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Praise for the Cookie Cutter Shop Mysteries

Cookie Dough or Die

“It’s always a joy to find a new series that…contains such promise.”

—CA Reviews

“Virginia Lowell made me a cookie cutter convert with her cleverly crafted Cookie Dough or Die. In fact, I unearthed my mother’s collection and looked at it in a whole new way after finishing this yummy tale…The writing is strong, the story line engaging, the characters ones you’d like to be your friends. This is what makes a good cozy mystery a special read. I look forward to more cookie adventures—with sprinkles and chocolate icing on top.”

—AnnArbor.com

“Readers will find the sleuthing of the main character hard to resist…This is a good cozy mystery.”

—Fresh Fiction

“Four stars! Here’s a dough-licious debut for the new Cookie Cutter Shop Mysteries…Olivia is a charming lead, and Chatterley Heights will entice cozy readers who like the drama and close-knit relationships in small towns. A great start to a new series.”

—RT Book Reviews

“This was a great read. With a wonderful cast of characters and a great setting, this story will have you craving for one more cookie. The tone was very comfortable, and the witty and entertaining dialogue kept me engaged as I quickly turned the pages…[A] welcome addition to the cozy genre.”

—Dru’s Book Musings

“The author does a great job of setting up this new series. She includes such vivid descriptions of Olivia’s store that you can visualize the store and nearly smell the scent of baking cookies. Realistic, humorous dialogue supports the plot and keeps the story moving forward…Fans of Joanne Fluke or of Jenn McKinlay’s Cupcake Bakery Mysteries will enjoy this new culinary mystery series.”

—The Season

“Practically jumps off the page with an endearing heroine (and her little dog, too); smart, wisecracking dialogue; an ingenious plot; and a thoroughly satisfying, melt-in-your-mouth ending. And the cookie references were tempting enough to send me to the kitchen to whomp up a batch of my mother’s favorite decorated butter-sugar cookies (no kidding, I did). If you love mysteries set in a small town and treats fresh from the oven, follow this author! You will not be disappointed.”

—Sherry Ladig, Irish Music and Dance Association magazine
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Olivia Greyson made a mental note to develop spontaneous deafness the next time someone asked her to serve on a committee.

Olivia and four other Chatterley Heights citizens sat in a circle near the large front window of her store, The Gingerbread House, ostensibly planning the two-hundred-fiftieth anniversary of the town’s founding. For Olivia, the aroma of cinnamon, ginger, and cloves drifting from the store kitchen held more allure than the clash of egos going on around her. Planning a birthday bash for Chatterley Heights had brought out the worst in some of its citizens.

“Mauve,” said Karen Evanson, the newly elected mayor of Chatterley Heights. As always, Karen wore a tailored suit, rich burgundy, which showcased her slender figure. The knee-length skirt revealed toned calves. She looked both professional and younger than her forty-six years. “Absolutely, the banner for the band shell must remain mauve. It’s a Victorian color, most appropriate.” The mayor’s authoritative voice left no room for argument. “Anyway, it’s far too late to change. The sewing club has nearly finished the banner. You should have spoken up sooner, Quill.”

“I did. You ignored me, as usual.” Quill Latimer, PhD and town historian, crossed one long, thin leg over the other. Quill’s languid voice, tinged with disdain, exuded professorial superiority. He was in his midfifties, with a receding hairline, though Olivia suspected him of shaving the top of his head to look more scholarly.

Olivia’s mind flashed to her father, who had died of cancer when she was a teenager, half a lifetime ago. He had been a scholar and author of popular books on ornithology. He was vague and forgetful, but never arrogant. Quill Latimer, on the other hand, often behaved as if he had something to prove.

“Since Chatterley Heights’s founding date was close to the Revolutionary War,” Quill said, “I still maintain that mauve is the wrong color for the banner. Red, white, and blue would be far more—”

Proving Quill’s point, Karen ignored him. “We’re running late, and we have several more topics to cover. First, I should remind you all that I expect you will return your keys to the Chatterley Mansion directly to me once this weekend is over. And I assume that no one has lost theirs and everyone has been using them to check in and make sure everything is on schedule?” The committee members nodded in unison, and Olivia half expected them to singsong like schoolchildren, “Yes, Miss Evanson.” Karen seemed satisfied. “We’ll continue with a report from Mr. Willard.” She held a voice-activated recorder toward a gaunt, elderly gentleman and asked, “Are all the permits finally in place?”

Mr. Willard, whose real and cumbersome name was Aloysius Willard Smythe, had been advising the committee on the legal aspects of their proposed weekend celebration. He was also Olivia’s attorney. With a gentle smile that stretched his skin across his prominent jaw, Mr. Willard said, “Rest assured, we may now parade the streets of Chatterley Heights without fear of arrest.”

Olivia laughed softly, appreciating the lightened mood. The mayor, however, was not amused. With an impatient shake of her honey blond hair, Karen turned to Binnie Sloan, editor of Chatterley Heights’s only newspaper, The Weekly Chatter. “I don’t suppose you’ve managed to arrange publicity from any of the major DC or Baltimore newspapers, Binnie.”

Binnie answered with a derisive snort as she dug into one of the many pockets in her wrinkled cargo pants. Given her plump, squarish build, Binnie usually wore men’s clothing. She preferred styles with deep pockets, so she could carry enough equipment to be prepared for any journalistic opportunity, whether real or fabricated.

Olivia’s cell phone vibrated in the pocket of her tailored linen slacks. While Karen frowned at Binnie, Olivia sneaked a peek at her caller ID. It was a text from Del, Sheriff Del Jenkins. They hadn’t planned to get together later, but since it was a text, Olivia opened it and read, “Call me ASAP.” This was not a typical message from Olivia’s “special friend,” as her mother called him. Del was normally easygoing with a light sense of humor…except when his town or Olivia was in danger.

Karen Evanson’s commanding voice interrupted Olivia’s thoughts. “We all agreed, Olivia. No cell phones during our meetings. Please put it away and pay attention.” Another snicker from Binnie drew a glare from Karen. Olivia slipped her cell back into her pocket.

Before the mayor could repeat her demand for a publicity report, Binnie said, “I didn’t bother with the DC and Baltimore papers. They won’t be interested in our little birthday party. At least, not unless something really juicy happens. I could put something on my blog, maybe hint that one of Chatterley Heights’s prominent officials is about to be arrested for fraud or—”

“As usual, I’ll have to complete your assigned tasks for you, Binnie. Now about the opening parade on Saturday morning…” Karen consulted a typed list. “I have determined the order in which notable Chatterley Heights citizens are to march in the parade. As mayor, I will lead. Following behind…”

Through the store’s front window, Olivia watched streetlamps flash on, creating a rectangle of light around the Chatterley Heights town square. Inside the park, one old-fashioned streetlamp illuminated the historic band shell. Olivia wished she were sitting in it, watching the surrounding shops go to bed for the night.

A rich, sweet fragrance wafted from the kitchen. Molasses. Olivia’s mind drifted, as it often did, toward cookies. A decorated gingerbread cookie might help alleviate her current frustration. Normally she loved being in the store, surrounded by cookie cutters, cookie cookbooks, and the colorful array of icing decorations, but if she had to hear one more heated disagreement about nothing…

Not that their task wasn’t important. Two hundred and fifty years of survival was something to be proud of, especially for a small town. Olivia was not above feeling a tingle of pride and excitement. Chatterley Heights, her home until she left for college, nestled between Baltimore and Washington, DC. The little town was steeped in history, some of it downright amusing. Certainly the antics of their revered founder, Frederick P. Chatterley, made for some delicious stories. A number of town residents had recently discovered, through intensive research, that they were descended from Frederick P., though not strictly in a respectable way.

“Olivia? I hate to interrupt your reverie, but our task would go more smoothly if you would try to pay attention.” Mayor Karen Evanson raised her perfectly shaped eyebrows at Olivia.

“Everyone calls me Livie,” Olivia said before she could stop herself. If she’d been paying attention, she would have remembered that Mayor Evanson, as she preferred to be called, disapproved of informality. Nevertheless, perhaps in defiance, everyone in town called her Karen.

“You know my attitude toward nicknames,” Karen said with an impatient shake of her head. She made an exception only for Mr. Willard. A strand of shiny hair grazed her chin and fell obediently back into place. “It’s your turn to report on your events planning. We only have three days before the celebration begins, so I hope you’ve made progress.”

“The events are in place,” Olivia said. “Del and Cody will handle traffic during the parade, and—”

“That’s Sheriff Del Jenkins and Deputy Sheriff Cody Furlow,” Karen articulated into her recorder. “And?” she asked, turning to Olivia.

Suppressing a sigh, Olivia said, “And local businesses are lined up for the fete on Sunday.”

“The tours of Chatterley Mansion? Are they arranged?” Karen’s clipped tone conveyed impatience with her less-than-competent assistants.

“All arranged,” Olivia said. “As you know, Professor Latimer will lead the tour groups. He has a vast knowledge of Chatterley Heights history, and he knew Harold and Sally Chatterley for many years before they died.” Olivia noticed that when she began to compliment Quill, Karen stopped recording.

“You really need to learn to be more efficient with your reports, Olivia. We don’t have time to waste.”

Olivia’s little rescue Yorkshire terrier, Spunky, was curled on the needlework seat of an antique chair facing the front window. He lifted his head and growled at the mayor’s sharp tone.

“Why you keep that dog in a place of business, I’ll never understand,” Karen said. “I’m not sure it’s even legal.”

“Oh, it is quite legal,” Mr. Willard said. “And Spunky is very popular with customers.”

Spunky slapped his fluffy tail on the chair seat and settled back to sleep.

Ignoring Karen’s criticism of her pet, Olivia consulted her brief notes on her committee assignment. “As you’ve probably noticed, Maddie is making fragrant and delicious progress on her gingerbread house replicas of the oldest and most important buildings in town.” Olivia’s best friend and business partner, Maddie Briggs, was known for her creative, exuberant cookie designs. “In fact, she is just finishing the last gingerbread house, the Chatterley Mansion. She’s also decorating cookies with indoor scenes to put inside the rooms. It’s all amazing.”

“I doubt they will hold up through the weekend,” the mayor said with a tight smile. “In my opinion, gingerbread houses are frivolous and potentially unsanitary.”

“Can the attitude, Karen,” said Binnie Sloan. “Folks love stuff like gingerbread houses. They’re great for publicity photos.”

Olivia would have appreciated Binnie’s support except it wasn’t given in defense of The Gingerbread House or Maddie’s baking skills. Binnie was sniping at Karen for insisting The Weekly Chatter hew to higher journalistic standards than had been its practice. Binnie’s stories favored sensationalism over truth. Olivia, who had been stung more than once by what passed for reporting in The Weekly Chatter, had to agree with Karen.

The mayor’s flawless makeup couldn’t hide her flushed cheeks and tight jaw. She drew in a breath to speak, but before she could put Binnie in her place, Quill Latimer said, “Fascinated as I am by this weighty conversation, I must point out that I am teaching an evening class beginning”—he made a show of taking a pocket watch from his sweater vest pocket and springing open the lid—“beginning less than an hour from now. I have a twenty-minute drive, and I must stop at home to pick up my materials.”

“Perhaps you should have been more prepared,” Karen snapped.

Quill cocked one bushy eyebrow at Karen and said, “Perhaps you should beg the unpaid services of another PhD historian who happens to be an expert on the history of Chatterley Heights.”

Olivia wondered if she should move the heavy mixing bowls and rolling pins out of snatching distance. She relaxed when Mr. Willard cleared his throat, a sign he was about to speak. To her irritation, she felt her cell phone vibrate inside the pocket of her linen pants. She should have left it in the kitchen with Maddie. She decided to ignore it.

“I am eager to hear how your research is progressing, Quill,” Mr. Willard said with a sheepish grin. “Especially with respect to the possibility that our own Frederick P. Chatterley might have left a number of, shall we say, unacknowledged descendants?”

As the gathering responded with expressions ranging from amusement to disgust, Olivia’s cell vibrated yet again. This time she checked the caller ID. It was Del. His persistence gave Olivia a twinge of concern, but Karen was watching her. She’d call back as soon as the meeting ended.

Mr. Willard chuckled. “I realize it is perhaps unseemly of me to be so interested in our revered founder’s less-than-estimable pursuits, but nevertheless…” He shrugged his bony shoulders.

“It’s downright fascinating,” Binnie said. “I plan to do a whole spread on the old reprobate’s illegitimate descendants. How many have we got?” She retrieved her ever-present notebook and a ballpoint pen. “Okay, five so far. The latest is that kid who’s working with Lucas on the Chatterley Mansion, Matthew something. Don’t know the guy myself.”

“Matthew Fabrizio?” Olivia asked. “I didn’t realize his family lived in Chatterley Heights so far back. I met him when I was taking pictures of the Chatterley Mansion for Maddie’s gingerbread house design.”

“Yeah, Fabrizio, that’s it,” Binnie said, jotting the name down in her notebook. “So old Frederick must have knocked up some Italian chick back in seventeen-something-or-other.”

“That is incorrect,” Quill said. “There was no one of Italian descent living in Chatterley Heights until—”

“Yeah, whatever,” Binnie said, stuffing her notebook into a pocket. “I think I’ll interview the kid.”

Olivia barely knew Matthew Fabrizio, but she felt sorry for him.

“It is important to be precise,” Quill said in his lecturing voice. “Matthew Fabrizio is descended from Frederick through his mother, who belonged to an old Chatterley Heights family. And while intriguing, as Mr. Willard said, this obsessive search for Frederick’s illegitimate offspring has no real significance. Harold and Sally Chatterley, knowing of Frederick’s proclivities, wisely foresaw this dilemma. Their will made it clear the family mansion was to pass to the town of Chatterley Heights if there were no more descendants born within wedlock to Chatterley parents.”

“That is correct,” Mr. Willard said.

“So if I may report my more important historical findings, I—”

An insistent generic ring tone from Karen’s cell phone interrupted Quill, who glared at the mayor. Without apology, Karen dug her cell phone out of a stuffed expanding file next to her chair. As Karen frowned at the caller ID, Olivia realized her own cell was vibrating once again. She slipped away from the group and escaped to the relative privacy of the store’s cookbook nook. Flipping the phone open, she found two voice mails and a text message, all from Del. The text read, “Call me. Now.”

Del answered at once. “Livie, you won’t believe this. You are about to have visitors. I tried to stall them by directing them to the mayor’s office, but sooner or later they will find out the celebration committee is meeting at your store.”

“Del, what are you—?”

“Hold on to your hat,” Del said. “It seems the Chatterley family has not died out, as we all assumed. Harold and Sally’s son, Paine Chatterley, is still alive.”

“You’re kidding!” Olivia lowered her voice. “But he didn’t show up for either Harold’s or Sally’s funeral.”

“Nonetheless,” Del said, “Paine is alive, and he has returned to Chatterley Heights. He and his wife Hermione are heading your way. They want the key to their mansion back.”

*    *    *

“This is outrageous!” Mayor Karen Evanson’s face reddened right down to her earlobes.

Paine Chatterley, a slight man with silver hair, eyed Karen with detached amusement. His plump wife, Hermione, stared at the mayor with frank curiosity.

“We will most certainly not give you our keys to the Chatterley Mansion,” Karen said. “You’ve presented no proof of your identity. You two are nothing more than scam artists. Do you honestly think we didn’t confirm Paine Chatterley’s death before taking possession of Chatterley Mansion?”

Paine Chatterley, if that’s who he was, gave Karen a faint smile, which conveyed a hint of superiority. “We have papers, of course,” Paine said. He selected several official-looking documents from his soft leather briefcase and handed them to Karen.

Karen’s eyes narrowed with suspicion as she snatched the papers from Paine’s hand. She barely glanced at them. “You assured us he was deceased,” she said as she thrust the papers toward Mr. Willard. “I assume these are fake.”

Mr. Willard’s gaunt face turned ashen as he pored over the documents.

Maddie emerged from the kitchen carrying a plate of decorated gingerbread cookies, cheerfully unaware of the unfolding drama. “Lucas called and told me we’d be receiving special visitors. I thought we could all do with some sustenance.” Maddie studied the Chatterleys, and they returned the interest with amusement. Olivia could understand why. Maddie had been baking and decorating for close to ten hours straight. Her curly red hair frothed around her head like cotton candy gone viral. Bits of gingerbread dough and colored icing dotted her jeans and T-shirt, and she had flour on her nose.

“So you’re Paine Chatterley,” Maddie said. “I heard you were dead.”

Paine appeared charmed by Maddie’s bluntness. But then, Olivia suspected he was able to present himself in any way he wished. His emotional reactions must be under remarkable control, Olivia thought, if Karen’s brusque, mistrustful manner hadn’t phased him.

“I’m sure I shall shuffle off one day,” Paine said as he selected one of Maddie’s gingerbread cookies. “But not just yet.” His accent was faintly English, as one might expect given his story, relayed by Del, that he’d been living in and around western Europe since he left Chatterley Heights at about age twenty-five. “Meanwhile, it is lovely to be home. Hermione and I wish only for a quiet retirement. We were never blessed with children, so it means a great deal to us to regain a connection with my family.”

Olivia’s curiosity grew as she noted the physical differences between Paine and his wife. Paine was slender with fine chiseled features and straight silver hair combed back from his forehead. Hermione Chatterley, on the other hand, had broad shoulders and a plump figure with almost no waist. Her hair might once have been red and curly, like Maddie’s, but was now thin, white fluff.

“You can call yourself a Chatterley all you want,” Karen said, “but we’ll need more proof. We will, of course, conduct our own investigation.”

“Karen, my dear,” Paine said, “I am devastated. How could you not recognize me?”

All eyes turned to the mayor, who gave Paine Chatterley a hard look and said nothing. Binnie Sloan whipped out a small digital camera and began clicking away. Karen snatched the camera from Binnie’s hand and shoved it into her expanding file. “We do not need any publicity about this. These two persons will be gone by tomorrow.”

Ignoring her, Paine turned to Professor Latimer. “And Quill, old friend, it’s good to see you again. I hear you’ve achieved a…well-deserved position.”

Paine’s hesitation was so slight, Olivia wondered if she’d imagined it. Until she saw Quill Latimer’s gaunt cheeks redden. She felt like a spectator at a skillfully directed play. The greetings to Karen Evanson and Quill Latimer felt personal yet lacked intimate detail, as if Paine were conveying a private message to each of them. On the other hand, Olivia understood that a practiced con artist could take little or no information and make it sound as if he knew a secret.

“If I may interject,” Mr. Willard said, “these papers appear to be official, but I am not sufficiently conversant with British legal documents to verify their authenticity. I do have a professional acquaintance in DC, a legal scholar of international repute, to whom I suggest faxing these items.”

“How could you have allowed this to happen?” Her fists on her hips, Karen scowled at Mr. Willard. “You assured us you had seen the death certificate with your own eyes.”

“Yes, I…well, to be precise, I was sent an authorized copy of the death certificate, along with supporting documents. I saw no evidence the death certificate had been forged, but I suppose one can never be certain.”

“How intriguing,” Paine said. “I’m curious…when was my alleged death? And how did I die?”

Mr. Willard looked so confused and alarmed that Olivia wondered, for the first time, how old he was and if his considerable intellect was beginning to dim.

“Well, I…I would have to check my files, but as I recall you died in a skiing accident while still a young man. I believe you were in your midtwenties. We requested the information some years later, given you had not returned for either your father’s or your mother’s funeral.”

“Ah,” said Paine. “You see, I was not terribly close to my parents, and I felt no need to attend their funerals. Furthermore, I detest skiing. You must have been sent another Paine Chatterley’s death certificate.”

Karen turned her wrath toward Paine. “How many Paine Chatterleys can there possibly be?”

“My dear Karen, you of all people should know there is only one of me. However, given dear old Frederick’s predilections, I’ll wager there are numerous Chatterleys running around England, spawned before his escape to the colonies. Surely one or two of them had the misfortune to be named Paine. I’m certain this will all be straightened out soon.”

“Perhaps,” Karen said, “but meanwhile, no key to the mansion. I’m sure you two can find a motel to stay in.”

Paine Chamberlain flashed her a smile, revealing stained teeth. “Send off our materials to your expert, by all means. However, my dear Karen, our coming here to talk with you was merely a formality. We stopped by the mansion on our rather circuitous way over here. A kind young man made a copy of his key for us, and we have deposited what belongings we were able to transport with us. I believe he is working on the restoration of our family home. It seems the town had allowed it to fall into a sad state of disrepair.”

“Lucas handed over his key? Lucas Ashford?” Maddie frowned at the emerald promise-to-think-about-it, almost-engagement ring on her finger, as if it owed her an explanation for her true love’s questionable judgment.

“Lucas…” Paine Chatterley caressed his chin with long, slender fingers, as if deep in thought. “No, I believe the name was more, shall we say, continental. Italian, perhaps.”

“Matthew Fabrizio,” Karen Evanson muttered through clamped teeth.

“That’s the young man,” Paine said. “He seemed quite eager to help.”

“I’ll bet he was,” Karen said.

Paine gave her a curious look. Karen did not elaborate, but Olivia thought she understood. If Matthew Fabrizio was, in fact, a descendant of Frederick P. Chatterley, he had every reason to curry Paine’s favor. Illegitimate or not, Matthew might hope to become the son and heir Paine and Hermione never had. If Paine were to acknowledge Matthew as Frederick P.’s descendant, he might also be convinced to write a new will.

“We are rather tired,” Paine said. “We’ll be toddling along home for a nap before we unpack. I’m sure we’ll be seeing a great deal of all of you, once we’ve had a chance to settle in.”

Speaking for the first time, Hermione said to Olivia, “The Gingerbread House is such a lovely store. I can’t wait to explore it.” She reached out to touch Maddie’s arm. “Did you really make these adorable decorated cookies? When I was a child, we had a cook who made such wonderful confec—”

Paine’s hand clamped onto Hermione’s arm. “Come along, my dear, we have unpacking to do. There will be plenty of time for all that.”

Anger flashed in Hermione’s eyes, but it was gone so quickly, Olivia wondered if she’d imagined it.

“Oh, by the way,” Paine said, “we are in dire need of quiet, so the Chatterley Mansion will be closed to the public during your little celebration. The grounds as well. I’m sure you understand. It is our home, after all, and we prefer privacy.” With a brief smile, he herded his wife toward the front door of The Gingerbread House.

The door closed behind the couple, followed by some moments of silence. Olivia was itching to know if Paine Chatterley had been playing mind games with them when he hinted at knowing Karen Evanson and Quill Latimer. Olivia hesitated to ask them directly because, frankly, she was too tired to deal with Karen’s sharp tongue.

Binnie Sloan felt no such qualms. She pulled out an old handheld recorder and thrust it toward Karen and Quill. “So, you two, spill it. What connection does the long-lost Paine Chatterley have to our new mayor and our esteemed local historian? And why do you deny knowing him?” She pushed the recorder close to Karen’s face. “We’ll start with you, Karen. I figure Paine left Chatterley Heights before you were older than…what, ten? Fifteen? Did he hang out at your playground? Maybe he visited DC while you were working for that loser congressman, what’s-his-name? Or did you and Paine have a clandestine affair somewhere in Europe?”

Karen’s face turned the color of burgundy royal icing. “This meeting is dismissed. And if you, if any of you, repeat a word of what transpired today, I will see to it that you are punished to the full extent of the law.”

Spunky jumped to his paws on the soft chair seat and began to yap at Karen. For his own protection, Olivia grabbed him and held him to her chest, shushing him quietly.

Mr. Willard cleared his throat and said, “Actually, Mayor Evanson, I don’t believe there is any legal recourse for—”

“I don’t care!” Karen stalked to the front door and slammed it shut behind her.

Unfazed, Binnie pointed her recorder at Quill. “Your turn, Professor Latimer. What is your secret link to Paine Chatterley?”

“Forget it, Binnie,” Quill said with a brief laugh. “Paine and I are the same age. Of course we knew each other. There’s no story, but I’m sure you can make one up.” Quill turned his head and gazed out the window, which gave a view of the town square. The Chatterleys were visible as they passed under the band shell lamplight, heading south through the park. This struck Olivia as odd since the Chatterley Mansion was several blocks north of the square.

As he watched the Chatterleys’ receding figures, Quill Latimer added, “I will say one thing. That man is no impostor. He is definitely Paine Chatterley, and he hasn’t changed a bit.”
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