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Chapter One




“No, there haven’t been any murders in town, recently.” Alex flinched as she looked at the receiver in her hand, and decided she was fed up with bodies showing up every Christmas like undesirable relatives. “No. I won’t put you on a call list in case a body drops later this month. In fact, the town has cancelled Christmas.” She hung up and rested her head in her hands. When did the holidays turn into a side show? 

Hanna pressed her lips together. “You can’t tell people Christmas is cancelled. They could be potential customers.”

“Not likely. He said he was a member of Murderers’ Anonymous. I think we should cancel our participation in all holiday events this year.” 

Hanna slapped an invoice for their shop, Murder and Mayhem, on the counter. “Your Grinchy feelings aren’t about a few people checking in on this year’s body count. It’s too late to back out now. If you didn’t want to judge the Deck the Halls contest, you should have said no to Vanessa from the start.”

Like saying no to Vanessa Lindstrom was an option. No one ever stood up to her. That’s why they called her the Dragon. Vanessa was a bully and excelled at playing on Alex’s insecurities, insecurities she thought she’d ditched three decades ago along with her sticky Maybelline Kissing Potion roll-on lip gloss. She took a deep breath. She was a successful businesswoman and could still wear her jeans from college. Okay, that was a lie. “But I still have a few scarves from my twenties, and they fit fine.”

Watson gave her some side-eye. Alex glared back. She was sure their fawn and white Staffordshire terrier lying at her feet could read her mind, and so could her twin. Alex had been getting grumpier by the day and it wasn’t because she was worried about running into another corpse. 

“Is she complaining again?” Maggie Fletcher, the shop’s only hire, set a box of vanilla candy cane scented candles on the counter. She brushed brown bangs out of her eyes.

They were stocking shelves in preparation for the town’s three-day Christmas festival. The village was blanketed with a fresh coat of snow and ready for visitors to shop, enjoy a horse-drawn sleigh ride, and participate in the upcoming holiday-themed events. Alex was looking forward to most of the weekend, especially the tree lighting. There was only one little part she was dreading. 

“Just ignore her. She knows it’s too late to back out.” Hanna swept her thick blond waves away from her face and arranged fresh pine greens on the shelves as the soft strains of “White Christmas” played in the background.

Alex inhaled the woodsy fragrance and frowned at her identical twin who clearly wasn’t giving her any sympathy. The brass bell on the front door jingled and Alex peered into the hall hoping to see a customer. She groaned inwardly. Penelope Shaw. And here’s the part of the festival I’m dreading. 

The sixty-ish man hunter collected ex-husbands like some people collected Marie Osmond’s porcelain dolls. She was always on the lookout for the next Mr. Right. When their newly widowed neighbor, who Penelope had designated as her latest Mr. Right, started showing an interest in Alex, the vile woman had begun a campaign of malicious and spiteful rumors. Now, a year after Alex and Tom had officially started dating, Penelope seemed to have backed off somewhat and was back to her usual hostile behavior.

“Look what the reindeer dragged in,” Alex muttered under her breath.

“What was that?” Penelope looked at her watch. “Aren’t you ready yet?” 

Plastering on a smile, Alex greeted her nemesis. “Is it time to head to the bakeshop already?” 

“I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t. Are you going to be long? I closed my shop for our meeting.” Penelope tapped the toe of her spike-heeled boot on the polished wood floor.

“I’ll just grab my coat.” Alex shot a pleading glance at Maggie who merely shrugged with a sympathetic smile. 

Alex, Penelope, and Sam O’Connor, the owner of the Cookies ’n Crumbs bakeshop, had been appointed judges for Harriston’s Deck the Halls contest by Vanessa, dedicated fashionista, petulant diva, and Martha Stewart wannabe.

The contest meant to inspire villagers to celebrate the festive season by decorating their front yards had become as cutthroat as any Real Housewives episode, and neighbors were throwing more shade than the Amazon Rainforest.

Thankfully, the walk to the bakeshop was short because Penelope looked like she was winding up for a volley of petty insults, and the biting northeast wind had frozen Alex’s face, and tears trickled down the side of her nose. 

Their cozy hamlet had been decked out with strings of colorful lights along windows and rooflines, and fresh pine wreaths trimmed with ribbons and pinecones adorned almost every door. The storefronts twinkled with their best festive finery, including black planters brimming with greenery, birch logs, and red velvet bows that matched the ones strung on the cedar garlands around their windows. 

“Really, you’d think you could wear something a little less dowdy than jeans and a sweatshirt.” Penelope’s gaze swept Alex from head to foot as they crunched across the snow-covered road. 

In the interest of peace, Alex kept her mouth shut. Having her outfit critiqued by the former-red-head-turned-brassy-blond, wearing a tight sequined top that had “I’m Sexy and I Know It” straddled across her ample chest, had Alex silently issuing withering retorts.

They walked in to the muted sounds of Michael Bublé, crooning about roasting chestnuts, and spied Sam and Vanessa at a table near the front of the bakeshop. Alex waved to Fiona Weaver, Sam’s recent hire who manned the pastry case filled with sweet delicacies. Alex paused at the white granite counter and asked for a festive peppermint hot chocolate topped with whipped cream and red and green sprinkles. “We have the perfect weather for the activities this weekend, but I heard we’re in for a Chinook next week.” 

The barista looked concerned. “Hopefully we won’t get snowed in.” Fiona nodded in Vanessa’s direction. “Why don’t you sit down. Someone looks impatient to begin. I’ll bring your drink when it’s ready.”

“Thanks.” Snowed in. What was she talking about? A Chinook meant warm weather. Alex looked at the woman curiously as she inhaled the scent of Christmas—sugar, cinnamon, and vanilla—before joining her group.

Vanessa called out in a sing-song voice, “Oh good, you’re here. Finally.” 

Alex gritted her teeth and glanced at the wall clock, confirming she was on time. Vanessa ran her hand through her mane of long, thick hair the color of extra-dark chocolate. Does she color it every week? The attractive woman’s skin was pale and as clear as porcelain, her makeup perfect. Alex knew Vanessa was in her mid-fifties, but she either had great genes or enough money to make up for any lack in nature’s mercurial distribution, allowing her to pass for a much younger woman. Alex was betting she had more than a passing acquaintance with Botox.

Vanessa stood on her toes and gave Alex a half-hug, kissing the air somewhere around her ear. “You seem to be carrying a little extra padding,” she whispered as she patted Alex’s back. “Never mind, you’re so pretty in your own way. I’m sure no one else will notice.” She raised her voice for everyone else’s benefit. “You look lovely.”

Alex narrowed her eyes. Veiled insults were typical, but still stung. 

“Before we begin, I should mention I just got an email from the village council that a gentleman with a large YouTube following will be filming some videos tomorrow night as you judge the displays. It’s for a holiday feature on his travel blog. Our event is going national, ladies.” Vanessa clapped her hands.

Penelope straightened up and practiced her pout at the mention of the social media channel. 

A beat later Vanessa whined, “Why couldn’t we meet at Penelope’s store again. Being around all these sweets is killing me. It’s just not fair for those of us who still care about our figure.”

Vanessa was one of those women who never touched sugar and exercised for hours every day to maintain a size zero on her petite frame. Nothing, in Alex’s mind, was worth giving up chocolate for. 

Vanessa continued her griping. “This week has been crazy. The winter festival is overlapping with the final preparations for my Christmas party, and with all the cooking, cleaning, and decorating, I don’t have a spare minute left in my schedule. Tonight’s soiree is so important to Noah.” Vanessa tapped a cerulean blue leather notebook in front of her. “I really appreciate those of you who’ve been kind enough to lend a hand with my party.” She flicked a look of approval at Penelope.

The Lindstroms had moved from Boston five years earlier so Noah, a psychologist and relationship guru, could cater to the needs of superstars and rich folk with properties near Flathead Lake in the Rocky Mountains. Harriston was a short drive from the area that had become popular as a VIP getaway. 

Showered by Vanessa’s praise, Penelope simpered and fawned like a puppy. “You know I’m always ready to take up any slack with the contest. Thank goodness Noah has Fiona to help with some of the preparations for the party. I know it’s been hard for you, Sam,” Penelope shot a sympathetic glance at the baker, “trying to cover the extra shifts in the bakeshop as Fiona works both jobs.”

Vanessa choked on her coffee as Penelope sent Alex an icy glare. “It’s a shame more of the community won’t help out in a pinch.” The puppy gazed at her master. “Well, at least you have your assistant.”

Alex refused to feel guilty. It’s not like Vanessa’s party was a community event. It was a private party for Noah’s rich and famous friends.

Vanessa cleared her throat and rested her hand on Penelope’s arm. “You’re a gem. But speaking of my assistant, I don’t know what’s keeping Jazlyn. She seems to disappear at the oddest times. I’m sure I told her to meet me here this morning.” Vanessa’s lips compressed as she smoothed the jacket of her designer pant suit. “I just wish the town would have been more reasonable about moving the date of the festival after Noah realized our party had to be this week. Then I wouldn’t be struggling to deal with everything at the same time.”

Alex glued her eyes to her hands so they wouldn’t roll up to her forehead. The village festival had been planned months ago, whereas the doctor’s party had been adjusted a few weeks earlier when it was discovered that several VIP guests would be away on the originally scheduled date. Vanessa was thoroughly put out when the village refused to modify the timing of the festival despite her whining and pleading.

Vanessa droned on. “Of course, I’m still on top of everything so here are the judging forms.” With a flourish, she laid a stack on the table. “I want the contest to be perfect. It’s our last event before we go back to Boston in June. I feel like I want to leave my mark on the community so we’re not forgotten.” Vanessa’s phone rang. She held up a perfectly manicured candy red talon. “I have to take this. I’ll only be a sec.” She moved to the back corner of the room. 

Alex mouthed, “Saved by the bell.” There was no doubt Vanessa had already left her mark on the community. Between her constant gibes, innuendos, and stealing the credit if things went well, or shifting the blame if they didn’t, she was leaving a black mark the size of a crop circle.

Sam ran her tiny wrist across her forehead. Her dark brown curls were held back in a red scrunchie and there was relief written across her face as Vanessa left the table. 

Fiona glanced at Vanessa through thick lashes as she placed Alex’s hot chocolate on the table and rolled her eyes. The barista’s long auburn hair was captured in a ponytail. Full lips, a delicate nose, and eyes that sparkled with warmth; she was stunning in yoga pants and a long sleeve T-shirt topped by one of Sam’s red aprons. The woman could pass for twenty, but Alex suspected she was a bit older. 

Penelope looked at the forms Vanessa had given them and nodded appreciatively. “These are perfect. Each display has ten items we judge them on, for a possibility of ten points each.”

At least Penelope was happy. “We could have villagers vote on each display as well. Then combine the results with ours.” Alex threw out the suggestion knowing it was likely too late to implement any change.

“Then Deck the Halls just becomes one more popularity contest in the village.” Penelope narrowed her eyes. “I think there’s already enough of that going on. Vanessa’s idea is much fairer, having three independent judges.” Penelope hunkered down in her chair in an attempt to ignore Alex.

Okay. Scratch that idea. Alex shifted her gaze back to Vanessa who was hissing into her phone clenched in a death grip. 

Vanessa raised her voice slightly. “No, don’t come to my house. There’s nothing for us to discuss!” She pocketed her phone and took a deep breath. 

By the time she’d walked across the room, her expression was dialed back to its usual take-no-prisoners glare. “Sam, I noticed you seem to be out of copies of my magazine.” Vanessa reached into her bag, pulled out half a dozen, and handed them to the baker.

Sam reached out reluctantly. “Thanks.” 

Alex knew for a fact that Sam had thrown the last batch in the trash. Vanessa and her husband had been featured on the fall cover of a national health magazine because they’d helped raise a substantial amount of money for a well-known youth sports and wellness program. Since it had come out, she’d been making sure local businesses kept copies in stock to showcase the couple’s achievements.

“Ladies, do you have any questions? If not, I’ve got to run. So much cooking and cleaning to do.” Vanessa stashed her agenda in her designer tote and swung it over her shoulder.

Sam replied, “I think we’ve got everything we need.” She waved the forms in the air. “Now all we have to do is judge the displays.”

“Remember, tomorrow night I’m just a contestant. No special treatment even though I organized everything and spent hours volunteering.” Vanessa gave the other women an exaggerated wink as she turned to the door. She paused and looked back at the ladies. “Oh, I just realized I forgot the trophy for the contest. Alex, be a dear and come by my house this afternoon by two and pick it up. I’m just so busy with the party arrangements, or I’d drop it off at the village office myself.” The woman didn’t wait for an answer, as she turned on her heel and left.

Alex fumed at the retreating figure. That woman was so arrogant in assuming her commitments were more pressing than anyone else’s. She didn’t even have a real job. As Alex watched her exit the bakeshop she could see Tom striding up the walkway. When he was parallel with Vanessa, he stopped and said something. A moment later he was waving his arms and pointing down the street.

Alex strained to hear as Tom started shouting at Vanessa, who raised her hand in a stop gesture, her wrist dripping with diamond tennis bracelets. Turning her head, she stalked past him, pitching one final sharp look before driving off. Tom shook his head and marched toward the bakeshop entrance. Zowie. How many people can she upset in one day? Of course, the bigger question was, why on earth was Alex’s boyfriend shouting at the Dragon.












  
  
Chapter Two




When Tom Kennedy entered the bakeshop, Penelope screeched, “Tom! What are you doing here?” She batted her heavily mascaraed lashes like a Southern belle at her Debutante ball. Was it Alex’s imagination or did Penelope’s drawl get a little stronger when Tom was around? 

He still looked flustered as he took off his gloves and headed to their table. His sky blue eyes looked stormy and his ruddy skin was a little more flushed than usual. “Hello, ladies. I’m here for some goodies for tonight’s Sleuth book club meeting. I’m afraid my baking skills aren’t going to cut it and I said I’d bring dessert for the  potluck.” Tom smiled at Alex and put a warm hand on her back. “I assume the meeting is still on?”

Alex nodded, feeling the pleasure of her boyfriend’s attention, but didn’t have a chance to ask about his argument with Vanessa as Penelope linked her arm with Tom’s and whisked him to the pastry case. He mouthed a quick, “I’m sorry,” over his shoulder. 

Sam followed her gaze and brandished an impressive bicep. “I could take her out for you if you want, or I could get you one of those stuffed croissants so you can wallow?”

The stuffed croissant filled with sliced strawberries, whipped cream and drizzled with chocolate was tempting. Alex sighed, “No, Penelope’s just trying to push my buttons. Pastors have to be nice to people, especially members of their congregation. I know she drives him crazy, too.” Alex watched as Tom casually took a step away from Penelope who kept moving closer to his side. She would have him pinned against the mirrored wall at the end of the pastry case with a few more steps. “I’ll see you later,” she said, gathering up her things. 

Alex aimed a frosty glare at Penelope and shouldered between her and Tom for a quick hug. “Do you want me to walk you home?” She knew he would understand her code for I can help you get rid of her.

“My car is parked around the corner.” He gave her an extra squeeze around her waist.

Alex interpreted his response as I’ll be okay. She left him paying for his treats and headed for the exit as Penelope eyed her, mouth pursed like a prune. Not a good look for someone her age. 

Ian Black opened the door for Alex as she was about to grab the handle. According to village gossip, the man, who had the physique of a defensive lineman, was an expert handyman who’d captured the attention of the single women, not to mention a few of the married ones, in town. Despite the full beard he sported, she could see why other women thought he was a hunk and she gave him a sunny smile. She glanced back at Penelope and saw her neighbor’s gaze laser in on the new customer. 

As Alex walked back to the shop, she was surprised to see her mother’s number pop up on her phone. A wave of anxiety rolled over her as her mother rarely called during working hours. The family ran a restaurant and gift shop in Frankenmuth that kept them busy, especially at this time of year. Her stomach clenched. Alex’s Oma was in her nineties and her parents weren’t getting any younger either. A call in the middle of the day wasn’t a good sign. 

“Mom, is everything okay?”

“Jah. I’m just calling to let you know Wilhelm is coming to visit you. He should be dare soon.” Her mother often interspersed her heavily accented English with the occasional German and vice versa. Alex had taken to calling it Jinglish.

“Who is Wilhelm and why are you only telling me this now? We don’t have anything prepared for him. I don’t even know who he is.” 

“Ach! Don’t worry. I only found out yesterday zat he was going to be dare, and of course I called and told him to stop in and see you and Hanna. He vas so surprised to hear you lived in Harriston.”

Of course you told him to visit us. It would never occur to you that we are just as busy as you at this time of year. Well, maybe not quite as busy, but close enough.

“You remember Wilhelm. He is the oldest son of Tante Gretel and Onkel Dieter. He will be staying at zat little bed-and-breakfast near you, so is okay. He will only be dare over za weekend and den he’ll be at a resort in Whitefish skiing. Did I mention he owns a jewelry store? He has a great deal of experience wit engagement rings.”

Alex could feel the warmth rushing to her face. “Mom. I’m not in the market for any rings.” Her relationship with Tom was—complicated. She certainly didn’t want to explain it to a virtual stranger. Gretel and Dieter were close friends of her parents when she was growing up. They had received the honorary titles since Alex’s family had no relatives living in the United States. Wilhelm had been much older. She’d only met him once that she could recall. 

“I hear your father calling me. We’ll talk on Sunday. Wir lieben dich.”

“Don’t you dare hang up—” Alex realized the call was already disconnected. Yeah, I love you, too, Mom. This was her mother’s not very subtle attempt to prompt Alex, or maybe Hanna, or both, to move their relationships along. Her mother had been hinting she’d like an excuse to come visit, preferably for a wedding in the early spring after the Christmas craziness but before the summer tourist season. 

Alex gritted her teeth. She loved her mother, but the woman was so overbearing. A voice in her head whispered that the apple hadn’t fallen far from the tree. Yeah, yeah, I know. 

With only a couple customers in the shop, Alex joined Hanna who was working on a new display. “We have a problem.”

Hanna looked at her twin quizzically. “You sound so serious. Is it a chocolate problem or a book problem?”

“Neither. It’s a Mom problem.” Before Alex could say more, the door to the shop opened and a deputy from the Lakehead County Sheriff’s Department stepped into the entryway.

“Can I offer either of you lovely ladies a candy cane?” Hanna’s boyfriend, Duncan Fletcher, strode into the room and held out a large container filled with every flavor of the sweet confections being donated for the weekend festivities. 

The deputy’s blue eyes which he’d inherited from his mother sparkled with happiness as he stared at Hanna, who reached out and ruffled his dark hair. Alex could see several grays sprinkled in the cropped cut and once again was grateful to be a blonde. Seeing him was like seeing a younger version of Tom, except where Duncan’s fair complexion had a few lines at the corner of his eyes when he smiled, his uncle’s ruddy face was more like a sparsely marked road map. 

Hanna placed the final book on the table they had been working on. “Ta da.” She gestured to the display of books made to look like a Christmas tree.

Duncan’s gaze lingered on Hanna. “Looks good.” 

Hanna gave him a light punch on the arm. “You’re supposed to admire the display.”

“Oh, I am.” He flashed Hanna a smile and placed the box on the floor.

Maggie came into the room with a platter of chocolates. “It looks like we’re ready for the festival.” 

Alex was looking forward to the biggest non-summer tourist weekend of the year. It would begin with the Deck the Halls contest, followed the next night with the official tree lighting. On Saturday there would be a Christmas market, snowman decorating contest, sled races, face painting, petting zoo, Victorian carolers, and horse drawn wagon rides among the activities. 

“Maggie, did you see the email about the community booth at the Christmas market to raise money for the toy drive?” Hanna asked.

Maggie set the platter on the counter. “Vanessa organized it. They’re selling handmade items that people from around the area have donated. I’m hoping to get one of those body scrubs Tanya made. She uses all natural ingredients.”

“Arsenic is natural, but I don’t think I’d want it in my moisturizer.” Alex shrugged. “Just because it’s natural doesn’t mean it’s good for you.”

“We’ve had a bit of an unusual Christmas tradition develop where you stumble on a new murder each year. I don’t even want to hear the name of a poison cross your lips for the next two-and-a-half weeks. We’re one week into December, corpse-free, and I want it to stay that way.” Duncan set his jaw and glared at Alex.

“It’s not like I went looking for those bodies. And you can hardly expect me not to utter the names of our Killer Chocolates.” Customers ranged in their reactions to the poison-themed confections from those that loved the unique names, like Strychnine Strawberry, to those a little more cautious in their approach. Once they’d sampled the delicious creations, most were won over. “Besides, I’ve had three calls from crackpots asking if any bodies have dropped yet. I’m feeling a little sensitive about the whole thing.”

Duncan eyed Alex. “No bodies this Christmas.”

Alex scrunched up her nose. “Don’t worry. I have no plans to stumble across any holiday homicides.” 

“Since that’s agreed, I’ll take off. There was another break in.”

“What! Isn’t that like the third one?” Maggie asked.

“Fourth in three weeks. Someone broke into Lavish Locks last night, but the only thing taken was a pair of scissors,” Duncan said. “They broke a window pane in the back door and let themselves in.”

“Maybe the thief has a bad case of split ends.” Alex laughed at her own joke.

“Last month they stole a bottle of expensive whiskey the Hansons keep for their guests at the bed-and-breakfast. Dr. Lindstrom reported the theft of an expensive fake diamond necklace. The wife wasn’t very cooperative, but she gave me a copy of a magazine that had a picture of her wearing it. The thief probably thought it was real. Penelope had an antique spoon collection stolen from her house. Except for Lavish Locks, they’d all left their doors unlocked and the robberies happened during the day.” Duncan shook his head. “I hope you’re all locking your doors when you’re not home.”

Everyone nodded. After the events of the last two Christmases, they’d all become security conscious.

“A giant snow globe was stolen from a lawn display two nights ago and Uncle Tom had his candy canes stolen last night.” Was that why Tom was so upset that morning, Alex wondered. “We’re not sure if that’s related. The sheriff suggested some or all of these may just be teenage pranks, but I’m not convinced. Crime often goes up around the holidays, but it is a strange collection of items that have been taken.” Duncan checked his phone as it dinged. “Duty calls.” Duncan dropped a light kiss on Hanna’s cheek before he left. 

Maggie went to help a customer and Alex was about to tell Hanna about their mother’s call, when the brass bell jingled and a tall, middle-aged man with jet-black hair and deeply tanned skin walked in. Alex guessed he had more than a working knowledge of Grecian Formula and definitely wasn’t from Montana with that tan.

“I’m looking for Alex or Hanna?” He gave them a once over that clearly took in their almost identical appearance. 

“I’m Alex.”

The man strode forward and held out his hand. “Will Klempner.” They shook hands, but the look of confusion must have registered on her face. “Sorry. You probably remember me as Wilhelm. Your mother asked me to drop by.”

Recognition dawned on Alex. Though not from his appearance, this man didn’t resemble the vague memory she had of a weedy young man with shaggy hair. This was the honorary cousin sent to do his part in coaxing an engagement into being. “So, you’re the one my mother sent to get us a step closer to matrimony?”

Alex could feel her sister’s surprise. 

Will shook Hanna’s hand. “The way your mother made it sound, I thought you and your sister were on the hunt for engagement rings.”

Alex chewed her lip. That would be typical of her mother. “Hanna and I aren’t engaged. Our mother just wishes we were. Things aren’t progressing according to her schedule. I’m sorry you were led here under false pretenses.”

Hanna looked at Will curiously. “I’m a little out of the loop on this. Who are you exactly?”

“I’m not surprised you don’t remember me. You were only about ten when we met.” Will outlined his connection to the twins. “Actually, I was coming to Whitefish to ski. I had no idea you lived here until your mother called. Apparently, she and my mother were talking and that’s how she found out about my plans. It was quite a surprise to hear from her. Your mother told me you and your boyfriends wanted some information about engagement rings.”

Alex felt her skin warm. “My mother said you were a jeweler.”

“My family owns a chain of stores in New Jersey. My son runs those. There’s also one in Florida that I look after.”

“I can’t believe you left those balmy temperatures for our freezing weather,” Hanna said.

“I love to ski. My wife does not. While she visits with her mother in Arizona I go to Vermont, Colorado, Utah, wherever there’s snow.”

“What made you choose Montana?” Alex asked.

Will’s gaze shifted to the door and back. “Nothing in particular. Just thought I’d try something different at the last minute.”

Alex had to hand it to her sister. Anyone watching would have thought Will was a long lost relative. Hanna plied him with chocolate and invited him to the Sleuth meeting, which he declined so he could get settled in at the bed-and-breakfast. Before he left, Hanna invited him to drop by for pastries the next day at the store.

Maggie joined them after her customer left with a stack of books. “Who was that?”

Before either of the twins could answer, Drew rushed in. “You’ve got to come see this. Those double-crossers are trying to sabotage me.”








  
  
Chapter Three




Alex followed Maggie as Drew pulled his wife out the door. The retired pharmacist clocked in somewhere in his sixties. His thinning gray hair was smoothed back from his lightly lined forehead, and his pale complexion was mottled with outrage as he pointed to a truck meandering past the store. 

Maggie didn’t seem to be sure what she was supposed to be looking at. “That’s the Hanson’s truck.” 

“Don’t you see what they have in the back?” Drew stared at the vehicle as it drove down Main Street.

“Is this a trick question?” Maggie shot a sharp glance at Drew. “As far as I can tell, it looks like Mary, Joseph, and the baby Jesus.”

“Exactly!” Drew glared at the truck. “They’re setting up a life-size nativity for the contest. Two weeks ago, they told me they were going to put up inflatable snowmen and penguins.” Drew put his gloved hands on his hips.

Maggie looked uncertainly at the truck as it rumbled down the road. “They must have changed their minds about the decorations. Maybe they couldn’t find any more inflatables because some people are buying everything in sight.” Maggie glared pointedly at Drew.

Alex was struggling to see why Drew was so upset. Judging by the expression on Maggie’s face she felt the same way.

Drew pursed his lips and gave a little snort. “People are going over the top with this contest. I can’t believe they’re using baby Jesus to try and get ahead.”

“Aren’t you putting up some kind of light display that cleaned out several hardware stores?” Alex leveled a stare at Drew, whose wire-rimmed glasses kept slipping down his nose.

Drew looked at her blankly. “That’s different. I’m not using a religious theme to get an edge on the competition. How unethical is that. In fact, Tom and I saw a guy crouched behind some bushes with a camera aimed at the Lindstrom’s place. Probably trying to get ideas for his own display.”

“Shocking. Yesterday I saw a whole carload taking pictures of Tom’s place, bold as brass. This is all bordering on corporate espionage, but with twinkle lights and twelve-foot nutcrackers.” Alex fought back her smile, but the sparkle in her eyes betrayed her amusement.

Maggie took a deep breath. “You’re all crazy. Seriously, it’s supposed to be a fun contest to get people into the Christmas spirit.” 

While Alex was amused by some of the antics, she agreed with Maggie that things were getting out of hand. “I saw a family from the other side of town driving around advertising free cupcakes at their house the night of the contest.”      

“Do you think that could help them win?” Drew sucked in a breath and his eyes narrowed in calculation. 

Alex swallowed her amusement. “We’re judging each display on the same merits, and home baked treats aren’t on the list.”

Drew blew out a breath and looked relieved. “Then I guess I better get back to my house. I have a few ideas for Tom’s elves.” He bounded down the stairs.

“Don’t you dare order another thing from the internet!” Maggie yelled.

Elves? Alex rubbed her hands over her arms. She should’ve grabbed her coat. 

“Why did you come to the shop?” Maggie shouted after Drew, who was already getting into his vehicle and must not have heard her.  

Back inside, Maggie muttered to herself about crazy husbands and went to fix a display while Alex headed to the kitchen. Hanna was working on a batch of Hemlock Hazelnut chocolates. After washing her hands and donning gloves, Alex grabbed a teaspoon and helped drop the clusters of milk chocolate and hazelnuts onto a baking sheet lined with parchment as she explained her quick departure. “This is a side of Drew I’ve never seen.”

Maggie entered the kitchen in time to hear Alex’s comment. “He and Tom have been holding strategy sessions every morning. They’re using words like firepower, shock action, and flanking maneuver. It sounds like they’re planning a war.” Maggie laughed. “Can you help me move one of the displays?”

“Give us a minute. We’re just about done with these and then we can both help.” Hanna scooped another teaspoon onto the parchment. “I’m so glad we decided not to participate in the contest.”

“Me, too. I guess it’s brought out a competitive streak in more than a few people.” Alex couldn’t understand it. Her idea of a competition was who could eat the most popcorn during a Home Alone movie marathon.  

“It’s Vanessa. She’s been encouraging villagers to go all out on their displays. Though she seems to think it’s a forgone conclusion that she’ll win. Tom and Drew have been driving around every day to scope out the competition. Vanessa’s been keeping some of her display under tarps and they’re pretty peeved about it. After what Duncan said, I’m wondering if people are playing some underhanded tricks by stealing items from other people’s lawns.” Maggie pulled up a stool. “I’ll be happy when the contest is over. Drew keeps adding more lights and our house looks like a Griswold nightmare.” 

In the meantime, they had the book club meeting tonight. Alex loved discussing mystery novels with the members of Sleuth. “At least we get a break from the contest. I’m looking forward to the potluck.”

“I’m so glad we’re discussing M.C. Beaton’s Kissing Christmas Goodbye. It may not be as Christmas-y as some cozies, but Agatha Raisin is one of my favorite sleuths. Well, next to Nancy Drew, anyway.” Hanna removed her apron as she and Maggie headed to the sales floor.

Alex walked behind the women, but stopped in the conference room to check on Watson who had been curled up on her window bench sound asleep and gave a big yawn. “Did you hear us talking about the potluck?” Alex stroked her behind the ears. The dog sniffed her hands and then smacked her lips with a “There seems to be a mistake. Your hands are empty” look. 

Alex sighed and held her palms up. “No snacks before supper. Sorry, but those are the rules.” 

“And who made those rules?” Watson jumped down and trotted out the door, no doubt in search of sympathy and a snack from Hanna or Maggie.

Really? Their dog had come a long way from the timid rescue she’d been a few years ago.

The front door opened and a woman wearing a knitted beanie with a messenger bag slung across her chest and a quilted purse over her shoulder entered. She was petite and reminded Alex of a ballerina. If she hadn’t recognized her as Vanessa’s assistant, she would have thought it was a teenager, but Alex knew Jazlyn Kovacs was in her mid-twenties. The woman stood in the hall uncertainly as she pulled off her cap and ran her hand through a short mop of dark brown hair.

Alex stepped out of the conference room and smiled at the woman. “Is there anything I can help you with?” 

“I hope so.” She twisted her hat in her hands. “Vanessa decided we should do a raffle at the Christmas market on Saturday. Would you consider donating something for one of the gift baskets? The proceeds from ticket sales are going to the toy drive.”

Is there no end to Vanessa’s good works? Before Alex could answer, Hanna breezed into the hall. “Of course we’ll donate. Come with me.” She led the young woman to the counter.

“Try some of our chocolates.” Hanna beamed at Jazlyn and pointed to the tray on the counter. “This is our newest, Nicotine Noel. It’s white-chocolate eggnog ganache inside a white-chocolate shell. They’re poison-free. I promise.” Hanna started filling a paper bag with items from a nearby display. 

“Oh, that sounds so good.” Jazlyn reached for a chocolate, but stumbled, dropping her purse. The bag landed upside down spilling its contents on the floor. “Oh, drat.” Jazlyn bent down to retrieve her items, tripped on her messenger bag, and ended up on her knees.

Definitely not a ballerina. Alex and Maggie quickly kneeled down to help the young woman gather her things. 

Jazlyn gratefully took the pen, mints, lapel pin, and other items from Maggie and stuffed them back in her purse. She moved a few things around in the bag and looked up with panic in her eyes. “I can’t find Vanessa’s diamond ring. It was in a little drawstring pouch and must have fallen out. I can’t lose it. She’ll kill me.” The woman searched the floor frantically. 

Alex picked up Jazlyn’s pocket-size calendar that had landed next to the counter. A sticky note attached to the front said Meet with Ian after party. Did the sticky mean the new handy man Alex had seen at the bakeshop earlier?

“Found it!” Jazlyn got up from the floor with a giant square-cut diamond ring clutched in her hand. Her sweater had ridden up, exposing a long, angry red scar on her right forearm. She quickly pulled down her sleeve as she tucked the ring into her bag. “I have to take this to a jeweler for cleaning.” She put her hand on her chest. “My heart was pounding when I thought I’d lost it. It’s worth more than my salary for a year.”

Maggie handed the remaining items to Jazlyn. 

“Here, don’t forget your calendar.” Alex handed it over.

“Thank you. I’m such a klutz.” With everything back in her purse, she took a chocolate, and bit into it, chewing slowly. “These are delicious. I’ve never tried your chocolates before. Vanessa doesn’t allow any treats in the house because they’re too tempting to have around. She’s always watching her weight, and since I usually work fourteen-hour days, I don’t get much chance to snack on sweets.”

Alex’s jaw dropped.  “Fourteen hours?”

“It’s not that bad. Since she spends a lot of time at her beauty appointments, I’m alone much of the day and that allows me to fit in my errands and stuff while I look after Vanessa’s needs. My job includes room and board, so there’s a kind of silent expectation I’ll take care of everything. Vanessa’s been so good to me. I love my room in the attic and I just adore her. Besides, I’m new to town and I don’t have a social life anyway.” 

“Then try another. These are too good to limit yourself to one.” Hanna pushed the plate closer to Jazlyn and added a box of chocolates to the expanding bag of items for the giveaway. 

“What kind of beauty appointments?” Alex envisioned Vanessa having daily hair colorings.

“Oh, you know, conditioning treatments, color, and blowouts for her hair, time with her personal trainer, facials, nails, vitamin shots, oxygen therapy. She’s hardly ever home.”

Alex could guess why Vanessa was so concerned about her appearance. Noah had the kind of TV good looks you don’t usually see in real life, and Alex suspected he was more than a few years younger than his wife. “You can drop in here anytime for a sample. I’m curious what Vanessa is doing for her Deck the Halls display?” Alex hoped Jazlyn would take the hint.

“I’m not really supposed to say, but I guess you’ll see it soon enough anyway.” Jazlyn’s phone rang, and she grabbed it from her purse. “Sorry, I need to get this.” Jazlyn moved into the hall but didn’t lower her voice. “Mrs. Lindstrom would like chicken Florentine with new potatoes and root vegetables for tomorrow’s dinner. I’ll email the menu for next week.” Jazlyn stuffed the phone back in her purse and walked back to the counter.

“Where does Vanessa have her meals prepared?” Alex asked.

“Please don’t tell Vanessa I told you. She likes to maintain the illusion that she cooks, but all her meals are prepared by Bon Appetit in Swanson.”

Alex felt a glimmer of satisfaction. So, she’s not a Martha Stewart. Here she’d thought Vanessa did all her own cooking. Certainly, that’s the impression Vanessa gave. Alex wondered what else the woman didn’t really do herself. “You were about to tell us about Vanessa’s display?”

“Oh, right. Ian built a gingerbread themed house a couple weeks ago.”

“That sounds like she’s going to significant expense for the contest.” Maggie raised an eyebrow. “What on earth is she going to do with it when Christmas is over?”

“Vanessa is spending a fortune. Besides the work Ian did, I’ve ordered so many decorations online I’m on a first name basis with all the delivery drivers. I have no idea what she’s going to do with it all, but it’ll probably become my problem.” Jazlyn dug around in her messenger bag. “I also came to drop off these.” She handed a stack of magazines to Hanna. “I hope you don’t mind putting them in your store.”

Alex groaned inwardly. It was the same magazine Vanessa had pushed on Sam that morning, the one where she wore a necklace with more diamonds than a Tiffany’s showroom. Apparently the article announced that next fall Noah would be taking over a new health clinic his family was building in Chicago. Vanessa loved to remind everyone that Noah came from money.

Hanna pointed at the picture. “Was this the necklace that was stolen?”

“Um, yes, it was.” Jazlyn picked up the bag Hanna had filled, almost dropping it in the process. “I’d better run. I’ve still got a lot to do for the party tonight. Thanks so much for the donations.”

When Jazlyn was gone, Alex commented, “It’s actually Jazlyn who makes Vanessa look like a star.”

“Fiona told Sam that Vanessa is quite the Scrooge to work for. She doesn’t pay very well but expects Jazlyn to be at her beck and call.” Hanna put the magazines behind the counter. “She’s a force of nature.”

“Like a tsunami.” Maggie took a chocolate from the tray. “I could stand here eating chocolate all day, but we better get that display table moved.” 








  
  
Chapter Four




Shortly before two, Alex parked her SUV on the street and walked up the path to Vanessa’s house. The three-story residence sported a turret and a fully decorated porch that spanned the front of the building. A shiny white BMW was parked on the driveway. Next to it was a silver sedan Alex didn’t recognize. She could hear shouting from inside as she went up the steps. On the left side of the door was a discreet sign. Dr. Noah Lindstrom: Appointment Only. She tiptoed past the door and the curtained windows as she listened to the angry voices. Alex found shelter behind a flocked Christmas tree and pretended to admire the ornaments while she listened to Vanessa’s muffled voice.

“You can’t prove anything. You’ve wasted your time coming here.” 

The door opened and a man’s voice she didn’t recognize responded, “We’ll see. The truth will come out. It always does. I’ll make sure you pay, one way or another.” 

A man wearing a brown leather aviator jacket stormed out. Alex only caught a glimpse of his back and the dark hair peeking out from under his ball cap as she peered between the branches of the tree. She heard a car door slam and the sedan on the driveway sped away. Alex waited a minute before going to the door and ringing the bell. 

Vanessa opened it with a scowl, but quickly pasted on a weak smile. “Ah, arriving at the last minute. Come in.”

The beautiful old Queen Anne had been the second largest home in Harriston when it was built at the turn of the century. At least that’s what the plaque on the edge of the property said. The entry hall was generous in size, with pine garlands wrapped around the banister going up a wide stairway. Everything was fully decorated in shades of copper, silver, and gold for the party that evening. To the right was a glass door set into a sleek wall of glass and chrome that looked incongruous among the rich, dark mahogany detail everywhere else.

Vanessa gestured to the modern monstrosity proudly. “Noah’s offices. I decorated them myself.” 

Alex peered through the glass and could see a couple of rooms on the other side. It was a minimalist’s haven of white leather and gleaming empty surfaces. Catering to the needs of the rich and famous seemed to be very lucrative.

Vanessa was still speaking. “He’s usually only in the office in the morning and at the end of the day. He does house calls the rest of the time.” 

“House calls. I didn’t know psychologists did those.” Alex stuffed her hands into the pockets of her jacket.

Vanessa laughed, but it had an edge to it. “He’s always thinking about his patients, I’ve never seen anyone so dedicated. At his last medical conference, he took the time to see a client’s sister and set her up with a specialist he knows from school.”

“He certainly goes the extra mile.” Alex hesitated, thinking about the sign beside the door. “I don’t want to seem rude, but I thought psychologists couldn’t use the term “doctor”?”

Vanessa flicked Alex a withering glance. “Actually, you’re right. But as it happens, Noah became an MD first and then decided to help people with their emotional traumas. He’s really quite brilliant. He graduated from medical school when he was only twenty-four. We got married during his last year.”
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