eyebrow. “We barely have oxygen. Who’s calling?”

I stared at the screen.

Dean Taylor Bradley?!

My stomach did a weird little somersault. I hadn’t seen his name pop up in… ages. Not since college. Not since before Michael.

“Oh boy, Mom’s got that face. The one reserved for my exploding volcano or the time Hondo disassembled the base Jeep.” Christopher peered over my shoulder. “Who’s Dean Taylor Bradley? Sounds like a law firm.”

“Funny.” I snorted. “That’s what I used to call him.”

Michael sipped his coffee, expression unreadable. “The boy with three first names, huh?”

Hondo smirked. “Never trust a man with three first names.”

“You’re a few decades late to play Monday morning quarterback.” I glared at the screen, debating whether to answer. With any luck, my voicemail would cut it, taking the decision out of my hands. My heart thudded harder than the altitude possibly explained.

But the phone kept buzzing, vibrating against my palm, as if it knew it had perfect dramatic timing.

“Should I be worried about your ex-boyfriend calling?” Michael’s voice floated over my shoulder, perfectly calm in that Navy-officer-interrogating-a-suspect way.

The caller ID still blared Dean Taylor Bradley, along with an old yearbook photo I apparently never deleted. He was all grin and hair gel, giving two thumbs-up like he invented enthusiasm.

“Yes, be very jealous.” My smile vanished. “Check that. You’re about twice his size, and a cross look could break him in half.”

“How long is your ringer set for?” Hondo asked. “Are you going to answer or not?”

I took a deep breath. “Well… I guess family bonding just met a plot twist.”

Goldilocks barked, sharp and approving, as if she agreed that things were about to get interesting.

I sighed, thumb hovering over accept. “Here goes nothing.” I tapped the screen. “You've reached Patsy Steffanelli. Please state your emergency and be advised this conversation may be recorded for quality control and/or as evidence in any future trials.”

“Hello?” A confused voice stretched out the syllable.

“Dean, what’s the deal-e-o? Is it time for our class reunion already?”

There was a pause, then a nervous laugh that sounded exactly like it had twenty-something years ago—half charm, half apology. “Hey, Pats. I hope your giant husband isn’t upset about my call.”

I cut my eyes to Michael, who crossed his arms and stared at the horizon like he contemplated how best to neutralize a target at fifty yards.

A wave of old memories bubbled up before I stopped them.

Back in college, I worked at the Horned Frog Herald, TCU’s campus newspaper, mostly covering intramural scandals and cafeteria mysteries. ‘Who stole the soft-serve lever’ remained one of my Pulitzer dreams.

That’s where I met business major Dean Taylor Bradley. Polo shirts in every shade known to man, especially the pastels. He was the kind of boy who ironed his khakis and thought edgy meant wearing boat shoes without socks. I dated him during my sophomore year—the season of bad perms and worse decisions.

Then came Michael.

I’d been assigned to interview the Naval Academy football team’s star defensive end for a human-interest piece. He was all square jaw, blue eyes, and competence. When I discovered his grandmother and mine had once co-chaired a church bake sale, I figured fate had done me a solid. Poor Dean never stood a chance against military precision and dimples.

Note to my younger self: don’t say that out loud during your breakup speech. It lacks finesse, even if it’s true.

At first, Dean didn’t think the split would stick, and I’d lose interest in the squid. After all, maintaining long-distance contact with Michael in the pre-Internet days took actual effort—letters and phone calls from Texas to Maryland that cost more than textbooks.

Now my iPhone conjured a ghost from 1990 and transmitted him through a cell tower halfway up a mountain. Technology really knows how to rub it in.

“Patsy?” Dean’s voice jolted me back. “Did I lose you?”

“Sorry,” I said. “I was walking through a tunnel, and I think I hit a time warp.”

He chuckled. “Still funny. That’s a relief.”

“So what’s up, Dean? You didn’t track me down to reminisce about the good old days of dial-up and student debt, did you?”

“Well, actually, I caught your podcast,” he said. “Murder, Mystery, and Mom. Solid work, by the way. And I figured you were the perfect person to help me.”

I straightened, a little proud and wary all at once. “You didn’t kill anybody, did you?”

“Always with the bit,” he said, half-laughing. “You haven’t changed.”

“Flattery will get you nowhere, unless you’re offering to sponsor our next season.”

“Afraid not. I’m calling because… I think I have a murder for you to investigate.”

I switched my phone to the other ear, ignoring the not-so-stealth stares of my family. “I’m intrigued. What’s the case?”

Dean hesitated, then continued, his voice lower. “I’m an EMT up in Vermont these days—Maple Ridge. Small ski town. Something’s been eating at me since last New Year’s Eve. There was a death. An heir to one of the biggest maple syrup empires in the state. They called it a medical event, cardiac failure, but—”

“But you’re not convinced?”

“No. I was the first responder that night. The guy was young and healthy. He died alone inside one of those luxury gondola cars, suspended halfway up the mountain during the fireworks show. The door was locked from the outside.”

A shiver slid down my spine despite my parka. “Locked gondola. Fireworks. That’s… festive.”

“Suspicious,” Michael corrected quietly from beside me.

“The family’s influential,” Dean continued. “They pushed to close the case fast. I suppose the heart attack explanation worked better for everyone. The brass encouraged me to drop it.”

“Encouraged,” I repeated. “One of those words that can mean threatened, bribed, or visited by men in black coats.”

“Maybe a little of all three. Not bribed, though. I didn’t take money. I swear.”

“Good boy.” I leaned back against the rock. “So why come forward after a year?”

“I’m bungling this even though I practiced the phone call in front of my mirror. Twice.” Dean sighed. “What I mean to say is the whole thing was sorta swept under the rug by the patriarch of the family, Ebenezer Tappington.”

“Ebenezer? As in Scrooge?” I flicked an eyebrow. “There’s your guilty party. Sounds like I’ll have this case wrapped up by Christmas.”

“It isn’t that simple. Ebenezer passed away a few days ago…”

“This is a double homicide?”

“Natural causes for the old man. He was given three months to live a year and a half ago, but after his grandson’s death, he hung on like he had unfinished business. Now the estate’s about to be divided up among the heirs, and I can’t shake the feeling that something is amiss. That I should have done something.” He paused. “I keep thinking about that night, Patsy…about the things not adding up. And I thought maybe you could… I don’t know. Look into it?”

I glanced at Michael, who pretended not to listen but absolutely listened.

“Dean,” I tilted my head. “Are you really telling me someone died because he was poised to take over a maple syrup company?”

He exhaled, embarrassed but determined. “It’s more than that. Maple Ridge thrives on the Tappingtons’ syrup empire. They run the town and a chunk of Vermont in the ski season.”

I rubbed my temple, half-laughing, half-thinking. I caught my reflection in the black screen of my phone—wind-red cheeks, snow-crusted hat, and a glint in my eyes I hadn’t felt since the last unsolved case wrapped.

“Dean,” I said, straightening. “You just called the right podcasters. Now, wish me luck as I try to convince Mama. If you recall, she wasn’t your biggest fan.”
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Old Flame Burning





PODCAST TRANSCRIPT 

PATSY: Some murders are crimes of passion. Some are crimes of greed. And then there’s the one that might involve…syrup. Because nothing says ‘sweet revenge’ like a suspicious death on a ski lift. Welcome to Season Three of Murder, Mystery, and Mom—Maple Ridge…Unsolved.


      [image: ]The Clue Cruiser groaned up the mountain pass like it was reconsidering its life choices. Our vintage pink Bronco did its best. Still, between the Airstream we towed, the steep incline, and the fact that we entered the area officially known as Santa’s freezer, the engine sounded like a man wheezing through a Peloton class he didn’t sign up for.

Goldilocks, oblivious to vehicular struggle, lay sprawled on the backseat, gnawing on what had once been a squeaker toy in the shape of a karaoke microphone. She turned it into a shredded nightmare of fluff and cotton entrails, joyfully dismantling it across five states. Every so often, she paused only to peer lovingly at me as if to say, Mother. I have slain it.

“Good job, pupper.”

Her tail wagged.

Outside the window, a lazy drift of white flickered past.

I blinked. Then leaned forward. “Is that—is that snow?”

Mattie didn’t take attention away from the road, but she smirked. “We’ve been driving into a mountain range for two hours, Patsy. What did you think all that white stuff on the trees was? Frosting?”

“How did I miss this?” I pressed closer to the glass, forehead leaving an embarrassing smudge. “We’re officially in Snow Country. Goldie! Snow!”

Goldilocks paused mid-chew, slowly spat out stuffing, and placed both paws on the window like a Victorian orphan witnessing her first Christmas.

Mattie flicked on the wipers. A slow, icy scrape. “Well. Since you’re finally awake…”

“I wasn’t sleeping—merely daydreaming.”

“Sure.” Mattie adjusted her leather gloves. “Now is a good time for you to tell me about this old boyfriend we’re apparently driving across New England for.”

I froze like the windshield. “…Who?”

Her knuckles tightened on the wheel. “Nuh-uh. You’ve deflected for four states. Five, if you count that scenic detour you ‘accidentally’ took through a Cracker Barrel parking lot.”

I cleared my throat. “Well, we should probably find a safe place to pull over. Let Goldie play in the snow. Get some pictures for her scrapbook—”

“Talk.”

“You’re being bossy.”

“I’m driving a Bronco towing an Airstream up an iced mountain. I’ve earned bossy.”

Goldie whined in agreement.

I sighed dramatically. “Fine. His name is Dean Taylor Bradley.”

Mattie snorted. “Boy’s got three first names.”

“Huh, I always thought of it as three last names, actually.” I pinched the bridge of my nose. Why was everyone fixated on that? Was it really that strange? I mean, three names were usually reserved for guys who shoot presidents, but I didn't think they had a monopoly on it.

Mattie let one eyebrow raise. “And you think I don't remember Law Firm? The boy was entirely too earnest, wore boat shoes year-round, and droned on about amortization at Thanksgiving.”

“He certainly made an impression.”

“What’s he up to now?”

I flicked an eyebrow. “You didn’t use your CIA spy badges to comb through Dean’s life already?”

“I could.” She stared ahead, but her tone said, 'Don't test me.'

“You’d only discover Yuppie sweaters, IZOD polos, and—”

“Is he married?”

“How would I know?”

She side-eyed me so hard I flinched. “Because you stalked him on Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and those two new ones you think I don’t know how to use.”

“He’s divorced.”

“Mmhmm. And does Law Firm know you have a giant Navy captain for a husband who could bench press a tree?”

“I’m certain he does. He attended mine and Michael’s wedding.”

“Preparing to yell his objection, no doubt. Why do you think I duct taped his mouth before the ceremony?”

“And here I assumed he started talking about amortizations again.”

Mattie cut a glance. “This better not be some long con where he lures you down to Vermont to solve a pretend crime, but he’s trying to rekindle something. If I recall, you broke his heart when you dumped him.”

“First, Michael is not a giant. He’s just… generously proportioned.” I crossed my arms. “Second, Dean ‘He-Who-Was-Dumped’ Bradley didn’t call about himself. He moved on long ago, and he called about our next case. Which, as you and I both know, is real.” I flicked my hand to the police file she somehow acquired. “Mama, you wouldn’t accept a mystery without doing a deep dive into the murder, the suspects, and the well-meaning fella who brought us the case.”

She pressed her lips together. “Turn on your mic. Give them the summary.”

I hit the button on my recorder. My voice dropped into Official Podcast Mode™.


      [image: ][Podcast Intro Music Fades]

PATSY: Welcome back to Murder, Mystery, and Mom. Today’s sneak preview is all about The Gondola Incident.

[Dramatic piano riff.]

PATSY: Eleven months ago, on New Year’s Eve, the infamously arrogant heir to the Maple Ridge Ski Lodge fortune, Cisco Tappington, was found dead inside a luxury gondola car suspended high above the mountain during the fireworks display.

It was ruled a medical event. Heart failure. No suspicion of foul play. The gondola was locked. No one could’ve gotten in. Case closed.

But here’s the weird part: the victim? Young. Healthy. Absolutely no reason to keel over mid-sparkler show.

Unless, of course, the rumors are true.

Because there have been whispers—whispers of sabotage. Whispers of a cover-up. And most bizarrely of all…whispers of what townies call a sticky family drama.

Here’s the key question: How does one poised to inherit a pancake-topping empire die so suddenly without a proper investigation?

Well, folks, buckle up. We’re about to find out in Season 3, Maple Ridge…Unsolved.

[End of Recording]


      [image: ]Rustling erupted from the backseat, followed by a yawn. “You didn’t tell me we already made it to the snow!” a small voice, still half asleep, said.

I turned around, yanking the seatbelt to its limit. Wren sat up in her sleeping bag like a reanimated cryptid, hair sticking up like she’d been electrocuted by a fleece blanket.

I blinked. “They don’t get snow up in Maine?”

“Yes, we do, but does that mean I can’t be excited to see it?”

Goldilocks launched herself into my lap like YES, SHARE ENTHUSIASM WITH ME, knocking the recorder sideways.

Mattie sighed. “We’ll pull over at the next scenic lookout before the dog chews through the gearshift.”

I grinned.

Maple Ridge. Murder. Mystery. Syrup.

Season Three was officially brewing.


      [image: ]The Clue Cruiser crested the final bend in the pass, tires crunching over a blanket of white so perfect a pastry chef could’ve piped on it. The sign ahead read Welcome to Maple Ridge — Elevation 3,212 ft. Someone carved the letters into a polished cedar board and strung twinkle lights around as if proclaiming the Most Picturesque Smalltown title three years running.

“Wow!” I pressed a mittened hand to the window. “It’s like a snow globe that fell off a Hallmark set.”

Mattie squinted over the steering wheel. “You say that like it’s a compliment.”

“It most certainly is, Mama!”

The air in the Vermont mountains stabbed—thinner, colder, sharper. Every breath burned like inhaling peppermint dust. The sky was so pale blue it bordered on silver, and the blinding white snow piled in drifts so deep they swallowed the lower halves of the streetlamps. Bright sunlight bounced off the frozen world, creating a mystic glow.

“Cold enough for you, Wren?” I asked.

From the passenger seat, my teenage cousin snorted, cocooned inside a puffer jacket that made her look like a teal marshmallow. “My eyelashes are freezing together. Is that normal?”

“In Vermont?” I narrowed my gaze. “It’s called Frost Chic. All of Santa’s helpers use icicle mascara.”

Goldilocks stuck her nose to the frosted window and exhaled, fogging a circle big enough to play a game of tic-tac-toe. Her tail thumped against Wren’s leg.

“She’s gonna lose her mind when we let her out,” I said.

“More than she already has?” Mattie’s eyes focused as the town came into view below us.

Maple Ridge was nestled neatly in a U-shaped valley, cradled by towering peaks on three sides. The sunlight barely reached the valley floor this time of year, leaving the edges of town bathed in the kind of late-afternoon blue shadow only mountain towns got.

As we descended, the first glimpse of Main Street appeared—a single, brick-paved road curling alongside a half-frozen creek, its banks fluffed with snow and dotted with wrought-iron benches. Old-fashioned streetlamps glowed soft gold against the twilight, and smoke puffed cheerfully from stone chimneys.

“This is stunning.”

Mattie answered with a curt nod. “Too stunning. The kind of place where everybody’s got a secret and a second mortgage.”

“I think the people here are more likely to own a ski chalet,” I said.

The buildings lining Main Street leapt straight from the pages of a magazine depicting quintessential small-town America—two and three-story lodges of dark timber and slate, hand-painted signs swinging gently in the wind. Not a neon bulb in sight. Even the bank radiated coziness, ivy frozen along its stone façade, and a wreath the size of a wagon wheel on the door.

“Remind me to find out who their decorator is,” I said.

“Careful, Aunt Patsy,” Wren said, peeking out the window. “You’re starting to sound like a narrator in a romance novel. Remember, we’re here for a murder, not a holiday miracle.”

I wiggled my eyebrows. “Why not a little of both?”

There was something about the place—the mix of old money and old snow, the way every storefront window glowed warm amber while the cold nipped sharp outside—that drew you in.

We rolled past a row of little shops: Maple Ridge General Store, The Powder Room Ski Rentals, and a bakery called Sweet on You, where a window display showed gingerbread skiers mid-slope. A man in a shearling coat walked a Saint Bernard the size of a sofa. The dog gave Goldilocks a lazy, unimpressed glance as we passed.

Goldie barked back, indignant. “She says that dog looks like he’s part bear,” I translated. “You may speak twenty-three languages, Mama, but I'm fluent in Canine.”

“Oh, wonderful. Now you’re Dr. Doolittle.” Mattie rolled her eyes. “Tell your partner in crime to quit diagnosing wildlife. If anyone killed Cisco Tappington, it was likely someone from the human population.”

Wren leaned between the seats, pointing. “There! Look at that huge building!”

At the far end of town, dominating the skyline, stood the Tappington Lodge, a sprawling complex of dark timber, glass, and stone, its multiple gables rising like a cathedral of wealth and winter sports. Massive windows reflected the slopes behind it, and a sleek gondola line stretched skyward from its base, disappearing into the snowy ridge.

Even from the road, I felt the Tappington presence—a mix of opulence and old family entitlement that said, yes, we own the town, and possibly half the mountain too.

The creek beside us gurgled under sheets of ice, the faint sound of running water threading through the silence. A small wooden sign on the bridge read Tappington Creek – Est. 1849, proof that this family had literally stamped their name on the water supply.

“Subtle,” I muttered.

Mattie smirked. “Old money never is.”

Adhering to the strict fifteen-mile-per-hour speed limit, we passed a group of bundled-up tourists carrying skis, followed by a pair of uniformed employees in matching navy parkas with the lodge crest stitched on the chest—Tappington Resort in gold thread. Their smiles were polite, their posture was anything but. But it was hard to look polite with your nose that far in the air.

“I feel like we just drove into a snow globe version of Stepford,” I said. “Only with more goose down.”

“Which way?” Mattie asked.

“Dean Taylor Bradley wants us to meet him at the firehouse.” I wasn’t sure why I insisted on using his full name…it almost sounded strange not to. “My past in Dockers.”

Wren’s blue-green eyes widened. “So, we’re meeting your ex? Like ex ex?”

I waved a mitten. “Relax, people. He called us up here about a suspicious death, not to rekindle romance.”

“You say that, now.” Wren crossed her arms. “But all those true crime mysteries start the same way… the helpful ex-boyfriend just happens to be the one who calls. He needs to lead the investigation, make sure he’s front-and-center in your life, and prove he’s the one who got away. Spoiler alert: he’s always the killer.”

“She’s not wrong,” Mattie muttered.

The Bronco rumbled over the narrow bridge. Tires crunched as we crossed onto the square. Ahead, a vivid red sign came into view: MAPLE RIDGE VOLUNTEER FIRE DEPARTMENT.

Mattie downshifted smoothly, the Airstream following like a shiny silver duckling. “Let’s hope Dean Taylor Bradley is less trouble than he was the first time around.”

Goldilocks barked, sharp and suspicious.

I sighed. “Et tu, Brute?”

The fire station stood proudly at the corner of Main and Birch, its brick façade glowing gold under the lamplight. Compared to the polished, snow-dusted luxury of the Tappington Lodge, it felt real—solid, unpretentious, dependable. Like a pair of scuffed work boots in a room full of designer loafers.

Mattie parked the Bronco beside a red fire engine shiny enough to eat off. The Airstream reflected the glow like a candy wrapper. The sheer amount of shine created a mirror I desperately did not want to see.

As I climbed out of the Bronco, my reflection made me jump. “Sweet mother of maple syrup! I should have worn the smaller coat.” I hissed as I grabbed a handful of my voluminous silver puffer jacket. I resembled a distressed Michelin Man. My bright-red knit toboggan, which read: If Found, Return To Central Heating, did nothing to help.

Beside me, Mattie stepped out of the Bronco, perfectly crisp in a tailored black wool coat and leather gloves, as if ready to debrief the Secretary of State.

“I look like I drove twelve hours straight and then tried to wrestle a bear for my luggage.” I rifled through my purse for lipstick, only to find a half-chewed Sharpie Goldilocks dug out from under the seat. It is red… no, you aren’t that desperate.

“The rumpled, homely look will do wonders to cure Law Firm’s crush.” Mattie grinned. “You look fine, sweetheart.”

“Gee, there’s a ringing endorsement.”

Inside, I saw movement through the tall, arched windows—someone sweeping the bay floor, and the warm flicker of a wood stove tucked in a back corner. The double doors featured intricate carvings in thick wood. It was the kind of detail that made you believe the place had survived blizzards, blackouts, and at least one suspicious fruitcake fire.

Wren pressed her nose to the glass. “Is that a horse?”

Sure enough, a massive Clydesdale glanced up from the corner, brown with a shaggy white blaze, wearing a halter with his name stitched in red: BARNABY. He lounged next to a pile of hay like he owned the joint.

“Oh, I love him already,” Wren said. The girl never met a critter she didn’t want to take home. “The gentle giant of Maple Ridge.”

“The department keeps him as a mascot,” Mattie said, checking her notes. Where that particular tidbit came from, I didn’t know. “Part of the town’s syrup-hauling heritage.”

We stepped out into the crisp afternoon. Snowflakes drifted down lazily, melting on Goldilocks’s nose as she pranced beside me in her pink plaid sweater—an outfit chosen for maximum adorableness and practicality.

The firehouse door swung open with a cheerful creak.

And there he was.

Dean Taylor Bradley.

The man looked almost exactly as I remembered him—same kind eyes behind rimless glasses, same neat part in his hair—but older, wiser, with a touch of that New England respectable vibe. He wore a paramedic jacket over a crisp, navy quarter-zip sweater, and I could practically smell his moneyed upbringing under the faint aroma of antiseptic and coffee.

“Patsy Steffanelli,” he said, smiling as he stepped out. “As I live and breathe.”

“You do seem to be breathing,” I said, feigning relief. “Good start.”

Dean’s gaze shifted past me, his smile faltering slightly at the woman behind me. “And Mattie McDonald. Goodness. It’s been… two decades?”

Mattie gave a stiff, polite nod, remaining by the Bronco. “Yes, Dean. The years went by. You still act like you expect a gold star for participation.”

Dean laughed, a little awkwardly. “Always the wit, Mattie. And who is this young lady?”

Before I answered, Wren zipped around the Bronco with the energy of a puppy on espresso.

“I’m Wren!” she said, extending a hand to Dean with practiced, professional charm. “Wren Warner. I run the socials and behind-the-scenes content for the podcast. First question: What is your ulterior motive for calling us here? Aunt Patsy, your college sweetheart of all people?”

Dean held up his hands in surrender. “No ulterior motives, I promise.” He smiled, focusing entirely on me. “No mistaking she’s related to you, Pats.”

Barnaby snorted like he seconded the sentiment.

Dean chuckled. “Come on in. It’s freezing out here.”

The firehouse interior was a perfect mix of old and new—creaky floors, brick walls, tall arched windows, and shiny modern equipment tucked into the corners. A faint scent of woodsmoke tangled with oil and coffee. Goldilocks made a beeline for Barnaby, who lowered his massive head like a knight greeting a lady. One gentle nudge later, and Goldie wagged her entire backside.

I covered my smile with my gloved hand. “They made fast friends.”

“Barnaby loves everyone,” Dean said. “He’s a retired logging horse. Lives here now, keeps morale up.”

“I just adore horses,” Wren said. “Clydesdales are so majestic.”

“Don’t get any ideas about taking him home, Girly.” Mattie looped an arm through Wren’s. “He can’t fit in the Airstream.”

Dean motioned us toward a small office near the back. Maps of the region covered one wall, with the Tappington slopes circled in red. He set a steaming mug of cocoa in front of me. “So,” Dean said, taking a breath, a faint relief softening his expression. “I’m delighted you decided to come after our talk. Honestly, I wasn’t sure you would.”

I wrapped my hands around the cup, thankful for the heat. “Well, you made a very dramatic pitch, Dean. And I don’t typically drive five states just for the scenery.”

“You’d better make it worth the trip,” Mattie added.

Dean’s smile faded. “I think someone murdered Cisco Tappington.”

There it was—the spark under the snow.

Mattie crossed her arms. “We read the file. Official cause: cardiac arrest. Locked gondola. No evidence of foul play.”

Dean nodded. “That’s what the report says. But as I explained to Patsy, I was one of the first responders that night. I checked the body before anyone else. Something about it didn’t add up.”

“Such as?” I prompted.

He hesitated, glancing at Wren, who quietly sneaked Goldie a marshmallow. “Let’s just say the timeline and the symptoms didn’t fit a heart attack. But the moment I suggested foul play, the family shut it down. Ebenezer Tappington, the patriarch, made sure of it.”

“Why?” Mattie asked.

“He said the family didn’t need a scandal,” Dean said. “And if you knew the Tappingtons, you’d understand he meant it. That man controlled this town.”

“Past tense?” Wren asked.

“He died a few days ago. Long battle with cancer.” Dean removed his glasses and polished the lenses. “The lodge, the slopes, the rentals, the syrup—the Tappingtons control everything in Maple Ridge.”

As intrigued as I was, the facts didn’t quite line up for me. “And you think Ebenezer covered up his grandson’s murder? Why?”

Dean’s jaw tightened. “I think he covered it up to protect someone.”

“That’s a heavy accusation,” I said. “Who’s worth protecting more than the heir apparent?”

Dean exhaled. “Family. That’s all that matters to them. The Tappingtons would burn this town down before letting one of their own take the blame.” He leaned back in his chair. “Cisco was their golden boy. His parents died young—car crash—so his grandparents, Ebenezer and Faith, raised him. His aunt and uncle helped, too. They’re a close-knit bunch.”

I arched a brow. “And yet you think one of them killed Cisco?”

Dean held up his hands. “Suspects are your department.”

“You’ve been thinking about this for almost a year,” Mattie said. “You don’t have a single suspicion?”

“Well, there is Evangelina, Cisco’s brand-new bride.”

“The Christmas Eve wedding,” I said, recalling the podcast notes. “And widowhood before midnight on New Year's. That’s one way to ring in a tax bracket.”

Dean gave a grim nod. “They were all there that night. The whole family. They always come back for the holidays—take over Tappington Manor, the massive mansion on the hill. They even have a private gondola line to the lodge. Keeps them out of sight, and everyone else out of mind.”

“That kind of isolation makes it hard to investigate.” Mattie frowned. “No open case, no leverage. How are we supposed to get these people to talk to us?”

I leaned back, smirking. “Don’t worry, Mama. I’ve seen every episode of Knots Landing, Dynasty, and Dallas—even the Bobby Ewing dream-death season. I am uniquely qualified to handle wealthy family dysfunction.”

“That isn’t your only plan, right? Experience derived from television?” Dean blinked. “You’re joking.”

“Only about half the time,” I said, standing and brushing my coat. “The rest of the time, I solve murders.”

Goldilocks barked, as if to say, And she does it fabulously.

Dean didn’t smile. He leaned forward, his eyes fixed intensely on mine. He lowered his voice to a pitch barely reaching me. “Listen to me, Patsy. This isn’t just a twisty true crime story for your new season.”

He reached over the desk and grabbed my gloved hand, the sudden contact making me twitch and internally scream about my personal bubble. One must set personal boundaries, even with ex-boyfriends you haven’t seen in eons.

“Whatever you do, don’t trust anyone with the name Tappington,” he continued. “Not one of them.”

He pulled his hand back, leaving a chill in the air colder than the Vermont snow. The command was absolute. I cut my eyes from Dean to the map on the wall, with the Tappington slopes circled in ominous red.

“That’s going to be tricky.” I crossed my arms. “They own the town, Dean.”

“Exactly,” he whispered. “And they never let anyone leave.”







OEBPS/images/0fa354b3-5f3a-4d07-9e86-e1718b8c9d46.png
>
RS P ¥
N Y

Britt ZLizz





OEBPS/images/cf515c2a-d96f-485f-ac16-3ee1da843afc.png
MAPLE RIDGE

BRITTANY E. BRINEGAR





OEBPS/images/53928764-39ce-4bfb-8733-4a4125958342.png
v v et oDt ﬁ I e









