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Praise for

Plum Deadly

“A well-constructed plot and lively dialogue. . . . Fans of Joanne Fluke’s Hannah Swenson series and other culinary cozies will be satisfied.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Cuddle up and lose yourself in the cozy Pie in the Sky pie shop with Maggie, Aunt Clara, and the rest of the gang . . . a charming little mystery that kept me entertained until the very end.”

—Rainy Day Ramblings Book Blog
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Is there any way this could be a different Donald Wickerson?” Maggie Grady asked as she and Ryan Summerour sat drinking coffee. “One who doesn’t seem to kill the women who fall in love with him?”

It was the Christmas season at Pie in the Sky, a pie shop near the Duke University campus in Durham, North Carolina. Temperatures had dipped obligingly low for holiday festivities and shoppers. A snowstorm had added a powdery white dusting to rooftops and trees. It was a perfect Christmas-card scene.

Except for one thing.

Maggie’s Aunt Clara seemed to be smitten with a man who might be responsible for the deaths of each of his six wives.

“I don’t think there’s any mistake. I’ve done my research.”

Ryan owned and operated his family’s business, the Durham Weekly newspaper. He’d first received a tip about Donald Wickerson from a friend in Georgia about six months ago. Since then he’d followed other newspaper stories about the man they’d dubbed the Black Widower, who had now moved to North Carolina.

He’d known about Wickerson long before Aunt Clara had met him at the library a few months before. He just never expected her to meet and fall for the man.

Maggie shook her head in frustration. Her short brown hair flew around her pretty face. She closed her green eyes—the same color as her aunt’s.

“I can’t believe it. Just as I get my life settled, Aunt Clara goes off the deep end for some ‘black widower.’ It’s crazy.”

“Give her a break. She’s been alone for a long time. She’s looking for someone special in her life. My father would be the same way if he met someone who was interested in golf and didn’t mind him trumpeting his political views every five minutes. I don’t know how my mother lived with him.”

Ryan ran his hand through his dark-blond hair. Instead of calming it down, the gesture made the ends curlier. He squinted at a stack of old newspaper articles from around the state, selecting one from the top, and holding it an arm’s length away from his blue eyes. He was in his forties, and fighting the need to wear glasses.

“You’re going to have to give in and get glasses.” Maggie watched him with a smile. “If you hold papers any farther from your face when you read, you’ll go cross-eyed.”

Maggie and Ryan had only been a couple for a few weeks—they’d met after Maggie moved back home to Durham earlier in the fall. It had been a difficult transition settling back into small-town life since she’d spent the past ten years working in New York, but meeting Ryan had helped.

It was a good relationship, after they’d worked out the kinks. They’d met under unfortunate circumstances. Ryan had wanted to write a story about her for the Durham Weekly, but it hadn’t been very flattering given that she’d come home in a firestorm after being fired from her job for embezzlement.

But they’d clicked soon after. They seemed to have a lot in common, despite the differences in their choice of work. They’d both graduated from Duke University. They’d both grown up here and had become part of family-owned businesses.

“Okay, let’s just focus on what we can do to keep your aunt from being Donald’s next victim.”

“I thought you were going to write about him in the paper?” Maggie got up to start cleaning the pie shop. It was almost six, closing time.

There had been a flurry of activity earlier, before the snow had started falling. People liked to load up on extra food before it snowed. After the white stuff was on the ground, they wanted to stay inside, make popcorn, and drink hot chocolate. “I want to write about him, but I can’t use his real name. After the first article came out in my friend’s newspaper, his lawyer threatened to sue. I’ve been careful. I can’t afford a big lawsuit. He has a lot more money than I do since he keeps inheriting from his dead wives.”

He got up and took their coffee cups to the kitchen. Maggie followed him to get the mop. The dark-blue tile floor in the eating area of Pie in the Sky was excellent for hiding coffee stains from customers.

But she still knew they were there.

“Have you talked to Frank about it?”

Frank Waters was a Durham homicide detective who’d helped Ryan with a few other articles he’d written in the ten years he’d been running the paper. Frank was friends with Ryan’s father, Garrett, who’d run the paper before him.

“There’s nothing he can do.” Ryan put the cups and other dishes he found into the dishwasher in the kitchen. “Technically, Donald hasn’t done anything wrong. He’s been investigated after each of his wives’ deaths—they never find anything. All of their deaths were ruled accidents. Frank warned me about using Donald’s real name. That’s about it.”

Maggie viciously rammed the mop into the wringer on the bucket. “Well, I’m not standing around waiting until Donald ‘accidentally’ kills Aunt Clara. I just got her back in my life again. I’m not losing her to some lucky serial killer who preys on women with a little money and property.”

She’d been trying to find some way to broach the subject with her aunt to warn her of his intentions, but she still hadn’t found the right moment, or the right way to go about it.

The front door chimed, letting them know someone had come in.

“Yoo-hoo!” Aunt Clara called from the front. “Is anyone here? I know it’s closing time, but we’d like some coffee, please!”

Maggie peeked around the corner of the service window between the kitchen and the front shop area. “He’s with her. We’ll have to table this discussion until later.”

“There you are!” Aunt Clara’s merry voice matched the holiday decorations and the twinkling lights around the pie shop. “I was beginning to wonder what a person had to do to get some service in this joint.”

Her aunt giggled as she held Donald’s hand, which made Maggie cringe. Clara’s wrinkled face was still pretty, with its slight blush and sharp green eyes. In her youth, red hair had flowed softly around her shoulders. Now that she was older, she cut and dyed her hair, making it a strange, orange-colored fringe of sorts that still framed her face.

“Well, some customers can be very annoying,” Maggie joked, quickly shooting a pointed glare at Donald, who didn’t seem to notice.

It was hard to keep from turning to Donald and accusing him of preying on her aunt, but it seemed she had no choice but to be amiable since she had no real proof that he’d done anything wrong.

At least not yet.

Maggie spared them a smile as she brought out two cups of coffee. “What are you two up to?”

“We’re back from a wonderful program about the history of Christmas at the library. Donald said he wanted to try our Marvelous Mince pie.”

Donald smiled and kissed Clara’s hand. “That’s right. Your pretty little aunt convinced me that her mincemeat pie is as good as my mother’s used to be. I have my doubts. Clara can be quite persuasive.”

Maggie wanted to slap Donald and tell him to keep his hands off her aunt.

But what if Ryan was wrong? What if Donald was her aunt’s last chance at happiness?

Donald certainly didn’t look like a killer. He was tall and handsome for an older man. He reminded her of a model for an ad selling flannel shirts and boots. He had that rugged, outdoor quality to him.

She couldn’t ruin a possible chance for her aunt’s happiness without hard proof. “My aunt makes a mean mincemeat pie. I’ll be happy to get you a slice. Anything for you, Aunt Clara?”

“Yes, honey. I’ll take a slice of the coconut custard. It’s named after me. I feel guilty if I don’t eat some once in a while. Not too much—I don’t want to put on any weight.”

Donald stared into her eyes. “You have such a trim little figure. I’m sure you don’t have to worry about it, Clara. Now, me, on the other hand, I have to be careful or what’s left of my muscle will go right to fat.”

Maggie wished she were charmed by how cute they were together as he patted his flat stomach. Aunt Clara beamed at him adoringly.

It was hard to look at the two of them together without thinking about those other women who’d once thought he was charming.

Maggie hurried back into the kitchen to get the slices of pie.

“You have to tell her.” Ryan had already dished out some mincemeat pie for her. “She has to know.”

“What would I say? ‘Ryan thinks the man you’re dating is a killer’? She’d ask how you know. You don’t really have that answer.”

“We could show her the old newspaper clippings.”

Maggie thought about it as she sliced Clara’s Coconut Cream pie for her aunt. “Maybe that would work. I could accidentally leave your file open with the clippings on the kitchen table at home.”

Ryan scoffed at that. “That’s going to be better than telling her?”

“It would present the evidence you have at the same time as the accusation.” Maggie closed up the pies and put them back into the refrigerator. She picked up a pie plate in each hand. “She doesn’t know anything about this. She hasn’t made the connection yet between your articles and Donald. I don’t want to just blurt it out.”

Ryan put a fork on each plate. “If you’re going to do that, I think you should do it here. We could set something up like we’re looking at the file when she walks in.”

“How is that better?”

He shrugged. “It would be safer. I’m worried what her reaction will be, aren’t you? She should know the truth, but I don’t want her to run to him for comfort.”

“And if she chooses to go out with him anyway and hates me for bringing the whole thing up?”

“She’s not going to hate you for saving her life. She might not like it at first, but she’ll forgive you later. I’ll bet the women Donald killed would have wanted someone in their family to do as much for them.”

Maggie rolled her eyes at the idea and took the pie out to Aunt Clara and Donald.

“Thank you so much, Maggie.” Donald’s smile seemed warm and genuine as he took the pie from her. “Your aunt has told me all about you. I look forward to furthering our acquaintance in the future.”

“Me too.” Maggie moved away to continue closing down the pie shop for the night. She wished he wasn’t trying so hard to be charming. It made it hard to dislike him. Either he was innocent or he had his act down perfectly.

“Sit with us for a minute.” Her aunt pulled out a new dark-blue chair for her. “Everything looks so wonderful in here now that the remodeling is done.”

The entire shop had recently received a much-needed face-lift, playing up Pie in the Sky’s history, and its family ties to Duke University. The dark-blue school colors were echoed in the new seat covers, tile floor, and counter. The old, flat ceiling lights had been replaced by coffee-cup-shaped lights. Maggie had hung old photos taken at the school and at Pie in the Sky. It was a great touch.

Maggie didn’t want to refuse her aunt. It was important to maintain her relationship with Aunt Clara through this. Even if she was worried about Donald, alienating Aunt Clara would be like handing her over to the man.

So she sat.

“Your aunt tells me you used to work in New York City.” Donald carefully chewed his pie as he spoke.

He was certainly neat and had excellent manners—all the better to snag the ladies and kill them, she supposed.

Ryan had said that this man preyed on older women who were well off and alone. Maybe she could say something to warn him off, to make sure he understood how things were. If he was even thinking about killing her aunt to get her money and property, he needed to think again.

“Now that I’m Aunt Clara’s full partner in the pie shop, it’s nice to see some new things done around here.”

“Yes,” Aunt Clara chimed in. “Maggie and I work very well together. Of course, there’s going to come a time when being here five days a week at five thirty in the morning might get to be too much for me. I’m glad I’ll have her to take over.”

Maggie was surprised by her aunt’s words. “You’ve never said anything about retiring. Is something wrong?”

“No, of course not,” Clara denied. “I’m only thinking about the future.”

“Your aunt has worked hard her whole life, from what she’s told me,” Donald intervened. “You have to expect she might want a nice, long rest. Maybe in the Bahamas, or Mexico. It would be good to get away from these harsh winters near the mountains.”

“Aunt Clara loves winter.” Maggie mangled the dish towel she held. “She loves snow and ice. And she loves working at Pie in the Sky.”

“You’re absolutely right.” Aunt Clara put her hand on Maggie’s. “And I’m not talking about right now or even tomorrow. Just someday. I’m not the spring chicken who first opened this place before you were born.”

Aunt Clara transferred her gaze and her hand to Donald with a sweet smile. “I’ve been learning about the fine art of enjoying life without working. One doesn’t need to work hard all the time. That’s why I took off early today. I deserve an occasional day off.”

Maggie could hardly believe her ears. She’d never heard her aunt sound this way. It had to be Donald. He was already setting her up to depend on him. Next, he’d convince her to marry him and then he’d be trying to figure out ways to get rid of Maggie.

She had to nip this in the bud.

“Excuse me, but I’m not such a lady of leisure.” Maggie got to her feet and tried to keep her tone light and airy. She didn’t want to tip Donald off. “The pie shop won’t close itself.”

“Go right ahead, honey.” Aunt Clara nibbled at her pie. “We’ll finish up here, and Donald said he’ll take us home.”

“Ryan’s here.” He waved to Aunt Clara from the service window. “I’ll have him take me home. You two take your time. I’ll see you when I get there.” She took the dirty coffeepots to the kitchen to be washed.

When the door between the dining room and the kitchen had swung closed behind her, Maggie’s anger boiled over. “That’s it. You’re right. We have to find a way to tell her.”
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Maggie said good night to Ryan in the car. She was tired when she reached the house she shared with her aunt. It was the house Maggie had grown up in after her parents had died in a terrible car wreck when she was a child.

Aunt Clara and Uncle Fred had taken her in when she was five and done their best to make her part of their family. Her aunt and uncle had no children of their own, and Maggie had become like their daughter.

The house was an older, two-story red-brick that had mellowed in the hot sun to more of a pink shade. Maggie and her aunt had painted the faded shutters and doors to a sparkling white again since she’d come back home.

It had been hard for her aunt since she’d lost Uncle Fred, who had died of a heart attack one evening a few years before, after they’d come home from the pie shop. Maggie hadn’t known how hard it had been until she’d moved home again. Between her and her aunt, they’d managed to settle into a new rhythm together, and tackle things that had been ignored for a long time.

The stubborn crack in the concrete stairs leading to the house wasn’t one of them. Maggie sighed as she walked past it and opened the door. She went inside, hung up her coat, and took off her boots.

Of course, Donald was still there.

He was sitting back in one of the good chairs with his long legs crossed, holding a delicate cup filled with one of Aunt Clara’s fragrant teas. He looked so much at home that Maggie gritted her teeth, quickly passing by the living room and going upstairs to her bedroom. She’d have to talk to Aunt Clara later.

She took a quick shower and bundled up in her flannel pajamas and robe after she was done. A new furnace was on her list for next year. The old one was electric and left them cold most of the time. She hoped to add a gas furnace and a couple of gas logs for the fireplace in the parlor. Just the thought of it made her feel warmer.

She was saving money for the upgrade, hoping not to have to draw the money from their savings. The pie shop was making enough money for them to survive but not enough for them to thrive. Plus, Maggie liked the idea of having a small cushion. She was a rainy-day kind of girl.

She thumbed through the pie shop trade magazines she received on a regular basis. She’d been surprised how many periodicals were dedicated to making pie. There were also some online groups that she belonged to that were very helpful in coming up with new ideas for pies and ways to promote the shop.

With Christmas upon them, Maggie had gone all out for the season. Not only were the festive decorations new, she’d also added some new recipes she and Aunt Clara had tried. Christmas had always been her favorite time of the year—it was something she and Aunt Clara shared. Maggie wanted her aunt to be happy, the same way Maggie was happy with Ryan. She wanted Ryan to be wrong about Donald even though she was afraid he might be right. The newspaper clippings were very convincing, even though there hadn’t been enough evidence to arrest him.

Maggie looked out the window at the old tree she used to climb down when she was a kid. It was dark, but in her mind’s eye, she knew every branch and curve of that old oak. Uncle Fred had even assisted her mode of escape by adding various devices to help her get up and down.

The truth was that she had no way of keeping Aunt Clara completely safe. She could only tell her aunt what she knew and hope she would be wary of Donald. Donald was a black mark on the otherwise pleasant life she’d set up for herself since coming back to Durham. Though the beginning of that transition had been painful, it was completely worth it. She and Aunt Clara worked well together. The impact of their partnership was beginning to show results at the cash register. The future looked bright.

Except for Donald.

Suddenly she had a great idea.

Maggie opened her laptop as she heard Donald’s hearty laugh from downstairs.

What if she could find someone who could steal Aunt Clara away from Donald? Sure, she and Ryan might be able to prove Donald was an evil opportunist who took advantage of older women, but where would that leave Aunt Clara? She’d be heartbroken and alone.

Before that happened, Maggie decided to register her aunt with a dating service. She was sure that she could find Aunt Clara a suitable match in no time. She went to the various online sites and looked through what they had to offer. She needed a site that had some older gentlemen who might be looking for a relationship with a wonderful older woman.

She finally settled on the Durham Singles group. They showed photos of older men and women from the area. Maggie paid the reasonable fee and joined for her aunt.

It took her a solid hour to fill in all of the required information—lucky she knew her aunt so well that she didn’t need to figure out how to coax any necessary details out of her. She uploaded a photo of Aunt Clara looking particularly pretty in a red dress she’d worn for a Christmas party they’d attended last week at the Business Owners’ Association.

Maggie fudged on a few items. Did they really need to know her aunt’s exact age? She decided to make her aunt a few years younger. After all, Aunt Clara was very youthful, and had a sprightly attitude toward life.

She added all of her aunt’s interests—pie making, running her own business, reading, being a strong part of the library. She also enjoyed music. She made sure it was clear that her aunt owned Pie in the Sky. Maggie felt like that part was very important. It would be wonderful if Aunt Clara could meet another dedicated business owner, even though that hadn’t worked very well with Garrett Summerour, Ryan’s father, who’d run the Durham Weekly newspaper for many years. Aunt Clara had declared that Garrett was too political for her tastes.

Maggie made a notation in Aunt Clara’s profile for the dating service that she didn’t care for politics.

There was a knock on the bedroom door. Maggie lowered her laptop cover even though her aunt never looked at a computer if she could help it. Guilty, she imagined.

Aunt Clara opened the door and peeked around. “Donald is gone. I didn’t know if you were giving us time alone or if you were asleep, even though you never said good night. Do you want a snack before bed? I could use a little snack myself.”

This was Maggie’s perfect opportunity to tell Aunt Clara the truth about Donald.

“I am a little hungry.” Maggie stretched and yawned as she got up from the bed, unable to resist her aunt’s endless supply of delicious treats. “Maybe a small snack.”

In truth, Maggie had gained ten pounds since she’d started working at the pie shop again. Funny, she’d worked there through high school and while she’d attended college without gaining an ounce.

She’d only been back a few months. If she kept gaining at that rate, she’d have to find a second job working at a gym to get rid of the extra weight. She wasn’t a runner anymore, as she had been in her youth.

“I have plenty of hot cocoa and a slice of cheddar for the last piece of that new caramel apple pie we tried this week. It was good. What did you name it again?”

“Caramel Apple Without a Stick.”

“That’s it!” Aunt Clara clapped her hands. She loved new pie names. “It’s a great name.”

They’d already had a caramel apple pie at the shop. Maggie had added some nuts on the top and they put a pat of butter on each slice as it was served. It had become very popular.

Maggie agreed, and they went back downstairs. She could hear the old furnace gasping and wheezing. It tried its best but was too old for the job. She wished she could go ahead and retire it now, but her thrifty little soul begged her to wait.

“Did you and Donald have a good time?”

“Oh yes. He’s such a dear.” Aunt Clara took out the last piece of pie for Maggie. “He didn’t like cheddar on his pie. That’s odd, don’t you think?”

There couldn’t have been a better lead-in to what Maggie wanted to say. When the hot cocoa was ready, she sat down at the small kitchen table in the kitchen.

“There may be something else odd about Donald. I haven’t wanted to say anything because you’ve been so happy with him.”

“What is it, Maggie?” Aunt Clara sat across the table from her niece, the same table she’d once shared with her husband.

“Ryan found some information about Donald.”

“He checked up on my boyfriend?”

“It wasn’t checking up exactly.” Maggie took a hasty sip of her hot cocoa. This was harder than she’d thought it would be. “Ryan had heard about him before you met him.”

Maggie went on to explain about Ryan’s research, Donald’s reputation, and what they feared Donald might have in store for her aunt.

Aunt Clara was silent for a moment. She was clearly mulling over Maggie’s words.

“That’s crazy.” She sipped her hot cocoa. “Ryan obviously has Donald mixed up with someone else.”

“There are pictures of him. He’s infamous. The police can’t do anything because there isn’t enough proof, but they’ve questioned him dozens of times. He’s been in newspapers across the South.”

“Maggie, you shouldn’t dwell on this. There is some kind of mistake. That’s why the police can’t prove anything.”

“I’m worried about it. I don’t want to lose you.”

“You know, many people thought terrible things about you when you came back from New York. They thought you’d embezzled money from the bank you worked for. I always knew it wasn’t true. I’m telling you now that this isn’t true about Donald either.”

“But Aunt Clara—”

“Never mind.” Clara’s voice was stern. “Eat your pie. We have to get up early tomorrow.”

Her aunt turned around and did something she never did—she went upstairs without saying good night and without waiting for Maggie to finish her cocoa.

She was angry. Maggie put her empty cup in the sink and threw away what was left of the uneaten pie. She’d lost her appetite. Knowing her aunt was mad at her was enough to keep her from enjoying the delicious caramel apple pie.

Maggie had known before she’d said anything that Aunt Clara’s feelings would be hurt. How did she expect her to feel? Earlier that evening it had sounded as though her aunt was planning her future with Donald. How would she have felt if her aunt told her that Ryan not only didn’t care for her but also planned on killing her?

On the other hand, she had to say something. Maggie hoped her aunt would forgive her. Even if she didn’t believe Donald was a killer, she hoped the knowledge would make Aunt Clara more cautious around him.

In the meantime, Maggie would keep up her daily, not-so-subtle reminders to Donald that her aunt wasn’t some lonely woman with no one who cared what happened to her. She wished the police would hurry and find some real evidence against Donald before this went any further.

Maggie turned off the lights and made sure both doors were locked before she went back upstairs to bed. It was going to be a long day at work tomorrow if Aunt Clara stayed angry with her.
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Despite Maggie’s fears, Aunt Clara was as talkative and happy about getting up and going to work at the pie shop the next day as she ever was.

“I think you forgot to set your alarm again.” She came into Maggie’s room, completely dressed, at 4:30 a.m. to remind her that they had to be up by five. “I was up anyway. I thought I’d come in and get you going.”

Maggie gazed bleary-eyed at her old Cinderella alarm clock on the bedside table. “The alarm didn’t have a chance to go off. It’s only four thirty-five. It doesn’t go off until five.”

“Well, you’re up now. Might as well get ready.”

“Thanks.” Maggie fell back on the bed. She remembered times when Aunt Clara had been angry at her when she was growing up. Uncle Fred had been a straightforward person, telling her at once why he was angry. Aunt Clara had been quietly angry. She didn’t talk much, and was devious about it—like now.

Maggie was more like her uncle in that regard.

Maggie switched on a small lamp and put on jeans and a white Pie in the Sky T-shirt. She’d purchased some new T-shirts so she could wear a different one each day. Months of wearing the same color with the pie shop logo had begun to grow tiresome.

Maggie entered the kitchen just as the toast popped up. Aunt Clara was humming as she poured orange juice. They’d devised a system between them. Whoever got up first made breakfast. This morning it was pimento cheese on toast. Aunt Clara handed the plastic container of pimento cheese to Maggie along with two slices of golden toast.

“I think we’ll have Evie’s Elegant Eggnog pie as our pie of the day. I have some whipped cream that I got from Mr. Gino at cost yesterday. We could add a dash of that to make it more festive.”

Maggie yawned. “That sounds good.”

Aunt Clara smiled at her niece. “Did you have trouble sleeping last night, honey? You look awful this morning, bless your heart.”

“Thanks.” Maggie spread a little pimento cheese on her toast. It wasn’t her favorite breakfast, even though her aunt’s homemade variety was definitely better than the store-bought kind. “I think it was getting up too early.”

“Oh. I thought it might be too much on your mind. Maybe a little guilty conscience?”

“I don’t want you to be angry with me over what I said last night.” Maggie hugged her. “I want you to have someone nice in your life. I have some doubts about Donald. Wouldn’t you want me to know if there was something unusual about Ryan? Wouldn’t you want me to be prepared?”

“I’m not angry.” Her aunt sipped her juice. “I have no doubts about Donald. And if I had any doubts about Ryan, it wouldn’t be my place to tell you.”

“Why not? Would you rather Ryan killed me and left me in a trashcan?”

“No. I know in my heart that Ryan is a good person. I don’t believe that will happen with Donald either. Are you ready? I’m going to put on my coat.”

Maggie swallowed the rest of her toast and juice before she followed her aunt. She wished she’d had coffee, but they’d given up having coffee at home in the morning since she’d put in the espresso machine at the shop.

“I’m sorry. I knew your feelings would be hurt. I wish I hadn’t said anything.”

Aunt Clara sniffed. “That makes two of us.”

The two women headed outside into a light snowfall with their hurt feelings intact. The dark sky was a perfect backdrop for the madly whirling snowflakes, illuminated by the streetlights. Snow already covered the stairs and the large holly berry wreath Maggie and Aunt Clara had hung on the front door.

“Beautiful!” Aunt Clara enjoyed the snow that was falling. “At this rate, we should sell a lot of pie today. There’s no point in wasting time thinking about things that don’t matter.”

In other words, Maggie thought, don’t bother thinking about Donald and what he has in mind. Her aunt’s message was loud and clear.

Traffic was light that morning as they walked the short distance to the pie shop, as Aunt Clara had done for the past forty years. The Duke University campus was in close proximity to the pie shop, although when the old oaks were full of leaves, you could barely make it out. Thousands of pinpoint lights gleamed through the skeletal trees in the winter, and the old chapel tower was visible.

Students from the university usually showed up later in the day to study. Police officers and firefighters always came in for an afternoon slice of pie and hot cup of coffee. Several book clubs met at Pie in the Sky. The shop had a reputation for being clean, cozy, and comfortable, as well as serving great pie and coffee.

But it was more than that. Aunt Clara and Uncle Fred had always made everyone feel welcome and special when they visited. Maggie hoped she was doing the same now.

“I love this time of year.” Aunt Clara’s gloves were covered in snow as she made, and tossed, a snowball. “See how the snow makes everything like a beautiful Christmas village? It’s never that way any other time. Even though the flowers are pretty in the spring, it’s not as special as it is now.”

Not wanting to continue their argument, Maggie agreed. “I like all the Christmas decorations too. Mr. Farmer at the corner has been using the same Santa, sleigh, and reindeer up on the roof since I was a kid. He must have grandkids that put it all up there now.”

There were other houses with colored lights still glowing softly in the gray morning. Dozens of wreaths with bright red bows hung from windows and doors. The snow swirled around garlands, and tinsel hung from huge old fir trees too, making the holiday scene complete.

“Oh yes. Mike has several grandchildren, and I think one or two great-grandchildren. He has six children of his own. It’s to be expected.” Aunt Clara smiled as a few more snowflakes fluttered on her eyelashes. She blinked them quickly, looking childlike in the predawn light.

“That was the only thing that would’ve made mine and Fred’s lives better, you know. We always wanted to have a child. It wasn’t to be, however. Lucky for us, we had you.”

Maggie smiled. “I’m very happy you and Uncle Fred were there for me. I couldn’t have asked for a more loving family.”

Aunt Clara paused to hug Maggie on the wet sidewalk. It was too warm for the snow to stay around for long. The weather forecast had predicted all of it would be gone by noon.

“Let’s not fight anymore, okay?” Aunt Clara kissed her cheek. “Things always work themselves out, don’t they? Have some faith. Everything will be fine.”

Maggie agreed with her. She wouldn’t throw Donald’s past into her aunt’s face again—at least not unless there was solid evidence to back her up.

They reached the pie shop with its lights twinkling in the dark morning and went inside to get busy. Five days a week, Maggie and Aunt Clara made dozens of pies by hand. In the warmer months, the fluffy, light cream pies like Chocoholic Cream, Clara’s Coconut Cream, Popular Peach, and Killer Key Lime were in demand. They were cool and sweet for the customers who came in from the hot street after a long day.

With the holidays and the cooler weather, Fantastic Fig, Pumpkin Pizzazz, Caramel Apple Without a Stick, and Evie’s Elegant Eggnog pies were what the customers craved.

Aunt Clara’s Marvelous Mince pie had to be kept in stock too.

She used an old recipe her mother had created with molasses instead of sorghum, and apricot juice instead of beef broth. The pie wasn’t so heavy even though it was laden with fresh raisins, apples, oranges, and pineapple.

Maggie hadn’t even wanted to taste it—it sounded awful. But from the first bite, she’d loved it.

Aunt Clara would never sell a homemade pie that was more than a day out of the oven. She didn’t like the way leftover pie tasted. It was part of the secret to Clara’s success and longevity at the shop: everything was as fresh as it tasted.

Maggie didn’t know how her aunt had kept up with all the work each day by herself. It was all both of them could do to get everything done. Even without the new customers, Maggie was astonished at how much her aunt had done for so many years.

Of course, that had led to everything else going by the wayside. Maggie hoped that they could manage, between the two of them, to keep the pie shop going and continue improving the house and yard.

Coffee customers always came in first, grabbing a quick cup on the way to work. Maggie had invested in the professional espresso machine with some of her severance pay. She’d really bought it for herself, but it had become very popular with the customers too.

It took a little more time than the coffee in the pot, but she thought it was so much better, thick and full-flavored. She sighed each time she sat down to drink it. Some customers thumbed their noses at the lattes and preferred the plain coffee. But Maggie relished the thick foam on top of her mocha latte, and she loved the hissing sound of the machine as it steamed the milk.

By six fifteen on that rainy, cold morning, dozens of people had stopped in for a hot cup of coffee and a cheerful “good morning.” Some bought pies, either whole or by the slice, for lunch and later in the day.

By six thirty, fresh pies were coming out of the oven, golden brown and delicious. The heavenly smell of cinnamon, nutmeg, and fruit spread quickly through the shop before it wafted outside. Maggie turned on the Hot Pie Now sign as several of their regular customers came in.

Among them were Raji Singh and his wife, Ahalya, from the Bombay Grill, which was one of four shops in the same shopping strip as Pie in the Sky. Aunt Clara owned the property, and Maggie collected the rent each month. She was better with money and computers than her aunt.

“Good morning!” Raji’s usual broad smile spread across his handsome face. “We would like some pie, please. A slice each of whatever you consider to be holiday pie.”

“I think we’ll have some Elegant Eggnog pie ready soon, but it’s too hot to serve right now.” Maggie consulted her whiteboard menu at the front of the pie shop. “We have some Pumpkin Pizzazz and definitely some Marvelous Mince. Any of that sound good?”

Ahalya smiled and nodded. “We’ll both take a slice of each.” She handed the rent check to Maggie.

“We’re experiencing the holidays through food,” Raji explained. “This is our first Christmas in this country. Yesterday we tried these delightful little cookies with colorful sugar sprinkles on them. We’ve also tried fruitcake this year.”

“And what did you think?” Maggie smiled as she got them each a slice of mince pie from the new front cooler where the daily pies were kept.

“They were excellent,” Ahalya told her. “We enjoyed them very much.”

“Except for the fruitcake,” Raji qualified. “Really, I wasn’t fond of that.”

“There are plenty of holiday foods to try.” Maggie put two slices of pumpkin pie on plates. “Are you sure you want to eat all of this now?”

“Oh yes,” Ahalya assured her. “The sooner, the better.”

“It will be a while for the eggnog pie to cool.” Maggie totaled up their purchase. “Mind if I ask why this sudden dive into holiday food?”

“Not at all. A customer came into the Bombay Grill yesterday and complained that we had no holiday food. No one has ever said that to us before. Ahalya was deeply offended. Now we must stuff ourselves with holiday food so we can decide what type we should serve with our meals.”

Maggie had never cared for Indian food—until she started eating at Raji’s restaurant. Now she loved it—the exotic spices and aromatic curries were like nothing she’d ever eaten before. She enjoyed the fabulous decor and ambiance there too. She couldn’t imagine serving festive American cuisine there.

“Isn’t there something Indian you could make that could be a special holiday food without veering too far from your culture’s traditional cuisine?” Maggie asked while she waited on the man and woman who’d been in line behind Raji and Ahalya.

“We can’t seem to find an equivalent holiday food to the things you eat here at this time of year.”

Maggie didn’t know a lot about Indian food except for the dishes she enjoyed. “Your food is so good, it doesn’t need an equivalent.”

Raji’s dark eyes lit up. “Perhaps we can ask some friends who might have an answer. Would you be willing to try some holiday foods if we find some?”

“Sure. That would be great. I think Aunt Clara and Ryan would like that too.”

“Thank you for your advice, Maggie. I’m going to eat pie now.”

She laughed to herself as she saw her friends dig into their multiple slices of pie. She knew they didn’t celebrate Christmas, but it would be interesting to see what they came up with.

“Good morning, Maggie.” Professor Ira Simpson found a chair at one of the small tables. “I’ll wait for the rush to be over. I dislike waiting in line.”

Professor Simpson had been teaching at Duke University for as long as anyone could remember. He’d taught Maggie’s mother, Delia, Aunt Clara, and Maggie. He was a kindly man, with white wings of hair at his temples and a constant twinkle in his brilliant blue eyes.

He seemed much younger than Maggie knew he was. It was possible that was why it wasn’t unusual to see him with a pretty student or young teacher on his arm when he came in.

“I’ll be right with you, Professor,” Maggie promised.

“No rush.” He pulled out his copy of the Durham Weekly.

Maggie had forgotten that this was Wednesday, the day Ryan’s newspaper came out. It was a lot of work for him to do everything involved with it, but the paper didn’t make enough money for him to afford hiring someone full-time. Ryan made do with a few part-time people who helped with photography, or the occasional article. He also had a few students who helped deliver the papers.

The newspaper was popular. Maggie hoped it could avoid the financial problems other newspapers seemed to be having.




OEBPS/images/common3.jpg








OEBPS/xhtml/cont.html





Contents






Chapter One


Chapter Two


Chapter Three


Chapter Four


Chapter Five


Chapter Six


Chapter Seven


Chapter Eight


Chapter Nine


Chapter Ten


Chapter Eleven


Chapter Twelve


Chapter Thirteen


Chapter Fourteen


Chapter Fifteen


Chapter Sixteen


Chapter Seventeen


Chapter Eighteen


Chapter Nineteen


Chapter Twenty


Chapter Twenty-One


Chapter Twenty-Two


Chapter Twenty-Three


Chapter Twenty-Four


Chapter Twenty-Five


Chapter Twenty-Six


Chapter Twenty-Seven


Chapter Twenty-Eight


Chapter Twenty-Nine


Epilogue


New Pie Recipes from Pie in the Sky


Flaky Piecrust


Pumpkin Pizzazz Pie—an old favorite


Marvelous Mince Pie—with our secret ingredient


Evie’s Elegant Eggnog Pie


About the Author





OEBPS/images/9781451689587.jpg
There are worse crimes thag:

using frozen crust . . .

“A cozy that's as sweet
and simple as pie’
=Kirkus Reviews
on Plum Deadly

£

O Ao

| l/éa.c/»e//om A

art







OEBPS/images/title.jpg
Treachevous Tart

Ellie Grant

&

POCKET BOOKS
New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi






