
  
  
      
        
          Murder at the Town Hall

          A Mallory Beck Cozy Culinary Caper (Book 3)

		      
          Denise Jaden

        

        
          
          Denise Jaden Books

        

      

    


  
  



No part of these books may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in book reviews. 

Thank you for respecting this author’s work.



This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

MURDER AT THE TOWN HALL (A MALLORY BECK COZY CULINARY CAPER - BOOK 3)

First Edition. January, 2021.

Copyright © 2021 Denise Jaden

Written by Denise Jaden

All rights reserved.













  
  

Join my mystery readers’ newsletter today!


[image: ]




Sign up now, and you’ll get access to a special mystery to accompany this series—an exclusive bonus for newsletter subscribers. In addition, you’ll be the first to hear about new releases and sales, and receive special excerpts and behind-the-scenes bonuses.


Visit the link below to sign up and receive your bonus mystery:


www.denisejaden.com











  
  

Murder at the Town Hall


A Mallory Beck Cozy Culinary Caper (Book 3)


[image: ]




An eyewitness to a murder, a crush-worthy cop who needs her help, and a cat with a hunch. What could possibly go wrong? 

Mallory Beck isn’t in the habit of involving herself in local politics, but when she supports a new friend at a meeting to save the local library and the main speaker is found dead on the steps of the town hall, she finds herself deep in the heart of another murder investigation. Her cat, Hunch, who loves a good mystery, is thrilled and, as usual, helps her discover a key clue.

Mallory’s clever friend and long-ago crush, Alex, is on the case. He was recently promoted to detective within the Honeysuckle Grove Police Department, but when he’s paired with a lackadaisical superior who continually botches investigations, Mallory and her famously delicious cooking come to the rescue.

After all, the easiest way to a suspect’s truth might just be through their stomach.
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Chapter One


[image: ]




Everything I knew about dating, I learned from my seventh-grade teacher. 

Hang on, that was in the wrong grammatical tense. Everything I was about to know about dating, I was apparently going to learn from my seventh-grade teacher. 

I looked at Ms. Sasha Mills with a head tilt as she spoke. I was trying hard to get used to calling my former teacher by her first name, but so far I’d only graduated to using her full name.

“He’s very attractive, and he obviously likes you if he asked you out again. Your date couldn’t have been that bad.” She leaned against the counter across from me as I pulled a batch of chocolate chip cookies from the oven. She wore a purple paisley dress, reminiscent of every day I’d spent in her seventh-grade English class. Her brown hair wisped gray around her face and was cropped to her shoulders rather than halfway down her back now, but otherwise, she looked the same. “Even if you did talk about your friend Alex nonstop.”

She was referring to what I couldn’t get past calling my “outing” with Detective Steve Reinhart. I’d only gone for dinner with him to discuss Alex’s promotion within the police department. I was sure he must have gotten that vibe from my rerouting the conversation back to Alex every three seconds. But Ms. Sasha Mills was right—he had asked me out again. Three times, in fact. My excuses hadn’t even been slightly believable—everything from walking my cat to a TV cooking show I simply couldn’t miss—and yet he persisted.

“I’m just not sure I’m ready to date,” I told my former teacher honestly, offering her a cookie from the rack that had cooled. It had been eleven months since my husband, Cooper, had died. Maybe I should’ve been ready to date again, but I squirmed like my sweater was made out of spiders every time I considered it. I had planned to spend my entire life with Cooper. How could I switch gears on a dime like that?

An eleven-month dime. But still.

Ms. Mills hummed in appreciation of the cookie while she nodded compassionately. When she finished chewing, she said, “Have you told him that? I’m sure he’d understand.”

I was going to have to learn to call her Sasha, at least out loud, if we planned to hang out together outside of children’s church. I’d been helping her with the kids on Sunday mornings for the last month. When I’d stayed true to my word and offered Pastor Jeff my help wherever it was needed, he directed me to the most understaffed area of the church and to an overworked Ms. Sasha Mills. She’s a sweet lady in her mid-fifties, and after four Sundays together, I was doing my best to treat her like an actual person I could talk to and not just one of my favorite teachers from years past.

I took a deep breath as I reminded myself of all this once again. “I have enough trouble talking to you about Cooper.”

I lifted my cooled cookies one by one from the cooling rack into a sealable container, glad they’d turned out nice and gooey, how I liked them. In truth, my fifteen-year-old friend, Amber, was the only person I felt somewhat comfortable reminiscing with about my late husband, perhaps because she was in a similar grieving place, having recently lost her dad.

Whatever the reason, I added, “It’s still so hard for me.” I choked on the last word, and Ms. Mills reached over to stroke my arm. Maybe I could think of her more like a mother figure than a friend. Then again, that wouldn’t help calling her by her first name, and besides, I’d never had much in the mother department, and so I wasn’t sure how to navigate that type of relationship either.

“Maybe I could talk to him for you,” Ms. Mills said with raised eyebrows, and I had to wonder if we were still in seventh grade.

Right. Of course. I could write him a note. Instead of writing “Do you like me?” with yes/no checkboxes, I could ask “Would you understand if I’m not ready to date yet?” and slip it to him sometime before recess.

“Or you could tell him you’re walking your cat again.” Ms. Mills chuckled under her breath. It always shocked me when she made jokes. I figured that was part of the transition from seeing her as a teacher to seeing her as a friend. To punctuate this thought, she bent and called, “Here, kitty, kitty.”

Hunch sat on his haunches across the kitchen near his food dish, licking his paws and not giving Ms. Mills the time of day. This was the second time she’d been in the house, and tonight was confirmation that he hadn’t taken to her the way he had to Alex or especially Amber. He’d barely spared Ms. Mills a glance the two times she’d been here, but he always lurked within hearing distance from us. After being injured by a murder suspect a couple of months ago, he’d finally had his cast removed and should have been enjoying his freedom, but he wasn’t about to miss anything if the topic ever changed from my dating inability to something more interesting.

Believe me, Hunch, I tried to tell him telepathically. I’m with you there.

As though my cat and I had conversed aloud, Ms. Mills looked at her watch. “We should probably get going. The meeting starts at seven, and I’m not planning on letting them cut funding to our library the way they did to the drug rehab clinics and our education programs.”

I’d offered to accompany her to a town hall meeting tonight. Along with running children’s church, Ms. Mills continued to teach seventh-grade English at the local middle school. Apparently, the mayor had proposed a library closure—or rather going to an online-only system—and Ms. Mills was vehemently opposed to the idea. She said many of her students from lower-income families had found a safe haven in getting lost in a good book at the library each day after school. She feared they could so easily fall in with the wrong crowd and get hooked on drugs, and she wanted to do everything she could to protect the sanctuary of the brick-and-mortar library for them. She’d even written to the county superintendent of schools to ask for help in the matter. I couldn’t help but offer my support, even if it was only to keep her company for the evening.

We headed for the front door, and no surprise, Hunch didn’t bother to follow us. He’d had enough of our boring conversation. Besides, he only liked to go for car rides if Amber was along or if there was some sort of mystery afoot.

Ms. Mills didn’t drive. In fact, she had never had her license. She’d made it to my house via bus, but now we got in on either side of my Prius. The smell of freshly baked cookies quickly enveloped the car.

“Are you sure it’s not Alex you like?” Ms. Mills asked casually as I backed out of the driveway.

My foot missed the brake pedal, and I nearly backed into a neighbor’s car parked along the curb. I found the pedal and slammed it. “Sorry,” I said, and as though I hadn’t heard her, I added, “What was that?”

Ms. Mills smirked and left the question alone. I wondered if teaching seventh grade had taught her to keep her mouth shut on hot topics and let the internal replay of her words do all the work.

I should have argued that Alex was my friend. I’d simply helped him in his fight against a pigheaded police captain in getting a promotion to detective. I’d even gone out with another detective to make sure it happened. Alex had finally achieved that goal, so who knew if he’d even have any time or need for me anymore, anyway. I hadn’t heard from him at all in the last couple of weeks.

I didn’t realize how quiet or lost in thought I’d become until I blinked and realized we were already at the town hall. I felt my cheeks flush, knowing how my lack of conversation after a single mention of Alex Martinez must look to Ms. Mills.

Again, she spoke as if she had heard my thoughts out loud. “All I’m saying is that if two of my favorite students found each other interesting, well, that wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world.”

And as if the universe had made my discomfort its primary mission, my phone sang to life from its dash holster with “There’s Nothing Holding Me Back” by Shawn Mendes. I’d originally chosen the song because it had a catchy tune, but now when Alex’s name appeared on the screen, my cheeks and neck hit three hundred degrees.

Ms. Mills turned to me with a wink. “How about I meet you in there?”

What was there to do but nod?

I tried to wait out Ms. Mills’ exit from the car, but it was as though she was purposely moving in slow motion. I had to pick up before it stopped ringing.

I reached for my phone. “Hi!” As usual, when I tried to be sociable, my voice came out too high and peppy.

This was only emphasized by his somber tone. “Hey, Mallory. I was wondering if I could take you out for a coffee?”

My eyes darted to Ms. Mills’ retreating paisley figure, wondering if somehow she’d put Alex up to asking me out. My cheeks had barely lost their flush and it was back again, but thankfully, my brain clued in that the chances of Ms. Mills interfering were slim before I made any such suggestion.

At least I had a ready excuse, so I didn’t even have to think about how I felt about this. “Actually, I can’t. I’m at a town hall meeting with Ms.—with Sasha Mills. I’m not sure how late these things run. We could go out tomorrow?”

Now why, oh why, did I go and offer that? Being friends was good. He could come over and eat cookies while I baked, like usual. It was all I was ready for. Why did we have to go out together?

But before I could backtrack, he answered. “Yeah, sure.” Something in his voice was more than somber, and it was only now that I realized he was most definitely not in that butterfly stage of requesting a first date.

“Is everything okay, Alex?”

He heaved out a sigh. “Yeah, I suppose. It’s just stuff here at work.”

“At work?” I reached over the seat to grab my container of chocolate chip cookies. Ms. Mills told me I didn’t need to bring anything to the meeting, but I hadn’t been able to help myself. Social occasions were for cooking or baking, at least in my book. “I thought your promotion had already gone through?”

“Yeah, it did.” He paused, and I waited, hoping he would explain. All Alex Martinez had wanted since he’d graduated the police academy, and from what I could remember of him in seventh grade, was to make detective on the local police force. It hadn’t been easy, but he’d finally done it. Could Captain Corbett have somehow taken away the promotion?

Finally, Alex went on to clear things up. “Corbett paired me up with Mickey Bradley.”

He let that sit, and I wasn’t sure what to make of it. I wondered absently if Mickey was a male or female detective, and then quickly realized I shouldn’t care. I couldn’t help myself, though. I had to ask something. “And Mickey Bradley is…?”

“Might as well be named Mickey Mouse. On yesterday’s case, he didn’t even come into the office. I found him in his backyard with a beer in his hand. On last week’s missing person’s case of an eight-year-old boy, he overlooked the fact that the parents were divorced and the kid had run off to his dad’s. If I hadn’t completed a follow-up interview, we would have looked like real hacks going back to Corbett with nothing. It’s like working with a child.” Alex sighed again. “Corbett won’t give us any serious cases, and now it’s clear why. Mickey knows I won’t rat him out for fear of it coming back on me somehow.”

“Oh, Alex, I’m so sorry. There’s nothing you can do to switch partners?”

I could envision him shaking his head on the other end. I wondered if he was at home. I’d never been to his house, and I wished I could picture him in it. “Not until I prove myself on a worthwhile case. Which could take a while if I’m not assigned a worthwhile case.”

“And the two murder investigations you already stumbled into and helped solve didn’t prove you as a valuable detective?” I didn’t understand how Captain Corbett could ignore Alex’s clear abilities.

“Not being part of the detective unit at the time didn’t help. I guess all I can hope is that I can stumble into another murder investigation now that the timing is better.” He chuckled wryly. “Although, you’re usually better at that.”

I laughed, too. “I’ll see what I can do.” It was almost seven, and people were streaming into the town hall in droves. “Listen, I’d better go if I’m going to find Ms.—Sasha before the meeting starts. But how about we go for coffee tomorrow night? We can talk about it more then. Or I can make dinner if you want?” Apparently, my errant mouth was bound and determined to get me ready for dating.

But, no. This was Alex, my friend, and he needed me.

“Thanks, Mallory. I knew I could count on you.”

My face flushed again, but this time, it wasn’t over any romantic notions. I would be there for Alex to help him in whatever way I could, no matter what Ms. Sasha Mills or anyone else wanted to call it.

But that could wait until tomorrow.

For now, I’d deliver these cookies and figure out how I could help save our local library.








  
  

Chapter Two
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I had to admit, as I held out the container of chocolate cookies to the head of catering in the town hall’s kitchen, that it felt ominous to be delivering another food item. The last two times I’d delivered food, they had led me to investigate and then discover a murderer. 

Although, that could have something to do with how little I left my house without some sort of food offering.

Thankfully, murder wasn’t on the docket for tonight’s town hall meeting. Only supporting Ms. Mills and her determination to save our local library.

The head of catering was a tall lady in a white chef’s jacket and a black apron. She barked orders from her location near a counter where one of her subordinates stood slicing a spongy-looking white cake. In a kitchen, you could always find the boss by his or her voice. That’s why I had only ever aspired to sous-chef. I would never have enough volume to be the main boss of any kitchen.

“Excuse me?” I called from the doorway as she finished her rant about keeping all the hot water urns full. It looked like the spread tonight only included cake, cookies, coffee, and tea. I wondered how this irritable lady would fare at providing a full-on dinner.

She turned to where I stood in the doorway, my now-open container of fudgy chocolate chip cookies outstretched toward her. I had to admit, they didn’t look all that impressive, but I was certain they’d taste better than the dry-looking sugar cookies one of her catering staff was assembling on a platter.

“What?” She sneered as she glanced down at my cookies.

I swallowed and reminded myself that chefs weren’t known for their warm and fuzzy personalities. “I wanted to contribute a plate of cookies to the event.”

As the words left my mouth, clarity about the situation struck me. I hadn’t known this would be a catered event. I’d thought of it more like a PTA meeting, where parents might all contribute a dish of snacks. I’d clearly had a misguided image, as most of the attendees wore suits and business attire, and a full catering staff was on-site to serve a simple dessert. I wondered if the mayor couldn’t trim his catering budget and keep the library.

“I’m sorry?” the catering chef asked, not sounding sorry at all as she walked toward me. Her tone didn’t invite further interruption. Her black hair was tied back into a tidy bun, a little too tight judging by the taut skin at her temples, and her nametag read “Talia.” She scowled down at my container of cookies again. “We can’t serve someone else’s food. Are you kidding me? That would be a health violation just waiting for a grievance.”

What she said made sense. Again, I tried to realign my image of the type of event I’d walked into. “Oh. I’m sorry. Of course.” I couldn’t help but want someone to enjoy my cookies, and so I held them out another inch toward her. “Maybe you and your staff would like to enjoy them? You know, when you’re not so busy?”

A curvy woman in a white dress shirt and black apron swept by us carrying a tray of cream and sugar. “I’d love one,” she said, reaching out her free hand.

But the chef, her boss, actually smacked her hand away. “Listen, Melinda, I know you’re new at this, but we don’t eat on the job.” Talia shook her head and murmured under her breath, “Can you imagine the health code violations.”

It had been a long time since I’d worked in a restaurant. Almost a year. In this moment, though, I recalled my last boss’s preoccupation with the health inspector. I’d only ever been at a restaurant on one occasion when a health inspector had actually walked through the door and into our kitchen, and if he’d found any violations, I’d never heard about them, but it seemed this overreaction to the possibilities was another common trait of head chefs.

“I’m sorry,” Melinda said. She pulled her hand away and turned to her boss. “Do we have more cream somewhere? I didn’t see any in the fridge.” She was very fidgety, her newness at the job obvious.

Chef Talia flapped her hands up to the skies. “No coffee cream! Are you kidding me?” She marched back into the kitchen with Melinda on her heels, and my cookies and I were all but forgotten.

I decided to try and erase my embarrassment over what had been an honest mistake by tracking down Ms. Sasha Mills. Sasha. I was going to call her Sasha. At the very least, my former teacher could drown her sorrows of a condemned library in gooey sweet chocolately cookies.

The kitchen was near the back of the hall on the left, with a doorway leading up to the stage and another into the main seating hall. I moved into the main seating hall and surveyed the wide-open space that was filled with probably more than two hundred chairs. Most of them were already occupied, and yet there had to be a few dozen people milling around in aisle ways or around the perimeter of the room with their Styrofoam coffee cups. The cake and cookies, apparently, hadn’t been served yet.

Thankfully, Sasha’s purple paisley wasn’t difficult to spot in the sea of dark suits. At least she fit in, for the most part. I’d opted for a black-and-turquoise polka dot dress, matched with a turquoise headband and shoes—again with the PTA image in my head, but much too casual and peppy for this business meeting. Sasha, thankfully, didn’t seem embarrassed and waved me over to where she sat near the center back of the room. Her purse rested on the seat beside her.

“Wow, so busy!” I exclaimed when I moved past a man to the seat she’d saved for me.

She removed her purse so I could sit. “I’m glad to see there are people in this town who actually care about our library. I was at a town hall for education budget cuts last month, and the front three rows were barely full.”

I smiled and sat. If this were going to be a night filled with passionate arguments and possibly overturning the mayor’s decision, it actually sounded like it could be exciting.

“And look.” Sasha pointed over near the kitchen, the direction I’d come from. “Superintendent Garnet must have gotten my letter. I can’t believe he’s shown up in person to help.”

I followed her gaze to a pudgy man in a sky-blue dress shirt and pants that rested under his large belly. He held a Styrofoam cup of coffee, and the armpits of his dress shirt showed arcs of sweat under them. He scowled at the man in a suit who was speaking to him.

I hoped Sasha was right to be so hopeful. He didn’t look like the friendliest or the most helpful of gentlemen, even if I was only seeing him from a distance.

“I tried to introduce myself when he first came in, but he was really busy,” Sasha said, confirming these thoughts. “He was talking to someone about his speech, so it sounds like he has something prepared for tonight.”

Sasha made a show of crossing her fingers, and I crossed mine right back. If that man were our only hope, we would need all the luck we could get.

As we watched, the town’s mayor, Tom Lassiter, walked up to the superintendent with an outstretched hand. I’d seen Mayor Lassiter on TV and at a distance before. His gray suit hung comfortably on his robust, powerful frame. He towered over the superintendent. His blond hair and strong jaw made him rather attractive for a man in his forties. He reminded me of Aaron Eckhart’s character in the Batman movies who seemed like a boy-next-door type on the outside, but turned out to be the two-faced villain. As I watched the two men, Superintendent Garnet’s face morphed into a smile as he shook hands with the mayor.

Oh, no. I had the sudden sickening feeling that the person Sasha had called on for help was on the wrong side of this fight.

A second later, Mayor Lassiter opened the nearby door that led to the stage. He closed it behind the superintendent without following him through. I waited to see Superintendent Garnet appear on the stage, waited to see what he would say, given a chance at the microphone, but a minute passed with no sign of him. Then two minutes.

I turned back toward Mayor Lassiter, who was speaking with a couple of ladies. His winning smile had them grinning right back at him.

I had the feeling this was going to be a bloodbath as far as the local library was concerned. I opened my container and held it out toward Sasha, trying not to show my concern. “Cookie?”

She took one and complimented me on the taste after her first bite, but I couldn’t concentrate because Mayor Lassiter had gone through the stage door, and only ten seconds later, he appeared behind a podium in the center of the stage.

“Good evening, ladies and gentlemen,” he bellowed in his loud, authoritative voice. “Thank you all so much for coming out tonight.”

He went on to introduce council members from around the room. At each introduction, a man or woman around the room raised a hand in recognition. I had the eerie sense that we were surrounded by Mayor Lassiter and his all-powerful team.

The mayor went on to thank the caterers and announce the refreshments would be served at the break.

“And now,” he said, placing both hands on the podium in front of him as though it was time to get serious. “Let’s move onto the primary discussion topic for tonight: our local library and how to best move forward. I have received several letters from concerned citizens over the matter of changing to an online-only format, and I want to thank you for reaching out to me. Please know that every one of your letters has been carefully read and considered.”

He sounded genuine, and yet, deep down, I knew this man was ultimately a politician who kept his own agenda hidden tightly up his sleeve. He said he had carefully considered input from around the town, but I doubted it. I gave a sidelong glance at Sasha, wondering if she was eating up every word he dished out. She kept her eyes straight on the mayor, sitting up tall, as though she still had some sort of confidence.

I held the cookie container tighter, fearing we both might need it.

“I’d like to start the evening by letting our superintendent of schools, Mr. Richard Garnet, say a few words on the matter,” Mayor Lassiter said in his cheery voice. It was clear he knew Superintendent Garnet was on his side. An uncomfortably long pause followed, and Mayor Lassiter glanced toward the wings of the stage. He gave a nod to someone hidden by the curtains, but as we all waited, Superintendent Garnet didn’t make a move forward onto the stage.

What felt like several long minutes later, Mayor Lassiter strode from his place at the podium to the stage wings. He was only partially visible as he had a hand-flailing conversation with an unseen person. He looked out at the audience, scanned the whole room, and then returned to his backstage hand-flailing conversation. I wondered if Superintendent Garnet, with his sweaty and anxious armpits, had a sudden bout of stage fright.

My insides squeezed with stress. How could Sasha put her hope in this superintendent who wouldn’t even take the stage?

Several long seconds later, Mayor Lassiter returned to the microphone. “I’m afraid we’re having some trouble locating Superintendent Garnet. In the meantime, is there anyone here who would like to speak for or against moving to an online library system?”

So that was it? Superintendent Garnet had left without a word, was backing out of sticking up for our town’s library? I looked at Sasha, but she kept her eyes on our mayor. I had the distinct feeling that she was avoiding my gaze.

But she was passionate about this. She had to say something!

Then again, would this sweet older lady ever actually get up behind the microphone to speak her mind, no matter how passionate she might be?

Murmurs sounded around the town hall, but not a single person stepped forward to speak. I’d never been a great public speaker, but when it came to anything important, I could do it. I’d stood up in front of a church full of Cooper’s fans at his memorial and broken down in tears. Nothing could be worse than that. I wondered if the fate of the library was somehow up to me. I’d heard Sasha’s arguments about keeping the library. Could I put them into some sort of coherent convincing order? Could I even drum up the confidence to stand up there in front of so many people?

I had to.

But as I stood on shaky legs and took a gulp of a breath, a shriek sounded through the open back doors of the town hall. I turned to where the doorway was plugged with townsfolk. It was standing room only tonight, with people crammed all the way out the door.

There was jostling of the crowd as one lady in a bright blue pantsuit made her way through all the people and into the town hall.

“It’s Superintendent Garnet!” she said with a gasp. “He’s on the front steps.” Mayor Lassiter stepped toward the wings, but only a second later, he stopped in place when the pantsuit lady added, “I think he just jumped to his death!”
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