


***If fresh strawberries are available, they’ll be fine in this recipe.

***Read the yield on the pudding package—it should be 2 cups per package if you make it according to the package directions. You can use sugar-free instant, regular instant, or the kind you have to cook. All will work. (You can also use 5 larger packages of pudding, each package yielding 3 cups of pudding—if you do this, use 2 cups of milk or Half ’n Half for each package—as you can see, this recipe is very flexible.)

***The yield should be 2 cups per package if you make it according to the package directions. You can use sugar-free instant, regular instant, or the kind you have to cook. All will work. (You can also use 5 larger packages of pudding, each package yielding 3 cups of pudding—if you do this, use 2 cups of milk or Half ’n Half for each package—as you can see, this recipe is very flexible.)

****(If you can’t find chocolate cookie wafers in the cookie aisle of your grocery store, try the section where they keep ice cream toppings and ice cream cookies—that’s where Florence Evans at the Red Owl in Lake Eden keeps them.)

***Measuring molasses will be easier if you spray your measuring cup with nonstick cooking spray before pouring it in.

***Use any combination of regular chocolate chips, butterscotch chips, white chocolate chips, milk chocolate chips, vanilla chips, cherry chips, strawberry chips, peanut butter chips, or any other flavors you think will go together.

****Use any nuts you like including walnuts, pecans, cashews, almonds, even peanuts. If you don’t have enough nuts to make 4 cups, fill in with crushed cornflakes, Rice Krispies, coconut, raisins, or any dried fruit.

***You can use frozen rhubarb. Just thaw it first and pat it dry with paper towels.

***I’ve used sliced strawberries, peaches, or chopped dark cherries.


PEACH COBBLER MURDER

It didn’t matter what she thought of Shawna Lee personally. If her cookie competitor was hurt or in trouble, Hannah had a responsibility to do what she could to help.
Once she’d made up her mind, Hannah moved quickly. She raced to the back door of the bakery, but when she turned the knob she found it unlocked. She pushed the door open, praying that the two holes she’d seen in the kitchen window weren’t bullet holes, the shoe behind the counter had no foot in it, and the peach cobbler on the floor meant nothing more than a slip of an oven glove. But where was Shawna Lee? And why hadn’t she shut the oven door and cleaned up the mess?
“Uh-oh,” Hannah gasped, skidding to a stop as she rounded the corner of the kitchen counter. Shawna Lee was down on her back on the tile floor and there was a huge blossom of what looked like dried strawberry syrup on the bib of her white chef’s apron. There was also a neat hole in the middle of the blossom and Hannah knew that there was no point in continuing to contaminate what was surely a crime scene. Shawna Lee had been shot in the chest and anyone with an ounce of brains could see that she was dead…
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Chapter One



“Dick Laughlin just went in!” Lisa Herman stood behind the café curtains that covered the bottom half of the plate-glass window and peered out across the snow-covered width of Main Street. “And Barbara Donnelly’s right behind him. She looked this way and I think she saw me, but she still followed Dick inside.”
“I think I can live without a running head count,” Hannah Swensen told her young partner, resisting the urge to object as Lisa pulled out the tall stool she used when she operated their cash register and repositioned it so that she had a clear view of the Magnolia Blossom Bakery across the street. The stool was no longer necessary since their bakery and coffee shop, The Cookie Jar, was as empty as one of Hannah’s cream puffs before it was filled with vanilla custard.
“I know it’s depressing, but I’m setting up a surveillance post right here. We need to keep an eye on the competition.” Lisa grabbed one of the steno notebooks Hannah kept handy and hiked herself up on the stool, no easy task for a petite young lady who only topped the five-foot mark when she was wearing high heels. “Uh-oh!”
“What now?”
“Charlotte Roscoe just came out the door carrying a big bakery box. Today’s the weekly teachers’ meeting and she always comes in to get cookies from us!”
“Once the novelty wears off, they’ll be back,” Hannah repeated what had become her personal mantra, chanted at least a dozen times a day during the two weeks since Shawna Lee Quinn and her rich, widowed sister, Vanessa, had opened their new bakery.
“You always say that, but are you sure?” Lisa looked a bit doubtful. “I mean…what if their baked goods are better than ours?”
Hannah was shocked. Lisa had never questioned the quality of their sweet treats before.
“Sorry.” Lisa read the expression of betrayal on Hannah’s face and immediately backtracked. “I’m sure ours are better. They’re bound to be better. We’re professionals and they’re just doing it because Shawna Lee always wanted to own her own business and Vanessa gave her the money to indulge her. I don’t think either one of them can bake worth a hill of beans, but I wish I could taste something, just to be sure.”
Hannah curbed her first impulse, the one where she told Lisa to bite her tongue, and forced herself to be reasonable. It was true that they’d never tasted anything from the Magnolia Blossom Bakery and it would be a big relief if their cookies tasted like sawdust and their piecrusts were tough. On the other hand, what if the two sisters had somehow managed to produce superior baked goods? Was it better to go on in blissful ignorance, taking their own expertise on faith and believing that their bakery was better? Or should they put it to the taste test and close their doors if Shawna Lee and Vanessa had managed to win the Main Street dessert war?
“What’s the matter, Hannah?”
“Just having a mental debate with myself.”
Lisa broke into a smile. “Who won?” she quipped.
“I did. Why don’t you take some money out of the register and run over there? You could try their Southern Peach Cobbler. They call it their signature dessert.”
“I couldn’t!” Lisa looked properly shocked. “It would be disloyal!”
“Not if you were just comparing their desserts to ours.”
“I’d still feel like a traitor. Couldn’t you go in and order something just to be friendly?”
Hannah’s eyebrows headed skyward. “I should be friendly to the woman who talked her rich widowed sister into financing her so that she could open up right across from us and steal almost ninety percent of our cookie business?”
“Well…”
“Do you really want me to walk across Main Street and pretend to be neighborly with the person who undercut our dessert catering and left us with sixteen cancellations?”
“Seventeen,” Lisa corrected her. “Rose McDermott’s cousin canceled the cookies for the baby shower this morning. I had a feeling that was going to happen when Shawna Lee and Vanessa ran their catering ad in the Lake Eden Journal.”
“I saw it. Fifty percent off of your total first order. If Shawna Lee ever challenges me to a fight, I’m going to choose grammar as my weapon.”
Lisa laughed, but she quickly sobered. “I don’t blame you for being upset, Hannah. I’d be seeing red if Shawna Lee made a play for my guy.”
“Which guy?”
“Herb, of course.”
“Not your guy. I was talking about my guy. Which one?”
It was a legitimate question and Hannah waited anxiously for Lisa to answer. She was currently dating two Lake Eden men, something her marriage-minded mother found immensely satisfying. The thing that Delores Swensen did not find satisfying was that Hannah had been dating both men for over a year and neither one of them had proposed.
“Well…I don’t know for sure that Shawna Lee’s making a play for him,” Lisa said, waffling a bit. “I just think she might be.”
“Which guy?” Hannah repeated.
“Uh…Mike.”
Hannah took a deep breath to combat the sinking feeling in her stomach. Mike Kingston was chief detective of the Winnetka County Sheriff’s Department and more handsome than any man who didn’t make his living in front of a camera had a right to be. Hannah had long suspected that Shawna Lee and Mike might be more than merely friends, former coworkers, and apartment complex neighbors, but Mike had denied it. Since she had no proof of any hanky-panky, Hannah had done her best to believe Mike preferred his women with frizzy red hair, a sarcastic sense of humor, and some extra pounds—never mind how many—that came from sampling her own baked goods.
“Nobody called to tell me,” Hannah complained, her stomach reaching rock bottom with the force of an elevator whose cable had snapped. If anyone in Lake Eden got the goods on Shawna Lee and Mike, they were honor bound to call Hannah immediately. That was how small towns worked. You got all the news that was fit to print in the Lake Eden Journal. The news that wasn’t fit to print was conveyed by phone on the Lake Eden gossip hotline.
“That’s because Herb and I are the only ones that know about it. Why did you ask me which guy it was? Norman would never even look at Shawna Lee. He’s completely loyal to you.”
“He is?” Hannah gave a slight smile as she thought of Norman Rhodes, local Lake Eden dentist and son of her mother’s partner in the antique business. Norman couldn’t come close to Mike’s sexy good looks, but he was bright, funny, and solidly dependable.
“I’ve seen you with both of them and Mike’s got a roving eye. He always checks out the other women, even if he’s with you. Norman doesn’t do that. When he came in this morning, he couldn’t take his eyes off you.”
“That’s because you and I were the only ones here and you’re a bride-to-be.”
Lisa looked radiant for a moment and Hannah knew she was thinking about her wedding, only twelve days away. Hannah’s younger sister, Andrea, was making all the arrangements and she’d called every day this week to consult with Lisa about flowers, color schemes, and last-minute decorations.
As Hannah watched, Lisa’s expression changed to one of worry. “I’m sorry, Hannah. I shouldn’t have said anything about Shawna Lee and Mike. It was just one sighting and it could have been nothing.”
“Sighting?” Hannah smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “Did somebody spot a UFO at the same time?”
“Of course not.”
“I didn’t think so. Extraterrestrials are supposed to be brighter than we are. They’d wait until summer to land in Minnesota. Now tell me what makes you think that Mike’s involved with Miss Blonde-To-The-Bone.”
Lisa burst out laughing. “Blonde-To-The-Bone?”
“That’s what I call her when I’m being petty. And I feel petty a lot of the time when it comes to Shawna Lee. She’s the kind of shallow Barbie-doll blonde that gives real honest blondes like Andrea a bad name.”
“Shawna Lee’s not a natural blonde, is she?”
“Andrea says definitely not. She spotted her out at the new beauty shop at the mall, getting her roots redone.” Hannah answered Lisa’s attempt to change the subject, but then she zeroed in on what she really wanted to know. “What about this sighting? Who saw them? Where was it? When was it?”
“Herb saw Mike’s Hummer parked in the lot behind the Magnolia Blossom Bakery last night.”
Hannah nodded, accepting the statement at face value. Herb Beeseman, Lisa’s fiancé, was the only law enforcement officer on the city payroll. Herb not only enforced parking and driving regulations within the Lake Eden city limits, he ran security checks on the local businesses before he went off duty at night. Hannah knew her former classmate at Jordan High was completely reliable. If Herb said he saw Mike’s Hummer behind the Magnolia Blossom Bakery, then Mike’s Hummer had been there. “What time did Herb see it?”
“Eleven. And Vanessa was out of town until this morning. Herb thought maybe Shawna Lee had a problem and she called Mike to fix it.”
Hannah doubted that, but she supposed it might be true. “Well…Mike did part-time work as a handyman when he was in high school. I guess Herb could be right.”
“I don’t think so. What kind of problem would Shawna Lee have at eleven at night with the lights out?”
“Electrical?” Hannah guessed, going for the humor and trying not to show how upset she was. “Seriously though, if the power went out and Shawna Lee didn’t know how to reset the circuit breaker, she might have called Mike.”
“The power didn’t go out. Herb saw dim light from a lamp in the apartment over the bakery.”
Hannah hated to ask, but she had to know. “Which room had the lamp?”
“Shawna Lee’s bedroom.”
Hannah gulped. This was serious. There was only one thing Mike could have been doing in Shawna Lee’s bedroom and it had nothing to do with his handyman skills.
“I asked Herb to go back and check at midnight, and Mike was still there. I guess there could be some reasonable explanation, though. If you go over there and nose around, Shawna Lee might let something slip.”
Hannah shook her head. “Forget it, Lisa. If I set one foot in that bakery, they’ll know right away that I’m checking out the competition. What we really need is…”
“Andrea,” Lisa interrupted.
“Andrea? As in my sister, Andrea?”
“Yes. I’m sure she’d be willing to go over there and check out the baked goods.”
“That’s a great idea! Andrea can find out their profit margin, their operating costs, their sales, and their average customer profile in less than five minutes. And they’ll never know they told her. She’s perfect for the job.”
“She’s certainly good at getting people to talk about themselves.”
“She learned that from Mother. And Mother could have been a star CIA operative. I’ll go call Andrea right now.”
“Don’t bother. She’s here.” Lisa slid off her stool and headed toward the kitchen. “She turned the corner a minute ago and she should be at the back door by now. I’ll let her in.”
Hannah headed for the coffee urn and filled three cups. She carried them to the back booth, frowning slightly as she walked past the empty tables. They’d had a total of twelve customers all day and that didn’t bode well for the future of The Cookie Jar.
Andrea pushed through the swinging door that separated the kitchen from the coffee shop. “Did you hear? That famous groundhog back East saw his shadow. That means winter’s over!”
Lisa exchanged glances with Hannah. “Not me,” Lisa said. “You tell her.”
“Tell me what?”
“It’s the other way around, Andrea. If it’s a beautiful sunny day and the groundhog sees his shadow, we’ll have six more weeks of winter.”
“Really?” Andrea started to frown. “That doesn’t make any sense! If it’s a beautiful day today, why won’t it be a beautiful day tomorrow? And the next day? And the day after that? And before you know it, all those beautiful days will turn into spring.”
“That would be nice, and it makes as much sense as choosing one day and dragging poor Punxsutawney Phil out of hibernation.”
“That’s what I think.” Andrea shrugged out of her winter coat and glanced around with a puzzled expression. “Where is everybody?”
“Across the street,” Hannah told her. “Lisa counted twenty-three people who went into the Magnolia Blossom in the past hour.”
“That’s just because they’re the new kid on the block.” Andrea placed her coat and gloves on a nearby chair and twirled around. “What do you think?”
“You’re all dressed up,” Hannah responded, noticing her younger sister’s wine-colored pantsuit. Andrea’s high-heeled suede boots matched the color perfectly and her shining blonde hair, done in an elaborate twist, was secured in a clasp studded with wine-colored stones.
“Not that. What else?” Andrea struck a pose that would have done credit to a model on a fashion show runway.
Hannah was stymied. What did Andrea want her to say? She hesitated and finally settled for the tried and true, “You look gorgeous. Is that a new outfit?”
“No, I got it last January. They were having a sale on designer originals out at the mall. But my pantsuit’s not what I wanted you to notice. Just look at me! I lost every ounce of weight I put on when I was pregnant with Bethany!”
“Good for you,” Hannah replied, trying to sound both supportive and enthusiastic, something she would have achieved only if she’d been an Academy Award–winning actress. Bethany had been born in December, the night of the Lake Eden Christmas Buffet. Now, just two months later, Andrea was back to the same size she’d worn all the way through high school. To Hannah’s way of thinking, that just wasn’t fair. It took her forever to lose a pound or two, and her sister shed weight as easily as a wet dog shaking off water.
“How did you do it?” Hannah asked, even though she wasn’t sure she wanted to hear Andrea’s answer.
“I joined the new gym out at the mall and the minute Grandma McCann gets up to take care of Bethany, I drive out there and go to an early morning exercise class. It’s fun!”
Hannah made a face. The only early morning activity she’d dislike more would be flogging. And come to think about it, the two had a lot in common.
“I knew I had to give myself an incentive so I’d go every morning. You know how it is.”
Hannah nodded, although she’d never even considered driving to the gym every morning before she went to work.
“I figured that if I looked really good while I was exercising, I’d go. So I bought myself a cute little exercise leotard. It’s bright pink spandex trimmed with black. You should see it. It’s just darling.”
“I’ll bet it is,” Hannah said and she meant it. Why was it that only people who didn’t need to exercise looked good in exercise clothing?
“Anyway, now that I’m down to my regular weight, I decided to go back to work on a part-time basis. With Tracey in school and Grandma McCann taking care of Bethany and doing all the cooking and everything, there’s nothing for me to do at home. And besides, I want to pull my own weight financially.” Andrea turned to Lisa. “I sold your neighbor’s house this morning.”
Lisa waited until Andrea had taken a seat at the back table and then she sat down beside her. “Which neighbor?”
“Dora Lambrecht.”
“That’s great news! It’s been vacant ever since she moved out to Colorado to live with Mary Jean, and we miss having a neighbor on that side.”
Andrea took a sip of her coffee. Then she noticed the bare tabletop and her pleased expression changed to one of concern. “There aren’t any cookies?”
“There are,” Hannah reassured her, “but we thought you might like something different for a change. How about critiquing some pastry?”
“That sounds like fun! Now that I don’t have to diet, I can splurge a little, especially if it’s for a good cause. Bring it out.”
“I’m afraid you’ll have to go and get it.” Hannah delivered the news with a perfectly deadpan expression. “Lisa and I have to stay here.”
“I can do that. Is it in the kitchen?”
“No, it’s across the street at the Magnolia Blossom Bakery. We need one of everything on their menu, including a half pan of their Southern Peach Cobbler.”
Andrea looked completely baffled for a moment, but then she started to grin. “You want me to go get takeout from your competition? And not let Shawna Lee or Vanessa know I’m bringing it back here?”
“That’s right. Are you willing to be our spy for the day?”
“I’ll do it!”
“I’ll give you some money from the register.” Hannah pushed back her chair.
“No need. I made a nice commission on the Lambrecht sale and I can afford to treat you. I’ll just go out the back door and take my car. That way they won’t know I’ve been in here. And then I’ll bring everything right back to you. Just call me Gypsy Rose Lee.”
Gypsy Rose Lee? Hannah was stymied for a moment. Her sister had obviously made some sort of connection between the famous stripper and her own role as a spy, but Hannah had no idea what it could be.
“Hold on a second.” Hannah caught up with Andrea as she was about to push open the swinging door to the kitchen. “What’s all this about Gypsy Rose…” The light dawned and Hannah finished her question with a laugh. There was a connection, an erroneous one. “You said Gypsy Rose Lee. Do you mean Tokyo Rose?”
“That’s it! I always get those two names mixed up. Keep my chair warm. I’ll be back in a flash with the goodies!”
 
Hannah had just poured herself another cup of coffee when she saw a familiar face at the front door. It was Norman, and he was carrying a package wrapped in bright red paper printed with gold hearts and tied up with a pretty gold bow.
“Hi, Norman,” Hannah greeted him when he stepped in. “I thought you had back-to-back appointments at the clinic this morning.”
“I did, but Mrs. Barthel called to reschedule. Her husband’s gone and her car won’t start. She said by the time she called around and found someone who could come and get her and bring her to town, her appointment would be over anyway.”
Hannah understood. Helen and Ed Barthel lived at least seven miles from town and most of it was on narrow country roads that were plowed barely wide enough for two cars to pass.
“Coffee, Norman?” Lisa called out.
“Yes, thanks. And a couple of your best cookies.”
“Why don’t you wait and taste the pastry from across the street?” Lisa suggested. “We sent Andrea over to bring back one of everything.”
“Okay, but I bet it won’t be as good as your cookies.”
“You mean you haven’t been over there yet?” Lisa sounded absolutely astounded.
“Not me. I don’t see any reason to go there when I’d rather come here.” Norman hung up his coat and walked to the back table with his package. “This is for you, Hannah.”
“Thank you! But isn’t it a little early for Valentine’s Day?”
“It’s not a Valentine. That’s just the only paper I could find at the Red Owl.”
“Well…thank you,” Hannah said again, hoping she didn’t look as flustered as she felt. Why was Norman giving her a gift? It wasn’t her birthday.
“Open it now. It has to be kept refrigerated.”
Hannah gave him a smile and ripped open the package. Life was too short to save paper and ribbon. She stared at the object inside for a moment and then she turned to Norman with a puzzled expression. “Breakfast sausage?”
“Right. After all, today’s a special day.”
“It is? The only thing special about today is that it’s…” Hannah stopped in mid-sentence, gave a hoot of laughter, and leaned over to give Norman a big kiss right on the lips. “Breakfast sausage. Groundhog Day,” she said and then, because it had been so much fun the first time around, she kissed him again.



Chapter Two

“At least the lid is suitable for framing,” Hannah commented, eyeing the box that Andrea had just brought back from the Magnolia Blossom Bakery. The two southern sisters had gone all out to make sure anyone who saw their bakery box would remember it. It was gold foil cardboard with a cluster of pink and white magnolia blossoms stamped on the lid.
Lisa stared at the box for a moment. “I thought magnolia blossoms were yellow.”
“They can be yellow, pink, or white…or any combination of the three. Vanessa told me. They chose the pink and white for their primary colors and carried out the theme inside.”
“Pink walls?” Hannah guessed, envisioning a room the color of a piece of bubble gum.
“Creamy white. They used pink on the curtains. There’s a mural of a magnolia tree in full bloom on the back wall and they picked up the dark, glossy green from the leaves and used it for an accent color on the counter and the tops of the tables.”
“Sounds nice,” Hannah said, even though she hated to admit it.
“It’s gorgeous. But then again, it should be. Shawna Lee told me they hired a decorator from Minneapolis and she commissioned an artist to paint the mural and the border of magnolia blossoms around the top of the walls.”
“Sounds expensive,” Norman commented.
“And beautiful.” Lisa looked impressed. “I wonder how much it cost.”
“Too much for us,” Hannah told her, hoping that Lisa wasn’t getting any ideas about redecorating The Cookie Jar right in the middle of their current financial slump.
“I can tell you exactly what they paid.” Andrea preened a bit, something she always did when she was about to impart inside information. “The decorator’s fee was five thousand dollars and that doesn’t include any of the furnishings.”
“Furnishings?”
“Things like mirrors, tables, chairs, and light fixtures. When I asked about the mural and the borders on the walls, Vanessa told me that the artist charged twelve hundred to paint it. And they paid him another five hundred to design the lid of their bakery box.”
“That’s a lot of money!” Lisa looked shocked. “It adds up to six thousand, seven hundred dollars.”
“Without the tables and chairs, and the other furnishings,” Hannah reminded her.
“You’re right. I forgot about that.” Lisa looked around The Cookie Jar. “At first I was a little envious, but I like our place just the way it is.”
Andrea slid one perfectly manicured nail under the tape on the bakery box. “All this reporting is making me hungry. Let’s taste their pastry. I can tell you everything else I found out while we’re eating.”
Hannah wasn’t quite sure what she expected, but it wasn’t what Andrea uncovered when she raised the lid on the bakery box. There were tartlets nestled in little paper cups, cake doughnuts with various toppings, frosted cupcakes, slices of pie encased in triangular plastic containers, a fudge brownie, several kinds of cookies, and a half pan of Southern Peach Cobbler.
“What’s the matter, Hannah?” Norman asked her. “You look disappointed.”
Hannah shrugged, examining the array of standard bakery treats. “It’s not what I thought it would be, that’s all. I guess I was hoping for really different baked goods.”
“Like what?”
“Things I’ve never tasted before, like Shoofly Pie and Apple Pandowdy.”
“From the song,” Andrea commented, pausing in her effort to remove the baked goods from the box without getting fruit, frosting, or filling on her fingers. “What is Shoofly Pie and Apple Pandowdy, anyway?”
“What are,” Hannah corrected her. “They’re two separate desserts. Shoofly Pie is an open pie filled with molasses and a sweet crumb mixture. Flies are attracted to molasses and that’s how it got its name.”
“How about Apple Pandowdy?” Lisa asked, clearly fascinated.
“That’s similar to an apple pie or a cobbler, except it’s made with molasses. It was originally associated with New England, but they make it in the southern states, too.”
Andrea looked as if she didn’t quite trust her elder sibling. “How do you know all that?”
“I looked up Shoofly Pie and Apple Pandowdy in the dictionary. It was when I was in second grade, right after Miss Gladke taught us the song. I wanted to know what kind of desserts would make my eyes light up and my stomach say howdy.”
“The only thing that looks ‘southern’ in here is the Peach Cobbler,” Norman said, eyeing the plastic container that Andrea had set on the table. “And that’s only because it’s got a little sticker saying it’s made with real Georgia peaches.”
“Norman’s right,” Lisa said with a smile. “The cupcakes are just cupcakes like everyone else makes. And the pies are just pies. That makes me feel better already!”
Hannah gave her a warning look. “Don’t crow too soon. We haven’t tasted anything yet.”
“You’re right. I don’t want to jinx us.” Lisa got up to get a knife and cut each portion into four pieces. Then they began to taste each item and Andrea made good on her promise to tell them everything she’d learned about the Magnolia Blossom Bakery.
“They don’t know their profit margin.” Andrea swallowed a bite of pie and took a sip of her coffee. “They’re not bothering to keep track because Vanessa is willing to underwrite the bakery for the first year.”
“Must be nice to have an angel,” Hannah said, using the term theater people used to describe their backers.
“That’s what Bill said when he walked me out to the car.”
“Bill was there?”
“Sitting at the counter with Mike. I rode him up one side and down the other for not coming here, but he said they only went there to check out your competition.”
Hannah’s brows knit together in a frown. According to Herb, Mike had been with Shawna Lee at midnight and perhaps he’d even spent the night. Wasn’t that more than time enough to check out her competition?
“Maybe I shouldn’t mention this, but it was standing room only and the line at the cash register reached all the way to the back of the room. That’s why it took me so long. I had to wait in line.”
Thanks for telling me they had a lot of customers, Hannah thought. It makes me feel much better. Of course she didn’t say what she was thinking. She’d asked Andrea to report on the competition and that was exactly what her sister was doing. “What else did you find out?”
“Shawna Lee didn’t make her bed last night and she’s got a see-through peignoir set.” Andrea glanced at Norman and looked a bit embarrassed. “Sorry, Norman. I forgot you’re a bachelor. A peignoir set is a…”
“I know what it is,” Norman said quickly.
“You do? But how do you…?”
“Tell us more,” Hannah interrupted, before her sister could stick her foot any further down her throat.
“Okay. Well…she wears tinted contacts. I knew nobody ever had eyes that green! And she takes diet pills prescribed by a doctor in Minneapolis. Do you want to hear what I found out about Vanessa?”
“Sure,” Hannah said, indulging their personal spy.
“She’s got three raw silk dressing gowns and every single one is printed with magnolia blossoms. She must really have a thing for magnolia blossoms.”
“That’s interesting, I guess,” Lisa commented.
“But it’s not really important. The important thing is, Vanessa had at least a dozen pairs of Manolos and they were scattered all over her bedroom floor.”
“What are Manolos?” Lisa asked.
“Manolo Blahniks. Designer shoes. Very expensive. I think there might have been a couple of pairs of Louboutins mixed in, and maybe a Choo or two, but I didn’t get a chance to really look.”
Hannah was amazed. “How do you know all that?”
“I snooped. Shawna Lee and Vanessa were both busy at the counter and I had Mother hold my place in line.”
“Mother was there?” Hannah gulped out the words. Not only had her not-so-loyal customers deserted her, her own mother was patronizing their rival!
“Relax, Hannah. Mother was doing the same thing I was. Luanne and Carrie were waiting for her back at Granny’s Attic and she was in line for takeout. They talked about it this morning and they decided to check out your competition.”
“Who else was in there checking out my competition?” Hannah asked the critical question.
“Cyril Murphy. He was ordering a box for his mechanics at the garage. He’s going to let me know what everyone thinks of their baking.”
“That’s very…helpful. Anyone else?”
Andrea turned to Lisa. “Your dad was there with Marge. I can see a difference already, Lisa. He didn’t have trouble remembering who I was and he mentioned you and Hannah by name. I think those new Alzheimer’s drugs are working.”
“They seem to be,” Lisa said, looking very happy until she remembered the other part of Andrea’s comment. “Wait a minute. What were Dad and Marge doing there?”
“They were sitting with Herb at a table.”
“My Herb?”
“That’s right.”
Hannah was beginning to see a pattern and she voiced it as a question. “They told you they were just checking out our competition?”
“That’s right! How did you know?”
“Just a guess,” Hannah said, trying not to sound too sarcastic. Every once in a while, Andrea could be incredibly naive. “Just for the record, how many people told you they were there to check out our competition?”
“Well…there was Dick Laughlin, Kate Maschler, Vera Olsen Westcott…she’s married now, you know. And Stan Kramer, Charlie Jessup, and Doc Bennett. They were sitting at a table together. Babs and Shirley Dubinski were there. They were half finished and they told me that your fudge cupcakes were a lot better. I talked to a lot of people, and everyone said they were there to try it out so they could tell you. You have some good friends, Hannah.”
Hannah sighed and an old saw flashed through her mind. With friends like that, she didn’t need enemies.
“What’s the matter? You don’t look happy.”
“Think about it, Andrea. All those friends, the ones who were helping to check out our rivals, were buying their baked goods and paying for them. How much do you think our friends put into the till at the Magnolia Blossom Bakery?”
“I…don’t know. A lot, I guess. I didn’t think about that.”
“Lisa and I took in a total of twenty-six dollars and thirty-five cents today. We still have to bake, pay our bills, and keep up on the rent while our friends are across the street stuffing their faces at our competitor’s.”
“Hannah’s right,” Norman said, reaching out to pat her shoulder. “I can see going in there once, just to look around and taste something, but a real friend wouldn’t abandon you the way they’re doing.”
“That’s what I mean!” Hannah exclaimed. “How many servings of Southern Peach Cobbler do they have to eat to critique it? We’ve been operating in the red ever since Shawna Lee and Vanessa opened their doors and our friends are going to put us right out of business.”
Andrea was silent for a moment, and then she sighed. “You’re right. But Shawna Lee and Vanessa’s desserts aren’t that good. At least I don’t think they are.”
Hannah glanced down at Andrea’s plate. She’d only taken one bite of blueberry pie and it was one of her favorites. Another of her favorites, a chocolate cupcake, was intact except for a tiny little nibble mark on the top.
“Andrea’s right,” Lisa spoke up. “I just tried one of their molasses cookies and they taste like the ones they have at the hospital in the vending machines. I don’t think they’re fresh-baked.”
Hannah reached for a chocolate chip cookie and tasted it. Lisa was right. The cookie part was dry with no discernible flavor, and the chips tasted more like carob than chocolate. “It’s not the cookies, or the pies, or the cupcakes,” she said, glancing around at the partially eaten pastry.
“Maybe it’s the Southern Peach Cobbler,” Norman suggested, pointing to the only dessert they hadn’t tasted.
“Maybe,” Hannah said, and turned to her sister. “Do you know if they serve it hot? Or cold?”
“Hot. They scoop it out into a bowl, stick it in the microwave to heat it up, and top it with a scoop of vanilla ice cream. I watched Vanessa do it before she served it to Bonnie Surma.”
Hannah gave a little whimper. Bonnie Surma was one of her biggest supporters, ordering cookies for her Scout troops, and desserts for every party and group meeting she hosted. And now Bonnie had defected to the Magnolia Blossom Bakery for a bowl of their signature dessert!
“We should serve it the way they do, or it won’t be a fair test,” Lisa said as she picked up the pan and stood up. “I’ll go heat it and put on some ice cream.”
Once Lisa left, Andrea reached out to take Hannah’s hand and give it an affectionate squeeze, a rare occurrence for sisters who’d been raised not to be overly demonstrative.
“What?” Hannah asked, noting the suspicious moisture in Andrea’s eyes.
“Do you really think you might lose The Cookie Jar?”
“I hope not, but it doesn’t look good.”
“Then you’re worried?”
“Oh, yes. I just don’t want to say much in front of Lisa. She’s about to marry the man she loves. I don’t want her to have to worry about business.”
Norman slipped his arm around Hannah’s shoulders. And then he said something he’d never said before. “That’s one of the reasons I love you, Hannah. You’re always thinking of other people, even when you’re in trouble.”
“Bill and I talked before he went back to the station.” Andrea gave Hannah’s hand another squeeze. “If you need to borrow money, we’ll take out a line of home equity on the house.”
Hannah was so touched it took her a moment to find her voice. “I couldn’t ask you to do that, not when I know that Vanessa can afford to run their business at a loss for a whole year. Don’t even consider it. You and Bill and the kids come first.”
“I’m not married and I don’t have kids,” Norman said. “I’ve got some savings and I’ll lend you enough to tide you over.”
“Thank you, but no,” Hannah said forcefully enough to erase all doubt that she’d change her mind. “Both of you are really sweet to offer, but throwing money at the problem won’t help. If our business at The Cookie Jar doesn’t pick up by the end of the month, it’s not going to pick up at all.”
“What are you going to do if it doesn’t?”
“Liquidate. We’ll sell the capital assets and I’ll give Lisa her share in cash. She’ll be able to find something else, and even if she doesn’t, Herb’s got a good job.”
“But that’s just awful! Mother’s got money. She could…” Andrea stopped in mid-sentence after one glance at Hannah’s expression. “Okay. Forget that. There’s no way you want to ask Mother. But family is supposed to stick together and…I don’t know what else to do! If I could figure out a way to get rid of Shawna Lee and Vanessa, I’d do it in a flash!”
There was a note of panic in Andrea’s voice that worried Hannah. Her younger sister was really upset. “Take a giant step back and wait for the Southern Peach Cobbler. If it’s good, we have cause to worry. If it’s not, we can relax a little. Then the Magnolia Blossom Bakery is just a flash in the pan and our customers will be back when they get tired of inferior baked goods.”
As if on cue, Lisa appeared bearing four bowls of Peach Cobbler with vanilla ice cream melting in rivulets on the top. “Here you go. I hope you hate it!”
Hannah laughed. Lisa, who never said anything bad about anyone and seldom criticized anything, was already giving the signature dessert a thumbs-down. “Did you taste it?”
“I had a bite in the kitchen, but don’t let that influence you. Make up your own minds.”
Andrea raised the spoon to her mouth and took a bite. “This is really good ice cream.”
“It’s Bridgeman’s. Taste the cobbler.”
Andrea spooned up a bite of cobbler and tasted it. She chewed, swallowed, and shrugged. “It’s funny, but I’ve got the strangest feeling I’ve tasted this somewhere before. And before you ask, today’s the first time I’ve ever been in the Magnolia Blossom Bakery.”
“But what do you think of it? Is it good?”
Andrea frowned slightly. “There’s nothing wrong with it. It’s…okay.”
“Just okay?” Hannah asked, feeling pleased when Andrea nodded. She tried a spoonful for herself and decided that her sister was right. It was generic peach cobbler, acceptable, but no better than that. “What do you think, Norman?”
“It tastes like the peach cobbler you’d get at a twenty-four-hour coffee shop. There’s nothing really wrong with it, but I wouldn’t go out of my way to order it again.”
“Then we all agree,” Hannah said, giving a little sigh of relief. “But this place is empty and theirs is full. If it’s not the baked goods, why have all our customers deserted us for the Magnolia Blossom?”
“Do you think it’s the outfits they wear?” Norman asked.
“I thought you said you’d never been in there!” Hannah frowned at him.
“I haven’t, but Vanessa came in for a checkup and she was wearing her work clothes.”
“I should have mentioned their outfits before. It probably has something to do with it.” Andrea gave a quick little nod.
“What do they wear?” Hannah asked.
“Short dresses with full skirts and low-cut necklines. And they bend over a lot when they’re serving customers. That could be one reason most of the men go there.”
“How about the women?” Lisa asked.
“The women go where the men go,” Hannah answered. “It’s human nature.”
“Then there’s the contests,” Andrea went on.
Hannah frowned. This was the first she’d heard about any contests. “What contests?”
“The ones where you get your order free. If the theme song from Gone With the Wind comes on the loudspeakers while you’re paying, all you have to do is say, Frankly, my dear, I don’t give a darn! and whatever you were about to pay for is free.”
“I don’t give a darn?” Hannah asked.
“They changed it because of the kids. Shawna Lee and Vanessa didn’t want them running around repeating the real word.”
“Of course not.”
“Then they’ve got the flower mug. That’s the contest I won.”
Hannah groaned. There was a lot Andrea hadn’t told them. “What’s the flower mug?”
“They serve coffee in white mugs and a couple of them have pink magnolia blossoms painted on the bottom. When your mug is empty, you turn it over to look. If you’ve got a magnolia blossom, your order is free. I didn’t have to pay at all today because my coffee was in one of the magnolia blossom mugs.”
“Cute,” Hannah said, a trifle sarcastically. “Contests like that are fun for the customers, but they’re expensive for the owners.”
“Oh, I know. Shawna Lee told me they give away almost three hundred dollars of baked goods every day.”
“A lot of new businesses have contests for the first few weeks as part of their grand opening,” Lisa said.
“They’re doing it for longer than the first few weeks. Vanessa decided they should have two different contests every day for the first three months and then gradually taper off. She hired a marketing consultant to think up the contests.”
“Oh, boy!” Hannah breathed. There was no way a small, shoestring operation like The Cookie Jar could begin to compete with the Magnolia Blossom’s unlimited financing.
Lisa gave a dejected sigh. “We can’t afford to give away three hundred dollars of free baked goods every day. And there’s no way I’m going to serve coffee in a short, low-cut dress and bend over a lot!”
“No need for that,” Norman spoke up. “Not that it wouldn’t be scenic, but the way to a guy’s heart is through his stomach and your baked goods are a quantum leap better than theirs.”
“Then what do you think we should do?” Hannah asked, moving a little closer to Norman’s side.
“Just hang on and don’t do anything.” Norman smiled down at her and then he repeated her personal mantra. “Once the novelty wears off, they’ll be back.”



Chapter Three

Hannah unlocked her condo door and braced herself for the onslaught. Her cat, Moishe, had been alone since daybreak and he would be eager for food and company.
“I’m home!” Hannah announced, pushing the door open and oofing a bit as her twenty-plus-pound, orange and white tomcat jumped into her arms. This was one of the few times she could baby her normally independent feline roommate and she nuzzled his fur with her chin. “Did you miss me?”
“Yow!” Moishe said, licking her nose.
Since Moishe was purring with the same intensity as a lawn mower stuck on rough-terrain speed, Hannah knew he’d been waiting for her to come home. She shrugged out of her parka coat, juggling Moishe from one arm to the other in the process, and kicked off the moose-hide boots that had earned her a black mark with the Bambi lovers who’d never come within a mile of a moose.
“Dinnertime,” Hannah announced, carrying her one-eyed friend into the kitchen and setting him down by his food bowl. Then she headed for the broom closet where she kept Moishe’s food, unlocked the padlock she used to secure the door, and frowned as she noticed the new bite marks at the corner of the narrow wooden door. It wouldn’t be long now. Her food-loving cat had chewed through the veneer on the corner of the door and he was well on his way to demolishing the wood. A lock is only as good as the door. Hannah remembered her father’s words, the wisdom he’d imparted to his customers at Lake Eden Hardware. The padlock had Moishe stymied, but he was smart enough to concentrate his efforts on the hollow-core door. Her cat was remodeling her broom closet by adding his own cat-size passage to the mother lode.
Hannah estimated she had about a week before Moishe invaded the cat food stronghold. It was time to start thinking about another solution, preferably one that didn’t require an armed guard. She couldn’t really blame Moishe for trying to get at his food. He’d lived on the street, not knowing where his next mouse was coming from, and he’d been half starved when he’d arrived at her door. Even though almost two years had passed since that winter day and his girth had doubled with regular meals and then some, he still went into a panic if he could see Garfield’s picture on the bottom of his food bowl.
“Kitty crunchies, or braised liver tidbits?” Hannah asked her furry roommate. “Or would you like both?”
The moment Hannah had given him the third choice, Moishe’s purring intensified to a rumble so loud, she could hear it across the room. Hannah interpreted that to mean that her feline friend wanted both liver and kitty crunchies. She would serve them separately, of course. Moishe fancied himself a gourmet and he didn’t like to mix his dry food with his wet food.
Once Moishe had gobbled down his liver tidbits and was happily crunching his dry food, Hannah headed for the bedroom to get into her at-home clothes. In the summer they consisted of lightweight pull-on pants in a nondescript shade of gray and one of several oversize short-sleeved T-shirts in her favorite color, bright red. The red color of the shirts clashed with her frizzy red curls, but there was no one except Moishe to complain. And even if cats were color-blind, a fact that she sometimes doubted, he was content with Hannah’s appearance as long as she kept his food bowl full.
“Time for my dinner,” Hannah announced, entering the kitchen again. She was wearing her winter at-home outfit, a cardinal red long-sleeved sweatshirt with matching drawstring pants. “Are you going to be a pest if I have a Klondike Salad?”
Moishe regarded her with the most innocent of expressions, as if he had absolutely no interest in what she was doing as she took a can of red sock-eye salmon from the cupboard and opened it. Hannah harbored no illusion that his disinterest would last any longer than the first whiff of fish-scented air that reached his nostrils. Moishe loved salmon, especially the most expensive kind the Red Owl Grocery had to offer.
True to form, Moishe was rubbing against her ankles before Hannah had drained the salmon. She scraped off the silver skin to save for him, along with the soft column of backbones. Then she flaked the salmon into a salad bowl and put a small bag of frozen green peas in the microwave. While the peas were cooking, she grated a quarter of an onion and added it to the salmon. Then she peeled and chopped two of the hard-boiled eggs she always kept as a staple in the refrigerator, cooled the cooked peas by immersing them in ice water, and added everything to her bowl. Mayonnaise was next, mixed with a little sweet pickle juice for flavor. A few grindings of pepper from her pepper mill and her salad was finished.
Hannah carried her salad to the living room and took her favorite seat on the couch. Moishe, merely to be friendly of course, jumped up to sit right next to her and leaned over so that his nose was only inches from her bowl.
“I wonder why they call it Klondike Salad,” Hannah mused, picking up her cat and moving him a safe distance away. “I guess it’s because a lot of salmon comes from Alaska.”
Hannah savored every mouthful and Moishe watched her do it. This went on for several minutes until Hannah couldn’t stand seeing Moishe track her fork from the bowl to her mouth and then back again one more time. She got the scraps she’d saved for him and put them in a bowl on the coffee table. She was just sitting down again when her phone rang.
“Is it Mother?” Hannah asked the cat whose tail had suddenly swelled into a bush. Moishe wasn’t fond of Delores Swensen and he’d shredded several pairs of her panty hose to prove it. As the phone rang again, Moishe’s hackles rose and he arched his back like a Halloween cat. It was definitely her mother, Hannah decided, and she reached for the phone. “Hello, Mother,” she said.
“Hannah! I’m so glad you’re home!”
Delores was breathing hard, in loud little gasps, and Hannah went on instant alert. “Are you all right?”
“No! Something horrible happened and I’m still reeling in shock! I came within an inch of having a coronary!”
The mother who was not known for understatement sounded truly panic-stricken, and Hannah’s pulse sped up to crisis rhythm. This could be a real emergency. “What happened?”
“There was a mouse in my hall closet! I just went to hang up my coat and it…it ran right over my foot! You’ve got to help me, Hannah!”
“I see,” Hannah said, although she didn’t. What did her mother expect her to do? Drive over and chase the mouse out of her house? “Don’t panic, Mother. A mouse can be a nuisance, but it can’t hurt you.”
“I know that. It’s just that it touched me! You don’t know how that makes me feel, Hannah. My skin is just crawling!”
“I’m sorry it upset you, Mother. Do you still have that package of traps Dad kept in the garage?”
“They’re on the shelf, but I just can’t bring myself to use one. Mousetraps are so cruel.”
“Not if you bait them right. Put a little glob of peanut butter right in the center of the bait tray so the mouse’s neck is in the right position. Then when he nibbles, the bail snaps forward and…”
“I don’t want to hear it!” Delores interrupted her daughter’s description. “I refuse to use mousetraps, Hannah. They’re inhumane.”
“Whatever you say, Mother. But you said you wanted my help. What do you expect me to do?”
“I thought you could bring Moishe over here and he could take care of the problem. It’s only a few miles and you told me he was a good mouser.”
“You want Moishe to catch your mouse?” Hannah couldn’t believe her ears. The woman who thought mousetraps were inhumane preferred letting Hannah’s mean feline killing machine loose on her tiny rodent?
“I’ll make it worth his while. I’ve got a package of shrimp in the freezer. You can take it with you when he’s done and he can have a nice treat when he gets home.”
Hannah started to chortle. “You want to hire my cat as an assassin and pay him off in frozen shrimp?”
“You don’t have to put it quite that way. But really, dear…I’ve always hated mice and I won’t get a wink of sleep tonight knowing that it’s running around loose.”
Hannah sighed. That was probably true. The sleeping mind could play all sorts of tricks. Her mother might dream that she was being chased by a giant rodent and really have a heart attack.
“Hold on and I’ll talk it over with Moishe,” Hannah said, unwilling to cave in too easily and encourage more requests for help from her mother. Coaxing Moishe into his traveling crate wasn’t easy, and listening to him complain as she drove to town wouldn’t be pleasant.
“You have to talk it over with a cat? For heaven’s sake, Hannah! You’re acting as if he’s your child!”
“He’s better than a child. Think about it, Mother. Moishe doesn’t ask for an allowance, he eats cold food straight out of the can, he toilet trained himself, and he’s never going to need money for college.”
There was silence for a moment and then Delores started to laugh. There were times when her sense of humor won out over her oh-so-proper exterior. Hannah was grinning as she turned to her cat, who was sitting on the coffee table grooming his tail. “What do you say, Moishe? Are you in the mood to do a little mouse hunting for hire?”
As she said the word mouse, Moishe’s ears tipped toward her, swiveling like miniature satellite dishes. Hannah turned back to the phone. “He’s definitely interested,” she reported.
“Then you’ll come?”
“Of course I’ll come,” Hannah said, wondering why out of three daughters, a son-in-law, and a whole phone book of friends, Delores always called her when there was a problem.
 
“Why is he hissing like that?” Delores asked, leaning down to peer into the cat carrier. “Do you think he smells the mouse?”
No, he sees you, Hannah thought but she didn’t say it. It was probably best if her mother didn’t know how much Moishe disliked her. “He’s not fond of traveling,” Hannah excused her bristling, hissing pet. And that was a masterful understatement, since her ears were still ringing from Moishe’s non-stop yowls of protest all the way from her condo garage to her mother’s driveway. “Where’s the mouse?”
“In the guest room. He dashed out of the closet and ran in there. I chased after him and shut the door.”
Hannah lugged Moishe through her mother’s living room, a pale blue room filled with museum-quality antiques and artwork. It was immaculate, as always. Delores didn’t clean it herself. Marjorie Hanks, Luanne’s mother, came in to polish, dust, wash, and wax every Tuesday and every Friday. In high school science, Hannah had learned that nature abhorred a vacuum and the same could be said for her mother.
“Is it heavy?” Delores asked, as Hannah set the carrier down in the hallway for a moment to get a better grip.
“Yes,” Hannah answered, not mentioning that it was one of the more inane questions she’d ever heard. She hoisted her hissing burden, carried him to the guest room door, and set him down again with a grunt. “Okay. He’s ready to go.”
“He doesn’t look very happy about it,” Delores said, peering in through the grate again.
“He’ll be okay once I let him out of the carrier, but I’d better supervise to make sure nothing gets knocked over. And I think we should shut the door behind us so the mouse can’t escape.”
Hannah glanced up at her mother. She was a bit concerned about what would happen when she let Moishe out of his carrier. If Delores was in the room with them, he might just decide to shred her stockings before he hunted down the visiting rodent. “You don’t want to come in with us and watch, do you?”
“Good heavens, no!” Delores looked horrified. “I’ll go put on a pot of coffee. You can come and get me when it’s over.”
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