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About the book

It’s summer in Lake Eden, Minnesota, and Hannah Swensen, owner of The Cookie Jar bakery, is looking forward to her younger sister coming to stay. But before the family reunion can begin, disaster strikes when Hannah discovers the body of a local resident in a neighbour’s basement.

The only clue is one of Hannah’s luscious lemon meringue pies, left on the kitchen counter with a slice missing. But from the looks of the victim’s kitchen, she was planning an intimate dinner for two . . . Can Hannah track down the killer with a sweet tooth?





 
 This book is for The Great Nicky Borzoi

We miss you, boy.
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 Lemon Meringue Pie Murder
 
 

 

 
 
 “Maybe I’d better check on Mother. She’s been down there a long time.”
 

 
 “I’ll go with you.” Norman led the way to the basement doorway. “Delores? Are you all right down there?”
 

 
 Hannah stood behind Norman, waiting for her mother to respond. When there was no answer, she felt a jolt of fear. “Move over, Norman. I’m going down there.”
 

 
 “Not without me, you’re not.” Norman had gone down three steps when he stopped abruptly. “Here she comes, now. Back up to give her room.”
 

 
 Hannah backed up, but she gazed over Norman’s shoulder to watch her mother climb the stairs. Delores didn’t appear to be hurt, but her mouth was set in a tight line. Something had happened in the basement. And judging by the way her mother was gripping the handrail, that something wasn’t good.
 

 
 “You look like you just saw a ghost,” Hannah commented and immediately wished she hadn’t when her mother’s face turned even paler.
 

 
 Delores gave a small smile, so small that it could only be classified as a grimace. “Not a ghost. I found . . . a body!”
 

 

 


 
 
 
 Chapter

One
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 Hannah Swensen was startled awake at four forty-seven in the morning. Two feral eyes were staring down at her. She batted out at them and they vanished, leaving an accusatory yowl floating in their wake.
 

 
 “This is my pillow, not yours!” Hannah muttered, retrieving it and settling it in, under her head. But before she could close her eyes for the few precious minutes of sleep that remained until her alarm clock blared, guilt set in. She’d never slapped out at Moishe before. Her orange and white tomcat had taken enough abuse while he was living on the streets. His left ear was torn and he was blind in one eye, a reminder of how he’d once fought to survive. In the time since Hannah had invited him in to share her condo, they’d become friends. Now that friendship was in jeopardy. If worse came to worst, Moishe might never trust her again.
 

 
 “I’m sorry, Moishe. Come here and I’ll scratch your ears.” Hannah patted the sheets, hoping for feline forgiveness. “I’d never really hurt you. You should know that by now. You just scared me, that’s all.”
 

 
 There was another yowl, a bit less irate this time, coming from the floor by the foot of her bed. Hannah patted the sheets again and she felt a thump as Moishe landed on the mattress. All was forgiven and that made her feel good, but now that she was wide awake, her neck began to twinge with a vengeance. Moishe must have commandeered her pillow shortly after she’d gone to bed and now she was paying the price of his comfort. The only cure for her sore neck would be a long hot shower before she went to work.
 

 
 “Fine. I’m up,” Hannah grumbled, reaching out to flick off her alarm. “I’ll get your breakfast. Then I’ll shower.”
 

 
 Once she’d found her slippers, Hannah padded down the hallway to the kitchen. She flicked on the light and opened the window to catch any early morning breezes that might be lurking outside her condo complex, but only warm, muggy air greeted her. Lake Eden, Minnesota, was in the middle of an unseasonable heat wave, unusual weather for the tail end of June, and the nights were almost as hot as the days.
 

 
 Moishe took up a position by his food bowl and gazed at her expectantly. His tail was flicking back and forth like a metronome, and Hannah wondered idly whether she could attach a fan and harness all that energy.
 

 
 “Patience is a virtue,” Hannah muttered, quoting her mother. Then she remembered that the admonition hadn’t worked on her, either. “I’m getting your breakfast right now, even before my first cup of coffee. If that isn’t an apology, I don’t know what is!”
 

 
 Moishe’s tail continued swishing as Hannah went to the broom closet and opened the padlock she’d installed on the door. Some people might think that the padlock was overkill, but Moishe got insecure every time he could see a bare patch at the bottom of his food and he wasn’t shy about helping himself from the mother lode. Tired of sweeping up spilled kitty crunchies, Hannah had attempted to secure her stock by several unsuccessful methods. Moishe had conquered a bungee cord, a new heavy-duty latch, and a hook-and-eye fastener. When her determined feline roommate wanted food, he turned into a regular Houdini. No lock could stop him for long.
 

 
 Once Moishe was crunching contentedly, Hannah poured herself a cup of coffee and headed off to the shower. Today was Friday and it promised to be a busy day. Not only was Friday Pie Day at The Cookie Jar, Hannah’s bakery and coffee shop, she had to fill an order for five batches of Old-Fashioned Sugar Cookies. The order had come from a Minneapolis caterer and the cookies were for a wedding reception.
 

 
 Hannah and her partner, Lisa Herman, had mixed up the cookie dough before they’d locked up the previous night. Hannah would bake the cookies and then the pies, Lemon Meringue this week, before Lisa came in at seven-thirty. It was Lisa’s job to decorate the cookies with the initials of the bride and groom, “PP” for Pamela Pollack and “TH” for Toby Heller.
 

 
 After a few minutes under the steaming spray, Hannah’s neck pain had faded into a dull ache. Since the KCOW weatherman had predicted that today could be one of the hottest days of the summer, she decided to wear her lightest-weight slacks, the ones she’d chosen last summer on a rare shopping trip with her sister, Andrea. Hannah stepped into the slacks and struggled as she attempted to pull them up. Even with the zipper wide open, she couldn’t get them past her hips. They hadn’t been this tight when she’d tried them on in the dressing room!
 

 
 Hannah eyed her straining slacks balefully. She’d gained weight, a lot of it. It was bad enough being the tallest one in her petite family and the only daughter who’d inherited her father’s unruly red hair. Now she was also overweight. It was time to go on a diet whether she liked it or not.
 

 
 Visions of an endless stream of salads with low-cal dressing danced through Hannah’s head as she peeled off the slacks and rummaged in the closet for a pair with an elastic waistband. Jogging was out. She hated it and she didn’t have the time anyway. Joining a gym wasn’t possible, either. The nearest gym was out at the mall and she’d never drive out there to use it. As much as the prospect sickened, she’d just have to limit her intake of food. It was the only possible way for her to shed the weight she’d gained.
 

 
 Hannah turned to glance at the bathroom scale. She knew it was only her imagination, but it looked coiled and ready, like a rattlesnake set to strike. She told herself the sensible thing would be to weigh herself now, to see how much she needed to lose. She even took a step toward the scale, but she stopped when her heart began to pound and her palms grew damp. When was the last time she’d stepped on the scale? It had to have been at least six months ago. Perhaps she should diet for a week and then weigh in. That way the shock wouldn’t be so severe. At least coffee didn’t have calories. She’d have another cup and decide later about when she should weigh herself.
 

 
 The hands of her apple-shaped kitchen clock were approaching five-twenty by the time Hannah finished her third cup of coffee. She refilled Moishe’s food bowl and poured the rest of her coffee into the car carrier Bill Todd, her brother-in-law, had given her two Christmases ago.
 

 
 “’Bye, Moishe. Be good while I’m gone,” Hannah said, giving him a scratch under the chin and then slinging her saddlebag-sized purse over her shoulder. “I may be condemned to lettuce for supper, but I promise that you’ll get a big bowl of . . .”
 

 
 Hannah broke off in mid-sentence as the kitchen wall phone rang. It had to be her mother. No one but Delores would call her this early. For a fleeting second, Hannah thought about letting the answer machine pick up, but her mother would just track her down later, perhaps at an even more inconvenient time. There was no sense in delaying the inevitable.
 

 
 The phone pealed a second time and Moishe turned his back on it, sticking his haunches in the air and flicking his tail. Hannah laughed, amused at his antics. Delores was not one of Moishe’s favorite people. She was still laughing as she grabbed the phone and answered, “Hello, Mother.”
 

 
 There was silence on the other end of the line and then Hannah heard a chuckle, a 
 male
  chuckle. “I’m not your mother.”
 

 
 “Norman?” Hannah plopped her purse on the kitchen table and sat down in a chair. Norman Rhodes was one of her favorite people and she dated him occasionally. “What are you doing up this early?”
 

 
 “I always get up this early. I wanted to catch you before you left. Hannah, I need a favor.”
 

 
 “What is it?” Hannah asked, smiling as she pictured Norman. She could hear water running and she knew he was making coffee in his mother’s kitchen. Norman wasn’t what most people would call handsome, but Hannah liked his looks. He had the kind of face people instinctively trusted.
 

 
 “Will you reserve a big table at the rear of The Cookie Jar for me at nine-thirty this morning?”
 

 
 “I can’t,” Hannah said with a grin.
 

 
 “Why not?”
 

 
 Hannah laughed outright. “Because I don’t have any 
 big
  tables. They’re all the same size. How about if I push two together for you?”
 

 
 “That’d be fine. I’ve got some exciting news, Hannah.”
 

 
 “Really?” Hannah glanced up at the clock. She was running late, but that was all right. The pies wouldn’t take long. She’d baked the crusts before she’d left work yesterday, and all she had to do was cook the filling and put on the meringue. She wanted to talk to Norman. She’d just work a little faster when she got to her cookie shop.
 

 
 “I made an offer on a house and it’s been accepted.”
 

 
 “You bought a 
 house?”
  Hannah hadn’t had an inkling that Norman was in the market for a house.
 

 
 “That’s right, and I want to sign the papers this morning before the seller changes her mind. I got a really good deal on the Voelker place.”
 

 
 “That’s wonderful,” Hannah said, hoping that Norman knew what he was getting into. The Voelker place was a wreck. It was on a nice piece of land overlooking Eden Lake, the body of water that was within Lake Eden’s city limits, but the house hadn’t been modernized in over six decades. “Are you going to remodel it?”
 

 
 “It needs too many improvements for that. I just bought it for the land. I’m going to tear it down and build our dream house.”
 

 
 Hannah wondered if she’d heard him correctly. “Did you say 
 our
  dream house?”
 

 
 “That’s exactly what I said. I’m talking about the one we designed for that contest we won. Those plans were perfect, Hannah. It’s a great house and it’ll be a real showplace.”
 

 
 Hannah was speechless, a real rarity for her. She’d helped Norman design the plans and she’d been ecstatic when they’d won the contest. They’d split the prize money and she now had a window air conditioner in her kitchen at The Cookie Jar, eight new ceiling fans that had been mounted in the coffee shop, and new shelving that was being installed in her pantry. Their dream house 
 was
  a great house, but Hannah had never in her wildest imaginings thought that Norman would actually build it! What was he going to do rattling around in a four-bedroom, three-bath, split-level home anyway?
 

 
 A frown appeared on Hannah’s brow. Certainly Norman wasn’t planning on living there alone. Had he assumed that she was going to marry him without bothering to ask? And if he wasn’t about to propose to her, did he have someone else in mind?
 

 
 “I guess I must have shocked you,” Norman said with a chuckle. “You’ve never been quiet for this long before.”
 

 
 Hannah nodded, even though she knew that Norman couldn’t see it. “You shocked me, all right. I can’t believe you’re actually going to build it.”
 

 
 “Well, I am. Living with Mother is a real pain. Every time I leave the house, she asks me where I’m going and what time I’ll be back. I know she means well, but she can’t seem to accept that I’m an adult.”
 

 
 “I know 
 that
  feeling,” Hannah sympathized. Carrie Rhodes had been attempting to control Norman’s life ever since he’d come back to Lake Eden to take over the family dental business. “Was your mother upset when you told her that you were moving out?”
 

 
 “She doesn’t know yet. I’m going to tell her at breakfast this morning. She’s been complaining about how they need more storage space for Granny’s Attic and I’m sure she’ll be glad to get all of my stuff out of her garage.”
 

 
 Hannah clamped her lips firmly shut. Why shatter Norman’s illusions? It was true that Granny’s Attic, the antique shop their mothers had opened, needed more off-site storage space, but that wouldn’t keep Carrie from being upset. Hannah was sure she’d be fit to be tied that Norman had made a decision without consulting her.
 

 
 “I still can’t believe how I lucked into the house. You knew that Rhonda Scharf inherited it, didn’t you?”
 

 
 “I knew,” Hannah said. Rhonda was a regular on the Lake Eden gossip hotline and everyone in town knew about her inheritance. The day after her great-aunt’s will had been read, Rhonda had come into Lake Eden Realty and listed the house with Hannah’s sister, Andrea. “Does Andrea know that you bought the house?”
 

 
 “Of course. Rhonda called her last night and Andrea advised her to accept my offer.”
 

 
 “Well . . . that’s good,” Hannah said, wondering why Andrea hadn’t called to tell her. What were sisters for if they didn’t share news like that?
 

 
 “I told everyone to meet me at The Cookie Jar. There’ll be four of us, and I thought you could be a witness. You will, won’t you?”
 

 
 “Of course I will.”
 

 
 “Good. I’ll see you at nine-thirty then. This is a big step for me, Hannah.”
 

 
 “I know it is. Congratulations, Norman.” Hannah was frowning as she hung up the phone. Of course she was happy for Norman, but she was royally miffed at her younger sister. Andrea liked to sleep in until seven, but Hannah picked up the phone and started to punch in her sister’s number. Even though Hannah had been out late last night, catering coffee and cookies at a bridal shower, Andrea could have left a message!
 

 
 Just as the call was about to connect, Hannah glanced over at her answer machine. The little red light for incoming messages was blinking frantically. Andrea 
 had
  called, several times by the looks of it. Hannah slammed the phone back in the cradle before it could ring and retrieved her messages. There were six and every one of them was from Andrea. When Hannah had come home from her catering job, she’d been too tired to check for messages. And she’d forgotten all about it this morning.
 

 
 Hannah had just finished erasing Andrea’s messages when the phone rang again. Delores? Andrea? Hannah grabbed it on the second ring, wondering if she’d ever get the chance to skin out the door.
 

 
 “Hannah?” It was Norman again. “Sorry to bother you twice in one morning, but do you still have that pen I gave you for Christmas?”
 

 
 Hannah’s eyebrows shot up. How quickly they forgot! “You didn’t give me a pen. You gave me a silk scarf and a gold circle pin.”
 

 
 “I know. That was your real gift for under the tree. I’m talking about the giveaway pens from the Rhodes Dental Clinic. You didn’t throw yours away, did you?”
 

 
 “Of course I didn’t. I thought it was cute. I’ve never had a pen shaped like a toothbrush before. It’s right here . . . somewhere.”
 

 
 “Could you look? I saved some, but they’re in a box in Mother’s garage and I don’t have time to look for them. I thought it would be a nice touch if I used one to sign the papers. It’s not critical or anything, but the pens were my dad’s design, and since he can’t be here, I . . .”
 

 
 “I’ll look right now,” Hannah interrupted him. “Hold on a second.”
 

 
 Hannah put down the phone, upended her purse, and dumped the contents on the surface of the kitchen table. There were at least two dozen pens and pencils, but the one from the Rhodes Dental Clinic wasn’t among them. She stuffed everything back inside her purse and checked the cracked coffee mug on the table that served as her penholder. No Rhodes Dental pen there, either.
 

 
 “Sorry, Norman,” Hannah said, getting back on the phone to report. “I checked my purse and the pen jar on the table, but it’s not there.”
 

 
 “How about your bed table? You told me you always keep a pen and steno pad handy in case you get an inspiration for a recipe in the middle of the night.”
 

 
 Hannah was surprised. She didn’t recall mentioning that to Norman. “I’ll check before I leave. If I find it, I’ll bring it down to the shop with me.”
 

 
 Hannah hung up the phone and headed back to her bedroom. It was clear that Norman was nervous about buying his first house. Becoming a homeowner was a big step. When she’d signed the papers for her condo, she’d found herself missing her father, wishing that he’d lived long enough to see her take this step into adulthood. If signing the papers with a Rhodes Dental Clinic pen that his father had designed would make Norman feel more comfortable, she’d spend the next hour looking for it.
 

 
 And there it was! Hannah’s eyes locked on the pen the moment she stepped inside her bedroom. She grabbed it, stuffed it inside her purse, and was just preparing to step outside her condo door when the phone rang again. It was probably Norman, wondering if she’d found the pen. Hannah rushed back into the kitchen, almost tripping over Moishe in her haste, and snatched up the phone before it could ring a second time.
 

 
 “Hi, Norman. Your pen was in my bedroom, right where you said it would be. I’ll bring it to work with me.”
 

 
 Hannah heard a startled gasp, followed by a lengthy silence. The person on the other end of the line was so quiet, Hannah could hear a clock ticking in the background.
 

 
 “Oh-oh,” Hannah breathed, recalling the exact words she’d spoken when she’d answered the phone. For someone who hadn’t been a party to her earlier conversations with Norman, the fact that his pen had been in her bedroom would be food for some juicy gossip. She was about to say hello again, hoping that the call had been a wrong number, when the ticking clock began to chime and she recognized the strains of “Edelweiss.”
 

 
 Hannah groaned. She’d really stuck her foot in it now. The only person in Lake Eden who had a clock that chimed “Edelweiss” was her mother!
 

 

 


 
 
 
 Chapter

Two
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 “This is your mother, Hannah,” Delores Swensen said at last. “How did Norman’s pen get into your 
 bedroom?”
 
 
 

 
 Hannah started to laugh. She couldn’t help it. She’d never heard her mother sound so shocked before.
 

 
 “Stop that laughing and tell me! I’m your mother. I have a right to know!”
 

 
 Hannah wasn’t about to argue that point, not when her mother sounded capable of going into cardiac arrest any second. “Relax, Mother. Norman wanted me to find the Rhodes Dental Clinic pen he gave out at Christmas. I told him I always keep a pen on my bed table and he suggested that I look for it there.”
 

 
 “Oh. That’s different. For a minute there, I thought . . . never mind. Why does Norman need that particular pen?”
 

 
 “He’s signing some papers this morning and he wants to use it for sentimental reasons. He just bought a house.”
 

 
 “Norman bought a 
 house?
  Which house? Where?”
 

 
 “It’s the Voelker place. He’s going to tear it down and build our dream house on the land.”
 

 
 
 
 “What
  dream house?”
 

 
 “The one we designed for that contest we won. You remember, don’t you?”
 

 
 “Of course. You showed me the blueprints. But that house was huge, wasn’t it?”
 

 
 “Four-bedroom, three-bath.”
 

 
 “But a house like that is much too big for . . .” Delores stopped speaking and gasped. “Is there something you’re not telling me, Hannah?”
 

 
 “Not a thing.”
 

 
 “Then you’re not considering any life-altering changes?”
 

 
 Hannah glanced at the clock and frowned. “The only life-altering change I’m considering is ripping the phone off the wall so I can make it to work on time.”
 

 
 “Oh. All right then, dear. I’ll make it short. I called because I have some wonderful news. Michelle is coming home.”
 

 
 “She is?” Hannah started to smile. Her youngest sister had just finished her freshman year at Macalester College and Hannah hadn’t seen her since Christmas. “When is she coming?”
 

 
 “On Tuesday night. She doesn’t have to go back until Sunday. The Drama Department is moving to a new building and all the student workers have the week off. She’s coming in on the eleven o’clock bus and she wants to stay out at the lake cottage.”
 

 
 “But I thought you had it rented out for the entire summer.”
 

 
 “I did, but Andrea worked something out with the renters. I’m staying out there with Michelle, of course. A girl her age still needs supervision.”
 

 
 Hannah grinned, imagining Michelle’s reaction to that bit of news. She wouldn’t be happy that her idyllic lake vacation would be graced by her mother’s presence.
 

 
 “I was hoping you could pick her up at the Quick Stop and bring her out to the lake. I have an important decorator coming in that night and Carrie can’t handle her alone. And after that, I have to run straight out to the cottage to get things ready. I’ll barely have time to make up the beds and hang the towels before Michelle’s bus comes in.”
 

 
 “No problem,” Hannah reassured her. “I’ll meet the bus.”
 

 
 “Thank you, Hannah. I knew I could count on you. I’ve got to run. Carrie’s picking me up in five minutes and I still have to fix my hair. We’re doing the front window display this morning.”
 

 
 Hannah was smiling as she hung up the phone, not her usual expression after a conversation with her mother. It would be good to have Michelle home again.
 

 
  
 

 
 By seven-thirty, Hannah had accomplished a lot. There were a dozen Lemon Meringue Pies in the ovens and she’d baked all the Old-Fashioned Sugar Cookies for Pamela and Toby’s wedding reception. She poured the last cup of coffee from her travel carafe, sat down on a stool at the stainless-steel workstation, and reached out to grab one of the Old-Fashioned Sugar Cookies she’d designated as seconds. The cookie was slightly off round and she wanted the wedding cookies to be perfect. She was about to taste it when reality set in. She couldn’t have cookies. She was on a diet. In her heart of hearts, she knew she had at least twenty pounds to lose, maybe even more. And come to think of it, perhaps that was why Norman hadn’t asked her to marry him.
 

 
 Sighing a bit, Hannah placed the cookie back on the plate. She had to exercise willpower. She had to be strong. She’d just convince herself that she loved low-fat cottage cheese and salads until she could get back into her summer slacks. Once she got down to the perfect weight, Norman would take one look at her new, svelte figure and pop the question. And she’d say . . . What would she say? Did she really want to marry a man who hadn’t proposed to her because she was twenty pounds overweight?
 

 
 Hannah reached for the cookie again. She wanted a man who would accept her just the way she was. If twenty pounds or so stood between spinsterhood and wedded bliss, there was something wrong with the system. Besides, marrying Norman would mean that she’d have to give up Mike Kingston.
 

 
 A sigh escaped Hannah’s lips as she thought about Mike. He was the handsome and sexy head detective with the Winnetka County Sheriff’s Department. He was also her brother-in-law’s partner and Bill hadn’t been shy about telling Hannah that he hoped she’d marry Mike. Andrea also liked Mike, but she’d adopted their mother’s view. As long as the candidate was male and single, any old groom would do in a pinch.
 

 
 Thoughts of her mother caused Hannah to withdraw her hand without taking the cookie. If she got thinner and Norman proposed, Delores would have to stop playing matchmaker and fixing her up with every eligible man who stepped inside the Lake Eden city limits.
 

 
 But did she really want to get married at this point in her life? Hannah reached for the cookie again. It might serve her better to stay a little heavy, delay any proposals of marriage, and date both Norman and Mike into perpetuity.
 

 
 The back door opened and Hannah pulled her hand back from the cookie plate. It was a guilty reaction, pure and simple, and she gave her partner, Lisa Herman, an embarrassed smile. “Good morning, Lisa.”
 

 
 “Hi, Hannah.” Lisa hung her purse on a hook, grabbed her apron, and walked over to stare at Hannah curiously as she put it on. Since she was petite, she had to roll it up around the middle and wind the strings around her waist twice. “I saw you put that cookie back. Is there something wrong with them?”
 

 
 “No. I’m sure they’re delicious.”
 

 
 “Then why didn’t you take one?”
 

 
 “Because I’m on a diet. No desserts until I lose twenty pounds. If you see me reaching for another cookie, slap my hand.”
 

 
 “Okay. But what brought this on?”
 

 
 “My favorite pair of summer slacks. I bought them on a shopping trip with Andrea last summer and now I can’t even zip them up.”
 

 
 “That’s strange. You don’t look like you’ve gained weight to me.”
 

 
 “Not to 
 you
  maybe, but . . .” Hannah stopped speaking and sighed. “Norman bought a house.”
 

 
 “He did?” Lisa looked startled.
 

 
 “It’s the house Rhonda Scharf inherited from her great-aunt. He’s coming here to sign the papers this morning.”
 

 
 “Then Norman’s moving?”
 

 
 “Not yet. He’s going to bulldoze the old house and start building the dream house we designed for the contest.”
 

 
 “That’s wonderful,” Lisa said, walking over to the sink to wash her hands, “but what does it have to do with you losing weight?”
 

 
 “He called to tell me about it this morning, but he didn’t ask me to marry him.”
 

 
 Lisa turned to give Hannah a stern look. “And you really believe that the only reason Norman didn’t ask you to marry him is because you’re twenty pounds overweight?”
 

 
 “Well . . . no. But . . .”
 

 
 “Don’t get me wrong,” Lisa interrupted her. “Go on a diet if you want to, but don’t use Norman for an excuse. He’s crazy about you. Anybody can see that. I think he’ll ask you one of these days.”
 

 
 Hannah felt her spirits rise. “Do you really think so?”
 

 
 “Absolutely. It takes some men a while to work up the nerve. I’ve been dating Herb for as long as you’ve been dating Norman, and Herb hasn’t proposed yet.”
 

 
 “Do you wish he would?” The moment the words were out of her mouth, Hannah regretted them. Lisa’s relationship with Herb was none of her business. But Lisa didn’t seem to mind the question and she smiled slightly as she dried her hands.
 

 
 “Sometimes I wish he’d ask me. How about you? Do you want Norman to ask you?”
 

 
 “I don’t know. But I do know I don’t want him to ask anyone else.”
 

 
 Lisa laughed. “I don’t think there’s any danger of that. So how about the diet? Is it still on?”
 

 
 Hannah thought about it for a moment. “It’s on. I can’t afford to buy a whole new wardrobe.”
 

 
 “Now 
 that’s
  a good reason for a diet,” Lisa said, heading for the door to the coffee shop. “I’ll go start the coffee so you can fill up on something that doesn’t have any calories.”
 

 
 The stove timer sounded and Hannah rose to take her pies out of the ovens. By the time she’d set them all out on racks to cool, Lisa was back with a fresh hot cup of coffee.
 

 
 “Here you go.” Lisa handed her a white mug with 
 THE COOKIE JAR
  printed in red block letters on the side. “This’ll get you going. And once you increase your energy level, you’ll burn more calories. Gorgeous, as always.”
 

 
 Hannah, who had been about to take her first sip of coffee, looked up at the apparent non sequitur and found Lisa eyeing the row of baked pies.
 

 
 “I think lemon is your prettiest pie. Of course your cherry pies are nice, too. They look yummy with all that bright red juice bubbling up through the latticework crusts. And your apple pies are gorgeous, golden brown on top and they smell so good. And your blueberry pies are just . . .”
 

 
 “Stop!” Hannah interrupted her, holding up her hands in surrender. “I’m on a diet, remember?”
 

 
 Lisa looked embarrassed. “Sorry, Hannah. Forget what I said about your pies. Are the wedding cookies cool enough to decorate?”
 

 
 “They should be.”
 

 
 Lisa went to the counter and began to sift confectioner’s sugar into a bowl. “I’ll mix up the frosting and do the initials first.”
 

 
 “Good planning. They should be dry before you draw the purple hearts around them.”
 

 
 “Violet,” Lisa corrected her, measuring the sugar into another bowl. “The bride wants the initials to be the same light blue as a summer sky just after daybreak. And the hearts are supposed to match the color of the first wild violets of spring.”
 

 
 Hannah’s eyebrows shot up. “That’s positively poetic, but it all boils down to light blue and light purple, doesn’t it?”
 

 
 “You’re right,” Lisa said with a grin, stirring in the butter and then reaching for the heavy cream.
 

 
 While Hannah mixed up another batch of cookies and began to bake them, Lisa finished the frosting and filled a pastry bag. Hannah glanced over at her several times as she piped the light blue initials on the face of the cookies. At first Lisa had been noticeably shaky in her attempt to decorate cookies, but she had practiced with a perseverance that Hannah envied. Lisa was now an expert and that meant The Cookie Jar could offer personalized cookies for any event they catered.
 

 
 They completed their work at the same time and Hannah walked over to admire Lisa’s handiwork. “They’re perfect,” she said, smiling at her young partner. “Follow me. I think we deserve a coffee break.”
 

 
 The first thing Hannah did when she stepped into the coffee shop was to turn on their new ceiling fans. They created a slight breeze as their blades revolved lazily, stirring the air and the red, white, and blue streamers that Lisa had hung from the ceiling in honor of the Fourth of July.
 

 
 “Go sit down. I’ll get our coffee,” Lisa said, heading for the big urn behind the counter.
 

 
 Hannah chose her favorite table. It was in the rear of the shop, but it still had a nice view of the street through the front plate-glass window. Sitting at a table in the rear had one big advantage. The shop looked empty unless someone approached and pressed a nose to the window. And if the customers couldn’t see them, they wouldn’t knock on the door and expect them to open early.
 

 
 Lisa’s streamers looked nice and Hannah was glad she’d decorated. Lake Eden residents took their patriotism seriously and the Fourth of July was one of their small town’s biggest holidays. There would be a parade in the morning, political speeches and events throughout the day, a huge potluck picnic and barbecue on the shores of Eden Lake, and a fireworks display at night.
 

 
 “What’s wrong with that fan?” Lisa asked, setting their mugs of coffee on the table.
 

 
 “Which fan?”
 

 
 “The one directly over your head.”
 

 
 Hannah glanced up and saw that the blades weren’t turning on the fan in question. “I don’t know, but Freddy and Jed are coming in this morning to install the new shelves in the pantry. I’ll point it out to them.”
 

 
 “Freddy looks good,” Lisa remarked, sitting down next to Hannah. “He told me that Jed makes him take a shower every morning and dress in clean clothes.”
 

 
 “That’s a plus. I can remember a couple of times when I had to stand upwind.”
 

 
 As they sipped their coffee, Hannah thought about Freddy Sawyer. He was mildly retarded and he did odd jobs around town, supplementing the income from the small trust fund his mother had set up for him before she died. Freddy had to be in his early thirties, but his naïve manner and boyish grin made him seem much younger than that. He lived just outside the Lake Eden town limits on Old Bailey Road in the house his mother had owned for years. His cousin, Jed, had moved in with him last month, and it seemed Jed had been a good influence on Freddy.
 

 
 “People underestimate Freddy,” Lisa said, looking rather fierce. “They think he can’t learn new things, but they’re wrong. Janice Cox told me that she taught him to tell time.”
 

 
 “That’s good,” Hannah said, turning to look as a car drove up and parked in front of the shop. “There’s Andrea and she’s early. She isn’t supposed to meet Norman here until nine-thirty.”
 

 
 Lisa jumped up from her chair. “I’ll go let her in. Just sit there and relax. I know you were up late last night catering that bridal shower.”
 

 
 Hannah sat. She 
 was
  tired. The shower had been a big event, over forty guests. Andrea had been invited, but she’d stayed only long enough to deliver her gift, congratulate the bride-to-be, and give Hannah a message from Mike. Mike was out of town, attending a five-day conference in Des Moines on intervention techniques for youthful offenders. When he hadn’t been able to reach Hannah on the phone, he’d called Andrea to say he was staying over on Sunday night, but he’d be back in Lake Eden at noon on Monday and he’d drop by The Cookie Jar to see her.
 

 
 The two sisters hadn’t had time to exchange more than a few words before Andrea had to leave. She’d told Hannah that Bill had turned into a regular mother hen now that she was pregnant. He urged her to rest when she wasn’t tired, he was forever bringing her afghans and pillows she didn’t need, and just recently he’d taken to making her high-energy snacks that played havoc with her prenatal diet.
 

 
 “Hi, Hannah.” Andrea breezed in through the door, the picture of chic. She was wearing a light green skirt that swirled gracefully when she walked and a matching hip-length top. There was a turquoise scarf around her waist, a color combination Hannah would never have thought to attempt, and a silver and turquoise pendant around her neck. Andrea’s light blond hair was pulled up in a complicated twist. She could have stepped from the pages of a glossy magazine.
 

 
 “You’re looking gorgeous this morning,” Hannah said with only a small stab of envy. Andrea always looked fashionable and Hannah often felt like a frump beside her.
 

 
 “Mother called you about Michelle, didn’t she?”
 

 
 “Yes, I’m meeting her bus. It’s going to be great having her home.”
 

 
 “I know. We haven’t seen her in ages.” Andrea pulled out a chair and sat down. “Why didn’t you call me last night? I left a zillion messages on your answer machine.”
 

 
 “I forgot to check it. I didn’t know about Norman’s new house until he called me this morning.”
 

 
 Andrea looked disgruntled. “Well, don’t blame me for not telling you. You really need a cell phone, Hannah.”
 

 
 “I don’t want a cell phone.”
 

 
 “Everyone who’s anyone has one.”
 

 
 “Then I guess I’m not anyone. I know it’s the age of technology, but I don’t like the idea of being on an electronic leash.”
 

 
 “It’s not like a leash. Anytime you don’t want to answer it, you can just turn it off.”
 

 
 “That would be all the time.” Hannah began to grin. The end of the argument was in sight. “And if I never answer my cell phone, why have one in the first place?”
 

 
 “Coffee, Andrea?” Lisa called out, holding up an empty mug.
 

 
 “No, thanks. Doc Knight limited me to one cup a day and I’ve already had it.”
 

 
 “How about a glass of orange juice?”
 

 
 “That sounds good.” Andrea smiled at Lisa, then turned back to Hannah. “I had to get up at the crack of dawn. The only time Doc Knight could see me was at seven-thirty.”
 

 
 “Seven-thirty isn’t exactly the crack of dawn.”
 

 
 “For me it is. I’m fine, by the way. I turned down the ultrasound. We don’t want to know the baby’s sex until he’s born.”
 

 
 “Until 
 he’s
  born?”
 

 
 “I’m just saying 
 he
  as a concession to Mother. She’s positive it’s a boy this time.”
 

 
 Hannah was amused. “What makes her so sure?”
 

 
 “She says if you carry the baby in front and your stomach sticks out, it’s a boy. If you’re big all over, it’s a girl.”
 

 
 “That sounds like an old wives’ tale to me. Besides, your stomach is still as flat as a board.”
 

 
 “No, it’s not. I’ve been dressing to hide it, but nothing fits me right anymore. I’m going to start wearing maternity clothes the minute Claire’s shipment comes in.”
 

 
 “You asked Claire to order maternity clothes for you?” Hannah was surprised. Claire Rodgers owned Beau Monde, the dress shop next door to The Cookie Jar, and her clothes were expensive.
 

 
 “I know it’ll probably cost an arm and a leg, but Bill wants me to have the best. He says it might even be tax deductible. After all, I’m a real estate agent and I have to be well dressed for my job.”
 

 
 “You’d better check with Stan about that.” Hannah curbed her impulse to laugh. Stan Kramer was the best tax man in Lake Eden. He was pretty liberal about what was and what wasn’t a tax deduction, but Hannah didn’t think he’d go quite that far.
 

 
 Andrea looked up as Lisa brought over a plate of cookies. “Thanks, Lisa. These look wonderful and I didn’t have time for breakfast. What are they?”
 

 
 “We call them Apricot Drops and they’re Hannah’s invention. They’re Oatmeal Raisin Crisps made with chopped dried apricots instead of raisins.”
 

 
 The phone rang and Lisa rushed off to answer it. Hannah watched as Andrea took a bite of her newest cookie and she relaxed as her sister started to smile. “You like them?”
 

 
 “These cookies are winners, Hannah.” Andrea took one more bite, then leaned forward. “So? What do you think about Norman’s plans?”
 

 
 “They’re great. I can hardly wait to see our dream house.”
 

 
 “Then you said yes?”
 

 
 Hannah bit back a grin, knowing full well what her sister was asking. “Yes to what?”
 

 
 “To marrying Norman, of course!”
 

 
 “No.”
 

 
 “Then you said no?”
 

 
 Hannah shook her head. “I didn’t say anything. Norman didn’t ask me.”
 

 
 “He 
 didn’t?
  I thought for sure he would.” Andrea began to look anxious. “He’s not dating anyone else, is he?”
 

 
 “Not that I know of.”
 

 
 “Well . . . that’s good. Maybe you should give him a little nudge in the right direction. You’re not getting any younger, and if you want to have kids . . .” Andrea stopped in mid-sentence and sighed. “Sorry, Hannah. I’m beginning to sound like Mother.”
 

 
 “Yes, you are.”
 

 
 “But at least I stopped before I got to your biological clock ticking down.”
 

 
 “No, you didn’t. You just said it.”
 

 
 Andrea looked nonplussed for a moment, but she recovered quickly. “I 
 said
  I was sorry. Look, Hannah . . . I know it’s a touchy subject with you. I apologize for bringing it up.”
 

 
 Hannah’s mouth dropped open. Andrea didn’t apologize often. She had to squelch the urge to rush down to Lake Eden Neighborhood Drugs to buy a box of gold stars like the ones Miss Gladke had used to mark special days on the classroom calendar. She was about to say she accepted Andrea’s apology when Lisa came back to the table.
 

 
 “It’s good news and bad news,” Lisa informed them. “Which one do you want to hear first?”
 

 
 Hannah made an instant decision. “The bad news. We’ll save the good for last.”
 

 
 “That was the caterer. Pamela’s parents canceled the wedding. She had a big fight with Toby and she eloped with the boy she used to date in high school.”
 

 
 Hannah groaned. “I think you’d better tell us the good news now.”
 

 
 “I told the caterer we’d baked all the cookies and she promised to pay us for them. She said she’d send a check and we could keep them.”
 

 
 “That’s nice. But what are we going to do with them? We can’t sell cookies with the bride and groom’s initials on them, unless . . .” Hannah reached out for a paper napkin and flipped it over so she had a perfectly blank square. “Do you have a pen?”
 

 
 “I always have a pen.” Andrea reached in her briefcase and pulled out her gold Cross pen.
 

 
 Hannah drew a large circle and wrote Pam’s and Toby’s initials inside. She stared at it for a moment and then she turned to Lisa. “Will you get one of the wedding cookies for me? I’ve got an idea.”
 

 
 A moment later, a sample cookie was resting on a napkin in the center of the table. Hannah studied it for a moment, then looked up at Lisa with a grin. “Is there room to squeeze an ‘H’ and an ‘A’ in front of Pam’s initials?”
 

 
 “There’s plenty of space. I had to leave room for the purple heart.”
 

 
 Andrea looked surprised. “Was the groom a war hero?”
 

 
 “No, but he deserves to be for putting up with Pamela.” Hannah turned to Lisa again. “How about a ‘Y’ at the end of Pam’s initials?”
 

 
 “That’s easy. What are we doing to Toby’s initials?”
 

 
 “Not much. All we have to do is put a big number four in front.”
 

 
 “I get it!” Andrea said, sounding excited. “Then they’ll say, ‘HAPPY 4TH.’ The cookies are white. If you do all the letters in blue and the number in red, they’ll be Independence Day cookies.”
 

 
 Lisa pushed back her chair. “It’s perfect, Hannah. I’ll get started on them right now. I need to match that blue frosting before it dries.”
 

 
 “Won’t the cookies get old before the Fourth?” Andrea asked. “It’s five days away.”
 

 
 “Not if we decorate them and pop them in the freezer. We’ll thaw them the night before and give them out at the parade.”
 

 
 “Tracey can do that for you,” Andrea offered. “She’s almost five and that’s old enough to be in the parade. She could ride on The Cookie Jar float and pass out the cookies.”
 

 
 Hannah shook her head. “That’s a nice idea, but we don’t have a float.”
 

 
 “No float?” Andrea looked shocked.
 

 
 “We wanted to build one, but we didn’t have time, not to mention the money it would have cost us.”
 

 
 “But you’ve got to have a float! Everybody’s having a float. I’ll build it for you, Hannah. It’ll be a fun project for me.”
 

 
 Hannah opened her mouth to say that “fun” was a noun, not an adjective, but she didn’t have the heart to correct Andrea. Her sister was obviously serious about wanting to build the float. With Tracey in preschool and Bill at work, she must be at loose ends. “Have you ever built a float before?”
 

 
 “Not exactly, but how hard can it be? Please let me do it, Hannah. Think of it as a favor. You’ll be saving me from terminal boredom and it won’t cost you a dime. Bill’s dad has a hay wagon I can borrow and I’ve got tons of decorating supplies in the garage.”
 

 
 Hannah found it hard to resist the pleading look on her sister’s face. Andrea hadn’t looked this excited since she’d planned her own wedding. “But are you sure you want to tackle a rush project like this?”
 

 
 “Of course. I’ve got loads of time. Just say the word and I’ll get started right away.”
 

 
 Hannah knew she might live to regret it, but she nodded. “Okay.”
 

 
 “You’re the best sister in the whole world!” Andrea jumped up and rushed around the table to hug her. “I’m going to run down to Kiddie Korner and tell Tracey. She’ll be so excited.”
 

 
 “Don’t forget about your meeting with Norman. You have to be back by nine-thirty with the house papers.”
 

 
 “I’ll be here. Thanks again, Hannah. You’ve given me a whole new lease on life.”
 

 
 Hannah sighed as Andrea raced out the door, climbed into her Volvo, and drove away. She was glad her sister was happy, but giving her permission to build the float might have been a strategic mistake, especially since Bill was being so overprotective. How would he feel toward Hannah when his pregnant wife announced that she’d be working long hours designing and decorating a float for The Cookie Jar?
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Lemon Meringue Pie







Preheat oven to 350 degrees F.,

with rack in middle position.









1 nine-inch baked pie shell







FILLING:






3 whole eggs



4 egg yolks 
(save the whites in a mixing bowl and let them come up to room temperature—you’ll need them for the meringue)





1 cup white sugar 
(granulated)





½ cup water



¼ cup cornstarch




⅛ cup lime juice



⅓ cup lemon juice



1 to 2 teaspoons grated lemon zest



1 tablespoon butter







(Using a double boiler makes this recipe foolproof, but if you’re very careful and stir constantly so it doesn’t scorch, you can make the lemon filling in a heavy saucepan directly on the stove over medium heat.)





 



	Put water in the bottom of a double boiler and heat it until it simmers. 
(Make sure you don’t use too much water—it shouldn’t touch the bottom of the double boiler top.)
 Off the heat, beat the egg yolks with the whole eggs in the top of the double boiler. Add the ½ cup water and the combined lemon and lime juice. Combine sugar and cornstarch in a small bowl and stir until completely blended. Add this to the egg mixture in the top of the double boiler and blend thoroughly.

	Place the top of the double boiler over the simmering water and cook, stirring frequently until the lemon pie filling thickens 
(5 minutes or so).
 Lift the top of the double boiler and place it on a cold burner. Add the lemon zest and the butter, and stir thoroughly. Let the filling cool while you make the meringue.




 





MERINGUE:
 (This is a whole lot easier with an electric mixer!)




4 egg whites



½ teaspoon cream of tartar




⅛ teaspoon salt



¼ cup white sugar 
(granulated)







	Add the cream of tartar and salt to the egg whites and mix them in. Beat the egg whites on high until they form soft peaks. Continue beating as you sprinkle in the sugar. When the egg whites form firm peaks, stop mixing and tip the bowl to test the meringue. If the egg whites don’t slide down the side, they’re ready.

	Put the filling into the baked pie shell, smoothing it with a rubber spatula. Clean and dry your spatula. Spread the meringue over the filling with the clean spatula, sealing it to the edges of the crust. When the pie is completely covered with meringue, “dot” the pie with the flat side of the spatula to make points in the meringue. 
(The meringue will shrink back when it bakes if you don’t seal it to the edges of the crust.)



	Bake the pie at 350 degrees F. for no more than 10 minutes.

	Remove the pie from the oven, let it cool to room temperature on a wire rack, and then refrigerate it if you wish. This pie can be served at room temperature, or chilled.








(To keep your knife from sticking to the meringue when you cut the pie, dip it in cold water.)





 




(This is Lisa’s favorite pie—she loves the zing of the lime juice.)
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