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      Welcome to the world of Anna Maple, a retired Canadian nurse, who has the peculiar habit of stumbling on dead bodies. Life in her quiet, island town off the west coast of Canada should be peaceful, but murder has a way of finding her.

      Anna refuses to leave murder investigations to the police. While she has the highest respect for the Mounties, she believes she knows her community better than anyone. Guided by intuition, a sharp intellect, and a fierce determination for justice, Anna stops at nothing to expose murderers.

      This is the third mystery in the series. Each story can be read as a stand-alone. Join amateur sleuth, Anna Maple, and her adorable poodle Winston, on their next adventure and see how she turns small town secrets into solved cases.

      

      
        
        One Cookie Short of Christmas

        from the Anna Maple Cozy Mystery Series

      

      

      
        
        for those who like their murders sweet.

      

      

      When retired nurse Anna Maple hears the school’s Christmas baking table is short on cookies, she volunteers to help. But her holiday cheer quickly crumbles when she discovers one of Santa’s elves, murdered. It’s up to Anna to sift through the suspects and serve up justice before the killer strikes again.

      This is a heartwarming, small-town, Canadian mystery with no gore, swearing, or sex. Filled with festive fun, a dash of danger, and cookies.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      “It’s almost midnight—the hour when all debts come due.” Burroughs exhaled, a slow and wheezy breath. “Or at least, that’s what the bastard said.”

      The old man sat alone in his study. He took a long pull of scotch, from the glass trembling in his liver-spotted hand. Seymore, his miniature wiener dog, lay curled on his lap, undisturbed.

      On the desk before him glittered a mound of diamonds. Burroughs ran his fingers through them absently as rain pelted the windows. The wind howled through the fir trees that ringed the estate. Their limbs groaned under the force of the storm. Thunder rolled across the hills in the distance.

      “A perfect night for murder,” he muttered to Seymore.

      Suddenly, a deafening bang rattled the windows. The overhead lights snapped off. Seymore yelped and scrambled under the desk.

      Burroughs struck a match with a shaky hand, and lit a lone candle that sat above his jewels. In its flickering glow, the diamonds shimmered like tiny stars.

      He checked his watch.  11:57.

      The office door creaked.

      A tall figure stepped into the study. His face hid beneath a wide-brimmed fedora, and he wore a long trench coat. He advanced without a word.

      Burroughs rose from his chair. “Who are you?” he demanded.

      Silence.

      “You shouldn’t be here,” Burroughs said, trying to steady his voice.

      “But I am.”

      Burroughs covered the diamonds with his hands. His voice cracked. “What do you want?”

      The dark figure stopped, just beyond the light of the candle. “What do I want?” He repeated the elderly man’s words softly. “I want to give you what you deserve.”

      Burroughs’s spine stiffened. “And what is that?”

      The stranger raised his arm. The pistol in his hand glinted in the candlelight.

      “No!” Burroughs lifted his hands in defence. “There’s no need for that.”

      “Oh, I think there is.” The gun inched closer.

      “I’ll pay you—anything. Just name the amount,” the old man pleaded.

      “You, Henry Burroughs, will pay.” The stranger stepped closer.

      Burroughs backed away. “Please⁠—"

      Three shots rang out.

      Burroughs collapsed into his chair. His head snapped back. A bolt of lightning lit the window. Blood soaked through his robe. Thunder crashed above the manor.

      The killer grabbed a fistful of diamonds and threw them across the old man’s chest. Then, without a word, he turned and left the room.
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        * * *

      

      The curtain dropped, and the audience broke into applause.

      I kept my excitement in check. Seated in the third row beside my best friend, Lucy Secord, I offered a polite nod and clapped three times. Truthfully, I wanted to hoot and holler. The cast had worked hard, and despite the play’s flaws, they deserved a good round of applause. But I curbed my enthusiasm for Lucy’s sake.

      She raised her chin and brought her hands together once. Her long auburn hair cascaded over a stunning emerald-green dress that no doubt cost more than my monthly grocery budget. The way the fabric clung to her hourglass figure had turned heads when we walked into the theater. We'd been friends since high school, and while a lot had changed over the years, one thing hadn’t: Lucy always drew attention.

      The house lights came on. The cast emerged together for a bow.

      Lucy flinched.

      The crowd gave them a standing ovation.

      Lucy groaned as she stood up.

      The applause faded and the audience prepared to leave. I said, “Well, that was a solid, amateur production.”

      “Mm. Amateur,” Lucy said, flipping her hair over her shoulders.

      I slipped on my wool duffle coat and picked up my purse from under the seat. “Of course, the whole thing would’ve been better if you had played the murderer.”

      “Yes, Ms. Maple. Much. Much. Better.” She gave me a tight-lipped smile.

      I chuckled at her formal tone. Only Shaw, the local Mountie, ever called me Ms. Maple, and only when I meddled in one of his murder cases.

      “Mmm. It goes without saying you’d have brought something extra to the role,” I said, then added quickly, “Let’s celebrate the end of opening night. I have a bottle of champagne chilling.”

      Lucy’s lips twitched, and the right corner of her mouth trembled before she let out a laugh. “You know I never turn down champagne.”

      The truth of the matter was that Lucy had auditioned for the role of the killer, but the director, Alexander Drake, chose a younger woman instead. With that in mind I said,  “Casting wasn’t the only issue.”

      As we exited the row, Lucy turned and shot me a glance. “What do you mean?”

      “The murder didn’t work,” I explained.

      “What? Of course, it did. The evil guy got shot.”

      We headed toward the exit. Her shoulders remained stiff but she held her chin high. It was going to take more than one glass of champagne to smooth this calamity over.

      “We never learned who the villain was,” I added.

      Lucy frowned.

      I continued. “Henry Burroughs was a cheating husband, a crooked businessman, and an all-around creep. Half the cast had a motive to kill him, and at least three had the opportunity. That’s not a whodunnit—it’s a buffet of suspects.”

      Lucy laughed. “I know. The storyline’s messy. Alexander Drake claims he has a ‘unique’ take on drama.”

      “Clearly.” We stepped outside and I gasped as the cold December wind slapped my face. People hurried to their cars, with their heads down and collars up.

      “Where did Alexander get the idea people want to be confused?” I asked pulling my coat closer around my body.

      Lucy pressed her key fob and her red Jag blinked at us from the lot. “He’s not the explaining type,” she said. “When I asked him about it he started talking about artistic license and letting the audience ‘draw their own conclusions.’” She paused for a breath. “He’s a pompous, arrogant prat.”

      And a disturbingly attractive one, I thought, but kept that to myself.

      I climbed into the passenger seat of her jag. “I admit the plot had suspense in the middle. But that final scene? Ahh.”

      Lucy shut her door. “The ‘big reveal’ that revealed nothing?”

      “Exactly. It didn’t tie up a single thread. That’s not bold storytelling. That’s lazy. Why not put on a classic Christmas drama instead? I never tire of A Christmas Carol or The Grinch. Tis the season, after all.”

      Lucy shrugged. “Alexander said he wanted to give the audience something different. He dreamed of glowing reviews.”

      I shook my head. “He won’t get them. A mystery needs closure. That’s the deal writers make with the audience. The puzzle must be solved. Otherwise, what’s the point?”

      Lucy clicked her seat belt. “Talk about loose ends; look whose hailing us with her red scarf.”

      “The murderer?”

      “None other.”

      Lucy lowered her window as Starla Vane, the young woman who played the murderer in the final scene of the play, ran up to the Jag. She was still wearing the long black trench coat from the final scene but had lost her fedora. She wobbled as she ran on spike heels. As she approached us, her mane of thick blond hair blew away from her face revealing crystal-blue eyes, a slim nose, and cupid lips loaded with enough red lipstick on them to sink a sailor.

      Panting from the exertion, she blurted, “Thank goodness I caught you.” Starla Vane gasped for air. As she exhaled clouds of mist curled into the air. “You have to help me.” 

      “You’re asking me for help?” asked Lucy.

      “It’s Doreen,” Starla gasped. “Zander’s wife. She’s after me.”

      Lucy grinned. “Mm hmm.”

      “Seriously, she’s out for blood—my blood—and she’s dangerous.” Starla gasped for air. “Doreen shoots for a hobby, you know.”

      Lucy turned to look at me and lifted a brow. 

      I shrugged. Their disagreement wasn’t my problem.

      “You have to believe me,” Starla blurted. “Doreen saw Zander giving me a congratulatory hug backstage and went psycho-crazy.” Starla stopped to catch her breath. “You should have seen her. The woman screamed, ‘You bitch. I’ll kill you if it’s the last thing I do.’” 

      Lucy scoffed. “More drama.”

      “Zander told me to run. So, I did. The woman’s crazy and she’s got a gun!”

      Lucy looked down her nose at Starla, “Just deserts, sweety. Just deserts.” 

      Starla’s mouth dropped, as Lucy put her foot on the accelerator, and we sped away into the darkness of the night.
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      The next morning, I curled up in my favorite chair by the front window, with Winston my poodle nestled in my lap. Winter sunlight streamed through my front picture window that looked out onto the street. The scent of  Christmas baking lingered in the air: sugar, ginger, and butter.

      “Well, sweetie,” I said, scratching behind Winston’s ear, “what shall we do today?”

      He sighed, which I took as a form of agreement, though it was probably just a result of the ear rub.

      The soft crackling of burning cedar logs filled the silence. I sipped my coffee and glanced at the crumpled Christmas to-do list that sat on the side table. “We should tackle this,” I mumbled.

      Winston groaned.

      I laughed. “I know, I know,” I said. “You just want a belly rub.”

      Someone knocked on my front door. Winston leapt from my lap, launching into a barking fit, and sped towards the sound.

      I checked my phone. 7:00 a.m. Who visits anyone at this hour without a warning? Lucy wouldn’t be out of bed for hours—especially after last night’s theater debacle and a half bottle of champagne. Ollie, my boyfriend, was out of town and he had a key. A salesperson? A stranded neighbor?

      The knocking continued. So did Winston’s barking.

      “Well, Winnie, they didn’t text first, so they get what they get.” I ran a hand through my hair and looked down at my faded pink housecoat, and moose slippers. Winston stood at the door waiting for me.

      I peeked through the spy hole—and blinked. Then I opened the door wide.

      “Starla Vane?” I asked though I didn’t need to. Her stunning blue eyes gave her away, even though she wore an elf costume.

      “Ivy sent me. We’re short on cookies.”

      “You’re helping Ivy?” I blinked. “Go on.”

      Starla flapped her striped arms. “The Christmas bake table’s in trouble.”

      “The cookie sale?”

      She nodded making the bells on her hat jingle.

      “How can you be short on cookies?” I asked, bewildered. The school bake sale was a major Christmas event in our town. People drove in from all over the island to buy their holiday sweets. “You mean shortbread? You’re short on shortbread?”
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