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Author’s Note: Chronologically, this story takes place during the spring between Menace in Christmas River (Book 8) and Missing in Christmas River (Book 9)
 



 
Chapter 1
 
It was your average early spring day in Christmas River when Kara Billings came stomping into my pie shop kitchen, screaming about the violent murder of Henrietta O’Reilly. 
Not that there really were any average days this time of year. Spring weather in the small, cozy town of Christmas River was about as predictable as a cold-footed bride on the morning of her wedding. Sometimes, the weather could be pleasant, and the white powder dusting the mountains in the distance would glisten in the warm spring sun. Other times, especially in the afternoon, clouds would gather overhead and before you could say “Cinnamon’s Pies” the little Oregon mountain town would practically be drowned in a torrent of rain and hail. Sometimes, it’d be so cold that it would just flat-out snow, and all of us Christmas Riverites would have to once again bring out the snow shovels and do some laborious clearing of our driveways. 
But the morning that I heard about the murder was a nice one. The sun was shining, the sky was a clear, crisp shade of blue, and when I had taken my morning break outside with a cup of strong hazelnut coffee earlier, I felt like I could almost hear the forest itself stirring with the newness of spring. The birds were chirping and lime-green buds were beginning to show themselves on the spidery branches of the aspen trees by the back porch. 
I was right in the middle of mixing up the silky peanut butter filling for a batch of Peanut Butter Easter Candy Pies – one of our most popular flavors so far this season – when my best friend came bursting through the back door, walking in like she was a lost member of our local high school’s championship-winning marching band. 
I probably would have been more surprised by the commotion, but Kara had a flair for drama and this wasn’t the first time she’d come through the kitchen door like that.
But today, what she said after she walked in took my breath away.
“Murder!” she yelled, taking off her lilac-colored scarf and tossing it on the counter. “Poor Henrietta O’Reilly’s been murdered!” 
My baking assistant Tiana, who had never quite gotten used to Kara’s boisterous personality, dropped the wooden spoon that she’d been using to mix the Strawberry Shortbread Pie filling she’d been working on. It let out a dull thud as it hit the counter.
Meanwhile, I struggled to come up with how to respond to Kara’s declaration. 
It was hard to know where to start.
“What..? How..? I mean, who are you talking about? Who in the heck is Henrietta O’Reilly?” 
It seemed like a perfectly sane question, but Kara gave me a deadpan look like I had just said something stupid.
“Henrietta O’Reilly! The rabbit I got for Laila last week. Remember?!” 
I furrowed my brow, trying to recollect if Kara had ever told me about getting a pet for her young daughter. 
I didn’t think I would forget about a rabbit named Henrietta O’Reilly. But I supposed it was possible that Kara had mentioned it and that I just hadn’t been listening. I’d been doing a lot of that lately – hearing things but not really hearing them. Normally, I was one of the best listeners around, but I’d had a lot on my plate this week. Daniel and I were hosting a big Easter brunch at our house for all of our friends and family, and we were also hosting an Easter egg hunt for the local Boys & Girl’s Club in our backyard meadow afterwards. Planning for the events had consumed most of my week.
“Oh, sorry,” I said. “I forgot about the rabbit.”
Kara let out a big sigh, tilting her head upwards towards the wooden beams of the ceiling. 
“I should have never gotten a rabbit in the first place, Cin. Everything I read says that rabbits are bad pets to get for young children. But Henrietta was different than most rabbits, you know? She was calm and sweet and she loved nuzzling. Laila loved her so much and… oh, hell. Who am I kidding? I loved her so much. I think I probably got that bunny more for me than for little Laila.”
While she spoke, I had gone to the fridge and rifled around the many dishes of pie in there until I found a plate of Lemon Gingersnap Pie – Kara’s favorite flavor and the one that had calmed her down more times than I could count over the years. 
“I know it’s silly,” she said, finally taking a seat at the kitchen island. “But I always wanted a rabbit. Ever since I was five years old and I met a really nice one in my kindergarten class that some kid brought in for show-and-tell. That one’s name was Henrietta. I went home that day and asked my parents if I could get one, too, but they said no. My mom said she would not allow one in her house.”
Kara rested her chin glumly on the palm of her hand.
“I must have asked her a thousand times for a rabbit. But she always said no,” she continued. “You know how things that you don’t get as a kid have a way of sticking with you? Well, not getting a rabbit certainly stuck with me. Some people feel that way about puppies or kittens. But for me, it was always about kits.” 
“Kits?”
She nodded. 
“That’s what they call baby rabbits.” 
“Oh.” 
I’d known Kara for most of our lives, but somehow, we’d never discussed her love for the little creatures. 
I supposed you could know a person for a long time, but there were still always new things to learn about them. 
I cut a big piece of the creamy lemon pie, doling it out onto a plate. I slid it over to my best friend along with a fork. 
“So how did it happen?” I said, watching her dig into the pie without a moment’s hesitation. “How was Henrietta murdered?” 
Kara let out a sigh. 
“Well, it’s all John’s fault, really. He was out back doing some yard work last night and he left the back door open for a while. I’d let Henrietta out of her cage, and Laila and I were petting her. But then the contractor in charge of our living room remodel called, and I got distracted. I went upstairs to look for some old receipts I’d put somewhere in the office. When I got back, Henrietta was gone.” 
Kara inhaled another bite of the pie. 
“John thought he’d seen some small creature over by the far fence when he was working. So we searched the whole yard until the sun went down. When we didn’t find her, I went around the neighborhood in the dark with a flashlight, looking for her and calling to her.” 
I stifled a smile that had no place in this conversation. But the image of Kara pounding the pavement in the dark shouting “Henrietta!” at the top of her lungs was just too funny. 
“I’m sorry, Kara,” I said turning my face so she wouldn’t see the smile creeping across it. 
I cleared my throat.
“But when you came in here, I thought you said Henrietta had been murdered,” I said. “How do you know?” 
Kara shoveled the last bit of pie into her mouth in what some might call an un-lady-like fashion. 
“This morning, I went looking again in the neighborhood for her. I asked a few neighbors if they’d seen a rabbit, and nobody had. Then, I came across Mr. Burke. You know, the man who lives directly behind us and keeps mostly to himself? Well, he was out on a walk with his dog. A mean-looking dog if I ever saw one, Cin. Lots of neighbors say its part Pitbull – which as you know, isn’t legal in our neighborhood. But nobody’s made any problems because Mr. Burke always keeps that dog on a leash and makes it a point to never attend any neighborhood association meetings.” 
Kara shook her head. 
“Well, when I saw him, I asked if he had seen a rabbit around the neighborhood. And I tell you, Cin – he went stark white and couldn’t even seem to answer. He just tugged on his dog’s leash and brushed past me. The look of guilt on his face was unmistakable. And I don’t have to be a detective to know that that mean old Pitbull of his killed poor Henrietta O’Reilly.” 
Her voice had turned shaky with anger. 
“But, you can’t know that for sure, Kara,” I said, wondering if I should try to argue for reason at all – sometimes in these kinds of situations, reason didn’t help much. “You said Mr. Burke mostly keeps to himself. Maybe he’s just awkward around people.” 
“No way,” Kara said. “That dog did it. I could see it written all over both of their faces.” 
She shook her head. 
“And now I’m going to somehow have to explain to Laila what happens when pets die and have that whole conversation about death, and I was really hoping that that conversation could wait a year or two.” 
She let out a deep breath. 
“Not to mention how smitten Edna’s going to be with herself, thinking she was right all along.” 
“What? What do you mean?”
Kara was referring to her 90-plus-year-old mother-in-law, who, to put politely, was a real thorn in her side. They never got along to begin with, but their differences had only gotten worse since Laila was born. 
“Edna thought it was a bad idea to get a rabbit,” Kara said. “She doesn’t believe kids should have pets unless they’re old enough to take care of them. She says it breeds irresponsibility if they grow up thinking everything will be taken care of for them. Now she’s going to be up there on her high horse, laughing down at me and saying I told you so.” 
I noticed Kara’s empty plate, and without her having to ask, filled it up with another slice of pie. 
I wagered it was a two-slice kind of morning for my friend.
“I’m really sorry about all this, Kara. Is there anything I can do to help?” 
Short of starting up a Henrietta O’Reilly search & rescue party, I didn’t know what I could do.
“Well, actually, now that you ask, Cin – there is something you could do for me.” 
I raised my eyebrows, watching as she started digging into the second slice of pie. 
“You could ask Daniel to look into it,” she said. 
I struggled for words. 
“You want Daniel to look into—” 
“If Henrietta was eaten by Mr. Burke’s dog, then it’s a crime, isn’t it? Henrietta could have been considered livestock. And dogs – especially half-Pitbull dogs – can’t just eat livestock without consequences.”
It sounded as if Kara had been doing research on this. 
“I don’t want to make any unneeded trouble for anyone,” she continued. “But I loved that rabbit. And cheese and crackers, I think justice should be available to everyone – even members of the Lagomorph species, don’t you?” 
I furrowed my brow. 
“Lago-what?” 
“Lagomorph.A fancy word for rabbit species.”
I cleared my throat.  
“I guess so, Kara, but—”
She stood up, carrying her plate over to the sink. 
“Thanks so much, Cin. It really means a lot to me that you’re doing this.” 
She grabbed her scarf, wrapped it around her neck, and gave me a hug. 
“And more importantly, Laila’s grateful, too. She really did love that rabbit.” 
“Well, I—”
“See you later?” she said. 
“I, uh—” 
“Good.” 
She started heading out. 
 
A moment later, the back door slammed shut.
 



 
Chapter 2
 
“Darlin? You know I’d go to the ends of the earth for you. You know I’d climb the highest mountain in Nepal. I’d swim down to the lowest canyon in the Pacific. I’d fly up to the stars for a chance at seeing that pretty smile of yours.” 
I beamed at the rampant flattery my husband was laying on me. 
Daniel stopped walking down the trail we’d been strolling on with the two pooches, and turned to look at me. 
“But I just can’t go around accusing people and their dogs of killing a rabbit,” he said. “And anyway, it sounds to me like this is more of a case of misplacement than anything else.” 
“But isn’t it a code violation of some sort if a dog ends up killing someone’s pet or livestock? Isn’t that something the Sheriff’s Office enforces?” 
That argument somehow didn’t seem nearly as strong coming out of my mouth as it had coming out of Kara’s mouth. But I said it anyway, doing what I could to help my best friend. 
“Yes, it is,” Daniel said. “But it’s hard to prove something like this.” 
It was Daniel’s lunch hour, and I’d met him halfway between the Sheriff’s Station and my pie shop on the Meadow Lake Trail to bring him a slice of the Peanut Butter Easter Candy Pie. 
“You need eyewitnesses and evidence,” Daniel said. “Which it sounds like there isn’t much of in this case.”
I watched as Huckleberry and Chadwick sniffed along the base of a stand of junipers. The pooches seemed to be enjoying all the new smells of spring.
The day had stayed warm and beautiful. A soft breeze was rustling the branches of the trees around us, and I predicted that it would hit 70 degrees by the time I got back to my pie shop.
“And I don’t want to sound insensitive, Cin. But… it’s a rabbit. And you know how busy things have been at the office lately. The warm weather always brings on a big uptick in crime. We’ve got a lot on our plate lately.” 
“I know, but it’s not just a rabbit, Daniel. It’s Henrietta O’Reilly. Kara loved that little creature. And she wants to see justice for it.” 
Daniel looked off into the distance for a long minute.
Then drew in a deep breath and showed why he was such a good husband. 
“All right. Let’s look into it tonight,” he said. “You and me. Off department hours. Okay?” 
I smiled, hooking my arm in his. 
“Sounds like my kind of date,” I said.
 



 
Chapter 3
 
“Okay, so back here is the Billings’ fence,” Daniel said, nodding to the freshly-painted wooden stakes that divided the backyard from the small field. 
He walked a little way through the overgrown grass, studying the ground. 
“And John said he saw the creature heading out in this direction, possibly toward the Burke house.” 
I followed Daniel as we stalked through the freshly-watered green field. The sun was sinking lower in the sky and the air was getting colder, reminding us that while today had been blue and warm, it would still be a long time before we could count on warm days. 
Daniel continued in silence, his eyes fixed on the ground as he searched for any sign of what could have happened to Henrietta. 
We had already talked to Kara and John to get their version of events. We’d also knocked on almost all the neighbors’ doors. 
Nobody we talked to had seen Henrietta, and there were no new leads.
Kara’s hunch that the Pitbull was responsible for the bunny’s demise was the only thing we had to go on. That, and Daniel’s own theory that Henrietta more than likely just ran away and was somewhere living the high life of a free rabbit in the wild.
Daniel drew in a deep breath.
“Well, I guess there’s nothing to do but to talk to Mr. Burke,” he mumbled, clearly not too keen on the idea. 
I had never officially met Frank Burke before and knew him by reputation only. He was a former millworker who, in retirement, had turned to sculpting and now his work was featured in a few local galleries. My grandfather Warren had known him back when Frank worked in the mills. The man had a reputation even back then for being quiet and keeping to himself. He didn’t ever seem to be too comfortable around people, I remembered Warren saying once, and he never went out with the boys for a drink after work. 
Frank Burke lived in town, but sometimes you didn’t need to live in the country to be a recluse.
We headed down the path to the front door of his small green house. A row of daffodils had bloomed along the concrete and it took everything I had not to stop and take in a big greedy breath of their delicious scent.
There was no doorbell, so Daniel knocked a couple of times on the door. 
That was followed immediately by a series of deep-throated, menacing barks erupting from somewhere inside the house. 
I jumped back as two massive paws hit the floor-to-ceiling window next to the door.
And that was when I first laid my eyes on Henrietta’s accused killer. 
He was a large, black and white mutt with a mean snarl. His ears were flat against his head as he barked, but I could see that they were badly scarred. As if he’d been through some hard fights in his life.
I glanced at Daniel. 
Like him, I didn’t like pointing fingers without evidence. But I imagined the dog behind the glass could make quick work of a little rabbit like Henrietta in no time at all. 
“Oreo – sit!” a voice sounded from somewhere in the house. 
The dog stopped scratching at the window and did as his master commanded, but the menacing barks continued.
A couple of seconds later, the front door opened and a man with a gray beard in an oversized paint-splattered T-shirt appeared in the doorway. 
His eyes grew a little wide when he saw Daniel standing there. 
“Oh… hi,” he said, looking past our shoulders for a split second toward the Billings’ house. 
“Howdy, sir. I’m Sheriff Brightman and this is—”
“I know who you are,” Frank said, flexing his hands awkwardly. “I voted for you in the last Sheriff’s election.” 
Daniel paused for a moment, smiling slightly. 
“I appreciate that, sir,” he said, tapping his cap. “Uh… this is my wife, Cinnamon Peters and—”
“I know her, too,” he said, looking at me. “Granddaughter of Warren. I had one of your pies once. Cherry, I think it was. I ate so much, I got sick and nearly had it come back up on me.” 
I forced a hesitant smile. 
It sounded like a compliment of sorts, but I couldn’t be sure.
“We’re sorry to bother you, sir, and we don’t want to alarm you,” Daniel said. “This isn’t official Sheriff’s business. But we’re looking for a rabbit that went missing yesterday and we’re wondering if you might have seen it? It would have been about 4:30 p.m. or so that it went missing.” 
I studied Frank Burke as Daniel spoke. I saw his pupils widen and his face turn ashen when Daniel said the words “rabbit” and “missing.” 
Oreo, who was somewhere behind Frank in the house started barking again. 
“Quiet!” Frank rasped back to the dog. 
The barking died down. Frank suddenly looked ill. 
“Anyway, we were wondering if you knew anything about it,” Daniel continued, his hawk-like lawmen eyes studying Frank. “If, uh, maybe you were walking your dog sometime that night and might have seen something?” 
Frank hesitated for a long moment, looking past our shoulders again at the Billings’ house. 
“Nope,” he finally said, shaking his head. “I haven’t seen anything suspicious, Sheriff. Nothing whatsoever. At all.”
Frank glanced back at his dog, then eventually cleared his throat. 
“So, um, is there anything else you folks want to ask me?” 
After a long second, Daniel shook his head. 
“No, sir. That was all. Thank you for your time.” 
Frank Burke nodded at both of us, then shut the door quickly. 
We left the porch – hearing Oreo’s barks all the way to Daniel’s truck. 
 



 
Chapter 4
 
“I’m no detective, and I’m no expert in reading people. But if I were a betting woman, I’d put all my money on Frank Burke knowing what happened to Henrietta the rabbit.”
I propped my feet up on the railing of our backyard deck and took a sip from my pint of beer. It was the first batch of a brand new Apricot Honey Lavender summer beer that Warren had just bottled this past week, and lucky me, I got to be one of the old man’s first taste-testers. 
I guess you could call it a perk of having a beer brewer in the family. 
“You’re selling yourself short there,” Daniel said, running his hands through Huckleberry’s fluffy fur and taking a sip of his own beer. “You’re a mighty fine detective, and you’re pretty damn good at reading people, too.” 
Daniel looked over and smiled at me. 
I felt a chill of the good sort work its way up my spine. 
I didn’t think it was the cool night air causing it, either. 
I zipped up my fleece jacket further. 
“So what’s your take on all of this?” I asked. 
“Well, if I were a betting man, I’d say he was guilty of knowing something, too.” 
I nodded. 
Great minds thought alike, I supposed.
“Oreo seemed mean, didn’t he?”
“Everything seemed mean about him but his name,” Daniel said. “And Frank looked mighty guilty, all right. He knows something. And he’s a pretty bad liar.” 
Daniel took another swig of his ale. 
“The problem with all of this is proving it. If there’s no evidence – if nobody actually saw the dog with the dead rabbit hanging out of its mouth or saw a blood trail leading up to the Burke house, then there’s nothing we can do. No body, no evidence, no crime.” 
I let out a sigh. 
I had realized as much already and knew that Kara wasn’t going to be all that pleased by it.  
“But I’ll keep trying,” Daniel said. “There were those two neighbors on the north side of the street who didn’t answer their doors. First thing in the morning I’ll go back and see if they’re home. Maybe one of them saw something.” 
I smiled, reaching for Daniel’s hand. 
“You’re the best, you know that?” I said. 
He shrugged, his cheeks growing a little red in the light of the full spring moon. 
“Aw, it’s the least I could do after that slice of pie you brought me earlier.”
“You liked it?” 
Daniel hadn’t mentioned anything all evening, so I figured that maybe the Peanut Butter Easter Candy Pie wasn’t his thing. 
“Did I like it? I’m plumb crazy for it, Cin. Banana, chocolate, and peanut butter cups in a pie? Every fluffy, creamy delicious bite was heavenly. In fact, I think you ought to change its name to Heaven Pie.” 
I grinned, shaking my head at his over-the-top compliments. 
“There you go again, Mr. Brightman. Flattering me senseless. No doubt for some devious reason of your own.” 
He smiled mischievously at me.
“No doubt,” he said.
We finished our beers and watched as a swollen cherry moon rose high into the night sky over the meadow. 
 



 
Chapter 5
 
The next morning, I was in the dining room brewing up a fresh pot of hazelnut coffee for the many customers crowding the booths, when I heard a voice that I had never expected to hear in my establishment. 
“Shouldn’t there be more than one person up at the cash register? Wouldn’t any other business make serving customers a priority?” 
The woman’s voice was high-pitched and scratchy, and clearly had quite a few years on it. 
That same voice had been at my Thanksgiving table a few years ago, berating the butter content of my savory fig and goat cheese pie. 
I turned around and headed for the pie display case. 
“Sorry, ma’am, but I’m moving as fast as God allows me to—” Tobias was saying to the elderly woman. 
But he stopped speaking when I put a hand on his shoulder. 
“It’s all right – I got this Tobias.”
He smiled gratefully at me and moved on to helping another customer. 
“Hi, Mrs. Billings,” I said. “I’m so glad you decided to stop by today. What can I get you?” 
Edna Billings eyed me suspiciously from behind her thick, oversized glasses, the way she always did when I saw her. 
It was like Kara’s mother-in-law didn’t trust my friendliness, and she was just waiting at any minute for me to turn into a two-headed monster. 
“What’s the healthiest pie you got?” she barked.
I pursed my lips, thinking it through. 
Here at Cinnamon’s Pies, we weren’t necessarily health ‘unconscious’. But we made pie under the assumption that if a customer was eating it, they were probably indulging themselves and wanted a good, tasty, no-punches-pulled kind of slice. 
“Well, I suppose that would have to be our Dark Chocolate Coconut Pie,” I said. “It’s got a gluten-free crust and we use some coconut oil in it, too. I’ve heard that’s supposed to be very healthy. Plus, it has a lower sugar content than our other pies and—” 
“Then I will take a very small sliver of the coconut pie,” she said, sticking her nose up in the air. “And I expect to be charged less for the smaller slice, too. I know how you small businesses like to rip people off.” 
As a policy, we didn’t normally let customers pay based on the size of their pie slice, but I was already going to give Mrs. Billings the slice on the house anyway. 
“Whatever you like. It’s just a nice surprise to see you in here. I can’t remember you ever having visited before.”
“Well, pie is certainly not part of my normal diet,” she snapped. “It’s a health catastrophe when you break it down between all that sugar and fat. But I was out walking downtown and... well, I guess you could say my day hasn’t been the best one.” 
I felt my eyebrows draw together. 
Was this Edna Billings actually confiding in me? 
In the years I had known her, she’d barely said two full sentences to me. And they’d always been vaguely insulting sentences at that.
“Did something happen today?” I asked, cutting her a small slice of the coconut pie in the case. 
“Oh… you know. Just Kara being difficult like always. I swear, she gets some sort of sick enjoyment out of picking fights with me.” 
I doled the coconut pie out on a plate and set it on the display case. 
“I’m sure that’s not true,” I said. “Kara always has nice things to say about you.” 
That last part was one of the biggest lies that I had told in recent memory, but I said it anyway, figuring that telling her how much she got on Kara’s nerves wasn’t going to help anybody in this situation. 
“Well, I would never know that, the way she fights with me,” Edna said. “Is it so wrong for me to worry about my grandchild? Is it so wrong for me to have an opinion? After all, I know what it’s like to be a parent. I know more than she gives me credit for.”
“Is this about the rabbit?” I asked. 
Something flashed across Edna’s old eyes when I said that.
“Partially,” she said. “I never thought it was a good idea for a rabbit to be in the house. Laila’s far too young and a rabbit is far too dangerous of a pet.”
Edna sighed.
“But mostly, it’s just Kara being Kara,” she said. “You know, I ordered her and Laila this huge, wonderful box of Easter jelly beans and chocolate from Harry & David last week. I know it arrived because the post office notified me by email. But does she thank me for my generosity? No. Not a peep. She knows that I’m on a fixed income and how hard it is for me to even cover the cost of my vitamins let alone buy special treats for…”
Edna trailed off, and for the first time, I actually felt for the woman. 
The Edna I had always known was critical, judgmental, meddling, and harsher than a shot of cheap whiskey on an empty stomach. 
But now I could see that Edna Billings was also sensitive and maybe even a little vulnerable. 
“Anyway. It just would have been nice to be thanked,” she concluded.
“Edna – I’m sure Kara doesn’t mean anything by it. She probably just forgot to thank you. She’s pretty busy these days raising Laila and running her ornament shop. And then there’s been this whole rabbit fiasco. The box of candy probably just slipped her mind.” 
“I think she just hates me,” Edna said. “That’s probably the real reason why she didn’t thank me.”
I studied Edna’s downtrodden face.
If I had sent someone a box of candy and never gotten a thanks, I guess I’d feel a little hurt, too. 
I handed Edna the plate of pie. 
“Anyway, don’t tell Kara anything about this,” Edna said, taking the plate. “I… I don’t even know why I told you in the first place. It’s not going to help anything.” 
She turned, and started walking away to a table, her old face somehow looking even older and bitterer than it had before. 
“Wait, Edna?” 
She glanced back. 
“Um… what are you doing for Easter?” 
“Going to church, of course,” she snapped. “Just like every other God-fearing person in this town.” 
I supposed that was a jab at Kara and John, who didn’t attend church, despite Edna’s prodding. 
“I mean, what are you doing afterwards?” I asked. 
“Oh, well, I… I don’t know. I…”
The old woman trailed off and her hollow cheeks turned a little red.
I gathered that for a somewhat difficult personality like Edna Billings, friends were hard to come by.
“Daniel and I are having Easter brunch at our house,” I said. “It won’t be anything fancy, but we’d, uh…”
I was 99 percent sure I’d be kicking myself later for doing this. 
But I knew I’d feel a lot worse thinking that Edna was at home feeling sad on Easter day. 
“We’d love to have you come,” I said. 
She did that suspicious eye thing at me again. Like I was inviting her as part of some elaborate plan to poison her or something.
Then her expression changed. 
“Fine,” she eventually said. “But I’ll only come on one condition.”
“What’s that?” 
“I’ll be requiring something healthy at the brunch table,” she said, sticking her nose up in the air again. “Perhaps an Egg White Broccoli Casserole. I can send you the recipe. It takes a lot of time to make, but health is always worth the extra effort.” 
If I didn’t know Edna Billings the way I did, I might have let out a scoff of disbelief at the rudeness. 
But instead I forced a smile and nodded. 
 
I supposed not all of us could be the lovable type.
 



 
Chapter 6
 
I lifted up the flannel blankets and slid into bed. I stretched out, savoring the soft mattress, fluffy pillows, and cozy blankets. It was a cold night tonight, and the local news had predicted there might even be a thin layer of ice on the roads come tomorrow morning. 
It felt good to be in bed after the long day of baking pies that I’d had. 
Even better to have the pooches there at the end of the bed and Daniel next to me. 
“Any good stories from the Sheriff’s Office today?” I asked. 
Daniel put an arm around my shoulder, pulling me close to him. 
“Oh, just caught a few vandals and spent the afternoon in court. Kind of a boring day, all in all.” 
“Did you go talk to Kara’s neighbors this morning?” 
“Yeah.First thing. But nobody saw the rabbit, let alone Frank Burke’s dog eating any rabbit.” 
I bit my lip. 
“Sorry, Cin. There’s not much more I can do other than buy Kara a new Henrietta. Which I’d be happy to do, you know, if it would help any.” 
I smiled sadly.
“You did everything you could,” I said. “And it means a lot to me that you did all of this.” 
“Aw, it wasn’t anything,” he said. 
“No,” I said, reaching up and resting my hand lightly on his cheek. “It was something all right.” 
I planted a soft kiss on his lips. 
“Now let’s get some sleep,” I said. “I’ve got about a million eggs to dye tomorrow for Sunday’s decorations, and they’re not going to jump into the vinegar themselves.” 
Daniel kissed the ridge of my nose and then reached over, turning out the lamp on the nightstand.
 



 
Chapter 7
 
“Well I’ll be a mad magician,” I mumbled.
My eyes flipped open and I suddenly sat straight up in bed. 
I swung my feet over the side and stood up. I grabbed my phone off the nightstand and then stole across the moonlit floorboards, going for the dresser. I fumbled around until I found a pair of jeans and a sweatshirt. 
I heard the sound of the bed springs creak as Huckleberry jumped down, seeing what all the commotion was about. 
“What’s going on?”
Daniel’s voice came out raspy and low from the bed. 
I pulled on the sweater and ran my hand along the back of my neck, pulling my hair free. 
“A thunderbolt of revelation,” I said. “That’s what.” 
“Woulda thought I’d hear something that loud,” Daniel mumbled. 
I smiled to myself, putting my phone in my back pocket. 
“I’ll be back soon,” I said.
“I’m coming with you.”
He started sitting up in bed.
“You stay and get some rest here,” I said. “I’ll take Hucks with me.” 
“No, I want to come, Cin.” 
I went around the bed to his side. I leaned down, kissing him on the forehead. 
“Let a woman have some mystery, why don’t you,” I whispered.
He smiled sleepily at that. 
“If you insist. But be careful out there. And call me if you need backup, partner.” 
“Will do.” 
I kissed him again and then left the bedroom, grabbing the car keys and Huckleberry’s leash. 
 
Together, the pooch and I left the house, driving out into the moonlit night.
 



 
Chapter 8
 
“Oh, for the love of Wendy and Lisa, you scared the Raspberry Beret right out of me, Cin.”
For a moment, I stood there looking befuddled on the front porch of Kara’s house, trying to figure out what she had just said. 
“Sorry,” she said, noticing my expression. “I was in the middle of a dream about the time I went to see Prince play at the Rose Garden. The dream was going along great until he went behind a curtain and then came back out as Edna Billings. And let me tell you, you don’t want to see my mother-in-law in a skin-tight sequin ensemble. No sir-ee.” 
Kara had the worst case of bedhead that I’d ever seen and she looked like she could barely hold her eyes open against the dim porchlight. 
I cleared my throat. 
“Sorry – I should have called before coming over,” I said. “But this couldn’t wait.” 
She pulled her bathrobe tighter around her waist. From the back, I heard John yell “Hey, I was gonna get that!” 
“It’s just Cin!” she shouted back. 
She rolled her sleepy eyes. 
“He didn’t want me to answer the door in case it was a thief,” she said. “Normally, I would agree with him. But then I recognized Huckleberry’s barks.” 
She looked down at the pooch next to me and rubbed the dog’s head. 
“Come on in, you guys,” she said, motioning us. 
We stepped inside the foyer of her cozy home. 
“So what couldn’t wait until the morning?” she asked. 
“The life of Henrietta O’Reilly,” I said. “That’s what.” 
 
She gave me a look like I was crazy. 
But I didn’t say anything more. 
Kara would just have to see it for herself.
 



 
Chapter 9
 
I came downstairs, clutching the trembling creature in my arms. 
“Oh my goodness, poor Henrietta!” 
Kara ran over, taking the soft bunny from my hands. Her eyes became waterlogged with emotion. 
She stroked the little rabbit’s ears. 
“Oh you poor, poor dear! You must be so thirsty and hungry.” 
Kara glanced over at me with big eyes. 
“Cin, how did you know—”
“I can’t explain it – it just came to me,” I said. “I was thinking about it all as I fell asleep, and I remembered what you said about how Henrietta went missing in the first place – how you had gone to look for some receipts upstairs. Well, I remembered how that time I asked for your grandmother’s old recipe for marionberry turnovers, you went upstairs into the attic to find it – in one of your filing cabinets, you said. And I woke up at 4 a.m., realizing that Henrietta must have followed you up there without you knowing, and that she’d probably gotten trapped.”
I pet Henrietta’s soft ears. The Lagomorph looked scared – but unharmed.
“And I knew that I had to come over right away and tell you. Otherwise, I don’t know what condition we would have found Henrietta in.”
Kara looked overcome with emotion. She kissed the rabbit’s head, then looked up at me. 
“Laila’s going to be so thrilled. But I feel like such a fool, Cin. Here I was, inventing a whole story, accusing people of wrongdoing, and wasting everyone’s time when it was my own silliness that got poor Henrietta into this mess.” 
“Aw, this kind of stuff happens to everyone every now and again, Kara. Don’t beat yourself up too bad.”
I smiled. 
“And hey – at least she’s okay. That’s what really matters, right?” 
Kara nodded, looking at me with a warm, grateful expression. 
“You’re such a good friend, Cin. Seriously. I don’t know who else would have wasted so much time and energy on finding a silly rabbit.” 
I shrugged. 
“What are best friends for?”
My best friend sniveled a little, staring and me and smiling. 
“Oh, this poor girl must have an appetite the size of Haystack Rock. C’mon, Henrietta. Let’s get you some water and hay.”
 



 
Chapter 10
 
The next afternoon, I was in the pie shop kitchen, working on my third cup of coffee and trying to stay awake while I fixed up a batch of Mountain Blueberry Pies when Tobias poked his head in the back.
“Say, Cinnamon?”
“Yeah?”
“You got yourself a couple of visitors. One has two legs. The other has four.” 
I was stumped at first, but it only took me a moment to realize who they were. 
“Right. Thanks, Tobias. Just tell them I’ll meet them out front.” 
For code purposes, I couldn’t have just any dog visiting my kitchen. And given the way that that dog had been the last time I’d seen him, I wasn’t exactly keen on inviting him in. 
Tobias nodded.
I dusted my hands off on my apron and a moment later, headed through the dining room and out the front door. 
“Hello,” I said, spotting Frank Burke standing off to the side of the building with Oreo on a leash. 
I’d had a feeling that sooner or later, I’d see these two again. 
“Hi, Mrs. Brightman,” Frank said, making an awkward motion and tapping his baseball cap.
Just then, Oreo took a wild lunge at me. 
I gasped, feeling my heart in my throat.
A moment later, the dog was upon me and there was nothing anybody could do about it. I shut my eyes tight, waiting for those terribly sharp-looking teeth of his to rip into my flesh.
But after a moment, the only thing I felt was a couple of big paws on my leg and some wet, furry kisses all over my face and neck.
“Gosh darnit, Oreo. Get back here,” Frank said, tugging on the leash. 
But the dog was strong and it took a while before he jumped down off of me. 
“My apologies, miss,” Frank said. “Did he hurt you?” 
“No, I’m fine,” I said, petting Oreo’s soft head, running my hand over his scarred ears. 
The dog clearly loved the attention. He wagged his tail wildly, and he damn near did a 360-degree spin out of sheer joy. 
The part-Pitbull was completely different than I thought he was, and after a few more moments of him practically dancing on the sidewalk in front of me with glee, I realized that I had gotten this attention-loving pooch all wrong. 
“Oreo’s a rescue dog,” Frank said, clearing his throat. “Some bad people had him before and put him in dog fights. I trained him though, and he’s a lot better these days. He listens to me most of the time, but lately he’s been on a streak of bad behavior.”
I stood up, rubbing my hands together and dusting them free of fur. 
“You mean like how he got into that package on the Billings’ porch the other day?” I asked. 
For a moment, Frank Burke looked completely flabbergasted. He rubbed his chin and seemed to be struggling to find the words. 
“How did you…? I mean, I didn’t think anybody saw...”
“I don’t think anybody did,” I said. “Kara didn’t have any idea. But her mother-in-law, Edna, had mentioned that she sent a package of Easter candy that Kara never thanked her for. And I knew that’s just not Kara’s style. Combine that with the way you were when Daniel and I talked to you. I eventually figured it all out.”
Frank looked down with an expression of shame. 
“I feel so foolish,” he said, shaking his head. “I should have just come clean about it all to you and your husband when you knocked on my door the other day. Oreo got into that package left on the Billings’ porch the afternoon before and took off with a big chocolate bunny that was in it.”
I almost laughed out loud. 
Frank didn’t realize that we’d been looking for a real rabbit. 
I looked down at Oreo. 
The dog had a taste for bunnies, all right. 
Chocolate bunnies. 
“Luckily, it was milk chocolate, so the rabbit wasn’t dangerous to old Oreo. But I didn’t know what to do. I supposed you could say that I panicked. I grabbed the remains of the package and hid it in my backyard so Kara and John wouldn’t know what happened.” 
He let out a long sigh.
“I should have just told you and the Sheriff about it, but I was worried because Oreo here is part Pitbull and I know some people in the neighborhood might have a problem with that.” 
He looked down at the dog. 
“I don’t like lying, though. Doesn’t sit well with me. Or with Oreo. We came by to tell you about this, and to let you know that we’ll do what we need to to make this right. Whether that means fines or a neighborhood association meeting to explain what happened, or anything more serious.” 
I smiled, rubbing the dog’s ears. 
“Aw, I don’t think it needs to go that far,” I said. 
“You don’t?” 
I shook my head.
“C’mon,” I said. “I’ve got an idea about how to make things right.”
 



 
Chapter 11
 
I stood at the edge of the lush meadow, watching as Laila and about two dozen other young children scoured the wispy grasses for the shiny, metallic eggs that I had spent all night filling up with chocolate candy and jelly beans. 
My eyes drifted over to Edna Billings, who was grasping Laila’s little hand and holding a big beautiful basket. She was pointing at an area where the other kids hadn’t searched yet. 
I smiled contentedly. 
It had been a lot of work making brunch for everybody and organizing the Easter egg hunt. But now that I had a moment to see the fruits of my labor, I realized that it had all been worth it. 
Brunch had been a hit – even old Edna would have had to agree. I’d made her the special Egg White Broccoli Casserole she requested, and while she seemed to enjoy it, I knew her rare good mood could be attributed to more than just the health food. I gathered Kara’s gratitude-filled reaction to the box of candy that had appeared on her doorstep yesterday afternoon had helped improve Edna’s usual sour disposition. I had it on good authority that though the box had been badly damaged during its transit, the chocolate bunnies inside had arrived intact.
I looked across the meadow at Frank Burke, who I had invited to the brunch along with Oreo. Frank was talking with Kara and John, and it appeared that all of them were getting along wonderfully. Kara had even started petting Oreo’s head – attention that the pooch so very clearly loved based on the slap-happy expression on his oafish face. 
“Hey, there, honey bunny.” 
I smiled at the silly remark and glanced back, seeing Daniel standing there with a plate of pie. 
He was looking smart in his crisp green flannel shirt. The long hours he’d been putting in frying up bacon and serving guests their plates of food this morning didn’t show at all. He looked cheerful and rested and happy as ever.
“I got this for you,” he said, handing me a plate with a slice of my Peanut Butter Easter Candy Pie. “It was the last slice. And I had to fight people for it, too. I was getting all sorts of dirty looks from folks – especially from that chatterbox old timer you call a grandfather—”
“Hey! Don’t be talking about Warren like that. It’s Easter Sunday, for goodness sakes!” 
Daniel smiled mischievously. 
“You’re right. My bad.”
I smiled to myself, enjoying our familiar banter.  
“Well, it was sweet of you to fight everyone off for me, anyway,” I said. 
“Anything for you, darlin.’”
I smiled, digging into the pie, allowing myself the rare indulgence of eating a full slice of pie just for the fun of it.
“So lay it on me, Cin. How’d you really figure out the Henrietta O’Reilly mystery?” he asked. 
I chewed happily for a long moment, letting the creamy peanut butter flavor and fresh banana slices dance on my taste buds. 
Then I shrugged. 
“I can’t explain it. It just all made sense suddenly that night. Like the pieces came together. You know?”
I shrugged again. 
“Must have just been something I ate before bed,” I added.
“Couldn’t have anything to do with those brainy smarts of yours, could it?” he asked. 
I smirked. 
“Nope,” I said. “Just plain ol’ dumb luck.” 
“Mmmhmm,” Daniel mumbled skeptically. 
Laila, who had ran over to a section of the field where I’d hidden a large stash of eggs, began shouting excitedly, her stubby fingers grasping as many eggs as she could and dropping them into the basket that Edna was holding. 
I glanced over, noticing that Daniel was watching them with a big, fat smile on his face.
“What’s that look about?” I asked. 
He shrugged, putting his arm around me. 
“I was just thinking how that’ll be fun one day soon,” he said. “Don’t you think?” 
He looked down at me, his green eyes sparkling. 
They might have been shining like that because of the strong April sun beating down.
But I didn’t think so. 
I smiled.
“I’ve got a feeling it’s going to be my favorite part of Easter,” I said. 
He pulled me close and kissed the top of my head.
 
I couldn’t remember a more beautiful spring day in Christmas River. 
 
The End
 
 
Did you enjoy this story? Find more stories just like this one plus so much more on Meg’s Patreon page! If you join Meg’s Cozy Lodge Community Subscription on Patreon, you’ll get heartwarming seasonal stories based on the characters in Meg’s cozy mysteries every month. It’s only $1 a month to join, and in addition to exclusive short cozy mysteries, you also get delicious recipes, exclusive sneak peeks at Meg’s books in progress, and plenty of other fun bonuses. You can cancel your subscription at any time. 
 
Come on down to the lodge and see what’s cooking!
 
Look for Mistake in Christmas River (Book 11) coming out in late spring! 
 
 
Continue reading on for the recipe for the Peanut Butter Easter Candy Pie mentioned in the story.
 



 
 
Cinnamon’s Peanut Butter Easter Candy Pie
(makes one 12-inch pie)
 
From Cinnamon:
Of all the delicious candy that appears around Easter time, the Reese’s Peanut Butter Chocolate Eggs are my very favorite. Warren always gets me a big pack of them the week of Easter, and it wasn’t long before I got inspired to make a pie with the creamy delicious peanut-buttery treat. This pie has a layer of chocolate, a layer of banana slices, and a thick, delicious layer of creamy peanut butter filling. In short, it’s the kind of pie that would have old Edna Billings shaking her head in abject disapproval, but will have the rest of your guests hopping for joy at your Easter celebration this year. Make this early in the day so that it has plenty of time to cool in the fridge.
 

 
 
For the crust: 
15 cinnamon graham crackers
½ cup of butter, melted
Dash of salt
 
Grind up the graham crackers in the food processor until they become powdery. Add salt, and then melted butter to graham cracker mixture, mixing well with a spoon. Press mixture into a pie dish until crust is formed. Bake at 350 degrees for 10 to 12 minutes until golden brown and fragrant. Set aside and let cool.
For the filling:
4-oz. semisweet chocolate
2 ripe bananas
2 Reese’s peanut butter eggs
2 cups whipping cream
2 tsp vanilla extract
One 8 oz. package cream cheese, room temperature
1 cup creamy peanut butter
½ cup brown sugar
 
Filling Part 1: In a small saucepan, melt chocolate and ½ cup of the whipping cream over medium heat, whisking frequently. When chocolate mixture is just melted and smooth, remove from heat. Let cool slightly, then spoon chocolate mixture into the prepared crust.

 
Filling Part 2: Cut up bananas into slices and dice the two Reese’s Peanut butter eggs into small bits. Arrange the banana slices and Reese’s bits in a circular fashion on the chocolate layer (see picture below) reserve about five banana slices and a few of the peanut butter chocolate crumbles for the topping later.

 

 
Filling Part 3: Beat vanilla and 1 ¼ cups of the whipping cream at high speed until stiff peaks form. Set aside. Meanwhile, beat cream cheese, peanut butter, brown sugar, and ¼ cup of whipping cream together until light and fluffy. Gently fold in the whipped cream from earlier into peanut butter cream cheese mixture until combined. Spread filling over the top of the chocolate/banana layer. Arrange leftover bananas and peanut butter chocolate candy on top, and cover. Let the pie sit in the fridge for at least three hours before serving.

 
Happy Easter, Readers!
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