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Meltdown in Christmas River
 
by Meg Muldoon
 



 
Prologue
 
Moira Stewart glared out the frosted window pane of her living room, watching fat flakes of snow cascade down from the dim dawn skies. 
“Another dumb December, another stupid storm, and another blasted flare-up,” she mumbled.
She rubbed her bony hands together, wincing as her fingers passed over the swollen, arthritic joints.
They ached this morning, the way they always did when the first real storm of the season hit. The past few years or so, her hands didn’t stop aching until after the spring thaw, making winters a miserable affair. It was all that quilting she did. The typing she’d been doing lately didn’t help much, either. Not to mention the shoveling she had to do just to get out of her damn driveway after the storms. 
In the past, her neighbors were civil, asking whether they could assist her with the snow removal. But they’d stopped asking in the last few years. When she left the house, snow shovel in hand, they’d scurry back into their homes, pretending like they hadn’t seen a poor old lady about to break her back doing manual labor.
Barbarians, she thought. 
That was what the world was being overrun with. Odious people who disregarded civility and manners and the proper way things should be done. People who pretended like there were no rules. And worse, people who pretended the rules didn’t apply to them. 
She shook her head, gazing out at the driveway. 
It made her tired just thinking about all of it. 
The snowflakes were growing chubbier now – chubby like Annie Edgewood, the gal who managed the nurse’s station at the residential home where one of Moira’s quilting club acquaintances lived. Every time Moira visited, it seemed that Annie the nurse had just about doubled in size. Annie always had a can of Ensure and a Diet Coke at the nurse’s station, feigning a health-conscious mindset. But Moira had seen the nurse sitting in her car in the parking lot once, stuffing her face with a massive slice of pie from that sugar monger downtown. 
Talk about barbarity, Moira thought. Talk about people who disregarded the proper way things should be done. 
If Annie Edgewood had been a young woman in Moira’s time, people would have ridiculed her so much that she’d have had no choice but to give up eating like a hoofed animal. 
And the way Moira saw it, that would have served her right. 
Where was the civility these days? The etiquette? The proper way of doing things?  
She rubbed her arms. The flames in the fireplace behind her were starting to die down, and soon she’d have to go out in that nasty weather and shovel that blasted driveway.
After living in Christmas River her entire life, Moira finally had enough of this town. 
Enough of the brutal winters that cut her right down to the bone. 
Enough of getting snow tires put on her car every fall and taken off every spring. 
Enough of the stupid small-town festivities. 
Enough of the smiling, happy people who in the privacy of their own homes, were never smiling or happy. 
Enough of foolish small-town idiots, too stupid to even keep their own dirty little secrets.
Enough of the lies they told after Moira exposed them for what they really were. 
Enough of the barbarism.
Enough. 
Why had she stayed here in Christmas River all of these years? Why had it taken her so long to come up with this plan to leave? 
She wasn’t sure. But ever since the idea struck her, all she did was daydream about those warm Pacific waters on her aching hands, those trade-wind breezes in her hair, and those refreshing Mai Tai cocktails under that toasty tropical sun. All while watching cute golfers out the window every afternoon work on their game. 
Moira reached into the pocket of her fleece vest, her fingers trembling slightly with the effort. She fished out a folded-up piece of paper and flattened it out. 
She gazed at the real estate listing by the dull morning light. 
“Heavenly Hamlet! Panoramic views to die for! 2 bedroom, 1.5 bath condo with an ocean-view deck that will capture your soul. Steps away from Holoholo Golf Course. Come see this Ka’anapali Coast beauty today!”
Who knew? Maybe one of those old golfers would fall in love with her and she’d get married. Crazier things had happened. And nobody liked being alone toward the end of their life. 
Not even someone as tough and as set in her ways as Moira Stewart. 
Her cracked lips spread into a smile as she lost herself in the photo. 
The ocean was sparkling and the palm trees were swaying in one of those trade winds. The deck had just been refinished a pretty shade of cedar red. The dark wicker furniture looked like it had come straight from the pages of Pottery Barn. 
If she closed her eyes and pictured it, she could almost feel the sun shining on her face. 
She could almost hear the sound of the waves crashing and the gulls crying. 
She could almost feel the absence of pain in her hands.
Almost. 
She opened her eyes and reality, with all its bitterness, set it.
The snow was still falling. 
The window pane was still frosted. 
And her hands still ached something awful. 
She slowly folded up the real estate listing. 
She went over to the kitchen table, stuffed the paper into her red hardback notebook – the one she took everywhere – and slid the book into her purse. She walked to the entrance area of her small house and pulled on a weathered, down jacket, a pair of loafers, a warm hat, and gloves.
That stupid snow would be coming down all day.
The words from the real estate flyer echoed in her head. 
“Come see this Ka’anapali Coast beauty today!”
She opened the front door, grabbed the old, heavy snow shovel, and began digging out.
“I’m coming, Heavenly Hamlet,” she grumbled, a thin smile on her lips as she trudged out into the storm. “Faster than a fat girl can down a pastry, I’m coming.” 
 
Moira didn’t notice the car sitting at the end of her long driveway. 
And by the time she finally did, it was far, far too late. 
 



 
Chapter 1
 
“Tell it to me straight, Cin. And don’t you dare sugarcoat things, because if you do, then I’ll only look like a big fool in front of Pam Dallas. Which I probably will anyway, but it’ll be worse if you lie to me and send me in there thinking I’m God’s gift to romance readers. Better just give me the truth and be harsh about it – harsh like a shot of cheap tequila with no lime or salt or chaser. It’s been a long time since my one semester at college, but I can still take it. Don’t sugarcoat a thing.”
I was in the business of sugarcoating things, but I didn’t point that out to my best friend. I didn’t think she’d see the humor in it considering the state she was in. 
Kara paced back and forth across the kitchen floor, sending shivers through the tile with those sky-scraper suede boots of hers. She looked tired and a little frazzled – like she’d been up all night downing espresso shots and worrying about what I was going to say. 
I slipped my hands into a pair of oven mitts, opened the top oven, and pulled out a pan of hot, gooey Cranberry Pear Hazelnut Shortbread pies. I set the pan down on the butcher block in the middle of the kitchen and inhaled deeply. Thanks to these bubbling beauties, the kitchen now smelled of berries and butter and spice and everything nostalgic and good and special about the holiday season.
Kara, however, didn’t seem to even notice. She was still babbling on about cheap tequila and word choice. 
She took off her glittery green holiday scarf and then finally sat down at the kitchen island next to her daughter, Laila. Kara’s cheeks were still flushed from coming out of the chilly December morning into the warm and cozy pie shop. 
“…But just remember that it’s my first attempt at writing a book, okay? I want you to be honest and harsh, like I said. But remember too that new writers are sensitive and…” 
I tossed the oven mitts onto the counter and gave Kara a long, blank stare.
The woman was worse than a chattering squirrel in late autumn. 
She suddenly stopped talking, noticing my deadpan expression.  
“Okay, Cin – speak the truth. What did you really think of The Magic Slipper?” 
I drew in a staggered breath. 
The hopeful look on Kara’s face fell apart faster than a tender pot roast. 
“Well,” I said, clearing my throat. “I don’t want to disappoint you, but…”
She turned the color of pie dough and I wasn’t sure if she was still breathing. 
I supposed it would have been cruel to keep it from her any longer. 
“I’m no expert in the romance genre, Kara—”
I felt my lips spread into a bright grin.
“But I thought your book was amazing.” 
“Rea…” she stuttered. “Really Cin? You…”
She was choking on her own words.
I suppose she’d prepared herself for the worst and now evidently didn’t know how to respond to the positive verdict. 
“You really mean that?” 
“Every word. I loved your characters and the plot was so sweet. And the romance, Kara. When Katherine runs out into the storm and Joe goes after her? I bawled that entire chapter. You can ask Daniel. He was sitting next to me in bed thinking I was having a spontaneous meltdown.” 
She looked like she might pass out again. Only this time, I didn’t know what I could say to stop it from happening. 
“I had no idea that your creativity went beyond ornaments, Kara. I’m just so impressed.” 
When my best friend told me back in October that she was writing a romance novel, I’d been very surprised. She had always loved romance books – the shelves of her house were heavy with Nora Roberts and Debbie Macomber paperbacks. But I’d never known she’d had any desire to be an author herself.
Then shortly after Thanksgiving, she’d come to my pie shop with a thick stack of papers titled The Magic Slipper. To my amazement, she’d completed her book and wanted me to be her very first reader.
Normally, I wasn’t much for romance books – they were too soft, gooey, and unrealistic for my taste. But Kara’s had me thinking I didn’t know the first thing about it.  
Kara’s book was about a 30-something woman named Katherine who owns a small ornament shop in a town called Christmas Haven. The woman, a compulsive dater, has yet to find true love. That is, until she accidentally drops a hammer on her foot and ends up in a podiatrist’s office. Sparks fly when she meets the handsome doctor, Joe Bishop, and she falls for him hard. 
The book, which obviously mirrored Kara’s own life, was hands-down the best thing I’d read all year.
Kara suddenly gave me a suspicious look. 
“You promise you’re not just saying all of this because you’re my best friend and you feel like you have to, Cin?” 
“I won’t lie. If the book was a disaster, I’d probably say the same thing I am now, Kara. But it’s not a disaster. It’s wonderful. Really, really wonderful.” 
She scrunched her face up and let out a squeal. Then she picked Laila up and started twirling the little girl around the room. 
“Did you hear that, munchkin? She liked it! She really liked it! Oh, and here I was thinking they were going to make mincemeat out of me at the workshop!” 
The little tot let out some squeals of her own as her mom spun her in circles, and I couldn’t help but laugh at the two of them.  
I supposed this called for a celebration of sorts.
I headed over to the fridge, searching the packed shelves for a few moments before finding what I was looking for. 
“You’re the first person I’ve let read the book, Cin,” she said, situating Laila in her chair and finally taking a seat again. “You’re the first person I’ve let read any of my writing, actually. John’s offered, but let’s be honest – that man doesn’t know the first thing about romance books.” 
I grabbed a clean knife and cut into the chilled Hazelnut Chocolate Pie. I scooped out two big slices and one smaller slice onto some plates. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught Laila watching me with large, star-struck eyes. 
Kara had a weakness for citrus flavors. But her daughter was the exact opposite and loved anything and everything chocolate – a girl after my own heart.
I reached over and gently pinched her rosy little cheek. She let out a sharp giggle. 
“I was worried that everyone at the writing workshop this week would think I’m an amateur,” Kara continued. 
Kara had decided to hire a couple of extra employees at her ornament shop this year so she could attend the annual Dallas Lodge Writing Workshop. The event was run by Pam Dallas – a bestselling author who had settled part-time in the Christmas River area a decade or so ago. The intensive workshop was held every year up at her lodge in the mountains, and from what I heard, spots were pricey and filled up fast. 
Kara’s husband John had bought her the registration as an early Christmas present – proving that although he might not know much about romance books, he did know a thing or two about romance itself. 
I slid the plates of pie across the kitchen island toward my visitors. A moment later, both Kara and Laila dug into the creamy hazelnut chocolate filling with the same measure of enthusiasm. 
I took a bite of my own slice. I really shouldn’t have been eating it – here we were in the second week of December, and already, I’d gained a few pounds. Only a couple of hours before, I’d stuffed my face with a tin of snowball cookies that Daniel’s former boss Tex Stevens had sent us from Harry & David. And I knew that adding a slice of calorie-laden pie to that early morning pig-out session was just asking for trouble around the waistline. 
But I broke off a sizeable chunk of the pie and brought it up to my mouth, anyway. The nutty, rich flavor of hazelnut intermingling with creamy chocolatey goodness washed over my taste buds, bringing a content smile to my face. 
I went for another bite. 
And then, another. 
I was a wild woman out of control and had no plans of stopping anytime soon. 
“So what do you do at a week-long writer’s workshop?” I asked. 
Kara shrugged. 
“I don’t know all the details yet. But we’re required to submit chapters from our books and critique each other’s work. There’s a lot of discussion about plotting and character development, I think.”
“Does Pam Dallas critique your work, too?” 
“Yes, but not until the very end,” she said. “She gives her critique separately from the other writers. That way she doesn’t influence anybody’s opinion.”
I watched as she finished off the last bite of pie on her plate, wiping her face. Laila was doing some good work on her own plate as well, but the toddler was having trouble keeping the chocolate in her mouth. A big smear of it stained her pink, pouty lips. 
Kara noticed and dabbed the tot’s mouth with a napkin. 
“Someone needs to teach this girl some table manners,” she said. “And soon. Otherwise her preschool teachers are going to think she was raised in a barn.”
I let out a laugh, reaching out for their plates. Laila had just eaten the chocolate filling, as was her custom. The little girl had yet to learn about the splendors of pie crust, but she had plenty of time for that down the line. 
“I’d love to stay around for another slice, Cin, but I better get back to the shop,” Kara said, standing up and wrapping that glittery green scarf around her neck. “You know, it’s only the beginning of December, but we’re already running short of ornaments. Can you believe that? By Christmas week, we’ll probably have to shutter the place.” 
“Doesn’t surprise me in the least,” I said. “Your ornaments are beautiful. Honestly, I don’t know where you find the time these days. Between raising Laila, running the ornament shop, and writing a romance novel… you’re a one-woman show.” 
“It’s not as impressive as it sounds. I am missing out on one very important thing this month, Cin.” 
She nodded to the corner of the pie shop – to the area where we usually worked on our gingerbread houses for the annual Gingerbread Junction. 
“I hope I’m not abandoning you this year. I mean, if you really need a partner, maybe I could squeeze it in—
I shook my head.
“No need to feel bad,” I said. “I mean, I’ll miss having you as my partner at The Junction this year. But I know you’ve got your hands full.” 
“Are you still going to enter on your own?” she asked. 
I shrugged. 
“To tell you the truth, I have my hands pretty full lately, too. You know how busy things have been with the pie food trucks, and the shop here has been crazy lately. Daniel and I still have our Ireland trip to plan for in February. Not to mention Christmas shopping, helping with Warren’s fundraiser at the brewery, and baking all those pies for it. I mean, things are—”
I stopped speaking. My heartbeat had quickened, sounding like torrential rain pounding against a tin roof. 
I took in a deep, slow breath, trying to calm down. 
Why did the holidays always turn out like this? It seemed like no matter how well I tried to plan in advance, no matter how many moments I took to breathe and center myself, it was always to no avail. 
It was already a forgone conclusion that by December 21, I’d be completely frazzled. No doubt running around like a chicken with its head chopped off – baking and cooking and shopping and wrapping and decorating and generally acting nuts. 
Which I guess made me just like every other person in the country during the Christmas season. 
Kara picked Laila up. 
“Maybe it’s time you give someone else a shot to win The Junction, Cin. How many have you won now, anyway?”
I shrugged nonchalantly.
“Eight of ‘em.” 
“Well, damn. Stop hogging all the hardware, Cin!”
Kara winked at me.
She started heading toward the door, but then turned back. 
“So you really liked the book?” 
“I adored it. Absolutely spectacular, Kara. Really magnificent.” 
She let out a snort and shook her head. 
“You’re getting to be as bad at blowing smoke as your grandfather,” she said. “But I appreciate the compliments. Thanks, Cin.” 
She turned to leave again. I reached out and grabbed Laila’s little hand, squeezing it softly.
“Bye, Laila Girl.” 
“Bye, Aunt Cinny.”
I smiled at the sweetness in that little angelic voice of hers. 
 
Then I watched as the future bestselling romance author and her daughter headed out of my kitchen and into the crisp, blue December morning. 





 
Chapter 2
 
I closed my eyes and tilted my face up toward the ashen skies, enjoying the tickling sensation of soft, feathery flakes as they landed on my cold cheeks. 
After a long day of standing in front of the oven and mixing up buttery pie dough, it felt indescribably good to be outside. Even if those brilliant blue skies of the morning were now gone, having given way to low-hanging clouds and whisperings of snow this afternoon. 
I took a sip of the hot gingerbread latte I’d gotten at the Christmas River Coffee Shack, and let Huckleberry and Chadwick guide me along the path through the woods. Their paws landed with soft thuds on the frozen earth as they trotted along. 
The gingerbread latte inevitably got me thinking about the upcoming Gingerbread Junction that I’d officially decided not to enter in this year. 
In some ways, it made me a little sad that my life had gotten so busy that I’d have to skip The Junction. For many years there, the competition had been my reason for living. I became damn near obsessed with cookie houses and with becoming the very best at building them. 
But lately, that fiery, burning obsession to win big at The Junction had fizzled. 
I knew that in some ways, it was a good sign that I was no longer as fanatical about the competition as I used to be. Because the Cinnamon Peters who was dead set on winning every year wasn’t necessarily the happiest version of herself. She was lean, mean, and spent her nights staring up at the ceiling, worrying about everything.
A far cry from my current filled-out, cheerful persona. 
Life had been good to me lately and these last few months had, in many ways, been sweeter than any other time in my life. Since the Wes Dulany incident this past September, a lazy, beautiful autumn had passed over Christmas River – an autumn lovelier than any I could remember before. The mornings were cool and frosty, the afternoons were warm and toasty, and the skies were blue nearly every day. The aspens turned early and their golden, vibrant hues lit up the hills and valleys surrounding Christmas River for weeks. The mountain light, always beautiful in fall anyway, also seemed to have a certain special quality to it this season. Low and lazy, it was almost as if the sun itself had been sleepy after working so hard all summer.
Of course, maybe I was the only one to think this fall was special – I’d been pretty content lately, and the nice weather was only part of the reason why. 
I smiled to myself, watching as the hard glow of a wintry sunset lit up the pines around me. A light breeze made the trees sway and creak in the wind and I stopped on the path to listen. 
As if sensing the special moment, Huckleberry and Chadwick stopped sniffing the brush along the trail and paused, too. 
I drew in a deep, greedy breath of the crisp mountain air, feeling it tingle in my lungs.
Yep, content was one way to put it. 
 
In love with life was another. 
 



 
Chapter 3
 
I crossed the bridge and followed the trail a ways until it emptied out onto Cascade Avenue. Then I hooked a right and walked along the snow-dusted sidewalk until we arrived at the familiar beige building with the wooden sign. The dogs picked up the pace when they realized where we were going. 
I finished off the last of my gingerbread latte and tossed the paper cup into the trashcan outside the building. I readjusted the bulky purse on my shoulder, then pulled back the heavy door and walked in. 
I was surprised to see that the normally drab and minimal office had been transformed by cheerful Christmas decorations and cozy lights. 
I suspected the lady sitting at the reception desk might have had something to do with the new decorations.
“Hey, Liv. It’s looking great in here.”
The receptionist glanced up from her computer.
She ran a hand through her long red hair, giving me a not-so-subtle once-over. 
Olivia Kelley often did that to people. She’d give them a look that was reminiscent of the kind of glare that every mean girl in high school mastered as a way to intimidate other girls. When I first met Liv, I’d found those looks to be unsettling. But in the months since she’d started working the day-shift at the station’s reception and dispatch desk, I’d come to believe that Liv gave those mean girl looks mostly out of habit and not out of malice. I suspected that half the time she didn’t even realize what she was doing. 
At least, that was what I wanted to believe. Those looks aside, Liv wasn’t exactly friendly. And even though I came into the Sheriff’s Office at least twice a week, she still treated me with a kind of distant, vague indifference. Like I might have been a run-of-the-mill traffic offender instead of the boss’s wife. 
Still, I tried to be understanding. Liv was in her mid-twenties, which might have accounted for some level of immaturity. And while she was beautiful, with large eyes, full lips, and naturally thick eyelashes that certain women would have taken a second mortgage out on their home for, I suspected that there was a deep insecurity lying just beneath the surface. Like so many young people, I was guessing Liv’s façade didn’t match the inside world. 
And aside from all that, a few months earlier, I’d heard rumors that Liv, who had moved from Lake Tahoe with her young son, had come to Christmas River to escape an abusive relationship. 
I had started going out of my way to be nice to her after hearing that. 
“The Sheriff’s on a call right now,” she said tersely, glancing over at Huckleberry and Chadwick with a thinly-veiled expression of disapproval. “But I’ll let him know you’re here.” 
She began typing something on her computer. 
I fished out one of the paper bags from my purse and set it down on the reception counter. 
“Do you want me to take that back to the Sheriff?” she asked, snapping her head back and giving me a steely look. “Because I’m in the middle of something right now and I really don’t have time for—” 
I shook my head. 
“No, no. This is for you.” 
She arched her eyebrows in surprise. 
“What? Why?” 
“I thought you might be hungry.”
“What is it?” she asked defensively. 
I nearly let out a laugh.
“Pie, of course. Fresh from the oven, too. Daniel didn’t know what flavor you liked, but I took a wild guess.” 
Liv narrowed her eyes at me. 
She looked like a wolf being lured into a trap.
“It’s a slice of my Santa’s Florida Vacation Pie,” I said. “It’s got cranberries, white chocolate, and a creamy key lime curd that’s to die for. It’s a little on the tart side, but this flavor’s one of the most popular ones at my shop this time of year.” 
She stared at the paper bag for a long minute. 
“I’m doing Whole30 right now,” she said, pushing it back across the counter toward me. 
“Whole-what?” 
Her lips locked in a hard frown. 
“Whole30. You know, the diet?” she said, as if I’d asked a dumb question. “I’m trying to lose weight and if I ate any pie right now, I’d gain, like, a hundred pounds.”
That was another thing about Liv. 
Sometimes she talked like one of those mean girls back in high school, too. 
But I wasn’t going to let her get out of it so easily. 
I pushed the paper bag back toward her. 
“Well, I think you look great just the way you are, Liv. And anyway, it’s the holiday season. We all owe it to ourselves to indulge a little bit in the good things this time of year, don’t you think?” 
A dinging noise sounded from her computer. She looked down. 
“Sheriff’s off the phone now,” she said, her face still fixed in an unfriendly expression. 
Liv was proving to be a tough nut to crack, all right. 
But I wouldn’t give up. 
Some people just needed a little extra work. 
“Okay, thanks,” I said.
She refocused her attention on the screen, acting like I’d already left.
Maybe Santa’s Florida Vacation just wasn’t her cup of tea. 
I left the reception area with the pooches, passing by Billy Jasper’s desk on the way to Daniel’s office. The young deputy was on the phone and appeared to be in a heated argument with some cell phone company representative about records. He glanced up when I passed and gave me a generous nod. 
Billy Jasper probably would have appreciated that slice of pie a lot more.
I got to the office and knocked one long and two short – our usual signal. Then I waited. When no one answered, I opened the door, loosening my grip on the pooches’ leashes and letting them explore the room. 
“Daniel?” 
It was dark and his desk was empty. 
I felt against the wall and flipped on the light switch. 
He must have just stepped out. But the way Liv had acted, it seemed as though he was in the middle of a phone call. 
I walked over to the desk. Then I brought out the second paper bag from my purse and set it down. I found myself gazing at the last of the sunset out the window. 
I never tired of watching sunsets here in Christmas River, especially in the wintertime. It seemed like every evening featured a vivid, spectacular show of cranberry reds and grapefruit pinks and honey yellows and—
The door behind me suddenly slammed shut, sounding like a gunshot. 
 



 
Chapter 4
 
A maniacal madman caught me on my way back down to earth. 
Soon, he was kissing my neck and laughing like an inmate fresh off of a mental ward jail break. 
I let out a gasp, squirming as Daniel hit the ticklish spot between my ribs like the seasoned professional that he was. 
“Sheriff Brightman!” I shouted, trying to wiggle free. “Stop that!” 
But he just kept tickling me and trying to carry me off in his arms.  
“You scared me half to death! What kind of lawman are you? Aren’t you supposed to protect and serve?” 
That only made him laugh more. His whole chest shook with it. The dogs, unable to see the humor in what was going on, barked, pawing at their owners who were clearly out of their minds to be attacking each other like this. 
“Seriously,” I said, pushing his arms off and tipping back his cowboy hat so that it went flying off his head. “I’m going to take this pie I brought you and run back to the shop if you don’t stop this instant.”
That did the trick. 
When it doubt, I was always able to get what I wanted by threatening to take away the man’s pie. 
Daniel dropped his hands, gently wrapping me up in his arms. 
“I have no choice, then. I’m just going to have to lock you in here until you give me that bag.”
“Kidnapping is a very serious crime, Sheriff.” 
“Usually is. But I’m sure Judge Benson would let me off with only a warning after tasting some of this pie. She’d understand why I did what I did.” 
I shook my head, stifling a smile, pretending to be steamed. 
But I wasn’t, of course. 
I hardly ever was mad at Daniel. Even when he acted like a fool. 
“What flavor did you bring me today?” he asked, letting me go and picking up his hat off the floor. 
He went over to the dogs and gave each of them a couple of good pets to calm them down. 
“A new creation,” I said, taking off my red and green plaid jacket and draping it over one of the chairs. 
“A new one, you say? Well, give me the rundown, pie lady.” 
He walked over to his desk where the paper bag was and took a seat. 
“All right. The first thing you’re going to taste is that crackly top layer – which is a salty toffee brown butter crumble. Then a train of flavor is going to hit you in the form of the filling – tart cranberries, brown sugar, cinnamon, nutmeg, and just a hint of fresh ginger. Then there’s going to be a sweet burst of white chocolate as you get to the creamy bottom layer. And finally, you’ll hit the crust – a flaky, warm, buttery toasted pecan crust. I call it The Christmas Flynn
Pie.”
Daniel appeared to be speechless by the description and I thought I heard his stomach make a low, growling sound. 
Though maybe that had been my own stomach grumbling. I couldn’t be sure these days. 
Daniel reached for the bag, opened it, and pulled out the plastic container of pie and the fork I’d included. He slid his rolling chair closer to the desk. 
I watched as he broke off a big hunk of the pastry with his fork and took an equally large bite. His face fell into a serious expression as he chewed, reminding me of a stern-faced judge from one of those TV cooking competition shows. 
“Well?” I said, walking over to him. “What do you think?” 
His face lit up like the Meadow Plaza Christmas tree. 
“That I am one lucky SOB this afternoon, that’s what I think,” he said. “First, we catch the kid who stole Bertie Mayweather’s wallet at Ray’s Grocery, and now this.” 
He took another bite. 
Then he slammed his hand down on the desk in approval. 
“Mmm, Mmm, Mmm!”
I laughed, shaking my head.
“You’re just trying to get on my good side, Daniel Brightman.” 
He reached out, wrapping an arm around my hips and pulling me close. 
“Maybe I am. But Cin. This pie is…” 
He took another bite. A sappy, gooey look sparkled in his eyes.
He didn’t have to say any more. 
“Well, I’m glad. We’re introducing this flavor at the food trucks this week. I just hope the people of Seattle and Portland like it as much as you do.” 
“They’d be crazy not to. Say, speaking of crazy people, how’s that old geezer doing with his plans to play superhero for the county foodbank this Sunday?” 
I narrowed my eyes at him.
“I thought we had an agreement, Sheriff – that you’d change your ways in the New Year and stop talking about Warren like that.”
“And last I checked it was still December,” he said. “I’ve still got nearly 20 whole days to say whatever I damn well please about the ancient son of a—”
“Daniel!”
I hit him playfully in the shoulder. 
He laughed. 
“But really, how’s he doing with the party plans? Do you guys need any help? I can send Trumbow or Billy over to help set up if the old man needs it.” 
A month earlier, the Pohly County Food Bank had announced that they were facing serious shortages in supplies and funding. At the rate they were going, they said it would be a miracle if they could feed even half of the hungry people in the county this Christmas.
But my grandfather was aiming to make that miracle happen. When he heard about the food shortages, he just couldn’t stand by and do nothing. The thought of his neighbors and fellow Christmas Riverites going hungry was something Warren just couldn’t abide. So immediately after reading about their problems in the local weekly, he made an announcement: Geronimo Brewing Company would host a big fundraiser for the food bank this December. All proceeds from the evening would go directly to the organization, with the goal that no Pohly County family would go hungry this December. 
I’d been helping Warren organize the event – which seemed to have snowballed into one of the biggest soirées that Christmas River had ever seen. 
“I think we’ve got the fundraiser under control so far,” I said. “But maybe we’ll need your help the night of. How are your beer pouring skills lately?” 
“Well, like you said, my job description says I protect and serve. Being bartender for a night shouldn’t be too difficult.” 
“Ha, ha.”
“But seriously, whatever you guys need – I’m there. I know I talk some nonsense about the old timer, but—”
“Oh, it’s more than some, Daniel.”
He grinned mischievously. 
“All right, maybe more than some. But I think it’s a real nice thing that Warren’s doing. I admire the old man for stepping up like that.” 
“Was that a compliment about Warren I just heard? Or did I misunderstand it somehow?” 
“I guess I’m just warming up for the New Year,” he said. 
He gazed up at me, falling silent. He looked like he was thinking about something. Something that had him smiling contentedly to himself. 
“What’s that smile about?” I asked.
“Oh, nothin.’” 
I raised an eyebrow. 
“No, really. What?” 
“I told you. It’s nothin.’ Just…” 
He pulled me down into his arms then and let out a happy sigh.  
“It’s been a really, really special autumn, Cin. That’s all.”
I brushed a stray hair off of his forehead, pushing it back. There was a familiar tingling in my chest.
It had been special – this fall had been full of short days. 
And long nights. 
“It’s going to be a special winter, too, Cin,” he said. “That trip to Ireland’s going to be the cherry on top.” 
“I can’t wait,” I whispered.  
I suddenly felt a claw graze my leg, followed by a low, desperate whimper. 
I looked down. 
Huckleberry and Chadwick were both gazing up at us, long threads of drool dripping down from their open mouths. Eyes full of hope as they locked on the last remaining bits of pie in the plastic container.
Daniel let out a chuckle, reaching down, rubbing each of their heads. Then he divided what was left between them. They licked at the crumbs until all evidence of the pastry was completely gone.
Daniel looked back at me. 
“So aside from getting Bertie Mayweather’s wallet back, what have you been up to today?” I asked. 
He shrugged, but I noticed that the content, easygoing smile that had been on his face had disappeared. 
“Oh, you know. The usual. Corralling fence-jumping goats and pulling over speeders. But, uh, listen, Cin, there’s something—” 
He leaned back in his chair, looking past me up at the ceiling. 
“Remember how I said I was going to see if I could get Christmas Eve and Christmas off this year?” he said. 
I nodded, knowing already where this was going by the gloomy tone of his voice. 
“Well…” he said, drawing in a deep breath. “It looks like I’m gonna have to work a double shift on Christmas Eve and a regular one on Christmas Day.”
I felt my heart sink.
“Oh.” 
I looked away, trying not to let on how disappointed I was. 
It was hard to imagine celebrating any part of Christmas without him. Even though I knew the county needed Daniel and that I’d been lucky these past few years by getting him all to myself for the holidays, I guess I was just greedy. I wanted him home for Christmas, not out in the cold, driving along dark roads and dealing with belligerent people.
“I’m sorry, Cin. But even with the new hires, we don’t have enough deputies for the season. And you know how crime sky-rockets during the holidays. Family quarrels and too much drinking and wintry weather all adds up to a recipe for disaster—” 
I shook my head, putting on a cool, indifferent front. 
“It’s fine, Daniel. It’s just your job. And anyway, I knew this might happen. It’s no big deal. Really.”  
“I’m sorry all the same. There’s nowhere else I want to be on those days but with you.” 
I squeezed his hand. 
“We’ll make it work, okay?” I said. “We’ll have our own make-up Christmas the week after.” 
And make-up anniversary,
I thought. 
I didn’t say that part out loud, though. I didn’t want to make him feel worse than he already did. 
He brushed his thumb against my hand, and I tried to think of something else other than his empty chair at the breakfast table this Christmas. 
“You done at the shop for the night?” he asked. 
“Naw, I’ve still got a lot of work to do.” 
“Well, let me drive you back,” he said, getting up and grabbing his keys off the desk. “It’s too dark to be walking that trail now.” 
I didn’t argue. 
Daniel driving me back meant that we’d get to spend a few extra minutes together – which in the hectic holiday season, wasn’t so easy to come by.
I went for my coat and grabbed the dogs’ leashes. Then we headed down the hallway and out past the reception desk. 
“Hey, Liv – I’ll be back in 15,” he said. “When you have a second, would you mind getting me a print-out of the Morrison case file? Thanks.” 
Liv looked up from her computer and nodded curtly. 
And that’s when I noticed it. 
It wasn’t much to go on, but it was enough. 
A crack in that stoic façade of hers. 
A few pie crumbles sat there, dusting her keyboard like freshly-fallen snow. 
 
I stifled a smile and barely looked at her as we passed the desk. 
 
 



 
Chapter 5
 
I had just pulled out a fresh batch of billowing Apple Cinnamon Green Chile pies when I heard a frantic knock coming from beyond the dining room. 
The Apple Cinnamon Green Chile pies were perhaps my most unique offering here at the shop. The combination of tart apples and New Mexico green chiles in a sweet pie didn’t exactly sound appealing to a lot of customers. But once they had a bite, the complex, earthy flavors and mild heat blew away any preconceived notions. We’d been offering them at the shop and at the two food carts, and the apple green chile had been our most requested flavor this fall. I attributed its popularity to the hipsters, who were always willing to try unique and off-beat flavor combinations. Say what you will about hipsters – they sure were open-minded when it came to food.
The knocking sounded again and the dogs scrambled toward the dining room.
I set the pan of pies down on the kitchen island block, slid off my oven mitts, and headed toward the noise. I wondered who wanted in at this hour. 
I walked through the darkened dining room, but then stopped and hesitated for a moment. It was late, after all, and though a few months had passed since the front window of my pie shop had been vandalized, I was still cautious about being here alone at night. 
The rap came again from the darkness. I caught a glimpse of the person standing out there on the sidewalk and felt a surge of relief as recognition set in. 
I unlocked the door and stuck my head out. The cold, damp air bit at my cheeks.  
“Hey, Brad. What’s up—”
“I can’t do it, Cin,” he said, his voice choked with panic. “I’ve tried. Believe me, I’ve tried. I’ve spent hours and hours trying. But I just can’t…” 
He trailed off. 
Then, he showed me the palms of his hands. 
I sucked in a gasp.
Oh. 
No.
“Come inside,” I said, motioning behind me toward the shop. “Oh, you poor thing. Come inside.” 
 



 
Chapter 6
 
Once upon a time, Bradley Houston was the coolest-looking turkey in our quaint little mountain town. 
He dressed in black leather jackets, wore ripped-up jeans, and rumbled around on a vintage Harley-Davidson. He’d hang out by the Christmas River Burger Shack, giving tourists and locals alike hard, angst-filled looks. He played Rebel Without a Cause so well, it was a wonder that he didn’t drive that Harley all the way down to Hollywood and become the second coming of James Dean. 
The whole bad boy shtick had driven Kara crazy back when we were all in our early 20s, and she and Brad had been an item for a while. She followed him around in those days like a barn owl after an injured mouse, and she almost went clear out of her mind when he picked up and moved to Portland.
But that was a long, long time ago, and though he still had his looks, Brad was an almost completely different person now. Or I guess, to put it more accurately, that James Dean wannabe character had been a completely different person. These days, Brad was a kind, gentle father of two who dressed like a wool-obsessed hipster instead of a motorcycle gang member. And who also, as it turned out, was gay and owned an interior design business with his partner, Will. 
These days, Brad was also calm and even-keeled. Which was why finding him out on the sidewalk in such a state of hysteria was so worrisome. 
I watched now as he sat at the kitchen table, bringing the hot cup of pomegranate tea to his lips, looking thoroughly shaken. 
His hands, which were now clean after I’d insisted he wash them, had been messier than Laila’s after an intense finger-painting session. They’d been covered in dried buttercream frosting and food dye that captured every color of the rainbow. There had also been brown cookie crumbs stuck to his palms – a tell-tale sign of what he’d been up to. 
My hands usually looked that way this time of year, too. Only the mess rarely came with so much panic. 
“Are you okay?” I asked. 
He nodded herky-jerky style, taking another sip of tea. Some color had come back into his cheeks, but he still looked a little washed-out. 
“What happened?” 
“I don’t know what I was thinking, Cin,” he said, shaking his head. “I mean, I know I’m good at crafting, right? I can mix up a bag of potpourri or make an ornament or put together a pretty floral arrangement. I do a decent job with that kind of thing, you know?” 
I’d seen Brad’s crafting skills in action and I knew he had a real knack for it. He’d helped Kara put her wedding together and had done a phenomenal job.  
“But I had no idea…” 
He sighed deeply and gazed out the window. I waited for him to speak for what seemed like forever. 
“Building gingerbread houses, Cin,” he said quietly, resting his chin on the palm of his hand. “I had no idea they were so fricking hard. I spent all day today just trying to build a rudimentary house. Four walls and a few sprinkles – nothing fancy. It should have been easy. My 8-year-old daughter can do it – so why not me? I was in the kitchen for hours constructing it. And do you know what I got for my trouble?”
I bit my lip to suppress a smile that I knew had no place in this conversation. 
But I couldn’t help it. 
I saw what was coming.
“A full-scale disaster, Cin. That’s what! I was gluing on the roof, thinking I’d finally gotten the hang of it when POOF! The cookie walls all cracked and it was just a big pile of buttercream, jagged gingerbread, and gumdrops. Crumpets – our dog – wouldn’t even go near it. It was a catastrophe, Cin. And I’m not even going to tell you the part that happened before when I burnt a whole batch of gingerbread and almost set the house on fire.” 
The grin that had been creeping across my lips finally broke through the surface.
Brad noticed and paused, raising an eyebrow at me.
“Easy for you to smile about,” he said. “You’re the reigning queen of The Junction. You were born with gingerbread and frosting running in your veins.” 
I started laughing. 
Brad’s disgruntled expression lifted a little, and for a second, I thought maybe he would join in, too. 
“I’m sorry,” I finally said, getting a hold of myself. “It’s just – I think you’re taking all of this a little too seriously.”
“Too seriously? Too seriously! This coming from the woman who the cops thought murdered a judge because she was so obsessed with winning the competition.” 
I shot Brad a deadpan look. 
“Sorry,” he said. “Kara told me all about it.” 
“Well, I was only suspected of murder,” I said, getting up and going over to the fridge. 
“Of course I know that.” 
I pulled out a tin of Pumpkin Gingersnap Pie, knowing that Brad had a weakness for everything pumpkin-flavored. 
“Killing a judge really isn’t the best way to win the competition, anyway,” I said, jokingly. “In case you’ve gotten any ideas about that.” 
Brad smirked a little. 
“Ha, ha. But c’mon, Cin. Don’t pretend you don’t know how important this competition is. The whole Northwest is watching, and I can’t afford to make a fool of myself.” 
“How come you want to participate in the first place?” I said, cutting a big hunk of the pie and doling it out onto a plate. “You never showed much interest in it before.”
I pushed the slice along with a fork toward him. 
“It’s a long story,” he said, rubbing his thick beard and sighing. “But for now, the short answer is that I’m doing it for our design business.” 
A couple of years ago, Brad and Will had brought their interior design business here to Christmas River from Portland. From what I understood, Brad was the brains behind the operation, and Will was the designer. Together, they were responsible for some of the most beautiful home interiors in the area. They’d moved on from designing just children’s rooms to specializing in rustic Western style design. For Kara’s birthday this year, the two of them had redone her living room. I’d been wildly jealous of it ever since. 
“We’re up for this big contract,” he said. “A businessman named Phil Reister is building this very cozy and exclusive resort-style chalet up near Charity Peak. He thinks this area could be like some sort of Aspen of the West Coast. He’s considering our company to design all the room interiors. It’s a huge contract for us, Cin. I mean, it’s a life-changing amount of money we’re talking about here. Our company is in the running, but we’re competing against some pretty big Portland firms for this. And since we’re still a relatively new business, Phil has raised concerns about whether we have the experience to take on a project of this magnitude.” 
“Wow, Brad. Sounds exciting.” 
“Yeah, it could be,” he said, nodding nervously. “I mean if we get it, it really could be.” 
I waited for more, but he just took a long sip of his tea. 
I cleared my throat. 
“Um… maybe I misunderstood something, but what does The Gingerbread Junction have to do with getting the design contract?”
He drummed his hands nervously against the kitchen island. 
“Phil Reister’s wife is a chef and she’s one of the Gingerbread Junction judges this year. Phil will be at the competition, too. And I know it sounds silly, but I thought if I could build a gingerbread house that would show the Reisters our vision for their resort, then maybe that would be the extra push they need to select our firm.” 
He let out a sigh. 
“Only I can’t exactly show them my vision if my house looks like it’s been through the 1906 San Francisco Earthquake.”
I stifled back a laugh, but I didn’t succeed very well. 
“There goes the Gingerbread Junction queen laughing at me again,” Brad said, picking the fork up off the plate. “Well, I guess it serves me right for blowing into your shop like this.”
Brad gave me a grumpy look, then dug into the pumpkin pie.
I stood back, taking a sip of my pomegranate white tea. I watched him sad-eat for a while, which involved a lot of scarfing and sniveling. Then I cleared my throat. 
“You know, contrary to popular belief, Brad, I wasn’t born with gingerbread and frosting running in my veins.” 
“Coulda fooled me,” he said, the words smothered by pumpkin and buttery crust. 
“No, really. I had to learn through lots of trial and error. Just like everybody who builds gingerbread houses when they start out.” 
He lifted his eyebrows. 
“Are you saying it’s normal to set off all the smoke detectors in the house and cause your neighbors to call 9-1-1?” 
“Been there,” I said. “I was 17 and old Mrs. Encell across the street saw smoke coming out of the windows of our house after I burnt a batch. It was a windy day, and she came out screaming that the whole neighborhood was going to go up in flames.”
He seemed surprised.
“Everyone starts where you are, Brad. And the way I see it, you’ve got two options here.”
“What are those?”
“You can either sit around crying over smeared frosting and call it quits. Or you can come back here tomorrow morning with your game face on and learn how to make a cookie house.” 
He stopped chewing, looking up at me with a sudden hopeful expression.
“I can’t impose on you like that, Cin. I mean, I know you’ve got your own business to run and—” 
“That’s for me to worry about,” I said. 
He chewed and looked like he was mulling it over. 
“So? What’s it going to be?” 
He sucked in a deep breath. 
“Okay. But I’m warning you, Cin. I have zero skills. I mean, like less than zero. I might be a decent crafter, but I’m completely useless when it comes to—”
“That’s the first rule of my kitchen,” I said, interrupting. “No knocking yourself. This is a positive environment only. If you’re going to go all negative, then I’ll have to ask you to take it outside.” 
He nodded. There was a hint of a smile on his lips. 
“But really Cin, be honest. You don’t have time for this—”
“Pish-posh – I’ve got the time. Besides, it’ll be fun having a protégé. I’ve never had one before.” 
“You mean it, Cin?” 
I nodded. 
“Now finish off the rest of that pie and get out of here. We’ve got work to do tomorrow morning and you’ll need your rest.” 
 
That hint of a smile grew into a full-fledged bashful grin. 
 



 
Chapter 7
 
As I discovered early the next morning, having a protégé wasn’t quite as fun as I thought it would be. 
Brad hadn’t been lying about his gingerbread building skills. And though I wouldn’t dream of saying anything but words of encouragement at this stage, I had to be realistic— 
Maybe I had bitten off more than I could chew by offering to help Brad compete in The Junction. 
It was perplexing to see someone with such crafting talent completely fall apart when it came to cookies, gumdrops, and frosting – but that was exactly what was happening. When it came to making the gingerbread dough, Brad seemed to be almost pathologically unable to correctly measure any of the ingredients. Nobody was going to be eating the gingerbread, but correct measurements were still important to get a crisp cookie base for building competition-worthy houses. Additionally, when it came to actually constructing the house and cementing pieces together, Brad was heavy-handed on the frosting, pressed the cookies with too much force, and ended up breaking the walls multiple times. His hands were clumsy and lacked their usual delicate touch. 
It was mean – but the thought did cross my mind that Brad and Frankenstein would have a lot in common when it came to their gingerbread house skill level.
Crafting abilities, good… Gingerbread construction, bad…
By the end of the early-morning session, all we had to show for the hours we’d both put in was a lopsided, jagged first floor of a cookie house that was more off-kilter than a melting snowman.
I did my best not to let on any of my concerns during the session, though. Instead, I told Brad we’d meet up again the next morning, work some more on the basics, and go from there. 
After all of that, I was in dire need of a break. So I let Tobias and Tiana know I’d be back soon, grabbed my plaid wool jacket and knit hat off the coat rack, weaved my way through the packed dining room, and headed out the front door. 
A thick December mist hovered over Christmas River’s quaint downtown. The pines and aspen that lined Main Street were covered in a thick coat of sparkling hoarfrost. Bright, cheerful bulbs adorning the shops and small businesses glowed in the mist, lighting up the chilly morning. Plump ornaments and fragrant boughs of pine decorated the eaves, and Christmas acoustic guitar music spilled out of busy shops. The smell of smoke from wood-burning stoves perfumed the air. 
Shoppers and tourists strolled down the street, their arms overflowing with bags full of trinkets and gifts. 
It was as cozy a scene as anybody could picture. And I found myself walking slowly down the street toward Meadow Plaza, savoring every bit of it. I didn’t even mind when a stressed-looking young woman ran smack dab into me with her shopping bags and didn’t apologize. 
I guess you could say I was feeling full of holiday spirit. 
I got to the plaza and I stopped at the Christmas River Coffee Shack, where I ordered three extra-large hazelnut coffees to go. I grabbed a handful of cream containers along with the drink carrier, and headed toward the opposite end of town. 
As I weaved my way through the crowds, I mentally went over the Christmas presents I’d gotten for everyone and what I still needed to buy. And inevitably, I began thinking about Christmas itself and the big brunch I was having for all of our family and friends, and how someone would be missing at the table this year. 
I felt my heart sink a little at the thought. 
I knew that it wasn’t right. After all, this was Daniel’s job, and I knew exactly what I was getting into when I married him. But I couldn’t help feeling a little sad about him missing Christmas. Especially considering that he’d be missing our anniversary, too—
“Ho, ho, ho, young lady!” 
I stopped dead in my tracks and looked up at where the voice had come from. 
 
Comet, Cupid, and Blitzen in Christmas River…
 



 
Chapter 8
 
“What in Kris Kringle’s name are you doing up there!?”
I craned my neck and backed up to get a better look at the bearded man standing on top of the brewpub’s roof. 
He was walking around like a man on a casual jaunt through the neighborhood – as if there wasn’t a slick layer of hoarfrost clinging to the shingles up there, and as if he wasn’t an octogenarian who’d been complaining of an achy hip lately. 
He held up a screwdriver as he met my unhappy gaze. 
“Oh, jest fixing my friend Lars Claus here,” he said, nodding to the 7-foot plastic Santa Claus that looked a lot like a smiling Viking. “Poor fella’s got a short somewhere and he won’t wave or sing. He’s not lighting up either.”
I felt my stomach lurch as Warren took a step closer to the edge of the roof. 
He might not have been afraid of heights, but I sure as heck was. And right now, my palms were sweating something fierce. 
“Just… Can you come down from there, please?” I said. 
“And leave Lars Claus in the dark up here? No way.” 
“I’m sure he won’t mind,” I shouted up. “Besides, just where is your jacket, old man? Don’t you know you’ll catch pneumonia in this weather?”
I felt the eyes of a few shoppers on me as they passed by. 
I supposed we were making a spectacle. 
“I’m right toasty, Cinny Bee,” he said, walking back over to the plastic Santa. “I’ve got the spirit of Christmas keeping me warm and—”
Just then, the old man’s left boot hit an icy patch and he became a table with three legs. He wobbled and I watched in horror as he started stumbling toward the edge of the roof. 
I was on the verge of letting out a bloodcurdling scream. 
But then, miraculously, Warren regained his balance and stopped just short of the roof edge, narrowly avoiding a deadly face-plant into the concrete. 
“Old man!”
My heart was pumping faster than the hooves of Santa’s reindeer during a Christmas snowstorm. 
But my grandfather, ever himself, didn’t seem to be in the least bit concerned about how close he’d just come to ending up as roadkill on the pavement outside of his own brewery. 
“Woo-eee. Almost lost my balance there, Cinny Bee.” 
“Get down here this minute – and use the ladder this time!” I shouted. 
He held up his hands and made a shooing motion – like I was the crazy one. 
“Okay, okay. If it means that much to you,” he finally said. 
I didn’t breathe easy again until his boots landed softly on the sidewalk a few moments later. 
“Why, Cinny, you look like you just saw the Ghost of Christmas Past. Is anything wrong?” 
“Wrong!? You know how close you came to becoming mincemeat? Someone your age shouldn’t even be up there in the first place. Do you know how—”
“Your great grandmother used to make mincemeat pies,” he said, interrupting. “God awful things. Not meat at all, as it turns out. Jest a bunch of raisins and dried citrus peel. I always thought people shouldn’t call something meat if it wasn’t meat. Opposite’s true, too. Take
sweetbreads, for example. Now what the pancreas of some poor animal has anything to do with sweets or bread is
a mystery to me. Why can’t people just say what they mean, and mean what they say? Is that so hard—” 
Warren’s eyes lit up as they fell on the coffee carrier in my hands. 
“Say, is one of those for me?” 
“Stop changing the subject. Don’t go up on the rooftop again. Get Red or one of your other brewers to go up there. Someone who’ll heal fast from a broken bone and who won’t—”
“Oh, pish-posh,” he said, taking one of the paper cups out of the carrier. “I like Red, but that youngin’ wouldn’t know the first thing about how to repair my old friend Lars up there – he’s older than Red by a good sight many years. You know how long I’ve had that Santa for?” 
Lars Claus, who the old man had named so because of his plastic Nordic features, was Warren’s pride and joy this time of year. My grandfather had had the old thing for longer than I’d been alive, and each year, it seemed to have some electrical malfunction that required hours and hours of Warren tinkering around with a toolbox to fix. 
“I’ve had him for 45 years,” he said when I didn’t answer. “That makes our friendship one of my longest.” 
“Well, you’re not going to be friends for much longer if you keep dancing on rooftops like that,” I said, putting a hand on my hip. 
“Aw, you worry too much, sweet Cinny,” he said. “Your old grandpa has been climbing up on roofs since he made his first slingshot.” 
Warren took a sip of the coffee. 
“I tell ya, this caffeine jolt’s just what I needed. All this planning for the fundraiser has worn old Warren down to the bone.” 
“That’s why I came over,” I said. “I wanted to bring you and Aileen some coffee, and see if you guys needed anymore help.”
He tilted his bald head to one side, as if mentally going through some to-do lists.  
“Well, Aileen’s picking up some more Christmas decorations as we speak, so we’ve got that pretty well covered. And I called Northwest Sam’s to make sure their food trucks are gonna have enough fried grub to feed all of our guests.”
He rubbed his white beard.
“Yup, I reckon everything’s taken care of. You still think you’ll be able to make enough pies for the bake sale?”  
As part of the fundraiser, I was donating my pies to be sold throughout the evening. All proceeds from the sales would go to The Pohly County Food Bank. It was another thing that I’d had to add to my massive holiday to-do list, but in this case, I was more than happy to do my part.
“I’ve got the pies under control, old man,” I said. 
Well, mostly anyway, I thought. I was in for some long nights of baking ahead.
“Thanks for doing that, Cinny Bee. It’s mighty generous of you.” 
“That’s calling the kettle black,” I said, taking a sip of my own coffee. “I know you must be nearly in the poor house yourself over this fundraiser.”
Warren shrugged. 
“Well, you can’t turn your back on your neighbors. That’s something your great grandma taught me way back when. She always said that creed, race, culture, place of origin, and past mistakes don’t matter a lick. Any way you look at it, they’re your neighbor. And if they’re hurtin,’ it’s your duty as a human being to help. She always believed loving your neighbor was the foundation of a civilized society.” 
“Smart woman.”
“That she was – that’s where you get all your smarts from,” he said, winking at me. 
I placed a hand on his back and I started gently nudging him toward the brewpub’s front door. 
The old man might have had the Christmas spirit to keep him warm, but my toes were starting to go numb. 
“Say, did I tell you about the spring beer Aileen and I have been experimenting with, Cinny?” 
I shook my head as we walked inside the warm, cozy pub. A fire was going in the hearth, and there were already so many Christmas decorations, I wondered how Aileen was possibly going to be able to squeeze anymore in. 
“Get a load of this, Cinny Bee – this new beer is going to be a wondrous banquet of deliciousness. Cascadia hops, hints of grapefruit, a few sprinklings of juniper berries to represent Central Oregon, and guess what else!?” 
His eyes were suddenly brighter than Lars Claus on the rare occasions he actually worked. 
“What?” I said.
“Honey.Lots and lots of sweet, beautiful, local honey. Straight from an apiary out in Warm Springs. You should see this place. Bee’s paradise if I ever saw it. They got flowers and meadows and…” 
Warren rattled on and on and on about honey and juniper berries and the resurgence in popularity of pilsner beer for the next half hour as we sat by the fire. 
I supposed Daniel had a point about him. 
Warren would talk the ear off of a rattlesnake if given the chance. 
 
But I wouldn’t have had my grandfather any other way. 
 



 
Chapter 9
 
Later that week I was in the middle of making the filling for a batch of Butterscotch Pillow pies when the kitchen’s back door swung open with such force, I thought a freak tornado must have hit the pie shop. 
Tiana, who was standing across from me working on a batch of salted hazelnut pie dough, let out a small gasp at the unexpectedness of the door bursting open. She backed up as a blur of blond hair and green glittery material came marching through the kitchen. 
“Are you gonna let me make a run for it or are you gonna turn me in, Cin?” the voice boomed. 
I dropped the wooden spoon I was using into the filling. 
“I…” 
“I know you’ll want to be loyal to Daniel, but we’ve been friends a lot longer than you’ve been married to him. You just keep that in mind when it comes down to it. Because things are about to get real, real ugly. I mean ax murderer kind of ugly, Cin.” 
It took me a moment to process what she’d just said, and even then, I didn’t have the faintest idea of what she was talking about. 
Her face was red and splotchy and there was a kind of crazed desperation in her voice. Her eyes were puffy and bloodshot. 
She was clutching a stack of papers to her chest.
“Uh… Tiana?” I said. 
“Huh?”
My baking assistant sounded as if I’d just interrupted her watching some sort of horror movie. 
“I’m sorry, but do you think you could make some fresh coffee out in the dining room? I was going to do it earlier, but I forgot.” 
Tiana stole another glance at Kara. 
“Sure thing, Cin,” she said. “I, uh, I was going to tell Toby something anyway.” 
She dusted her hands off on her apron, then quickly left the kitchen, looking glad to get out alive. 
Mere seconds after Tiana was gone, big fat tears began streaming down Kara’s face. 
I rushed around the kitchen island and gave my friend a hug. 
“Jeez, what happened to you? Is Laila okay? What’s going on?” 
“Laila’s fine,” she choked out through some more tears. 
I pulled away, placing a hand over my heart in relief.
“But I just need to know what you’re gonna do,” she continued. “Let me run? Or turn me in to the Sheriff.”
I peered into her face. 
“I’m sorry… I don’t understand what that means. Did you do something?” 
She drew in a deep breath, biting her lip. 
Then she held out the stack of papers in her arms. 
Red scrawl peppered the crisp black type like morbid Christmas decorations. 
“Not yet, I haven’t done anything,” Kara said. “But I’m about to, Cin. Because that old wench is going to finally get what’s coming to her.” 
“Who?” I said, searching her angry eyes. 
“Moira Stewart,” she said between gritted teeth. “I’m going to kill her, Cin. Mark my words, I’m going to kill her!” 





 
Chapter 10
 
I poured Kara another cup of peppermint tea and took a seat across from her at the kitchen table. 
My poor friend looked about as distraught as I’d ever seen her. Tear tracks cut through her foundation and stained her face, and her mascara was smeared like she’d gotten caught outside in a thunderstorm. And speaking of thunderstorms, her hair – which was usually nicely curled – appeared as electrified as the Bride of Frankenstein’s. 
The last time I’d seen her like this was a year earlier when Laila came down with bronchiolitis.
“Tell me what happened.” 
She drew in a ragged breath, cupping her hands around the mug of hot tea. 
“Moira Stewart,” she said, dragging the name out like a heavy ax behind a madman. “That’s what happened.” 
I didn’t quite understand yet, but it didn’t surprise me that Moira was somehow connected to this. The woman, who had become somewhat of a local legend for knowing things she shouldn’t, had probably made more people cry in this town than all of their financial worries, family illnesses, and unexpected bills put together.
“That old woman’s getting hers, Cin. So help me God, if it’s the last thing I do, I’m going to…”
“What’d she do this time? More rumors about you and Edna?” 
Kara had somewhat of a love/hate relationship with Moira, who lived only a few houses down from her. Kara enjoyed town gossip as much as the next person, so the old woman often invited her over to chew the fat. But then a few months ago, things had taken a sour turn. 
Kara had gotten into a fight with her mother-in-law, Edna Billings, and somehow, the embarrassing details of that fight had become town gossip shortly after one of Kara’s little tea times with Moira. 
Moira never fessed up to it, but she didn’t have to. It was obviously her who had spread the details of the fight around town. 
Their relationship had been on icy ground ever since. 
“It’s got nothing to do with John’s mom this time,” she said. “Who knows why, but Moira has suddenly decided that she too wants to be a writer and nabbed a spot in Pam Dallas’s writing workshop. When I saw her car parked outside of the lodge before our first session this week, I just knew it was going to be bad, Cin. I knew something like this was bound to happen.” 
Kara let out a sigh, dunking the bag of tea absentmindedly up and down in the mug. 
“I’ve been acting civilly to her – not particularly friendly, but as civil as I can. We’ve been doing critiques in the writing workshop. Every participant brings a couple of chapters from their book and gives everyone a copy to read. Pam Dallas says that’s one of the best ways to get better at your writing – to have your peers review your work and offer constructive criticism.” 
Kara drew in another ragged breath. 
“Well, I read Moira’s chapters – some crazy story about this compulsive liar who kept duping everyone to get what she wanted. It was really out there, Cin. Whackadoodle. And the writing was really cliché and bad. But I was nice about it. I found good things to say. I pointed out a few things I thought could be improved, but that was it. I didn’t say one negative word.” 
A few more tears slid down Kara’s red cheeks. 
“And then… then today it was my turn to be critiqued.” 
She looked down at the stack of papers in her hands – the ones she’d shown me earlier with the red marks all over them. 
“They hated my chapters, Cin. They picked my writing apart like it was a platter of crab legs at an all-you-can-eat buffet in Vegas. They—” 
She bit her lip, shaking her head. 
“They said it was trite and short-sighted and that I didn’t know the meaning of a good metaphor…” 
She trailed off. 
“They all thought it was terrible. And they were really, really cruel about it, too.” 
I felt my cheeks catch fire and a surge of white-hot anger crawled up the back of my throat. 
“They’re wrong, Kara,” I said. “I read your book, remember? And I thought it was magnificent. I might not be a writer, but I can read just fine. I hate romance books usually, but I loved yours.” 
She nodded, brushing away a few tears. 
“Yeah, well, here’s the thing, Cin. After that soul-destroying morning session, I was getting into my car and heading back here to check in on the store, and one of the other writers in the workshop came up to me. Her work hasn’t been critiqued yet. But she said she heard what I’d said about her chapters and that she couldn’t believe anybody could be so rude and insensitive to say such mean and nasty things. She was so angry at me.”
I furrowed my brow. 
“Wait… what? What did you say about her chapters?”
“I didn’t say anything about that woman’s chapters, Cin. But someone told her that I did.” 
Kara paused, waiting for me to put it together. 
And then, after a long moment of thinking it through, I figured out what had happened. 
What always happened whenever Moira Stewart was involved with something. 
Gossip. 
Rumors. 
Lies. 
“Moira.” I said. 
“Moira,” she echoed, saying the name with all the venom of a black widow.
I let out a sigh. 
“I don’t have real proof, Cin. But when it comes to Moira, I don’t think you need any. She must have taken offense at my suggestions for her crazy opus. I think she’s been whispering to all the other writers about me, telling them that I’ve been saying terrible things about their work. That’s probably why they were all so mean during my critique. It was just a backlash to the things they thought I’d said.”
Kara looked up at me with sorrowful eyes. 
“So you see? It’s ruined. This whole workshop is completely ruined.” 
She gazed out the window, staring into nothing and looking completely devastated. 
“I was so excited for this, you know? I thought it might be the beginning of a big writing career for me. Something for Laila’s college fund down the line. But now…”
Her voice became as thick as a pie filling with too much corn starch, and she trailed off. 
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Tobias swing into the kitchen, deftly grabbing a few more pies. He swung out just as quickly. 
Tiana must have told him to steer clear for a while. 
“The worst part is I don’t know for sure if Moira’s nasty rumors had anything to do with them hating my chapters,” she said. “I mean, maybe my writing stinks. Maybe they would have just said those things regardless. Maybe I really don’t know anything about a good metaphor or character development or—”
“What did Pam Dallas say about your chapters?”
“She doesn’t give her opinion in the group critiques, remember? She waits until the last day of the workshop to tell people her thoughts.” 
“Your writing is great, Kara. I know it. You know it. And I know Pam Dallas will see it, too.” 
Kara sniveled a little bit, staring down at her cup of steaming tea. 
“You really think, Cin?” 
I nodded.
An angry expression suddenly drifted across her face. 
“I still feel like smashing that old hag’s mailbox or covering her house in toilet paper or something,” she said. “I mean, this workshop was my Christmas present from John. Do you know how much he spent on it? And to have that mean, bitter old woman ruin it for me is just…”
I thought I saw a flash of murder in her eyes again. 
At least she’d stopped crying. I supposed it was better to feel murderous than sad. 
“Well, if you need a wingman to take down some mailboxes, I’m your gal,” I said. “I can swing a baseball bat pretty good.” 
“But how are your TP-ing skills these days?” she asked. 
“I don’t want to brag, but I can hurl a roll of toilet paper as good as the next girl.”
She let out a laugh, and a feeling of relief swept through me.  
I hated seeing Kara so upset. 
“What about a slice of Lemon Gingersnap Pie?” I said. “I think I’ve got one cooling in the fridge somewhere.” 
She shook her head. 
“I’d love to, Cin, but I should get back to the Dallas Lodge.”
She pulled her phone from her pocket and glanced at it. 
“We only get an hour before the next session. And I’m afraid I burned through most of it driving here and sobbing all over your kitchen.” 
I got up, going for the fridge anyway. 
“Well, just remember, Kara, you can leave the workshop anytime. Come back here if you want. I’m going to be baking pies past sundown for Warren’s fundraiser. We could put on some oldies Christmas music, break out some whiskey, and make a real night of it.” 
“Sounds tempting, Cin. But I can’t quit now. Moira would think she’s won. And I can’t let that happen.”
I brought out a tin from the fridge and cut it up quickly. I slid a big slice of the creamy pale yellow pie into a small pastry box and handed it to her.  
“I’ll get some ice going in the freezer for that whiskey just in case,” I said. 
Kara smiled warmly at me, reaching forward and squeezing my shoulder. 
She wiped under her eyes with the back of her hand, and was about to leave when she stopped suddenly. 
“I meant to ask – did Brad end up stopping by the other day?” 
I nodded.
“He sure did. I’m helping him with The Junction this year.” 
“That poor guy is a genius when it comes to hot glue guns and bows, but cheese and crackers, is he a disaster when it comes to gingerbread.” 
“Oh, he’s not that bad. He just needs...”
The image of Brad building a gingerbread house alongside Frankenstein crossed my mind and I had to stifle down a mean laugh. 
“A little direction. That’s all,” I said.
I topped the statement off with an optimistic smile. 
But Kara just raised a skeptical eyebrow at me. 
“He didn’t tell you about the seventh grade, did he?” 
“Seventh grade?”
Kara let loose a mean smile of her own. 
“What about it?” I said. 
But she just shook her head. 
“That’s his story to tell. But let’s just say he’s gonna need a hell of a lot more than a little direction if he’s going to have any chance at winning The Junction this year. I’d say he’ll need nothing short of a miracle.”
“What are you talking about—”
“Thanks for the pie, Cin. And for the pep talk. Maybe I’ll surprise us both and not murder Moira during the afternoon session today.”
“Yeah, but what about Brad—” 
Before I could finish the rest of my question, Kara had disappeared out the back door.
 
A few minutes later, Tiana poked her head into the kitchen. 
“Is it over?” she whispered. 
 



 
Chapter 11
 
I stood at the end of the long driveway in the morning frost, staring at the small yellow house, thinking that the sensible thing to do would be to turn around and leave. 
It had been a long night of mixing, blending, pouring, tasting, pulling pans from ovens, and listening to nearly every soul and country Christmas song out there. By the time I was finished baking, it was so hot in the kitchen, I was forced to bring a dusty fan out from one of the closets and to change into a tank top I hadn’t worn since August.
The hours ticked by as I worked, my mind wandering to various things, the way it usually did when I worked alone. I thought about the Christmas shopping that I still needed to do. About Warren’s fundraiser and whether I was making enough pies for it. About the storm the TV weatherman said was going to come barreling down from the mountains in the next couple of days – the first significant snowstorm of the season. About Daniel and the fact that he’d be working out in it, driving the icy roads. 
But of all the thoughts I had to occupy my mind with, I kept going back to the same one. 
How could Moira Stewart have done something so spiteful and malicious to Kara? 
Every small town had a gossip – a person who relished knowing other people’s secrets and telling tall-tales to anybody who had ears.  
And in addition to her decades-long stint playing Mrs. Claus in the annual Christmas in July Parade and Play, Moira Stewart had filled the role of town gossip in Christmas River for as long as anybody could remember. Most of the time, her rumors were of the somewhat harmless variety. For example, Moira said that Benny Tate, A local attorney, allegedly cheated on the LSAT back when he was a pre-law student. Also according to Moira, a local restaurateur named Mary Bisbee supposedly spent her weekends in Warm Springs gambling herself into deep debt. Moira also claimed that Rex Pantano, a middle-aged dentist who ran Pantano Dental with his wife, was apparently in love with a hygienist in his office twenty years his junior. 
But this latest escapade of Moira’s had taken things to a whole new level. It appeared that she no longer even cared whether her rumors had any truth to them whatsoever. She was just flat-out lying now for the fun of it. 
I knew how much this writer’s workshop meant to Kara – I knew how hard she’d worked on her book. 
And to have it all tainted by Moira Stewart’s pettiness and jealousy made me so angry that when I began dwelling on it during my long night of work, I didn’t hear the timer go off, and I nearly burned a whole batch of Krisp Kringle Chocolate Gingersnap pies. 
It wasn’t my fight and Kara hadn’t asked me to intervene. But that didn’t stop me from getting up early the next morning, bundling up, and walking the eight frozen blocks to Moira Stewart’s little yellow house.  
However, instead of brandishing a baseball bat or an industrial-size package of Scott’s toilet paper, I carried in my hands a still-warm tin of Christmas Flynn Pie. 
Because that was another thing that my great-grandmother had taught Warren, and consequently, taught me. 
You always attract more flies with honey than with vinegar. 
Even if the flies you’re trying to attract are little lying gossips who could use a lesson or two in manners. 
There was smoke coming out of the yellow house’s chimney, climbing high up into the misty morning. 
I drew in a deep breath and then began walking down the long driveway, minding my step around a series of treacherous ice patches and Moira’s red Hyundai. After successfully navigating the walkway, I stepped up to her porch and lightly knocked on the door a couple of times. 
The response was lightning fast. 
As if she’d been waiting for me. 
The door creaked open, revealing a wrinkly bulldog face. That was followed by the overwhelming aroma of roses. 
It was Moira’s signature perfume. The times she came to the pie shop with her quilting group, I could practically smell that perfume from all the way back in the kitchen. 
“Hi, Moira.”
She was dressed in a black turtleneck, dark slacks, and conservative black loafers. As usual, her short gray hair was teased and fluffy, and reminded me of cotton candy if somebody dropped a handful of ash into the spinning machine. 
She gave me a slightly puzzled look. 
“I’m sorry about the hour,” I said forcing a smile. “I know it’s early.” 
“I hardly sleep anyway these days, Cinnamon,” she said, stiffly. “Too much to think about.”
Moira rubbed her blue-veined hands together. Then she glanced past my shoulder. 
“Any snow yet?”
“No. Just a little bit of ice on the streets.” 
“Hmm. They say we’re in for a real big one tomorrow,” she said, letting out a small sigh and looking up at the milky skies. “It’d be nice if they were wrong, but my gut tells me they’re not.”
She looked back at me matter-of-factly.
“Well, you might as well come in, dear. I have to get going to my workshop soon, but I have a few minutes to spare. And we wouldn’t want you catching cold in this nasty weather. Your Sheriff beau would never forgive me for it.” 
She waved me into her house, but I hesitated in the doorjamb before stepping inside. 
“What’s that there? Some pie?” she asked. 
I nodded.
“For me?”
I nodded again. 
“Oh, aren’t you thoughtful,” she said. 
A strange, sickly-sweet smile came across her thin lips.
I felt a shiver run down my spine.
 
I didn’t trust that smile as far as I could throw the pie in my hands.
 



 
Chapter 12
 
But then again, maybe I didn’t know Moira Stewart as well as I thought I did. 
Sure, she came into my pie shop once a month with her quilting club. I also saw her at Ray’s Grocery on occasion. And Moira was also a sure bet at nearly every community event in Christmas River.
But for the most part, I’d avoided Moira as much as humanly possible over the years. Unlike Kara, I wanted no part of her nasty gossiping. 
But maybe there was more to Moira than that. 
Maybe she wasn’t all bad. 
“That grandfather of yours sure is something else,” she said, taking a seat in the well-worn Pepto-Bismol-colored rocking chair across from the old brick fireplace. “I hear he’s been working day and night getting ready for the fundraiser. I’m told it’s the must-attend event of the decade here in Christmas River.”
I took a sip of the coffee Moira had just brought me in a delicate tea mug. The brew was weak and flavorless, but it felt nice having something hot after the cold trek over here. 
I grabbed another cookie off the silver tray on the table – the coffee was bad, but these shortbread cookies were tasty. Buttery and salty, I wasn’t sure if I’d ever had shortbread as good. I wondered if this was how Moira lured many of her gossip “sources” into spilling their secrets.
“Yep, we’re all hoping the fundraiser will be a success,” I said. 
I set my tea cup down on one of the doily coasters that peppered the tables of the old living room – the place looked just like I imagined it would. Doilies, glass figurines, tea sets, no end of floral wallpaper, and a massive antique grandfather clock that announced each second with a dragging tick. 
It was all very Moira Stewart. 
“Um, listen, Moira,” I said, dusting some crumbs off of my red holiday sweater. “I actually came here to talk to you about—” 
“Did your grandfather get Lars Claus to work yet?” she asked. 
My eyebrows jumped.
“How did you…?”
A knowing smile came across Moira’s lips and I thought I caught a twinkle of self-satisfaction in her eye. 
“I know everything that goes on in this town, dear,” she said, pushing her loafers against the scuffed wood floor and rocking slightly in her chair. “Nothing gets by me. I heard your grandpappy had a pretty close call the other day up on that rooftop. He should be more careful, especially with that achy hip of his. At his age, a fall like that would surely do him in.” 
I felt another shiver roll down my spine.  
Moira had feelers out everywhere in Christmas River. 
“Well, um…” I mumbled, unsure how to respond. “I— I was actually here because I had something I wanted to talk to you about.” 
I shifted uncomfortably in the mushy sofa. 
“It’s about the writing workshop at the lodge. It’s just that…”
The fire behind her crackled, and I noticed that there was a puzzled expression on her face. 
She was playing dumb, like she couldn’t possibly figure out why I’d be here or what she could help me with. Even though I knew she probably figured it all out the second she saw me standing on her porch. 
Moira was a lot of things, but stupid she wasn’t. 
“Kara has been looking forward to that writing workshop for months now. Did you know that her husband bought the registration for her as an early Christmas present?” 
If Moira was flustered or ashamed about any of what she’d done, she didn’t show it. She kept her expression unchanged. 
“Kara did well when she married that podiatrist,” she said. “For a while there, I thought she’d turn out an old maid, the way she burned through men and threw them out like yesterday’s garbage. But I’m glad she proved me wrong.”
I wondered if she was purposefully trying to insult my best friend, or if she was just being her usual gruff self. 
“Yeah… So I heard yesterday that some of the other students in the writing workshop were… not very nice to Kara. And that maybe some of them had gotten the wrong impression about her. Would you know anything about that, Moira?” 
The old woman’s eyes flickered for a millisecond, but then the poker face was back. 
“Yes, I’m afraid they were quite harsh. I tried to say a few nice things about Kara’s work, but the other writers were savage with their criticism. You see, they were upset because of all the nasty things Kara had been saying behind their backs about their own writing. I felt just terrible for poor Kara. Just terrible.”
She looked dead into my eyes.
“Karma is no fun at all,” she added.
I fidgeted with the sleeves of my sweater. 
The old woman was never going to admit what she’d done.
She was never going to say that she’d tried to sabotage Kara. 
And trying to get her to would only be a waste of time. 
I had to approach it differently. 
“I came here to ask if you could talk to the other writers and put in a good word for her,” I said, taking care not to let any of the anger I felt seep into my tone. “It’s the season of giving after all, Moira. And despite your recent differences, you and Kara were once good friends. You know that she doesn’t have a mean spirit. You know that she’s a good person.”
“Oh, sure. I do,” she said, glancing at the thin watch on her wrist. “Despite those nasty things she said, I know your friend only means well.” 
I bit my lip to keep from saying something less than tactful.
Moira stood up and went over to the table where a quilted purse was sitting. She grabbed a couple of leather-bound, hardback notebooks – one black and one red – and stuffed them into the slouchy, handmade bag. 
“I can’t make any promises, dear,” she said, not looking at me. “Your friend got herself into quite a mess talking the way she did. It’s really a lesson for us all about civility and manners.” 
I felt my cheeks flush. 
But I had to play along with her little charade if there was any chance that she’d undo the damage she’d done.
“I would sure appreciate anything you could do,” I said, putting a little good-natured twang into my tone. “I know it would mean the world to Kara.” 
Moira didn’t answer. She walked over to a mahogany-framed oval mirror by the entryway and began swiping her cracked lips with a tube of colorless ChapStick. Her old hands trembled slightly with the effort. 
I let out a short sigh.
I guess that was a not-so-subtle hint that she was finished with this conversation. 
I stood up and began heading for the front door.
“Will you and the Sheriff be at your grandfather’s fundraiser tonight?”
“Yeah, I’ll be selling pies there. Will you be going, Moira?” 
I already knew the answer to that, but asked anyway. 
She smiled slyly. 
“I may just put in an appearance,” she said.  
I opened the front door, seeing myself out. A cold blast of below-freezing air greeted me. 
“Cinnamon, dear?” 
I paused and looked back at her. 
“Thank you for the pie,” she said. “People so rarely come by these days.” 
She let out a long breath. 
“And I will… I will see what I can do about helping your friend.” 
I was caught off-guard by the sincerity in her tone.
“I’m sure the other writers will forgive her,” she added. “Once I tell them what a nice person she really is.” 
I smiled warmly and nodded. 
“Thank you, Moira.” 
I left, closing the creaky old door behind me and heading down the long driveway. 
Maybe I had broken through to her somehow. After all, Moira had to have a heart somewhere deep down, didn’t she? She couldn’t have been all bad. Before retiring, she’d worked in education – a field that usually attracted people who wanted to help and make a difference. Maybe she’d just lost her way a little in the last few years. 
Maybe she really would clean up the mess she’d made. Maybe she—
I suddenly felt the hair on the back of my neck stand up on end.
I stopped in my tracks at the end of the long driveway. Then slowly, I turned around to look back at the house. 
One of the curtains in Moira’s front window fluttered.
 
I lingered there for a long while, a strange, inexplicable feeling coming over me.  
 



 
Chapter 13
 
Between the short time it took to load the trunk with pies and drive the six blocks over to Alpenglow Assisted Living, the weather had taken a sudden, nasty turn. 
Dense, low-hanging clouds the color of soot had rolled in, and icy shards had started falling from the ominous skies. As I pulled up into the parking lot, bits of ice started bouncing off the windshield with growing intensity. 
I took a spot close to the front of the building and parked. I checked the time. The fundraiser was in less than two hours, and I would need to skedaddle through my weekly visit to the facility if I wanted enough time to set-up my pie table at the brewpub.
I got out of the car and Huckleberry jumped down from the passenger’s seat, following close at my heels. I went around back as the pellets drilled into the side of my face, opened the trunk, and pulled out a small stack of pink boxes. I headed for the front doors, my boots grinding de-ice pellets into the concrete as I walked. 
I was out of breath before I got inside. 
I really shouldn’t have had that second slice of Christmas Flynn Pie for lunch. I knew it at the time, but it seemed like my willpower was in short supply this holiday season. 
January 2. That was when I’d cut back. Spinach, treadmills, weights, spandex pants – the whole New Year’s Resolution nine-yards. 
The front doors slid open and Huckleberry trotted out ahead of me into the nursing home, wagging his nub happily. 
The pungent smell of old soup and sickness filled my nostrils, but I didn’t pay it much mind. After three months of coming here, I’d become accustomed to the less-than pleasant aroma and it no longer bothered me. 
I made my way to the front desk, passing Ike Morton and Jessup Turner. Both men were slowly ambling down the hall, pushing their walkers across the nursing home’s outdated carpeted floors. Jessup had plastic breathing tubes coming out of his nostrils connected to an oxygen tank at his hip. 
“Hey, is that all for me?” Ike said, his eyes growing wide at the sight of the pink boxes. 
“Now why would a pretty lady like Cinnamon want to make an old ugly fool like you a stack of pies for?” Jessup snapped back, sucking air in between breaths.  
“Because she’s an angel, that’s why,” Ike said, not missing a beat. “And anyway, don’t be calling me ugly. I’ll have you know that back in high school, I was voted the senior ‘most likely to make it in Hollywood.’”
“Yeah, well, these days, you’re just a plain senior. No Hollywood about it. Don’t you think, Cinnamon?”
The two old men seemed perfectly content to spend their last few years on earth trading insults like a couple of prize fighters. 
“Now boys, you’re both pretty and you know it, so stop your squabbling.” 
Jessup and Ike both gave me denture-heavy grins. 
“What’d you bring this time, Cinnamon?” Jessup asked. 
“Well, I’m a little light today on account of all that pie I’m bringing to the food bank fundraiser tonight. But I’m coming by here again later this week to make up for the shortage. Today, I’ve got a Pumpkin Pecan, a Cranberry Cinnamon, and a —”
“Marionberry?” Ike chimed in hopefully. 
The old timer was addicted to that flavor, as he reminded me every time I came by. 
“Yup – You got it, Ike. Marionberry.” 
His eyes danced in his head like he was seeing circling stars. 
“Oh, boy, oh boy. I sure am glad you started dropping these pies of yours off here, girly. They’ve become my very reason for getting up out of bed in the morn.’” 
Ike rubbed his hands together, and for a second, all the years he carried in his face melted away and I caught a glimpse of what he must have looked like at age 10. 
I let out a chuckle. 
I was also glad that I started dropping pies off at Alpenglow Assisted Living once a week. The nursing home wasn’t the kind of place most people wanted to spend much time in, but I always felt good visiting and came away feeling like I was making a difference of some sort. 
After meeting Tom Bullock this past summer following the Wes Dulany incident, something had happened to me. I hadn’t exactly found religion in the traditional sense of the phrase, but ever since meeting the Good Samaritan and hearing him talk about what was really important in life, something had changed inside of me. My heart felt bigger somehow. I’d been inspired to do more in the way of charity work – to love more, to help those in need more, and to be an all-around better human being. 
After reading an article in the local weekly about elderly depression around the holidays, I’d decided to start dropping pies off at the nursing home and spending time with the residents. Not all of them could eat pie because of various dietary restrictions, but the staff let those who were in good health and those who were nearing the end of their life indulge once a week. Usually when I had more time on my hands, I’d bring Huckleberry and Chadwick to visit, too. The residents loved the sweet little pooches, and the canines seemed to love them right back. 
I nodded goodbye to Ike and Jessup and I headed up to the front desk. I passed a lean man in a gray wool coat sitting in one of the sofas by the window. He seemed to be in his mid-sixties, with salt-and-pepper hair, a thin nose, and deep-set eyes that had a hollow quality to them. I didn’t know his name, but I’d seen him in here a few times before, and it always looked like he was waiting for someone. 
I gathered one of his parents must have been a resident of the home. 
I set the pastry boxes down on the counter of the reception desk. Annie Edgewood, the on-duty nurse, looked up from a stack of files. 
“Oh, thank goodness you came, Cinnamon,” she said. “Folks were saying that you might not come today because of your grandpa’s charity event.”
“I wouldn’t miss stopping by,” I said. “I am a little short on pie and time today, though, so I don’t think I’ll be able to take Huckleberry around. But I’ll come back later this week and make it up to you guys.”  
“No worries, Cin. So long as folks get some pie, they’re happy.” 
She leaned in, lowering her voice. 
“I swear, that pie you make really is magic. You wouldn’t believe how much happier people are after a slice. Grumpy residents who normally throw their lunch at the staff suddenly start being kind.” 
She leaned in even closer. 
“Which makes the staff a heck of a lot happier, too, if you know what I mean.”
“I’m glad to hear that,” I said. “I know it’s not easy work that you guys do.” 
“No, it certainly isn’t.” 
She took a sip from a can of Ensure that had been sitting at her desk.
I didn’t know Annie that well, but what I did know of her I liked. She was always kind to me when I came in, and even though I sensed the job gave her a lot of stress, she was always polite and nice to the residents, too. 
“Well, I best be on my way. Take it easy, Annie, and make sure you get yourself a slice of that pie.” 
Annie let out a snort. 
“Fat chance of that happening with this crowd.” 
I let out a short laugh, and then I called to Huckleberry. The Australian shepherd had wandered over to the man sitting on the sofa and was nuzzling his leg, trying to get a few pets. I smiled at the man in the gray coat, calling Huckleberry a second time. The pooch seemed reluctant to leave, but finally listened and followed me out. 
I headed into the icy afternoon.
 
And like always, I left the nursing home feeling like I’d done something good.
 



 
Chapter 14
 
I stopped in the middle of the street, peering up through the snowflakes. 
It was like I was living in the movie Groundhog Day. 
“Dammit, old man, I thought we talked about this!” 
In the dimming late afternoon light, Warren looked down from his perch near Lars Claus on the roof. This time he was dressed just like his pal, with an oversized Santa cap, suspenders, flannel, and a fake white beard crowding his chin. 
He looked party-ready. 
Only I wanted to make sure he’d actually get to the party. 
“I think I almost have it,” the old man shouted down, waving a screwdriver in the air. “Just a few more minutes and Lars will be good as new.”
I let out an unsteady sigh. 
“You’ve only got an hour until the fundraiser’s set to start and you’re going to get drenched in this snow,” I said, readjusting the tall stack of pastry boxes in my arms. “And anyway, I’m sure Lars will start working again when he’s ready to—”
My sensible advice was cut dramatically short as a loud honk blared in my ear. 
The sound ricocheted through my skull like a stray bullet, and I jumped back. 
The pastry boxes in my arms began to wobble at the sudden motion. 
Then, they began to do more than wobble. 
The top box slid off. A second later, it did a series of flips through the air like a seasoned Olympic diving board champion. 
Splat! 
I sucked in a sharp breath. 
I didn’t know if there was a sadder sound than the one a perfectly-latticed Marionberry pie makes when it hits the concrete face-first. 
I gazed down at the fallen box. Then over at the car that had been the reason for it. 
The 1990s dark green Subaru idled a few feet away from me, its exhaust pipe crackling in the cold air. 
I peered beyond the sharp glare of the windshield at the driver. 
He was a middle-aged man with stringy gray hair and big hands that gripped the wheel. There was a deep gouge between his eyebrows and his mouth was fixed in a frown that would have given The Grinch a run for his money. 
He was glaring at me impatiently. 
I felt my cheeks flush with embarrassment.
I didn’t like being honked at or losing a pie in such a fashion, but I could see clearly that I was the one in the wrong. I’d been standing in the middle of the street – not even in a crosswalk – blocking traffic. 
I was probably lucky he stopped at all. 
I gave him an apologetic expression, then I quickly crossed the street, leaving the fallen pie on the ground where it was. 
Vrooooooom!!
The car suddenly zoomed by with an insane burst of speed. A massive whoosh of air hit me, and for a second, I thought his outside mirror might have grazed my back. 
I rushed over to the sidewalk and stood there, stunned, watching as the car and its blue and white Washington state plates rumbled down the street. 
“Bastard!” I heard Warren shout angrily from the rooftop. “Impatient bastard!” 
A second later, Warren was standing beside me, having scurried down the ladder in record time. 
“You okay, Cinny Bee?” he said, taking the stack of remaining pies out of my hands and peering at me with a concerned expression. “Did he get you? Because if he did, then I’ll sue that SOB so fast, he won’t even know—”
“No, I’m okay,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck. “But that was closer than I would have liked.”
Warren glared down the street, following the car with his eyes until it disappeared down Holly Avenue. 
“There’s a fella who could use some Christmas spirit,” he said. “Or maybe something a little stronger. A stiff kick in the pants is more in line with what he deserves.” 
Warren clicked his tongue against the roof of his mouth. His face contorted like he was silently arguing with the driver in his head. 
I let out a sigh, gazing at the pink pastry box in the middle of the street. 
The box was now crushed and beginning to bleed dark purple marionberry filling all over the asphalt. 
But in the big scheme of things, I supposed it could have been worse. That could have easily been me crushed and bleeding on the pavement instead of the pie. 
“Let’s get inside before we both freeze out here, old man.”
“You sure you’re okay, Cinny Bee?” 
I forced a smile. 
“Right as snowflakes. Now, c’mon. We don’t have time for people who are short on holiday spirit. We’ve got a county to feed.” 
 
Warren didn’t stop grumbling about the rude driver until the fundraiser was well underway.
 



 
Chapter 15
 
A frigid mountain wind was howling outside and the streets were turning to ice rinks. But inside the crowded brewpub, it might as well have been a sauna in Hawaii during a heatwave. 
Just about the entire town had shown up for Warren’s fundraiser, flooding the humble brewpub until the structure was wall-to-wall people. Folks were throwing back frosty pints of holiday IPAs, eating fried fare, and singing along to the oldies Christmas music blaring from the speakers. A few couples had even started dancing in the middle of the pine floor. 
Everywhere I looked, I recognized family, friends, and neighbors. 
Tobias and Tiana were there. Kara and John, too. So were Wes Dulany and his wife, Angie – who after the fiasco this September had gotten back together and were now going strong. Brad and Will were at a corner table, poring over some design sketches. Harold from The Pine Needle Tavern was sitting at the bar, talking Warren’s ear off. Judy Hadley, a librarian at the Christmas River Public Library, sat with a friend, discussing a new fiction book of some sort. Marla Browning, the editor of the local weekly, was talking to Aileen and scribbling something in a notepad. Vicky Delgado, a former Portland police sergeant who Daniel had recently hired for an open lieutenant position at the Sheriff’s department, was in a heated conversation about the Portland Trailblazers with Lt. Owen McHale near the front door. 
Even Kara’s writing group had come, sitting at one of the tables in the far corner. The group included Pam Dallas herself, a few out-of-town writers, and of course, none other than Moira Stewart, who I noticed was wearing rose-colored lipstick for the occasion. From what Kara had told me, makeup was something Moira rarely – if ever – indulged in. The old woman often commented that makeup had no place on a virtuous woman and was a manipulative tool best reserved for ladies of the night. 
But maybe she was getting softer in her old age. 
I wiped away another bead of sweat that was starting to trickle down the side of my face. The flannel dress and knee-high boots I’d worn for the occasion now seemed like a bad choice. 
I glanced across the room at the long line snaking away from my pie table. Even though I’d been working my fingers down to the bone, the line was just as long as it had been two hours earlier when the pub opened its doors. 
I was flattered that people thought so highly of my pie – if not exhausted. 
“Santa’s Florida Vacation Pie? What a clever name. What’s in it?” 
Though I had never met her in person, I easily recognized the next woman in line from the picture on the back of her internationally bestselling book, What the Mountain Took. 
Pam Dallas was dressed in an iceberg-blue North Face jacket, and her jeans were tucked into a pair of serious-looking snow boots. Her graying hair was braided off to the side in a style that was a little young for her forty-something years, but that she managed to pull off well. 
“The pie has…” I stammered, my voice coming out barely above a squeak.
I felt some butterflies flap around in my gut. 
I hadn’t had much experience meeting celebrities. Cliff Copperstone, the celebrity chef from the Chocolate Championship last year, was about the only one I’d ever met. 
I cleared my throat and got a hold, reminding myself that Pam was no different than any other person here – she’d just been on more national talk shows. 
“The, uh, the Santa’s Florida Vacation Pie is one of our bestsellers,” I said, brushing away another drop of sweat from my temple. “It starts with a heavenly butter crust, followed by a layer of luxurious white chocolate cream, then a layer of silky key lime curd. Then it’s topped off with a tart sauce made from fresh cranberries grown near the Oregon Coast. All of it makes for a delicious, celebratory pie that would please even the staunchest curmudgeon.” 
Pam raised her thin eyebrows. 
“Wow… Well in that case, I’ll take two for tomorrow’s critique session,” she said. “Did anybody ever tell you that you could be a restaurant reviewer? I can almost taste the pie from that description.” 
I collected two pastry boxes and placed them in a large paper bag. 
“I’m afraid I can’t spell worth a lick, but thanks for the compliment,” I said, sliding the pies across to her. “You know, I’m sure you get this all the time – but I just loved What the Mountain Took. It was such a moving story.”
Truth be told, I didn’t have much time for reading in my life. But after coming across it a few years ago, Pam’s bestseller had become one of my favorite books ever. It was a fictional story about a husband and wife climbing K2 together and getting trapped in a deadly snowstorm. The book was based on Pam’s own experience of climbing the same mountain with her husband. In real life, the pair had been caught in the worst storm to hit in a decade, and Pam’s husband died from hypothermia after sacrificing his jacket to keep Pam alive. 
The book mirrored her harrowing experience and was beautifully written. The fact that Pam had lived through the disaster and come out the other side with such courage touched readers across the globe. 
Pam smiled bashfully at my compliment, then fished around in the pocket of her jacket, pulling out two crisp twenty dollar bills. 
“People do tell me how much they love my book a lot, but you know? I never get tired of hearing it.” 
I laughed and she handed the money to me. 
“I heard they were making a movie out of the book. Is that true?” I asked. 
Old Gertrude Baxter, who was standing next in line, cleared her throat loudly – just in case I had forgotten she was there. 
“Yes, it is being adapted for the screen,” Pam said, grabbing the paper bag. “They’re wrapping up the shooting now, and the movie’s set to come out in theaters next year.”
“I can’t wait to see it,” I said. “I hardly ever go to movie theaters anymore, but I’ll be there opening day for that one.”  
I wondered if maybe I was laying it on a little thick, but I couldn’t seem to help myself. 
Pam nodded graciously and turned to leave. 
For a second, I had the urge to do something crazy like ask for an autograph or a picture with her. 
But the look on Gertrude’s face as she stepped up to take Pam’s place sent any notion of that right out of my head.
 
Old Gertrude was fuming like a bull in a poppy field. 
 



 
Chapter 16
 
“I’ve been waiting in this line half an hour already,” Gertrude said, tossing her purse down dramatically on the small table and nearly knocking over a stack of pies. “Do they pay you to dish out pies or to chit-chat?” 
“They don’t pay me at all,” I said. “Now what can I get you?” 
I tried not to take it too personally. Gertrude was, after all, getting up there in age. I was sure standing in line so long wasn’t too easy on her knees. 
Plus, I was in a good mood. I’d just met Pam Dallas, and with the way these pies were going, nobody in Pohly County was going to go hungry until the summer.
“Give me one of them Christmas Flynn pies,” Gertrude said, nodding. “And a Pumpkin Gingersnap. Benjy won’t forgive me if I don’t come home with a Pumpkin Gingersnap.” 
I nodded silently, trying to ignore that there was no ‘please’ in her request. I grabbed two boxes of the flavors she’d requested and traded her for a wrinkled bill. 
I suddenly sensed that somebody was standing behind me.
“There’s something I’ve got to talk to you about, Mrs. Brightman,” he said quietly. “It’s a matter of some urgency.” 
I couldn’t help but break out in goosebumps.
They were the good kind, though. 
“I’d love to help, Sheriff, but I’ve got a line full of people demanding pie on my hands.” 
“I’m sure they can wait five minutes. Patience is a virtue, and people in small towns are supposed to be full of goodness and virtue—”
“Ahem!” 
Gertrude, full of huff, stretched her hand out toward me and rubbed her fingers together. 
I stared at her for a second, confused. 
“My change?” she said. 
I gazed down at the $50 bill in my hand. 
“Oh… sorry,” I said, going into the cash drawer, pulling out a ten and quickly handing it to her. 
“Distraction, dear, is the enemy of all productivity,” she said. 
She gave me one final glare and then was on her way, weaving through the crowd with her pies.
I looked back at Daniel. He was cracking up.  
“There you go getting me into trouble again, Sheriff,” I said under my breath, smiling at the next person in line – a tall woman who I recognized as being part of the writing group. “My grandfather warned me about associating with troublemakers like you.” 
“Guess you didn’t think much of his advice seeing as how you married me. But seriously, I’ve got to talk to you, Cin. Meet me out back in five?”
“Sheriff, I really can’t—”
“Good. I’ll be waiting.” 
He brushed past me, doing some weaving of his own through the dancing crowd. 
I stared at the long line, holding in a big sigh as another trickle of sweat streamed down my face. 
 



 
Chapter 17
 
I stepped outside into the frosty, windy night, taking in a big breath of fresh air. 
Even though I hadn’t had anything to drink yet, I felt like I had. The crowded environment of the pub, with everybody yelling over the music, laughing, dancing, and having a good time, had sent me spinning. A few times, I’d even felt a little faint. 
It was probably good to take a break. I’d asked Aileen to man the pie station for a few minutes and—
“I was beginning to worry the line had swallowed you whole.”
“Almost did,” I said. “Things are getting crazy in there.” 
Daniel stepped out from the shadows and into the lights spilling from the windows. He smelled good – like fresh pines in the snow.
“Warren told me you had a close call in the street earlier. Are you okay?”
“I’m fine. Just a rude driver short on Christmas spirit.” 
“You want me to take over in there for you?” Daniel asked. “I mean, I don’t claim to be proficient in pie speak, but I suppose I can take money and hand out boxes if it came down to it.” 
I shook my head.
“Thanks, but we need you to keep pouring beer. We’re almost out of pie anyway.”
I stared up into his eyes. Silent flakes of snow began tumbling down harder from the sky. 
“So what’s this urgent matter you wanted to see me about, Sheriff?” 
“It looks like somebody lodged a complaint, Mrs. Brightman.” 
I raised my eyebrows. 
“What? Who?” 
“Can’t reveal my witness,” he said. “But this person had some very choice things to say regarding your pies.”  
I narrowed my eyes at him, unsure whether he was teasing or not. 
He looked deathly serious.
“Daniel Brightman, if this is a joke, then just tell me—”
“Nope, it’s no joke.” 
He reached into the pocket of his jacket and pulled out his Sheriff’s Office-issued notepad.
Then he cleared his throat. 
“The person lodging the complaint had this to say about you—”
He paused, looking from his notepad to me. 
“I don’t know. Maybe I shouldn’t tell you this—”
“What, Daniel? What did they say?” 
Quality and consistency were things I prided myself in when it came to my pies, but I’d made so many in the last 24 hours for the event, maybe I’d mismeasured the ingredients for a batch. Didn’t add enough sugar, or maybe added too much, or maybe too much thickener, or maybe not enough— 
“The aggrieved party said this: ‘Cinnamon ought to be locked away.’” 
He looked down at his notepad. 
“And the key should be thrown in the Christmas River.” 
I crossed my arms tighter against my chest. 
“And why is that?” I said in a shrill voice. 
Daniel looked like he was having trouble reading what he’d written on the notepad.
“Oh there it is. They said: ‘Because her Krisp Kringle Chocolate Gingersnap Pie is so good, it’s criminal.’” 
A big, fat grin lit up Daniel’s face.
“That’s a direct quote, Mrs. Brightman. A direct quote.”
I shook my head and bit my lip, hitting him playfully, though it came out a little harder than I expected it to. Just at that moment, the back door creaked open. Bethany Reid, a bartender at The Pine Needle Tavern, stepped out, followed by her boyfriend, Spencer, who had a pack of cigarettes in his hand.
When she saw me sparring with my husband, she gave me a shocked look. 
I stopped, dropping my hands sheepishly. 
Daniel tipped his hat at the young couple. 
“Sorry you had to see that folks,” he said. “Cinnamon acts out sometimes. It’s something we’re working on in marriage counseling.”
“Hey!” I said, laughing and punching him playfully again.
But Bethany and her boyfriend didn’t seem to see the humor in it. Spencer cleared his throat awkwardly and then grabbed her hand, leading her back inside without saying a word.
“I wonder what that was all about,” I said, watching the door slam. 
I didn’t know either of them that well, but I would have pegged them both to have a sense of humor. 
Daniel scratched his chin, looking deep in thought. 
“I don’t know,” he said. “But people have been acting strange toward me all night. I’ve caught some of them looking at me funny. Made me think that I had a beer mustache going or something. But when I looked in the mirror, I just saw the same handsome devil I always see.”  
“Hmm. Well, vanity aside, maybe it is because you’re looking so good in your uniform tonight,” I said, resting my arms on his shoulders. “You’ve got the whole town star struck.” 
His cheeks glowed red. 
I didn’t think it was from the cold. 
“So what are we gonna do with this here complaint? I told the person who lodged it that I’d see justice served.”
“And how are you gonna do that, Sheriff?” 
A faint smile crossed his face, his eyes rolling upwards to the sky for a moment. 
“Don’t know yet.”
He kissed me softly. 
“But I’m sure I’ll think of something, Mrs. Brightman. I’m sure I’ll think of something.” 
 
If I was lightheaded before, I was floating away by now. 
Daniel always did and always would have that effect on me.
 



 
Chapter 18
 
“Mrs. Brightman… you’ve always been so nice to me. You’ve always been so, so nice… You’re sweet. Just like your pies. Sweet, sweet, sweet…” 
Deputy Billy Jasper – a bear of a man – leaned hard on my shoulders, squeezing the wind right out of me. 
“I just want you to know… know that I appreciate your kindness,” he continued. “You look out for me. Like when I lost my bloodhound and you helped me get her back? You were nice about Shasta going missing. And I want you to know… I want you to know that it means… it means a lot—”
Billy’s words came out thick and slurred, and he smelled like he’d been swimming in one of the brewery’s fermentation tanks all night. 
“Billy, you really don’t have to…”
I trailed off as he leaned harder on me. His arm felt like a massive sinker log on my shoulders.  
“I just hope you like me, too. And that I haven’t been too much of a bothe—” 
He hiccupped loudly.
“…bother these past few years.” 
I craned my neck from side to side, wondering what in the heck was taking Daniel so long. If he didn’t show up soon, his wife would be nothing but a smashed bug on the concrete. 
“I do like you, Billy,” I squeaked out. “Daniel does, too.”  
I looked over at him in the dim lights of the Christmas bulbs lining the brewpub’s exterior. 
His eyes were more glazed over than a box of Krispy Kreme donuts. 
The poor kid was going to be hurting bad tomorrow morning. 
Billy didn’t usually drink very much, so it was surprising when Daniel and I had found him outside the brewpub on a bench shortly after the festivities ended, slumped over and shivering. In fact, when I thought about it, I wasn’t sure if I’d ever seen Billy have as much as a single beer. I always thought it had to do with the fact that his mother was devoutly religious and had raised Billy that way, too. 
I gathered she wouldn’t be too pleased when she heard about this. 
I let out a long breath of air, shifting my weight between my legs, trying not to buckle under the pressure of his big frame. 
“I’m sorry to be like this—” he continued. “I don’t know what came over me tonight. I don’t usually drink, I…”
“It’s okay, Billy. It’s easy to have too much of Warren and Aileen’s beer. It goes down too smooth sometimes.” 
Billy’s face broke out into an exaggerated smile. He started giggling like a school boy. 
In the distance, I heard the sound of tire studs crushing fresh powder. 
The sweet sound of relief. 
A few seconds later, Daniel pulled up to the curb. He put the truck in park and then got out quickly, coming around to save me. 
“C’mon, big guy,” Daniel said, sliding his arm under Billy’s and relieving me of my duty as a lamp post. “Let’s get you home.” 
“DQ…” Billy mumbled. “Not home. Not yet. I want an Oreo Blizzard.”
Daniel glanced over at me, shaking his head slightly.
He looked tired after an evening of serving up beer to the whole town. I could tell that taking his deputy to a fast food restaurant was the very last thing he wanted to do. 
“Well, it ain’t exactly ice cream weather, but fine. Dairy Queen it is, Billy.”
Billy mumbled something that neither Daniel nor I could make out. We both helped him into the passenger’s seat of the truck. 
“You want to come along, Cin? There’s a bacon cheeseburger with your name on it if you want.”
“Naw, I think I’ll pass. I want to help Warren and Aileen clean up here.”
“Fine, then. But it’s your loss missing out on the company of such distinguished gentleman as Deputy Jasper here and myself.” 
Billy let out another high-pitched giggle. 
I bit my lip and shook my head. 
Goodness me, Billy was more toasted than a forgotten marshmallow over a campfire. 
“I’ll be home soon,” Daniel said. “Then we’ll put this night to rest with a nice warm fire and a foot rub. How’s that sound?”
“Like heaven,” I said.  
Daniel climbed in the driver’s side. 
“You boys be careful out there.” 
Daniel winked at me. 
 
Billy began hiccupping again as they pulled away. 
 



 
Chapter 19
 
“If you think you can get out of a foot rub so easily, you’ve got another thing coming, mister,” I mumbled, half asleep. 
He kissed the side of my neck. The tip of his nose was still freezing. 
“Sorry, Cin.” 
“What took you so long?” I asked, opening my eyes and glancing at the alarm clock on the nightstand. 
It was nearly three in the morning. 
After helping Warren clean up – the old man was beside himself with the amount of money we’d raised for the food bank and was still counting it deep into the night – I’d come home. I’d changed into some PJs, fed the pooches a second dinner, and then lit a crackling fire in the bedroom fireplace. Then, I waited. 
And I waited some more. 
And then some more.
Finally, sleep overcame me. 
It wasn’t exactly the night I’d been hoping for. 
“Well, after stopping at Dairy Queen, Billy was insistent that he should arrive home when he was a little drier. Apparently, he didn’t think his mother was going to be too happy about her son showing up so inebriated. I should have just made him go home, but I don’t know… he seemed like he needed a friend tonight. He seemed troubled by something.”
“Yeah – by a whole keg of beer, I’d say.” 
Daniel chuckled. 
“Not just that. He seemed a little depressed. But he wouldn’t tell me about what. I’m thinking it must be about a girl.”
I sighed, gazing out the window. Small flakes were showering down from the reddened sky. The meadow was now covered in snow. 
“Poor Billy. He ought to move out,” I said. 
Billy, who was in his late 20s, still lived with his mother. He said he lived at home to take care of her, but everyone in town knew that Marilyn Jasper could take perfectly good care of herself. She was the type who would probably live until 100, hating nearly every day of it. 
“Yeah, it’d be good for him,” Daniel said in agreement. “I imagine that she’s not an easy person to live with. When I dropped him off, she was there at the door waiting for him. She was looking mighty angry, too.” 
I turned over to face him. His cheeks were red with the cold. 
I rubbed his arms, trying to warm him up. 
“Sorry again it took so long,” he said. “I wanted to bring you back a burger or something, but it would have been half-frozen by the time I got here.” 
“It’s probably for the best, anyway,” I said. “I’ve been eating like a bear in autumn these past few weeks. If I keep going at this rate, I’m gonna need a whole new wardrobe.” 
Daniel smiled, reaching for my hip and pulling me closer to him. 
“I was hoping that you’d need that soon, anyway.”
He grazed his fingers delicately over my stomach. 
I smiled back, feeling a warm, loving feeling spill out from my chest. 
“Soon enough, Mr. Brightman,” I said. “But first, Ireland.”
We’d talked about it and both agreed – we’d start trying after our trip this February.
He leaned in, planting a gentle kiss on the ridge of my nose. 
“I can’t wait.” 
 
Neither could I. 
For both things.





Chapter 20
 
I stomped my boots free of snow and then unlocked the back door of the pie shop. I flipped on the light switch, plugged in the Christmas bulbs, and pre-heated the ovens. I slid out of my jacket and hung it up on the coat rack. A puddle began forming on the floor beneath it almost immediately. 
It’d been a bear getting out of the driveway earlier. The ice crystals had turned to snow overnight, and small flakes had been silently accumulating all through the evening. I didn’t know the exact amount of accumulation, but I did know that Daniel spent over an hour digging the driveway clear of the white stuff for me this morning. 
The storm had hit Christmas River pretty hard, and as I drove to the shop in the early morning darkness, the streets looked unfamiliar and completely foreign under the thick layer of snow. 
I stood in front of the ovens, rubbing my hands together, blowing hard on them, trying to get some feeling back. 
If the local weatherman was to be believed, the heavy snowfall overnight was only the beginning of the nastiness to come in the next couple of days. More snow, possibly a blizzard, was on its way. Maybe even an ice storm.
It looked like we were in for a hairy time of it, all right. 
I went over to the stereo, put on Mary Chapin Carpenter’s Come Darkness, Come Light, and then began brewing a pot of strong coffee. I hoped the uplifting music and rich aroma of the sputtering brew would soothe my nerves. 
I always worried lately when big storms rolled in. And especially since the big blower last year – the one that trapped me and nearly the whole town at the culinary school during the Chocolate Championship Showdown. I worried about Daniel driving out in those treacherous conditions. I worried about Warren getting caught out in the snow while making a beer delivery. I worried about Kara driving up to the Writing Lodge by herself. 
I used to like when big storms rolled into town. But the more of them I saw, the less I enjoyed them.
And for some reason, I’d woken up with a bad feeling about this one. 
I grabbed my favorite Christmas mug from off one of the hooks and poured myself a big cup of that sputtering coffee. Then I got to work on mixing up a quick batch of gingerbread. 
Brad was coming over this morning to begin real work on his Gingerbread Junction entry, and if I was smart, I’d be sure to make up lots and lots of dough in case things fell apart during the house-building.
Which, given his track record, was an almost sure bet. 
I began combining the dry ingredients and my mind went back to the storm as a wicked breeze caused the boards of the shop to groan. 
The image of Daniel’s truck spinning out of control over an embankment played in my mind’s eye. 
I shook my head. 
I had to stop scaring myself like this. This was Daniel’s job, and I knew when I married him that some of it would involve risk. I had to get a hold of these thoughts now while I still could. Because one day soon, when we had a family, these kinds of worries would only get worse and I—
Just then, the back door to the shop blew open and an icy draft came surging in.
I spun around. 
It was only Brad. 
I guess the storm had me feeling a little jumpy. 
“Oh, hey,” I said, trying to not let on how jarred I was. “Glad you made it.”
Brad stepped inside, looking just about half-frozen. I went over and started taking his snow-dusted jacket from him so that it wouldn’t get the floor all wet. 
“I’m only just getting started on the gingerbread,” I said. “You’re a little early, but I like that. It shows heart.” 
I hung his jacket up on the coat rack and then went back over to the bowl of dry ingredients. 
“Cin, I came over the moment I—”
“So Kara was here yesterday,” I said, using a sifter to refine the flour – one of my tricks for making strong, even cookie walls. “She said something strange about you.” 
“Cin, I can’t believe—”
“She mentioned that you had some story about the seventh grade,” I said, looking up at him, raising an eyebrow. “Care to share?” 
His mouth suddenly dropped. 
“Wha.. what…?”
The color drained from his face. 
“That’s… that’s something for another time,” he said. “But, Cin. I’m not here for building gingerbread houses this morning. I came here the second I heard.” 
I studied him for a long, puzzled moment. 
Something was obviously very wrong. And it wasn’t just the storm. 
“Heard what?”
He looked off to the side, readjusting his dark framed glasses. He seemed uncomfortable. 
I felt my hands start to perspire. 
Did he know something I didn’t? Was there news about Warren or Daniel or Kara or maybe it was—
“I just want you to know that I’m on your side, Cin. And whatever you might need during all of this, I’m here for you. I know I’m not as close to you as Kara is, but I’m good when it comes to this kind of stuff. I just want you to know: I’m here for you.” 
I stopped pressing down on the sifter.
“I appreciate that, Brad. But what are you talking about?”  
“For the record, I never did think much of that redhead. She’s got homewrecker written all over her. And I don’t care what she might have been through, she never fooled me. Not for one second.”
My throat went bone dry. 
I must have looked more confused than a turkey walking around free the Friday after Thanksgiving. 
“You really haven’t heard, Cin?” 
“No. I’ve been here all morning.” 
“People are talking, Cin. Everyone in town is talking.”
Butterflies the size of baseballs began fluttering around in my gut.
“About what?” 
He didn’t answer. 
“About what, Brad?” 
I couldn’t take it anymore. 
He drew in a deep breath.
“About Daniel and Liv. And how he’s been embezzling money from the Sheriff’s Office so that they can run away together and…” 
He looked at me with big, sad eyes.
“How she’s going to have his baby.”
 



 
Chapter 21
 
Brad must have had too much beer at the fundraiser the night before. 
That was what I thought. At first. And although what Brad had said shocked me, I laughed it off and told him that it wasn’t true and that he must have misunderstood whatever people were saying. 
But to my horror, things didn’t stop there. 
All morning, the condolences poured in. 
“Cin, I just heard. Are you okay? It can’t be true, can it?” Tiana said when she arrived for her shift, looking at me with a worried, motherly expression. 
“If there’s anything I can do, just let me know,” Deb Dulany, who had stopped by before a house showing, had said. 
“That SOB will get his, don’t you worry, Cinnamon,” Marty Higgins, the town handyman, had said, calling me to offer his condolences about my marriage falling apart in such a spectacular fashion. 
And then, if that wasn’t bad enough, the whispering out in the dining room went on all morning. Anytime I went out there to put more pies in the glass case or make more coffee, an eerie hush fell over the whole place. Like an angel was passing through. 
The entire town was talking of nothing else and it all made me feel sicker than a dog that had gotten into the food pantry while the owners were away. 
Perhaps the worst thing in all of it was that Daniel wasn’t answering his phone and had yet to return any of my calls. 
I knew better than to jump to conclusions. Daniel and I had been through a lot together. He knew my past – knew what I’d been through with Evan. 
He wouldn’t ever betray me like that.
But still… 
I really wished he’d just call me back.  
At around 10 a.m., I finally couldn’t take it anymore. 
I went over to the coat rack and switched out my apron for my big down jacket. 
“Do you mind taking over here for a little while, Tiana?” I said, slipping into my coat and then quickly retying the laces of my snow boots.
“Of course, but where are you—”
“I have something I need to do.” 
 
I pulled on my mittens, opened the back door, and headed out into the storm.
 



 
Chapter 22
 
“He’s out on a call right now,” she said, looking up at me with a blank, unfeeling expression. 
“Do you know when he’ll be back?” 
There was a shrill desperation in my voice, and I was sure she could hear it. 
“I don’t… I don’t know.”
Normally, she would have narrowed her eyes and given me the cold shoulder after that. But today, Liv wasn’t looking too well. She looked queasy, and when she spoke, she seemed to be unsure of her words. 
I gathered she’d had a morning very similar to mine. 
Being the subject of town gossip had a way of making you feel under the weather.  
“Look, Cinnamon, I was going to call you earlier, but I—”
“It’s okay,” I said. 
“I came to work this morning, and people around here started giving me these dirty looks. I finally asked Owen what was going on, and he told me about those rumors. I have no idea where something that crazy would come from. I’ve done my share of bad things and I’m no saint. But you have to believe that I would never…”
As I stood there listening to Liv, something suddenly hit me like a ton of bricks. 
I’d been so concerned all morning with the shocking rumor, trying to think of all the ways someone might have gotten the wrong impression about Daniel and Liv, that I hadn’t stopped to really think any of it through. 
I hadn’t stopped to ask who might have started a rumor like that in the first place. 
Who might have had the maliciousness to do such a thing. 
But it was clear as a bell now. 
I felt bitter bile crawl up the back of my throat as the pieces came together. 
That little shortbread-hocking witch. 
Why had it taken me so long to figure out? 
I gnawed on my lip for a long while. Anger burned hot in my chest. 
“... but it wasn’t my fault. So if you leave a message with me, I’ll tell the Sheriff when he gets back and he can—” 
“Just tell him I’m going to go take care of this,” I said. 
 
A moment later, I was marching out of the station’s doors like a drummer boy after six cups of coffee.
 



 
Chapter 23
 
Moira. 
Stewart.
That rumor-spreading, doily-loving, evil shrew. 
I should have known better than to go over there the morning before. I should have let Kara fight her own battles and not interfere. I should have—
“Dammit, start why don’t you!” I shouted, turning the key in the ignition again. 
But instead of the usual low rumble, all I got from the Escape was a strange clicking sound and the last death rattle of the battery. 
The brittle winter air had gotten the better of my car this morning. And though it wasn’t its fault, I couldn’t help but yell like a crazy woman at it, mad as hell about being stuck in the Sheriff’s parking lot when the only thing I wanted to do right now was give Moira Stewart a good piece of my mind.
I sat in the driver’s seat letting a few more moments go by before I tried again.  
I flashed back to the day before when I left Moira’s home. The way the hair on the back of my neck had stood straight up on end, and how the curtains had swayed when I turned back to look at the little yellow house. 
Moira had been watching me leave. 
Was that when she’d devised this evil plan of hers? Is that when she decided to come up with the preposterous story about Daniel and Liv? To hurt me for calling her out about lying to the writer’s group? 
Or did she come up with it later that night at the fundraiser? All evening, she’d been fluttering around the pub like a hummingbird in spring, talking and laughing and laughing and talking…
All night long. 
Oh, jeez. 
That was why Bethany, the barmaid from The Pine Needle Tavern, and her boyfriend Spencer had given us such strange looks when they stepped outside and saw me punching Daniel. They thought our argument was real. 
And that was probably why everyone had been giving Daniel strange looks all night. 
Moira had had herself quite the little evening, wagging her tongue to the whole town about Daniel and Liv. 
I turned the keys in the ignition again. 
There was nothing but silence this time.
I let out a frustrated grunt. 
Maybe the car dying was a sign. Moira was probably already up at the Dallas Lodge for the workshop by now, anyway. And besides, what was I going to do when I saw her? I didn’t know whether or not I’d be able to control myself. I would probably just make the whole thing much worse than it already was. 
“Sheriff’s Wife Rips Old Woman’s Head Off in Fit of Justified Rage.”
The news headline flashed across my mind. 
I might have laughed if I wasn’t so angry. 
I took the keys out of the ignition and then just sat there in the cold Escape, only getting colder by the moment, watching the snow accumulate on the windshield. 
By all rights, I should just go back inside the station and wait until Daniel returned. Then we could clear up this whole unpleasant business and set the record straight with the rest of the town. Maybe he could even call a news conference, just so nobody got the wrong impression. 
I took in a deep breath of frosty air, trying to calm down. 
The truth always won out in the end. It didn’t matter what people said or thought. The only thing that mattered was what I knew to be true. Which was that Daniel would never do that to me. That in a million years, he would never…
My phone let out a low buzz. 
I pulled it from my pocket, answering without looking. 
“Daniel?” 
“No, Cinny Bee. It’s me.”
I felt my heart sink a little. 
“Hey, old man,” I said, trying to keep my voice even and steady.  “How’s everything this morning?”
There was a long pause from the other side of the line. 
“Old man?” 
“I don’t believe the rumors, Cinny Bee. But I thought I would call and just make sure nothing’s wrong. Aileen’s worried sick, even though I told her none of it could be true. But then I didn’t hear from you this morning, and I got to being worried sick, too, and—”
Hearing the concern in Warren’s voice was the final straw. 
I caught my eyes in the rearview mirror. 
I looked like a frog getting boiled alive. 
“Everything’s fine, old man. Don’t worry,” I said in a shaky voice. “Can I… Can I call you back?” 
“Of course. But—”
I didn’t hear the rest. 
For the first time in my life, I hung up on my grandfather. 
Then I let out a screech that could have caused a lake of ice to crack in half.
I pushed the car door open, stepped out into the wintry morning, and began trudging through the snow. 
She had gone too far.
 



 
Chapter 24
 
Even for Moira Stewart, this was reaching a new low. 
A rumor about Daniel embezzling money from the Sheriff’s Office was one thing. A rumor about Daniel having an affair with the station’s receptionist was another. 
But Liv having his baby? 
That was lower than the sandy bottom of Crater Lake. 
Moira had dragged all of our names through the mud, the way she’d dragged so many names through the mud over the years. 
But she wasn’t going to get away with it. 
Not this time. 
I lumbered through the downtown neighborhood streets like Jack Torrance at the end of The Shining – minus the ax but with bad intentions, all the same. The snow was already up to my knees, and heavy, dense flakes were still falling. I was having trouble seeing more than a few feet out in front of me, and a bitterly cold breeze blew hard into my face. My legs were going numb, but I hardly noticed. 
I had my anger to keep me warm. 
It was six blocks to Moira’s little house from the station. Six long blocks. But I was going to get there, come ice, snow, white-out conditions, or Kris Kringle himself. 
Along the way, I rehearsed what I was going to say when I saw that wrinkly, bulldog face of hers. 
I know it was you, Moira. 
What is wrong with you?
How dare you do this to—
Just as I turned down her street, my phone let out a muffled buzz from the pocket of my down jacket. 
I struggled getting my mittens off to answer.  
“Cin – where are you right now?” he said. 
“Walking. Where are you?” 
“At the pie shop. I was out on a call, but once I heard what people were saying, I came directly here.”
I stumbled along through the snow, breathing hard. 
“Cin – where are you going?” 
“Where do you think, Daniel?” I said, seething anger crawling up the back of my throat as her small house came into view. “I’m going to see the woman responsible for today’s little story hour.” 
Through the snowflakes, I saw that her car was still in the driveway. A thin stream of smoke was curling up from the chimney.
She was home. 
I picked up the pace. 
“Why don’t you stay where you are, and I’ll come pick you up?” he said in a calm, gentle voice. “You shouldn’t be walking in that weather, and it’ll only take me a couple of minutes to get there.”
He let out a sigh when I didn’t answer.
“I think it would be for the best,” he added. 
“No thanks,” I said. “I think I’ll just ask Moira if I can come in for a cup of coffee and some cookies – seeing as how generous she is with her hospitality and conversation.” 
The speaker crackled with another sigh.
“I know you’re upset, Cin. So am I. But take a moment. Don’t do something you’ll later regret. We’ll get this all straightened out when I get there if you just wait for me.” 
“Moira and I are going to get plenty straight in just a minute here.” 
“Cin, I’m on my way. Just wai—”
The line went dead. 
“Daniel?” 
There was no response.
I supposed it was the storm wreaking havoc on the reception. 
But I’d already made up my mind anyway. 
Maybe I should have waited until he got there. I should have taken a breath. I should have stopped before I added more fuel to the fire.
 
But I wasn’t thinking straight that morning.
And, as it turned out, I would live to regret it. 
 



 
Chapter 25
 
“Moira?! I know you’re in there!” 
I pounded on the front door again with my bare hands. My knuckles hurt and were turning red and blue. 
Once again, there was no response.
She was hiding – her Hyundai was still in the driveway with its trunk open, as if she’d been getting ready to load something up and leave. 
I could just picture her in there now – sitting by the fire, having a cup of tea, enjoying the havoc she had created. Probably smiling as she listened to my angry shouts for her to open the door. 
I let out a grunt of frustration and left the front porch. I went around the side of the house to one of the windows that had its curtains drawn. I cupped my hands around my face, peering into the living room through a thin slit in the fabric. 
The flames in the fireplace were down to their last embers, casting a glow against the floral wallpaper. A cup of tea, still steaming, sat next to her ugly pink rocking chair, untouched. 
She had to be in there somewhere. 
I went back to the door, pounding again. 
Nothing. 
I’d had enough. 
She couldn’t hide from me. Not after what she’d done.
I reached for the doorknob and gave it a try. To my surprise, it clicked and popped open. 
I waited there in the doorway for a long moment. 
“Moira?” 
I stepped into the house and stood in the living room, a strange feeling coming over me. 
“Are you here?” 
There was no response. 
I waited a few more seconds.
Maybe it was some ray of common sense breaking through the blind rage that had turned me into a trespassing madwoman, but I suddenly felt something like shame. 
I shouldn’t have been in there. 
And despite what Moira had done, I shouldn’t be pounding on her door and harassing her like this.
Daniel was right. 
I should’ve waited for him. 
I backed away and went out the door, closing it behind me. I walked down the front porch, flipped my jacket hood over my head, and trekked through the snow. I followed my own footprints, which were quickly disappearing in a fresh layer falling hard from the stone-colored skies. 
I felt completely out of control. 
I wasn’t normally an angry person. In fact, I couldn’t remember the last time that something had gotten to me like this. The last time I had marched over to someone’s house, started pounding on their door like a maniac, and wanted to—
The strong aroma of roses filled my nostrils and I lost my footing.
Before I could say the word klutz, I was falling face first into a snowdrift in Moira Stewart’s driveway. 
My bare hands sank into the snow and I let out a bitter gasp. 
The white stuff was so cold that tears crowded my eyes the second my bare skin touched it.  
I let out a grunt and pushed back, stumbling to my feet. I staggered around, clumsily trying to regain my footing.
When I did, I leaned forward, wincing in pain at my raw, freezing hands. 
I guess the fall served me right for coming over here like this. 
I pulled on my mittens and was about to start walking when I smelled it again. 
Roses. 
I glanced back behind me. 
Something round and black was sticking out of the snowdrift.
That’s when I realized that I hadn’t just slipped in the snow – I’d tripped over something. 
I peered down at it, puzzled. 
What was it doing out here, buried in the snow? 
Moira didn’t seem like the type who would thoughtlessly leave a good pair of shoes out in a storm. She was far too frugal for that. 
I bent down and began pulling the black loafer from the drift.  
It was heavier than I expected it to be and it didn’t seem to want to—
I dropped it. 
I backed away, gasping like a dying fish. 
It wasn’t just a shoe. 
It was much more than just a shoe. 
 
My screams were lost in the storm. 
 
 



 
Chapter 26
 
We watched as the ambulance turned the corner and barreled down the street toward us. Its blue and red lights bounced off the snow, reminding me of flashing Christmas bulbs. 
Only these held no good tidings.
Daniel squeezed my hand. 
“They’re here now, Cin. It’s okay.” 
I didn’t see how it would be okay. There was nothing the paramedics in the ambulance could do for the woman lying in the driveway. 
Nothing anybody could do, for that matter. 
Because she was face-down, not breathing, with no heartbeat – a massive wound covering the back of her head. 
The paramedics now arriving didn’t need to confirm it for me. 
Moira Stewart was dead as dead could be.
My eyes wandered back over to the lump in the snow. Though Daniel had dug her out, he couldn’t keep up with the falling snow and she was disappearing under it again. 
I shuddered. 
“She’s over there,” Daniel said, nodding to an EMT who had just emerged from the ambulance. 
“How are her vitals?” the young woman asked. 
Daniel shook his head. 
The EMT suddenly didn’t seem to be in such a hurry. 
A moment later, a Sheriff’s cruiser came zooming around the corner, kicking up snow in the street. Shortly after, it was followed by another. 
“Cin, I think it’s best if you sit in the car for now,” Daniel said. “I’ve got to talk to Lt. Delgado and update her on the situation. She’ll be taking lead on this.”  
“Why not you?”
He didn’t look at me. 
“There’s a… well, I have a pretty big conflict of interest here.” 
I bit my lip, watching the paramedics’ slow, delayed movements as they danced around the lump. 
“Vicky will want to talk to you. But for now, you should go and get warm. We’ll take care of things here.” 
“Okay,” I finally said, numbly. “Okay.”
Daniel opened the door of his truck for me, then slid out of his jacket and placed it across my shoulders. He reached over, started the truck up, and turned the heater up to full-blast.
He turned the radio on and set it to a random station.  
“You need your jacket,” I said.  
“You need it more. You’re shivering, Cin.” 
I hadn’t noticed until he said it.
“Don’t think too much about any of this, darlin.’ Try to think of something else. Anything else. About Christmas coming up or a new pie recipe or that chatty, foolish old timer you call your grandfather.” 
I tried to smile, but I couldn’t hold it. 
I was shaking too badly. 
“I’ll just make sure things are under control and then we’ll get out of here. It’ll only be a few minutes. Vicky just pulled up.” 
I nodded. 
He closed the door gently and I watched his reflection in the outside mirror as he headed back over to the body. 
 
It didn’t seem to matter how high I turned the heater up. 
I couldn’t stop shaking. 
 



 
Chapter 27
 
I peered out through the thick film of white covering the windshield, squinting at the figure making her way down the street. 
What was she doing home?
She should have been up at Pam Dallas’s lodge right now. 
I popped the passenger’s side door open just as a gust of wind howled into the truck. I closed my eyes against it as wet flakes peppered my face.
I pulled my hood on and struggled to get to her through the snow.
She was still in her pajamas and was wearing an old pink robe. She cupped a hand over her mouth as she gazed at the flashing lights of the ambulance.
“What happened, Cin?”
I gulped hard. 
“It’s… it’s Moira.”
She gazed past my shoulder again, the flashing lights reflecting in her wide eyes. 
“Was it a heart attack? I know that Moira’s dad died of a—” 
“It wasn’t like that,” I said. 
Kara furrowed her brow. 
“Not like that… What do you mean?” 
I shook my head.  
“Cin – what does that mean—”
“I found her, Kara. And it wasn’t any heart attack or stroke that did that to her. It was…” 
I trailed off, feeling a hot tear slide down my cheek. 
I was too scared to utter anything more.  
But I didn’t need to.
Kara understood without me saying it. 
 
She knew that something evil had happened at Moira Stewart’s house that morning. 
 



 
Chapter 28
 
All the hot peppermint tea in the world couldn’t warm me up that afternoon.  
Not after what I’d seen.  
Not after finding Moira like that, buried in the snow. 
Lifeless. 
But I kept drinking that tea anyway, hoping it would kick in. I sat at the kitchen island of the pie shop, bringing a third cup of the steaming minty water up to my lips, closing my eyes. 
“And tell me again, Ms. Peters, why did you go to Moira Stewart’s house this morning?” 
Lt. Vicky Delgado’s questions from earlier echoed in my head, along with my own poorly-worded responses. 
“I had to talk to her about... She was responsible for a rumor about Daniel. And I knew I shouldn’t have gone over there to confront her, but I was very… upset.” 
“Upset? By that, do you mean angry?”
“…Yes.”
“Did you see anybody else near the house or on the street when you arrived?” 
“No. But it was hard to see in the storm.”
“Did you see Ms. Stewart’s wallet or purse anywhere, Cinnamon?”
I shuddered, remembering the interview at the Sheriff’s Office earlier. 
I didn’t know Vicky that well since Daniel had only recently hired her as a lieutenant, but I knew that she’d come with the highest recommendations from the Portland Police Department. Daniel trusted her as an investigator, and as I answered her questions, I sensed that she was good at what she did. She seemed fair and straightforward and sensible.  
I just hoped that she hadn’t gotten any wrong ideas about me.  
Daniel had said that it was important to tell Vicky the truth about what I was doing there that morning, but I was beginning to have doubts now. It didn’t seem like the best idea to tell her just how angry I’d been with Moira. Because any good investigator worth her salt would be looking for motive in a case like this, and it just so happened that when I marched over to Moira’s house that morning, I had one heck of motive.
And the whole town knew it, too.  
“You sure you don’t want to go home, Cin? Maybe put on some slippers and the Hallmark Channel and relax?” Kara asked, bringing the teapot over and adding more hot water to my half-empty mug. “There’s a new Christmas movie playing today. Something about a gingerbread house competition, too. It’s right up your alley.” 
“No, it’ll be better if I just keep busy,” I said, getting up and going back over to the oven, checking on the Hazelnut Chocolate pies for what had to have been the sixth time in the last ten minutes. “I can’t handle a silly romantic comedy right now, anyway.” 
“Are you sure? I don’t think that too many people are going to be stopping by the shop this afternoon.”
She was right – the place was a ghost town. It appeared that most folks had enough sense to stay off the roads and watch the storm from the safety of their houses. I’d sent Tiana, Ian, and Tobias home for the day as well on account of the weather, and it was just Kara and me left in the shop. 
“It doesn’t matter,” I said. “I just want to keep baking.”  
Daniel was going to be at the Sheriff’s Office a little while longer to help organize the investigation, and I knew that if I stopped working, I’d start thinking about the smell of roses and that loafer sticking out from the snow and the way it felt when I grabbed it and—
“I’m so sorry that you had to be the one to find her, Cin,” Kara said, taking a seat back down on the barstool. “You know, I bet she would have been buried out there all winter if you hadn’t come by and found…”
She trailed off when she noticed the expression on my face. 
“Sorry,” she mumbled. 
Kara was taking Moira’s demise surprisingly well, especially considering that the two of them had been neighbors and former friends. But then again, I knew that everyone dealt with news like this in their own way. 
“I’m just glad you’re here with me, Kara. I thought for sure you’d be at your writing workshop all day today.”
“I had planned on going. But then I woke up this morning with a massive headache and decided to skip the morning critique session.”
She smiled a little sheepishly. 
“I had too good of a time at Warren’s fundraiser last night, I guess.” 
“You’re not the only one,” I said. “I think half the town’s hungover.” 
I thought of Billy Jasper. Daniel had said he’d called in sick to work this morning, and I had a feeling that that kind of thing was happening all over town today. 
“Yeah. But after I took some Advil, I felt a lot better and it ended up being a pretty nice morning at home by myself,” Kara said. “John was at work and Edna was babysitting Laila. It was peaceful. But then I heard the sirens and… I just had this feeling, you know? That something was really wrong.”
She gnawed on her lip. 
“Did you see anybody out there on the street this morning?” I asked. “Anyone or anything unusual?” 
She paused a long moment, then shook her head. 
“No. Like I told that new lady lieutenant when she questioned me – I was in bed all morning going over some edits on my book.” 
Kara played absentmindedly with the tea bag label, staring down at the butcher block. 
“Damn Moira,” she mumbled. “Why did she have to be so… Moira? Why did she have to go and spread those nasty rumors about you? Or about me?”
Since she’d spent the morning alone at home, Kara was about the only person in town who hadn’t heard the rumor that Daniel had stolen funds from the Sheriff’s Office and was now running away with his pregnant mistress. I had to fill Kara in on the cruel rumor.
She glanced at me, looking uncomfortable. 
“Aw, hell – I need something stronger than tea, Cin. You?”
“I’ve got some bourbon.”
I went over to the cupboard and pulled down the bottle of Wild Turkey that was a staple in my Whiskey Apple pies. I poured her a glass and started looking for some ice in the freezer, but by the time I found some, she had already downed half of it. 
Death had a way of putting you in a “straight-up” kind of mood. 
“I don’t know where she would even come up with a rumor like that, Cin. I mean, Moira’s always embellished her rumors a little bit. But she used to have a better average, you know? Most of her gossip had some truth to it – like those tabloid magazines. But lately she’s batting zero. The one about Daniel and Liv was completely off the wall.” 
“I have a feeling she did it out of spite,” I said. 
“Spite? What did Moira have to feel spiteful about?”  
I rubbed my face. 
I wasn’t planning on telling her about it, but it seemed like I had no choice now.
“I did something stupid, Kara.” 
She stopped sipping her bourbon and looked at me intently.
“After you told me about how she ruined your writing workshop, I got upset. I knew how much that workshop meant to you. I also knew how expensive it was and how much John had to fork over for it. It just didn’t seem right. So yesterday morning I went over to her house and asked if she could somehow fix things. Maybe take back what she said to the other writers about you.”
I drew in a deep breath.
“But I guess my visit must have touched a nerve with her or something. Maybe she didn’t like being confronted.”
Kara set her glass down. 
“You really did that for me, Cin?” 
I nodded. 
Her eyes glazed over, and I didn’t think it was from the bourbon. 
All afternoon I’d been regretting sticking my nose in Moira’s business, but seeing how touched Kara was by the gesture reminded me why I went over there in the first place. 
“That nasty old hag,” she said after a long spell. “It all makes sense now – why she spread that rumor about Daniel and Liv. I know Moira and I—”
She cleared her throat. 
“I mean, I knew Moira...” she said quietly, correcting herself. 
A deathly silence fell over the kitchen as Kara left her thought unfinished.  
“I can’t believe it really happened,” I finally said, shaking my head. “I mean, one minute she’s going about her nasty ways, spreading rumors, and the next minute she’s…”
I gulped hard, gazing out the window past Kara’s shoulder. 
The storm was still blowing hard out there. The trees were drooping like weary giants under the thick frosting of snow, and flakes continued to sail down from the angry afternoon skies. 
“…She’s dead,” I said. “And not just dead. I mean, somebody murd—”
Once again, I couldn’t bring myself to utter the dreaded word. 
“I guess that part is a shock in some ways, Cin. But in other ways...” 
Kara paused for a long moment. 
“Maybe I shouldn’t be saying this,” she said, sucking in a deep breath. “But Moira wasn’t a nice person. That’s the truth, whether she’s dead or not. She made a lot of people angry, and not just you and me. She had eight decades in this town to piss people off.”
A hard gust of wind railed against the building and the Christmas bulbs hanging from the eaves outside bounced around wildly. 
The lights in the pie shop flickered. 
Kara shook her head. 
“Maybe she’s been tempting fate for a long, long time, Cin. Maybe her number was just finally up—”
Just then, the oven timer went off. 
 
The mug of tea slipped out of my hand and shattered all over the kitchen floor.
 



 
Chapter 29
 
“You just never get used to it, do you?”
I stared into the crackling fire, feeling Daniel’s strong arms around me. It must have been a toasty 79 degrees in the house, but the chill was still holding onto my bones like a man clinging to the edge of a cliff for dear life. The thick wool blanket I had draped over my shoulders hadn’t helped warm me up any. The warmth coming off of Chadwick’s little body as he sat curled up on my lap wasn’t helping much, either. 
I’d known this chill before. I wished I hadn’t. But I did. 
It was the same chill that struck me after finding Mason Barstow’s dead body behind my shop a few years earlier.
“No, you don’t ever get used to seeing somebody dead like that,” Daniel said. “You learn how to deal with it on the outside. After a while, you learn how to keep a straight face and do what needs to be done. But deep down, it never really gets easier. When you go home at night, the images are still with you. The feeling’s still with you, too.”
He paused. 
“But if you’re lucky, you’ve got someone at home to hold onto,” he said. “To help see you through to the other side.” 
He held me closer. 
“I’ll always see you through, darlin.’ No matter what happens. You know that, don’t you?”
I nodded. 
We both stared at the fire for a long while, the feeling of death lingering in the air around us like cigarette smoke. 
After a while, Huckleberry, who was stretched out near the hearth warming himself, let out a few big dog snores. 
I felt the corners of my mouth turn up a little at the funny moment.
The pooches always had a way of lifting my spirits, even when I was feeling really low. 
“Say,” Daniel said, looking down at me. “You never asked me.” 
“Asked you what?” 
“If the rumors were true,” he said. “If I really stole that money and was planning to run away with Liv.”
I shrugged nonchalantly. 
“I guess I forgot to.” 
He let go of me and nearly jumped off the sofa.
“Forgot to? You
forgot! I don’t know how to take that, Cin. Am I really so predictable already? You know, I think I might just be offended.” 
At the start of the day, I wouldn’t have ever expected that Moira’s nasty little rumor would actually provide a bright spot of humor. 
That was an indication of the kind of day it had been. 
“Well, I don’t see why you would be offended,” I said. “It’s a compliment. I’m a changed woman. The Cinnamon from a few years ago would have grilled you like a flank steak after hearing that scandalous rumor.” 
“And now?”
“Now I know better. Because I know who you are, Daniel Brightman.”
He gazed down at me, a little bit of sparkle in his eyes. 
It was a special moment. One of those that comes every once in a while in a great marriage. 
But the moment was fleeting. 
The boards of the house groaned in another howling gust of wind, reminding me that the darkness of the day was still with us. 
You could insulate yourself in life. You could go about your day, keeping to your routines with religious precision, pretending like those routines would protect you somehow. 
But in the end, death could always find you. 
One way or another. 
“You never asked me, either,” I said quietly. 
“Asked you what, darlin?’” 
“Whether I did it,” I said in a hoarse voice. “Whether I… Whether I really killed her.” 
I searched his eyes, scared of what I might find there. 
Scared that he had some doubt. 
After all, right now, I was the prime suspect in the investigation. I had motive. I had been inside her house. And I had also told at least two people that I was heading out to take care of some business. 
I might have even suspected me. 
But instead of doubt, all I saw was a calm, content look in his eyes.
“I guess I forgot to ask,” he said. “Because I know who you are, too, Cinnamon Peters.”
He kissed the top of my head and pulled me a little closer to him. 
I suddenly didn’t feel so cold anymore. 
I leaned back into his arms, feeling the weariness and exhaustion of the last 12 hours take hold.
 
It wasn’t long before I was snoring louder than Huckleberry. 
 



 
Chapter 30
 
“Santa in Seattle, Cinny Bee, if you don’t have some bad luck when it comes to finding dead bodies.” 
He shoved a big heap of the gooey Butter Pecan Cinnamon Pie into his mouth. A little bit of the filling missed the mark and ended up on his plaid shirt instead.
The old man didn’t seem to notice, and if he did, he didn’t care. 
“I mean, I understand maybe if it happens once,” he continued. “You’re allowed one freak occurrence like that in your lifetime. But twice? In just a few years? And here in little ol’ Christmas River of all places?” 
He shook his head. 
“It’s like that Harold Melvin & the Blue Notes song. Just bad luck, Cinny Bee. Bad luck all around.” 
Warren had come by the shop yesterday afternoon as soon as he heard that I’d been the one to find Moira’s body, and was here first thing this morning again to check in on me. Today, he’d brought over some freshly-baked cinnamon swirl bread from The Harvest Bakery down the street. He himself, however, didn’t partake in it. 
When at all possible, my grandfather preferred to stick to pie. 
“So how’re you really holding up, Cinny Bee? Tell old Warren the truth.” 
I shrugged, quickly rolling out some dough rounds. 
“I think I’ve OD-d on carbs this morning thanks to that bread you brought over. But other than that, I’m hanging in.”
Daniel’s talk the night before had helped me feel better. So had some good sleep and the blue skies shining this morning. Christmas River was now under several feet of snow on account of the storm, but the sun was shining and the birds were starting to chirp again. All signs pointed to the storm having passed. 
I was glad that Warren was spending the morning with me at the shop. He always had a way of taking my mind off of whatever was troubling me. For a few moments this morning, I had even been able to forget about what I’d found the day before in that long driveway. 
“Is Lars Claus still in a dark place?” I asked.
He finished off the last bit of pie and rested his chin on his hand, chewing glumly. 
“‘Fraid so,” Warren said. “I had hopes to get him fixed by Christmas. But I’ve done everything I can think of to fix that dern electrical box, and he’s just not responding. I don’t know. Maybe he’s done for, Cinny Bee.” 
He stuck his bottom lip out in a full-on pout. 
“Well, maybe he’s just resting and saving it all up for the big day,” I said, pressing the dough into some aluminum pie tins. “That old Santa was always one for drama. Remember a few years ago when he nearly fell off the roof of our old house in that windstorm? You ran out into the rain and started yelling “Hold on, old friend! Hold on!’” 
Warren cracked a smile at my deep-voiced impression of him. 
“Yeah, we’ve been through quite a lot, Old Lars Claus and myself. Storms of every kind.” 
He pushed the empty plate away and took a sip of his hazelnut coffee, staring out the window. He squinted a little – the snow out there was blindingly bright in the morning sun.
“So they’re really sure old Moira was murdered?” he asked. “She didn’t just slip and fall or something while trying to shovel the driveway?” 
“Daniel said the contusions on the back of her head weren’t consistent with a fall,” I said. “They found blood on the snow shovel nearby and it’s pretty clear that that was the murder weapon. No prints, though. And no witnesses yet, either.”
Warren crossed his arms, settling back into the barstool. 
“I always thought Moira would outlive us all,” he said. “She had enough mean spirit in her to last two centuries at least if someone hadn’t interfered.” 
“Was she always like that? I mean, mean-spirited?” 
Warren shrugged. 
“I don’t know. She was a few years behind me in school, and I was off in Korea during what you might call her formative years. I didn’t know the Stewart family hardly at all. They had a reputation for being good, church-going people, but we were Catholics and they were Baptists. Oil and water back then.”
He scratched his chin. 
“I do recall her having a sister, but I don’t know what happened to her – left town before I got back from the war. I can’t say for sure, but I’d guess that the sister was the nice one of the two.” 
I’d never known that Moira had a sister. Kara never mentioned it. 
“You two were never friends?” I asked. 
Warren smirked. 
“Hell, no. The best thing to do with a gossip is stay away. It’s like making friends with a cobra. Sooner or later, you’re bound to get bit.” 
Warren paused. 
He ran a hand over his non-existent hair. 
“Still… cobra or not, Moira going comes as a shock. I guess she’d become a mainstay in Christmas River. Like that July parade she was always in. Or the annual tree-lighting ceremony. Or the Easter egg hunt in Meadow Plaza.” 
He fell silent and rested his chin on his hand. I wondered if he was thinking of something else other than Moira’s death. 
The old man was getting up there in age, and though he had the energy and wit of a man thirty years younger, the facts were the facts. Warren was only getting older with each passing day. 
I knew he was thinking about that because I’d had thoughts like that, too. 
It was a well-traveled road – one I went down occasionally late at night when I couldn’t sleep and my thoughts ran wild. 
It was a place I didn’t care to go if I could help it. 
“How about another slice of pie?” I asked. 
My grandfather looked back at me, patting his gut. 
“Aileen said I’ve already gained too much weight this holiday season. She said if I gain anymore, she’s going to sign me up for a gym membership.” 
“That’s what they invented January for,” I said, going for the tin of pie and cutting him another slice.
I winked at the old man. 
He smiled. 
“Well, when you put it that way, it seems like I’d be a fool not to enjoy the holiday season to the fullest.” 
I slid the slice of fresh pie to him on his plate, and watched contentedly as he scarfed it down. 
 



 
Chapter 31
 
I froze in place by the coffee station, feeling everyone’s eyes stick to me like I was made of Velcro.
My cheeks flushed under the stares. My hand began to tremble as I gripped the pot of fresh coffee. When a little bit slopped over onto the counter, I quickly wiped the liquid away with a dish rag.
I could almost hear their thoughts – almost see them above their heads like word clouds.
I knew that I probably should have stayed out of the dining room all day. Hell, maybe I should have stayed out of the dining room for the rest of the year. At least until Moira’s killer was caught. 
But I didn’t like hiding – especially in my own pie shop. And besides, I figured the sooner that I showed my face and let it be known that everything was all right, the sooner the town would put the rumors that I might have had something to do with Moira’s death to bed. 
That was my plan, anyway. 
But I didn’t know just how hard it would be to face all of them. 
I felt the heat of a hundred pairs of eyes on me. Chet Baker’s Winter Wonderland blared from the speakers, and I wondered whether I should say something – it seemed like they were all waiting for me to. 
Did they want to hear it from my lips? That I didn’t kill Moira Stewart yesterday morning? Is that what they were all waiting for me to say?
That I wasn’t the murderer? 
I cleared my throat.
But before I could speak, the chattering picked up again, filling the crowded dining room with noise.
I let out a sigh of relief as I wiped down the rest of the coffee station and organized the mugs. 
First, the conversations were about things you might expect to hear this time of year. How The Old Hitching Post down the street was having a sale on Christmas wall décor. How the highway was still dicey in some sections on account of what the storm left. How the weatherman said that the recent arrival of a high pressure system meant we were in for single-digits tonight. 
But it wasn’t long before the conversations turned to something else – the topic I suspected most of them had been on before I walked in and caused the whole room to fall into a hush. 
“I heard that she was frozen solid when they found her.” 
“They say the killer used Moira’s own snow shovel against her. Can you believe that?” 
“I heard it was a burglary gone wrong. Franny said that her purse was missing.” 
“What about that red book she always carried? You know, the one she was always writing things down in?”
“I heard that was missing, too.”

“Oh, Lord help us.” 
“Who do you think might have killed her?” 
“If you ask me, she’s got a pretty good motive with all the things Moira had been saying about the Sheriff and that mistress of his. And I bet she could get away with it easy enough since she’s the Sheriff’s wife. In fact, the more that I think about it, it’s obvious that she’s the one who—”
I cleared my throat loudly as I refilled Judy Hadley’s mug with the fresh coffee. 
Judy, a librarian at the Christmas River Public Library who ran the Shakespeare in the Park program during the summers, did some throat-clearing of her own when she realized I’d overheard what she’d just said. 
“Oh, hi Cinnamon,” she said, glancing away self-consciously. “I didn’t… I didn’t see you standing there.” 
She nervously ran a hand through her auburn hair. Judy’s friend sitting across from her in the booth looked out the window, clearly embarrassed.
“How’s the library these days, Judy?” I asked.
“Oh, just fine. It’s crowded with school being out for winter vacation. The kids are having a reading of The Winter’s Tale next weekend. If you can make it, we’d love to see you there.”
Judy smiled at me warmly. As if she hadn’t just accused me of killing a helpless old lady only seconds earlier. 
“Thanks for the invite, but I’m afraid I don’t have the time,” I said. 
“Oh, that’s a real shame.” 
“Yes,” I said, filling up her friend’s mug with coffee. “I wish I could go, but it’s a very busy time of year for us murderers.” 
Judy went pale.
And for a second, she didn’t seem to realize that I was joking. 
She put a hand on her chest. 
“Oh, Cinnamon…. You didn’t understand me just a second ago. I didn’t mean that I thought that you—”
“I think I understood just fine,” I said sharply. 
I left Judy fumbling to finish her sentence and moved onto the next table. 
 
People didn’t stop speaking about Moira’s murder the rest of the afternoon.
 



 
Chapter 32
 
“Are you sure you’re up for this tonight, Cin? I know that this Moira business has been hard on you. If you want to go home and get some rest or something, then I completely understand—”
“And let all this gingerbread dough go to waste? No way.”
A thin smile crossed Brad’s lips. 
“And besides, this is how I process the tough things in life,” I said. “In the kitchen, with gingerbread, unseemly amounts of frosting, and lots and lots of gumdrops.”
Brad looked amused. He unhooked the wool scarf around his neck and set it down on the counter.
I had just closed up the pie shop for the day and had almost forgotten that I’d made plans to help Brad with his gingerbread house. 
Daniel was working late tonight. With many of his deputies on Moira’s case, it was left up to him and a few Christmas River Police officers to help with the numerous accidents on the roads this evening. The arctic temperatures had turned the highway out of Christmas River into a bobsled track and last I heard, the northbound lane had been shut down indefinitely after a three-car wreck.
I didn’t like that Daniel was out there doing such dangerous work. But there wasn’t much I could do except try to take my mind off of it. 
I was glad when Brad showed up. 
I began flattening out a disk of spice-flecked dough as Brad reached into his messenger bag and brought out some large rolls of thin paper.
“I was hoping you could take a look at this, Cin,” he said, bringing the rolls over to me. “I know you told me to sketch what I had in mind for the gingerbread house design. So… here it is.”
He laid the paper flat on the kitchen island. I leaned over, studying it for a long moment.
Brad might have been clumsy in the kitchen, but his drawing skills were good. 
Maybe too good.
“You’re thinking of doing all of this?” I asked.
His sketch of an intricately-decorated Swiss chalet, complete with a chandelier, a massive wood-burning fireplace, furniture, and North Woods inspired décor, was so realistic, I could almost feel the warmth from the fire in that massive hearth when I gazed at it.
“I know it’s a lot,” he said, shifting his weight nervously between his feet. “But I need it to really stand out if we’re going to get that contract with the Reisters. This is a near-exact replica of what Will and I had in our bid, and I know they’ll appreciate the attention to detail.”
I scratched my chin, studying the drawing some more. 
“What do you think, Cin? Am I out of my depth here?”
I thought about the last gingerbread-building session and how there’d been more crumbs than cookie when he left the shop.
“Because if it’s impossible, then we could—”
“I don’t use that word when it comes to gingerbread houses,” I said. “I don’t think this design’s going to be easy, Brad. It’s going to require work, and a heck of a lot of it. But if you’re up to it, than dang it – so am I.” 
He let out a long sigh of relief, then shook his head. 
“Kara was right,” he said.
“About what?
“You really are the best.”
I didn’t know about that, but it was nice to hear. 
I tossed some flour on the gingerbread dough.
“But before we start, Brad, I do have one condition.”
“Name it, Cin.” 
“You have to tell me about what happened in the seventh grade.”
I glanced up at him
The color had drained out of his face suddenly, as if an invisible vampire had started sucking away his life energy. 
“I was… I was hoping you wouldn’t find out,” he said quietly. 
“Well, it’s too late so you might as well tell me,” I said, dusting my hands off on my apron and going over to the cupboard.
I opened it, finding my stash of tea bags, along with the same bottle of Wild Turkey that Kara had put a dent in the day before. 
“You want some tea? Or is it the kind of story that’s better with bourbon?” 
I looked back, smiling. 
But Brad didn’t seem to get the humor in it. His face was still as pale as Charity Peak after a snowfall.
“Bourbon,” he said bluntly.  
I poured him a big glass, and then sat down – ready to listen.  
 
***
 
“The contract bid for the ski lodge interior isn’t a lie,” he said. “That’s the main reason why I entered in The Junction. But there’s more to why I’m doing this. There’s something… something I have to do.”
He took a sip of his drink and made a sour face. He set the old fashioned glass down on the butcher block next to a big stainless steel bowl. 
“I know this is all going to sound stupid, Cin, but you know how it is when you’re 13. Everything just gets blown way out of proportion. Everything seems to matter so much. You admire people, and what they say or do can make your life great – or make your life miserable.”
Brad had started transferring a bowl of fresh buttercream icing to a piping bag, but he was making a mess of things. At this rate, half of the contents would end up on the kitchen floor. And that would have been just fine with Huckleberry and Chadwick, who were both sitting at his feet, catching flecks of buttercream on their tongues like raindrops in a spring storm.
Brad, however, didn’t seem to notice the mess, and I wasn’t about to point it out to him just as he was telling me his story.  
“For as long as I can remember, I always wanted to be an artist,” he said. “I never knew my biological father, but my mom used to talk about what a great painter he was and how he would have been one of the greats if he’d lived longer. Well, I decided that there was nothing I wanted more than to be an artist like him. And you know, I wasn’t half bad at it, either.”
“You still aren’t,” I said. “That drawing you made of the gingerbread house was really well-done.”
He shrugged.
“I was always really shy in school, Cin. I mean, painfully shy. I didn’t have a lot of friends growing up. I had a lot of issues going on. But art was the thing I could escape into and feel safe. It was my happy place.”
His face tightened.
“In seventh grade, there was this competition. I don’t know if you remember our middle school doing this, but they used to have a kids’ version of The Gingerbread Junction. It was run by the art teacher. The winner would get a chance to be principal for the day. Remember that?”
I did remember, but I didn’t enter in it. Middle school had been hard for me. My mom died when I was 13 and my world had been turned upside down. Gingerbread houses were the very last thing on my mind at that age. 
“I remember being so excited when I heard about the Jr. High Junction,” Brad said. “I thought it was a chance to show off my artistic talent to the whole school. I even thought…”
He gazed down sadly at the floor.
“I even thought that maybe if the other kids saw just how talented I was, they might actually want to be my friend. That they might see past my shyness and awkwardness and want to get to know me.”
He let out a pained sigh and shook his head. 
“Isn’t that ridiculous, Cin? I put all my hopes and dreams of acceptance on this stupid little gingerbread house competition.”
It wasn’t ridiculous. I knew exactly what he was talking about.  
I imagined most kids who didn’t fit in had dealt with those same feelings at one point or another.
“So what ended up happening?” I asked.
“I worked very, very hard on my gingerbread house. I didn’t want to just settle with graham crackers or pre-made houses, the way the other students were. I wanted it to be spectacular. Something special. So I made the gingerbread myself and did everything by hand. The day of the competition, I came to school with my creation. It wasn’t bad. I mean, it was original, you know? All the others looked exactly the same – square and boring. But mine was something different. It was crooked and weird, but I was actually happy with it.
“But then...”
Brad set the pastry bag down and went for his glass of bourbon, taking a long, long sip. 
Even all these years later, telling this story seemed to pain him deeply.
“The judging was done by Mrs. Arnold – the art teacher. I don’t know if you remember her, but she was like this star at the school. The kids in her class always won national art awards and she was named teacher of the year in Oregon several times.”
“Yeah, I remember her,” I said. “The one with the cat-shaped eye glasses, right?” 
He nodded severely.  
Mrs. Arnold still lived in Christmas River and still taught at the school, amazingly. But we moved in different circles and the only time I saw her was at the grocery store. All I really knew about her these days was that she liked cheap red wine and garlic hummus. 
“Anyway, she judged each gingerbread house that day, going around and saying all these encouraging, complimentary things to every student about their houses. Then… she got to mine.”
Brad rested his forehead on his palm.
“I’ll never forget the way she looked at my gingerbread house, Cin. She actually frowned. Like this big, huge, dramatic frown. Like my house was the ugliest thing she’d ever seen. And then you know what she did?”
He looked up. 
“She started giggling and – loud enough for the whole gym to hear – she said: ‘I’m afraid you’ll never be much of an artist, Bradley Houston. But thanks for the laugh.’”
I closed my eyes, letting out a groan.
I’d had a feeling that Brad’s story was headed in this direction.
“I know it’s stupid. But I was crushed. Hearing her say that just… it just killed me. After that, I didn’t pick up a paintbrush again until I was 33. I gave up any notion that I could become an artist. I studied interior design, but I never felt comfortable with it. I always felt better handling the business side of things. Before that stupid competition, I wanted to be a great artist, but after…”
His eyes were damp behind his glasses.
“I can’t completely blame her for everything. I let that comment get into my head. I let her stop me. And I just… well, it didn’t help me any with my identity issues. I didn’t figure out who I was for a long, long time because I kept everything stuffed down inside.”
He sniveled a little bit.
“Hence that brooding biker phase when I dated Kara,” he added. 
I smiled sadly. 
It just went to show that you never really knew what was going on inside a person – the secret hurts and trials and burdens they carried beneath the façade. For years, I’d judged Brad by his James Dean stage, thinking that he was arrogant and full of himself. Yet I’d known nothing about the pain he was going through at the time.  
“So you see now why this Gingerbread Junction matters so much, Cin. You understand?”
I nodded.
It was clear as a bell now – because aside from Penny McGowan, a pastry chef from Seattle, and Donna Reister, the wife of the ski lodge developer, the third judge in this year’s Gingerbread Junction Competition was none other than Hope Arnold. The cruel middle school art teacher herself.
“If I can just show her that I can do it, that I’m not bad at this after all, then maybe…”
He trailed off.
I was glad that he’d told me his real reason for entering in the competition, but I didn’t like the idea that he was trying to prove his worth to that so-called “teacher.” The fact that Brad was once again setting himself up to be judged by her didn’t sit well with me.
But then again, maybe it wasn’t my place to judge his need for redemption.
Maybe if I was in his shoes, I’d have wanted the same thing.
He had asked for my help. And maybe that was all I needed to know.
“You must think I’m a real sap, Cin,” he said. “Hanging onto something that small all of these years and letting it affect me so much.”
“I don’t think that,” I said, shaking my head. “You know what I do think, though?”
He lifted his eyebrows. 
“I think we’re going to show that old bag of an art teacher what real artistic talent is,” I said. “I think we’re going to show her what a fool she was all those years ago. And you know what? I think we’re going to have the time of our lives doing it.”
For a few seconds, it looked as if he was struggling to say something he couldn’t quite get out.
Then he swallowed hard.
“That’s… that’s exactly what I think, too, Cin.”
I smiled, taking away his half-empty glass of bourbon and placing it out of reach. 
“Good. Now this isn’t a pity party. Let’s get down to work. We’ve got a long night ahead of us if we’re going to build this chalet.”
 
He nodded, wiped at his cheeks, and picked up the pastry bag again. 
 



 
Chapter 33
 
It had been a long night, but I didn’t feel like going home just yet.
Brad’s cookie construction skills were still reminiscent of a certain big green monster, but he’d finally built a solid foundation and I found the progress promising. The Junction was this coming weekend, and I knew there wouldn’t be enough time to teach him everything I wanted to about the art of making gingerbread houses. But he was a quick learner and more than that, a dedicated student. And for my money, those two things were more important than all the skill and talent in the world put together.
After Brad headed home, I had given Daniel a call. The three-car accident had been cleared, but another bad one had taken place a few miles down the highway. Driving conditions were terrible out there and Daniel said it’d be another few hours before he’d be able to get off work.
It was late and I was tired, but I didn’t feel too excited about going back to an empty house. The pooches were here at the shop with me, I had some good Christmas tunes on the stereo, and the kitchen was warm and cozy. Going out into the frigid, icy night sooner than I needed to just didn’t seem necessary, so I decided to stay put and get a head start on tomorrow’s pies. 
I poured several bags of cranberries into a saucepan along with a good helping of brown sugar, cinnamon, and clove, and began stirring the mixture with a wooden spoon. I hummed along to Willie Nelson, thinking about Brad and his scarring experience with the old art teacher. Trying to keep my mind off the elephant in the room – the thing I’d done my best to avoid all day.
Moira’s murder.
I shook my head, forcing my thoughts back to gingerbread. A topic that was much more manageable. 
I remembered Mrs. Arnold from middle school. I’d even been in her class for a week in eighth grade. She was the kind of teacher who had favorites. She was particularly fond of the highly-talented, artistic students, and everyone else who wasn’t as talented was often ignored in her classroom. I wasn’t that good at art, and she didn’t help inspire much enthusiasm in me for it. I’d transferred to Home Ec only a few days in.
It was wrong what she’d said to Brad. It was wrong anytime someone told someone else they couldn’t go after their dreams, but especially when something like that came from a person of authority. Teachers were supposed to inspire and uplift – not beat down and make students feel ashamed. And though there were plenty of good teachers working hard to make a difference in the world, Mrs. Arnold hadn’t been one of them. 
I didn’t know why it touched such a nerve in me, but it did.
Maybe it was because growing up, I’d been like Brad in the sense that I’d been quiet and introverted and also in a lot of pain. Between my dad leaving our family when I was 7, and my mom dying at such a young age, I had seen my share of suffering. I responded to it by stuffing all of my emotions down and not dealing with them.
And even though I was well into my thirties, I still grappled sometimes with issues that stemmed from those two life-changing events. Issues of abandonment and insecurity and self-confidence.  
It wasn’t easy to get over things that happened to you as a kid. Even when you grew up and came to know better—
Something suddenly flashed in the corner of my eye. 
I looked up. 
The wooden spoon slipped out of my hand, landing in the cranberry mixture I’d been stirring. I left it there and walked over to the back door, raising the blinds to get a better look. 
The woods were darker tonight than the filling for the Midnight Chocolate pies I made every year at Halloween. There was no moon and only a few dim stars swimming in the thick mist. 
That was why the thing out there was so striking.
I rubbed my arms, gazing out at the flickering fire in the woods.
I should have stayed right where I was and left whoever had started that campfire out there to go on with their business uninterrupted.  
That was the smart thing to do, all right. 
I glanced at the temperature gauge on the wall.
It glowed a glacial 6 degrees.
And it would only keep dropping as the evening hours ticked by. 
I gazed into the darkness, thinking about that poor soul who must have been so hard-up for money, building a campfire was their only option. 
I thought about Tobias and how before coming to work for me, he’d been in a similar bad spot. He’d been homeless on the streets of Christmas River for a long while. 
I thought of how much I enjoyed his company these days, and what a good, kind person he was. And how if I hadn’t helped him, he might have been just like the person out there tonight. Trying to survive in arctic weather. 
Being smart was good. 
But it wasn’t everything.
I went over and turned off the burner, pushing the cranberry mixture over onto the cool countertop. Then I grabbed my coat and hat, pulling both on quickly. I slid my phone into my pocket, making sure I could reach it easily if I needed to.
Huckleberry and Chadwick noticed the commotion and their ears pricked up almost in unison.
“You guys hold the fort down here,” I said, slipping my hands into a pair of mittens. “I don’t want your paws getting frozen out there.”
Huckleberry tried to follow, but I closed the door behind me before he could. 
I took in a breath and the brutally cold air stung my lungs. 
The person out there wouldn’t survive more than a few hours in these temperatures.
Someone needed to help them. 
I gripped the phone in my pocket and then quietly made my way down the porch and into the woods, heading for the fire.
 



 
Chapter 34
 
A thin figure rocked back and forth in the firelight, rubbing his hands together for warmth.
I stopped walking, hanging a ways back in a stand of trees, holding tightly onto the phone in my pocket.
His voice was muffled by the mist and smoke. 
“Because… Because. I needed to. She couldn’t get away with it. It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t fair…”
I couldn’t see his face, but from his build and the drag in his voice, he seemed to be middle aged. The man was only wearing a long sleeve shirt, a pair of jeans, and some sneakers. There was no jacket to speak of, and he was shaking hard.  
“I know. I know. The blood’s on my hands. You don’t have to keep saying it. But why couldn’t you just hold on a little longer? Why didn’t you wait for me? I loved you.”
I hoped he was speaking into a cell phone and that I just couldn’t see it, but I had the feeling that that wasn’t the case.
I knew that many homeless people suffered from mental issues, and though I couldn’t be certain, this man appeared to fit into that category. 
He needed help. Without it, he was going to freeze to death out here.
I stepped out from the trees and cleared my throat softly so as not to scare him. 
“Excuse me, sir?”
The man stopped rocking and froze in place.
But he didn’t turn around.
“My name’s Cinnamon. I, uh, I saw your fire from my shop and I thought that maybe you might need some help.”
His back remained rigid and I wasn’t sure if he heard what I’d said.
I cusped my hand around the cell phone in my pocket, ready to dial Daniel at a moment’s notice if need be. 
Being a Good Samaritan wasn’t always the most comfortable road – that was for sure.
“It’s only 6 degrees out here right now and it’s going to get even colder tonight. I’m worried that that fire’s not going to be enough to keep you warm, sir. If you want, you can come to my shop and warm up, or I could take you to the local shelter and—”
Suddenly, without warning, the man snapped his head back to look at me.
The words became lodged in my throat.
His piercing blue eyes caught the glint of the fire and seemed to burn like coals in his head. 
There was something familiar about those eyes. And as I returned his gaze, I noticed a small unnatural mark under one of them.
A moment later, he leapt up and bolted past the fire and out into the woods.
“Hey! Wait!” 
I started running after him, slipping and sliding on the icy layer of snow. 
“Come back!”
I didn’t get very far before a patch of ice got the better of me. I slid too far in one direction and ended up sinking down into a tree well up to my thighs. 
It took me a full minute to get out of the powder and back up to my feet. And by then, the homeless man was long gone, having vanished into the night. 
“I’m not going to hurt you!” I shouted into the dark woods.
There was no response.
No sound at all.
Dammit.
I had just scared that poor soul away from his only source of warmth.
I shook my head, walking back toward the dying embers of the campfire, feeling frustrated. 
I probably should have just left him alone altogether. I should have done what I knew Daniel would have wanted me to do – wait back at the pie shop. If I had, then the poor man would still be sitting here by his fire. It wasn’t much, but it was something, at least. And on a night like tonight, it was probably his only chance at surviving.
I looked around the encampment, hoping there would be something that told me who he was.
There was nothing – no backpack, no kindling materials, no personal possessions whatsoever.
Just the dying fire. 
I looked around in all directions, squinting, hoping that maybe he’d changed his mind and decided to come back.
But I could see nothing out in the mist.
I stared into the flames, grumbling to myself. 
I’d completely blown it. I’d—
That’s when I saw it.
Something in the embers.
Something that had no business being there.
I reached forward, plucking the book from the flames.
It was blackened and burned, but some of it had survived intact.
Enough of it. 
I pressed the glowing edges of the notebook into the snow, stamping out the sparks that had settled in its pages. 
I flipped the cover back to reveal the inside.
The lettering was in calligraphy. Delicate, perfectly-proportioned letters that—
I felt my eyes bulge. 
 
“Property of Moira Elizabeth Stewart. If found, call 541-598-8804…”
 
My stomach plummeted like a roller coaster car off of a ripped-up track.
 
 



 
Chapter 35
 
Living in Christmas River, I’d gotten used to certain things. 
I’d gotten used to getting a seasonal latte down at the Christmas River Coffee Shack in Meadow Plaza every Friday afternoon. 
I’d gotten used to flipping over the “open” sign to face Main Street at exactly 7 a.m. every morning. 
I’d gotten used to Freddy from Frederickson’s Delivery dropping off ingredients at my pie shop twice a week. 
I’d gotten used to the way the air smelled right before a snowfall.
But what I’d never get used to in Christmas River, not so long as I lived here, was coming face to face with a murderer. 
“Can you describe the man, Ms. Peters?” 
Lt. Vicky Delgado stood near the back door of the pie shop kitchen, keeping her distance. She held a pen to a small notepad and stared intently at me, waiting for a response. 
Vicky looked perfectly at ease as she stood there, and it seemed to me that the 45-year-old lieutenant was used to getting calls in the middle of the night about murder suspects. 
I supposed she’d had some practice at this back in Portland. 
Through the window behind her, I could see the flashlights from the other deputies as they circled the area where the campfire had been. 
“I didn’t get a very good look,” I said. “It was dark. I just saw his eyes. They were blue, I think. Almost translucent. And there was something…”
I trailed off, feeling a violent shiver take hold of my bones. 
“What is it, Ms. Peters?” 
I rubbed my arms, shooting a look at Daniel, who was sitting next to me at the kitchen island. 
Since the police had arrived, I’d been trying to figure it out myself. But as of yet, I hadn’t come up with any reason why the man seemed familiar to me. 
It added another chilling layer to the whole thing. 
“Something about him seemed familiar,” I said. “I don’t know why. I don’t think I ever met him before.” 
Vicky scribbled something on her notepad. 
“Could he have been a customer in the pie shop? Or maybe you’ve seen him somewhere else in town recently?” 
I closed my eyes, trying to picture the man’s face, hoping my mind would make some sort of connection. 
But it didn’t.
I shook my head again. 
“What about build?” Vicky asked, flipping to a new page. “You say you saw him running away from you.” 
I nodded, staring into my mug of hot cider like I was reading tea leaves. 
“He was thin. Wiry. Could have probably used a meal, from the looks of it. Maybe about 6 feet tall, weighing 160 or 170. He ran fast, too. And I think… I mean, I can’t say for sure, but I think there was a tattoo under his eye. It was small. Or maybe it was just a mole.”
“Good,” Vicky said nodding and scribbling quickly. “That’s very good. How about an age?” 
“Fifties or sixties, maybe. I’m just judging that from the way his voice sounded.”
“But you said he didn’t speak to you,” Vicky said sharply, looking up from her notepad. 
I swallowed hard.
After what had just happened, I didn’t think that I’d be a person of interest in the case anymore. But the way Vicky had just said that made me think I wasn’t out of the woods yet. 
“No, he didn’t speak to me. But when I approached him, I heard him talking.” 
“On the phone?” she asked. 
I shook my head. 
“I don’t think so. I think he was talking to himself. I think he might have been mentally… unwell.”
“What was he saying exactly?” Daniel asked, leaning forward on the table. 
“Mostly gibberish. Something about it not being fair and…”
I trailed off.
“Oh, God.”
“What is it?” Vicky said. 
I gulped hard, looking from Daniel to her.
“He said something about… blood on his hands.”
Vicky shot Daniel a long, meaningful glance. 
“Can you tell me anything else, Ms. Peters? Anything that might help us?”
I thought it through, closing my eyes again for a long minute, trying to replay the split second when the man glanced back at me. 
“He might have had gray hair,” I said. “Kind of shaggy. He didn’t have a jacket. That’s why I went out there in the first place. I knew he’d freeze tonight if someone didn’t help him.”
Vicky nodded. 
“If we had you talk to a sketch artist, do you think you could describe him better?” 
I bit my lip, staring back down at my mug of cider. 
“I… uh… I don’t know.” 
My hands were trembling. I pushed them under the table, trying to cover it up. But Vicky had already seen it. 
“Ms. Peters, I did have one other question. A follow-up from our interview yesterday.” 
I looked up at her, nodding. 
“Someone told me that your friend Kara Billings had her own bone to pick with Moira Stewart,” she said. “I was told she made threats about hurting Moira a few days before you found her body. Would you know anything about this?” 
Vicky’s cool eyes drilled into mine, and I knew that she was searching for something. 
I held in a breath, flashing on that afternoon Kara stomped into the kitchen, talking about doing something dreadful to Moira. 
I looked at Vicky. 
Then I slowly shook my head. 
“I know Kara and Moira haven’t been on the best of terms lately, but I don’t know anything about any threats.”
I gulped hard. 
“It doesn’t sound like something Kara would do,” I added.
“Hmm,” Vicky mumbled in a hard-to-read tone. 
She stared at me for half a second longer. 
Then she folded up her notebook, stuffing it in the pocket of her shirt. 
I didn’t like lying, and I knew that it was a dangerous thing I was doing. 
But Kara had nothing to do with Moira’s murder and I wasn’t about to rat her out for things she’d said in a moment of anger. 
Warren always told me that it was important to tell the truth. But that there were a few circumstances, especially when it came to being a loyal friend, where lying was acceptable. 
“Okay then,” Vicky said, letting out a sigh. “We’ll put out an APB based on your description. See if somebody doesn’t come across this guy tonight. We’ll have patrol cars out looking for him, too. Tomorrow, we’ll have a news conference and ask for the public’s help in catching him. Sound good, Sheriff?”
“Sounds good, Lieutenant,” Daniel said. 
“In the meantime, we’d appreciate it, Ms. Peters, if you didn’t tell anyone outside of the department about the details of tonight,” Vicky said. “It’ll help us with the investigation.” 
“Of course.”
I watched as Vicky picked up the evidence bag off the kitchen island – the one containing the black Moleskine-brand notebook I had found in the fire. She started heading for the back door. 
Daniel stood up. 
“Uh, Lieutenant?” 
She stopped and looked back. 
“I know I don’t have to tell you this, but the contents of that notebook are… well, they could have the potential to affect a lot of people in this town. We have to be very careful and ensure that things are handled properly.” 
Vicky nodded. 
“Yes, sir. I understand.”
“Good. Thanks for your hard work on this.” 
Lt. Delgado touched her cap and then opened the back door, stepping out. A freezing blast of air swirled around the kitchen in her wake. 
In the background I could hear the voices of Billy, Owen, and Trumbow as they investigated the crime scene. 
I looked over at Daniel.
“I know what you’re going to say,” I said. “That I shouldn’t have gone out there in the first place. That I should have stayed inside and not put myself in danger like that.”
I knew he’d been thinking those things because I’d been thinking those things, too.
“I wasn’t going to say that,” he said. “I know better than to try and talk you out of saving somebody’s life.”
He gazed at me for a long, long moment.
Then he wrapped his arms around me and let out a deep sigh of relief. 
“But next time, try to be more selfish,” he whispered. 
 



 
Chapter 36
 
“Breaking news this morning – The Pohly County Sheriff’s Office is holding a press conference in front of its headquarters in downtown Christmas River. The Sheriff’s Office did not divulge the subject of this morning’s news conference, but we believe it has something to do with the violent murder of Christmas River resident Moira Stewart that took place earlier this week.”
The anchor woman’s heavily-lined eyes were practically dancing as she spoke, and I could tell that she was fighting hard to suppress a grin. 
It was a strange response to someone’s violent demise. But I guess I couldn’t blame the newswoman for her enthusiasm – stories this big didn’t happen all that often here in little ‘ol Christmas River. They hardly happened in Redmond for that matter – the slightly bigger town down the road that the news station was based out of. 
“Now for more, we go live to the steps of The Pohly County Sheriff’s Office.” 
The newsfeed cut to a scene outside of the familiar beige building. 
“Ooh, doesn’t Daniel look handsome in his uniform?” Kara said, taking a sip of her coffee. “I think he must be the best-looking sheriff on the West Coast. Don’t you think, Cin?” 
I felt my lips curl up slightly and I shot a sideways glance at my friend. Maybe it wasn’t the most sensitive thing to say, considering that we were all gathered around the television in the pie shop kitchen waiting to hear updates about Moira’s murder. But Kara’s comment helped ease the tension some, and I was glad that she was here with me this morning. Pam Dallas had decided to end the writer’s workshop early out of respect to Moira, which meant that Kara was free for the rest of the week. 
We stared at the television as Daniel stepped in front of the building to the flashing of cameras. Behind him, a row of deputies stood, including Lt. Delgado, Owen, Trumbow, and a somber-looking Billy Jasper. 
Though it had been a few days since I’d seen Billy at Warren’s fundraiser, it looked as though the young deputy still had a touch of a hangover on him. He seemed a little green around the gills, though perhaps it had more to do with being on TV than anything else. 
“I’m going to make a brief statement and then I’ll open the floor to a limited number of questions which can be addressed to Lt. Vicky Delgado – the lead investigator on this case,” Daniel said.
He raised his voice. 
“At approximately 9:30 p.m. last night, a man we believe to have been involved in the murder of Moira Stewart was seen in the woods near the 400 block of Main Street. A witness spotted this person near a small campfire. When approached, the man ran into the woods, leaving behind an item which we later confirmed belonged to the recently deceased Stewart. The suspect in this incident is believed to be 6 feet tall and weighs about 160 pounds with light blue eyes and gray hair. It’s possible that he may have a small tattoo on his face. If anyone sees a man fitting this description, we ask that you immediately call the Sheriff’s—”
“400 block of Main Street? Isn’t that behind Cinnamon’s Pies, Sheriff?” a woman’s gravelly voice interrupted from somewhere off screen. 
My heart skipped a beat at the mention of my store. 
Daniel stopped talking and his eyes zeroed in on where the voice had come from. 
“Yes, among several other stores,” he said. “Including Babes in Toyland, Christmas River Souvenirs, and—”
“But your wife – the owner of Cinnamon’s Pies – was the witness who saw the suspect last night. Isn’t that correct?” 
It was the same voice interrupting again, and this time I noticed that it had a distinct East-Coast accent.
Something faint and hardly noticeable passed across Daniel’s face. It would have been unreadable to most people, but I knew what that look meant. 
The reporter was crossing a line. 
“I can’t disclose the identity of the witness,” Daniel said, keeping his voice cool and even. “It’s an ongoing investigation, and revealing the identity of this person would be a reckless thing to do as the suspect is still on the loose and could pose a significant danger.”
Daniel raised his voice at the word reckless, emphasizing it for the reporter. 
“But this is all a little strange,” the woman continued, as if she and Daniel were the only ones at the news conference. “First we have reports that Cinnamon Peters is the one to find Moira Stewart’s body. Now this behind her pie shop—”
“I would appreciate it, Marla, if you’d let me finish my original statement,” Daniel said in a strong voice. “Lt. Delgado will address your question and any others you have afterwards.” 
There was silence in response to that. 
Daniel cleared his throat. 
“Now, if anyone has information about this man or any other information that may lead to the arrest of our suspect, please contact the Sheriff’s Office at…”
“What a wench,” Kara mumbled, crossing her arms tightly against her chest. “I always thought she was one based on those columns she writes. But now I know for sure.” 
“Was that Marla Browning talking?” I asked, looking over at Kara and raising my eyebrows. 
“Yep, that was her,” Tiana chimed in. “Only woman in town who sounds like Joan Rivers’ long lost daughter.”
I bit my lower lip, letting out an unsteady sigh. 
Marla was the editor-in-chief of Christmas River’s local weekly paper. She wrote half the news stories in the paper and also a prominent column where she often skewered our local city councilors and government-run agencies. A former big city journalist from New York, Marla had come to Christmas River a couple of years ago to retire. But apparently, retirement didn’t suit her. When the former editor of our ramshackle little weekly left town, she jumped on the position and ran with it. She had a reputation for being as fiery as Tabasco sauce when she thought somebody wasn’t doing their job right. She was also often ahead of the rest of the local media when it came to breaking news on the paper’s web site. 
“...Lt. Delgado will take over from here. Thank you.” 
Daniel stepped aside and Vicky, looking as serious and professional as ever, took his place. The media began firing off questions, but the lieutenant kept her answers as brief as possible before cutting the news conference short.
I reached for the remote control, turning the TV off. 
Then I went back to rolling out the rounds of pie dough like nothing had happened at all. 
That was what I was going to do today, I’d decided. Go about everything and pretend like nothing strange or out of the ordinary had taken place.
I wasn’t going to think about why that man had murdered Moira. 
Or why, of all places, he was here in Christmas River. 
Or why he had seemed familiar to me. 
Or the fact that not only had I seen him the night before. 
But that he had seen me. 
I was going to roll pie dough, mix fillings, and bake pastry until my fingers ached and my mind was so tired, I could no longer think. 
As if sensing the madness going on in my head, Kara peered at me. 
“You doing okay with all of this, Cin?” she asked. 
I nodded, looking up, forcing a smile that came out tighter than a spool of thread. 
“Yeah,” I said. “I know this will all be over soon. Someone will recognize the description and that guy will be arrested.” 
“No, I mean are you okay?” Kara said, peering at me, the way she did when she knew I wasn’t being honest. “Between finding Moira’s body and the guy out there last night, I’d be pretty shaken up if I were you. Hell, I’m not you, and I feel pretty shaken up.” 
“I’m fine. Really. Don’t worry.” 
I forced another tight smile. It felt like my cheeks might just snap. 
I briskly folded the pie dough round in half and transferred it to a tin. I unfolded it and began pressing the soft dough’s edges down with the back of a fork. 
Kara was quiet for a long while and I could feel her studying me. 
“You know what, Cin?” 
“What?” I said, not looking up, keeping my hands busy. 
“I think you could use a break.” 
I let out a scoff. 
“I’ve got fifty customers out there right now and another hundred on their way all hungry for pie. I can’t take a break.” 
Kara stood up and glanced over at Tiana and Ian, who were making batches of Pumpkin Pecan and Hazelnut Chocolate pies. 
“Say, can you guys cover for Cin for a couple of hours?” Kara asked.
“That’s really not necessary—”
“Absolutely,” Ian said, tossing a panful of pies into one of the ovens. “Isn’t that right, Tiana?”
“That’s right, youngin,’” she said. 
“Thanks, but I’m not going to abandon you guys during one of the busiest days of the year—”
“Get going, Cin,” Tiana said. “I don’t want to see you back here until the afternoon.” 
I was about to protest some more, but then I stopped. 
Though I didn’t want to admit it, maybe my usual way of dealing with tough things – by working hard – wasn’t always the healthiest.
After a few moments of hesitation, I finally took off my apron and headed for my jacket hanging up on the coat rack.
“Thanks, you guys,” I said quietly. 
“Don’t mention it,” Tiana said. “And I mean what I said. If I see you back here before 2 p.m., I’m going to be peeved. And nobody around here wants to see me when I get peeved.”
I smiled – mostly because Tiana was the sweetest person I’d probably ever known and didn’t have a mean bone in her body. 
“Better listen to her, Cin,” Tobias said, coming in and grabbing a pan of pies. “Believe me – I know well of what I speak.” 
Tiana shot him a mischievous glance. 
I pulled my jacket and scarf on. 
 
I was lucky to have such good friends looking out for me. 
 



 
Chapter 37
 
I wiggled out of the Styrofoam flip-flop, bringing my knee up to my chest and tapping the dark cranberry-red layer of nail polish on my big toe. The polish appeared to finally be dry. I pulled my wool socks back over my feet and then stuffed them into my snow boots, enjoying the warmth of proper foot gear. 
A few more minutes of wearing flip-flops in Kara’s car like that, and I was pretty sure that my toes were going to look like the Fourth of July. 
I wasn’t a big fan of getting pedicures – especially in winter. I rarely went around in my bare feet this time of year. But despite it not having much of a purpose, it was sweet of Kara to take me to get my nails done. And as I settled into the seat of her Audi and took a sip of the extra-large peppermint mocha we’d just picked up, I felt a subtle sense of ease that had been missing from my life since the morning I’d come across Moira’s corpse. 
“You sure you don’t mind coming up to the Dallas Lodge with me to pick up my chapters?” she asked. “I could drop you back at the shop now if you’re tired.”
“I don’t mind coming along,” I said. “You were right. It’s nice to be out of the kitchen. And besides, I’ve always wanted to see what Pam Dallas’s lodge looks like.” 
Kara smiled slightly. 
“You won’t be disappointed there,” she said. “It’s not huge, but what it lacks in square footage it more than makes up for in style. When Ridley Scott was there last month, Pam said that he was really taken with the lodge—”
“Wait – Ridley Scott was at the lodge?” 
Kara nodded, raising an eyebrow. 
“He’s directing the movie based on her book. Pam said he came out to go over some script revisions.” 
“Wow…” I mumbled. “I didn’t know he was directing it.” 
Kara let out a short sigh.
“Yeah. I just wish none of this ugly business with Moira had happened. It put a real wrench in the workshop.”
“Is Pam going to give you a refund?” 
“Partial refund for the days it was cancelled,” she said. “Which I guess is fair. It’s not like she knew Moira was going to be murdered. And I guess she’s right in that it doesn’t seem appropriate for us all to continue with it in light of the circumstances.” 
Kara fixed her eyes ahead on the road, following its winding, snowy curves as it gained elevation. I took a sip of my hot mocha, enjoying the minty tingling flavor as it washed over my taste buds.
“I just hope that Pam liked my chapters,” she said, fiddling with the heater, turning it up higher. “I know it might be callous to think of that during a time like this, but Pam’s got some big connections in the publishing world. If she saw something she liked in my writing, I bet she could pass it on to somebody. It could be a big opportunity and—”
She stopped speaking abruptly.
“Oh, listen to me rattle on like this,” she said. “Do you think I’m heartless, Cin? To be talking about my book when Moira’s been murdered? I mean, jeez. I must sound terrible.” 
“I think we all deal with death in different ways, Kara.” 
She let out a long breath, slowing the car down as the road became steeper. 
She was quiet for a long while. Then she shot a sideways glance at me.
“I know you can’t talk about this stuff, Cin,” she said, lowering her voice. “But I was chit-chatting with Hannah – the manicurist at the salon back there? And she said that people have been talking.” 
I felt my throat tighten.
Lately, I was tired of hearing that people were talking. 
“What about?” 
“Well, that thing Daniel mentioned in the news conference? About the guy in the woods leaving something behind that tied him to Moira’s murder?” 
She glanced at me again when I didn’t answer. 
“It was one of her notebooks, wasn’t it?” 
Kara knew me far too well. She saw my tell before the question had even fully left her lips. 
I averted my eyes and looked out the window.
“I just knew it,” she said. 
She smiled slightly to herself, taking a slow right and we traveled down a snowy forest road for a little ways. The snow tires crackled against the slick top layer of ice. 
“Now was it her planner or her book of gossip?” she asked. 
“What?” 
“I already told the police, but Moira had two notebooks, Cin. One was a planner – that was a black one, if I remember right. The other one is where she kept all of the gossip she came across. That one was red.” 
I didn’t answer. 
I hadn’t gotten a good look at the black book’s contents, but even if I had, I knew that I couldn’t say anything about it. 
Lt. Delgado had asked me to keep things quiet. 
Kara waited for me to respond. When I didn’t, she continued on anyway.
“If it was that red one, then I just hope the ladies and gentlemen at the Sheriff’s Office can keep a secret. Because if not, things are going to get pretty crazy around here, Cin. Moira had a lot of dirt on people.” 
She shook her head. 
“A lot of dirt,” she said again.
 
I was quiet the rest of the way to the lodge. 
 



 
Chapter 38
 
“Ms. Dallas is on a phone call with her agent right now, but you’re welcome to take a seat and wait.”
The tall gray-haired woman, who I recognized from Warren’s fundraiser at the brewery, placed a few mugs into the dishwasher. 
Though she hadn’t properly introduced herself, I knew from what Kara told me that her name was Syd and that she helped facilitate the writing workshop. She was a writer also, Kara had told me, though not nearly as successful as Pam.  
“Okay. Thanks, Syd,” Kara said. “Any idea how long she might be?” 
“They’re discussing something to do with the movie deal, so I’m afraid I don’t know how long it will take.”
Kara nodded.  
Pam Dallas’ assistant didn’t say anything else as she went about sprucing up the lodge’s modern, expensive-looking kitchen. 
I took a seat in a big, plush leather chair, staring up at the large pine beams overhead, wondering just how many books Pam Dallas must have sold to have a second house this striking.
Though it wasn’t a big place, it was obviously very high-end. Floor-to-ceiling windows lined the grand living space and featured phenomenal views of the snow-covered mountains soaring up in the distance. A giant stone hearth anchored the living room, and a massive fur rug was spread out in the middle. The lodge was both homey and luxurious at the same time, and when I thought of things like the Sundance Film Festival and celebrities on vacation, this was the kind of place I imagined. 
It was also the kind of place that I imagined would have been pure heaven for a book lover. Books of all sorts were nestled in nearly every nook and cranny, and it seemed like a beautiful place to pass a cold and stormy winter. 
I stole a glance at Kara. She had taken a seat on the mahogany-colored leather sofa across from me and was chewing uncharacteristically on the nail of her pinky.
“This is such a cozy place for a writer’s workshop,” I said, doing my best to take her mind off the fact that in just a few minutes, Pam Dallas would be coming out of her office with Kara’s freshly-critiqued pages. 
“Yeah,” she nodded in agreement. “Very cozy.” 
But I could tell that she wasn’t really paying attention to what I was saying. 
I was sure all she could see were negative words scrawled in red marker across her chapters. 
When the door to Pam’s office burst open suddenly, Kara nearly went through the roof. She stood up as if she’d just sat on a pin cushion, a taut smile stretched across her face as she watched Pam walk quickly across the room. 
I stood up, too. 
Then I noticed the odd, distraught expression on Pam’s face. 
She looked like her doctor had just called with a grim diagnosis. 
“Is everything all right?” I blurted out. 
She put a hand over her heart and gripped the arm rest of the sofa to steady herself. 
“Yes. I mean – no, not really,” she said breathlessly. “Syd? Can you get me a glass of ice water?”
Syd dropped the dishes in her hands and a few seconds later, rushed over with a glass. Pam brought the water to her lips with shaky hands. 
“Is there something we can do to help, Ms. Dallas?” Kara asked, looking worried. “Are you on medication of some sort?” 
“No, it’s not that,” she said. “It’s just… I just got off the phone with my agent and caught a rerun of the morning news and…” 
She swallowed visibly, tightening her grip on the armrest. 
“That man – the one the police described during the press conference? The one they said had something to do with Moira’s murder?” 
My mouth went bone dry. 
“I saw him. He was here, ladies. During the writer’s workshop this past week.” 
Her face went as pale as birch bark.  
 
“My God,” she rasped. “The murderer was here at my house.”
 



 
Chapter 39
 
Maybe I would have eventually put it together.
Maybe if I’d had some more time, I would have realized why the man in the woods had seemed so familiar. 
I flattened out another sheet of spice-flecked cookie dough with a rolling pin, thinking about the man in the green Subaru that Pam had seen outside of the writing lodge earlier in the week. The one with piercing blue eyes, a small cross-shaped tattoo on his face, and stringy gray hair. 
The same man, as it turned out, who had honked at me in front of Geronimo Brewing the night of the fundraiser. The one who had caused me to drop that Marionberry pie on the asphalt. 
The same man who had murdered Moira Stewart in cold blood. 
Kara didn’t get her critiqued chapters back that afternoon – instead, we got a drive down to the Sheriff’s Office and a bone-chilling story.
Pam had seen a forest green Subaru with Washington plates idling several hundred yards away from the writing lodge a couple of mornings in a row before Moira was killed. Both mornings, the car had been there when Pam woke up and went to place letters in her mailbox. The first time, she thought the driver might have been lost. 
But the second day – the day before I found Moira’s body – the car was there again. Only this time, it was blocking her driveway. The workshop participants hadn’t arrived yet, but Pam began getting worried that they would have to park out on the street because the Subaru was in the way. So she went out to talk to the driver.
“I asked him politely to move his car,” Pam had said earlier from the front seat of Kara’s Audi, her voice small and shaky. “I told him I had students coming who would need to park in the driveway.”
She had paused then, and in the side mirror, I’d seen her anxiously rubbing her hands together. 
“He didn’t say anything,” she said. “But the look. The look that flashed across his eyes...”
She shook her head.
“Pure hatred. I think something was very wrong with that man. It’s just a feeling, but I was with someone like him up on K2 during the storm. A climber from Germany – I thought he was mentally unsound to begin with and shouldn’t have been up there in the first place. When the storm hit and we were stranded, he nearly killed another climber over an energy bar.” 
Pam had closed her eyes. 
“This man reminded me of him. After I asked him to move his car, he gave me this hateful look. And then without warning, he pulled away out into the road. Moira was just arriving and turning into the driveway. He nearly hit her car. She honked and flipped him the bird and…”
Pam trailed off. 
“It can’t be a coincidence. Right? It just can’t be.” 
Pam had been quiet for the rest of the drive, seemingly in shock. 
And I hadn’t been able to think about anything but her story since getting back to the pie shop.
Billy Jasper let out an abrupt cough from out in the dining room, and I jumped a little. 
Daniel had asked the young deputy to keep an eye on me until I closed up the shop for the night. Just in case – he’d said. 
And as the skies darkened outside, I felt more and more glad that Billy was here. 
Who was to say that Moira’s murderer wasn’t done killing yet? Who was to say that when he saw me the night before, he hadn’t thought about killing then, too?  
I abandoned the cookie dough for a moment and went over to the window, looking out at the winter sky fading into shadowy shades of blue. The trees swayed in a freezing wind, their branches encased in a shiny cocoon of ice. My eyes settled on the area where the campfire had been the night before. 
 
And even though I knew Billy was there in the shop with me, I reached for the knob of the back door again to make sure that it was locked.
 
“Just in case,” I whispered. 
 



 
Chapter 40
 
I sat on the sofa later that night, running my hand through Huckleberry’s soft, fluffy fur. I reached his ticklish spot and he started kicking his back paw wildly, a funny, oafish smile coming across his lips. But he soon got tired of kicking, and rolled over on his back so that his ticklish spot was out of my reach. 
I laughed.
I wasn’t the only one who’d been packing on the pounds this holiday season. Hucks had added a pound or two or maybe more. The reason for it was the new pet food store that had opened up on Holly Avenue this October. The Christmas River Barkery sold gourmet chicken jerky snaps that Hucks and Chadwick went crazy for. Both Daniel and I over-indulged the pooches with this new snack, and it was starting to show on my canine friend. 
“Come January, Hucks, you and I are gonna start a diet,” I said, running my hands through his fur some more. “Me on the greens – you on the Science Diet. What do you say?” 
Huckleberry threw his head back and let out an unhappy grumble. 
“Okay, maybe not Science Diet. What about Pup Healthy? The commercials say that 9 out of 10 dogs agree that it’s rufflicious.” 
Huckleberry didn’t answer this time, and I gathered the statistic had persuaded him to give it a try. 
I pet him for a while longer, waiting for Daniel, who had gone in the bedroom to take a phone call. Though the Sheriff’s Office had no fresh leads on Moira’s murderer, Daniel said that Pam Dallas had gotten a much better look at the man than I had. Lt. Delgado had Pam talk to a police sketch artist, and they now had a drawing of the suspect circulating from Portland to Missoula. They were also looking into tracking down the man by the make and model of his car, along with the Washington state plates. 
Daniel said he was optimistic about their chances of finding him, but I was wondering if he really felt that way. Since he’d gotten home, he’d been unusually quiet and preoccupied. 
I supposed he had a lot on his mind. Moira’s case was turning into a high-profile one, and I knew a lot of eyes were on the Sheriff’s Office and how they would handle it. 
The door to the bedroom creaked open and the sound of slippers stealing across the pine floor echoed through the room. Huckleberry’s ears pricked up and I looked over, watching Daniel as he walked. 
He reminded me of the way someone might look after drinking too much coffee during a cross-country red-eye flight. 
“Was that about Moira’s case?” I asked. 
“In a way. That was Marla Browning from The Christmas River Weekly.” 
I raised my eyebrows. 
“I’m surprised you took her call after how she acted at the news conference earlier,” I said. 
He took a seat next to me on the sofa. 
“I only took it to tell her I wouldn’t be answering any more questions. She’s been in the media long enough to know that she could be putting you in danger by mentioning your name like that. But she did it anyway. I think she was trying to provoke me on purpose.” 
He shook his head. 
“Anything for a headline,” he added. 
He gazed blankly at the television. Robert Mitchum and Janet Leigh were walking through the park in Holiday Affair – one of my very favorite Christmas movies.
Only I wasn’t feeling in the mood to watch it.
I reached for the remote control and muted the TV. 
“What’s wrong?” I said, looking over at him. 
“Who said anything’s wrong?” 
“Me. I see it in your face. Something’s got you worried and you’re not telling me about it.”
His eyes drifted back to the screen. I waited for him to say something, but he just kept silent. 
“Does it have something to do with Moira’s case? That black book of hers we found out in the woods? Did you find something out?” 
“No, it doesn’t have to do with that. Turns out, it was only a planner, anyway. All we have are some vague initials and reminders to attend her quilting club on Wednesdays. Not too many leads to go on.” 
Daniel shifted in his seat. He looked like he couldn’t get comfortable. 
“So it’s not that,” I said. “But something’s wrong, isn’t it?”   
He let out a long sigh. 
“Yeah, it is.”
He fell silent.
“Well, what—”
“You know that rumor Moira spread around?” he said interrupting me. “The one about me and Liv and embezzling money... Remember?” 
It wasn’t so easy to forget your husband being the talk of the town on account of his rumored infidelity. 
“Don’t forget that she was pregnant with your child, too,” I added. “That’s a big one.” 
I smiled. 
But he didn’t seem to see as much humor in it as I did. 
“Well, there’s a part of Moira’s rumor that’s true, Cin.”
He swallowed visibly, like the words had caught in his throat. There was a vague expression of shame in his eyes.
I didn’t like the direction this conversation was headed.
My stomach tightened. 
“What are you say—”
 
“There’s money missing from the office, Cin.” 
 



 
Chapter 41
 
I mixed up another hot buttered rum and brought it over.
It had turned into the kind of night that would require several stiff drinks. 
He took the steaming mug from my hands, nodding to me gratefully. I sat down next to him. 
“When did you find out?” I asked. 
“Today. Obviously, Moira’s rumor about me and Liv running off together was BS. But you know how Moira was. There was usually a kernel of truth in her tall tales. The part about stealing money from the Sheriff’s Office kind of caught my attention for some reason. So I decided to take a closer look at some of our books from the past few months.
“Turns out, she was right. Our Victim’s Assistance Fund is missing a little over seven grand.” 
I felt my eyebrows lift in surprise. 
“Seven-thousand dollars?” 
He nodded. 
“I don’t know how Moira knew about it, but she did.”
He stared at the television for a long, long moment. 
“It’s bad enough that someone took money from that account – from victims who could really use help. But you know what really gets me? The thing that I can’t get past?”
He let out a sad sigh. 
“It’s that someone at the office – someone I see every day – was capable of this.  Someone who I trust, Cin.” 
The folks at the station had become like a second family to Daniel. He took pride in the small force and in the fact that the department operated like a well-oiled machine. He believed in all of his deputies – he’d even come to like the former Sheriff, Deputy Trumbow. Daniel worked hard to create a friendly, safe environment at the office. 
And now, it seemed like someone was taking advantage of that. 
“What are you going to do?” 
He set his drink down on the side table and leaned forward. 
“Find out who did it,” he said. “And then… then we’ll go from there.”
We stared at the TV screen in silence. 
“It’s a shame,” I finally said. “I like everyone at the office so much.” 
Daniel took a sip of his drink and grimaced. 
“Me, too, Cin. Me too.”
 



 
Chapter 42
 
He stood at the kitchen island, a flour-dusted apron over his collared shirt, sweat running down his temples. He was hunched over the gingerbread house, pressing two cookie walls together. A big bowl of blue-tinged buttercream frosting sat by his elbow. 
The intense expression on his face reminded me of a doctor performing a difficult surgery. 
Usually, finding the lights on and hearing music coming from my pie shop kitchen after arriving at five in the morning would have alarmed me. But it was “Last Christmas” coming from the speakers, and I could smell the cozy aroma of spice and butter wafting through the air the second I opened the door to my shop. 
And unless Moira’s murderer was a gingerbread-baking George Michael aficionado, I figured I wasn’t in any danger. 
“Well, I’ll be Mrs. Claus in Maui…” I muttered.
It wasn’t Brad’s work ethic that surprised me. 
What surprised me was the fact that he actually had a gingerbread house to show for it. 
A good gingerbread house, at that. 
The Swiss chalet was coming to life. 
“Oh, hey, Cin,” he said, looking up nonchalantly. “I hope you don’t mind me coming in here early.” 
“Not at all,” I said. “That’s why I gave you a key.” 
I circled the house, studying the construction some more. 
“I know, I know – it’s got some serious problems,” he said quickly. “I think I messed up big time on the roof. It’s lopsided and kind of funky. Not to mention the—”
“Brad.” 
He stopped babbling.
He looked about as nervous as a tomato plant in a cold September breeze. 
“You’re doing a great job,” I said. 
His cheeks darkened. 
“It’s only because of you,” he said. “Without your help, I’d still be drowning in frosting.” 
“No, Brad – It’s all you. I just taught you a couple of things. But you’re the one making this happen.” 
He turned redder than Rudolph’s nose in a snowstorm.  
“Oh, Cin,” he said, tilting his head up to the ceiling and closing his eyes. “I can’t wait to see the look on Mrs. Arnold’s face when she sees this. I can’t wait to tell her that the kid she said had no artistic talent made this. You’re coming to the competition on Saturday, aren’t you?” 
“Are you kidding? I wouldn’t miss that smack-down for all the Wild Turkey in Kentucky.”
“Ha!”
He laughed at my silly joke, so giddy that he almost knocked over the bowl of buttercream frosting.
“Oh, look at me. You’d think I’d already broken into the bourbon this morning,” he said, laughing some more.
 
Brad seemed about as happy as a kid on Christmas Eve listening to footsteps on the roof. 
 



 
Chapter 43
 
I had just grabbed four Santa’s Sleighride dark roast coffees down in Meadow Plaza, and was heading back to the shop when something in a newspaper dispenser caught my eye. 
The coffees were for Tiana, Tobias, and Ian – a small gesture of gratitude for covering for me the day before. Even though they’d said it wasn’t a big deal, I knew that it was. Especially during this frantic time of year. 
I was planning to give them all Christmas bonuses in the next week as a more proper thank you for all of their hard work this year, but for the time being, coffee would have to do. 
Those coffees, however, nearly ended up on the sidewalk when I caught sight of the latest edition of The Christmas River Weekly. 
I set the carrier down and quickly opened one of the dispensers, ripping out an edition. 
My heartbeat roared in my ears. 
“What is Daniel Brightman Hiding?: An Editorial About the Sheriff of Pohly County.”
They’d put Daniel’s face on the cover – a picture taken at the news conference. The photo was in black and white, and it gave him a guilty, sinister look. 
I hurriedly flipped to the story.
The byline, unsurprisingly, read Marla Browning.
How had Marla found out about the missing money at the Sheriff’s Office? Who told her? And what would happen now? Was Daniel going to lose his job? Would he be held responsible for that money disappearing?
Was she accusing him of stealing it?
But as my eyes scanned over the story, I found no mention of missing money, no mention of the Victim’s Assistance Program. No mention at all about what Daniel had told me the night before. 
What I did find in the story was no end of my name. 
“Though the Sheriff’s Office would not confirm it, sources say that Cinnamon Peters – Sheriff Brightman’s wife – was the one to see the supposed murder suspect behind the 400 block of Main Street earlier this week. She was also the one to find Moira Stewart’s body. While this can be chalked up to coincidence, no one is asking the hard question here. At least, only this reporter is: Does Cinnamon Peters have an alibi for the morning that Moira Stewart was found dead? Could she possibly be making up the mystery man in an attempt to deflect interest in herself as a suspect? And if so, is our Sheriff – the man we elected to protect our county – doing a disservice to his constituents and shielding his wife?” 
I felt my teeth grind together. 
Then a strange grunt – a cross between a scream and groan – sounded from somewhere deep in the base of my chest. 
“You have to be kidding me!” I shouted. 
I suddenly noticed that a young family sitting on a nearby bench in the plaza was staring. Looking at me like I was crazy. 
The youngest, a girl of only two or three, had buried her head in her mom’s arm. 
But I was so angry, I didn’t stop to apologize for my outburst. 
Because Marla Browning wasn’t just innocently asking a question –
She was damn near accusing me of murder. 
 
I left the coffees steaming on the newspaper dispenser and began walking. 
 



 
Chapter 44
 
“How could you publish this… this…?”
I stood there stuttering like a broken nutcracker. 
Marla looked up from her computer screen, narrowing her eyes from behind a pair of large, purple-rimmed glasses. 
“Look,” she said, her New York accent coming on strong as she smacked her gum. “It’s not personal. But I represent the public and there are some glaring questions that your husband has refused to answer. The public pays his salary and that means he owes them an explanation.”
“It’s an ongoing investigation, Marla. And you had no right to infer that I had anything to do with Moira’s death. You have no evid—” 
“I believe you mean imply, Cinnamon. Not infer.” 
She had just accused me of murder in front of the whole town. 
And now she was correcting my grammar. 
I thought I was going to explode right then and there like a ball of confetti at New Year’s.
I was a few seconds away from saying something rude and shocking to Marla Browning, but some sort of bell noise dinged from her computer. Her eyes shifted down, and a moment later, she shot up out of her chair. 
“This is going to have to wait.” 
“No, we’re going to have this out now,” I said. 
But Marla was already going for her coat on the back of her chair. 
“Well, you can tag along to the press conference if you like,” she said. “But I’m not sure what else I can do for you—”
“What press conference?” 
“The one your husband’s having in ten minutes in front of the Sheriff’s station.”
“About what?”
“The email didn’t say, but I can only think of one thing that would warrant another news conference.”
A second later, Marla brushed past me on her way out the door of the small office.
 
I wasn’t far behind.
 



 
Chapter 45
 
I stood a distance back from the crowd of reporters, afraid that one of them might recognize me. 
“At approximately 7:45 a.m., the Pohly County Sheriff’s Department responded to a tip from a concerned citizen in the Redmond area. This person had seen a man fitting the description of the suspect in the Moira Stewart case leave the Sinclair gas station on Sixth Street in a 1999 Subaru Outback. Pohly County deputies responded to the call and located the car as it headed westbound on US Highway 20. The suspect was signaled to pull over. He refused and led authorities on a car chase through the Red Pines Neighborhood.” 
Daniel’s eyes fell on me and he stopped speaking for a second. 
I could tell by his expression that he’d read Marla’s editorial this morning. And that like me, he wasn’t too happy about what she’d written, either. 
He cleared his throat. 
“The Sheriff’s Office did not pursue the suspect due to public safety considerations. However, we have identified him as a Kent William Utley of Spokane, Washington, age 59.” 
Daniel opened the file in his hands and held up a photo for the reporters to see. 
I felt shivers run up and down my spine. 
It was a clear mugshot of the man I’d seen behind the shop. His piercing blue eyes stared out from the photo with a look of barely-controlled rage. A cross-shaped tattoo dripped from his left eye. 
There was a mad scramble of clicking cameras and flashing lights. 
“We ask that anyone who sees this man or a green Subaru Outback with the Washington license plate PLO-578 to please call the Sheriff’s Office. Utley is a felon and considered very dangerous. The Pohly County Sheriff’s Office and Oregon State Police are working around the clock to keep the community safe this Christmas season and bring Kent Utley in without incident. Thank you. All questions may now be directed to Lt. Delgado.” 
Daniel left the podium and ducked into the Sheriff’s station amidst another flurry of flashing lights.
Vicky took his place and reporters began firing off questions left and right, acting like starved sharks fighting each other for a bucket of chum.
I didn’t stick around to hear any more.
I slipped past the crowd, skirting the parking lot and headed around the side of the large beige building. I stopped at the back door – the place where Sheriff’s station employees took their smoking breaks. 
I only had to wait a few minutes before the door popped opened.
He knew I’d meet him back here. 
“I’m sorry about that editorial, Cin,” he said, stepping out and hugging me. “I’m not done with Marla. I promise you. I’ll make this right.” 
“Are you okay?” I said, pulling away and looking up at him. “Were you in that car chase?” 
“No – Vicky and Owen responded to that call. I was here, sitting at my desk, eating a powdered donut and drinking coffee like every cliché there ever was about a cop.” 
I patted his abs. 
“If being a cliché keeps you safe, then I’m all for it.” 
He smiled for a half second, but it faded quickly. 
“Listen, Cin – I’m having Billy keep an eye on you again today. I want you to be extra careful out there. We don’t know what this guy’s capable of or where he is right now.” 
Daniel’s expression was deathly serious as he spoke. 
“You said this guy – Kent Utley – is a felon?” 
Daniel nodded. 
“What’d he do?” 
Daniel ran a hand through his dark hair and didn’t answer right away. 
I didn’t take that as a good sign.  
“Well, when he was 20, he was involved in a burglary in Spokane. It went bad and… he killed someone.” 
The hair on the back of my neck stood straight up on end. 
It wasn’t from being out in the cold all morning either.
“So he’s already a murderer,” I mumbled. 
“There’s more, too. The person he killed during that burglary in the 70s? He was an elderly man going out to get his mail.” 
I bit down on my lip.
It was similar to Moira’s murder. 
And I knew that couldn’t have been a coincidence.
“Jeez.” 
“Utley got a life sentence, but you know how things are. Prisons are to capacity and a parole board released him back in November for good behavior.” 
“So you think he was trying to rob Moira that morning?” 
“That’s the working theory,” he said, leaning back against the wall. “We don’t know what he was doing in town or why he was waiting outside of Pam Dallas’ lodge – maybe casing the place. Maybe Pam was his intended target, but Moira got on this guy’s radar when she honked at him. Maybe he followed her home that day.”
I shuddered.  
“Is Moira’s wallet still missing? Can you track him down that way?” 
“We’re pretty sure he took Moira’s wallet, but he hasn’t used any of her credit cards – which is a little strange. Moira made some decently-sized cash deposits a month or so before her death. There was plenty of money to steal in her account.” 
I furrowed my brow. 
Moira didn’t strike me as someone who had a lot of money. Kara said she often complained that she was on a very strict fixed income. 
“Do you know where that money came from?” I asked. 
“We’re working on finding out, but it was enough where it did raise a few red flags.”
I scratched my chin. 
“Maybe she kept all her money in her house over the years,” I said. “Maybe she didn’t trust banks. I could see her squirrelling her money away in the attic or something. She wouldn’t be the first elderly person to do that.” 
Warren had kept his money in a safe at our house for the majority of his life. It was only until he got the brewery up and running that he’d given in and gotten himself a business account at the Bank of the Cascades.
“Hey – just because your grandpappy’s a loon doesn’t mean other old people are, too,” Daniel said.  
I crossed my arms and clicked my tongue against the roof of my mouth. 
“You better get those low shots in while you still can, Sheriff. Come January, that new law’s going into effect and you won’t be able to get away with such insults.” 
He just smiled. 
It was a nice break from the somberness of the day so far. 
Even if it was at Warren’s expense. 
But it didn’t take long for the levity to fade again as the sound of reporters shouting more questions at Vicky echoed through the parking lot.
I let out a long sigh. 
“How did someone like Kent Utley end up in Christmas River?” I said. “Of all the places this guy could have gone. Why here?”
Daniel looked past my shoulder at the mountains in the distance, covered by a bank of low-hanging fog. 
“Sometimes the world still gets in, Cin,” he said, reaching for my hand and squeezing it. “No matter how safe you think you are, the ugly things in life are still out there, just on the other side of the door. Waiting…”
A chill crawled down my spine when he said that, and I suddenly realized how very cold it was out here this morning. 
“Promise me you’ll be careful today?” he said, looking at me suddenly. 
I nodded and squeezed his hand back. 
 
“Good,” he said, looking again at the distant fog. “Because I got a real bad feeling about this guy.” 
 



 
Chapter 46
 
“Don’t worry, old man. Seriously. Who reads that rag anyway?” 
I pressed the phone to my ear while whisking the silky, spice-colored filling for a batch of Pumpkin Gingersnap pies with my free hand. I was making them as a special treat for the folks at Alpenglow Assisted Living today. I’d already been there earlier in the week, but I’d been short on pies then and I figured it wasn’t the time of year to be shortchanging folks on their sugary treats. 
“I tell you, Cinny Bee, I have half a mind to call The Christmas River Weekly publisher and get Marla Browning fired. She can’t go around making accusations like that against my granddaughter. Or my grandson-in-law. It’s plain irresponsible.” 
I bit the flesh of my lower lip. 
Warren sounded more upset than I had even been when I’d first caught sight of the weekly’s cover in the newspaper dispenser. I imagined he was red in the face right about now, the veins in his neck bulging a little, the way they did on the very rare occasions when something got under the old man’s skin. 
“Listen, Grandpa. Daniel’s going to take care of it all. And when they catch Moira’s murderer, the whole town will see just how foolish Marla Browning is. I wouldn’t be surprised if she quit out of shame.”
I didn’t know Marla that well, but I didn’t think shame was a feeling she was familiar with. I said it anyway, though, just to make Warren feel a little better.
“It just gets my giblets. To think anyone could think that my Cinny Bee could do something that heinous. And then to go publish it and put that ridiculous idea in other people’s heads. It all just makes me so—” 
“Say, did you drop the money from the fundraiser off at the food bank this morning?” 
I figured the only thing to do in a situation like this was to change the subject. Warren had to watch his blood pressure. He couldn’t afford to get so upset. 
“Yes,” he said, clearly a little reluctant to move on. “I did.” 
“How’d it go?”
He let out a long breath. 
“Couldn’t have gone better,” he said. “The folks at the food bank were mighty grateful. Mighty, mighty grateful. It’s not often they get a check that’ll keep them stocked through the spring.”
I felt my lips turn up. 
“You practically saved Christmas, old man.” 
“Well, I can’t take all the credit. Without your delicious pies, I doubt anybody would have showed up.” 
The timer went off just then, alerting me that I would need both hands free to take the Apple Cinnamon Green Chile pies out of the oven. 
“Speaking of pies, I better get back to work here. I want to get to Alpenglow before the sun goes down. But thanks for calling, old man, and don’t worry. Oh, and before I forget, is Lars Claus working yet?” 
The big sigh coming from the speaker said it all. 
“No, and I tell ya, I’m getting nervous. The big day’s coming up and it’s looking more and more like my friend Lars Claus has given up the ghost.” 
“Well, there’s still time for a miracle,” I said. “Always room for a miracle. You know who taught me that?” 
“My memory’s a little hazy these days, but wasn’t it that youthful, beer-loving feller that folks around here refer to as the most intelligent man in the world?” 
I let out a laugh. 
“You know? That was exactly the way I was going to describe him, too.” 
 



 
Chapter 47
 
I placed the pan of apple pies on the counter to cool and then gazed at my phone, thinking about doing something I probably shouldn’t have. 
I should probably stay out of it – leave it to Daniel to handle. 
But he had so much on his plate now – trying to catch Moira’s killer and keeping Christmas River safe and dealing with those reporters. Plus finding out who stole money from The Sheriff’s Office – which I knew was weighing on him heavily. 
I wanted to help – anyway that I could. 
So I dusted my hands off on my apron and picked up the phone.
She answered on the second ring. 
“Pohly County Sheriff’s Office, this is Liv. Please state the nature of your call.”
I didn’t answer right away, taken aback by the sharp, no-nonsense edge to her tone. 
Maybe I should have hung up. 
But since Daniel had told me about the money going missing at the Sheriff’s Office, I’d been doing some thinking about who could have possibly stolen it. 
And something Liv had said to me the last time I was at the station had been playing over and over in my head. 
I’ve done my share of bad things. 
She’d said it offhandedly and there was nothing incriminating about it. 
But still… I couldn’t get those words out of my head.
And after Vicky, Liv was the newest hire in the department.
She was as good a place to start as any. 
I cleared my throat. 
“Uh… hi, Liv. This is Cinnamon.” 
“Oh. I’ll transfer you to the Sheriff—”
“No. I mean – I didn’t call to talk to him.” 
I realized that I was actually nervous. My hands were perspiring. 
“I mean, I called because I wanted to talk to you.” 
“To me?” 
The way she said it sounded like me calling solely to speak to her was about as likely as reindeer landing on the station’s roof. 
“I’ve been… feeling a little unsettled about everything since that rumor went around about you and Daniel. And I just want to make sure you know there are no hard feelings on my end. I was wondering if I could take you out for a coffee sometime. Maybe tomorrow, if you’re free?”
There was a long pause. 
“Only if you want and only if you have time. I know things are busy—”
“Yes,” she said quickly. “I mean… sure. That would be nice. I guess.” 
I could sense the hesitancy in her response and it was clear that having coffee with me wasn’t something she was exactly excited to do. But I gathered she understood that when the boss’s wife asks you to coffee, it’s only a foolish person who turns her down. 
“Great,” I said. “Meadow Plaza, around noon?” 
“Fine. See you there.” 
The line went dead in Liv’s typical abrupt fashion. 
I tossed the phone on the counter and let out a long, anxious breath. 
 



 
Chapter 48
 
I walked through the parking lot of Alpenglow Residential, holding tightly onto a big stack of pink boxes while navigating the treacherous patches of ice clinging to the asphalt. 
Though it was the late afternoon and should have been the warmest part of the day, the temperature had taken a severe dip in the last hour or so. Thick, dark clouds had rolled into town, and the birds had all but fallen silent. The smell of snow was in the air. 
Before going into the nursing home, I stopped by the Sheriff’s cruiser that had followed me over from the pie shop. I tapped on the glass of the driver’s window.
Billy Jasper, who’d been looking at his phone with his lips fixed in a deep frown, glanced up. He rolled down his window, his full cheeks flushing slightly. 
“Oh, hi, Mrs. Brightman. Can I help you carry those?” 
Billy always had a way of making me feel like I was 89 years old. When he wasn’t drinking too much, he was the absolute picture of politeness. 
“No, I got ‘em. Thanks. I’ll only be in here a couple of minutes. In the meantime, I thought maybe you could use a little pick-me-up.” 
I reached for the smaller pastry box sitting on top of the others and handed it to him. 
“There’s a fork and napkin already in there. It’s a slice of Mocha Pecan. I know that’s your favorite.” 
Billy’s thick eyebrows lifted. 
“This is for me?” he said, as if he couldn’t possibly fathom the idea.
“I think it’s well-deserved. You’ve been keeping me safe all day.” 
He looked genuinely touched by the gesture. He took the box and placed it on the passenger’s seat.
“Mrs. Brightman, there’s been something I’ve been meaning to say to you.” 
He cleared his throat awkwardly.
“I’m sorry about the way I acted at your grandfather’s fundraiser the other night,” he said. “I, uh, I don’t normally drink. It was an unusual evening for me, for many reasons, and I’m sorry if I made you feel uncomfortable. I can’t quite remember what I said to you, but I feel like I may have said something… foolish.”
“No need to apologize, Billy,” I said, patting his elbow. “We’re all entitled to cut loose every now and then. And like I already said, Warren’s beer goes down too smoothly sometimes.” 
Billy looked down sheepishly. 
“Oh, yes, ma’am. It surely does.” 
I chuckled. 
“I’ll only be a few minutes in here,” I said. “Thanks for keeping an eye on me.” 
“It’s no problem, Mrs. Brightman.” 
I left the cruiser and headed inside. When I walked through the front doors, a certain pair of old timers were making their way to the front of the building, out for their afternoon stroll. Their eyes lit up in their old heads when they saw me. 
“Well it’s about time, ain’t it, Ike?” 
“I’d say so, Jessup. What took her so long?” 
“Don’t know. Suppose she has a life and a business to run. Suppose it’s a miracle she comes by at all.” 
“Suppose you’re right, Jessup. Suppose you’re right.” 
“Hi, boys,” I said, pretending I hadn’t heard anything they were saying. “What’s shaking?” 
“Not too much, pie lady. Is it Sunday again already?”
“Nope. Just thought you guys might like a few more pies this week. I shortchanged you last time.”
“Don’t think I didn’t notice, either,” Ike said, leaning on his walker. “What’s on the menu today?”
“I went classic. Some Pumpkin and some Marionberry. Sometimes it’s the simplest things in life that are the best.” 
“Speak the truth, sister,” Ike said in a preacher’s voice, lifting an old, blue-veined hand upwards. “Speak the truth!” 
I laughed. 
“Well, I better drop these off at the front—”
“Say, just so you know Cinnamon, Jessup and I are on your side when it comes to all this Moira business,” Ike interrupted. “It’s a damn shame what that brassy New York broad said about you in the paper.” 
It definitely wasn’t a politically correct description in this day and age, but I had a feeling Marla herself wouldn’t have taken offense at being called a brassy New York broad. 
“Thanks, boys. I’m trying to not let it get to me.” 
“The Sheriff any closer to catching the real killer?” 
“They’ve identified him, so Daniel tells me it’s only a matter of time.” 
“Good,” Ike said. “You ask me, that Marla Browning’s asking the wrong questions. Because if this feller they’re after didn’t kill Moira, then it’s got to be somebody else she pissed off. Moira was a regular stirrer-up of cow doo-doo in this town and she probably turned over the wrong turd.” 
“Ike,” Jessup rasped, holding onto his oxygen tank. “You know it isn’t wise to speak ill of the dead. ‘Specially when we ain’t too far away from that doorstep ourselves.” 
“Oh, who cares? Moira was mean and everybody knows it. All those terrible things she’s said about people over the years…” Ike continued. “You know, I’ll never know how she turned out that way, because the Stewart family was always—”
“Damnit, Ike. Let sleeping dogs lie.” 
Jessup seemed agitated and was sucking in great big breaths through his nostrils. 
Ike looked over at his pal and shrugged. 
“No use in lying about who a person was just because they’re six feet under.” 
“No, but there’s no use in digging up things for no reason, either,” Jessup said, catching his breath. 
Ike shrugged again, but didn’t say anything more. 
I felt the hairs on the back of my neck prick up and was about to ask Ike what he was going to say, but Jessup quickly interrupted. 
“Anyway, Cinnamon, glad to see you haven’t forgotten about your old buddies here. Can’t wait to try that Pumpkin.” 
“Not if I get to it first,” Ike said. 
I smiled warmly.
They nodded goodbye and both rolled on with their walkers. 
I stood there in the middle of the hallway for a long moment. 
 
Just thinking. 
 



 
Chapter 49
 
“Thanks again, Cinnamon. It’s been a hard week for a lot of folks around here. I think some pie will go a long ways to cheering them up.” 
Annie took a sip from her can of Ensure. 
“It’s my pleasure,” I said. “And I’ll bring Huckleberry by after Christmas. He’s missed visiting.” 
Annie looked tired and like she hadn’t had a good night’s sleep in years. 
I gathered what she did for a living wasn’t easy work and probably had a way of draining a person at both a physical and emotional level. 
“Merry Christmas, Annie,” I said. 
“To you, too, Cin.” 
I began leaving, but then noticed the man sitting by the reception desk. 
It was the same man in his mid-60s who I’d seen almost every time I came in here. Always sitting there on that very sofa, looking as if he was waiting. And always wearing a sophisticated dark gray wool coat that struck me as something that only a businessman might wear. It was a look that wasn’t all that common here in quaint Christmas River.
Usually, he was flipping through an auto magazine. Today, he held a book I recognized – What the Mountain
Took by Pam Dallas. 
“You know, the author of that book lives part-time in Christmas River,” I said, nodding to it. “Just up the mountain highway a little ways.”
The man looked up, clearly startled. 
“It’s such an interesting story,” I said, smiling as a way to apologize for scaring him. “Based on real events, too. Pam Dallas was really up there on K2 during a huge storm. Her ordeal inspired it.” 
The man took his time in answering. 
“I only… I only just started reading it,” he finally said in a gruff voice. 
“Oh – sorry. I hope I didn’t spoil it for you.” 
“I forgot my magazine today and this was just sitting here,” he barked.
His eyes went back to the book. 
“Do you have a parent living here?” I asked. 
I wasn’t normally the type to drag conversation out of someone who clearly wasn’t asking for one, but something about the man compelled me to ask another question. 
Maybe it was because he looked lonely. I knew how lonely it was for some people this time of year, and something in the way he was just sitting there, slightly hunched over, made me feel sorry for him. 
“Yes, my dad,” he said. 
He looked down again, not elaborating any further. 
“Well, I hope you get a slice of that pie before the rest of these old timers get to it. I’ve heard they pick the pie tins clean like crows in a corn field.” 
He kept his eyes glued to his book. 
This time, I took the not-so-subtle hint. 
I headed for the front doors, trying not to take it too personally. 
These places were hard. Watching the people you loved deteriorate and fade away wasn’t an easy thing. I was sure the man wasn’t trying to be rude on purpose. 
I got outside, taking a big breath of fresh air. It was chilly, but the cold felt good. It burned out the smell of old soup from my nose. 
I headed across the parking lot to the Escape.
It was only after I had gotten into my car that I realized Billy’s sheriff’s cruiser was nowhere to be found. 
 
And by then, it was too late. 
 



 
Chapter 50
 
I felt something sharp press into the seat back.
“Get onto the highway and head south,” a deep voice growled. 
I froze. 
This couldn’t be happ—
“Go.” 
I reached for the door handle and began opening it. 
A large hand grabbed my arm and squeezed hard. 
“Do what I said. Start the car up and drive.” 
I swallowed back bile. I looked up into the rearview mirror, meeting his eyes. 
Blues, hard as an iceberg, stared back at me. 
As dangerous as an iceberg, too.
“Now!” he shouted. 
I couldn’t think. 
Couldn’t breathe. 
Couldn’t believe this was happening. 
I reached for the ignition with quivering hands. I turned it over and the Escape started up with a low hum. I shifted into drive and pressed down on the gas. It squealed and the car jerked forward. 
“Brake,” he said sharply. 
I couldn’t remember how to drive, either. 
I pulled the emergency brake down and the car let out a squeal again as it made up for the lost time. 
A moment later, we were speeding through the parking lot and out onto the street. 
 
Away from Christmas River.
 



 
Chapter 51
 
It wasn’t the sharp thing pressed against my seat back that scared me anymore. 
It wasn’t that we were getting deeper and deeper into the snowy woods. 
It wasn’t that cell phone reception was most likely non-existent out here. 
Or that night would be falling in less than an hour. 
No. What scared me, as I sat there, foot to the pedal, driving Moira’s killer deep into the forest, was the silence in the car.  
Kent Utley hadn’t said a single word since telling me to take the emergency brake off.
Nothing. 
But every time I looked up in the rearview mirror at him, he was watching me. Watching my every move. Those ice blues of his on me like a fleece blanket on a chilly night. 
I felt the day’s food coming up the back of my throat as I drove. 
How had it come to this? 
How had I found myself in such a dire situation? 
I didn’t know. But in a way, it didn’t matter. I was here now, in my car, with him.
The man who had taken Moira’s own snow shovel and bashed her over the head with it until she was ground meat. 
There wasn’t anything I could do to change how I’d gotten here. 
All I could do was to try to change what happened now. 
And that would take courage. 
Everything I had, maybe. 
I looked back into the mirror, meeting Kent Utley’s eyes. 
“It doesn’t have to go this way.”
My voice came out like air through a cracked flute. 
No answer. 
I felt my gut drop. 
I had to get him talking – to establish a connection. It’d be a lot harder for him to kill me if he thought of me as a person – that was what all those crime shows always said.  
“Why’d you do it?” I forced myself to say. “Was it… an accident of some sort? Did it just get out of hand?” 
He didn’t answer. But for a moment, he took his eyes off of me and looked out the passenger’s window. 
I didn’t say anything for a few minutes, unable to think of anything else.
I had no idea how far we were going. All I knew was that with each passing mile, I was getting closer to something bad. Something terrible unless I figured a way out of this impossible situation. 
My mind was screaming to think of something. But short of slamming on the brake and killing us both, I couldn’t think of a way out. My phone was deep in my coat pocket, and with him watching me like a hawk back there, I couldn’t see any way to get it, let alone to call anyone, without drawing attention. 
“What’s your plan here, Kent? Where are we going?”
He didn’t answer. 
Chills ricocheted down my spine.
Think of something. I had to think of something. Otherwise, I’d end up out here and nobody would know what happened to me. 
Otherwise I’d be one of those posters on the cork bulletin board in the Sheriff’s Office. 
Otherwise I could kiss everyone and everything in my life goodbye. 
Oh, God. 
The headline in that stupid weekly paper ran across my mind.
“Sheriff’s Wife Disappears Week before Christmas, Foul Play Suspected.” 
The fear tasted thick and brassy in my mouth. 
I had to find a way to change it. I had to find a way to—
“Take this next turn.” 
I lifted my eyebrows, meeting his eyes in the rearview mirror. 
The next turn led into the Christmas River National Forest. 
And that wasn’t good.
Burning tears flooded my eyes, but I forced my attention back on the road. 
I didn’t want him to see me cry. 
I took the turn a little too fast. The road began climbing and the snow piles on the sides became higher. As we gained elevation, the trees turned into tortured-looking ice sculptures. 
“There’s going to be a forest road in a couple of miles. I’ll tell you when to turn,” he barked. 
I tried to hold back the tears. 
Damn Billy. Where in the hell had he been? Daniel had told him to keep an eye on me. And the moment when I needed him, the deputy wasn’t there. 
And his foolish slip-up might just cost me my life. 
“Up there,” he said. “Take that road.” 
I felt the impulse to turn the wheel abruptly, to take my chances in a violent car crash. But as the icy pavement flowed beneath the wheels, I found that I couldn’t will my hands to do it. 
I was frozen. Scared. Unable to do anything to save myself.
I turned off the road. We hadn’t passed another car for miles. 
Nobody knew I was out here. 
Maybe nobody ever would. 
The tears streamed down my cheeks as I navigated the bumpy, unplowed forest service road. 
Time suddenly slowed down. Like I was driving through a cloud of maple syrup. That feeling of being frozen and helpless only seemed to get worse with each passing second. 
I should have checked the back of the car before getting in, the way Daniel always told me to do as a precaution. I should have skipped going to the nursing home today. I should have stayed in the pie shop, where I was safe and sound.
I should have been more careful. 
I kept telling myself that I needed to focus on how to get out. On right now. But my mind kept going back to what I could have done differently—
What I could have done differently to not end up as a national news story. 
Was this it? Right when I had everything I wanted in my life? 
Was this how the rug got pulled out? Alone with a killer in a remote and desolate corner of the forest? 
Would they even find my body this winter? 
Would they ever find my body?
I thought of Warren. Of Kara. Of Tiana and Tobias. 
Of Daniel.
And of the children we’d never have. 
“Pull over and turn off the car.”
Fear exploded through my heart as he jabbed the sharp thing against the car seat. 
I slowed, turned the wheel, and put the car into park. 
But I couldn’t kill the engine. 
It signified too much. 
“Turn off the car,” he said, his tone growing violent. 
More tears. 
My hand trembled as I reached for the ignition. The car went dead, and then, there was nothing but cold, brutal silence. 
I forced my eyes up into the rearview mirror to look at Kent Utley. 
At the man who was more than likely going to be my killer. 
I felt sick with fear. 
“If… if you go to the police now, they’ll work with you,” I said, my voice coming out hoarse again. “My husband’s the Sheriff. He’ll make sure you get a good deal. I’ll tell him how you didn’t hurt me.” 
As I spoke, I slowly reached inside my coat pocket, fishing around for the cell phone. 
But he saw what was going on almost before it happened. 
“No phone calls!” he yelled. 
I bit my lip to keep from sobbing.
He looked out the side window for a long while, gazing at the forest. Night was falling fast now, and I knew it wouldn’t be long before we were in complete darkness. 
The thought made me shudder uncontrollably. 
There had to be a way out. 
There just had to be.
“Please,” I said, my voice coming out as barely a whisper. “Please don’t hurt me. Just… if you let me go, I won’t tell them I even saw you. Just… please…”
I was begging him. A last ditch effort that I knew from TV and the movies rarely ever seemed to work. 
He wasn’t looking at me as I spoke. And from his expression, I wondered if he’d heard anything I’d just said. 
“She deserved to die. You know that. You know that. She deserved to die.”
His words reverberated throughout the car, and I could have sworn it got a few degrees colder after he said them. 
He ran a hand through his stringy gray hair. 
“You know that.” 
I swallowed hard. 
He was still looking out the window, taking his eyes off me for the longest he’d done the whole drive. 
“What did she… what did Moira do?” 
He leaned forward, his face suddenly close to the back of my neck. 
I squirmed like a worm on the end of a fishing line. 
“It was all her fault. She wouldn’t help her. She wouldn’t help her.” 
He began rocking back and forth slightly. 
“I wanted to be the one to do it. I wanted her to know. You can’t do that to your kin. But I was too late. Too late. Too late, mom. Too late.” 
My heart started hammering faster in my chest. 
The fidgeting became more intense and he started sounding the way he had out in the woods.
Crazy. 
He began hitting the side of his head with his free hand. 
I felt the knife press into the back of the seat again.
I closed my eyes. 
Please, God. Take care of Daniel and Warren and Kara and Aileen and the pooches. Don’t let them grieve too badly. Let them know how much I loved them. Take care of them. Please, take care of them. Please—
I heard the sound of the door pop open.
A frigid burst of cool air circulated through the car. 
There was the sound of shoes crunching hard snow. 
I opened my eyes. 
“I would have. I would have…”
He continued talking after he slammed the door shut. 
I watched in the rearview mirror as he lumbered through thick snow, deep into the heart of the woods. 
I held on until he disappeared into the dusk. 
Then I burst into sobs. 
 
Later, a parade of flashing blue and red lights illuminated the dark road behind me.
 



 
Chapter 52
 
There wasn’t a scratch on me. 
But that didn’t mean I wasn’t hurting.
Too shaky to go to work, and realizing that it would be unfair to put so much pressure on Tiana, Tobias, and Ian at this time of year, I’d told them to stay home today and catch up on some holiday shopping. It would be costly for the pie shop to be closed on a day so close to Christmas, but there were more important things than money.
I sat by the bedroom fireplace in the early morning before dawn, drinking a hot cup of coffee, trying to shake off my nightmarish night of sleep. 
He’d let me go. But the dark impression that Kent Utley had left me with haunted my dreams all night. 
I couldn’t get those ice blue eyes out of my head. Or the anger that had been in his tone. 
Or the words he’d repeated. 
She deserved to die. She deserved to die.  
And then those other words. 
You can’t do that to your kin. 
The thought had come to me as I fell asleep the night before – when I’d had a chance to actually process what he’d said. 
Kin.

Warren said that Moira had a sister, but nobody knew what happened to her. It didn’t seem like she had any heirs, because Moira was donating her estate to a national quilting heritage preservation society.
Just who was Moira to Kent Utley? Just a victim of one of his muggings? 
Or was there more to it? 
Was Kent Utley related to Moira somehow? 
Was that why he was here in Christmas River? 
I didn’t know. Kent was obviously mentally ill, and much of what he said didn’t make sense. 
Maybe the ‘kin’ part had meant nothing at all. 
“Can I get you anything else, Cin?”
I lifted my eyes. 
Daniel had been working late into the night, scouring the woods with his deputies and the Oregon State Police. 
He didn’t say anything about it, but I could tell that he was angry. With Billy Jasper for abandoning his post. But also with himself. I knew Daniel well enough to know that he’d feel responsible for what had happened – even if the fault mostly lay with the young deputy. 
But even Billy couldn’t take all the blame for this. He’d only been trying to do his job. I later found out that while I was delivering pies in the nursing home, Billy had gotten a call from dispatch. They’d received a tip about a green Subaru with Washington plates in the parking lot of a biker bar a couple of blocks away from Alpenglow Residential. The owner of the biker bar had said there was a middle-aged man sitting behind the wheel of the car, drinking. 
Billy, being closest to the area and thinking he had a chance to nab a murderer, made the decision to leave me for a few minutes and head over there. 
And as it turned out, it actually was Kent Utley’s car.
But the man sitting in it was a homeless vagabond named Ryan Rodgers – not Kent. Ryan had found the driver’s door unlocked and decided to spend the chilly afternoon in the Subaru with a bottle of Jim Beam.
The car’s battery apparently was dead. 
I wasn’t sure how much of it Kent planned. But it didn’t seem like a coincidence that out of all of the people he could have taken at knife-point, he’d chosen me.
He followed me. Selected me to be his driver for his little joyride up into the mountains. 
And instead of sitting here by the fire with Daniel, I could just as easily have been in the woods right now. 
Dead as Moira Stewart. 
I shivered. 
I reached for Daniel’s hand and motioned for him to sit down next to me in front of the fireplace. 
He studied me with a worried expression. 
“I’m okay,” I said softly. “Really.” 
“I’m so sorry, Cin,” he whispered, shifting his attention to the fire. “It’s all my fault.” 
“It’s nobody’s fault. It just—”
I let out a sigh. 
“It just happened. And luckily, it’s over and I’m here and not…”
I trailed off, feeling a blistering chill snake through my body.
“I should have been the one keeping an eye on you all day,” he said. “I shouldn’t have put Billy in charge of something that important. I misjudged things so badly. So, so badly.” 
A deep gouge of disappointment formed between his eyebrows. 
“There’s not much I can say except that I’m sorry, Cin. I really let you down.”
I’d been through a lot in the last week. 
I’d been the subject of gossip and ridicule. I’d found a dead body. I’d come face to face with the killer. And I’d been forced to be the killer’s getaway driver. 
I’d been able to handle it all, more or less. 
But what I couldn’t handle was Daniel blaming himself. 
“You’ve never let me down,” I whispered. “Don’t say that.”
I let out an unsteady breath, gazing into his eyes.
“Bad things just happen sometimes and you can’t always see them coming. If you did, you’d get out of the way.” 
He shook his head. 
I knew that for him, the explanation wouldn’t be sufficient. At the end of the day, he’d still hold himself responsible.  
“I can’t stop thinking about what could have happened to you,” he said. “And what I would have done if that creep had…” 
He trailed off, swallowing hard.
“Cin – if I ever lost you, I don’t know what—” 
I couldn’t hear it anymore. 
I leaned over, hugging him hard.
“You won’t, Daniel. I’m here. I’m right here.” 
 
He didn’t let me go until the first grays of dawn appeared out the window.
 



 
Chapter 53
 
“Do you think Utley really killed Moira?” 
Daniel took his eyes off the road for a moment to glance at me. 
I drew in a deep breath, thinking about what Kent Utley had said. 
The sun had come up red that morning, rising through pale December clouds. It cast an eerie, sinister glow over our little mountain town, and as we drove to the sheriff’s station, I felt a sensation of unease deep in my bones. 
The weatherman on the radio had said temperatures would warm up today and continue to be warmer than usual through the weekend. He predicted that there’d be flooding in Christmas River as the snow piled high on town streets began melting. He recommended people leave their suede shoes at home.
Daniel hooked a slow right, avoiding a large puddle that was already starting to form on Fir Avenue. 
He looked over at me again – I realized that he was still waiting for a response. 
I thought about those haunting blue eyes floating behind me in the rearview mirror. 
“When I first heard his voice behind me? I knew he had done it – I was convinced he’d killed her. And I was convinced he was going to kill me, too,” I said. “But then he let me go, so…” 
I trailed off. 
So why hadn’t he killed me? If he really was Moira’s murderer, why let me go?  
I shook my head. 
No. A convicted killer shows up in town and shortly after, someone gets murdered. 
There could only be one logical explanation. 
Of course he’d done it.
I gulped hard, looking out the window as we passed Meadow Plaza. The bulbs on the big Christmas tree were flickering, casting a cheerful glow over the snow-covered cobblestone. 
It looked cozy and festive. 
But I couldn’t seem to feel any of that Christmas spirit.
“Any updates about the manhunt?” I asked. 
“Nothing real yet,” Daniel said. “But we’ll get lucky today or tomorrow. It’s gonna warm up here, but the nights will still be freezing in the woods. If we don’t get to him first, he’ll either freeze to death or turn up somewhere nearby.”
I nodded, glancing up in the rearview mirror. A familiar old man in an SUV was driving behind us – watching our every move. 
When Warren heard about my ordeal, he’d assigned himself to be my very own bodyguard until Kent Utley was caught. My grandfather had camped outside our house all night, refusing to even come in for coffee this morning. He said he had to stay out there to make sure nobody tried to break in. 
Good old Warren. 
“That thing Utley said… when he mentioned the word kin. Do you think he’s really related to Moira somehow?” Daniel asked. 
I pulled my coat tighter around my waist, going over those bone-chilling words again in my head. 
“He said something like ‘she wouldn’t help her,’” I said. “And he mentioned the word ‘mom,’ too. But he wasn’t making sense. He was rocking back and forth and…” 
I trailed off. 
I was having a hard time talking about it without my throat getting thick with emotion. 
Daniel reached over, squeezing my knee. 
“Sorry, Cin,” he said. “We don’t have to talk about this—”
“It’s okay. It’s good. They say that talking helps, right?” 
Daniel nodded. But there was an injured expression on his face, and it hurt me to see it. 
I knew he still blamed himself for what happened. 
Silence fell over the car for a long moment. 
I cleared my throat. 
“Maybe he is related to her somehow,” I said. “Otherwise, what’s he doing in Christmas River? I mean, why here? ”
Two-hundred miles from the nearest interstate, most people didn’t end up in Christmas River by accident. 
“There wasn’t any mention of heirs in Moira’s will,” Daniel said. “Moira had a sister, but we haven’t been able to locate her and there’s virtually no record on her. Only what a few old timers told me. Apparently, Moira never spoke about her sister. But maybe this Kent Utley is a nephew. He’s about the right age.” 
Daniel pulled up into the Sheriff’s station parking lot. 
“The other scenario is that Moira could have had a secret, Cin. Something she never told anyone.” 
I furrowed my brow. 
“Kent could be her
son.”
Even as it seemed like a real possibility, I had trouble believing that upstanding Moira – the town’s worst gossip who liked to think of herself as the moral pulse of Christmas River – would have such a secret. 
“Either way, it’s something we can find out relatively easily with DNA tests,” Daniel continued. “We have Moira’s, and Kent’s is in the database from his previous crime. It just might take some time for the results to come in.”
We parked in the station’s lot. In the side mirror, I saw Warren pull up in the parking space behind us. 
Daniel looked over at me.
“But before then, Cin – I want you to know that we’re going to find him and put him in jail where he belongs. You don’t have anything to worry about. I’ve got you. Okay?”
I nodded. 
There was a look of determination in Daniel’s eyes. 
“Kent Utley’s not gonna hurt anybody ever again,” he said. 
 
I believed him. 
 



 
Chapter 54
 
“No, really. Don’t come to The Junction tomorrow, Cin. You need to put you first and get better. I’ll do just fine on my own. Seriously.”
I sat curled up in an arm chair in Daniel’s office, looking out the window, pressing the phone to my ear. 
I was regretting not opening the pie shop today. I liked being here at the station with Daniel, but there wasn’t a whole lot for me to do except sit and think about Kent Utley and Moira and whether I’d ever get that image of a murderer in my own backseat out of my mind.
I would have rather been making up a batch of Pear Hazelnut or Butterscotch Pillow pies right about now instead of being useless. 
“After what you’ve been through, Cin, I’m sure being in a big crowd of people is the very last place you’d want to be,” Brad continued. “So don’t feel bad about not coming. Okay? I’ll stop by afterwards and tell you how it all went.” 
He was right – the thought of going to the competition tomorrow and being surrounded by all those people didn’t sound like much fun.  
But I wouldn’t abandon Brad like that. 
He’d need me there tomorrow. He just didn’t realize it yet. 
“I appreciate the concern, but I’m fine,” I said. “And there’s no way I’m going to miss—”
I stopped talking as I heard footsteps at the open office door. 
I looked up.  
“Sorry – do you think I can call you back in a minute, Brad?” 
“Of course. You know where to find me – elbow deep in buttercream frosting and tossing back energy drinks like there’s no tomorrow.”
I smiled, hung up, and slipped the phone into the pocket of my fleece jacket.
He stepped into the office and closed the door behind him. He took his hat off, fidgeting with it for a long, awkward moment. 
I wasn’t any saint. Right after Kent Utley had taken me hostage, I’d been angry at Billy for putting me in that bad situation.
Very angry. 
But now, seeing how nervous he was, I had trouble feeling anything but compassion for the deputy.
“Mrs. Brightman, I just wanted to say how very, very sorry I am and that…”
Shame ran through his voice like fat in a slab of T-Bone steak.
I could tell that he was having a hard time keeping it together. 
“Daniel told me all about it, Billy,” I said. “I know you were just trying to catch Utley before he hurt anybody. You couldn’t have known what was going to happen.” 
“But it was the wrong thing to do,” he said. “The Sheriff asked me to watch you specifically so that what happened wouldn’t happen. I abandoned my post. I failed.” 
He sucked in a deep breath, unable to meet my eyes. 
“And worse, I abandoned you, Mrs. Brightman. You could have been killed, and there I was, arresting a harmless drunk.”
He cleared his throat and blinked his eyes several times, as if he’d just inhaled something spicy. 
But I knew it was a cover. 
Billy was about to break into tears. 
I stood up. 
“We all make mistakes, Billy. And for what it’s worth, I don’t blame you for what happened. I know that—” 
Just then, the door to the office opened. Daniel stepped in, carrying a file under one arm, looking happy about something. It seemed as though he was about to speak, but he stopped when he saw Billy standing there. 
“Oh – sorry to interrupt,” he said.
“I was just apologizing to Mrs. Brightman for what happened yesterday,” Billy said in a hoarse voice. “And I came in because I… I had something I needed to speak to you about.” 
He uttered the last part so quietly that I could barely make out what he was saying. 
I glanced at Daniel, and then I went for my coat draped over the chair. 
“I’ll just wait outside—” I started saying.
“No,” Billy said. “I don’t mind. You’ll know about it soon enough anyway. Everyone will.” 
Daniel’s eyebrows drew together in concern. 
“What do you mean, Billy?”
The young deputy sniveled.  
Then he reached over his left breast pocket, unclipped the gold metal star, and walked over.
He gently set the badge down on the desk. 
“Sheriff Brightman – I hereby resign from the Pohly County Sheriff’s Office. I’m doing this because I am no longer worthy of my appointment as a deputy sheriff.” 
Stunned silence filled the room. 
Daniel didn’t respond for a long, long time. 
Then he finally cleared his throat. 
“I know you feel guilty about what happened to Cin yesterday, Billy. But you can’t quit over it,” Daniel said in a somber voice. “You’re not the only one to blame for it, either. I shouldn’t have given you that kind of responsibility. It wasn’t fair to you.”
“No,” Billy said, shaking his head. “It was my post – my fault. Anyone can see that I’m to blame.” 
Daniel peered into the young deputy’s face.
“You’re a valued member of the team, son. We need you here. And more than that, I believe in you. You’re good law enforcement. One bad decision doesn’t change that. Don’t throw your whole career away over this.”
I was surprised at the kindness in Daniel’s tone. 
Maybe he was having trouble staying mad at Billy, too. 
The young deputy looked down at the ground. 
“It’s not just about that one wrong decision,” he said. “It’s about two wrong decisions, Sheriff.”
Billy let out a nervous cough. He looked past us out the window. 
I’d never seen anybody look so ashamed. 
 
“I did it, Sheriff,” he said. “I’m the one who stole that money.”





 
Chapter 55
 
I later found out that Daniel had come in the office to tell me that they’d found Kent Utley hiding in a hunting cabin up at Mirror Lake. Moira’s murderer had been apprehended and arrested, and was now being hauled into the county jail. 
But after Billy’s revelation, the fact that Moira’s killer had been caught didn’t feel as good as it should have.
I wasn’t the only one who felt that way, either. 
In the years that I had known and loved him, I had rarely seen Daniel stunned by anything. But Billy’s revelation about stealing the money had sent him into a state of absolute shock. He’d been unable to say anything to Billy for a full minute after he’d confessed to the theft, and even then, it had seemed as though he had trouble finding the words. 
Daniel hadn’t seen it coming. 
None of us had. 
When Daniel asked why he’d stolen the money, Billy had given us a simple, vague, explanation. 
“Greed, Sheriff. That’s all I can tell you. Plain greed.” 
I hated thinking that anyone at the office was capable of stealing that money. But if I’d had to make a list starting with the most likely and ending with the least likely to do it, Billy would have come in dead last. 
He was always such a straightforward, honest person. Stealing like that seemed so far out of character for him. 
But there was that lesson again – the same one that I never seemed to learn no matter how many times I had a chance to. 
You might see a person every day, laugh with them, share stories with them, and think you have a good idea of what makes them tick. But when it came down to it, more times than not, you didn’t have the foggiest idea about who they really were.
And maybe underneath that bashful, friendly façade, there was something else in Billy Jasper. Another side that he’d kept from the rest of the world until now.
Daniel had yet to accept his resignation officially, but the young deputy had immediately been put on administrative leave following his confession. He would be subject to a thorough investigation before Daniel decided what course of action to take. 
But it seemed more like a formality than anything else. The Sheriff’s Office demanded integrity and honesty from all of its employees, and if Billy was lucky, the least of what he’d get was fired.  
The whole thing left a bitter taste in my mouth. 
I stayed in the Sheriff’s Office that afternoon, listening to the pitter-patter of rain hit the window pane. That warming trend the weatherman had predicted was here, turning the snow into fat raindrops. 
I paced the carpeted floor, peeking out the blinds every now and then, watching Daniel address the crowd of reporters who had gathered for the final news conference. From my vantage point, I couldn’t see Daniel’s face, but I could see the faces of the TV anchors and news journalists well enough. They looked like a pack of hungry wolves, eating up every word Daniel said like a fresh kill. Marla Browning, who was standing at the very front, looked particularly ravenous as she scribbled in her notepad. 
I ran a hand through my hair, listening as Daniel addressed the crowd outside and told them what he’d already told me half an hour earlier. 
How Kent Utley had been found in an old hunting shelter by Mirror Lake. How he’d put up a fight and had come after Lt. Delgado with a knife. How she’d been able to dodge the attack and subdue him before he could hurt anybody. 
How once he’d been arrested, the deputies had found something in Kent Utley’s possession.
Something damning. 
Moira’s wallet and checkbook. 
It put him at the murder scene and practically placed that snow shovel in his hands the morning Moira was killed. And though Moira’s little red book of gossip was still missing, it didn’t matter – the police had plenty to go on. 
“Mrs. Brightman?” 
I turned around to see Liv standing in the doorway. 
I suddenly felt a wave of guilt, remembering how I’d come so close to talking to her about that stolen money.
Liv might have been on the unfriendly side, but that didn’t make her a thief. 
“Hi, Liv,” I said, letting the blinds drop. 
“Are you doing okay in here?” 
There was a measure of kindness in her voice that caught me off guard. The expression on her face caught me off guard, too. For a moment, I thought she might have actually been concerned about me. 
“Uh… yeah, I’m hanging in,” I said, letting out a sigh. “Sorry about having to change our coffee date to Monday.”
“Don’t worry about it,” she said. “You’ve just been through hell.” 
I forced a sad smile in her direction. She bit her lip and lingered there for a minute. 
She seemed like she was about to say something, but then stopped before the words formed. 
I furrowed my brow as she struggled some more.
“I, uh…” 
She let out a frustrated sigh. 
“Is something wrong, Liv?”
“No, it’s just that—”
She looked at me with big, deer-in-the-headlights eyes, unable to complete the thought. 
“Liv—”
“I hope you’re okay with the Rosemary Roast Beef, Cin. The sandwich shop was out of your usual Turkey Cranberry—”
Kara stopped dead in her tracks when she noticed Liv standing there. 
She’d been keeping me company here at the office this afternoon and had just gone to grab us lunch. 
“Oh, I didn’t know—” she started saying. 
Liv looked away quickly. 
“I’ve got to get back to the front desk,” Liv said. 
She turned and left the office fast, the sound of her heels fading as she disappeared down the hallway. 
Kara raised her eyebrows at me.
“What’s that all about?” 
“I don’t know,” I said, rubbing my chin.
“She looks like she just ate some bad sushi or something. You know, I hear there’s a nasty stomach bug going around. Gertrude Baxter’s husband had to go to the ER earlier this month because he got so dehydrated from it. Maybe that’s what Liv’s got.” 
“Yeah, maybe,” I mumbled. 
Kara handed me a brown paper bag. 
“Thanks for getting me lunch, Kara,” I said. “And for keeping me company this afternoon.” 
“I don’t know what kind of friend I’d be if I weren’t with you today,” she said, setting Laila up in one of the chairs. “If I were in your shoes, I’d be at home binge-watching some trashy TV show with a bucket of hot buttered rum mix. That cheap bucket, too – the one they keep on the bottom shelf at Ray’s Grocery.” 
I smiled. 
“Don’t think I didn’t consider doing just that,” I said.
I unwrapped the rosemary roast beef sandwich from its paper sheath. Kara took a sip of her coffee, glancing past my shoulder at the news conference out the window. 
“Thank God they caught him,” she said. “I mean just think about it, Cin. A crazy guy like that? He could have…”
I felt a round of chills work through my body as she trailed off.  
I was glad that she didn’t finish that thought. 
“But thank goodness nothing happened,” she mumbled. “Thank goodness.”  
I nodded, staring blankly at the wall. 
I didn’t want to think about any of it anymore. 
I just wanted it to be over. 
I cleared my throat. 
“Did you hear anything from Pam about your chapters?” I asked, glad to have something to change the subject to. 
Kara seemed equally glad to get off the grim subject, answering quickly.
“No – not with everything that’s been going on. But she texted me and said she’ll be done with my chapters by tomorrow evening. She said I can pick the manuscript up from the lodge then. Pam actually invited me to dinner, too. I think that’s a good sign, don’t you? She hasn’t invited any other students up to the lodge for dinner.” 
“Well, it’s one humdinger of a book, Kara. And I’m sure Pam recognizes that.” 
Kara’s lips curled up into a sarcastic smile. 
“Wait – did you actually just say that word out loud, Cin?”
“What word?” 
“Humdinger.” 
I narrowed my eyes at her. 
“Yes. I said it. What’s wrong with that?”
Kara smirked. 
“Nothing. But you better watch yourself. You’re sounding like old Warren more and more every day.” 
“You say that like it’s a bad thing.”
“It’s not. But if you’re not careful, you’ll be growing a white beard soon and going around, rattling on about IPAs and Stouts to anybody with ears.”
I let out a snort and Kara started laughing.
And for the first time all day, that dark, uneasy feeling deep in my chest lifted a little bit. 
 
I would get through all of this. 
I was Cinnamon Peters, after all. 
And Cinnamon Peters was one tough cookie. 





 
Chapter 56
 
Daniel picked at the three-cheese macaroni on his plate, staring past the reflection of the Christmas tree in the kitchen window. His eyes were fixed on something invisible out there in the dark, windy night. 
Being the incredibly thoughtful person that she was, Aileen had made a giant dish of the macaroni and brought it over, knowing that we wouldn’t be in much of a condition to cook tonight. The pasta had been delicious, with specks of bacon mixed into creamy smoked Gouda, white cheddar, and parmesan. It was just the kind of comforting, homey meal that I’d needed after the last 48 hours, and I’d practically cleaned my plate, leaving not even a crumb for the dogs. 
Daniel on the other hand had hardly eaten anything at all. 
He finally leaned back in his chair, tossing his napkin on the table. 
“Is it about Billy?” I asked. 
I didn’t need to be a detective to know that the deputy’s confession earlier was weighing heavily on him. 
He clicked his tongue against the roof of his mouth and shook his head. 
“I just can’t wrap my mind around it,” he said. “And that whole thing about greed being the reason just seems ridiculous to me.”
He crossed his arms against the old Christmas River High Baseball shirt he was wearing.
“A couple months ago, we were working on the Morrison robbery case out in Prineville. Billy touched something accidently without his gloves at the perp’s house. It was a big case, and he knew that it was a costly blunder. He could have not said anything, kept it to himself, hoping that it would never get back to him. But you know what he did? He told me about it right away. Didn’t even give it a second thought. A lot of law enforcement officers have too much of an ego to do something like that – but not Billy. He’s always been honest. Always, always.” 
Daniel tapped the table.
“It just doesn’t fit.”
“I never thought he’d be capable of something like that, either,” I said quietly.
“I guess the thing that upsets me the most is that he could have asked for help before this got out of hand, but he didn’t,” Daniel said. “I mean, seven-thousand is a chunk, but it’s not that much. I would have leant him the money if I’d known he needed it. I would have—”
He stopped mid-sentence, tilting his head up to the ceiling and letting out a sad sigh.  
“It’s just a whole lot of nothing to throw your career away for. And I can’t believe he’d be so stupid to do it. After everything I taught him.” 
He shook his head again and fell silent. 
The bare branches of the aspen stand near the back porch groaned in a sudden gust of wind. 
“Is it just Billy?” I asked. “Or is there something else bugging you, too?” 
He stood up and started collecting the plates off of the table.
“It’s nothing,” he mumbled. “Not worth talking about.”
I reached for his free hand, stopping him before he went into the kitchen. 
“I’m here for you, Daniel. You can talk to me. You know that, right? You don’t have to carry it all alone.” 
He still looked like he didn’t want to talk about it. But after a moment, he set the dishes down and sat in the chair next to me. 
“Utley did it,” he said. “There’s no real way for him to have ended up with Moira’s wallet unless he was there that morning. And we’ve got what Pam Dallas said about seeing him at the lodge – which he confirmed to us, too, when Vicky questioned him. Utley admits that he was stalking Moira. He said that she was always the target. He said he wanted her dead. That she deserved to die. But…” 
He rubbed the stubble on his chin and pursed his lips. 
“I don’t know. Something feels wrong, Cin. I can’t explain why it feels that way, but it does. But then I think my judgement must be clouded because of what he did to you. You know, I couldn’t even go into the room when we questioned him. I thought I might lose control and do something, so I stayed on the other side of the mirror while Vicky conducted the interview.”
Daniel rested his forehead on his hand. 
“Maybe I’m just not thinking clearly. It’s like this whole day, everything’s been in a fog.” 
“Did he say why he was stalking Moira in the first place?” I asked. 
“No – nothing understandable, anyway. He started rambling, talking to someone who wasn’t there. More stuff about not doing that to your own kin. He should be on medication – he was diagnosed with schizophrenia back at the state penitentiary in Washington, and they had him on pretty heavy meds there. But it looks like he stopped taking them since he got out.” 
I supposed that didn’t come as a surprise – the man had displayed some pretty obvious signs of mental illness the times I’d seen him. 
“Did he say that he actually killed Moira?” I asked. 
“Utley claims she was already dead when he showed up that morning. He admits to stealing her purse from the trunk of her car. Then he started his crazy mutterings again and no one could make heads or tails of what he was trying to say. He kept talking about a bird lady flying away or something.”
“A bird lady?” 
Daniel nodded. 
“Then he got very agitated and started yelling. We had to get a doctor in to sedate him. That pretty much put an end to the interview.” 
“But he said… he said he didn’t do it?” 
“It doesn’t mean much. I saw the case file for that murder up in Washington he was convicted for. He denied doing it then, too. Most murderers won’t admit to what they’ve done. It’s like that saying – prisons are full of innocent men.” 
A chill passed through me as I flashed on Kent Utley’s eyes and the way they looked floating in the rearview mirror. 
I’d been all alone with him. 
All alone with a man who had most likely taken the lives of two people. 
Anything could have happened out in those woods the night before. 
Anything. 
The brutal truth of that seemed to be really hitting home for the first time. 
As if sensing what I was thinking, Daniel reached over, squeezing my hand. 
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I just haven’t been getting enough sleep lately and I think that’s why things feel off. We got our man. We should be feeling good tonight, Cin.” 
I squeezed his hand back.
“All of this will be just a distant memory, soon,” he added. 
“You’re right,” I said, forcing Kent Utley out of my mind. “It’s over.” 
I stood up and started clearing the plates, but he stopped me. 
“Leave those and come over here with me.” 
We went over to the sofa nearest to the Christmas tree. My eyes fell on the small collection of haphazardly-wrapped presents sitting on the tree skirt. 
Even though gift wrapping clearly wasn’t his forte, I always got a kick out of seeing what Daniel put together for his Christmas presents. The sight of the exposed tape and numerous crooked edges on his presents would have made uptight Martha Stewart characters everywhere howl with horror. But I didn’t care about those mistakes. I could always tell a lot of love went into his efforts, and that was what mattered the most to me. 
“Look at all those pretty presents,” I said, trying to lighten the mood. “Are you going to give me one tonight?”
A thin smile crossed his lips. 
“What? Why would I? Christmas is still a week away,” he said, draping an arm around my shoulder and settling back into the leather sofa. 
“I know, but you’ll be working this Christmas,” I said. “And anyway, I’ve already picked all of those presents up and felt them when you weren’t looking. I know what half of them are already.” 
Daniel’s eyes grew wide.
He let out an exaggerated gasp. 
“Cinnamon Ann Peters Brightman – you just broke the first law of Christmas. You can’t go around feeling presents like that. That’s cheating.” 
“I just couldn’t help myself. They all looked so
nice.” 
“That’s beside the point. The point is that you broke the law, and that means there’ll have to be consequences.” 
“I can’t believe the Sheriff would be so severe to his own wife.” 
Something mischievous flashed across his eyes then. 
A moment later, he was tickling me something fierce. 
I laughed so hard, a button on my sweater went flying across the room.
 
Later that night, curled up in his arms, I remembered how Daniel had promised to always see me through the hard times. 
And I knew how lucky I was.
 



 
Chapter 57
 
I walked into the pie shop the next morning and found something magnificent sitting on the kitchen island. 
Visually stunning, the gingerbread house was a thing to behold with its glittering, sloped cookie rooftops, its sugar spun window panes, and its row of jagged candy icicles. Full of whimsy and wonder, Brad had left a large opening in the back of the chalet so that spectators could look inside and view the cozier-than-cozy indoor scene.
Inside, a melted pineapple and peach Jolly Rancher candy fire was burning in a massive hearth made out of stacked pretzels. Marzipan people sat together on various cookie sofas, wearing ugly Christmas sweaters and holding drinking mugs made from hollowed-out gumdrops. A towering Christmas tree fashioned from green apple licorice and decorated with silver sugar glass ornaments anchored the room. There were even a few sculpted candy dogs curled up in front of the fire, and I let out a laugh when I realized how similar they looked to Huckleberry and Chadwick. 
Outside the chalet, the grounds were covered in a layer of swirling, powder-blue buttercream, and several families of marzipan people were engaged in a heated snowball fight of shredded coconut.
I actually felt a twinge of jealousy as I gazed as those little people, so happy and joyful and worry-free in their cozy little Christmas scene.
The cookie building wasn’t perfect structurally, and some of the marzipan people had odd, misshapen faces. But Brad’s completed cookie ski chalet knocked the wind right out of me.
I couldn’t be prouder of him and his transformation from Frankenstein with a piping bag to bona fide gingerbread master. 
I just hoped the judges at The Junction later that afternoon would understand just how special his gingerbread house was, too. 
Seeing that first thing in the morning had put me in a good mood. And even though I still felt some dread left over from the past 48 hours, it felt like the clouds were finally starting to part. Knowing that Kent Utley was now behind bars and could no longer hurt anyone made me feel better. And the thought that things around here might just start getting back to normal also went a ways to lifting my spirits. 
Then, just after 10 a.m. – the phone rang. 
“Hello?” I answered, cradling it on my shoulder while tossing a pan of Hazelnut Cherry pies into one of the ovens. 
“Brava on surviving your little trial, Cin. You’re obviously a survivor.” 
She’d skipped formalities altogether. I supposed her thick New York accent did all the talking anyway – nobody else in Christmas River sounded like her.
When I didn’t answer right away, she continued on like I had. 
“So I’m calling because I wanted to write a story about you,” Marla Browning said. 
The sound of papers rustling echoed in the background. 
“A story about your harrowing experience. Something about what it was like to be held at knifepoint by a killer in your own car. The kind of story that makes people sit on the edge of their seats while they read it.” 
I gritted my teeth so hard, I thought they’d sink right through my jaw.
How had she found out? 
The press knew that there’d been an incident with a civilian being held at knifepoint by the suspect in Moira’s murder case, but as far as I knew, nobody had released my name yet. 
“My readers would just eat that story up,” Marla continued. “I mean, an exclusive about the sheriff’s wife getting kidnapped like that? Oh, it’d just be so great.” 
I felt my mouth fall open. 
It’d just be so great?
It’d just be so great.
Anger lodged in my throat like a hunk of peanut butter, and I couldn’t bring myself to say a single word.
That didn’t seem to matter much to Marla, though.
“Now, I know you might be a little wary about throwing yourself in the public spotlight like that, Cin. But just think – maybe someone somewhere will read this article and be more careful the next time they get in their car. It could be a great educational piece. You can tell everybody where you went wrong and what you could have done to avoid getting yourself in such a calamitous situation.” 
The nerve. 
The absolute nerve. 
I was gripping the phone so hard, I was surprised it hadn’t shattered into a million plastic shards yet.
“I’m hanging up now, Marla.”
“Wait, before you do,” she said, unfazed by the rejection. “I did have one question.”
I reached for the “end call” button on the screen.
“Why’d Utley do it, Cin? Why’d he kill Ms. Stewart? I mean, I know they’re saying it was a mugging gone wrong, but I don’t know... I’m hearing other rumors. Was it blackmail of some sort? Did Moira have some dirt on this guy or someone he cared about?” 
I stopped just short of hanging up, the word “blackmail” catching my attention. 
“Why would you say that?” 
I could barely get the words out without my voice breaking.  
“A little birdy told me something about Moira putting all that knowledge of hers to good use lately. I heard that maybe she wasn’t the benign little old lady we all thought she was. I heard that she was planning to pull up stakes and leave town with a wad of cash tucked into her girdle, courtesy of some very calculated blackmail schemes she had cooking.”
“Who told you that?” 
“Nuh, uh, uh. Can’t reveal my source. But you give me an exclusive on your Driving Miss Brightman story, and maybe I’ll see what I can do—”
“Marla – if you know something, you have to tell Daniel,” I said. “It could be important to the case.” 
Tiana, who had just returned from delivering a batch of freshly-made Hazelnut Chocolate pies to the dining room display case, looked over at me with a concerned expression. 
“I’m not under any obligation to reveal my source if they request anonymity, Cinnamon,” Marla said. “Not even to The Sheriff of Pohly County himself. Now tell me the truth – what did Moira have on that man? What made him kill her?” 
I’d heard of journalists like Marla Browning before. In fact, she was a walking stereotype of what most people thought of when they heard the word “reporter.” But in real life, I had never actually met one like her. I’d talked to several journalists in the last few years, and for the most part, they had all turned out to be honest people working in the public’s best interest. 
But Marla Browning didn’t have anyone’s interest at heart but her own headline-grubbing ones.
“You’ll be hearing from Daniel soon,” I muttered. 
“I look forward to his conversation, but tell him that he shouldn’t expect a thing from me—”
I hung up before she could finish her sentence.
 
The hair on the back of my neck was standing straight up on end.
 



 
Chapter 58
 
“She could have just been making things up – trying to get you to say something, Cin. Marla’s got all sorts of tricks up her sleeve.” 
I was pacing outside the auditorium, watching the Gingerbread Junction contestants carry their creations across the windy parking lot. The asphalt had turned into a small lake with the warming temperatures.  
“Maybe you’re right,” I said into the phone speaker, watching a short woman balance a gingerbread castle that towered over her by at least three feet. “But what if she knows something? Maybe Moira was blackmailing people. That feeling you had about something being wrong with the case? Maybe this is it. Maybe Moira blackmailed the wrong person, Daniel. Didn’t you say something about Moira making a big deposit a month before she died?”
Daniel didn’t say anything, and I could hear the whooshing of passing cars in the background. 
I gathered that he was driving. 
“It’s possible, isn’t it?” I said. 
“It is possible, Cin. But at this stage, I don’t think Lt. Delgado will see the blackmail angle as a priority.”
“Why not?” 
“Because Kent Utley confessed to Moira’s murder this morning.”
I stopped pacing.
“He confessed?” 
“He’s writing an official statement back at the station as we speak. Cin – he’s claiming to be Moira Stewart’s nephew.”
I bit my lower lip. 
“So he really… he really did it? Do you believe him?”
Daniel didn’t answer right away. I watched a group of older women laughing as they crossed the lot together. They squinted hard in the bright mountain sun, and their shoes made soft slapping sounds against the deep puddles. 
“Most people don’t confess to crimes they didn’t commit,” he said. “Kent Utley admitted to hating Moira. He admitted to stalking her. The wallet and checkbook in his possession place him at the scene of the crime. And now we’re getting a detailed confession from him. Barring any other evidence that turns up, this is a slam-dunk. They don’t get more clear-cut than this.” 
Maybe it really was clear-cut. 
But I couldn’t help notice that Daniel seemed to be trying to convince himself as much as me. 
“I’ll still look into the blackmail angle and talk to Marla about her source,” he said. “It could still be important somehow. But as of this moment, there’s nothing to say that Kent Utley didn’t go over to Moira Stewart’s house that morning and kill her with her own snow shovel.” 
The sound of somebody tapping the mic inside the auditorium sounded loudly from the speakers overhead.
The Gingerbread Junction was about to start and Brad would be wondering where I was. 
“Listen, Cin. Let’s talk more about this later. Are you at The Junction now?”
“Yeah, I’m here.” 
I let out an unsteady sigh.
Maybe I was out of my depth.
Maybe I just wanted to believe that I hadn’t really been alone in my car with a multiple murderer so badly, I was willing to believe anybody’s half-baked theory.  
“Enjoy yourself today, okay?” he said. “And tell Brad I said to break a leg.” 
Just then, I caught sight of a woman in a Picasso-style print scarf and cat-shaped glasses hurrying across the parking lot with a clipboard in her hands.
I narrowed my eyes at her. 
Mrs. Arnold looked almost exactly the same as she did when I was in middle school. The only thing that had changed was the color of her hair, which was now a salt and pepper gray. 
“Yeah, I’ll tell him. It’s about to start, so I probably should get going—”
“Wait – before you go, Cin.”
He cleared his throat.
“Remember how I let you open that present last night?”
I felt a smile creep across my face.
“Well, just so you know, that was a one-time thing,” he said. “Don’t think you can take advantage of my good nature again tonight. Because it’s not going to happen.” 
“We’ll see about that,” I said. “These socks are great, by the way. They’re keeping my feet nice and toasty in all this snowmelt.” 
I wiggled my toes in my boots. 
The gift from Daniel that I’d opened last night was a pair of fuzzy, cozy socks with little images of pies on them. I’d been wearing them all day and it felt like I’d been walking on clouds. 
“I’m glad to hear they’re working out. But that’s it. No more gifts until Christmas. You hear?” 
I smiled again. 
“We’ll see.” 
 



 
Chapter 59
 
Brad looked paler than a bucket of fresh milk. 
Like at any second, he might lose consciousness and take a hard face-plant into the auditorium floor.
“Are you okay, Brad? You look really… ill.” 
He gulped hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down like a pelican. His gaze drifted past me, scanning the hordes of spectators – the likes of which had never been seen at any Gingerbread Junction before. 
Maybe it was the warmer weather, or a better publicity campaign, or the increasing popularity of Christmas River as a premier tourist destination for the holiday season, but this year’s attendance numbers were through the roof. If people didn’t stop pouring in soon, the event was going to be in danger of getting shut down by the fire marshal. 
“I’m fine,” Brad finally squeaked out. “Just a little nervous. Did you see that one lady with the gingerbread castle? Did you see how good it was? Jeez.”
He tugged at the collar of his wool sweater, craning his neck and looking at the judges, who were now only a few cookie houses down. 
His eyes zeroed in on Mrs. Arnold. 
The art teacher was silently shaking her head in disappointment as she gazed at a particularly lopsided gingerbread lighthouse.  
Brad seemed to stop breathing after he saw that. 
“That castle was impressive,” I said. “But if you ask me, yours is better.” 
“You really think?” 
“It doesn’t have the level of detail that your chalet has,” I said. “Plus, the turret looked too small for the rest of the structure. I’m sure the judges noticed that.”
He tugged at his collar again. The judges moved closer. 
“You got this, Brad. You’ve already done the hard part – you’ve made your masterpiece. Now you just have to let things fall where they will and try to enjoy yourself.” 
I couldn’t deny that being in The Junction atmosphere again, with the smell of frosting and spice cookies and heated competition hanging thick in the air, made me feel alive. I almost regretted not entering this year, but then reminded myself that my time had been put toward a better cause – helping Brad overcome his demons.
“I keep thinking – what if it happens all over again?” he said, a dribble of sweat dripping down the side of his pale face. “What if she tears me down to nothing? What if my house isn’t up to snuff? What if—” 
“Brad,” I said, cutting through his spiral of self-doubt. “You’re not in middle school anymore.”
He gulped hard again.
“You’re a successful interior designer who’s about to get a life-changing design contract.”
He nodded like he was strapped into a car with only three tires heading down a gravel road.
“Yeah,” he said in a quiet, breathless voice. “You’re right.”
“What was that?” I said, motioning to my ear. “I couldn’t quite hear you.” 
He looked over at me then.
And that’s when I saw it. 
Something flickered in his eyes. 
Something I hadn’t seen from him the whole time he’d been working on the gingerbread house. 
Confidence. 
It was as if he suddenly remembered that he was no longer that awkward, confused, shy 13-year-old. 
“You’re right,” he said in a strong voice.  
Just then, the judges started walking to Brad’s station.
The big moment was here.
I reached out, squeezing his shoulder. 
“You’re a winner, Brad. No matter what they say. You’ve already won. Remember that.” 
He sucked in a deep, anxious breath.
 
A minute later, Mrs. Arnold was at Brad’s station, glaring hatefully at the cookie chalet and grilling him like a fat burger on the Fourth of July.
 



 
Chapter 60
 
Despite looking like he’d just seen the Ghost of Christmas Past, Brad had done remarkably well talking to the judges. 
Donna Reister – the professional chef and lodge builder’s wife – had seemed positively smitten with the cookie chalet. And save for one question about the technical construction that had been posed by none other than Mrs. Arnold herself, Brad had managed to answer the judges’ inquiries with smart, witty responses.
Interestingly, it didn’t even seem like Mrs. Arnold remembered Brad at all. And when Brad mentioned that he’d attended Christmas River Junior High, she’d given him a shrug and said something to the effect of “Sorry, but you don’t ring a bell.”
She apparently had no recollection of the way she shot him down all those years ago. It made me wonder just how many kids’ dreams she’d killed over the years without even realizing it. 
After the judges passed by his house, Brad was relieved for the first few minutes. Will had come up and given him a big hug, telling Brad how proud he was of him and that he was sure they would win the interior design contract after his amazing work. Kara had arrived with Laila, too, and had seemed beyond impressed with Brad’s amazing cookie house.
I could tell that all of our support meant a lot to him. But as the judging dragged on, and after there was nothing much left to do but wait for the results, I could tell something wasn’t right. He seemed to be distant and lost in thought. Like maybe he was disappointed by how he’d done. 
I was about to say something to try to lighten the mood when Kara nudged my arm. 
“Hey – is that woman over there Liv from the station?” she whispered. 
Kara was holding Laila on her hip, looking up toward the entrance of the auditorium. I followed her gaze, my eyes settling on the disheveled, nearly unrecognizable woman standing in the doorway. 
Liv was wearing a large barn jacket over some sweats, and the bottom of those sweats were sloppily tucked into a pair of bulky snow boots. Her red hair was piled high on her head and gave new meaning to the term “messy bun.” 
In the months that I’d known her, I’d never seen as much as a single strand of hair out of place on that head. 
Liv was standing at the entrance, hurriedly scanning the room, like she was looking for somebody.  
“Seems like someone forgot to look in the mirror before leaving the house this morning,” Kara cracked. 
Will laughed. Brad didn’t seem to hear. 
And meanwhile, I had the feeling that this was no laughing matter. 
“I’ll be back, you guys.”
I left them standing there, weaving my way through the masses, past news cameras and people oohing and awing at the rows of immaculately constructed gingerbread houses.
After a few minutes of squeezing past the whole town and then some, I made it to the top of the auditorium. 
She didn’t see me until I was right in front of her. 
She looked relieved when she did. 
“Is the Sheriff here? He’s not back at the office and I really need to talk to—”
“I think he’s out on a call right now.”
She looked crestfallen when I said that. 
She started backing away, like she was going to leave. 
But I wasn’t going to let her get out of it so easily this time. 
 
“C’mon,” I said, following her. “We need to talk.” 
 



 
Chapter 61
 
Liv took a drag off of a freshly-lit cigarette and let out a puff of smoke. Then she eyed me, chewing absentmindedly on one of her dark gray-lacquered nails. 
“I came here wanting a fresh start. I’ve got a kid now to look out for. I’ve got a responsibility to give him a stable life. I can’t afford to make bad choices anymore.” 
Snowmelt poured down from the roof’s scuppers, hitting the pavement in small waterfalls around us. 
“But I was wrong to think I could ever get away from myself. Trouble sticks to people like me. It’s like I’m walking around with a big sign on my back, inviting it to find me. And no matter how hard I try, no matter what I do, I can’t get away from it.” 
She sucked in a deep breath of smoke and looked away.
“My ex-boyfriend is a real piece of work, Cinnamon – a sterling example of one of my many poor choices. He’s bad, bad news. He was abusive and cruel, and it took everything I had to work up the courage to leave him and press charges for what he did to me. The day he went away to prison, I thought that all of my problems were over. But looking back now, I was naïve to think I could ever get away from him in the first place.” 
I realized that this was the most I’d heard Liv speak the whole time that she’d been working at the Sheriff’s Office. 
“I didn’t know anything about it, but before going to prison, my ex had gotten into a lot of debt with these loan sharks back in Tahoe. He can’t pay up from prison, but they don’t care about his situation. They still want that money, and they’ll do anything to get it.” 
She shook her head.
“They found me. Here in Christmas River, Cinnamon. They said that if I don’t pay them interest on the loans each month, they’ll hurt me. And worse, they’ve threatened to…”
Her voice cracked. 
“To hurt my son – Austin.”
The indifferent, steely façade that she’d had ever since arriving in Christmas River was crumbling right before my very eyes. 
“Oh, Liv – I’m so sorry. I had no idea this was happening.”
She took another drag off the cigarette. 
“I’ve been killing myself making these outrageous payments. Working at the Sheriff’s Office, waitressing in Redmond at night, taking out loans and credit – trying to feed my son and pay these greedy bloodsuckers at the same time. I thought I was making it – it was hard, but I was making those payments. Then…”
She drew in a deep breath. 
“Austin came down with appendicitis just after Halloween. He was in the hospital. The bills were killer – even with insurance. And the hospital made me pay for a big chunk up front and…” 
She closed her eyes again and stopped speaking. 
A single solitary tear trailed down her face. 
I bit my lip. 
I suddenly realized what was going on. 
Liv wasn’t just telling me all of this to get my sympathy.
She was making a confession.
“It was the stupidest thing I’ve ever done, Cinnamon,” she said. “But the money was just sitting there and I was thinking about Austin and how it would keep a roof over his head. I was gonna pay it back – and I thought nobody would find out in the meantime. But then Billy noticed the money missing and he knew I was the only other one with access to the account and he...”
She trailed off. 
“He wanted to know why I did it, and I had to tell him. I thought he was going to report me to the Sheriff, but he didn’t.”
She flinched suddenly as the cigarette in her hand burned down to the stub and the embers reached her fingers. She dropped it and stamped it out with her large boot.
“Instead of turning me in, Billy’s been working on a way to get these loan sharks paid off. I tell you – no man has ever done anything like that for me before. Billy had no reason to help. No reason to do anything but to tell on me.”
She shook her head.
“Nobody’s ever been there for me like that.” 
She looked off into the distance.
“Anyway, it seemed like everything was going okay – like maybe no one would notice that seven-thousand missing. But then...”
She paused. 
“Moira,” she finally whispered. 
“Moira?” 
She nodded. 
“She saw us one morning on a lunch break at one of the picnic benches in the woods behind the station. I don’t even know what she was doing walking out there in the first place. I was talking to Billy about how to replace that missing money, and she overheard us. She pretended like she didn’t hear anything, but then the next day, we found out that she heard plenty.
“She—”
“She tried to blackmail you,” I said, finishing the sentence for her. “She wanted you to pay her in exchange for keeping her mouth shut.”
“Yes,” Liv said, closing her eyes. “Yes.” 
Marla Browning had been right. For as much as I disliked the editor, she’d been on the money with this one. 
Moira really had been using her knowledge to blackmail people.
“I got a note on my car the next morning saying that if I didn’t pay Moira $20,000, she’d tell the town that we stole money from the office,” Liv continued. “Billy and I talked about it. He didn’t have that much, but he wanted to borrow what he could from his mom. I didn’t want him to – she’s cruel to him and she’d never let him live that kind of thing down. But he asked her anyway. For me. 
“But even with the money he borrowed from his mom, and the rest that we could scrape together, it wasn’t enough. We were short on our payment to Moira. And she didn’t take that too well.”
She shook her head again. 
“A couple of days later, those rumors about me and the Sheriff and the money missing ran through this town like a wildfire. Moira didn’t let all that she knew slip – just enough to create problems for me and throw some suspicion my way. Just enough to let us know that she was serious and that…”
Just then, a loud voice boomed over the speakers. 
“Contestants and visitors, the judges will be announcing the winner of the annual Gingerbread Junction Competition in ten minutes. Please return to your stations as soon as possible.” 
Tears were now streaming down Liv’s face.
And for the first time, I caught a glimpse of the real Olivia Kelley. 
“The reason I’m telling you this, Cinnamon, is because it was me that took that money. Not Billy. He was just trying to cover for me. And now I’m scared and I don’t know what to do.”
All trace of that steely exterior was gone. The only thing left was a scared young woman who had been struggling in the shadows with hard choices.
What she had done still wasn’t right. 
But I understood how she’d gotten here.
“I know you must be worried about your job, but Daniel’s a very reasonable man and if you just tell him about all of this then I’m sure that—”
“I don’t care about the job – that’s not what I’m worried about.” 
I waited for more.
“I don’t know where Billy is,” she finally said. “He’s not answering his phone and the last time we talked, he…”
She closed her eyes. 
“I know it sounds crazy to even think like this,” she said, her voice cracking. “But that night, at the brewery fundraiser? Billy told me something. He told me that he had feelings for me. That he’d… he’d fallen in love with me and that even if I wouldn’t ever love him back, he wanted to help me and Austin. He said that he’d do anything for us… Anything to keep us safe. Anything. I can still hear the way he said it. And he had this look in his eye when he did. Like…”
She trailed off. 
“Like what? What do you mean?” I asked. 
“Like I think he was going to do something bad, Cinnamon. And then the next day, when I heard that Moira Stewart had been killed and that we no longer had to worry about paying her, I—” 
I furrowed my brow, suddenly realizing what she was implying. 
“Wait, wait, wait – you’re saying that you think…”
I would have laughed at the notion that Billy Jasper was capable of hurting even a fly if Liv hadn’t looked so deathly serious. 
The front door burst open suddenly as a group of Junction attendees, trying to get in one last smoke, came out, talking loudly. Liv turned, shielding her tear-stained face so they wouldn’t see her crying.
“Liv,” I said after they passed. “Kent Utley confessed to killing Moira. Billy couldn’t have done anything.” 
She bit her lower lip. 
“I want to believe that. But I’ve got a bad feeling and I don’t know where he is now. And it’s scaring me. We were supposed to have coffee today and talk things over, but he never showed up.”
She looked at me with large, haunted eyes. 
“What if he did do something, huh? What if he did something terrible? Because of me?”
The Junction announcer alerted the crowd that the winners of The Gingerbread Junction would be announced in exactly five minutes.  
“Listen, Liv. Let me drive you to the Sheriff’s Office. We’ll wait for Daniel there, and then we’ll get this all figured out. Alright? I think that’s the best plan right now.”
She shook her head severely. 
“No. I need to keep looking for Billy. He needs me. Just… when you get a hold of Sheriff Brightman, tell him I need to talk to him. And that it’s really urgent.” 
She turned and started rapidly walking away through the waterlogged parking lot. 
“Liv, wait—”
But before I could say anything more, she had already gotten in her car. 
 
A moment later, she was peeling out of the parking lot like the devil himself was on her tail.





 
Chapter 62
 
By the time I got a hold of Daniel and told him that he needed to immediately find Liv and talk to her, Mrs. Arnold was up at the podium, tapping the microphone several times with her finger, bringing on a case of ear-splitting feedback. 
I rushed into the auditorium just as the audience let out a collective groan. 
“Ladies and gentleman, silence yourselves!” Mrs. Arnold shouted. 
The place went quieter than a cemetery during a snowfall. 
It appeared that Brad wasn’t the only one afraid of the art teacher. 
I weaved my way through the crowd again, trying to get back down to Brad’s station. But the place was so packed, trying to get anywhere was like swimming upstream against the mighty Metolious River. 
Mrs. Arnold cleared her throat loudly. 
“Before announcing this year’s winners, we want to thank our sponsors who made the annual Gingerbread Junction possible this year. The Pine Needle Tavern, Babes in Toyland, The Christmas River Chamber of Commerce, The…”
I let out a gasp as a sizeable elbow jabbed my ribcage. 
“Ow!”
A big man wearing a trucker’s hat turned around to look at what he’d just hit.
“Oh, didn’t see you there,” he said in a not-too-remorseful tone.
I rubbed my ribcage, stalled out for a few seconds. 
“And now, finally, the moment we’ve all been waiting for—” Mrs. Arnold said, looking around the room from behind her cat eye-shaped glasses. “The winners of The Gingerbread Junction Competition.”
Though I hadn’t entered this year, my heart still pounded hard in my chest as if I had it all on the line.
This was it – the big moment. The rush, the high, the feeling of being right on the brink of victory… 
How had I forgotten about how much I loved this?
“Third place goes to—”
I held my breath. 
“Ethel Hodgens of Reno, Nevada!”
I let out a sigh of relief as a round of clapping thundered through the auditorium. Ethel made her way up to the grand stage to collect her medal. 
I double-timed it, speeding through the crowd, avoiding men with trucker hats and holding my arms tight against my body. 
“Coming in as the runner-up in The Gingerbread Junction is…” 
Mrs. Arnold paused dramatically, and I felt my gut twist like a pretzel. 
“Yolanda Ramos of Baker City, Oregon!” 
Another big round of applause broke out. 
The stakes were as high as they ever got in the competition. 
Either Brad had taken the day with his cookie chalet. 
Or he hadn’t placed at all.
I was more nervous than a skinny bear in late autumn.
I pushed my way through the crowd, trying desperately to get to the station. I wasn’t that far now – I could make out Kara’s bright blond hair under the auditorium lights and Will’s blue argyle sweater. 
“And now, ladies and gentleman, for the big announcement…” 
I had stopped breathing all together. 
“The winner of this year’s Gingerbread Junction is…” 
The place was so deathly silent, you could have heard a gumdrop hit the floor. 
My heart hammered out of control in my ears.
Mrs. Arnold took in a deep breath. 
Then she grinned. 
“Bradley Houston of our very own Christmas River!” 
I started pumping my fists in the air. 
“YESSSS!!! YESSSS!!! YESSSS!!!”
I hadn’t even celebrated like this for my own victories. 
An earth-shattering round of applause boomed through the building. 
“Bradley, please come up to accept your trophy,” Mrs. Arnold spoke into the microphone. 
I struggled past a crowd of elderly ladies, finally making it over to Kara and Will at the station. 
“Oh my gosh! Oh my gosh—”
But I stopped mid-sentence the second I saw the flustered, confused expression on their faces. 
“What’s the—”
“Brad just took the gingerbread house and left out the back door,” Kara rasped, looking around anxiously. 
“He… he what?” 
“I don’t know if it was nerves, or something else. But all he said was that he was done with this and then he took the gingerbread house with him.” 
“Where’d he go?” 
“We don’t know,” Will said, looking worried. “He’s not answering his phone. This isn’t like him.” 
How could Brad miss this? After all the work he’d put in? After all his amazing effort? 
“I, uh, I guess I’ll go up there and say something,” Will said, clearing his throat and sheepishly heading up to the podium. 
I turned back to look at Kara. 
“Do you think Brad’s okay?” 
“I don’t know, Cin. I think the poor guy just lost it. The pressure must have been too much for him.” 
Kara glanced at her phone. 
“Shoot,” she mumbled. “And I’ve got to get going to Pam’s soon, too, or I’m going to be late for dinner.”
She picked up Laila and looked around the crowd anxiously, as if Brad might be hiding somewhere among the elderly ladies. 
A minute later, Will was speaking somberly into the microphone, awkwardly explaining that Brad had just stepped out and would hopefully be back soon.  
 
In his big moment of glory, my protégé was nowhere to be found. 
 



 
Chapter 63
 
He stood at the kitchen window with his back to me, humming along to the Charlie Brown Christmas soundtrack playing from the speaker.
I gulped hard. 
For some reason, I’d had a feeling that this was where he’d be hiding. 
I cautiously stepped into the pie shop kitchen, not wanting to scare him and aggravate his already fragile psyche. I was happy to see that his gingerbread house masterpiece had made the journey intact, and was now sitting in the corner, seemingly unharmed. 
“Brad?” I said softly. 
He didn’t turn around, but he stopped humming. 
The stress of the competition must have made him snap like a twig. 
It wasn’t completely unheard of. I knew how stressful The Junction could be. I myself had come close to snapping on a few occasions, and there were other stories of contestants losing it. Betty Adler, a local plant nursery owner, had started screaming at one of the judges a few years ago when they pointed out that she might have overdone it with her Red Vine decorations. Another contestant, Willow Goff, had gotten in a fight with another competitor once and pushed the man’s gingerbread house off the table, thereby disqualifying herself from the competition. 
Those people had lost it. 
But Brad took the cake when it came to acting crazy at The Gingerbread Junction. 
Had I pushed him too hard somehow? Was this my fault?
Should I have recognized how sensitive he was and told him not to enter? 
“We’ve all been worried sick about you,” I said. “Especially Will. Why did you leave like that?” 
He didn’t answer again. 
Oh, no. 
He was probably going to need a one-way ticket to the loony bin after all of this. 
He spun around suddenly and my breath caught in my throat. 
But instead of the emotional, haggard expression of a deranged person who had come to the end of his rope, there was a peaceful, serene look in Brad’s eyes. 
He stared at me for a long, long moment. 
“Because it didn’t matter anymore,” he said, quietly. “That’s why I left, Cin. None of it mattered.”
I searched for some way to respond to that. 
“I know,” he said. “I don’t expect you to understand. But while I was there, waiting for the judges to make up their minds about who was the best, something occurred to me, Cin. I figured something out.”
He nodded to the cookie chalet. 
“This house here? This is beautiful. But not because Mrs. Arnold says it’s beautiful. Or any of those other judges, for that matter. It’s beautiful because it represents a little bit of my spirit. And a little bit of your spirit, too, Cin.
“And no judge – no ski lodge owner’s wife or bitter old art teacher who gets her kicks telling little kids they’re not talented could ever tell me this isn’t perfect.”
He walked around the kitchen island, coming over to me. 
“When you know the truth of who you are, you realize that it’s enough just to be,” he said, putting a hand on my shoulder. “And when you understand that, there’s nothing left to prove.”
I furrowed my brow, trying to wrap my head around what sounded like a lot of New Age mumbo jumbo. 
“But Brad – You won The Gingerbread Junction. You took the whole thing.”
“It doesn’t matter, Cin. Winning isn’t the point. The point is that for too long, I let somebody’s judgements about something I did affect my life and I forgot who I was deep down. And now… now I’ve remembered.” 
“But you won,” I said again, unsure whether he heard me before. “A first-time contestant. Do you know how big that is? Don’t you know the news media are waiting to talk to you? Don’t you know that—”
“Cinnamon,” he said abruptly, uncharacteristically using my full-name. 
A knowing look crept across his face. 
“I’ll never forget what you’ve done for me,” he said. “I can honestly say I’ve never had a truer friend. Thank you.”
Without warning, he tackled me with a giant hug, knocking any more words about what a huge thing it was to win the competition right out of my mouth. 
“Now, I’ve got to go find Will and apologize,” he said, pulling away. “He must be very worried.” 
Brad looked at me for one moment longer, letting out a content sigh.  
“It’s a beautiful thing,” he said. 
“What is?” 
“To be free of what others think.”
Before I could say anything else, he was walking out of the kitchen at a hurried clip, tossing his jacket on and humming again to the music. 
 
I still wasn’t sure whether it was enlightenment or whether he really had gone off the deep end. 
But I did know one thing. 
Brad seemed to be happier and more at peace with himself than I’d ever seen him. 
 



 
Chapter 64
 
I was tempted to just go home after that. 
But Daniel had called and said he was still out dealing with the Billy and Liv situation. I knew that it might take a while to resolve, so I decided that I might as well stay at the pie shop and get some work in to prepare for the busy Christmas week ahead. 
I put Tony Bennett’s Snowfall on the stereo, rolled up my sleeves, and got to work on a batch of Butter Pecan Cinnamon pies. The pie flavor had about a million calories on account of all the butter that went into it, but for my money, it was worth every pound-packing bite. When people asked about it, I always told them it was like a Brown Sugar Cinnamon Pop Tart that had spent the weekend getting pampered at the spa – new and improved and hardly recognizable. People usually got a kick out of that description. 
I went to the pantry, pulling out some brown sugar, flour, cinnamon, and whole pecans. I spread the nuts out on a baking sheet and liberally seasoned them with the cinnamon and sugar before tossing them in the oven to toast for a few minutes. 
Tony sang about the winter weather, and in the background, the steady drumming of snow melting and dripping off the roof gave some added percussion. 
I got started on the filling, mixing brown sugar, eggs, and some softened butter together, all the while my mind working overtime thinking about Billy Jasper and Liv. 
And what she had said about him. 
How he would have done anything for her. 
Anything.
I gazed out the window absentmindedly, stirring some cinnamon, cloves, and flour into the butter mixture. I watched as the layer of melting snow gave way to patches of dark, damp earth before my very eyes. 
Liv had to be crazy. 
But where was Billy? Why wasn’t he responding to either Liv or Daniel’s calls? 
Had he gone MIA over losing his job? 
Or was it over something more?
He hadn’t been at work the day of Moira’s murder. He’d been at home nursing a bad hangover. 
Or at least, that’s what he told Daniel when he’d called in sick. 
I’d known Billy Jasper for years now. I knew him to be kind, bashful, introverted, and unassuming. Not the typical traits of somebody who commits murder. 
Billy didn’t seem like a killer.
But if there was anything I knew for sure, it was that love could make you do crazy things. 
Obsession could, too. 
Was Billy capable of killing an old woman to protect Liv? 
Was he capable of killing for love? 
When it really came down to it, weren’t we all? 
Weren’t we all—
I stopped stirring. 
What the—
I let the wooden spoon drop into the butter mixture. Then I went over to the back door window, squinting as the slanted orange light of a winter sunset lit up the woods with an ethereal glow. 
In a sea of muddy whites, greens, and browns, there was a color that didn’t belong. 
Something that was out of place.
I opened the door, stepping out into the last rays of warm December sunshine. I jaunted down the porch, traversing the slush and heading into the muddy forest soil. I walked quickly through the woods toward the object. 
The hair on the back of my neck stood up on end as the red thing came into focus. 
It was lying there beneath a small pine tree. 
The same tree, I realized, that I had slid into that night when I found Kent Utley building a fire out here. 
In the last light of day, the red thing almost seemed to glow. 
I stood there a long moment, gazing at it in disbelief. 
The deputies hadn’t found it that night when they were searching the area.
Had Kent Utley hid it here, in the tree well? Or had I kicked it when I was running after him? 
I wasn’t sure. 
All I knew was that it was here now. 
I took a deep breath.
Then I leaned down and picked up the red hardcover book. 
A wave of chills slithered down my spine. 
The book was damp and water-logged. 
But still intact. 
I unsnapped the elastic band, then carefully opened it to the first page. 
A soggy piece of paper tumbled out. 
I caught it and flattened it down against my knee. My eyes scanned over the bold words.  
“Heavenly Hamlet! Panoramic ocean views to die for!”
It was a Hawaiian real estate listing. 
I studied it for a long moment. Then, I opened the book to the first page.
And then to the next page. 
And then to the next one. 
I stood there reading as the last rays of the December sunset disappeared. 
 
Then, I found it.  
 



 
Chapter 65
 
I ran through the darkening woods, slipping and sliding on the slushy snow. I veered around the side of my pie shop and made a beeline for the Escape, not bothering to grab my jacket or purse. 
My heart thundered like an old steel drum rolling down the side of Mt. Hood.
I jumped in, started the car, and peeled away in reverse. I fished my phone out of my jean pocket and hit her number.
I sped down Main Street and headed for the highway. 
Ring… Ring… Ring… 
“You’ve reached—”
I hung up, trying again. 
A voicemail wouldn’t do. 
Ring… Ring… Ring…
I got on the highway, going way too fast. But it was like my foot was a sinker log pressing against the gas pedal and I couldn’t lift it. Adrenaline was pumping through my veins like a busted oil well. 
“Please pick up, please pick up, please pick up.” 
Ring… Ring…
“Cin? Sorry, reception’s terrible up here.” 
Her voice sounded distant and garbled. 
“I need to see you,” I said quickly. “Right now. You’ve got to meet me.” 
“Uh… I really can’t, Cin. I’m in the middle of something important.”
“Get out of there, Kara. As soon as you can.” 
“I don’t—”
Just then, her voice cut out. 
The line went dead.
It might have been bad reception. 
But I had the feeling that it was something more than that. 
“Dammit.” 
 
I hung up and immediately called Daniel.
 



 
Chapter 66
 
“Just wait for me, Cin. Wait for me. I’ll only be a few seconds behind.” 
My headlights bounced off the trees in the final grays of a bitter winter dusk. The studs on the tires cracked against the snowy road as I pushed harder on the gas pedal. 
“Cin?” 
“Okay,” I said, pressing the phone against my ear. “I won’t go in until you get here.”  
“I need to hear you promise me,” he said.
I bit my lip and didn’t say anything. 
“Cin—” 
“I promise.” 
I didn’t want to wait. But I knew I wasn’t thinking clearly. Panic was ripping through me like a runaway sleigh down an icy cliff.
The Escape suddenly fishtailed and I held in a breath as I started sliding over into the other lane. I gripped the wheel hard, my nails digging into the plastic as I tried desperately to correct the car. 
After a long moment of terror, I found myself back in my own lane. 
“What was that?” he said. 
I let out a long breath and thought a silent prayer.
“Nothing. Just... get here fast, Daniel. As fast as you can.” 
 



 
Chapter 67
 
I stopped several hundred yards away down the mountain road, throwing the car into park and killing the engine. 
Through the trees, I could see warm light spilling from the grand windows of the lodge, and for a split second, I wondered if I had lost my mind and was freaking out over nothing. 
After all, the fact that I had found Moira’s legendary book of gossip where Kent Utley had built his campfire was more evidence that he’d been at the scene of the crime the morning Moira was killed. 
I didn’t have anything more to go on than a few words written down in the book that pointed toward somebody else having a motive to kill Moira. 
It was nowhere near a signed confession.
But it was enough to have me worried.
Because next to the big secret was a big number with a dollar sign attached. 
Circled in red. 
Along with a list of “installment” payments. 
It didn’t take a detective to figure out that it was another one of Moira’s blackmail schemes. 
And this particular scheme was big enough to kill over. 
I sat in the driver’s seat, squinting through the trees. Kara’s Audi was sitting in the driveway along with two other cars. Smoke drifted up out of the chimney, climbing high into the inky black sky. 
I glanced in the rearview mirror, hoping to see the headlights of Daniel’s truck bouncing off the trees. But there was nothing but dark forest.
“C’mon,” I said. “C’mon.” 
I grabbed the phone off of the passenger’s seat and hit her number again. 
Just like the times before, I got nothing but a series of rings before running into her voicemail. 
“Hi, you’ve reached Kara. Whether you’re looking for hand-crafted ornaments or…” 
I hung up, tossing the phone on the dashboard. I shifted in my seat. I felt like I was sitting on a mound of fire ants and I wished I hadn’t promised Daniel to wait. 
I couldn’t explain it. 
But I had a bad, bad feeling. 
I drummed the wheel nervously, feeling the temperature in the car plunge. 
“C’mon, Daniel. C’mon.” 
A loud knock on the window exploded in my ear. 
I jumped up in my seat. 
She had come out of nowhere. 
The tall woman, who I recognized as being Pam Dallas’s assistant, stood outside the driver’s window, smiling brightly at me in the darkness. 
With a gloved hand, she made a motion for me to unroll the window. 
I hesitated, but then realized that if I didn’t, she’d know something was wrong.
I reluctantly did as she said.  
“Hi,” she said, her breath coming out in a foggy plume. “It’s Cinnamon, right?” 
“Uh… yeah. Hi.” 
“I’m Syd – Ms. Dallas’s assistant. You came here with Kara before.” 
I nodded, smiling a tight, phony smile. 
“Good memory,” I said. “I, uh, I just came by to pick her up.”
She furrowed her brow, looking up and down the road.  
“Oh – I thought Kara was staying for dinner. She’s still talking with Ms. Dallas about her chapters, so you might be waiting here a while. Why don’t you come in? I’m just fixing supper. We’d love to have you.”
I bit my lip.  
“Promise to wait for me.” 
Daniel’s words echoed in my head. 
“That’s very kind of you, but I’m not… I’m not hungry.”
“Oh, c’mon,” Syd said. “It’s not like we’ve poisoned dinner.”
She smiled a big, toothy grin. That was followed by a throaty laugh.  
I shook my head. 
“Actually, I have a couple of business calls to make out here.” 
I started reaching for the phone that I’d tossed on the dashboard. 
“Besides, I wouldn’t want to put you out. I know that you guys weren’t expecting me and—”
I turned back. 
Then I saw what she was pointing at me.
The cold metal barrel shone in the faint light coming from the lodge windows.
Pam’s assistant wasn’t smiling anymore.
 
“Actually, Cinnamon, we have been expecting you.” 
 



 
Chapter 68
 
Kara was doing her best to keep the horror out of her face, trying to be strong for little Laila. 
But when I walked into the living room of the lodge and saw her sitting stiffly on one of the leather couches, I could see right through her. 
My best friend was terrified. 
I knew a little something about that feeling. 
“Oh good, Syd. You found her.” 
Pam Dallas sat in a large ivory-colored leather chair by the fire, wearing a thick knit scarf, jeans, and snow boots. An oversized pair of glasses sat on the ridge of her nose, giving her a mousy, unassuming look. 
But I now knew that there was nothing mousy or unassuming about Pam Dallas. 
Laila was sitting on her lap, playing with a rag doll, the tot oblivious to what was happening around her. 
“She tried to hide by parking down the road a ways,” Syd, who was still pointing the gun at me, said. “But I found her quite easily.” 
“Well done,” Pam said. “I knew I could count on you, Syd.” 
The look of delusional pride on the tall woman’s face was sickening. 
“Why don’t you have a seat, Cinnamon?” Pam continued. “Is there anything we can get you? Anything you’d like?” 
“I’d like to take Kara and Laila and leave right now. That’s what I’d like.” 
Pam smiled coyly and didn’t answer. 
I swallowed hard. 
“This is kidnapping,” I said, my voice coming out hoarse and shaky. “It’s a felony, Pam. And if you don’t let us leave right now, I will see to it that you and Syd face the—”
“That’s dependent on you getting out of here in the first place, sweetie.” 
She looked up from behind her glasses with sharp, piercing eyes. The slight smile that had been on her face as she played with Laila faded. 
Daniel would be here any minute, I reminded myself. Any minute. We’d just have to hold on. 
“I found Moira’s notebook,” I said, sharply. “I know all about you.” 
I thought Pam might be surprised after I said that, but it was as if she already knew.
As if she’d been expecting all of this to happen for a long time. 
“Tell me, Cinnamon. Will our venerable Sheriff be coming for dinner, too?” 
I didn’t answer. 
But she knew it was a rhetorical question anyway. 
“Hmm. I thought so. He’s a heroic type. Countless books have been written about people like him. In fiction, they usually survive. Readers demand happy endings. But do you know what happens to heroic people in real life, Cinnamon?” 
I stared into her soulless eyes. 
“They die,” she said. “They get shot. They fall off of cliffs. They drown trying to save others. They perish in plane crashes, putting the oxygen mask on the person next to them before putting one on themselves. They end up breaking their spines trying to be heroic. The world doesn’t tolerate heroes very well, I’m afraid.”  
Laila muttered something indecipherable and Pam looked down at her. She touched the tip of the tot’s nose, and Laila started giggling.
I saw a look of abject horror cross Kara’s face.
“I guess the world tolerates murderers a lot better, huh?” I said. “Like people who kill their spouses.”
“Yes,” Pam said, with no feeling in her voice. “I’m living proof of that, as you well know. My husband was the heroic one. I wasn’t. And I’m the one who walked away from that snow cave.” 
“You killed him,” I said. 
“The storm killed him, Cinnamon. It was him or me up there on the mountain. And if I hadn’t taken his jacket and his gear from him and used it for myself, we would have both died anyway. I chose me. I wanted to live. And I have no guilt about what I did anymore.” 
Out of the corner of my eye, I saw that Kara had placed a hand up to her mouth and was looking at Pam with wide eyes. 
It was a shocking revelation. And when I had read it in Moira’s book of gossip earlier, I could scarcely believe it myself. 
According to Moira, instead of holding her husband’s hand as he died in that snow cave up on the mountain, the way she had told everyone in all those countless interviews about her bestselling book, Pam had instead taken his jacket when he fell ill and used it for herself. 
Maybe it couldn’t exactly be called murder.
But it wasn’t far from it. 
Moira knew what a land mine of a secret it was. 
And she’d charged Pam accordingly. 
“How did Moira find out?” I asked, stealing a glance at the gun in Syd’s hand. 
Pam looked down at Laila again, ignoring the question for the time being. 
“That dolly’s very pretty,” Pam said, tilting her head. “Does she have a name?” 
“Wo-sanna,” Laila mouthed. 
“Rosanna? Oh, what a lovely—”
“How did she find out?” I said, raising my voice.
Syd jabbed the gun in my direction.
That’s when I saw something on her wrist. 
A tattoo. 
It was a feather quill in an ink well. The feather was intricately detailed and hard not to notice once you saw it. 
It took me a minute to put it together. 
The bird lady. 
That was something Daniel said that Kent Utley had mentioned during questioning. Something that, at the time, had just sounded like part of his incoherent ranting. 
But now, maybe it made sense.
Jeez.
He’d seen Syd that morning at Moira’s house.

“My mother told Moira,” Pam said. “After the ordeal up at K2, I was… in a fragile place. My mother came to stay with me. I was taking a lot of medication in those days. It slipped out one night what really happened up on the mountain. I made her promise to keep it a secret. But then last year she had her stroke and I moved her into a retirement facility down the road. She wasn’t happy about that. She wanted to be put in a fancy retirement home – the kind that would have cost me this lodge just to pay for. She’s spiteful that I put her in Alpenglow instead. Spoiled brat.”
Her face darkened noticeably.
“All along, my mother has been jealous of my success. She couldn’t stand to see her daughter do so much better than she ever had. I’m sure she’s been just waiting all these years to tattle on me. To ruin my career. When she met Moira through some quilting club, they got to having tea together and well… the rest is history.”
“So Moira started blackmailing you?” I said.
“When she heard that they were turning my book into a movie, she knew she’d hit a big fat pay day,” Pam said. “She started demanding enormous installment payments to keep quiet. She showed up to the writing workshop, trying to squeeze even more money out of me. She threatened to tell all of my students about me unless I gave her a percentage of my movie profits. Can you believe that? That greedy old hag.”
She looked down at Laila again. 
“Vewwy vewwy
gweedy,” she said, echoing the toddler’s lisp. 
Laila giggled. 
Kara stood up and lunged across the living room, reaching out for her daughter. 
“Stop right there!” 
Syd swung the gun in Kara’s direction and she froze in the middle of the floor. 
“Don’t you dare go near Ms. Dallas. Don’t you dare!” 
Kara nodded. 
“Sit down.”
The large woman’s voice boomed throughout the lodge.  
Kara nodded more severely and backed away. 
There were tears dripping down her red cheeks. 
I shot a look in her direction, trying to reassure her. 
But it didn’t seem to help much. 
Because Kara knew the score just as well as I did. 
Pam might not have had the guts to kill us. But her assistant Syd certainly did. There was a crazy look in the tall woman’s eyes – something that told me she’d have no trouble crossing that line. 
“You couldn’t take a scandal, Pam,” I said, trying to ignore the shiny metal barrel. “So you killed Moira before she could tell anyone.” 
“You make it sound as if that wasn’t a good enough reason, Cinnamon,” she said. “You don’t seem to understand – that movie’s my meal ticket for life. They’re already talking Oscars. Do you know the kind of money I’ll see from that? The kind of fame? The kind of future book and movie deals? I wasn’t about to let any small town gossip with a nose too big for her own good ruin all of that.”  
She looked over at Syd with a twisted look of admiration. 
“Syd understood everything that was at stake. I didn’t even have to ask – she did what needed to be done that morning. She took care of the whole problem with just a few swings of that snow shovel.” 
Syd gave her employer a prideful, lopsided smile that sent shivers down my spine.
Pam’s face darkened again as she met her assistant’s gaze.  
“Syd did, however, mess up a thing or two,” Pam said sharply. “Like not grabbing Moira’s purse after killing her. That was a big one, Syd. It led to this whole unpleasant mess.”
Syd’s face flushed a shame-tinged shade of crimson.
“I’m sorry, Ms. Dallas. I didn’t… I didn’t think it mattered.”
“Well it did, Syd,” Pam snapped back. “It most certainly did.” 
Pam looked from Kara to me. 
“Look, ladies, I tried to prevent this from happening. I put you onto the crazy man in the Subaru. I did everything in my power so that it wouldn’t come to this.” 
She let out a long, dramatic sigh. 
“But I’m afraid that you’ve forced my hand.” 
I swallowed hard, gazing at Kara. And then at little Laila, sitting there, unaware of the horrors going on around her.  
“It still… it still can work, Pam,” I said, swallowing back some bile that was trying to come up my throat. “I’m the only one who’s seen Moira’s book. I have it in my car. We can burn it. Nobody has to know. Kent Utley has already confessed to killing Moira. So you see – it’s an easy… an easy fix.” 
I was about as see-through as a bottle of peppermint schnapps, but I had to try. 
Pam tickled Laila’s ribcage. Kara looked like she was about to lunge toward them again, but then stood her ground, realizing that Syd was still aiming the gun at her. 
“I won’t say a word about this,” Kara said, her voice trembling. “I’ll never tell a living soul. Just… please don’t hurt my daughter. Don’t hurt Laila.” 
Pam smirked. 
“Hmm… Do you think they’ll keep their word, Syd?” she said. 
She gazed at Kara. And then at me. 
“Can they be trusted?”
I stared at Syd – the unstable, twisted, obsessive person who, in addition to holding that gun, now also held our fate in her hands. 
She looked at us with shifty, beady eyes.  
“You’re asking for my opinion, Ms. Dallas?” 
“Yes – your valued opinion, Syd.” 
The tall woman’s face broke into a crooked grin.  
“Well in that case, I’d say they’re both lying through their teeth.” 
 
A series of hard, loud knocks erupted from the front door and Kara let out a muffled yell.
 
 
 



 
Chapter 69
 
“Syd is making her Belgian beef stew tonight,” Pam said, as if everything was right as rain here in the lodge. “There should be enough for all of us.”
Though Daniel couldn’t have known about the gun hiding up Syd’s sleeve, I knew that he must have sensed something was very wrong. He had to have known the second Syd opened the door and welcomed him inside the lodge. 
But he kept his face fixed in a friendly expression – letting nothing on. 
“Thank you for your hospitality, Ms. Dallas,” he said, stealing a long glance at Kara. “But I’m afraid we can’t stay. All that melting snow’s beginning to freeze on the road. If we don’t get down soon, we’re gonna have a treacherous time getting home.”
He reached for my hand. I gripped it like a life raft after the ship had gone down. 
“C’mon, Kara,” he said, casually. “You and Laila better come with me, too. John will be worried if you drive home in this by yourself.” 
Kara’s head bobbled like a desk ornament doll. She went over to Pam, grabbed Laila, and pulled the little tot to her. 
She hugged her a little too tightly and Laila let out a few cries of indignation. 
“Thanks again, Ms. Dallas, for your help with the Moira Stewart case,” Daniel said, pretending he hadn’t noticed the desperate display of affection. “It was integral to catching Moira’s killer.” 
Pam looked pleased.
“I was just happy to help, Sheriff. Just happy to help.” 
Daniel tipped his hat and then he put his arm around my shoulder. He let Kara and Laila go first, and then we began walking across the great living room toward the front door. 
“Go straight to the car,” he whispered in my ear. “Take Kara there and—”
“Daniel, Syd has a—”
The clicking sound of metal on metal right behind us stopped me from finishing the sentence. 
“On second thought, it really is too dangerous out there for all of you to be driving home,” Pam said. 
Syd let out a blood-curdling laugh. 
“We would be honored if you would stay and be our guests for the evening.” 
Kara bolted for the door, but she didn’t get far before the explosion. 
 



 
Chapter 70
 
Laila was wailing like the world had just come to an end. 
I wasn’t sure that it hadn’t. 
The acrid smell of gunpowder stung my nostrils and the air itself seemed to be ringing with sound aftershocks.
I grabbed onto Daniel as he stumbled forward. Dazed, confused, and holding his right ear, he was grunting in pain. 
The gun had gone off only a few inches away from his head. 
“Syd!” Pam shouted. “Did I ask you to do that?” 
Kara was down on the floor, shielding Laila, and crying. 
“No… you didn’t, Ms. Dallas.” 
“Then can you please explain to me why you decided to shoot a hole in my roof?”
“I’m… I’m sorry, ma’am. I thought… We couldn’t let them get away.”  
“Nevermind,” Pam said in a miffed tone, reminding me of a teacher scolding an unruly student. “What’s done is done. Grab the Sheriff’s weapon from his holster.” 
Syd did as Pam said. She pushed the gun into Daniel’s back, reaching for his service weapon.
He didn’t fight to keep it. He was still clutching his ear and groaning. 
“Now we’ve got four of them to take care of,” Pam said, still miffed. “Including a man of the law. This is not an ideal situation, Syd. Not ideal at all. And it’s only happening because you left that old woman’s purse.”  
I glanced back. Syd looked like she either might fire the gun again out of anger, or breakdown in sobs. 
Pam circled us, tapping her lips and staring pensively at us. Like we were squirming flies trapped in a web. 
I now saw Pam Dallas for who she really was. 
She wasn’t just a coward. 
She was a vampire. 
Someone who fed off of others.
Someone with a total disregard for life. 
And someone who would stop at nothing when it came to her own self-interest. 
“They’ll find out about this,” I said, my voice trembling. “You can’t kill us and not have people find out.” 
“Oh, of course they’ll find out,” Pam said, crossing her arms and looking down at the floor, deep in thought. “But I think it’s all about what kind of story we can tell. Don’t you think, Syd?” 
“Oh, yes, ma’am,” Syd said a little too eagerly, trying to redeem herself. 
Pam tapped her lips again with her forefinger. 
“I see this one being a story of domestic madness,” she said, smiling to herself. “Suppose our dear friend Kara here had been acting rather strange lately. Suppose she’s been acting odd throughout the entire workshop. And me – being the caring teacher that I am – invited her up to the lodge for dinner to see if everything was all right.” 
Pam’s eyes lit up. 
“And suppose she starts acting erratic and wild. I place a call to her best friend, Cinnamon, asking for help. Who in turn calls her husband, the sheriff, to help calm poor Kara down.” 
Kara looked up from the floor, her mouth dropping in disbelief. 
“You see, Kara here has been keeping a dirty little secret and she just can’t keep it quiet anymore. She’s the one who killed Moira that morning. Moira had ruined the writing workshop for poor, dear Kara and spread all those nasty rumors about her. Kara here is so distraught, so mentally unsound from not only the murder she committed, but from the pressures of motherhood, that she reaches a breaking point. She somehow manages to get her hands on Sheriff Brightman’s weapon, and, well… things spin out of control very, very fast. Before anyone knows what’s happened, Kara has not only killed Moira, but her best friend and the sheriff. The only survivors of the bloodbath are Laila – who will remember nothing – Syd, and myself. And perhaps we’re not quite unscathed, either. Perhaps I get grazed by a bullet in all of it—”
“You psycho—” Kara said, standing up and clutching Laila to her. “You pathological psycho!” 
Pam looked pleased by the outburst.
“A good story always provokes emotion,” Pam said. “I’d say we have ourselves a winning one here. What do you say, Syd? How does that story sound?” 
“Like another bestseller, Ms. Dallas,” Syd said, happy to once again be in Pam’s good graces.
Things were going south quickly, and if somebody didn’t do something soon, we were all going to be nothing more than characters in Pam’s next book.
That one would probably get turned into a movie, too. 
“Start with Sheriff Brightman, Syd,” Pam said, nodding to Daniel. “He’s the hero after all. He’ll want to interfere.”
My heart raced in my chest. I grabbed a hold of Daniel, who was still covering his right ear and moaning in pain. 
The tall, gangly woman started coming toward us with big, heavy steps. 
“You can’t,” I squeaked out in a wobbly voice. “You’ll be killing a cop. Just think of that. Think of what will happen to you if—”
But Syd wasn’t listening.
She had a look of determination and depravity in her eyes. 
All she cared about was Pam and what Pam wanted. 
And in this case, Pam wanted us all dead. 
She pointed the gun at Daniel.
Her hands were steady and sure.
She had no doubts about the horrid thing she was about to do. 
 
She had to be stopped. 
 
I closed my eyes tight and lunged toward her, screaming. 
 



 
Chapter 71
 
Laila screeched as another earth-shattering boom exploded through the lodge. 
There was a long surreal moment in its wake. 
Then, something heavy hit the pine floor next to me. 
No.
No, no, no, no. 
I opened my eyes, looking down at the body crumpled on the floor.
I just stared in horror at the motionless limbs, unable to believe my eyes. 
Over Laila’s shrieking, there was a horrified scream. 
I glanced up. 
Pam cupped her hands over her mouth. Her eyes were bulging, and an unholy sound came from somewhere deep in her throat.
She was shocked and confused. 
So was I. 
But Daniel wasn’t.
He jumped into action, kicking the guns across the pine floor, away from Syd’s unmoving hands. He unclipped the radio from his belt and began speaking into it.  
“Code 3, we need medical assistance at 1900 North Cascade Road, located on the eastside of The Christmas River Highway…” 
As Daniel spoke, I heard the faint sound of footsteps from somewhere behind the large fireplace. 
A second later, a rotund man emerged. 
He looked queasy and blue in the face – like he hadn’t been breathing for the last ten minutes. 
But Billy Jasper held the smoking gun at his side with a cool, steady hand.  
And as I watched Daniel kneel down and apply pressure to the gunshot wound on Syd’s shoulder, I realized that this had been the plan all along. 
Daniel’s ear wasn’t hurt, the way he’d pretended.
He was just biding his time. 
“Everyone okay in here?” Billy asked. 
I went over to Kara and hugged her. She was trembling like a leaf in a winter howler and sobbing uncontrollably. 
But somehow, we were all unscathed. 
“Nice shot, Billy,” Daniel said, looking over at his deputy. 
“I’m bad at a lot of things, Sheriff. But hitting the target has never been one of them.”
Pam backed up against the far wall in the living room and slumped down to the floor. 
Her hands were still clamped over her mouth. It was like she’d turned to stone the second the bullet hit her maniacal assistant. 
“Do you want to arrest her, Sheriff?” Billy asked. 
Daniel shook his head. 
“You do it, Billy. This is all yours.” 
The young deputy’s facial expression didn’t change, but in that moment, I could tell – it meant a lot to Billy.
Daniel tossed him a pair of silver handcuffs. Billy went over to Pam. 
“Pamela Dallas? You’re under arrest for kidnapping, attempted murder, and conspiracy to commit murder. You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will...” 
Billy slapped the cuffs on her. 
Then he helped Pam to her feet and walked her past us toward the front door.
Reading her the rest of those Miranda rights all the way to the patrol car. 
 
That future bestselling tale of domestic madness would never see the light of day.
 



 
Chapter 72
 
“There we go,” I said, sliding the massive cookie structure onto the narrow platform in the shop’s front window. “Easy as pie.” 
I readjusted the gingerbread house so that it was squarely in the middle of the platform. Then I dusted my hands off on my apron and stood back in the dark dining room, admiring it. 
The first rays of morning sunlight streamed through the chalet’s sugar glass windows, and for a moment, standing alone in the quiet pie shop, I could have sworn that the chalet had come to life. It was as if I could hear those little marzipan people laughing and talking in front of the fire. As if I could see them sipping their hot chocolate and throwing coconut snowballs at each other on the buttercream lawn. As if the whole thing was really a real place. 
I smiled.  
I was glad that Brad was letting me keep his masterpiece. 
I went over to the front door and flipped the sign to “open.” Then I peered through the window out onto Main Street.
The streets were mostly empty since it was so early in the morning, but it looked cozy and festive out there. Christmas lights and ornaments hung from the Aspen trees and eaves of the little businesses, glowing in the frosty dawn. A few muted rays of the low morning sun fell over Christmas River as gentle snowflakes began to tumble down from the iron-colored skies. 
According to the news station, which I had left on in the kitchen, the mild weather of the last week was over and another storm was rolling into town. The weatherman was promising us a white Christmas later this week, and as I stared out the window, watching those flakes drift down, I felt my heart swell with something that could only be described as childish delight. 
Here in Christmas River, most Christmases meant snow, and usually lots of it. But to me, and to anybody who could remember what it was like being a kid, waking up on Christmas morning to a winter wonderland never got old. 
I paused for a little while longer, enjoying the peaceful view out my pie shop window, savoring the quiet moment as much as I could. 
The holidays were so hectic – even without murder and mayhem – and a moment like this to just pause and enjoy the magic of the season was hard to come by. 
Which was why I wanted to milk it for all it was worth, and then some. 
“…So as you can see folks, things aren’t going to be too bad out there this Christmas. If you’re traveling, make sure you have emergency supplies in your car just in case. But if you’ve got your snow tires on, I wouldn’t worry too much – this storm doesn’t want any problems. It’s just passing on through. Now, we’ll send it back over to the news desk…”
The feed echoed from the kitchen.
“Thanks, Steve. Continuing with our coverage of the Moira Stewart murder case, bestselling author Pam Dallas pleaded not-guilty in court yesterday to counts of conspiracy, kidnapping, and murder. The judge in the hearing denied Dallas bail, citing her as a flight risk and a danger to society. Dallas, the bestselling author of the international hit What the Mountain Took, is a part-time Christmas River resident who…” 
I let out a small sigh as the local news cut through my cheerful moment of holiday basking like a sharp paring knife.  
It had been a few days since the fiasco up at the lodge. And in that time, Pam Dallas and her assistant Sydney Brooks had been arrested, charged with murder, and been the subject of national headlines across the country. Though the news media hadn’t found out yet about the reasons behind Pam’s involvement with Moira’s murder, and though they didn’t know about what happened up at the writing lodge the night of her arrest, they were slowly beginning to piece things together. Some reporters like Marla Browning had come to the conclusion that Moira must have been blackmailing Pam, and that inevitably led them to investigate what she could possibly have had on her. I was sure that eventually, they would find out that Pam had lied about the details of her mountain ordeal, and the fact that she had actually caused her husband’s death up there. 
I had the feeling that Pam’s movie – the one generating all that Oscar buzz –was about to get shelved in a very unceremonious fashion. Which I supposed was just as well. Money can’t bring you much enjoyment once you’re on the wrong side of some jail bars.
A chill worked its way down my spine, and I went over to the thermostat and turned the heat up. 
Over the past few days, I’d been trying to remind myself that the situation had been under control from the minute Daniel and Billy had pulled up to the lodge, and had come up with a plan to get us all out safely. Kara and I had been in the dark about it, not knowing that Billy was breaking into the back of the house while Daniel acted as distraction. 
But sometimes, especially late at night, I forgot that it had been so under control. I couldn’t help but think about how close we’d all come to being a blood-soaked news headline.
And I thought about how lucky we’d been to make it out of that lodge alive.
How lucky we all were to spend this week finishing up our last-minute Christmas shopping, wrapping presents, and eating that second helping of pie that we knew we really shouldn’t be eating.
How lucky we were to be able to watch delicate snowflakes dance in their joyful way out the window. 
How lucky we were to once again enjoy all those small, wonderful, often unacknowledged things that made up our everyday lives. 
 
Just then, I heard the squeak of the kitchen’s back door as it opened.
 



 
Chapter 73
 
Kara sounded like a grocery bag blowing around in a windstorm as she strutted into the empty dining room. 
Her arms were at her sides, weighed down with a dozen or so bulging shopping bags. She was dressed in a wonderfully tacky Christmas sweater, a pair of tight-fitting jeans, and high-heeled boots that let everyone know within a mile that she had arrived. Her long blond hair was curled nicely, and it bounced as she walked. 
“It’s already starting to come down out there,” she said, shaking off some stray snowflakes that had landed on her sweater. 
“I’m so glad you came over,” I said, meeting her halfway in the dining room and giving her a hug. “How are you holding up?”
I’d gone over to see her and Laila the morning after the fiasco at the lodge to make sure they were doing okay, and I’d talked to her on the phone every day since. But it was good to see her now in person, looking so strong and back to her old self.  
“Oh, you know me, Cin. I don’t stay down for long. But speaking of holding up, could you give me a hand here? I’m about to topple over like Pam Dallas’s career.”
I cracked a smile, reaching out for some of those bags and presents. 
“It’s good to hear you joke about it.”
She shrugged. 
“What else can you do? Bad things happen in life sometimes. And the only thing you can do is to try to laugh them off as best you can.” 
“Ain’t that the truth.” 
“I tell you, though, Cin. I don’t know if I’ve ever been so scared in all my life as I was that night. Having kids really changes everything. Things that wouldn’t normally shake you before completely wreck you when your child’s involved… I was prepared to die for her, Cin. I truly was. And I wouldn’t have had any regrets, either.” 
She trailed off, shaking her head. 
“This coming from me – the woman who used to absolutely detest children. What a long way I’ve come.” 
I smiled. 
“How’s Laila doing?” I asked. 
“Oh, she’s just fine. She’s at her Grandma Edna’s now. Luckily, she’s too young to understand what happened. But one day, when she’s old enough, I’ll tell her all about it. That should make quite the playground story – the time my dolly and I had a playdate with a multiple murderer.”
I was glad to hear that Kara was taking such a light-hearted view of everything. A lot of mothers wouldn’t. 
I set a few bags down on the floor, leaning them up against the counter. Kara handed me a foot-long pine board that had been tucked under her arm.
“Anyway, here’s that thing you asked me to make, Cin.” 
I studied the slab of wood for a long, long moment, grazing my fingers over the smooth, blackened letters. 
“Jeez, Kara. It’s beautiful. I hope it didn’t take you too long.” 
“It was no time at all. I’m practically a master wood burner these days – owning an ornament shop will do that to a gal.”
She looked over my shoulder at the pine slab, reading the words out loud. 
“‘When you know the truth of who you are, you realize that it’s enough just to BE.
And when you understand that, there’s nothing left to prove – Brad Houston.’”

Kara clicked her tongue against the roof of her mouth. 
“Imagine, Cin – to have swept the competition like that, to have that prize money just there for the taking, and then… to turn your back on the whole thing and say something like that.” 
Kara shook her head in disbelief. 
“He’s plain crazy. That’s the only explanation. Plain, plain crazy.” 
Kara was echoing what many people in the community thought after Brad abandoned his Junction win and the top prize ended up going to the second place contestant. 
But what some saw as irrational, I’d come to see as brave, heartfelt, and even noble. And I wasn’t the only one who saw that, either. Brad and Will had gotten the ski lodge interior contract as a result. Apparently, Phil Reister and his wife were so impressed by Brad’s gingerbread house and subsequent act of defiance, they hired their interior design company that very evening. 
In the days since all of it had happened, I’d come to realize that during this year’s competition, Brad had discovered something that most of us failed to ever figure out. 
That it was never about praise, awards, or recognition.
The beauty of something existed in the work and in the journey itself. 
And you couldn’t let what anybody thought or said take that enjoyment away from you.
“Maybe he is crazy,” I said, taking the wooden block with the quote over to the display case. “But you know? Maybe he’s onto something, too.” 
I placed the wood-burned quote in front of Brad’s beautiful gingerbread chalet for the whole town to see.
Kara looked pensively at it. 
“Yeah, maybe he is,” she said. “Maybe everyone puts too much importance on what other people think. Maybe you start running into problems when you do that.”
She looked like she was deep in thought. As if she was really taking the words to heart and thinking them through. 
“You know, I’ve been thinking, Cin. Maybe I should self-publish my book. Just get it out there to the readers, you know? Forget about Pam and that whole writing workshop and waiting for someone to discover me. Maybe I just need to take my fate into my own hands.” 
I smiled.
I had a feeling that no matter how Kara got her book published, it would end up being a bestseller. 
“I think that sounds like a great idea.”  
She nodded, a faint, content smile crossing her lips. 
Then, after a long while, she cleared her throat. 
“You know the reason I actually stopped by is that something strange just happened to me this morning and I wanted to tell you about it,” she said, setting her own bags down on the floor by the cash register. “I got a call from a lawyer.” 
I raised my eyebrows. 
“Really? What’d they want?”
Kara rubbed her hands together awkwardly. She suddenly looked a little uncomfortable.  
“Well, you know how Moira left her estate to that quilting heritage society?” 
I nodded. 
“Turns out that there was more to the will. It looks like…” 
She drew in a deep breath. 
“It looks like she actually left Laila a few things. A couple of antiques. An old grandfather clock that I complimented once when I was over at her house. And this mid-century side table. Both are worth a few thousand dollars. She said in the will that it was for Laila’s college fund.”
I felt my mouth drop a little in disbelief at hearing that. 
“Well, I’ll be… Moira really did that?” 
Kara nodded.  
“I mean, I’m sure she just forgot to update her will, considering the falling out we had. But still, I was… 
She let out a short sigh. 
“I don’t know. I was really moved by the gesture. It made me think back to when we were friends. And how sometimes we used to laugh over tea and those tasty shortbread cookies she made.”
Her eyes glazed over slightly and she looked away out the window. 
“You know, Cin, Moira wasn’t all bad. Mostly – but not all.”
“Hold on just a sec,” I said. 
I walked past Kara through the dim dining room and into the kitchen. 
A few moments later, I came back with two glasses and that bottle of bourbon I kept up in the pantry. 
“I wasn’t a fan of Moira Stewart,” I said, going over to the counter. “I didn’t like the way she gossiped and I didn’t like the way she hurt people in this town. I didn’t like the way she manipulated others to get what she wanted. I didn’t much care for her weak coffee, either.”
I set the glasses down on the wooden counter and began pouring. 
“But hell – Moira was who she was, and she lived life her way. You have to admire her for that, if nothing else.”
Kara’s lips turned up a little at the edges as I handed her a large glass of Wild Turkey. 
I wasn’t the type to have bourbon in the morning. But I figured I could get away with it this time. 
It was, after all, the holidays. 
“To Moira,” I said, holding up my own glass. “And to the good in everyone – no matter how small.” 
Kara nodded. 
“To the good in everyone,” she echoed. 
And as the snow fell softly outside on Main Street, Kara and I commemorated Moira Stewart in a way that would have pleased her—
Two respectable Christmas River gals drinking hard liquor well before 5 p.m. would have been just the kind of gossip the old lady lived for. 
 
 



 
Chapter 74
 
It was the morning of Christmas Eve when I got the call telling me that after years of speculations, doubts, and naysaying, Santa Claus did indeed really exist. 
“Cinny Bee! Cinny Bee!”
My hands went rigid at the hoarse desperation in his voice cracking through the speaker, and I stopped rolling out the hazelnut butter pie dough. 
“What is it old man? Are you okay?”
“You’ll never believe it, Cinny Bee. Santa’s real! You have to get down to the pub this instant. Hurry!” 
I was all alone in the pie shop – having given Tiana, Tobias, and Ian their Christmas bonuses plus the day off. That, however, didn’t mean there wasn’t work that needed to be done. Because come December 26, I knew that the pie shop would be flooded with hungry shoppers suffering from holiday hangovers and hitting the streets to use their shiny new Christmas gift cards. And if I didn’t want to spend that day buried up to my neck in flour, sugar, and cranberries, then I needed to get a head start.
I didn’t really mind working on this Christmas Eve. Despite trying his hardest to get the time off, it looked like Daniel would be putting in a double shift tonight and I was going to be alone for Christmas Eve and for our anniversary. Though Billy had been rehired, the Sheriff’s Office was still shorthanded for the number of calls they were expecting. Additionally, Liv was on leave, serving a month-long suspension following the “fund mishandling” incident. 
“Fund mishandling.” That was what Daniel had officially called Liv’s theft of $7,000 from the Victim’s Assistance Fund. Because even though theft was the real name for what happened, Daniel, unlike some in his position of power, had a heart. After talking to Liv about what happened and why she stole the money, he’d made a deal with her. She had to pay the money back – there’d be no ifs, ands, or buts about that. But she could do it in installments. In the meantime, Daniel was putting up his own money to replace the missing funds.
He’d also made a promise to Liv – that he and Billy would scare those loan sharks off and get them to leave her and her son alone forever. 
Daniel had stuck his neck out for Liv big time. But he must have seen something in the young woman to do that – the way I had, too. He must have realized that she’d just been trying to give her son a better life. 
“Cinny Bee? Are you coming down to the pub?” Warren shouted into the phone.
I glanced at the oven.
I had a batch of Sour Cream Apple pies in there that still had 20 minutes of baking left, and I didn’t want them to burn in my absence. 
“Does it have to be right now?”
“Yes. Right this very minute, Cinny Bee! No stalling!” 
I supposed I didn’t have a choice. 
I went over and turned the oven off.
“Okay, old man,” I said, holding in a sigh. “I’m just getting my coat and I’ll be right there.”
Before he hung up, I thought I heard the sound of a car honking in the background and some people shouting.
I wondered just what he’d gotten himself into this time. 
 



 
Chapter 75
 
“Well I’ll be a son of a snowman…” 
I stopped just short of the small crowd huddled on the sidewalk directly across the street from Geronimo Brewing Company. Some of them I recognized as being employees of the small brewpub, while others just appeared to be random shoppers who had been on their way somewhere, but had become distracted by the man on the brewery’s roof. 
A little boy was in the crowd, no older than 10. He was holding onto his mom’s hand while sucking on a candy cane and staring up with wide eyes. 
I followed his gaze to the man dancing on the roof. 
He had no jacket.
No hat. 
No mittens.
And no ear muffs.  
Just a thin flannel shirt and a heck of a lot to say. 
“Ladies and gentlemen, Santa is real! I heard him with my own two ears stomping on the rooftop this very morning! I heard the big man himself!” 
I wrestled my way to the front of the crowd. 
This was beginning to get ridiculous. 
The old man had spent half of December tempting fate up on that rooftop. 
“Dammit!” I shouted. “How many times do I have to tell you not to go up there! How many times—”
“I know Cinny Bee, but—”
“Get down from there right now or so help me, I’m going to come up there and—”
“But Cinny Bee, look—”
“No, I’m not going to—”
The old man pointed a finger, gesturing toward something. 
I stopped talking suddenly. 
His lips were moving.
His hips were shaking. 
He was glowing.
And from his plastic mouth, a familiar holiday jingle drifted out across the snowy rooftops. 
“Santa himself came down from the skies this morning and fixed Lars Claus, Cinny Bee! I was in a deep sleep, and then I heard a bunch of racket up on this rooftop. I heard Santa! With my very own ears, mind you. Santa lives! Santa lives!” 
“See, Jason?” the mom gripping her young son’s hand, whispered. “I told you he was real.” 
Young Jason’s mouth popped open in pure, child-like astonishment as my grandfather shouted some more about the kindness and generosity of Old St. Nick.  
 
I found that the only thing I could do was stand there and watch with a big, fat, ridiculous smile on my face.
 



 
Chapter 76
 
The sun was sinking low and the woods behind the pie shop had just started taking on an icy pink glow when I heard the front door let out a sluggish jingle. 
I dusted my hands free of flour and went to see just what poor soul had stumbled in at such a late hour on Christmas Eve. 
I’d had a few people stop by that afternoon. Mostly, frazzled, desperate-looking folks who had failed at making their Christmas desserts and were looking for a little help in the form of a ready-to-go pie. I gladly helped these customers, knowing just how hard the holidays could be – especially when things went wrong in the kitchen. 
But the person who had just walked in didn’t look anything like the panic-stricken type who usually frequented the shop on Christmas Eve. 
“Uh, oh,” I said, jokingly. “Who let you out?” 
I ran over, holding the door so that he could wheel his walker in more easily.  
He looked a little gray in the face and his aged eyes were bright from the exertion. A light layer of snow had taken up residence on his beige jacket. 
“Oh my goodness, Jessup – did you walk all the way from Alpenglow?”
He let out a dry cough and I helped him into one of the dining booths. I poured him a cup of water from the coffee cart and quickly brought it over to him. He took the glass from me, taking several small sips while coughing some more. 
“I knew you liked pie, Jessup, but I didn’t know you liked it that much.”
He smiled wryly. He waited a little bit for his breathing to steady before responding.
“I’m a sucker for your pie,” he finally said. “But I’m afraid I’ve got a bigger reason for this visit.” 
He cleared some phlegm from his throat. 
“Though as long as I’m here, I would take you up on a slice. The nurse has been trying to make me eat only health food lately. I keep telling her – what for? I’m not gonna be running no marathon anytime soon. I’ll be lucky this time next year if I can still walk. But she keeps on giving me those spinach green drinks like she’s expecting me to turn into Popeye any day now.”
I let out a laugh. 
“What flavor would you like?”  
“Surprise me.”
I went over to the case, slicing a big hunk of Christmas Flynn Pie, wondering just what would inspire a dying man to walk six blocks through a snowstorm on Christmas Eve to talk to me. 
 



 
Chapter 77
 
“I don’t expect you to understand, but times were different back then,” Jessup said, taking another slow bite of the pie, the fork trembling as he brought it to his mouth. “Today, a girl gets in trouble, the parents deal with it out in the open. Hell, something like that happened to my granddaughter and nobody seemed to think it was much of a big deal. But back then, a family’s name and reputation were important. Especially in a town as small as Christmas River.” 
I studied the elderly man as he spoke. His face reminded me of the cracked mud flats in the deserts of Eastern Oregon.  
“My kid brother Leon wasn’t that much different from a lot of other fellas in high school back then,” Jessup continued. “He played football and was handsome and the girls at school liked him plenty. Moira Stewart, in particular. Boy, did she love my brother. But he always kind of treated her like an annoying fly hovering over the honey jar – never liked her very much. Because Leon only had eyes for…” 
Jessup looked down at his plate. 
“You see, Moira had a sister. Ellie.”
My ears perked up at that. 
It was still the big unanswered question in all of the Moira business. Why had her nephew – Kent Utley – hated her so much? And just where had Moira’s sister disappeared to all those years ago? 
Kent hadn’t shed much light on any of it. And since Moira had actually been murdered by Syd Brooks, the police had no reason to look any further into Utley’s past. 
“Ellie was a couple of years younger than Moira and Leon,” Jessup continued. “But a girl that lovely hasn’t been seen in Christmas River since. She had these big doe eyes and beautiful dark hair, and she looked just like a young Gene Tierney. Every boy that age within 50 miles was in love with her. It wasn’t just her looks, though, that attracted the boys. She was kind. A real Christian girl. Never judged a soul and had a heart as pure and true as they came.” 
He glanced out the window. 
“You see, siblings in families have their designated roles, you know? In the Stewart family, Ellie was the pretty one who liked to have fun. And Moira was always the goody two shoes. The one who never did anything wrong. But I could always tell that Moira had some jealousy in her. Anytime Moira and Ellie were in the same room together, Moira would always be watching her sister. Just out of the corner of her eye. Like she was judging her every move, waiting for her to do something bad. Waiting to show everyone just how good she was, and how bad Ellie was.” 
Jessup drew in a deep breath. 
“She got her chance, too. Junior year, Ellie found herself in trouble. It was Leon’s. I guess the two of them had fallen in love and were keeping it quiet to spare Moira’s feelings. But when Ellie told him about the baby, my brother refused to do the right thing. He had all these plans like going to college and traveling the world. He knew they wouldn’t happen if he got tied down so early with a family. So he denied Ellie his responsibility. Denied the whole thing, in fact – blamed it on some other ex-boyfriend of hers, and left the poor girl to figure out what to do on her own. 
“I heard later that her family decided they were going to send her away somewhere for a while. And when she returned with the baby, her parents were going to raise it and pretend it was her sister. That was common in those days. But then Moira somehow caught wind of whose baby it was. I don’t know how, but she did. Even back then, she was wily with secrets. Shortly after she found out, everyone at school suddenly knew that Ellie had gotten herself in trouble. Moira told everybody. She was so crazed, so angry, that she didn’t even care about her family’s reputation. She just wanted to shame Ellie for stealing Leon from her.”
Jessup shook his head. 
“Ellie ran away from home right after all that. The whole incident just about killed the girls’ parents. They didn’t live long beyond any of it. Their father died of a heart attack, I think. The mother just sort of withered away for a lot of years. And Moira, well…” 
He picked at the pie on the plate.
“Moira kept on being Moira,” he said. “I heard that Ellie came back to town a few years later. That she asked her sister for help. She’d become an alcoholic and wanted to go to a rehabilitation center to get sober. She asked Moira to look after the child while she was gone. But Moira refused to help in any way whatsoever. Even though many years had passed, she still held a bitter grudge against her sister.”
I bit my lip and looked out the window. 
“It can’t all be blamed on Moira,” Jessup continued. “My brother’s the real snake in all of this. He lived a long, good life before passing on a few years ago. Had a family of his own and everything. All of those dreams of a big successful career and world travel came true. But you know, I never got along very well with him after what he did to Ellie. I could never see him in the same light again.”
“What happened to her?” I asked softly. “Do you know?”
Jessup slowly reached for something in his breast pocket. 
He unfolded the gray paper, flattened out the creases with his aging hands, then pushed it across the table toward me.
The newspaper clipping was dated from a little over a month earlier.
“Spokane Woman Dies after Getting Hit by Train,” read the headline.  
“An old high school buddy of mine living in Washington sent me this news clipping. Ellie changed her name, but we both recognized her in the photo. It seemed that Ellie lost out to her alcohol addiction. They say she was coming home from a bar and had passed out on some railroad tracks and…” 
He trailed off, sadness filling up the deep wrinkles in his face. 
“I heard that it all happened just two days before her son Kent got paroled,” Jessup added.
I looked down, feeling a deep pang of sorrow reverberate through my chest. Like a guitar chord ringing in an empty church.
There was a lot to take away from the sad story – Moira’s betrayal, Kent’s reason for hating his aunt so much, and the complete dissolution of the Stewart family over all of it. 
But the thing that got me was the injustice of it all. 
Leon had been able to live a long, happy life – his name and reputation completely untarnished. 
Meanwhile, Ellie’s had forever been changed. And though I didn’t know all of the particulars about why her life had gone so tragically, or why her son’s had, for that matter, I couldn’t help think how different things might have turned out. If only Leon would have assumed his responsibility, if only Moira hadn’t spilled her secret to anyone who would listen. 
If only the burden of such things fell the same way on men as it did on women. 
If only society had been more accepting and less judgmental in the first place. 
It was an old story – one that had played itself out countless times over the centuries. 
But that didn’t make it any less sad. 
I let out a long sigh.
Kent Utley must have known what Moira did to his mom all those years ago. 
And he must have hated her for it. 
That was why after getting paroled, he’d come to Christmas River to find her. 
“I keep thinking – what if I had reached out to that boy?” Jessup said. “He’s my nephew. What if I’d found him and, I don’t know… been a good influence on him? Maybe he would never have ended up in prison if—”
I reached over, patting Jessup’s ancient hand.  
“You can’t take on the guilt of other people, Jessup. Even if you are related to them.” 
“Hard not to feel guilty in a sad situation like this,” he said. 
He paused, looking out the pie shop window at the snow falling on Main Street in the dusk.
“That’s why I came down here today, Cinnamon. As Kent’s uncle, I feel some responsibility. I want to apologize to you for what he did. And I want to help him, if I can. I figure he’s got nobody now. And after breaking his parole the way he did, I’m sure he’s looking at some more jail time. I’m not saying it will make much of a difference, but…” 
He drew in a staggered breath, looking at me.
“But even if I can help him in a small way. Even if I can just let him know that he wasn’t completely unwanted in this world and that there’s someone out here who cares whether he lives or dies. Then… then I think it will be worth it. 
“Sometimes, that’s all we need to hear.”
I smiled back, feeling my eyes grow damp. 
I wasn’t Kent Utley’s number one fan after what he’d done to me. 
But I did believe that everybody deserved to be loved. 
And that everybody deserved to be made to feel like they had a place in the world. 
“Do you think your husband might let me see my nephew for Christmas tomorrow?” Jessup asked. 
“I’m sure he will,” I said, patting his hand again. “He’ll even give you a ride over there, if you want.”
The old man looked relieved. 
“I was hoping so.” 
 
After he finished his pie, I drove Jessup Turner back to the nursing home, telling him we’d pick him up tomorrow. 
 



 
Chapter 78
 
It was late and I was tired, but I kept churning out pies like my very life depended on it. 
After dropping Jessup back off at the nursing home, I had picked up the pooches and returned to the shop. After that, I busied myself for hours and hours stock-pie-ling for the 26th. 
People were going to be crazed and irritable that day, the way they were every year. And if I knew what was good for me, I’d do as much work as I could to prepare for the onslaught. 
That was what I told myself. 
But underneath it all, I knew that my motivations to keep busy didn’t have all that much to do with the post-Christmas shopping crowds. 
Sure – I could have gone over to the brewery and spent the evening with Warren and Aileen, sitting at the bar and chewing the fat with the old man as he served up the last of the day’s customers. 
I also knew that I could have gone over to Kara and John’s for Christmas Eve. Kara had invited me, but warned that Edna Billings was putting in an appearance. Kara said her mother-in-law was particularly crabby this week because a set of fine Lenox porcelain plates she’d ordered months ago for the occasion had gone on back-order and wouldn’t arrive in time.
Tiana and Tobias had even taken pity on me when they heard that I’d be alone Christmas Eve, inviting me to their beef wellington supper with Tobias’s sister. 
I appreciated all the offers, but politely declined them nonetheless. I’d be seeing everyone tomorrow anyway for Christmas brunch at our house, and I didn’t want to hamper their evenings. 
And besides, I knew that I wouldn’t be great company tonight. 
No matter what I did, I would still feel a little sad. And no amount of kind hospitality would change that. 
I went around the kitchen, shelving bags of flour and sugar, putting away sticks of butter, washing down the counters, and scrubbing piles of dishes in the sink until they shone. I rushed around until the kitchen sparkled more than the Christmas bulbs out on Main Street.
At least I had the pooches here with me – they lifted my spirits some. 
I glanced over at them as I tossed a few more stray bowls into the dishwasher. Huckleberry was snoozing soundly in his dog bed, probably dreaming of all those Christmas River Barkery treats that Santa would bring him. Meanwhile, Chadwick sat upright, watching my every move, no doubt hoping that one of the pies cooling by the window might belly-flop onto the floor in a genuine Christmas miracle. 
I loved these two little pooches like nobody’s business. 
“It’s Christmas tomorrow, you guys. Do you know what that means?” 
I got doggy snores from Huckleberry and a tilt of the head from Chadwick.
“It means chicken jerky and meat drippings and a special toy in each of your stockings. Aren’t you excited? It’s going to be such a wonderful day.”
Nothing but more snores. 
I let out a laugh. 
The song on my soul Christmas playlist changed, and a second later, the timeless, scratchy voice of Otis Redding filled the kitchen. 
I felt my smile fade a little as “That’s How Strong My Love Is” came on the speaker. 
It wasn’t a Christmas song, but it always would be one to me. 
I let out a short sigh, placing the dish I’d been scrubbing back in the sink. 
I remembered that night like it was just yesterday – Christmas Eve, years ago, when a man playing a guitar showed up on my porch, singing me this song because he knew how much I loved it. 
And a few years later, at our wedding, when we danced to this song and he whispered in my ear, telling me that he’d never leave my side so long as he lived. 
I sat down on the barstool, my dish gloves still on, feeling sad and feeling stupid for feeling sad. 
I knew that if Daniel could, he would have been here with me tonight on our anniversary. I knew that. Logically.
But a small part of me also felt a little resentful that he wasn’t here. That I was spending our anniversary in rubber kitchen gloves. That he hadn’t so much as called me today to see how I was doing. 
That he hadn’t even stopped by for lunch. 
I knew it was an unusual year after everything that had happened with the Moira Stewart case and its fallout. But still – once a man stopped making a big deal out of an anniversary, it was surely a sign of things to come. A sign of complacency. That maybe the marriage was no longer fresh. That perhaps the magic was fading a little. That…
Huckleberry rolled over suddenly, his ears pricking up. 
The two dogs started howling in the direction of the back door. 
 
There was a hard rap against the window. 





Chapter 79
 
“Daniel Brightman! You…” 
Words failed me. My heart was still racing out of control like a runaway reindeer, and though the dogs had stopped barking, they looked confused. As if they’d been certain it was a crazed killer knocking on the pie shop kitchen door. 
Not, as it turned out, one of their owners. 
A big, fat grin brightened his face in the dim glow of the porchlight. 
He was dressed in that old Buffalo Plaid jacket. The same one he’d worn all those years ago.
I opened the door. A gust of chilly, snowflake-dusted wind washed over me. 
“Sorry, but it’s practically a tradition now,” he said. “I have to show up on this exact porch on this exact night for the rest of our lives, Cinnamon Ann Peters. And if that means I have to scare you as collateral, well, then I guess that’s a sacrifice we’re gonna have to make.” 
I lowered my hand from my chest, noticing the flowers in his hands. 
“I thought you were working all night,” I said. “You told me you were pulling a double and wouldn’t get home until—”
“I said a lot of things, darlin,’” he said. “But I didn’t say that I’d forgotten our anniversary.” 
He handed me the massive bouquet of delicate pink roses. I breathed in their fragrant, dreamy scent. 
They must have cost a fortune this time of year. 
“Daniel, these are—”
“Put them in some water, Cin. Then turn those ovens off and grab your jacket. We’ve got somewhere to be.” 
 
I didn’t argue or ask questions or even say anything. 
I just smiled and slid out of those frumpy rubber kitchen gloves. 
 



 
Chapter 80
 
We walked through the dark, snowy woods, letting Huckleberry and Chadwick break trail and lead the way.
It was cold out, but I was wearing a big down jacket to keep me warm. The snow had stopped falling and the woods were bathed in a beautiful, peaceful kind of silence. The stars above twinkled through the long, spidery branches of the trees. A gentle north wind blew, and I held onto Daniel’s hand as we walked through the fresh powder, neither of us wanting to interrupt the beautiful silence with words. 
It wasn’t long before I figured out where we were headed. 
Holiday Meadow. 
The place where Daniel had asked me to marry him. 
Twice, as it turned out.
I gripped his gloved hand tighter. After half an hour of walking, I saw something bright up ahead in the clearing. 
A few minutes later, we arrived at a small campfire – a big log was burning bright within a circle of rocks. Nearby, there was a wooden bench with a thermos and two blue mugs. A couple of plush, plaid blankets were draped over the backrest. 
“You… you did all of this?” I said, stopping in my tracks. 
He shrugged. 
“I got some help from Liv. She made this all happen – said you deserved a special anniversary.” 
I smiled. 
We sat on the bench and Daniel grabbed the thermos, pouring the steaming liquid into the two mugs. He handed one to me and I took a sip. 
The spiced cider went down smooth and I could feel the warmth spread out across my chest in pleasant waves.
We watched as Chadwick and Huckleberry began chasing each other across the meadow, bounding through the snow like a couple of big squirrels.
Daniel put his arm around me. 
“So… I heard a perplexing piece of gossip today.”  
“Ugh,” I groaned. “Not more gossip, Daniel. I swear – I’ve had enough to last me ten lifetimes.”
Though I hadn’t spent too much time analyzing each secret in Moira’s book of gossip, I’d seen enough to look differently at a few of my fellow Christmas Riverites. But I tried not to judge too harshly. We all had things in our past that we weren’t proud of. And luckily, outside of Pam Dallas’s, the secrets in Moira’s book of gossip didn’t appear to be crimes or capital offenses. 
“Well, this rumor wasn’t about you or me this time,” Daniel said. “It was about the old man.” 
“Warren?” 
He nodded. 
“What are they saying about my grandfather?” 
“Vicky told me that he was up on the rooftop of the brewery this morning, shouting on about Santa Claus being real or something. Doing some crazy dancing for the whole town to see. Is that really true?” 
I let out a short sigh. 
“Yep, I’m afraid so. Makes him sound like a crazy person, doesn’t it? But it really was something of a Christmas miracle. Lars Claus had given up the ghost. And then, out of the blue, he started working again today.” 
I noticed that Daniel was grinning. 
“And more than that,” I continued, ignoring him. “Warren swore that he heard somebody up on the roof early this morning. He said he went up to see what was going on, but nobody was there. Then, in a last ditch attempt to revive Lars in time for Christmas, Warren plugged him in and voila – Lars started dancing and singing. His electrical plate had been completely rewired and fixed. Can you believe that? Warren said that it had to have been the man in the big red suit that did it. And then he started shouting about it to a crowd of onlookers. People were honking at him as they drove by.”
I shook my head. 
If Santa really was real, then I was glad that Warren was shouting about him from the rooftops. 
But I couldn’t help think that most people in town now thought that his mind was starting to go soft. 
Daniel’s eyes shone in the starlight and he started busting up like a 12-year-old punk who had just left a whoopee cushion on the teacher’s chair. 
I narrowed my eyes at him and crossed my arms.  
He kept laughing and I got the distinct impression he was having a jolly old time at my grandfather’s expense. 
“Don’t you dare go laughing at that old man, Daniel Brightman. The rest of the town can laugh at him if they want, but not you. Not if you ever want to unwrap any of those presents sitting under the tree back home, and most certainly not if you want—”
“I’m sorry, darlin.’ I’m not laughing at Warren. Honest.” 
He started busting up again. 
I felt my cheeks flush. 
“Sure as St. Nick seems like you’re laughing at him.” 
“No, really. I mean, yes, technically I am. But mostly, I’m just laughing at the situation.” 
I raised an eyebrow.
“Sounds like I better just take those presents back to the stores tomorrow and get my money back—”
He put a hand on my arm and quieted down for a moment, his eyes still glassy. 
“It’s just so funny, Cin. You see… there was a man up on the brewpub’s roof this morning.”
“Oh my gosh, did you see Santa?”
The question sounded even stupider out loud than it had in my head, but I said it anyway.  
I guess Warren had me almost believing in the big man. 
He paused, looking like he was barely holding in a laugh. 
Then he regained enough composure to speak. 
“No. But I did see a man who goes by the name of Lou Gunderson. From Gunderson’s Appliances, that is. I asked him to go up there and fix Lars Claus. Paid him a pretty penny, too.” 
I felt my eyes grow wide. 
“You…?” 
“It was going to be a present to the old man. I know how much he loves that old plastic Santa. I figured if Warren couldn’t fix it, Lou probably couldn’t either, but I asked him to take a look this morning anyway. And to do it on the quiet, too, just in case he couldn’t get Lars Claus to work. But as the entire town now knows, it looks like he did.” 
“So… it wasn’t really Santa?” 
“Not unless Santa’s a Pink Floyd fan with long hair and a beer belly.” 
A wave of disappointment hit me. 
I guess deep down, there’s always a small part of you that’s still a child and wants to believe in Santa. Even though you know logically that he couldn’t possibly exist. 
My disappointment, however, didn’t last long. 
“That was really thoughtful of you, Daniel,” I said. “You made the old man so happy.” 
“Glad to hear that. I’m just sorry about the misunderstanding. Now everyone in town will think he’s a loon.”
I leaned over. 
“Only if you tell them what really happened.”
Daniel pursed his lips together. 
“Hmm. You’re right. Apparently, I’m sitting on some top secret information here.” 
He settled back against the bench, stretching his arms out. 
“How much are you gonna pay me to keep this quiet? What kind of installment payment plan can I expect?” 
I smiled. 
“We’ll come to some kind of arrangement, Mr. Brightman.” 
“Oh really? You sound pretty sure of that.” 
I looked up into his green eyes, pushing a strand of loose hair off his forehead and tucking it under his hat.  
“I am.” 
I leaned forward and planted a soft kiss on his lips. 
A moment later, the first luminous rays of a full Christmas moon reached over the mountains in the distance, spilling soft blue light onto the snow around us. 
“I’m happy you took me here tonight,” I whispered. 
“Does that mean you’re glad you finally agreed to be my wife here?”
I let out a content sigh. 
“Best decision of my life, Sheriff Brightman. Hands down.”
He pulled me closer to him. 
“I love you, Cin. I’ll always love you, too. No matter what. No matter how old we get or how successful you become or what the future might hold.”
I went weak in the knees. 
“No matter how crazy your grandfather gets, either.”
“Daniel!”
I shook my head and then punched him playfully, but he just held me tightly to his chest, looking down at me. 
I stopped moving.
Passionate feelings suddenly swept through me like a forest fire in August. 
There was no complacency or boredom – the magic was still there between us.
The way it always was. 
“Remember what you said to me that night – when you first proposed?” I asked. 
“Every word, but remind me anyway.” 
“You told me that staying together and not getting married wouldn’t be enough for you. Because you wanted it all. And because you wanted me to have it all, too. Remember that?” 
“I remember,” he said softly. 
I looked up at him – at my soulmate. 
Everything I had ever wanted in my life I could find right there in those compassionate, caring eyes of his. 
“Let’s not wait any longer,” I whispered. “Let’s have it all. The way you said. The sooner the better.”
I searched his face. 
He knew what I meant by that.
He brushed a hand against my cheek. 
“You’re sure? I mean, with our trip coming up and—”
I reached for his hand. 
“I’ve never been so sure of anything in my life, Daniel.”
He smiled.
“Never,” I whispered. 
He gave me such a loving, fiery, passionate look then, I thought all the snow around us might just melt away into nothing. 
 
Maybe Santa wasn’t real. 
But I did know one thing for sure— 
True love was. 
 



 
Epilogue
 
The man in the gray coat walked through the sliding doors of the residential living facility, tucking the auto magazine under his arm. He stamped his shoes free of snow, and then took a wide path around the two old timers. Like always, they were pushing their walkers at about the same speed that traffic inched by on the I-676 during rush hour. He nodded at the old men, but didn’t stop to talk. He never did – even though he sensed the two would have liked nothing more than to strike up a conversation with him. 
They reminded him of Grace’s old man in that way. He’d liked conversation, too.
The man said hello to the husky woman at the nurse’s station. She nodded back, but as was her custom, she didn’t look too hard at him. Like most nurses in the home, she had too much on her plate to question him or why he sat there every Sunday afternoon at this hour. 
The man in the gray coat took his usual seat and flipped open the magazine. His interest in cars had waned significantly in the last few months, and he found his mind wandering as he sat there, waiting. 
His thoughts went back to Grace’s old man. 
He wondered if he was still alive. He hadn’t bothered looking him up – he knew the old man wouldn’t see him. Grace’s father didn’t want anything to do with him. He’d said as much in that letter all those years ago, covered in his jagged, angry scrawl. The one that came back after he’d sent that birthday card. 
“Don’t you ever think about coming back, either. No one wants you here. Don’t you know by now that you poison everything you touch?”
The man had burned the letter in his fireplace. Burning it didn’t help that much, though. The words were etched in his mind long after the letter was nothing more than ash. 
The front doors of the assisted living facility opened. The man lifted his eyes from his magazine, glancing at it expectantly. 
It wasn’t her. 
She was a little late today. 
He looked back down at his magazine. 
He probably should have listened to Grace’s old man. He’d planned to. All these years, he’d stayed far, far away from Christmas River. He’d carried on with his new life. Pretending it had been some other man with that family. Some other man who had worked in those mills for lousy pay. Some other man who’d been so unhappy that in a moment of wild desperation, he woke up one morning, packed a suitcase, and skipped town on everything and everyone. 
The man in the gray coat had done a good job forgetting. 
But late at night, when the world was asleep and the steady rhythmic breathing of his wife filled their bedroom, he’d lie awake, remembering. 
He’d think about her small face. Bright eyes with such innocence and vulnerability, the slightest mean word could turn them into wells of tears. He remembered playing catch with her on warm summer days in their backyard. The way she beamed when he said “nice catch, champ.” 
If he thought about her too long during those dark, dark nights, his ulcer would start flaring up. 
He closed the magazine, unable to read anything more. He squinted out the window at the snow-covered mountains in the distance. 
He had no intention of ever seeing those mountains again.
But then October happened. The incident in the stairwell at work and all that later came of it. And suddenly, he felt the need to do something. 
He heard the familiar click of the front door slide open. He looked over again. 
She wore a plaid jacket and sensible boots, and her hair was arranged in a high, carefree ponytail. She gracefully balanced the boxes in her arms as she entered, the way she always did.
She seemed smart and confident. 
He supposed he had Grace’s old man to thank for that. 
The man in the gray wool coat liked to think he’d had a hand in helping her recently. He’d been the one to call 9-1-1 after seeing her pull away from the parking lot with that man sitting in the seat behind her. When he called the police, he hadn’t given his name to the operator. 
He didn’t want her finding out about him that way. 
She smiled at the two old timers with their walkers, pausing to talk with them. 
She was kind.
It gave him hope to see that. 
She left the two old timers cackling and walked over to the nurse’s station. She set the boxes down and bantered with the large woman. 
“After what happened last time, I thought that maybe you’d stop coming here.”
“Well, I thought about it, but then I figured that Jessup and Ike might stage a riot if they didn’t get their weekly slice of Marionberry pie. I figured it’d be easier on everyone just to swing by and drop these off.” 
The ladies exchanged pleasantries some more. She promised to return next week, this time with the dog. 
She turned and started heading away from the nurse’s station. 
But to his surprise, right before leaving, she stopped.
He looked down suddenly at his magazine, pretending to be engrossed, feeling her eyes on him.
“What kind of pie do you like, mister?” 
He felt his throat tighten, the same way it had done the last time that she’d spoken to him. 
“Excuse… excuse me?” 
“Pie. What kind do you like?”
He gazed into her dark brown eyes, and for a second, he feared she recognized him.  
“I… I don’t know,” he finally said. “I don’t really like pie.” 
“Oh, don’t give me that. Everyone likes pie. How about Marionberry? That’s usually a hit.” 
His heart began pounding so fast, he thought it was going to burst out of his chest.
He didn’t answer. 
Couldn’t answer. 
“Next time, I’ll bring you a slice,” she said finally. 
“Su… Sure,” he choked out.
There was a lump the size of a baseball in his throat.
She smiled, oblivious to the turmoil churning inside of him. Then, she turned around and left. 
He watched her walk away.
 
One day soon, he’d have the courage to say more. 
One day soon, he’d stop coming here and go to her pie shop instead. 
One day soon, he’d tell his daughter about the things that had kept him up all of those sleepless nights. 
 
Just not today.
 
He waited ten minutes. Then he folded his magazine, stood up, and headed out to his car. 
 
To be continued…
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A Note to My Readers
 
Christmas River first began in December of 2010 when I was a reporter for a newspaper in my hometown of Bend, Oregon. 
 
I was assigned a story about an unwanted Labrador/pit-bull shelter dog named Nala who saved the life of another dog during a big snowstorm (if you’d like to read about this backstory, click here.) The story was one that not many others in the newsroom wanted to take because of its inherently “fluffy” nature – it wasn’t hard-hitting or the kind of thing that most of us got into journalism to cover. 
 
But despite that, the story ended up touching something in me. A sentimental side that, until that day, I didn’t know existed. 
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A couple of years later, I wrote the first Christmas River book. And though the characters and pooches featured in the book were different than in the 2010 article, the feeling behind it was the same. It was a story about overcoming rough patches in life, about finding redemption, and most of all, about seeing the good that exists in everything and everyone. 
 
In the years since, I’ve received many kind notes and letters from readers telling me about how much The Christmas River Series has meant to them. These notes in turn always mean so much to me – especially the ones from readers who tell me that the books have helped them get through a particularly difficult time in their lives. I can think of no better work to do in this world than that. 
 
Since this is Book 10 of the series and seems like a landmark of some sort, I would like to say a special thanks to my family – M & P, TF, J, L, L, B, and G. They have helped me with so much over the past five years of writing – from teaching me how to use self-publishing programs to designing beautiful covers for my books to being beta readers to encouraging me during the many ups and downs that come with being a writer. I’m so incredibly lucky to have you guys in my life. I love all of you so very, very much. 
 
I would also like to thank Phyllis May and Mary Brown – some of Christmas River’s biggest supporters! I appreciate all that you’ve done to promote my series over the years, and more than that, I feel glad to call you friends. I would also like to thank my advance readers’ group – thanks so much for your encouragement and for all the wonderful reviews!
 
And finally, I’m so grateful to all of you readers who have come on this journey with me. Your support has meant more than you could ever know. You’ve allowed me to live out my dream – not to mention live part time in the coziest place in the world. I can only hope that my stories have reciprocated somehow. Thank you, readers.
 
I will continue to write books in The Christmas River Series for as long as I can still do the characters justice, and/or until I run out of “M” words for the titles. And who knows – maybe I’ll start on a new letter after that!
 
So in a sense, I think that we’ve really only just begun ;)
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