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About the book


For bakery owner Hannah Swenson, life in Lake Eden, Minnesota has been lacking a certain flavour of late. But it’s the Town Sheriff elections, and for years Sheriff Grant has laid down the law. Now, Hannah’s brother-in-law Bill is giving the old blowhard the fight of his long, dubious career.


But when Sheriff Grant’s body winds up in a dumpster behind the school where Hannah had been teaching her weekly cooking class, things go very sour indeed. To make matters worse, the poor man still has fudge frosting on his shirt from one of her cupcakes. The only suspect is Bill, but Hannah’s not swallowing it. Can she use a particularly nasty recipe to smoke out the murderer once and for all?
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					“Hannah?”

				


				

					“Over here,” Hannah gulped out the words.

				


				

					“What is it? You sound funny.”

				


				

					Hannah took a deep breath. And then she said, as clearly as she could, “There’s a body in this Dumpster.”

				


				

					Mike wasted no time in joining Hannah. He pulled out his flashlight, trained the beam inside, and groaned. “It’s Sheriff Grant.”

				


				

					“Dead?” Hannah asked, watching Mike as he leaned forward into the Dumpster to feel for a pulse.

				


				

					“Yes. Looks like someone hit him on the back of the head. There may be another wound, too. There’s a big smear of dried blood on the front of his uniform.”

				


				

					Hannah looked at the area Mike indicated with his flashlight. He was right. There was a smear of something dark on Sheriff Grant’s uniform shirt. She cleared her throat and forced herself to speak. “That’s not blood.”

				


				

					“It’s not?”

				


				

					Hannah shook her head. “It’s fudge frosting. Sheriff Grant died eating one of my cupcakes!”

				


			


		











Chapter
One





















H





annah Swensen moved to the front of the rectangular box and braced herself. Although she had no specialized training, she felt like a member of a bomb squad who was preparing to disarm an explosive device. Taking a deep breath for courage, Hannah reached forward and released the catch that held the grate in place, jumping back to what she hoped would be a safe distance.






“Good heavens!” Hannah gasped as Moishe shot out of the veterinarian-approved small dog carrier and barreled into the kitchen. She’d had no idea her feline roommate could move that fast. He resembled an orange and white blur with multiple feet, all of them moving at warp speed.






Hannah picked up the carrier and stashed it in the laundry room cupboard. The one time she’d forgotten to put it away, Moishe made inroads on the plastic, and it now looked as if a miniature plow had been digging furrows in the top. At least the plastic carrier had held up better than the cardboard one she used the first time she took Moishe to the vet. By the time she arrived, the cardboard was in shreds and Moishe was out and prowling around in the back of her truck, yowling in outrage.






Pausing in the doorway, Hannah was relieved to hear a loud crunching noise coming from the depths of the kitchen. The early morning trip to the vet had been traumatic for both of them and Moishe was attempting to forget the ordeal by eating. It was a good thing she’d topped off his food bowl before they left the condo.






Hannah grabbed the bag of “senior” kitty crunchies her vet had recommended and carried them to the kitchen. Doctor Bob warned her that some cats rejected new food and he’d handed her a handout of helpful tips that were supposed to transform all cats into eager eaters of senior fare.






Moishe raised his head from his bowl to glare at Hannah balefully. It was the same look one might give to a traitor or an unfaithful spouse, and Hannah immediately felt guilty.






“Okay, I’m sorry. I know you hate to go to the vet,” Hannah did her best to explain to a cat who’d never looked more unforgiving. “You were due for your shots and I’m only trying to keep you healthy.”






Moishe stared at her for another long moment and then turned back to his food bowl again. Hannah took advantage of this temporary truce to pour a cup of coffee from the thermos she’d filled before they’d left. “I’ll be right back,” Hannah said to the ears that stuck up over the rim of the food bowl. The rest of Moishe’s face was buried in its depths. “I have to change clothes. You shed all over my new sweater.”






Moishe didn’t deign to reply and Hannah headed off toward the bedroom. Her resident feline always shed when he was unhappy. It wasn’t Doctor Bob. Moishe liked him as well as a cat could like the man who gave him his shots and prodded him in undignified places. He just hated the process of traveling there.






Once Hannah had changed into clothing less hairy, she came back to the kitchen to find Moishe sitting beside an empty food bowl. Since there was no time like the present to try out his new cuisine, Hannah dumped in the senior food and crossed her fingers for luck. Leaving Moishe sniffing the new food suspiciously, she slipped into the old bomber jacket she’d found at Helping Hands, Lake Eden’s thrift shop, and headed for the door. But before Hannah could grab the battle-scarred shoulder bag purse that contained everything she might need for the day and then some, the phone rang.






“Mother,” Hannah muttered in the same tone she reserved for the expletives she tried not to use around her five-year-old niece, Tracey. It had to be her mother. Delores Swensen was a genius at calling at precisely the moment that Hannah intended to step out the door. Sorely tempted to let the answering machine bail her out, Hannah thought better of it. Her mother would only call again at an even more inconvenient time. Giving a deep sigh, she retraced her steps and grabbed the wall phone above the kitchen table.






“Hello, Mother,” Hannah said, sinking down in a chair. Conversations with Delores were seldom brief. But the voice that answered her wasn’t her mother’s.






“I called the shop, but Lisa said you were coming in late because you had to take Moishe to the vet.”






“That’s right,” Hannah said, getting up to pour the last of the coffee into her cup. It was her sister and conversations with Andrea weren’t exactly short either.






“There’s nothing wrong, is there?” Andrea asked.






“Only with my ears. Moishe yowled all the way there and all the way back. He’s fine, Andrea. I just took him in for his shots and his yearly checkup.”






“That’s good,” Andrea said, sounding relieved. “I know how crazy you are about him. Did you take one of Bill’s posters to the vet’s office?”






“Yes. Sue was just putting it up in the window when I left.”






“Oh, good. Every poster helps. Have you read the paper yet?”






Hannah glanced down at her purse. The 

Lake Eden Journal,

 still in its heat-sealed plastic sleeve, was stuck in the side pocket. “I’m bringing it to work with me. I thought I’d read it when I take my break.”






“Look at it now, Hannah. Turn to page three.”






“Okay,” Hannah agreed, proceeding to do just that. But page three was the editorial section, where she didn’t see anything that would account for Andrea’s excitement.






“Do you see it?” Andrea asked, an I-know-something-you-don’t-know note in her voice.






“No.”






“It’s the election poll!”






Hannah bent over the paper for a closer look at the small box Rod Metcalf had been running in the paper for the past month. Then she let out a whoop of excitement. “Bill’s running neck and neck with Sheriff Grant!”






“That’s right! I told him we could do it! Of course the election’s still two weeks away and anything can happen, but wouldn’t it be wonderful if Bill actually 

won?”










“Absolutely! You’ve done a wonderful job running his campaign, Andrea.”






“Thanks. I’ve got some other news, too.”






“What’s that?”






“Doc Knight moved up my due date to the third week in November.”






Hannah frowned. “Can he do that?”






“Sure. It’s all guesswork, anyway. Everybody thinks they can tell, but they can’t. Bill’s mother says she’s sure the baby will be born on election night, but I think she just wants to take my place at Bill’s victory party. Mother’s holding out for early December. She says I’m not as big as I was with Tracey and it’ll be a while yet. Then there’s Bill. He thinks I’ll have the baby early, like before Halloween.”






“When do 

you

 think it’ll be?”






“On Thanksgiving Day, just as we’re sitting down to dessert.”






“How can you tell?” Hannah asked. “Is there some sort of sixth sense that expectant mothers have?”






“No, it’s just that your pecan pie is my favorite part of Thanksgiving dinner. And I’m looking forward to it so much, I just know I’m going to miss it.”






“You won’t miss it. If you have to go to the hospital, I’ll bake another pie and bring it to you.”






“That’s so sweet! Thanks, Hannah. I’d better run…or maybe I should say 

waddle.

 My balance is off today. I’ll check in with you later.”






Hannah said goodbye and hung up the phone. She refilled Moishe’s water and told him what a good boy he was. And since he appeared to be eating his senior fare without a problem, she crumpled up the tip sheet Doctor Bob had given her and tossed it in the trash. Then she pulled on her gloves and headed out the door.






An icy wind greeted Hannah as she stepped outside, and she shivered as she descended the stairs to the ground floor. It was only the middle of October, but it was time to think about resurrecting her winter parka. Once she’d gone down another flight of stairs to the underground garage, Hannah headed straight for her candy apple red Suburban, the vehicle all the Lake Eden children called the “cookie truck,” climbed in behind the wheel, started it up, and headed up the ramp toward the exit.






Hannah drove through her condo complex, turned left on Old Lake Road, and took the scenic route to town. Its circuitous course wound around Eden Lake and although it was longer than the interstate by several miles, Hannah preferred it. There was something soothing about driving past Minnesota family farms and groves of maple trees sporting colorful fall leaves. She preferred the scent of cool water and aromatic pine to the exhaust from whatever car she happened to be following on the interstate.






As Hannah waited for the stoplight at the intersection of Old Lake Road and Dairy Avenue, she spotted a perfect telephone pole. Since there was no one behind her, she pulled over at the side of the road and retrieved one of Bill’s posters from the back of her truck. It only took a moment to tack it up on the pole and Hannah grinned as she stepped back and faced the larger than life-size picture of her brother-in-law’s smiling face. The poster bore the legend “Bill Todd for Sheriff” in large block letters and Hannah had promised Andrea that she’d put up at least six posters every day.






Ten minutes later, Hannah pulled into the alley and turned in at the small white building that housed her bakery and cookie shop. Once she’d parked in her spot and gone in the back door, she washed her hands and went through the swinging restaurant-style door into the coffee shop, prepared to relieve her young partner, Lisa Herman. She found Lisa on a tall stool behind the counter, surrounded by a crowd of morning cookie buyers.






“Here she is now!” Lisa called out, looking very relieved to see Hannah. “You can ask her yourself.”






The crowd swiveled toward Hannah and she noticed that Bertie Straub had stationed herself in front as the point man. Bertie was still wearing her bright purple smock from the Cut ’n Curl and the scowl on her face inversely mirrored the gold happy face on the bib of the smock.






“Well, it’s about time!” Bertie said, glancing pointedly at her watch. “We saw that Bill’s ahead in the polls. Do you honestly think he’s going to win?”






“Of course Bill’s going to win!” It was her mother’s voice. Hannah turned toward the doorway to see Delores standing there, resplendent in a fashionable royal blue pantsuit and sporting a “Bill Todd for Sheriff” button on her collar. “And if you don’t vote for him, Bertie Straub, you’ll have to deal with me!”






Bertie gave an audible gulp. “I’m going to vote for him, Delores.”






“I should hope so!” Delores walked over to take Hannah’s arm. “I need to see you in the kitchen, dear.”






Moments later, Hannah’s mother was settled at the workstation with a cup of coffee and two Peanut Butter Melts. Hannah sat down on an adjoining stool and waited patiently while Delores ate one cookie in dainty bites.






“Delicious!” her mother declared, wiping her hands on a napkin. “Have you heard from Norman?”






“Not yet,” Hannah said, hoping this wasn’t going to turn into a lecture about her reluctance to commit to one particular man. Hannah liked Norman Rhodes and dated him whenever the opportunity presented itself, but her mother believed that any female who wasn’t married by the time she renewed her TV Guide subscription for the second time was doomed. Now that Delores had gone into the antique business with Norman’s mother, Carrie, both of them were nudging for nuptials.






“Carrie says he’s all tied up with the convention,” Delores went on. “He’s heading up a panel on cosmetic dentistry, you know. It’s quite a coup for a practitioner of Norman’s age.”






“I know, Mother. Norman told me all about it before he left for Seattle.”






“Maybe not all,” Delores looked a bit smug. “Did he tell you that Beverly is on his panel?”






“Beverly who?” Hannah asked, even though asking wasn’t really necessary since Delores was all primed to tell her.






“Doctor Beverly Thorndike.”






“Oh,” Hannah said, deciding a one-word response was wisest since she had no idea who Doctor Thorndike was.






“Carrie told me they were planning to be married, but Beverly decided she was too young to make that sort of commitment. At least she gave back the ring. But you must know all this so I won’t go into it again.”






Hannah nodded, even though she knew nothing about Norman’s failed engagement to Beverly Thorndike, female dentist.






“That’s not the reason I came in,” Delores said, reaching into her purse to pull out a recipe card. “I’m sorry I’m late, but here’s my recipe for Hawaiian Pot Roast.”






Hannah did her best not to sigh as she reached out and took the handwritten card. Hawaiian Pot Roast was her mother’s favorite recipe and Hannah had eaten enough of it to last her a lifetime.






“I was in a rush when I copied it. You can read it, can’t you?”






Hannah glanced down at the recipe and nodded.






“It’s not too late to get it in the Lake Eden cookbook, is it, dear?”






Hannah wavered. Saying it was too late would be a handy excuse and it was theoretically true, since the deadline Hannah had given to the other contributors had come and gone. But if she said it was too late to her mother, Delores would never let her hear the end of it. In the interest of family peace, Hannah was obliged to include it.






“It’s not too late,” Hannah said, earning a smile from her mother.






“Thank you, dear. I know I should have turned it in sooner, but I’ve been so busy lately with Bill’s campaign and the store. And now I’d better run. We’re expecting a shipment of Chippewa artifacts and Jon Walker promised he’d stop by to see if he could tell if they’re authentic.”






Delores gave a little wave and ducked out the back door. Granny’s Attic was the next building over and she could dash across the parking lot. Hannah waited until the door had closed behind her mother and then she glanced down at the recipe. 

“Four

 cups of sugar?”






Lisa came into the kitchen just in time to hear Hannah’s comment. “Is that Rose’s coconut cake recipe?”






“No, it’s Mother’s Hawaiian Pot Roast.”






“And it’s that sweet?”






“Enough to make your teeth ache. Mother wrote it out for me and she wants it in the cookbook. Do you think that I should…”






“No,” Lisa interrupted, shaking her head. “She’ll never forgive you if you don’t include it.”






“You’re right. I’ll reduce the sugar, but I can’t make too many changes. If Mother doesn’t recognize her own recipe, I’m going to be on her kill-now-and-bury-later list for the rest of my life.”



















Chapter


Two





















T





he last of the customers had left, the front door of The Cookie Jar was locked, and Hannah and Lisa were in the kitchen, mixing up the cookie dough for the following day. Lisa tore off a strip of plastic wrap to cover a batch of Chocolate-Covered Cherry cookies and glanced up at the clock. “Hannah?”






“Hmm?” Hannah retrieved the chocolate she’d melted for her batch of Black and Whites and added it to her mixing bowl.






“It’s getting late and you’ve got class tonight. Why don’t you go home now?”






Hannah glanced over at her petite partner and smiled. “You’re still a teenager and you’re trying to mother 

me?”










“I’m not trying to mother you. And I won’t be a teenager much longer. I’m turning twenty next month.” Lisa drew herself up to her full five feet, two inches, but her stern effect was spoiled by the fact that one bouncing brown curl had escaped from her health department mandated hairnet.






Hannah gave her bowl a final stir and reached for the plastic wrap. “Maybe I will. But if I do, I’ll come in early tomorrow and do all the baking before you get here.”






“Deal!” Lisa held out her hand and Hannah shook it. “Do you want me to help you with your class tonight? Herb’s tied up until nine, but Marge said to call her anytime and she’ll come over to sit with Dad.”






“That’s okay, Lisa. I can handle it.” Hannah knew that Lisa liked to stay at home with her father whenever she could. Jack Herman had Alzheimer’s and Lisa had turned down a college scholarship to stay home and be with him. Things were a bit easier now that Lisa was engaged to Herb Beeseman, Lake Eden’s security and parking enforcement officer. Herb’s widowed mother, Marge, had dated Lisa’s father in high school and she seemed to enjoy spending time with Jack so that “the children” could go out.






Hannah had just finished stashing her bowl in the walk-in cooler when there was a knock on the back door. She walked over to answer it and found Beatrice Koester standing there, shivering in the cold. “Hi, Beatrice. Come in.”






“Hi, Hannah. Lisa.” Beatrice stepped into the warm kitchen and smiled. “I can only stay a minute. Ted’s waiting for me in his truck.”






Hannah took a moment to wave to Ted, owner and operator of Lake Eden’s salvage yard. Ted waved back, but he looked disgruntled. He probably wanted to get back to work. Hannah shut the door and turned back to Beatrice. “Technically we’re closed, but if you want some cookies we can get them for you.”






“Thanks anyway, Hannah. I just came to bring you a recipe. I know it’s late, but I was going through some of Ted’s mother’s things and I just found it.”






“For the Lake Eden cookbook?” Lisa asked.






“Yes. It’s for her Fudge Cupcakes. Ted just loves them and they’re really good. I asked Mother Koester for the recipe more times than I can count, but she kept forgetting to give it to me.”






“I’m glad you finally got it.” Hannah said with a sympathetic smile. “Some people really hate to share recipes and I’ll bet Ted’s mother was one of them.”






“That’s what I thought, but Ted said I was wrong, that his mother really forgot to bring it all those times she came to visit. Of course, Ted’s mother could do no wrong.”






Hannah bit back a smile. She hadn’t known Ted’s mother, but it sounded as if she could have been the inspiration for quite a few bad mother-in-law jokes.






“Is it too late to put in the cookbook? Now that Ted’s mother is gone, he thinks it would be a fitting memorial to her.”






Hannah reached out and took the recipe. There was no way she could refuse Beatrice when she looked so worried. “It’s not too late. I’ll see it goes in.”






“Oh, thank you, Hannah! But there might be a little problem.”






“With the recipe?” Hannah glanced down at the handwritten card.






“Yes. Just look at the list of ingredients.”






Hannah read the list of ingredients aloud. “Unsweetened chocolate, sugar, butter, flour, milk, and…uh-oh.”






“What is it?” Lisa asked.






“It says, Add one-half cup secret ingredient.”




“I love recipes like that!” Lisa clapped her hands. “It’s always something nobody can guess. What is it this time?”






Hannah shrugged and so did Beatrice. Lisa glanced from one to the other and then she caught on. “It doesn’t say?”






“You got it.” Hannah turned to Beatrice. “Did you ever taste the cupcakes?”






“Yes, and they were wonderful! Alma made them for Ted every year on his birthday, but she wouldn’t let me watch her.”






“What did they taste like? Describe them to us.”






“Well…” Beatrice drew a deep breath and closed her eyes. “They were really good dark chocolate, and they were heavy, not like one of those light cake mixes. They didn’t rise much like those pretty rounded cupcakes you see in magazines, but that was okay because Alma mounded up the fudge frosting on top and you got even more that way. She said they were supposed to have dimples for the frosting.”






Hannah laughed. She couldn’t help it. That was a great way to explain a cake that hadn’t risen as far as you’d expected, and most people, Hannah included, wouldn’t mind a bit as long as the frosting was good. “Can you describe the frosting?”






“Yes, I can. It was fudgy and just a little chewy and it melted in your mouth. I always thought that if you heated it, it would make a perfect fudge sauce for ice cream.”






“Sounds good. Think back to the cupcakes. Was there any kind of hidden or subtle flavor that you can remember?”






“Not really, but…” Beatrice stopped speaking and frowned slightly.






“But what?” Lisa urged her.






“They had a…a sort of German flavor.”






“A German flavor?” Hannah thought about all the chocolate cakes she’d eaten. “Was it like German Chocolate Cake?”






Beatrice shook her head. “No, nothing like that.”






“Do you think it had sauerkraut in it?” Lisa asked. “My mother used to make a chocolate cake with sauerkraut.”






“I know it wasn’t sauerkraut. I make that cake myself.” Beatrice gave a little sigh. “It was sweet and tangy at the same time, like one of those good German tortes. You know the kind I’m talking about. They’re really rich and even if you’re full to bursting, you just want to keep on eating until they’re gone.”






“No wonder you wanted the recipe!” Hannah smiled to set Beatrice at ease. “What do you think, Lisa? Can we figure out Alma’s secret ingredient?”






“We can try. They sound different than the fudge cupcakes that my mother used to make, but I’ve got some ideas already.”






“Great.” Hannah turned back to Beatrice. “Was the cupcake smooth? Or did it have chunks of things inside?”






“No chunks. It was smooth and it tasted almost like eating a chocolate bar.”






“That helps,” Lisa said, nodding quickly. “It eliminates most of the solid things you might add to the batter like nuts, coconut, and chopped fruit.”






“True, but it 

doesn’t

 eliminate anything that’s finely ground, pureed, or melted,” Hannah argued.






Beatrice looked very distressed. “I’m sorry I brought this whole thing up. If Ted wasn’t so all-fired set on having his mother’s recipe in the cookbook, I’d tell you to just forget it.”






“No way!” Both Hannah and Lisa spoke at once. There was a very brief moment of silence and then all three women burst into laughter.






When they’d stopped laughing, Lisa spoke up. “We’ll figure it out, Beatrice. Hannah and I love a good mystery and at least this one doesn’t involve a dead body.”






“Only my mother-in-law,” Beatrice quipped. And then she looked slightly shocked at her own humor. “I’m really glad Ted wasn’t here to hear that!”






 






Hannah gave her hair a final brush and glanced in the mirror one last time. From the neck down, she looked very “teacherly” in her navy blue pantsuit and white blouse. From the neck up, it was another story. The humidity had been high today and her hair was a riot of unruly red curls. Hannah pulled it back, secured it all in the silver clasp her youngest sister, Michelle, had bought from one of her artist friends at Macalester College, and flicked off the light in her bedroom.






“I won’t be late,” Hannah promised, reaching down to pet Moishe as he followed her down the hall. “I’m just going to the school to be what I was going to be before I became what I am now.”






Moishe gave a little yowl and stared up at her. Maybe it was her imagination, but he looked simply stupefied by the explanation she’d just uttered and Hannah burst into laughter. “Sorry. That was confusing. I’ll be teaching an adult cooking class at the school and then I’m going out to dinner with Mike. Don’t worry. I’ll leave you with plenty of food.”






Hannah was still chuckling over her sentence structure as she hurried down the stairs. She was looking forward to her date tonight with Lake Eden’s most popular unmarried man. Mike Kingston had moved to Lake Eden just over a year ago, recruited from the Minneapolis Police Department by Sheriff Grant to head up the Winnetka County Detective Division. Since Mike was Bill’s partner, both Andrea and Bill favored him for the position of brother-in-law. Delores liked Mike, but she’d teamed up with Carrie to push Norman, and Michelle, Hannah’s youngest sister, liked both of them. So did Hannah and that was why she couldn’t choose one over the other. Perhaps it was just as well that neither man had proposed. Sharing her life with someone who didn’t use a litter box might be nice, but Hannah didn’t really want to give up any of her independence.






Twenty minutes later, Hannah drove into the school parking lot. She was early and it was deserted. She pulled up as close to the home economics classroom as she could, grabbed her box of supplies, and headed for the delivery entrance. When Jordan High had been designed, the architect had put in an outside door for ease in delivering kitchen equipment and supplies. The regular teacher, Pam Baxter, had given Hannah a key when she’d agreed to take over the night cooking class. Instead of learning cake decoration, as Pam had originally planned, Hannah’s class would be testing all the recipes that had been submitted for the Lake Eden cookbook.






Hannah stepped inside and flicked on the lights, blinking like an owl caught in the beam of a searchlight. The multiple overhead lighting fixtures were bright enough to turn night into day. When her eyes adjusted, Hannah set her box on a counter. Pam Baxter’s pantry contained all the staples, but she’d brought the special ingredients her class would need for the recipes they were testing tonight. One of the ingredients was a package of sweetened dried cranberries for the cookies Hannah had just created. Since they were made from cranberries and cranberries grew in a bog, she planned to call them Boggles.






Five minutes later, Hannah was ready to teach. Her name was written on the blackboard in the unlikely event there were students who didn’t know her, stacks of recipes were ready to be dispersed to the five groups that would bake at the five kitchen workstations, and the sign-in sheet was displayed on a clipboard at a desk in the front row. The only thing missing was Hannah’s class and she had over an hour before her students would arrive.






Hannah sat down at the desk, but it didn’t feel right. Perhaps she’d been wise to change her career plans. She was a lot happier in front of an oven than she was behind a desk. She got up and walked to one of the workstations. She’d put the extra time to good use by mixing up a batch of Alma Koester’s Fudge Cupcakes without the secret ingredient. Once she’d tasted them, Beatrice might be able to tell what was missing.













[image: image]












Boggles














Preheat oven to 350 degrees F.,


rack in the middle position
















2 cups melted butter 

(4 sticks)










2 cups brown sugar






2 cups white sugar






1 teaspoon baking powder






1 teaspoon baking soda






1 teaspoon salt






4 eggs—beaten






2 teaspoons vanilla






½ teaspoon cinnamon






¼ teaspoon nutmeg






4 cups flour






3 cups sweetened dried cranberries 

(Craisins or another brand)







***












3 cups rolled oats 

(uncooked oatmeal)













	Preheat oven to 350 degrees F. Melt butter in large microwave-safe bowl. Add sugars and let cool a bit. Add eggs, baking powder, baking soda, salt, vanilla, and spices. Add flour and mix. Then add the cranberries and oats and mix everything up. The dough will be quite stiff.


	Drop by teaspoon onto a greased cookie sheet, 12 to a sheet.


	Bake at 350 degrees F. for 12-15 minutes. Cool on cookie sheet for 2 minutes. Remove to rack until cool.





Yield: 10 to 12 dozen, depending on cookie size.




 






These freeze well if you roll them in foil and put them in a freezer bag.
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								Chapter


Three

							

						


					


					

						

							

								

									

										

											H

										

									

								annah had just finished frosting the cupcakes when she heard someone approach in the hallway outside her classroom door. Perhaps it was Mike and he was early.

						


						

							“Is my nose wrong, or do I smell chocolate?”

						


						

							Hannah sighed as she recognized the voice. Then she put a friendly smile on her face and turned toward the doorway. Sheriff Grant had never been one of her favorite people, but he was a good customer at The Cookie Jar and it was wise to be friendly to the man who was Bill and Mike’s boss. “Your nose is right. I’m trying out a recipe for the Lake Eden cookbook.”

						


						

							“It sure smells good.” Sheriff Grant moved closer to the counter and Hannah noticed that he was listing toward the cupcakes at approximately a forty-five degree angle.

						


						

							“Would you like to taste one?” Hannah offered. “I think they’re cool enough.”

						


						

							“That’d be great! I haven’t had anything to eat since lunch and I need to stick around until Kingston gets here. Got some paperwork for him to pass out.”

						


						

							Hannah packaged up four of the cupcakes. She knew Mike was teaching a self-defense class in the room next door. “Do you want to leave the paperwork with me? I can make sure he gets it.”

						


						

							“No, that’s okay. I’ll just wait in the parking lot and catch him when he drives in.” Sheriff Grant accepted the package Hannah gave him with a smile. “Thanks, Hannah. This is really nice of you.”

						


						

							“Maybe not,” Hannah replied with a grin.

						


						

							“What do you mean?”

						


						

							“These cupcakes are an experiment and I haven’t even tasted them yet.”

						


						

							“Do you want a report on how I like them?”

						


						

							“That would be great,” Hannah said with a smile. “You’re a brave man, Sheriff Grant.”

						


						

							“Why’s that?”

						


						

							“For all you know, they might be poisoned. After all, my brother-in-law is running against you in the election.”

						


						

							 

						


						

							When Hannah’s students arrived, she divided them into five groups, one group for each workstation in Jordan High’s home economics room. Then she set them to work testing pastry recipes. One group had the cookie recipe she’d developed, another was baking a pie, the third group was in the process of making a cobbler, the fourth group had a tea bread recipe, and group five was baking a coffee cake.

						


						

							“What is it, Hannah?” Beatrice came rushing over when Hannah motioned to her.

						


						

							“I baked a batch of cupcakes before class. I need you to taste one and tell me what you think.”

						


						

							Beatrice took a cupcake from the plate Hannah offered. She chewed thoughtfully for a moment and then she shook her head. “I’m sorry, Hannah. These aren’t like the ones I remember.”

						


						

							“I know. I made them plain, without the secret ingredient. I thought you might be able to tell what’s missing.”

						


						

							Beatrice took another bite and chewed slowly. Then she shook her head again. “I just can’t tell. I know it’s something. These are really good, but the ones Mother Koester made had a wonderful aftertaste and they weren’t quite as dry. You got the frosting just right though. It’s exactly the same as she used to make.”

						


						

							“Thanks, Beatrice. You’ve been a big help.”

						


						

							“I have? All I did was tell you that you don’t have it right.”

						


						

							“I know, but you also gave me a clue. If these are drier cupcakes, the secret ingredient must be something that makes them moist. Now all I have to do is figure out what it is.”

						


						

							“I’m glad I helped. What makes cupcakes moist besides water, or milk?”

						


						

							“Several different things. Pudding in the batter could do it. So could more eggs, more butter, more oil, or adding some kind of moist ingredient. Even baking them in a slower oven or for less time might do it.”

						


						

							Beatrice looked amused. “That doesn’t narrow it down much.”

						


						

							“No, it doesn’t. But we have more information than we did this afternoon and I’m going to jot down some things to try. If you think of anything else to tell me about the cupcakes, just give me a holler.”

						


						

							Hannah’s class crowded seven students at each of the five workstations, in a classroom designed for less than thirty students. The only thing that saved the situation from becoming total chaos was the fact that these were women who were used to cooking together in community or family kitchens. Hannah gave each group seven tasks to be performed during the baking and the tasks were assigned by drawing names. First there was a leader, the person responsible for the group. Then there were two fetchers. They foraged in the pantry to gather the ingredients. One group member was the designated measurer. She measured the various ingredients and assembled them in appropriate bowls and cups. Another group member was in charge of mixing the ingredients, and the last two group members were in charge of preheating the oven and preparing the baking pans. Once the batter or the dough had been mixed, the leader was the one who put it into the baking pans and placed it in the oven.

						


						

							“Hannah?” Edna Ferguson, the head cook at Jordan High and leader of one of Hannah’s groups, waved frantically at her across the room.

						


						

							“What is it, Edna?”

						


						

							“It’s this tea bread dough. It’s not right. Come over here and stir it and you’ll see what I mean.”

						


						

							Hannah hurried to the workstation and gave the bowl a stir. The dough was as thin as crepe batter.

						


						

							“See what I mean?”

						


						

							“I see. Are you sure you followed the recipe exactly?”

						


						

							“I’m positive,” Edna said, nodding so vigorously her tight gray curls bounced.

						


						

							“I’m positive, too,” Linda Gradin spoke up. “I did the measuring and I watched while Donna mixed it all up.”

						


						

							Donna Lempke nodded. “We even talked about the flour. It just didn’t seem like it would be enough and we had Edna double check the recipe. That’s what it says, Hannah. A cup and a half.”

						


						

							“Let’s see.” Hannah took the recipe that Edna handed to her and frowned as she read it. There was definitely a discrepancy between the amount of liquid and dry ingredients.

						


						

							“Should I add more flour?” Edna asked. “It’ll never turn out right this way. I think another cup’ll be just right.”

						


						

							“No, you’d just be guessing at the amount. This is Helen Barthel’s recipe. Let’s call her and check.”

						


						

							“I’ll do it,” Charlotte Roscoe volunteered.

						


						

							“Thanks, Charlotte,” Hannah said, smiling at the school secretary. “We’ll just wait while you run up to your office.”

						


						

							Charlotte drew a cell phone from her pocket. “This is faster. Does anybody know Helen’s number off the top of their head?”

						


						

							One student was reciting the number when Hannah heard Gail Hansen call out from the group at the next workstation. “Could you come here for a minute, Hannah? We don’t know if these cookies are big enough.”

						


						

							Hannah walked over to look. Gail’s group was testing the Boggles she’d developed. “They look just perfect, Gail.”

						


						

							“Good!” Gail slipped the cookies into the oven and motioned for Irma York to start the timer. “I’m a little worried about one thing in the recipe, though.”

						


						

							“What’s that?”

						


						

							“You say to form the dough into walnut-sized balls. That just won’t 

									fadge

								 in some parts of the state.”

						


						

							“Won’t what?”

						


						

							“Won’t 

									fadge.”

								 Gail gave an embarrassed laugh. “Sorry, Hannah. I went to a Regency club meeting this afternoon and I’m still talking that way. I just mean it won’t work, that it might confuse a lot of people. I’ll bet there are plenty of folks in the big cities who’ll think you mean a shelled walnut.”

						


						

							“Really? I never thought of that, but you could be right. I’d better reword it.”

						


						

							“I just talked to Helen,” Charlotte called out. “She checked her recipe book and it’s two and a half cups, not one and a half cups. Edna was right when she wanted to add another cup.”

						


						

							Hannah gave Edna a thumbs-up for guessing the amount of flour correctly. Of course that wasn’t all that surprising. Edna had been baking almost every day for the past forty-plus years.

						


						

							Hannah had just turned to group three to see how their pie was coming when she heard a bloodcurdling scream.

						


						

							“What was 

									that?”

								 Hannah gasped, her eyes darting around the room to make sure that none of her students was hurt.

						


						

							“I don’t know!” Edna sounded thoroughly shocked. “Should we call the police? I’m almost sure it came from the classroom next door.”

						


						

							Hannah laughed, her fears put to rest. “If it came from next door, it 

									is

								 the police. Mike Kingston’s in there with his self-defense class. He’s probably teaching his students to scream if someone tries to mug them.”

						


						

							The words had just left Hannah’s mouth when more screaming ensued from the classroom next door. This was followed by blasts on whistles and instructions to back off. It was definitely Mike’s class making all that noise. Hannah and her students shared another laugh and then they went back to their baking.

						


						

							It wasn’t easy to concentrate on testing recipes when the class next door was so noisy, but Hannah’s students managed to do it. By the time nine o’clock rolled around and the class officially ended, they had divided up the baked goods so that everyone could have some to take home, cleaned the workstations, and decided which recipes they wanted to test in their own kitchens as homework. Five minutes later, Hannah’s classroom was deserted and she was just doing a final check of the pantry when Mike knocked on the open door.

						


						

							“Hi, Hannah. Are you ready for that steak?”

						


						

							“I’ve been dreaming about it all day.” Hannah turned to look at him and her breath caught in her throat. Steak wasn’t the only thing she’d been dreaming of. Tall, rugged, and handsome, it was no wonder that every single woman in town, and some that weren’t so single, were staying awake nights trying to think of ways to attract Mike’s attention. If the Winnetka County Sheriff’s Department wanted to put out one of the beefcake calendars that so many other groups were doing to raise money, all they’d have to do was put Mike on the cover and they’d have a bestseller. “Did Sheriff Grant catch you on your way in? He stopped by here and he said he had some handouts for you.”

						


						

							“He was waiting for me when I pulled into the parking lot. I told him I wouldn’t pass out the flyers.”

						


						

							“Why not?”

						


						

							“They were Grant for Sheriff flyers.”

						


						

							“They were?” Hannah started to chuckle. “No wonder he didn’t want to leave them with me! And isn’t there some kind of rule about passing out political flyers in school?”

						


						

							“There’s a rule. When I mentioned it to him, he decided he’d just hand them to people when they drove in.”

						


						

							“I take it you’re not voting for Sheriff Grant?” Hannah teased.

						


						

							“Of course not. I’m voting for Bill. He’s my partner and my best friend. You should know that, Hannah.”

						


						

							“I do,” Hannah said with a sigh. There were times when Mike was far too serious to be teased and it seemed that this was one of them. “I wonder if Sheriff Grant’s still around. I gave him some cupcakes to test for me and he promised to let me know how he liked them.”

						


						

							“If he’s gone, I’ll ask him for you tomorrow.” Mike picked up Hannah’s jacket and held it for her. “Let’s go. I skipped lunch and I’m hungry.”

						


						

							Hannah slipped into her jacket and was about to pick up her shoulder bag purse when she remembered the garbage. “Just let me run out with the trash. I want to make sure that backdoor’s locked anyway.”

						


						

							“Need some help?”

						


						

							“I can handle it. There’s just the one bag. You can double check the ovens and stovetops to make sure they’re all turned off.”

						


						

							Hannah grabbed the garbage bag and headed out the delivery door, blinking in the light of the high-wattage security light that came on as she passed by the sensor. She headed for the Dumpster, opened the lid, and lifted the bag. But before she dropped it inside, Hannah happened to glance down into the depths of the Dumpster.

						


						

							For one shocked moment, Hannah froze, the bag of garbage suspended over the Dumpster and her mouth forming a perfectly round “o” of surprise. Then she pulled the bag back, set it down on the asphalt, and told herself that she must be imagining things, that there really hadn’t been something in the bottom of the Dumpster that had resembled a human arm.

						


						

							

								

									Looks are deceiving,

								 Hannah repeated one of her grandmother Elsa’s favorite sayings several times in her mind, and then she stepped back for a second look. It was an arm all right. And the arm was attached to a body.

						


						

							“Uh-oh,” Hannah groaned, swallowing hard, and at that exact moment, the security light cycled off. The sudden absence of the megawatt glare made the darkness seem even more intense and Hannah had all she could do not to scream. She reminded herself that she had two choices. She could stand here wondering if she’d really seen what she thought she’d seen, or she could run back inside and get Mike.

						


						

							The delivery door opened with a creak and Hannah almost jumped out of her skin. Then she heard a voice. “Hannah? Is there a problem?”

						


						

							It was Mike’s voice. Hannah swallowed hard. It seemed she had a third choice. She could say that there was a problem and ask Mike to get over here on the double. That would be the wisest choice, if only she could find her voice.

						


						

							“Hannah?”

						


						

							“Over here,” Hannah gulped out the words.

						


						

							“What is it? You sound funny.”

						


						

							Hannah took a deep breath. And then she said, as clearly as she could. “There’s a body in this Dumpster.”

						


						

							Mike wasted no time in joining Hannah. He pulled out his flashlight, trained the beam inside, and groaned. “It’s Sheriff Grant.”

						


						

							“Dead?” Hannah asked, watching Mike as he leaned forward into the Dumpster to feel for a pulse.

						


						

							“Yes.”

						


						

							Hannah gulped, trying to accept the fact that someone she’d spoken to less than three hours ago was inside a school Dumpster, dead.

						


						

							“Looks like someone hit him on the back of the head. There may be another wound, too. There’s a big smear of dried blood on the front of his uniform.”

						


						

							Despite her revulsion, Hannah looked at the area Mike indicated with his flashlight. He was right. There was a smear of something dark on Sheriff Grant’s uniform shirt. She cleared her throat and forced herself to speak. “That’s not blood.”

						


						

							“It’s not?”

						


						

							Hannah shook her head. “It’s fudge frosting. Sheriff Grant died eating one of my cupcakes!”

						


					


				





					

						

							

								Chapter


Four

							

						


					


					

						

							

								

									

										

											H

										

									

								annah had no sooner stepped inside her condo than the phone rang. She knew exactly who it was and she headed straight for the kitchen to answer it. “Hello, Mother.”

						


						

							“Hello, 

									Mother?

								 How did you know it was me?”

						


						

							“Who else would it be? Andrea probably called you right after Bill called to tell her.”

						


						

							“Well…actually, that’s right.” Delores sounded a bit perturbed that Hannah had guessed her gossip source. “I just can’t believe that you found another body!”

						


						

							“It’s true, but you shouldn’t be jealous. I let you find the last one.” Hannah glanced down at Moishe, who was rubbing against her ankle so hard he was very close to knocking her off balance. His bowl was empty and he didn’t seem to mind the switch in his diet at all. “Hold on for a second, Mother. Just let me feed Moishe and then we can talk.”

						


						

							Hannah set the phone on the table and walked over to the broom closet where she kept Moishe’s food. She unlocked the padlock, opened the door and poured Moishe a bowlful of his new food. It might have seemed strange to guard cat food with a padlock, but it kept the bag safe from the feline who wasn’t shy about getting his own breakfast, lunch, or dinner. Moishe had defeated every other attempt Hannah had made to keep him out of the broom closet, but he hadn’t figured out the padlock yet. He had made progress on the wooden door, though. There was a series of bite and claw marks near the bottom and Hannah suspected it was only a matter of time before her four-footed roommate triumphed once again.

						


						

							“Okay, Mother. I’m back,” Hannah said, grabbing the phone and sitting down at the table in one fluid motion. “What did 

									you

								 hear?”

						


						

							“Not much. All Bill told Andrea was that you found Sheriff Grant inside the school Dumpster.”

						


						

							“That’s what happened all right.”

						


						

							“I feel so sorry for poor Nettie Grant!”

						


						

							“Me, too,” Hannah said. Sheriff Grant’s wife had practically gone into seclusion three years ago when the Grants had lost their only child in a car crash.

						


						

							“This is going to be so difficult for her,” Delores went on. “She was just getting over Jamie’s death, and now her husband is gone, too! Do you think they’re related, Hannah?”

						


						

							“Who?” Hannah asked, thoroughly confused by her mother’s question.

						


						

							“Not who…

									what!

								 I’m talking about Jamie’s death and Sheriff Grant’s death.”

						


						

							“I don’t see how they could be related, Mother.”

						


						

							“Use your head, Hannah. We know that Nettie was totally grief-stricken when Jamie was killed and it took her almost a whole year to come out of her depression. It must have hit Sheriff Grant just as hard. I wouldn’t be a bit surprised to find out that his grief had gotten the best of him and he’d decided that he just couldn’t go on any longer.”

						


						

							“You mean…suicide?”

						


						

							“Of course I mean suicide. Do you think that’s what happened?”

						


						

							“No.”

						


						

							“Why not? It makes sense to me.”

						


						

							Hannah sighed deeply. She hadn’t intended to give her mother any of the gruesome details, but she couldn’t let Delores run around town expounding her suicide theory.

						


						

							“It wasn’t suicide, Mother.”

						


						

							“How do 

									you

								 know?”

						


						

							“I think it’s unlikely that Sheriff Grant ate one of my cupcakes, bashed himself in the back of the head so hard that he cracked it open, and then dragged himself to the school Dumpster and crawled in to die. I’ll admit my cupcakes weren’t perfect, but they weren’t 

									that

								 bad.”

						


						

							“This is not the time to be flippant, Hannah!”

						


						

							“Right,” Hannah said and then she was perfectly silent. Her mother was a bright woman. It might take her a moment or two, but Delores would pick up on the obvious.

						


						

							“Wait a minute!” Delores was so excited her voice shook. “Did you say that Sheriff Grant was killed by a blow to the back of his head?”

						


						

							“That’s right.”

						


						

							“But that’s impossible, unless…” Delores drew out her last word so long it came out of Hannah’s receiver as a hiss. “He was murdered! Why didn’t you tell me before?!”

						


						

							“You didn’t ask.”

						


						

							“Well, I’m asking now. And a good daughter would have told me before I 

									had

								 to ask! Sit down if you’re not sitting already, and tell me everything that happened. And don’t you dare leave anything out!”

						


						

							 

						


						

							Ten minutes later, Hannah hung up the phone. Her neck was sore from cradling the phone between her head and her shoulder while she talked and foraged for something to eat, but her hunt through the refrigerator and the pantry had been successful. It was a far cry from a steak, but she managed to open a can of tuna, mix it with a little mayonnaise, and spread it on a piece of dark pumpernickel. She spread a second piece of pumpernickel with cream cheese softened in the microwave and topped it off with wafer thin slices of sweet onion that Lisa had grown in her greenhouse. Once the two halves of the sandwich were stacked together and cut into quarters, Hannah poured herself a glass of what she called Chateau Screwtop, the white jug wine currently on sale at CostMart.

						


						

							“You’ve got your own yummy food,” Hannah said, glancing down at Moishe. He was pressing against her ankle again and a twenty-three pound cat could press hard.

						


						

							Moishe yowled and Hannah realized that she was being ridiculous. Who was she trying to kid? The most expensive cat food in the world couldn’t compare to one of her tuna sandwiches.

						


						

							Once she’d managed to seat herself on the sofa despite Moishe’s efforts to trip her, Hannah flicked on the television with the remote control and bit into her sandwich. Delicious! Lisa’s onion was excellent. She’d have to remember to mention it tomorrow morning when Lisa came in to work. In the meantime, there was a whole sandwich to eat and Hannah applied herself to that task with true dedication.

						


						

							Once the sandwich was gone and Moishe had been pacified with several morsels of tuna that she’d set aside for him, Hannah settled down to watch television with her glass of wine.

						


						

							Cable programming was nothing to write home about on this particular Monday night and Hannah flicked through the channels, wondering how anyone could be content to stay home and watch television. There was only one program that interested her, a study of holiday fruitcakes and how they had evolved over the years.

						


						

							Hannah watched with interest. Most of the fruitcakes they showed were beautiful when they were sliced, the candied fruit resembling brightly colored jewels under the lights. She’d always thought that in a perfect world, fruitcake would taste as good as it looked. Unfortunately, as far as Hannah was concerned, it didn’t. There was only one fruitcake that Hannah liked and it was her own recipe. She created it for her father and it didn’t have a single speck of citron or candied fruit. It was called Dad’s Chocolate Fruitcake and she planned to put it in the Lake Eden cookbook.

						


						

							The program was almost over when Hannah caught a glimpse of an orange and white blur out of the corner of her eye. It was Moishe, heading off to the laundry room, even though he’d just come from there a few minutes ago. Now that she thought about it, Hannah was almost sure she’d seen him take the same route several times.

						


						

							“Are you okay, Moishe?” Hannah asked, getting up on her feet. Moishe never went into the laundry room unless he needed to use his litter box. If his new senior food was upsetting his stomach, she’d call the vet in the morning.

						


						

							When Hannah stepped into the laundry room, she found Moishe standing by his litter box. But instead of getting in, as she expected him to, he just leaned over the side, dropped something in, and reached out with a paw to cover it.

						


						

							“That’s strange,” Hannah commented, watching as her cat headed back to the kitchen again. Several months ago, Moishe had buried the back half of a mouse in his litter box. Perhaps he’d caught something and was giving it the feline version of a decent burial.

						


						

							Hannah grabbed the scoop and exhumed the item that Moishe had buried. It wasn’t a mouse, or a part of a mouse. It wasn’t even a cricket, or a moth. It was a pristine nugget of his new senior cat food. Suddenly suspicious, she dug around a bit in the litter box, uncovering more evidence of Moishe’s distaste. By his choice of burial spot, her cat was making a graphic comment about the palatability of his dinner.

						


						

							“Okay,” Hannah sighed, accepting the inevitable. Nothing was ever as easy as it seemed.

						


						

							As she stepped into the kitchen, Hannah glanced over at Moishe. He was standing by his food bowl, watching her every move. His yellow eyes seemed to brighten as she headed for the broom closet and his stash of old kitty crunchies. When she took out the bag, his eyes fairly gleamed with an eager light.

						


						

							“You win, Moishe,” Hannah said, rinsing out his bowl and filling it with his regular chow. She knew she was surrendering in the war between feline wits and human wits, but there was no way she wanted to listen to hungry yowls all night.

						


						

							 

						


						

							The next day, The Cookie Jar was crowded. It seemed that almost everyone in town had heard about Sheriff Grant’s murder, and Hannah suspected that her own mother had spread the word to at least half the population of Lake Eden all by herself.

						


						

							“Absolutely not,” Hannah said, pouring more coffee as she responded to Bertie Staub’s question. It was the same answer she’d been giving all morning. Everyone who came in for cookies and coffee wanted to know if she’d be investigating.

						


						

							“But don’t you want to help?” Bertie asked, turning to smile at Andrea, who’d just come in the front door.

						


						

							“I’ll help in any way I can, but only as a private citizen.”

						


						

							“But what if they ask you to help? Would you do it then?”

						


						

							“They won’t.” Hannah slid over to make room as Andrea ducked behind the counter. “One of their own has been killed and they’ll want to run their own investigation. I wouldn’t dream of interfering and I’m not involved in any way.”

						


						

							“Yes, you are,” Andrea hissed, just loud enough for Hannah to hear it. Her lips were perfectly stationary and fixed in a smile, and Hannah was impressed. She hadn’t known that Andrea had ventriloquism skills.
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