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      Orson Hawley pulled a wooden stool out of the store room and set it against the wall beneath the apron hooks. He sat down with a huff and folded his arms, looking around the kitchen for a reaction from anyone who would take the bait.

      “What’s the matter?” Maggie Sharpe, owner of Dogwood Donuts, stood at the baker’s table rolling out a small circle of dough. Myra Sawyer Brooks stood across the table from her ready with a pan of fresh stewed apples in a caramel sauce.

      “I suppose you haven’t been downtown yet this morning,” Orson grumbled.

      “No, should I go downtown this morning?” Maggie asked him as she cut out smaller sections of dough.

      “If you want to see the end of life as you know it, you ought to go down there,” he said.

      “Spill it, Orson,” Ruby Cobb, Maggie’s best friend and business partner, said from her place by the prep table where she was assembling ingredients for her famous apple slaw. “You’re begging for us to pull whatever this is out of you, so just spit it out and let’s get on with it.”

      “My, my, aren’t we a ray of sunshine this morning?” Orson muttered to himself.

      “Orson,” Maggie warned.

      “Okay, fine,” he said, throwing his hands over his head. “Since you want to force it out of me. I went by the grocery store early this morning to pick up a paper. I get sick and tired of reading the same newspaper these people here read with their sticky donut fingers. Anyway, do you remember that old building next to the hardware store, over behind the grocery store?”

      “I do,” Ruby said. “Used to be a beauty salon, I think.”

      “Yeah, it was an animal supply store when I was a kid,” Maggie said.

      “I don’t care if it used to be the capital of La La Land,” Orson fumed. “What it is right now is what’s important!”

      “I am so confused,” Myra said.

      “What is it now?” Maggie asked. She tried her best to hide the grin on her face.

      “It’s some new place called ‘Amazing Glaze’ and it’s a donut shop,” he said. A self-satisfied grin spread over his face. “Now why don’t you put that in your pipe and smoke it?”

      “Wait a second,” Ruby said. She set her knife down at the prep table and dried her hands on a clean towel. “Someone opened a donut shop here in town? That’s well within the city limits.”

      Orson nodded his head. “It’s right smack in the middle of town.”

      “What do you mean?” Maggie asked, looking at Ruby.

      She shook her head. “I’m on the planning and zoning commission. I don’t recall ever seeing an application for a new business license come through.”

      “Wouldn’t you have to recuse yourself from the vote anyway?” Maggie asked.

      Ruby nodded. “Oh, yeah. I would have abstained from voting on it, but I would still have been informed,” she said. “It would have been my choice in the interest of transparency and fairness not to vote for or against a business that might compete with my own. But still, I should have seen the application.”

      “I wonder if something fishy is going on at city hall,” Myra said.

      “Something is fishy downtown!” Orson hopped off of his stool and shouted. “You two ought to be shaking in your boots! Another donut shop here in Dogwood Mountain is one too many!”

      Maggie looked toward Ruby before she spoke. “Tell you what, Orson,” she said after a slight nod from Ruby. “After the morning rush, Ruby and I will run down there really quickly and make sure we know what’s going on, okay?”

      “Yeah, whatever,” Orson said. “You just do whatever you think you need to do.”

      “But you’ll stick around here and help out Myra and Naomi while we’re gone, right?” Ruby leaned against the prep table and smiled.

      Orson sighed loudly and picked up his stool. “Of course I will be around,” he said, frowning slightly. “You girls wouldn’t know what to do without me.”

      Maggie turned back to her donuts. She spooned the caramel apple mixture in the middle of the dough and sealed the edges. Naomi carried a tray of the donuts over to the deep fryer. She brought a fresh tray back to the baker’s table where Myra waited to drizzle the burnt caramel and vanilla glaze over the top.

      “What are those?” Orson asked as he eyed the tray.

      “Apple dumpling donuts,” Maggie said. “Try one.”

      “Fine,” Orson muttered. He picked a large donut off the tray and headed for the store room for a plate. He emerged with a plate and a half-eaten donut. “Who came up with these?”

      “Maggie did,” Ruby said.

      “Yeah,” Maggie said. “I went to a market with Brett over the weekend and decided to look up a recipe for apple dumpling donuts.”

      “Are you telling me the county sheriff spent the weekend shopping?” Orson grinned.

      “You have fun teasing him about that,” Myra said. Her husband Brooks was the police chief for the town of Dogwood Mountain, and worked closely with the county sheriff, Brett Mission. She had learned firsthand when a cop could take a joke, and when they preferred not to be teased.

      Orson said nothing more but headed out of the kitchen. He swiped a second apple dumpling donut on his way.

      Maggie turned back to her next round of dough and chuckled. After a moment, she looked up at Ruby.

      “Do you think we have anything to worry about with this new donut shop?”

      Ruby spooned the last bit of apple slaw into a Styrofoam dish for the day’s boxed lunch offerings. “I honestly don’t know,” she said. “I guess we’ll have to do like you told Orson we would. Let’s run over there in a little while and see what we can see.”

      Maggie agreed and went back to her early morning preparations. She returned to the baker’s table just after eight and hastily prepared a second batch of the new apple dumpling donuts. She had not advertised the new variety online as she normally would in her weekly ad, but the donuts sold out within the first hour of business. She had seen a dozen regular customers leave and come back requesting more donuts for family members or coworkers.

      “Looks like our trip to the market was a fruitful venture,” she texted Brett a little while later.

      “Funny,” he replied. “Or should I say, ‘punny.’” Maggie smiled. She loved that their relationship had reached the corny joke stage.

      “You ready to head over and check out the competition?” Ruby asked her just before ten. Maggie nodded and hung up her apron. She stepped inside the employee restroom near her office and smoothed down the bits of hair that had escaped her ponytail.

      “Ready now,” she said to Ruby and followed her out to the alley behind the donut shop. They climbed inside Ruby’s pickup truck and headed toward the older part of town. Soon after, they pulled through the grocery store parking lot and onto a small side street behind it.

      A handmade wooden sign on the grass strip between the parking lot and the street was the first glimpse Maggie had of the new donut shop. Blue paint spelled out “Amazing Glaze” on the weathered plywood board along with an arrow pointing to the small building.

      No signage in the windows of the metal building reflected the new occupants, but Maggie did note the dirty windows and the broken asphalt in the parking lot when she stepped out of the pickup truck.

      “Not too many cars here,” Ruby said as they walked toward the front door.

      “It is later in the morning, though,” Maggie said. She pulled the handle on the front door open and walked inside. Ruby followed closely behind her. Right away, the odor of burnt grease hit her. A half dozen chairs were scattered around the middle of the dining room away from a companion table. Maggie made her way around the maze of chairs and headed up to the counter. She glanced up at the menu board.

      “Not many choices,” Ruby whispered. “I see glazed donuts, cake donuts, frosted, and sprinkles.”

      “Should we order something?” Maggie asked.

      “I don’t think it can hurt to get a cup of coffee and a glazed donut,” Ruby said. “We should take a seat and just pay attention for a few minutes.”

      “You’re right.” Maggie stepped up to the counter and waited for someone to come to the cash register. She leaned over the counter and tried to spot anyone. She pulled back when a middle aged man came through the open doorway to the kitchen.

      “What’ll it be?” he asked her. He was a medium-sized man with a receding hairline and dull brown eyes.

      “Uh, I would like two glazed donuts and two cups of coffee,” Maggie said, surprised he hadn’t even bothered to say hello.

      The man rang up the sale and held his hand out for her payment without looking up at her or speaking another word. Maggie handed over her debit card and waited while he swiped it through.

      “Step to the side while I prepare your order,” he said and then headed back through the open doorway.

      “We got two glazed, Ma.” He spoke to someone on the other side of the wall.

      “I don’t see a display case,” Ruby said.

      Maggie shook her head. “Neither do I,” she said. She moved to the other end of the counter as the man had instructed. There was no window to the back, but she could hear a series of beeps and then the sound of a microwave oven. A few moments later, the oven beeped, and the man emerged again. He carried a bright orange tray with two donuts on paper towels and a pair of coffee mugs.

      “Order up,” he said to them. Ruby stepped forward and picked up the tray. She nodded at the man and headed for a table in the corner.

      “I don’t think he understands what ‘order up’ really means,” she said. “That really isn’t what you say to the customer.”

      Maggie nodded and swept her hand over the table top. She picked up a napkin from the dispenser and wiped off the rest of the table. “I don’t think I want to set the paper down,” she whispered to Ruby.

      “Yeah, let’s keep it on the tray,” Ruby suggested. She picked up the coffee mug first and took a sip. Her face pinched together when she tasted the brew. “Well, that’s old.”

      “I guess I’ll be the guinea pig for the donut, then,” Maggie said quietly. She picked up the piping hot glazed donut and the paper towel. “I think the paper is stuck to it.” She pulled off pieces of the paper towel and flicked them onto the tray. She exhaled slowly and nibbled a piece of the donut.

      “How is it?” Ruby asked.

      “Awful,” Maggie said. She set the donut back down on the tray and shook her head. “The bottom part is crunchy and overdone from the microwave. The rest is hot, but the glaze isn’t very sweet.”

      Ruby picked up her donut and peeled the paper towel back. She took a small bite and immediately made a face. “Oh, that is terrible,” she said.

      Maggie looked up when she heard movement behind the counter. A woman had appeared from the back. She glanced over at them and frowned.

      “Good morning,” Maggie said.

      “Morning,” the woman mumbled.

      “Are you the owner?” Ruby asked.

      “Yeah, who’s asking?” the woman paused what she was doing to ask. She was built tall and solid with bright red hair cut close to her head. Maggie thought she looked a lot like the middle aged man who had waited on them, though she was easily in her seventies.

      “Oh, we just came in to check out the new place,” Maggie offered quickly.

      “So, you’re going to be loyal customers from now, right? I won’t see you anywhere near that other donut shop across town, will I?” the woman asked. Maggie was stunned by her aggressive nature. She had to think up a response.

      “I didn’t catch your name. Are you the owner?”

      The woman grinned and came out from around the counter. “Erika Allen,” she said. Her voice boomed across the small space. She was loud and too close to the table for Maggie’s comfort. “You met my son, Chris, when you came in.”

      “Well, it’s very nice to meet the two of you,” Ruby offered. She turned the glazed donut around on the paper towel.

      “Are you going to eat that or just play with it?” Erika asked. The smile disappeared from her face, replaced by a frown and a challenge.

      “Oh, I was just taking my time,” Ruby said. Maggie knew from the years they had known each other that the smile on her face had been plastered there to maintain the peace. But the facade could be short-lived if the other woman decided to push her.

      “Best donut you’ve ever had, am I right?”

      “It’s certainly different.” Maggie smiled. “Where did the idea come from to serve the donuts warm?”

      “You know, there’s that one donut chain that serves them warm,” Erika said. “I just took that idea and decided to run with it. Do either of you work for the newspaper here? I want someone to come out here and do a big front page write up about our new shop.”

      “No, I don’t work for the newspaper,” Ruby said.

      “Where do you work?” Erika persisted. “We could do some networking.”

      Ruby shot a look at Maggie. “I have a farm outside of town,” she said.

      “What about you? What do you do?” Erika asked Maggie.

      Maggie inhaled deeply and tried to come up with a quick answer. Before she could think of what to say the front door opened and a group of five men burst inside. Erika turned her attention to the men and walked away from their table.

      “We need to talk to you and Chris,” one of the men said. He appeared to be the spokesman for the group. Like the other men, he was somewhere between thirty and fifty, and rather unkempt, He was dressed in grubby jeans and a stained yellow t-shirt.

      “I got customers,” Erika said. “You can wait.”

      “Now, Erika,” the man in the yellow shirt said. He looked past her. “Chris! Chris, you get out here right now.”

      “Maybe we should leave,” Maggie suggested quietly. She stood up slowly and wrapped her donut in the paper towel. She never touched the coffee in her cup. Ruby stood up then, too.

      “You see what you did, Turner? You’re chasing off my paying customers,” Erika said. She emphasized the paying part. “You two just sit back down and stay here.”

      “That’s alright,” Maggie said. “We need to get going anyway.”

      Erika stood in front of them. “I said sit back down and relax.”

      “Let them go,” Turner, the man in the yellow t-shirt said. He looked straight at Maggie. “You better get out of here now.”

      Chris appeared from the back. As soon as he saw who was in the dining room, his face paled. He cursed and headed back to the kitchen.

      “Get back out here,” Turner shouted. He turned back to Maggie and Ruby. “Leave! Get out of here now!”

      Ruby grabbed Maggie by her wrist and pulled her past Erika. They made it to the door and ran toward the truck. As she stepped up inside the pickup, Maggie heard the donut shop’s door lock click into place. “We need to get out of here fast.”

      Ruby threw the truck into reverse and squealed the tires leaving the parking lot. She headed past the grocery store and didn’t slow down until she pulled the truck to a stop behind the donut shop. “We should call the police,” she said when she parked.

      “I think you’re right,” Maggie said. She looked down the alley and spotted a familiar police car at the other end. “I don’t think we’re going to have to go very far.”

      “What were those people doing there?” Brooks asked them when they were all gathered inside donut shop’s kitchen ten minutes later.

      “I don’t know,” Ruby said. “But they weren’t ordering donuts. That’s for sure.”

      “Which was probably good news for them,” Maggie said. “That is not a culinary experience I care to repeat.”

      “And the one guy’s name was Turner? Did you catch a last name?”

      “No, but he’s the only one who spoke,” Ruby said.

      “You said he locked the door when you left?”

      “I’m almost positive I heard the door lock click right after we left,” Maggie said.

      Brooks tilted his head. “And they just insisted on seeing the mother and the son?”

      Maggie nodded and Ruby spoke up. “I know there’s probably nothing you can actually do, but it felt very fishy,” she said. “And not just because those were the most awful donuts I have ever tasted.”

      “We’ll go over and check the place out,” Brooks said. “I think we ought to pay them a visit.”

      “You know, I didn’t see a business license displayed, either,” Maggie said, trying to recall. She turned to Ruby. “You mentioned earlier that you didn’t recall their business application coming through city council.”

      Ruby nodded. “I am on the planning and zoning board, and I don’t recall ever hearing about this new business,” she said. “So, I think I will follow up with that myself.”
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      “Was it really that bad?” Brett asked Maggie that night over dinner. They were seated in lawn chairs outside her back door.

      “Like Ruby put it, you could take two of our glazed donuts, put them in the alley in a paper sack for a week, and then stick them in the microwave for a minute and they would still taste better than the donuts at Amazing Glaze,” Maggie said.

      “Wow, that is really bad,” Brett said. “Sure doesn’t sound like you are going to have to worry about them for very long. They will put themselves out of business.”

      “I think there is more going on there than just selling bad donuts,” she said.

      “Brooks is looking into them, right?”

      “Yeah, and so is Ruby,” Maggie said. “It looks like there’s a pretty good chance they didn’t go through proper channels to open their business.”

      “Sounds to me like it’s going to get sorted out just fine, then,” Brett said. He smiled and leaned in for a kiss. Maggie said goodnight a little while later. She climbed into bed and fell asleep quickly.

      The next morning, she woke up smiling and happy. Despite the presence of a competing donut shop in town, she felt reassured that she had done a good job with her own businesses, including the Hunter Springs Donut Shop run by her son, Bradley.

      “Good morning,” she sang out when she showed up for work. Ruby had already opened up. She stood inside the kitchen with a bushel of apples on the prep table. “What are you making?”

      “Waldorf salad,” Ruby answered. “I decided to make a trip to the market myself last night. I couldn’t help myself. So here we are with the second apple-themed lunch box in two days.”

      “Decided against apple slaw again?”

      “Yeah,” Ruby said. “Too much of a good thing is still too much.”

      “You know what I was thinking about this morning?” Maggie asked. She set her bag down in the office and picked her apron off of the hook.

      “What were you thinking about?” Ruby asked her. She continued to slice apples as she spoke.

      “Daffodils,” Maggie said.

      “Daffodils? As in the flower?”

      Maggie nodded. “They’re my favorite. In the springtime, the moment I see the first buttery yellow blooms of the season, I know the long winter is over at last and the world is renewed,” she said.

      Ruby stopped mid-slice and peered at her. “Did you have a little wine last night? Are you still feeling it?”

      “No, no,” Maggie said. She turned around and tied her apron around her waist. “I know I sound silly, but I was thinking about what a good thing we’ve got going here. I’m surrounded by a family of my own, related, and unrelated, and a successful business,” she said. “Life is happy and good.”

      “What inspired this?” Ruby asked. She turned back to her cutting board.

      “Just a glimpse at an unhappy woman and her unhappy life,” Maggie said.

      “Erika?”

      Maggie nodded. “I think seeing her and her son together and then experiencing the donuts at her place really made me appreciate what we have going on here.”

      “We are missing one thing, though,” Ruby said.

      “What? What on earth could be missing here?” Maggie asked earnestly.

      Ruby broke into a wide grin. “Microwaved donuts,” she said.

      “Who wants to microwave donuts?” Myra asked when she entered the kitchen. “That sounds terrible.”

      “It was terrible,” Maggie said. “That’s what we were served when we paid a visit to the new competition on the other side of town.”

      “I guess it’s a good thing you took me seriously and decided to pay them a visit over there,” Orson muttered. He stood at the corner of the baker’s table assembling to-go boxes for the day’s lunches.

      “Imagine if you had just gone on wondering about that place, scared they might actually pose some sort of competition for you.”

      “You are so right, Orson,” Ruby said with a wide smile. “What would we ever do without you?”

      “Fall on your face,” he said flatly. Maggie looked up at Myra and then Ruby. The three of them fell into a fit of giggles over the comment.

      Later that morning, when Naomi came into work, Myra and Maggie collapsed into a fresh fit of laughter when Ruby would close her eyes and pretend to fall forward on her face. If Orson picked up on the good-natured teasing, he didn’t let on. Instead, he rolled his eyes and muttered about how he works around a passel of crazy women.

      “What is going on around here?” Naomi whispered to Maggie.

      “Remember yesterday when Orson told us about that new donut shop in town?” Maggie asked her.

      “Yeah,” Naomi said.

      “Ruby and I paid them a visit. And trust me, we don’t have anything to worry about in terms of competition. They served us stale donuts warmed up in the microwave on paper towels,” Maggie said.

      “Wow,” Naomi said and wrinkled her nose.

      “Yes, and now Orson is taking credit for us finding out that the other donut shop isn’t a threat,” Maggie explained. “He told us that had it not been for him, we would be falling on our faces.”

      “Hence the constant falling on your faces,” Naomi said patiently. “That’s too funny.”

      “Yeah, well, don’t tell Orson. He might disown us for this.” Maggie chuckled.

      Naomi smiled and headed back out to the front to assist Myra who was waiting on the customers. Orson followed suit. Ruby was in the back putting the finishing touches on the boxed lunches. Since cooler weather was coming, they had begun serving a hot soup and a sandwich each day as well.

      Maggie unhooked the power cord on one of the automatic donut machines and began to break it down for cleaning. She placed the used oil vat beneath the drain and opened the plug. While the oil drained, Maggie began removing the moving parts of the donut machine. She placed the parts in hot, soapy water to remove the grease, then focused her attention on the small bits of donuts and debris left over after the oil drained out.

      She was on her knees next to the machine with latex gloves up to her elbows when she heard a loud voice boom across the entire building. Instantly, she looked over at Ruby for an explanation. Ruby shrugged and wiped her hands on a dish towel. Maggie stood up and stripped off the gloves as she headed for the swinging door to the lobby.

      “So, this is the competition, is it?”

      Erika stood in the middle of the dining room surrounded by Dogwood Donuts customers. She scoffed at the staff behind the counter. Ruby held up her hand and indicated to Maggie that she wanted to wait before they burst through the door.

      “I’m here to announce the opening of the newest donut shop in town, located on Walnut Street behind the grocery store,” she said. She swooped her arms toward the exit as she shouted. “If you leave here right now without ordering from this second rate place, your first cup of coffee is on me!”

      No one in the dining room made any effort to move. Instead, the line to the cashier moved forward about two feet. Maggie thought Erika looked like an amateur carnival barker on her first day at work.

      “No one? I can’t get any of you good people to come down the road and try something new?”

      “Been there, hated that,” one of the old men at the Old Timer’s table shouted. Erika whipped around to face him.

      “Looks like you couldn’t find your way out of a wet paper bag, you old coot,” Erika yelled.

      “He’s right,” a middle aged woman shouted from the other side of the dining room. “I ate there yesterday, and it was awful! Do you all even make your own donuts? Half of the glazed donut was hard from being zapped in the microwave. And the coffee tasted like river water!”

      Erika whipped around to face her. She glanced around her, then scooped up a handful of donut holes from a nearby customer and lobbed them at the woman in the corner. “You come over here and say that to my face!”

      “That’s enough,” Maggie said. Ruby moved out of her way and followed her into the dining room.

      “It’s time for you to go, Erika,” Maggie said firmly. Her typically gentle nature took a back seat to the fury in her middle.

      Erika turned back around quickly. Shock registered on her face when her eyes settled on Maggie. Ruby stood right behind her. “You,” she said and pointed her finger. “I saw the two of you in my place yesterday.”

      “Yes, you did,” Maggie said. “And if you will recall, we did not go in there shouting at your customers or trying to take your business away from you.”

      “I told you two that I better not find you here,” Erika said. She wagged her finger at Maggie like she was scolding a naughty child.

      “It just so happens that we own this place,” Ruby said. She stood next to Maggie.

      “Oh, I get it,” Erika said. “You just wanted to see what the competition had to offer, didn’t you? Well, now you know what you’re facing! I guess that means this place will be shutting its doors soon! Did you hear that, folks? Dogwood Donuts is going to shut down immediately!”

      “No one is closing down,” Maggie shouted above her. “I believe I asked for you to leave.”

      Erika grinned smugly. She folded her arms and leaned over to stare down her nose at Maggie. “I’m not going anywhere,” she said. “And there isn’t anything you can do about it!”

      “Since you’ve figured out who we are, you should probably also know that I’m a member of the Dogwood Mountain City Council,” Ruby said. “In fact, I sit on the planning and zoning board, and I sure don’t recall seeing an application for a business license or even a food service permit.”

      “Maybe I never filed one because I knew you would do everything you could to block it,” Erika sneered.

      “How would you know that?” Ruby asked. “You had no idea who I was until just now.”

      “You better watch yourself, lady,” Erika said to her. “I don’t hold a lot of regard for what government folks think.”

      “Still, there are laws and regulations in place,” Ruby said patiently. “You may not like it, but that doesn't mean you can just ignore it.”

      “I can do a lot of things if I don’t care about the government interfering with my life,” Erika said.

      Maggie turned to Ruby, who headed straight for the business phone on the wall next to the swinging door. “I think it’s time we call Brooks,” she said.

      “If you think about calling the police, you aren’t going to have a place to open up tomorrow morning, lady,” Erika said. She gestured like she was striking a match followed by a ball of flame.

      “Is that a threat?” Myra asked incredulously.

      “That is a promise, chicky!” Erika reached for another donut from a nearby customer.

      Maggie glanced over at Ruby, who put her finger up to indicate that she was holding on. Orson moved to the side and came around the far end of the counter. Before Maggie could speak or even realize what he was doing, he made a wide circle around her. He carried an extra-large plastic cup in front of him. Maggie watched him circle around behind her. He walked right up to Erika’s side, shouted “oops!” and dumped the cup straight down her front.

      “Oh, wow,” Orson said. “I am so sorry about that.” He stepped back and smiled.

      “What the?” Erika said. “What is the matter with you? You stupid, fumble footed old man!” She ran her hand over her saturated shirt and flung the liquid all over the ground. It was then that Maggie realized Orson had not spilled water on the woman, but cold apple cider. She turned to him, not sure what she was going to say, but sure she was going to find a way to tell him she was not happy with the move.

      Before she could say anything, Orson had collapsed backward in an empty chair. He moaned and clutched his chest. His head rolled to the side and his eyes closed.

      “Oh, no,” Maggie cried. “Orson! Are you alright?” She forgot about the stunt he’d pulled and rushed to his side. “Myra! Call an ambulance!”

      Erika looked around the dining room wildly and began to push people out of her way as she headed for the door. She raced through the dining room and headed straight outside. Myra leaned over Orson with her phone in her hand. Once the door shut behind Erika, he reached up and grasped her phone in his hands. “Is she gone?” he asked, without opening his eyes.

      Myra stared hard at him for a moment. Maggie looked from Orson to Myra and back to Orson. It was then that it dawned on her that he was faking the entire thing.
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      “I can’t believe what you’re telling me,” Brett said to Maggie later that night. He was seated next to her in front of the bonfire at Ruby’s house. His face was red from laughing.

      “He was absolutely faking it,” Myra chimed in.

      “So, my guy deliberately spilled cold, sticky apple cider down the woman’s front and then faked a heart attack?” Brooks slapped the side of his chair and howled. He wiped the tears from his eyes as the women recounted the story for them for the third time.

      “Let’s be clear about this,” Ruby said. “Not only did he plan the entire thing, but he had to fill up a quart-sized cup of sticky apple cider, as you put it, and dump it all down her front!”

      “I don’t think there was an inch of her shirt or the front of her pants that wasn’t soaked with it,” Maggie said.

      “And then he took your phone out of your hand so you couldn’t call the ambulance, all the while still faking it with his eyes shut,” Brooks hollered.

      Maggie nodded her head. “The best part was when he stood up and took a little bow to the applauding dining room and headed over to the Old Timer’s table to sip his coffee where he had left it next to old Delbert.”

      Maggie rode home with Brett and listened to him snicker as he drove. “I’m going to take that old man out for a steak dinner and a beer,” he declared when he dropped her off.

      “So, he’s not in trouble?”

      Brett made a face at her and rolled his eyes. It was the first time in a long time he reminded her of the way he had looked in high school. “If anything, I think he deserves a medal for preventing a bigger problem. I mean, sure. I suppose he could be charged for dumping the apple cider on her, but how do you prove that he didn’t have some sort of health issue? The man is getting up there in age.”

      “I don’t disagree with you one bit,” Maggie said. “I think he did prevent something worse. You should have seen the way the woman grabbed food off of the table from that poor, unsuspecting customer. She would have turned over the tables and burned the place down if she could.”

      “It sounds like she threatened to do that very thing,” Brett said. “So, what’s next? Are you working with Brooks to press charges against her for what she did?”

      Maggie shook her head. “I think Ruby is going to have better luck checking into the legality of her business,” she said. “But I am considering a protection order.”

      “That’s a very good idea,” Brett said. “That way she can’t step foot on the property and cause more issues. Sounds like the city itself will sort the rest of it out.”

      Maggie fell asleep that night still chuckling over Orson’s stunt. She shook her head at him the next morning when she showed up for work. “You have no apologies, do you?” she asked, still laughing.

      Orson blessed her with a rare grin and a wink. “Life is too short,” he said. “Better to ask for forgiveness than permission.”

      The morning moved along quickly. Naomi offered to tackle the second automatic donut machine. Maggie gladly accepted her generosity. She focused her attention on cleaning out the display case in the front before the donut shop opened and her chance was gone. She left the donut-making in Myra’s capable hands, assisted by Naomi when she was finished with the donut machine.

      After the display case sparkled, Maggie turned her attention to the counters up front, the windows, and the tables. She ran out of time to tackle the chairs before it was time to open for the morning.

      “What’s gotten into you?” Ruby asked her when she stepped into the back to bring up another fresh tray of donuts. “You cleaned like a madwoman this morning.”

      Maggie shrugged. “I guess I wanted to make sure our business stood out,” she said.

      “You mean you wanted to make sure we were a step or two above Amazing Glaze,” Ruby said.

      Maggie nodded. It was true. The experience at Erika’s donut shop rekindled her sense of pride and accomplishment in the business she had built. She glanced down at the tray of apple dumpling donuts and smiled. “Myra did a fantastic job with these, didn’t she?”

      “Naomi helped,” Myra called out from the baker’s table.

      “Great job to the both of you,” Maggie said. She beamed as she carried the tray up front. Brooks walked in the front door as she set the tray down on the counter. “Look at the good job your wife just did with these.”

      “What are those?” he asked.

      “Apple dumpling donuts,” Orson said from the Old Timer’s table. “It’s the newest thing around here.”

      “They are fairly complicated to prepare,” Maggie said. “Until just now, I’m the only one who has made them, and I think Myra’s might be better than mine!” She set the tray in the case and pulled out a still-warm donut for him.

      “Thank you,” Brooks said. “But Maggie, I’m actually here about a call we just got. Can we go in the back?”

      Maggie made a face at him. “You know you don't even have to ask,” she said. She turned back to the swinging door and waited while he followed her through it. “What’s going on?”

      Production stopped in the kitchen for a moment. Ruby put her knife down while Myra and Naomi walked around to the front of the baker’s table. Orson joined them from the front before Brooks began to speak.

      “I just got a call from the morning manager at the grocery store,” he said. “When he opened the back of the store for deliveries this morning, he noticed the building behind him looked a little off. When the sun came up a little more, he noticed that the outside of the building appeared scorched.”

      “Was there a fire?” Ruby asked. “You’re talking about the new donut shop over there, right?”

      Brooks nodded his head. “Apparently there was a grease fire last night,” he said. “And when the fire department opened the door to check for any residual issues, they found the body.”

      “A body?” Maggie was instantly mortified. “Who was it?”

      “Well, Dr. Marsh has to complete her post mortem to be sure, but it appears to be Erika Allen,” he said.

      “Oh, my word,” Maggie said. Naomi shoved a stool behind her before she could fall to the floor. “Erika is dead?”

      “Do you think she had a medical issue or something?” Ruby asked. “A grease fire can start so easily.”

      Brooks shook his head. “She wasn’t just found dead, you guys,” he said solemnly. “She was face down in the deep fryer with a great big gash on the back of her head.”

      “Someone murdered her?” Ruby gasped.

      Maggie leaned over and buried her face in her hands for a moment. She shook her head, inhaled deeply, and stood up. “You’re going to need statements from a few of us about last night, I assume,” she said dispassionately. “I can tell you what time Brett left my house last night.”

      “I’ve already spoken to Brett,” Brooks said. “You’re not a suspect in this.”

      “Of course, I am.” Maggie laughed. “Isn’t that how this sort of thing always goes? She showed up here and made an absolute fool of herself and then made threats against us. The very next morning, she’s found dead, and her place looks like someone tried to burn it down around her.”

      “Maggie, do you need to take a minute?” Ruby asked.

      “I just took a minute,” she said. “What I need is to figure out why my luck runs so badly. I swear if there is a death or a murder within fifty miles of here, somehow I always manage to get myself involved.”
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      Maggie sat in a chair behind her back door and sipped her coffee. She was not going to the donut shop, not even later in the day. Ruby all but forbade her from checking in later in the day. It wasn’t, she insisted, a reaction to Maggie’s minor meltdown the day before. It was more or less because they had learned that working too many days in a row was the fastest way to become burnt out.

      She sat up a little higher in her seat when Ruby pulled up in her pickup truck.

      “What’s going on?” she asked.

      “I just came to check on you,” Ruby said. She handed a small sack to Maggie.

      “Please tell me you didn’t bring me a donut,” Maggie joked.

      Ruby smiled. “How about bacon and smoked gouda quiche?”

      “Sold.” Maggie smiled. She dug into the sack and pulled out the quiche and a disposable fork. “Would you like a cup of coffee?”

      “Naw,” Ruby said. “I’ve already reached my limit for the day.”

      Maggie took a few bites and savored the flavors. It was a welcome change from pastries and donuts. Ruby walked around and settled into the seat beside her, the one Brett typically used. “Why do I get the feeling you have some other news to share with me?” Maggie asked her.

      Ruby sighed and nodded her head. “I spent part of the evening looking over some records at City Hall,” she said. “It’s just as we suspected. There never was a business license application filed. No permits for any remodeling, which we have to prove they did, and the signage out front even requires a permit.”

      “I assume there was no food service permit issued, either,” Maggie said.

      “Of course not,” Ruby said. “I just wanted to give you the heads up that the business is going to be shut down early this morning.”

      “Wait, what? How are they still open? I mean, Erika died yesterday!”

      “I spoke with Brett a little while ago,” Ruby said. “Her son was there at the crack of dawn, attempting to get things ready to open for the day.”

      “That’s insane. There’s no way they’d be ready to open after something like that happened.” She shivered at the thought.

      “Yeah,” Ruby said. “That’s the part that shocks me, aside from opening the day after his own mother died, who opens the day after an employee passes away in the kitchen?”

      “And after a grease fire like that,” Maggie added.

      “Yeah, that’s what he didn’t count on,” Ruby said. “Chris, I mean. If the city itself didn’t shut them down, the health department would have. In fact, they may beat them to it.”

      “It’s a race to see who gets there first,” Maggie said.

      Of course, the main question on her mind was whether or not the police had a suspect in the death of the owner of the donut shop. In the short time she had known Erika there certainly was no love lost, but the fact that one donut shop owner was dead in town was one too many for her.

      “I’m going to head back in,” Ruby said, rising from her seat. “See you in the morning?”

      “Bright and early,” Maggie said. She smiled and waved as Ruby backed out of the driveway.

      When the sun rose higher in the sky, Maggie headed back inside. She walked around the house for an hour or so, picking things up here and there. Later on, she put the tea kettle on the stove and brought her laptop into the kitchen and settled into the small table with the lid open and her cup steaming.

      Her phone was next to her on the table. She fought the temptation to text and find out what was happening with the investigation and the situation at Amazing Glaze that morning. She intended to focus on researching social media, searching for anything she could find out about the Allens, mother or son, and their business or lack thereof.

      But her phone rang again, this time it was Brett calling to check in on her. “I heard you took the day off,” he said.

      “You knew I was taking the day off,” she said. “How did things go this morning?”

      “I assume you’re asking how things went when we shut down Amazing Glaze?”

      “Yeah, I’ve been wondering about it all morning,” Maggie admitted. “I just don’t understand trying to reopen the place the day after your mother dies. It’s a crime scene.”

      “The health department tagged along. I have never seen a health inspector turning green before. The place was awful. We never expected the guy to try to make entry.”

      “What about the son? How did he take it?”

      “About like you’d think,” Brett said. “He made some threats about the rest of us being sorry for what we were doing.”

      “Did you take any of that seriously?”

      “Not really,” Brett said. “You do this job long enough and you wind up hearing just about every threat there is to make. The guy was probably just spouting off. He ran his mouth at anyone and everyone, so it wasn’t like a specific threat to one person anyway.”

      Maggie sighed and shook her head. “Any news on the death investigation?”

      “Aside from the fact that Dana Marsh declared the death a homicide based on her initial examination of the body, no,” he said. “We’re assisting the police department in their search for suspects, but so far, we don’t have very many leads.”

      “I don’t understand the mindset,” Maggie said. “How do you open a business without going through proper channels, and then flaunt the illegal status of your business and get mad when the authorities come and shut you down?”

      “I’m not sure, but I would put money on the fact that this isn’t the first time the Allen family has done something like this,” Brett said. “And that makes it more likely for them to have less than desirable connections.”

      “In other words, it wouldn’t shock you if they had rubbed elbows with less than desirable people who could have harmed Erika?” Maggie said.

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying,” Brett said. “It might take a really long time to work through the potential list of suspects.”

      “What about those guys who came in when Ruby and I were in the donut shop? Not one of them seemed very above board,” Maggie said.

      “I don’t know,” Brett said. “Aside from the name and descriptions you provided, we don’t have much more to go on.”

      Maggie ended her phone call with Brett and placed her tea cup in the sink. She walked around the house for a moment, suddenly uninterested in looking at her laptop. She felt slightly restless. Checking in at work seemed unnecessary. Maggie decided to make the drive to Hunter Springs to see how things were going at the donut shop there. It was a good day to visit with her son.

      “What’s going on?” Bradley said when she walked into the Hunter Springs donut shop. “I didn’t expect to see you here today.”

      “Is that a clue to turn around and leave? Do you not want Mom to come in and check up on you?” Maggie asked. She winked at him and smiled.

      “Yeah, Mom,” Bradley said with an exaggerated roll of his eyes. “Why do you have to show up here and spoil all of our fun?”

      Zeke Soren, Bradley’s friend and kitchen manager, chimed in. “Jeez, Sharpe! Mom has to show up and ruin everything,” he said. “Uh-oh. I better not call you ‘Mom.’ I think I might actually be older than you are.”

      “You’re not,” Bradley said. “She has a couple of years on you.”

      Maggie responded by picking up a towel and tossing it at him. “I have the day off and I was bored at home,” she said in explanation.

      “I heard you had quite a lot going on over the past couple of days,” Bradley said. “Are you doing okay?”

      Maggie nodded. “It’s been a lot to take in,” she said. “If the crazy woman hadn’t shown up and thrown her temper tantrum in the middle of my dining room it wouldn’t have been so personal when she was found dead.”

      “Yeah, that’s really strange,” Bradley said. “But Brett shut them down this morning, right? Opening up was really dumb if you ask me.”

      “How did you know that?” Maggie asked. “I just spoke with him myself and found that out.”

      “I had to call him about something else,” Bradley said. “He happened to be there when I called him.”

      “What did you need to talk to him about?” Maggie asked, curious.

      “You know that fishing trip I was planning for next month? The weekend you said you would keep Wyatt for me,” Bradley said. “I asked him to come along.”

      “Oh, really?” Maggie was pleasantly surprised by the news.

      “Yeah,” Bradley said. “I mean, Zeke here is going to run the donut shop for the weekend. And I decided that I wanted to bring a buddy along with me. Aside from Jake and Zeke, Brett is my closest friend.”

      “Plus, he is practically your stepfather,” Zeke said.

      Maggie blushed slightly. “Your dad didn’t want to come along?” Maggie asked. She rarely broached the subject of her ex-husband with her son, but she was curious.

      Bradley replied with a quick shake of his head. “Anyway, Brett said he is up for it,” he said. “I almost think he felt a sense of relief to be invited. After having only daughters, it doesn't sound like he gets the chance to spend much time doing guy stuff.”

      “Brett spends plenty of time doing guy stuff.” Maggie chuckled. “Every other weekend he goes to the gun range with Brooks.”

      “Yeah, but Mom, that’s pretty much work related,” Bradley said. “I’m not making donuts on our weekend away, and he won’t be doing anything law enforcement related, either.”

      “Good point,” Maggie said. “I guess when he hangs out with Brooks, it is inevitably work related.”

      “What are you planning to do with the little man while Bradley is gone?” Zeke asked. Since he lived in a camper parked in Bradley’s driveway, he had grown quite close to the small boy.

      “Ruby is taking Saturday off and we are going to spend the day on the farm.” Maggie smiled. She had looked forward to the coming weekend with her grandson for a while. “I think she’s bringing in a pony just for the weekend to teach him a little bit about riding horseback.”

      “He isn’t too young for that?” Bradley asked.

      “No way, man,” Zeke cut in. “The faster he learns to hang on safely, the better off he will be.”

      “That’s awesome, Mom.” Bradley beamed. “Now, tell me a little more about this other donut woman. How did she end up throwing a fit in your dining room?”

      Maggie sat down on one of the upholstered stools on the customer side of the front counter. “Ruby and I went over to her location, just to check out the competition,” she said. “I guess Erika had the same idea, except that she was more like a bull in an antique shop. And when she spotted and recognized Ruby and me, it was gloves off all the way around.”

      “So, she didn’t start yelling until she saw the two of you?”

      “No, she was carrying on before that, but seeing us made it worse,” Maggie said. “I get the feeling this woman didn’t know too much about running a business.”

      “That’s not what we heard about them,” Bradley said.

      “What do you mean?” Maggie asked. “What have you heard?”

      Bradley glanced over at Zeke. “I hang out with a few guys from around here and there,” Zeke said. “They aren’t all bad guys or anything, but some of them are familiar with the seedier side of this area.”

      “And those guys are aware of your friendship with the county sheriff?” Bradley cut in.

      “Yeah, they are and so is the sheriff about them,” Zeke continued. “A lot of my buddies are guys who keep to themselves, but they aren’t criminals. They just live closer to the fringes of polite society.”

      “Okay,” Maggie said skeptically. “I’m not sure where this is headed but go on.”

      “I asked around,” Zeke said. Maggie was grateful for his ability to cut to the point. “After Erika was found dead and Sharpe here explained to me what had happened with your run in with her, I decided to see what I could find out about the family.”

      “And what did you find out?” Maggie asked. Her curiosity and impatience grew by the minute.

      “The Allen family has a long history of starting and losing businesses,” Zeke said. “They have owned and operated a thrift store, a dog grooming business, a used car lot, and a mechanic shop, to name just a few. The garage is the only business that has stuck so far. They operate it outside of any city limits, out in the country, so there isn’t a whole lot of oversight going on.”

      “What happened to their other business ventures?”

      Zeke shrugged. “They don’t last long enough for anyone to know,” he said. “Sounds like none of them tend to last longer than just a few months. Aside from the garage, that is.”

      “I thought you said that there was a salvage yard of some kind, too,” Bradley said.

      Zeke nodded. “Yeah, that’s a part of the garage,” he explained. “Anyway, I gathered from what they said that there is a lot of speculation about the other businesses the family might be into.”

      “Other business, as in illegal affairs?” Maggie asked.

      “Yup,” Zeke said. “Oh, and it sounds like Erika had just come into a whole lot of money recently. My guys thought there might be something to that, too. But she had a family member pass away and leave her the money or something.”

      “That’s really interesting,” Maggie said. “Where did she live?”

      “That’s another pretty interesting part to all of this,” Zeke said. “Supposedly Erika and her son both lived in a couple of run-down trailers on the same property as the scrapyard.”

      “I guess they didn’t use the money to buy a new house, then,” Maggie said.

      “It’s all really odd,” Bradley chimed in. “They seem to have a ton of money floating around, but they sure don’t live like it.”
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      Maggie drove back to Dogwood Mountain from Hunter Springs. She had a lot of new information about the dead donut shop owner, and while nothing made sense to her, she knew a little more about the background of the family than she had when she’d started.

      She considered stopping by the shuttered location of Amazing Glaze but decided against it. Zeke had painted the picture of a family that liked to stay on the outside of the law, and she didn’t need to invite any more trouble into her own life by meddling.

      Instead, she drove back home, parked her car behind the house, and walked back inside. She checked the freezer for a package of steaks for the grill and set them out to thaw. All she needed to make dinner complete was a green salad, roasted red potatoes, and one handsome county sheriff to enjoy dinner with.
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        * * *

      

      Maggie woke with a fresh perspective the following morning. Dinner with Brett had been just what the doctor ordered. She felt renewed, like the dark cloud that had hung over her over the past two days had cleared. She was sad for the loss of the woman she had known for such a short time, but the case felt distant from her.

      It wasn’t as if anyone was going around threatening local donut shop owners. Clearly, there was a lot going on with the Allen family. Much more than she would ever know about. Maggie dressed quickly for work and decided to head in a little earlier than usual. Ruby appeared just a few moments after she arrived and unlocked the back door.

      “I think we were both in the same mindset this morning,” Ruby said when she walked in. “I decided to get back to work and forget about this nonsense of a competing donut shop.”

      “Yeah, they were obviously never going to be competition for us,” Maggie said. “According to the information Zeke had, the Allen family has a long and sordid reputation for starting and shutting down businesses.”

      “It’s still so odd that Erika would show up here the way that she did, but unfortunately, she is no longer around to offer any explanation about it,” Maggie said.

      “Do you think she would really have caused us any trouble in the long run? You saw the way our customers responded to her weird rantings, anyway,” Ruby said. She unloaded a bushel of apples as she chatted.

      “I don’t even know, but let’s change the subject for now,” Maggie suggested. “Did you sell a lot of apple slaw yesterday?”

      “No, but the apple dumpling donuts were a huge hit,” Ruby said. “We had three separate groups come in and request more and more of them. I told Naomi and Myra that I was going to head out to the market after work and buy fresh apples for today’s baking.”

      “Looks like I better get busy, then,” Maggie said.

      “I wouldn’t get in too much of a hurry,” Ruby said. “Naomi is going to be here around five-thirty just to get started. She’s taken to making those dumplings like I have never seen her take to anything else.”

      “Well, then, I suppose I will get some vanilla bean scones going and leave the dumplings to her,” Maggie said with a smile. She loved the apple dumpling donuts, but the process was certainly more labor intensive than many of the other varieties.

      They worked for a solid forty-five minutes when the lock on the back door turned, and Naomi stepped inside. “I sure hope you didn’t start those without me,” she said when she saw Maggie at the baker’s table with a bushel of apples.

      “No, but I did take it upon myself to wash and core some of these,” Maggie said. “Just to make the process go a little faster.”

      “Well, thank you,” Naomi said. “But I have got it from here.”

      “You know, I’m so glad that we decided to break down and clean the donut machines out when we did,”

      Ruby said. “I know we are a little more consistent about it than the book recommends, but the fact that we can be sure our kitchen would pass any surprise inspection makes it easier to go to sleep at night.”

      “Are you dropping hints about an impending inspection by the health department?” Maggie asked. It wasn’t that she was worried about the outcome of such a visit, but she was never a fan of surprises.

      “No, not at all,” Ruby said. “In fact, the health inspector and I talk regularly about it. We just happened to chat yesterday about Amazing Glaze, and I told her what I had seen when we were there.”

      “And what did she say?” Naomi asked.

      “She said that the city really needs to increase funding so that her department can be more proactive than reactive in such cases,” Ruby said. “And I told her that any time she decided she needed to come and look at this place, to just show right on up.”

      “That’s a lot of confidence you have in us here,” Maggie teased. “Thanks, I think.” She turned back to her scone dough but looked up again when she heard the sound of fists pounding on glass.

      “I think that’s coming from the front,” Ruby said. She tossed her vegetable peeler down on the prep table next to the bowl of apples and headed through the swinging door to the front. Maggie followed closely behind her. The dining room was still dark when she reached the counter, but Maggie could see the dark silhouette of a man at the front doors.

      “Let me see what’s going on,” she told Ruby. “You hang back by the phone in case we need to call someone.”

      Ruby flipped a single light switch on, providing just enough light that Maggie could make out the shadow of the face of a man at the front doors. He was slightly familiar looking, but she wasn’t sure exactly who he was in the odd lighting.

      “We don’t open until six,” she said through the locked door.

      “Open up,” the man demanded. “I want to talk to you.”

      “I’m not going to do that,” Maggie said firmly. “Come back at six if you want to be served.”

      “I don’t want any of your stupid donuts, lady,” he said. “I want to talk to you about my mother.”

      “That’s Chris,” Ruby said.

      “Yeah, I just figured that out,” Maggie said in a low voice. “Mr. Allen, I don’t have anything to say to you right now. You need to leave here if you insist on pounding on my front door.”

      “Come on, lady,” Chris said. “Open up the door or I’m going to break it down. It’s your choice.”

      Maggie shook her head. “I’m not going to open this door. You can tell me what you need through the glass, or you can get out of here.”

      “I want to talk to you about my mother’s business,” he demanded. His voice was louder this time. “I want to talk to you about the business you stole from us.”

      Maggie felt a sharp pang of anxiety but forced herself to stay calm. “Now, look. We both know how absurd that is,” she said. “You all just showed up in town. You didn’t even open the business legally. It’s not my fault or anyone else’s that the business failed. And as far as losing your mom goes, I am truly sorry for your loss. But no one here had anything to do with that, either.”

      “That’s not what I came here to discuss with you,” he said. He slammed both fists onto the glass. “I came here to talk about the fact that I am out a great deal of money and an essential revenue stream. And it is your fault, and that woman over there behind you. The two of you had to meddle in my business. And now, you have cost me a lot of money.”

      Maggie opened her mouth to ask him what he was talking about, but the wail of a nearby siren sent him running back into the early morning darkness. She watched him run down the road past the church across the street and onto a side road before he disappeared. She wasn’t sure if the police were heading there or not, but either way, at least Chris was gone.

      “What do you figure that was all about?” Ruby asked her.

      Maggie shrugged. “Who knows? With all of the shadowy things his family appears to be into, perhaps he was going to try to extort money out of us to make up for whatever his mother’s donut shop was bringing in.”

      “Their donut shop couldn’t have been making very much money,” Ruby said. “They were only in whatever they referred to as business for about a week.”

      “I don’t think they were making any money selling donuts and coffee,” Maggie said. “I think they were using that as a shell company for another revenue stream.”

      “Probably,” Ruby agreed. “I’m a little shocked that Chris knew what the words ‘revenue stream’ even meant.”

      “All the more reason to believe that the company was a farce for something else,” Maggie said.
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      Naomi produced twice as many apple dumpling donuts as Maggie had made the first time she introduced the new variety. As many as she had made, though, the display case emptied of them by noon. Maggie turned away a number of customers requesting the donuts.

      “Do you think we ought to add these to the regular menu?” Naomi asked when they were washing up the dishes just before closing time.

      “Well, if we did, I would think the apple cider donuts would have to go away,” Maggie said. “What do you think, Ruby?”

      “I think the fact that these are so difficult to make means they are far more suited to our weekly special menu,” she said. “The apple cider donuts already sell very well year round. I don’t think we should mess with that.”

      “Good point,” Maggie said.

      “I have to agree about the labor intensive part of this,” Naomi said. “If we could make the process go a little faster, it might be easier.”

      “But that would take away from the authenticity of the donuts that makes them so amazing in the first place,” Ruby said. “I think we’re better off getting the apples from the local market and promoting that.”

      “Maybe we could do a cross promotion with the market itself,” Myra piped up.

      “Why don’t you see to that, Miss Business Manager,” Ruby teased her.

      “Hey, that’s Mrs. Business Manager now,” Myra said. She held up her ring finger and the impressive ring Brooks had given her on their wedding day. “And I will definitely contact the market this afternoon and see what they have to say about it.”

      “I wish I had thought to do that when I found the recipe,” Maggie said.

      “We really ought to start communicating together a bit more,” Ruby said. “When one of us has a new variety to add, we should talk about it and brainstorm about the best ways to promote it.”

      “It’s amazing that we have been open for as long as we have and we are just now having this conversation,” Maggie said. She rolled her eyes and slapped her hand to her forehead in an exaggerated face palm. Ruby laughed and Naomi threw a wet towel at her.

      Maggie tossed the towel back and headed to the office for her things. She was ready to call it a day. Naomi and Myra planned to stick around for a while and prepare a few more apples for the following day.

      Maggie opened the door and closed her eyes to the cool breeze that greeted her. She was prepared to go home and grab a shower, and then begin looking into other activities she could plan for her upcoming weekend with her grandson. At the very least, she needed to buy a pair of toddler cowboy boots for his day out on the farm. Maybe a pair of new jeans, and a toddler-sized cowboy hat as well.

      Any thoughts of her weekend with Wyatt left her when she spotted her Jeep. She shouted for Ruby and stood there, staring at the bright orange paint that covered the hood and the side panels down the passenger side. She had only just purchased this vehicle because of another vandalism issue and couldn’t believe what she was seeing.

      “What on earth?” Ruby said when she pushed through the backdoor. “Oh, my gosh!” She was followed quickly by Myra and Naomi.

      “Get your phone out and take photos,” Myra instructed. “I’m calling Brooks now.” She stepped back inside the kitchen with her phone to her ear. Naomi took out her own phone and began snapping pictures of the mess. She walked around to the front of the Jeep and stopped.

      “Maggie, I think there’s more than just paint that’s caused damage,” she said.

      “What do you mean?” Maggie asked. She walked around to the front. Both of her headlights had been smashed. Pock marks lined the front of the hood, end to end.

      “Looks like a hammer,” Naomi said. “I’d say whoever did this just went after it with a garden variety hammer. They just started at one end and went all the way down.”

      “Check the driver’s side,” Ruby instructed. Naomi walked around the front of the Jeep and shook her head.

      “He got a little creative over here,” she said.

      “I’m going to run inside and check the cameras,” Ruby volunteered.

      “Wait, Ruby,” Maggie said. “You might want to check out your truck first.” Maggie pointed to the other side of the trash bins where Ruby parked her pickup truck. Sunlight danced off of the shattered glass on the alley below the front headlights.

      “Looks like he got even angrier with your truck,” Naomi said. She walked down the alley. Maggie figured she wanted to check it out before Ruby had to see the full extent of the damage. “Oh, man. Whoever did this, took out the back glass and cracked the windshield, too.”

      “That isn’t all he did,” Ruby said. Maggie watched her best friend take a long stride toward her prized pickup, shaking her head and balling her fists against her sides. “There’s fluid leaking under it. Somehow whoever did this punctured the oil pan.”

      “Ruby, that’s red liquid, too,” Myra said, joining them.

      “My transmission,” Ruby said. She kept her emotions to herself, but Maggie could tell she was on the brink of losing her cool.

      “And I checked the camera feed while I was inside,” Myra said. “We’re probably going to find that he or she or whoever did this somehow tampered with them, too. The feed is there, but it is fuzzy and indecipherable.”

      “Was there any audio?” Maggie managed to ask.

      “Yes, actually,” Myra said. “But I didn't really pay any attention to it. I was more interested in seeing what I could see.”

      “We’ll have to leave that to Brooks,” Ruby said. Her voice was calm and rational, but her eyes sparked with fury.

      Maggie felt slightly lightheaded. Once more, the issues with the competing donut shop had come to her front door. It had to be Chris. She wavered a little where she stood. Naomi was suddenly at her side. “You need to have a seat somewhere,” she insisted. “You look pale.”

      Brooks pulled into the alley just then. Maggie felt her senses return a bit. She texted Brett a few pictures of the damage to both vehicles and informed him that Brooks was on the scene.

      “This is absolutely ridiculous,” Ruby said. Her calm voice went up an octave or two. “I have a feeling I know who is responsible for this.”

      “Who?” Brooks asked. “I think I already know who you are going to say.”

      “Chris Allen,” Maggie offered. “But unless there is something we can hear on the cameras, there is no way to prove that.”

      “What’s going on with the cameras?” Brooks asked.

      “Looks like someone hit both of them with a paintball gun or something,” Naomi observed. She pointed to the camera closest to the back door. “I might be crazy, but that looks like purple paint to me.”

      Maggie gazed at the camera lenses herself. “She’s right,” she said and pointed up. “It even got on the gutters.”

      A second police car showed up. Brooks began directing the second officer to take photos of the vehicles. He turned back to the women. “Where is Orson?”

      “He had the day off today,” Myra said.

      “Well, let’s check out the other cars just to make sure no one else sustained any damage,” he said. He turned to Ruby and Maggie. “Why don’t the two of you have Myra drive you back to Maggie’s house and wait for me to come by and let you know what we figure out. I have a feeling the sheriff will be along shortly, too. Someone will drive you out to the farm after I get your statements.”

      “Looks like I won’t be driving old Beulah this time,” Maggie joked as they walked down the alley toward her house.

      “Yeah, this time I am afraid I am going to need the old farm truck for myself,” Ruby said. “What are you going to do?”

      “Probably ask Brett if he can help,” Maggie said. “Maybe he’ll drive the sheriff’s vehicle around for a little while.”

      “This is ridiculous,” Ruby said again. “Who the heck are these people and why are they so quick to make enemies?”
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      Brooks knocked on the back door an hour later. He let himself in and sat down at the kitchen table. “I’m afraid I have good news and bad news,” he said as soon as Ruby and Maggie joined him in Maggie’s kitchen.

      “Start with the bad news,” Ruby instructed.

      “I’m afraid I had to have your vehicles towed to the impound yard at the county sheriff’s office for further evidence processing,” he said. “The county mechanic came out and took a look under your pickup, Ruby. He thinks whoever vandalized it took a long-handled punch to the bottom of it.”

      “That’s terrific news,” Ruby said sarcastically.

      “I would call your insurance company as soon as possible,” Brooks suggested.

      “Already done,” Ruby said.

      “You might also get in touch with the city’s insurance company,” he suggested. “If we can make the case that Chris went after your truck in retaliation because you are a member of the city council, we can probably get the city’s insurance to help cover some of the damage.”

      Ruby brightened at the thought. “I hadn’t considered that.”

      “You’re still going to be stuck with Beulah for a little while,” Maggie teased.

      “What’s the good news?” Ruby asked.

      “I’m still not finished with the bad news,” Brooks said. “We have not been able to apprehend Chris. Not just yet, anyway.”

      “So, Chris remains at large, after harassing us and vandalizing our vehicles,” Ruby said. “Why do I have the feeling you’re going to tell us to keep our doors locked extra tight.”

      “That wouldn’t hurt,” Brooks said.

      “I’m still waiting for the good news, here,” Ruby said.

      “We think there might be a motive behind Erika’s death,” Brooks said. “You can ask Brett more about it, but it turns out that there was a recent death in her family. A great-uncle passed away and left Erika and her siblings a pretty good inheritance.”

      “And why is this good news?” Maggie asked.

      “Because we can start a new direction in the investigation, one that leads us away from the donut shop and the two of you,” Brooks said.

      “You think the motive has something to do with this inheritance?” Maggie asked her question, but her eyes were on Ruby who seemed more frustrated by the minute.

      Before Brooks could answer, Ruby cut in. “If the direction of the investigation and the motive is going away from the donut shop and us, why on earth did the county sheriff’s mechanic have to just tow away our vehicles?” she asked. “And why was Chris causing a stir with us?”

      “I don’t know, but I don’t think he is going to harass you much more,” Brooks said. “Especially now when we know he’s the person who caused damage to your vehicles.”

      “I don’t know why, but that gives me exactly zero comfort,” Ruby said. She stood up, indicating to Brooks that she was ready to head home.

      Maggie walked the pair to the door and immediately texted Brett. “Can I borrow your car?” she texted.

      “Let me get back with you a little later,” Brett replied. Maggie shrugged and set the phone back down on the table. She was angry about the damage to her vehicle, but not nearly as upset as Ruby. Sure, hers was new, but Ruby’s was much more expensive.

      Instead of worrying about her vehicle situation, she decided to get back on her laptop and find out a few things.

      She hit the typical social media pages for any reference to the Allen family. She found a half-dozen accounts under the name Chris Allen, but not one of them looked much like the man who had been at the front door of the donut shop earlier that morning.

      She browsed through several other names and came up empty. Apparently, the Allen family was not a fan of social media. Of course, she had just two names to go on. But then the thought occurred to her that the family had just suffered a loss, though she was not sure exactly when. She returned to the search engine page and tried to search for recent obituaries with the surname of Allen. A few popped up, including an older woman from Pennsylvania. She scanned the obituary and quickly realized that the obituary belonged to a different Allen family altogether.

      Maggie returned to the search engine and tried searching Erika’s name alongside her son’s. She had learned the trick from searching for other obituaries. Sometimes searching two names at once narrowed down the results to only show where the two names appeared in the same place, such as in an obituary where both were listed as survivors.

      But she had no luck this time around. After a while, Maggie gave up on the idea of finding the Allen family by social media or through the death of the great-uncle. Instead, she attempted to find any property in Dogwood Mountain that was owned by Erika Allen. When she came up with nothing there, she searched for scrapyards in the area. The only promising result was a scrapyard on the border between Dogwood Mountain and Jasper County called “Chris’s Scrap Heap.”

      It was a start, even though there was nothing to really tell whether or not the place had any link to Chris or the Allen family.

      Her phone rang a little while later. She picked it up when she realized it was Brett calling.

      “What’s up?” she asked as soon as she answered.

      “Not much,” he said. “But I have some bad news. I heard a grinding noise on my way home last night and discovered that the front brakes are bad on my car. I’m afraid it’s in the shop.”

      “So, I can’t borrow your car?” Maggie asked.

      “Not this time,” he said. “Maybe I can find something else for you to drive in the meantime.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Maggie said. “I am capable of renting a car.”

      “Yeah, but that is so expensive,” Brett said.

      “Which is why I asked you first, but I’ll just go ahead and rent one,” Maggie said. She heard some noise in the background.

      “Listen, I have to go,” Brett said. “I’ll check in with you later tonight, okay? Do me a favor and let me know if you wind up renting something.”

      “Are you keeping tabs on me, Sheriff?”

      “Always,” Brett said before he hung up the phone. Maggie returned to her laptop, this time to search for car rental places in the immediate area. She did not want to drive all the way to Joplin.

      Ruby called her just a few moments after she hung up with Brett. “I actually have some good news,” she announced after Maggie answered.

      “And that is?”

      “I didn’t realize it, but my warranty will pay for a rental,” Ruby said. “So that means you can use Beulah for a little while.”

      “Oh, that’s wonderful,” Maggie said. She regretted teasing Ruby about using the old farm truck. “I mean, thank you, sincerely.”

      “It’s not your favorite ride, I know that,” Ruby said brightly. “But it is available. If you want it.”

      “Of course I do,” Maggie said. “It makes a lot more sense to do it that way than to go through the trouble of renting a car.”

      “I’m going to use the app on my phone for a ride to the rental place in Joplin,” Ruby said. “You could do the same and come on out and pick Beulah up, if you want to. The keys will be in the usual place.”

      “That’s actually a good idea,” Maggie said with a sigh. She ended the phone call and immediately put in a request for a ride out to the farm. A few minutes later, a high schooler with his own car pulled up in front of her house and waited while she got in. They drove the short distance to Ruby’s farm outside of town. Maggie knocked on the door to Ruby’s farm house when she arrived, but there was no answer. She texted Ruby that she had done as suggested and came for the old truck.

      As expected, the keys were in a magnetic box hidden under the front bumper. She pulled them out and started the old truck up. Beulah coughed and sputtered to life. Maggie rested her hands on the steering wheel and slowly lowered her head to her hands and shook her head.

      “Looks like it’s just you and me again, old girl,” she said when she lifted her head up. The gears groaned when she pulled the truck down into drive and headed for the gravel road.
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      “This is what I get for teasing Ruby about using the old truck,” she texted Brett a short time later. She used her phone to snap a quick photo of herself in the truck with a grin. It wasn’t that she didn’t appreciate the use of the truck, it was more that Beulah had become a symbol of her difficulty with keeping one vehicle in good shape for very long.

      Maggie decided to make use of her drive out in the country. Instead of heading back to town, she drove southwest for a little while in the direction of the scrapyard she had found online. Might as well have a look-see, she told herself.

      Besides, there was no way Chris would recognize her in the old farm truck. Chances were already fairly high that he would have left the county for the time being anyway. Surely he was smart enough to realize that he was a wanted man after the stunt he pulled with their vehicles at the donut shop a few hours before.

      Chris’s Scrap Heap was located a good forty-five minute drive from Ruby’s farm. Maggie fiddled with the old radio as she drove. She pulled over about twenty miles into the trip for gas. The old truck guzzled fuel with the hunger of a great white shark. Maggie put as much gas in the old beater as she could and instantly became homesick for her original car. She liked her Jeep just fine, but she had to admit, the gas was much cheaper in a smaller car.

      A short time later, Maggie pulled off of the county highway and drove slowly through a maze of gravel roads following the directions from her phone’s mapping app. She passed several dilapidated old houses and a handful of abandoned mobile homes. Surely the scrapyard was close by, she thought as she drove.

      Maggie turned down a narrow gravel road. Had it not been for the small sign indicating the road number she would have thought it was a narrow driveway or a cow path rather than an actual road.

      With just enough room for one vehicle, Maggie stayed far to the right, careful not to drop the truck’s tires into the ditch. She drove up and over one hill and started for the next one when she spotted the first line of old vehicles in a field to her left. She drove on slowly, searching for a sign or a building or anything that would tell her if she had found the scrapyard or just a bunch of abandoned vehicles. At the top of the next hill, Maggie saw the old cars expand into a field of metal.

      Without a doubt, she had found what she was looking for. There was nothing to indicate who the yard belonged to, but Maggie was sure she had found something useful. She decided to investigate carefully. She pulled the truck over to the right, leaving enough room for someone to go by.

      The ditch was dry and sandy, and she almost fell when she stepped out of the truck. She locked the doors and pushed the keys deep into her front pocket and her phone into the back of her jeans. She had no intention of being seen or caught wandering around, but it was always a good idea to have her cell phone close by.

      Maggie crossed the narrow dirt road and carefully navigated the ditch on the right side. She pulled apart the strands of a loose hanging barbwire fence and stepped through. She stood up and looked around quickly for any signs of life. It occurred to her that the place might be under camera surveillance, but after a brief look around, she was sure there were no cameras spying on her.

      The first line of cars lined the fence almost as far as she could see. Maggie wondered how many cars were out there in the field. She walked between several rows toward the interior of the field straight up from the road. Venturing too far from the sight of the old farm truck seemed like a very bad idea.

      After a few minutes, she noticed a pattern among the rows of cars. Most of them were at least twenty years old, if not more. But here and there she spotted a fairly new looking vehicle. Every ten or fifteen cars in any direction looked like it had been burned, at least partially.

      Maggie turned back toward the road. She counted ten rows she had already passed through. She was about halfway up a grassy knoll in the middle of the cars. When she reached the top, she could see over at least another ten or fifteen acres of cars.

      The end of the narrow gravel row came into view. Another mile or so down, the road came to a dead end, and turned into a driveway in front of a large building. Maggie made out some writing on the front of the building, a sign of some sort that had faded in the sunlight over the years. She moved a little closer to the sign and squinted her eyes, trying to make out the words on the building.

      When she looked back over her shoulder, Maggie felt a little twitch of panic. She was a good two hundred feet ahead of where she had parked the truck. The outline of the letters on the front of the large shed came into view. She was at the Allen family scrapyard; she was sure of it. “Chris’s Scrap Heap” was spelled out in the faded letters, with “Allen Salvage” written beneath it.

      It was enough for her to head back to the truck. Ruby might not appreciate it if she got caught out that way, she thought. It was past time to go. As she walked, Maggie began to chastise herself for being out there in the first place.

      Down the hill she walked with her eyes on the old farm truck parked out on the road. The way back seemed to stretch out ahead of her, longer than it had taken to get up the hill. She hastened her steps and began to run through the cars as fast as she could. Twice she thought she could see movement out of the corner of her left eye, but she dismissed the thought when she slowed her step to look a little closer.

      It was still daylight, after all, and the cars and trucks were not so tall that they would conceal anyone out there running around close to her. She told herself it was her mind playing tricks on her. The third time she thought she saw movement she looked to her right instead of her left. She slowed down and once again, saw nothing.

      Maggie picked up her step and turned back toward the truck just in time to see the arm of a tow mirror on an old Ford truck before she smacked straight into it. Right away she went down to the ground. Her eyes watered from the hit to her nose and upper lip. She was down for a moment while she dried her eyes and regained her senses.

      She pulled herself back up, looking to her right again just to reassure herself that she had seen nothing. When she turned back to face forward, a man was standing two feet in front of her. Maggie screamed and his hand came around her mouth. He held it tightly there and led her between the rows of cars to the far right. She struggled a bit, trying her best to get away from his grip. She looked in his face for the first time. The man was not Chris. His unkempt hair and scraggly beard reminded her of someone. He stepped behind her and tightened his grip on her mouth.

      “Do not make a sound,” he whispered into her ear. She stumbled forward as he pushed her over the uneven ground. She was sure she would fall forward and that he would land on top of her, but she kept going upright somehow.

      They reached the bottom of the hill and the end of the cars. A large van appeared on the gravel road on the other side of the fence. She had not seen the van there before. The man pushed her through the fence. Somehow she managed to make it through the strands with his hand still around her mouth.

      “Move,” he ordered her when she stumbled out on the gravel. They headed straight for the van. With one hand around her head, the man opened the old sliding door and pushed her inside the windowless van. The door slid shut behind her. Maggie felt around in the darkness. She reached for the cell phone in her back pocket and discovered that it was gone.
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      The van bounced around over the road. Maggie felt around on the floor and discovered that the van, for the most part, was completely empty on the inside. Metal ruts in the floor told her that the carpeting had been ripped out, or perhaps never installed in the first place. She felt around for a handle of some sort, a way to hang on as the van drove over hill and dale. As it was, she was tossed about whenever the driver made a sharp turn or topped another hill.

      After several minutes, Maggie found her way to a corner and pushed herself up. She wrapped her arms around her knees and pushed downward with her feet to remain stable. She wanted to stay upright. Her head and her joints already ached from tossing about in the van.

      She had no idea what she was about to face. Her heart sank in her chest. Had she finally done it? The thought that she had poked her nose in the wrong situation filled her mind. She wanted to reverse time, to walk back to the pickup truck parked in the gravel and drive back to town. Let the police handle the unanswered questions.

      Why had she searched for the Allen family online in the first place? What had she hoped to achieve? It was clear from the behavior of the deceased matriarch, Erika, and her strange son, that something was going on.

      Why on earth would she think checking out their scrapyard was a good idea?

      Maggie buried her face in her knees and sighed. She felt the first tears stinging her eyes. There had been times when danger had found its way to her, but that was all different. She couldn’t help it when someone had come into the donut shop or intended harm. That was beyond her control.

      But this she could have controlled. This she might have avoided if she had just kept her nose out of things. This was a bridge too far. The knowledge of this settled on her and cut her like a knife.

      A thought sparked in her head. Maggie lifted her head up from her knees and felt around along the wall of the van. Surely she was somewhere in the rear of the vehicle. Maybe she could find a door and let herself out. She scrambled to her knees and slowly felt along the wall and around the corner. She felt a joint and a metal hinge.

      It had to be the door. She moved along to the middle; a thin stream of air pushed between a seam in the doors. Maggie ran her hands up and down the seam sure she was going to feel a door latch at any moment and free herself at last. But her hands simply moved over the smooth metal. Up and down the seam she felt, top to bottom until she had no choice but to admit that the door did not open from the inside. She lowered her head and wiped away the tears that stung her eyes. She could not give up. Not yet.

      The bumpy road had given way to a smoother ride. Maggie assumed the driver had left the gravel roads for a paved road or a highway. She took advantage of the stability and felt along the back door, around the corner and up the wall. She was disoriented in the total darkness, but she knew the sliding door she was tossed into had to be somewhere. She felt along the wall until she determined that the wall she was feeling along must be the side behind the driver’s seat.

      Carefully, she crossed the floor and felt along for the opposite wall. “Bingo,” she whispered in the darkness when her fingers ran along another seam. Her fingers moved all the way to the top of the van. The seam ran along the top and stopped, then ran down toward the floor. Maggie moved in front of the seam where it ran down to the floor. She stabilized herself in a seated position and with both hands began to search for a door handle.

      After a solid minute of searching, Maggie admitted the sobering thought to herself. There was nothing inside the van door but smooth metal. Unlike the other surfaces of the interior, the doors were sealed from the inside, the only way in or out was from the outside.

      This time, there was no holding back the tears. Maggie fell to the floor. She didn’t even try to remain in a seated position. Her arms sprawled out above her as she buried her head into the cold metal floor.

      She was lost in her own thoughts when the van slowed to a stop. Before she was aware of the change, the door flew open, and sunlight spilled into the empty interior. She had time to look up and see the empty cavity for a single second before someone wrapped a dark cloth around her eyes from behind. She felt large hands hook under her arms and halfway drag her out of the van.

      “Stay still,” a husky voice demanded behind her. She was pulled to her feet and slowly led about twenty feet. Her arms were secured behind her in the grip of the man who led her out.

      Instead of feeling waves of panic, Maggie simply went numb. Alone on the floor of the van, she had cried the tears she was going to shed. This time, she was determined to use her wits to save herself in any way she could.

      The man behind her stopped walking suddenly. He gave a little yank on her arms. Maggie stopped walking. Her heart raced in her chest. She opened her mouth to scream, but her throat closed up and she could not make a noise.

      “Stay here,” the man commanded.

      “What do you want with me?” Maggie asked. She could not bring her voice above a whisper.

      “I want you to leave things well enough alone,” the man said. She heard the creak of another vehicle opening and felt herself almost lifted off of her feet and pushed inside. “Count to one hundred before you take off the blindfold,” the man said. “If you don’t, you’ll be sorry.” He shoved her further inside and slammed the door behind her.

      Maggie remained still. She could hear the sound of footsteps crunching along in the gravel. They must be in a parking lot or in a driveway of some sort, she decided. She tried to recall how the tires had sounded before the van slowed and pulled to a stop.

      In the distance, she heard another vehicle door slam. A second later the sound of tires quickly leaving urged her to remove the blindfold from her eyes. She saw the back of the windowless van speed away.

      She had not counted to one hundred. She looked around wildly for a half a minute before she realized that she was out on some unfamiliar highway in the passenger seat of Beulah, Ruby’s old farm truck. The keys were in the ignition and her cell phone was on the seat next to her.
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      Maggie’s mind raced as she scooted herself across the seat and pushed the key further into the ignition. The truck roared to life when she turned the key toward the dashboard. She wasted no time pulling out onto the highway and getting herself as far away from where she had been as she could.

      The problem was, she had no idea where she was. She drove for ten minutes without even fastening her seatbelt before she felt safe enough to pull the old truck over onto the shoulder and check the map on her phone. She looked up and down the road for any signage indicating where she was. Surprised it was there, Maggie reached for the phone on the seat next to her. She pressed the button to illuminate the screen and found her memo app open and a note typed out.

      “Stay out of things that don’t concern you,” the note read. “The consequences will be dire next time.”

      Her abductor had left her a note. Maggie swiped up and down the screen for any other information but found none. She stared at the screen for an extra moment, unsure if she should save the message or click away.

      She decided to save the message and come clean to Brett as soon as she could get herself back to the safety of Dogwood Mountain and her home. The numbness she had felt gave way to total relief. She’d made it out alive, and it was the last time she ever put herself in danger like that.

      When she concentrated on her cell phone, she quickly realized that she had no signal. The phone was of no use to her until she reached an area with coverage. Maggie secured her seatbelt this time and pulled the truck back onto the highway. She would simply have to find her way home the old fashioned way, by driving blindly until she either spotted a road sign or had enough signal to figure out where she was.

      A few minutes passed and Maggie spotted a road sign at last. She pulled over when she read the sign. She was on a state highway, but the shape of the state was different. Instantly she recognized the state just south of her home. She had been driven across state lines into Arkansas.

      Arkansas. The scruffy man had thrown her into the back of a dark van and driven her into the next state. Somehow, he had managed to get her best friend’s pickup truck down there, too. Maggie shook her head. She was more confused than she had ever been. At least two people had spotted her too close to the Allen family’s scrapyard, abducted her, and safely deposited her at least several miles away with the vehicle she had arrived with waiting for her.

      As soon as she got a signal, Maggie checked her phone for the position of the GPS and turned around on the highway to head back north toward the Missouri and Arkansas line. She drove fast and hard, stopping only when she was within twenty miles of home. She pulled the truck off the road into the parking lot of a roadside convenience store and gas station.

      Immediately, she grabbed her phone and called Brett.

      “Where are you?” he asked her right away.

      “South of Dogwood Mountain about twenty miles,” she said and told him the exact road she was on. “I need to talk to you.”

      “What happened? Where did you go?” he asked. Maggie detected an edge in his voice.

      “For a drive,” she said. She hadn’t intended to lie, but she wanted to feel him out a bit before she delved into the situation completely. “Are you off of work?”

      “Yes and no,” he said. “We received some tips in the sheriff’s office that have me sort of on call.”

      “Can we meet?”

      “Where?” Brett asked her.

      “Your place,” Maggie said. It was a rare request. She had been there a few times, but they both preferred her small cottage in town or Ruby’s farm.

      “Deal,” Brett said. “I will see you in a bit.” Maggie put her phone down. She headed for the small log cabin south of town where Brett lived.

      His car was in the driveway when she pulled off of the two-lane county road onto his property. He was seated in a chair on the small front porch, still in uniform, when she pulled the truck to a stop.

      “I assume you have something to tell me,” he said. His jaw was tight, and his eyes narrowed.

      Maggie nodded. “It was a whim,” she said. “I found the address of a place that might have been Chris Allen’s scrapyard. I had no idea if it really was or not. My plan was simply to have a look from a safe distance.”

      “But that didn’t happen, did it?” Brett asked her.

      Maggie shook her head. “I looked around a bit, and then someone grabbed me from behind and put me into a dark van and drove around for a while.” She looked at him for his reaction but found him merely staring down at his boots. “After a bit, we ended up in Arkansas where he pulled me out of the van. Beulah was parked on the side of the road waiting for me, along with my cell phone.”

      “And why didn’t you call me right away.” Brett said. It was a statement and not a question.

      “I called you almost the second I had a cell phone signal,” she said. “Or at least, as soon as I figured out where I was first.”

      Brett nodded his head slowly. “I don’t know what to think right now,” he said without looking up.

      “Whatever it is you have to figure out, we can talk about that later,” Maggie said. She ignored the lump forming in her throat. “Right now, there is something else I have to tell you.”

      “Which is?” he asked, looking up slowly at her.

      “I know who took me,” she said. “Driving here I realized who he was.”

      “And?”

      “And the day Ruby and I checked out Amazing Glaze, a group of men came in and wanted to speak with Chris,” she said. “The leader of the pack was named Turner. The guy I told you about before. I’m almost a hundred percent sure it was him.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know what’s going on, but I think Turner and at least one of the other men is some sort of undercover cop.”

      Brett’s head bobbed up immediately. His eyes grew wide, and he jumped to his feet. “I need for you to go home and wait for me to call you,” he said.

      “Go home? I thought we were going to spend some time together,” Maggie argued.

      “I have to take care of something,” Brett said flatly. “And before you and I spend more time together, we are going to have a long discussion about a few things.”

      Maggie drove Beulah the rest of the way to Dogwood Mountain and parked behind her small house. She unlocked the door and slammed it shut behind her. She was angry, terribly angry, although just who she was angry at was unclear.

      Inside the house, she paced around for several minutes. She was frustrated and unmoored. Her heart raced in her chest. She felt cold and nauseous. Her phone rang in the kitchen. She rushed to answer it, hoping it was Brett.

      Ruby’s number appeared on the screen. Maggie sighed. Did she really want to talk to another soul? Her anger was a dark cloud hanging over her head and it wasn’t going to go away on its own. She tapped the screen and answered the phone for her best friend.

      “Ruby,” she said.

      “Where have you been?” she shouted into the phone before Maggie could get a word out. “Brett called me half a dozen times in an hour, scared to death that you had gone and gotten yourself killed!”

      “I did check something out, and someone threw me into the back of a windowless van,” Maggie said.

      “Ha! That’s hilarious,” Ruby said. “Now tell me what really happened.”

      “That is what really happened,” she said, beginning to explain. “And I know who did it.”

      Ruby was silent for a long moment. Maggie could hear her breathing slowly over the phone and figured that it was Ruby’s attempt to control her emotions. “Tell me everything.”

      “Do you remember the man from Amazing Glaze who came in and wanted to talk to Chris?”

      “You mean the one who warned us to get out of there the first time Erika acted unhinged?”

      “That’s the one,” Maggie said. “He was the one who took me.”

      “Is he also the one who took my truck?” Ruby asked her flatly.

      “I honestly don’t know, but I suspect it was one of his buddies,” Maggie said. “Ruby, I think Turner is undercover. Why else would he put me out of harm’s way for a second time?”

      “Let’s say he is an undercover cop,” Ruby said. “What is he investigating?”

      “The Allens,” Maggie said. She explained what Zeke had told her about the rumors swirling around the family’s nefarious business practices. “I found the scrapyard, Ruby. Acres and acres of wrecked and scrapped vehicles.”

      “And that’s when this man abducted you?”

      “Yes,” Maggie said. “I think the Allens are running some sort of insurance fraud ring. I haven’t quite worked out the details yet, but I spotted several burned out and torched vehicles in the scrapyard.”

      “What do you mean, burned out?”

      “I mean, cars and trucks that appeared to have been set on fire, at least partially,” Maggie said.

      “What makes you think the vehicles weren’t just wrecks that had caught on fire?” Ruby asked.

      “For one reason, the vehicles that were burned out had to have been less than five years old,” Maggie said.

      “Every one of them?” Ruby asked her.

      “Every last one of them,” Maggie said. “At least the ones I saw.”

      “That’s interesting,” Ruby said. “But there is no actual confirmation of anything. You don’t know for sure that the man who took you was a cop. For all we know, he’s the one who hit Erika over the back of her head and shoved her into the deep fryer.”

      A sudden, hard knock at the front door stopped Maggie from raising her voice at her best friend. No, she didn’t know anything for sure! If she did, wouldn’t someone have been arrested by now?

      “Hold on,” Maggie said. “Someone is at the door.”

      “Maybe you shouldn’t just run and answer it,” Ruby said. Maggie barely heard her. She set her phone to the side and pulled the door open.

      As soon as she saw the person standing on the other side of the glass storm door, Maggie opened her mouth and let out a blood-curdling scream. Darkness surrounded her and she fell into a heap on the floor.
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      “Maggie,” Ruby’s voice entered her head. She felt a rush of cool air on her skin. She opened her eyes slowly and looked up into the face of her best friend. “Can you sit up?”

      Maggie nodded slowly. She pushed against the floor with her hands and made it to a seated position. She was on the floor in front of her front door. Ruby was at her side. She looked across the room and spotted Orson, Naomi, and Myra, all seated on the couch.

      The strange figure at the front door was sitting on a chair someone had brought in from the kitchen. Maggie felt the fear and panic well up inside of her again. Erika Allen was seated ten feet from her, staring hard at her.

      “I had no idea my presence would send you into such shock,” Erika said.

      “But how?” Maggie’s eyes darted from person to person around the room in search of an explanation.

      “Maybe I can tell you,” a familiar voice called from the kitchen. Turner, the man from the defunct donut shop and the windowless van walked into the living room. Brett walked in behind him.

      “You are a cop,” Maggie said. Her hand moved instantly to the top of her head. She was suddenly aware of a very bad headache. “How long was I out?”

      “Nearly an hour,” Ruby said.

      “He is a cop,” Brett said. He moved around Erika and the man she knew as Turner and helped her to her feet. Orson appeared from the kitchen with another wooden chair. Maggie sat down with Brett by her side.

      “Sam Terrell is my name,” the man said. “You probably heard Erika call me Turner. That’s the name she and her son knew me by.”

      Maggie looked at the older woman in the chair in front of her kitchen doorway. “Identical twin sisters,” the woman said. “I got involved because my late sister decided to commit fraud again and take all of our great-uncle’s fortune for herself. My name is Bessie Smith, and Erika is my sister. Chris is my nephew.”

      “Okay, I am completely lost,” Maggie said. She inhaled slowly and turned to face Brett. “I think he is an undercover cop investigating the Allens for insurance fraud, particularly some sort of automobile fraud. As for the twin sister thing, I’m still not sure if I am seeing what I think I am seeing, or if I smacked my head hard when I landed on the floor.”

      Laughter rippled over the room. Brett squeezed her hand and took a seat on the arm of the chair closest to him. “You want to take this, Terrell?” he asked.

      “Sure,” the man said. “First of all, I am very sorry if I scared you when I put you into the van. It was the safest place for you to be at that time.”

      “Why? What was going on?” Maggie asked.

      “We were about to arrest Chris, and you almost got yourself in the middle of it,” Sam Terrell said. “We did get him, though.”

      “Chris was arrested?”

      Brett nodded. “He is in the county jail charged with the murder of his mother, among a slew of fraud charges,” he said.

      “Chris is the one who killed his mother,” she asked. “His own mom?”

      “My nephew and his mother had a very turbulent relationship,” Bessie explained. “The fact that he killed his mother is not that shocking to the rest of us.”

      “But why?” Maggie asked.

      “Well, a lot of it had to do with the money they scammed from the rest of the family,” Sam said.

      “You were right when you thought the donut shop was some sort of sham for another business,” Ruby said. “Erika’s anger was directed toward us when we put an end to the scam faster than she had banked on. Apparently, no one had ever caught on as quick to her schemes before.”

      “Erika and her son had a habit of opening and quickly shutting businesses for a multitude of reasons, including trying to throw off the IRS when they made money hand over fist in other ventures,” Sam said. “It also made them look like complete fools in a business sense, which made it difficult for law enforcement to track down their illegal activity.”

      “It would have been easier to nail gelatin to the wall,” Brett said.

      “Hang on,” Maggie turned to him. “Did you know about this?”

      “I knew the feds were investigating something local, but it was on a need to know basis,” he said.

      “And he needed to know when his girlfriend decided to do some investigating on her own,” Orson muttered from the couch.

      Brett said nothing. He simply cleared his throat and shot a knowing look in her direction.

      “You know, Sheriff,” Sam Terrell said. “With a woman like this, it might be time to make her your wife.”
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      I’d love to hear your thoughts on my books, the storylines, and anything else that you’d like to comment on—reader feedback is very important to me. My contact information, along with some other helpful links, is listed on the next page. If you’d like to be on my list of “folks to contact” with updates, release and sales notifications, etc.… just shoot me an email and let me know. Thanks for reading!

      Also…

      … if you’re looking for more great reads, Summer Prescott Books publishes several popular series by outstanding Cozy Mystery authors.
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      Blog and Book Catalog: http://summerprescottbooks.com

      Email: summer.prescott.cozies@gmail.com

      

      And…be sure to check out the Summer Prescott Cozy Mysteries fan page and Summer Prescott Books Publishing Page on Facebook – let’s be friends!

      

      To sign up for our fun and exciting newsletter, which will give you opportunities to win prizes and swag, enter contests, and be the first to know about New Releases, click here:  http://summerprescottbooks.com
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