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      “It’s the back door,” Maggie Sharpe said into the cell phone she held to her ear. She sat in her car with the doors locked, parked in the alley behind her shop, Dogwood Donuts. It was barely after midnight. The alarm had gone off a few minutes before, alerting both Maggie and her best friend and business partner, Ruby Cobb, that something was wrong.

      Living just about a block away, Maggie elected to drive down and check things out for herself. When she did, the first thing she saw was the back door standing wide open.

      “You ought to call the police,” Ruby told her. “And whatever you do, wait for them to show up before you go traipsing around trying to figure out what happened.”

      “Hanging up to call the police now,” Maggie said. She made no other promises.

      Within three minutes, an officer from the Dogwood Mountain Police Department was on the scene. Maggie recognized the young officer, though she was unsure of her name. She quickly introduced herself as Officer Ruiz before she pulled out her flashlight and unsnapped her gun holster as she walked inside. She flipped the lights on when she reached the switch. Maggie stood at the doorway, ten feet closer than the officer had instructed, and waited for news.

      “Ms. Sharpe,” Officer Ruiz called a few minutes after she had gone through the swinging door that led to the front of the business. “I need you to come up here and take a look at this.”

      Maggie walked carefully through the open door. She hugged her arms around her middle. Despite the heat being on in the shop, she felt an unmistakable chill in the air. “What’s going on?” she asked as she made her way through the kitchen.

      The officer didn’t have to explain. As soon as Maggie saw the condition of the front counter she knew that the donut shop had, indeed, been burglarized. “Looks like they broke the glass on the front doors as well as the lock in the back,” the officer announced. “I know this is a shock, but I’m going to need for you to check things out and make a list of everything that is damaged or missing.”

      “Did you check to make sure no one was in here?” Maggie asked, her head on a swivel.

      “I did. We are the only two in the building,” the officer assured her.

      Maggie surveyed the front counter. Several items had been pulled from the shelves below. The floor was littered with broken ceramic coffee cups. “I think we better go check in the office and in the cooler.”

      Officer Ruiz reached her hand out and placed it on Maggie’s arm. “I’ve checked in both places already.”

      “Okay, but I keep the iPad in the office when we lock up for the night and any extra cash on hand is kept in a small bank bag on the top shelf of the cooler in the back. I’m sure you didn’t check for those.”

      “I didn’t.” She tilted her head to the side and spoke into the radio pinned to her lapel. “Officer Ruiz requesting backup at Dogwood Donuts,” she said. “Possible burglary. No suspects present.”

      “You need backup?” Maggie chose not to comment on how she’d only referred to it as a possible burglary when it was clear that’s exactly what it was.

      Officer Ruiz nodded. “We’re going to process this scene for anything we can find. This is the second robbery in town in the last two days. The thieves seem to be targeting businesses overnight. The flower shop downtown was hit around ten last night.”

      Maggie dropped her shoulders. “I suspect this means we’re closed for the day.”

      Officer Ruiz smiled. “I was going to mention that, yes, but I was also hoping we could take a walk over to the food truck soon and rule out any break-in there. That way you can at least run a part of your business if everything looks okay.”

      The idea surprised her. She hadn’t even considered the food truck. “Thanks for the reminder,” she said. “That’s actually a great suggestion. We’ll have a partial business day at least.” They wouldn’t be able to do quite as much with the lunch boxes from the food truck, but something was better than nothing. As long as the truck was clear, of course. She sent a quick text to Ruby to tell her what had happened and to let her know about the food truck idea.

      “Oh, trust me.” Officer Ruiz turned to her and grinned as they walked back through the kitchen toward the cooler. “My suggestion was entirely self-serving. I don’t want to face the rest of my shift without one of your maple lattes or a chocolate donut. Chief Mission treats us too often. I think I might be addicted.”

      Maggie soaked in the compliment and led the officer to the cooler. She wanted to thank her for the distraction while they assessed the damage done by an intruder. It helped to set her nerves at ease before they took a look to see what might be missing.

      When she opened the door to the cooler, it was clear that the thief had known what to look for. The floor was littered with overturned food containers. Maggie searched carefully along the top shelf for the bag. “It’s gone,” she said when she found the container. “The thief knew enough to locate the bank bag we use for petty cash.”

      Officer Ruiz began making notes in her small notepad. “How much do you keep in the bag?”

      “About five hundred,” Maggie said. “We use petty cash for quick runs to the grocery store for ingredients we run out of, and that sort of thing.”

      “Let’s leave this as it is for now. We need to take a look at the office as well. If it’s the same thief from the flower shop, I’m afraid you might be missing more than just cash.”

      Maggie frowned and stepped carefully around the mess on the floor. She led Officer Ruiz to the small office in the back of the kitchen. The door appeared to have been kicked in.

      “I don’t even lock the door,” Maggie said and shook her head. “They didn’t have to destroy it.”

      “Go ahead and check for the iPad,” Officer Ruiz said. “I just heard another car pull up. They can begin processing the scene for evidence while we go out and check on the food truck. After that, you can look around further for anything else that might be missing that isn’t as obvious.”

      Maggie opened the desk drawer where she kept the iPad used for sales at the front counter. “It’s gone, too,” she announced.

      “Ruiz,” a voice called from the kitchen. Maggie knew right away that the call about the donut shop had reached the chief of police himself. “What’s going on around here?” Chief Brett Mission appeared in the doorway.

      “I will give you a full report in a sec, Chief,” Officer Ruiz said. “Right now, we’re going to check out the status of the food truck in the front.”

      Brett nodded. He gazed at Maggie for an extra-long moment. “We’re going to get to the bottom of this, Maggie,” he said quietly. “I promise.”

      She smiled weakly and nodded. She desperately wanted to fall into his arms and let him hug her worries away, but somehow, it didn’t feel like the right time for that.

      Maggie waited while the officer handed her notepad over to the chief. Then she allowed herself to be led out the back door and into the darkness. They walked slowly around the side of the building while the officer shined her flashlight on the side of the building. “Do you have the keys to the food truck?” Officer Ruiz asked her when they reached the parking lot in the front.

      She nodded and pulled her keys from the pocket of her jeans. She had taken a moment to slip her regular clothes on when she got the alert on her cell phone from the alarm. “I have them,” she said, thankful she kept the food truck key on her regular key ring.

      “Well, let’s wait a second and let me have a look around the exterior first,” Ruiz said. She pointed the flashlight toward the truck’s windshield. “I’m sure whoever was here is long gone now, but it’s always better to be cautious.”

      Maggie followed her around the truck, even though she was sure that’s not what the officer had wanted. She exhaled at last when it appeared that the burglar had skipped the vehicle. “Everything looks normal,” she said when she unlocked the back doors and led the officer inside. They moved through the truck, opening the door to the small bathroom, and checking for the smaller iPad she kept hidden beneath the automatic mini donut machine. “I think we’re good here.” She sent another text to Ruby, letting her know the food truck would be their means of operation for the day.

      Officer Ruiz looked at Maggie as her fingers flew over the keyboard. “Alright. Let’s head back inside and I’ll take your statement. Then you can get the word out to your staff about the main business closing for the day.”

      Maggie laughed. “That’s what I was just doing. My partner, Ruby, is going to let everyone know. But I do need to figure out a plan of action for the food truck.”

      “So, no running back home for a bit more sleep before you open in a few hours, then?” Officer Ruiz asked as they walked back around the other side of the building toward the back.

      She shook her head. “No way I’ll be going back to sleep tonight.”
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      Maggie started her day trying to be as positive as possible and absolutely refused to outwardly show her concern about what went on at the donut shop. It was bad enough that someone had broken in at all, never mind the fact that whoever it was had known exactly where to find what they were looking for. The only people that knew where she kept the petty cash bag and the iPads, were her employees. But she knew them. She knew they wouldn’t do something like that and that all any of them had to do was ask and she’d give them the shirt off her back. She was banking on the fact that the police would find something to prove who it was or at least who it wasn’t. Her employees were also her friends, and they deserved the benefit of the doubt, if nothing else.

      “What happened last night?” Myra Sawyer asked Maggie when she arrived at work a few hours later.

      “The donut shop got robbed, or haven’t you heard,” Orson Hawley grumbled and moved past her. He picked up a to-go order and headed back toward the parking lot. Since he arrived for work, he’d worked to organize the orders, car-hop style. Maggie was impressed at his forethought, but Orson let his normal grumpiness shine through.

      “Somebody woke up in a mood,” Ruby observed. “Was he acting like this last night?”

      Myra shrugged. “I don’t know. Brooks took me out to a movie and Orson was supposed to have been out on a date with Gretchen, but instead, he was in bed when I got home,” she said. Since her arrival to Dogwood Mountain, Myra had gone from being homeless and on the run to renting Orson’s extra bedroom and bathroom. The arrangement worked out well for the both of them, despite Orson’s gruff nature.

      When Maggie first met him, she’d seen him as an entitled and grumpy older man who expected a handout. Though things had changed quickly after she’d hired him at the donut shop. Orson was still grumpy but had become a hard-working member of the Dogwood Donuts staff and part of her family. To hear that he might be having a hard time in his relationship with Gretchen LeClair, the owner of the local bed and breakfast, hurt her heart.

      “I sure hope nothing happened between him and Gretchen,” Maggie whispered. She moved around Ruby to mix the batter for a new round of donuts. “I know they like to keep their relationship private, but I can’t help but be curious.”

      Myra promised she’d keep a close eye on Orson as she swirled whipped cream over a vanilla latte for the next order.

      “I wish they’d get on with it inside so we can get back to business as usual,” Ruby said. “We could all be in the best times of our lives but having an upset at work like this is enough to drive anyone crazy.”

      “Brooks said that they are gathering as much evidence as they can find,” Myra said. Brooks Macklin had risen quickly in the ranks at the local police station. Although they had not officially declared anything, Myra and Brooks had become a sweet couple nearly as soon as they met. “Apparently we weren’t the only place hit last night.”

      “What? You mentioned the flower shop, but I thought you said it was the night before?” Ruby turned to Maggie. “Who else was hit?”

      “An Italian restaurant and a gas station out on the highway,” Myra answered. “Brooks said whoever is doing it, if it’s the same person, isn’t leaving much evidence behind.”

      “That’s just terrific,” Maggie said, feeling upset but a little more confident in the fact that one of the people who worked with her had not suddenly decided to begin a life of crime and rob all the local businesses in the area.

      Ruby handed the coffee Myra had made out to a waiting customer at the window closest to her and turned back to Maggie. “Did the alert wake Bradley or Wyatt up last night?”

      “Wyatt was already awake,” Maggie said with a yawn. Bradley, her son, was on leave from the Navy after an unexpected delivery made him a father. At under a month old, Wyatt was not yet sleeping through the night. Maggie found herself unable to sleep when a baby cried under her roof. It was just one of those things about being a mom.

      “Do you think he’s sick?” Ruby asked. Childcare was the one thing Maggie knew more about than her best friend. Happily childless in her fifties, Ruby ran a farm, wrote cookbooks, and had a long career as a chef before coming to work at the donut shop.

      “I think he’s a newborn,” Maggie said. “A newborn who may be mixed up between night and day or suffering from colic or maybe he just wants to be held constantly.”

      “Why so many choices?” Ruby asked.

      “Because my son reads books and tries his best to problem solve when it comes to his baby son,” Maggie explained. “He tries his best, but he doesn’t understand that babies are not problems to be solved. They are babies, and babies wake up and cry at night.”

      “You sound tired,” Myra said. “When does Bradley return to the ship?”

      Maggie turned the mini donut machine on and leaned against the counter. “He isn’t returning to the ship,” she said with a sigh. “He’s been transferred to a base in Oklahoma. I don’t know what will happen in the long run, but for now, this is the plan.”

      “There aren’t any naval bases in Oklahoma,” Orson said. He had returned to the food truck for the next order.

      “It’s a joint something or other on an Army base I think.” Fatigue made it hard for her to find the words to properly understand what was happening. “I offered to keep Wyatt here for a few months while he served out the rest of his deployment, but Bradley is determined. He said his commanding officer helped him map out a different career track, and it’s wonderful. There is a great daycare situation on base.”

      “That sounds like good news,” Orson said as he waited. “I think you raised a good man.”

      “Better get the cinnamon rolls ready,” Myra said, quickly changing the subject. She pointed out the window where Brett was making his way to the food truck.

      “Good morning,” Brett said from the open order window. “I’ll just take an order of glazed mini donuts and a coffee.”

      “You don’t want your usual?” Maggie asked. “We made a small batch of cinnamon rolls that we just have to put icing on, and I can easily whip up a cinnamon latte for you.”

      Brett’s eyes widened. “You can? Then yes, absolutely I will take my usual. I just figured with the big kitchen shut down you would be limited.”

      “Speaking of the big kitchen…” Ruby stuck her head out the window.

      “Tomorrow.” Brett chuckled. “We should be finished in a couple of hours but by then you’ll be getting ready to close anyway. We’re just trying our best to gather all the evidence we can, no matter how minuscule.”

      “I’ll be happy to be back in the shop itself tomorrow,” Maggie said.

      “We’ll be right with you,” Myra called to the new customers standing just behind Brett.

      A young girl walked over to the second window. “Is the donut shop closed or something?” She stood next to a tall, handsome young man. Together, they looked like they belonged on the gym floor of a high school being crowned prom king and queen.

      “Temporarily,” Ruby replied. “What can we get for you?”

      Maggie passed a bag of cinnamon rolls through the other window to Brett, followed by his coffee in a to-go cup. She watched as he turned slowly to the side. His eyes fixed on the young girl. “Layla?”

      The girl turned to him and smiled. “Dad!” she exclaimed and threw her arms around him. Maggie cringed as the cinnamon latte sloshed out of the drinking hole in the lid. “I didn’t expect to see you!”

      “I can say the same,” he said. “What are you doing in town? Is school out?”

      “No.” The girl smiled. She pushed her long brown hair off of her shoulder and smiled brightly. “We decided to just live for a while.”

      “We?” Brett asked. His eyes traveled to the smiling young man standing just behind is daughter. “Who is ‘we’?”

      Layla stepped back and wove her arm through the boy’s arm. “Dad, this is Tommy Pogue, my partner,” she said. “We’ve decided to take some time off together.”

      “Your partner? Do you have classes together or something?” Brett asked.

      Maggie almost doubled over from the angst she felt for him. “I don’t think she means lab partner, Brett,” she said softly.

      “No, Dad.” Layla sighed. “He’s my life partner and we’re staying at this super cute bed and breakfast with the funniest name. Dogwood House! Can you believe it? So cute, right?”

      “You’re staying at the bed and breakfast? You two, together?” Brett shoved his bag back through the open order window and pulled his cell phone from his uniform pocket. “I’m going to have a word with Gretchen about this right now. It isn’t legal to rent one room to two underage kids.”

      “Dad!” Layla shouted. “We are not underage!” She pulled her arm out from around the boy’s arm and folded her arms over her chest. “I should have known you would be like this, but if you must know, the owner of the bed and breakfast was very nice to us, and she gave us a discount so we could get two rooms.”

      “Oh, well.” He put his phone back and crossed his arms, still not completely satisfied. “You’re going to have to forgive me. You saunter in and announce that you’re leaving school and then shove this boy in my face. What does your mother have to say about all of this?”

      “Mom happens to support our decision,” Layla shot back. “And our relationship, not that it’s any of your business. She recognizes that I am almost twenty and capable of making my own choices.”

      “Layla, you are too young to ditch school and shack up with someone,” Brett said. His voice was suddenly husky.

      “First off, Dad, it isn’t ‘ditching school’,” she said. “It’s like a gap year but in the middle instead of before. We both agreed that it would be good for our mental health and desire to travel the world. And two, we are not shacking up. We are in a committed, non-binding adult relationship with an undetermined future.”

      Ruby turned to Maggie and mouthed, “Wow.”

      “I’m sorry. You said a year?” Brett choked on the words. “You think you’re going to leave school for an entire year?!” He apologized to Maggie and stormed off back to his car.
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      By closing time, the police tape had disappeared from the donut shop. The locksmith had installed a new lock on the door and supplied new sets of keys to the staff. Maggie and Ruby worked together to close up the food truck and resumed cleaning the big kitchen. A peek at the video camera footage from the security cameras outside the donut shop revealed very little, aside from a dark figure hanging out around the back door. The video was too blurry to determine the gender of the intruder.

      “Might be time to get better quality cameras,” Ruby said.

      “That or we’re going to need to park the food truck in the alley behind the donut shop every night when we close up for the day,” Maggie suggested.

      Brett shook his head. “I wouldn’t recommend that.” He had come back a short time after his daughter left and chosen to remain behind for a little while after the rest of the police had finished up inside the donut shop.

      “Why not?” Maggie asked. “We could prevent anyone from coming in the back door.”

      “And block the alley from any emergency vehicles that might need to get through, which could affect the outcome of your insurance if there is a fire,” he said.

      “A fire! That’s the last thing I want to think about.” Maggie groaned and glared at Brett for putting the idea in her head.

      “Not to mention the fact that all they have to do is go around to the front door and break the glass,” Ruby added.

      Every which way she turned, someone was shooting down her idea. Maggie knew they were right, but she wasn’t exactly thinking clearly and was only trying to come up with some sort of solution. “I guess that’s not much of an option. What are the chances we’ll get hit again?”

      Brett shook his head. “Not huge,” he said. “It’s very uncommon for a business to be hit twice in a short amount of time, statistically speaking. Sort of like lightning striking twice in the same place.”

      “So, you don’t think we have much to worry about?” Ruby asked.

      Brett rose to leave. “I don’t think you need to post an armed guard, and as the police chief I would frown on that anyway, but I think you should invest in some better cameras,” he said. “Heck, even those doorbell cameras would take better videos.”

      After he left, Maggie busied herself thoroughly cleaning the floors in the shop. She’d wanted to talk to him about his daughter. She’d wanted to tell him that sometimes kids had what they considered great ideas and trying to stop them or convince them otherwise would only serve to cause more problems, but it was clear to see that he had no desire to talk about it. He was as kind as ever, but she could tell by his clenched jaw and rigid mannerisms that he wasn’t his normal self. He’d come to her when he was ready.

      Ruby hung around and gave every surface in the kitchen a good sanitizing clean. Afterward, they worked together on the cooler.

      “I think it’s time we change our hiding place for petty cash,” Ruby said as she rearranged some of the boxes in front of her.

      Maggie agreed. “I think I’ll start taking it home with me every day.”

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

      “No one will ever suspect it,” she said. “I’ll just start putting the cash bag in my bag when I leave. I think I’m going to pick up one of those fireproof boxes for my house anyway.”

      “That’s not a bad idea.” Ruby turned to her. “I think we might need to consider not keeping cash around at all. Other than what’s in the register, I mean. We could leave ourselves a receipt and take cash from there if we really need something.”

      Maggie paused, holding a covered bowl of edible brownie batter in her hands. “I hate this. I hate that we can’t leave cash around. I hate that someone thought breaking into our shop was a good idea. I hate that whoever it was knew where we keep our things. What do you think that means?”

      Ruby sighed and looked Maggie in the eyes. “If you’re asking me if I think one of our employees could have stolen from us, the answer is no. And I’m not just saying that because that would also mean they would have robbed several other places. Myra and Orson simply wouldn’t do anything like that, and you know it. On the other hand, your aunt Marjorie also kept her petty cash in the cooler, and she had several people in and out of here working over the years back when she owned the place. She liked to hire high school or college kids or people who were down on their luck. I can think of at least twice when she hired someone off the street who looked hungry and like they could use a few bucks. She’d have them work for a couple hours a day washing dishes or working on inventory.”

      “You mean random people that she didn’t vet and get an application from? No background checks or anything?”

      “Maggie, please remind me when you got a background check on me, Myra, or Orson…”

      Ruby didn’t need to finish her thought before Maggie interrupted, “I get it and you’re right. But all I’m saying is that just means even more people could have thought to look here for money. What if those random people worked at all of these local businesses and knew where to look for what they wanted?”

      “That feels like an awful lot of what ifs,” Ruby said. “Do you really want to spend all your time wondering who it was, or should we maybe focus on making sure we are more protected from things like this happening again in the future?”

      “Both,” Maggie admitted. “I want to know why someone would do that to us.”

      “That’s the thing. I’m not so sure someone did this to us specifically. You know it happened to other businesses and this might not be a direct hit on the donut shop or anyone in it.” Ruby stepped back from her workspace and checked to make sure everything was in order.

      “Yeah,” Maggie said simply and left it at that. They worked in a comfortable silence until the cooler was reorganized and the prep work was finished for the following morning.

      “I’m going to get out of here,” Ruby said. “Want to come over later?”

      Maggie let out a tired sigh that surprised even herself. “I need to go to the hardware store to check out some cameras and then I think I should just go home and spend some time with Bradley and Wyatt before I fall into bed for the night.”

      “I hear ya. Call me if you need anything.” Ruby gave her a quick hug and together they locked up the shop and headed out to their vehicles.
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      Ruby headed back to the farm, and Maggie headed to the hardware store. At first, she wandered the aisles mindlessly. Her brain needed a break from thinking after the events of the day.

      “Hello again,” a voice called out to her when she reached the end of the pet aisle.

      Maggie looked up into the face of the young woman who had appeared at the food truck earlier in the day. While a conversation with her might not require thinking, she wasn’t looking forward to whatever situation was about to occur. She had no idea if Layla knew who she was or if Brett had said anything to her about their relationship.

      “Hello,” she greeted the younger woman. “It’s Layla, right?”

      The girl nodded and smiled brightly. Maggie saw the clear resemblance to her father then. “You look like your dad when you smile.”

      A shadow crossed the girl’s pretty face. “My dad would say that is the only way I resemble him. He has a hard time accepting anything I do.”

      “That’s the way it is for parents and children,” Maggie said, preparing herself for a heavy conversation she didn’t want to have. The last thing she wanted to do was step between Brett and his daughter. “But you should know it generally means that the parent sees a great deal of potential in the child.”

      “Do you have kids?” Layla asked her.

      Maggie nodded her head and grinned. “My son is on leave from the Navy at the moment. He is staying at my house with his newborn son.”

      “Wow,” Layla said. “I didn’t think you were old enough to be a grandma.”

      Maggie chuckled. “I’m the same age as your dad. We went to high school together.”

      “Oh, I am so sorry,” Layla said. “That sounded so wrong. He told me about you…”

      Before Layla could finish, a tall, older woman with the same chestnut brown hair color walked up next to her. “What are you sorry for?” the woman asked. She eyed Maggie sharply.

      “Maggie, this is my mother, Corinne,” Layla said. “Mom, I accidentally spoke out of turn about Maggie’s age.”

      “Oh, is that all?” Corinne waved her hand in the air. “Who cares about that?”

      “Mom,” Layla said under her breath.

      Corinne ignored her daughter. “And how are the two of you so acquainted?”

      “Oh, the donut shop lady!” Layla’s companion Tommy joined them. “Good to see you again.”

      “Hello, Tommy,” Maggie said. She was suddenly even more weary of the conversation.

      “Ahhh, the donut lady.” Corinne smirked. “You work at the local donut shop?”

      “I own Dogwood Donuts, yes,” Maggie said evenly. She refused to let her fatigue or any other emotion show.

      “Oh, I thought maybe you just ran the food truck,” Tommy said.

      Maggie shook her head. “We operated out of the food truck yesterday after a burglary, but that’s rather new for us. It’s the main shop that’s our focus.”

      “That’s why Dad was there,” Layla explained to both her boyfriend and her mother. “I think it’s pretty neat that you could run the food truck while your business was shut down for the day. I’ve always admired people who can come up with a quick fix when something goes wrong.”

      Maggie smiled despite her frustration with the conversation. “Thanks,” she said. “I’m glad, too. The food truck has been a blessing for us.”

      “Who has a food truck?” A fourth person joined the group. He rested his arm around Corinne’s shoulders.

      “She does,” Tommy pointed. “She owns the donut shop.”

      “Oh.” The man frowned. “You were robbed, weren’t you?”

      Maggie nodded, wishing these people weren’t visiting the hardware store as a family. She gripped the handle of her cart impatiently. “That’s actually why I’m here,” she said. “I need to upgrade some security measures.”

      “You need to do more than that,” the man said. “Who is your insurance agent and what is he doing about it?”

      Layla cleared her throat. “Steven, I think Maggie has other things to do besides hear an insurance pitch from you.”

      “Watch it, young lady.” Corinne’s eyes flashed. “Steven is only trying to help.”

      She pulled her cart away and noticed the look on Brett’s daughter’s face. If nothing else, she had to give the girl credit for being so polite. Maggie wished she’d gotten to hear the rest of what Layla was going to say earlier. She selfishly wanted to know if Brett had told her about them or not. Either he had and that’s why Layla was being nice or maybe Layla was just all around a nicer person than her mother was.

      “It was great to meet all of you, but I really do need to get going,” she said.

      “Wait, before you go,” Steven said. He pulled a card out of his wallet and handed it over. “Call me and I’ll come by later and assess your security needs. I also want to look over the policies on both your business and that food truck you have.”

      Maggie turned the card over in her hand. “I will speak with my business partner and let you know,” she said and took a couple of steps away from the group.

      “We’ll just stop by ourselves.” Corinne wound her arm through Steven’s, much as Layla had done through Tommy’s earlier. “I haven’t eaten a donut in so many years. I’ve almost forgotten what they taste like.”

      Maggie excused herself and headed for the doorbell cameras. She hurried to make her selections and went right to the registers. When she approached the cashier, she almost turned away. Layla and her family were gathered around the register next to her.

      “Let’s just go,” Layla was saying to her mother. Maggie tried not to listen. She didn’t want to know what family drama brewed around them. She angled her cart toward the other register.

      “Who is this guy?” Maggie heard Steven ask.

      “Just somebody I knew in high school,” Layla replied. Despite her growing curiosity, Maggie forced herself to keep her eyes down. She wanted to look, but she didn’t want any more information whirling around in her brain at the moment.

      “He’s hardly just someone you knew,” Corinne said. “They dated seriously through her senior year. He got down on one knee at her senior prom.”

      “Mom,” Layla said. Her voice rose.

      Maggie looked up into the reddened face of another young man. He was dressed in khaki pants and a pullover shirt sporting the hardware store logo. She glanced at his name tag. “Drew,” she said aloud.

      “Yes,” Drew said.

      Maggie almost covered her mouth with her hand, but she decided to run with it. “Are you a cashier?”

      Drew smiled. His face muscles seemed to relax, though he glanced one more time toward Layla and her family. His face was friendly and pleasant, though Maggie could see how he might feel intimidated by the tall, good-looking, and athletic Tommy. Drew was average but built solidly. Maggie imagined a hardworking farmer when she looked at him. “Yes, ma’am,” he said. “I can help you right here.”

      Maggie followed him to the open line and placed her items on the belt. “Thank you,” she told him. As he scanned her items, his eyes ventured over her head toward Layla.

      “Is everything okay?” Maggie asked him.

      “Um, yeah,” Drew said. “Sorry. I’m a bit distracted.”

      “Yeah, I get it,” Maggie said. “Some people can be distracting.”

      “I’m so sorry, ma’am,” Drew said. “You deserve better than a cashier who can’t focus. I see you have purchased security cameras. If you’d like, we can help set up installation services for you. Of course, there is no obligation, but there is a trick to getting these doorbell cameras synced up with your cell phone. It’s quite easy if you know what you are doing, but if not or if you’d rather have some help, we can absolutely take care of that for you.”

      The sudden change in the young man’s demeanor took her off guard. She was unsure if his offer to help was sincere or just a coverup for his bad manners. “I think I’ll check with my son first to see if he can do it,” she said.

      “For sure, yeah. Well, let us know if we can help,” Drew said with a smile. “Now, would you like help out to your car?”

      Maggie denied any help and hurried out of the hardware store to her car, hoping to avoid any more conversations with the people inside.

      “Long day?” Bradley asked when she made it home at last.

      Maggie nodded. She set her bags on the table and moved to the kitchen to wash her hands. “I just bought the hardware store out of doorbell cameras for the donut shop,” she said. “I was hoping you might be able to set them up for me sometime.”

      “I can sure try,” he said as he handed his son over to Maggie’s outstretched arms. “He’s cranky. I’m not sure what’s up with him this evening.”

      “Hello, Wyatt,” Maggie cooed at her grandson. “Why aren’t you giving your daddy a break?”

      “Speaking of a break,” Bradley said. “Can you keep an eye on him while I take a shower?”

      Maggie nodded. “Take a shower and then a nap,” she said. “Wyatt and I can hang out while I make something for dinner and call Aunt Ruby.”

      Bradley shook his head. “I feel like I can’t do anything but hold him all day,” he said. “How do you make dinner and handle business matters at the same time?”

      Maggie shrugged her shoulders and chuckled. “It’s called just learning to do what you have to do, son.”

      She looked at Wyatt as Bradley went off to shower and nap. No matter how tired Maggie was, she did what she had to do. She was a mother first and her son needed her. Soon, he’d learn the way things went with a new baby, but for now, she could stay up for a few more hours to make sure the people she loved the most in life were taken care of.
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      The next morning, Maggie gathered her things quietly. For once, Wyatt had slept for longer than just a couple of hours in a row. She had turned her phone on silent the night before as to not wake anyone up. She picked up her bags from the kitchen table and headed out to the car.

      When she reached the car, Maggie turned her phone on. She drove the short distance to work and was surprised not to see Ruby’s truck parked out back. Maggie and Ruby agreed to arrive at work at the same time after what had happened.

      Maggie’s phone began chirping when she put her car in park. She picked it up out of her bag and began reading through the messages. “Hold on before you head for work,” Ruby had texted. “The outdoor spigot sprung a leak in the middle of the night. I’m running late.”

      Maggie sighed. She knew Ruby would tell her to wait before getting out of her car and going into the donut shop. But the door was still firmly secured from what she could see. She turned her lights back on and drove around to the parking lot. She stopped just outside of the front door to examine the glass. Everything appeared to be locked up tight.

      Lightning rarely struck twice, right?

      Maggie decided to trust in the small likelihood that the donut shop would be hit a second time in one week. She gathered her bag and readied the keys for a quick entrance. She had her phone in her hand and was ready in case she needed to make a quick phone call.

      The new lock on the back door was stiff when she pushed in her key, but it opened at last, and she headed straight for the light switch. She decided to take a quick pass through every part of the building before she relaxed. In the back, she looked through the storeroom, the cooler, and the office. She opened the door to the employee restroom and then made her way back through the kitchen.

      The dining room was well-lit and empty. Still, Maggie looked under every table and chair. She opened the door to the ladies’ room and checked the stalls, then did the same thing in the men’s room. Satisfied that there was no danger, Maggie headed back to the kitchen. She texted Ruby on her way through the swinging door.

      “All is well,” she wrote. “I checked every square inch of the place. Getting ready to turn everything on and get the day started.” She set her phone on the baker’s table and headed for the donut machines. She switched on the deep fryer next and headed for the cooler.

      Maggie had spent weeks researching new recipes. Last year, it was Orson who blew everyone’s socks off with his apple-themed ideas. And this year, Maggie was determined to bring new flavors to the menu. Pears would be her focus. She added a crumb-topped pear cider donut and scone to the menu and planned to give away samples of a spiced pear cider over the next few days.

      She planned to start the automatic donut machines as soon as the oil was hot enough. At the baker’s table, she would begin work on her new pear-themed offerings. She planned to chop several pears for the batter and then add several more to the food processor to prepare a puree for the cider. The pears were situated on the top shelf of the cooler. Maggie filled both arms with the containers of pears and pushed against the cooler door with her elbow.

      The cooler door gave way. Maggie looked down to balance the load in her arms. She took two steps into the kitchen and let the door close behind her. When the door closed, the hair on the back of her neck stood on end. She felt the presence of another person behind her. She took another step forward but was stopped when the arm of the unseen person circled around her neck.

      “Don’t move.” The arm tightened, and she felt something cold pressed against her skin.

      “What do you want?” she asked.

      “Shut up,” the voice responded. Maggie made note of the thick rasp of the voice. It was almost one hundred percent male, and she was sure disguised. The arm around her neck seemed to pull upward, and she was sure that the assailant was a great deal taller than she was.

      “I don’t have anything here but a few hundred dollars in petty cash,” she said. Her voice, to her surprise, remained calm.

      “I know what you have here,” he said. “Move.” He pulled on her, dragging her toward the office.

      Maggie lost her grip on the containers in her arms. Pears and bowls crashed to the floor and scattered around her feet. “I’m just trying to get things ready to open. Tell me what you want so I can help you get it, and I can get on with my day.”

      “I said, shut up!” Maggie looked down as far as she could. Light from overhead glinted off of the steel blade.

      “Okay, okay,” Maggie said. A wave of fear passed through her. She wondered for the first time if he was there to hurt her, or worse.

      When they reached the office, Maggie heard the door open behind her. The intruder turned her around and shoved her inside. She launched forward and fell to the floor, landing hard on her knees and palms.

      “Ouch!” she shouted.

      The door slammed behind her. “Don’t you dare come back out here,” the raspy voice shouted through the door.

      Maggie crawled to the other side of the small office. She pushed her body under the small desk and pulled the office chair in front of her. Her shoulders began to tremble. She raised her hands and slowly reached for the desk phone.

      Likely, the intruder hadn’t counted on a landline in the office, she thought.

      She picked up the receiver and held it to her ear and waited for the dial tone. Slowly she pecked out Ruby’s cell phone number.

      “Ruby,” she whispered into the phone. “Don’t come to the shop. Someone is here. Don’t come. Call the police.”

      “Where are you?” Ruby asked.

      “Office,” Maggie whispered. “He’s got a knife.”

      “Are you hurt?” Ruby asked. Maggie heard the deep roar of the truck’s engine through the phone.

      “I don’t think so. But seriously, Ruby. Call Brett. But don’t come.”

      “I’m headed to town now,” Ruby said. “Stay on the line with me and I’ll stop at the police station to tell them. I’m almost there.”

      Maggie heard something scoot across the floor outside the office door. “He’s still here. I have to go.” She could hear Ruby’s protests when she hung up the phone.

      As soon as she set the phone back up on the desk the door flew open again. Maggie made out the figure in the door. “Who are you talking to?” the intruder demanded.

      “I uhh… I was saying a prayer,” Maggie answered. “I’m a little bit scared.”

      “Just stay put and you won’t get hurt,” he said gruffly and slammed the door again.
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      “Tell me everything you can remember about him,” Brett said. Maggie sat across from him at the donut shop. Once again, he had come into work early to respond to the call.

      “He was taller than me, by quite a bit,” she said. “His voice was gruff, and I think he was trying to disguise it. He was strong, too.” She brushed her fingers over the broken skin on her neck.

      “Do you have any idea what he was doing?” Brett asked her.

      Maggie shook her head. As soon as the police arrived and removed her from the office, she had instructed them to check for the petty cash bag which was still hidden in her purse. Nothing had been touched, including the secondhand iPad she had brought from home to use as a register.

      “I just don’t get it,” Maggie said. “I could hear him dragging things all over the kitchen. I stayed put because I thought he had barricaded me in the office.”

      Brett nodded his head. “We could see the scuff marks on the floor. And I know the layout of the kitchen well enough myself to know he moved plenty of things around. What he was looking for, we can’t be sure.”

      “Now what?” Maggie asked. “I don’t want to shut down for another full day.”

      Brett stood and looked at the clock over the counter. “We have a couple of hours to process the scene,” he said. “But I think I would fire up the food truck just in case. In the meantime, you should go home and get some rest. Let Ruby handle things for today.”

      “I’m not going to do that,” she said. “Ruby is wonderful to help out as much as she does, but this is the business my aunt left to me, and I am just not going to let this get me down. I know there are other times and places where I have to sit on the sidelines, but not today.”

      “Maggie.” Brett reached across the table and laid his hand on her arm. “Listen to me, you need to take it easy. You have been through something traumatic, and you might end up with a traumatic response to it.”

      She didn’t move her arm for a long moment. After a few deep breaths, Maggie locked eyes with Brett. “I appreciate your concern, and I know you are worried about me, but I am going to open like normal and work through any response,” she said. “If I go home, Bradley and Wyatt will need me, and I will get lost in helping them. But if I’m here, there are others around that will check up on me and make me feel cared for, and I think I need that today.”

      Brett nodded, apparently satisfied by her explanation. “Well, we will do our very best to get out of the way so you can open like normal,” he said.

      Afterward, Maggie grabbed the keys to the food truck from the office and headed out to fire up the deep fryer and the mini donut machine. Ruby was still out back in the alley behind the donut shop helping another officer look over the back door. Maggie found her and nodded toward the front parking lot.

      “I’m going to get things ready in the truck,” she announced. “Come and find me when you’re finished here.” Maggie didn’t wait for a reply. Instead, she headed straight for the front parking lot and opened the back of the food truck.

      Once inside, Maggie turned on everything she needed to and started a pot of coffee in one of the industrial pots. She prepared the first batch of batter for the donut machine, and then poured herself a cup of coffee and sat down at the small bistro set.

      When the donut machine began to drop the batter into the hot oil Maggie finished off her cup of coffee and gazed out over the parking lot. She could see into the front windows where Ruby was standing by the front counter speaking with Brett and another officer.

      “Any chance of opening up like normal?” Maggie texted Ruby. She watched as Ruby pulled her phone out of her pocket and glanced out the window in her direction.

      “Let’s plan to open an hour late,” Ruby typed back. “Brett said they will finish up by six-thirty.”

      “I’ll keep preparations going out here for the time being and make the announcement on social media,” Maggie typed back.

      By eight, the donut shop buzzed with activity like normal. Myra decided to run the food truck in the parking lot offering mini donuts for walk-up customers. Inside the big kitchen, Maggie stuck to working at the baker’s table while Ruby and Orson ran the front.

      “How are things going back here?” Orson ventured back to ask her once every half-hour.

      “I’m really okay, Orson,” Maggie said on his fifth or sixth trip back. “It was a bad ordeal, but I am trying to work past it. Really.”

      “There are some things in life you can’t just work past,” Orson said. “I think you need to talk to somebody about this.” He then turned on his heel and headed back out of the kitchen.

      Maggie ignored his words and punched her fist into the ball of dough on the table in front of her instead. She worked for the next hour on three batches of cinnamon rolls and set them on the racks to rise.

      When the cinnamon rolls were ready to bake, Maggie ventured to the front for a refill on her coffee. “How are things going?” Ruby whispered when she got close.

      “Alright.” Maggie forced a smile. “I have the cinnamon rolls baking and the pear scones are up next.”

      “How about a short break?” Ruby suggested. “Our booth is empty. I could use a cup of something caffeinated myself.”

      Maggie hesitated. “Are you sure this isn’t another attempt to check on me and make sure I’m alright?” she asked. She’d said earlier that she wanted to feel cared for, but she had to admit that she didn’t love everyone doting on her. She’d much rather have had the time to talk to Brett about his daughter or Orson about Gretchen, but she knew everyone was more worried about her than themselves right now and she was thankful for that, even if it made her feel a little bit awkward.

      “Only partially.” Ruby winked. “I’m really dead on my feet.”

      “Let me check on things in the back,” Maggie said.

      “I’ve got it.” Orson slid off of the barstool he was seated on and headed for the swinging door. “It’s been pretty quiet in here for a little while. I think Myra is handling things outside just fine.”

      Maggie gazed at their normal booth and sighed. The weight of the day was beginning to settle on her shoulders, and it was just the middle of the morning. “You twisted my arm.” She smiled, and then suddenly frowned when she thought of the manhandling she had endured a few hours before. “That came out wrong.”

      “We need something a little stronger than coffee, I think,” Ruby joked. She led Maggie to the booth and took the seat across from her. “Tell me how you’re doing.”

      Maggie smiled and shrugged half-heartedly. “I am functioning,” she said.

      “Do you think it would be better if you were at home?”

      Maggie shook her head. “No, to be honest. This is better. Busy is better,” she said. “At home, I might help out holding Wyatt while Bradley gets some rest, but that means a lot more quiet moments where my mind can twist and turn like crazy. Someone broke in here for the second time in a matter of a few days.”

      “And held you at knifepoint,” Ruby said gently.

      “And held me at knifepoint, yes,” she said. “The last thing I want to do is go home and stew in my own thoughts in the quiet.”

      Orson set two mugs of coffee between them. He said nothing but gave Maggie a pat on the shoulder before he turned to go back to the counter.

      “I swear he is growing more and more paternal by the day.”

      Maggie picked up her mug and smiled slightly. “You won’t find me complaining.”

      “Me either,” Ruby said. “Speaking of fathers, what’s going on with Brett and his daughter?”

      “I don’t know, other than there’s a whole lot of drama around that whole situation,” Maggie said. “Did I tell you about running into them in the hardware store?”

      “No.” Ruby leaned in, ready for the best bit of gossip.

      Before Maggie launched into the tale, she fought the urge to reach out and clasp her best friend’s hands in her own. Thank goodness for the distraction, she thought.

      “I saw the whole clan, at least, Layla and her new boyfriend, her mom, Corinne, and her boyfriend, Steven, and even one of Layla’s old high school boyfriends,” she said. “They held me in one place forever asking me questions.”

      “Sounds like a nightmare.” Ruby laughed.

      “It really was,” Maggie said. “First, it’s Brett’s ex-wife. Second, her boyfriend, Steven, nearly interrogated me about my insurance policies on both the donut shop and the food truck. He even gave me his business card.”

      “Oh, one of those types.” Ruby rolled her eyes. For a moment, Maggie wondered how much of her reaction was genuine and how much was for her benefit, to provide more distraction from the attack earlier in the morning. Almost as soon as she composed the thought, she decided she didn’t care one way or the other.

      “Exactly. I thought I would never get out of there. I told him that I am perfectly content with the coverage I have,” Maggie said.

      “Maybe he’s trying to infiltrate an already saturated market.” Ruby picked up her mug once more and gazed over Maggie’s head. The bells on the front door chimed. Maggie decided to save herself the effort of turning around to look and see who had come in.

      “Just tell me if we need to cut our break short,” Maggie said. “Otherwise, I don’t care who that is.”

      “Tell me something,” Ruby said. Her eyes darted between Maggie’s face and the view behind her. “This Steven guy, was he tall, dark-headed, built like a linebacker for the Chiefs?”

      “Yeah,” Maggie said timidly. “Why?”

      “Because I think he just walked in here with the entire crew,” Ruby said. She lowered her mouth to her coffee cup. “And they are headed this way.”
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      “Maggie?”

      Maggie turned around to see a smiling Corinne standing over her. “Hello, again,” she said.

      Corinne stood just a few feet from the booth and pressed her hands to her chest. “Honey, I was so shocked to hear about what happened to you this morning,” she said. “Are you alright?”

      Maggie glanced at Ruby before she answered. “Yes, I’m okay,” she said. “This is my best friend and business partner, Ruby Cobb.”

      Ruby raised her fingers in a wave, but Corinne paid no attention. “I have to say that I’m surprised to see you here,” she continued. “I could almost have my ex-husband horsewhipped for allowing you to remain open and working after what you’ve been through.”

      “Mom,” Layla interrupted. “I’m sure it isn’t Dad’s fault.”

      “Nor would it be his decision,” Steven interjected. “I hope you will reconsider my offer to come and have a look at your security needs around here now, Maggie.”

      “I thought you sold insurance,” Ruby said.

      “I do,” Steven said, reaching into his pocket and producing another business card. “But a good agent will write the policy based on his client’s wishes. A great agent will walk around in his client’s shoes and tell them what their needs are.”

      Maggie cringed slightly and made up her mind that Steven Mendoza would never insure anything she owned, even if he was the last agent on the planet. “I need to set up the cameras I bought at the hardware store yesterday,” Maggie said.

      “Oh, I figured old Drew would have taken care of that for you,” Tommy said. He pulled Layla closer to him.

      “The young man at the hardware store?” Ruby asked.

      “Yeah, he fancies himself some sort of security expert,” Corinne said with a smirk.

      “He never said a word to me about that,” Maggie said. “He just offered to help me if I needed it.”

      “Drew Lee is trying to start his own security systems installation business,” Ruby explained to Maggie. “It’s something the owner of the hardware store actually encourages. He talked to me not that long ago to see if I needed any security systems installed at the farm. The hardware store would get the business from the security systems and Drew would do the installations, so it’d be a win-win for everyone.”

      “Oh,” Maggie said. She nodded her head in approval. If Drew’s boss encouraged him to start his own business, then maybe hiring him wasn’t such a bad idea after all. It was likely that Bradley could set everything up for her, but he had his hands full with Wyatt and it was never a bad idea to work closely with other local businesses.

      “It’s nothing but a joke,” Tommy scoffed. “That’s what it is.”

      “Drew still carries a torch for our Layla here,” Corinne added. “They dated in high school.”

      “Ah, okay,” Maggie said. She fought the temptation to ask why any of this was relevant to her. “I originally planned to have my son install the doorbell cameras, but I may look into Drew further.” She hadn’t yet decided what to do but being contrary felt like the right thing to do. These people were driving her crazy.

      “Is your son some kind of expert?” Steven asked. “Not that it matters. Anyone is better than Drew.” Maggie didn’t appreciate his tone of voice.

      “Her son is on leave from the United States Navy and worthy of respect,” Orson’s voice boomed behind them. “Now, why don’t you folks follow me to the front counter, and I can take your order?”

      “Remind me to hug that man’s neck when those awful people leave,” Maggie muttered to Ruby when they headed back to the kitchen.

      “I think he’s going to enjoy the dinner I make for him tonight,” Ruby said. “Are you up for a bonfire this evening?”

      “You better believe it.” Maggie smiled. “I’m sure Bradley would be, too.”

      “Might be the last one before he and Wyatt head to Oklahoma, right?”

      “Yeah.” Maggie sighed. “I’m torn between utter despair and relief to see them go.”

      “I don’t think you’re a bad person either way,” Ruby said. “Why don’t you text Bradley and I’ll speak to Myra and Orson?”

      “Sounds good to me,” Maggie said. “What about Brooks?”

      “Brooks and Brett will also be invited,” Ruby said. “I’m sure Myra will let him know and you can fill Brett in. I think it’s safe to say we all need a little break from regular life right now and what better way than a bonfire at my house?”

      “You aren’t wrong,” Maggie agreed. “I’m definitely looking forward to it.”

      “You know, I think we ought to close down for the day tomorrow,” Ruby said out of nowhere.

      “Close down? Why?” Maggie pulled a batch of cinnamon rolls out of the oven. “We’ve already lost some time this week with the first break-in.”

      “That’s exactly why we should shut down.” Ruby picked up a towel and tossed it in the linen hamper a few feet from the storeroom door. “We’ve suffered two break-ins in the space of a few days. You have those doorbell cameras that we need to install. I say let’s make the announcement online and close our doors long enough to install the cameras and any other security measures we see fit.”

      “Should we call Mr. Mendoza to supervise?” Maggie grinned and set the second pan of cinnamon rolls on the glazer.

      “While I appreciate your feistiness, I think we might find someone far more qualified than that,” Ruby said. “I’m going to bring it up to Brett and Brooks tonight. Maybe we’ll have them drop by as well.”

      “I actually think I want to hire Drew Lee to install them,” Maggie said.

      “Good idea. Somehow, I want to give that young man all the business we can. If he’s caught up with that group of misfits in any way, I can’t help but feel bad for him. Brett’s daughter seems like the only normal one of the bunch.”

      “That’s pretty much how I feel, too.” Maggie readied the first tray of cinnamon rolls for the glazer while Ruby packed boxed lunches on an empty tray to set in the large stainless steel refrigerator behind the front counter.

      They worked in the back together for the rest of the day and both women couldn’t have been more thankful to see the Open sign flipped to Closed. They definitely needed a break.
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      When she drove down the rural gravel road to Ruby’s farm, Maggie saw some familiar cars already parked in the driveway. Myra’s car was parked behind Orson’s, and Maggie pulled hers to the side of both. She parked and got out with two grocery bags full of salad fixings.

      “Ruby?” she called her friend’s name when she walked through the back door.

      “In here,” Ruby said. Maggie walked through the kitchen and set her bags down on the butcher block island then followed Ruby’s voice through the house to the dining room. Orson was seated at the head of the table.

      “Is everything alright?” Maggie asked, suddenly worried about what was going on.

      “Yeah,” Myra said. She was seated on Orson’s right. “We’re just talking.”

      Maggie noted the painful look on Orson’s face. “You don’t look alright,” she said. “What’s going on?”

      As much as her grumpy employee and friend liked to make her cringe with his caustic comments, she was quite aware that something might be going on with him and Gretchen. “Are you and Gretchen okay?”

      “What do you mean are we okay? Why wouldn’t we be okay? What have you heard?” Orson blurted. He looked around the room waiting for an answer from someone.

      “It’s just that Myra said you came home early from a date with Gretchen and I…” Maggie couldn’t get the words out without an interruption.

      “Oh.” He dismissed her worry with a wave. “We’re just fine. She was caught up with Brett’s daughter and that boyfriend of hers. I have enough on my plate and too much information in my head about all you people. I certainly didn’t need to know the goings on about the chief’s daughter or better yet, my boss’s boyfriend’s daughter. I’m not sure which sounds worse, but whatever it is, I pick that.

      Maggie grinned. “Well, then I guess you’re just fine and I’m worried about nothing.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far,” Myra chimed in.

      “Yeah, Orson here is having a hard time with what took place yesterday,” Ruby said, almost whispering.

      “Are you talking about the attack in the donut shop?” Maggie asked.

      Orson nodded. “I should have protected you,” he said softly.

      “You should have protected me?” Maggie took a seat at the table next to Myra. She reached out and took the man’s hand in her own. “Orson, that isn’t your responsibility.”

      “Why not?” Orson asked, barely raising his voice. “Your son is around, but he has a newborn to care for. You have Brooks to look out for you,” he said to Myra. “But you two, I’m old fashioned but I see it as my responsibility to watch over you girls. Maggie, I know you’ve got Brett but he’s busy protecting the entire town so we can’t rely on him. It’s my job and I let you down.”

      Ruby grinned slightly, and Maggie caught her amusement at his reference to the two of them, one in her forties and the other in her fifties, as “girls.”

      “But you do protect us,” Maggie said. “No one could have known that an intruder was in the donut shop, lying in wait. I looked around the entire building and saw no one. There’s simply no way anyone could have known. We don’t even know how they got in there to begin with.”

      “And Orson, even if our fathers were still alive or if we were married, I don’t think any man would have known that Maggie was going to be attacked,” Ruby said. “And you did a pretty good job protecting us earlier today when those people wouldn’t leave us alone.”

      Orson nodded half-heartedly. “I just wish I could be more effective,” he said.

      “You do more than enough to help everyone at the donut shop. We wouldn’t want to do any of this without you, right girls?” Ruby winked.

      “She’s right, you know,” Myra said, giving Orson a nudge.

      “Yeah, yeah. Whatever you all say. I can’t believe you were worried about my love life.” He huffed.

      “Anyway,” Maggie said, rising from the table. “I need some help preparing this epic salad in the other room.”

      “On it,” Myra said.

      “In the meantime, I need you to accompany me outdoors,” Ruby said to Orson.

      “What for?” he asked.

      “To watch the bonfire, and to welcome everyone when they drive up,” she said.

      “You’re just trying to get me out of the house,” Orson muttered. Maggie smiled at his full return to his normal grumpy self.

      “Maybe, but at least you can sit outside in the evening air with a drink in your hand while the rest of us work to prepare your dinner,” Myra said. “Come on, Orson. I keep telling you that this old man gig is better than you think it is.”
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      Myra joined Maggie in the kitchen where they worked together to prepare the large garden salad. “Any idea what the main course is going to be?” Maggie asked.

      “I have heard talk of filets, and grilled Hasselback potatoes, but I know that’s just part of the feast she has planned,” Myra said.

      Maggie hefted the large, covered bowl through the back door and out to the outdoor kitchen where Ruby had prepared a place for it to stay cold until dinner was served. Already, Maggie could see the orange flames glowing against the barns in the twilight.

      “When will the guys arrive?” she asked Ruby, who was already busy at the grill.

      “Bradley got here just a bit ago with Wyatt. I see he got himself a new car,” Ruby said approvingly.

      “Yeah, he bought a used car for his drive to Oklahoma. He was so proud of the safety rating.” She was secretly delighted in his sudden awareness of safety matters and other new parent discoveries.

      “Good for him,” Ruby said over her shoulder. “Orson has them both entertained for now, but I think Brooks and Brett are both running late. Brett said the two of them would be here by seven.”

      “Someone is coming now,” Myra said, gazing down the gravel road at the cloud of dust rising in the distance.

      “And they’re coming in hot and fast,” Maggie said. “Slow down idiot!”

      “Uh-oh.” Myra laughed “I think you just called your boyfriend an idiot.”

      “Oops.” Maggie shrugged. “But still, he is going a little faster than necessary.”

      “There are two cars,” Myra said. She walked closer to the driveway. “I see two cars coming. It’s the chief and Brooks right behind him.”

      Ruby turned from the grill when Brett pulled to a stop in her driveway. “Where is everyone?” he asked.

      “We’re all here.” Myra waved at him. Maggie followed her and walked out closer to the grill.  “Orson, Bradley and the baby are just over there.” She pointed.

      Brooks pulled up behind him and got out of the car as well. “Have you told them yet?” he asked the chief.

      “Told us what?” Maggie asked. She waved Orson and Bradley over.

      “Everyone, let’s sit down,” Brett suggested. “Can you take a break for a second, Ruby?”

      “Yeah, give me a minute,” she said and shut the flame off under the steaks. She placed the filets on a platter and then set them under another grill hood to keep warm. When she was finished, Ruby took a seat and they waited in silence while Bradley made sure Wyatt was settled.

      “Are you guys going to let us in on what is going on?” Orson asked, much too impatient to wait.

      “We just left a crime scene behind the hardware store,” Brett announced.

      Myra threw her hands in the air. “Let me guess, another robbery,” she said.

      “Doesn’t sound like a robbery to me.” Maggie frowned. “Not if it was behind the hardware store.”

      “It wasn’t another robbery,” Brett continued. “A body was found in a car parked just outside the back door, in broad daylight.”

      “Who?” Ruby asked.

      Brooks hung his head. “Drew Lee, the young man who worked there,” he said.

      “Oh, gosh.” Maggie gasped. She stood up to take Wyatt from Bradley. The infant seemed to sense the somber change in mood surrounding him. “We were just talking about hiring him to install doorbell cameras at the donut shop.” She swayed side to side with Wyatt in her arms.

      “There’s more,” Brooks said.

      Brett nodded soberly. “He was found in his vehicle with a bag of incriminating evidence on the seat next to him.”

      “What incriminating evidence?” Ruby asked.

      “A black ski mask, black leather gloves, a lock pick kit, as well as a sharp hunting knife,” Brett said with a sigh. “It looks like we might have found our burglar.”

      Maggie felt her entire body clench. The sweet kid who she was going to hire was the one who broke into her shop and held a knife to her neck. How much more wrong about someone could she be?

      “I don’t believe that!” Orson declared. “It doesn’t make sense.”

      “What do you mean?” Brett asked. “Why doesn’t this make sense to you?”

      Orson raised his chin and nodded toward town. “You say he was found dead?” he asked. “Was he murdered? Was it natural causes? Did he maybe end his own life?”

      “We really can’t say at this point in the investigation,” Brooks admitted.

      “But there is an investigation,” Orson said. “Which tells me that it wasn’t a clear-cut case of him doing himself in.”

      “Okay, but what’s your point?” Brett asked.

      “If this young man was going around burglarizing local businesses and holding knives to the throats of innocent women, who would know enough to kill him?” Orson asked. “Wouldn’t he be more likely to be the dangerous one?”

      “And why would he commit suicide if there was absolutely no pressure on him from an investigation closing in on him?” Bradley asked.

      “All good points,” Brett agreed. “But it’s too early to know much of anything.”

      “He’s being set up.” Maggie shifted a now-sleeping baby to her shoulder and gently patted his back.

      “How do you know that?” Brett asked her. “If you know something, Maggie, please let us in on it.” He kept his voice down, but the urgency in his tone was clear.

      “Because,” Maggie said. “I stood face to face with him just a day ago or so. And he was not tall enough to be the guy who attacked me. I’m still not convinced that it wasn’t an ex-employee from the donut shop before I took over.”

      “Wait, what?” Brett asked, exchanging a look with Brooks. “What do you mean an ex-employee? And why is this the first I’m hearing about it?”

      “Whoever broke in knew where we kept our money and Ruby said my Aunt Marjorie used to do the same thing. What if it was someone who used to work for her?” Maggie asked.

      “Okay, but what about all the other businesses?” Brooks challenged. “I think your point is valid, but what are the chances that one person worked for all of those places?”

      “Fine.” Maggie nodded. “Then what if we were all wrong and maybe Drew’s boss wasn’t all that happy and encouraging about him starting his own business installing security cameras? Maybe he found out about what Drew was doing and something escalated, and he killed him?”

      “He is a tall man.” Ruby crossed her arms as though she was satisfied with her realization.

      “Another decent point,” Brett agreed. “But you go from one extreme to the next. Are you saying he was framed by his boss or that he’s the one who broke in to all these businesses and somehow got himself killed because of it?”

      Maggie didn’t know what she was saying. She had no more of an idea what happened than anyone else did, but she was eager to eat and get back home. She wanted to see if there was a way for her to check out her aunt’s old employees and see what she might be able to learn about them. And she absolutely wasn’t going to tell Brett about it yet. “I don’t know much, but I’m certain that Drew was not the one who held that knife to my neck. Right now, all I’m sure of is that I want to eat dinner with my friends.”

      Brett nodded. “You’re right. We shouldn’t be involving you in any of this.” He shared a silent exchange with Brooks.

      Brooks went to the grill to help Ruby. “Sounds good, boss. Let’s eat.”
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      Maggie drove home behind Bradley after their quick meal. The news about the death of the young man at the hardware store was enough to dampen their spirits beyond what a friendly bonfire could repair.

      “This is so weird, Mom,” he said to her after laying Wyatt in his crib for the night. “You just saw that kid. And now he's dead.”

      “He seemed like a sweetheart, too,” Maggie said. “At least, from my brief interaction with him.”

      “I hope they figure this out soon,” he said. “I almost wish we could stay here longer to help keep an eye on you and the donut shop.”

      Maggie smiled and reached out for her son's arm. “I'll be alright. And the two of you need to get on with your lives. You're a dad now, Bradley. You have Wyatt and your future to look out for. Besides, I have plenty of eyes on me here.”

      “I've noticed,” he said with a chuckle. “Even so, I wish I could have been there when that guy put a knife to your throat.”

      “I'm not sure it would have made a difference,” she said. “I'm alright. I wasn't hurt, just scared.”

      “What time are you headed in tomorrow?” Bradley asked her before he went off to bed.

      “Probably around seven,” Maggie said. “That’s when Ruby plans to be there.”

      “I’ll play it by ear with Wyatt, but I will be by a little bit later in the morning,” he said.

      Maggie left him and retired to her bed. Her sleep was interrupted several times by dreams of tall men sneaking into her bedroom, and the memory of a sharp blade against her neck.

      The next morning, she waited for Ruby to show up before she opened her car door to get out. As much as Maggie wanted to play off the incident, she was slowly becoming aware that the intruder had stolen her peace, at least for the time being.

      “I’m glad you didn’t try to make it inside by yourself,” Ruby said when she joined Maggie in the alley. She carried a canvas grocery bag filled with ingredients for breakfast.

      “Are you expecting a large crowd?” Maggie laughed at how big the bag was. They moved toward the back door. She slid the key in the lock and waited for a second before she pulled the door open.

      “I’m going to set my bag down and the two of us are going to walk through this place together.” Maggie noticed the small pistol tucked into Ruby’s waistband for the first time.

      “You’re armed?”

      Ruby nodded. “I am well-trained and have a permit for it,” she said. “And Brett knows that I planned to carry a firearm this morning.”

      “Okay,” Maggie said. She set the bags containing the doorbell cameras down next to Ruby’s bag. “Let’s get this over with.”

      Maggie reached inside and flipped on the lights, just as she had done before. This time, Ruby walked in front of her and checked every corner of the donut shop before she declared the space safe. “Does it make you nervous?” she asked.

      “Which part, coming back in here or you carrying a firearm?” Maggie asked.

      “Both. Either?” Ruby replied.

      Maggie shrugged. “I’m far less nervous than I was five minutes ago,” she said. “Let’s just leave it at that.”

      “Well, I guess that’s a good thing,” Ruby said. She returned to the bag she had left by the door. “I’m going to get started on breakfast. I think everyone should be here within the hour.”

      “Brett said he and Brooks were both taking the morning off,” Maggie said. “I’m assuming Myra and Orson are coming. What about Gretchen? I still feel so bad about how we canceled her delivery for the bed and breakfast.”

      “It was actually Gretchen who gave me the idea to close up for the day. With everything going on lately, she offered to do something else for the week and since her only guests are Layla and her boyfriend right now, she didn’t think it would be too big of a deal.” Ruby disappeared into the office for a moment, and then returned without the gun on her hip.

      “That was really kind of her, but I’m sad that probably means she can’t come by. Anyway, what can I do to help?” she asked.

      “Make coffee,” she said. “Lots and lots of coffee, and then start some pancake batter, that would help.”

      Half an hour later, Brooks showed up with Myra, followed by Orson. Bradley arrived right after with Wyatt in tow. Orson moved to the car seat as soon as Bradley set it on one of the tables out front. “Hello, little man,” he cooed at the baby. Wyatt rewarded the attention with a slight grasp of his finger.

      Brett was the last to arrive. He walked through the back door just as Maggie flipped the last banana pancake from the griddle to the serving platter.

      “Where is everybody?” he asked.

      “Out front, waiting on you and these pancakes,” Maggie said.

      “Allow me,” Brett said, taking the platter from her. He leaned in for a quick kiss before Maggie opened the swinging door for him and followed him into the front of the donut shop.

      The tables had been rearranged in the center of the dining room so they could all fit around it, family-style. “Where do you want these?” Brett asked when he approached the table. Ruby pointed to a space in front of Bradley.

      Maggie took her seat next to her son and Brett took the empty chair on the other side of her.

      After a moment of awkward silence, Orson tickled Wyatt under his chin. “At least we can be thankful this little one is in a happy mood,” he said.

      The comment charmed the room and broke the ice. Soon plates were passed, and the comments began about the breakfast and the company.

      “What is this, exactly?” Brooks asked after spooning a generous helping of the egg dish in his mouth.

      “Eggs Benedict, with a southern twist,” Ruby said with a wink.

      “I’m loving these banana pancakes, Mom,” Bradley said. “Is this pecan syrup?”

      Maggie nodded. “You will be happy to know that these banana pancakes are my only contribution to this gourmet brunch.”

      “You made the coffee,” Myra offered.

      “I did.” Maggie chuckled.

      “Hey, Mom, you are a good cook. A great cook, even,” Bradley said. “But it’s tough to compete with a professional chef.”

      “Thanks, I think,” Maggie teased.

      When breakfast was over, Myra and Orson volunteered to clean up while Brooks and Brett walked around the donut shop with Maggie and Ruby. They started out front where the food truck was parked. Once in a while, a car pulled into the parking lot, looked up at the message on the sign that the donut shop was closed for the day, and then drove on.

      Maggie was glad she had opted for a programmable scrolling marquee sign. At least the public could be efficiently notified when the donut shop shut down with little notice. Which hopefully wasn’t something that would happen often. Today though, even if she didn’t love the idea, she was glad they had closed.

      “I still don’t know how he got in,” Maggie said when the four of them walked together past the front doors.

      “You never saw anything out of place or a door or a window ajar?” Brooks asked her. “We didn’t find anything that looked out of the ordinary, but sometimes the shop owners’ know better or can think of something we don’t because of their familiarity.”

      “Nothing,” Maggie said. “And most of these windows are plate glass. There is no opening or closing them.”

      “The back door wasn’t open either,” Brett said.

      “No, the locksmith had just installed the new lock,” Ruby said. “Only the four of us had access to the keys.”

      “Okay, it doesn’t sound like there was an obvious way he came in,” Brooks said. “Remind me where you were when he accosted you?”

      “I’d just come out of the cooler,” Maggie said with a shudder. “I searched the entire place, too. I swear I looked everywhere but still, whoever it was either had to be hiding well or have come in after I looked.”

      A second later, Ruby walked around the group and stood facing them. “I think I know how he got in,” she said at once. She began walking quickly down the sidewalk past the side of the building. She pointed at the two small windows halfway up. “There.”

      Brett moved directly to the windows and began looking around. He pulled out a pen from his pocket and ran it around the exterior of the window.

      “The bathroom windows?” Brooks asked.

      Ruby nodded. “That’s the men’s bathroom,” she said.

      “The weather stripping around here has been pulled off,” Brett said. “And recently. Do you see the difference here?” He pointed to the rubber line he had pulled off.

      “What are we looking at?” Ruby asked.

      “Dust,” Brett replied. “This section here has very little compared to the rest of it. This is why I said that it was recently pulled off. The dust on this length is sticky and thick. But here, this is what he pulled out so he could pop off the screen and slide the window open.”

      Maggie stared at the window. She could feel the breath of the stranger standing behind her again, and the pressure of the blade on her neck. “How do we stop it?” she asked suddenly. “What can we do to keep him out?”

      She felt an arm circle her shoulders and pull her into a sideways hug. “Why don’t we head back inside and discuss that very thing?” Brett said. “And then my good buddy Brooks and I can head on over to the hardware store and get to work securing this before the day is over.”

      Maggie nodded and allowed him to lead her back inside.
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      “It was the bathroom?” Bradley asked as soon as they returned to the tables in the middle of the dining room.

      “The men’s bathroom, specifically,” Brooks said. He reached over and took Wyatt gently out of Bradley's arms.

      “Hey, man,” Bradley said. “You’re pretty good at that.”

      “I’m the oldest of five,” Brooks said softly. Wyatt looked up at him as he spoke. “I learned how to change diapers and mix formula before I was seven.”

      “You already have more experience than I had when this little man was born,” Bradley said.

      “What are we going to do about those windows, guys?” Orson asked, ready to get down to business.

      “Well, that’s what we are about to decide,” Brett said. “Whatever we do, it needs to happen very quickly.”

      “Okay, what about bars?” Orson asked.

      Brooks shook his head. “I can tell you right now that’s not an option.”

      “Why not? That’s how they protect businesses in the city,” Orson said.

      Maggie wondered which city he meant.

      “It’s against the fire code here in Dogwood Mountain,” Brett said.

      “Alright, then what?” Myra asked.

      “We can place metal braces inside the windows that will prevent anyone from sliding the windows open,” Ruby suggested.

      Brett shook his head. “Again, not a good idea if there’s a fire,” he said. “Honestly, it would be better to replace the windows entirely. We can install more secure windows that open outward for ventilation instead of sliding open. The locks will be more secure, too.”

      Before Maggie or Ruby could respond, they were surprised by a loud knock at the front door. Maggie looked up at Layla, who was trying her best to open the front door.

      “Hold on.” Maggie held up a finger, pushed her chair back, and headed for the door.

      “I know you’re closed,” Layla called through the glass. “But I want to see my dad.”

      Brett was up immediately and joined Maggie at the door. Maggie turned the lock and let the girl in.

      “Dad,” Layla said first and hugged her father around his middle. “I just wanted to come and see you.”

      “What’s going on?” Brett asked. He pushed her back slightly and studied her face. “You’re shaking.”

      “Dad, it just doesn’t make any sense,” Layla said.

      “What doesn’t make sense?” Brett asked her softly. He led her to a chair and sat her down carefully.

      “Drew,” she said. Maggie noticed the tears rolling down her face for the first time. “There’s so much that doesn’t make any sense about his death.”

      “Okay, honey,” Brett said. He knelt on the floor in front of her. “I am going to need for you to explain exactly what is going on here.”

      Layla dropped her head and sighed loudly. She pulled her phone out from her back pocket. “I just found some text messages he sent me,” she said. “They must have been from yesterday before he was killed.”

      “What do those messages say?” Brett carefully took the phone from her hands and scrolled through the texts. “Brooks?”

      At once, Brooks rose from his seat and peered over Brett’s shoulder. “Sounds like he was trying to warn you about something,” he said.

      Layla nodded while a fresh torrent of tears fell. “And I didn’t see it because I was too busy with Tommy,” she said. “Also, he said something to me that day at the hardware store, too. That day we saw you, Ms. Sharpe.”

      “It’s Maggie, and what did Drew say to you that day, sweetheart?” Maggie asked.

      After a deep breath, Layla began her story. “He followed me around the store when I went in there with my mom and Tommy. It was like he was trying to catch me alone,” she said. “I got mad at him. I figured he was just jealous. I went away to school, you know. And Drew, he just stayed back here taking online classes and working.”

      “You thought he was trying to separate you from your boyfriend to win you back or something, right?” Myra asked.

      Layla nodded. “I thought he was just jealous of Tommy,” she said.

      “What made you change your mind?” Myra asked. Maggie was curious, but let the younger woman ask the questions. She seemed to be getting Layla past her tears and able to focus long enough to talk.

      “It was the texts,” she said. “I just found them this morning. I don’t think he finished saying what he wanted to say because the texts seem to cut off in the middle of a sentence.”

      “Drew was trying to tell you to be careful with all of the robberies taking place,” Brett said. “And he mentioned Maggie getting accosted by an intruder.”

      Layla nodded. “It seemed like he was trying to say that he suspected someone,” she said.

      “That’s what I’m getting from this, too,” Brooks agreed. He stood up to his full height.

      “Drew wasn’t trying to get back together with me,” she insisted. “He wrote that he still cared about me as a friend and that he was telling me to be careful like he had told his girlfriend. He seemed worried.”

      Brett nodded. “He mentioned her in the part of the text message that gets cut off.”

      “I found her,” Layla said. “I looked her up and I went to the bank where she works, and I talked to her. They were dating, and he was concerned about her safety as well as mine. She was already back at work but still so upset about his death.”

      “Do you think Drew had someone in mind he was worried about?” Brooks asked.

      Layla nodded her head. “I think that’s what he was trying to tell me that day at the hardware store,” she said. “I should have listened to him.”

      “Layla, this is very important,” Brett said. “Do you think Drew told his girlfriend who he was worried about?”

      Layla pursed her lips and seemed lost in thought for a moment. She slowly shook her head and focused her eyes on her father. “No, Dad,” she said. “I don’t think so. She didn’t say anything about anyone specifically.”

      “Okay, that’s good,” Brett said. Maggie noted his patience talking with her. “But I am worried that if there was someone he was worried about, they might think Drew already told her. We’re going to have someone go and talk to Drew’s girlfriend and make sure she is safe. Okay?”

      Layla nodded her head again. “Okay, Dad,” she said. “I just wish I had listened to him.”

      Brett patted her leg and stood back up from his kneeling position. “We’re going to figure this out. I promise.”
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      Moments later, Maggie heard the door chimes jingle again. Corinne and Steven walked inside the donut shop.

      “We’re closed, folks,” Orson announced gruffly. He glared at Maggie for forgetting to lock the door behind Layla.

      Corinne ignored Orson and rushed to her daughter’s side. “Why didn’t you tell us you were headed over here, Layla? Tommy is out looking for you.”

      “You had us worried, young lady,” Steven added.

      Brett’s face hardened. “She came here to talk to me,” he said. “And she is nineteen.”

      Maggie stifled a laugh. Not too long ago Brett was acting like Layla was still twelve years old, but now he’d changed his tone.

      Steven said nothing but looked Brett up and down as if to size him up. “Even so, you didn’t tell anyone you were going anywhere,” Corinne said. “What are you all doing here anyway? I thought the donut shop was shut down for the day.”

      “We are addressing some security concerns,” Maggie said, wondering why these people seemed to know so much about her. She knew Dogwood Mountain wasn’t the largest town and people talked, but it was getting creepy. Even more so than that, she wanted them to get out so she could find out exactly where Drew’s girlfriend worked. She wanted to talk to her on her own and find out what she knew but knew that Brett would want to talk to her first.

      “Security concerns? You should have listened to me,” Steven said. “I told you I would look into that for you as your insurance agent.”

      “Thank you, but I have an agent,” Maggie said. “And as you can see, I have friends who are experts in the field.”

      Steven rolled his eyes slightly. “Okay, I’m not going to stop offering, though,” he said.

      Maggie turned back to Brett. “The windows can wait,” she said. “You have more pressing matters to concern yourself with.”

      “I’ll see to the windows,” Brooks offered. “I’ll let the chief handle the other situation and we can get these in before the end of the day.”

      “You’ll want to make sure you get the right size,” Steven interjected. “Are you sure you have measured correctly? Windows are typically special orders. I swear I don’t know why restaurants insist on such odd sizes.”

      Maggie ignored Steven’s constant chatter and excused herself to the back. She had carried the petty cash bag with her when she arrived in case she needed cash for any of the security improvements she anticipated.

      When she retrieved the bag, she pulled out cash and returned to the dining room. Steven was still yammering on about security and his expertise in it. Brett had motioned for the two of them to leave and promised to deliver Layla home safely himself.

      “I still don’t get why you are all gathered around here,” Corinne said when they walked out the door. “It’s a little weird for a business to shut down for a day just so a group of people can have lunch together.”

      Maggie watched the pair bicker back and forth as they walked down the sidewalk to their car. Brett led Layla through the kitchen to his car parked in the alley behind the donut shop. “She’s something else, isn’t she?”

      “She’s a whole lot of many things,” Ruby said. “You didn’t know her when she was giving Brett all kinds of heck for having another baby after they divorced.”

      “Do what?” Orson asked. “What on earth does she have to say about what he and his new wife did after they got divorced?”

      “It was something. I swear I have never seen a woman so eager to share every last thought that crosses her mind.”

      Brett left with his daughter while Myra accompanied Brooks to the hardware store in search of new windows for the bathrooms. Ruby and Maggie worked through a small list of chores they hoped to complete while the donut shop was shut down for a day. While Ruby cleaned the inside of the cooler with bleach and water, Maggie tackled the storeroom. Orson kept them company by pointing out their errors and offering generous advice as needed.

      “Can I just say something?” Myra said when they returned from the hardware store with the windows.

      “What’s that?” Ruby asked. Maggie was busy in the office filing the receipts in the filing cabinet. She made it a point to immediately file anything that might be important for the coming tax season.

      “I don’t like that Corinne lady, at all,” she said. “But that guy she was with? He gives me the heebie-jeebies.”

      “Steven, for sure,” Maggie agreed. “He’s way too cocky for my tastes, but it’s Layla’s boyfriend that really weirds me out. He’s always next to her and clearly wasn’t happy about Drew and their past relationship.”

      “I don’t care much for Steven, either,” Brooks said. “I have to admit, though, everyone in the group seems rather off.”

      “By the way, have you heard from Brett at all?” Maggie asked.

      Brooks shook his head. “Hopefully not much longer. I’m going to the restroom to see what I can do about these windows. I’ll let you know if I hear from him.”

      “It’s like you all have some sort of psychic connection,” Ruby said no more than two minutes later. “Brett’s back.”

      Maggie dried her hands on a dishtowel and joined Ruby by the door.

      “How’s Layla?” Maggie asked when Brett walked back through the back door without her.

      “She went off with her boyfriend.” Brett rolled his eyes.

      “What happened with the girlfriend?” Maggie asked, so eager for the answer she rocked back and forth on her heels.

      “She never came back to work after her break,” Brett said. His face seemed frozen in a permanent frown. “Where’s Brooks?”

      “He’s in the men’s room with Myra trying to take the old window out. Hey, Brett,” she called to him before he went off to find Brooks. “Forgive me for asking so many questions, but why did Layla leave with Tommy? If you ask me, he might be someone you all should be worried about.”

      Brett sighed and dropped his head. “We stopped off at the bank before I dropped her off. Corinne called while we were on our way there,” he said. “And then the boyfriend showed up and convinced her that she was overreacting, so she left. I can’t tell you how thankful I am that Layla is the only one in that group that’s close to me. They’re all driving me crazy.”

      “But why would you let her leave with him?” Maggie asked.

      “It wasn’t just him. Corinne and Steven came too. They all just traipsed in the bank like it was nothing. I’m not a fan of my ex-wife, but I have to trust that she wouldn’t let anything happen to Layla while they were together. And it seems none of these people can go anywhere alone.”

      He suddenly blew past them and headed for the dining room. Ruby cast a sideways look at Maggie and shrugged her shoulders.

      “I guess we need to leave that alone for now,” Maggie said.

      “I’m worried about this girl,” Ruby said.

      “Maybe we should leave things alone for now, but I am worried about the girl, too,” Maggie admitted. She inhaled deeply herself and placed her hands on her hips. “I’m going to ask Myra for her name then I’m going to look into her for myself.”

      “Why ask Myra?”

      “Because she talks to Brooks,” Maggie said. “And I think Brett is distracted with whatever is going on with Layla.”

      “You know how he is going to feel about you asking questions,” Ruby said. “Even though we have all sat around figuring things out before, I think this time is different. Not only is his daughter involved, but his girlfriend’s shop was broken into twice and one of those times she was attacked… In case you forgot, I mean.”

      Maggie gave her the side-eye. “Either way, I’m going to find out her name and I’m going to warn her that Drew was worried about someone. She deserves to know. And what if… what if she worked for the donut shop before? What if it was her who did all this? Maybe she and Drew were fighting about something, and she killed him and tried to frame him? I know I said this same thing about Drew’s boss, but Ruby, this girl didn’t come back to work. It might be because she’s in mourning, but we’ve seen our fair share of bad people. It could also be because she’s in hiding from murdering her boyfriend.”

      “Were you able to find anything about old employees?” Ruby asked. Maggie knew she was avoiding her tirade about Drew’s girlfriend being the robber and killer simply because she was a woman and Maggie had made it clear that she’s heard a man’s voice. And she had, but stranger things had happened.

      “I found a list, but so much has been going on, I haven’t exactly been able to go around town to all the places that got hit to see if any of those people might have worked there too.” Maggie frowned.

      “Ever think about passing that list to Brett?”

      “Yes, but not yet.”

      Ruby shook her head and got back to work.
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      Lauren Cooper was nowhere to be found when Maggie made the bank deposit the following day. She deliberately chose to walk the deposit into the bank and look for her. After getting her name from Myra, she compared it to the old employee list from her aunt, and didn’t find anything comparable, but she still wanted to check in on her.

      “Lauren no longer works here,” the thin-lipped bank manager told her when she asked.

      “That’s funny,” Maggie said, feigning confusion. “I was just here recently, and she was working.”

      “Well, that’s what happens when you are a no call, no show,” the manager snapped.

      “Has anyone checked on her? There have been a lot of weird things happening around town,” Maggie said.

      “Is it my job to go to the house of each one of my employees when they decide to ditch work? I don’t think so,” he said.

      “Given the fact that her boyfriend was just found dead, I would think you might show a little bit of concern.” Maggie picked up her receipt and bank bag and marched straight out the door to her car.

      “Lauren Cooper didn’t show up for work today or yesterday,” she said to Ruby from her car. “The manager was pretty rude about me asking.”

      “I’m not that surprised,” Ruby said. “Are you heading back here soon?”

      “I’ll be there in five minutes,” Maggie said and shut off her phone. She drove through town but turned down the residential street she found online as Lauren’s last known address. When she got to the address in the middle of the block, she found an average-looking duplex with a twenty-year-old Toyota parked outside of the first unit. Maggie parked her car on the street and walked up to the first unit. She knocked on the door and waited. The door was on the inside above the single garage below. The unit next door appeared to be a mirror of it. Both front doors were close together.

      No one answered after the first knock. Maggie leaned into the door slightly and tried to listen for sounds of movement inside.

      When she heard nothing, she knocked more firmly and waited again. She leaned over to the left and peered into the window. Broken mini blinds covered most of the window, but she could see a cluttered kitchen and dining area through the slats. The lights were off, and the place appeared to be empty.

      She moved to the second unit and knocked again. This time, the front windows were covered by drapes. Maggie knocked a second time but heard nothing, aside from the deep meow of a cat on the other side of the door. She turned to walk back down the steep concrete steps to her car.

      When she was halfway down the steps, Maggie looked down the street.

      She spotted a dark green Jeep Cherokee parked two houses down from where she stood. She could see someone in the driver’s seat and the engine was idling. At first, Maggie shrugged it off. Anyone could park out on the street, but the sight of the vehicle and someone sitting inside it made the hair on the back of her neck stand up.

      When she returned to her car, her phone was ringing. For a second, her heart sank when she realized that she had left her phone in the car while she was knocking on the doors of the strange duplex. All the while, she had thought the phone was in her back pocket.

      “Hello,” she said when she answered.

      “You said you would be here in five minutes,” Ruby said. “This isn’t the time to scare me like that.”

      “I stopped by that address I found for Lauren,” Maggie said.

      “Alone? And you didn’t tell anyone,” Ruby asked. “What were you thinking?”

      “I was thinking that I would go and check on her,” Maggie said. She decided it wasn’t a good time to mention that she had left the phone in her car. She started her car and sat for a moment. The green Jeep pulled away from the curb and turned around in a neighboring driveway, and then drove down the street in the opposite direction. Maggie exhaled relief.

      “Well, get here as fast as you can,” Ruby said. “That was not part of the plan, but I want to know everything.”

      “I’m headed in,” Maggie said. She backed out of the drive and headed back to the main road.

      She drove two blocks and spotted the green Jeep again, this time it turned off of a side street and fell in behind her.

      Once again, Maggie’s senses told her that something was off. She passed the turn to the donut shop and headed for the Dogwood Mountain Police Department. As soon as the police station came into view, the Jeep veered right and took off on another side street. Maggie pulled to a stop in front of the police station. She drummed her fingers on the steering wheel and considered going inside.

      But there was no real threat, and she had no proof that the run-in with the Jeep was anything more than a coincidence in a small town.

      “You sure are bent on giving me a heart attack today,” Ruby said when Maggie returned to the donut shop. “I have been beside myself waiting for you to get back here.”

      “Sorry. One thing keeps leading to another.” She told Ruby about finding nothing at Lauren’s house but left out the Jeep for the time being.

      “It’s okay that you didn’t find her, you know.”

      Maggie pulled her apron back off of the hook by the office door and tied it behind her waist. “I guess. But someone did this and it’s time to find out who it was.”

      “I don’t know about you sometimes.” She shook her head. “We don’t always have to be the people who find things out. I know I go along with you all the time, but this isn’t the same, Maggie. You could have been killed yourself. This one feels way too close to home.”

      “Well, I’m here and I’m okay and since I don’t know any more about anything than I did yesterday, we might as well just get to work. Where do you need me?”

      Ruby sighed and digressed. “I think we need some vanilla and blueberry scones, but that’s it. I’ve got everything else already set aside for the boxed lunches. And the display case is still full.”

      “Are we slow today?” Maggie asked. She chastised herself for not paying more attention to the flow of business.

      “Maybe a little.” Ruby turned away from the prep table and faced Maggie.

      “Another business got hit early this morning. I don’t think very many people are in a hurry to come out today.”

      “Another business? What is that, two since Drew was killed?” Maggie asked. “What business was hit?”

      “Here is the scary part,” Ruby said. “It was a beauty salon over on Fourth Street, not a typical business. The place was just some converted garage a lady cut hair in right next to her house.”

      “Oh, my gosh.” Maggie felt the hairs on her neck stand up again. “Was the woman there? Was she hurt?”

      “Not her, but an employee,” she said. “A young shampoo girl was there to open up. The intruder had a mask and made threats, but he didn’t actually hurt her.”

      “I guess that officially clears Drew,” Maggie said. She turned back to the scones.

      “Myra said Brooks was called into Brett’s office along with a handful of other officers,” Ruby said quietly. “I think the police are starting to get pretty serious about these robberies.”

      “Robberies? How about robberies, one stick up at knifepoint, and also that little issue with Drew’s death,” Maggie said. She could hear the acidity in her tone, but she was unfazed. “And now they want to form some sort of a task force? What about Lauren Cooper? Brett gets distracted over his feelings about his daughter’s boyfriend, so he stops worrying about her?”

      “I’m not sure that’s fair, Maggie,” Ruby said. “We’ve all been taken by surprise over the past few days.”

      Maggie sighed. “I agree that it has been a bit of a shock, but this is not the first time this police department has had to investigate a death.”

      “No, but there are some extenuating circumstances,” Ruby said.

      Maggie pulled the towel off of the scones and began pressing her fingertips into the dough to form a circle. “I want to check out Lauren’s social media again after this,” she said. “I want to see if there are any places she might have gone off to, like a friend or her mom’s house or something. Maybe we can even find something that might link her to whoever could have done this. We always seem to find pictures online or something someone posted about that leads to the answer we are looking for.”

      “I think I will mention this to Brooks as well,” Ruby said. “I don’t want to mess around too much on our own. She could be missing. Or she could have absolutely nothing to do with this. I’m honestly thinking this has nothing to do with her at all and it’s all about Layla’s boyfriend. That explains why Brett’s so distracted. He might think so too.”

      “There was a Jeep,” Maggie said slowly. She was sure that she was going to sound paranoid and ridiculous, but Ruby already seemed a bit cautious about what was going on and she hated to keep things from her friend.

      “What Jeep, and where?”

      “It was parked down the street from the duplex where Lauren lives. Someone was in it, and it was running while I was there. I swear there was someone in it watching me,” Maggie said. “But it took off when I got back down to my car.”

      “Did it follow you?” Ruby asked.

      “Not until I was driving back in this direction,” Maggie said. “They seemed a little aggressive, so I drove by the police station, and they took off in another direction.”

      “Did you see who was inside? Any idea if it was male or female?”

      Maggie began cutting the scones into triangles. “Honestly, I don’t know if they were following me. And yes, I think based on the height and build of the driver’s silhouette that it was a man, or at least a very tall woman. I don’t know if I am just overreacting about it or not.”

      “I don’t think we can be too careful.” Ruby dried her hands off on a towel by the sink and began placing boxed lunches on a tray. She suddenly froze. “You may think this is crazy, but isn’t Corinne kind of a very tall woman?”

      Maggie felt a lump form in her throat. She quickly worked out the details in her head. Corinne was, in fact, a very tall woman. It might not explain the man’s voice she’d heard, and it was hard to tell if she didn’t like Drew or was just hateful about everything in her life. But if she didn’t want her daughter to be with Drew, then trying to frame him and then killing him, could be a solution. A bad one, but a solution, nonetheless. She wondered if maybe the situations weren’t related at all. What if the robber had nothing to do with Drew?

      She told Ruby her thoughts and waited for a reply that might help clear things up.

      “I have to take these up front really quick,” she said. “Why don’t you put those scones in the oven and take a look at Lauren’s online profile again. Then we can go from there.”

      “You mean, you’re not going to tell me to let this go?”

      “Not entirely,” Ruby said. She placed the last two boxes on the tray and headed to the swinging door. “But I think at least one of our law enforcement friends needs to know what we figure out.”

      “If we figure anything out…” Maggie said after Ruby left the kitchen.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOURTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      “The chief didn’t mention anything more about Lauren Cooper,” Brooks told Maggie and Ruby over lunch the next day. “I know he was going there yesterday at some point to check up on things, but I don’t know what happened afterward.”

      “He must not be too concerned over her whereabouts then,” Maggie said. She wanted to add that she was glad Brett hadn’t run into her when she was there, but kept her mouth shut.

      “If he is, it isn’t something he brought up to me,” Brooks said. “In the meantime, why don’t you fill me in on what you know, and I will see what I can figure out.”

      Maggie relayed the incident with the manager at the bank. “It seems as if Lauren hasn’t shown up for work in two days,” she said.

      “Give me a second,” Brooks said. He turned away with his cell phone for a moment.

      “You should tell him about the Jeep,” Ruby urged Maggie.

      “What Jeep?” Myra asked. She had remained quiet for most of the conversation.

      “Maggie checked on an address where Lauren may have been living and there was a Jeep parked outside and running,” Ruby said. “It might have been watching her. And it followed a few minutes later.”

      “Hold up,” Brooks said when he rejoined the conversation. “What is this about a Jeep?”

      Maggie repeated what she had told Myra and Ruby, “I don’t even know if it is relevant,” she said.

      “What color was this Jeep?” Brooks asked.

      “A dark green,” Maggie said. “And it wasn’t brand new, either.”

      “How old was it, would you say?” Brooks asked. Maggie noted a new urgency in his questions that she hadn’t heard before.

      “Maybe fifteen years old,” Maggie said. “I’m not very good at dating cars, but this one still had some of the boxy shape to it. It didn’t look like all of the other SUVs I see everywhere.”

      “Hold that thought for just a second,” Brooks said. He put up his index finger and stepped away with his phone again.

      “I wonder what’s going on?” Maggie whispered to Ruby and Myra.

      “We’re about to find out,” Myra said when Brooks hung up his phone and stared briefly at the wall behind them. “That’s his heavy concentration face.”

      Brooks hung his phone up for the second time and turned back to Maggie. “Can you try to give me a detailed description of the vehicle? I need to know absolutely everything you can remember about it, where it went, what you could see of the driver, and when they started following you,” he said.

      “Sure,” Maggie answered as a few customers came in the shop. “Let’s go back to my office.”

      Brooks followed her to the back and took notes while she described the vehicle once more. “What can you tell me about the driver?” Brooks asked.

      “Not much,” Maggie said. “As I told you, I didn’t get a very good look at whoever it was.”

      “Okay, but when you did look into the Jeep for the first time, was the driver’s head higher than the steering wheel?”

      Maggie thought for a moment. “Yes, for sure.”

      “So, would you say the driver’s shoulders were even with the back of the seat?” Brooks asked.

      Maggie nodded. “I think so,” she said. “I think that’s why I thought it was a man and not a woman. But I can’t be sure,” she added, still worried about Corinne but not quite ready to accuse Brett’s ex-wife of anything.

      “Good, good,” Brooks said. He pulled his phone out again and typed in a text message. A second later, the phone alerted him to a reply.

      Brooks studied the screen for a second and then turned it around to show Maggie. “Is this the vehicle?”

      “Yes, it is.” She nodded frantically. “How did you know? Have they found the vehicle?”

      “You might say that,” Brooks said. “Brett just arrested Tommy Pogue for burglary, assault with a deadly weapon, and the murder of Drew Lee.”

      “Ruby was right!”

      “It seems so,” he said. “He needs you to go down to the station as soon as you can and make a statement.”

      “Me?”

      “Yes, Maggie,” he said. “The assault charge stems from the attack on you, here at the donut shop.”

      Maggie followed Brooks back out into the dining room. As she walked, her heart sank lower and lower. She pictured the young man smiling a few days ago when he appeared at her donut shop with Layla. It was the first time she had met either one and the first of Brett’s kids she had met. Both seemed so sure of themselves and their time off from school. But now, he sat in a jail cell facing devastating charges, including murder. It made sense, though. He was jealous of Drew.

      “The timing just doesn’t fit right,” she said aloud.

      “What? Did you say something?” Ruby asked. Brooks rejoined Myra to say goodbye while Ruby and Maggie looked over the remaining donuts in the display case.

      She turned around and whispered, “Brooks said that Tommy was arrested for the murder of Drew Lee.”

      “Tommy?” Ruby raised a brow. “It’s like I’ve been saying that from the beginning or something…”

      “Funny. But something just feels off about this. Like, the timing I was just thinking about.”

      “What timing?”

      “Well.” Maggie leaned against the display case and spoke in hushed tones, “If Drew was trying to warn Layla about someone, and that person was Tommy, what was he trying to say to me in the hardware store?”

      “I don’t follow,” Ruby admitted.

      Maggie hung her head for a moment. “That happened just hours after Layla showed up in town with Tommy for the first time and announced that they were taking time off of school and living together, remember?”

      “Right, at the food truck that morning was the first time Brett found out as well.”

      “Yeah, and I think that’s pretty much when they first got to town,” Maggie said. “Probably the night before, because of what Orson said about Gretchen being busy with the kids, but not days before or anything.”

      “You might need to make a phone call,” Ruby suggested.

      “A phone call? To the jail?”

      “No, to the Dogwood House,” Ruby said. “You need to ask Gretchen when her young guests first arrived.”

      “I’m going to the police station first,” Maggie replied, surprising everyone.
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      Maggie started her car and before she could protest, Ruby opened the passenger door and got in.

      “Let’s go, Thelma.” She clapped her hand on the dash. “I’ll call Gretchen on the way.”

      “You got it, Louise.” Maggie pointed the car out of the alley and headed for the police station while Ruby made the call.

      “Brett is waiting for you.” Brooks texted her when she parked her car in the Dogwood Mountain Police Department parking lot. “You should go right on in.”

      Maggie pulled the keys from the ignition and headed straight in with Ruby right at her side. She had a one track mind and couldn’t wait to talk to Brett.

      “Look at all of the people in the waiting room,” Ruby whispered when they reached the front doors.

      “It’s Corinne and her boyfriend,” Maggie replied quietly.

      “Go right on in,” Officer Ruiz said when she appeared behind them. “Just head back to Brett’s office and speak with him.”

      Maggie nodded and headed inside. She and Ruby veered through the waiting area and headed past the small group of people.

      “I want to speak with my daughter,” Corinne shouted. “She is not under arrest! I want to speak with my daughter!”

      “Ma’am, I need for you to calm down right now,” Officer Ruiz said. Ruby and Maggie continued past them.

      “Wait, wait,” Corinne shouted. “Where is she going? Why does the donut lady get to go back there, and I have to stay here? That’s my daughter back there! What is wrong with you people? Just because she’s dating the help, doesn’t mean she should get special treatment. I sure never did…”

      “Ms. Sharpe is a witness in a pending case, and so is your daughter,” Officer Ruiz told her, standing in her way.

      “Just keep moving along,” Ruby whispered. “Ignore her.”

      They reached the hall just outside his office. “Brett,” Maggie called out.

      “In here,” Brett called back. “Come on in and shut the door.”

      “Do you want me to wait out here?” Ruby asked.

      “No, you’re part of this, too,” he said.

      Ruby closed the door and moved further into the small office. Layla was seated in a chair in the corner. Her eyes were puffy, and her face was streaked with tears.

      “It wasn’t him, Daddy.” Layla sobbed softly. “I swear he isn’t a killer.”

      “There is no ‘daddy’ in here, sweetheart,” Brett said. “I have to follow the evidence. This is a very serious matter.”

      “I understand that it is a serious matter,” Layla huffed. “But he’s only twenty years old. His life is in the balance here.”

      “Brett,” Maggie cut in. “Brooks said that you wanted to see me.”

      “Yes, I’m sorry,” Brett apologized. He gestured toward two chairs crowded close to the door. “Please have a seat.”

      Maggie and Ruby took their seats. “You should know that we just talked to Gretchen LeClair. Based on the time Layla and Tommy checked into the bed and breakfast, I don’t think Drew would have had known Tommy long enough to form any suspicions about him.”

      “What does that mean?” Layla asked. “I told you we had two rooms. We would have stayed with Mom and Steven, but they only have a one bedroom house and…”

      “Just a minute,” Brett interrupted her. He focused on Maggie. “Why did you call Gretchen?”

      “Because it dawned on me that for Drew to have texted Layla and Lauren about someone he was suspicious about, he had to know them,” Maggie said. “And he didn’t have time to know him.”

      “But he knew Tommy and Layla were dating,” Brett admitted. “Corinne and Layla both told me that already. He might not have known him personally, but if he was jealous of Drew for any reason, then what?”

      “All I know is what my gut tells me, and Gretchen is on her way down here now to give you a statement,” Maggie said. She didn’t know if it was Tommy or not, and she knew cops couldn’t go by her gut feelings alone, but she was more apt to believe it was Corinne herself, or maybe both Corinne and Steven together. She didn’t like either one of them one bit, but she wasn’t so sure about mentioning that in front of Layla. Accusing her boyfriend’s ex-wife of robbery and murder probably wasn’t the best way to win her over.

      “Okay, well, we’ll get her statement when she comes down,” Brett said. He turned to Ruby. “I suppose you’d like to make a statement about this too?”

      Ruby nodded. She had no time to speak before they heard a noise in the hallway outside of the office.

      “Stay here,” Brett warned. He stood and threw the door open. “What is going on out here?”

      “I told these people that I want to speak with my daughter,” Corinne said. She shoved past Brett and pushed her way into the office. “Honey, are you okay? I’m going to call our attorney!”

      Steven was close on her heels. He pushed past Corinne and stood beside Layla. “You’re going to leave here right now,” he said and pulled her up by her arm.

      “Ouch, you’re hurting me,” Layla said. “Please let go of my arm.”

      “Just be quiet and head this way,” Steven said. “You aren’t under arrest, and you don’t need to be here.”

      “Stop it!” Brett said. “Let her go. She is just a witness and not a suspect. There is no need for lawyers and believe it or not, I know a little about the law.”

      “I’m taking my daughter out of here.” Corinne glared at Brett. “You have no right to hold her just because that old ex-boyfriend of hers wound up dead. I told you for years that he was a good for nothing and was just going to cause trouble for her. Even after Layla left, it didn’t matter. The kid lies, cheats, steals, and was apparently so caught up in whatever mess he’d created that he got himself killed. What, Mr. Police Officer, you didn’t think to look further into all the places that were robbed? Maybe it was one of these small-town business owners that Drew promised to help with their security systems, but really he was too busy casing the place to actually do anything helpful and he got caught. You need to let our daughter leave here right this instant and maybe you should tell your girlfriend to get out too so you can do some actual police work. Come on Layla,” she said, holding her hand out. “We’d better get out of here before your father accuses me next.”

      “She’s not going anywhere,” Brett said. “She is over eighteen and a material witness in an ongoing investigation.” Maggie was surprised at his calm and resolve. “And if you don’t calm down, you won’t be going anywhere either.”

      “Let me go,” Layla shouted again. Everyone had been so enthralled by Corinne’s rant that they’d stopped looking at Steven. “I am not leaving. I’m here to give my statement and help get Tommy out of jail. He didn’t do this!”

      “Get Tommy out of jail? Why would you want to do that?” Steven asked. He didn’t relax his grip on Layla’s arm. “I told you he was a bad guy. It seems you’re always picking the bad ones.”

      “You never said a word about him,” Layla protested. She yanked her arm away from him, but Steven held tight.

      Brett eyed Steven’s grip on his daughter’s arm. His hand moved slowly to the pistol on his hip. “You better remove your hand from my daughter right now.”

      “Fine,” Steven said. “But you need to let her leave here. She’s obviously very upset by all of this.”

      “I don't think you need to coach me on how to deal with my daughter,” Brett said. “Corinne, you are interrupting an investigation. I can’t have you back here raising a fuss while I am trying to question these witnesses.”

      “Witnesses,” Steven scoffed. He shook his head. “What can the local donut maker tell you? She didn’t even know well enough to hire me as her agent. That’s gotta tell you something.”

      Maggie cast a sideways look in Ruby’s direction. Steven stepped toward Layla again. Maggie saw his hand tighten on Layla’s arm again. He leaned in and whispered to her.

      “Stop it,” Layla shouted. “Leave me alone, Steven!”

      “I told you to shut up,” Steven growled. Maggie stiffened.

      “That’s him,” she said softly. She turned to Steven. “It’s you.”

      Slowly, she became aware of Brett’s gun leaving his hip. Steven grabbed Layla and pushed her in front of him. “You’d better not,” he warned.

      “What are you doing?” Corinne shrieked and hit Steven on his arm. Without looking in her direction he knocked her to the side with his free hand.

      “Come here,” Ruby said quietly. She reached down and helped Corinne up and moved her across the room. “You need to let Brett handle this.”

      Steven turned to Maggie. “You, get over here,” he ordered.

      “Shut up,” Brett ordered. “Get your hands of Layla and put them in the air.”

      “Not happening,” Steven said.

      “Hold on,” Maggie said. “If I come over there, will you let Layla go? She can’t testify to what I can.”

      Steven eyed her for a long second. He seemed to consider her offer, but he took too long. Layla dropped to her knees and knocked him off his balance. Before Maggie could exhale, he was on the ground with his hands behind his back and Brett’s knee on his spine.
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      “Okay, this is the part where you give us all the juicy details,” Myra said. They sat together around the bonfire once more in front of Ruby’s barn, Bradley rocking a sleepy baby Wyatt. It was their last night in town for a while and everyone was glad to be spending it with friends and family. Even Layla was there, in the seat next to her father. However, after his release, Tommy had decided he belonged back home in his childhood bedroom in his parents' home. Maggie couldn’t blame him. She was all too aware of the toll of being accused of murder could have on an innocent young man.

      “I think it was fairly self-explanatory when he manhandled my daughter,” Brett said.

      “Oh, sorry, Chief.” Myra giggled. “I was talking to Maggie.”

      Brett’s face colored slightly. He threw his arms over his head and turned to Maggie. “Okay, oh Great Detective.” He smirked. “Perhaps you can fill us in on how you solved this crime.”

      “I’ll admit that I was pretty sure it had to have been an ex-employee of the donut shop who also worked at some of the other shops. It made no sense to me how the robber would know where to look for our petty cash bag and iPads, but the more that I think about it now, the more it makes sense that with all the ‘I’m the best agent in the world crap’ from Steven, it was pretty likely that he’d been inside a small business or two over the course of his career. He’s a lot of things, but dumb isn’t one of them.”

      “And don’t forget his voice,” Ruby began. “The way your body clenched when you heard him whisper so gruffly to Layla. You guys, I’m telling you, the moment she heard it, Maggie just knew.”

      “I have to admit something else,” Maggie said, looking around at the group. “I kind of thought Corinne might have been in on it, too.” Her eyes were torn between Brett and Layla.

      “Maggie!” Brett hid his smile from Layla, but everyone else saw it.

      “No, Dad. She’s not wrong. Mom was being super weird. She wouldn’t leave Steven’s side and neither one of them would leave me and Tommy alone. But it wasn’t about him or us, it was about you guys.”

      “Who guys?” Brett asked.

      “You and Maggie. After you told me about your relationship, I let it slip to Mom. You know she never likes it when you find someone new. Some of your other choices in women weren’t all that great, but I like Maggie, and I think that made Mom mad and I know it made Steven mad to know Mom was jealous. She was so obvious. Everything was such a mess and I feel terrible about all of it.”

      “The guy didn’t do a very good job of covering his tracks once he was under the microscope,” Brooks said. “And Maggie was right, Steven knew where to look for things. Not only did he admit to going there the first time because he was upset about how concerned Corinne was about Maggie and Brett, but he admitted to going back the second time just to scare her. He was so mad that she dismissed him about her insurance needs, that he couldn’t help himself.”

      “Of course, he didn’t admit any of that to my face,” Brett rolled his eyes. “He made it very clear he was only willing to talk to Brooks.”

      “I think it was only a matter of time, anyway,” Layla chimed in. “I think we would have seen through his facade sooner or later. I mean, look at how he loved Tommy one minute, and then threw him under the bus the next. Beyond that, though, you mentioned him being mad Maggie didn’t want to hire him, he hated rejection. Of course, he broke in to all the places that rejected him. He wanted business and wasn’t getting it.”

      “Very impressive, young lady.” Ruby grinned. “You have the makings of a good detective yourself.”

      “Well, I hope so,” she said and took her father's hand. “Because I have decided to go back to school.”

      “You have? Oh, honey, that’s great.” Brett smiled. He reached over to hug her and paused for a moment. “Are you sure, even after all this going on? You can take a little more time if you need it.”

      Maggie smiled, enjoying seeing Brett be so fatherly.

      “I think it’s a good plan no matter how she gets to it,” Bradley said. “You never know what life is going to throw at you. Get your degree while you can.” On cue, Wyatt fussed in his arms.

      “Well, I’m sure, but that’s not all,” Layla said when her father released her from his embrace. “I’ve changed my major, too. I think it is the most adult thing I have ever done.”

      “What did you change it to?” Maggie asked.

      Layla looked at her father for a long moment and then answered, “Criminal Justice. I talked to Lauren again this morning and after hearing everything she had to say, I just knew. All of a sudden, I knew what I wanted to do with my life. I want to help people.”

      Orson held up a hand as though he was asking for permission to speak. “That’s great, Layla. But I have to ask, are you planning on sticking around here in Dogwood Mountain or what?”

      “I’m not sure yet, why?” she asked.

      “Well, I already have my hands full with all the other…” He eyed Maggie. “Detectives around here. I’m not sure I can handle another.”
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      “I don’t like the smell of fish or lakes or bait,” Orson Hawley grumbled. He placed the last coffee syrup bottle in the wooden crate for the food truck.

      “Which is why I’m not asking for you to go down there and run the food truck,” Maggie Sharpe said. She hefted a tray of frozen cinnamon roll dough out the back door to the truck. Experience told her that packing frozen dough in the refrigerator was easier than making the rolls from scratch. The same was true for a variety of other treats. She had learned much from experience in the time she had owned Dogwood Donuts, including how to expand the business with a food truck.

      “Who has a campout on a lake during a bass tournament anyway?” Orson continued.

      “The campout is for the tournament, Orson,” Ruby Cobb said. As Maggie’s best friend and business partner, she had taken it upon herself to update the menu on the iPad for use in the food truck and Maggie didn’t mind one bit.

      “Thank goodness it’s only a four-day weekend,” Maggie muttered to Ruby. “He’s likely to lose his mind if it goes on much longer than that.”

      “And he isn’t even the one going to the lake.” Ruby rolled her eyes but turned her head so only Maggie could see it.

      “To be honest, I wonder if this is going to be an exercise in futility,” Maggie said. “Who knows if bass tournament fishing campers are going to want coffee and donuts first thing in the morning?”

      “We’ll find out soon enough.” Ruby smiled. “But I can’t imagine anyone not wanting coffee and donuts.”

      As soon as the food truck was loaded for the following morning, Maggie whipped off her apron and threw it in the hamper inside the storeroom. “Are you ready?” she asked Ruby.

      “Ready for what?”

      “For dinner? The two of us at the Italian place? Did you forget?”

      Ruby tossed a towel in her direction. “Of course not,” she said. “I’ve been looking forward to it all week.”

      “You aren’t the only one,” Maggie said. “Fact is, I’ve kept it a secret because I wanted tonight to be just you and me. Nothing against everybody else, I just want some best friend time.”

      “Gotcha,” Ruby said with a wink. “It’s been a while since we’ve had some time alone.”

      Maggie finished closing up the donut shop and hurried home for a fast shower before Ruby showed up at her house. The small house was quiet when she unlocked the door. Maggie felt a twinge of sadness at the silence. She missed the sound of her son Bradley knocking around the house and her tiny grandson Wyatt’s coos and cries. On one hand, she was grateful for her son’s ability to continue in the Navy after Wyatt’s unexpected arrival, but on the other, she had grown used to a full house again.

      She hurried to take a quick shower and dressed in a simple short-sleeve sweater and jeans. She dried her hair, brushed it out, and pulled it in a low ponytail. “Holy crap,” she said and paused in the mirror. A single strand of gray hair over her right ear had multiplied overnight. “It’s a whole patch of gray now.”

      Ruby arrived a mere twenty minutes after Maggie stepped out of the shower. “What’s eating you?” she asked when Maggie opened the door. Without a word, Maggie pointed at the gray hairs above her ear.

      “Oh, is that all?”

      “Is that all? Last night it was a single hair,” Maggie gasped. “How is this possible?”

      “I’m going to pretend that you aren’t asking me about gray hairs simply because I’ve got nearly a decade on you.” She chuckled. “To answer your question, I don’t know. I haven’t had too many pop up myself.

      My hair simply lightened after forty.”

      “Isn’t that nice for you?” she joked. “Let’s get to the restaurant. I know there’s a bottle of red wine with our name on it.

      Not long after, the two women were seated at a corner table at Curly’s, their favorite Italian Restaurant. The place was quieter than they’d expected, but neither complained when they were able to get their wine and food quickly.

      “The house is so quiet now,” Maggie said over dinner. “I’m sad and glad at the same time.”

      “Have you heard from Bradley lately?”

      Maggie twirled pasta around her fork and nodded her head. “He’s in base housing and calls about every other day,” she said. “We video call a lot, too. It’s only been a few weeks, but I swear Wyatt has gained five pounds.”

      “So cute.” Ruby shook her head. “Sometimes he makes me sad that I never had kids.”

      “I should send the pictures Bradley sends me to you,” Maggie said.

      “Oh, I get photos,” Ruby said. She pulled her phone out to prove it. “Bradley has video-called me twice since he left. And he still calls me ‘Aunt Ruby.’”

      “Sounds like you’ve inherited the title whether you want it or not.”

      “Oh, I want the title.” Ruby beamed. “It’s nice, you know. I’ve already been shopping for Christmas presents.”

      “Oh, no,” Maggie said. “Not you, too!”

      “I can’t help it. I don’t think I’ve ever had a child to buy for. I’ve already picked out a couple of things for Wyatt and everyone else in my life and I don’t see myself stopping any time soon.”

      “Well, I’d say I was feeling like I’m falling behind, but since it’s only spring, I think I’ll be okay.”

      “I know, I know.” Ruby shook her head as she finished her meal. “Do you want any dessert?”

      “I absolutely do, but how about we order it to take home? We can hang out at my house for a little while and talk and maybe even video chat Bradley and Wyatt. What do you think?”

      “I think you read my mind. I knew I made you my best friend for a reason.”
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      Maggie awakened early the next morning. She dressed quickly in yoga pants and a shirt with the donut shop’s logo embroidered on the chest. It was a departure from the usual chef’s style shirt she wore at the donut shop itself, but an extended length of time in the food truck called for comfort and the ability to dress up or down depending on the temperature.

      She skipped a stop by the donut shop and drove straight to Dogwood Mountain Lake. She parked her car as close as she could get to the food truck. With Ruby’s help, Maggie had managed to get the food truck parked in a spot meant for recreational vehicles, and as close to the lake as possible. The spot was perfect for foot traffic and within walking distance to three large picnic areas.

      The air was chilly when she stepped out of her car. She slipped her large sweatshirt over her head, hoisted her tote bag over her shoulder, and headed down the path toward the food truck.

      “It’s the lake,” a voice called to her. Maggie strained to see who was speaking to her in the early dawn light.

      “Excuse me?” she asked.

      “The air, the damp coolness,” the voice drew closer. “I saw you when you stepped out of your car.”

      “Right,” Maggie said a bit timidly. She wasn’t too sure that she wanted to have a conversation with a stranger so early in the morning. “I’m just not used to it.”

      “Is this your rig?” the man asked. He moved closer to the food truck.

      “It’s a food truck, donuts, pastries, and coffee,” Maggie said. “We’re down here for the bass tournament.” She studied the man a bit more closely under the light by her truck. He was tall, broad-chested, and gray. Age lined his face. His hair, and there was enough of it, stood up in thick, white shocks. He had the look of a wizened old cowboy. He was a handsome man, or he might have been. Maggie found herself mesmerized by his appearance.

      “Ah, yes, the tournament,” he said. “I heard there was some sort of sport fishing game taking place down here over the next several days.”

      “This is the first year I’ve had the food truck,” Maggie said, though she wasn’t sure why she said anything at all. “I wanted to see if this might be something profitable for us.”

      “A noble effort at least.” The man smiled. “How soon will you have the coffee ready?”

      Maggie smiled back and shoved her key in the door. “Coffee will be ready as soon as I can get it started.”

      “Wonderful,” he said. “You get that started and I will secure two seats for us in front of the lake.”

      Maggie set her bag down on the small table inside the food truck and pushed the ‘on’ button for the coffee pot. She removed the prepared cinnamon roll dough from the refrigerator and set it out on the counter to rise. Within moments, the coffee steamed in the pot, and the donut machine and deep fryer were on and heating up.

      “I wasn’t sure how you take it,” she said when she walked down to the water’s edge. The man was seated on one side of a park bench staring out across the water. The way he took his coffee wasn’t the only thing she wasn’t sure of, but something about the man drew her in. She felt compelled to talk to him.

      “I take it however you make it, my dear.” He sipped the coffee and closed his eyes to savor the flavor. “This is perfection.”

      Maggie glanced back at the food truck and sighed. She had a mountain of work to do before she opened up for the morning. But she decided a few moments on a park bench peering out over the lake wouldn’t harm anyone.

      “Are you from Dogwood Mountain?” Maggie asked.

      “I am not,” the man replied. “I’m staying at your delightful bed and breakfast up on the hill overlooking the town. If you have not had cause to visit that splendid old house, I would highly recommend it.”

      Maggie nodded. “I grew up visiting that house, long before it was the Dogwood House. My aunt owned it and I spent many hours curled up on the front porch with my head bent over a mystery novel. I’m Maggie Sharpe, by the way.”

      “Edmund Windsor,” the man replied. He leaned toward her and extended his hand. “I should have known you had a literary soul. The way you gazed at that lake when you walked down the path told me everything I needed to know.”

      “You could tell that by the way I walked down the path?” Maggie asked. She sipped her coffee again, intrigued but not frightened by the strange man seated next to her.

      “I’m a bit of a literary soul myself,” Edmund said. “That’s why I’m here, a writer on a journey, or something like that.” He chuckled and shook his head. Maggie thought at that exact moment he looked like every English professor in every novel she had ever read about English professors masquerading as brilliant novelists.

      “Do you go on walks often?” Maggie asked.

      “Why? Are you offering yourself as a companion during my stay here in this charming town?”

      Maggie smiled. “Unfortunately, duty calls,” she said and nodded toward the food truck. “I will be here all week, though. Are you a fan of donuts, Mr. Windsor?”

      “Call me Edmund, and yes, donuts have their charms,” he said.

      “Well, hold on right here and I will return in a flash with breakfast,” Maggie said. “I can’t walk with you, but I’m more than happy to share breakfast with you.”

      “My dear, you have just made an old man very happy,” Edmund said. Maggie watched as he settled back on the bench and gazed out on the lake while she returned to the food truck for a batch of mini donuts.
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      “Do you know who else is here in town?” one of the campers gathered outside of the order window asked. The air had lost the cool dampness of the early morning. Maggie turned on the fan in the truck and sent Ruby a text to send Orson along with another one when he had time.

      “Who else is here in town? The Snap-on Tool Girls?” Maggie asked wryly. The crowd of hungry anglers hadn’t thinned for longer than twenty minutes at a time since she opened. Nor had many of them showered, she observed.

      “What the heck is a Snap-on Tool girl?” the man asked. He wore a thick beard and cargo shorts with leather sandals. Maggie guessed him to be in his early thirties.

      “Tool calendars are a thing of the past,” another customer called out behind him. “He wouldn’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Maggie chuckled uncomfortably and handed the first man his coffee. “Who else is around here, then?” she asked more sincerely.

      “Edmund Windsor.” The younger man smiled proudly as if he was the reason.

      “She won’t know who you’re talking about, Jeffrey,” the younger woman standing next to him said. “Any more than you’d know what a tool calendar girl is, of course.”

      “Actually, I do know who he is.” Maggie handed out the last part of his order and smiled. Since her encounter with the novelist that morning, she had taken the time to read more about his literary works in the spare moments when the food truck wasn’t busy. She wanted something to talk to him about when he made his way back early the next morning.

      “So, you understand how ridiculously cool it is for him to be here in this little hick town at the same time we are here for the fishing tournament?” Jeffrey gushed.

      “Funny, I wouldn’t have expected an angler to be such a fanboy for a writer,” an older woman said in the crowd behind him.

      “Oh, Jeffrey really isn’t much of a fisherman. He’s only here because my father is a huge bass fishing enthusiast and he’s trying to impress him,” the girl next to him said.

      “Gee, thanks for telling everyone and their brother, Emily,” Jeffrey snapped.

      “It’s alright, son,” said the older man right behind him. “I’m a bit of an Edmund Windsor fan myself. And I won this tournament about five years ago. I also know a lot about computers and trivia. I like photography, and I know what a tool girl is. I guess you could say I’m a pretty well rounded individual and I’d like to think all us fishermen are.”

      “Here you are,” Maggie said, enjoying the fact that her customers were chatting. She handed the older man his coffee.

      “My name is Elias Cavanaugh,” he said to Jeffrey “If you get bored later on, come and find me down by the rest of the RVs. I’m in a dark brown fifth wheel. I’d love to talk books with you.”

      “Jeffrey Adams, and you’re on.” He shook Elias’s hand before he turned back to Maggie. “If you run into Mr. Windsor again, please let him know that a few of us around here would love to meet him.”

      Maggie nodded but promised nothing. She handed the bag of cinnamon rolls Elias had ordered out to him and began taking the next two orders.

      An hour later, Orson pulled open the back door of the food truck and pushed the fan inside. “Here’s your special delivery,” he said and plopped down in the chair. “How about an iced coffee for an old man?”

      “Coming right up.” Maggie checked the window to make sure there were no customers and positioned the fan to blow across the truck before she pulled the iced coffee concentrate from the refrigerator. “Any particular flavor?”

      “You know, I’m feeling like caramel pecan today,” Orson said.

      Maggie pulled two bottles of syrup from the storage cabinet and set them next to the tumbler. “And I suppose you have a perfect combination of caramel and pecan to educate me about.” Maggie smirked. As her most particular employee, Orson always had something in mind.

      Orson folded his arms over his chest and smiled like the Cheshire Cat. “Four shots caramel, three shots pecan,” he said.

      “Whoa, that’s some seriously sweet iced coffee,” she said and poured in the milk.

      “And you’re sweet to make it the way I like it,” Orson said. Maggie stopped mixing in the milk and watched his face. “What? Why are you looking at me like that?”

      “Because I figured there would be a snarky reply on the other side of it,” Maggie said, checking the window again. “Are you feeling okay, Orson?”

      “Yes, I’m feeling fine.” He was a little agitated, but still not his normal sour self. “I just had a good morning is all.”

      “At the donut shop? Did someone come in and surprise you with a check for a million bucks or something?”

      “Actually, no.” Orson rolled his eyes. “I was just at the Dogwood House delivering morning coffee and breakfast.”

      Maggie set the iced coffee in front of him and smiled. “Oh, that explains it,” she said.

      “What explains what?” Orson asked. He sipped the coffee and smiled. “You’re getting better at this.”

      “Thanks, I think,” Maggie said. “So, how was Miss Gretchen today?” Gretchen LeClair was the owner of the Dogwood House Bed and Breakfast; the house Maggie’s late Aunt Marjorie had owned before her death. Once in a while, it was clear that Gretchen was the object of Orson’s fascination. The rest of the time, he never said a word about her or their relationship, whatever it was that it entailed.

      “She’s just fine, just fine.” Orson smiled brightly. He caught himself and frowned immediately. “I mean, she was the same as normal, just like the old man who works for her. Why are you asking me so many questions?”

      “Just making conversation.” Maggie laughed. “Thanks for bringing the fan by. It gets a little humid down here.”

      “Watch out tomorrow,” he said. “I think the weather is supposed to turn a bit cooler.”

      Orson left a few minutes later and Maggie returned to the window. Things were quiet for a while longer and she used the time to clean up anything she’d missed before. She liked to clean as she went rather than try to work in a mess. Eventually, customers started arriving again and came in a steady stream for the next couple of hours. At last, she finally had a lull in business, and Ruby appeared around then with boxed lunches.

      “I don’t recall ever seeing this many people at the lake,” Ruby said when she set the final crate of lunches in the refrigerator. “This is insane.”

      Maggie took her own lunch from the stack and sat at the table. “I heard someone say this morning that the campground is full to capacity. This is the biggest turnout for the bass tournament ever.”

      “Gretchen told Orson that the bed and breakfast is full as well.”

      “I met one of her guests this morning,” Maggie said as she started eating. “His name is Edmund Windsor.”

      Ruby’s eyes widened. “The author? That’s incredible!”

      “So, you know who he is, then?” Maggie asked. “By the way, this apple slaw is the best ever.”

      “Thanks, and I am shocked that you haven’t heard of him before,” Ruby said. “You’re a voracious reader.”

      “I’m just not that familiar with his particular genre,” Maggie said. “He writes fantasy. I read mystery and suspense.”

      “He has a very loyal following. I don’t think he’s the most widely known writer, but his fans are pretty serious about their devotion to him,” Ruby explained.

      “It was strange,” Maggie said. “I met two or three campers this morning who knew who he was.”

      “Among the bass tournament people?”

      Maggie nodded her reply as she was too busy enjoying Ruby’s food to talk.

      “Well, I’ve been wrong before. Perhaps Edmund Windsor has an audience within the bass fisherman groups. Stranger things have happened.”
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      Maggie headed out fifteen minutes earlier than she had the morning before. She wanted to start the donuts before her writer friend made his way down the lakeshore to where she was parked. While the coffee brewed, Maggie set two cinnamon rolls she had brought from home in the oven to bake. She warmed a small portion of buttercream frosting, just to make the cinnamon rolls richer.

      For herself, Maggie began to mix a cinnamon latte after the coffee was brewed. Whether Edmund would like something more exotic than the morning before, she wasn’t sure. She peered out the windows for a sign of him. Seeing nothing, she turned back to the coffee.

      “I guess I’ll make him a latte, too,” she said. The worst thing that could happen was a request for black coffee, instead. A couple of minutes later, Maggie stepped out of the back of the food truck. She carried both lattes in paper cups.

      “There you are, my dear,” Edmund called out to her in the distance. Maggie raised one of the coffee cups in his direction. She gazed over the campsites while Edmund made his way closer to her. Fortunately, few lights burned in the early morning darkness. She was grateful that none of the writer’s fans appeared to be aware of his presence on the lakeshore.

      “I hope you’re in the mood for something a little different this morning.” Maggie handed the cup to him and waited while he took his first sip.

      “Oh, my darling friend. You have outdone yourself. I am a true fan of cinnamon.”

      “That’s a good thing,” Maggie said. “Because our cinnamon rolls will be ready in a moment. And I have plans to send two dozen mini donuts rolled in cinnamon and sugar with you.”

      Edmund placed his hand dramatically on his chest. “You know the way to an old man’s heart. Shall we retire to the shore?” he asked.

      “I’ll be right back with breakfast,” she said and handed her cup to him.

      A moment later, they walked down to the park bench on the shore and sat down. Maggie passed a paper food tray over to him and took her coffee back. They watched as the buoys bobbed up and down on the waves, illuminated by lights across the lake. “Beautiful morning,” Edmund said at last. “I always find myself drawn to the water. Whether it’s on the seashore or a lakeshore, my soul draws me in.”

      “Did you grow up on the water?” Maggie asked. She found herself staring out over the lake. Even in the low morning light, the gentle movement of the water mesmerized her. She forgot to rush or worry about anything.

      “No. Unfortunately, I am unable to enjoy the water myself,” Edmund said. “But water inspires me. I write about it in every world I create. It plays a significant role in every plot.”

      “You write fantasy, right?”

      “High fantasy, if you want to split hairs about it.” He turned to her. “You said you read mystery if I remember correctly. Take your favorite noir mystery novel and set it in an alternative world.”

      “So, Dick Tracy meets Star Wars?”

      “Oh, no. Nothing like that. Not like that at all,” he said. “My worlds are never alien worlds, so to speak. I don’t write science fiction. I write entire worlds that might be an alternative to earth. Think of Lord of the Rings set on a distant world.”

      “And add a noir mystery,” Maggie said as she worked on eating the warm cinnamon roll.

      “Now you’ve got it.” Edmund sipped his coffee and studied the waves for a moment. “I ventured toward horror, but only for a short time.”

      “Why only for a short time?” Maggie asked. “What happened?”

      Edmund shrugged. “It wasn’t authentic. Not for me, anyway,” he said. “As a writer, or at least, for this writer, in order to create a world like that, I have to be able to close my eyes and immerse my mind in it. I just couldn’t do that with horror. The only reason I started was because I was going through a difficult time in my life and I needed an outlet, but it is not for me. I’ll leave it to the better, more talented folks.”

      “Did you ever publish any of them?”

      “Oh, yes,” he said. “Some of my biggest royalty checks came from those novels. I published five but planned twice that many.”

      “You just stopped writing them?” Maggie asked. She was enthralled by the discussion.

      Edmund shook his head slowly. “Not abruptly, really. But I did finish the final novel in a way that left many readers rather angry at me. Sales of my other books suffered slightly, but it was short-lived,” he said. He tipped his cup in her direction. “And it was worth every lost sale. Life is nothing if you cannot live it authentically.”

      Maggie speared the center of the cinnamon roll on her fork and plopped the final bite in her mouth. She was about to ask more questions when a large raindrop landed on her forehead. “I think we’re about to get soaked,” she said and stood quickly. “Would you like to come inside the food truck and wait it out?”

      Edmund stood and gripped Maggie by the arm. “I’m afraid I am at your mercy, my dear,” he said. “Lead the way.”

      They reached the food truck a split second before the heavens opened up and the downpour pinged off of the roof. “Edmund,” Maggie gasped when they were inside. “Your face! What’s wrong?”

      “It’s the rain.” He slumped down in the chair and sighed.

      The angry red marks on his face disappeared almost as quickly as they’d come. Maggie kept her questions to herself. The last thing she wanted was to push the seemingly private man into revealing more about himself than he wanted. He liked to talk about his writing, but not himself and that was okay with her.

      While she worked, Edmund sat at the small corner table and regaled her with stories about his travels and his life as an author. She breezed through the morning tasks while she listened. She smiled as he spoke and asked only a minimal amount of questions. By the time the sun peeked over the horizon, she felt as though she had been on a grand adventure.

      “I should go,” Edmund announced when Maggie turned the “Open” sign on. “I do not desire meeting fans out while I walk.”

      “I can understand that.” Maggie packed his donuts in a sack and handed them over. “I met a few of them yesterday. Hard to believe bass fishermen have an eye for good literature.”

      “I am aware that there are fans among them if you want to call them that,” he grumbled.

      “Would you like a ride back to the Dogwood House? I can call one of my crew members to come and take over,” Maggie offered.

      “Not at all, my dear,” Edmund replied, peering out the window to make sure the rain had stopped. “Am I to understand from your comments that you would be open to reading one of my novels?”

      Maggie grinned. “I already ordered one online,” she said.

      “Oh, poo.” Edmund frowned. “That won’t do. Tomorrow morning you shall have a signed copy of the first book in my latest series.”

      “Oh, you don’t need to do that,” Maggie assured him.

      Edmund opened the door and stepped out of the food truck. He bowed dramatically. “It would be my pleasure, my lady,” he said. “Until we meet again.”

      “See you in the morning, Edmund.” Maggie chuckled.
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      “Alright, you’re two days in. How’s it going at the lake?” Brett asked Maggie when they met up at the donut shop later that afternoon. Both had been so busy with their careers lately that for the last week, the majority of their time spent together was at the donut shop. It worked out for both of them, though, since Maggie owned the place and Brett couldn’t seem to say no to her coffee and donuts. As the chief of police in Dogwood Mountain, none of his officers were upset about all the treats he brought them, either.

      “Sales are out of sight if that’s what you’re asking,” she said. “I closed up an hour early this afternoon because I ran out of boxed lunches.”

      He took a seat on a barstool at the counter across from where she stood. “I’m glad it’s going so well for you. The police on the other hand, well, we’ve had to deal with a couple of skirmishes overnight among the campers. I can’t wait for this bass tournament to be over.”

      “I’m surprised to hear you say that,” Ruby said. She carried a tray of lunches and placed it in the stainless-steel refrigerator. “I thought everyone was excited about the tournament.”

      Brett shook his head. “You’d be surprised how rowdy those people can be.”

      Myra Sawyer came through the swinging door from the kitchen with another tray for Ruby. “I heard they were planning on another tournament next week.” Maggie’s young employee passed the tray over and shrugged. “Of course, I don’t know a thing about fishing…”

      Brett nodded. “That happens every year,” he said. “A group of the most diehard fishermen stick around another few days to continue the tradition. But mostly they just hang out on the shore and drink beer.”

      “Hopefully the ones who stick around aren’t the same ones causing trouble for you now,” Maggie said to Brett. She always preferred when he had a light schedule so they could spend more time together and since that hadn’t been happening lately, she’d been looking forward to things changing after the tournament was over.

      “Oh, I meant to ask you, how was your friend this morning?” Ruby placed the empty tray on the counter and refilled her coffee cup. She turned to Maggie and waited eagerly for a reply.

      “What friend?” Brett asked immediately. Maggie ignored the look on Myra’s face when he asked. She thought his desire to be protective was sweet.

      “A mysterious writer named Edmund.” Myra grinned. Maggie shot her a sideways look. “What? From everything you said about him, he seems mysterious!”

      “He’s an older man who has taken a shine to our friend here,” Ruby said. “He takes walks to the lake every morning from the Dogwood House where he’s staying.”

      Maggie felt the need to explain further when she saw the look on Brett’s face. “I ran into him yesterday morning, and now it’s a habit to sit on a bench overlooking the lake.” She looked over at Brett and continued, trying not to laugh at his pursed lips and clenched jaw. “Well, I guess I wouldn’t say it’s a habit. It’s only happened twice so far.”

      “So far?” Brett asked slowly.

      “I like talking with him and will probably do it again. It’s nice to chat with a writer like that.” Maggie had always dreamed of being a writer herself, but it had never taken off. She loved how busy she was at the donut shop, but her love of the literary world hadn’t just gone away. “He tries to avoid his fans, I think. That’s why he walks so early in the morning.”

      “‘Fans’ is short for fanatics,” Orson offered from his seat at the old timer’s table. “I talked to him myself if you don’t believe me. He’s very private. And he’s had many run-ins with crazy fans.”

      “Oh, wow,” Maggie said. She had heard Edmund’s descriptions about his fans, but not the ugly side of it all. “He’s such a nice man. I could sit and listen to him talk about being a writer for hours.”

      “I didn’t know you were that interested in writers,” Brett said.

      Maggie laughed. “I’m not interested in writers, exactly. You know I read a lot. I’ve always read a lot,” she said. “I don’t know if I’ll ever get to write something myself or not but listening to what one has to say is pretty cool in my book.”

      Orson and Ruby cracked up at her clever play on words.

      Brett laughed then. “You always had your face shoved in a book in high school,” he said. “I used to wonder what was so interesting that you didn’t see the people around you, watching you all the time.” As soon as he spoke, the room was silent. Brett looked around for a moment, and then seemed to realize what he had said. “Not to say that I was watching you. No, that’s not what I meant at all.”

      “So, there were other people watching me?” Maggie grinned. “That’s not creepy in the least.”

      “Don’t worry about it, Chief.” Orson reached over and slapped him on the back. “I think it’s pretty obvious that you’ve had a thing for Maggie since, well forever. No big deal that you needed to go through three wives to finally realize it.”

      “Remind me, Orson,” Brett said, not even bothering to look at him. “How are you and Gretchen doing?”

      “Point taken.” Orson grumbled and all the men at his table chuckled and murmured. He didn’t talk about his own relationship yet seemed rather pushy when it came to everyone else.

      “I should get going,” Brett announced.

      “You aren’t mad, are you?” Maggie asked, worried that Orson had said too much. He was a grown man, but she felt responsible for him and his outbursts.

      “Not in the least. He’s right, but I can’t let him know that,” Brett whispered.

      “Looks like you finally caught on.” Ruby laughed. “He means no harm.”

      Brett nodded. “I’ll see you all later,” he said and went for the door.

      Maggie followed Ruby to the kitchen. “Why don’t I come by a little earlier with reinforcements tomorrow? Maybe we’ll stay ahead of the lunch crowd a little better that way. That and I wouldn’t hate to meet Edmund myself.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” Maggie agreed. “I thought I’d hang around here after we close up for the day and do a little more prep work for tomorrow morning, anyway.”

      “I’ll stick around and help you. We’ll get everything restocked and prepped for tomorrow and then we can hang out at my house for a little while if you want. Does that sound like a good idea?”

      “It does indeed.” She wanted to make it an early night, but an evening around a bonfire sounded like a good way to relax. “Is anyone else stopping by?”

      “Oh, the usual suspects,” Ruby said with a wink. The “usual suspects” meant Orson, Myra, Brett, and the young police officer, Brooks Macklin, who had become an important part of their small group of friends. Myra was especially fond of his company.

      “Why do I feel like you have something up your sleeve?” Maggie asked, eyeing her friend.

      “Oh, no reason.” Ruby smiled. “Except that, I might have invited another Dogwood Mountain resident.”

      “Like who?”

      “I thought it would be nice to invite Gretchen,” Ruby said. “She almost never comes to anything we do, and I feel like she definitely has a place with us.”

      “You’re either crazy or looking to cause trouble!” Maggie clapped her hands together and smiled. “Don’t you think Orson will have your head for this?”

      “Think of it this way,” Ruby said. “With as little as Orson says about him and Gretchen, as far as I’m concerned they aren’t even a couple. Gretchen is our friend and I thought it would be nice to include her. The rest, well, I guess we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”

      “You’re throwing around the word we an awful lot. I’m not sure I want to be part of your shenanigans,” Maggie teased.

      Ruby responded by tossing her apron at Maggie. “We’ll finish up here and I’ll run by the grocery store on my way home. If you don’t hear from me, it’s because Orson found out early that I invited Gretchen. That’d be one easy murder to solve.”

      “Let’s hope it isn’t that drastic.” Maggie laughed. “I think I’ll take a few more things by the food truck before I head home to clean up, then I’ll make my way over to your place.”

      “You’re going back to the lake?”

      “Yeah,” Maggie said. “Might as well make life even simpler tomorrow morning. Having you there will be helpful, but with as busy as it’s been there, we can use all the extra prep work possible.” She walked to the cooler and began carefully placing the dough for the following morning into crates. She hefted the crate to her car and returned for the lunch boxes. Ruby followed with more crates.

      “Are you sure you don’t want help taking these to the food truck?” Ruby closed the trunk lid and waited. “I can follow you over there in the truck and help you put everything inside.”

      “That’s okay,” Maggie said. “I won’t be there long. By the time you get back from the store, I’ll probably already be on my way to your house.”

      “Alright,” Ruby agreed “Just don’t bring a mess of fish out there with you.”

      Maggie wrinkled her nose. “If I never smell another raw fish again, it will still be too soon.”
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      As soon as she opened the food truck and began unloading the food from her car, a line formed outside of the serving window. “When will you be open again?” a voice called out. Maggie looked up from her trunk.

      “Tomorrow morning at six.”

      “Seriously? You’re not going to open up for us right now?” Jeffrey, the man who was a fan of Edmund Windsor, stared back at her.

      “I’m not open right now. This is a breakfast and lunch operation.”

      “Do you have anything left over from this morning?” he asked.

      Maggie felt herself growing more annoyed by the second. She wanted to accommodate her customers, but there was only so much she could do. “Sadly, we sold out of everything,” she said, not actually sad, it was a good thing. “But there’s a nice diner in downtown Dogwood Mountain that stays open until six. Oh, and the Italian place just outside of town is wonderful.”

      “Come on,” Jeffrey persisted. “Just open back up for an hour or two.”

      “If you are that hungry for donuts, I expect to see you bright and early in the morning,” Maggie said with a forced smile. She shut and locked the food truck door behind her. While she worked to arrange the lunches in the refrigerator, she tried to keep an eye on the crowd outside without appearing obvious. For reasons she could not understand, Jeffrey and his girlfriend, Emily, continued to talk loudly in front of the crowd about the closure of the food truck.

      Thirty minutes later, the crowd was gone, and Maggie finished up her work and managed to leave without anyone else confronting her. She pulled out of the maze of roads surrounding the lake and headed for home. As she drove, she heard the wail of a siren in the distance.

      “Sounds like the campers might be getting an early start on the party tonight,” she said to herself.

      After a quick shower, Maggie headed back out of town toward Ruby’s farm. She arrived a little later than she had planned. Myra, Brooks, Orson, and Gretchen were already seated around the bonfire.

      “You okay?” Myra asked her as soon as she stepped out of her car. “We were starting to get worried.”

      Maggie glanced at the clock on her phone. “I’m less than a half-hour later than I said I would be,” she said. “Why were you worried?”

      Ruby emerged from the back door with two glasses of red wine. She handed one directly to Maggie. “Have you talked to Brett?”

      Maggie took the glass and eyed her best friend carefully. “Did something happen to Brett?” she asked. “He runs late sometimes, but I’m sure he’ll be here soon. Why is everyone acting so weird?”

      “Have a seat, Maggie,” Ruby said. She led her to her favorite Adirondack chair.

      “Seriously,” Maggie snapped. “Did something happen to Brett? Is he alright? Brooks?”

      “Brett is fine,” Brooks answered. He leaned forward and reached for her hand. “He’s on duty. We’re all acting weird because we wondered if you had heard about Edmund Windsor.”

      “What about him?”

      Brooks tightened his grip on her hand. “He was just found dead along the shores of Dogwood Mountain Lake.”

      “Oh, no,” Maggie said. Tears immediately sprang to her eyes. “He’s dead?”

      Brooks nodded his head slowly. “I know you were getting close to him. I’m sorry to have to tell you.”

      “Wait a minute,” Maggie said. “How was he found? I mean, was he hurt?”

      “Apparently he was walking along the shore when he passed away,” Brooks said.

      “That doesn’t sound right,” Maggie said. “Edmund didn’t like to walk in the middle of the day.”

      Brooks released her hand and shrugged. “Maybe he decided it was a nice day and decided to see the lake in the daytime.”

      “She’s right,” Gretchen spoke up. “He was very adamant about that. In fact, he asked for peace and quiet from late mornings until the middle of the afternoon so he could write and sleep as desired.”

      “That doesn’t necessarily mean anything,” Brooks said. “You know there will be an investigation.”

      “It strikes me as odd,” Gretchen continued. “When I left the house to come here for the evening, I swore Mr. Windsor was still in his room. I’m pretty sure I could hear the typewriter.”

      “Typewriter? Who still uses a typewriter?” Orson asked.

      “Edmund Windsor insisted on it,” Myra said. “I looked him up after Maggie met him. The man certainly had a lot of quirks. He isn’t much for technology at all.”

      “It’s true. Edmund didn’t care for computers. I read an interview about how he relies on a personal secretary to take his typewritten manuscripts and transcribe them onto a computer for him,” Maggie said.

      “Okay, look,” Brooks said. “I’m not sure that this proves anything, but I’ll let Brett know.”

      “I just can’t believe he’s dead,” Maggie said. She buried her head in her hands. “I was just at the lake. What if I could have prevented this?”

      “You couldn’t have. He was found on the opposite end from where the tournament is and where your truck is parked. There’s no way you could have prevented anything unless you were walking around when you were there.”

      “I wasn’t, it’s just so hard to understand. He didn’t deserve this.”

      “I had no idea you were so close to him,” Brooks said differently than he had before. The tone of his voice had changed.

      Maggie looked up and studied his face. She wasn’t sure what she was looking for, but what she found were hard curiosity and some concern. “Not a relationship, no,” she said. “I only just met him. We sat and had coffee and breakfast by the lake twice. It hadn’t been long, but he was such a sweet man. I already told Brett all this.”

      His face softened. “He seemed like an interesting man, that’s for sure,” he said. “What I don’t know is why anyone would want to murder him.”

      “Murder?” Maggie gasped. “You didn’t make it sound like that when you said he passed away.”

      Brooks nodded his head slowly. “Edmund Windsor was strangled to death.”
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      Maggie woke late the next morning. She panicked for a moment, and then remembered that her morning lake companion would not be meeting her before the food truck opened. She couldn’t wrap her mind around the fact that he was dead, let alone murdered. Who on earth would kill an aged fantasy author? Edmund was a self-described introvert. He rarely interacted with people. She knew this, and she counted her few interactions with him precious because of it.

      She moved through the motions of getting ready, driving to the lake, and setting up the food truck for a six o’clock opening. At ten minutes before six, Maggie poured herself a simple cup of black coffee. She stirred in a small amount of creamer and walked out of the back door and stood for a moment, watching the lake from afar. She glanced back over her shoulder at the food truck and then sighed. She had to take advantage of the fact that Edmund was found so far away from where the event was that the tournament was still on, but she needed one last look at the lake in his memory.

      She had to do it. Let the donut shop wait on her for once. Walking toward the shore, Maggie sipped her coffee and thought of her friend. She reached the park bench and sat down. The water was still but soon the lake would be filled with boats and anglers dropping their lines in the water hoping to snag a championship catch and finish the tournament on top.

      “At least this thing is almost over,” a voice came out of nowhere. Maggie looked up. Jeffrey, her customer from the first morning, walked around the side of the bench and sat down next to her. “I’ll be so glad when this is a memory.”

      Maggie moved toward the edge of the bench. “Can I help you with something?”

      “Oh, no,” Jeffrey said and waved her off. “Not right now, anyway. I’m sure I’ll be back for something later. I just came down here because I couldn’t sleep.”

      “Are you normally asleep at six in the morning?” Maggie asked.

      Jeffrey shrugged. “Depends. I’m a nontraditional sleeper,” he said. “Actually, is there any chance I could get a cup of coffee?”

      Maggie stood up. She tried to decide at that moment what she wanted to do. On one hand, she resented the man for disturbing her reflection on Edmund’s death, but on the other, the food truck was open, and it was time for her to get to work. She couldn’t blame the man for wanting coffee.

      “I’m heading to the truck now. You’re welcome to come over to get yourself a cup when you’re ready.”

      She stood and walked back up the path without looking back at him.

      Maggie locked the truck door behind her and worked through the last-minute preparations for the morning. When the first batch of mini donuts was ready, she rolled them in cinnamon sugar and placed them in the warmer under the front counter. She turned on the neon open sign and unlocked the front windows at just two minutes after six. A line had already formed outside. She opened a window and scanned the crowd for signs of Jeffrey but didn’t see him. Something about that guy gave her the creeps.

      A few moments later, Maggie was busy handing out lattes and cups of black coffee along with dozens of mini donut orders. She worked her way through the first long line and paused to add batter to the mini donut machine. A quick glance at the container under the counter told her that her time would have been better spent refilling the containers than sitting on a park bench watching the lake before dawn. She took another order and started a latte, then grabbed the container and headed to the small cooler at the back of the truck.

      She opened the cooler door and heard a noise just outside. At first, she figured a squirrel, or another pest was messing around. A second later, she changed her mind when she heard the sound of a man clearing his throat. Maggie glanced out the front first, then turned back. She unlocked the door and flung it wide open. Jeffrey stood just outside the food truck. He looked up at her, his eyes wide.

      “What in the heck are you doing back here?” Maggie demanded. “You have no business nosing around the back of my food truck! What are you looking for?”

      He stared at her for a moment, and then his face hardened. “I was waiting for that cup of coffee you promised me over an hour ago.”

      Maggie’s hands went to her hips. “I never promised you a thing.” she said. “There are two windows on the front of this truck. One is for ordering and the other is the one I use to hand you the coffee or donuts or whatever, after you have paid for it.”

      “What? No coffee on the house? Why not? You were more than happy to give that old man free coffee and donuts! Why not me?” Jeffrey spat his words back at her.

      “I’m not sure who you are referring to.” Maggie glared at him. “But you’re more than welcome to head to the front and place an order if you can manage to rein in your negativity.”

      “You know good and well I’m talking about Edmund Windsor. I don’t see the difference between him and me, aside from the fact that he’s a loser and I’m not. Which is even more reason for you to serve me free stuff.”

      “Get out of here!” Maggie shouted. She could hear the collective reaction from the small line in the front of her food truck. “I am not going to serve you anything!”

      “Hey, hey,” Brett’s voice called out from the side of the truck. She heard him before she saw him. He came into view and stood behind Jeffrey. “Is there a problem here?”

      Maggie fought the urge to demure her reaction. “Yes, actually, there is a problem,” she said. “This man was messing around back here. I could hear him through the doors. And when I opened the doors, he said that I had promised him free coffee, which I did not!”

      “Okay, buddy,” Brett said firmly. “You need to get out of here. Stay away from the food truck.”

      “No,” Jeffrey said flatly. “I will not leave. And I will be served my free coffee. For that matter, she needs to throw in a bag of free donuts for all this undue stress she’s causing me.”

      “‘She’ will not be giving you a thing for free,” Maggie said. “You should listen to the police chief and get out of here.”

      Jeffrey shook his head. “Not happening. I know my rights. This is public land,” he said. “I demand my rights.”

      “I don’t know where you’re from, but you are not entitled to anything free,” Brett said. “And this is not public land. This space has been rented by the donut shop. It’s the same as a lease on a house. You are not entitled to step foot near this space unless you plan on ordering something and paying for it, which unfortunately for you, is no longer an option.”

      “You’re wrong,” Jeffrey said. “I can and I will wait right here and demand my food.” He placed one foot up on the back bumper of the truck and folded his arms over his chest. He stared at Brett for a long moment.

      “I have to go wait on my other customers,” Maggie said. She looked at Brett. “Please don’t leave him back here.” Brett nodded at her before she shut and locked the door again. Maggie returned to the window and apologized profusely to the waiting crowd. She began filling three orders right away, trying to shake away her annoyance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      “I want my coffee,” Jeffrey yelled from the back of the truck not two minutes later. She felt the truck begin to shake. “Do you hear me, lady? Give me my stuff!”

      “Alright, that’s enough,” Brett yelled. The shaking stopped and Maggie could hear the sounds of a scuffle.

      She turned back to the older man standing outside her window and smiled. “I’m so sorry about that,” she said and handed over his coffee.

      “I’m not,” the man said. “That guy is a menace. He’s always invading campsites and making a nuisance of himself.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah,” the man said. Several others nodded their heads in agreement. “He’s not even fishing in the tournament. I have no idea why he is even here.”

      “I thought he was here with a woman,” Maggie said. She handed over the man’s sack of donuts.

      “I think she went somewhere else,” another man in the crowd added. “Probably sick of his crap.”

      “But he has a campsite,” the first man said. “At least, I can see his tent from my campsite. I have a pop-up parked right down there by the dock.”

      “Okay.” Maggie filed the tidbit of information in her mind and went back to serving her customers. She looked up only once when Brett walked by leading a handcuffed Jeffrey away from the food truck. Applause erupted from the small crowd. Maggie bit her lip to prevent the smile that threatened to overtake her face.

      “I take it you aren’t sad to see him go.” Elias Cavanaugh stood outside her window. Maggie recognized him from the first day of the tournament, the same time she had met Jeffrey and it seemed the two men had it hit off. “I’ll take one of those cinnamon lattes and a vanilla bean scone.”

      “Coming right up,” she said. She noted the bucket hat on his head covered with several fishing lures. “I’m surprised that you aren’t out on the boat like the rest of them.”

      Elias shrugged. “I’m older than most of these guys. I go out a little later so my blood pressure medicine can work through my system first if you know what I mean. It just makes the day easier when I don’t have to keep running up to the docks.”

      Maggie figured he was referring to the outdoor portable restrooms that lined one of the docks across the lake. “I can understand that.”

      “Besides, it’s fun to start a little later and have my fresh donuts with me to enjoy a little longer.” He smiled. “You sure have a good thing going here. I wish you had a store down south where I’m from.”

      “Oh yeah? And where are you from?”

      “Pawhuska, northwest of Tulsa.” He smiled. “Any thoughts of expansion down Oklahoma way?”

      Maggie shook her head. “I can’t imagine expanding in this state, let alone another one. Although, my son is stationed down by Lawton. He just moved down there with my grandson. Oklahoma might be tempting.”

      “Well, if you ever decide to pull up stakes and head down that way, you let me know.” Elias raised his coffee cup to her and headed back toward the lake.

      Maggie waited on the next customer in line. When she had a little break, she fixed a cup of iced coffee and settled in on one of the chairs. She checked her phone for word from Brett. No messages appeared. She was curious about the fate of the man who had harassed her, so curious that she decided to look him up online.

      She typed “Jeffrey Adams” into a search engine and waited for his profile to pop up. In a matter of seconds, she found him. His background picture was the very lake she was parked at. She scrolled down at his public information and found a photo of the pretty young woman standing next to him on the main dock.

      She recognized the young woman as Emily, the daughter of the bass fisherman Jeffrey was trying to impress. If he acted in any way around her family like he had that morning, Maggie wondered why they bothered dating at all. She clicked on the name Emily Henson, tagged in the photo. Emily’s profile page popped up. Right away Maggie noted the sad face emojis and the relationship status update.

      “Single,” it said, followed by tons of crying faces in the comments. Maggie looked around for a few more minutes. It was clear they had just broken off their relationship. She clicked back to Jeffrey’s profile. There was no mention of a breakup at all. In fact, the photo of the two of them together on the dock had been captioned “Love of my life” only a couple of hours before.

      “That’s interesting.” She took a screenshot of his page and scrolled down a little further. The rest of the page was filled with various rants about everything under the sun.

      Maggie looked up from her phone. Several more people were heading down the parking lot toward her food truck. She glanced down at the screen once more, ready to shut it off and prepare for another crowd and noticed a post under the last meme. She scrolled down to a photo of Edmund Windsor smiling beside a table filled with books. He was considerably younger and slimmer. His hand rested on a stack of books. Maggie pinched the screen to read the title. “Neighborhood Watchers,” she said aloud.

      She quickly googled the book title and Edmund Windsor’s name. “It’s a series,” she read, and then noted the description.

      Horror.

      “That must be the series he stopped writing,” she said. She scrolled further down Jeffrey’s profile and held her breath. The next post was another picture of Edmund with the word “traitor” photoshopped over his face. The word was written in dark red block letters.

      “Oh, no,” she said. Reluctantly, she set her phone down and went back to work. She knew there was something wrong with that and she was counting on Brett to figure out exactly what it was.
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      Myra showed up at ten to help. Together they carried trays of boxed lunches in and set them up in the refrigerator. “I’m not complaining, but why are you here instead of Ruby? Did something happen?” Maggie asked as they worked.

      “Jeez, you could give somebody a complex,” Myra teased. “I asked Ruby if I could come because I want to talk to you about something.”

      “Uh oh. I don’t know if I like the sound of that,” Maggie said. She leaned against the counter to rest for a moment.

      “It’s nothing bad,” Myra assured her. “Ruby said you were really busy yesterday, so I hope I brought enough.”

      “It looks like plenty.” She pointed to the warmer. “I over-prepared for the morning crowd, I think. I have two dozen sacks of mini donuts left.”

      “You should take those around and give them out for free,” Myra suggested. “Maybe you can find out something about your writer friend’s death.”

      Maggie dropped her hands to her side and stared at Myra for a moment. Myra shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “Did I say something wrong?” she asked.

      “Oh, no!” Maggie shook her head and reached for Myra’s hands. “I was just wondering if you had been a fly on the wall a little while ago! I was doing a little social media stalking for that very purpose.”

      “Great minds.” Myra opened up the warmer and began pulling out the bags. “Let’s get you fixed up then,” she said. “I’ll make you something for lunch so you can rest when you get back.”

      “Oh, I’ll just eat a boxed lunch,” Maggie said.

      Myra shook her head. “Nope,” she said. “I have plans. I want you to try something.”

      “Now, I’m intrigued,” Maggie said.

      “You should be. I’m preparing quite a treat for you. Now, go on out there and investigate to your little heart’s content.”

      Maggie grabbed her phone from the table in the back and headed out the door with the extra donuts in a crate. She headed straight for the camping area Elias Cavanaugh had indicated. She walked down the blacktop road to the grassy area and down a decently long road that led away from the lake and to a camping area. A group of women was seated in camping chairs in a half-circle facing the lake.

      “Hello,” she said to the women. “I have some extra mini donuts here.”

      “We’ll take them!” An older woman with spiky burgundy hair hopped up from her chair. Maggie was surprised at her agility, given her age. “What kind do you have?”

      “Who cares, Angie,” another woman said. “We aren’t picky, especially when it’s free donuts.”

      Maggie laughed and handed over three sacks. “I hope that’s enough,” she said.

      “Oh, honey,” Angie said as she reached into the first sack. “I thought you were just going to hand over one. We’ll gladly take three.”

      Maggie smiled and headed further into the campground. She passed several tent sites. Most of them were empty for the time being. Given the number of boats on the lake, she wasn’t surprised. She walked for a few moments and then spotted a woman standing among several small children close to a picnic table between two large tents. The closer she was, the more children she could see.

      “Ma’am,” she called out. “My name is Maggie Sharpe and I own that food truck over there.” She pointed toward the RV spot.

      “Oh, we love donuts,” a little girl said. Maggie looked down at the small child. She guessed her to be about four. Her long, blonde hair was pulled back into two braids.

      “Macy,” the woman warned. “We do not beg.”

      “I’m sorry, Mama,” the little girl said. Her face fell and she sat down at the picnic table.

      “How can I help you?” the mother asked.

      “Oh, I didn’t mean to cause any problems,” Maggie said. “I was actually walking around looking for someone who might like a sack of mini donuts. I made a few too many this morning.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. We already have enough food around here.” Maggie interpreted her comments to mean that she didn’t have extra money for the treat.

      “Well,” Maggie said. “It would be a huge help to me if someone could enjoy these extra donuts. I can’t sell them now. They have been in the warmer for too long. They are still fresh and warm, but I have a strict two-hour limit for the warmer.”

      “What’s a warmer?” the little girl asked.

      “It’s a place where I put the donuts I make to keep them warm.” Maggie turned back to the woman. “Is it okay to give them some?”

      “Oh, yes,” the woman said. She blushed slightly. “I didn’t realize you were giving them away.”

      “How many kiddos do you have?” Maggie asked.

      “There’s ten of us,” the little girl shouted. She jumped up from her seat and clapped her hands. As soon as she caught the look on her mother’s face, she closed her mouth abruptly and sat back down.

      “I’m sorry,” the woman said quietly. “We are working on our manners this morning.”

      Maggie gazed around at the other children. Each one was dressed in clean, neat clothing. There was nothing out of place, and nothing that pointed to a family camping trip at the lake. “Well,” she said and reached into the crate. “I think I have found a home for a few bags at least.”

      “My daddy and my brudders will be back in a little while,” the little girl offered. “My gramma is over there.” She stuck her thumb out behind her and gestured randomly. “She likes donuts, too.”

      “Maybe you can watch these two extra sacks for them, then,” Maggie said. She handed over two more bags to the woman and looked over to where an older woman was sitting alone with a notebook in her lap. She twirled a pen in her hand, and even from far away, Maggie could see her furrowed brows.

      “Would you like a seat?” the woman asked. “You look like you’ve been working hard.”

      Maggie sighed. She looked around at the campsite. “You know, I would love to get off of my feet for a few minutes,” she said. “I can’t stay too long.”

      “I will take a few minutes of adult conversation,” the woman said. She sat down at the picnic table next to her daughter and motioned for Maggie to take a seat across from her. “My husband and I run a small lure business. We spend a good part of the summer and the fall traveling to tournaments with the kids.”

      “You would never know you have ten kids by looking at this site or at you,” she said. “How do you keep everything together so well?”

      The woman shrugged. “Practice. Years and years of practice. I was a teacher before I quit and started having kids of my own. We never thought we would have ten!” She looked around and spoke quietly. “At first, we weren’t sure we could have even one. And then, boom! Three sets of twins and one set of triplets.”

      “Oh, my goodness,” Maggie said. “I can’t even imagine!”

      The woman shook her head and laughed. “Neither could I, at first,” she said. “Lacey here is the last little one and my only single birth. I’m Karen, by the way.”

      “I’m Maggie. And that’s incredible. Do you homeschool, too?”

      “I do, in fact. And the older kids help out with the business. We are very busy,” Karen said. “But we travel together and camp together. Although, I think the next trip we are going to make is in an RV of our own. When my husband and the boys get back to camp this afternoon, I plan to inform him that we are going to retire the tents. Especially if my mother-in-law plans on joining us from now on. She assures us she just wanted to come along on this particular trip, but I’m not so sure why she chose this place of all the options. We travel quite a bit, and to some pretty nice places. Not that this place isn’t nice…”

      Maggie nodded her head. It seemed this woman did need some adult conversation, after all. “I can only imagine how hectic things can get for you. Dogwood Mountain is a beautiful town, but not exactly a tourist destination.” She couldn’t help but wonder, too, why Karen’s mother-in-law had chosen this particular trip either. Of course, that’s what happened when she started to become suspicious of everyone around her. “Where are you from?”

      “Oh, we live outside Oklahoma City,” Karen said. “You probably think we’re nuts for driving this far and sleeping in tents.”

      Maggie shook her head. “Oh, no, I don’t think that,” she said. “In fact. I met an older gentleman who said he was from somewhere northwest of Tulsa.”

      “You mean that writer who was killed?” Karen whispered. “What a shame that was.”

      Maggie nodded her reply.

      “Anyway, I usually stay way out here and don’t venture too far out near the lake when the tournament is going on, but I decided to talk a walk around to admire some of the big RVs a couple days ago.” She laughed. “Like I said, I’m really over these tents, so I was checking out my options.”

      “I’ve met a few people around the lake that are quite interesting,” Maggie said. “Although I can’t say that I am in the market for an RV.”

      “Are you talking about buying an RV again?” Karen’s mother-in-law came out of nowhere. “I’m Suze. And you are?”

      “Maggie. It’s nice to meet you.” She gave the woman a once over. She wore a bucket hat, a torn flannel shirt, jeans with a thin, frayed rope as her belt, and no shoes on her feet. Something told her not to get on the lady’s bad side. She looked to be about twenty years older than Maggie, but like she could also singlehandedly kick her butt with one hand tied behind her back.

      “Mmhmm,” the woman grunted. “I already told you that I don’t think it’s wise you waste your money.”

      “Suze, this kind woman came here to deliver us donuts, not listen to our family issues.”

      Maggie, feeling uncomfortable, changed the subject. “We weren’t talking about RVs. We were talking about all the different people we’ve met around here so far. Especially, that poor writer… what was his name again?” She feigned ignorance and hoped for the best.

      “Edward something, I think,” Karen answered. “It was really early before the kids got up and my husband was still at the camp. I thought I was alone and when I heard his voice, he startled me.”

      Suze scoffed quietly, but Maggie heard it clear as day. “I never met any Edward,” she said. “The only people I know about who are a little off are that man and his lady friend who were hollering all night. When she finally took off, I couldn’t praise her enough. What a hassle that guy was. I don’t even think they were staying in the campground, but they were all the way out here causing trouble anyway. I almost went out to take care of them myself because if they woke up these kids, I swear…”

      Maggie’s eyes widened. She looked at Karen. No one had ever said they were talking about anyone who was off as Suze had said, but Maggie was interested in the rest of the story.

      “What were they hollering about, if you don’t mind my asking?”

      Karen reached inside a sack of mini donuts and pulled two out. She leaned in and lowered her voice. “There was a big discussion about the man who was killed. A lot of people were discussing him. Anyway, this guy started going on and on about how the man was a writer who betrayed his readers and his characters. He kept shouting louder and louder and his wife or girlfriend, whoever she was, tried to tell him to be quiet.”

      “Then what happened?” Maggie asked, barely able to contain herself.

      “Sorry, I think I hear the kids calling,” Suze said, taking a sack of mini donuts with her.

      Maggie watched her as she left. She didn’t like her. Hadn’t known her for more than three minutes but didn’t like her one bit.

      “I don’t know exactly, but you’ll have to forgive Suze. She’s a writer of sorts and seems to get herself in a huff every time someone mentions the guy.” Maggie tried hard not to react as Karen continued. “They weren’t camping all the way out here. I think they must have been visiting someone or taking a walk and joined in on a conversation or something. I saw the woman run off and he went racing after her. Then when I talked to my husband later on when he came back from the lake, he told me that she took the car and their pop-up camper with her. She left him with a tent but that’s about it,” Karen said. “After that, he got into arguments with a few more people, including my husband and another older man.”

      “Out of curiosity, was the guy around thirty, maybe a little older, with darker hair and a beard?”

      Karen nodded. “A very thick beard and leather sandals,” she said. “Why? Do you know who he is?”

      “Unfortunately. I think I do,” Maggie said. “His name is Jeffrey. and he created a bit of an issue outside of my food truck this morning.”

      “Was he the one the cops took away? I don’t get to see much all the way out here, but I hear plenty. I always get so thrilled when my husband comes back from where all the excitement is. It’s like a little soap opera out there.”

      “Not the cops, one cop. Brett. He’s the chief of police and a friend of mine. He arrested him because he demanded free donuts and coffee and started kicking the back of the truck when I refused,” Maggie said.

      “I bet it was the same guy,” Karen said.

      “I think his girlfriend’s name is Emily.”

      Karen nodded her head. “Yes, it has to be the same person, then,” she said. “I think her dad is pretty popular in the fishing game.” She shrugged. “All I know is that I hope that guy stays in jail or wherever he is. I like the peace and quiet when I can get it.” Just then, an alarm of arguing children sounded and Karen laughed. “And it’s not very often I get it.”
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      Maggie returned to the food truck with her new friend’s words in her head. Jeffrey sounded more and more like trouble to her. She reached the food truck and met Myra at the back door.

      “What smells so good?” she asked when she walked inside. The food truck was filled with a sweet and savory aroma.

      “Have a seat,” Myra ordered. Maggie set the crate by the door and settled into a chair. Myra placed a tray in front of her and pointed to the box. “Open that.”

      Maggie complied. She pulled the edges of the brown cardboard lunch box apart. As soon as the food came into her view, she was overwhelmed with more of the delicious aroma.

      “What is this?” she asked. “It smells so good.”

      “Well, you’ll recognize Ruby’s famous apple slaw with sliced pecans and cranberries added to it, but the sandwich is a grilled chicken Caprese panini,” Myra said. “This is what I have been wanting to show you. I bought a small panini maker and have been torturing Orson with different recipes.”

      Maggie picked up the sandwich and took a bite. She instantly closed her eyes. “Oh, my gosh, that is so good,” she said. “It’s simply perfect.”

      “Well, thank you.” Myra blushed slightly. “I was worried it wouldn’t taste as good since you were gone longer than I expected.”

      “I know, and I’m sorry. I’ll tell you all about it but first, I want to know more about this.” She looked down at the panini.

      “The thing about this is that you have a gourmet sandwich that can be prepped and made to order. I think the addition of a handful of recipes that we rotate through the week and three of these panini makers would be more than enough to keep up with demand.”

      “You want to add this to the menu at the donut shop?” Maggie asked.

      Myra sat in the seat across the small table from her and nodded her head. “Absolutely, yes,” she said. “When we added the crockpot soups in the dead of winter, it brought in a new crowd later in the day. Our donut sales increased substantially. I think the panini option would be a good addition to the boxed lunches. In fact, I want to talk to you about a little bit of rebranding with our marketing. The bass tournament got me thinking about pushing the boxed lunches to tourist groups and travelers as they come off of the highway as well as strengthening our message to local employers.”

      “Whoa, whoa.” Maggie held up her hands. “You’re talking very fast, and I am having a hard time catching up. I’m on board with the paninis and the purchase of three panini makers. Actually, let’s make it four so we have one for the food truck, too.”

      “Don’t you want to try the other options first?” Myra asked.

      Maggie shook her head. “If they are anything like this one, I’m sold,” she said. “Now, tell me a little more about the boxed lunches.”

      Myra took a deep breath and spoke at a more even pace. “I think we should market the boxed lunches more to the takeaway crowd, maybe even offer delivery services for orders over a certain amount,” she said. “We really want to encourage folks to call ahead and order for their employees or church groups for gatherings, and so on. Tourist groups on the highway could make arrangements for bulk orders as well.”

      “That would definitely help with prep work,” Maggie said. “How are you going to encourage call-ahead orders?”

      Myra smiled. Maggie knew Myra was getting to the part that she excelled at. “We’re going to encourage bulk orders by offering a discount after a particular number. I also have quotes for ads in trade magazines and newsletters,” she said. “We’ll do the same in travel journals and websites. I think this is a really solid business idea.”

      “I think you’re right,” Maggie said. “Why don’t you put together a small business plan and we can sit down with Ruby and start looking at the ads.”

      “Really?” Myra asked. She stood up and clasped her hands in front of her chest. “I have everything already on my laptop. I will absolutely get everything organized and in writing by next weekend.”

      “Let’s plan a get-together,” Maggie said. She was interrupted by a knock on the window.

      “That’ll be Brett.” Myra headed to the door to let him in. “You’re just in time.”

      “You offered me free food,” Brett said. He smiled broadly at Maggie and took the seat Myra had just vacated. “You say free food. I'll show up.”

      Maggie shook her head and dug into her apple slaw. She took one bite and shook her head again. “Oh, you are so right about this,” she said. “The cranberries and the pecans add so much flavor.”

      Myra busied herself at the counter. She plated the panini for Brett and turned to the refrigerator. “Oh, no. I forgot the apple slaw for your plate, Brett,” she said.

      “That’s okay,” he said and picked up the fork she had placed in front of him. Before Maggie could think, Brett stood up slightly and leaned over. He speared his fork into her apple slaw and shoved down a bite.

      “Oh, my gosh. You’re absolutely right. That is delicious.”

      “Gee, Brett. Help yourself to mine,” Maggie said.

      “Thank you. I will.” He helped himself to another bite and sat back down in his seat.

      “You always were a hungry little boy beneath your charms,” Maggie said.

      “Did you just admit that you find me charming?” Brett asked. He reached for another bite. Maggie blocked him with her own fork. Within seconds, they had fallen into sword play.

      “Children!” Myra stood three feet from them with one hand on her hip. She held the panini plate aloft in the other. “I don’t want to have to separate you.”

      Brett dropped his fork and lowered his head. “She started it,” he muttered. Maggie stared at him in shock for a moment, and then the giggles hit her. She bent over the table and shook with laughter. “I don’t think I’ve ever affected you this much.”

      “Not since you stumbled on the field our senior year,” Maggie said between giggles.

      “Oh, now did you have to go and bring that up?” Brett said. He threw his fork on the table with extra dramatic flair.

      “Okay, what am I missing here?” Myra asked. “And you better try that panini while it is still hot.” Brett obediently picked up the sandwich and took a bite. He responded with a series of groans and moans.

      “I guess that means he approves,” Maggie said. Brett nodded vigorously. “Since he is busy stuffing his face, I will tell you the story.” It felt so good to have a distraction and to laugh so hard.

      “Oh, please do,” Myra said. She checked over her shoulder to ensure no customers were waiting outside.

      “Okay, during our senior year Brett was the quarterback on the football team. We were the Dogwood Mountain Huskies. Well, the football team decided that they wanted to take a different tack to raise money for the booster club.”

      “Maggie, you really don’t have to share this story,” Brett said.

      “You just hush up and eat your panini,” Myra scolded. “Please, continue.”

      “So, the football team, being the conscientious, fine young men that they were, devised a plan to raise money by competing with the cheerleaders during halftime at the homecoming game. The object was to compete for applause. They would each do a cheer and the crowd would respond. The principal and the superintendent were supposed to be the judges.

      “The girls thought that they had it in the bag. They got ready and waited for the boys to come out of the locker room. All of a sudden the crowd went wild. Seven members of the football team ran out on the field in cheerleading outfits and Brett was the leader. Brett starts mucking with the crowd and dropped one of his fake embellishments out of his shirt, only he didn’t see it. What he did was trip over it and start a chain reaction. One after another the quarterback and the offensive line were taken out by his ummm, well, embellishment.”

      Myra wheezed from laughter. Maggie shook her head and pounded the table. Brett sat back and pouted. His mouth and his shirt showed signs of his feast. He shook his head. “I can’t believe you shared that story with her.” He turned and wagged his finger at Myra. “If Brooks Macklin gets wind of that story, young lady.”

      “You’re going to do what, Brett?” Maggie chuckled. “Act like a boob?”

      “Very funny,” Brett said. “And to think I was going to let you in on a little bit of information about the guy I arrested here this morning.”

      “Oh, Jeffrey? Actually,” Maggie said and leaned forward. “I just might have some information for you.”

      Brett’s eyes widened. “You have some information? Of course, you do.”

      Maggie nodded. “I went for a walk around the campground to hand out the leftover mini donuts. I ran into a woman with ten children at her campsite.”

      “Ten kids?”

      “That’s beside the point,” Maggie said. “Anyway, she told me about a conversation that happened last night. Apparently, there was a loud discussion about Edmund Windsor’s death. Jeffrey started carrying on about how he had betrayed his readers or something along those lines. The woman with him even told him to knock it off. They got into a fight, and she packed up the car and left.”

      “Do you know her name?” Brett asked.

      “Emily,” she replied. “I looked at his social media profile and I think her last name is Henson.”

      Brett pulled the notebook out of his front shirt pocket and began writing. “Are you sure the woman is gone? I think I need to have a conversation with her.”

      “I’m not sure of anything. I only saw her once, and I don’t know anything about her other than the fact that her dad is a fisherman. But according to what I heard; she’s gone.”

      “I think I’ll take a walk down to the campground myself after I’m done here. Is there anything else you want to tell me?” Brett asked.

      “The woman I talked to, her name is Karen, and her mother-in-law is Suze. I think there might be something up with her, but…

      “Let me guess, you heard something about her, too? You know, Maggie, you can’t believe everything you hear.”

      “I think he meant to say thank you, Maggie. What about you, Myra, you think that’s what he meant?”

      Brett shook his head and reached over to steal Maggie’s last bite of apple slaw. “Why, yes. Thank you, Maggie.”
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      Maggie took her time walking back from the campground after she had introduced Brett to the woman named Karen. She found out from him on the way over that Jeffrey remained in the county jail. He was charged with disorderly conduct, and the officers were taking their time processing him. He vaguely said that it was likely more charges would be coming but wouldn’t tell her anything more than that. It wasn’t surprising though. There was no doubt that Jeffrey was a troublemaker.

      When she returned to the food truck, Maggie decided to close down for the day. She informed Myra and turned off the sign. Her sides still ached from laughing earlier at Brett's expense, but her heart ached as well. She’d lost a new friend and her first real attempt at running the food truck in a place somewhere other than at the donut shop itself wasn’t going exactly as planned. She might have been selling out of product nearly every day, but she was also feeling like she was going out of her mind. She decided that she would drop by the bookstore on the way home and pick up a copy of anything Edmund Windsor had written. The book she’d ordered online was due to arrive soon, but the truth was, she really wanted to read one of his horror novels. It would be new for her, but maybe the escape into something worse than what she was actually experiencing in real life, would help calm her nerves. Or make them worse. It was hard to tell, but she was curious, nonetheless. One thing she knew was that she wanted something physical to hold onto while she tried to understand his death.

      Maggie pulled in front of Larabee’s Books and Things and sighed before she went inside. Several cars were already in the parking lot. Maggie wondered if the others were there for the same reasons she was. From the outside, she could see the crowd gathered inside around a book display. She pushed the door open and hoped it was a new James Patterson or Nora Roberts release.

      “Are you here for the Edmund Windsor display?” a wiry-haired woman asked when she entered. Her pale skin was blotched with red as she spoke. “Because if you are, you should know that we have completely sold out of any Neighborhood Watchers titles.” She turned back to the crowd gathered around the display. “Did you all hear that? No more Neighborhood Watchers books. You are all wasting your time and mine!”

      “Do you have any other Edmund Windsor titles?” Maggie asked, wondering why the other woman was so angry. The woman turned around and stared harshly at her.

      “I have an entire shelf of his Crystal Kingdom series. But no one wants that one,” she said. “The minute word of his death hit the internet; everyone went crazy for the horror series.”

      “I never even knew who he was until I met him,” Maggie admitted to her quietly. “Mystery is more my genre. I just, well, he made an impression on me when I met him. I just wanted to get something he had written.” She took the hint that the bookstore worker didn’t want to hear that she, too, had come in looking for one of Edmund’s horror novels.

      “Wait, so you met him, and you didn’t know who he was? That about figures,” the woman said.

      “I’m sorry, what?” Maggie asked. “What do you mean ‘that about figures?’”

      “Look, I have owned this bookstore for eighteen years. Once in a while, some author comes through here and stares at the hills around town for a few days. Only, most of them have the courtesy to let the local bookstore know when they come into town.”

      “Are you mad because Edmund didn’t let you know he was in town?”

      “Yeah, I am. I’m Faylene Larabee. My name is known among literary circles. This isn’t a little bookstore stuck in some strip mall,” she continued. “I’ve had this same location for almost twenty years. Writers from all over the world have come here and held book signings.”

      “You know, I never knew that,” Maggie said, hoping to talk the woman down. It sure sounded like she was awfully angry at Edmund and that didn’t sit right with her. “I’m really only interested in the first of one of his other series. Can you show me where I could find a copy? Mass market or paperback, it doesn’t matter to me.”

      “You really are just an average reader, aren’t you?” Faylene regarded her with slightly less disdain than she had when she first came in, yet Maggie wasn’t so sure she was complimenting her.” Follow me.”

      Maggie walked past the front counter and followed Faylene toward the back of the store. They walked past the Neighborhood Watchers display. Maggie heard several people in the crowd arguing over the last title of the last book in the series. She tried to ignore their words and focus on where the bookstore owner led her.

      The sooner she could get her book purchase made and get out of there, the sooner she could get home and rid herself of the stress of her day.

      “You said you like mystery?” Faylene asked her from several steps ahead. “Who do you read?”

      “I’m a big fan of Melville and Tucker,” Maggie said. “And I like Burke Preston alone, too.”

      “Okay, so I would guess you own the Archie Hale series?”

      Maggie smiled. “Every last volume,” she said. “At least among those that have published so far.”

      “Favorite title?”

      “Oh, gosh, that’s tough,” Maggie said. She named several favorites, and finally settled on her top three while Faylene listened intently.

      Suddenly, Faylene’s smile faded. She looked past Maggie and frowned. “What’s going on now?”

      Maggie turned slightly. She was aware of movement directly behind her and a change in the conversation.

      “We might have a problem.”

      “What do you mean?” Maggie asked. As soon as she spoke, she felt a hard tap on her shoulder.

      “What are you doing back here?” a man behind her asked. Maggie turned to look in his face, pinched with anger. “Well? You better start talking.”

      Maggie felt the muscles in her neck and upper back tense up. She balled her fists and narrowed her eyes at the man. “I better start talking? What is that supposed to mean?”

      He took a step back and folded his arms over his chest. “I said what I said. You better start talking.”

      Faylene stepped around Maggie and confronted the man. “I think you need to leave right now,” she said through clenched teeth. “I don’t fancy people who threaten my customers.”

      “I’m your customer, too! And if you have some secret copies of the Neighborhood Watchers books hiding back here for your favored customers, you better show them to the rest of us,” he snapped. Maggie noted his size for the first time. He was clearly over six feet tall and easily weighed over three hundred pounds.

      “Don’t threaten me,” Faylene said.

      “Show me what you have in your hand,” the man roared. He reached for the book in Faylene’s hands and gripped it tightly.

      “Let go,” Faylene screamed. “Let go and get out of this store immediately! You aren’t welcome here any longer!”

      With the book still firmly in his hands, he pushed hard and sent Faylene sprawling backward. She landed with a thud on the wooden floor.

      He turned his attention to Maggie. “You better show me what you got, too!”

      “I better show you what I got, too? Do you even read books? Because you sound like an ignorant troll with a brain made of river mud,” she shouted. Her entire body tensed. She stood on her toes and screamed in his face. “You will not put your hands on me, and you owe this woman an apology!”

      “Lady, you’re about to get it,” he said and stuck his index finger in her face.

      Maggie grabbed his finger in her hand and twisted it as hard as she could. “No, you’re about to get it! I’m sick of you people! Did you even know the man you are so obsessed with? He was an old man. Just an old man with a brilliant gift and now he is dead. He’s gone. He didn’t owe any of you a thing,” she shouted.

      “Yes, he did,” someone behind the big man shouted. “He owed us the rest of the Neighborhood Watchers books! He cheated us out of the ending we deserved.”

      “He owed you? Who in the heck are you to think that he owed you anything?” Maggie continued to scream at the crowd. “Look at yourselves! An old man is murdered and here you are in a bookstore arguing with an old lady about the books she has available. And then you come along and push her to the ground!” She released the man’s finger and reached her hand down to help Faylene back up to her feet.

      “This is how you revere a writer you admire?”

      “You don’t have any idea what you’re talking about, lady,” the big man said. He reached his large hand around and gripped her by the back of her head. His fingers dug deep into her hair. “Now, you better show me what the old woman took you back here to see.”

      Maggie shoved the book Faylene had given her in his face. “Here! This is what she showed me,” she yelled. “A paperback copy of his most famous fantasy novel. Not the one you think she showed me. One of the books you hated him for writing. Oh, and when you decided that we were back there discussing some top secret copies of his books, we were really talking about mystery novels.”

      The man tightened his grip on her hair. Maggie let out a shrill scream. She couldn’t help it. The pain was too much. The crowd opened up around him. A second later, Maggie heard the unmistakable man’s voice.

      “If you know what’s best for you buddy, you will let her go.” Maggie merely wept at the familiar sound. “I’m the chief of police in this town, and you are in a mess of trouble. Don’t make it worse for yourself.”

      The man held on for a second and then released her. She stumbled forward and fell into a book shelf. Faylene rushed to her side. “I’m so sorry,” she said. “I had no idea things would get this bad.”

      “I had a bad feeling about it.” Elias Cavanaugh appeared behind the rest of the people. “I’m the one who called the police.”

      “Thank you so much, Elias,” Maggie said. She reached for his hand and held it for a moment. “This is absolutely nuts.”

      Brett was busy with the man who attacked her. He handcuffed him roughly and handed him over to another deputy. “The rest of you need to disperse. Get on out of here and leave this bookstore before I call the sheriff and check on the number of vacancies he has in the county jail.”

      Slowly the crowd began to move toward the door. Brooks appeared and took Elias aside for his statement. Maggie checked with Faylene one more time.

      “Here,” the older woman said. “This is yours for the taking.”

      “You don’t have to give me a book,” Maggie said. “I came in here to buy one from you.”

      “You can buy the next one,” Faylene said. “This one is on the house, as they say.”

      “Only if you promise to come by the donut shop tomorrow. Breakfast will be on the house,” she said with a smile. “My business partner Ruby will set you right up.”

      “It’s a deal,” Faylene said. “And please accept my apology for my grumpiness when you first arrived. I have had too many days of this. The other morning, the very day Edmund Windsor was killed, these clowns were in here carrying on the same way.”

      Maggie held up her hands. “No apology needed after seeing what you’ve been dealing with,” she said. “I just can’t believe the insanity around all of this.”

      She thanked Faylene once more for the book and headed out into the parking lot. Brett stood beside her car when she walked out. He said nothing but took one step forward and enveloped her in an all-consuming hug.
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      It was late when Maggie returned to the donut shop. After the events of the day, she decided to skip going home to read and instead head to the donut shop to handle the preparations that would make her life at the food truck easier the following morning. Over and over in her mind, she debated whether she should just close it down for the rest of the tournament.

      The plan had been to remain open one day beyond the end of the tournament, but Maggie questioned the purpose now. What she really wanted to do was drive the truck back to the donut shop parking lot, return the keys to her office, and go home to bed for those final two days.

      Her head still ached from the death grip the man in the bookstore had on her hair. Maggie wished she’d been able to seek the refuge of her comfortable bed with a good book and let the world continue without her for a little while, but reality and her overactive brain would not allow for that. So, she got busy doing the things she knew had to be done for the following day. She was alone at the donut shop, but before she finished mixing the first batch of cinnamon roll dough, she picked up her phone and texted Ruby.

      “I’m at the shop doing prep for the morning,” she wrote.

      “I’ll be there in ten minutes,” Ruby replied.

      “Oh, you don’t have to come down here,” Maggie said aloud in the empty kitchen. “Not necessary,” she wrote back in a text.

      “Don’t care. Be there soon,” Ruby replied again.

      Maggie was quite glad that Ruby decided to come over. Being alone never really fazed her much, but after the incident at the bookstore, having her best friend around sounded like a good idea. She’d just likely never admit it out loud.

      When Ruby arrived, Maggie had just put the second batch of cinnamon roll dough into the cooler to rest until she picked it up in the morning. She decided not to make another trip down to the lake that night. She would do what she had to do at the donut shop, and then turn around and go back home to bed.

      “What can I do?” Ruby asked when she plucked her apron off of the hook outside of the storeroom.

      “Pull up a stool and keep me company.” Most of the work Ruby could do had been done. The boxed lunches were already prepared and in the cooler. Everything else would be made on-site in the food truck.

      “What do you think of Myra’s panini plan?” Ruby asked.

      “I think I have never tasted such a delicious hot sandwich in all of my days.” Maggie smiled. “Her plan sounds solid and well thought out. Did you know about any of this?”

      Ruby shrugged. “I may have given her the funds to purchase the panini maker. But the rest of it was all her doing.”

      “I think we should go through the food truck once this lake tournament thing is behind us and make sure we have everything planned efficiently, especially with the addition of the paninis,” Maggie said. “We’ll have to adjust the menu board anyway.”

      “This trip hasn’t panned out like we hoped it would,” Ruby observed.

      “Actually, in terms of sales, we’ve far exceeded what we thought we’d make out there,” Maggie said. “It’s all of this other mess that’s cast a shadow over the whole affair.”

      Ruby pulled a second stool out of the storeroom and set it a few feet from her own. “Let’s have a seat and chat for a moment,” she said.

      “Have a seat? I don’t have a lot of time right now,” Maggie argued.

      “Yes, you do,” Ruby insisted. “Sit.”

      Maggie complied. She settled onto the stool and rested her elbows on the baker’s table. “Alright, I did need that,” she said and sighed.

      “It’s been a lot this week, hasn’t it?”

      Maggie nodded. “I made a friend, and then he was murdered. And I am so much sadder about that than it feels like I ought to be.”

      “Sometimes, people breeze in and out of our lives and make quite the impact on us, even if they were only there for a short time,” Ruby said quietly. “I suspect Edmund Windsor was that way for you.”

      Maggie nodded. Tears stung her eyes, and she buried her head in her hands. “It seems so stupid to be so sad about this,” she said. A second later, a torrent of tears flowed down her face. She was aware of Ruby’s arms around her shoulders as she cried.

      “Oh, my gosh,” she said when her sobs were finished. “I don’t do that. I don’t cry. I’m not a crying person. I don’t know where that came from.”

      Ruby released her hug and returned to her stool. “It came from grief. I've been accused of being too stoic in my life, Maggie. But the day I walked back out to my car from the funeral home when my father died,” Ruby said and shook her head at the memory. “It took three people from the funeral home to help me back inside. I was overcome by grief. But then, it was over, and I felt better able to deal with his loss.”

      “You never shared that with me,” Maggie said. “I’m so sorry about your dad.”

      “It’s just not something I talk about. Sort of like feelings in general for you,” Ruby smiled. “Brett told me what happened at the bookstore. You’ve been through a lot over the past few days.”

      “I’ll survive,” Maggie said.

      “Of course, you will, but there is more to life than mere survival.”

      Maggie stood up and stretched her arms over her head. Her back ached more than normal. “I just can’t understand why Edmund was murdered,” she said. “It’s so hard to believe that one of his fans would have been angry enough with him for not finishing a series to kill him over it.”

      “Is that the only option?” Ruby asked. “I mean, do you think there may be another motive?”

      Maggie was about to tell her about Faylene and how upset she seemed about Edmund not telling her that he was in town, when the door handle on the back door turned. Orson and Myra walked in, followed by Brooks and Brett. “We heard that there was a party here,” Myra announced. She carried a stack of boxes in her arms.

      “What is that?” Ruby asked.

      “This?”  Brooks asked. He sported three boxes himself. “This is a family-size order of brick-oven baked authentic Italian pizzas.”

      “You guys are crazy,” Maggie said. “Let’s go out front.”

      Myra bolted ahead of her and set the pizza boxes in a line on the front counter. Brooks followed suit. Brett and Orson moved the tables and chairs around so they could all eat seated around one large table, family-style.

      They passed around the pizza and chatted easily for a while. Maggie felt her spirits rise with each moment that passed. Only once did she break her attention away from the rest of the table to check a text on her phone. When she opened the text she smiled. Bradley had sent her a photo of Wyatt smiling for the first time.

      “Ruby,” she said and passed the phone around to her. For the next few moments, the comments around the table were directed to her and her adorable grandson.

      “You look pensive,” Brett said when he handed her phone back. “Are you missing the boys?” Since their stay in Dogwood Mountain, Bradley, and little Wyatt had come to be known as “the boys” among her friends.

      “Always,” Maggie admitted. “I was just thinking about something Edmund said to me. He spoke about taking the time to immerse himself in things. In his case, it was the worlds he wrote about. That’s why a number of his fans were so disgruntled with him. He started a series that he said he couldn’t get into, so he ended it halfway through where he had planned to go.”

      “That’s interesting,” Brooks said and cast a look at Brett.

      “But that’s not what was on my mind,” Maggie said. “I was just thinking about his comments. Do you know? Living life so authentically. He was a simple man. He loved to take walks along the lake because he couldn’t enjoy actually going in the water himself.”

      “Wait, why couldn’t he enjoy the water?” Brett asked.

      “I don’t know, some sort of allergy or something,” Maggie said. “One morning he was caught out in the rain and his skin broke out in red splotches.”

      “Like hives?” Brooks asked.

      “Exactly like hives,” Maggie replied. “Why do I think your questions have more to do with the death investigation than my reminiscences?”

      “I’m sorry, Maggie,” Brett said. “But you might have just given us some information that will help this case. We’ve been beating our heads against the wall, trying to figure out where to go from here.”

      “I don’t understand,” Myra spoke up. “What does the water have to do with the old man’s death?”

      “Watch who you’re calling an old man,” Orson muttered next to her.

      “I was referring to the author who died,” Myra said back to him.

      “Yeah, well Edmund Windsor wasn’t that much older than me,” Orson said.

      “Anyway, when Mr. Windsor was found, his clothes were wet and we assumed that he might have gone wading on the shore and fallen into the lake,” Brett explained.

      “But he wasn’t found anywhere near the shore, was he?” Maggie said.

      “Exactly right,” Brett continued. “Not like we thought at first. His skin was red and raw under where his clothes were still damp. Brooks here suggested a water allergy, but the medical examiner dismissed that outright.”

      “He said a water allergy is extremely rare,” Brooks said. “But it only makes sense because his skin was normal everywhere else.”

      “He told me flat out that he couldn’t enjoy the water,” Maggie said. “Even rain.”

      “Sounds like aquagenic urticaria,” Brooks said.

      “Come again,” Ruby said.

      “That’s the official name of this rare water allergy,” Brett said. “I need to make a quick phone call.” He got up from the table and stepped inside the kitchen.

      “He’ll be calling the coroner,” Brooks said. “I think you may have just helped crack this case wide open, Maggie.”
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      Maggie headed out to the lake for the last time the following morning. She discussed the decision with Ruby before they left the donut shop the night before. Given everything that had happened, there was nothing to be gained by leaving the food truck for an extra day.

      “We made out like bandits on the days you were there,” Ruby had told her. “You should take off an extra day. Stay home and rest.”

      Maggie dismissed the idea initially, but as the day wore on she considered it more and more.

      Just after seven, Maggie looked out at the crowd gathered to purchase their coffee and donuts from her. She waved when she saw Karen and was thankful Suze didn’t appear to be in sight.

      “Did you get away for some sanity this morning?” Maggie asked.

      “Something like that,” Karen said. “We are leaving this afternoon and I wanted to make sure we patronized your business at least once while we're still around. I thought having my mother-in-law along on this trip to help me with the kids would have been nice, but this is one of two times that she’s offered to help out, so I took advantage and decided to come here. She certainly doesn’t mind asking me for help, though…” She sighed and placed her large order then.

      “I appreciate your business, but you're under no obligation to make such a large order,” Maggie said.

      “Oh, yes I am,” Karen said and laughed. “My husband and the older kids got back and loved those donuts so much, he wanted me to come straight down here and pick some up for a treat after dinner. I told him the food truck closed after lunch, so he woke up early and reminded me to head down here this morning.”

      “Did everything remain quiet yesterday?”

      Karen nodded. “To be honest, I haven't seen half of the people that were hanging around before,” she said.

      Maggie bagged up her order and handed it over. She thought of the incident at the bookstore. “Have you heard anything more about that author?”

      Karen laughed. “It's been radio silence on the writer since yesterday. I am beginning to wonder if Jeffrey wasn't the biggest problem with all of that.” She thanked Maggie for the donuts and left.

      Maggie thought about her words for the rest of the morning. A few minutes before noon, Brett and Brooks appeared at the order window.

      “I sure hope you have some cinnamon rolls left,” Brett said. Maggie smiled and produced two extra-large cinnamon rolls from the refrigerator.

      “Any news on Edmund's death?” she asked timidly.

      Brett cast a wary look at Brooks. “It's hit a bit of a roadblock,” he said.

      “Meaning what, exactly?” Maggie asked.

      Brett sighed deeply. Brooks took over and explained, “We had to release Jeffrey.”

      “What? Why? I thought he was your prime suspect!”

      “We didn't have anything to hold him on,” Brett said.

      “There wasn't enough to charge him with Edmund’s death, Maggie. In fact, Jeffrey was seen in the bookstore causing a fuss around the time the coroner put the approximate time of death,” Brooks said.

      “He couldn’t have been the one, then,” Maggie said. She turned to Brett. “Have you made another arrest? You were there yesterday at the bookstore. There are at least a dozen other people who could have harmed Edmund.”

      “And we are checking on each of them,” Brett said. “That’s how we know Jeffrey was there and not at the lake.”

      Maggie sighed and nodded. Brett had never left any stone unturned in an investigation she was privy to, not once. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust him. Not at all.

      After Brooks and Brett walked back up the trail to the parking lot, Maggie glanced at the clock. It was a few minutes past noon, and she decided it was quitting time. Whatever she would gain by staying there a few more hours wasn’t worth it. In short order she had the machines shut down and the small kitchen cleaned up. The next step was a brief phone call to Orson at the donut shop.

      “I didn’t expect for you to call so soon,” he said.

      “Neither did I,” Maggie said. “But I am finished. I am ready to be out of here.”

      “Why don’t you come on back here and I’ll ride back over with you to drive the truck back,” he said.

      Maggie smiled and hung up the phone. It felt good to lock up the door and head to her car. It felt like action after days of stagnation. She was finished with the bass tournament and the bad memories that came with it.

      As she walked toward her car, she heard someone call out to her. “Oh, hey there,” the voice said. Maggie turned to see the man from the bookstore waving at her. Elias Cavanaugh walked toward her. His face had become familiar around the lake as well. “Are you shutting down?”

      Maggie stopped just outside her car. “I am,” she said. “I think I’ve done all of the damage I can do. And the atmosphere just isn’t the same now.”

      “Yeah, I can see how this week’s events would put a damper on everything,” he said.

      Maggie unlocked her door and rested her arm on the roof. “So, how did you do?”

      “How did I do?”

      “In the tournament,” Maggie asked. “How were the fish biting?”

      Elias glanced toward the lake. “Oh, well, I didn’t have much luck,” he said. “I spent a lot of the time in my fifth wheel camper reading.”

      “Oh, well,” Maggie said. “I hope you have a safe trip back home.” She waved at the man and turned to get in her car. He stood watching her for a moment and then walked back toward where the RVs were parked.

      Orson stood just outside of the donut shop when she pulled into the parking lot a few minutes later to pick him up. He smiled when he opened her car door and stepped in.

      “Are you sure that you don’t want to drive the truck back yourself? I can certainly follow behind in your car,” he said.

      “If you don’t mind, I would rather not stretch my comfort zone that much,” Maggie said. She pulled to a stop as close to the trail as she could. “Are you up for the walk down that way?” she asked.

      “You forget how much I walk around town, my dear,” Orson said. He opened the car door and stood up. “The campground empties almost as quickly as it fills up. But I see a few more people out on the lake.”

      Maggie laughed. “I don’t think they’re ready to give it up just yet,” she said. “Well, some of them. I swear I actually met a few people that seemed more interested in Edmund Windsor than the bass tournament.”

      Orson narrowed his eyes slightly. “I heard about what happened at the bookstore,” he said.

      “That was a terrible experience,” Maggie said. “But even here. I met people here that seemed uninterested in bass fishing.”

      Orson’s eyes narrowed slightly. Maggie braced herself for one of his scathing one-liners. Instead, he shot her a sideways look. “You met people here in the campground who were more interested in a reclusive writer than the fishing tournament?”

      Maggie nodded. “I guess you could say I met quite a few strange folks this week,” she said. “Oh, well. Are you ready to roll?”

      Orson nodded and headed toward the food truck. A few minutes later, he had the truck headed slowly out of the RV space and back up toward the road. She turned her car around and followed behind him. They drove slowly around the lake and toward the road to town. Orson drove cautiously toward the stop sign but stopped the truck. Maggie watched as the reverse lights flashed momentarily.

      “What’s going on, Orson? Why did you put it in park?” She waited for him to climb out of the truck and walk back to her car to let her know what was going on, but he never left the truck. Instead, he hit the brakes and put the truck back in drive. He waited for a lumbering camper to pass and finally went on his way.

      Despite his caution around the lake, Orson drove quickly back to the donut shop. Maggie thought about calling him but decided to wait until they got back. Not knowing what might be wrong made her less inclined to add any sort of distraction while he drove.

      “What’s the matter,” she asked him as soon as they arrived at the donut shop. “You waited for a while at the stop sign and then drove pretty intensely all the way back.”

      “I didn’t drive in any way that should raise any alarms for you,” Orson snapped. “As you can see, the truck is here and in one piece.”

      “Orson, you know that’s not what I was implying,” Maggie said. “I want to know what’s going on with you.”

      Orson folded his arms and leaned against the truck. “Gretchen LeClair called me on the way over. That’s when I pulled to a stop. She said something is going on at the Dogwood House,” he said.

      “Something odd. She’s hearing noises in Edmund’s room.”

      “He still has a room there?”

      Orson nodded. “She said he was paid up through the end of the month. She’s hesitant to disturb anything. The police have already been there of course, but she is waiting for his brother to come and claim his belongings.”

      “But she’s hearing things? Like what?”

      “Typing, papers shuffling,” he said. “She wouldn’t admit it, but I think she’s concerned that the room is haunted or something.”

      “Why don’t you head over there and keep her company for a while?” Maggie said. “I’m sure she would like a friend around.”

      “I think I will,” Orson said. He turned to her and smiled slightly. “Maybe an old man like me can still provide a lady a sense of protection.”

      Maggie patted his arm and walked beside him back to the donut shop.
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      Maggie unpacked the food truck quickly and went in one last time. She had no plans for the truck to be used for a little while and wanted to make sure it was thoroughly cleaned out.

      “You need to go on home and have a hot bath or something,” Ruby told her when she came back inside the shop. “I can see the tension all over your face.”

      “It’s been a rough week, that’s for sure,” Maggie said. She set the last of the trays down at the sink. “I’ll get these cleaned up and get out of here.”

      “No, we’ve got it,” Myra said. “It’s slow right now. Orson is still at the Dogwood House. I’ll get these trays washed up and put away. You take care of yourself for a little while.”

      Maggie took their advice to heart and drove the short distance to her small cottage home. She thought of her Aunt Marjorie as she walked through the back door and wondered if life at the donut shop was ever quite as eventful.

      After a hot shower, Maggie brewed a cup of tea and settled into her overstuffed chair in the living room. An alert on her phone reminded her that Edmund’s book would be arriving soon. She picked up the volume she had been given by Faylene at the bookstore and thumbed through the first pages. Finding it too hard to concentrate, she closed the book again. Her mind wandered to the bookstore. One of the angry faces might have been the person who killed her friend.

      Maybe it was the man who grabbed her by the arm and shoved the bookstore owner to the floor. She glanced at her phone, tempted to call Brett, and grill him over the status of the investigation. But surely, she thought, Brett had considered the man he had arrested for the skirmish. Maybe it was Suze, who seemed to just be an overall odd character. Karen had said she was a writer and maybe as a fellow writer she was angry with Edmund for not finishing his series for his readers. On the other hand, Maggie knew Edmund was a private person and if his death had something to do with his water allergy, it was likely that whoever killed him, had known that tidbit about him.

      She set the book to the side and padded across the room to her bedroom. She picked up her laptop and returned to her seat. Brett didn’t need her questions about the investigation, but Maggie needed to feel like she was helping out in some way. She opened her laptop and googled the bass tournament. Maybe there were pictures already posted to social media. Maybe she could find a few faces and compare them to the crowd at the bookstore.

      She searched the name of the tournament and scrolled through a few social media profiles with recent photos tagged with the event. But most of the photos were taken of one or two people at the same time on a boat in the middle of the lake. Other photos focused on the lake or their prize-winning catches, and not people.

      Frustrated, Maggie decided to search for the name of the lake instead. She typed “Dogwood Mountain Lake” and waited. A few seconds later, Maggie scrolled through several more photos, some more than a year old. She scanned a few pages and stopped at a new hashtag. “Edmund Windsor sighting Dogwood Mountain, Missouri.” She hastily clicked on the hashtag. Her screen was populated with hundreds of photo results. Most of the pictures were taken over the past few days. She scrolled through and held her breath. A number of the photos included dark, grainy pictures of Edmund walking along the lake.

      The majority of the photos were taken early in the morning. She found a few of herself seated on the park bench watching the waves roll in during the moments before dawn. The captions echoed the hostile words she had heard from the mob in the bookstore.

      Maggie continued to read. Her heart beat harder in her chest the further she read.

      “Make him finish, hashtag Neighborhood Watchers!”

      “Find Edmund Windsor!”

      “Make him write!”

      Maggie copied the photos and the captions and attached them to an email. She sent the email to Brett at the police department and then opened her phone to text him. “See email. I’m not sure if you have seen these or not,” she wrote.

      Maggie set her phone down and hurried back through the pictures’ hashtags. She found another interesting tag at the end of nearly every hashtag thread. “Defender of the Neighborhood Watchers.” She quickly opened a new web search for the hashtag. Immediately she found a website dedicated to Edmund Windsor’s defunct book series and several recent photographs from the lake.

      The website was filled with more rantings like she heard at the bookstore. She found dozens more photos of Edmund taken in different places. The dates on the photos went back many months, even years. There were pages filled with information about his writing habits, his various home addresses, and even his rare allergy to fresh water.

      “Oh, you poor man,” Maggie said. “They hunted and stalked you for years.”

      She flipped through more pages. There were rants made into memes, even a few animated posts that depicted Edmund as a prisoner in a cell writing feverishly under force. Maggie shook her head and shut the computer lid. Maggie texted Brett and told him what she found and to check his email. Right away he replied back and told her to see if she recognized any familiar faces in the photos on the website. Maggie didn’t bother to reply. She opened her laptop lid once more. She scoured the photos as fast as she could. Tension built in her mind as she looked.

      Maybe Brett was on to something.

      Maggie jumped between the website and the social media photos. After a few minutes, she started to lose hope. She saw several faces, but none struck a familiar chord with her.

      Until she returned to the website and decided to check out the page titled “about me.” She scrolled through another rambling diatribe about Edmund and his abandonment of the Neighborhood Watchers series. Maggie scrolled through the many paragraphs until she reached the bottom of the screen. At the bottom of the webpage was a tiny thumbnail photo of the self-described webmaster with the moniker “Neighborhood Watchers Defender.” Maggie clicked on the photo to blow it up.

      Immediately, she knew who he was. She pulled her phone off of the arm of the chair and typed out a text to Brett. She moved her fingers as fast as she could. “Elias Cavanaugh,” Maggie wrote. “The webmaster is Elias Cavanaugh.”

      “Where can I find him?” Brett texted back right away.

      Maggie thought for a moment. Frustrated with texting back, Maggie hit the phone icon on her screen and waited for him to answer. “What’s up?” he asked when he answered.

      “Elias said he was in a fifth-wheel camper.” She thought back to the first day she’d met him and remembered not only that, but that he’d said he was good with computers and liked photography. Jeffrey was a jerk, but it was Elias who was the real problem.

      “Elias Cavanaugh is a fake name,” Brett told her. “We already found him. His real name is Alfred Greeley and he’s listed as a guest at the Dogwood House.”

      Maggie felt her stomach drop to the floor. “Brett, Orson went over there because Gretchen was worried about noises she heard coming from Edmund’s room,” she said. “You have to get over there.”
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      The following night, Maggie tucked her legs under her and gazed at the popping flames in the bonfire. She rested her hand on the glass on the arm of the chair beside her. Ruby had made it plainly obvious that she was there to relax. It was her day off and she was surrounded by her friends.

      She glanced over at Orson, who sat taller in his Adirondack chair than she had ever seen. Gretchen LeClair was seated to his right. Her chair was quite close to his. Maggie smiled. For once, the older gentleman was a hero to someone.

      “The sheriff took Greeley off of our hands almost as soon as he was arrested,” Brooks said.

      “I still think of him as Elias Cavanaugh,” Maggie admitted.

      “He’s a very bad dude, no matter what his name is,” Brooks said.

      “But, he is behind bars now,” Gretchen added. She beamed at Orson. “It sends shivers down my spine to think that he was in Edmund’s room.”

      “But at least you know it wasn’t a ghost,” Myra said with a laugh.

      Brett spoke up at last. “What I don’t understand is how a group of people could have such an intense devotion to a book series,” he said. “So much so that they would follow an old man and try to force him to finish the last book the way they wanted him to write it.”

      “Is that what happened?” Ruby asked. “This Cavanaugh character tried to force Edmund Windsor to rewrite the novel?”

      “Elias said he went fishing later in the day, but I don’t think he went at all. I think he found out about Edmund being in town and came under the guise of being there for the tournament. Same with Jeffrey. Either that or it was pure luck that he was here anyway to try to impress his girlfriend’s dad. Not that I think he did a very good job at that.” Maggie chuckled.

      “I agree,” Brett said. “When we got to Dogwood House, we found him in Windsor’s room. We think he tried to force Windsor to rewrite the series and when that didn’t go as planned, he may have tried stealing his notes to see if he could end the series himself.”

      “So he’d get the credit?” Myra asked.

      “That’s what we’re thinking,” Brett said.

      “So, what happened the day he was killed?” Ruby asked. She set another tray of grilled flatbread on the table in the center of the circle of chairs. “And just to be sure, Greeley and Cavanaugh are the same person, right?”

      “Right,” Brett replied. “Greeley is Cavanaugh’s real name.”

      “Well, surprise of all surprises, the bad guy isn’t talking,” Brooks said. “But from what we have put together, he checked into the Dogwood House under a false name, just so he wouldn’t tip Windsor off to who he was.”

      “The poor old man had been badgered by these folks for so many years it’s likely that he had come across him before,” Brett said. “The bass tournament was a good guise for Greeley to be here.” He smiled at Maggie.

      “And he called the cops that day at the bookstore just to look good, then,” Maggie said.

      Brett nodded. “That’s what we believe. He must have confronted Windsor in his room that day. He somehow forced him to go to the lakeshore and threatened him,” he said. “We had evidence that he forced him into the water.”

      “That explains why his clothes were wet and his skin was so bad,” Maggie said. “Greeley used his allergy to torture him into compliance.”

      Brooks and Brett both nodded. “And when that didn’t work, Greeley strangled him.”

      “Just think, if he had come after me, you would have been there to defend me,” Gretchen said. She beamed at Orson again.

      Orson merely blushed and sat up higher in his chair.

      Maggie listened as the discussion continued. She sipped her drink and watched the flames crackle in the bonfire. She gazed upward and wondered about the old man and his legacy. Would anyone collect his writings and secure them from the masses? Now that he was dead, would the cult-like followers finally let him rest? She hoped Greely hadn’t gotten too much information and would stay in prison long enough to never be able to put out any of Edmund’s ideas, if he had.

      “Something on your mind?” Brett leaned in and asked her quietly.

      Maggie shook her head. “Just thinking about Edmund. He was such a kind man, and so smart. I just don’t know why those people couldn’t have left him alone,” she said. “His life was unfairly daunted by the stress and anxiety those people caused him.”

      “And yet, he still found time for early morning walks and a love for sitting in nature, just taking it in. Isn’t that what you told me before?” Brett said.

      Maggie nodded. “Still, what a waste of his time. How unfair that he had to live under that constant threat, all because he wrote a book but didn’t finish things the way others wanted.”

      Maybe,” Brett said, and gently laid his hand on top of hers. “Maybe his ability to take walks and watch the waves roll in was the best revenge. They tried to rob him of his peace to force him to give them what they wanted, but he had it in here all along.” Brett gently tapped the front of his shirt.

      Maggie felt the warmth of his hand on her own. She stared into the fire and wondered about all of the things she would miss about her life if she was forced away from the peace she had come to find among her friends.
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      “When I was a girl, they came down out of the hills around the same time every year to cause problems around town,” Faylene Larabee said over a cup of coffee. Despite a difficult introduction a few weeks back, Maggie Sharpe, the owner of Dogwood Donuts, had come to look forward to the weekly conversations she and the local bookstore owner had.

      “Coffee Chats,” Faylene called them. Most of the time, she visited Maggie at the donut shop. Once in a while, Maggie brought coffee and Faylene’s favorite apricot scones to the bookstore.

      “Who are you talking about?” Maggie asked her. They were seated at her favorite booth in the area close to the bathrooms, far away from the front counter where her cantankerous employee, Orson Hawley, chatted with a customer.

      “Look out the window.” Faylene pointed to the large glass windows on the front of the donut shop.

      Maggie turned around in her seat and watched a large group of people pile out of the back of a rusted white van. Faded letters on the side of the van read, “Morris Lake Retirement Village”. It was clearly a second hand vehicle, large enough to haul a dozen or so souls. Easily, twenty people of various ages stood around it.

      “Who are they?” Maggie asked. She watched as they gathered around a central figure, a tall man with a mane of silver-white hair. At first glance, Maggie couldn’t tell his age. She placed him somewhere between forty and sixty. Every other set of eyes appeared fixed on him.

      “The big guy is Josiah Hawthorne. The rest of them are related, in some shape or form.”

      “I take it they didn’t come from a retirement village?” Maggie asked, only half-kidding.

      “Is it already that time of year again?” Ruby Cobb asked from across the dining room. As Maggie’s best friend and business partner, Ruby took over the business seamlessly whenever she decided to take a quick break.

      “What time of year? I don’t remember any of this from when I used to live here,” Maggie said. She tried to think back to her teenage years. Had she known any of these people? She turned around and watched a little longer.

      “About the time the folks from the city show up in this part of the state for their annual survivalist campout, Hawthorne and his family come down out of the hills and hang around town for a little while,” Faylene said.

      “Some of Josiah’s people tried to camp on my east field a few years back,” Ruby said. “I had to get the sheriff to run them off when they started a grass fire.”

      “I remember that!” Faylene said. “Did you have any trouble with them afterward?”

      Ruby shook her head. “Josiah himself came and apologized. He offered to pay for any damages, but I told him not to worry about it.”

      “Did they ever return?”

      “No, because I made it clear to him that any further trespassing on my land would be met with a shotgun,” Ruby said. “Josiah thought it was reasonable.”

      “Do they always cause trouble?” Maggie asked.

      “Not always, but it’s happened more than once and will likely happen again,” Faylene said.

      “And with the campers,” Ruby added. “There’s some sort of bad blood between the hill people and the folks that come down here from up north to camp.”

      “Are there others like Josiah and his family?” Maggie watched out the window as he spoke to a group of men, some about his age. He gestured toward the donut shop. For a moment, he seemed to sense her eyes on him. He stared into the window until she turned away.

      “There are still a number of them that live as far up in the hills as they can, often in homes their great-grandaddies built,” Faylene said. Maggie loved to hear her talk. The relics of the old Ozark accent still punctuated her words.

      “They only come to town once a year?” Maggie asked again. She had trouble forming a picture of the strange people now approaching the front door of her donut shop.

      Ruby shrugged. “I’ve seen the whole group once or twice a year,” she said.

      “A few of them usually come in about every other month,” Faylene said. “But as a group, they aren’t normally here more than twice a year.”

      Maggie was about to ask how they managed to live all the way up in the hills without coming to town for essentials, but her thoughts were interrupted when the man himself pulled the door open and stepped inside. The second he entered the donut shop, all eyes seemed to turn to him. A hush swept across the room.

      Josiah Hawthorne stood in the threshold of the door for a long moment, and then walked in long strides toward the front counter. “Can I help you, sir?” Orson asked. Maggie thought she could see his hands shake as he spoke. And she had no memory of ever hearing him refer to anyone as “sir.”

      “Is your manager here?” Josiah asked. Maggie froze in her place for a moment. His deep voice boomed over the entire space. It wasn’t as if he had raised it or tried to sound louder than normal conversation.

      Maggie found her feet at last and moved down the aisle between the booths and around to the counter.

      “I’m the owner,” she said. “Can I help you?” She stood next to Orson.

      “I’m hoping that maybe you can,” Josiah said. He swung one long leg over the barstool. Maggie watched in stunned awe. He wasn’t overweight by any means, but the sheer bulk of his broad shoulders and barrel chest convinced her he must be part lion.

      “Well, why don’t you tell me what you need, and I will do my best.” Maggie ignored the fact that her stomach was doing flip-flops as she spoke.

      Josiah angled his head toward the window and then slowly turned back to her. She was reminded of a large beast she had seen at the zoo when she was in first grade. The tiger had been secured by a heavy metal collar and three chains as the zookeepers moved it across the zoo to the animal hospital. She had nearly thrown up when the big cat swung its mighty head toward her. Josiah Hawthorne rolling his large head toward the group still standing in the parking lot left her feeling the same way.

      “Well,” Josiah said when he turned back toward her. “I have a very large family outside there, you see. And what I was wondering is if we can strike a deal on some leftover donuts while we’re in town. As you can imagine it costs a king’s ransom to feed all of these people. I take advantage of every bargain I can get my hands on.”

      His words seemed to drop like rocks between them on the counter. She stared for too long. “I… well, I don’t think we’ve ever had that question asked before.” She looked beyond his large frame and searched for a clue from Ruby.

      “Tell me what you’re thinking, Josiah,” Ruby said when she approached the counter. “You want to stop by here at the end of the day and collect what we have leftover?”

      “Something like that.” Josiah’s gaze shifted to Ruby. “I was thinking a pretty hefty discount would be in order, seeing how we are taking it off of your hands and all. What do you say we settle on forty percent?”

      “Forty percent off?” Ruby asked.

      “More like forty percent of full price,” he replied and grinned. He smiled until all of his teeth were showing. Normally a person who smiled with all their teeth didn’t look like they were about to gnash them at her at any minute.

      “I don’t know.” Ruby swept her hand over the display case. “I still have to think about labor and the containers you take them away in. What about, half-price, charged individually?”

      Josiah shook his head. He lowered his gaze to the counter and appeared to be studying something important. “Fifty percent, charged by the dozen,” he said. “Make it a baker’s dozen.”

      Ruby turned to Maggie. “What do you say, Maggie?”

      “Yeah, Maggie,” Josiah said, still grinning. “What do you say?” Maggie felt herself drawn into his eyes.

      “I think that sounds fair,” she said when she got her senses back. “In fact, why don’t you come back today around three? Pull around out back and we will have everything boxed up and ready for you.”

      Without another word, Josiah stood up and swung his leg off of the barstool. He flipped his long hair over his shoulder and sauntered back out of the door. Maggie watched as the throng of people broke up and piled back into the van. The van pulled out of the parking lot, followed by a half-dozen pickup trucks Maggie hadn’t seen before.

      “That was different,” Maggie said. Looking between Faylene and Ruby.

      “Better you than me,” Faylene joked. She told everyone she had to get back to the bookstore and promised she’d see them all soon.

      “Yeah, Josiah is a bit of a different breed,” Ruby said as she made her way into the kitchen.

      “That’s an understatement,” Orson said.

      Myra Sawyer returned from her daily donut and coffee delivery to the Dogwood House, the local bed and breakfast, Like the donut shop and Maggie’s own small cottage, the Dogwood House was once the property of her late Aunt Marjorie Getz.

      “What’s an understatement?” Myra asked. She whisked off her windbreaker and hung it on a hook by the back door.

      “Some of the hill people were just here,” Orson explained. “Remember, I told you about them a few weeks back when we were talking about you and Brooks going camping and I told you this wasn’t the best time of year for it?”

      Myra nodded. “That’s interesting because I just met a whole bunch of people at the bed and breakfast who were all talking about the people up in the hills.”

      “I’m not surprised,” Ruby said, peeking out front to see if there were any new customers.

      “Wait a second. I thought the people were here for some camping trip. Can someone explain what the heck is going on?” Maggie looked at everyone, desperate for an answer.

      “Every year, a bunch of people come to Dogwood Mountain for a camping event. It’s like a who can survive in the woods sort of thing,” Ruby explained.

      “So, then why would they be at the bed and breakfast if they are supposed to be surviving in the woods? And why would these hill people as you call them come to Dogwood Mountain at the same time?”

      Myra’s hand shot up. “The majority of the people at the bed and breakfast were women and children. I guess not everyone stays out in the woods, but some of the families come anyway, for support or something.”

      Maggie nodded her head, beginning to understand.

      “And Josiah and his people leave the hills when the campers are here. Sometimes there’s trouble between them,” Ruby added.

      “Trouble? What kind of trouble?” Myra asked.

      “Basically, misunderstandings over where it’s okay to camp and to hunt,” Ruby said. “But things can get a little crazy.”

      “Alright, so Josiah and his entire family leave the woods when the campers come for what reason? To be nice and give the other people space? That seems like he’s going above and beyond to be kind, not cause issues.”

      “I’ve had my fair share of trouble with Josiah, and yes, it does seem like he’s being nice, and maybe he is, but Maggie, I promise you, there are always issues this time of year.” Ruby frowned. “Always.”
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      “Do you like the apricot scones well enough to keep them on the menu for a little while?” Ruby asked Maggie the next morning at work.

      She rolled out a batch of scones and readied them to bake. “I think so, but this batch is going to be a little bit different.” Maggie had decided to keep the slight modification from Ruby until she could taste them herself to make sure they were as delicious as she’d hoped.

      “Different, how?” Ruby asked. She left her place at the prep table and headed over to where Maggie stood.

      “I’ve added orange zest, so they complement Orson’s chocolate mocha latte.”

      “That is different.” Ruby’s face registered doubt. “We’ll see how it goes.”

      “That’s what you said about Orson’s new lattes.” Maggie chuckled. “And now you love them.”

      “Yeah, that’s true,” Ruby agreed. “And the customers rave about them, so what do I know? I bet you have another hit on your hands.”

      “Don’t do that to me,” Maggie said. “I hate it when you have doubts and then say, ‘what do I know’. You know a lot, and that’s why it’s hard when you have doubts.”

      “Maggie, I am a former executive chef, not a pastry chef or a barista,” Ruby reminded her.

      “A former executive chef with several cookbook titles to her credit,” Maggie shot back.

      “Don’t take anything I have to say too seriously,” Ruby said. “I had a pack of wild coyotes howling around my land all night. I don’t think I got more than an hour of sleep and I’m not feeling very human today.”

      “What had them stirred up?” Maggie asked. She walked around the table and scored the small batches of dough into triangles.

      “I wish I knew,” Ruby said. “Because I just might take out after them in a four-wheel drive farm truck if I hear it again tonight.”

      “Maggie, someone out here is asking for you,” Myra said as she leaned into the swinging kitchen door.

      “Alright, give me a second.” Maggie finished with the scones and wiped her hands on a towel. When she pushed through the door, she found a smiling familiar face on the other side.

      “Good morning, Maggie,” her boyfriend said from across the counter. He was dressed in dark blue jeans and a black button up shirt open at the neck instead of his typical police uniform.

      “Hi, Brett,” Maggie said. “I didn’t know you were off today.”

      “What? The chief of police can’t wear normal clothes to work?”

      “I’ve just never seen you out of uniform on a work day, that’s all,” she said. “Myra said that you wanted to see me?”

      “I do want to see you.” Brett leaned in a little. “I always want to see you.”

      “Okay,” Maggie said slowly. Her heart beat a little faster. Brett leaned in even closer when a sudden chorus of shouts from outside the front of the donut shop interrupted them.

      “Chief Mission, you better get out here,” a man Maggie didn’t recognize pulled the door open and shouted inside.

      Brett’s head swiveled immediately toward the front of the donut shop. The entire front sidewalk was filled up with people. Several more spilled out into the parking lot. Brett mouthed his apology to Maggie and walked straight out the door. Unable to contain her curiosity, Maggie followed him.

      “What’s going on out here, folks?” he asked loudly. His voice was raised to be heard over the large crowd.

      Maggie recognized the faces of several locals, but there was a group of men she didn’t recognize. Most of them were dressed in green camouflage with backpacks on their backs and guns and knives holstered onto various places on their bodies. She assumed they were the campers who had come to town for their event.

      Josiah Hawthorne stood in front of the other group. Soon it was clear that one of the campers had a problem with him. The man in question stood in front of Josiah with his hand just inches from the knife on his hip. His round face was beet red under the unkempt, scraggly beard over half of his face.

      “These hill freaks already think they own the mountains, and now they want to stake their pitchforks into the donut shop here,” the camper said.

      “We do own the mountains,” Josiah said slowly.

      “You want to start that again with me? I’ll tell you what. I am not going to put up with any of that this year!”

      “Calm down, Dustin,” another man called from behind him. “We don’t need any issues here.”

      Dustin turned his head around and glared at the speaker. “You just sit right down and shut up, Mason,” he said.

      Maggie heard Mason mumble something about how tired he was of Dustin trying to act like he was in charge of everyone else but was drawn from that when she heard Brett speak again.

      “What’s your last name?” Brett asked Dustin.

      Dustin turned back around and set his glare on Brett. “Who’s asking?” he demanded.

      Brett pulled his badge smoothly from his back pocket. “Dogwood Mountain Chief of Police, that’s who.”

      “Williams,” Dustin said. “My name is Dustin Williams, not that I have to tell you anything. Fact is, you’re probably cousins to one of these yahoos.” He grinned and turned around to the crowd, looking for support. He was rewarded with chuckles from several of his cohorts.

      “My family tree is none of your business, but your name is most certainly mine,” Brett said. “As far as I can see, you’re the one with an issue here.”

      “You just stood there and made up your mind about that, just now, did you?” Dustin slid his right arm back and rested it on his hip. Maggie felt her heart thunder in her chest. His hand was too close to his knife for her liking.

      Brett seemed to feel the same. His stance changed immediately. “I think you better put your arm down right now,” he said.

      “Why? What am I doing wrong?” Dustin challenged. “I am well within my rights.”

      “You’ve been out here raising a ruckus for the last few minutes, and now you’re standing there with your hands way too close to your weapon,” Brett said. “And I am well within my rights as a law enforcement officer to tell you to adjust your position.”

      “And if I don’t?”

      “If you don’t, you’re liable to find yourself escorted to the county jail,” Brett said.

      “This is bull,” Dustin said. He moved his hand away from his hip. “I don’t carry this knife as a weapon against people, you know. I’m just out here trying to survive.”

      Maggie muttered to herself about how hanging out in her donut shop’s parking lot was hardly living the life of a survivalist. Even if they were only around for a short time, her shop was not the place to handle their issues.

      Brett eyed Maggie but nodded at Dustin, satisfied. “Now, will someone please tell me what this is all about?”

      Five campers, including Dustin Williams, all began speaking at once. Maggie heard what sounded like a handful of squabbling third-graders arguing in front of their teacher. They claimed that they showed up at the donut shop first but were blocked from entering the front door by Josiah’s people. Again, she wondered why they were there at all.

      “So, let me get this straight. What I’m hearing is you all are arguing over whose turn it is to go inside first?” Brett asked.

      “We were here first!” Dustin shouted. “But these guys think they own everything around here.”

      “Back to this again.” Josiah rolled his eyes.

      “Yeah, we’re at it again! We go through this every year,” Dustin yelled.

      “Knock it off,” Brett roared. He turned to Josiah. “Are your people here for a reason?”

      “We’re just here for breakfast, Chief,” Josiah said. He spread his arms open wide and then folded them over his chest.

      “And you all?” Brett turned to Dustin. “Just here for coffee and donuts?”

      “Isn’t that your thing?” Dustin asked. He snickered loudly. A few others joined in.

      “Original,” Brett said. “What about answering my question?”

      “I don’t think I need to answer you,” Dustin said. “It’s none of your business what I’m doing here. That’s between me and the man who owns this place.”

      Maggie sighed. Oh boy, she thought. “I’m the owner of this place,” she said and stepped forward. “I would actually like to know what your business is here, if you’re not here for breakfast.”

      “Well, isn’t it just my lucky day?” Dustin walked three steps toward Maggie and put his arm around her shoulders. “Why don’t you take me inside and show me around your little donut shop? My friends here all have wives who are interested in more of those donuts they got from that bed and breakfast they’re staying at. Me, though, I’m as single as the day is long. You don’t mind showing me around, do you?”

      “That’s enough,” Josiah’s voice boomed.

      “Take your hands off of her,” Brett shouted at the same time.

      “Whoa.” Dustin held his hands in the air. “I certainly don’t want to get between two dogs in a turf war.” He stepped back toward his friend and motioned for the rest of them to leave. “Sorry, guys, I guess we aren’t going to be dropping off donuts for your wives after all. It’s off to the woods for us. We’ve got better things to do than hang around this dive of a place, anyway.”

      “That was insulting and uncalled for,” Josiah roared. “You need to apologize. Now.” He stepped closer to Dustin. Even Maggie found herself intimidated by his imposing stature.

      “You better call your dog off, Chief,” Dustin said to Brett. “Call him off before I do something about it.”

      “I think you better go,” Brett said. “And I’m not going to say it again.”

      “Fine,” Dustin said. He looked straight at Josiah and shoulder-checked him as he walked past. The pack of campers followed him toward a cluster of pickup trucks parked at the far end of the parking lot.

      “What was that all about?” Ruby asked Maggie when she returned to the kitchen.

      “I don’t really know,” Maggie said. “It feels funny to say it, but it seems the campers got into an argument with Josiah’s people about who got to come in here first.”

      “I suppose we ought to feel privileged that they want to get to the donuts so bad they’re willing to fight over it,” Ruby said.

      Maggie sighed and slumped into the stool she had left next to the baker’s table. “I wish I could laugh at that comment,” she said. “But I have a very bad feeling about all of this.”

      “Why? What else happened?”

      “Brett had to tell the main guy, Dustin Williams, to keep his hands away from his knife. Almost all the campers either had guns or knives on them. I’m sure they’d need them in the woods, but why here in town?” Maggie asked.

      “Who knows? I’m sorry you had to witness their argument.” Ruby frowned. “Usually, they don’t start this so early. I’m surprised the campers were even in town.”

      “Dustin said, after telling me how single he is, that the other guys’ wives wanted more of the donuts they got at the bed and breakfast. Maybe we can deliver extra tomorrow.”

      “Sure,” Ruby agreed. “I’ll give Gretchen a call to see if she wants to add to the normal delivery order.”

      “No.” Maggie shook her head. “I don’t want to call and ask. I want to bring over extra donuts tomorrow because I don’t want to have to deal with these guys coming back here ever again.”
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      Maggie walked back out of the kitchen to find Josiah Hawthorne standing about three feet from Brett. Josiah’s arms were defiantly across his chest. Brett’s lips were stretched thin.

      “My family and I caused none of this, Chief,” Josiah said slowly.

      “I never said that you did, Josiah,” Brett said. “I’m only asking you all to take the higher road whenever the likes of Dustin Williams come around any of you, for as long as you all will be in town, anyway.”

      “You know, that sounds an awful lot like an invitation to hurry up and leave this town of yours,” Josiah replied.

      “Well, don’t take it that way,” Brett said. “You all aren’t generally around any longer than a week or ten days. I only meant for as long as you plan to be in town. Nobody’s asking you to leave prematurely.”

      “You have to understand something,” Josiah said. “My kind isn’t exactly welcome around here, even though our families have been here in the same zip code for generations.”

      “What can I get for you, Mr. Hawthorne?” Maggie asked brightly. She didn’t want whatever this was to continue on in her shop.

      “Just a small coffee and a plain donut for each of us, to go.” He smiled. “We wanted to come along during the daytime to support your business, given the deal we worked out yesterday.”

      “Deal?” Brett asked. “What deal?”

      “We negotiated a discount for the leftover donuts,” Josiah said. “We have a lot of mouths to feed when we’re down the mountain.”

      A few minutes later, Maggie lined almost a dozen sacks on the counter next to several small cups of coffee. “Here you are. Is this all on one ticket?”

      Josiah nodded and pulled an old money clip from his back pocket. The clip was hand-tooled leather stretched over bent metal. He counted out several weathered bills. “Thank you,” he said as he handed over the money.

      “My pleasure,” Maggie said. “I suppose I will see you again in a few hours?”

      “Looking forward to it.” Josiah handed the coffee and donuts out to the other men and then headed back out the front door. One by one, each of the men followed him.

      “Why will you see him again later?” Brett asked.

      “Why? Because he’s buying the leftover donuts from me at the end of each day while they are in town,” she said. “Didn’t we just say that?”

      Brett said nothing but frowned deeply. “Be careful, Maggie,” he said after a minute. “Josiah and his family can be a whole load of trouble.”

      “Why? What have they done?” Maggie asked. She was suddenly frustrated with Brett’s protective nature, or whatever it was that he was trying to do.

      “Maggie, these people live away from society and sometimes, outside of the law,” he said. “I’ve arrested two of Josiah’s uncles myself and several of his cousins have gone to prison.”

      “For what? And since when is being outside of society a crime?” she asked.

      “Mostly for theft, a few for more serious charges,” Brett admitted

      “How do they support themselves?” Maggie asked.

      “Good question,” Brett said. “And I wish I knew the answer. Listen, I’ve got to go for now. How about we try to make plans for later on tonight?”

      “Yeah, okay.” Maggie nodded. “I’ll call you when I leave here later.”

      They said their goodbyes and Brett turned on his heel and headed for the door.

      Ruby emerged from the kitchen a few minutes later. “You and Brett sure are getting closer lately.”

      “Were you spying on us?”

      “Maybe.” Ruby grinned. “I just think you two are adorable is all.”

      Maggie groaned. “That’s enough of that. Whatever moment we were having was ruined by all of those guys outside. His mood sure changed quickly.” To distract herself, she decided to attack the display case and haul the empty trays back to the sink to wash them. Ruby remained up front, and let her friend process her feelings on her own.

      “Everything okay?” Myra asked as she came in the kitchen door. She had just returned from an emergency run to the grocery store for sugar. The last delivery truck had shorted them by fifty pounds.

      “Yeah, except for a near brawl between those campers and the hillbillies,” Orson said.

      “I don’t think ‘hillbillies’ is a very nice word, Orson,” Myra said. “In fact, some people might be offended by that term.”

      Orson sighed loudly and set his tray of freshly glazed donuts on the prep table. “I get that there are some words that are offensive, and those are words I would never say,” he said. “But it can’t be offensive to call a spade a spade.”

      “Orson,” Myra scolded. Maggie waved her off.

      “Either way, I thought we were going to have a real problem,” she said. “Why is there so much bad blood between them?”

      “It goes back decades and has to do with who owns the land these guys want to camp and hunt on,” Orson said. “But, like anything, it is far more complicated than that, too.”

      Maggie resumed her duties at the baker’s table and tried to concentrate less on the conflict and more on the business at hand. By noon, she was beyond frustrated, although she couldn’t really put a finger on why.

      “Before you say anything, I don’t know what’s crawled under my skin,” Maggie said to Ruby later when they were alone near the sink.

      “It’s okay,” Ruby said. “Not everyone can be cheery all the time. Just ask Orson.” She turned her back to the sink and leaned on it. “Just know that I’m around if you want to talk.”

      Maggie thanked her and got back to work.

      The rest of the afternoon passed quickly. Maggie waited on her normal customers, with no sign of the folks from the mountain or the campers at the donut shop. At 2:30, Myra paused working on her new panini recipes to help Maggie as she prepared the leftover donuts at the end of the day for Josiah to pick up.

      “I’ll fold the boxes while you bring the trays back here,” Maggie said. Myra nodded and headed for the swinging door.

      Maggie dipped into the office for a roll of tape and returned to the prep table. She folded five boxes and taped the bottoms, something she wouldn’t normally do but thought it would make the donuts easier to transport.

      “I hope there’s enough here to make it worth it,” Myra said. “Doesn’t seem like we have that much leftover.”

      “There’s more here than you think,” Maggie told her. In the end, they came up with ten baker’s dozen and another box filled with odds and ends from the lunch boxes.

      At ten minutes after three, Maggie opened the back door and looked for any sign of Josiah. She walked back through the kitchen and to the front. There was no sign of anyone in the parking lot.

      “Maybe they’re just running late,” Ruby said. “I would give it a few more minutes before you give up.”

      Maggie watched the clock for another fifteen minutes. She opened the back door and walked up and down the alley. Finally at a quarter to four, Ruby suggested that they put the boxes in the cooler and go home.

      Reluctantly, Maggie agreed. They loaded up the boxes and put them in the cooler. Ruby checked the front and turned out the lights, and then joined Maggie at the back door. “Still no sign?” she asked.

      Maggie shook her head. “I don’t think he’s coming today.” She pulled the door open and headed out to her car. Ruby followed and drove her truck down the alley and toward home. Maggie arrived at her home in under two minutes.

      When she pulled in the drive behind her house, a familiar Dogwood Mountain Police Department cruiser pulled in behind her. Her heart raced a little when Brett stepped out of the car. But by the look on his face, she quickly realized it was not a social call.

      “What’s going on, Brett?”

      “I need to ask you a few questions,” Brett said. “Can we go inside?”

      “Yeah, sure.” She opened the back door. Brett followed her inside. “Can I change out of my work clothes first?”

      Brett nodded quickly. “Yeah, sure,” he said. “I’ll make us a pot of coffee and wait for you.”

      “Okay, just give me about ten minutes.” She rushed to her room and pulled a new outfit from her closet, and then hurried to the shower. She jumped in and washed up as fast as she could.

      “That’s much better,” she said when she joined Brett back in her kitchen. “Some days I can’t wait to wash the smell of grease out of my hair when I leave the donut shop for the day.”

      “I never noticed it on you.” He handed her a cup.

      “That’s good. Now, what did you want to talk to me about?” She prepared herself to hear the question he had mentioned earlier.

      “Have a seat,” Brett said. Maggie pulled out a chair from her dining room table and sat down. “Have you seen Josiah Hawthorne today?”

      Maggie wondered why he’d ask. He knew she’d seen him. “Yeah, when you saw him at the donut shop earlier,” she said. “He was supposed to come back by and pick up the leftover donuts from me, but he never showed up.”

      “He never showed because he’s sitting in the county jail right now facing a murder charge,” he said solemnly. “Dustin Williams was found shot to death at the base of Dogwood Mountain about two hours ago.”

      “Oh, gosh.” Maggie’s hand went immediately to her throat. “What happened?”

      “We’re not sure, but his buddy told us that he had gone off by himself just after lunch,” Brett said. “And when he went back to check on him he passed Josiah’s truck racing up the mountain road. When he drove to where Dustin was supposed to be, he found him slumped over his steering wheel with a hole through his chest.”

      “And they think Josiah did it?”

      “Given what happened at the donut shop earlier in the day, and the fact that a witness saw him quickly fleeing the scene right before the body was discovered, it seems so,” Brett said. “I handled the call initially, but the sheriff came along and arrested Josiah on site. By the way, you need to put a sign in the window. No weapons allowed.”

      “Where was Josiah when they found him?” Maggie asked.

      “Down by the lake,” he said. “That’s where most of his folks have camped since they came down out of the mountains.”

      Maggie stood up and returned to the kitchen for the bottle of whiskey she kept in the cabinet above the fridge. “Seems like my coffee could use a bit of the stuff today,” she said, and tipped the bottle over. “What happens now?”

      “I have to get back to work, but I wanted to let you know what happened. Unfortunately, I think it’s going to be a long night.” Brett held out his arms and embraced Maggie. She leaned in and breathed in the scent of him. Spearmint and pine. An odd combination but it felt like home to her.
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      “Josiah Hawthorne killed someone?” Ruby stared at Maggie, bewildered.

      “He was arrested, according to Brett,” she said. “I don’t know for sure that he did it, but it sure seems that way.”

      Ruby slapped her hand on the prep table. “Josiah might be a lot of things, but murderer? I don’t buy that for a minute.”

      “Why?” Maggie asked her. “Isn’t Josiah and his bunch known as antisocial troublemakers?”

      “You can distrust society and live like a hermit without being violent,” Ruby said. “I have interacted with Josiah several times, often in a dispute over something. And he has always been fair and willing to back off before things get rough. I can’t say the same for his people, but Josiah himself… it just doesn’t add up.”

      “It doesn’t look too good for him, though.” Maggie was inclined to think better of the large man named Josiah than she was of the other guys, but the fact was that none of Josiah’s people were laying cold in the county morgue. “He was seen leaving the scene of the crime in a hurry right before the body was found.”

      “You know, I think that we ought to deliver these donuts out to the lake to his people,” Ruby suggested.

      “I agree,” Maggie said. “I don’t even care if they pay us for them.”

      “Why don’t you go? Take my truck. I’ll help you load the boxes.”

      Maggie nodded and headed for the cooler where they had left the donut boxes. She followed Ruby out to the truck and placed the boxes carefully on the back seat. A minute later, she was headed for the campground at the lake.

      In no time she spotted the large group of campers that had to be Josiah’s people. Four tents were set up per campsite. There was just enough space to walk between each tent. Maggie figured their set up probably violated the rules of the park, but somehow they still managed to get away with it. She wondered if these were people who were used to getting away with bending the rules, or even the law.

      She parked the truck out on the road and decided to approach the group with a peace offering in hand. As she walked closer, she noticed that each of the tents were placed carefully around a square. A picnic table and a fire pit were in the center of each square. The tents themselves were clearly older and somewhat weathered, but the sites were neat. Nothing at all like she had expected.

      “Hello,” she called out to the first site she approached. A face peeked around the side of one of the tents.

      “Who are you?” A young man no older than Myra stared at her.

      “Well, I had made an arrangement with Josiah about these donuts,” she said. “Is this something you can handle?”

      The young man disappeared between the tents. A moment later, one of the men Maggie recognized from the day before appeared in front of her. “Can I help you?” he asked. His eyes darted between her face and the boxes. It was clear that he wasn’t the trusting type.

      “I think we met the other day at the donut shop in town. Josiah made a deal with me about these donuts,” she said. “I just came here to deliver them after he didn’t show up at my shop yesterday.”

      “We got some trouble of our own,” the man said. “Donuts aren’t at the top of our list.”

      “I heard,” Maggie said. “Even so, I thought the donuts would do you all more good than they are doing for me just sitting in my cooler.”

      “Josiah didn’t leave me any instructions on paying you, ma’am,” he said.

      “What’s your name?” Maggie asked.

      “It’s Tate, ma’am. Tate Jenkins.”

      “Well, Tate, these are not for sale. I’m offering them to you all because I can’t sell them anyway,” she said. “I’m not sure if they are very fresh, but they are yours for the taking.”

      “We aren’t the kind to take charity,” a woman said. She appeared behind Tate. “Josiah might have worked out something with you, but we can do for our own.”

      Maggie looked around and nodded. “That’s clear. You all appear to be quite a self-sufficient group of people. I’m sure that’s what Josiah had in mind when he negotiated this deal with me. I also see that you have a lot of people here to take care of and I couldn’t let these go to waste.”

      “That’s fair,” the woman said. It was hard for Maggie to pinpoint her age. She was easily between thirty-five and fifty-five. Her clothes were plain, faded blue jeans, a well-worn t-shirt, and a red and white checked bandana around her head, but her eyes were sharp. “Can I help you with the rest of them?”

      “Sure.” Maggie handed the boxes in her arms off to Tate and then led the woman around to the side of the pickup. “I’m Maggie, by the way.”

      “Shannon,” the woman said. “Tate is my younger brother, and he can be rather protective.”

      “Oh, okay,” Maggie said, as if the explanation told her something she didn’t know about the group.

      “There are a lot of these here,” Shannon said when they returned to the truck for the last of the boxes. She paused and wiped her face down with a piece of cloth she had tucked in her pocket.

      “Are you capable of speaking for the group?” Maggie asked.

      Shannon turned and faced her with a frown. “What kind of a question is that? Don’t believe everything you hear about people like us. I have a mind for business, and I don’t take things lightly when people think I’m not a capable woman.”

      “It was just a question about whether or not you all wanted to maintain the same deal I struck with Josiah in the first place.” Maggie tried to hide her shock at the woman’s defensiveness. “I wasn’t sure who I should ask about that.”

      “Well, to be honest, Tate might be the best person to ask. He’s been around longer than me and I guess he’s the one who is in charge with Josiah gone. But he doesn’t like to talk with people who might judge him,” Shannon said, a little calmer. “You have to understand, a lot of people judge people like us. They just assume that they know what we’re all about without getting to know us personally.”

      “What do people get wrong?” Maggie asked. She added quickly, “I mean, it’s clear to me from what happened at my donut shop that those campers seem to harbor misconceptions.” She’d wondered why Tate was so standoffish earlier if he was the one she should be speaking to, but she couldn’t talk about others harboring misconceptions if she was going to do the very same thing.

      “Well, for one, most people think that we live in falling down homes with dirt floors. They assume that we aren’t intelligent, and that we consider ourselves above the law,” Shannon said.

      “So, you don’t have dirt floors?”

      Shannon smiled. “I’m sure my house had dirt floors at one point,” she said with a chuckle. “Truth is, I live in a very old house that my grandmother lived in as a child,” she said. “We aren’t poor, necessarily. But we do value using what we have. Why would I want to build a new house when her house was perfectly adequate?”

      “Makes sense to me,” Maggie said. “I inherited my little house from my aunt when she died, along with the donut shop. I never once considered another house. I love where I live.”

      “We do everything we can for ourselves, you know,” Shannon continued. “Since the Great Depression our people have done their best to fend for themselves. We grow our own food and take care of ourselves. I only ever left once, and I came back soon after. I wasn’t cut out for things in the outside world.”

      “My aunt used to tell me stories about her grandparents,” Maggie offered. “I think what you’re talking about is the way we all used to do things. And I think it’s perfectly fine that you left and came back. I’m definitely not here to judge.”

      “Well, a lot of people get suspicious of us for it,” Shannon said. “And they assume we’re ignorant on top of it.”

      Tate appeared again, this time holding a coconut cream-filled donut in his right hand. “These sure are tasty,” he said. “We thank you for your kindness.”

      “Maggie here was wondering if we want to keep the same arrangement with the donut shop,” Shannon announced.

      “Can you remind me what that arrangement was again?” Tate asked, this time much more certain of himself.

      Maggie nodded and smiled. “Josiah was going to purchase the donuts at the end of each day for half-off the baker’s dozen price.”

      “That sounds fair to me,” Tate said, looking at Shannon as she very slowly and almost secretly nodded her head. “Only problem is, with the trouble Josiah has found himself in, I’m not sure how wise it is for any of us to be seen in town. We’re typically in the line of guilty by association.”

      “But you’re still here,” Maggie said.

      Tate nodded. “And we will remain here until this little issue is resolved,” he said. “Believe it or not, this is our way of causing less trouble with the campers while they’re up in the mountains.”

      Maggie was glad to hear that her original thought was confirmed. It hadn’t made sense to her why the campers would hate Josiah’s people if all they were doing was attempting to give them space. “What if I load up at the end of the day and bring them out here to you? At least, me or my business partner, Ruby.”

      “Ruby Cobb? Yeah, we know her,” Shannon said.

      “Will that suit you?” Maggie asked. Tate eyed her for a long moment.

      “What time will you be by tomorrow?”

      “After three.”

      “We’ll have cash ready for you,” he said, and almost smiled. “See you then.”
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      Maggie returned to the donut shop with Ruby’s truck. She stepped back into the kitchen and nearly ran into Brett, who was waiting there to talk to her. “Out making deliveries?” he asked her.

      “As a matter of fact, yes.” She moved past him and returned Ruby’s truck keys to the office. “I took yesterday’s leftover donuts out to the lake for the hill people.”

      “Hill people?”

      “You know what I mean,” Maggie replied. “Josiah’s folks. From up in the mountain.”

      “Actually, I think they prefer to be called ‘hill people,’” Ruby said. “That’s a lot better than calling them ‘hillbillies.’”

      “Either way, I don’t know if that was a good idea,” Brett said. “You never know when we’re going to have trouble out of those people.”

      Maggie stopped and stood in front of him with her arms crossed. It was time to ask the question that had been weighing on her mind “Do you have a problem with Josiah and his people, Brett?”

      He shook his head. “Not particularly. I have arrested a few of them and a couple have gone to prison. But trouble follows those people, Maggie. I just don’t want you to get hurt.” He handed her a “no weapons” sign from the hardware store, with instructions to post it in the front window of the donut shop.

      Ruby stepped in and changed the direction of the conversation. “How does the case against him look, Brett?” she asked. “Obviously, none of us were there. But I have a hard time believing he just shot and killed a guy.”

      Brett nodded his head slowly. “It doesn’t look good for him,” he said. “I never pegged Josiah Hawthorne as a murderer, but the evidence seems to say otherwise.”

      “Evidence based on what that camper said?” Maggie challenged. “Was it that Mason guy? And if so, do you call him a reliable witness? I know you were busy with other things, but I very clearly heard him say that he was tired of Dustin acting like he was in charge of things. Maybe he did this and lied to you to cover it up.”

      “Maggie.” Brett sighed. “It wasn’t Mason, but I promise you that I’ll have him looked into. Aside from that, I can’t call anyone an unreliable witness without proof. That’s beyond my pay grade. It’s up to the prosecutor and the courts to figure that part out. The very last person that it’s up to, though, is you.”

      Maggie shook her head. “First of all, I’m not trying to be the judge and jury here. I’m only saying that those people are nothing like I expected,” she said. “I mean, they’re suspicious of outsiders but I think they might be real salt of the earth types.”

      “They might be,” Brett said. “But they also believe in existing outside of the law sometimes.”

      “How? Just because they’re reclusive?”

      “No, listen, Maggie,” Brett said. “You don’t remember these guys when we were in school, but I knew some of them. These guys take what they want. I happen to know that a number of those places up the hill have a few illegal gardens growing, if you know what I mean. And Josiah’s cousins, the ones I told you went to prison, they did some really bad things.”

      “So have a lot of other people, probably a few right here in Dogwood Mountain,” Maggie said.

      “We work very hard to run those people out of town,” Brett continued. “But it’s awfully hard to chase them off when they are surrounded by hundreds of inaccessible acres. Do you know what I arrested Josiah’s uncles for?”

      “Drugs?”

      Brett shook his head. “No,” he said. “For nearly beating those two cousins within an inch of their lives when they were arrested. They were hauled off with multiple broken bones.”

      “That tells me that they bend the law, but they also try to correct their own,” Maggie said.

      “I don’t know why you feel the need to defend these people to me.” Brett dropped his shoulders and rubbed the palm of his hand across his forehead.

      Maggie shrugged. “I’m not defending them to you,” she said. “I just have a feeling that a man like Josiah Hawthorne is not the kind to kill someone just out of spite.”

      “And how many times have I told you that I can’t do my job based on your feelings? I’m betting the sheriff doesn’t feel any differently from me.”

      It took Maggie everything she had not to remind him that her feelings had gotten lots of people out of some sticky situations in the past. In the end though, she knew he was right. He couldn’t do his job based on her feelings, but that didn’t mean she didn’t trust her own feelings. And it didn’t mean she was going to stop having them.

      Maggie didn’t want to be having this conversation with Brett, either, She wanted to be sitting on the couch with him, watching a movie and enjoying popcorn with way too much butter. She wanted to know what the question was that he had planned to ask her before, but instead, she felt like she was being interrogated.
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      “It’s almost three,” Ruby announced at the end of the work day. “Are you sure about going back out to the lake? I can go with you.”

      Maggie shook her head. “I’ll take care of it,” she said. “No need to make it a big deal. I’m not sure any of them even want the donuts. It’s hard to tell. The people I talked to, Shannon and Tate, seem to be the ones in charge but neither of them appeared to be very authoritative.”

      “I don’t really know either of them,” Ruby said. “But I worry about you going out there alone.”

      “Why are you worried about that? I met them already and they both seem to be normal people,” Maggie said. “Although, they did seem to be a bit reclusive.”

      Ruby reached behind her back and untied her apron. “I don’t really have a problem with any of those folks, Maggie,” she said. “But a man was just killed. And the suspicion is that his death was a result of some sort of disagreement between the campers and Josiah’s people. If the campers decide to show up out there at the lake and make trouble with them while you are out there, it might not be safe.”

      Maggie said nothing at first. She thought about her options and finally said, “I thought the campers were supposed to stay out in the woods or something? Why would they be at the lake if they’re supposed to be camping?”

      “I don’t know, Maggie. I don’t know any more about this than you or anyone else. I just don’t want more people to get hurt or worse…”

      She hadn’t considered the possibility of another conflict while she was delivering the leftover donuts. “Maybe you should come with me, then,” she said. “Or I wonder if Brooks is busy.” She grinned widely.

      “Brooks? I almost wish you weren’t kidding,” Ruby said. “But if Brooks goes. Myra might volunteer. And we both know that’s a mistake. You have to go. They know you.”

      “Shannon said they knew you as well,” Maggie said.

      Ruby nodded. She reached above the prep table and began folding the large size boxes. “They do know me,” she said. “We aren’t friendly, but we aren’t unfriendly. In fact, I don’t even know Shannon as a ‘hill person’. She ran a small boutique a few towns over, but I don’t think her business lasted too long so she went back to her old life.”

      “Sounds about right to me,” Maggie said. “I have a hard time imagining them with anyone but their own kind.” She didn’t envision Shannon as the type to run a boutique, but she also really wanted to stop assuming things about people.

      Maggie returned to the front and began cleaning off the booths toward the customer restrooms. Myra had already worked her way across the tables in the front of the donut shop. Orson was busy cleaning out the display case.

      “I’ll take the rest of these to the back,” Maggie announced. She picked up a tray of donuts and headed back through the swinging door. She brought the tray back and set it on the baker’s table.

      “How many more trays are there?” Ruby asked. She set to work right away removing the donuts and placing them in an empty box.

      “Probably three and a half more trays up front, plus what we never put out,” Maggie said. She turned and set the empty tray in the hot, soapy dishwater in the sink.

      “Alright, I will make a few more boxes and get the donuts back here packed up,” Ruby announced.

      “I’m going to bring the rest back and help Orson finish cleaning up behind the counter.”

      Thirty minutes later, Maggie pulled down the alley and turned to drive toward the lake. Ruby was behind her with the donuts stacked carefully in the back seat of her pickup truck.

      When they arrived at the lake, a few of the hill people were out in the parking lot. “Do you know what’s going on?” Ruby texted when they pulled to a stop in front of the campground.

      Maggie looked out her window and shook her head. She gazed toward the parking lot and tried to make out who was talking with whom.

      “I think they might all be Josiah’s people,” she texted back. “I’ll get out and see if I can find Shannon or Tate.” She didn’t wait for Ruby to reply. Instead, she pushed her car door open and stepped out.

      As soon as she was outside she could hear raised voices. She walked toward the campsite. “Shannon,” she called out. “Shannon! It’s Maggie Sharpe.” She heard nothing but the raised voices a few hundred feet away.

      “Shannon? It’s Maggie from the donut shop,” she said again. She heard Ruby’s truck door open then.

      “I think we better leave now,” Ruby said.

      “We have to deliver the donuts,” Maggie whispered. “And get paid.”

      Ruby walked across the narrow drive and looked down the hill at the parking lot where two or three dozen people were shouting at each other. “I don’t think we ought to be here, Maggie,” she said firmly. “They’re down there arguing about who’s in charge in Josiah’s absence.”

      “She’s right,” Shannon said behind them. “You shouldn’t be here. Things could get out of hand. And neither one of you calls any special favors in the minds of those men. Not one of them is a thing like Josiah.”

      “What about the donuts?” Maggie asked. “I only brought them out here because of what we agreed to.”

      “So, you did,” Shannon said with a half-smile. “And we’ll be glad to have them. But you won’t be getting paid for them, not now at least.” She walked to Ruby’s truck and opened the door.

      “What are you doing?” Ruby asked.

      “Helping you unload what you promised to bring to my people,” she said. The door was unlocked. “I’ll be taking these now. Goodness knows my folks need a little something to brighten their days after this. But you won’t be making any more deliveries after today.” She hefted four boxes out and walked down the hill toward the picnic table.

      “Why won’t I be making any more deliveries?” Maggie asked. She found it very hard at the moment to think of another question to ask.

      “Because, we won’t be here after today,” Shannon said. “One way or another.”

      “Shannon, if you aren’t planning to pay for these donuts, I’m not sure how motivated I am to leave them with you.”

      Shannon smiled and headed back toward the open truck door. “But you will leave them here. You don’t have any other place to take them right now, so why waste them?” she asked and pulled another few boxes out of the truck. “And I never said I wasn’t going to pay you for them. I only said that it wouldn’t be today.” She pushed the pickup door shut with her hip and balanced the remaining boxes in her arms. Maggie wondered how she could manage to carry so many without dropping them. Shannon was a woman who seemed strong enough to do just about anything.

      Ruby and Maggie both let whatever was happening continue to happen. Arguing with Shannon right then or ever for that matter didn’t interest either woman. They both wanted to be paid for the donuts, but it wasn’t worth an argument. Not when so much was already going on. Soon after, Maggie followed Ruby out of the lake area and waved as she headed back towards town. Ruby turned to head out of town toward her farm.

      While she was slightly surprised that her friend hadn’t mentioned plans to get together that evening, she was grateful for the chance to go home and spend some quiet time alone. The past week had begun to take a toll on her.

      Once she was home, Maggie parked her car close to the back door and headed inside. Five minutes later she was in the shower. She closed her eyes and let the hot water flow over her until it was nearly lukewarm. Afterward, she stepped out and wrapped herself in her fluffiest towel, then dressed in pajamas and pulled her damp hair into a low ponytail. She glanced at the clock on the stove in the kitchen as she passed back through. It was a few minutes before five. “Close enough,” she said and opened the refrigerator. She pulled an unopened bottle of red Moscato from the back and plucked a clean wine glass from the strainer in the sink. She returned to the living room with her full glass of wine and the latest mystery novel she had picked up from Faylene Larabee at the bookstore.

      A half an hour and half a wine glass later, Maggie set the book aside and headed for the back door where someone was knocking frantically. Maggie pulled the door open and stared into the face of a young man she didn’t recognize.

      “Can I help you?” she asked.

      The boy was dressed in ripped up blue jeans and a tattered green sweatshirt. Maggie guessed from the rest of his appearance that the jeans were not the trendy kind her son had begged her to shell out over a hundred bucks for when he was a junior in high school. These were the jeans of a dispossessed kid without options.

      “You the donut lady?” he asked. His skin was extra pale, and his lips were dry.

      “I’m Maggie, the owner of the donut shop, yes,” she said cautiously. “How can I help you?”

      “I need help,” the boy said. “Please, lady. They said you’ve got food I can eat. I need food, ma’am.”

      “Food? Like donuts?”

      “Yeah, yeah,” he said, and then apparently remembering his manners added: “Please, ma’am. They said that you were giving food away to some of my kin. I was just wondering if I could get some of that?” He caught her eye once and then lowered his head and stared at his tattered tennis shoes.

      “Well, I guess I have something here I could feed you,” Maggie said. She turned to look back in her kitchen. “But as far as the donuts go, I don’t have any of those here.”

      “Oh,” the boy dropped his head again. “I’m so sorry for bothering you, ma’am.” He turned to walk away.

      Maggie looked past him for a car or even a bicycle but saw nothing. “How did you get here?”

      “I walked,” he said.

      “From where?”

      He turned and shrugged his shoulders. “Everywhere? I been living on my own for better than a month now,” he said.

      “Where did you live? I mean, where are your folks?” she asked.

      “I ain’t got any folks,” he said. “I mean, my daddy is in Potosi. My mama run off when I was three.”

      “How old are you now?”

      “Nineteen,” he said.

      “What is your name?”

      “Jake,” he said. “Jacob Jenkins.”

      “Are you related to Tate and Shannon?”

      Jake shrugged again. “Somewhere along the way, maybe distant cousins, but we ain’t that close,” he said.

      “How did you know about the donuts?”

      Immediately, Jake’s face turned beet red. “I’m sorry for bothering you, ma’am,” he said. “It’s just that I like to get close to some of my family when I can. They don’t know I’m around, but I see them, and I overheard they had gotten some donuts from you.”

      Maggie watched as he walked to the end of the yard, and then turned back toward the alley. “Wait a minute,” she called after him. “Jake! Jacob Jenkins!”

      Jake stopped and turned toward him. “Yes, ma’am?”

      “Come back over here and have a seat in the kitchen,” she said. “I’m going to make you something to eat and then we’re going to talk about where you’re going to sleep tonight.”
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      While Jake sat in her kitchen inhaling the small supper she made for him, Maggie texted Brett. She was reluctant to do it at first but decided that it might be a good idea to find out if her house guest was of the dangerous variety or not.

      “Why do you want to know about Jacob Jenkins?” he wrote back.

      “Because he came to my back door thinking that I had food to give away. The kid looks like he’s starving, and I don’t think he has anywhere to sleep,” she replied.

      “He doesn’t,” Brett wrote back almost immediately. “He left the mountain more than a month ago. He had a disagreement with one of the families up there and has been wandering around town ever since.”

      “Is he trouble?” It was the question she most wanted an answer to.

      “Not at all, although I have made him the guest of my holding cell a time or two in the middle of a rainstorm, but only to make sure he was warm and dry for the night.”

      “That’s all I needed to know,” Maggie typed back. “Thank you.”

      “What are you going to do?” Brett asked.

      “I’m going to feed him a good meal and set him up with a temporary place to stay,” she answered. She waited while the three dots danced around on her screen, indicating the fact that Brett was still typing her back.

      “Here’s a thought, make a place for him out in that unused garage of yours, Maggie. That way he is safe and warm, and so are you.”

      “I thought you said he wasn’t trouble.”

      “He isn’t,” Brett responded. “But that doesn’t mean you have to put him up in your spare room. Besides, he’ll take better to the idea of sleeping in your garage than under your roof. It’s a pride thing. Trust me. I’ll be by in a little while with a cot and a sleeping bag for him to use.”

      “Thanks, Brett,” Maggie texted back. “That’s nice of you.”

      “Miss Maggie?” Jake appeared in the doorway not long after.

      “Are you finished?” Maggie asked. From the look on his face, she figured that he might go for a second round. “Would you like more to eat?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said. “I mean, no, thank you. You have done more than enough.”

      “If you’re still hungry, I’ll make more food for you.”

      “No, ma’am,” he stammered. “You have done more than enough. Here I just show up at your back door begging for food. It’s just that I don’t have any money and no matter what I do, it seems that my family doesn’t want anything to do with me. And trust me, I’ve tried everything.”

      Brett knocked lightly on the back door and walked in. “Hey there, Jake,” he said.

      “Chief Mission,” Jake nodded nervously. He looked at Maggie.

      “Maggie and I are good friends, Jake,” Brett said by way of explanation. “I brought a few things for you to settle into the garage.”

      “The garage?” Confusion registered on the young man’s face.

      “We hadn’t quite gotten to that part yet. You got here faster than I expected.” Maggie turned back to Jake. “I texted Brett and asked him a few questions about you. I hope you understand. It’s not that I don’t trust you, it’s just that I don’t know you.”

      Jake nodded. He kept his head down. “My people haven’t exactly been in the town’s good graces lately,” he said.

      “Josiah Hawthorne’s troubles aren’t yours, Jake,” Brett said.

      “So, here’s the deal about the garage,” Maggie said, noticing the look of concern on the young man’s face. She pushed Jake backwards until he found a seat at the table again. “I have that whole garage out there that I never use. There’s a bathroom with a shower in it, although I know it needs a good cleaning. It’s heated and cooled, and there is a small workspace with a concrete pad that would work as a place for you to live right now.”

      “But, ma’am,” Jake argued. “That’s too much. You don’t need to give me a place to live. That’s not why I came here tonight.”

      “I understand that perfectly, Jake,” Maggie said. “And I have no intention of giving you anything.”

      Jake looked up and met her eyes at last. “I’m sorry but I don’t understand,” he said.

      “Answer me this,” Maggie said. “Are you opposed to getting up early and working hard?”

      “Not at all,” Jake said. “I’ve been wanting a job. No one around here seems to be hiring, though. Especially not the likes of me. I’ve looked everywhere and I’m at the end of my rope. I don’t know what else to do since my family doesn’t seem to want me around.”

      “Well, I am, if you’re interested,” Maggie said.

      “Oh, yes, ma’am! I am very interested! I was in the process of trying to get back in the good graces of my family just so I’d have a place to go.”

      “The real question is do you like donuts?” Brett teased.

      “Yes, sir,” Jake said. “I mean, I love donuts. And I want to work hard. I just want a chance to start over. I’ve made some bad choices recently and it’s time I do the right thing.”

      “Good deal,” Maggie said. “Let’s get you set up for the night. I will wake you up early and you can start work before the sun comes up tomorrow morning.”
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      When she knocked on the door to awaken Jake for work the following morning, she found him already wide awake and freshly showered. Over his shoulder, she could see the blankets and sleeping bag folded neatly on the cot.

      “How did you sleep?” she asked him.

      “Like a baby.” Jake smiled. Maggie didn’t press him further. The only thing she found wanting was his clothes, the same ones he had worn the night before. Although from the strong scent of pine, she was quite sure he had washed them out by hand the night before and hung them in the garage bathroom to dry.

      “Do you have any other clothes?” she asked.

      Jake’s cheeks reddened again. “No, ma’am,” he said, again looking at the ground.

      “Come inside for a moment,” she ordered. She turned back to the house and headed straight for the closet in the spare bedroom. She filled her arms with clothes and headed back to the kitchen. “My son Bradley was here on leave from the Navy when his little boy Wyatt was born, and he left a few things behind when he went back to duty. I think you’re about his size.” She handed the clothing over to him.

      “Won’t he care that I’m wearing his clothes?”

      “You know, as it turns out, I talked to my son last night and he told me that I could give you anything he left here, aside from little Wyatt’s things, of course.” Maggie smiled. “Why don’t you go on into my bathroom and change? When we get to work, I have another shirt for you to wear.”

      “You keep clothes at the donut shop, too?”

      Maggie chuckled. “My partner Ruby and I have shirts with the donut shop logo on them for our employees,” she said.

      “Your partner?”

      Maggie nodded. “Ruby Cobb? Do you know her? She has a farm outside of town,” she said. “Anyway, Ruby is both my best friend and my business partner. You’ll get the way we run things soon enough.”

      Jake nodded his understanding. “I’ll be right back,” he said and disappeared to change.

      Ruby had not arrived at the donut shop before Maggie pulled into the alley. Jake emerged from the car and followed her to the door as silently as he rode from the house. Maggie unlocked the door and let him in.

      “Come this way,” she instructed. “This is the kitchen, obviously. The main part here is where we make the donuts.” She pointed out the prep table next to the sinks, the automatic donut machine, baker’s table, and the deep fryer. She showed him the office, store room, cooler, and the employee restroom before taking him through the swinging doors and showing him the dining room in the front.

      “Good morning,” Ruby said. She had come in while Maggie and Jake were up front. “You must be Jake. I’m Ruby.”

      “Ma’am.” Jake nodded. Maggie noted the redness in his cheeks again. She wondered if he thought it odd that Ruby already knew about him joining them, but she figured in time, he would figure out that Maggie didn’t make any major moves without consulting with her.

      “Do you have any questions so far?” Maggie asked him.

      Jake nodded. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do,” he admitted. “What is my job going to be?”

      “This morning, why don’t you just follow along behind the two of us so you can learn how things run around here?” Maggie suggested.

      “We’ll have you help us out for a few days, so you get how we make the donuts and the other things we do,” Ruby added. “After that, you’ll be able to help out anywhere.”

      “Right,” Maggie said. “So, the first thing we do is check the list for the day. I do most of the yeast-based products while Ruby runs the donut machine for the cake-based donuts. She also handles the regular food offerings for lunch. Follow me to the store room and we’ll get started.”

      Jake was right by her side as she worked through the cinnamon rolls, scones, and other pastries. She explained the two types of scones and explained the basic products that filled the display case every day.

      “Can I try?” Jake asked an hour later. Maggie had already started the second batch of cinnamon roll dough. Jake washed his hands without being asked and returned to the table. Maggie moved out of the way and let him have a try at kneading the dough. He mastered it with few instructions.

      “Who’s this?” Orson asked the second he arrived. He eyed Jake from across the room.

      “Orson Hawley, meet Jake Jenkins,” Maggie said. She turned to Jake. “Orson here runs just about everything.”

      “Nice to meet you, Jake,” Orson said. He reached out and shook his hand. Maggie felt herself exhaling slowly. She was grateful that Orson handled meeting Jake so well. Ruby caught her eye and gestured toward Orson. Maggie nodded and moved to Jake’s side to instruct him while Ruby took Orson to the front and explained everything to him. Eventually, Myra arrived, and the workday began. The morning passed quickly, and Jake picked up on things just as quickly. Despite her early reservations, Maggie watched Jake and Orson get along better than she had expected.

      Just before eight, Brett arrived with Brooks in tow. Jake smiled at Brett when he saw him and nodded at Brooks when they were introduced.

      “You might see me around here a bit more often, man,” Brooks teased. “That girl over there is my future bride.” He winked in Myra’s direction. Myra responded by tossing a wadded up napkin at him.

      Maggie walked Jake through ringing up Brett’s order on the iPad at the front counter. She left him alone to wait on Brooks and smiled at Brett when he made it through the order without a mistake.

      “Looks to me like you made the right decision last night,” Brett said.

      “Any idea why he left the mountain?” Maggie asked. Brett had promised to look into things for her.

      Brett nodded and lowered his voice even more. “He fell in love with the wrong girl, and it made her family very angry at him,” he said. “Malynn Cummins is her name, and her dad is not happy that the likes of Jake was sneaking around with his daughter. Word is they ran him off under threat of violence if he stayed.”

      “And Jake didn’t have any family to speak of to defend him?” Maggie said sadly.

      “Exactly,” Brett said. “So, he ended up living on the streets here. He might be the first homeless person in Dogwood Mountain.”

      “Except for me,” Myra whispered when she passed between them. “Don’t forget how you found me sleeping outside behind the dumpster. I’d probably still be out there if you hadn’t found me and insisted on giving me a job,” Myra replied.

      “Brett, this girl, Malynn,” Maggie said. “Was she younger than him or something?”

      Brett shook his head. “Same age. Her dad is just stuck in the past. He thinks he gets to say who she loves.”

      “Where is she now, this girl?” Myra asked.

      “Seattle,” Brett said. His eyes widened and he closed his mouth quickly when he realized that Jake had overheard him.

      “May I please run to the back for a moment, Miss Maggie?” Jake asked. Maggie nodded and watched as he disappeared quickly through the employee door.

      “You’re going to have to teach him not to ask permission to use the restroom, Maggie,” Brett said.

      “We’re working on that, among other things,” Maggie said and smiled. Jake’s polite mannerisms stood out to her and spoke of good raising, but she wanted to make sure he didn’t feel the need to practically grovel each time he spoke.

      “What happened to the girl?” Myra asked now that Jake was out of the room.

      “Her family convinced her to move to Washington State with a great-aunt,” he said. “Apparently she has been there a month and decided to go to school. I don’t think she’ll be back.”

      “Poor Jake,” Maggie said. “I wonder if he’s still pining for her.”

      “I don’t know, but he is no better off with her gone,” he said, then smiled warmly at Maggie. “Or at least he wasn’t until he decided to knock on your door.”

      “I’ll be back in a bit,” Orson said before he headed off to the Dogwood House to make the morning delivery for the guests. Maggie shot a grin in Myra’s direction. It was no secret that Orson would do just about anything to visit with the owner of the bed and breakfast. Gretchen LeClair and he were becoming closer as time went on and while he wasn’t quite ready to call her his girlfriend out loud, that’s absolutely what she was. Their relationship was perfect as far as Maggie was concerned. Gretchen was quiet and level headed and Orson was anything but, however, they balanced each other out well.

      “What was that look for?” Brett asked.

      “I can tell you that one, Chief,” Brooks said, joining them. Jake returned from the back and leaned against the counter behind Maggie. “Orson is still shy about his relationship, and everyone likes to tease him about it.”

      “We aren’t teasing!” Maggie promised. “We just want him to know how great we think it is.”

      “Who’s Gretchen LeClair?” Jake asked. His face flamed red the instant he spoke out. “I’m sorry. That wasn’t polite of me.”

      “Gretchen is the lovely older woman that runs the Dogwood House,” Brett said. He smiled and winked at Jake, as if he was a part of the small gossip circle. “That’s why the morning runs are Orson’s favorite duty.”

      Myra laughed. “We’re all waiting for Orson to make things official. Or at least official to the rest of us. He knows we all know, but I have to admit… with as boisterous as he is, he really prefers to keep his love life to himself.

      “That’s sweet,” Jake said. He nodded at the group and headed out to the dining room where he began wiping down a table after a couple left. Maggie thought she could see angst in his face.
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      Maggie made Jake sit down and eat a meal just before noon. She informed him that he would be on his own to help Myra and Orson when she and Ruby sat down together. When she made his plate, Ruby piled it high with double helpings of every lunch offering they had for the day.

      “When you’re finished eating, pick out your favorite donut and let Orson make you a cup of coffee,” she told Jake.

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said, and then added, “Ma’am? I don’t drink much coffee.”

      Ruby smiled nicely. “You might change your mind,” she said. “Tell Orson your favorite flavors and let him work his magic.”

      “He may not like coffee,” Maggie said when Ruby returned to the back.

      “Oh, you heard that?” Ruby asked.

      Maggie nodded. “I was peeking out the door when you spoke to him,” she said. “I find myself quite amused by how much food you gave him.”

      “Based on his manners, I’m going to bet he was raised to be a part of the clean plate club.”

      “I think you’re right, although I wonder where he got his home training,” she said. “Because based on what he had to say, his family was rather broken. I don’t understand why he’d want to go back.”

      “Maybe he was tired of living on the streets. He did say that he did everything he could to get back in their good gra…” Ruby paused and swallowed hard. “Maggie, what do you think that could mean?”

      “Huh?”

      “What if Jake had something to do with that murder? What if he somehow wanted to take care of the camper and show his family he supported them?”

      “I don’t think that’s the case at all. I believe he’s a kid who is having a hard time and I’m going to help him, not accuse him of murder.” Maggie stated her opinion very openly and didn’t give any room for a discussion.

      Myra poked her head inside the swinging door. “Hey, you guys might want to come up front for a little while,” she said.

      Maggie shot Ruby a look and hurried to follow Myra. When she pushed through the door she found a dozen new faces standing in front of the counter. She recognized some of the campers who had stood in front of her donut shop before.

      Like the other morning, a few of them carried their weapons. Every face in the dining room was turned to watch them. Maggie turned to Ruby. “What do I do? It’s like they’re here brandishing their weapons!”

      Ruby stepped around Maggie and leaned on her palms against the counter. “Is there a reason you all have your weapons out and ready to go? I’m pretty sure there aren’t any turkey or squirrel hiding behind the donuts.”

      A chuckle rippled across the donut shop.

      “We are well within our rights to carry these with us anywhere in this state,” one of the men said. Maggie recognized him as one of the men who had stood next to Dustin Williams the last time they were here.

      “You tell them, Dave,” someone shouted.

      “Your name is Dave?” Ruby asked.

      “Yeah, Dave Hudson,” he said. “What’s it to ya?”

      “Oh, it matters when I step back in that kitchen and call up the police chief and let him know that a dozen armed men are inside the donut shop.”

      “Like I said, we aren’t breaking any laws,” Dave said.

      “If I understand the law correctly, a private property owner can post a notice that doesn’t allow firearms inside his or her business,” Ruby replied.

      “I don’t see a sign anywhere,” Dave said. His gun rested in his arms against his protruding belly.

      Maggie stepped forward again. “It’s right there in the window.” She pointed to the sign Brett had picked up from the hardware store.

      “I think we’re going to keep our guns on us,” Dave said.

      “Guys, maybe we should just go,” one of the others said quietly.

      “Shut up, Mason,” Dave growled. “We’re going to stand right here with our weapons and we’re going to get served.”

      “Served what?” Maggie asked. “You haven’t ordered a thing. And aren’t all you guys supposed to be in the woods camping or trying to survive or something?”

      “We can be wherever we want and do whatever we want, and what we want is coffee from you right now! You can bring a round of coffee to all of us after we take our seats,” Dave said. He yanked a chair out from a table and nearly toppled it over.

      “Bring donuts, too,” one of the other men shouted. “Ain’t this a donut shop, after all?”

      For a moment, the interior of the donut shop sounded like a war zone. The men moved around the dining room, pulling out chairs and pushing tables together.

      Maggie was speechless and vaguely aware of someone moving past her. Suddenly, Orson was standing in front of her. “That’s enough,” he yelled. “I want each of you to stand right up and get yourselves out of this establishment! Don’t you say another word to any of these women!”

      “Hold on there, old timer,” Dave said. He rose from his seat with his hands on his gun. “You better take it down a notch.”

      “I don’t think so,” Orson said. He lowered his voice considerably and stared hard at the men. He stood five feet from Dave. “If you’re going to go around flashing that gun, you best be prepared to use it. I’m not going to say it again. Get up, get your stuff, and get out of this place.”

      “And don’t you come back.” Maggie turned in time to see Brett. The kitchen door was still swinging behind him. She caught a glimpse of Myra smiling across the donut shop. She held her phone up briefly.

      “Good job,” Maggie mouthed to her. She made a note to give the girl a hug for contacting Brett.

      Maggie turned back around. She spotted Brett holding his gun in his hand. He hadn’t pointed it to anyone just yet.

      “Look, we don’t want no trouble,” Mason said.

      “For the last time, shut up Mason!” Dave stood up and raised his weapon. Brett stepped forward and aimed directly at him. “That’ll do it for you, buddy. Put the gun on the table and step back.”

      The next several seconds happened faster than Maggie could think. Before she knew it, Dave Hudson was down with his face pressed firmly into the floor. Brett had both arms pulled up over his back secured by silver handcuffs.

      “Are you ready to stop?” Brett asked patiently.

      “Gimme my gun,” Dave said. His words were muffled slightly.

      “Ha!” Brett released his arms and pulled him up by the back of his shirt. “The rest of you listen to me. I want you out of my town before the sun sets.”

      “Don’t you think we won’t be back, right boys?” Dave looked around at the faces of his friends. Each one lowered his eyes and stared at the ground. “Really? That’s how it is? You’re going to turn on me now? What happened to all of us having each other’s backs?”

      “Shut up, Hudson,” Brett said. He pushed him forward a few steps. “In the future, leave your guns in your pickups when you walk into a place of business. You all are old enough to know how to behave in public.”

      Dave muttered and pushed back against Brett as they approached the door. Before he could reach out to open it, the man whipped around and glared hard at Maggie. She held her breath and waited for him to speak. Before he opened his mouth, he looked just beyond her. “You,” Dave said. “You’re one of them, aren’t you? You’re one of those little vermin from the hills.”

      Maggie turned slightly and spotted Jake standing behind her left shoulder.

      “Shut up and walk,” Brett commanded.

      “You hear that, boys? That kid is one of those hillbilly rats! You just remember what those people did to Dustin!”

      “Get out of here,” Orson shouted, drawing out Dave’s tirade. “Don’t let the door hit you where the good Lord split you!”
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      Maggie sat across from Ruby a few hours later. They watched the fire crackle in the pit and sipped on glasses of wine. “I can’t believe those men showed up with their guns like that,” Maggie said.

      “Do you really think they meant to do that?” Myra asked. She was seated next to Ruby.

      “Meant to do what, intimidate us?”

      Myra nodded. “Yeah, was it deliberate or just stupid?” she asked.

      “A little of both,” Brooks said. He laced his hands through her fingers. “For most of those guys, I think it adds up to stupidity.”

      “Not for Dave Hudson or Ricky Lewis,” Brett added. He was seated close to Maggie’s right side. “I tried talking to the sheriff about Hudson myself this afternoon.”

      “What about him? Isn’t he in your jurisdiction?”

      Brett nodded. “He’s in the county jail, but only because we don’t have the capacity to keep prisoners overnight,” he said. “The charges he faces were filed on behalf of the Dogwood Mountain Police Department, not the county.”

      “Then why were you talking to him?” Ruby asked.

      “Because I find his version of events about the day Dustin Williams was shot a little hard to swallow,” Brett said.

      “So, do you think he actually shot his own friend?” Myra asked.

      “Not necessarily, but there is something that doesn’t add up about it,” Brett said.

      “Hudson claims he saw Josiah’s truck fleeing from the area Williams was shot in, but then Josiah was spotted out at the lake not long after,” Brooks explained.

      “But those are in two completely opposite directions, and Josiah would have had to drive very fast in a very out of the way fashion to accomplish that,” Ruby said.

      “Exactly my point,” Brett said.

      “Technically, it could have happened,” Brooks said.

      “So, it’s possible, but not probable,” Maggie said.

      Brett nodded. “I told the sheriff that Dave Hudson’s version of events merits more looking into.”

      “Do you think Josiah is innocent?” Maggie asked.

      “I don’t know, but I definitely think it isn’t absolutely certain that he killed anyone,” Brett said.

      “Josiah Hawthorne isn’t a violent guy,” Jake Jenkins spoke up for the first time. Maggie had practically forced him out of the garage and out to her car when it was time to leave for Ruby’s farm.

      “Tell me more,” Brett said.

      Jake’s face turned bright red from the attention. “I’ve known him since I was little. Everyone has known him, among my family and neighbors up the mountain. Before I was born, a lot of bad things happened. Bad people, bad substances. But Josiah, like his dad, roared like a lion the moment anybody would listen that the community deserved better than an endless cycle of drugs and poverty. Josiah looks like he does, and he used that to his advantage to persuade people to listen to him, but he wasn’t forceful.”

      “Josiah Hawthorne pushed to make your community better?” Brooks asked.

      Jake nodded. “That’s why I don’t believe he would kill that guy, or anyone else for that matter.”

      “Jake, what is the issue between Josiah’s people and the campers? Is it the same folks every year that come out or what?” Myra asked. “Or do they just not like them?”

      Jake sighed deeply. “I don’t know when it began, and there are new faces every year, but I think it’s the same small group of them that come down every year and make trouble,” he said. “Those guys, Dustin, Dave, Mason, I think those are their names, they have made a big deal about hunting on lands that were private property. They do it on purpose and wave their guns around kicking up a fuss.”

      “That’s the whole thing? Trespassing?”

      “That’s the simple version of it,” Jake said. “I think they have done some bad stuff themselves.”

      “Like what?” Orson asked. “I don’t like that some of those guys stay up at Gretchen’s place. I thought it was supposed to be only women and children there, but it’s gotten out of hand. All these men running around causing a ruckus. I don’t like it one bit.”

      Jake glanced over at Brett. “I never saw any of this with my own two eyes, but I have heard of them setting fire to barns and beating up people they catch alone and leaving them for dead in the middle of nowhere.” He looked nervously from Maggie to each of the other women in the group. “I’ve even heard about them trying to take advantage of female business owners in the past.”

      “Hold on a second,” Brett said and sat up straighter. “You have heard specific names accused of doing these things?

      “Yeah,” Jake said. “But I don’t have proof. Just rumors.”

      “In some cases, rumors are all it takes,” Brett said.

      Maggie drove home a few hours later. She listened while Jake got settled in the garage for the night, then made sure each door and window was locked up tight for the night. Something about Jake’s words shook her to her core.

      Had the same men who had come into her donut shop a few hours before waving around their weapons intended on trying to take advantage of her in some way? She shivered at the thought.
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      “Why is Orson back so soon?” Ruby asked early the next morning. She stood close to Maggie’s shoulder and watched him pull back into the parking lot. He was headed for the back alley and driving faster than normal.

      “Maybe he forgot the coffee,” Maggie suggested.

      “No, I helped him load it myself,” Ruby replied. “You know how careful he is to make sure everything is perfect when he delivers breakfast and coffee up at the Dogwood House. He wants everything to be perfect in order to impress Gretchen.”

      “Maybe he’s not feeling well,” Maggie said. “Maybe we are pushing him too hard.”

      A loud noise from the kitchen sent the two of them scrambling to get through the swinging door. “What is going on back here?” Ruby asked.

      “Sometimes I hate that stupid door,” Maggie said as she rubbed her arm where the door had slapped her.

      Noise was coming from the store room. Maggie jumped when a large metal bowl clattered to the floor.

      “Orson,” she shouted. “Are you in there?”

      “Of course, I’m in here! Where else would I be?” he snapped and stepped into the doorway.

      “What happened?” Ruby asked calmly. “Why are you back from Miss Gretchen’s so fast?”

      “Why am I not at Miss Gretchen’s, you ask?” Orson’s face was pinched with anger. “I’ll tell you why! It’s because of those hooligans who have decided that setting up camp in the bed and breakfast is a way to survive. That’s why!”

      “Wait a minute,” Ruby said. She gently led Orson to a stool in the middle of the store room. “Slow down and tell us what happened.”

      Orson folded his arms and scowled. “I got there like normal. Everything was fine. But when I started bringing the donuts into the kitchen and setting them up on the counter like I do every morning, one of those clowns came stomping down the back stairs and into the kitchen carrying on about how I was late.”

      “You weren’t late,” Maggie said. “You left here when you always do.”

      “That’s what I’m trying to tell you,” Orson said. “I wasn’t late. But this clown kept carrying on and on about it and demanded that I give him a bunch of free stuff. I tried to tell him that the donuts are free for everyone.”

      Right,” Maggie said. “So, what happened? What did Gretchen say about all of this?”

      “I’m getting to that,” he said. “Then another one of those guys comes tromping down the steps and started in on me about more donuts. Only, this guy starts throwing the donuts around in the box and makes a huge mess. Gretchen gets extremely upset, rightly so, and told them that there would be no more deliveries from the local donut shop for a week.”

      “We’re not delivering for a week?” Maggie asked.

      “Apparently not,” Orson snapped. “I took her aside and asked her why she didn’t just kick those guys out right there and then.”

      “As far as I am concerned, Brett already told them to get out of town anyway,” Maggie said.

      “Except we don’t know if those are the same men that were here yesterday,” Ruby said.

      “The worst part of all of this is that Gretchen said she couldn’t kick those guys out.” Orson frowned. “She doesn’t need the reputation as a strict host. She’s worried about ratings on some websites. It’s like she’s just letting them control her.”

      “The campers stay, but we’re out for now,” Ruby said. “That’s just wonderful.”

      “Do you think Gretchen is in any danger, Orson?” Maggie thought about the men in the donut shop the day before and Jake’s comment about female business owners. What if they were setting up not only the donut shop but the bed and breakfast too?

      Orson shrugged. “I have no idea, and now we have been shut out until they’re gone.”

      “We should put a bug in Brett’s ear about this,” Ruby suggested.

      “Why? Gretchen said she is going to let them stay,” Orson said. “What’s he going to do about it?”

      Maggie said nothing more. In a way, Orson was right. As long as Gretchen was willing to put up with it, there wasn’t a whole lot anyone could do. Even so, she fired off a text to him, just to let him know what happened in case there was more trouble. She wanted to warn Gretchen about the men but was beginning to realize her fear of them. She had to let Brett handle it.

      Trouble. It seemed like the entire week had been filled with it. Who had brought it to town first was another question entirely.

      “Why don’t you take the rest of the morning off, Orson?” Ruby suggested. “We can handle business around here. Jake is starting to figure things out well enough.”

      “I’m not going home, not now anyway,” Orson said. His eyes were still wild from the drama at the Dogwood House. “What I am going to do is sit right out there by Delbert and drink some coffee. I won’t be on the clock for a couple of hours, but I won’t be leaving you girls here alone with just young Jake to look after you.”

      Maggie watched as Orson walked slowly out of the store room and back through the kitchen. “Orson wants to protect all of us,” Ruby whispered when he was out of earshot.

      “You know he meant every word of that, too,” Maggie said. “That’s probably what’s got him so keyed up about Gretchen.”

      “That’s for sure, but I don’t like the fact that more of those guys started trouble related to the donut shop and one of us,” Ruby said. “I think we ought to reach out to Brett, no matter what Superman out there thinks about it.”

      Maggie smiled. “Already done,” she said.

      “Of course, you already let him know,” Ruby said with an exaggerated roll of her eyes. “Well done, Lois Lane.”
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      Maggie felt the weight of Orson’s mood for the remainder of the day. When he did return to work, he moped around and cast sideways looks at each of them. But when she asked if he wanted to talk more about it, he muttered to himself and walked away.

      “It is my firm belief that he wants to sit and hold court with all of us and pour his heart out, but his pride prevents it,” Ruby said to her when they were alone in the cooler.

      “I know,” Maggie agreed. “I don’t know what I wish for more, these campers to pack up and leave town or for Gretchen to once and for all publicly declare her undying love for Orson.”

      She finished putting away the butter she had brought back to the cooler from the baker’s table and headed back out to replace Myra up front for a little while.

      “Thanks, Maggie,” Myra said when she sent her on a break. Right away Maggie saw her phone out. No doubt she was texting Brooks. The idea made her smile. Myra and Brooks had found each other. Even old Orson had found someone to love.

      She looked up in time to see Brett walk through the door. She blushed slightly, and then turned around to start making his favorite cinnamon latte.

      “Hi, Maggie,” he said and took a seat at the counter. He was in full uniform. Maggie found herself missing the sight of him in dark blue jeans.

      “Do you want a cinnamon roll with this?” Maggie asked.

      “Make it two,” he said.

      She plucked two large cinnamon rolls from the display case and popped them into the warmer. “I hope things are quiet right now,” she said in a low voice.

      “So far,” Brett said. He looked over his shoulder at Orson who was seated across from Delbert at the old timer’s table for the second time in just a few hours. “I did stop by a certain house on the hill before I came here.”

      Maggie’s eyes widened. “You did? You stopped by?”

      Brett nodded. “I made up something about checking on a date when Layla might come back down from school, and I took the time to look around and make sure everything was okay,” he said.

      “I take it Layla isn’t planning to come down any time soon?”

      “If my daughter comes to town, she’ll be staying with me,” Brett said. “She is a poor student these days.”

      “How was Gretchen? Did she seem okay?”

      Brett cocked his head to the side. “She seemed a little distracted, maybe a little nervous,” he said. “But she reassured me that everything is alright.”

      “Did you speak with any of the clowns?” Maggie asked.

      “Clowns?”

      Maggie smiled. She leaned over the counter. “That’s Orson’s name for the campers at the Dogwood House,” she said.

      Brett leaned in a little closer, too. He was close enough that Maggie could smell his cologne. “That’s a good name for them. And I only saw a few of them hanging around.”

      Maggie lingered for a moment, and then stood upright again. “It’s funny,” she said. “I have never seen so many campers doing anything but camping. I hate to think they’re hanging around the bed and breakfast trying to mess with Gretchen in some way. No one deserves to have to deal with all this.”

      After Brett left, she watched the front closely for signs of any of the campers, or any of the mountain people for that matter. No signs of trouble showed up, and she was grateful.

      “What should we do with the leftover donuts today?” Ruby asked when they started cleaning out the display case. “It seems like we ought to be doing more with them now.”

      “I know,” Maggie said. “Maybe I’ll take a drive out to the lake this afternoon and see if anyone is there.”

      “You’re going to go back out there and see if any of the people from the hills are still out there? Josiah’s people?”

      Maggie shrugged. “Really, anyone,” she said. “I have a feeling the rest of them did like they said and returned to the mountain.”

      “If no one else is out there, I would just pick a church and stop in,” Ruby suggested. “Maybe there is a food bank we can donate to.”

      Maggie nodded and headed out to her car with an armload of boxes. As much as she loved her home and business, it felt good to get away for a little while. It was also one of her favorite times of the year. Along her drive, she gazed up at the bright green all along the mountain from the freshly sprung leaves.

      When she reached the lake, she slowed her car down and looked at the trees surrounding the water. She pulled over and rolled down her window, allowing the cool breeze to waft in and refresh her senses.

      After a few relaxing moments, Maggie decided to drive on. The donuts in the back weren’t getting any fresher. She veered around the curves and headed for the campground. As soon as she rounded the last curve she realized that it was empty, except for a half-dozen or so workers in reflective vests.

      Maggie parked her car and rolled her window back down. “I take it all the people who were here packed up and left,” she said to a man as he approached her car.

      “Yeah,” he said and frowned. He swiped his gloved hand across his brow. “They took off and left us with a huge mess.”

      “I’m sorry,” Maggie said. “I wouldn’t have taken them for the littering kind.” She felt a pang of disappointment in the hill people.

      “They left in a hurry, Joe,” another, younger worker called out to the man at her window.

      “Yeah, well, it’s not them who has to stick around and clean everything up,” Joe grumbled. “So, if you’re looking for them, you’ll have to hit the mountain road and head up.” He gestured with his hand like a plane taking off.

      “I own Dogwood Donuts,” Maggie announced. “I was out here a few days ago with a few dozen donuts at the end of the day. I just thought they might still be out here.”

      “You got donuts with you right now?” Joe peeked hopefully in her backseat.

      Maggie smiled. “I do. Are you guys hungry?”

      Joe smiled. “I know I sure am,” he said and looked over his shoulder and the other men and two women scattered across the campground. A couple of them fist-pumped in the air in reply.

      “I’ll take that as a yes for everyone,” she said and opened her door. She stepped quickly to the back and picked up the first two boxes. “I’ll just put these on that picnic table.” She nodded to the closest table and set the boxes down.

      “What do we owe you for this?” Joe asked with a vanilla frosted donut already in one hand.

      “Not a thing,” Maggie said. “It’s a gift.”

      “No, come on,” Joe said. “We’ve got to give you something for all of this.”

      Maggie shook her head. “Just spread the word about the donuts, I guess,” she said. “You know, word of mouth is the best advertising tool there is.”

      “We thank you,” one of the women said. She sat down at the picnic table and helped herself to an apple fritter. “Hey, look at that.” She looked down at the concrete pad under the picnic table and reached her arm down. When she sat back up, she held a red and white handkerchief.

      “I guess we missed something when we picked up this campsite,” Joe said. “Looks like it’s monogrammed, Kate.”

      “Is this silk? It sort of feels like silk,” Kate said. She folded the handkerchief over in her hand. “I wonder who S.L.J. is.”

      “I know who that belongs to,” Maggie said. “Shannon Jenkins. She’s one of the people I met when I delivered donuts out here. I can take it to her.”

      Kate handed her the handkerchief. “Looks like a corner is missing,” she said. Maggie noticed the small tear in one corner and folded the cloth over in her hand and stuffed it in her pocket.

      “I’ll return it to the owner,” she said and headed back to her car. She waved off a few more expressions of gratitude and headed further outside of town.
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      Maggie turned off of the highway onto a side road and headed down a steep hill for Possum Pass, known simply as “the mountain road” by the locals. It was the main path up and down Dogwood Mountain, and the site of a recent murder.

      She turned onto the washboard gravel road and slowed to a stop. A ring of yellow police tape fluttered in the wind. Maggie thought for a moment, and then put her car in park and got out. She was careful not to go anywhere near the police tape.

      Her mind drifted to the conversation around the bonfire. Brett expressed his own doubts about the story Dave Hudson had given him that landed Josiah Hawthorne in the county jail charged with murder. She stood on the side of the road and looked toward the highway.

      “Doesn’t make any sense,” she muttered. The mountain road was at the bottom of a steep hill and turned up sharply toward the mountain.

      How could Dave have seen Josiah’s pickup speeding away from the crime scene? Either he was lying just to get Josiah in trouble, or to get himself out of it.

      She looked around for a moment longer and then headed back toward her car. Something colorful caught her eye. She walked a few feet into the grass and stopped to pick up the missing corner of Shannon’s handkerchief. She shrugged and stuffed the piece in her back pocket.

      At least Shannon can put it back together, she thought.

      Maggie gripped the wheel tightly as she pushed her car up the hill. The road twisted to the right and then to the left. For a solid mile, she saw nothing but forest and patches of dry brown grass. After a few more minutes, she spotted a small wood-framed house about a hundred feet off the road. It was difficult to tell whether or not the house was abandoned from the gray, weathered boards.

      She read the name on the mailbox as she passed. Tallent. She drove a little bit further and passed more weathered old houses and more mailboxes.

      She came to a crossroads and pulled over for a passing pickup. The driver rolled his window down. Maggie did the same.

      “Can I help you?” the older man behind the wheel asked her. “You ought not be up here, lady.”

      “I’m looking for Shannon Jenkins,” Maggie said brightly. “I have something of hers that I found in town. Oh, and I have some donuts for her.”

      The old man leaned out his window and let go of a stream of brown spit. Maggie shuddered at the sight. “Are you the donut lady?” he asked.

      Maggie smiled. “I am,” she said. “Would you like a box?”

      The old man looked down the road and then in his rearview mirror. “I guess it won’t hurt nothing,” he said. Maggie turned and picked up a single box from the back seat and handed it through the window to him.

      “Here you go,” she said.

      “Thanks,” he said and glanced in the mirror again. “If you go thataway up the hill and veer right, you’ll come across a mess of old trailers. Shannon lives in the third one from the road.” He pulled off slowly and headed back down the road without another word.

      Maggie wasn’t sure she was headed in the right direction or if the older man had even told her the right way to go. Shannon had told her about the house she lived in, and it certainly hadn’t sounded like it was a trailer. She came to a split in the road and veered to the right as he had instructed. A small group of run-down and boarded up single wide trailers came into view about a half-mile down the road.

      Maggie turned into the drive past the mailbox with Jenkins written on the side. She pulled to a stop and waited for a moment before she got out. She’d hoped Shannon didn’t lie about where she lived out of fear of being judged. She grabbed the last four boxes of donuts and headed across the thick, un-mowed grass toward the third trailer.

      “What are you doing here?” Shannon Jenkins called out to her.

      “Hi, Shannon,” Maggie said with a smile. “I went down to the campground, and you all were already gone. I just thought I would bring you some donuts today. Free of charge, of course.”

      “You shouldn’t be here,” Shannon said.

      “Oh, I’m not worried about those campers,” Maggie said as she struggled with the boxes. “I swear most of them never do any camping anyway.”

      “It’s not just the campers you need to worry about,” Shannon said and looked behind her into the trailer. Maggie stopped when she noticed that the woman wasn’t smiling.

      “Oh, okay,” Maggie said. “If you don’t want these, I’ll just go.”

      “That might be for the best,” Shannon said.

      “Are you sure you don’t want them?” Maggie asked. “After this, I promise I’ll wait for you to come and see me in town.”

      “Yeah, okay,” Shannon said. She glanced behind her again and stepped out of the front door. She met Maggie on the bottom step and took the boxes from her.

      “Oh, I also found something that belongs to you,” Maggie said. She pulled the pieces of silk out of her back pocket and held them up for Shannon. “I have to admit that this is what prompted me to come up here. This is such a unique handkerchief I wanted to return it to you.”

      Shannon’s lips thinned as she spoke. “Where did you find that?” she asked.

      “Oh, funny story,” Maggie said with a chuckle. “I found the larger piece at the campground when I went out there to see if you all wanted these donuts. The other piece was lying in the grass at the bottom of the mountain road just outside the police tape.”

      Shannon stared at her for a long moment, and then sighed. “Where are my manners? Why don’t you come inside and have a cup of coffee before you leave?” She turned and headed into the house.

      Maggie walked up two more steps and stood on the top of the small porch. She tried to see inside, but the trailer was dark. She stepped inside the doorway and stopped cold when she met the end of a double barrel shotgun.

      “Like I said, come on inside.”
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      Maggie shivered in the corner of the back bedroom. She sat on the bare wood floor. The carpet had been pulled up and only the subfloor remained. The windows were covered with dingy blankets. The entire room smelled and assaulted her nostrils and eyes.

      “Why are you holding me at gunpoint?” she asked.

      “Because you’re too nice for your own good,” Shannon said and slammed the door behind her. Maggie could hear her talking to someone on the phone, though her words were mumbled.

      Her own phone was still sitting in the front passenger seat of her car. She heard Shannon moving around at the other end of the trailer. She forced herself to unfold from the floor and stand up. She moved as quietly as she could and looked out the window. The window faced the backyard. Maggie tiptoed quietly to the other side of the room. She moved a dirty sleeping bag to the side and looked out of the window. She could see the road. She pushed into the glass and strained to see the driveway. For a moment, she felt the floor moving beneath her.

      But it was her car moving. Someone was behind the wheel driving her car across the yard. She watched until it disappeared around the side of one of the trailers to her right.

      Her heart sank. Someone was ditching her car. “That isn’t good,” she said. She heard footsteps outside the door and ran to the wall. She flattened herself against it.

      “I know you’re still in there, Maggie,” Shannon said when she opened the door. She walked around and came face to face with her.

      “I’m freezing in here,” Maggie said. “Why are you keeping me? I haven’t done anything to you.”

      “Yes, you did, you just don’t know what you’ve done.” She sighed. “And now you have forced me into a corner.”

      “What are you going to do with me?” Maggie asked. She could hear the desperation in her own voice.

      “The only thing I can do,” Shannon said. She looked away from her.

      Maggie felt the anger boil up inside her. “You can’t even look at me? Look at me, Shannon! If you’re going to get rid of me, you can at least tell me why!”

      Slowly, the other woman turned her head. “You found evidence that ties me to the crime scene,” she said flatly.

      “So? That doesn’t mean anything,” Maggie said. “Josiah is in jail right now. Why would anyone think you were involved?”

      “Because I was,” Shannon said. “Well, sort of. I didn’t shoot him myself or anything, but I know who did and that gun is buried right where Tate is driving your car. They won’t ever find it.”

      “Tate? Tate is involved with this?”

      Shannon nodded her head. “Of course, he is. Just shows how little you know about the way things are done around here. We protect each other and I warned you so many times to stay away but you just wouldn’t listen.”

      “Let me go, Shannon,” Maggie said through gritted teeth. “I have a son, and an infant grandson.”

      “Good for you,” Shannon said coldly and headed for the door.

      “Why was Dustin Williams killed? Since you’re going to kill me anyway, can you at least tell me that much?”

      “Because,” Shannon said without looking back at her. “It’s men like him who try to take advantage of good people and that just won’t do around these parts.” She slammed the door shut behind her.

      Maggie sank down to the floor again. Shannon would be back for her soon. And then what? And then she would disappear where no one would ever find her.

      After sitting with her own thoughts for entirely too long, Maggie figured out that it was most likely Tate who had shot Dustin. Ruby had told her that at one point, Shannon had owned her own business and Jake had told her that people like Dustin liked to take advantage of female business owners. She couldn’t prove anything, but Shannon had told her more than once that Tate liked to protect her. It only made sense that’s the way things had happened. Tate killed Dustin on Shannon’s behalf and now, it seemed, that she was going to kill Maggie for getting too close to the truth.

      Just before dark, Maggie decided it was time to make her move, if she was ever going to. She listened closely for the sounds of movement outside the door. She eyed both windows in the room. The front window was higher off of the ground and much smaller than the back window. Maggie thought quickly and moved to the front. She didn’t have time to second-guess herself. She pushed the ratty blankets to the side and began turning the pegs that held the screen in place a half-circle turn. A moment later, she yanked the screen off of the window and set it down on the floor beside her.

      With a deep breath, Maggie reached for the locks and tried to release the storm window. “Oh, no,” she breathed when neither one would budge, despite the effort she put into it. Tears stung her eyes. She was stuck.

      Unless she did something drastic, like break the glass and climb through it. She searched around on the floor for something to use. She spotted a small cast iron skillet in a heap of trash against the wall and carefully pulled it free. She returned to the window, took a long breath, and smacked the glass with the pan.

      The glass cracked but didn’t break. Maggie looked toward the door and hit the window again, only harder. The glass shattered. She cleared the most jagged pieces with the skillet and climbed out the window.

      She could feel the sharp points digging into her flesh as she passed through it, but she bit her tongue and landed on the ground below. She dropped the skillet and took off for the end of the trailer. She stood in the narrow space between Shannon’s trailer and the one next to it for a second, and then moved to the end. She looked across the front yard and saw no one, but she could hear the voices inside the trailer rising. She had to go.

      Maggie turned back to the back yard and tried to see if anyone was coming. She could see the skillet on the ground and the old blankets waving in the wind. But there was no one else around. She decided to duck low. She raced on her hands and knees to the end of the last trailer and flattened herself against the short end.

      Someone was shouting in the front yard. Maggie heard the rack of a shotgun. She peeked around the end of the trailer. Two sheriff’s vehicles were parked out in the road. Their lights were on. Three deputies stood behind their vehicles with rifles pointed at the trailer.

      More people shouted. Maggie turned back around and shut her eyes. She took the deepest breath she could and turned back. With her hands high above her head, she took off running from the corner of the trailer.

      “Please! Please help me,” she screamed. She saw movement in the distance but kept running toward the road. A few more shouts were exchanged. Maggie felt something whiz past her head. Something stung her shoulder. She went down to the ground and covered her head with her arms.

      A moment later, she was lifted off of the ground and halfway carried out to the road. She glanced back toward the trailer where Tate and Shannon Jenkins stood with their hands high in the air. As she turned her head slowly back toward the men carrying her by her arms, she saw the ghost-white face of the local police chief, with his gun still aimed at the trailer.
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      “You were grazed, not shot,” Orson grumbled to her. He passed a cold bottle of hard apple cider to her and returned to his seat.

      “Technically, you can’t graze someone with buck shot, Orson,” Brooks said. Maggie noted the gleam in his eyes when he spoke.

      “Either way, you came out alive,” Ruby said. Maggie was still taken back by the relief on her face when she spoke of the events from a week before. “My only question is when do you plan to return to work? I don’t mean to be callous, but I know you can’t wait for things to get back to normal.”

      “As soon as the doctor releases her,” Brett answered for Maggie. He sat close enough to her that she could feel the heat of his skin on her arm.

      “I have a question for you, Jake,” Myra said. She turned to face him where he was seated on the other side of the small circle. “Does it surprise you that the old man Maggie gave the donuts to, called the sheriff?”

      Jake sipped his can of root beer and shook his head. “Not really,” he said. “That old man is one of the few left around who remembers what things were like before all the other problems got started.”

      “Will anything happen to him?” Maggie asked, finally taking her turn to talk. “If he hadn’t called when he did, I wouldn’t have made it out of there alive.”

      “He’ll be fine, especially now that Josiah is back on the mountain,” Jake said. “Shannon and her brother weren’t the most well-liked people up there anyway. Josiah will make sure nobody harms old Otis.”

      “Will they both be charged with murder?” Ruby asked. “I know Tate is the one who actually did it, but won’t Shannon be in trouble, too?”

      Brett nodded. “They’re both openly talking about what happened. I think they want to get out of it or get cut a deal if they tell us what they know about Dustin. Supposedly, he went around to various towns and tried to get close to single, female business owners. He then scammed them out of everything and eventually, they were all forced to close up shop.”

      Ruby gasped. “You are looking into that, aren’t you? Shannon had a shop and it closed for seemingly no reason. That woman may be telling the truth!”

      Brett let her finish and promised they were looking into Dustin but reminded her that no matter what had happened to her in the past, it didn’t make being an accomplice to murder any better.

      Maggie shook her head. Even after a week, she still had a hard time believing that Tate and Shannon had been the ones behind the death of Dustin Williams. “I still don’t understand why so many of those campers stirred up such a ruckus. Was Dustin trying to target me or something?”

      “I think the basis of all that had nothing to do with you personally. Who knows what Dustin would have done if he wasn’t killed, but I think the campers and the hill people were just doing what they always do,” Ruby said.

      “If you ask me, I’d say they’re just trouble makers, plain and simple,” Orson added.

      “I believe a few of them were here just to cause problems with the people up the mountain,” Brett agreed. “They don’t do a heck of a lot of camping for being campers.”

      “You’re awfully quiet, Jake,” Ruby observed. “How do you feel about all of this?”

      Jake shifted in his chair. His face reddened. “Well, I just feel so bad that you ended up in so much trouble, Miss Maggie. And I’m grateful that you didn’t turn me out because of it.”

      “Why would I kick you out of your new home, Jake? You didn’t do anything wrong,” Maggie said.

      “No, ma’am, but my people sure did,” he said. “And I’m just as sorry as I can be about that.”

      “Like we told you every time you’ve apologized in the past week, you don’t owe anyone an apology for the actions of a few others, Jake,” Brett said. “I don’t think any less of the other good people up there in the mountains than I did before any of this happened.”

      “That’s very kind of you, Chief Mission,” Jake said. “If somebody took and held my lady at gunpoint and threatened her life, I wouldn’t be as calm as you are.”

      “He’s not calm, son.” Orson chuckled. “He’s just used to the way things go. It wouldn’t be right to end a day without Maggie here finding herself in some sort of trouble.”

      Maggie reached up with her wounded arm and swatted at Orson as best as she could.

      “See, folks. It’s just another day around here. Maggie gets shot and she still beats me up.” Orson winked and cracked a rare smile.
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      Maggie Sharpe first noticed the woman lurking toward the back of the line. As more people moved closer to the display case filled with donuts, the woman seemed to pace in a circle, uninterested in advancing, or in donuts at all.

      “What’s she doing back there?” Orson Hawley grumbled in her ear. “She’s just standing around. Is she even interested in donuts at all?”

      “I don’t know, Orson,” Maggie said. “Why don’t you ask her?”

      Orson said nothing else but moved to the end of the counter. “Hey, you!” he shouted. “Yeah, you. Lady in the pink. Are you meeting somebody here or what? You want a donut or not?”

      Maggie felt the urge to run to the back of the donut shop and hide in the cooler. Orson was an old man, and that fact alone often bought him a pass for many of his gruff idiosyncrasies. Normally, she’d scold him for acting this way, but they’d had their fair share of strange people in the donut shop in the past, and one could never be too sure who was there for the wrong reasons.

      “I’ll wait.” The lady in pink waved him off.

      “I guess she’s waiting on someone.” He shrugged. “Can I help who’s next?”

      A few moments later, the line had thinned enough that the woman was the only one left. Still, she hung back several feet from the counter.

      “Ma’am,” Orson said firmly. “Are you going to order or not?”

      Her eyes narrowed and she glared at him. “Is there a law against standing here?”

      “Actually,” Ruby Cobb interjected. “There is a law against loitering in a business if you are not a customer. What can we do for you? Do you need help?” As Maggie’s business partner and best friend, Ruby, was often the voice of reason and authority.

      “Are you Maggie Shaver? I would like to speak with the owner of this place,” the lady in pink said.

      Maggie stepped forward. “I’m Maggie Sharpe, not Shaver. What can I do for you?”

      The woman started toward the counter. She wobbled slightly on her high heels as she walked. Maggie wondered if she was slightly intoxicated or just not used to such high, spiky heels.

      The woman held her nose in the air and hardly looked down as she slid onto a barstool. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a tight updo, although several strands poked out around her head like a wispy halo. Her pale-pink silk blouse was halfway tucked into her tight, hot-pink pencil skirt.

      “You’re Maggie Shaver?” she asked, pointing her finger at Maggie like a gun.

      “Sharpe.”

      “Sharpe. That’s what I said.” The woman huffed. “Is that you?”

      “Yes,” Maggie repeated. “I’m Maggie Sharpe.”

      “And you own this place?”

      “I do own this place, and this is my business partner, Ruby Cobb.” Maggie was half amused, and half frustrated at the woman. “What can I do for you?” She punctuated each word slowly.

      The woman’s face broke into a wide smile. “The question is more what can I do for you?”

      “Oh, boy,” Orson muttered in the background. “What are you selling, lady?”

      The woman’s smile fell. She leaned in slightly. “Is there a place where we can talk more privately?” She glared at Orson. “I mean, away from your customers and employees.”

      Ruby moved closer to Maggie and directed her attention to the woman. Maggie bit her bottom lip to prevent the giggles she felt bubbling up inside of her.

      “Once you tell me what you want, we might be able to chat at a table over there, but Ruby will be coming with us no matter where we choose to go,” Maggie said, pointing toward the booth on the far side of the counter.

      Her smile was back despite her clear reservations about Ruby. “I’m here to propose writing a feature about your business for the local newspaper,” she said. “I can craft an article that sells your unique story to the locals in a way that will have them beating down your doors.”

      Maggie looked beyond the woman to the full dining room. “We’ve already been featured in the local paper,” she said. “Several times.”

      Ruby nodded. “They ran a story when Maggie took over here, another one when we added the lunch box feature, and another one when we bought the food truck.”

      The woman cut her off. “Okay, so you’ve been featured in the local paper,” she said. “But what about a regional business journal? I have contacts that cover the entire southern Missouri and Northern Arkansas business region. How does that sound to you?”

      Maggie shrugged and looked at Ruby. “So, what publication do you work for, exactly?”

      With a broad grin, the woman reached into her small purse and whisked out a hot-pink business card. “I’m an independent business journalist. I don’t work for just one publication. I write for a number of them,” she explained.

      “Alright, then,” Ruby said. “What do we have to do?”

      “Well, Maggie and I have to sit down together and have a nice, long chat. I’ll interview her without her even knowing it,” she said. “And from that conversation, I will compose a masterpiece and sell it to as many different publications as I can. It’s possible that we could even go national.”

      “How are you going to interview her without her even knowing it?” Orson asked from the kitchen doorway. “She doesn’t even know your name! It’s not like you all would have sat down to talk unless you were going to interview her.”

      “She knows my name, thank you very much,” the woman called toward the door. “It’s on the business card I just gave her.” Maggie thought the woman might stick out her tongue and declare a big, fat “so there!” to Orson.

      She glanced at the card for a name. “Ms. Sinclair?”

      “You can call me Tori.”

      “Okay, Tori. I don’t typically have time during the business day to chat,” Maggie said. “But if you want to return at three, we can sit down and talk then.”

      Tori Sinclair smiled her biggest smile yet. “Perfect,” she said, turning slightly on the stool. Thinking twice, she turned back to Maggie. “And it will be just the two of us, correct?”

      Maggie tried to hide her annoyance. “I think I’ve made it pretty clear that Ruby is my business partner. There will be no conversation without her present. If that doesn’t work for you, we may have to put a pin in this whole thing until you are ready to speak to us both.”

      Tori looked Ruby up and down. “While I appreciate you wanting to invite a friend, that’s not how this is normally done,” she said.

      Maggie inhaled deeply. She only had so much patience when it came to people like Tori. “Ruby may be a friend, but for the third time, she’s also my partner in this business. Since you can’t seem to get on board with that, I will have to deny your offer. If you’d like a coffee to go, it’s on the house,” Maggie said. She turned away from the counter, more than finished with the woman.

      “No, no, fine,” Tori said. “I will sit down with both of you. Just know that when three people are speaking, things sometimes get a little too convoluted. I prefer one on one interviews. It’s in the best interest of the owner, of course.”

      “Thought you said it wasn’t an interview,” Orson called out again. Maggie turned her face away from the counter to prevent Tori from seeing her attempt to hide her smile. Orson, however, was not worried about hiding anything from anyone.

      Tori mumbled something under her breath and turned toward where Orson stood. “It’s a conversation, and it will be between the three of us,” she said with an uncertain smile. “Now, about that coffee, what flavors do you have for a latte?”
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      Tori showed up fifteen minutes before three, and stood by the front door of the shop, glaring at Orson.

      “You’re early,” he said.

      “I’m aware. Do you have a problem with punctuality or is your problem just with me?” Tori asked, her hands on her hips.

      “I can’t possibly have a problem with punctuality because you aren’t punctual, you’re early. Maggie told you to come at three.”

      “Orson, it’s fine,” Maggie said, coming out from the kitchen before an all-out brawl began. “We aren’t quite ready yet, Tori, but feel free to have a seat and wait.” She gestured to the empty dining area.

      Tori forced a smile and headed toward a booth.

      “You probably shouldn’t sit there. I have to mop because I found something sticky there a few minutes ago,” Orson said.

      Tori shot him a look and went across the room to where Orson always sat with his friends. “How’s this one work for you?”

      “Nope. Sorry, that table is reserved for friends.”

      “Orson!” Maggie scolded him. She couldn’t deny that Tori wasn’t the most pleasant woman around, but he certainly wasn’t helping things. “Feel free to sit wherever you want, Tori.”

      “I think I’ll wait outside.” She didn’t bother to look at either one of them before storming out the door to her car.

      “Sorry,” Orson said. “I just really don’t like her.”

      “I can see that, but she’s not here for you. Let’s try to at least pretend to be nice. Can you do that for me?” Maggie asked, wagging her finger at him.

      “Sorry,” he said again. “But just remember when something bad happens, and it’s because of her, that you didn’t listen to me. I’ll accept your apology later, though. No grudges here.” He held his hands in the air and went to the kitchen.

      Maggie shook her head as she watched him walk away. She rushed over the original booth Tori had chosen to make sure nothing was actually sticky there. It was hard to tell with Orson. She found everything to be perfectly fine, so she went off to find Ruby so they could get ready for their non-interview interview.

      “You see her out there?” Orson asked, gawking out the front windows at Tori.

      “She’s sitting in her car on her phone. Why on earth does that bother you?” Ruby asked.

      “I don’t know. She looks like she’s scheming.” He turned his head to Maggie. “Right?”

      “There is no way to tell what she’s doing,” Maggie said. “She could be talking to her kid or her husband or her best friend. Until she does something directly to one of us, there’s no reason to be upset with her.”

      “I think she’s looking for a story and will do just about anything to get one,” Ruby said. “I can’t imagine having to do her job. It’s like cold-calling but for journalists. Imagine having to ask around and hope you get a story worthy to publish? It doesn’t sound like any fun to me. Let’s give this lady the benefit of the doubt.”

      “For now,” Orson muttered. He meandered off when Maggie went outside to let Tori know she was ready.

      “You know, I generally only speak with the owner of an establishment when I do one of these articles,” Tori said as she sat down. Her eyes darted around the room.

      “As you have already stated several times,” Ruby said when she took a seat at the end of the long table in the middle of the dining room. Maggie was already seated to her right.

      “And as I told you earlier, Ruby is my business partner,” Maggie reminded her.

      “But she’s not the owner on record,” Tori shot back.

      “You checked?” Ruby asked. Maggie tried to keep the shock off of her face. Ruby wasn’t quite so careful.

      “Of course, I checked,” Tori said. She leaned across the table. “Listen, I check out everything I can about a person, or in this case, a business, before I even think about proposing a story idea to them. I have many years of experience as an investigative reporter. I’ve written for several large papers across the region, not just here in Missouri. This isn’t my first rodeo, ladies.”

      “Well, Miss Sinclair, exactly what do you want from us?” Maggie asked. At this point, she wasn’t about to leave Ruby out of the story, whatever the story might be. Tori could take it or leave it.

      “I want to know all about Dogwood Donuts. Tell me how you came to own this place, what it’s like to be a woman-owned business, and how you balance all of the many aspects of your life with being a business owner. Let’s get started with you telling me about yourself. How many kids do you have? What are their ages?”

      Maggie shifted a little in her seat. “I have one son, Bradley. He is currently serving in the Navy. He lives in Lawton, Oklahoma with his little boy, Wyatt.”

      Tori twirled a pen in her fingers. She stopped twirling and stared at Maggie. “You’re a grandmother?”

      “I am.” Maggie smiled. “Wyatt was born here. I don’t spend as much time with him as I would like to, but…”

      “So, what about a husband? Are you married?”

      Maggie glanced at Ruby. She was irritated at the woman already for cutting her off in the middle of her sentence. She wanted to invite the woman to leave, but she also didn’t want to alienate a local journalist. The truth was, she didn’t need any extra help in the marketing apartment. In some ways, she had learned that donuts practically sold themselves.

      “You know, Maggie grew up here in Dogwood Mountain. Her aunt owned this place before she took it over,” Ruby said.

      Tori seemed to get the message. She asked more questions about Maggie’s family, her late Aunt Marjorie, and Dogwood House, the large home Marjorie had owned before it became the town’s most popular bed and breakfast.

      Maggie turned the conversation to Ruby and her years of experience as a chef and a cookbook author.

      “When did you add the food truck?” Tori asked. Her tone had turned more pleasant and professional.

      Maggie and Ruby took turns telling her the story about their trip to Little Rock and the misadventures that came with bringing the food truck home.

      Around five o’clock, Maggie stood up and offered Tori a cup of coffee for the road. The journalist turned her voice recorder off and shut her notebook. She had filled nearly every page of it in the two hours she had spent at the donut shop. Whatever the story was going to be about, it would be full of information because Tori had asked every last question possible.

      “I think I have more than enough for a splendid article,” Tori said. Her earlier acidic tones had fully disappeared.

      “I’m glad to hear it.” Maggie smiled. “When can we expect to see it in a publication?”

      “And in what publication?” Ruby asked.

      “As I said before, I have some possibilities, but I need the complete story to sell to them first. If I can sell it to multiple sources, I will,” Tori said. “But I have your email address and I will definitely email you as soon as I have news. In the meantime, let’s step outside so I can snap a photo of you in front of the donut shop.”

      Ruby cast a sideways look at Maggie. “It seems rather dark already,” she said. “Why don’t we send you a photo tomorrow of the entire Dogwood Donuts crew? We’ll have a friend snap one first thing in the morning when the sun is just right.”

      “Well, okay.” Tori’s face told a different story than her words. “I’ll look for your photo tomorrow then.” She picked up her coffee and walked out of the donut shop. Maggie followed her to the door and turned the lock behind her.

      “That was both strange and interesting,” she said to Ruby. “I don’t know if I just locked out my enemy or had coffee with my friend.”

      “I think it might be a little of both,” Ruby replied.

      The minute Tori stepped out the door, she put her phone to her ear. Ruby watched until she got into her small car and pulled out of the parking lot. “I guess we’ll see what we think of her when the story is published.”

      Maggie remained at the door and stared out at the empty street. “I should have asked her to let us read it first,” she said.

      Ruby returned to the counter and unplugged the iPad from the charger. “That’s not the way things are done, I’m afraid. I doubt she would have allowed you to see it even if you did ask. And besides, she doesn’t strike me as the type who would even care what you think.”

      “I don’t know, but I should have at least asked,” Maggie said. “I mean, isn’t this what they call a ‘soft piece’? It’s not exactly hard-hitting news or anything. It’s more of a favor for both parties, right?”

      Ruby nodded. “That’s the way I see it, but she said that she’s an investigative journalist. Like I said, I doubt she’d agree to let you see it, but I don’t see the harm in asking. When you send her the photo, you could always ask for a pass over the story before publication.”

      “I’ll do that,” Maggie said, feeling a little more confident.
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      “Alright, everyone get a little closer to each other,” Brooks Macklin instructed the group in front of the donut shop early the next morning. The sun had risen just enough to cast a golden light on the parking lot. Dew glistened on the leaves in the trees and Maggie breathed in the damp morning air just before plastering on her smile. “We’ve got to hurry this up. A customer just pulled in.”

      Brooks stood in front of them with his phone camera, Maggie’s phone, and a camera Ruby had purchased to take professional photographs from her kitchen at home for her many cookbooks.

      “I wonder how weird this looks from people driving past?” Myra asked. She stood next to a scowling Orson who was in no humor to be outside let alone posing for a picture.

      “How weird what looks?” Ruby asked.

      “It’s gotta look a little strange to have a uniformed officer taking our picture,” Myra said. Her eyes were squinted, and her mouth was wide open.

      “Say cheese!” Brooks sang and snapped photos with each of the cameras.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me!” Myra shouted. “You did that on purpose! You have to take another one. I must have looked ridiculous with my mouth hanging wide open.”

      “I can take one for you if you want to get in the photo,” a woman said, walking up behind Brooks. She’d just gotten out of her car.

      “Thanks, but I’m not here to be in the photo,” he said, turning to face the woman. “It’s just for the staff.”

      “We’ll be right in to help you. This should only take a second,” Maggie assured the woman, who had stepped to the side.

      “Hurry and take another. And don’t wait for me to look like a dork first,” Myra said.

      “Fine.” Brooks chuckled and took a few more photos. “I think that’s good enough. Myra looks much more normal this time.” He handed the camera and phone back to Ruby and Maggie and then joined Myra in front of the donut shop.

      “I’ll go help the customer,” Jake offered.

      “I’ll supervise,” Orson said, following Jake and the woman into the shop.

      Maggie glanced through the photos on her phone and quickly found her two favorites. She decided to send both to Tori, along with a request to read over the story before submission.

      “It’s almost a shame to be at work today,” Ruby said when she joined her. Maggie stared at the trees across the road. “The weather is gorgeous.”

      “I’ve been thinking about taking a mini vacation,” Maggie admitted. “Jake is getting familiar enough to be an asset to Myra if both of us happen to be gone for a little while.”

      “Are you thinking of a vacation for both of us? Like, a middle-aged woman’s weekend somewhere?”

      Maggie chuckled. “I think girls’ weekend sounds better,” she said. “But the way you say it is true, I guess.”

      “Where shall we go, best friend?” Ruby asked

      “I’m not sure.” Maggie shrugged. “We should both look up places and then share them with each other. We can either decide from there, or if we can’t agree, we can just draw something out of a hat or play Rock Paper Scissors or something.”

      “Rock Paper Scissors, huh? What an interesting way to choose.”

      “I don’t know.” She laughed. “All I know is that I think we should plan to do whatever it is sometime before summer comes and all the kids are out of school. I think we’ll be too busy to leave then.”

      “I agree,” Ruby said

      “And before we go or even make any plans, what do you think about hosting a spring fling type event here at the shop?” Maggie asked as they made their way back inside the donut shop. She looked away from Ruby to see Orson walking the customer to the door and thanking her for coming in. It was out of the ordinary, but she wasn’t going to complain.

      Ruby poured each of them a cup of coffee and motioned for Maggie to follow her to their favorite booth.

      “A spring fling? That sounds like a big venture,” Ruby said when she sat down. “Tell me what you’re thinking.”

      “Well, we tried to host a Valentine’s Day dinner here before,” Maggie explained. “And we know how that went, but now we have beautiful weather and an entire menu of new treats and drinks to offer. I think we ought to make a weekend of it, maybe even invite local artisans to set up in the parking lot.”

      “You know there isn’t a lot of time to plan this, and you’ll have to get permission from the city council first,” Ruby said.

      Maggie nodded. “Do you think I’m being foolish?” She looked up and saw Orson staring at her. A couple of customers had come inside, but it was nothing he couldn’t handle.

      “Foolish? Not at all. Maybe a little impetuous,” Ruby said with a grin. “How about this? I’ll talk to Myra about closing up for us over the next few days so we can take off an hour or two early and plan. If you want, I’ll call Dana down at city hall tomorrow. I think they’ll be more than willing to humor us with a special use permit if they can see the potential benefit to the area.”

      Maggie nodded. “Sounds good to me,” she said. “Not much goes on in the spring. Maybe we can reach out to Gretchen and a few others in the area to get the word out. It may not be a big deal this year, but it could be a new revenue stream at a time of year when things are sometimes a little bit slow.”

      “I think we need a bonfire tonight to help us work this out,” Ruby announced.

      “I think that sounds like a great idea.”

      Ruby glanced around the shop that was quickly filling up. “Should we tell everyone else?”

      “I think we ought to work the details out between us first, and then we can present the basics to everyone else and go from there,” she said. “There isn’t much time to waste reviewing different plans. We have to put something together pretty quickly.”

      “Okay, but for now, it’s back to the grindstone. People are starting to come in and Orson won’t stop looking at me like a crazy person.”

      Ruby agreed and the women went back to the kitchen to work. Almost immediately, more customers began to arrive and before they knew it, the rush was over. Maggie was washing dishes when Orson sidled up next to her.

      “So, that woman who offered to take a picture for us earlier…”

      “What about her?” Maggie asked, wondering why Orson was whispering.

      “I think she’s either with the health department or a food critic or something.”

      “What makes you say that?” Maggie rinsed off her hands and faced Orson.

      “Well, she could be competition, but right when she got inside, Jake asked for her order. She placed her order, but asked for a dozen maple donuts with sprinkles, which as you know we don’t make, so I obliged her because I’m a nice guy, and I went to the back to sprinkle up her donuts. After a couple minutes, Jake came to the back. I assumed he was rushing me, but he said he just wanted to learn and…”

      “Orson, is there a point to this story?” Maggie asked.

      He grumbled but continued, “I told him not to leave his customers out front alone if he could help it and that now wasn’t the time for him to learn. He said the woman had requested to use the restroom but went back out front like I asked. When I was just about done, Jake came back and said he thought the woman may be sick because she still hadn’t come out of the restroom. Being the helpful man that I am, I went to check on her. You’ll never believe that the restroom was empty.”

      “So, where was she? I watched you walk her out the door.”

      “That’s just it,” Orson said. “I found her in the storeroom.”

      “What! Why did you wait until now to tell me?” Maggie asked.

      “She claimed she got turned around, and then when I asked why she had one of our invoices in her hand, she said it had fallen on the floor and she was just picking it up when I found her. Then you came inside, and I tried to get your attention, but you were too busy talking to Ruby about whatever. Then I got too busy to tell you and now here I am.”

      “Do you think she was lying?” Maggie asked.

      “Of course, I do. Who gets lost in a place this small?”

      “Well, the health department doesn’t typically snoop around, and I doubt a food critic would have any reason to be in our storeroom.”

      “So, you think she’s competition?” Orson asked, standing a bit taller.

      “I don’t know. It’s weird for sure, but it’s also possible that she was telling the truth and that you’re being paranoid.”

      “Are you ready to go?” Ruby asked, walking up to them. “Myra agreed to close up for us.”

      Maggie nodded. She told Ruby what Orson had said and they made him promise to keep an eye out for anything strange but reminded him that not everyone was a bad person.

      Orson agreed but told them both that he knew what he was talking about, and they’d rue the day they didn’t believe him.
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      “He sure is something,” Ruby said as she hung up her apron.

      “You have to admit it’s a little odd to have gotten turned around in here.”

      “True, but it’s not like there’s anything important in the storeroom. It’s not like she walked off with a jar of our best cookie crumbles.”

      Maggie laughed. “Yeah, and there’s nothing on the invoice that could have been helpful if she is our competitor or something.”

      “And we don’t have any secret recipes,” Ruby added.

      “So, we’re good, then.”

      “Absolutely. Let’s get out of here,” Ruby said. “Are you hungry?”

      Maggie nodded. “Do you want to grab a boxed lunch before we head out?”

      “Actually, I was thinking about a short road trip to a little country diner about thirty minutes south of here. It’s called Pop’s.”

      “Just Pop’s? Not Pop’s Diner or Pop’s Place?”

      “Nope, just Pop’s,” Ruby said.

      “Are you talking about the place in Fairglass?” Myra asked, stopping Ruby and Maggie before they could leave.

      “Yes,” Ruby said. “Have you been there?”

      “No, but Brooks has family that lives there. He asked me if I would meet them and said we could go to a place called Pop’s rather than to their house. I think he knew how uncomfortable I was and said that it’s everyone’s favorite restaurant and that it would be a nice neutral ground.”

      “Meeting the family, huh? That’s a pretty big step.” Maggie grinned.

      “Yeah, it is. But I really really like him, and I think I’m going to say yes.”

      “Then say yes, girl!” Ruby patted her on the back. “You two are great together. Now, it’s time for us to get out of here. Call us if you need anything.”

      “Anything!” Maggie said as she followed Ruby out the back door.

      Ruby motioned to her truck. “I heard about this place from a food critic friend of mine from St. Louis. She raves about the time she visited the place on a trip to the Ozarks and has been bugging me to try it out myself.”

      Maggie climbed into the cab of the pickup. “Let’s have a food adventure, then,” she said. “Maybe we can chat a little bit about the spring fling on the way.”

      “I like that idea. You know, I think we should talk with a couple of businesses around town and invite them to put something together for it as well. We can use our parking lot, but we’re going to need parking on the side streets around us for the weekend,” Ruby said as she drove down the alley.

      “Okay. So far we need to talk to the city council, reach out to the chamber of commerce and invite local businesses to set up a space, and figure out the parking situation,” Maggie replied. She sighed. “Are you going to tell me that this is too ambitious to put together?”

      Ruby sped up and merged onto the highway. “That’s not what I’m going to say, but it sounds like that might be what you think,” she said. “What I will tell you, though, is that I reached out to Pam Carter on the council during my last coffee break and she was excited about the idea. Sounds like there has been some conversation about finding something to attract people to town between April and June.”

      “So, they might go for it?” Maggie asked.

      “I think it’s almost guaranteed they will if we can come up with a solid plan,” Ruby said.

      Over the next fifteen minutes, Maggie worked out the ideal size of each vendor space, and the total number of vendors they could invite. “I vote that we make it simple and call it the Spring Fling, require a spring theme, and open it up to any local business, large or small.” Maggie took notes on her phone as she spoke.

      Ruby turned off the highway. “I have a different idea. What about calling it the First Annual Dogwood Spring Fling or something? We can specify with local vendors, businesses, and craftspeople.”

      “Right,” Maggie said as they pulled into the tiny town of Fairglass. “We should require something unique from each of them and create a silly contest with a few different categories.”

      “Judged by customers, with a presentation on the last day,” Ruby finished.

      Maggie nodded. “I’m excited,” she said. She looked up at the small building Ruby had pulled up to. “This is it?”

      Ruby grinned. “I hope it’s bigger on the inside,” she said.

      Maggie followed Ruby into the small, aluminum-sided building. She spotted more windows along the side and felt a little relieved. From the outside, the place wasn’t very promising.

      But the inside was a different story. They moved through a narrow entryway and wound up in a bright diner worthy of the 1950s. Maggie practically skipped across the black and white tile floor. The black and white theme continued with red accents.

      “I can’t believe I’ve never been here. This art deco design is amazing!”

      “I hope the food lives up to the decor,” Ruby said.

      “Me too,” Maggie agreed. “I’m starving as it is.”

      “Y’all take a seat wherever you feel like.” A tall, lanky man with a bald head and a white beard appeared in the window behind the counter. “Florence will be out with your menus in just a second.”

      Maggie looked around at the otherwise empty diner. “I wonder if we’re the only two in here for a reason?” she whispered.

      “It’s probably just because it’s the slow time of day for a business like this one,” Ruby said. “It’s after lunch but not close enough to dinner. Plus, it’s not like the donut shop has been overly busy lately, either.”

      “What can I get you two to drink?” A younger woman than Maggie had expected emerged from the kitchen before they had even chosen a booth. She was dressed in a form-fitting pink uniform. Her name tag was covered with pink sequins.

      “You must be Florence,” Ruby said, eyeing the least likely woman on the planet to have that name.

      “In the flesh.” Florence smiled. “Don’t let the name fool you. My parents named all of us after dead and gone relatives. Most people expect me to have white hair and an AARP membership, but I’m only thirty-three.”

      “Can I get a cherry coke, please?” Maggie asked and took a seat in the booth across from Ruby. She wanted to ask the names of Florence’s siblings but worried the distraction might delay her lunch. And she was quite hungry.

      “I can do that,” Florence said.

      “Make that two,” Ruby said. Florence nodded and set the menus on the table between them and headed back toward the front. Maggie opened her menu and scanned over the selections. Hot sandwiches, burgers of all kinds, baskets, and even a few more gourmet entrees covered four full pages. She couldn’t decide between the roast beef and swiss sandwich with au jus or a cobb salad.

      “My critic friend swears by their open-faced hot beef and mashed potatoes,” Ruby said. “But I think I’m going to try the buttermilk fried chicken.”

      “You won’t be sorry,” the older man called through the pass-through window. “You want potatoes? Fried or mashed?”

      “Mashed, with white gravy and the vegetable of the day,” Ruby called back.

      “So much for Florence,” Maggie whispered with a giggle.

      “How about you, gorgeous?”

      “Me?” Maggie blinked in confusion for a moment. “Oh, um, I’ll have the roast beef with au jus.”

      “Any sides for you?” he asked with a smirk.

      “Sure. I’ll take a side salad with ranch dressing, and a cup of your tomato basil soup.”

      “Good combination of flavors,” Ruby whispered.

      “Alrighty, ladies.” The older man winked. “I’ll get that started. You tell Florence she was too slow again and I get her tips today.” He turned back to the grill and disappeared from their view. “I’ll come check on you soon.”

      “He’s a lively one,” Maggie said.

      “You were blushing so hard, I think you made his whole day,” Ruby replied. “I wonder if Florence is his daughter.”

      “I don’t know, but I’m not going to tell her she has to give him her tip,” Maggie said. “Did your friend tell you they were all a little bit crazy around here?”

      Florence appeared with their drinks a few minutes later. “Feel free to ignore Kenny,” she said bluntly. “He likes to flirt about as much as he likes to give me a hard time. I think his antics ran the only other waitress we had in this place running for the hills.”

      “Sounds like a fun place to work,” Maggie joked.

      “Oh, you don’t know the half of it,” Florence said, and then leaned in to whisper: “Pro-tip. Don’t ever work with family.” She winked and headed straight back to the kitchen.

      “I heard that, Florence Sue,” Kenny called out from the back.

      “Florence Sue? Yikes,” Ruby whispered.

      “That’s enough, Uncle Kenny,” Florence shouted in reply.

      She returned with a salad and bowl of soup and set them in front of Maggie. “I’m just curious. How did you hear about Pop’s?”

      “A friend of mine is a food critic in St. Louis,” Ruby said.

      “A food critic?” Florence asked. The smile left her face. “You’re not some kind of reporter, are you?”

      Ruby shook her head. “Oh, nothing like that. I am a trained chef. We run the little donut shop in Dogwood Mountain,” she said.

      Florence smiled and relaxed her shoulders. “Oh, that’s good,” she said and returned to the kitchen.

      “What that was all about?” Maggie asked.

      “I don’t know, but I wonder…” Ruby began. She stopped speaking when Florence appeared again with a tray of food. Things sure happened fast when you were the only people in the restaurant.

      “Here you are,” Florence said and set their entrees on the table in front of them. “Can I get you anything else?”

      “Maybe more napkins,” Maggie said when she eyed the pieces of roast beef sticking out of the bun in all directions on her roast beef sandwich. “This looks like a very interactive meal.”

      Florence laughed. “You’ll definitely need more napkins.”

      “One more thing, just out of curiosity,” Ruby said. “A minute ago, when you asked if I was some kind of reporter, was there a reason you asked?”

      Florence turned the tray under her arm and hugged it to her body. “A few weeks ago, this woman breezed in here and talked Kenny into letting her write up something about Pop’s. And it didn’t turn out too well.”

      “What happened?” Maggie asked.

      “She came and sat down with both of us for a few hours, got a lot of details, and then disappeared for two weeks,” Florence said. “And then out of the blue, she shows up asking for money to ‘kill the piece.’”

      “She asked you for money not to publish it?”

      Florence nodded. “She said her editorial staff had done a bunch of fact-checking on the story and uncovered some very unsavory details about this place and our family. She demanded money to prevent the story from going to press.”

      “What did you do?” Ruby asked.

      “Well, old Kenny back there just about ran her out of town with his foot up her rear end,” Florence said. “I don’t know what she thinks she has on us, but there isn’t anything to be had!”

      “Sounds like good old-fashioned extortion to me,” Maggie said. She shot a withering look across the table at Ruby. “You don’t happen to remember her name, do you?”

      Florence nodded. “You bet I do,” she said and put her hand on her right hip. “I’ll never forget the name Tori Sinclair for as long as I live.”
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      As Maggie pulled into her driveway, she looked over toward the garage where Jake had been staying. She smiled when she noticed the lights on and the windows open. She was happy he had settled in and was doing so well. She grabbed her keys and purse, and headed inside, planning to work out exactly which local businesses she was going to contact for the spring fling.

      As soon as Maggie walked in her door, her cell phone started to ring. “I am so worried about that woman,” Ruby said on the other end. “It’s the only thing I can think about.”

      “You’re already home? I only just got home,” Maggie said.

      “No, I’m still driving,” she said. “I know we just spent the entire day with each other, but that waitress at Pop’s has me so worried this Tori woman is going to come back and try to extort money out of us.”

      “All we have to do is tell her we’re no longer interested in her services, I guess. What on earth could she even have on us, anyway?”

      “Well, we have had a few odd things happen around us,” Ruby reminded her.

      “Yeah,” Maggie said. She started thinking about the last six months. “Maybe she’ll lose interest in us or something.”

      “Have you heard anything from her? You never sent those photos to her, right?”

      “I sent them during my coffee break and asked her about proofreading the article before she submits it,” Maggie said.

      “What did she say?”

      Maggie could hear Ruby’s truck pulling onto the gravel driveway at the farm. “Not a thing, not yet anyway,” she said.

      “Well, maybe she’ll just go away and never bother us again,” Ruby said.

      “Maybe,” Maggie said. They chatted for a few more minutes about the spring fling and hung up when Ruby announced she had to talk to Paul, her farmhand about a loose chicken.

      After a hot shower, Maggie realized she and Ruby hadn’t even talked about their “middle-aged women’s weekend.” She couldn’t seem to focus on work, so she decided to do a little footwork herself. She opened her laptop up and folded her legs under her on the couch.

      “Alright, Ruby,” Maggie said to the empty room. “Let’s check out a weekend in Hatcher Springs.”

      She scanned through the local attractions and checked short-term rentals. Branson was too close to be much fun, but Hatcher Springs might be a solid idea.

      Maggie clicked on a map and expanded it out a bit. She moved west toward Tulsa and Oklahoma City. What was there to do in Tulsa, she wondered. She scanned a few travel websites. The Tulsa art district looked promising.

      She’d pulled up a list of attractions in Oklahoma City when she heard a knock at the back door. Maggie set her laptop to the side and made her way to the door. She glanced outside at her boyfriend, Brett Mission, the Dogwood Mountain Police Chief.

      “What’s up?” Maggie asked when she opened the door.

      “I need to talk to you,” Brett said. He walked past her and unzipped his jacket. He hung it on the back of her dining room chair and stood in front of her. “What can you tell me about a woman named Tori Sinclair?”

      “Well, she’s a reporter who came to the donut shop to do some sort of a profile for us,” Maggie said. “She interviewed me and Ruby yesterday. I sent her some photos Brooks took of all of us earlier today, but I haven’t heard anything back from her.”

      “Hmmm,” Brett said. He rubbed his chin with his hand. “Is there anything else you can share with me?”

      “Ruby and I had lunch at Pop’s in Fairglass this afternoon,” Maggie said. “The waitress there was talking about her too.”

      “They were talking about Tori Sinclair?”

      Maggie nodded her head. “Yes, the same woman,” she said. “Ruby and I said nothing about our experiences with her, but according to the waitress, Tori interviewed them as well and then came back and tried to extort money out of them.”

      “Did they say how?”

      “Apparently, she had some dirt on them or claimed she did and then demanded money to keep the story out of the papers,” Maggie explained.

      “That’s bad,” Brett said. “That’s very, very bad.”

      “Why? Did she publish something about them? Or about the donut shop?” Maggie’s heart dropped.

      Brett ran his fingers through his hair and sighed. “Tori Sinclair was found dead a couple of hours ago in her motel room in the next county over,” he said.

      “Oh, my gosh,” Maggie said. She pulled a chair out across from him and motioned for him to sit too. “What happened to her? How did she die? Please don’t tell me someone killed her.”

      Brett stared at her for a long moment. “She was murdered. Someone stuck a steak knife in her and left her on the floor.”

      “You’re kidding me! She was killed with a steak knife?”

      “Maggie, that’s not all. She was working,” Brett said slowly.

      “What do you mean she was working? She’s a journalist, so what you’re saying is that she was at her computer writing an article?”

      “It’s the article she was working on that’s interesting, to say the least,” he said.

      “I’m missing something here,” Maggie said. “This woman was murdered, and you want to tell me about the article she was writing?”

      “The article was about the donut shop, Maggie,” he said. “It was about you and Ruby, and the donut shop and it was not complimentary.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      “What did the article say?” Ruby asked later that night. A quick call to Myra had ensured that neither needed to worry about opening the donut shop early the following morning. Maggie warned her that it might be her first time in charge for the entire day, depending on how the day played out.

      “I haven’t seen it,” she said. They walked along the path past the barn through the south pasture. “I think it’s evidence in her murder, based on what Brett had to say.”

      Ruby stopped and threw her hands over her head. “Are we suspects? Do they think we could have killed her?”

      “I have no idea what the county sheriff has in mind, and Brett couldn’t tell me anything, either,” Maggie said. “I have a pretty good idea that we are on a shortlist of some type, though.”

      “But we were nowhere near where she was found,” Ruby argued. “While we can’t be sure what the exact time of death is, we should have solid alibis for that time period.”

      Maggie folded her arms over her chest. The air was cool all around them, but she was most chilled by the thought of being a suspect in Tori Sinclair’s death.

      Tori Sinclair’s murder. It was tough to even say it in her thoughts.

      “We do have one thing going for us,” Maggie said. “She was still working on the article about us when she was killed. Why would we be upset enough with her to hurt her before we even had a chance to know what was in the article?”

      Ruby brightened a little. “In your last communication with her, you simply submitted the photo and asked to read what she was going to submit, right?”

      Maggie nodded. “That’s it exactly, and I told Brett as much,” she said. “And she never got back to me.” She pulled her phone out and showed Ruby the text message.

      “You might want to hang on to that,” Ruby said, looking past Maggie at the old farmhouse. “I think we have a visitor.” Without another word, she headed back up the path toward the house.

      Maggie followed quickly behind her. When they were closer, she noticed a uniformed officer leaning against his white sports utility vehicle. He moved slightly, and she read the name of the department on the side.

      Morton County.

      “He’s here about the murder,” Maggie swallowed hard.

      “Of course, he is,” Ruby said. She quickened her step, waving her hand over her head. “Hello, there. Can I help you?”

      The deputy pushed off of the SUV and stood at his full height. He hooked his thumbs in his gun belt and waited until they got closer. As they neared, Maggie noted the sour look on his face. She wondered if he was just mad about the drive to Dogwood Mountain or something more.

      “Which one of you is Ruby Cobb?” he asked.

      “I am,” Ruby said. She stopped fifteen feet from him and placed both hands on her hips. Maggie stopped next to her and folded her arms.

      He eyed Maggie.

      “Maggie Sharpe, best friend, and business partner,” Maggie offered.

      “I’m here to speak to you.” He gestured toward Ruby. “You get in your car and head straight home, Maggie Sharpe. Don’t you even think about going anywhere else. I’ll be around to see you in an hour or so.”

      Maggie stood there stunned for a moment. The deputy’s manners were horrible, even if they were suspects in Tori Sinclair’s death.

      “Are we under arrest or something?” Ruby asked. Her face had reddened slightly. “Because the way you’re acting, you would think that we had already been tried and convicted of something.”

      “You aren’t under arrest. Not yet, anyway,” the deputy said. “I’m here to ask you questions about the death of Tori Sinclair. And I will not be talking to the two of you together.”

      “Then you can ask for me to wait outside while you chat with Ruby inside,” Maggie said. “I think you’ll learn pretty fast that you catch more flies with honey than vinegar around here.”

      “And neither of us are little flies,” Ruby said. “We’re both aware of what happened to Tori, and we’re eager to help you eliminate the two of us off of your potential suspect list.”

      He just stared at her for a moment, and then gestured with his hand toward the farmhouse. “Will you please show me inside so that we can have a conversation, Ms. Cobb?”

      Ruby nodded and glanced backward at Maggie.

      Maggie nodded. She watched Ruby and the deputy head inside, and then took her seat in one of the familiar Adirondack chairs and waited.

      Fifteen minutes later, Ruby and the deputy emerged from the house. Maggie stood up and waited for him to address her.

      “You haven’t been on your phone out here, have you?”

      “I have my phone with me,” Maggie said, holding it in the air. “You didn’t say I couldn’t be on it. I was reading a book on an app.” She handed the phone over to him.

      “Show me your text messages to Ms. Sinclair,” he demanded.

      Maggie pulled her hand back and opened her texts. She handed the phone to him and waited while he scanned through it.

      “Looks like you were telling me the truth,” he said to Ruby gruffly. “Go on back inside your house and wait for further instructions.”

      Maggie stifled a giggle when Ruby saluted behind his back.

      “Have a seat,” the deputy barked.

      “I’m already seated,” Maggie said.

      “Watch it,” he warned.

      “Deputy, what is your name?”

      “Why does that matter?” he asked.

      “I thought it was conventional for you to inform the person to whom you are speaking, what your name, badge number, and the purpose of your visit is,” Maggie said. She was losing patience with his attitude.

      “You watch too much television,” he said.

      “No, I have a good friend in law enforcement,” Maggie said. She hadn’t planned to name drop, but her hand was forced.

      “And who is that? The twenty-year-old security guard at your church?”

      Maggie shook her head. “If you look a little more at my text messages, you’ll see a few messages to someone named Brett. Brett Mission is my boyfriend, and he also happens to be the police chief here in Dogwood Mountain.”

      He took the chair across from her. “You’re kidding me, right?”

      Maggie shook her head. “Why would I kid you about that?” she asked.

      “Alright,” he said. “I’m Deputy Noah Wolfe from the Morton County Sheriff’s Department. Now, let’s get back to the reason I’m here.”
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      “That had to have been the strangest conversation I’ve had in a very long time,” Maggie said after Deputy Wolfe got back into his SUV and drove away.

      “He was aggressive, that’s for sure,” Ruby said. “And he clearly believed everything that stupid article Tori wrote about us said.”

      “Do you think that’s why he was acting the way he was?”

      “Yeah, that’s what he told me in the end,” Ruby said. “But of course, I couldn’t say anything to you.”

      “All he did with me was ask me my whereabouts at the time Tori was killed. That and he grilled me over my relationship with her,” Maggie said.

      “Did you tell them anything about the waitress at Pop’s diner?”

      Maggie nodded. “That’s when he said she was killed,” Maggie said. “Being there is our alibi.”

      “And we’re theirs,” Ruby said.

      “I don’t know if I believe Florence or Kenny killed Tori,” Maggie said. “Do you?”

      Ruby shook her head. “No, but I have a feeling we could find more suspects just by looking over the other things Tori had written.”

      “If she maligned anyone else the way she did us, I can only imagine the people lining up to hurt her,” Ruby said.

      “Hang on a minute,” Maggie said. She leaned against the back of her chair and stared over at her friend. “You’re not saying Tori Sinclair deserved to die over something she wrote, are you?”

      Ruby quickly shook her head again. “Of course not. You should know me better than that,” she said. “But what I am saying is that she was playing a risky game. Everything in the article she wrote about us was fabricated and extremely hurtful, but a part of it was based on a kernel of truth. You wave that around in front of the wrong person with something to hide and you just might wake up a sleeping grizzly bear.”

      “What did she say about us, Ruby?” Maggie asked slowly. Deputy Wolfe had discussed none of it with her. He’d only asked her a series of questions about her interactions with the victim. He tried to push her into saying she was angry at Tori, but Maggie had kept her head. She told the truth and let the chips fall.

      “That’s the thing, Maggie,” Ruby said. “She never actually comes out and says anything. She more or less introduces an idea and leaves the question in the readers’ mind.”

      “I am going to need you to give me an example of what you’re talking about because, right now, nothing makes very much sense to me.”

      “Okay.” Ruby folded her hands in her lap. “This isn’t verbatim, but Wolfe let me read a part of what they found on Tori’s laptop. Essentially she wrote something like ‘It seems rather convenient that Sharpe and her gal pal Ruby Cobb just met and partnered up to run the donut shop that had belonged to Sharpe’s aunt. How convenient was the timing of the late Marjorie Getz’s death?”

      Maggie felt a sudden sharp pain in her jaw. She shook her head slowly and blinked back tears. “I don’t even know where to begin with that,” she said. Anger started to spill over. “How dare she make those claims!”

      “Hang on a sec,” Ruby said softly. “What did she claim? I mean, she never came out and said your aunt’s death was suspicious.”

      “But the way she crafted her words, she makes the reader think that.”

      “Alright, now hang on to the anger you just felt,” Ruby said. “Imagine that she has been doing this for some time. No one can make the case for libel because she never comes right out and declares anything to be true. She only suggests it in the readers’ thoughts.”

      “Someone had to be very angry with her to kill her,” Maggie said. “And I think I can understand how they could reach that level of anger.”

      “Right. And if we can find someone who she made angry enough, we just might find who killed her.”

      “Are you suggesting we look into this ourselves?” Maggie asked. “Because you and I know both how Brett feels about us meddling in criminal investigations.”

      “Yeah, well, Brett isn’t in charge of this investigation,” Ruby said. “And he’s not the one under the microscope.”
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      “I thought you weren’t coming in today,” Myra said when Maggie showed up at work the following morning.

      “I wasn’t planning to, and I probably won’t stay all morning,” she said. “But I need to talk to you about something coming up. Something special. And I want you to help plan it.”

      After a long night of talking things over with Ruby, Maggie had decided to let Myra in on their plans for the spring fling. She had an outline planned for the event, but she still needed to get the word out to the local businesses. She needed to form a plan for them to join in, and she decided to let Myra have a go at it. Delegating wasn’t easy, but it was sometimes necessary.

      “I know it’s very short notice to plan,” Maggie continued. “But I think it will be a good thing for us to do. And according to Ruby, we already have the unofficial blessing of the city council.” She handed a notebook to Myra.

      “What’s this?” Myra asked.

      “These are the notes I’ve already made about the event,” she said. “I thought we could divide up the parking lot here for vendors and then have parking across the street. Do you think you can handle creating a flyer to pass around to these businesses and get them on board? Oh, and I also have a rough idea of the menu we’re preparing.”

      “This sounds like a terrific idea,” Myra said. “I just hope we can put this together in time.”

      “That’s why I’m putting you in charge of this part,” Maggie said. “You can help get the word out. The official name is the ‘First Annual Dogwood Mountain Spring Fling’, but we’ll just call it the spring fling. We want these businesses to come with their best offerings for the season and I think you’ll do a really good job helping to make that happen.”

      “I’m really glad you’re putting me in charge of this, Maggie.” Myra smiled broadly. “I don’t think it’ll be huge this year, but this event definitely has the potential to grow. Besides, I adore the idea of putting our spring flavors on display. And I can’t even imagine how cool it will be to have the food truck out there.”

      “Do you have any specific ideas? I’m working with Ruby on the menu and all of the behind the scenes preparations, but I would love to hear what you’re thinking,” Maggie said.

      “I have one idea that stands out right away, but it doesn’t have anything to do with flowery donuts or fruity coffees,” Myra said. “My idea is to reach out to neighboring chambers of commerce and tap into their tourism efforts to draw more people in.”

      Maggie smiled, despite lingering concerns about other things. “You are brilliant,” she said. “Go for it. Just keep me in the loop.”

      She left the kitchen to visit with Orson and Jake. Since she planned to be off for the rest of the day and possibly the next one, she wanted to make sure they knew what was going on.

      “Orson,” she called to him from behind the counter. He was seated at his favorite table with the other old men who came to the donut shop and spent hours chatting over donut crumbs and coffee refills. “Can you come back here for a moment?”

      “Sounds like you’ve gotta get back to work, Orson,” Delbert chided him.

      “Drink your coffee, old man,” Orson shot back with a smirk. He set his coffee mug down and nodded toward the counter.

      “I’m sorry to cut your break short, Orson,” Maggie said.

      Orson shook his head. “It’s okay. I’ll make it up later.  Now, I suppose you’re finally going to tell me what’s going on?”

      Maggie stared blankly at him for a moment. “I guess I can’t hide anything from you.”

      “Well,” Orson said, leaning against the counter. “There was a Morton County Sheriff’s deputy here looking for you and Ruby yesterday. And I know he wasn’t here to talk about that spring wing ding fest of yours. Don’t think I didn’t hear you two talking about it. I see and hear all.”

      Maggie patted his arm and shook her head. “You’re right, Orson,” she said quietly. “He was here to talk about the fact that Tori Sinclair was found murdered in her motel room in his county.”

      “That reporter lady who was here the other day?”

      “The very one,” Maggie said.

      “Why did they want to talk to you two?” Orson asked. For once, he was kind enough to keep his voice to a low volume.

      “Because it turns out that she was up to no good, just like you suspected,” Maggie said. “Apparently, she has a habit of promising a terrific article for the businesses she profiles. But she wrote them up as hit pieces instead and tried to extort money from the business owners.”

      Orson stood up to his full height and folded his arms over his chest. Maggie watched as the lines around his eyes and mouth tightened. “She did the same thing to you, didn’t she?” he asked.

      “She hadn’t done it yet, but she was in the middle of writing a story on the donut shop when they found her dead,” Maggie said. “That’s why the deputy came looking for us.”

      “I didn’t like that guy,” Orson said. “He was kind of a jerk when he was here.”

      Maggie nodded. “He was kind of a jerk when he found us at Ruby’s farm, too,” she said. “And unfortunately, the stuff Tori was writing about us had just enough truth in it to be possible.”

      “Truth like what?”

      “Truth like I inherited this business from Aunt Marjorie, but did Ruby and I have something to do with her death?”

      “That’s absolutely ridiculous,” Orson said. “How can she get away with making those claims?”

      “Because she never actually makes any claims. She only poses the scandalous insinuations as open-ended questions,” Maggie said. “We met another business to whom she recently did the same thing, only she wound up dead before she could make good on her threat.”

      “I imagine the Morton County Sheriff’s Department is going to want to talk to those people, too,” Orson said.

      “I imagine they already have,” Maggie said.
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      Maggie left Myra in charge of the donut shop once again and headed straight for home. She texted Ruby, who promised to join her once she was finished with the morning farm chores she had delayed, to sleep in a little later than normal.

      Then they would begin to figure out what to do next. Maggie would start by looking over the pieces published under Tori Sinclair’s name over the past several months and see where the search took her.

      Before she opened up her laptop to begin her search, she decided to sit in the morning quiet outside her back door and enjoy a cup of regular coffee brewed at home in her own kitchen. She had many cups of coffee in her own home, but rarely in the mornings and never outside in the dewy spring air.

      Maggie steadied her coffee in one hand and pulled a plastic resin chair off of the back porch and set it directly in the middle of the small backyard. Once she found a solid place to set the chair, she walked around the front of it and settled into it. She held the coffee aloft in her hand and stared at the sunrise. She would not go to jail for the death of a woman she had barely known and met just twice. There was no way anyone could find her even close to guilty of the crime. In fact, she had been so far away from the scene of the crime, there could be no question about that, could there?

      She sipped her coffee and closed her eyes. The warmth on her face told her that the day would be pleasant. It was nice to be outside of the donut shop this time of day. Perhaps the idea of a weekend getaway was a good one, but maybe a single day every once in a while was a better idea.

      “I stopped by the donut shop,” Brett’s voice cut through her thoughts. “Orson said you went home. Said Ruby was off today, too. Everything okay?”

      Maggie opened her eyes. “Good morning, dear. How are you today?” She smirked.

      “Yes, hello, darling.” He returned her sarcasm and quickly kissed her before he grabbed a chair from the back porch and set it on the grass close to hers.

      “A deputy from Morton County found Ruby and me last night,” she said. “He wasn’t very nice about his questions.”

      “You should have called me,” Brett said.

      “To do what? You know that he was well within his rights to find us and ask his questions,” Maggie said.

      “Did he do or say something wrong?” Brett asked her slowly. He turned to look at her. She could see the rage behind his eyes.

      “No, nothing like that,” she said and waved her hand. “He was more or less just a jerk. He didn’t want to tell me his name or his badge number until I mentioned that I knew you.”

      Brett smiled and leaned in a little closer. “You do like having me around to protect you, don’t you?”

      “Oh, hush. You protect everyone, it’s your job. And I hardly need saving, thank you very much.” She patted his arm much like she had Orson’s. “I’ll go get you a coffee.” She raised her coffee cup and headed for the back door. A moment later, she returned with a cup for Brett and a refill for herself. “It isn’t a cinnamon latte, but it’s hot and fresh.”

      “Thank you.” Brett took the cup from her and blew into it. “What are you going to do today?” he asked.

      “Do you really want to know?” Maggie cocked her head to the side.

      “Probably not.” Brett chuckled. He stared at the ground for a moment and then downed the coffee in a few quick gulps. Ruby pulled in front of the garage in her pickup. “I think I should get back to work,” he said, looking at her carefully. “Please stay out of trouble, Maggie. I already have a ton of paperwork to do tonight.”

      “Of course. What do you take me for? Some kind of trouble maker?”

      Brett harrumphed his reply and waved to Ruby.

      Ruby waved back from the front of her truck. Through the windshield, Maggie could see her gathering her things into her laptop bag before she opened her door.

      “Thanks for the coffee,” Brett said and leaned in to hand her the cup. “You know, I hardly even like coffee. It’s not the reason I visit you, I mean.”

      “Good morning, Brett,” Ruby called out when she stepped out of her truck.

      “Morning, Ruby,” he called back before he stepped into his car. “I might as well tell you both now. Don’t be surprised if you hear more from Morton County.”

      “More from them? What do you know, and why did you wait until you were about to leave to mention it?” Maggie asked.

      “Just that they couldn’t find themselves out of a wet paper bag,” Brett said. “I wouldn’t worry that you’re suspects, just expect more questions about your interactions with Sinclair. These guys aren’t exactly set up for the kind of case they’re dealing with.” He smiled once more at Maggie and backed his car out and headed down the road.

      “Why did he look like the cat who ate a mouse?” Ruby asked when she was close enough to Maggie.

      She shrugged and laughed. “Do you know what he said right before he left? He leaned in and told me that he doesn’t really care that much for coffee,” she said.

      Ruby said nothing. She sat down in Brett’s chair and shook her head. “It’s not that surprising. I mean, I don’t understand people who don’t like coffee, but it’s been obvious since the minute you two ran back into each other that you were meant to be.”

      “I don’t know about meant to be, but I think things are going pretty well.”

      “Oh, please. You two probably could have gotten together back in high school and still been together today. Granted, I think life playing out the way it did was best, because we’d likely not be where we are today if it hadn’t, but you and Brett are perfect together. I bet the guy doesn’t even like cinnamon rolls either, but yet, he comes in for at least two a day.”

      “Noooo,” Maggie groaned through a huge smile. “There is no way he eats that many cinnamon rolls just so he has a reason to see me.”

      Ruby nodded. “You know, you’re probably right. He’s much too in shape for a man who eats that many carbs. I bet he feeds them to his crew.”

      “Well, I’m not complaining and if it’s true, I bet his crew isn’t either,” Maggie said with a shrug. “Anyway, do you want to go inside where we can work at the kitchen table? It might be easier than balancing these on our laps.”

      “Sure, but I think you just want a change of scenery because all you can think about is Brett since he was just here.”

      Maggie stuck her tongue out at her friend and led the way into the house.
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      “You’ll be happy to know that I already made coffee,” Maggie said. Ruby’s eyes brightened at the good news.

      “Oh, I forgot something in the truck,” she said and headed out the door again. When she returned, she was carrying a wicker picnic basket. She set the basket on the table and opened the top. Fragrant aromas escaped and quickly filled the kitchen.

      “What on earth is that and how could you forget it in the truck?” Maggie asked in one breath. She moved to Ruby’s side to peer inside the basket the minute it was opened.

      “This is orange baked French toast, savory egg casserole with spinach and mushrooms, and apricot pear scones.” She smiled as she listed everything off. “And I was too interested in the sight of you and Brett sitting with your heads huddled together to pay attention to anything else.”

      “You’d better be careful before I play matchmaker for you. Then you’ll end up with your own little love story everyone can give you a hard time about.”

      “Don’t even think about it. I’ve got enough to worry about with the farm, the donut shop, and whatever other mess we always find ourselves in. This girl ain’t got no time for a man, honey.”

      “Whatever you say.” Maggie laughed at her friend’s antics. “I’ll get us coffee and maybe some orange juice while you put the food out. Sound good?”

      Ruby pulled a bottle of pure maple syrup from the bottom of the basket and opened Maggie’s kitchen cupboards in search of plates. “Sounds fine to me.”

      Maggie poured two small glasses almost all the way full of orange juice and topped them both with cranberry juice. It was her favorite and she’d quickly shared her love of it with her friends at the donut shop. She refilled her own coffee again, poured a cup for Ruby, and placed everything on the table.

      “Thank you,” Ruby said. She filled two plates with food and sat down at the table across from Maggie.

      “I bet Brett will regret not sticking around,” Maggie said with a chuckle. “Look at all of the good food he’s missing.”

      “More for us,” Ruby shrugged and bit into a scone.

      Maggie cut into a piece of the French toast with her fork and dunked it onto a pond of maple syrup. “Oh, you’re going to have to teach me how to make this.”

      Ruby winked and pointed her finger at Maggie. “If I teach you how to cook like this, I won’t be special anymore,” she teased. “And thank you for the compliments. Sometimes I miss cooking like this for others.”

      “Well, you can always cook for me,” Maggie said. She sipped her juice and enjoyed her breakfast.

      An hour later, the wicker basket was empty, and the dishes were loaded in the dishwasher. Maggie brewed a fresh pot of coffee because they were nothing but hooked on caffeine, and the women settled into the living room to get to work.

      “I can’t find anything worthwhile under Tori Sinclair,” Ruby announced a few minutes later.

      “I think she uses Victoria Sinclair,” Maggie said. “I found a half-dozen articles about businesses across the country. Listen to this: ‘Delaney’s in Des Plaines is a fancy Irish pub with Guinness on tap and the state’s best shepherd’s pie in the oven. But the owner, Dennis Delaney, may be hiding a few dark secrets of his own. Is it true that three failed marriages, an early bankruptcy, and a bad habit of hitting his tap before breakfast cast long shadows over this local-boy-makes-good success story?’”

      “That’s brutal,” Ruby said. “Who publishes this tripe?”

      “From the looks of it, a few second-rate business journals, and some gossip blogs,” Maggie said. She clicked on a few more links and read silently for a little while.

      “I don’t think she’s even from this area,” Ruby said. “Look at the publications she has racked up. Omaha, Kansas City, Boulder, Colorado.”

      “Only, it’s not exactly Kansas City,” Maggie said. “It’s a smaller suburb. Same with Omaha and these other places.”

      “And what do you think that means?”

      “I think it means she targets smaller cities and towns, and publications in those towns,” Maggie said.

      “Maybe the rags that published her were just looking for a way to compete by gaining attention for the kind of trash she writes,” Ruby said. “Seems like the wrong way to go about it.”

      “Yeah, and it’s a clear motive for murder, too,” Maggie said and shut her laptop lid.

      “What now?”

      “Right now, I’m going to run to the restroom before I burst,” Maggie said. “After that? We start a list of her most recent ‘victims’ and get busy finding out what they know.”

      “You don’t think we ought to leave this to the authorities?” Ruby asked with a twinkle in her eyes.

      “You heard what Brett said,” Maggie replied with a twinkle rivaling Ruby’s. “He practically begged us to look into things. All he said is that he wants us to be careful, and surely we can manage that.”
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      By late morning, Maggie had compiled a list of eight businesses that had refused to pay Tori Sinclair’s demand for extortion money. “All of these places are within a hundred miles of Dogwood Mountain,” she said.

      “And it looks like all of them were targeted in the last six months,” Ruby added. “Including Pop’s over in Fairglass.”

      “Maybe we ought to start there,” Maggie suggested. “We could grab lunch and have a chat with Kenny and Florence.”

      “I don’t know if they’re going to be too eager to talk with us about all of this,” Ruby said.

      “Why wouldn’t they? Talking with us has to be better than talking to the police,” Maggie said. “Especially if it’s the jerk from Morton County. They don’t have anything to lose by speaking with us, and plenty to gain if we help figure out who drove a steak knife into Tori. I think we all have a mutual feeling of wanting this to be behind us once and for all.”

      Ruby nodded. “I suppose you’re right,” she said. “Let’s grab some lunch there and we can figure out where to go next.”

      “Her blog is the most scandalous,” Maggie said when she climbed inside of the cab of Ruby’s truck. She set her laptop bag on the seat behind her. “I wonder how many people read what she wrote there.”

      “I considered that, too,” Ruby admitted. “I almost wonder if she used that as a way to show what she was capable of, to other businesses in case she didn’t get her hush money.”

      Maggie nodded as they drove down the street away from her house. “If you think about it, there weren’t many comments on the posts she published,” she said. “I wonder if that’s because only a few people knew about her blog.”

      “It was open to the public,” Ruby said.

      “Right, but as many blogs as there are out there, that doesn’t mean the general public even knew it existed,” Ruby said.

      They drove to Fairglass and parked in front of the diner. There were a few more cars in the parking lot than there were last time.

      “I hope it’s not too packed in there,” Maggie said.

      “Yeah, we won’t get much accomplished if Florence is too busy to talk with us,” Ruby said. “Or if they don’t want to say too much in front of the rest of the people.”

      Maggie followed Ruby inside. She caught Kenny’s eyes and nodded. He smiled and gestured toward the dining room. “Florence will be with you in a minute,” he called out.

      Ruby led them to the same booth they sat in previously. Florence spotted them from behind the counter and waved menus in their direction. Maggie stood up and retrieved the menus from her.

      “I was going to bring them out to you,” Florence argued.

      Maggie shrugged. “We can see how busy you are.”

      “Yeah. Debbie just up and quit not too long ago, but I can manage.” She forced a smile.

      “No problem. Take your time and stop by the table when you have a minute to talk.”

      Florence nodded and Maggie headed back to the table.

      “Poor girl. It sucks to have to do the job of more than one person.” Ruby opened her menu and scanned through the choices while Florence waited on another table. “Do you know what you want?”

      “I think I’m going to try the Cobb salad this time,” Maggie said. “Wait. Here she comes.”

      “What can I do for the two of you?” Florence asked. Her pink uniform looked a bit more unkempt than it had the first time they had seen her.

      “Prime rib on a bun for me,” Ruby said. “And I’ll have an iced tea.”

      “I’ll have a lemonade and Cobb salad,” Maggie said.

      “And what is it that you want to talk about?” Florence asked.

      “We were both visited by the Morton County Sheriff’s Department,” Ruby said quietly. “We thought you might have been, too.”

      Florence’s face hardened. “I’m not sure I want to talk about that,” she said and started to turn back toward the counter.

      “She was working on a hit piece for my business when they found her,” Maggie said as she walked away.

      Florence stopped and turned back around with both hands on her hip. “So, she hadn’t reached out to make her deal with you just yet, then?” she asked.

      Maggie shook her head. “It wasn’t until we were here the other day that we even knew about that part of it,” she said.

      Florence nodded. “Let me turn your order into Kenny and I’ll be right back,” she said.

      “Good save,” Ruby whispered.

      “It’s the truth, but I also think we need to establish our purpose for being here right away,” Maggie said. “She might think we suspect her. She probably thinks the only reason the police came out to see us was to corroborate their story of being here when Tori was killed.”

      Ruby nodded. “I would suspect her if they weren’t here with us when the murder occurred,” she said.

      “We’re their alibis and they are ours. I still can’t get over that.”

      “What’s going on?” Florence asked when she returned with their drinks a few moments later.

      “When we were here a few days ago, we had just met Tori Sinclair,” Maggie began. “I had a bad feeling about her after we met with her, and your comments solidified my thoughts.”

      “She hadn’t shown her true colors to us quite yet,” Ruby said.

      “What did the cops want with you?” Florence asked. Her shoulders were hunched up around her neck.

      “He came to ask us our whereabouts,” Maggie said. “I think we were on their shortlist of suspects in Tori’s murder.”

      “Did they ask about me or my uncle?”

      Ruby nodded her head. “I think we are one another’s alibis,” she said with a smile. “Maggie and I are looking into this ourselves and we wanted to talk with you. We’re not here because we think you had anything to do with it, but because we were all together when she was killed.”

      “What do you mean by ‘looking into it?’” Florence asked. She quickly shushed them when Kenny came over to the table with their meals.

      “Here you are, ladies,” he said as he set the plates in front of them.

      “Oh, special service from the chef.” Maggie grinned.

      “I like to help Flo out when I can. I always try to deliver the food when we aren’t busy. It’s the least I can do since she’s going to share all her tips with me.” Kenny winked and headed back to the kitchen.

      “Not sharing my tips, Uncle Kenny!” she yelled to him. “Anyway, what were you saying?”

      “Until we were here the other day, we didn’t fully know what Tori was up to,” Maggie said after she made sure Kenny was out of earshot. “We’ve been looking around the internet at the things she had already published.”

      “Didn’t you do that when she first approached you?”

      “Not at first, but I did look up some of the publications she mentioned where she wanted to shop the article about us, but I didn’t find anything under her byline,” Maggie said.

      “What gave you a bad feeling about her?” Florence asked.

      Maggie felt like she was still under scrutiny. “It was the way she behaved toward Ruby during the interview process. Her mannerisms were far from professional. She acted like Ruby was a second-class citizen and had no right to be involved in the interview.”

      “Not to mention the lack of professional etiquette,” Ruby added. “I’m Maggie’s partner at the donut shop, but in my previous life, I was an executive chef and I’ve published a dozen cookbooks. I’ve dealt with the press before, many times and my experience with her was nothing like anything else I’ve ever been part of.”

      “When we were here the other day, I had just sent Tori a text asking if I could see the finished draft before she submitted it somewhere,” Maggie said. “When you said what you did, we were sure that our suspicions were correct.”

      “But Tori was killed before we could do anything about it,” Ruby said.

      “What do you want from me, then?” Florence asked. “I don’t mean to be so blunt, but you have to understand what a nightmare the past two weeks have been for us here. First, this woman shows up flashing her smile and her credentials and we were so eager to get the word out about our little place here. And then she made up a ton of lies and decided to try to make us pay her to keep her mouth shut.”

      “Florence, forgive me for asking you these questions, but did she uncover something? Or was it all false,” Ruby asked.

      Florence sighed deeply and dropped her head. “She found some old arrest records of my uncle’s after he got out of the Navy,” she said. “Kenny never spent a day in jail, but he threw some punches a few times after he left the service.”

      “I bet she left open-ended questions about his record,” Maggie said.

      “Yeah, and she wrote the most scathing stuff about me, too,” Florence said. Her face reddened as she spoke. “Most of it was made up, but she implied some very wicked, terrible things about my relationships with my family.”

      “Did she ever publish it?”

      Florence shook her head. “She published a post on her blog about it and showed me that she knew how to make it go viral,” she said. “And once it was viral, she told me that the business journals and newspapers would be beating down her door for more information about us.”

      Ruby reached her hand out and covered Florence’s. “You paid her off, didn’t you?” she asked.

      Florence nodded her head. A tear rolled down her cheek. “Kenny doesn’t know,” she said. “I took the money I had saved for a down payment on a house of my own and gave her every last penny.”

      “If you don’t mind me asking, how much money did you give her?” Ruby asked.

      “Just over eighteen thousand dollars,” Florence said. Her tears began to flow more freely. “I’m not sure how she knew about it, but that was the amount she asked for, exactly what I had in my savings account.”

      “That’s an odd amount to request,” Maggie said. “She asked you specifically for eighteen thousand dollars?”

      Florence nodded again. “Yeah, makes you wonder,” she managed to say before the tears spilled over again.

      “Makes you wonder what?” Maggie asked.

      “It makes me wonder if she requested the same amount from some of her other victims,” Ruby said. “Or if the amount is more specific based on the information she has on the people she scams.”
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      “If we leave now, we can make it to that brewing company outside of Kansas City by dark,” Maggie said.

      “What did you say the name of the place was?” Ruby asked.

      “Firehouse Brewing,” Maggie said. “She published the hit piece about them in some ad-based publication and on her blog.”

      “I take it the brewery didn’t pay her off, then,” Ruby said. “I wonder how much she demanded from them?”

      “I think we should ask them in person,” Maggie said. “Based on how suspicious Florence was of us at first, I don’t think they’re going to want to speak with us over the phone.”

      “Did you find the address? How long will it take us to get there?”

      “Three hours, give or take,” Maggie said. “Are you sure you don’t want to go back and get my car? It’s going to take less gas to get there than your big truck will.”

      Ruby shook her head. “We’re already this far,” she said. “And we’re lucky enough that the brewery has late hours tonight. Let’s just get there and have a conversation with the owner.”

      “Okay. I’ll read what Tori wrote on her blog about these people on the way.”

      “Sounds good,” Ruby agreed. “You might check and see if there are any other businesses there she profiled, too.”

      Maggie nodded. “Who do you think is more likely to want to kill her? Someone she attempted to blackmail or one she double-crossed?”

      “I think the answer will be someone who had a secret to hide,” Ruby said. “Florence and Kenny had a past, but nothing so recent or so crazy that it could hurt them.”

      “You think she picked on someone who actually had a deep, dark secret?” Maggie said.

      Ruby nodded and merged onto the highway headed north. After about an hour, Maggie retrieved her phone from her bag and typed in Tori’s name. She found the blog again and searched for the brewery.

      “Firehouse Brewery presents itself as a haven for the hip, progressive crowd, a locally owned success story providing jobs and revenue to an ever-grateful community. But behind the quirky artwork and the minimalist decor inside Firehouse’s taproom, another world may exist. The name Sam Tucker shows up in many online searches with an extensive and troubling criminal record. Sam Tucker is also the name of the owner and founder of this bubbling brewery. Are they one and the same? If they are, Sam Tucker has some explaining to do to his customers, local leaders, and investors,’” Maggie read.

      “Oh, wow,” Ruby said.

      “She makes allegations that this guy was in prison for some very violent crimes early on in his life. She even tries to tie him back to dirty money and organized crime. That’s quite a leap, almost laughable.”

      “Google the name of the brewery,” Ruby advised. “See if you can find anything else on them.”

      Maggie entered the name in the search engine and waited. “A couple of newspapers picked up on the story,” she said. “It looks like the story had some teeth.”

      Ruby shook her head. “We better be careful in our approach,” she said. “If this is the guy, he might not have any qualms about hurting us as well.”

      “At the very least, he might not be very willing to talk to us,” Maggie said. “All we can do is go in there and find out.”

      Almost two hours later, Ruby drove off the highway and into an unfamiliar town. She followed Maggie’s instructions through the town to the downtown area. “This is quaint,” she said.

      “Look,” Maggie said and pointed to a two-story brick structure with large bay doors on the front. “Firehouse Brewery” was stenciled on each of the overhead doors.

      Ruby pulled the truck to a stop and parked a few spaces down from the front door. “See if you can find a photo of Sam Tucker,” she said. “Just so we’ll know who to talk to.”

      Maggie searched for an image and found the photo of a muscular, middle-aged man with a shaved head. “He ought to be easy to spot,” she said.

      Ruby nodded and opened her door. “At the very least, it will be good to stretch our legs,” she said. “I’m not opposed to sampling a little.”

      “We still have to drive home tonight,” Maggie reminded her. “Unless we get a hotel room.”

      “Let’s just see how this goes,” Ruby said. “We might wind up hightailing it for the Ozarks.”

      Ruby held the door for her when they walked through the entryway situated between two of the bay doors. Maggie stood inside the doorway for a moment and took in the room. Cut log benches were placed in front of long tables, and reclaimed wood slats covered the area behind the bar. Metal barstools lined the bar, and large barrels lined the walls of the huge room.

      “This is definitely a taproom,” Ruby said. Several people were already seated on the benches. Their conversation was light and fun. Laughter erupted from one of the tables as they walked up to the bar.

      A large, bald man in a short-sleeve shirt smiled at them from behind the counter. “What can I do for you?” he asked.

      “Well, we’re here for…” Maggie began. She stopped when Ruby nudged her leg.

      “We would like to try a full flight.” Ruby smiled. “For each of us.”

      “Well, then,” the man behind the counter beamed. “Let’s set you right up. Do you have a preference for your choices?”

      Maggie caught on quickly. “Why don’t you line up the best choices and we’ll trust your judgment.”

      “Music to my ears,” the man said. He set two planks of wood on the counter, each with five cutout circles for five small glasses of beer on tap. One by one he filled their glasses and then pushed the plank toward each of them. “Would you like for me to describe each selection to you? I’m Sam, by the way.”

      Maggie thought fast. “Absolutely,” she said. “Is it okay if we ask you some questions at the end?”

      The bald man smiled. “Deal.” He launched into a description of the first beer, a dark brew made from wheat. Maggie sipped the liquid and immediately put it down.

      “You’re not a fan?” Sam asked.

      Maggie shook her head. “It’s a little bitter for me.”

      “You might like the next one better,” Sam said. “It is a light lager.” Maggie sipped and nodded with a smile.

      “I like the stout,” Ruby said. “It’s meatier than the lager.”

      Sam’s eyes grew round. “You’re holding out on me, lady,” he said with a smile. “Are you some kind of an expert?”

      Ruby shook her head. “I was a chef in my former life,” she said. “Part of my training included a lot of information about different types of alcohol.”

      “Why don’t you describe the next one to me, then?” Sam asked. He leaned forward on his elbows.

      “Alright,” Ruby agreed. She picked up the glass and took a long sip. “This is a Belgian, am I correct? There is a hint of something fruity, maybe citrus.”

      Sam nodded his head. “I’m impressed,” he said. “Why don’t we work through the rest of these, and then you can ask your questions.”

      “Okay, but I want a case of this to take home,” Ruby said, pointing to the Belgian beer.

      “Really?” Maggie asked.

      “Really.” Ruby nodded. “It’s fantastic.”

      “You might like this last one,” Sam said to Maggie. “It’s a simple IPA, very popular with newbies.”

      “Newbies?” She didn’t know whether or not to be offended.

      “People new to the small brewery scene,” Sam explained. “Try it and tell me what you think.”

      Maggie did as she was instructed and took a tiny sip. She drew back, and then tried a longer draw. “I do like this one,” she said. “I think I could enjoy this around a bonfire.”

      “I’ll tell you what,” Sam said. “I’ll throw in a six-pack with your friend’s case. Take my card, and if you try this around a bonfire and like it, I’ll give you a discount for the next year. Deal?”

      “Deal,” Maggie said, shocked by his hospitality. She took another swig and set the glass down. “Do you ship? We’re from the Ozarks.”

      “You bet I do,” he said. “Now, what questions do you have? I love talking beer.”

      “It’s not about beer.” Maggie frowned.

      Ruby exhaled slowly. “I want to ask you some questions, but I want you to hear me out before you react,” she said.

      Sam stood up and folded his arms. “That’s ominous,” he said. “What are you trying to sell?”

      Maggie chuckled, thinking about Orson and his reaction to Tori. “We aren’t selling anything,” she said. “We just want to ask you some questions about a mutual acquaintance of ours.”

      “A mutual acquaintance? Now I’m intrigued,” Sam said. “Who are we talking about?”

      “Tori Sinclair,” Ruby said.

      A dark cloud crossed Sam’s face. “Out,” he said and pointed directly toward the door. “If you’re here to talk about her, you can see your way right back out.” He turned on his heel and headed for the side of the counter.
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      “I’m not kidding. You can either move on your own, or I’ll move you,” Sam said. He stood over the two of them. “I worked as a bouncer down in Westport for twenty years. I have no qualms about escorting two women out of my taproom, even two as pretty as you.”

      “You said you would give us a chance to ask our questions,” Maggie argued. She folded her arms and stood to face him. “We’re not friends with her. In fact, we’re here because we think you might have been victimized by her.”

      Sam stood back and glared at her. “Keep talking,” he said.

      “Did you know that she was found dead in a motel room?”

      Sam’s face paled immediately. “She was what?” he whispered. He glanced around the taproom. “Can we go in the back to talk?”

      Maggie nodded her head. Ruby agreed. They followed him back behind the counter and through a wooden door. They walked into a bright room with several large tanks on the other end.

      “This is the tank room,” Sam said. “We can talk privately here.”

      “Okay,” Ruby said. “You should know that Tori was found dead, murdered actually, a couple of days ago.”

      “So, who did it?”

      “I see you aren’t surprised,” Maggie stated.

      “I’m taken back by the news, but not exactly shocked,” Sam admitted. “I’m sure if you drove all this way to find me, that means you must be aware of what she wrote about me.”

      Maggie nodded quickly. “She was working on a hit piece about our business when they found her,” she said. “We were already questioned by the police where she was found.”

      “Did you do it?” Sam asked.

      “You’re blunt,” Ruby said.

      Maggie shook her head again. “We both have alibis, and we met another pair of business owners who just paid her demand for extortion money.”

      “How much did she take them for?” Sam asked.

      Maggie glanced at Ruby. This would tell them a lot of information about Tori and the way she worked. “I think it was eighteen grand,” she said.

      Sam replied with a low whistle. “And they paid her off? That’s incredible,” he said. “What did she demand from you?”

      “We weren’t quite to that point with her yet,” Ruby said. “She was killed before she had the chance to make her demands.”

      “Can I ask what she tried to get out of you?” Maggie asked.

      Sam dropped his head. “Thirty grand,” he said. He looked around the tank room for a moment. “I don’t know how she knew to ask for that specific amount, but she did.”

      “Did that amount mean something to you?” Ruby asked.

      Sam nodded. “It was part of an insurance settlement from my dad,” he said. “It was divided up among my siblings and me after he passed away last spring.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” Maggie said.

      “Thank you,” Sam said. “I just wonder how she knew anything about it.”

      “That’s what we’re trying to figure out,” Ruby said. “That’s one question we wanted to be answered when we decided to drive up here to meet you.”

      “The other people you mentioned…” Sam said. “Was the amount she asked for specific for them, too?”

      Maggie nodded. “It was the amount the woman had saved to put down on a new house.”

      Sam exhaled slowly and shook his head. “I’m not sorry someone killed Tori,” he said. “Please don’t take that to mean that I had anything to do with her death. I have been here every day for the past two weeks, twelve hours a day. I can prove that.”

      Ruby nodded. “We’re not here to check on your alibi, but thanks for sharing it,” she said.

      “How about you guys?” Sam asked. “Do you both have solid alibis?”

      Maggie nodded. “Ironically, we were at a business outside of ours who also had a run-in with her,” she said.

      “You’re their alibis and they are yours,” Sam said and chuckled. “Oh, this is so messed up.”

      “You can say that again,” Ruby said. “The truth is, we don’t know where the Morton County Sheriff’s Department is with their investigation. We’re both good friends with our local police chief and even he doesn’t seem to have any idea what’s going on.”

      “You’re lucky that you have a friend in local law enforcement, then,” Sam said. He looked around the tank room. “I have plenty of law enforcement who patronize this place, but I can’t say that I’m close friends with any of them.”

      “I have to ask. Did her articles affect you in any way?” Ruby asked. “When we found your name, we saw that a couple of local newspapers picked up on the story. Has it affected your business at all?”

      Sam threw back his head and laughed. “Did it affect my business? Yeah, it affected my business.” He laughed again. “Those law enforcement types I was talking about, they have started coming in droves. Turns out many of them don’t like much of what the local papers report, either. I’ve had a definite uptick in business. Tori came in here, batted her eyelashes at me, and walked away with a good story. The money she tried to extort from me wasn’t from a questionable resource at all.”

      “I don’t know how, but it makes me think that she knew about it before she asked for it, just like with Florence,” Maggie said. “And if she knew about the money and where you got it from, she had to have been a truly evil person.”

      Sam nodded his agreement and looked past Ruby and Maggie and out the small window that led into the front of the taproom. He held up a finger. “Sorry about that, my brother and his wife are here. Let me go tell them I’ll be with them soon and then we can finish up here.”

      “Okay,” Ruby said but quickly changed her tune when Maggie cleared her throat. “Actually, I think we’re done for now. Maybe we’ll have some water and sit back out front while we wait for you see your family and pack up our beer.”

      “Alrighty, then,” Sam said, flashing a smile at Ruby before he led them out of the tank room.

      The second he walked away; Maggie let loose. “Did you see that woman?”

      “Who?” Ruby asked looking around them for someone she recognized.

      “Sam’s brother’s wife. That’s the woman who Orson caught in the storeroom! I just know it.”

      “First of all, you saw the woman at the donut shop for all of two seconds and you saw this lady for even less time. There is no way you can be sure.”

      “I’m telling you that it’s her,” Maggie said, slamming her hand on the table between them. “I don’t know if it matters, but it’s absolutely her.”

      “Maybe you had a little too much to drink. The chances that it’s the same person and we’re here at the same time are so slim.”

      “I had four sips, Ruby.” Maggie pulled out her phone and took a step away.

      “What are you doing?” Ruby hissed.

      “Shhh.” Maggie slowly walked around the taproom, taking in the décor on the walls. She spotted Sam talking to his brother and the woman she knew was the same one from the donut shop. As she raised her hand to wave to him, she snapped a photo on her phone then hurried back over to where Ruby stood.

      “What was that all about?”

      Maggie handed over her phone to Ruby. “It’s a little blurry, but do you think if I send this to Orson, he’ll be able to identify her?”

      Ruby sighed and looked at the photo. “Maybe. But let’s say he does, and it is the same person, what are you hoping to have happen here?”

      “I hadn’t gotten that far yet. But you have to admit that her being in our shop, caught with an invoice of ours in her hands, and then being here, not only at the same time we are, but related to a guy we are questioning is a little suspicious.”

      “Yeah, okay. But are you thinking she killed Tori or something because I’m not sure that makes sense? She might have killed Tori for trying to scam her brother-in-law, but her being in our shop has nothing to do with that.”

      “I have no idea, but it’s one step at a time here. I’m going to text Orson the photo and see what he has to say. After that, we can figure out what’s next.”

      Ruby shook her head but let Maggie do what she had to do. Five minutes later, they were out the door with their beer and leaving with some answers they’d wanted, but even more questions than they’d started with.
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      Maggie slept for an hour on the drive home before she woke up with a slight headache. “I think I had a few too many sips,” she joked when she stretched in the seat.

      “I told you!” Ruby said. “Are you still thinking about that woman, or did you realize it was maybe the beer talking?”

      Maggie yawned again and rubbed her eyes. She pulled out her phone and huffed happily. “Orson replied.”

      “And what did he have to say?” Ruby asked.

      “After critiquing my photography skills, he said that he’s positive the woman in the photo is the one from the shop.”

      “Oh.” Ruby drummed her fingers on the steering wheel. “Sorry. I just thought you were being paranoid and trying to find things that weren’t there just because you were hoping for an answer to all this.”

      “Well, now that we know I wasn’t, what do you think we should do?” Maggie asked.

      “We could call Sam and ask him what his sister-in-law’s name is. Or we could do some research ourselves and see if we can find anything about her online.”

      “Let’s not call Sam,” Maggie said. “That will make us look too obvious. I think it should be pretty easy to find out her name online. There’s gotta be something about the brewery that has Sam’s family tagged or in pictures or something. We know Sam’s last name, so maybe if all we can find is his brother’s first name, we’ll end up learning something about his wife too.”

      “Do you think Sam was lying about having an alibi? What if we’re thinking about this all wrong?”

      “Like Sam was the bad guy who killed Tori and somehow had his sister-in-law helping him?” Maggie asked.

      “I’m not sure, but I guess one step at a time really is best. We can search for Sam’s family when we get home and see what we come up with and then go from there.”

      “I agree. Now, do you want a break from driving?” she asked. “I can take over, especially if we find a pit stop soon.”

      Ruby shook her head. “I don’t mind driving at all. There’s a gas station not too far from here,” she said. “I planned to stop and grab a soda or something. I could use the caffeine, but I’m happy to keep driving.”

      “I’m so glad we left Myra in charge tomorrow, too,” Maggie said. “I forgot to check in with her this evening to see how things went.”

      “I talked to her,” Ruby said. “Well, I sent her a few text messages and she said all was well. Jake is stepping up and Orson pitched in more than usual. The only complaint she had was seeing Brett moping around.”

      “Brett was moping around?”

      Ruby chuckled. “Her words, not mine,” she said. “I suppose he will be relieved when you get back.”

      “Awww, he missed me.” Maggie laughed. “How sweet.”

      “I think we ought to meet with him for breakfast, away from the donut shop,” Ruby said. “We need to talk to him.”

      “Yeah, I want to tell him about what Sam said to us. I think aside from this woman, there’s a piece we’re missing. How did Tori figure out just how much money to demand in extortion? I wonder what she would have demanded from us?”

      “I think when we see him, we need to just lay it all out and see what he has to say,” Ruby said.

      Maggie heard a notification on her phone. She pulled it out of her bag. “Speak of the devil,” she said.

      “Brett?”

      “Yeah,” Maggie said. “He wants to know where the heck I’m at.”

      “Where the heck you’re at? That’s some serious inquisition there,” Ruby joked. “You should call him and invite him over to breakfast in the morning.”

      “I’m just going to text him back and ask him,” Maggie said. She typed a quick message out to Brett and added that Ruby would be there too just so he didn’t think it was an early morning date.

      A second later, her phone rang. “It’s Brett,” she announced and then answered. “Hello?”

      “Where are you?” he asked. “I’ve been by your house twice and the donut shop is dark. Where did you go?”

      “The city,” Maggie said.

      “Kansas City? You drove all the way to Kansas City tonight?” he asked.

      “With Ruby,” Maggie said, a little stunned by his tone. “That’s what we want to talk to you about in the morning.”

      “Where are you now?”

      “About halfway to Joplin,” Maggie said.

      “Why don’t I meet you at home?” Brett said. “Text me when you’re about thirty minutes out.”

      Maggie turned to Ruby and covered the phone with her hand. “He wants to meet at my house when we get back,” she said.

      Ruby shrugged as she pulled into the truck stop. “Might as well,” she said.

      “I’ll text when we get close,” Maggie said. She put her phone away and headed into the store behind Ruby.

      Maggie headed straight for the women’s restroom and Ruby walked toward the coffee bar. When Maggie emerged a few minutes later, Ruby shoved a tall cup of cappuccino in her hand. “Wait for me,” she said and rushed off toward the women’s room herself. Maggie walked past the drinks in the coolers and settled for a cappuccino of her own.

      She balanced the hot drinks in her hands and headed for the cashier. She paused at the donut case and glanced over the selections. About a dozen pastries remained. Most were visibly stale and dry. Maggie shook her head and rolled her eyes. “Terrible,” she muttered.

      “What’s that?” the dark-haired young woman behind the register asked her.

      “Oh, nothing,” Maggie replied with a smile. “Just these two, please.” She set the cappuccinos on the counter and handed over her money.

      “You didn’t have to pay,” Ruby said when she caught up to her.

      “And you didn’t have to drive,” Maggie said and handed over Ruby’s cup.

      They climbed back into the cab of the pickup and headed south. Maggie chatted lightly with Ruby as they drove, but the topic drifted away from Toni Sinclair and her murder.

      Once they were outside of Joplin, Maggie texted Brett. “Be there soon,” she typed.

      “Hungry?” he asked in reply.

      “Are you hungry? Brett is asking,” Maggie said.

      “Starving,” Ruby said. “Tell him it better be some barbecue.” Maggie conveyed the message to Brett and sipped the last of her cappuccino, which had since gone cold.

      When they pulled into town, the lights around downtown glowed and the streets were empty. Maggie watched as they passed by the donut shop. The building was dark, and the parking lot was empty.

      “I don’t know why, but I’m happy to see that it’s still standing,” she said. Ruby turned the corner and pulled into the alley behind Maggie’s house.

      “Were you worried about it?” Ruby asked.

      “Slightly,” Maggie admitted. “This whole thing with Tori Sinclair makes me feel more vulnerable about the donut shop than I’ve ever felt before.”

      “Vulnerable? How?”

      Maggie shrugged. “Like I could lose it,” she said. “Or that I don’t deserve it.”

      Ruby pulled up behind Brett’s sports car and shut the engine off. “You don’t need me to give you that speech, do you?”

      Maggie smiled. “Nope,” she said. “I’m good.”

      Smoky, sweet aromas wafted over from behind the garage. Maggie spotted Brett standing over her barbecue grill. Jake stood next to him, yawning loudly.

      “I told him to go back to bed,” Brett said when he saw Maggie.

      “Go back to bed, Jake,” Ruby said. “You have to get up for work early tomorrow.”

      “But I really wanted a steak,” he pouted.

      “I’ll save you one,” Brett said. Jake nodded and walked sleepily back toward the garage.

      “Night,” he said and closed the door behind him. Maggie hated to deny the kid a meal, but what they had to talk about, shouldn’t involve him.

      Brett piled the meat onto a platter and ushered Maggie toward the door. “Jake let me in, if you were wondering,” he said when they walked into the kitchen. Ruby went straight for the foil-covered dishes on the counter.

      “Baked beans and homemade mac and cheese?”

      “I can’t take credit for it,” Brett admitted. “Just the steaks.”

      “Either way, it looks delicious,” Maggie said. She opened her cabinet door and handed plates out. They filled their plates and sat around the kitchen table. Brett cut into his steak and popped a bite into his mouth. “Is anyone going to fill me in on why the two of you took off for Kansas City? I’d like to believe you two just went out for ice cream or something, but I’m betting that isn’t the case.”

      Ruby winked at Maggie. “We had to meet up with this guy Maggie met online,” she said.

      “Very funny,” Brett said. He turned to Maggie. “She is kidding, right?”

      “Yes, she’s kidding.” Maggie rolled her eyes. “We tracked down a man who owns a brewery.”

      “A man who owns a brewery. Why?”

      “Because this man was one of the people Tori Sinclair wrote a hit piece about,” Ruby said. “She tried to extort money from him, just like she did the owners of that little diner in Fairglass.”

      “Pop’s? Is that the place you’re talking about?” he asked.

      “That’s the one,” Ruby said.

      “Here’s the thing,” Maggie said. She was too interested in the good food to wait for him to ask the right questions. “We spoke with Florence, the niece of Kenny, the cook at Pop’s. She told us that Tori had offered the same deal she offered us, a quick interview, and a chance to tell our story in a local business journal. Remember the article the Morton County Sheriff’s Department found on her laptop?”

      “Of course, I remember,” Brett said.

      “Her scam goes like this,” Ruby cut in. “She finds a business, offers an article to promote to local publications and then writes a scathing hit piece. She goes back to the business owner and threatens to publish it if they don’t cough up a specific amount of money.”

      “How much money?” Brett asked.

      “Well, that’s the weird part,” Ruby said. “In the case of the folks at Pop’s, it was eighteen thousand dollars.”

      “But the brewery owner in the city was told he had to pay her thirty grand,” Maggie added.

      Brett shook his head and set his fork down on his plate. “Why such a difference? And why such random amounts?”

      “That’s the part we can’t figure out,” Maggie said. “But we spoke with Florence, and it turns out, eighteen thousand was the exact amount she had in her savings account for a down payment on her first house.”

      “And Sam Tucker, the brewery owner, just inherited thirty thousand dollars from an insurance settlement after his father passed away,” Ruby said.

      “Someone had to have access to their banking records,” Brett said.

      Maggie nodded. “That’s what we figured. Sam never paid up, and she published the piece that smeared him.”

      “And Florence?”

      “Florence paid the extortion money,” Ruby said.

      Brett stood up suddenly and pulled his cell phone out of his pocket. “I have to make a quick phone call,” he announced.

      “You do? Right now?” Maggie tossed her napkin onto her plate.

      “I do, to our local sheriff,” he said. “I think the two of you might have just figured out something the police have been working on for some time now.”
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      Maggie’s head hit her pillow at about two in the morning. Ruby dozed in the spare bedroom; a compromise Brett insisted on before he left to meet the county sheriff at his office. He refused to say what he figured out before he left but promised to be back as soon as he could.

      A loud knock on the door pulled her out of her sleep. She threw the covers back and glanced at the clock. It was seven. For a moment, she panicked. Most mornings she would be already behind the counter at the donut shop.

      “Morning,” Brett said when she opened the door.

      “Good morning,” Maggie grunted the words. She wiped the sleep from her eyes, and then remembered that she had just rolled out of bed. “Oh, no. Let me go get dressed.” Everything that should be in place was in place, but she was embarrassed by the oversized sweatshirt and sleep shorts she wore.

      “You’re perfect like you are,” Brett said softly. He lingered in the doorway for a moment, and then cleared his throat. “I wanted to let you know that we made an arrest last night.”

      “An arrest? You did?” She led him to the kitchen and began filling the coffee pot with water.

      “I assisted the county sheriff,” he said. “We arrested Deputy Noah Wolfe’s wife.”

      “That’s the deputy that showed up at Ruby’s farm! What does his wife have to do with any of this?” Maggie asked.

      “For the last several months, the police have been looking at her for giving out information about people she shouldn’t,” Brett explained.

      “Wait, you can’t arrest someone because they’re a gossip…” Maggie said, not quite getting it.

      “No. That’s not what I mean. She works at Wedgewood Credit Union, and she was arrested for fraud amongst other things.”

      “So, you think she’s the one who gave out the financial information about Sam and Florence to Tori?” Maggie nodded as it all came together.

      “Correct. Both Florence and Kenny did their banking there and it turns out, she worked at the branch closer to where the brewery is for years before she transferred out here.”

      “So, you know for sure it was her?” Maggie asked as she poured the coffee.

      Brett frowned. “Not technically, but we have enough to make an arrest and bring her in. We’re in the middle of trying to find the connection between her and Tori.”

      Maggie shook her head. “Okay but I don’t bank there.”

      “And that’s partly why we don’t have all the proof we need quite yet,” Brett said.

      “It also doesn’t explain the woman I saw.”

      “This is the first I’m hearing about a woman.” Brett slowly brought his coffee cup to his lips.

      Maggie told Brett about the woman, Sam’s sister-in-law, and eagerly awaited his reply.

      “Can I see the photo?” he asked. She ran to her bedroom to retrieve her phone and handed it over to him. “I’m going to send it to Brooks to see what he can find out. Do you know this woman’s name?”

      Maggie raised a brow. “My plan for today was to find that out.”

      “Of course, it was.” He sent the photo to himself and then to Brooks. “You really ought to…”

      “Ought to what?” Maggie asked when he didn’t finish speaking.

      Brett eyed his phone and sighed. “Well, I was going to say that you ought to stay out of this, but now I’m not so sure.”

      “What! What is it?” Maggie asked, sitting up perfectly straight.

      “I sent Brooks the picture of the woman and it turns out, he knows her.”

      “How? Who is she?” Maggie jumped out of her chair and paced the kitchen floor. “I know she had something to do with this. Now I wish I got her name.” She stared at Brett, waiting for an answer.

      “I’ve got to go,” he said.

      “Don’t you dare! Did she kill Tori Sinclair?” Maggie asked frantically.

      Ruby ambled into the kitchen and took the seat across from her. “I know I was in the other room, and I haven’t had my coffee yet, but did I hear you say that Deputy Wolfe killed the journalist?” she asked.

      Brett rolled his eyes. “No, but this is how rumors spread. Listen, I really do have to get going. I think we may have found a missing piece to the puzzle.

      “You mean the picture?” Maggie asked, shooting Ruby a look. “Brett says Brooks knows the woman we saw at the donut shop and the brewery.”

      “Oh? How?” Ruby asked, getting up to pour herself a cup of coffee.

      “That’s what I asked too.” Maggie paused and stood staring at Ruby. “There’s no way.”

      “No way what?” Ruby asked as she sat back down.

      Brett was already on his way to the door. “Yes, Maggie. No way what?”

      She slowly leaned against the counter. “Ruby, do you remember when we were first leaving to go to Pop’s? Myra overheard us talking and she stopped us before we left to ask if we were talking about Pop’s in Fairglass because Brooks wanted to take her there to meet his family?”

      “Maggie,” Brett warned.

      She looked at him and continued. “Is that how? Does Brooks know her from there? I don’t know who she is or how or anything else, but if she was at the donut shop, at the brewery, and at Pop’s…”

      “Then she knew all of us, or at the very least was trying to get to know us,” Ruby added.

      “And she’d definitely know how much insurance money Sam had, and she could have been snooping around the donut shop to get information. She was working with Tori!” Maggie said finally.

      Brett rolled his neck and rubbed his temples. “And I suppose you think Brooks knows this woman from Pop’s?”

      “I don’t know that part, but am I close?”

      “Debbie Tucker used to work at Pop’s. Now, I have to go.” Brett nodded once at Maggie and went out the door.

      “Debbie… Wasn’t that the name Florence used when she was talking about the waitress that used to work there?”

      “Ruby,” Maggie said. “You’re a genius!”

      “Gee.” She beamed. “And I haven’t even had much coffee yet.”

      The women sat in silence for a few minutes. Ruby still trying to wake up and Maggie’s thoughts spinning at a mile a minute.

      “So, at first, they thought the deputy’s wife was the one passing out information. It seems to me that she had other things going on too, so even though they didn’t have a connection, they had enough to bring her in. Since the extortion demands were so specific, it makes sense to think that it had something to do with someone who was already doing bad things, but that also fit into the case in some way.”

      “And you think she’s bad, but not the one who gave Tori the financial records,” Ruby asked.

      “Right. Working at a bank isn’t the only way to get financial information. All Debbie had to do was get a job at Pop’s, befriend Florence, and boom, she had what Tori needed and quit her job.”

      “And like you said, it would be easier for her to know about Sam’s money since her husband, being Sam’s brother, likely got the same amount.”

      “Yup. And then because we don’t bank there, Debbie tried to snoop around the donut shop for information. I’ve never been so glad to have my office far away from where customers can get to,” Maggie said.

      “But there’s just one tiny thing left,” Ruby said as she stirred her coffee.

      “Who killed Tori?” Maggie sighed.

      “Actually, I was going to say how are Debbie and Tori connected, but that’s also a good question.” Ruby laughed.

      “Do we know what Debbie does for a living? I assume she’s not a real waitress. What if she somehow got mixed up with Tori in her own small business and caught on to what she was doing?” Maggie asked.

      “Then maybe Debbie is the answer for all of it. If what you say is right, she might have agreed to work with Tori to get information, but she also might have been running a little scam of her own. She could have made Tori think she was helping, but then killed her to get the money herself.” Ruby took out her phone and tapped and scrolled for a few minutes.

      “It’s possible,” Maggie said, staring into her cup. Her phone dinged next to her. “It’s Myra.”

      “Is everything okay at the shop?” Ruby asked, a panicked look spreading across her face.

      “She said the owner at Pop’s was just arrested for murder.”

      “And you’ll never guess what I just found…” Ruby handed her phone to Maggie.

      Debbie Tucker was a journalist. One who worked closely with Tori over the years.

      Maggie tried to busy herself around the house while Ruby cooked them breakfast. After watering her plants, she stood in the doorway to the kitchen.

      “I know you’re behind me and I know what you’re thinking,” Ruby said. “I agree. There’s no way Kenny killed Tori. He was there at the same time we were. We saw him.”

      “Actually, I think he could have done it,” Maggie said as she took a seat at the table. “The first time we were there, we saw him in the window.”

      Ruby nodded. “Yes, he took our order.”

      “But that was the last we saw of him, and he told us he’d come check on us. He never did.”

      “Maybe he got busy?” Ruby said as she piled brown sugar glazed bacon on a plate.

      “I’d agree with that, but the second time we stopped in, he delivered us our food. Remember? He said he likes to help Florence out when he’s not busy. He was busy that time, but he still helped. The first time, they weren’t busy at all, and we never saw him after he took our order. He could have left and killed Tori. He definitely had time.”

      “Oh, Maggie. You’re absolutely right.”
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      “You know, it’s funny how things happen,” Brett said the next morning at the donut shop.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I find the human brain fascinating. I’ve been a police officer a long time, and while we solved the crime on our own, you, in your own way, solved it right alongside us in a totally different manner.”

      “Well, yeah.” Maggie grinned. “You guys figured it out because the steak knife from Pop’s matched the murder weapon. I didn’t have the luxury of knowing all the inside details.”

      “Very funny. We do good police work, but I’ll admit you have a knack for these things. I’m certainly not suggesting you change careers, but as my girlfriend, I have to give credit where it’s due. Even if it greatly pains me.”

      “Thanks.” She blushed. “So, I guess Deputy Wolfe’s wife wasn’t involved?”

      “Not with this,” Brett said. “But she certainly had her fair share of issues with loan fraud. She has a long road ahead of her.”

      “And Debbie worked with Tori which is how they knew one another. They were in on it together.”

      “Yes,” Brett said. “Right again.” He chuckled.

      “I’m just glad that Florence wasn’t involved.”

      “No, but she feels awful. She thought her uncle had gone to the store or the bank or something that day. Business was slow and it never even crossed her mind that he’d left. From his own confession, Kenny went over to threaten Tori. He never meant to kill her, but things got out of hand when he tried to force her to return his niece’s money.”

      “How very sad,” Maggie said. “There’s one thing I know, this part of things is exactly why I won’t be changing careers any time soon. In fact, I missed this place like crazy and would hate to have to deal with the things you do.”

      “We missed you too. It’s so good to have you back,” Myra said, coming over to the booth where Brett and Maggie sat. She carried a plate full of mini donuts.

      “We weren’t gone that long.” Maggie laughed. “What are you going to do if Ruby and I decide to take off for a week?”

      “Please tell me that’s not going to happen until after this spring wing ding takes place,” Orson said from behind them. He stood in front of the stainless-steel refrigerator sorting through the clean aprons he had just discovered. “Because this child has been driving me insane with her plans for this event.”

      “What are you looking for, Orson?” Ruby asked as she came from the kitchen, her hands full of donut trays.

      “My apron was mixed up with the rest of the laundry,” he said and cast a glare toward Myra. “Miss Suzie Homemaker here had to go well beyond the call of duty and wash all of the aprons together.”

      “I picked up the dirty aprons and laundered them,” Myra said. “Why is that a bad thing?”

      “Because there is one that fits me the right way,” Orson said. “And now I can’t find it.”

      “I’m sure it’s in there, Orson.” Myra headed over to where he stood.

      “Are we sure we want to take off again together?” Ruby asked Maggie. She filled the donut display case with cinnamon rolls, éclair donuts, and glazed crullers.

      Maggie laughed and shook her head. “Maybe not,” she said. “Do we have a problem, you guys?”

      “No,” Orson said. “She found it.” He handed the stack of aprons back to Myra and began to tie his one around his waist.

      “Wait a second,” Myra said. She threw the aprons on the counter and headed straight for the office. She returned with a permanent marker. “Untie that.”

      Orson complied without argument. Myra turned the apron around and wrote “Orson” on the inside panel in large letters.

      “Those letters better not be that big because you think I’m that old and that blind,” he said. He took the apron out of her hands and held it up to the light. “You can’t see through it.”

      Myra smiled and nodded her head. “Now we won’t mix your apron up with everyone’s,” she said.

      “I could have done that myself,” Orson muttered.

      “But you didn’t,” Myra sang out and headed for the kitchen door.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Orson asked and followed her through the door.

      Maggie giggled and took a strawberry cheesecake donut from the plate Myra had left in front of her and Brett. “I should never leave these children alone to their own devices.”

      “Not ever again,” Ruby called before heading back into the kitchen.

      “You certainly have your hands full.” Brett laughed and picked up a mini key lime pie donut. He popped the whole thing into his mouth and his eyes widened. “Why is this the first time I’m trying this? It’s outstanding.”

      “Probably because you’re too busy ordering the coffee you don’t like, to notice our other donut flavors,” she joked.

      Brett shrugged. “Either that or I’m too busy noticing you.”

      Maggie felt her face turn red.

      “Don’t worry,” Brett said. “I’ll spare you all the sweet talk. I’m going back to work but not before I take a few donuts for the road.” He looked at Maggie’s face as he took the five remaining donuts from the plate. “Hey! They’re small.”

      Maggie cleaned the crumbs from the table and headed into the kitchen to work. She sent Myra out front to man the counter. A moment later, Jake appeared through the door. “Hey, there’s a lady out here who wants to talk to you and Ruby,” he announced. His face reddened as he spoke.

      “Did she give you a name?” Ruby asked.

      Jake nodded. “She said her name is Florence,” he said. “She said you would know who she is.”

      Maggie shot a worried look in Ruby’s direction and headed for the door. She pushed past Jake who took her place in the back at the automatic donut machine.

      Florence was standing in front of the display case. Her skin appeared sallower than Maggie remembered. Dark circles had formed under her eyes.

      “Hi, Maggie, Ruby,” she said when they approached.

      “Florence, are you alright?” Maggie managed to ask. Her heart beat in her chest. She felt a slight feeling of panic.

      “Call me Flo.”

      “Let’s take a seat over here, Flo,” Ruby said. She headed around the counter and led them to the booth along the side of the counter.

      Maggie slid into the booth next to Ruby. “We heard about your uncle,” she said. “I’m so sorry.”

      Flo wiped a tear from her eyes and nodded her head. “Thank you. I never expected for him to do what he did,” she said. “I was surprised to find out he even knew I paid her off. I guess he kept better track of things than I thought.” She sighed. “I know he was only trying to get my money back from her. But he went too far.”

      Maggie reached across the table and patted the younger woman’s hands. “I’m so sorry for everything you have gone through,” she said. “What are you going to do?”

      She inhaled deeply and swiped away another tear. “Sell the diner,” she said. “I’m part owner, but honestly I don’t want anything to do with it anymore. So, after I pay some things for him, I’ll have just enough left to start over somewhere else.”

      “Where will you go?”

      “Away from here,” she said. “Maybe even out of the state.”

      “Have you thought about how you will make money?” Ruby asked her. She glanced at Maggie.

      Flo nodded. “Before he did what he did, my uncle was looking at expanding Pop’s,” she said. “He wanted to buy a food truck. I was going to take some courses on how to run a business, but now that’s changed.”

      “Why not take some of the money you have left over and start a food truck with it?” Ruby suggested.

      Flo shrugged. “I wouldn’t even know where to start.”

      “I can help you with that,” Ruby said. “I have connections.”

      “And we bought a food truck ourselves last year,” Maggie said. “We can help you figure out what you need.”

      “That’s right. You could start over fresh here in Dogwood Mountain. This town could use a little place like Pop’s,” Ruby said.

      Flo brightened slightly. “Would there be a demand for it?”

      Ruby nodded. “I think so,” she said. “And a food truck is just big enough for one person to run. It’s better with two, but you can do it yourself.”

      “I know a young man who might be willing to help out a bit,” Maggie said. She jerked her head toward the kitchen. “Jake is always asking me for more hours.”

      Ruby smiled. “By the time he gets off here, he could go to work for you during the dinner rush,” she said.

      “I don’t know if I have enough money to get started,” Flo said.

      “If you have a few thousand dollars left from the sale of Pop’s, you have enough,” Ruby said.

      Flo managed to smile and sigh at the same time. “Do you think I could do it? I know how to cook a little, but not as much as my uncle did,” she said.

      “We’ll work on that,” Ruby said. “I’ll help you master a few signature dishes to offer.”

      “I didn’t mean to eavesdrop,” Myra said. She slid into the booth beside Flo. “Myra Sawyer.”

      “Florence Johnson.”

      “I can help you with your business plan,” Myra said. “Along with Ruby, of course.”

      “You can?” Flo asked.

      “I took a few business courses when I started here,” Myra explained. “And I am helping head up the new Spring Fling here, the first-ever. We’re planning to host it right here in our parking lot.”

      “You have a definite date?” Maggie asked.

      Myra looked at Maggie and nodded. “I had a conversation with three members of the city council while you two were gone,” she said. “I planned to tell you when you got back.”

      “Well, it sounds like you have this under control,” Maggie said. She smiled and stood up. “I’m ready for another cup of coffee. How about you, business partner?”

      “I could use a double,” Ruby said. She stood and followed Maggie out of the booth.

      “Where are you two going?” Myra asked.

      “Back to work,” Maggie said. “I think you can take it from here. Flo is in good hands.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FIRST TO DOUGH

          

          RAISED AND GLAZED COZY MYSTERIES, BOOK 13

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “I can’t believe we pulled this off,” Myra Sawyer said. She stood next to Ruby Cobb at the prep table in the kitchen of Dogwood Donuts. Maggie Sharpe, the owner of the donut shop, smiled at her from across the room. She felt a little swell of pride when she looked at Myra, who had come to her as a desperate young woman and was now anything but.

      “You haven’t pulled anything off just yet,” Orson Hawley muttered. He carried a basket of fresh strawberries over to the baker’s table and plopped them down heavily. Maggie felt the weight of the table shift. She eyed Orson, wondering what had him all worked up so early in the morning.

      “I thought I told you to wait until someone could help you unload those strawberries,” Ruby scolded him. “I wanted Jake to help you.”

      “Yeah, well, Jake is with Flo right now,” Orson said. Maggie detected a slight roll of his eyes. Like Myra, Jake Jenkins was a young person who had come into their lives in need and had turned out to be a friend and an amazingly helpful coworker. Florence Johnson was a new friend, too, and she had quickly become part of the donut shop family. After an unfortunate situation with her uncle, Flo had chosen to sell the diner she shared with him and move on to bigger and better things.

      “You still don’t need to lift everything by yourself,” Maggie said.

      “All by myself is right,” he muttered then turned to face her. His height and ire towered over her. “Let us not forget that until young Jake came around, I was the one and only man around these parts,” he said. “My bones might be old, but until they’re in the ground, I will continue to lift the heavy stuff and open the doors for you and the other ladies here.”

      “You’re right, Orson,” Ruby said. She walked across the floor and handed him a small bowl of his favorite apple slaw. “Why don’t you taste test this new and improved recipe and tell me what you think?”

      “Now you’re just placating me,” Orson grumbled. He took the bowl out of her hand and sank onto the wooden stool next to the baker’s table. His frown reminded Maggie of her son Bradley when he pouted at age three. Something was bothering him but trying to figure out what it was would be like pulling teeth.

      “I’m not placating you,” Ruby said gently. “I want you to take your time between heavy loads, yes. But I do trust your opinions on the flavors and recipes I experiment with. And that’s why I’m asking you what you think.”

      He took a bite of the apple slaw and his frown melted into a smile. “What did you do differently?”

      “I take it you like this version better?” Maggie asked.

      Orson turned his attention to her. “Have you tasted this? It’s heaven in a bowl!”

      Ruby laughed out loud. She circled his shoulders in a hug. “I added creamy Greek yogurt to the dressing and switched apple varieties. Those are Gala apples,” she said, peering over his shoulder. “Oh, and this version has cranberries and sliced almonds.”

      “It’s perfect,” Orson said. “Absolutely perfect. You should replace the old recipe with this. Replace it just like everything else gets replaced.”

      “What do you mean by that?” Maggie asked, concerned by his mood swings. “Have I replaced something you wanted to keep around?”

      “You’ve done nothing wrong.” Orson sighed and took another bite of the slaw. “The slaw needs replacing. Ruby, you did a fine job.”

      “Thank you.” Ruby patted his shoulder and headed back to the prep table. “I’d like to debut the new recipe this weekend.”

      “I still can’t believe the city and the chamber of commerce worked so quickly to help this whole event launch,” Myra said finally, having not uttered a word about Orson or the new recipe.

      Ruby nodded. “It’s pretty unheard of, but the town of Dogwood Mountain has always supported local businesses,” she said. “Anything that helps bring in more tourism is a plus.”

      “It’s nice to have so much local support,” Maggie agreed.

      “I have one question for you two,” Orson announced.

      “Which two?” Ruby asked.

      “You two,” he said, pointing at Maggie and Ruby. He gave Myra a look like there was no way he could possibly be speaking to her. “Why did you order so many strawberries?”

      “We’re making a new fritter for the spring fling,” Maggie answered. “I’m working on finalizing it now, so we can make a batch to try out.”

      “Don’t we make apple fritters?” he asked. “Why fix something that isn’t broken and why add new fruit to the mix? Are the old things just not good enough anymore?”

      “Orson, really!” Myra snapped and stormed out of the kitchen door.

      Maggie and Ruby shared a glance as Orson stared at them, waiting for an answer.

      “We do make apple fritters, and we will keep making them. However, we’re going to try out a strawberry cream cheese fritter with a honey-cinnamon glaze for the spring fling,” Maggie said. “But Orson, none of that is important right now. Do you want to tell us what’s going on? Did you and Myra get into a fight about something?”

      “I’m fine, she’s fine, Brooks is fine, everything is just fine fine fine.” He bobbled his head around as he spoke. “Now, more about these fritters. Is the cream cheese inside?”

      Maggie looked at Ruby with wide eyes and only as best friends can, they decided silently not to push Orson.

      “The inside will be stuffed with a strawberry cream cheese, yes,” Ruby said.

      Orson’s eyes widened. “And instead of our regular glaze, it’ll be cinnamon and honey?” he asked.

      “That’s exactly right. We should have a batch ready in about an hour if you want to be the first to try them.” Maggie smiled.

      “I’d like that. Thanks for taking the time to consider me,” Orson said before heading out of the kitchen.

      As the door swung behind him, Maggie caught his gruff reply to Myra who was standing behind the counter. She had quietly asked him to unlock the front door as it was time for the shop to open. Orson responded with, “Oh, now you need me for something. Must be nice to get what you want all the time.”

      Just as the swinging door came to a stop, Maggie peered through the small window to see Orson walk away. Myra, shoulders slumped, went to unlock the front door herself. Something was clearly going on between them and it didn’t appear to be anything good.
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      “Maggie? There’s someone out here who wants to speak with you.” Myra popped her head through the kitchen doorway an hour later.

      “Coming,” Maggie said. Despite leaving Myra in charge of the public relations part of the upcoming spring fling they were hosting, many local business owners had visited her at the donut shop. She expected to see another one of them with a demand or specific request. There was something about speaking to the owner of a business that made people feel more official, so while she couldn’t blame them, she didn’t want to take away anything from all of Myra’s hard work.

      For the most part, the requests were simple to solve, and Myra took care of the situation easily. However, the demands Maggie detested were those that involved bumping another business from a favored position in the parking lot. Three times already, she had been offered a small bribe to kick her food truck out of its position directly in front of the donut shop. There was no way she’d put Myra in the middle of that.

      She was glad to see Pam Carter, a member of the Dogwood Mountain City Council smiling back at her when she emerged from the kitchen. “Good morning, Pam,” she said brightly.

      “Good morning,” Pam said. “I just wanted to stop by and make sure everything was set and ready to go for this weekend. I can’t tell you how many of my fellow council members are excited about what you all have put together in such a short amount of time.”

      Maggie smiled and nodded in Myra’s direction. “There’s the person you owe your gratitude to,” she said. “Myra has worked tirelessly to put this whole thing together.”

      “Well, then,” Pam said and turned her attention to Myra. “Thank you for your diligence and your dedication to the town of Dogwood Mountain.”

      “Yes, of course. I’m happy to help. Can I get you something from the display case?” Myra asked. She blushed as she spoke.

      “On the house,” Maggie added.

      Pam smiled and leaned forward as if she was about to share a deep, dark secret. “Do you have any special new recipes back there you can share with me?” she asked. Her tight, gray curls bounced as she spoke.

      “You know, sort of a preview to what you will offer?”

      “How much time do you have?” Maggie asked with a chuckle.

      “Oh, I have all morning.” Pam waved her hand in the air and giggled.

      “Well, then please have a seat back there in the corner and let us bring you a sampling of our new flavors,” Maggie said. “Just give me a moment to put together a tray for you.”

      “On it,” Myra said. She disappeared to the back and left Maggie with the hungry city council member.

      “Why don’t I bring you some coffee while you wait?” Maggie suggested. Pam smiled and found her way to a booth on the far side of the shop. She seemed to understand that Maggie was in no hurry to advertise her offer of free samples to anyone else.

      After she delivered Pam’s coffee, Maggie walked past the large front windows and gazed out in the parking lot. Flo’s recently purchased and remodeled food truck sat next to the donut shop’s food truck under the tall marquee sign near the road. In some ways, the younger woman reminded her of Myra when they’d first met, although Flo was much older and didn’t quite have the same mind for business as Myra.

      Maggie could see Jake, the youngest and newest member of the donut shop crew, moving around and following Flo’s orders. Soon enough, she would have to hire someone to help her out, but for now, Maggie was happy to lend Jake to her while she got things up and running.

      While she was still looking outside, an older pickup truck sped off of the road and veered into the parking lot. The truck rounded the lot in a wide circle, barely missing the parked cars near the front. It turned and came back around a second time, heading for the parked food trucks. The truck screeched to a halt just a few feet from Flo’s truck and sat still for a moment, revving the engine before shifting into reverse. White smoke rose from the tires before the driver shifted into drive and tore back out of the parking lot and out into the street.

      “What in the heck was that all about?” Myra asked. She had returned to the front counter holding a tray filled with goodies for Pam.

      “I don’t know, but I have half a mind to call the chief of police,” Maggie said. She pulled her phone out of her pocket and tapped the screen. The police chief’s number was number five on her speed dial. As her boyfriend, she didn’t feel uncomfortable in the least calling to tell him about an erratic driver.

      “I don’t think you need to call,” Myra said. She pointed down the street at the familiar police cruiser speeding down the road after the pickup truck.

      Maggie smiled and leaned against the counter. For a moment, all she could picture was Brett in his police uniform, but Myra’s voice interrupted her thoughts.

      “Mrs. Carter? I thought you wanted to try our special recipes?” Myra said, backing away from Pam’s table.

      Maggie turned and watched as a pale-faced Pam Carter headed straight for the door. She muttered something about a forgotten appointment and practically ran out into the parking lot.

      Maggie watched in shock as the older woman raced from the parking lot nearly as fast as the light blue pickup had gone.

      “What the heck is happening?” Myra asked again.

      Maggie shook her head. “I haven’t got a clue,” she admitted. “Whatever it is, I sure hope that it has nothing to do with the spring fling.”

      “What’s happening is that you offered your fancy strawberry fritter to someone before I got the chance to try it. Is nothing sacred anymore?” Orson bellowed from behind the counter. “A guy goes to the storeroom to organize for an hour and comes out being pushed to the side once again.”

      “That’s enough,” Myra said. “You can be as upset with me as you want but you have no right to treat Maggie or anyone else that way.”

      “Okay, you two. Would one of you like to share with me what’s going on?” Maggie asked with her hands on her hips.

      “She will tell you when she’s ready, apparently.” Orson huffed and turned on his heel.

      Maggie turned to Myra with a confused look on her face. “Is he okay? Are you?” she asked.

      “I’m great, and he’ll be fine, too. But he better stop acting so rudely before I call Gretchen,” Myra warned. “If she found out how he was acting, she’d put a stop to it.”

      Gretchen LeClair was Orson’s girlfriend of sorts. They kept their relationship quiet, but it was always easy to see they cared deeply for one another. She tended to balance out his grumpiness. Maggie thought maybe she needed to call Gretchen herself to get the details about whatever it was that was going on. She didn’t want to pry into the lives of her employees, but it made for long days on the job when they weren’t getting along. She didn’t have it half as bad as Myra, though, who rented a room from Orson. She had to work with him and live with him. Maggie didn’t envy the young woman for a moment.

      “If there’s anything I can do, let me know. But you both have to keep whatever this is at home. We can’t go running around this place like it’s our living room.”

      “You’re right. I’ll talk to him, and I promise I’ll do better, too. Now, what should I do with all of this?” Myra asked. She held up the tray she had prepared for Pam Carter.

      Maggie looked around for a moment. The dining room was filled with customers already enjoying their breakfast and coffee, and thankfully, none of them were paying attention to what was going on. “Throw a clean towel over it and give it to me,” she said. “I’ll take a walk out to the parking lot and see if Flo and Jake are hungry. And you can stop by all the tables and make sure every single person in here is as happy as can be. If they aren’t, you offer them a free donut or coffee. Understand?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Myra nodded. She handed over the tray and dashed off to a table.
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      Maggie pushed through the front doors with her back. She carried the tray over the sidewalk and between parked cars. She reached the food truck and tapped the side lightly with her elbow.

      “Flo,” she called out. “Jake?”

      “Oh, Maggie!” Flo opened the order window. “I didn’t know you were there. Is everything okay?”

      “That’s what I was going to ask you. That truck came awfully close to you guys out here.”

      “No kidding. I’m just thankful we happened to have stepped inside the truck or who knows what could have happened?” Flo put her hand over her heart. “Hey, what’s under the towel?”

      “Oh, just some samples of what we plan on offering this weekend. We had a member of the city council come in and request a taste test, but she tore out of here right after that pickup truck came through.”

      “I hope everything is okay with her, but I won’t deny any samples.” Flo grinned. She disappeared from the window and reappeared holding the food truck door open a second later. “Why don’t you come in, and we can chat for a second?”

      Maggie handed the tray to Flo and stepped up inside the truck. Unlike her own, nearly every square inch of available space held some function or another. “You don’t have a bathroom in here, do you?”

      Flo shook her head. “No, I sure don’t,” she said. “But we do have an extra fryer over there in the corner and a full-size grill.”

      Maggie nodded. “I suppose that’s more important for an actual restaurant food truck,” she said. “Do you have your menu ready for this weekend?”

      Flo smiled. “Since this is sort of my debut, whatever I have is what I’m going to debut with.” She chuckled. “Ruby has been amazing with her advice. Myra and I are still working on my business plan, and she is incredible, too. I can’t thank you enough.” Jake turned around from the sink where he was washing a large pan and cleared his throat. “You, too, Jake. You’re priceless to me, too.”

      Maggie clapped her hands and giggled. “Well-timed, Jake,” she said. “And I’m so glad you have had the help. I’m just happy to see you out here making a go of it.”

      Flo picked up a small whiteboard and handed it to Maggie. “Ruby helped me to plan a small menu of offerings, along with a daily special,” she said. “I spent so much time trying to figure out how I was going to offer the same menu we had at Pop’s, and I think I ended up getting myself all twisted and feeling down about things.”

      “I did the same thing with our food truck at first,” Maggie said. “I wanted to recreate the donut shop but eventually I realized that I didn’t have to do that.”

      Flo lifted the towel from the tray and eyed all the treats. “I just have to keep reminding myself that this food truck isn’t the diner. It’s okay to be different.”

      Maggie nodded. “Are you all stocked up and ready for this weekend?”

      “With Jake’s help, yes,” she said and glanced at him. “I mean that. But I know I’m going to have to hire someone else soon, especially once I figure out where I’m going to park on a more permanent basis.” She shrugged and turned her attention to the creamy apple slaw Myra had included on the tray.

      “Wait, what do you mean about a more permanent place?” Maggie asked as Jake headed out of the food truck and back to the donut shop.

      “Well, that’s one part of the business plan we haven’t quite figured out yet,” Flo admitted.

      Maggie accepted the bottle of water Flo offered her and twisted the cap off. “That part is simple to solve. You park here and your customers can use this parking lot. Your hours of operation are almost the opposite of ours. I will furnish you with a key to the building so you can use the facilities as needed.”

      “Maggie,” Flo said. “You’ve already been extremely generous. I can’t expect you to extend that sort of invitation to me on top of everything else. I’m looking for a lot of my own, it’s just that with the debut and stuff, I haven’t been able to get out to look as much as I wanted to.”

      “It’s my pleasure, truly,” Maggie said. “The offer stands if you want to stay here until you find the right place.”

      Flo dropped her head and shook it side to side. “You are too kind,” she said. “I’ve never met anyone like you before.”

      Maggie waved her hand in the air. “Oh, trust me,” she said. “I might be kind, but I also have an ulterior motive. The more traffic you bring to my location, the more people who buy donuts.”

      “Or so we hope,” Flo said.

      “Who knows? Maybe there will be events in the future that we both attend,” Maggie said. “I don’t have a lot of focus on the food truck right now but watching you sure is inspiring me.”

      “I’m up for anything,” Flo said. She picked up one of the new strawberry fritters and tore a piece of it off. “This is different.”

      “Try it and let me know what you think.”

      Flo complied. Her eyes widened when she tasted it. “Cream cheese?”

      “Honey, cinnamon, and cream cheese,” Maggie said. “What do you think?”

      She popped another large piece into her mouth. “I think I’m going to have to double my time at the gym,” she said. “I’ve never had anything more delicious! You guys are all so creative.”

      Maggie left her with the tray of goods and headed back across the parking lot to the donut shop. She noted more vacant spaces than she had seen a few minutes before. One more car was in the parking lot, the same cruiser she had seen taking off after the light blue pickup truck a little while before.

      “Chief.” Maggie nodded to Brett when he opened the door for her.

      “Chief? What happened to Brett?” he asked. He spoke close to her ear. “Don’t tell me you’re still mad about making you watch that movie last night?”

      “That was the longest, most boring thing on the planet, but no, I’m not mad at you.” She breezed past him and headed for the counter. “I’m not angry at you at all,” she said with an unconvincing smirk. “You are the chief of police, and you are clearly on duty.”

      Brett gazed at her for a moment. “And clearly, you will be choosing the movie next time.” He grinned but it quickly turned into a frown. “Actually, I am here on official business, but I’ll take something to drink if you don’t mind,” he said.

      Maggie looked at him carefully, wondering what the official business was. “What would you like?”

      “How about something with chocolate in it?” Brett asked. “Maybe a mocha cappuccino. I could use the extra kick this morning.”

      “Do you want a snack to go along with that? I have some special strawberry fritters in the back,” Maggie said. “They’re a test run for the festival this weekend and they’d probably go really well with the mocha.”

      “You twisted my arm.” He smiled.

      Maggie moved to the back and headed straight for the cooling rack where the rest of the fritters were.

      “How’s Brett?” Ruby asked her.

      “Good, I guess. He says he’s here on official business but placed an order first. Hopefully whatever he has to say isn’t bad news about the spring fling.”

      “Stop worrying. This weekend is going to be amazing.”

      “Yeah,” Maggie mumbled, not entirely certain. She headed back to the front with the fritter on a plate.

      “This looks amazing,” Brett said. “Tell me all about it.”

      Myra handed the mocha cappuccino to Maggie, who passed it off to Brett. She told him everything she could about the fritter and then stared at him with her hands on her hips. “Now it’s your turn to tell me all about why you’re here.”

      Brett sipped the hot drink and set it back on the counter. “The pickup that sped through here not too long ago,” he said in a low voice. “Did you recognize the truck?”

      “How did you even know I knew about it?”

      “Because you pay attention to everything.” Brett rolled his eyes. “Did you recognize it or not?”

      Maggie shook her head. “I don’t think I’ve seen it before,” she said. “And I know for a fact that I’ve never seen the same truck careening around my parking lot before today.”

      Brett’s face fell. “I was hoping you might know a little about the truck or the driver,” he said. “I chased them for a while, and then they veered off the road and disappeared.”

      “Do you think they’re from around here?”

      “I don’t think so,” Brett answered.

      “Did you happen to see any tags?” she asked.

      “Hey,” Brett said. “Exactly who is the police officer here?”

      Maggie smiled despite herself. “I just wondered if you knew for sure if they were from out of state.”

      “I didn’t see any tags on the truck at all,” he said. “That’s one of the reasons I want to speak with the driver.”

      “And what are the other reasons?” Maggie asked.

      “Well, the main reason is the sinking feeling in my gut that whoever is in that pickup is up to no good,” he admitted.
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      On Thursday night, after the donut shop closed, Maggie ran home just long enough to change out of her work shoes and jeans. She put on a comfortable pair of yoga pants and a sweatshirt and dashed back to the shop to meet Ruby who had done the very same thing. When she returned, she found three vendors already setting up their tents for the following morning.

      The local bookstore owner, Faylene Larabee, was among them. She’d been directing two young men when Maggie walked up to her vendor space. Maggie waited patiently while the men listened to Faylene’s orders. They worked to put up a large outdoor canopy tent. Faylene helped place books on the wooden shelves they set up inside the tent walls.

      “This is my kind of display,” Maggie said. “All I need is my favorite coffee mug and a comfy chair.”

      “I’ll have chairs set up tomorrow,” Faylene said with a wide grin. “I’ll look to you to keep the hot drinks coming for my patrons.”

      “And what about you?” Maggie asked. “What’s your hot drink of choice?”

      Faylene leaned against the side of the truck one of the young men drove. She pulled a flyer out of her coat pocket and flipped it open. “I was looking over this pamphlet of your specials and I find myself quite intrigued by this honey nut coffee offering. Why haven’t you made this for me during one of our coffee chats?”

      Maggie laughed. She had come to adore the coffee chats with the bookstore owner. “This is Ruby’s special concoction developed in honor of the spring fling. I didn’t even know about it until a week ago.”

      “I look forward to it,” Faylene said. “Now, are you going to fill me in on all of the gossip when this weekend is over?”

      “You better believe it,” Maggie promised. She left Faylene with a promise for coffee the coming week and headed back to the donut shop. When she opened the front door, she was surprised to see Flo setting up cartons of food on the front table. “What’s this?”

      “Dinner.” Flo smiled. “Ruby and I worked out a bargain. I’ve got dinner, and she promised me all of the coffee and pastries I can stand.”

      “Sounds like a plan to me,” Maggie said. She was eager to slide into one of the chairs and begin her feast.

      Ruby took her seat and Maggie followed suit. She opened the Styrofoam container and smiled. Flo had prepared a chopped sirloin sandwich with au jus. “This smells divine.”

      “I’m glad you approve,” Flo said. “This is one of my standard menu items. It was one of the best sellers at Pop’s.” Flo pulled out her chair and smiled as she sank into it.

      Ruby raised her foam cup in the air. “To ‘The Diner!’”

      “I really love how simple the name is,” Maggie said.

      “Yup!” Flo agreed. “It fits, it tells the customer exactly what to expect, and I don’t have to change the paint on the food truck.”

      “Hey, look who’s here,” Ruby said. She pointed out the window.

      Brett pulled up in front of the donut shop in his personal vehicle. Maggie watched as he stepped out dressed in jeans and a pullover.

      “I wonder what he’s doing here,” she said and rose to unlock the door for him.

      Brett walked in without a word to Maggie. He headed straight for the table and took a seat. “I’m sorry to interrupt, ladies,” he said. He appeared to be out of breath.

      “Would you like something to eat, Chief?” Flo asked. She rose halfway out of her chair.

      “No, no,” Brett said, waving her back down. “I’m not here for something to eat. I just came from the station. I wanted to stop in and let you all know something before you hear from someone else.”

      “Oh no. What’s going on?” Ruby asked.

      “Councilwoman Pam Carter is missing,” he said. “Or at least, no one has seen or heard from her since this morning when she took off from here.”

      “She’s missing? Are you sure?” Maggie stood up and headed for the counter. Despite his comments, she decided Brett could use a cup of coffee.

      “It’s too early yet to declare her a missing person, but her family hasn’t had any contact and they can’t reach her on her cell phone,” he said. Maggie set the coffee in front of him. “Thank you.”

      “Should we cancel the spring fling?” Ruby asked. “Is that why you’re really here?”

      Brett sipped his coffee and shook his head. “No, I don’t think that’s necessary at all,” he said. “I think that would be the very definition of jumping the gun.”

      “But it sort of feels like we should be celebrating and having fun at the festival. How are we supposed to do that, when one of the people who helped make this possible is missing?” Maggie asked.

      Brett nodded. “I understand, but if you stop all the work you’ve been doing, and Pam pops back up, then you will regret not being ready for the weekend. I know it’s hard to hear, and even if it’s not official yet, we do have people keeping an eye out for her.”

      “He’s right, Maggie,” Ruby said. “Pam might have gotten busy with something and forgot to tell her family she had some important meeting for work.”

      “Yeah, maybe.” Maggie didn’t want to put a stop to all their hard work, but the idea that Pam had simply forgotten to tell her family she had plans, didn’t sit quite right with her.
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      Maggie woke up earlier than normal the next morning. Despite still not hearing anything about Pam, her mind buzzed with excitement about the coming day. She showered quickly and dressed in her newest work smock and a pair of comfortable jeans. She slipped her feet into her boots but grabbed her favorite memory foam slippers and stuffed them into her bag, just in case. There was no way she would traipse around in them publicly, but sometimes a girl needed cozy footwear to get through a busy day.

      Headlights streamed through her dining room windows. Ruby pulled her truck in front of the garage and parked. Through the window, Maggie could see her stretch her arms high above her head when she stepped out of the driver’s door.

      “You’re here earlier than I expected,” Maggie said as she opened the back door and turned on the porch light. She had invited Ruby, Orson, and Myra to park at her house over the weekend. As long as the weather held, the walk to the donut shop could be made in a matter of minutes. She had a feeling the alley behind the donut shop, where they normally parked, would be filled with vehicles.

      “I couldn’t sleep,” Ruby said. “I think I’m a little too wired about this morning.”

      “Same here,” Maggie admitted. “Are you ready to head over? We can walk together.”

      “Sounds good to me, but I’m going to grab my coat out of the backseat, and I suggest you run back inside and grab one for yourself,” Ruby said. “It’s pretty chilly out here.”

      Maggie left her in the yard and headed back for her favorite coat and her bag. She pulled a sweatshirt off the hook and slipped it over her head on her way out the door. The morning air was cool enough, but she had seen the forecast for the evening, and a sweatshirt might not be enough.

      “Ready?” Ruby asked when Maggie emerged from the house.

      “Let’s go,” Maggie said. She tucked her coat over her bag and danced around the driveway. “Are we ready? Yes, we’re ready!”

      “Someone is in a good mood.” Ruby chuckled.

      Jake opened the walk-through door to the garage and waved. “Did I miss something?” he asked with a smile.

      “Nope, it’s just going to be a great day,” Maggie said. “Are you ready to go? Want to walk with us?”

      Jake shook his head. “No, I need a few more minutes, but I’ll be along soon,” he said and shut the door.

      They walked out of the yard and down the road. “That’s got to be one of the first times I have seen that boy smile,” Ruby said when they were far enough away to be out of earshot.

      “He has been warming up more and more,” Maggie said.

      “Are you okay with him staying in the garage for a while longer?” Ruby asked. “I’ve wanted to ask you that for a little while, but it never seems like the right time.”

      “I’m just fine with him staying around for a long while,” Maggie said. “But he’s told me he plans to get a place of his own soon. I think that’s one of the reasons he’s been asking for so many hours lately.”

      “He’s looking ahead to the future,” Ruby said as they walked. “That’s so terrific. He’s come such a long way.”

      Maggie started to comment, but she heard the low rumble of an engine as they neared the end of the road. “Hold on,” she said to Ruby. The trees at the end of the upcoming alley blocked her view.

      “That sounds close,” Ruby said. “It sounds a little familiar, too.”

      “It’s just idling in the road,” Maggie said. “There’s no traffic, so he can’t be waiting to turn.”

      Ruby held her arm in front of Maggie. “Maybe we should go the other way,” she said. “After yesterday with the truck in the parking lot.”

      As soon as she got the words out, the engine revved up. They were suddenly caught in the vehicle’s high beams. “Watch out!” Maggie pulled Ruby into the trees. She looked up at the vehicle, a pickup truck, as it careened past them. The truck reached the end of the alley, then whipped into a nearby drive, then pulled back out again.

      “He’s coming back this way!” Ruby shouted and pulled Maggie with her between two trees. The pickup truck crept down the alley revving up the engine and waiting. A moment later the truck slammed into drive and fishtailed toward them. Maggie screamed and hid her face against the tree.

      The truck raced past them and swerved back out onto the road. It was gone in a cloud of dust and smoke.

      “What the heck was that?” Jake yelled and came running toward them.

      “Jake, get out of the way in case he comes back,” Maggie shouted.

      “We’re less than a block from the donut shop,” Ruby said. “Jake, go back to Maggie’s and get my truck. There’s a hideaway key under the front wheel well. Come and pick us up and we’ll ride back and forth together today.”

      “I’ll be back as soon as I can,” he said. Maggie kept herself pressed against the tree.

      “We have to call Brett,” she said. “That has to be the same truck we saw yesterday.”

      “I would lay down money that it was,” Ruby said. “Same truck. Same driver. Only this time it seems they were after us specifically.”

      Maggie’s face was pale as she turned to Ruby. “I don’t think I’ll ever forget that sound for the rest of my life.”
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      “So, let me ask again.” Brett stood in the kitchen of the donut shop less than an hour later. “You’re sure it was the same truck both times and that you don’t recognize it at all?”

      “I’ve never seen that truck before,” Maggie replied.

      Ruby shook her head. “Me, either. And I think I would recognize the sound of it, you know? That engine is pretty distinct.”

      “Did the one that came racing through the parking lot yesterday sound the same?” Brett asked.

      Maggie nodded but was starting to get annoyed with having to repeat herself. “It sounded exactly the same,” she said. “If I hadn’t seen it up close, I would still believe it was the same truck.”

      “Okay,” Brett said. His face was drawn into a tight frown. “Can you remember if the driver saw you two walking?”

      “You mean did they purposely try to run us down?” Maggie asked. “What else could it be? First they come barreling into the parking lot like a bat out of you know what and now this? It’s hard to believe there’s another option.”

      “Honestly, I don’t think they could have,” Ruby said and looked at Maggie. “I don’t know how they could have seen us before we sought shelter in the trees.”

      Maggie sighed. “She’s right.”

      “Maybe you ought to learn how to climb one,” Orson mumbled. He was seated on a stool across the baker’s table where he refused to move until he heard every last bit of the conversation with Brett.

      “I appreciate the help but I’m not so sure that would have done us any good,” Maggie said. This was the first time he’d really spoken since his outburst with Myra. She didn’t want to press his buttons.

      “For the next time someone tries to run you down. If you climb the tree, they can’t run you over. Anything has to be better than hoping hiding out will protect you,” Orson snapped.

      “I know how to climb a tree, but I don’t think it would have helped us,” Ruby said gently. She gave Maggie a look that said Orson was cross from worry. But Maggie knew it had to be something more than that.

      “Going up a tree wouldn’t have helped,” Jake added. Until then, he hadn’t had much to say. “If someone is really after them, I think they might go beyond using their truck.”

      “Do you recognize that truck from anywhere else, Jake?” Brett asked.

      “I can’t think of anywhere I have seen or heard that truck before,” Jake said. “I’m not aware of anybody who has a light blue pickup truck.”

      “Alright, well.” Brett straightened up. “I’m going to take my notes and run it down to my investigators. If you see any sign of that pickup, I want you to call me right away. And if you can, slow down and look for any distinctive marks on the truck. Since none of us have seen a license plate on it we don’t have a lot to go on.”

      “I’ll tell Flo the same thing,” Maggie offered. “She’s out there and can see a lot more than we will if we’re in the kitchen.”

      “I can tell her,” Jake said. “I’m going to head that way anyway, unless you need me.”

      “No, go on,” Maggie said. “We’re fine here.”

      He nodded and headed out through the kitchen door. Ruby turned her attention back to the apple slaw she was adding to the boxed lunches and Maggie resumed her work on the second set of white chocolate raspberry scones for the morning. When she was done, she checked the pans of cinnamon rolls she intended to transfer to the food truck for fast baking in the small oven.

      “How long do you plan to be here today, Orson?” Ruby asked.

      “Why? What are you up to?” he asked.

      “Nothing, I was just thinking about the food truck,” Ruby replied. “I think that two of us ought to be out there all the time. If you’re going to stick around for a while that might help.”

      “Definitely,” Maggie added. “Maybe you and Myra can work together for a little while?” She wanted to gauge his reaction to her mentioning Myra and see if she could pull anything out of him.

      “How about the two of you run along to the food truck and let me have the kitchen to myself for once?”

      Maggie shook her head and let out a chuckle. His reply hadn’t surprised her, but it also hadn’t given her anything to go on either. “Is there some reason why you don’t want to work with Myra?”

      Orson looked down, inhaled deeply, and set his gaze on Maggie. “I didn’t say a word about her, now did I? She will be in the building with me if you two go outside. If it’s me being on my own that has you upset, don’t you worry… The girl can help me if you think I need it, but I won’t be the one asking for it.”

      “The girl?” Ruby said, staring at him with her mouth open. “Since when do you call her that?”

      “Since she’s decided not to make me a priority in her life. And that’s all I’m going to say about it. Now, I could use some peace and quiet, so unless you are asking me as your employee to work in the food truck, I’d like to get back to my job in here.”

      “Maggie?” Ruby looked at her.

      “Thanks for the idea, Orson. I think Ruby and I will head out to the food truck for a while. If you change your mind or get bored in here, feel free to let one of us know and we can switch.”

      “Great. Glad I could help,” he said, puffing his chest out a bit.

      Ruby raised a brow. “Right, thank you, Orson,” she said. “I’m going to head out there and get things going.”

      “I’ll be right behind you with the fritter batter and cinnamon rolls,” Maggie said.

      She hefted a tray of unbaked cinnamon rolls from the rack and headed out through the front. She balanced the tray while she unlocked the front door and headed out into the parking lot. She was surprised to see all of the slots were filled. Even though it wasn’t quite six yet, several people were already walking around the parking lot, although she wasn't sure if they were other vendors or eager shoppers.

      “Got it,” Myra called out from inside the truck when Maggie approached. “I was just about to check on you guys in the kitchen.”

      “We were held up by a police inquisition,” Maggie said wryly. “Brett took our statements about the blue pickup truck.”

      “Did he come up with anything? Did anyone else see it?” Myra asked.

      “Aside from us, not that I know of, but I can’t imagine no one else heard it,” Maggie said.

      “Brooks told me to call him before I leave today,” Myra said. “After he heard about the truck coming back this morning, he is convinced that someone has it out for the donut shop.”

      “It sure seems like someone has a problem with us,” Maggie agreed.

      “It could be the spring fling itself,” Ruby said, stepping up into the food truck. “I was just picking up around outside to make sure our area is nice and clean and every time I clean, I start overthinking.”

      “Don’t you think we would have had more resistance before now? We’ve talked about this weekend for nearly a month, and advertised for nearly just as long,” Maggie said. “None of the city officials seemed to think it would be a problem.”

      “No, but none of our city council members went missing before now,” Ruby reminded her. “Has anyone heard anything about Pam Carter?”

      “Brett hasn’t said a word, but since it never came out that there was an official missing person’s case, I just assumed she’d either turned up, or there was some other reason for her being gone.”

      “Yeah, that makes sense. I guess I thought you might have some inside information from Brett or something.” Ruby grinned.

      “Like she wouldn’t share every last detail with you.” Myra laughed as she got ready to go back to the donut shop.

      “Hey, Myra,” Ruby said just before she stepped out of the truck. “Do you know what’s up with Orson lately?”

      She looked down at the box she was carrying and lingered a little too long. When she looked up she gasped and dashed out of the food truck. “Look how many people are here! I’d better get to work.”

      Maggie and Ruby shared a look, both equally as confused as the other.

      “I’m guessing they have a secret,” Maggie said.

      Ruby huffed. “And it seems we aren’t invited to know what it is.”
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      At just after six, the church parking lot across the street began to fill up. The pastor had been kind enough to offer it up for the festival. Maggie invited him to stop by for a free coffee and donut. She also agreed to pass out his flyers advertising the bounce house and kids’ activities in the gymnasium.

      “Welcome to the first ever Dogwood Mountain Spring Fling!” City Clerk Dana Perkins, called out over a loudspeaker. “We owe our thanks to Maggie and Ruby and the other good folks here at Dogwood Donuts for putting this together. We hope this will be an annual event showcasing the best Dogwood Mountain has to offer!”

      Maggie applauded from the front of the food truck. Ruby remained inside to watch the mini donut machine and the deep fryer where the first strawberry fritters were sizzling.

      “Make sure you visit each vendor here. Pastor Mark Jensen has activities for the kids across the street.

      Hang around for lunch and even dinner with our newest merchant, Florence Johnson at The Diner. It’s that food truck parked all the way over there under the donut shop sign,” Dana continued. She pointed toward the sign and was quickly rewarded by a ripple of laughter from the gathered crowd.

      After that, the P.A. system was returned to the mayor’s car and the crowd began to mill around. Maggie watched as several high-school-age girls made a beeline for Faylene’s bookstore tent. Before she returned to the food truck, she scanned the crowd for signs of Pam Carter.

      “That was short and sweet,” Ruby said when Maggie rejoined her inside. “Any clue why the city clerk spoke and not the mayor?”

      Maggie shrugged. “I saw Mayor Savino walking around shaking hands,” she said. “I have no idea why he didn’t speak to the crowd.”

      “I guess it doesn’t matter,” Ruby said. “I think I’m going to let Myra and Orson know that if they want to come and walk around for a little while to check things out, they’re free to do so. I don’t want them to miss out on all the fun.”

      “I already let them both know when I went in for the fritter batter,” Maggie said. “They know we have to keep up with the food production, but they’re so far ahead in there that there’s plenty of time for them to take a break.”

      Ruby pointed across the parking lot. “I guess Myra took you up on your offer. I see her and Brooks over there now.”

      “I expect him to show up here just about any minute now. You know he doesn’t want to miss out on our food.”

      “Can’t keep him away from the donuts with sprinkles.” Ruby smiled. She opened the warming drawer under the counter and revealed about two dozen frosted and decorated mini donuts.

      “Those are fantastic, but I’m shocked the icing isn’t melting off,” Maggie said.

      “It will if I leave them in there too long,” Ruby said. “But a few minutes is okay.”

      Before Maggie could worry any longer about the frosting, Brooks and Myra began walking toward the order window. “What can I get you to drink?” she asked.

      “Drink? I don’t get anything to eat?” Brooks feigned a hurt look. “Is this because…”

      “Of course, you can have something to eat, silly,” Myra interrupted and elbowed him in the ribs.

      He looked at her and shrugged. “I was just kidding.”

      Ruby pulled the platter of mini donuts out from under the counter. “Will this work?”

      Brooks smiled broadly. “I have a feeling you want to see me gain fifty pounds,” he said. “I’m going to have to get to the gym before the…”

      “Oh, wow!” Myra exclaimed, pushing herself in front of Brooks to admire the donuts. “I think I need one of these and both of us will try a chilled pear cider.”

      “Uhh, sure. Chilled pear cider.” Brooks made a face. “Sounds delicious.”

      Ruby poured the pear cider into a paper cup and topped it off with a dusting of cinnamon. “Are you two okay?” She carefully placed the lid on the cup and passed it through the window to Brooks.

      “I’m not sure.” Brooks laughed. “Are we okay?” He looked at Myra.

      She nodded quickly. “Fine, but it looks like Brett might be bearing news that will make us all not fine.”

      Brooks turned around and waved. “Uh oh,” he said. Brett walked down the sidewalk in front of the donut shop and stopped just outside the food truck. He said hello to Brooks and Myra and turned to the window and nodded at Maggie. “I hate to break up whatever this is, but I need to speak with Maggie and Ruby inside, if that's possible.”

      “Go on,” Myra offered. “I'll take over here.”

      “You probably need to hear this, too, Brooks,” Brett said. He waited while Maggie and Ruby stepped out of the food truck and headed back inside the donut shop.

      “What’s going on?” Ruby asked as soon as they were inside.

      “I have a feeling you’re about to deliver some bad news,” Brooks said.

      “I’m going to need you to head out as soon as we finish up here,” he said. “Pam Carter’s car was found in an old corn field about five miles down the road, almost to Hunter Springs.”

      “You said her car was found,” Maggie asked. “Where was she?”

      “In it,” Brett said. His face was ashen. “She wasn’t breathing, and while the coroner still has to take a look at her, my guess is she didn’t get that way by natural causes.”
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      Maggie hugged her middle and leaned against the baker’s table. Her mind reeled. Ruby paced around in front of the sink. Orson took himself out of the kitchen and headed out to the food truck to help Myra. He said nothing and didn’t act out. It seemed that he knew now wasn’t the time to be difficult.

      “I just don’t know what to do,” Maggie said at last. “Brett can’t tell us whether we should stop the festival or not and I know he has work to do, but he left out of here so fast that I didn’t get to ask any questions.”

      “I don’t think he would have given you many answers, anyway,” Ruby said. “But I do think we need to talk to the mayor. We should ask him to come in here and discuss things with us. It might make us feel better.”

      “Do you think Brett has informed him of Pam’s death?” Maggie asked.

      “He probably told the mayor before he told us,” she said. “He’s probably trying to figure out what to do himself.”

      “I’m going to text Dana and invite them both to come in here and speak with us,” Maggie repeated. She pulled her phone out of her pocket and fired off a quick text. “She said they’ll be at the back door in five minutes.”

      “I’m going to grab those stools out of the store room so we can all chat back here,” Ruby said.

      “I’m going to run and start a fresh pot of coffee up front,” Maggie said. “I have a feeling we might need it.”

      Maggie swiftly moved to the front. She watched the crowd out the windows while the coffee brewed. She was glad to see the people gathered at the other end of the parking lot in front of Flo’s food truck. Myra and Orson appeared busy as well. The crowd there was at least eight people deep.

      She hated to think of canceling the festival, but a woman had been murdered. Her heart ached for the older woman who had just been there. Her thoughts were interrupted by a noise in the back. She heard Ruby call out to let her know Dana and the mayor were there. She headed back through the swinging door just as Ruby let them inside.

      “I’ve just started a fresh pot of coffee,” Maggie announced. “It should be ready in a few minutes.”

      “Excellent,” Mayor Savino said. Ruby motioned to the stools around the baker’s table.

      “Please, let’s have a discussion before any more time passes,” Maggie said. She took a seat at the end of the table.

      “We are so sorry to hear about Pam Carter’s death,” Ruby said. “She was just here, and she was so excited about the festival.”

      The mayor nodded his head. “She was excited to promote the town of Dogwood Mountain in any way she could.”

      “What do you think we ought to do?” Ruby said. “Forgive me for getting right to the point.”

      “No, that’s just what we need to do,” Mayor Savino said. “I have spoken to the police chief and don’t think he is convinced that her death has anything to do with the festival.”

      “If it turns out that it does, I think we should absolutely cancel,” Dana said. “There is no reason to put the public in danger.”

      “I don’t think any of us dispute that,” the mayor said. He rubbed his forehead with the palm of his hand. Maggie noted the tinge of gray above his temples. She wondered how old he was and whether the stress of the situation was bad for him.

      “I think the coffee is ready,” Maggie announced. She rushed through the door and placed four ceramic mugs on a tray along with assorted sweeteners and creamers. She poured the coffee into a carafe and headed back to the kitchen.

      “That looks great, Maggie, thank you,” Mayor Savino said. He helped himself to a cup.

      “There is another complication that I think we ought to share with you,” Ruby said. “Pam came here to try a few samples of what we were going to be offering this weekend. When she was here, a truck came racing into the parking lot, revving its engine. Just after that, she ran out of here and no one had seen or heard from her until, well… you know.”

      “That sounds like every young man in the county on a Saturday night, including my own son,” Mayor Savino laughed. “I don’t think the police have determined that the truck had anything to do with her death. As I heard it, the truck went the other way.”

      “Really? I heard she went after it,” Dana added before she prepared her coffee.

      Maggie looked between them. “Okay, but the same truck appeared this morning as we were walking to work from my house,” Maggie said. “He was aggressive when he drove past us. We had to hide between a couple of trees to get out of the way.”

      “It was like something out of a Stephen King novel,” Ruby said.

      “Chief Mission assured me that he will increase patrols around the festival over the weekend,” the mayor said. “I have no doubt the blue truck is just some troublemaker joyriding around town.”

      “I don’t know, Mayor,” Dana said. Her face paled slightly when she glanced at Maggie. “We hope the driver of the truck isn’t targeting anyone specific.”

      “You’re not the only one,” Maggie said.

      The mayor nodded and sipped his coffee. Maggie heard a slight tap on the back door. “I wonder who that is?” Ruby said and rose to open it.

      “Is the mayor still in here?” Brett asked as soon as she opened it.

      “In here, Chief,” the mayor said. “We’re just having some coffee and trying to figure out if we should shut things down or not this morning.”

      Brett walked into the store room and returned with a stool for himself. “I hope you don’t shut it down,” he said.

      “Why’s that?” Dana sipped her coffee and leaned in toward him. Maggie felt a slight chill when Dana tossed her hair back over her shoulder. She focused a little too much on Brett for Maggie’s liking.

      “As we discussed before, we have absolutely no evidence that Ms. Carter’s death has anything to do with the spring fling,” he said. “But if a lot of people in town are gathered in one place, it makes our job a little easier to keep an eye on things around here.”

      “Do you think we’ll have any trouble?” Dana asked him. She reached her hand toward his arm. Maggie bit the inside of her lip.

      Brett shook his head. “I’m not worried about it,” he said. “Pam’s car wasn’t found too close to us. Nothing indicates we have a threat here in town.”

      “Nothing indicates there isn’t, either,” Dana pointed out. “On the other hand, I know Pam and her husband had been arguing about when it was time for them to retire. This is just awful.”

      “I think the festival should go on as planned,” Mayor Savino announced, putting finality to the situation. “We’ll tell anyone who expresses concern that the police are spending extra time around the festival to make sure everyone remains safe.”

      “What do we do if this pale blue pickup truck decides to come back around?” Maggie asked. “And what if this time they decide to crash the event, literally?”

      “Well, first we have to hope that won’t happen. From what we know so far, the driver isn’t interested in hurting anyone. If they come around, you call one of us right away,” Brett said. “And if you can safely do so, take a picture of the truck with your cell phone and send it right to me.”

      Everyone agreed to do as Brett said, wanting to follow the law, but it was easy to see that no one felt nearly as comfortable as they made themselves out to be.
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      By nine o’ clock, the food truck had sold out of the new strawberry fritters for the third time. Maggie returned to the kitchen to mix up another batch. She poured flour into the stand mixer and headed to the cooler for the cream cheese. Myra breezed by her with a new tub of frosting from the store room. “I think we’re selling out of a lot of things,” she said and set the tub down on the table.

      “Yeah, and the midday rush hasn’t even started yet,” Maggie said.

      “I wonder how things are going to sell with our boxed lunches and Flo’s food truck?” Myra asked. “It seems like we’re each other’s competition for lunch.”

      Maggie set the block of cream cheese on the baker’s table and cut through the wrapper. “I don’t think we’re her competition,” she said. “I mean, you’re more of an expert on marketing then me, but what we offer is so much different than diner food. Ours is more like tasty cafeteria food for people on the go.”

      Myra nodded her head and smiled. “You’re right. I didn’t think of it that way,” she said. “It is a very different menu. And speaking of her menu, I can’t believe how she has things already organized and ready to go. She’s going to really make a go of this.”

      “I hope so,” Maggie said. “I really do after what she has been through.”

      Myra agreed and picked up the frosting. “I guess I better head back out there,” she said.

      “Wait, just one question,” Maggie said. “Are you ever going to tell us what’s going on between you and Orson? Every time someone brings it up, he gets mean, and you get squirrely.”

      She sighed. “Just a quarrel between roommates is all. I promise we will tone it down and leave our issues at home.”

      Maggie was skeptical but she wasn’t going to beg for answers. “If you say so.”

      Myra smiled and headed out the door toward the front. Maggie turned her attention back to the batter in the stand mixer. She glanced at the deep fryer on the other side of the kitchen. Maybe she ought to fry up a bunch of the fritters in the big fryer rather than taking the batter out to the food truck. Then they could keep the fritters in the warming drawer and serve them faster.

      Instead, she decided to double the batch of batter and fry up a few while she was still in the kitchen but bring the remainder to Myra as planned. The rest she would deliver around to the vendors. She was interested in hearing the scuttlebutt around the festival about the death of the city council member.

      Less than an hour later, Maggie hefted a large bucket of fritter batter out to the food truck. “It’s more like a batch and a half,” she explained to Myra when she put the bucket down. “I have about three dozen fresh fritters in a basket inside. Do you mind hanging out a little while longer so I can walk those around to different vendors? I thought it would be nice to share.”

      “You’ll have to swing back by and tell me all about the gossip you hear,” Myra said with a wink. “Oh, and I am sure you will be sending a new horde of customers this way, once they get a whiff of the strawberry and cinnamon in those fritters.”

      Maggie left her again with a chuckle and a nod. Myra was right. The scent of the fritters would send the crowd running to the food truck. She headed straight for the bookstore tent and smiled at Faylene as she approached.

      “Get up and let this lady have a seat,” Faylene commanded the young man seated in the upholstered wingback chair that was a twin to her own.

      “I brought you some goodies,” Maggie announced. She pulled the linen towel back to reveal the hot fritters.

      “What a gem,” Faylene declared. She helped herself to a fritter. “Oh, these are magical.”

      Maggie turned to the young man who had vacated his seat for her. “There’s one in here for you,” she said. The boy smiled and reached for a fritter.

      “How’s business?” Maggie asked.

      “Pretty good,” the older woman replied between bites. “You might not expect it, but we’ve actually done quite well.”

      “Have you? I’ve got to admit that I am shocked an event like this would bring many book enthusiasts out,” Maggie said. She hesitated. “And I’ve been worried that the death of Pam Carter would cast a shadow over the weekend.”

      “I heard about that, but I don’t think the death was related to this weekend,” Faylene said. “And it happened away from town. I don’t know much, but I’ve yet to hear anything that would tie it to this weekend.”

      “I haven’t heard anything along those lines, either,” Maggie said. “We did have a conversation this morning with the mayor to determine if we should cancel things.”

      Faylene folded up her napkin and sipped from her water bottle. “I figured as much when I saw the mayor and the city clerk sneak around the back of the donut shop,” she said. “When the police chief pulled up, it basically confirmed it.”

      “Not too easy to keep secrets around here,” Maggie said with a smile. “Do you think we should have canceled it?”

      “Oh, no,” she said and waved her hand in the air. “I have a feeling we will find out in a few weeks that Pam Carter was the unfortunate victim of a random highway robbery. She was found in her car out on a county road. Unfortunately, it’s not uncommon these days.”

      Maggie sighed. She felt a little reassured by Faylene’s words. “I suppose we’ll find out everything in due time,” she said. “I should excuse myself and pass these fritters around before they get too cold.”

      “Come back and see me when you have more treats to share,” Faylene said.

      “Is that the only condition by which I am allowed to visit?” Maggie asked. She smiled broadly at her friend.

      “Well.” Faylene leaned back and appeared to consider the notion. “I suppose you could come around again if you are inclined to talk about books.”

      Maggie left her with a pat on her shoulder and headed to the next vendor. She passed around the fritters and enjoyed the compliments in return. No one else mentioned Pam Carter’s death, or any feeling of concerns over safety. She arrived at Flo’s food truck and handed over the last two fritters.

      “You may want to warm these up before you eat them,” she said.

      “I’ll take mine as is,” Jake announced. He accepted the fritter from Maggie and disappeared inside the truck.

      “You like those cold?” she asked him through the window.

      “I like them hot or cold or any way in between,” Jake said around a full mouth.

      “Just how many of those have you had?” Flo asked him.

      “I don’t know,” Jake answered. “Maybe six or seven. Today anyway.”

      Maggie shared a laugh with Flo. “I guess we both know who’s to blame if we begin to see a decline in profits.”

      “I want to know where you put it,” Maggie called to Jake. She turned back to Flo. “I don’t think the boy has a bit of fat on him.”

      “That’s not true,” Jake said. Maggie could tell his mouth was full again. “I have to buy new jeans. My old ones are too tight on me now.”

      Maggie laughed again. “I am not unhappy to hear that,” she said. “I suppose I should return to the truck and give Myra a break.”

      “Before you go,” Flo said quietly. “Should we be worried about this councilwoman’s death?”

      Maggie shook her head. “Brett doesn’t think so,” she said. “We’ll see more of a police presence around than we expected, but aside from that, I don’t think we will notice anything.”

      Flo seemed satisfied with her answer. Maggie carried her empty basket back toward the food truck and wound her way through the crowd gathered in front of the windows.

      “Need a hand?” she asked Myra when she climbed up into the truck.

      “You could say that,” Myra said. “You and your tasty fritters have made this place busier than ever.”
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      By the time the sun was setting, Maggie was tired beyond her ability to describe. She made a final check over the kitchen preparations for the following morning and set out to find Ruby. After the hazardous walk that morning, they had agreed to ride home together in her pickup truck. Jake had already gone home on foot once for a midday nap and then returned to help Flo late into the night.

      “Is there any chance you are ready to go home?” Maggie asked her best friend when she found her walking around outside.

      “I was debating on finding you and asking you the same question,” Ruby said. “I feel like my feet are going to fall off.”

      “We still have two more full days left,” Maggie said. “Who’s crazy idea was this anyway?”

      “I seem to remember a conversation you started not too long ago,” Ruby said. She draped her arm around Maggie’s shoulders and led her toward the donut shop.

      “We’re heading out for the night,” Maggie said to Myra and Brooks when she passed them near the food truck.

      “Don’t take any offense to this, but you ladies look a bit like death warmed over,” Brooks said.

      “Oh, no offense taken,” Ruby said in an exaggerated tone. “But don’t be surprised if you end up with a funny tasting donut the next time you come around.”

      “Sounds delicious,” Brooks said, matching her tone.

      Maggie pulled Ruby along to the truck. A minute later, they were in front of her garage. “You’ll forgive me if I just let you out and head home, right?” she asked.

      “You’ll forgive me if I go inside and collapse on my bed, won’t you?” Maggie answered.

      Ruby laughed and waved at her from the cab of the truck. Maggie counted the steps as she walked to the back door. She pushed the key into the lock and let herself inside. She dropped her bag on the table and ignored the clothes she left in a line behind her. By the time she reached her bedroom, she pulled a pair of pajamas from her drawer, quickly dressed, and fell onto her made bed without turning down the sheets.

      She slept hard until the sound of a revving engine roused her from her sleep. She sat upright in bed and reached for her phone which was normally on her nightstand plugged into the charger. But she had left the phone in her bag. She slipped from her bed and padded out into the hall. When she reached the living room she could see the lights flooding the back of her house. The truck was in the backyard.

      It was in the back of her house, just feet from her back door.

      Jake. If he was home, he would come out of the garage to find out what was going on. She feared what might happen to him if he stepped out into the night. She crouched down on the floor and crawled across the kitchen. When she found her bag she pulled out her phone and prayed that she still had ample battery left.

      Seven percent. She sighed and dialed Brett’s cell phone number.

      “Hello,” he answered. His voice was husky. Immediately she felt bad for calling him instead of 911.

      “Brett,” she said quietly. “The truck is back. It’s in my yard.”

      “I’ll be right there. Can you see the driver?” Brett asked, suddenly very alert.

      “He has his high beams on, and they are all I can see out the windows,” she said. She waited and held up the phone when the engine roared again. “Did you hear it?”

      “I’m on my way,” he said. “Text Jake and tell him to stay inside.”

      Maggie fired off a text as fast as her fingers could move over the screen.

      “I called the police,” Jake replied. “As soon as I heard the engine I knew it was the truck from this morning.”

      “Brett knows. Just lay low until he gets here,” she wrote. She tucked the phone under her arm and crawled toward the windows on the side of the dining room. The headlights were angled away from the window. She pulled the curtain to the side and carefully pushed herself up enough that she could see the back of the house.

      The glow from the outside utility light illuminated the pickup just enough that she could see the pale blue color. She opened her camera app, turned off the flash, and raised the screen to the window. She snapped photos until the battery alerted that it was almost out of life.

      She crouched back down under the window and waited. The truck stopped revving the engine and simply idled in the yard, just as it had earlier. She closed her eyes tightly and shook her head. There was no coincidence to explain away the presence of the truck behind her house. The truck racing through her parking lot was not a coincidence.

      She shuddered when she thought about the encounter the morning before. Did the driver mean to harm her?

      What she wanted to know more than anything else at that moment was whether the driver had been responsible for Pam Carter’s death. More than ever, she wondered why the older woman raced out of the donut shop when the truck made its appearance.

      Her thoughts were interrupted by the brief wail of a siren. She sat up and looked outside again. Brett was parked behind the pickup, blocking it in the yard. The driver of the truck revved his engine again, several bursts in quick succession. Maggie wondered if he would throw something through the engine block itself.

      A second car pulled up, this time angled opposite from Brett’s. Maggie could see the Dogwood Mountain Police Department emblem on the side of the car. She wondered if it was Brooks or another officer.

      In the glare of the second car’s headlights, Maggie could see Brett’s car door open. He stepped out with his gun leveled at the pickup.

      “Shut down the engine and step out of the vehicle,” he shouted over the roar of the engine. “Shut it down now!”

      She shivered when he walked around the car door and crossed in front of the other car’s lights. The door of the second vehicle opened and the officer stepped out with his gun drawn and trained on the truck.

      Brett advanced toward the cab of the truck. Once more the din of the engine died down to an idle. “Shut the engine off,” he yelled again. “Shut it down!”

      Maggie closed her eyes when he was just feet from the truck. For a moment, she thought the driver would comply and at least some of her questions would be answered. She opened her eyes again. For a few tense moments, Maggie waited while Brett remained outside the truck with his gun drawn and the driver remained inside.

      The truck revved again, and the driver threw his truck into reverse. He sped backward and clipped the front of Brett’s car, and then sped toward the house. Maggie screamed and covered her head. There was no time to move out of the way. She braced for the truck to crash through the back of her house. In the split second she had to think, she prayed that it would miss her.

      But the sound of the engine moved around the side of the house. She jumped to her feet in time to see the taillights as the truck tore through her side yard.

      Brett holstered his gun and ran back to his cruiser. In a second he went down the road with the other officer right behind him. Maggie waited for a minute, then pulled the back door open and raced to the garage.

      “Jake,” she called out. “Jake! Are you okay?”

      He opened the door and stepped outside. “Are they gone?”

      “Yes, for now,” Maggie said.

      “I was sure he was going to drive that truck right through the back of your house,” Jake said. In the hazy light Maggie could see how pale he had become.

      “You and me both,” Maggie said.

      “Do you think that it is safe to go back inside?”

      Maggie nodded. “I’m fairly sure we won’t be alone tonight,” she said. “If the chief himself doesn’t come back here, he will surely send another officer to watch over things.”

      “I hope they catch him,” Jake said before he walked back into the garage and shut the door behind him.

      “So do I,” Maggie muttered and walked back toward the house.
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      Maggie moved to her room and plugged her phone into the charger. As soon as it was plugged in, she heard the notification chime for her text messages. She turned the phone over and read a message from Brett.

      “I’m coming back to your house. No argument. Will sleep on the couch.”

      Maggie set the phone back on her night stand and exhaled. She ran to the bathroom and brushed her teeth. “This is stupid,” she said to her reflection. But she ran her fingers through her hair and splashed water on her face. She dried her face off and examined the dark circles under her eyes. “Don’t be stupid,” she spoke to her reflection again.

      Back in her room, Maggie picked up her phone and texted Jake a quick warning that Brett was coming back. She set the phone down again and moved to her closet for a spare pillow and a couple of blankets for Brett.

      Not long after, she saw his headlights in her windows again. He parked his car in the street in front of her house. Maggie ran her fingers through her hair once more and headed to the front door.

      “I don’t use this door much,” she said when she had to pull extra hard to get it open for him.

      “I would have parked in the back, but I want Brooks to come out and take photos of the tire tracks in the yard,” he said. “I didn’t want to drive over it.”

      “What happened when you chased him?” She moved out of the way and let him inside.

      “He had a little bit of a head start on us,” Brett said. He moved to the couch and took off his boots.

      Maggie set the pillow against the arm rest. “He was also driving very recklessly through town. We backed off a bit and contacted the sheriff’s department with a description of the truck.”

      “I take it they didn’t have any better luck catching him?”

      Brett shook his head. “Not yet. I don’t think anyone was in the immediate area,” he said. “But in the morning, some of my officers are going to assist them in a county-wide sweep for the pickup.”

      “How about you? Are you going out?”

      “Nope.” He smiled up at her. “I’ll be hanging out right here until morning and then sticking around the festival in plain clothes all day. Brooks is going to run our end of the investigation. You’ll probably see him and a few others hanging around out of uniform.”

      “Do you still think we should keep the spring fling going? Is it too risky now?”

      “It’s still risky, but I think it is even more reason to keep the festival open and the police presence there high,” he said.

      “High and unnoticed,” she said.

      “Yes,” Brett agreed. “We’ll be around all day and into the night.”

      “Oh, speaking of night.” She ran back to her room for her phone. “I got a few pictures of the truck when it was out back. I haven’t looked at them to see if they are any good.” She handed the phone over to him.

      He scrolled through the photos. “I’m going to email some of these to the station,” he said. “I’ll have dispatch send them out to the county and our officers on patrol. I have the video from my dash camera, but these are the best still photos we have gotten so far.” He handed the phone back to her when he was finished.

      Maggie took the phone back and stood awkwardly for a moment. “Are you hungry? Do you want something to drink?” she asked.

      Brett shook his head. “I suggest we get some rest while we can,” he said. “If you hear anything, I want you to get downstairs to the basement and stay there until I tell you it’s clear, okay? I’m going to get a little rest, but if he comes back I will hear him. I also have a night patrol making regular rounds in this neighborhood.”

      “Okay,” Maggie said. “And in the morning?”

      “If you don’t mind, I’ll grab a shower before we leave,” he said.

      “Before we leave?”

      “Oh, yeah, I’m your ride to work. I’ve texted Ruby and told her to meet us at the donut shop. I don’t want her hanging around there without me around,” he said.

      “Alright,” Maggie said. “I’ll make sure you’re awake in time.”

      She turned to head back to her bedroom.

      “And Maggie,” Brett called to her. “I don’t want you to worry. I will protect you.”
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      Maggie groaned when she heard her alarm just a few short hours later. She threw her arm over her head and turned back toward the middle of her bed for a moment. Images of the incident from the night before filled her mind and she sat straight up.

      “Brett is asleep on my couch,” she said and sprang from her covers. She rushed to her closet and picked out an outfit for the workday, then grabbed her underclothes and headed straight for the shower. When she emerged a few moments later, she dressed as fast as she could and toweled off her hair. She felt the pressure to hurry for some reason.

      She stood in front of the foggy mirror and wiped the film away with her arm. Her wet hair hung limply over her shoulders. She shrugged and pulled her hair back in a quick French braid, then with her comb pulled a few strands loose from the front.

      “No need to look like a middle-aged school marm from a hundred years ago,” she said to herself. She added a few swipes of mascara over her lashes and some lip gloss over her lips. She tucked the lip gloss in the pocket of her jeans and headed out of the bathroom, straight for the linen closet.

      “Good morning,” Brett said when he stepped into the hallway behind her. Maggie felt her cheeks redden a little at the raspy sound of his morning voice.

      “Morning,” she said and stretched her arms out in front of her. “Towels. Here you go. For your shower.”

      “Okay,” he said and accepted the towels from her. “You don’t happen to have any men’s shampoo or body wash, do you?”

      “Men’s body wash?” Her mind raced for a moment. She couldn’t remember the last time she felt this awkward.

      Brett’s face reddened this time. “I’m not implying that you have any regular overnight male guests or anything,” he said.

      “Oh, no. I don’t! I mean, I do,” she said. “I do have some men’s products, that is. I keep some here for Bradley just in case.”

      Brett’s face relaxed at the mention of her son. “Awesome, thank you, Bradley,” he said.

      Maggie turned back to the hall closet and retrieved a bottle of body wash and another of shampoo for him. “I hope this works,” she said.

      “Better than going around smelling like lavender and vanilla all day,” he said. “Can you imagine the guff the guys would give me?” He looked up and smiled at her. Maggie stared back at him for a second.

      “Lavender and vanilla? You don’t like lavender and vanilla?”

      “Oh, no, I love it on you,” he said. “I mean, that is what you wear, right? I always smell lavender and vanilla in your hair.”

      They stood there for a long, awkward moment. Maggie was the first to speak. “I’m going to let you get your shower,” she said and turned on her heels back to her bedroom.

      A few minutes later, Brett was out of the bathroom and pulling on his boots. Maggie noted the new jeans and V-neck sweater. He looked more like an English professor than a police chief.

      “We can have coffee when we get to the donut shop,” Maggie said. “I’ll start a pot as soon as we get there. Oh, and if you want a regular breakfast instead of donuts, I can make something.”

      “You mean there’s more to breakfast than donuts?” Brett teased. “Who knew?”

      “That’s a better question than I expected for you to ask,” Maggie said. She pulled her extra sweatshirt from the coat closet.

      “What did you expect me to say?”

      “Something like, ‘you mean you can actually cook and not just make donuts?’”

      Brett laughed. “Oh, give me a little credit. I’m a smarter man than that,” he said and headed to the front door. “Is it okay if I leave my bag here for now?” Maggie noticed a black duffel bag for the first time.

      “When did you bring that inside?” she asked.

      “Last night when I got here. You didn’t see it then?”

      “No. I never saw it,” she said. “And yeah, of course you can leave it here. In fact. You can put it in the guest bedroom if you think you’ll be here again tonight. I should have offered last night.”

      “Are you inviting me to spend the night tonight, Maggie?”

      She replied by tossing a throw pillow in his face. “I’ll be in the car,” she said.

      “You might as well wait on me,” Brett said. “It’s my car.” Maggie rolled her eyes and headed out the front door in front of him.

      “I just texted Ruby that we’re here,” she said a few minutes later when they arrived at the donut shop.

      “I’m surprised she isn’t here yet,” he said. “Did she reply?”

      “She just did. She’s on her way,” Maggie said. She breathed a little sigh of relief. So far the light blue pickup truck had not made an appearance anywhere near her farm, but she wasn’t sure that it wouldn’t.

      Maggie turned the key in the back door and waited while Brett went in ahead of her. She waited just inside the door while he made his way through the entire building.

      “All clear,” he said when he returned to the kitchen.

      “Thanks,” Maggie said. She locked the door behind her and headed for her office. After she dropped off her bag and sweatshirt, she pulled off her coat and laid it over the desk. “Do you want to wait back here or out front?”

      Brett shrugged. “I’ll be all over the place,” he said. “But I might hang out back here with you for a little while. I’ve never seen what you do in the mornings.”

      “I’m going to get some coffee going,” she said and breezed past him through the swinging door.

      Once the coffee was brewing, Maggie returned to the back and opened the cooler door. “You never told me what you want for breakfast.”

      “I thought I would just start with coffee and wait a little while to eat,” he said.

      Maggie nodded and let the door close behind her. She grabbed the large tub of butter and headed back out into the kitchen. “You’re waiting for Ruby to get here, aren’t you?” she asked him as soon as she stepped out.

      “Waiting for Ruby? What do you mean?” he asked without looking at her.

      “Ruby is the chef. I get it,” she said. “I may not be as good as she is, but I can hold my own in the kitchen.”

      “Oh, hush. I know you can. You’ve cooked for me before, remember?”

      Maggie smirked, enjoying giving him a hard time.

      Brett cleared his throat and pointed toward the office. “Are your security cameras working? I think I’ll monitor things from there for a little while.”

      Maggie nodded and turned her attention to the store room. She grabbed a large bag of sugar and another of flour and headed back to the baker’s table.

      “Ruby is here,” Brett announced from the office.

      “Thank goodness,” Maggie said under her breath. She headed for the door and twisted the lock.

      “Thanks,” Ruby said when she stepped inside. “I’m sorry I’m a little late.”

      “Hi, Ruby,” Brett called from the office. “Any problems coming in?”

      “No problems coming in,” she said. “But there is something you’re going to need to see.”
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      “What do I need to see?” Brett asked when he stepped back into the kitchen. “I hope it's something warm and cheesy.”

      “He’s looking forward to whatever you might make him for breakfast,” Maggie said with another smirk.

      “I never said that!” Brett said. “She just said she had something for me to look at. Naturally, I hope it’s something she made me to eat.”

      “Are you two finished?” Ruby asked. She sent a warning look to Brett. “This is actually something a little serious.”

      “Okay. I’m all ears.” Brett pulled up a stool and sat down.

      Ruby moved to the prep table and set her backpack down. She unzipped the top and pulled a laptop out of the bag. “I was expecting an email from my publisher and hadn’t seen anything yet,” she said. “Once in a while, an email from her office winds up in my spam folder. If a junior editor emails me from their account, it can wind up there.”

      “Okay,” Maggie said. She stepped closer to the sink. “I’m not sure I follow.”

      Ruby opened the laptop lid. She moved her finger around on the trackpad and opened up her email account. “This is why I ran a little late this morning. I checked the spam folder for a message, and I found this.” She pointed to the screen and stepped aside so Maggie could read the email.

      “It’s from Pam Carter’s office,” Maggie said.

      Brett stood and moved behind Maggie. He read over her shoulder. “She emailed you to ask for you to stop supporting the spring fling. Why? I don’t understand.”

      “Keep reading,” Ruby directed.

      “‘Dear Ms. Cobb,’” Maggie began. “‘I am writing to explain my displeasure in the planning of this new spring fling. Despite my earlier support, I have arrived at the opinion that the festival would be an abysmal failure. I also think it is an unfair burden on the taxpayers and people of Dogwood Mountain. I don’t want to make a public announcement that might cast a shadow on Dogwood Donuts, so I am asking you privately to abandon your plans. If you do not, I will be forced to publicly denounce the event and pressure Mayor Jason Savino to cancel it outright.’”

      “And it was signed by Pamela Carter, “Ruby said.

      “I don’t understand this. She was just here and never once acted like she wanted to cancel anything,” Maggie said.

      “Check your spam folder, Maggie,” Brett said. “I want to see if you got the same email.”

      Maggie said nothing but rushed to her office. She moved her coat off of her desk and opened her work computer. “It was in my spam folder, too,” she announced as soon as she opened her email account.

      “What is the date on the email?” Brett asked.

      “Two weeks ago,” Maggie answered. “I never saw this.”

      “Same here. Sent two weeks ago,” Ruby said. “But she never told me anything, either. She seemed so excited.”

      “How soon will Myra be here?” Brett asked. “I want to have her check her spam folder, too.”

      “I told her to sleep in a bit this morning because she was here so late last night. She has a work email account on my laptop,” Maggie said. “She’s used it to communicate with vendors here and there.”

      “And she usually leaves it open,” Ruby added. “I don’t think it’s a violation of her privacy to take a look.”

      “Why don’t you look, Maggie?” Brett said. “Since it’s on your computer. If this turns into something, I don’t want someone accusing me of stepping outside of their rights.”

      “I’ll look,” Maggie said. She closed her own account and opened Myra’s up. “There are two emails from Pam Carter’s account.” She turned her laptop around for Brett and Ruby to see.

      “Click on them and see what they say,” Brett directed.

      “The first one is identical to what we got,” Maggie said. “Of course, it is addressed to ‘Ms. Sawyer’ instead of “Ms. Sharpe’ or ‘Ms. Cobb.’”

      “What about the other one?” Ruby asked.

      Maggie turned the computer back and clicked on the second message. “Uh, we might have a problem,” she said and scanned through the email. “You need to read this, Brett.”

      He stepped around behind her chair and rested his hand on her shoulder as he read. “‘I tried to be nice about this, Ms. Sawyer. But since you are still advertising this event, I am going to have to go to the mayor. And I will tell him how you’ve been in trouble with the law in the past. If you don’t want this or any other bad things to happen to you, stop it right now. Announce it in the paper that the festival is canceled.’”

      “None of this makes any sense,” Ruby said. “Why would Pam Carter email any of us to cancel the spring fling? She has been so supportive from the start of this whole thing! I spoke to her personally before we applied for the permits for it.”

      “I’ll be right back,” Brett said, walking out to the kitchen. Maggie heard him speaking on the phone with someone. “Another officer will be here in a moment. I have to step out for a little while.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “I need to run to my office and fill out some paperwork as fast as I can,” he said. He headed for the back door. Maggie followed him to lock it back up tight.

      “When will the other officer be here?” she asked. It was just after five in the morning.

      “He should be coming down the alley right about now,” Brett said. He pulled the door open. A large yellow envelope fell inside when he opened it.

      “What’s that?”

      “Don’t touch it,” Brett said. “Can you hand me a pair of those disposable gloves?” Ruby grabbed a pair and handed them to Brett, who promptly slipped them on his hands and picked up the envelope.

      Maggie watched him turn the envelope over. “There’s no writing on the outside of it.”

      Brett slowly pulled the flap open and looked inside. “It’s just some paper. A letter,” he said and pulled out a single sheet. “Great.”

      “What is it? Another letter from Pam?” Maggie asked. She meant no disrespect to the recently deceased woman, but her impatience and exhaustion were getting the best of her.

      “There is a cut and paste note that says you should have put the festival to an end and now you are going to be sorry,” Brett said. “It doesn’t say how you’ll be sorry, but it says you were warned.”

      “It looks like something someone put together during arts and crafts class at preschool,” Ruby said. “What are we supposed to do with this?”

      “Nothing,” Brett said. “This comes with me to the police station for processing as evidence. You stay right here and get ready for the day like normal. Officer Masters is here now, and he can check out your security cameras to see if he can spot anything.” He moved out of the way of the officer.

      “You should send someone by to check on Orson and Myra,” Maggie suggested.

      “Brooks has been there all night,” Brett said. “Now, I am going to head to the office and get started on a search warrant for Pam Carter’s city council computer.”
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      Maggie offered the police officer a cup of coffee, which he readily accepted before he went into her office. He made his rounds through the building and outside of the donut shop. When Jake arrived, he escorted him inside. “Why is there a police officer here?” Jake asked as got his apron on.

      “Because of last night,” Maggie explained. “And because of a threatening note someone left outside the back door.”

      “After we were already here,” Ruby added.

      “What in the heck is going on?” Jake asked. He began moving buckets of dough and batter to the dining room for Maggie who announced she was headed out to open the food truck for the day. She nodded to Ruby and Officer Masters who remained behind in the kitchen.

      “I don’t know what’s going on,” Maggie said to Jake when they were in the dining room. “After the truck showed up at the house last night, I’m convinced someone has it out for me or maybe all of us.” She explained about the emails the three of them had received.

      “It would help if we knew who the heck was in that pickup,” Jake said.

      “I agree with you there,” Maggie said. She headed out the front door in front of him. She stepped outside and looked up in the early morning sky. The sun would not be up for a little while yet. Most mornings, Maggie loved the hush of the early hours before dawn. But the air this morning felt colder and sharper than it had just a week before. “I should have brought my coat.”

      Jake stepped up into the food truck and set the first load on the small counter. “You go ahead and get things turned on out here and I will run back to your office and grab your sweatshirt,” he said.

      “Thank you,” Maggie said. “That’s nice of you.”

      “Miss Florence is teaching me to be a little more conscientious,” he said and headed back inside.

      Maggie shook her head and chuckled. She hadn’t considered Jake lacking in conscientiousness, but the lessons were clearly making an impact on the young man. She turned her attention to the thermostat and then switched on the mini donut machine and the deep fryer.

      “I hope it warms up soon,” she said to the empty truck. She placed the dough in the fridge and then ducked into the small bathroom before Jake returned. She chided herself for not going before she came out to the truck, but she had more important things on her mind.

      While she was seated, she heard the sudden roar of a familiar engine just outside. “Oh, no,” she shouted in fear. The pickup truck was back, and she was outside in the food truck alone without her cell phone.

      Maggie jumped to her feet and pulled up and refastened her jeans as quickly as she could. She skipped the sink and pumped hand sanitizer on her hands. The truck engine rumbled just on the other side of the wall of the food truck. Her heart beat wildly. She pulled the bathroom door open slowly. Bright headlights from the pickup glowed outside the door. She was blinded by the brightness.

      “Please don’t let Jake come running back outside,” Maggie begged. She sank to the floor and crawled out into the main area of the truck. She could hear the idle of the truck just feet away. She moved toward the other side and reached her hand into the drawer under the counter and felt around until she felt the cold metal of a knife blade. She pulled the knife out of the drawer and crouched beneath the small table near the back door.

      “Please, please just let him go away.” For a long moment she sat there and listened to the truck and waited. She could hear the oil heating up in the deep fryer. “Maybe I should just go out there and confront him,” she said to herself. She might at least get a good look at the driver. That might be more to go on than they had so far. She moved to her knees and then rose up slightly on her feet. She gripped the knife in her right hand and took in a deep breath.

      The driver of the pickup pushed down hard on the accelerator once again. Maggie jumped from the truck’s sudden roar and fell backward against the wall. The headlights moved then, and the scream of the engine seemed to be further away. Maggie moved to her feet again and looked outside the truck windows.

      The truck had moved to the center of the parking lot. She watched as the driver whipped the truck in a half-circle, narrowly missing the ice cream vendor’s tent. A police car had moved around the side of the building, blocking the exit to the road. The truck moved forward again suddenly and stopped just short of ramming into the police cruiser. Another pair of headlights appeared and pulled into the parking lot, followed by a third car. She recognized Brett’s Iroc Z24. She was quite sure the second police car belonged to Brooks.

      All three vehicles surrounded the pickup. Maggie watched as Officer Masters walked over to him with his gun raised. Brett was parked the closest to the passenger side of the truck. She watched as he opened his car door and moved to the truck. Maggie could see the outline of the driver’s head. His attention appeared to be on Officer Masters’ gun.

      In a flash, Brett was inside of the cab with his gun just inches from the driver. A second later, the truck shut down and the driver had been pulled outside by Officer Masters. He was against the side of the truck with the large police officer pinned against him.

      Maggie dropped the knife on the floor and went out the back door of the food truck. She headed straight for the driver. Officer Masters had pulled the man’s arms behind him and placed his wrists in handcuffs.

      The man was dressed in faded blue jeans and a tan colored sweatshirt. She raised her finger and stopped about a foot from the stranger.

      “Who are you?” she shouted at the top of her lungs. “Why are you harassing me? Why were you at my house in the middle of the night?”

      “Maggie, Maggie,” Brett said softly. She felt gentle pressure on her arms as he pulled her back. “Step back and let us do our jobs.”

      “No! I want to know who this man is and why he is threatening my life!”

      The man raised his eyes to her. His face was covered in dirt and old acne scars. Despite his bulky body, his face was thin. She could see the outline of his cheekbones. He looked at her with his glazed and vacant eyes.

      “You Maggie?” he asked.

      “Why were you doing this to me if you don’t even know who I am?” she asked again. Her voice was low and threatening.

      The man dropped his head. Tufts of unwashed gray hair poked out all over the back of his head. “It ain’t meant to threaten your life. Just to scare you a little,” he said at last. His voice was deep and raspy.

      “What do you have against me?” she asked a little more softly.

      “I don’t got anything against you,” the old man said. He raised his eyes again. “I was just doing a job. That’s all. Somebody paid me to come around and scare you a little. I wouldn’t never hurt a lady.”

      “Who hired you?” Brooks asked behind her. “Can you tell us who paid you?”

      The old man shook his head. “I don’t know who it was. I just know I found a note in my mailbox asking me to drive all the way up here and give you a scare,” he said. “Wasn’t a name on the note. Said they would pay me five hundred dollars to come up here and drive around your place and give you a scare.”

      “Where are you from?” Officer Masters asked. “You said they paid you to drive up here.”

      “I live down in Flippin on the other side of the line,” he said.

      “What’s your name?” Brett asked at last.

      He dropped his head again. “I’d rather not say.”

      “You better say,” Brett said. His voice was tight. “And you better start giving me a better story than this.

      Right now, you’re in a lot of trouble. But if you don’t start making a believer out of me, you might just find yourself charged with the murder of Pam Carter.”

      “Murder?” The man’s head whipped up again. “I ain’t killed nobody. I just drove around and scared her, about a month ago. That’s how I know the note writer was good for the money. They already paid me once after I ran around the old lady’s house a few times. Left the money right there in my mailbox at the end of the gravel driveway.”

      “For the last time, what is your name?”

      “Perkins,” he said slowly. “Cletus Perkins.”

      “Do you have any family up here, Cletus?” Brett asked.

      “Yes, sir,” the old man said. “My great-niece Dana lives up here. She has a real good job with the city, too. She can vouch for me. She’ll tell you I ain’t no murderer.”
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      An hour later, the truck was gone, and the lot was filled with vendors and festival attendees.

      Maggie sat at the table in the food truck sipping a cup of coffee. Orson hovered over her. “You need to go straight home,” he said.

      “We have a business to run,” Maggie countered. “And this is the busiest weekend we’ve had since this summer. I have to be here.”

      “You have to go home and rest after what you’ve been through,” Orson said again.

      “Well, I’ll be at the police station at noon,” she said. “I have to give my statement. Cletus Perkins is going to be arraigned first thing Monday morning.”

      “They ought to let him out for a few hours,” Orson mumbled. “Let me get my hands on him. Then they won’t have to worry about an arraignment on Monday.”

      “Orson, they need to find out if Cletus Perkins killed Pam Carter,” she said. “Because if he didn’t do it, there is a murderer around here somewhere.”

      “Why don’t you run back inside the donut shop and bring me some more ground coffee?” Orson asked. “I’m running low.”

      Maggie glanced at the full bag she had brought in the day before when she closed up for the night. She dropped her head and sighed. “Okay, Orson. I’ll run after the coffee for you.” She left the food truck and walked across the sidewalk to the front door of the donut shop. The air outside had warmed a little, but she still felt a cold chill on her skin.

      “Are you taking another break?” Ruby asked when she entered the kitchen. “You were just in here forty-five minutes ago.”

      “I’m aware,” Maggie said and slumped onto a stool. “I have lost all control out there. Orson acts like I am no longer capable of running my own business.”

      “What did he send you after this time?”

      “More coffee,” Maggie said. “There is a five pound sack sitting right there in the open.”

      “He’s capable of running circles around us sometimes,” Ruby said. “You could just hang out here with me for an hour. By then it will be time to leave and go to the police station.”

      “But what will Orson do without ten pounds of coffee?” she asked. She shook her head and laughed.

      “We’ll see how long he lasts,” Ruby said. She packed fresh apples into the boxed lunches and set them into the box. “Jake promised to come after these at eleven. Until then, I’m going to sit.”

      “I can’t believe it’s the middle of the morning and we’re just going to sit around for a little while,” Maggie said.

      “You really ought to heed Orson’s words,” Ruby said. “What you have been through the last few days has been awful.”

      “I don’t disagree with that,” she said. “It’s just that the longer I sit, the more I think about it and the worse I feel.”

      “Come and sit anyway and talk to me about it,” Ruby said. She gently guided Maggie out of the kitchen and into the dining room. “With the lights over the counter off we should be able to sit down in peace for a little while.”

      Maggie simply nodded and made her way to the booth on the far side of the counter. She eased herself into the seat and rested her elbows on the table. “Sitting in peace sounds good right now,” she said. “I would like to do a little more of that.”

      “How about outside under the stars in your favorite wooden chair?” Ruby said. “When all of this is over, we will sit around a roaring fire again and feel the cool night air and sit in peace.”

      Maggie sighed deeply. “Sounds good to me.”

      “You must have been terrified this morning in the food truck,” Ruby said. “It was smart to duck down low and hide when you saw the truck.”

      Maggie pressed her lips together. “I didn’t see it,” she said. “I heard it. I was in the bathroom.”

      Ruby covered her mouth with her hand. “You were in the bathroom when he showed up and started revving up that stupid truck? Oh, you poor thing,” she said. She reached for Maggie’s hand. “We need to talk this out.”

      “Why? We’ve both been through things before,” she said. “This one isn’t any different.”

      “Yes, it is,” Ruby said. “You need to talk about it here before you make your statement down at the police station.”

      Maggie nodded. “I know you’re right,” she said. “I just don’t think everything has hit me quite yet. I’m tired, you know? It feels like winter came overnight and took up residence in my bones. I can’t get warm.”

      “You definitely need a break. Why don’t you just head home after you make your statement?” Ruby suggested.

      “Because this is my business and I need to work. I’ll be right back,” she said. “I want to read those emails again.” She headed for the back to get her laptop.

      “I’ll get us a snack,” Ruby said.

      “Ummm, I think I know what Orson’s problem is and you’re never going to believe it,” Maggie said when she returned.

      “Please tell me he didn’t break up with Gretchen.” Ruby frowned as she sat back down. “Oh, wait. His issue is with Myra this time, isn’t it?”

      “I know it’s hard to keep up, but this is serious. I feel like I’ve invaded her privacy now but look at this.” Maggie turned the laptop screen to face her friend.

      “Engaged? Myra is engaged?” Ruby gasped as she read the email from a local Justice of the Peace.

      “And she didn’t tell us!” Maggie said slowly. “I bet Orson found out and is upset because that means she’ll be moving out.”

      “Somehow…” Ruby sighed. “I’m simultaneously thrilled for Brooks and Myra and feeling terrible for Orson.”

      “Terrible for Orson about what?” he bellowed. “About how I never got the coffee I asked for, because I think that’s pretty terrible too.”

      Maggie and Ruby’s eyes both shot in his direction, both unable to form a sentence.

      “Earth to the crazy people. What’s wrong with you all now?”

      “Oh, Orson,” Maggie said. “We accidentally just came across an email of Myra’s…”

      Orson huffed and interrupted her. “And now you know that she’s not only getting hitched, but she’s moving out and leaving me all alone. She didn’t even bother to ask me to be an usher or anything. You know, just because I’m old, doesn’t mean I can’t participate in things.”

      “Hold on just a second,” Ruby cut in. “You should be happy for her. Yes, it’s a little sad that she will be moving out, but it’s not like they plan on getting married tomorrow or anything.”

      “That’s what you think,” Orson muttered. “She has it all planned out already. She’s going to be upset you all found out before she had a chance to tell you but with this busy weekend and all this mess with the truck, she wanted to wait for the right time. Not that there’s ever a right time to do away with old friends.”

      “Enough! I know you’re upset, but no wonder why you two are fighting. Myra loves you and wants you to be excited for her. Instead, you’re crabbing about everything and giving everyone a hard time. Who knows, maybe you’ll prefer living alone.”

      “Or maybe you two can find me another stray.” Orson slammed his hands on the table and stormed out of the donut shop.
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      Maggie and Ruby had decided not to let Myra know what they found. If she had plans to tell them in a certain way or at a certain time, then neither wanted to ruin that. When she arrived around eleven, she relieved Orson in the food truck and everyone would just have to hope that he didn’t open up his mouth and say anything. Jake stuck around to help her out during the late morning rush, which occurred later than normal during the festival.

      “I’m going to drive you,” Brooks appeared and announced. “To the station, I mean.”

      “No, that isn’t necessary,” Maggie said. “I can drive myself.”

      “Your car is still back at your house,” Ruby pointed out. “I don’t think you have time to walk back there and get it. Stop being stubborn.”

      “Fine.” Maggie sighed. She followed Brooks out the front door and into his car. They arrived at the police station a few minutes later.

      “You ready?” Brooks asked her before he opened his door. “You know this will be over in like an hour, right? You just have to go in and give your version of the things that happened.”

      “I know,” she said with a smile. “I’m just tired. This guy has interrupted my sleep and peace a lot over the past few days, you know.”

      “More like terrorized your sleep and your peace,” Brooks said.

      “Something like that,” Maggie said. “But the most important thing here is still to figure out what this man had to do with Pam Carter’s death. Yeah, the last few days haven’t been fun for me, but I’m still alive and kicking. But it’s not just about me. A woman is dead.”

      “Exactly right,” Brooks said. He stepped out of the car and moved to the passenger side. “Let’s go get this over with.”

      “Thanks,” Maggie said when he opened her car door.

      She walked behind him through the police station and back to a small, windowless office. “Just have a seat here and Donna will be with you in a second.” Maggie smiled. She liked Donna Cooper, a former officer who served as some sort of executive secretary for the entire department.

      “Would you like a cup of coffee?” Donna asked her from the hallway just a few minutes later.

      “No, thanks,” Maggie said. “I have more than enough caffeine in my system already today.”

      “I bet you do,” Donna said. She eased into the chair across a small table from where Maggie was seated. She set her own coffee mug down in front of her. “I guess owning a donut shop would make coffee consumption a daily requirement.”

      Maggie laughed and nodded her head. “You don’t know half of it,” she said. “I never knew how much coffee I could consume in a single day until Aunt Marjorie left the place to me.”

      Donna smiled. She moved her coffee mug to the side and opened the three-ring binder notebook in front of her. “Your aunt was quite the lady,” she said. “I sure miss her. And I am sure you do as well.”

      Maggie nodded her head. “Especially on days like these,” she said.

      Donna folded her arms over her chest and leaned over the notebook. “All we’re going to do here today is get your side of what has been going on,” she said. “You’ve done this before, and this time is no different. Just start talking about the first time you saw the pickup truck and tell me what happened.”

      Maggie felt slightly better. When she began speaking, the words tumbled out. Donna listened intently and asked only a few questions. After about twenty minutes, she closed the notebook and smiled. “We’re done here,” she said. “That’s all there is to it.”

      “So, I can go?”

      Donna nodded. “Chief Mission told me to send you his way before you go,” she said. “Do you remember how to get to his office?”

      Maggie nodded and headed down the narrow hall. She was grateful it was Donna she spoke with. At least she didn’t have to repeat the same things over and over again.

      The door was closed when she reached Brett’s office. She waited for a second to listen for voices, then knocked lightly.

      “Come on in,” Brett called from the other side. He smiled when Maggie opened the door. “How did things go?”

      Maggie shrugged. “You know Donna,” she said. “She makes it seem like having coffee with a good friend.”

      “That’s why we love her around here,” Brett said. He pointed to the chair across from his desk and invited her to sit down.

      “I wanted to let you know that the prosecutor offered Cletus Perkins a plea deal,” he said.

      “Already?” Maggie was taken aback by the news. “That was fast.”

      “It was fast,” Brett said. “I guess the old man realized he was going to jail for a while and decided that he remembered more than he first told us.” He sighed and sat forward in his chair. “You should also know that we have made a second arrest. This time, for the murder of Pam Carter.”

      “You did? How? I mean, who?” Maggie stammered. “What happened in the last few hours?”

      Brett lightly placed his palms on the top of his desk. “Brooks drove you here, right?” Maggie nodded in reply. “Would you like to go for a drive with me? I’ll fill you in on everything, and we can get you back home where you can pick up your own car.”

      “Yeah, that’s a good idea,” Maggie said. She had already forgotten that she was without her own vehicle. Without another word, Brett stood and grabbed his phone off of his desk.

      “I’m headed out with Ms. Sharpe,” he said to his secretary as he passed by her desk.

      Maggie smiled when she saw the Iroc Z24 parked in the chief’s parking space in the back of the police station. She loved the car and was glad it wasn’t another police car for once.

      “Okay to just take you home?” Brett asked.

      “Sure,” Maggie said. “Now are you going to tell me what has been going on?”

      Brett nodded and pulled out onto the road. “Remember when I told you I needed a search warrant?”

      “To search Pam Carter’s city council office and computer, right?”

      “That’s how it started,” Brett said. “After we picked up Cletus, the prosecutor decided to ask for a broader warrant.”

      “Search warrant for what?”

      “For the entire city hall,” Brett said. “And about that time, Mr. Perkins decided to share some more information about his great-niece.”

      “Dana? Dana Perkins?” Maggie's mind raced. Brett turned onto her street and slowed to a stop in front of her house. Suddenly, the pieces fell together in her mind. “I just watched a movie about this. She used a fake email address, didn’t she? But how did she make it look like Pam had sent the emails?”

      Brett smiled. “Very good, madam detective,” he said. “Exactly. Dana Perkins faked the emails with a false email account. Apparently there is a way to use a fake account and mask the email address with another one. Thankfully the prosecutor’s office is more tech savvy than I am.”

      “Okay, so she sent the emails and put her great-uncle up to terrorizing me in the hopes that, what, we would stop the festival?”

      Brett nodded again. He opened his car door and stepped out. “Let’s get inside and I’ll tell you about the rest.”

      Maggie followed him up the walk and opened the front door. “I don’t understand why, though,” she said.

      “What was the point of trying to stop the festival? She never once acted like she didn’t want it to go on.”

      “That’s the rest of the story,” Brett said. “When we questioned Dana, she swore she never set out to kill Pam Carter. She only wanted to force her to stop the festival. Pam was the head of the tourism committee for the city council. She had sent Cletus up here a month beforehand to harass Pam, only Pam never knew why he did it. Dana didn’t convey that message very well.”

      “Why didn’t Pam report it?”

      “She did, only she reported it to the county and not the police department because when she saw him it was outside of the city limits,” Brett said.

      “Okay, so Dana followed Pam and killed her,” Maggie said. “But I still don’t get why.”

      Brett took a seat on the couch where he had spent the night before. “She knew when Cletus showed up in the parking lot it would drive Pam to leave,” he said. “Dana was waiting for her, followed her, and acted like a friend merely offering assistance. Only she pulled out a .38 revolver and told her to cancel the spring fling. She swears she never meant to pull the trigger. It was an accident, a byproduct of her desperation.”

      “Why was she desperate?” Maggie asked as she sat down on the stuffed chair across from the couch. “What would drive her to murder, and what does it have to do with what we had planned?”

      “The festival was unexpected, and the mayor decided to use money in the reserve fund to cover the city’s expenses. Advertising, extra police presence, even their little booth at the festival,” Brett explained.

      “Tell me she wasn’t embezzling money from the town…” Maggie’s eyes were wide.

      “Spot on, Sleuth. When she found out about the spring fling, she became nervous because she had already embezzled all the money. She thought she was safe to move things around as she saw fit since the city would be getting the next half of their budget in the coming months.”

      The picture was becoming clearer. “So, until the spring fling came up, she had what she believed to be a perfect plan to replace the money from the general fund and cover her tracks? Then over the next however long, she could keep moving things around until she felt like she’d properly covered her tracks.”

      “Yes.” Brett nodded. “Before the big audit that she knew was coming. The one that she knew would cause her to lose her job if anyone found out about what she did.”

      “There’s just one problem,” Maggie said, sitting up straighter. “If Dana embezzled the money, how did we get approval from the city?”

      Brett grinned. “Let’s just say you have some good friends in Dogwood Mountain.” He stood as though he was preparing to leave.

      “I don’t think so, Mister.” She grabbed at his arm. “Are you saying that someone paid for us to have the spring fling?

      “Well, it was obvious the town didn’t have the funds they thought they did, but everyone had already agreed, and you all were making so many plans and no one wanted to put a stop to the festival since it truly was a great idea for Dogwood Mountain.”

      “That was nice of the council, but it still doesn’t answer my question,” Maggie pointed out, trying not to jump out of her seat with anticipation.

      “There was a random anonymous donation,” Brett explained.

      “And do you just happen to know who that anonymous person is?”

      “I couldn’t say.”

      “Okay, well then let me think about this for a moment.” Maggie stood and went into the kitchen. She came back with a bag of chips and sat back down. “What? I think better when I’m eating. It helps me concentrate.”

      Brett stared at her blankly as she ate and mumbled to herself.

      “Was it you?” she asked.

      “It wasn’t.” He chuckled and shook his head.

      She narrowed her eyes at him and shoved a handful of chip crumbs into her mouth. “Gretchen!” she exclaimed. “Was it Gretchen?” Maggie wiped her mouth and brushed the remaining crumbs off her lap. “She’s best friends with Mayor Savino’s wife, isn’t she? I bet he told his wife and she told Gretchen.”

      Brett laughed.

      “What, more crumbs?” She wiped her mouth again.

      “No. It’s just that you’re right. All it took you was sixty seconds and a half a bag of chips, and you figured it out.”

      “Brett Mission.” Maggie scowled. “I did not eat a half a bag of chips in sixty seconds.”
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      Ruby insisted that Maggie sleep in the next morning, the last day of the spring fling. She decided to listen for once and rose from her bed sometime after nine. She took her time in the shower and dressed in a loose blouse and a pair of jeans. She pulled on her boots and headed for work at ten.

      When she pulled into the alley behind the donut shop she was delighted to catch a glimpse of the large crowd in the parking lot. For the last day of the festival, the place was hopping with activity. At eleven, the vendors would count their votes and decide on the best of the festival. And there was no way she was going to miss that.

      She could hear the din of voices when she pushed the back door open. Ruby stood in front of the prep table while Jake, Myra, Orson, and Brooks milled around in the center of the kitchen.

      “I thought you were going to sleep in,” Ruby said to her.

      Maggie didn’t answer immediately. She looked from one person to the next and raised her hands above her head. “Who is watching the truck?” she asked. “Everyone is here!”

      “Go see for yourself,” Orson said. He shook his head, but by the smirk on his face she knew the gruffness was put on.

      “Go see for myself? I can see for myself. Everyone who is employed by this donut shop is standing in this kitchen,” she said, then glanced at Brooks. “Plus one, that is.”

      “Just go look,” Ruby said. Maggie dismissed her growing frustration and headed through the swinging door and out toward the front. She could see a line of people formed in front of the food truck. She pushed open the door and peered inside.

      She could hear the sounds of someone bustling around inside the truck, but there was no one visible from the windows. Maggie shrugged and opened the door in the back.

      “Brett,” she said, startled, when she stepped inside. He stood over three baskets of mini donuts with the cinnamon and sugar shaker.

      Maggie stifled a giggle when he looked up at her. The lines on his forehead and the look in his eyes spoke of an extreme level of panic. He was red faced and sweaty. The front of the apron he had tied over his clothes was smeared with stripes of chocolate and pink frosting.

      “Maggie,” he said. “I’m trying to keep up. I think I’ve almost got it.”

      “Is that coffee almost ready?” a woman’s voice called from outside the order window.

      “Coming right up!” Brett called out lightly. “As soon as I remember what she ordered.”

      Maggie brushed past him and opened the second order window. “If you’re waiting on something, go ahead and line up here,” she said. “Now, what was your coffee order?” The older woman rolled her eyes and repeated her order. Maggie turned to the refrigerator and pulled out the heavy cream and started the cappuccino for the woman.

      “I’m waiting on a black coffee and three strawberry fritters,” the man beside her said.

      “I’ll have that to you in just a second,” Maggie announced and smiled. She poured the coffee and opened a take-out box and filled it with three fritters. She handed the coffee to the man and turned back to the milk frother. A few seconds later, she secured the lid on another cup and handed the cup out the window to the older woman.

      Brett bagged up the mini donuts and handed them through the window. He glanced again at Maggie, then took the next person’s order. Maggie listened, and then turned to fill it as fast as she could.

      For fifteen straight minutes, they worked side by side. Brett took the orders while she fulfilled them. Once in a while she caught a glance from him while she breezed around the small kitchen.

      When the crowd died down at last, Brett leaned against the counter and wiped the sweat from his face with a napkin.

      “I don’t know how you do it,” he said.

      “Why are you doing it?” Maggie asked at last. “There are four people inside that could be out here doing their jobs.”

      “He insisted,” Ruby said behind her. Maggie turned around to see her best friend standing in the doorway. “He was determined to learn how to help out today.”

      “But why?” Maggie turned back to Brett. “Are you looking for a part-time job?”

      “Everyone! Please, everyone, may I have your attention,” Mayor Jason Savino called out from the middle of the parking lot. “Ladies and gentlemen, we would like to have your attention, please.”

      Ruby stepped back out of the truck. Jake appeared in the doorway instead and stepped up inside. “You might as well let Jake take over, Maggie,” Ruby said. “I think Mayor Savino is going to want to hear from the two of us.”

      “I got it from here, Chief Mission,” Jake announced.

      “No, I’ll stay and help,” Brett said.

      “Really, it’s okay,” Jake said. He moved in front of the order window and began taking the next order.

      “I think I’ve been fired,” Brett said and untied his soiled apron. He followed Maggie out of the truck and over to where Ruby stood. Myra, Brooks, and Orson joined them.

      Mayor Savino ran through a few comments, and then handed out plaques and trophies to various vendors. Ruby accepted the trophy for “Best Coffee in Town” for the donut shop.

      “Many of you know that we lost a beloved member of our community and city council this week,” Mayor Savino said after the prizes were handed out. “Pam Carter will be missed in this community. She didn’t deserve what happened to her. Beyond that, I cannot say anymore due to the ongoing criminal investigation. Instead, let’s hear from Maggie Sharpe and her crew at Dogwood Donuts. The spring fling is the product of their vision for this community.”

      The mayor offered the portable microphone to Maggie. Ruby gently pushed her forward, and Maggie reluctantly accepted it.

      “I want to thank each one of our vendors for their support and participation,” Maggie began. “I’m especially proud of my crew. Myra Sawyer took on this project and ran with it.” She waited while the crowd applauded. “I hope the past three days have given us the opportunity to showcase the best Dogwood Mountain has to offer. And I sincerely hope this is only the first of many annual spring flings.”

      Her words were met with more applause and a few cheers from the crowd. “But I propose that we do things a little bit differently next year,” she continued.

      “Yeah, add more spaces and more parking,” someone shouted out.

      Maggie nodded her head and chuckled. “I think that’s the second priority on my list,” she said. “The first is, well, really a proposal. It will be up to the city to decide. But I want to suggest that we change the name to the ‘Pam Carter Memorial Spring Fling.’”

      For a moment, the crowd was silent. After a moment, the applause began again and swelled for a solid minute.

      “I think that’s something we can make happen,” Mayor Savino said over the rousing applause.

      They spent the next hour shaking hands and posing for photos for the local newspaper. Maggie watched as Flo handed out newly printed copies of her menu. She was pleased to hear the number of comments from people who expressed their approval to the news that The Diner food truck would remain in Dogwood Mountain after the festival.

      Out of the corner of her eye, Maggie saw Gretchen and as soon as she had a moment, she rushed over to thank her. Not only had Gretchen done something kind for her, but she had made the festival happen. And it seemed that everyone loved it and couldn’t wait for next year.

      “I think I’m going to take Orson out of here if you don’t mind,” she said after a quick hug for Maggie. “He’s got himself in another tizzy.”

      “I heard about Myra,” Maggie admitted. “I feel bad for Orson if he’s going to be sad living alone, but I wish he was happier for her.”

      Gretchen offered a small smile. “I think there’s more to it than that. When he told me about Brooks and Myra getting engaged, I could tell right away that he was upset she’d be moving out. My first instinct was to invite him to live with me at the bed and breakfast, and well, you can imagine how that went over.”

      She cackled her reply. “Poor Orson. Not because he’d be living with you, of course. I just mean, he sometimes doesn’t handle things very well.”

      “That’s for sure,” Gretchen agreed. “Aside from me causing him to nearly hyperventilate, I think he’s feeling a little down about the wedding. It sounds like Myra just wanted something small with her and Brooks. Maybe even just at the courthouse.”

      “Well, if I have anything to say about it, that won’t happen. I understand wanting something small, but they have friends here who have become like family, and we want to do something nice for them,” Maggie said, getting ahead of herself. Myra hadn’t even shared the news officially.

      “My point exactly. Orson thinks of Myra like a daughter, and I think it hurt his feelings to know she was happy to be married without him there.”

      She was starting to understand things now, and she couldn’t blame Orson for his feelings, even if he had acted out of turn. Gretchen went off to find Orson and Maggie headed back inside the donut shop, followed by Ruby and the rest of her crew. She was surprised to see Orson already there and was about to tell him Gretchen was looking for him when Brett and Brooks followed everyone inside. She watched as Brooks took his place beside Myra. He nudged her slightly.

      “So,” Myra began. All faces turned toward her. “There’s something we want to share with you.”

      Orson cleared his throat.

      “Brooks asked me to marry him, and I said yes!” Myra squealed, ignoring Orson. Everyone whooped and hugged and congratulated the happy couple. “We want this to happen soon.”

      “How soon?” Ruby asked.

      “In just a few weeks,” she answered.

      “A few weeks?!” Ruby hooted. “I know we’re good, but I don’t think we’re that good! You really trust us to plan a wedding in that short of a time?”

      “Well, we really just want something small…” Myra began.

      Ruby clapped her hands. “What about a wedding in a rustic barn on an adorable little farm with a hayride for the bride and groom and a breakfast buffet for the guests? Of course, there will be propane heaters to keep everyone warm just in case the air has a chill.”

      Myra’s mouth gaped open. She cupped her palm over her mouth and tears began to stream down her face. She gazed up at Brooks. “I love it.”

      “Myra is making me say this part because she was afraid to start crying,” he said to a murmur of laughter. “Everyone here knows what brought her to this town. But none of you know what it means to her, to both of us, how you all have become her family since she moved here. You’re not only our closest friends, but you’re the family she never had before. And the best part about it is that you didn’t have to be. You all have loved and supported her just because you wanted to.”

      “It wasn’t hard to do,” Ruby added.

      “Okay,” Myra spoke up next. “I made him do that part so I could get through this part.” She took in a long breath and folded her hands in front of her. “You are my family. All of you. I want each and every one of you to be part of the wedding. But the one part of my wedding I didn’t want to miss was having someone I love to walk me down the aisle.”

      Maggie felt the tears well up in her eyes. She glanced at Orson. His face practically shone in pride as he gazed at the couple standing in front of them. He had changed his tune rather quickly when it came down to the real moment.

      Myra turned her body and faced him. “I don’t have a father to take my arm and walk with me on my wedding day,” she said. “So, I am going to ask the man who has been more of a dad to me than any other man my entire life. Orson, would you please take my arm and walk me down the aisle on my wedding day?”

      Orson dropped his head and shook it gently side to side. He pulled a white handkerchief out of the back pocket of his pants and wiped his face. When he looked back up to face Myra, his eyes almost glowed. “Of course, I will,” he said, then stepped forward to gather her in a tight hug.

      Maggie felt the warmth swell over her. After days of feeling the chill of the cold she was overcome by it. Tears ran slowly down her face. She was aware of a light pressure on her hand, and looked down to see a large, chocolate smeared hand covering her own.

      Brett stepped in closer and rested his shoulder against hers. Maggie laced her fingers tightly between his and held his hand for as long as the tears in the room continued to flow.
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      “Something is poking me hard in my ribs,” Orson Hawley grumbled. He shifted in his place. An elderly woman on a stool in front of him swatted at his legs.

      “Mr. Hawley, need I remind you of the important role you are fulfilling during this wedding? You are essentially the father-of-the-bride,” she scolded. “So, please, behave like it.”

      “Your pins are sticking through and piercing my skin,” Orson complained.

      “Yes, as pins are known to do,” she said. “This is why one doesn’t seek out a fitting for the mere amusement of it.”

      “I have some coffee for you, Mrs. Pennyworth,” Maggie Sharpe called out from her kitchen. She’d decided to host the fitting in the living room of her small cottage home. Maggie, the owner of Dogwood Donuts, knew the dining room of her business was not the place for such things but she still wanted to make sure everyone was comfortable.

      Myra Sawyer, the bride-to-be, rented a room from the grumpy older man being poked by pins, but the air conditioning unit in their old house had gone on the fritz again so Maggie had offered up her own home. She knew there was no way everyone would be able to pile into a house with no cool air and manage not to start a fight.

      “I will take that cup,” Kathleen Pennyworth announced. “This friend of yours is a bit of a character,” she said to Maggie when they were alone in the kitchen.

      “That’s why we love him,” Maggie said, hoping to ease the older woman’s tension. Orson’s was the last of the fittings needed for the big event. The bride had her dress hanging neatly in her closet. The groom’s suit was pressed and waiting at the home of the Chief of Police, his boss, and best man. Brooks Macklin was a lucky young man in Maggie’s eyes, and not just because he was marrying her dear young friend and employee, Myra.

      Maggie’s affections for Brett Mission had played on her mind since the night Myra had popped the question to Orson, asking him to escort her down the aisle. Of course, in her case, the aisle would be the walkway down the middle of the barn on Ruby Cobbs’ property between square hay bales stacked at the ends of the rows of chairs for the few dozen guests who would be in attendance. Ruby, Maggie’s business partner, and best friend had not only offered her quaint farm as a setting for the wedding but had also offered her skills as a trained chef to help make the reception unforgettable.

      “I suppose I better return to my patient,” Mrs. Pennyworth laughed. She carried her coffee cup with her and headed back into the living room.

      Immediately, Maggie heard Orson begin to grumble again. Mrs. Pennyworth made clucking sounds with her tongue. “I did a fitting out at the Dogwood House with one Gretchen LeClair,” she said casually. “It would be a shame for her date not to look as sharp as she will in her dress. And oh, that dress. What a work of art!”

      “You did a fitting on Gretchen?” Orson asked quietly.

      “I did, and she was quite talkative about her excitement for the event and her date,” Mrs. Pennyworth continued. “I truly hope that her date is as elegant as she will be for the wedding.”

      Orson harrumphed and stood up a little taller on the stool while the dressmaker tucked a few more pins for hems in his pants. She instructed for him to step down next, and then checked over the waistband without a single complaint uttered. Maggie was glad she wasn’t in the room with them. She would have had an impossible time attempting to control her facial expressions. Orson might be thankful Myra had asked him to walk her down the aisle, but he wasn’t thrilled that would result in Myra moving out of his house. His girlfriend, Gretchen, had offered him a room at her bed and breakfast, the Dogwood House, but the mere idea of that had Orson’s emotions in tangles.

      “I taught junior high boys for many years before I retired to live out my dreams as a seamstress,” she whispered to Maggie later in the kitchen. “Young or old. They’re all pretty much the same.” With a wink, she left and promised the alterations would be ready in no time at all.

      “I’m so glad that’s over,” Orson announced when he emerged from her bathroom a moment later.

      “What’s going on over at your house? With the air conditioning, I mean?” Maggie asked.

      Orson shrugged. “I’ve already had the repairman out to take a look at it,” he said. “I’m just going to get by with it for now. The old unit is about to give up the ghost is all, and there isn’t much that can be done for it this time, short of replacing the entire thing.”

      “Do you need…”

      “No, I don’t need anything right now,” he said, smiling for once. “I have a few fans running in essential places and it’s not too unbearable outside yet, anyway. Myra will be moving out before I know it, and after that I’ll decide whether or not I want to fix things or move on from the house entirely.”

      “You mean to Gretchen’s?” She winked.

      “No, I do not mean to Gretchen’s,” he said with finality in his voice.

      Maggie felt her heart sink. She hadn’t considered the possibility of Orson moving away. “But where would you go? That’s your home, for better or for worse,” she said.

      Orson nodded. “And you might remember much of that has been for the worst,” he said. In the beginning, the realtor who sold him the house failed to disclose many of its problems, forcing him to spend money he didn’t have in order to make it more livable. Maggie was unsure how much of his continuing to work at the donut shop still had to do with the maintenance of those issues. And Myra moving out would mean the loss of some rental income, too.

      “But where would you live?” Maggie asked again. The small town of Dogwood Mountain offered few choices for senior citizens on a fixed income.

      “Joplin, I guess.” Orson smiled again, this time through sad eyes. Maggie felt her heart lurch again.

      “No, no.” Orson waved off her concern. “Right now, we’re focused on getting that girl of ours married off to that young man of hers.”

      “Right,” Maggie said. She turned away from him and swiped a tear from her eye. “Let’s get these plates packed up and out to the farm so we can cross that off of the to-do list.”

      Orson nodded and picked up the first small box. Maggie had learned not to insist on picking up heavy things when he was around. He simply wouldn’t allow it. Her strategy was to pack heavy things in smaller packages where she could. The plates she had were on loan from her friend Flo Johnson, who had them leftover from her diner in a nearby town. Now, Flo operated a food truck out of the donut shop parking lot and served her diner food on disposable plates, but she was more than happy to share what she had with her new friends.

      They loaded the boxes into the back of Maggie’s car and just as she shut the trunk, Jake Jenkins, Maggie’s garage tenant and newest employee, emerged from behind them.

      “What are you up to this evening?” she asked the younger man. In her mind, he was still the frightened, homeless boy who came to town from his home up the mountain with his relatives. But he had grown up a bit in the recent months, working both for her at the donut shop and Flo at the food truck.

      “I’m doing some maintenance work on Flo’s house,” he said. “She needs a bird’s nest cleaned out of the chimney flue.”

      “Have fun with that,” Maggie said. “I’m off to Ruby’s with these plates for the wedding. Orson might be hanging around a bit if you get lonely when you come back from Flo’s.”

      Jake nodded and headed off. She made an excuse for Orson to hang around her house for a little while. She told him she wasn’t sure how to change the filters on her own air conditioning unit. She also mentioned a noise in the dryer, a loss of water pressure only in the shower, and anything else she could come up with to keep him there while his house struggled to remain at a decent temperature.

      Anything for Orson, the curmudgeon that he was deserved everything good in this world.
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      Maggie backed her car into Ruby’s driveway. She popped her trunk and waved to her friend when she emerged from the farmhouse. A load of hay was visible inside of the large barn that wasn’t too far away from where she stood.

      “Looking good over there,” Maggie said to her best friend. Somehow, it looked as though the wood on the outside of the barn gleamed in sunlight.

      “I just had it power washed if you can believe that,” Ruby said. “Turns out you can power wash the outside of a barn without ruining the wood. At least, that’s what the guy I hired said when he was finished.”

      “Whatever he did, it looks great.” Maggie picked up a box with ease and headed inside the back of the farmhouse.

      “How did the fitting go for Orson?”

      Maggie laughed. “About like you would expect,” she said. “Mrs. Pennyworth brought out the big guns.

      She mentioned Miss Gretchen LeClair and how fetching she will look for the wedding.”

      “Aha,” Ruby said. “And I bet Orson clammed right up after that.”

      “He uttered nary a word of complaint after that,” Maggie said with a grin. “He didn’t even make note of the smaller sizes of the boxes I got for packing these dishes.”

      “That’s a miracle in itself,” Ruby said as she picked up a box of her own. They placed them on the freezer in the mudroom at the back of the farmhouse. “I’m a little sad that Myra wouldn’t let us make her wedding cake, though.”

      “You mean that she wouldn’t let you make the wedding cake,” Maggie said. “I think she expects a stack of donuts or scones from me. I’m not a cake maker.”

      “Yeah, I guess it’s just as well.” Ruby shrugged. “I’m sure I have more than enough to do to keep me busy.”

      Maggie’s eyes widened as she nodded her head. “Gee, you think? You’re taking on a momentous task and you’re doing it all alone, basically.”

      “Oh, I have help coming,” Ruby said. “My editor friend is sending down her niece and a friend to help me out.”

      “That sounds like it will be wonderful. Are these girls experienced?”

      “Actually, I think it’s the niece and a guy, but yeah. They’re both culinary students and this counts as some sort of informal internship I guess,” Ruby said.

      Maggie helped her pull the plates out of the box and arrange them in stacks for the dishwasher. The plan was to wash them and then place them in a spare cabinet. Once the boxes were empty, Ruby invited Maggie to walk out into the pasture to look at the progression of the decorations.

      The warm air hit them hard when they walked back outside. Maggie pulled her sleeves up as they walked. “I can’t believe how warm it is already. I hope we have a cooler day for the wedding.”

      “I’m just hopeful for no rain,” Ruby said.

      “Hush. Bite your tongue.” Maggie chuckled. “Really, though, even if it does rain, you’ve created something amazing in the barn that will be perfect no matter the weather.”

      Maggie gasped. They walked through the large doors that led into the barn. The air was even warmer inside. Even with the doors on the far end open to accommodate the stacks of hay, the inside of the barn didn’t have much of a cross breeze.

      Ruby flipped a switch at one end. The middle of the floor was immediately illuminated by strings of soft light that lined the walls. The lights encircled a hand-built trellis at the front where the nuptials would take place. Maggie noted the lace-on-burlap decorations, Mason jars fitted with lights, and reclaimed wood tables.

      “Who did all of this?” Maggie asked, pointing at the newly made tables.

      “Brooks did this,” Ruby said. “Along with the help of his best man, of course.”

      “Really? Brett helped him? He didn’t tell me.”

      “Really. Apparently, the police chief is quite handy.” Ruby grinned.

      “I’ll have to keep that in mind the next time I need something done around my house.” Maggie laughed.

      “I think you’d be wise to reconsider. Orson would have your head.”

      “Fair point. I don’t want to do anything that might upset him.” Maggie paused and looked down at her feet for a moment before letting out a sigh. “I think he might be considering moving away.”

      “Wait, what? You’re talking about Orson? I know he’s against moving into the bed and breakfast with Gretchen but what do you mean moving away? He’s not seriously that upset about Myra moving out, is he?”

      “I’m not sure. I thought he had come around and was happy for her but he’s a hard man to read. All I know is that I don’t want to give him any reason on my end to think moving out of Dogwood Mountain is a good idea.” Maggie finally looked up with another tear in her eye.

      A noise outside saved them from having to overthink about Orson. They could hear the sound of tires crunching over gravel, and quite fast. Ruby glanced at Maggie and headed for the open door to see who had arrived in such a hurry.

      “That’s Myra,” she announced. “I wonder if something is wrong.”

      Maggie said nothing but followed her outside toward the house. Myra was parked directly behind her car. She was on the phone with someone. They could hear raised voices through the car’s speakers. What was being said, they could not understand. But Maggie was sure the other speaker was a woman. She sighed a little in relief that the engaged couple was not fighting, at least not that they knew about.

      As they walked a little closer, they could hear the engine running and the voices rising. Myra beat the steering wheel as she spoke. The voice on the other end was openly hostile. Myra asked something about a deposit. She tried not to listen, but it was difficult to ignore the words coming from the speakers.

      All at once, the engine roared and the car lurched forward. Maggie watched helplessly as Myra’s car crashed into her bumper. She stopped walking and blinked in disbelief. Ruby stopped too and grabbed her arm. “Oh, no,” she said. “Oh, Maggie. I’m so sorry. I’m sure she didn’t mean to do that.” Since Myra had come into their lives, Ruby had been very protective of the younger woman.

      “I can’t believe that just happened,” Maggie said, still in disbelief.

      “Listen,” Ruby said. She turned to face her. “I’ll take care of the repairs. Whatever it takes. I know Myra is going to feel awful. They have scraped and saved up for their honeymoon and I don’t want them to have to give that up.”

      Maggie frowned at her friend. “I don’t want her to, either. You’re not the only one who loves those kids. Besides,” she said, feeling a little better. “We’re both insured. That’s what insurance is for, after all.”

      The voice on the other end of Myra’s phone was screaming into the speakers. Myra ended the phone call, pulled her car back from where it was pressed against the back of Maggie’s, and shut the engine off. She got out of the car with her hand over her mouth.

      “Oh, I am so, so sorry,” she said. With her car pulled back, Maggie got a better look at the damage. The car had hit more than just her bumper. The entire back end of the car had caved in. “I have money. We have money. I promise we will get your car back to new. Oh, my gosh. I can’t believe I just did that.”

      Myra stopped a few feet from them and crumbled forward in a fit of tears. She sobbed and sobbed. Maggie felt her heart breaking for the girl. Ruby cast her a knowing look.

      “Hey, hey,” Ruby said when she reached Myra. She wrapped her arms around the younger woman and let her sob on her shoulder for a long moment.

      “Okay, okay,” Maggie said, breaking in between them. “Enough of this.” Myra pulled back, closed her eyes, and inhaled deeply, and then opened her eyes to face Maggie.

      “Let’s take a better look at the damage,” Maggie said. She gripped the girl by her shoulders and turned her around to face the cars. “Do you see that? This is why we both pay insurance premiums. Okay? It’s going to be alright, Myra.”

      “She’s right, hon,” Ruby said. “Get your insurance information and give it to Maggie. She’ll call her agent and things will get worked out.”

      “That’s exactly right,” Maggie said. She waited while Myra retrieved her insurance card from her glove box. “Now, why don’t we take a moment and head inside so you can tell us what all that yelling was about,” Maggie suggested. “We can call our insurance companies after that. We want to make sure you are okay first.”

      With that, fresh tears started to flow.
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      An hour later, Maggie’s car was towed out of the driveway at her agent’s insistence. “I don’t think it was necessary,” she’d complained to Ruby and Myra.

      “I feel so bad,” Myra said again. “Now you’re without a vehicle and, of course, mine doesn’t even look that bad.”

      “No, she isn’t,” Ruby said with a grin. “Now, she gets to drive Beulah for however long it takes for her to get her car back.”

      “Oh, no,” Maggie said in mock surprise. “Not Beastly Beulah!” Beulah was the name given to the 1980s-era flatbed farm truck Ruby had recently added to the farm. The truck was difficult to start and in need of a better muffler.

      “Now I’m even more sorry,” Myra’s voice cracked.

      “Young lady,” Maggie said in her best mom voice. “If you don’t stop apologizing, I’m going to make you clean out every deep fryer in the donut shop and the food truck with a toothbrush.”

      Myra’s eyes widened for a moment. “Okay, message received,” she said. “This week has been so stressful. I thought a simple wedding meant less anxiety.”

      “Are you ready to tell us what happened with the lady on the phone?” Ruby asked. When the women had first arrived in the house, Myra had done her very best to avoid the topic. She insisted they call their insurance companies before anything else and then they’d spent almost a half-hour discussing a new recipe for a brioche donut.

      Myra nodded and sighed. “I was talking to the baker from Joplin,” she said. “Now, I know what you two said about making the wedding cake, but this lady was highly recommended and reasonable. That is, until this morning. She was supposed to meet up with me with cake samples, but she never showed. When I called her, she just started screaming at me that I was being a bridezilla.”

      “Did she ever tell you why she was a no-show?” Ruby asked. She adored Myra, but sometimes the younger woman could forget that other people had last-minute emergencies, too.

      Myra shook her head. “She basically blamed me for setting the appointment in the first place. Like, somehow I was inconveniencing her by giving her my business. I know this is sort of last minute, but she didn’t need to agree to meet with me at all if it was a problem.”

      “That sounds very unprofessional,” Ruby said.

      “You can say that again,” Maggie agreed. “What are you going to do now?”

      Myra shrugged. “I’m not sure yet. I got a call from Daisy McNorris, the baker’s assistant, just as I ended the call with my insurance agent. She said she would meet me at the donut shop tomorrow around eleven with samples.” She eyed Maggie. “I know you probably don’t want it to happen there, but I had to take what I could get. I hope it’s okay.”

      “It’s perfectly fine,” Maggie said with an encouraging smile. “Everything is going to be okay.”

      “I’m not so sure,” Myra said, still frowning. “Daisy is apparently Wanda’s ex-assistant. She just quit working for her and is starting out on her own.”

      “And you said yes to meeting her?” Maggie asked.

      “Well, technically, Daisy didn’t tell me she quit, it was Wanda,” Myra tried to rationalize.

      Ruby shook her head. “You ought to be careful. It sounds to me like this Daisy woman isn’t being truthful. I’d hate to think that she was offering to bring you samples under the guise that she’s still working for Wanda.”

      “Well, like I said, I have to take what I can get. If Wanda doesn’t want my business, I’ll just have to hope that Daisy is as good of a baker as her ex-boss.” Myra shrugged half-heartedly. “But there’s just one other problem. Daisy said she’s going to need a deposit and Wanda very openly refused to give me mine back. And if you ask me, that’s just as bad as whatever Daisy is trying to do. All I want is a wedding cake and I don’t care what personal mess they have going on. That’s none of my business.”

      “She is refusing to give you back your deposit even though she’s the one who flaked on your meeting?”

      Ruby asked. “And you’re sure she wasn’t planning on rescheduling?”

      “I’m sure. It was pretty obvious by all the yelling that she no longer wants to work with me,” Myra said sarcastically.

      “Right.” Ruby nodded. “Sorry.”

      “She said she was firing me as her client and that the wording of our contract says that she can end the contract at any moment and for any reason and still keep my deposit!” Fresh tears rolled down her cheeks.

      “If that’s the case, there isn’t much you can do,” Ruby said. “But don’t worry about the deposit.”

      “She’s right,” Maggie said. “If you don’t mind me asking, how much did you pay Wanda, and what is Daisy asking for?

      “Half up front, plus another hundred dollars because it’s so last minute, and another hundred because she is taking over for Wanda Reiss,” Myra said.

      “That’s practically highway robbery,” Maggie said.

      “And awfully suspicious,” Ruby muttered.

      “It is, but it’s what I need to do right now,” Myra said.

      Maggie stood up and excused herself to the bathroom. Once she was there, she texted Orson with instructions to pull several hundred dollars in cash from the safe she kept in her office at the donut shop. The shop was closed for the day, but she knew Orson wouldn’t mind stopping in to help.

      “The deposit is ready and waiting for you when you come into work first thing in the morning,” she announced when she returned to the living room.

      Myra opened her mouth to protest but was immediately cut off by Ruby.

      “Remember her threat about the toothbrush and the deep fryers,” she said. “I’d take her at her word.”

      Myra said nothing else. She got up from her seat and enveloped Maggie in a crushing hug.

      Ruby treated the pair to an impromptu meal of garlic butter pork chops and cheddar bacon twice baked potatoes. They talked and enjoyed each other’s company but avoided any topics related to the wedding or Orson mentioning moving away. The last thing Myra needed was the weight of that on her shoulders.

      As she was getting ready to leave, Maggie tapped Myra on her shoulder. “You are not allowed to get so stressed out and worried, okay?”

      “I’ll do my best,” Myra said with doubt in her eyes.

      “Listen,” Maggie said. “If you start to get freaked out over something, I want you to come and find me. You and I will stop whatever we’re doing and sit down and work it out. Got it?”

      Myra nodded. “I’m really happy, despite all of this stuff going on around me,” she said. “I never thought I would meet someone as wonderful as Brooks, and so soon after what happened to me before.”

      “You deserve to be happy, and weddings should be filled with joy, not so much stress,” Maggie said. “My marriage didn’t turn out the way I thought it would, but I still have beautiful memories of my wedding.

      And then of course the memories were even sweeter after the birth of my son.”

      “How are Bradley and little Wyatt?”

      Maggie smiled at the mention of her son and grandson. “Still thriving,” she said. “I have a feeling Bradley is a lot happier these days. Wyatt has finally begun to sleep through the night again. He’s been teething. And boy, do I know all about that. Bradley has no qualms about calling his mother in the middle of the night when he has a question about the baby.”

      “Like you mind that,” Ruby teased. “You know you love it.”

      “I’ll remember that when he calls me next time. I might have to redirect his question to Aunt Ruby,” Maggie said rolling her eyes.

      “What makes you think he’s never called me with a question?”

      Maggie was taken off guard. “Bradley has called you? In the middle of the night?”

      “Well, not in the middle of the night,” Ruby said. “But he has called me before with an emergency culinary question. Especially when he made dinner for a young woman from the base.”

      “Wait, wait, what are you talking about? I didn’t hear about this,” Maggie said. Myra was seated on the couch covering her mouth with a throw pillow to hide her fit of giggles at their antics.

      “That’s because he didn’t want you to hear about it,” Ruby said. “That’s why I’m Aunt Ruby. I can keep secrets.”

      “But can you?” Maggie said. “What happened with this girl? Are they dating?”

      Ruby shook her head.” Nothing happened. She canceled on him with a text message in the middle of his trip to the commissary,” she said. “I know that because he was calling to ask me about curry paste versus curry powder. Believe me, if more had happened with her, you would have known.”

      “That’s good to know, at least,” Maggie said. She elbowed Ruby lightly in the ribs. “Traitor.”

      “I’m not a traitor,” Ruby said. “Just a good aunt.”

      “He’s lucky to have you both. We all are.” Myra stood and stretched her arms over her head. “I’m going to head home,” she announced. “If the air isn’t working too well, I would like to be the one to figure it out instead of Orson. I’m sure he’s still out running errands or at Gretchen’s. Anything not to be in that house alone.”

      “I wish he would let us help him,” Maggie said.

      “He deserves his dignity,” Ruby said. “Although I definitely agree with you.” She left the room for a moment and returned with the keys to Beulah. “Speaking of dignity, be sure to keep one foot on the gas when you go around corners. The clutch is a little iffy.”

      “Thanks, I think,” Maggie said. She walked out of the door ahead of Myra.

      “Hang on,” Myra said when she stepped outside. “I just got a text message from Wanda Reiss.”

      “Oh, boy,” Ruby groaned. “What could she possibly want?”

      “She said she wants to meet with me at six tomorrow morning,” Myra said. “I don’t know what I should do.”

      “Where does she want to meet you?” Maggie asked.

      “She said she’ll come to the donut shop,” Myra said.

      “Did she say that she’ll meet you with samples or anything?” Maggie asked.

      Myra shook her head. “No, but she did mention talking about my deposit.”

      “Then it sounds like good news.” Maggie smiled. “Maybe everything will work out after all.”

      “I’m not so sure,” Ruby said. “Call me Negative Nancy, but it sounds to me like these two are playing some sort of game with you.”

      “I said it once, and I’ll say it twelve more times if I have to. I don’t care one bit about whatever drama they have going on. If Wanda says she’ll make my cake, I’ll have plenty of time to cancel my appointment with Daisy. And if I don’t like what Wanda has to say, then I’ll have Daisy in my back pocket, just in case.” Myra forced a smile. “I think this will work out one way or another. It has to.”
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      Maggie shivered while she tried to shove her key into the back door lock. The old pickup truck never warmed up between her house and the donut shop. Despite the closeness of the house to the donut shop, Maggie froze in her seat. She couldn’t believe how quickly the temperature had changed from the day before.

      “At least Myra and Orson weren’t too uncomfortable last night,” she said to Ruby a few minutes later.

      Ruby yawned when she nodded in agreement. She relayed the story of her own morning and a cow that decided to give birth at three in the morning.

      “Sometimes I wonder how you handle work here and at the farm at the same time,” Maggie said.

      “I live for the new flavors we add to the menu,” Ruby said with an eye-roll. “By the way, you mentioned wanting to try a new latte flavor this morning. I could really use the caffeine right about now.”

      “Right.” Maggie smiled. “You get settled in and I’ll go whip one up for you.”

      “Sounds good,” Ruby agreed. “Make it extra hot and with a double shot of espresso if you don’t mind. I can’t get over how cool it is outside.”

      Maggie kept her comments about Old Beulah to herself. She was too grateful for the use of it to complain about the heater. Instead, she headed for the front and turned on the espresso machine. She waited while the machine warmed up. When it was ready, she mixed caramel and mocha syrups with a touch of marshmallow into the bottom of two cups. She poured a double shot into Ruby’s and decided on a single for herself. After filling the cups with perfectly frothed milk, she went all out and added whipped cream and a drizzle of mocha sauce to the tops of each latte.

      “Tell me what you think,” she said when she handed the extra-hot, extra-caffeinated beverage over to Ruby. After a moment, her eyes widened. “Oh, my gosh,” she said. “Does this have marshmallow in it?”

      “And caramel and mocha, too,” Maggie said. “I thought this would pair nicely with my other surprise this morning. I’ve added marshmallow syrup to the mocha frosting for the chocolate-filled donuts.”

      “Will you drizzle caramel over the top?”

      “As if there was another option.” Maggie winked.

      “Sounds absolutely perfect.”

      “Good morning,” Myra called out from the back door a moment later. “Oh, it’s nice and warm in here.”

      “Funny to hear you say that after all the trouble with the air conditioning at your house,” Maggie said.

      Myra nodded. “It was great to sleep well last night. I think we both needed it more than we knew. Orson said he’ll be in around eight. I guess he had something to take care of this morning.”

      “Good,” Maggie said, trying not to let her mind wander to what Orson could be doing. “You’re supposed to meet with Wanda here at six, right?”

      “No, now she wants to meet me at a gas station in Hunter Springs,” Myra said. “If that isn’t okay, I’ll just tell her I can’t. I know I have a job to do here and with Orson coming in later today, I totally understand if you don’t want me to.”

      “Why does she want to meet you so far away?” Ruby asked, ignoring the rest.

      Myra shrugged. “Something about how far she has to come from Joplin. I almost don’t think it’s worth it to meet with her, but if she gives me at least part of my deposit back, it might be worth it. I’ve already come to terms with the fact that she’s likely not going to do the cake since she wants to meet at a gas station, but if I can get a little money back and keep my meeting with Daisy, then I’ll be okay.”

      Ruby rubbed her temples and took a deep breath in. “You should probably just forget about it and leave a bad review for her business if you feel like you have to do something.”

      “And I think you ought to get yourself some coffee and a quick breakfast if you’re going to drive all that way,” Maggie said. “I agree it’s probably better to just forget about Wanda, but I understand wanting to recoup some of your hard-earned money.”

      “What about work?” Myra asked, shooting a look of thanks at Maggie. “I probably won’t be back until after seven.”

      “Jake is on his way in,” Maggie announced.

      “You’re sure?” Myra asked again.

      “Go.” Maggie pointed to the door. “Take a couple of donuts with you and grab a coffee on the way out.”

      “I really hope things go well for her,” Ruby said. “I’m worried she is going to get there and deal with more nonsense from this woman.”

      “I think you’re forgetting how badly Myra wants to be independent. She appreciates our help, and we know that, but it's important to her that she doesn’t need to rely on us for everything. She wants to prove she can handle things on her own and that might mean she needs to deal with an annoying business owner who isn’t all that great at business.”

      “Yeah,” Ruby conceded.

      Maggie set the last of the new ‘caramocello’ donuts on the top row of the display case. She was always a bit worried about putting out something new, however, the placement on the top row was almost better advertisement than taking out an ad in the paper.

      “Those look amazing,” Jake said as he tied an apron around his waist. He seldom commented about the pastries at the donut shop, despite how many he managed to eat. Maggie smiled and removed two from the case and placed them on a sheet of waxed paper for him.

      “Tell me what you think,” she said quietly. “But if you don’t like them, tell me back in the kitchen.”

      “Got it,” Jake whispered back. Maggie smiled at the rare hint at Jake’s personality.

      The first rush of customers filled the dining room. Maggie busied herself with their orders while Ruby handled the kitchen. Jake ran in between and helped as much as he could. When the line thinned about an hour later, Maggie rushed back into the kitchen for a sip of coffee and a chance to get off of her feet.

      “Remind me to tell Myra how valuable she is,” she said to Ruby. “It’s so different not having her here to help.”

      “Trust me, I have the same message for her myself,” Ruby said. “How is it that she can manage the customers out front and help us back here? Good grief, I hope she doesn’t have any plans to work anywhere else.”

      “Have you heard something?” Maggie chewed on the thought for a moment. “You would tell me if she had said anything, wouldn’t you?”

      Ruby nodded. “Of course, I would, but you know that already. And while she hasn’t said anything, I kind of feel like there is something she might be hiding.”

      “What makes you think that?” Maggie asked. She was a little surprised to see the animation in Ruby’s typically stoic face.

      “Because I asked her all about their plans for the future and what she’s going to do when they get back from their honeymoon, and she just tells me that they are working on it,” Ruby said.

      “Working on what?” Maggie asked.

      “That’s the whole thing,” Ruby whispered. “I don’t know what she means. I asked her to elaborate but she’s being a little bit evasive. You know Myra. She’s normally an open book with me.”

      “She is,” Maggie agreed. “By the way, have you heard anything from her since she left? Do you know if Wanda was a no-show again?”

      “I haven’t heard anything, no,” Ruby said, a worried look creeping onto her face.

      “Maggie? Someone out here is asking for Myra,” Jake said a second later. He held the swinging door between the dining room and kitchen open for her. Maggie glanced at Ruby on her way out. She hoped that the visit from whoever was asking for Myra did not mean more complications in the wedding plans.

      “Can I help you?” she asked the woman waiting on the other side of the counter.

      “Are you Myra? You seem a little old to be the bride-to-be,” the woman said with a scrunched nose. She glared at Maggie over the top of her wire-rimmed glasses.

      Through tight lips, Maggie replied as kindly as she was able, “I’m not Myra, but I am the owner of this establishment and a close friend. Myra isn’t here right at the moment. How can I help you?”

      “I was supposed to meet her here this morning to discuss her wedding cake,” she said. She raised the plastic case in her hand up to the counter. “I have samples for her to try. Are you seriously telling me that she isn’t here?”

      Maggie stared at the woman for a moment. “Are you Daisy or Wanda?”

      “Daisy,” she said, clearly offended. “I am no longer associated with Wanda Reiss or her bakery.”

      “Okay, well, Myra was under the impression that you were supposed to meet with her at eleven o’clock,” Maggie said. “She went to meet with Wanda to discuss her deposit.”

      “Oh, dear,” Daisy said. “Maybe I got my times wrong. Is it possible for me to sit and wait for her?” Her initial crusty demeanor had softened.

      “Of course,” Maggie agreed. “Can I get you a cup of coffee, on the house?”

      “Oh, that would be lovely,” Daisy said. She accepted the cup and settled into a booth on the far end of the counter.

      Maggie returned to the kitchen and took a seat back on her stool.

      “What’s that face about?” Ruby asked. “You look absolutely bewildered.”

      “Do you think all bakers have trouble telling time?”

      “What are we late for?” Ruby asked.

      “Not us,” Maggie said. “That lady Myra was supposed to meet at eleven to sample wedding cake flavors is sitting right out there in a booth with a free cup of coffee waiting for Myra to return from her meeting with the first wedding cake baker who has given more run around than anyone I have ever heard of!”

      “Good grief,” Ruby said. She plucked her phone off of the shelf above the prep table. “I’m going to call Myra and let her know.”

      Before she could dial her number, Myra pushed the back door open with gusto. “Some people,” she said. Her face was flushed red.

      “What happened to you?” Maggie gasped.

      Myra sat her bag down hard on the floor. She unwound the scarf from her neck and shucked off her coat. “I drove all the way down the highway to Hunter Springs and that woman was a no-show, again!”

      “Are you serious? She stood you up again?”

      “Without a phone call. She won’t return my text messages! I am so mad I could spit!” Myra slumped down onto a stool outside the storeroom.

      “Not to stir up more frustration, but that other baker is out there waiting for you right now,” Maggie said.

      “What?” Myra flopped her arms over her head, resembling a frustrated three-year-old. Maggie had to turn her head to hold in her laughter. “Are you just kidding around with me?”

      Maggie shook her head slowly. “No, Myra. She showed up just a few minutes ago asking for you,” she said.

      “Oh, I can’t even handle this right now. I’m this close to just serving donuts at this wedding,” she said, pinching her fingers together. “I’ll be back as soon as I’m done talking with her and I’ll stay late to help clean up, too. I’m so sorry for causing such chaos.”
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      Maggie and Ruby took turns peeking through the swinging door at Myra and Daisy. Maggie reported the sampling of the cakes. Ruby looked next and reported an apparent agreement on a flavor, although she wasn’t sure which one Myra had picked.

      Almost an hour later, Myra returned to the kitchen smiling from ear to ear. “I have a cake!” she sang and danced around in a circle.

      “What flavor did you go with?” Maggie asked.

      “Chocolate raspberry cream.” Myra beamed. “That’s for the tiered wedding cake. Just a small, basic cake. She’s also making two half-sheet cakes. One will be the same flavor, and the other one will be vintage vanilla.”

      “What is vintage vanilla?” Maggie asked.

      “It’s just vanilla,” Ruby said. “Vintage means it’s the old flavor everyone already knows and loves and will be just fine with in case they have an issue with the other flavor.”

      “That’s just about what Daisy said.” Myra nodded.

      “Did she offer any sort of reason why she was so early this morning?” Maggie asked, unable to contain her curiosity.

      Myra nodded. “She blames Wanda’s business partner, John Michael. He’s making things tough on her because she decided to up and quit and now she is competition for the two of them.”

      “You know what?” Ruby cut in. “Now that you’ve got the cake ordered, you can just let the rest of this go.”

      “You’re right.” Myra grinned. “I suppose the best thing I can do is forget the name Wanda Reiss and anything else to do with her.”

      “That’s right. Now you can be free to dream about your honeymoon,” Maggie said.

      “Ahhh, yes. Catalina Island,” Myra said slowly. “Off the coast of California, and I can’t wait to be there.”

      “Sounds fantastic,” Jake said as he popped back out of the kitchen as quickly as he’d come in.

      “I still can’t believe Brooks picked it. I was good with Branson.” Myra placed the tray of cups Jake had handed her into the sink.

      “Branson? You have got to be kidding me!” Ruby tossed a towel at her. “You are getting married, not going for a weekend with your friend!”

      Myra blushed slightly. “I’m well aware of the fact that this is a once-in-a-lifetime trip,” she said. She tossed the towel back at Ruby with a grin.

      “What are your plans after the honeymoon?” Maggie asked. She looked over at Ruby, who shook her head slightly when she spoke. “I mean, I assume you plan to continue your job here and Brooks is going to stay on at the Dogwood Mountain Police Department for the time being.”

      “I don’t think Brooks ever intends to leave the police department or this town,” Myra said. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to go up front and earn the money you so generously pay me.”

      Myra grabbed a clean apron from the hook on the wall. She tied it around her waist as she walked back out front. The moment the swinging door had slowed down, Maggie sidled up closer to Ruby. “Did you notice how she said Brooks doesn’t intend on leaving town but didn’t include herself in that statement?”

      “Yes, and I can’t help but feel like we’re the parents of a teenager with deep, dark secrets.” She frowned and leaned in to Maggie.

      “I feel more like we’re the parents of that brown-nosing kid from Leave it to Beaver.”

      “Eddie Haskell? The one who was always saying ‘Hello, Mr. and Mrs. Cleaver’ but you knew he would be the first one to bring a fifth of vodka into Wally’s bedroom on a sleepover?” Ruby laughed.

      “That would be the one,” Maggie said. “Only, I don’t know if what we’re dealing with is better or worse than a fifth of vodka.” She shrugged and returned to her cinnamon roll dough. While the dough rested and raised for the first time, Ruby was busy at the prep table with her latest creation, a spicy green salad with chopped seasoned beef, black beans, roasted corn, and salsa.  She refused to call it a “taco salad,” but Maggie thought it looked exactly like one.

      She announced it was time for a short break and headed to the front for a latte. Orson greeted her when she came through the doors. “What are you doing up here?” he asked.

      “Why are you so grumpy?” Maggie shot back. “Actually, when did you even get here?”

      “Well, I,” Orson stuttered, He was rarely called out on his grumpiness. “I don't know why I’m so grumpy. I think I’m just feeling a little lonely these days is all. And I got here a little after eight. I decided to come in through the front to avoid what’s happening right now, honestly.”

      “Why? Do you know something and are you avoiding talking to me about it?” Maggie asked, staring at him.

      “What is this, an interrogation?” Orson crossed his arms. “I was late for work and I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.”

      “No, I’m sorry. I’m just feeling a bit paranoid is all. After you told me you might be moving away, I started to worry, and now I can’t help but think there is something odd going on with Myra and what her plans are for after the wedding. I thought you might know something.”

      Orson shook his head. “I have invited them to return and live in my house as long as they want to,” he said. “A month ago, they were talking all the time about saving money for a house. And now they say nothing about it. I wonder if the real world zapped their dreams right out of their heads.”

      “Oh, I hope not,” Maggie said. “I mean, we all know the cost of buying a new house is on the rise again.”

      “What can I get for you? Would you like a coffee?” he asked in a sudden fit of kindness. Either that or it was a clever way to change the subject, which only served to make Maggie even more concerned.

      “I came up here for a latte,” she said. “But I can get it myself.”

      “Nonsense,” he said and chased her from behind the counter. He quickly whipped her up a caramocello latte from the recipe card she’d left by the espresso machine and set it in front of her at her usual booth a few minutes later. “Mind if I join you?”

      “Of course not,” Maggie said as she looked around the room to make sure all the customers were taken care of. She sipped the latte and closed her eyes. “How is it that you manage to make these lattes ten times better than I can?”

      “It’s all in the wrist,” Orson said. He flipped his hand upward and posed like an artist with a paintbrush in his fingers. Maggie laughed and drank more of the latte.

      “I have a secret project I’m working on right now,” she said.

      “Is that right?” Orson asked. “What mess are you about to drag me into now?”

      “Very funny.” Maggie rolled her eyes. “I was thinking of making one of those donut trees like we did for Christmas, but instead I’d like to do a wedding theme for the morning of the wedding.”

      “I think that’s a nice idea, but what exactly does a wedding theme look like?” Orson asked.

      “To be honest with you, I have no idea, but I’ve got four separate dishes of buttercream frosting in the cooler right now to experiment with,” Maggie said. “I want to do something with the wedding colors, I think. Maybe something with hearts?”

      “Hearts, huh? Are you thinking a donut tree, or something with a cinnamon roll dough?”

      He drummed his fingers on the table. “What if we can fashion some sort of cherry cordial mold? I know for a fact that both Brooks and Myra love them. Maybe we could shape them into hearts and attach them to the tree for decoration?”

      Maggie stared at him with her mouth open. “Orson, that’s brilliant. And if we do that, we could do a whole chocolate-cherry theme. So, a donut tree with cherry filling and chocolate icing, and then the heart cherry cordials.”

      Orson grinned once more. “I can’t take the credit. I got the idea from an old winter issue of some foody magazine at Gretchen’s. They were giving instructions on making hot chocolate ball molds and I thought it might work for this.”

      Maggie leaned up and kissed him on the forehead. “That’s a million times better than what I had in mind. Partly because I barely had any ideas yet, but still. This is gold!”

      Orson blushed slightly and stood. “You finish that latte and I’ll get back to work. Later, we can talk more and come up with some final designs and plans.”

      “I can't wait to see what we come up with!”

      Orson grinned and headed back to the kitchen. Maggie sat and enjoyed the second half of her latte. She was still grinning when Brett walked into the donut shop. He spotted her right away and headed over to her booth.

      “Hey, there,” she said to him when he slid into the seat across from her.

      “Hey, yourself.” He smiled and held her eyes for a moment. A shadow crossed his face and he looked away.

      “Was there something you needed, Brett?” Maggie asked, a little more impatient than she had meant to be. She knew by the look he was giving her that something was wrong.

      “I actually came here to ask you a question,” he said. “But I got a phone call on the way over here that changes everything. I just don’t want you to hate me for it.”

      “You aren’t making any sense. What are you talking about?”

      “Trust me,” he said. “You’re going to think I’m completely crazy in a moment.” He gazed at her again. Maggie was struck by the raw sadness in his eyes.

      “Why don’t you just spit it out, then?” Maggie challenged him.

      “You want the honest truth? I was on my way over here hoping to find business a little dull, kind of like it is now,” he said. “I was hoping we could spend some time together since it feels like we’ve been so busy with wedding stuff and work that we haven’t gotten much of a chance to enjoy each other’s company lately.”

      “Okay,” Maggie said, looking around. “I’m sure I can carve out some time if you let me go in the back to ask Ruby to cover for me.”

      Brett smiled briefly before his face fell again. “But the Morton County sheriff called me on my way over here and informed me that she had a dead body on her hands. An older woman was found dead in her car just inside the Morton County line. On the north side of the county.”

      “What does that have to do with Dogwood Mountain? That’s less than thirty miles to Joplin,” Maggie said. She felt the same sadness threaten her, although she had no idea why just yet.

      “The sheriff received an anonymous tip about the woman,” he said. “Her name was Wanda Reiss.”

      “Oh no, no, no.” Maggie shook her head before he could get the rest of it out.

      “The tipster told her that Wanda Reiss was on her way to meet a young woman here in town, a new bride by the name of Myra, although there was no last name given.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Maggie said. She felt the tears forming in her eyes as she spoke.

      “I wish I was.” He reached for her hands and clutched them in his own. “Brooks already knows. He’s probably talking to Myra right now. You may want to keep an eye on her once she finds out. Brooks was very professional about it and took the rest of the day off. But Maggie, the sheriff is on her way here to bring Myra in for questioning.”

      “This isn’t right.” She looked up at him. “There are details you don’t know. This woman canceled on Myra, and then sent her on a wild goose chase this morning but never showed up.”

      “I know,” he said and squeezed her hands harder. “I already know all of it. Brooks filled me in on everything. But this is outside my jurisdiction, and in another county altogether. You know as well as I do that me knowing Myra has nothing to hide isn’t going to matter one bit.”
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      “I just finished telling her that everything was going to be alright now that she had the cake figured out,” Maggie said after the Morton County Sheriff had come and gone with Myra in the backseat of a police car.

      “They said they were questioning her, but I have a feeling someone has already decided it is more than that,” Ruby said.

      “This stinks,” Orson declared. “The entire thing stinks like a hog farm in July and we all know it! First, this woman flakes out on her, keeps her deposit, and then decides to meet up with her anyway. She’s a no-show, and then she winds up dead?”

      “I think she was a no-show because she was already dead,” Maggie pointed out.

      “How did she text message Myra about the change in location then?” Orson demanded.

      “Those are all good questions,” Brett said. He leaned against the wall next to the cooler. “Someone really ought to look into that.”

      “I’m worried this whole thing looks like a motive for murder,” Ruby chimed in. “I don’t like this one bit.”

      Brett nodded his head. “That part deserves some looking into as well,” he said.

      “Does anyone else find it odd that her former assistant was ready and willing to jump in and take over the business so fast?” Maggie said. “Not to mention her own struggles with getting the time right this morning.”

      “All of this is so weird,” Ruby said. “I mean, I am very sorry that a woman died. But I feel like Myra has just been swept right up into this whole thing.”

      “I think it would be really good for someone to look into all of these loose pieces,” Brett said again. He cleared his throat.

      “What are you saying over there?” Orson asked him.

      “He said that someone really ought to look into all of this,” Jake spoke up. “I think he said it three times.”

      “Well, then, why don’t you look into all of it, Mr. Police Chief?” Orson asked.

      “Because he can’t,” Ruby said slowly. “You can’t launch your own investigation, can you?”

      Brett shook his head. “Her fiancé is one of my best officers. This has zero to do with anything in my jurisdiction, aside from Myra’s residence,” he said. “If I go snooping around in this, it won’t look very good. It might even look like I’m meddling in something because I think the Morton County Sheriff is wrong.”

      “But she is,” Orson argued.

      “I agree, but that doesn’t mean I can do anything about it,” Brett said. “Not legally.”

      “Doesn’t mean you can’t try,” Orson mumbled.

      “Actually, it does,” Brett raised his voice slightly. “My interference might actually work against Myra if it comes to that.”

      “I think what Brett is trying to say is that somebody ought to look into all of this, just not him,” Jake said.

      “I think what I just heard was Brett giving us permission to meddle,” Maggie said.

      “I never said that.” Brett winked at Maggie and then walked back through the kitchen door to the front.

      Orson muttered a few more words and then walked off. He headed for the dining room and Jake shrugged his shoulders and followed the older man. Ruby returned to the prep table while Maggie hung around the cooler and tried to block out the thoughts in her head.

      “I know this sounds redundant,” Ruby said suddenly. “But this is so unfair. This is the last thing Myra needs to deal with right before her wedding. I mean, she was super stressed out by the cake drama. What is this going to do to her?”

      Maggie turned around and exhaled. “No, we are not doing this,” she said and waved her hand in the air.

      “Doing what?” Ruby said.

      “Wallowing. And I am quite surprised that it’s you who is doing it this time. Typically, that’s my line of expertise,” Maggie said.

      “What do you want me to do, order more flowers for her wedding day that is looking like it isn’t going to happen now?”

      “This doesn’t sound like you.”

      “What should I sound like, then?” Ruby asked.

      “How about, ‘let’s get out of here as fast as we can so we can go somewhere and figure out what we can do next?’ We need to sit and strategize and figure things out!”

      Ruby began chopping up vegetables for the second day of her southwestern salads. As Maggie spoke, her chops were louder and harder. “I suppose that is what I would normally say,” Ruby said.

      “Wonderful. You and I are going to get out of here and put our heads together and see what we can figure out. I’m going to get my things together and then talk to Orson while you finish up.”

      Maggie went to her office to get her things and then went off to find Orson. She’d been trying to force herself to think about her donut trees to take her mind off other things and had come to a decision.

      “Buttercream or cream cheese?” she asked when she found him cleaning one of the tables out front.

      “I’m sorry?”

      “For the donut tree. Do you think we should fill the donuts with chocolate-cherry buttercream or frost them with a cream cheese icing?”

      Without a word, Orson disappeared into the storeroom for a minute and returned with a clean white linen tablecloth. He held up a finger and took off again. Moments later, he came back, carrying a small box. He laid out the linen on the table in front of them and began to take items from the box he’d set on the chair. He fanned out the outer edges of the linen, somehow making it look whimsical.

      “What are you doing?” Maggie asked him.

      “Just wait,” Orson said. He set a small Christmas tree in the middle of the white tablecloth. He placed a few artificial flowers around the tree and took off his watch and placed it at the edge of the table. “Give me some of your jewelry,” he said.

      Maggie handed over her bracelet and two rings, eyeing him carefully. He placed them around the tree and paused, looking around the room. He dashed over to the shelf above the counter and pulled down a snow-globe that Bradley had given his mother as a gift.

      “Orson…”

      “Shhh,” he said as he moved some items around. “What do you think?” he asked finally.

      Before Maggie could answer, Ruby came out of the kitchen and rushed over to them. “I have no idea what all this is, but it looks worthy of a spread in Better Homes and Gardens.”

      “I don’t know what this is either,” Maggie admitted.

      “It’s a mock display for your idea. Now, close your eyes and remove the Christmas tree from your mind. What do you see?” Orson asked.

      She closed her eyes and seconds later, she was grinning wildly. “Definitely cream cheese.”

      Ruby glanced back and forth between them and raised a brow. “You see cream cheese when you close your eyes?”

      “Absolutely. The buttercream filling will be too heavy. We can frost the donuts and maybe even give them a cherry cordial flavor with the chocolate icing on top.”

      “What?” Ruby shook her head.

      “Good,” Orson said. “Now you two get the heck out of here. Jake and I have everything under control.”

      “What?” Ruby asked again.

      “Perfect. I don’t know how you do it but thank you, Orson.” She gave him a big hug and turned to Ruby. “Are you ready to go?

      “Yes, are you ready?” Orson asked, tapping his foot.

      Ruby looked at the table again but glanced away quickly. “Why do you want us to leave so badly?”

      “Because you aren’t going to solve any murders chopping up vegetables or worrying about cream cheese,” Orson said. “Now, go! Go figure this out so we can get Myra back home and safe.”

      Maggie patted Orson gently on the arm. “Message received,” she said. She turned to Ruby. “My house. One hour. Bring your laptop.” She removed her apron and tossed it into the dirty clothes hamper inside the storeroom along with the white tablecloth.

      “Fine,” Ruby said. “But you have to tell me what all that was before we do anything else.”

      She agreed and headed for her car and drove straight home. Fifteen minutes later, she stood under a steady stream of hot water in her shower and sobbed for her young friend. Maggie was determined to get it all out then and there. When she emerged from the shower, she wiped the fog from the mirror and narrowed her eyes.

      “We are not going to act emotionally this time,” she told her reflection. “We’re going to take a page out of Ruby’s book and think logically and get this mess solved quickly.”

      Maggie dressed quickly in her favorite pair of jeans and a simple button-up shirt. She pulled on her boots in case they needed to go somewhere. She had just pulled her hair back into a low ponytail when she heard a knock on the back door.

      “You’re early,” she sang out and pulled the door open. She expected to see Ruby standing on the other side. Instead, she found the woman who had been at the donut shop earlier that morning, Daisy McNorris. “What are you doing here?” she asked.

      “I don’t know if you heard, but my friend and business partner was killed this morning,” Daisy wailed. She pushed her way past Maggie and went inside. “It’s the worst feeling in the world to lose your best friend. Can you get me a cup of coffee, dear?”

      Maggie closed the door again and turned back to the kitchen. “I heard about Ms. Reiss and I’m very sorry to have heard about what happened, but what I don’t understand is what you are doing here. How do you even know where I live?”

      “This is just awful,” Daisy continued to wail. “Even a drink of water will do.”

      Maggie opened her refrigerator and pulled out a bottle of water. “I don’t think you heard me, ma’am,” she said and handed the water to her. “I don’t know you. Why are you here? And as I understood it, you were Ms. Reiss’s assistant and her former assistant at that.”

      “What are you saying?” Daisy said. “Are you accusing me of making up lies?”

      “No,” Maggie said. Her patience was thinning quickly. “I’m asking you for the last time why you are in my house? I don’t know you. I never met Wanda Reiss and I have no idea why you are sitting at my kitchen table crying about this. Don’t you have a family member or a friend that you can talk to?”

      “I thought I could talk to you,” Daisy said. “I never expected for you to be so cold and unfeeling. I also wanted to let you know that you can pay me directly for the services rendered to your friend, Myra. I am taking over her accounts.”

      Maggie stared at the woman for a full half-minute before she could speak. “You are either very ill or you have lost your mind,” she said at last. “I don’t owe Ms. Reiss a single penny. I never entered into a contract with her. As far as my friend goes, Wanda canceled the contract they had for the wedding cake and kept her deposit. And as far as I can understand, Myra doesn’t owe her another dime.”

      “Wanda still has an open account with Myra,” Daisy said. Her sobs had mysteriously ceased. “You provided the cash for Myra to pay me a deposit for the wedding cake I am going to make for her. That’s why I figured you would be good for the rest of the money owed to Wanda.”

      “I am utterly confused,” Maggie said. “Why on earth do you think you are entitled to Ms. Reiss’s accounts? And on top of that, why do you think Myra owes her another dime? She never rendered any service to her!”

      “I can tell you are getting upset, Maggie,” Daisy said, perfectly sanguine. “I will be sending you an invoice soon, so you’ll probably want to keep your eyes peeled. Or you can deal with John Michael, my business partner. However, I’ll say that it would be in your best interest to deal directly with me.”

      Maggie watched in disbelief as the woman rose from her chair, swiped the water bottle off of her table, and stalked right back out the door. Ruby had just arrived when the woman backed her car out of the drive and sped off down the road.

      “What on earth was that all about?” Ruby asked when she approached the back door.

      “Come on in and have a seat,” Maggie said. “You’re going to need to sit down for this one.”

      Maggie related what happened when Daisy showed up a few moments before.

      “Wait a minute,” Ruby said. “How does any of this make sense? Are you sure you heard her correctly?”

      “Oh, I heard her alright,” Maggie said. “And I just related to you everything she said. Think about it, Ruby. How much doubt do you have about what I told you when you consider the mere fact that she showed up at my house in the first place?”

      Ruby nodded her head. “Yeah, good point,” she said. She took a seat in the same chair Daisy had occupied and opened her laptop on the table. “I’m sorry I doubted you, Maggie. I’m way more emotional about all of this than usual. I think I’m too close to the situation.”

      “You’re just really close to Myra, and I understand that,” Maggie said. “I know you don’t have any kids of your own, but I think Myra comes close to that for you. I’ve been emotional when it comes to Bradley before. You’ve been up close and personal to that.”

      “I suppose you’re right,” Ruby replied.

      “I am.” Maggie smiled. “Now, let’s get busy and figure some things out.”

      Maggie disappeared into her bedroom and returned with her own computer. She sat across from Ruby and opened the lid.

      “I can’t find a business listing of any kind for Wanda Reiss’s cake business,” Ruby announced when Maggie sat down. “I mean, there’s nothing.”

      “Did you check social media? I assume that’s how Myra found her.”

      “Nothing on Facebook, Instagram, nothing,” Ruby said. She opened her laptop bag and pulled out her cell phone. “I’m going to text Brooks and ask him if he has any idea how she found this woman.”

      “Do you think that’s a good idea? I don’t want to upset him any more than he already is,” Maggie said.

      “I have a feeling nothing is going to be more upsetting to him than his future wife being accused of murder.”
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      Maggie continued to search through every directory she could think to look into for any shred of evidence of Wanda Reiss’s cake business. She turned to newspapers around Joplin, and then southern Missouri at large but found nothing.

      When Brooks did not return her text, Ruby suggested reaching out to Brett. “It’s possible Myra has been arrested and Brooks is visiting her in the Morton County jail,” she said. “I don’t want to think that way, but I also don’t want to waste a lot of time wondering.”

      “I agree.” Maggie stood and picked up her phone from the counter next to the sink. She opened her texting app and sent Brett a short message. He replied within seconds.

      “Okay if I stop by?” he asked. “I’m two blocks away.”

      “Of course,” she answered and set the phone down on the table. “We’re about to have a visitor. Brett is down the block.”

      “Good timing,” Ruby said.

      Maggie waited until she saw Brett’s car pull into her driveway and opened the door for him.

      “Please tell me you have something cold to drink,” he said as he came in. “I swear these temperature changes are going to drive me crazy. I barely know how to dress.”

      Maggie laughed at him as he removed his jacket. “We can have a lesson in layering clothing later, if you want.”

      “I’ll get the drinks,” Ruby called from the kitchen. Maggie heard the sound of the water running into the coffee carafe.

      “Brooks is in Morton County,” Brett said right away. “I haven’t heard anything about Myra yet, though.”

      “Something weird is going on,” Maggie said. “Daisy McNorris stopped by here about an hour ago.”

      “That’s one of the cake ladies, right?” Brett asked.

      “She has called herself both Wanda Reiss’s business partner and her assistant,” Maggie said. “And she showed up here and just pushed her way inside. She started bawling about losing her best friend and then turned the waterworks off and demanded payment from me on Wanda’s behalf! Wanda never did a thing for Myra, and she kept her deposit.”

      “I thought the whole reason Myra was in contact with this Daisy woman was because of Wanda flaking out on the wedding cake in the first place,” Brett said with a blank stare on his face.

      “It is,” Maggie said. “Which is why none of what she said made any sense. It was utter nonsense and she spewed it out like she was testifying in front of a judge.”

      “What else did she say, aside from demanding money from you?” he asked.

      “Basically, she said she was going to send me an invoice for payment and that I better play ball with her or face her business partner, John Michael,” Maggie said.

      “Wait. I thought you said she was partnered with Reiss,” Brett said.

      “Now you’re starting to get it,” Maggie said. “The woman made zero sense.”

      “I would say so,” Brett said. “What did you need with Brooks?”

      “We were wondering how Myra came across Wanda in the first place,” Ruby said from the kitchen. “Our drinks are ready, by the way. I made toffee-nut iced coffee and the ice cubes are made from coffee so our drinks won’t get watered down.”

      “Thanks, Ruby,” he called. “I’m surprised you two didn’t think to find her business online yet,” Brett said, glancing at the open computers.

      “We looked, but there wasn’t a thing about her business,” Ruby said. “I don’t know how Myra found out about these people.”

      “Is it possible that they used a business name you just didn’t realize was theirs?” Brett asked as they made their way into the kitchen.

      “I suppose anything is possible, but there’s a website that lists businesses and their owners, along with contact information and annual revenue,” Ruby said. “I checked every baker within a hundred miles of here and in Joplin. I found nothing associated with Wanda or Daisy or anybody named John Michael.”

      Maggie went to the fridge for creamer. She added a splash to each of the glasses and decided at the last minute to add whipped cream to the top of the iced coffees. “Something just isn’t right here,” she said at last. “I wish I could put my finger on it.”

      “I think we’ve covered that,” Brett said. “Isn’t that what we’ve been talking about?”

      Maggie shook her head. “No, it’s something more. More than not being able to find the business name or trying to understand what Daisy was going on and on about.”

      “What do you mean?” Ruby asked. “Can you be more specific?”

      Maggie shook her head. She sat down in her chair and circled her mug with her hands. “I can’t be more specific,” she said. “It’s just a feeling I have. A terrible, awful, foreboding feeling.”

      “So, you have a bad feeling, but you don’t know why or what the feeling is about?” Brett asked as he stirred the whipped cream into his glass.

      “They’re mostly always right,” Ruby said, attempting to defend her friend.

      “I get it.” Brett nodded. “But you have to forgive me for being skeptical. As I’ve said several times before, feelings aren’t something the police can go on all the time. We need evidence to back up those feelings.”

      “Are you struggling with not having control over this situation, Brett?” Ruby asked.

      He continued to stir in the whipped cream that had long since melted, and eventually looked up. “I guess I am. It’s hard because it involves Brooks so neither one of us can participate or even ask any questions. And then, of course, because of Myra and how close she is to both of you. It’s not easy to do nothing, if that makes sense.”

      Maggie smiled at him softly. “It makes perfect sense and it’s why I can’t get this awful feeling to go away. I’m worried that these cake people have some sort of money scam going on and Myra might just get taken by them and it’s not fair.”

      Ruby cleared her throat and opened her mouth to speak but quickly shut it.

      “Are you trying to hold back from saying ‘I told you so’?” Maggie asked.

      “I wouldn’t dare.”
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      “Did you find any personal social media profiles for this woman?” Gretchen LeClair asked Maggie the following morning. With Myra still gone, Maggie decided to make the run to the Dogwood House, the local bed and breakfast, and her Aunt Marjorie’s grand former home. Gretchen was the proud owner and a good friend who was appreciative of the daily deliveries made by the donut shop for both breakfast and lunch each day.

      “Nothing,” Maggie admitted. Late into the night, she had looked along with Ruby for any evidence that Wanda Reiss had ever had a wedding cake business. “I don’t know if she is just an older woman who didn’t want a social media footprint, or what.”

      “Ouch,” Gretchen said. She helped herself to a vanilla scone and a cup of coffee. “I have profiles on everything, both personal and business-related.”

      “You know what I mean,” Maggie said, blushing slightly. She had not meant to insult anyone. “Even my generation didn’t grow up with social media as a part of our lives. Not until we were older. Some people never get involved with it and that’s perfectly fine. It’s just unfortunate because I need this woman to have a footprint, and she doesn’t.”

      Gretchen sipped more coffee and shook her head. “But can you really imagine a service-based company like a bakery for wedding cakes not having a social presence? Most of the people I run into in the culinary world are all over the social media landscape. I just don’t know how you’d even avoid it.”

      “I don’t know, but I think I need to go see Myra today,” Maggie said. “I’m not sure they’ll even let me see her, but I have to at least try.”

      “I can’t imagine how devastated she is,” Gretchen said. “Brooks, too. Have they charged her with anything?”

      “I honestly don’t know,” Maggie said. “Brett was over until late last night and he hadn’t heard, either. He said they don’t have much time left to hold her before they have to let her go or charge her with something.”

      “None of this seems fair,” Gretchen said. “I truly do hope this is all cleared up soon and we are able to witness those two getting married. I adore young Myra, and Brooks is such a good young man.”

      “Not to mention the lovely dress you get to wear.” Maggie smiled. “Mrs. Pennyworth made mention of it when she was at my house measuring a very grumpy older man earlier this week.”

      “That’s Orson,” Gretchen said. “I wish he would just be okay with moving in here. But as we all know, he’s not much for public displays of… well, anything, but I’ve never met someone who moves so slowly in all my years. I’m not talking marriage or anything, and we wouldn’t even share a room, but he’s just absolutely refusing my offer. I hate to think that he’s sitting in that house of his, warmer than who knows what, and doing nothing but waiting for Myra to move out. It’s just a shame.”

      “So, he officially told you no?”

      “Sure did. He said that he’d never burden me like that, and I should be using my extra rooms for guests.”

      “Do you think…” Maggie paused. “Do you think he wants to move away from Dogwood Mountain for good?”

      Gretchen whipped her head around to face Maggie. “Did he say something about moving to you?”

      Right away, she worried she’d said too much. The last thing she wanted to do was get in the middle of their relationship but swore to herself she’d do all she could to keep Orson in town. “Nothing specific, I guess, but I’m worried it might be an option for him and I really don’t want him to leave. If you hear anything, please encourage him to stay.”

      “You bet I will. There is no way that man is leaving. I always give him space but not with this.” Gretchen stomped her foot. “I’ve got this handled. Don’t you worry.”

      After being assured three more times that Gretchen would make sure Orson stuck around, Maggie pulled out of the driveway at the Dogwood House and headed back toward the donut shop. She thought over Gretchen’s words as she drove. What she needed to do the most, she decided, was pay a visit to the Morton County Jail. If she was lucky, she would get to see Myra and get to the bottom of some of the odd circumstances surrounding the dead woman.

      Ruby stood guard at the baker’s table when Maggie walked back through the back door. “How was Miss Gretchen?” Ruby asked.

      Orson stood facing the sink. His shoulders froze in place at the mention of Gretchen’s name. “She’s worried about Myra, of course,” Maggie said.

      “Have you heard anything from Brooks this morning?” Orson asked.

      “Not a word,” Maggie admitted. “But I’m going to reach out to Brett if I don’t hear something by the middle of the morning rush. I think one of us needs to pay Myra a visit over in Morton County as soon as we can.”

      “You know, Maggie,” Ruby said and turned toward her. She brushed the flour off of the front of her apron. “I think one of us should run to the restaurant supply store in Joplin later today.”

      “What do you want to go to the restaurant supply store for?” Maggie asked.

      “Personally? I want to go and pick up baking supplies for a tiered wedding cake,” Ruby said. “I have the ingredients at home for the chocolate raspberry cake Myra wanted and I truly do not put a whole lot of faith into this Daisy woman.”

      Maggie smiled despite her doubts about the wedding taking place. She wanted to bury her head in her arms and weep out of relief for Ruby’s stubborn belief that it was still going to happen. “I love this plan,” she said, trying to hide the emotion in her voice.

      “The other reason is that if there is a wedding cake baker around the Joplin area, the chances are Theresa at the restaurant supply store is going to know of him or her,” Ruby said. “She will have at least heard of them.”

      Orson turned around from the sink and pointed his finger directly at Ruby. “Now that is some good thinking,” he said. “And at noon, the two of you can just get on your way. Go together and stop at the jail on your way. I have Jake here with me to handle things until close.” He turned back around and resumed washing the large metal baking sheet he had been working on.

      “I guess we have our orders.” Maggie chuckled. “Are you sure you want to close up today, Orson?” He replied with a stern stare over his shoulder.

      “I guess we have our answer,” Ruby said. She turned back to her own work on the scones in front of her.

      “I think I’ll see to the donut machines,” Maggie announced. “I think we’re going to need a few extra chocolate cake donuts this morning.”

      “Good plan,” Orson muttered without looking around.

      Soon after, Maggie opened the front doors and stared out at the parking lot, still dark in the early morning hours. She smiled at the sight of The Diner, Flo Johnson’s food truck parked on the other side of the lot beneath the tall donut shop sign. Her own food truck was tucked neatly away in the alley behind the building. Myra had done so much to promote both trucks. Her work with Flo practically saved the business from the start.

      Maggie inhaled deeply and turned back to the counter. Already, headlights glowed in the parking lot as customers began to arrive. Maggie welcomed the distraction. Her thoughts of Myra threatened to leave her in tears.

      By eight, the dining room was filled to capacity. A line of customers stretched all the way to the front doors. Maggie worked as fast as she could alongside Orson, who had come up front and practically taken over the morning rush. When the line died down at last Maggie spotted Brett, dressed in full uniform, walking down the sidewalk and into the donut shop. He nodded at Orson and locked eyes with Maggie. There was not even a hint of a smile in his eyes.

      “You look like the bearer of very bad news,” Maggie said when he was close enough to the counter.

      “I wish I had better news,” he said.

      Maggie turned and retrieved two cinnamon rolls from the display case. “Here or to go?”

      “To go,” Brett said. “I have a lot to do today. I made Brooks stay home again. He is dealing with some pressure from his family over this whole thing.”

      “His family?”

      Brett nodded. “Apparently his aunt is having a conniption fit over Myra being in trouble again,” he said. “She caught wind of Myra’s earlier troubles when she first came to town and has now decided that the wedding should not proceed. Not now, not ever.”

      “I don’t see how anyone can blame her for what happened to her in the past,” Maggie said. “And this time is no different. We both know Myra didn’t kill Wanda so unless you’re telling me otherwise, that woman has no right to say anything.”

      “I agree, but you and I are not exactly unbiased when it comes to those two,” Brett said. “Which is precisely why I can’t help in this investigation in any way.”

      Maggie nodded. This was old news to her. “I’m well aware of that,” she said. “And so is Ruby.”

      “Okay, good.” Brett glanced up at Orson who had prepared a cinnamon latte for him. “Thank you.”

      “Uh-huh,” Orson muttered when he set the drink down in front of him.

      “To another point,” Brett said. “Have you come up with anything on your end?”

      “Well, I planned on leaving here after lunch to see if they let me visit Myra and then I’ll be driving with Ruby up to the restaurant supply store in Joplin for wedding cake supplies,” Maggie said. “And to ask around a bit about the people who were going to make Myra’s cake.”

      Brett nodded. “I don’t think you’ll have any luck seeing Myra, but the rest sounds like a very good idea,” he said. “And a very full afternoon.”

      “The restaurant supply store closes at five. She will be back no later than six and will be happy to accompany you to dinner tonight,” Orson said over her head.

      Maggie turned around and faced him. “Orson!”

      “That’s a fine idea.” Brett leaned forward on the counter and rested his hand close to hers. “Do you want to have dinner with me tonight?”

      “Of course, I do. But I actually plan to be back much sooner than that. I’ll give you a call or shoot you a text when we leave Joplin.”

      “I can’t wait. See you soon Detective Sharpe.” The way Brett finger quoted the word detective had Orson in stitches.
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      As promised, Orson rushed Ruby and Maggie out the door shortly after lunchtime. Jake worked feverishly to follow the older man’s directions.

      “Sometimes I think we are going to wind up obsolete in our own business,” Maggie said to Ruby as they pulled out of the alley. They were in Ruby’s pickup truck. Her own car was still in the shop and neither one wanted to make the long drive to Joplin in Beastly Beulah.

      “We might want to call ahead and make sure we can get in to see her,” Ruby said about twelve miles outside of Dogwood Mountain. “I know. I should have thought about that before.”

      “I didn’t think about it, either,” Maggie said. She googled the phone number. She called the jail and waited while the recording played. A second later, the line went dead.

      “What happened?”

      “The recording said to come to the administration building and check-in for visitors between eight in the morning and five in the afternoon. After that, the line went dead,” Maggie said. “I’m going to call back and find out if Myra can even have visitors.”

      “If I remember correctly, they won’t tell you anything specific about an inmate,” Ruby said. “We might as well just wait until we get there.”

      “I guess it isn’t a waste of time since we’re headed in that direction anyway,” Maggie said.

      An hour later, Maggie waited while Ruby pulled her identification out of her small bag. Maggie stood ready with her own. They agreed to leave their cell phones locked up in the truck.

      They approached the desk inside the administration section of the jail and gave the secretary Myra’s name.

      “Myra Sawyer isn’t here,” the woman said.

      “Is that what people say when someone can’t have visitors?” Ruby asked.

      “No, when someone can’t have visitors, we say they can’t have visitors. What I’m saying now is that Myra Sawyer is no longer here.”

      “Where is she?” Maggie asked.

      “How would I know? I’m not the keeper of people when they are here and I’m certainly not their keeper when they leave. Myra Sawyer, whoever she is to you, is not here.” The woman barely looked up from her desk.

      They stepped away from where they stood and looked at each other blankly. “If she’s not here, does that mean she was charged and had to go talk to someone?”

      “Or maybe they found out the truth and let her go,” Maggie said with hope bubbling up inside of her.

      Before either of them could figure out what to do next, a woman came over to them. “Is the girl you’re looking for young?”

      Maggie turned to face the newcomer. “Yes, why?”

      “Longish, dark hair? Wearing a blue shirt?” the woman asked.

      “Umm, yeah, maybe. Why are you asking?” Ruby demanded.

      “Because I’ve been here waiting for a visit, and I noticed a younger woman who had just gotten out. It didn’t seem like she was getting out of a long-term stay or anything and you two don’t look like you were expecting an inmate who wasn’t going to be here. You also look upset and like you want to find her.”

      “Yes, that’s true. What else can you tell us about her?” Maggie asked. “Maybe we can figure out if it’s the same person.”

      “You’re in luck because the car that took her away just happens to belong to my cousin, Felix.”

      “What do you mean took her away?” Ruby panicked. “Are you saying someone…”

      “No, no,” the woman rolled her eyes. “I’m saying that Felix works for a car service. He dropped me off here for my visit and ended up taking your girl wherever it is that she was going.”

      Maggie looked at Ruby with wide eyes. “So, can you call Felix or something and find out if it was the same person we are looking for?”

      The woman looked at the ceiling and then her feet. She sighed a few times and finally spoke. “I could.”

      “Okay, great!” Maggie exclaimed. She turned to Ruby. “This is such good news. What if it’s her?”

      Ruby nodded but then turned her attention the other woman. “Do you need to borrow one of our phones or something?”

      “I have a phone,” the woman said, still not moving to make the call.

      Ruby muttered something under her breath then dug her hand into her bag. “You want money?” The woman shrugged but then held out her hand. Ruby handed over a twenty and put her hands on her hips. “Go ahead.”

      The woman looked at Maggie next, her hand still out.

      “Are you kidding?” Maggie asked, reaching into her own bag. She slapped the money in the woman’s hand.

      “Thanks so much for offering cash. That was so kind of you both.” The woman pulled out her phone and dialed. She stepped away when she began to talk.

      Not long after, the woman returned. “Her name Myra?”

      Maggie nodded frantically. “Yes! Where did she go? The donut shop? Home?”

      The woman gave her a look of pure disgust. “No, Felix didn’t bring her for donuts. She went to the Morton County Motel. That’s all I know so don’t ask me any more questions.” She stalked off to the desk to ask when she’d finally get to have her visit.

      “Let’s get to the truck so we can find this motel. We’ve got to get to Myra.” Ruby led the way.

      “Why would she go there and not home? Why wouldn’t she have called one of us? Do you think Brooks knows she’s out?” Maggie rattled off her questions as they walked.

      “I don’t know any more than you do,” Ruby said as she opened her door. Right away, she pulled out her phone and searched the GPS for the Morton County Motel. “I’ve got it. Buckle up and let’s go.”

      Ten minutes later, they rushed into the lobby of a small motel. The man behind the front counter looked up at them with surprise. “Is everything okay, ladies?” he asked.

      Maggie glanced at his name tag. “Bobby, we’re looking for a friend of ours. We think she just checked in and we have her phone. We wanted to make sure she got it.” She held up her own phone, hoping her plan worked.

      “You’re more than welcome to leave it here with me and I’ll contact her in her room to let her know.”

      “Can’t you just tell us what room she’s in?” Maggie asked, already knowing the answer.

      Bobby forced a smile. “Unfortunately, that’s against our policy. Like I said, if your friend is, in fact, a guest here, I’ll be happy to call to her room to let her know I have her phone.”

      “Okay. Is it okay if we wait here?” Ruby asked.

      “I suppose it will be okay if you go wait in your car or something. It’s of the utmost importance that we keep our guests safe. It’s best if you two fine ladies give me the name of your friend, then step outside. If for some reason, she is here but doesn’t want to see you, then you will be free to go on your way.”

      “Jeez. This place has more rules than the jail,” Maggie mumbled.

      Bobby eyed her with pure fear coming over his face at her mention of the word jail.

      “Why don’t you head outside, and I’ll give Bobby what he needs.” Ruby directed Maggie out the door.

      Maggie did as she was asked but stared hard through the lobby window. A minute later, she saw Ruby heading off further into the lobby and saw Bobby dialing the phone. She noticed Ruby look over her shoulder and was about to race into the lobby to see what was going on. If he let Ruby back to find Myra, she was going to be so mad.

      Her phone buzzed in her hand. She read the text from Ruby. “I said I had to use the restroom, but I was able to get a look at the number Bobby dialed. It was either a 2 or a 4 which means Myra is probably in one of those rooms. I’m trying to check their website to see how many rooms this place has total, but the Wi-Fi is junk in here. I’ll be out soon.”

      Maggie giggled with excitement at Ruby’s find. She searched around until she found the website for the motel, learning that there were fourteen rooms in the place. She wasn’t sure why Ruby wanted to know, but she’d find out soon enough.

      “Okay, so let me see if I can get some Wi-Fi out here,” Ruby said when she came outside.

      “There are fourteen rooms, but what did Bobby say? Is Myra even staying here?”

      “Forget him. I told him we ended up getting in touch with her. You said there are fourteen rooms and I know for a fact I saw him hit either the 2 or the 4 button. I didn’t get a perfect look, but from my time working at a hotel restaurant, I know how to dial a room. If Myra is here, then she’s in a room that ends in one of those numbers.”

      “So, now what? Are you suggesting that we knock on all the doors or something?”

      “Maybe, but first let me try something.” Ruby dialed a number and headed for her truck.

      Maggie chased after her, entirely confused as to what was going on. “Ruby.”

      “Okay, so Myra isn’t in room 12 or 14,” she said a few minutes later. “That means she has to be in 2 or 4.”

      “How do you know?” Maggie asked.

      “Well, I’m out eighty-six dollars, but I just called to book a room here at the motel. I asked if room 12 or 14 were vacant because they’re my favorite. Bobby told me they were both vacant and I could take my pick of the two.”

      “Are you crazy?” Maggie couldn’t help but laugh. “You could have told him you’d call back after deciding which room you wanted.”

      Ruby chuckled. “I wasn’t thinking straight, I guess. But we know now that if Myra is here, she’s likely in room 2 or 4. That’s more than we knew before.”

      Maggie heard a noise that sounded like a soft yelp. She turned her head in the direction of the noise and swore she saw Myra standing in the doorway. “Myra!” she shouted and began running.

      Ruby followed close behind and when she caught up to Maggie, she was banging on the door to room number 4.

      “Myra! Myra! I know it’s you in there. I saw your face,” Maggie said as loudly as she could, not wanting to disrupt the other guests or get in trouble.

      Ruby gently nudged her out of the way. “Are you sure it was her?” she whispered.

      “Ninety-nine percent,” Maggie answered.

      Ruby gently knocked on the door. “Myra, please. Let us in. We just want to talk to you and make sure you’re okay.”

      They heard rustling behind the door, but no one opened it.

      “Myra, please, we don’t have a lot of time,” Maggie begged. “I need to ask you about Wanda Reiss. How did you come to find out about her baking services? We have been looking into things and cannot find a company listed anywhere.”

      “I think she’s crying,” Ruby said pressing her ear against the door. “Myra, please, let us help you.”

      “That’s because she makes wedding cakes in her own kitchen,” Myra’s voice was muffled. “I got her name and number from the lady I found on social media. She had a wedding dress for sale, and I talked to her on the phone, though I never tried on the dress. Turns out it wasn’t the style I wanted.”

      “Oh, Myra! It’s you,” Maggie cried. “Are you okay? Can you let us in?”

      “No. I don’t want to see anyone right now. Not you guys, not Brooks. I don’t think there’s even going to be a wedding. There’s no way Brooks will still want to marry me after all this.”

      “What are you talking about? Of course, he wants to marry you. Brooks loves you,” Maggie assured her.

      “Not according to his aunt. She called me and left me a very clear voice message. Brooks and I aren’t getting married. Now, please, leave me alone. I’ll find you all when I’m ready. Unless the police come up with something more against me. Then who knows where I’ll be.”

      “Myra…” Maggie began, trying to turn the doorknob.

      Ruby shook her head. “We will leave you alone, but can you help us with just one thing first?”

      “What?” Myra asked through her tears.

      “Do you still have the number for the wedding dress lady? Or can you remember her name?” Ruby asked.

      “Theresa,” Myra mumbled through the door. “She lives in Hunter Springs and works for the restaurant supply store in Joplin. The dress she had needed a lot of alterations, and I just didn’t have time. I think she felt bad, so she gave me Wanda’s number for the cake. But none of it matters now. I’m not in jail, but there won’t be a wedding.” The sobs were louder now.

      “Thank you for the help, Myra,” Ruby said. “Do you want us to let Brooks know you’re okay?”

      “Don’t bother. He won’t care.”
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      Ruby drove on toward Joplin without saying a word. By the time they pulled into the parking lot of the store, Maggie unbuckled her seatbelt and turned sideways to face her.

      “You haven’t said a single word since we left the motel,” Maggie said. “Please tell me you aren’t angry with me because I encouraged Myra to let us in or that I pushed her too hard when she just wanted to be left alone.”

      Ruby shook her head. “I’m not angry,” she said. “At least, not with you. I’m just so mad about what is happening to Myra. I’m so thankful she was let out, but I don’t know if that means she’s free from all charges in the future or not. I hate that she thinks Brooks doesn’t want to marry her and I’m livid that someone had the gall to tell her as much.”

      “What do you mean free of future charges?” Maggie asked.

      “They might have just been forced to let her out because they had nothing against her. But that doesn’t mean they have something on someone else, either. I don’t think I’ll feel better until they figure out who did this.”

      “Myra might be going through something hard right now, but the truth will come out. She is a strong woman who doesn’t have to do this on her own,” Maggie reminded her. “She just needs a little time alone to remember that. And just because she doesn’t want us in the motel room with her, doesn’t mean we aren’t going to support her from afar.”

      Ruby patted the steering wheel with her palms and smiled. “You’re right. I need to remember that and have some faith,” she said. “I say only one of us talks to Theresa. She might feel like we’re ganging up on her if we both try. Do you want to do it? Maybe not knowing her will help us out somehow.”

      “Okay,” Maggie agreed.

      They walked into the store and went their separate ways. Maggie grabbed a basket from the display near the entrance. She walked around the bakery section for several moments. She placed three round tins in her basket and moved to the sheet pans. She would gladly leave the flavors and icing colors to Ruby.

      “Can I help you?” a woman called from behind her. She was dressed in a pair of khakis and a polo with the store’s logo embroidered on the breast pocket. Maggie searched for a name tag.

      “I am helping a friend with a wedding cake,” she said. “I own a donut shop in Dogwood Mountain.”

      “Oh, are you a full-service bakery, too?”

      Maggie shook her head. “Not exactly,” she said. “I have the commercial kitchen to make it in, and my business partner is an experienced chef, but this is a favor.”

      “Oh, I see,” the woman said. “Well, if I can help you find something, let me know.”

      “Actually, my friend said someone who works here gave her the name of a lady who bakes wedding cakes out of her kitchen,” Maggie said.

      “You mean the same woman who was found dead in her car?”

      “I do,” Maggie said, feeling her stomach drop.

      “Are you a cop?” the woman asked.

      “Not at all,” Maggie said. “I really have a donut shop and the bride is one of my employees. Actually, she is more than that. She is family and she is dealing with something difficult right now because of her connection with this woman.”

      “So, you’re here to see if you can find some super-secret information from the lady that gave her the contact info in the first place?”

      “I’m here because I know this girl and she didn’t kill anyone,” Maggie said. She felt the beads of sweat gather on her forehead. “And because another woman who claims to be a business partner or a personal assistant barged into my house and threatened me if I didn’t pay her for the cake Ms. Reiss never made.”

      “That’s weird,” the woman said.

      “Oh, it gets even weirder,” Maggie said. She felt her heart racing in her chest and just let everything pour out. “This same woman had also made arrangements with the bride, to bail her out after Wanda flaked out on her. I gave her several hundred dollars down as a deposit, and she took that, too!”

      “Alright, I get it,” the woman said. She walked toward a small register in the middle of the store and pulled a piece of paper from under the counter. She scrawled something on the page and handed it to Maggie. “I have no idea what is going on, but that’s the number some lady gave me and said she had a home-based bakery. She came in here a few months ago and said she had just moved to the Joplin area and hoped to start up her wedding cake business here.”

      “And you have been giving out her number to brides-to-be as a favor?”

      “Yeah, and she has come in here and spent a lot of money on supplies, which is good because we work on commission, plus a minimal salary,” she said. “I didn’t really remember much about her, but the police showed me a picture of the victim and that was the same woman.”

      “Are you Theresa? And did you recently have a wedding dress for sale on Facebook?”

      “That’s my name,” she said. “Why do you want to know my name?”

      “Oh, just because that’s one of the few things Myra recalled about where she heard about this woman,” Maggie explained. “Is there anything else at all that you can remember about her? Did she have someone else with her?”

      Theresa leaned her elbows on the counter. “The only thing I remember is that she said something about having had a bakery somewhere before. I don’t know when or where that might have been, but she wanted to start her own business from home because she didn’t want to work with employees or staff anymore,” she said.

      “And you have no idea where she might have been from? Not even a state?”

      Theresa seemed to think hard. “Hang on,” she said and began pulling more scraps of paper from beneath the counter. “I thought I might have had a note here. The same lady called me back and asked me to use a new number instead. I just end up giving people both numbers most of the time. I can’t remember which one is the right one anyhow.”

      Ruby walked past them just as Maggie said goodbye to Theresa. “Any luck?” she asked when they were out of earshot.

      “Maybe. Theresa confirmed pretty much what Myra said.”

      “Okay, so what else did she say?”

      “She said that some woman came in here a few months ago and left her name and number so she could give it out to customers who might be looking for a wedding cake baker,” Maggie said.

      “So, you have the name and number, but that would be Wanda’s and not all that much help.”

      “Actually, I have two numbers. The deal was that Theresa would tell people about this woman’s home bakery business, and the woman would buy all of her supplies from this store while Theresa was on the clock because of commission or something,” Maggie said. “But then she said the same woman called her back with a new number to use, but that she couldn’t really remember which was which, so she just gave out both.”

      Ruby studied the pans behind her. “These are actually what I need and not those,” she said pointing to the pans in Maggie’s basket.

      “You don’t seem too excited,” Maggie said. “We got the numbers for two people and my guess is that one of them belongs to Daisy McNorris.”

      “That’s good and I am glad that we came here,” Ruby said. “But those numbers really don’t make any sense.”

      “What do you mean? Just because we didn’t get their names to go with them? I’m sure Brett or Brooks can look up who they belong to,” Maggie said.

      “No. It isn’t that,” Ruby said. “Think about it. Why would a wedding cake baker drum up business at a restaurant supply store where other bakers shop? This isn’t a store that particularly caters to the public.”

      Maggie sighed and put the pans back she’d chosen. She knew what Ruby was getting at but refused to believe that getting those phone numbers meant nothing.
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      Ruby dropped Maggie back at the donut shop shortly after four. She copied the numbers Theresa had given her and handed them to Ruby with the plan to put their heads together later and see if they came up with anything.

      Once she was inside the house, Maggie raced through a quick shower and pulled on a simple skirt and tunic. “It’s open,” she said when a knock came on the door.

      Brett stepped inside, dressed in a pair of black slacks and a dark blue button-up shirt, open at the neck.

      “You look nice,” he said when Maggie stepped into his view.

      “So do you,” she said. She stood with her hand on the kitchen table for a long, awkward moment in silence. Brett appeared to be unsure what to say as well. No matter how many dates they had, there was something unsettled between them. Maggie consistently felt like a school girl around Brett, and she suspected he felt something similar.

      “Did you find anything out when you went to see Myra?” he asked at last.

      Maggie slowly sat down and looked up at Brett. She explained everything to him and waited patiently for him to compose himself. “She’s in hiding?”

      “I don’t know if I’d call it that, but she’s out of the direct line of the police for now, it seems. I think she needs some time alone because she truly believes that marrying Brooks will do nothing but cause him harm and bother his family. Myra is very considerate of other people’s feelings, and I don’t think she could live with herself if she thought Brooks would have to essentially choose between her and his family.”

      “Brooks wouldn’t want her to feel that way. He needs to know,” Brett said, sitting down next to Maggie.

      “I agree completely. Brooks loves Myra and deep down, I think she knows that, but she’s just not ready. She’s had nothing but trouble since they started planning this wedding and I believe she needs some time to process on her own. She’s in a safe place, Ruby and I know where she is, and it’s not our place to get involved.”

      Brett shook his head. “No. We need to at least tell Brooks that she’s safe. It’s the right thing to do.”

      Maggie thought about it for a moment, knowing Brett was right. “Okay,” she agreed. “You can tell him she’s okay and Ruby and I will talk to her to see if we can convince her to come home.”

      “Fair. Now, let’s talk about those phone numbers,” Brett said. “This Theresa woman gave them to you, and she claims to have gotten them from Wanda?”

      “Right. Wanda agreed to buy the supplies from Theresa if Theresa agreed to give her number out to customers,” Maggie explained again.

      “Okay, and both of these numbers belong to Wanda?” Brett asked. “I’d understand if she used one phone for her business and one for personal but based on the fact that she ran her business out of her kitchen, it would seem strange for her to have two phones.”

      “So, what are you thinking? Ruby said she thought it was weird in general because it’s not like the restaurant supply store is a place regular people go.”

      “Good point. There likely aren’t very many brides coming in to buy supplies to make their own wedding cakes, but what I’m thinking is more along the lines of the two phone numbers. It doesn’t make a whole lot of sense. Is Theresa sure it was Wanda who gave them to her?”

      “You mean Daisy!” Maggie exclaimed. “Theresa said Wanda came in the first time, but said for the second phone number, that the person called in to give it to her. What if it was Daisy?”

      “Have you tried to call either number?”

      “No, and I don’t know if Ruby tried, either,” Maggie said. “I got right into the shower when I got home and haven’t had the chance.”

      “Do you have your laptop handy?” Brett asked. “If you don’t mind, I can look it up for you.”

      “Of course,” Maggie said. She ducked into her bedroom and returned with the laptop. She set it on the coffee table and signed in. “Here you go.”

      “Hang on,” Brett said. “I have a few resources I can access and look up who these numbers belong to.”

      While Brett worked on the computer, Maggie’s phone rang. “I have to take this,” she announced. “It’s Ruby. I don’t think she would call right now unless it was important.” Brett nodded and waved at her from in front of the computer.

      “Hi, Ruby,” Maggie said. She stepped into the living room to take the call.

      “I’m so sorry,” Ruby said. “I know you’re in the middle of the date with Brett.”

      “Well, sorta,” Maggie said, leaving out the fact that they were just discussing the investigation and not having any romantic moments. “What’s up?”

      Ruby sighed. “I just got a call from Devin Reynolds, the attorney I’d retained for Myra. He called to inform me that the police are looking for Myra so they can officially charge her with the murder of Wanda Reiss.”

      “Oh, goodness,” Maggie said. Tears immediately streamed down her face. “How can they charge her with murder?”

      “I have no idea,” Ruby cried. “All I know is that I told Devin where she was just because I didn’t want her to end up with a warrant or something. I feel terrible. I can’t believe I did that.”

      “You didn’t do anything wrong. It was the right choice,” Maggie assured her. “Do you know what evidence they can possibly have on her?”

      “They don’t, at least according to Devin,” Ruby said. “It’s all circumstantial and he thinks the case is flimsy at best. But that doesn’t help her out right now.”

      “Hey, Maggie,” Brett called from the other room. “Can you come in here?”

      “Hold on, Ruby,” Maggie said. “Brett is on my computer looking up to the numbers Theresa gave me.”

      “Oh, okay, good,” Ruby said, already sounding calmer.

      Maggie returned to the kitchen. She quickly explained what she knew about Myra and sat next to Brett. “Did you find something?” she asked, almost betting that the second number belonged to Daisy.

      “I did. This first number does belong to a Wanda Reiss,” Brett said.

      “Hold on,” Maggie said. She set the phone on the table and turned it on speaker. “Can you hear well enough, Ruby?”

      “I can,” she said.

      “Go on,” Maggie said to Brett.

      “Okay,” he continued. “The other number belongs to a man by the name of John Michael McNorris.”

      “John Michael McNorris? Is he a relative of Daisy’s?” Ruby asked.

      “Give me a second,” Brett said.

      “Well, this changes things,” Maggie said into the phone. “If the second number Theresa was given came from John Michael McNorris, that definitely ties him to Wanda Reiss and casts a huge shadow of doubt over the idea that Myra was somehow involved with Wanda’s death.”

      “John Michael and Daisy McNorris are husband and wife,” Brett announced. “And Wanda’s full name was Wanda McNorris Reiss.”

      “I think I need to sit down,” Maggie said. Her head spun from the information.

      “How was Wanda related to John Michael?” Ruby asked.

      “I’m still looking,” Brett replied, running his hands over his face.

      “I think we need to place a phone call to the Morton County Sheriff’s Department,” Maggie said, interrupting everything.

      “It pains me to say this, but I think I have to get going.” Brett sighed. “I hate to end our date here, but I think the direction is heading away from what we intended on meeting here for.”

      “But what should we do?” Maggie asked.

      “Unfortunately, I can’t tell you what to do,” Brett admitted.

      “So,” Ruby said through the phone. “Are you suggesting that we don’t go to the police or are you saying you have to leave because you can’t be a part of this?”

      “Yes,” Brett said as he stood.

      “You’re saying yes to both?” Maggie shook her head.

      “I think we should go find these people first,” Ruby said,

      “Why wouldn’t we just call the sheriff?” Maggie asked.

      “Because they’re going to act completely differently in front of the police,” Brett said as he inched closer to the door. “But here’s the thing. The address associated with the second phone number is right here within the city limits. That means I get to go with you. But I don’t think they’re going to recognize the Chief of Police in regular clothes.”

      “Do you want me to meet you and go with the two of you?” Ruby asked.

      “Why don’t you meet us at the donut shop as soon as you can get there,” Brett said. “You and Maggie can go with the guise of paying for the rest of the wedding cake. I’ll sit in the car until I’m needed.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWELVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Ruby was waiting for them when Brett and Maggie arrived at the donut shop. Maggie announced that she was going to run into the office and pull more cash out of the safe to back up the story they planned to tell Daisy and John Michael when they arrived at their house.

      They agreed to drive in two vehicles to the address Brett found. They also agreed to take Brett’s car and Ruby’s truck and leave Beastly Beulah parked behind Maggie’s house.

      “Why don’t you ride with Brett?” Ruby said. “Then it will look like you and I met here to drop off the deposit and you just happened to have someone with you.”

      “Good idea,” Brett said. He opened the passenger door for Maggie.

      “Thank you,” Maggie said.

      Brett drove out of the alley and headed for downtown. The address was on the northern outskirts of Dogwood Mountain. Ruby followed close behind.

      “This isn’t the date I had in mind for us,” he said as he drove.

      Maggie smiled. “No, but if this turns out well maybe we can find some extra time for each other once Myra and Brooks are back from their honeymoon.”

      “That sounds like a good plan,” Brett said. “But if it’s alright with you, I’d like to go on a few dates between now and then.”

      “Obviously.” Maggie laughed. “I just meant maybe Myra can cover for me at the donut shop and we can take a weekend away or something.”

      “I like the sound of that,” Brett said. He followed the main road until the street lights disappeared.

      “Is this still in the city limits?” Maggie asked when they turned down a dark street.

      “Barely, but yes, it is,” he said. “Have you ever been over here? On this side of town?”

      “Not since I was a kid,” Maggie said. “I think we called this ‘The Bottoms’ back then.”

      “We still call it that,” Brett said. “At least at the police department.”

      He pulled to a stop in front of a one-story clapboard house. Maggie opened her car door and immediately wrinkled her nose from the stench of trash and ammonia. “Are you sure you don’t want to come in?” She could hear several dogs in the distance, though it wasn’t clear which house they belonged to.

      “I think I should wait here, but whatever you do, don’t go inside that house. Stay where I can see you.”

      Maggie agreed and left Brett in his car. As she and Ruby walked up the path to the house, they found themselves stepping carefully over large, broken cinder blocks, chunks of vehicle parts, and other things they couldn’t make out in the dim glow of the front porch light.

      She approached the front door with Ruby beside her. “Why don’t you knock, Ruby? That way Daisy won’t see me right away.”

      Ruby knocked hard on the door. “Hang on a minute,” a voice called from inside. Maggie was sure that it belonged to Daisy.

      They heard heavy footsteps approach the front door. A second later the door was yanked open, and a very large man stood looking down at them. “What do you want?”

      The smell of ammonia nearly overwhelmed them as soon as the door was opened. Maggie cringed at the thought of Myra’s wedding cakes being made inside the house.

      “Are you John Michael?” Ruby asked in a voice Maggie didn’t recognize. “I’m Ruby, a friend of a young girl who is in desperate need of her wedding cakes being ordered! Can you help me?”

      The hulking man smiled grandly and called for Daisy over his shoulder. Maggie hung back in the shadows. “Sure, we can help,” he said. “You just need to make sure that you can pay in full.”

      “We have cash,” Maggie said. “She’s already made a deposit.”

      “But we’re prepared to pay a little extra if you need us to,” Ruby said. Maggie smirked at Ruby’s attempt to sound like a desperate woman.

      “What is your friend’s name?” Daisy asked when she crowded in the door frame with John Michael. She paused and stared hard at Maggie.

      Out of the corner of her eye, Maggie noticed movement. She wasn’t sure what she was looking at until Brooks and another officer stepped out of the shadows.

      Daisy attempted to shut the door in Ruby’s face. John Michael, not clear about what was happening, blocked his wife from closing the door long enough for Brett to flash his badge and get a grip on him.

      “Daisy McNorris, you are under arrest for trespassing,” he said.

      “Who do you think you are?” Daisy screamed when he pulled her out of the house and turned her around.

      “Dogwood Mountain Chief of Police,” he said.

      “You, too, big guy,” Brooks said. He pulled John Michael out of the doorway with the help of the other officer.

      “What am I being charged with?” he asked. “You can’t prove anything!”

      “You’re going to be charged with interfering with a police investigation, if you don’t cooperate,” Brooks said. “And for questioning in the same charges your wife is facing.”

      “And possibly more,” Brett said. He walked Daisy down the road toward a pair of police cars Maggie didn’t notice until then.

      John Michael was placed in the back of one and Daisy in the other. Maggie followed Brett back to his car.

      “I’m going to need the both of you to come down to the station with me and give your statements about Daisy and her intrusion into Maggie’s house,” he said. “You two ride together and I’ll fill you in after.”
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      Maggie sat in the small waiting room outside of the administrative offices while Ruby gave her statement. She was still a little unsure about what was happening. She was hungry and tired and wanted to take the money in her pocket and throw it at the sheriff in Morton County and beg her to release Myra.

      Brett appeared in the hallway a few minutes later. He carried two cans of coke and a bag of pretzels in his hand. “Your dinner, milady,” he said when he slumped down in the chair beside her.

      “You sure know how to treat a lady,” Maggie said and plunged her hand into the bag of pretzels.

      “Only the best for you, my dear,” he said.

      “Why are you smiling?” Maggie asked after she washed a mouthful of pretzels down with the coke.

      “Because we got a confession,” he said. “Two, in fact.”

      “You did?” She was suddenly very alert and on the edge of her seat. “I still have no idea how you guys even had enough to bring either of them in.”

      “Well, Theresa from the supply store played a big part. When you first talked to her, I think she was nervous, but I guess she saw you talking to Ruby, and since they are sort of familiar with each other, she felt compelled to help. She tracked down Brooks and told him basically the same thing that she told you, only Brooks went to a contact of his in Hunter Springs who was able to pull the phone records for the supply store.”

      “Theresa,” Maggie said, surprised at the news. “So, how did Brooks know we were going to the house?”

      “He didn’t. He texted me as we pulled in and told me what he knew about the records. He said he was five minutes out with Officer Umbridge. He planned on bringing her in for questioning, but since she lives here in Dogwood Mountain, I was able to get involved.”

      “Wow. Talk about great timing.”

      “No kidding. And since we had proof it was Daisy who called her to change the number, all I had to do was bring her in for trespassing at your house and infer that I was suspicious of her for the murder of Wanda Reiss, and she sold her husband out.”

      “He killed Wanda?”

      Brett nodded. “Turns out Wanda was his older sister and the two of them used to work in a bakery together near Tulsa. Wanda had a falling out with her family and moved away. When she wound up here, she tried to start her own business up. But she had no money to work with, so she started baking cakes out of her home.”

      “So, was John Michael her business partner or what?”

      “He was just a former coworker at the family bakery. And he was fired at the same time Wanda left. Apparently, now this is from his confession, he was blamed for taking some money from the bakery and he blamed Wanda,” Brett said.

      “And they followed her here and basically did everything they could to make her life miserable?” Maggie said.

      “Including usurping her efforts to start over again with wedding cakes,” Brett said. “That’s why Theresa had two numbers for the same person.”

      “Okay, then how did he end up killing her?” Maggie asked.

      “According to Daisy, Wanda found out what they were up to, and she confronted John Michael at their home early the same morning she was supposed to meet up with Myra,” Brett said. “They argued and he pushed her backward. She fell right there outside the front door and hit her head on one of those concrete blocks.”

      “But she was found way out on the highway close to the Morton County line,” Maggie said.

      “She was, and that’s because John Michael put her body back in her car and drove all the way up there,” Brett explained. “And Daisy showed up early to talk to Myra in order to throw off the timeline. That’s why she showed up at your house, too.”

      “When she left, she made the drive up to Joplin to pick John Michael up, right?” The pieces began to fall together in Maggie’s mind.

      Brett nodded. “It was Daisy’s idea to throw the blame toward Myra. She was just a convenience to them,” he said. “They were convinced Wanda owed them all of the money she made and any business she found here.”

      “Is that why Daisy made that ridiculous demand for the money she said Myra still owed Wanda?”

      “I think so,” Brett said. “Either that or it was just to make sure she made an impression on you. That way her alibi was more believable.”

      “But what about Wanda? Why did she demand a deposit from Myra and then back out of making her wedding cake?” Maggie asked.

      “That part is a little fuzzy to me still, but I think when Wanda found out they had followed her here, Daisy tried to make nice and help Wanda out. I don’t think the relationship lasted long, but that seems to be how she had access to Wanda’s contacts here and her money,” Brett said.

      “She lied to Wanda and told her that Myra is the one who backed out,” Brooks said from down the hall. He walked quickly toward them. “That part just came out. That’s what started the falling out. Trust me, Chief. The longer you sit with those two, the more you find out about this entire mess.”

      “Where are you headed, Officer Macklin?” Brett asked.

      “To Morton County to spring my wife-to-be out of jail,” Brooks said with the biggest smile Maggie had ever seen on his face. “The sheriff just called. They have dropped the charges and plan to release her forthwith.”
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      The sun shone brightly all day. The air was cool and crisp, but the sunshine made the day bright and festive. Maggie arrived early at the farm. She could smell the delicious aromas wafting from the kitchen before she walked through the back door.

      Ruby’s large kitchen buzzed with activity. Maggie shut the door behind her and waved to the two young assistants supplied by Ruby’s editor and friend. Lindsey was the niece of her friend and Tony was her culinary classmate. Both had donned aprons and rolled up their sleeves early in the day.

      “Hey, Maggie,” Ruby called from her kitchen pantry. She emerged with a stack of seasonings in her arms.

      “Are you going to have enough time?” Maggie asked.

      “Enough time for what? To host a dinner reception and to shower and get ready for a wedding in a few hours? Oh, sure,” Ruby said. She dumped the spices on the center island and collapsed into a chair at the table. “I am getting way too old to do this.”

      “I highly doubt that,” Lindsey said. She picked up a half-dozen spice bottles and returned to the stove.

      Within hours, the front field and the driveway were filled with cars. Maggie walked outside huddled in her winter coat and gazed at the barn, shining softly in the winter twilight.

      “It’s a little like a Thomas Kinkade painting, isn’t it?” Brett stood next to her and wrapped one arm around her shoulder.

      “I really can’t believe how beautiful the old barn looks all lit up,” she said. They walked together toward the barn and stood just outside.

      When the cue was given, Brett released her shoulders and shucked off his outer coat. Maggie caught her breath when she saw him in his dress uniform and caught it again when she saw Brooks dressed the same. They began the procession, walking down the middle of the well-lit barn to the rustic pergola at the end.

      Maggie shed her own coat and walked solo down the aisle, followed by Ruby, and stood under the lacy curtains. A moment later, the music changed and Orson, looking tall and regal, appeared at the barn entrance with Myra smiling on his arm. They walked slowly down the aisle. Maggie noticed the smile on Gretchen LeClair’s face as they passed. Myra turned to face the minister after Orson kissed lightly on her forehead and then took his seat.

      An hour later, Maggie sat on a hay bale alone with a champagne flute in her hand. Brett grinned at her from the other side of the barn and made his way toward her. His formal overcoat was gone. He approached her and took a seat on the hay bale beside her.

      “I wondered where you were,” he said. “Everything okay?”

      Maggie nodded and sipped her champagne. “Everything is perfect. The ceremony was beautiful,” she said.

      “I came to tell you that Myra and Brooks are preparing to leave for their honeymoon,” he said. “And they said that they have an announcement to make before they leave. I saw a large easel. I wonder what the announcement might be.”

      Maggie stood and took his arm. “You don’t think we’re about to see a baby announcement, do you?” she asked as they walked toward the front of the barn.

      “I can tell you a young police officer who will never hear the end of it if that is the case,” Brett said.

      Myra and Brooks stood on either side of the easel, grinning eagerly. Myra had changed out of her beautiful wedding dress and into a subtle off-white pants suit for their flight to California.

      “Everyone, if we could have your attention,” Brooks called out. He beamed at his bride as he spoke. “We have been working on a huge project behind the scenes. And even with the unfortunate events of the past few days, we were able to complete this little project just in time.”

      “Someone remind me never to order another cake from a stranger,” Myra said. Laughter roared through the barn. “All joking aside, we are so excited to be able to share this with our loved ones.”

      “Before we pull off the cover and reveal the big secret, we need some help from a dear friend. Orson, would you join us down here?” he asked.

      Orson’s head bobbed up. He looked around at the crowd, clearly confused. “Me? You need help from me?”

      “Just get over here, please,” Myra said.

      “Yes, Ma’am,” Orson said. He blushed slightly as he walked toward the front. He stood next to Myra under the pergola. Brooks stood on the other side of the easel. He clutched the bottom of the white towel in his hand.

      “When I asked Myra to marry me, we agreed on one thing,” he began. “Well, we agreed on a number of things, but a big one was the desire to remain in this area for the rest of our lives. We plan to raise our family here.”

      “Someday,” Myra interjected. “Let’s be clear. No babies today. Someday, but not today.”

      “Anyway, we started our search right away and quickly found a new home on the outskirts of Dogwood Mountain,” Brooks said. He yanked the towel off of the easel and revealed an extra-large photo of a tall, three-story house.

      “That’s the old O’Donnell place,” Brett said.

      “It is,” Myra said. Maggie felt the ache in her heart watching her young friend grinning with so much happiness. Brett appeared to think the same thoughts. He pulled her close to him and whispered in her ear.

      “I’m so glad she is here and able to enjoy all of this,” he said.

      Maggie rested her head on his chest and blinked back the tears.

      “You have a new house?” Angeline Macklin, Brooks’s doting aunt, shouted, and clapped from the middle of the crowd.

      “We do, and we have spent many long days remodeling it from the inside out,” Brooks announced. “We still have quite a bit of work to do, but we’ve already come so far.”

      “As you can see, this is a huge house,” Myra said. “The main house has five bedrooms and three bathrooms.”

      “But as you can see, there is an addition on the back of the house at the ground level,” Brooks continued.

      “Many years ago, the O’Donnell family added a mother-in-law suite on the back behind the kitchen.”

      “That’s where you come in, Orson.” Myra smiled. “The suite has a small bedroom, bathroom, and a sitting room that opens up to the kitchen.”

      Orson shook his head. “I’m afraid I don’t understand any of this,” he said.

      “We’re asking for you to come and stay with us, instead of me staying with you, old man,” Myra said.

      She hooked her arm through his, as she had done when they walked down the aisle a couple of hours before.

      “What? You want me to live with you?” Orson asked.

      “Let me make this a little easier,” Brooks said. “Not that I am itching to get my bride on a plane or anything.” The crowd laughed heartily at his comment. “Orson, you opened your home up to my wife when she was homeless and scared. You, along with Maggie and Ruby, rescued her and gave her a second chance at a good life. I don’t know if it has occurred to you pal, but she loves you like a father.”

      “And when we looked at this house, we both had the same thought at the exact same time,” Myra cut in. Her voice broke with emotion. “We both decided that this addition on the back would be the perfect place for you to spend the rest of your days in peace and comfort. That old house of yours is getting to be a lot to keep up with.”

      “So, what do you say, old man? Are you up for some new digs? I can guarantee the heat and air work,” Brooks said. He stepped forward and held out a set of keys to Orson. “Thanks to Jake and Flo, your room and furniture are already set up. All you have to do is go home.”

      Tears ran down Orson’s face. He stepped forward and took the keys from Brooks, then caught both bride and groom up in an epic hug.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE HOLE TRUTH

          

          RAISED AND GLAZED COZY MYSTERIES, BOOK 15

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Are you sure it’s the right time of year for roses, Orson?” Maggie Sharpe, owner of Dogwood Donuts, asked. Orson Hawley clutched a book about planting roses in his hands and slightly rolled his eyes.

      “I never said I was going to start planting things outside,” the older man said. “Brooks built a huge greenhouse for me.”

      “He did? That’s wonderful!” Brooks Macklin was a member of the Dogwood Mountain Police Department and the brand new husband of Myra Sawyer-Macklin, another one of Maggie’s crew members. Prior to their wedding, Myra and Brooks purchased an older home and worked to refurbish it, including a small apartment for the aged Orson.

      Since Myra’s appearance in Dogwood Mountain, Orson had taken her under his wing and been the father figure she needed. It warmed Maggie’s heart to see it, just as it did when Myra asked him to walk her down the aisle at her wedding.

      “I’d like to grow roses,” Orson continued. “I found a supplier who sells rose petal coffee syrup.”

      “Rose petals? Are you trying to turn this into a flower shop?” Maggie teased.

      “No, no,” Orson said. “I want to introduce a rose petal latte sometime soon. And I figure you could come up with a new baked good to go with it.”

      “Rose petals? That is quite interesting,” Maggie said. “Order the syrup and let’s try it out. And I will try to figure out a new pastry to go with it.”

      “You’re on,” Orson said with a smile. He poured a cup of coffee and swiped a cinnamon roll from the display case before heading for the table of older men close to the front door. In the time since Maggie had inherited the business from her beloved late aunt, the table had become the Old Timer’s table. Orson spent more and more of his time there when he wasn’t working.

      “What was Orson talking about?” Ruby Cobb asked her quietly when she emerged from the kitchen in the back of the donut shop.

      “He has a greenhouse and wants to grow roses so we can introduce a new rose petal latte,” Maggie explained.

      “Is he going to make the flavoring himself?” Ruby asked. The question wasn’t entirely facetious. As a former chef and a cookbook author in her own right, Ruby often pulled ingredients from the gardens on her own farm.

      “He’s found a syrup already, but I think his goal is to try it out himself once he figures out what he’s doing,” Maggie said. “And he has issued the challenge to me to create something new for the bakery case to go along with it.”

      Ruby’s eyes widened. “Oh, that might be fun,” she said. “Do you mind if I help? I have some ideas already.”

      Maggie smiled. “That’s why you’re my best friend. I have no earthly idea what would go with rose petal flavoring.”

      “No, that’s why I’m your business partner,” Ruby said. “The best friend part comes in when you’re sitting around the bonfire at my house.”

      “Name the time and I’ll be there. But in the meantime, I’m going to make the rounds with the coffee pot.” She picked up the freshest pot and headed around the counter. Orson’s table was her first stop.

      “When are you getting married again, Maggie?” Delbert, easily the oldest man at the table, asked her.

      “When the chief of police kicks the dust off his heels and gets to it.” The comment came from Larry Durbin, the latest addition to the Old Timer’s table. He was also easily the most uncouth.

      “We don’t say things like that out loud,” Orson said quietly.

      “My apologies,” Larry began to say. He was cut off by the sudden appearance of a half-dozen or so well-dressed women coming through the front door.

      “I should go,” Maggie announced quickly. She left the coffee pot with Orson and hurried to the counter.

      The group stood halfway between the door and the counter. Maggie remained at the ready, close to the display case. But the women remained in the center of the room, chatting loudly, until a second group of five walked in and joined them. At just after nine, the donut shop was already full of customers. Most of them had turned their attention to the group of women whose chattering now filled the entire building. Ruby and Myra appeared from the back along with Jake Jenkins, the youngest member of the donut shop crew.

      As the women remained in their loud huddle, Orson eyed the group closely. Something like this had happened before, and it didn’t end well for anyone.

      “May I help you?” Maggie called out. When none of them responded, she tried again. “Ladies, can I help you?”

      None of the women turned to acknowledge her. She glanced over her shoulder at Ruby and shrugged.

      Ruby stepped around the counter and stood just a few feet from the women. “Ladies, if you would like to order, please step up to the counter,” she said.

      When there was still no response, she returned to the counter and waited. Maggie watched the group with disbelief and awe. Not one of the women even reacted when Ruby addressed them directly. There was little doubt even one of them hadn’t heard. A few new customers had come in behind the women and were struggling to get to the front to place their orders.

      Orson stood up and slowly pushed his chair under the table. He walked toward the group and pushed his way in the middle. He walked up to the woman speaking in the middle of the group and stood directly in front of her.

      “Ma’am, are you aware that you are in the middle of a business?” Orson asked. The woman stopped speaking and looked up at him. She said nothing, and Orson continued, “Because you, all of you, in fact, appear to be of the age to understand how things work. You enter a business, you patronize the business, and you conduct yourselves as one does in public. So, please move out of the middle of the entrance and step up to the counter to place your orders as these women have invited you to do. Either that or you can kindly move out of the way to let the people behind you do what they came here to do.”

      A dozen women stared at him with their mouths agape. Maggie watched for another long moment. When none of them spoke, she addressed the group again. “Welcome to Dogwood Donuts,” she said. “Please step up and place your order.”

      One by one, the women lined up and began placing their orders. Ruby and Maggie worked in tandem to get the pastries and the coffee out as quickly as they could. The women continued to chatter loudly among themselves, basically ignoring everyone else. Once their orders were filled, they congregated in a corner of the donut shop and moved around tables and chairs until they had a makeshift conference room.

      “Have we figured out who they are yet?” Myra asked when Maggie ran back to the kitchen for a moment.

      “Not a clue,” Maggie said. “I would like to know because they are rather rude, and I hope I don’t have to end up working with them professionally for some reason.”

      “A group that big ought to make some sort of a reservation,” Orson muttered.

      “I don’t disagree with you one bit,” Maggie said. “I’m just hesitant to say a whole lot because I’m worried about what might come out of my mouth.”

      Orson smiled. “That’s why you pay me,” he said. “I’m the old man that just says whatever he wants and doesn’t care what anybody has to say about it. And people still seem to love me for it.”

      Maggie shook her head and nodded. He wasn’t wrong.
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      The group was still there two hours later and not a single one of the women had ordered anything aside from their original orders. Maggie felt her irritation grow while they loudly occupied the tables. She had Myra walk around the dining room with a tray of different lunch foods, hoping to entice them, but they were uninterested in anything going on around them.

      Around eleven-thirty Maggie reorganized the donuts in the display case. Once in a while she glanced up at the group of women in the corner. Most of the customers that had come in since their arrival decided to take their orders and leave. The noise from the group continued to overwhelm the dining room.

      Maggie stood up tall as the mayor of Dogwood Mountain entered the donut shop. He smiled at her when he walked in the door, but his smile quickly faded when he spotted the group in the corner.

      “Good morning, Mayor Savino,” she said.

      “Hello, Maggie,” he said, still eying the group. “How long have they been here?”

      “All morning,” she said. She leaned over the counter and lowered her voice. “Who are they?”

      “Do you see the woman in the pink?” he asked. “That’s Lillian Spencer. She runs a nonprofit community group that helps small towns revitalize their tourism.”

      “Do you have any idea what they’re doing in town or why they chose to hold their meeting here?”

      The mayor shook his head. “Not a clue,” he said. “But I know they aren’t the most well-liked people in the world, despite the mission of the group.”

      Maggie said nothing more, but filled his order, another to-go order, and thanked him for the information. Ruby reappeared up front with a new batch of boxed lunches for the refrigerator as the mayor walked toward the door to leave. Mayor Savino hung around for a second, and then approached the counter again.

      “You know, there is a special election coming up for the city council seat vacated by the death of Pam Carter,” he said.

      “I thought that that had already been filled,” Maggie said.

      “Only temporarily,” he said. “This Friday is the last day to complete the paperwork that notifies the city of a candidate’s intention to run.”

      “Do you have many signed up?” Maggie asked. Ruby approached the counter from the refrigerator and listened.

      “A few, but none that I’m super excited about,” Mayor Savino said. “Not that I have to be excited about them. And I definitely don’t have to agree with them on anything. It’s better to have a wide range of opinions in any civic body. But none of them seem to have the city’s best interest at heart.”

      “That’s too bad,” Ruby said. “I’ve read up on a couple of them and I have to agree with you.”

      “Hey, maybe someone you know might want to throw their hat into the ring. Maybe someone with a stake in the betterment of this community. A good representative of a local business would be a good candidate.”

      “Mayor Savino, what are you trying to say?” Maggie began.

      “Oh, no,” the mayor shook his head emphatically. “Your mayor isn’t suggesting a thing. I couldn’t say that I think either one of you would make terrific candidates. That would be wrong of me to do. But I should mention the meeting being held tonight at city hall. Some of the members of this tourism group will be there to talk about the direction they would like to see the local business community go. Check the website for times.” He picked up his coffee and the sack with his donuts and headed out the door.

      Maggie remained at the counter for an extra-long moment. “Did the mayor just suggest that one of us run for city council?”

      “I think he did,” Ruby said. “Without officially doing it, of course.”

      “Huh,” Maggie said. “Well, that was interesting.”

      “Do you think so? Was he right that one of us should run?” Ruby asked.

      “I don’t think there’s a question about which one of us ought to run, Ruby,” Maggie said. “I don’t have the community reach you have, or the understanding of the way things work that you do.”

      “He didn’t say he meant me,” Ruby said.

      “True, but I don’t want to run. I have enough going on already,” Maggie said. “And I don’t want to be so overwhelmed that I can’t see Bradley and Wyatt when they come to visit.”

      “I don’t know that I have any time for it, either,” Ruby admitted.

      “Honestly, I think you would be really good at it,” Maggie said. “You have such a good understanding of local business. Look how much you have helped me and Flo with her new food truck. You have managed your own career as a cookbook author. Plus, you’ve lived here forever, and I think you’ve got a good understanding of what this town needs.”

      Ruby stared at Maggie as though pondering the situation. “I have to admit that I am more than a little interested in the meeting he mentioned,” she said. “Do you want to go with me?”

      “I suppose I could. Although, I don’t understand what the meeting is even about,” Maggie said. “And if those women are any part of it…”

      “I think it’s only one of those women,” Ruby interrupted. “I don’t think Lillian Spencer was the main culprit behind that nonsense. I’ve heard of nonprofit groups like hers and I want to go and see what she has to say about our little community.”

      “Fair enough,” Maggie said. “What time is the meeting?”

      “Seven,” Ruby said, as she tapped at her phone. “I’ll pick you up.”
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      Maggie walked into the city council chambers behind Ruby. They took their seats on the right toward the back. She spotted Mayor Savino and nodded. Ruby nudged her when the mayor smiled at them. “I think someone is happy to see us here,” she said.

      Right away, Maggie spotted the woman the mayor had identified as Lillian Spencer. Lillian walked around the room and shook hands and exchanged greetings with any person she could.

      “She’s either acting or she was sleepwalking this morning,” Maggie whispered. “She doesn’t appear to be acting like the same person.”

      “You know how politicians can be,” Ruby said.

      “Is she a politician, though? I mean, she just runs a nonprofit. Maybe she was intimidated by that group this morning.”

      Ruby elbowed her. “Watch out, here she comes.”

      “Hello, welcome to the meeting,” Lillian said. She extended her hand to Maggie and then to Ruby. They introduced themselves to her. “I am really glad to see the two of you here. I want to apologize for this morning.”

      “Honestly, what was that all about?” Ruby asked. “It’s very unusual for a group to show up and take over part of the donut shop for hours and barely say a word to us or our employees.”

      “I meet with a lot of different groups to further the reach of the organization I work for,” Lillian said. She spoke quietly and looked around as she talked. “That was one of them.”

      “So, you weren’t actually a part of the group?” Maggie asked.

      “Oh, no,” Lillian said. “Those ladies are all a part of a non-collegiate sorority. They’re all leaders of women-owned businesses here in the Ozarks. I met with them at a church to present part of our program. The decision to show up for coffee and donuts at your shop was a spur of the moment thing. I only came along because I felt like I couldn’t walk away when they wanted to go out for coffee. I never expected for them to behave so rudely. And if you can understand, it doesn’t help my business to tell them how poor their manners are.”

      “I hate to admit this, but I am glad to hear you say that,” Maggie said. “I was pretty appalled by the way they acted.”

      “I do apologize for not speaking up,” Lillian said. “I was so grateful to that older man for stepping in when he did.”

      “That was Orson Hawley,” Ruby said. “He’s actually part of our staff at the donut shop. And he tends to do things on his terms.”

      “Well, he wasn’t wrong,” Lillian continued. “Listen, hang around and hear what I have to say tonight. You might understand what I’m all about if you do. And if you have questions afterward, I would love to come back for coffee without my rude entourage and discuss this further.”

      Maggie smiled. “Sounds like a good idea,” she said.

      “Thank you for coming over to talk to us,” Ruby said.

      They took their seats and settled in while the mayor and the other members of the city council populated the front row. Lillian sat at the front of the room with a few others in the seats normally used by the city council.

      Mayor Savino stood and made his way to the podium. “Ladies and gentlemen, we would like to go ahead and get started with this meeting,” he said. “I’m excited about this message we’re going to hear tonight, and not just because I like anything that might propel the interests of our town forward, but also because I get to sit out here with all of you tonight and I don’t have to remember a speech.”

      A wave of laughter rippled over the crowd. Mayor Savino chuckled and continued, “Lillian Spencer is here tonight with her colleagues from Local Business Connection, a nonprofit group dedicated to the revitalization and forward motion of locally owned businesses in small towns across the Midwest and the middle south. The town of Dogwood Mountain would like to welcome Lillian and Local Business Connection and their innovative ideas for the betterment of our community.” He turned and took Lillian by the hand briefly, and then returned to his seat in the front row.

      “Good evening and thank you for the kind welcome to your delightful small town,” Lillian said. “I’m going to begin tonight by telling you a little bit about what our group is not about. We are not about coming in here and taking over your town or telling you how to run it. What we are here for is to give you the tools to help you move yourselves forward, tested tools that have worked wonders in other small and medium sized towns.”

      Maggie glanced around at the other faces in the meeting. She noted Faylene Larabee, owner of the local bookstore, and Flo Johnson, owner of The Diner, a food truck that was parked in her own parking lot. Most of the faces remained apt and engaged in the discussion.

      “Here’s the long and the short of it. We provide a framework for you to work within. We are the consultants; you are the decision makers. We help you set your feet on the right path, but the direction of that path is up to you directly.

      “Tonight, you will hear from Tyler Meeks who will explain the process. And then Sasha Weyman will speak to you and walk you through the first steps. After that, I will return to the podium and we will set up a committee, a meeting schedule, and a few small goals here tonight. When you leave here, you will be active in the efforts Tyler will describe. Listen to that again, when you leave here tonight, if you decide to move ahead with our help, you will have solid action steps, a committee of local business owners, and a timetable to see real improvements in less than three months.”

      The crowd responded to her comments with a standing ovation. Tyler Meeks, Lillian’s self-described second in command, took to the podium next. He stood tall over the microphone. Maggie guessed him to be somewhere around fifty despite his athletic physique and full head of hair. His comments lacked the fiery enthusiasm of the previous speaker.

      Tyler covered the ins and outs of the process. He added one-liners and groan-worthy jokes here and there, but his antics failed to rouse the crowd as Lillian’s had done. Maggie found herself looking off in the distance as he spoke. Ruby appeared to have trouble paying attention as well.

      “I think this guy must be a former military man,” Ruby leaned over and whispered. “He seems determined to lay out the entire game plan before moving on to the next thing.”

      Tyler ended his comments with a description of the policies. He described the mini committees that would form and make decisions about color schemes and signage for the business areas, and the cost of utilizing the organization’s help.

      “Hold on, hold on,” a voice called from the back of the room. Maggie turned around and spotted an older man waving his hand in the air. He stood at the back of the last row of chairs. She thought she recognized him from the hardware store in town. “Let me see if I understand this. You guys come in here, give us this spiel to put our town on the map but then you want us to pay you for your advice and the only thing that money is going to get us for a year is what colors we want to paint our business signs? Just how much money are you asking for here?”

      Tyler hovered over the microphone. “I hear you and we’ll cover all of those things and more when we break up into committees,” he said.

      The man from the hardware store shook his head. “No, no sir. No sir,” he said. “You need to answer these questions here and now. Does anyone else here agree with me?” Several people begin nodding their heads and raising their voices in concern.

      “I think you all need to calm down and listen to what we have to say before you ask any more questions,” Tyler said. He nodded toward the front row. “Mayor? A little help here?”

      The mayor stood and turned toward the back of the room. “I think we can agree that we all would like more information, Dave,” Mayor Savino said to the man in the crowd. “But let’s hang on and see what questions we can get answered here tonight.”

      “Well, Mayor, thank you for that resounding vote of confidence,” Tyler said wryly. Another wave of murmurs rippled through the crowd. “Oh, come on, people! Like any of you have anything to lose here! Some of us actually have a master’s degree in community planning!”

      “Some of us have already built successful businesses without your help,” someone called out.

      A panicked Lillian moved between Tyler and the podium and steered the microphone away from him. “Ladies and gentlemen, please,” she said. “I will be happy to host an impromptu question and answer session right here and now if it means we can alleviate some of your concerns.”

      “Okay, then tell us how much this’ll cost us,” Dave shouted from the back.

      “Typically, we receive thirty-thousand annually for our services,” she said. Several people shouted their disapproval. A few stood and began walking toward the exit. “But we have a special grant program in particular cases. And I alone have the authority to decide the recipient of the grant each year.”

      “Let her speak,” Ruby shouted. The room instantly calmed.

      “I’m going to lock in our services to the good people of Dogwood Mountain for the next eighteen months, free of charge,” Lillian said.

      “Give us that long to prove our methods to you. At the end of that time if you are believers, we’ll keep going. If not, we stop, and you owe nothing. No harm, no foul.”

      Tyler Meeks scowled at the crowd and rushed out of the room. Mayor Savino stood and shook hands with Lillian. The room erupted in applause.

      The deal was sealed with a handshake.
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      “Last night inspired me,” Ruby declared the following morning. She joined Maggie at their favorite table before five to enjoy her first cup of coffee for the day.

      “What do you mean? “Maggie asked. “Are you thinking of running for city council?”

      “I’m not just thinking about it. I downloaded the paperwork late last night and filled it out,” she said. “I’m going to run for that city council seat.”

      Maggie threw hands in the air and shouted. “That’s wonderful,” she said. “I’m so proud of you!”

      “I’m a little worried for me, but thanks,” Ruby said. “Listening to Dave ask his questions really made me want to dig in and find out the answers for him.”

      “I’d say you weren’t alone in that. I can’t get over that Tyler character storming off like that. Why wouldn’t he answer a simple question?”

      “Probably because he was trained as a salesman first and foremost,” Ruby said. “If it was up to me, I wouldn’t have given those guys a second chance after his little show.”

      “But you had everyone calm down and listen,” Maggie said. “And all it took was a few words from you to make that happen.”

      Ruby nodded and sipped her coffee. “I said I wouldn’t have given them a second chance,” she said. “But the mayor was right. The people have every right to hear the whole truth about anything that affects them.”

      “You do have a way with calming down a crowd,” Maggie smiled. “That can only be a good sign.”

      “I hope so,” Ruby said. “The good news is that this will be a short campaign. The election is less than six weeks away.”

      “There is that,” Maggie said. “Have you thought about a slogan for your campaign?”

      “I haven’t really word-smithed it out just yet, but I think I’m going to run on the premise that what I know the public will know, with the exception of private matters that the public simply can’t know. I just have to figure out how to explain the difference to people.” Ruby chuckled.

      “I can’t help there, but you’ve got my vote,” Maggie said. “Wait, I don’t even know if I would be voting for you. Am I in your district?”

      Ruby nodded. “The seat is for a councilman at large,” she said. “Which is why I can run even though I live out in the country.”

      “I see,” Maggie said. “At large means that the seat represents the entire population, right?”

      “Everyone with a Dogwood Mountain address,” Ruby said.

      “See, I told you that you’d be better suited for this than me. I barely know my rear-end from my elbow when it comes to this sort of thing.”

      They chatted for a few more minutes and then reluctantly rose to get back to making donuts. Jake came out just before six. Myra arrived a few minutes past. She was red-faced and out of breath. Maggie almost teased her about feeling a little nauseous in the morning but held back from the look on her face.

      “What is the matter with you?” Jake asked when he entered the kitchen and saw her.

      Myra leaned against the back door and sighed. “Brooks was called out about thirty minutes ago,” she said. “Brett called him to Dogwood Mountain Hardware.”

      “Why were they called to the hardware store?” Ruby asked.

      “Because when Dave Leland opened his store this morning there was a woman’s body on the floor in front of the shovels,” Myra said.

      “A body? Are you serious? What was she doing in the hardware store?” Jake asked.

      “Myra, do you have any idea what exactly is going on?” Maggie asked quietly.

      She walked into the center of the room and collapsed on a stool next to the baker’s table. “It was that lady from last night,” she said. “The woman who came here with all of those other rude ladies yesterday morning. Lillian Spencer.”

      “Oh, my gosh,” Ruby said. “I can’t believe it.”

      “But why was she in the hardware store?” Jake asked again. “Wasn’t it closed?”

      “That’s a good question,” Ruby said. “My guess is she wasn’t there by choice.”

      “Did Brooks say if the hardware store had been broken into also?” Maggie asked. “Broken glass or anything?”

      Myra shook her head. “He didn’t say.” She slid off the stool and pulled her apron off of a hook outside of the storage room. “I have a feeling he’s going to stop by later.”

      Maggie turned her attention to the donut machines. She had planned to chat with Ruby about the new latte flavor proposed by Orson, but her mind was filled with thoughts about the shocking news Myra had shared.

      “I just don’t understand what could have happened,” Ruby said an hour later. They were alone in the kitchen. Maggie worked on a batch of scones while Ruby chopped vegetables for the coleslaw she planned to serve with the boxed lunches.

      “I’ve been thinking about it too.” Maggie frowned and turned to Ruby.

      “We just saw her last night at city hall,” Ruby said. “How in the world did she end up in the hardware store?”

      “I don’t know,” Maggie said. “But I get the feeling Dave is going to be talking to the police today.”

      “You think he killed her because of their disagreement last night? I can’t imagine him doing that,” Ruby said.

      Maggie leaned against the baker’s table and wiped the flour off of her hands. “True, it’s not like their disagreement was that dramatic.”

      “Not to mention the fact that it took place in front of a standing room only crowd,” Maggie said. “If Dave killed her because of the meeting last night, he isn’t very smart.”
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      Brooks arrived at the donut shop around nine in the morning. Maggie disappeared into the kitchen where she had set aside a box of pastries for the police department while they were set up downtown investigating the incident at the hardware store.

      “Don’t charge him,” she directed Jake while Brooks was at the front register. She set the box on the counter and slid it toward him.

      “What’s this?” Brooks asked.

      “Consider it a care package for the Dogwood Mountain P.D. And you need to stop paying when you come here, too.”

      “I don’t work here,” Brooks protested. “I’m always more than happy to pay the full amount.”

      “She’s right,” Ruby said. She moved in closer. “As a matter of fact, you do know that you are a part of this family, right? Just like the rest of us.”

      “And you can come in and help yourself to the coffee behind the counter, and donuts,” Maggie added.

      “Just don’t tell your boss about that. No need for the chief to think he can come behind the counter and help himself to cinnamon rolls.”

      “Yeah, we might run out every day,” Ruby joked.

      Brooks smiled. “I appreciate it, but I won’t take advantage of it,” he said. “And as far as the boss goes? He gets plenty of freebies from Flo over at the food truck. I swear he’s there all of the time.”

      Ruby chuckled and patted Brooks on the arm.

      “Here you go, Brooks,” Maggie said. She gazed out the window past his shoulder at the food truck parked under her sign. Flo had already arrived to prepare the truck for the lunch and dinner rush, but hers was the only vehicle parked close by.

      “Thanks so much,” Brooks said. “Will you please tell my wife that I plan to swing back by after lunch?”

      “Of course, we will,” Ruby said. “And if you need some lunch boxes prepared for you and the rest of the crew, just text one of us and we’ll get lunch put together for you.”

      Brooks nodded and headed back outside. Orson waved at him from the Old Timer’s table. Ruby rested her arm on Maggie’s shoulder.

      “I don’t think he meant Brett is over there spending time with Flo,” she said. “And don’t even pretend like you don’t know what I am talking about.”

      “I’m just going to go wash up the trays in the back and keep my thoughts to myself,” Maggie said. She picked up the empty trays from the display case and headed back to the sink. She hated that she was jealous and knew there was no reason to be.

      “Maggie, someone is here to see you,” Ruby called to her a little while later. Maggie picked up a towel and dried off her hands. She untied her apron and left it on the prep table, preparing to see Brett on the other side of the counter.

      But she found Faylene Larabee instead. The older woman looked flushed and anxious.

      “Faylene,” Maggie asked. “Are you alright? You look like you just saw a ghost.”

      “Can we go somewhere and talk?” Faylene asked.

      “Sure, sure,” Maggie said. “I’ll grab both of us some coffee and meet you over at our table on the side.”

      “Better make mine decaf,” Faylene said. “I’m jittery enough as it is.”

      Maggie filled a cup with decaf and made herself a cinnamon latte. She placed two vanilla bean scones on a tray and headed for the table where Faylene was already seated.

      “Here we go,” Maggie said. She set the coffee down in front of Faylene and took her seat. “Now tell me what’s going on.”

      “Oh, Maggie. I’m just so worried,” Faylene said. Her hands shook slightly when she picked up her cup. “I suppose you’ve already heard about the death of that young woman from last night?”

      “We heard this morning,” Maggie said. “I’m not sure of the circumstances but I understand that she was found in the hardware store.”

      Faylene nodded her head slowly and closed her eyes. “I just can’t believe it,” she said. “I can’t believe this is happening.”

      Maggie patted her hand and smiled. “It is, but I know that the police are already investigating it,” she said. “I know you’re concerned. I am, too. But I don’t think we have any killers on the loose.” She sipped her coffee and reconsidered her words. “Actually, I guess we do have a killer on the loose, but it’s very likely that the person who killed Lillian Spencer targeted her for a reason. She isn’t from here, so maybe the murderer isn’t from here but killed her here out of sheer opportunity.”

      “Do you think that’s what the police think?”

      “Well, I don’t know that one way or another yet,” Maggie admitted. “But if that is the case they will find that out quite fast. There will be evidence one way or another. Are you frightened about being alone? I would love to have you come and stay with me for a little while, Faylene.”

      The older woman brightened and gripped Maggie’s hand in return. “Oh, you are just so sweet,” she said. “But I’m not any more scared about living alone than I was before. What worries me is the fact that I had words with Lillian after the meeting. I tried to ask her some questions about the program she proposed, and she lost it.”

      “What do you mean ‘she lost it?’” Maggie asked.

      Faylene shrugged. “I just asked her some questions and she started raising her voice to me.”

      “What did she say?” Maggie asked.

      “She told me to just leave her alone. She said she was sick and tired of dealing with all of the questions and that she was just trying to help people like me,” Faylene said. “She had some papers in her hand and just squeezed them to her chest and ran off.”

      “Did you say anything back to her?” Maggie pressed.

      “I raised my voice back and told her to get off of her high horse,” Faylene said. More color drained from her face when she spoke. “I’m worried that someone saw me talking to her and that the police are going to think that I might have had something to do with killing her!” She looked around the dining room at the faces of the people around them. None of them appeared to have heard anything she said.

      “Did anyone see you after you left last night? Is it possible that someone could verify your whereabouts?” Maggie asked her quietly.

      Faylene shook her head. “You sound like you think I might be guilty,” she said.

      “No, not at all,” Maggie said. “But you said you were worried about the police suspecting you. The first question they’re going to ask you is where you were between the meeting last night and early this morning. And whether or not you can prove it.”

      “I wish I could believe you,” Faylene said. “I just have a sinking feeling about all of this. I mean, a woman is dead. I’m not insensitive about that, but I just have a bad feeling.”

      “Would it help if I looked into things a little bit? Maybe see if I can find anything out about Lillian,” Maggie suggested. She was anxious to find anything to help calm her friend’s nerves.

      “You’ve done that before.” Faylene brightened. “You’ve figured things out before, right? That would be wonderful, Maggie. Thank you.”
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      Ruby followed Maggie back into the kitchen after Faylene’s visit. “Is everything okay with Ms. Larabee?” she asked.

      “Not exactly,” Maggie said. “Turns out Faylene had some words with Lillian after the meeting last night. She’s concerned that the police might suspect her in the murder.”

      “Seriously? She thinks she might be a suspect? Does she have an alibi?” Ruby fired off her questions.

      Maggie shrugged. “She went home from the meeting alone and she lives alone so there really is no one who can back up her story.”

      “Did she mention what they had words about?” Ruby asked.

      “Faylene said she just wanted to ask Lillian a few more questions about the programs she was talking about. But apparently Lillian shouted at her that she was only trying to help people like us,” Maggie said.

      “It sounds to me like Lillian had something else on her mind,” Ruby said. “Did Faylene say anything else?”

      Maggie thought for a moment. “Only that Lillian had some paperwork with her and left with it clutched to her chest.”

      “Paperwork? I wonder if there was something that made her upset,” Ruby said.

      “I don’t know,” Maggie said. “But you know what I want to know more about? Lillian Spencer. Were there people in her life who wanted to hurt her? Maybe who followed her here?”

      “Don’t you think Brooks and Brett and the rest of the police department are going to look into that?”

      “Of course, I do, Miss Future City Councilperson,” Maggie said. “But it might help a friend feel a little bit better about the situation if she thinks someone else is looking into it, too.”

      “Okay, I understand that,” Ruby said. “And it isn’t like we haven’t done it before.”

      “Now you sound like Faylene.” Maggie smiled. “And by saying ‘we’ are you throwing your hat in with me?”

      Ruby nodded. “Maybe on the sly,” she said. “I have to be mindful of my public image, you know.”

      “I think I’m going to begin my ‘looking into things’ tonight,” Maggie said. “Do you want to come over and help out?”

      Ruby nodded. “See you at six.”

      Maggie left the kitchen and returned to the front. “Coffee,” she said to Orson when he asked what she wanted up front. “And a break. I’m going to take a short one. Over there.” She pointed to the same booth where she had just sat with Faylene.

      Maggie had just settled in with her coffee when she happened to gaze out the front windows in the direction of the food truck. She told herself that it was merely coincidental that she had chosen that moment to look in that direction.

      Brett Mission’s personal car appeared in front of the food truck. She watched as he left the car and headed straight for the truck. She wondered what he was doing with his own car in the middle of the work day. It wasn’t quite noon yet.

      The other question burning in her mind was what on earth he was doing there in the first place. He had yet to make an appearance at the donut shop. In fact, he hadn’t been around much in the past week.

      Maggie dug her phone out of her pocket and leaned over the screen. She decided to look up the group Lillian represented, Local Business Connection. She found the website and immediately checked out the “about us” page. Lillian’s profile was listed first. She held degrees in community development and economics.

      Tyler Meeks was listed next. Just like his speech the night before, he held a master’s degree in community development and other accolades. On paper, or at least on the screen, he appeared to be even more qualified than Lillian. His resume read like a candidate for the United States Senate. Maggie guessed he was at least ten years older than Lillian. Possibly fifteen.

      Perhaps his outburst was the result of frustration with his job. He had served as the organizer for several communities in South and Central America as well as an advisor for a nonprofit in western Africa.

      She noted that in each of his positions, he was always an assistant, or a vice-president, or a co-director. But he was never king of the mountain. Maggie wondered if that was an issue for him. His words to the crowd were insulting at best.

      Maggie clicked out of Tyler’s profile and read the entries for the next two employees, both were program directors, one over communication and the other over state outreach. Anthony Segar served as the communication director. He was young and on a similar path as Tyler Meeks. Already, he had logged many hours serving nonprofits in developing countries.

      Finally, she read the profile for Hannah Stokes, the state outreach director. Maggie decided she was likely under twenty-five, ambitious and full of lofty ideals. She had only heard Lillian and Tyler speak the night before but was interested in the other two. However, she had her doubts that the group would ever return to Dogwood Mountain. For one, the message was not well received during the community meeting until the word ‘free’ was thrown around. Then there was the fact that the director was murdered there.
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      Maggie left the donut shop just after two. She nodded toward Flo and Brett who were chatting together out in the parking lot. They both waved enthusiastically when she passed. She felt an energy surge down her right leg and into her foot on the accelerator, but she fought the urge to speed out of the parking lot. Instead, she drove slowly and carefully. When she pulled into the parking space behind her house a couple of minutes later she sat in her car, gripped the steering wheel, and screamed for a solid five seconds.

      Her head throbbed when she exited her car a minute later, but she felt better overall. She planned to grab a quick shower and a short nap before Ruby showed up. Her head still ached, and she wanted to be fresh when Ruby arrived.

      As soon as she crawled into bed, Maggie began to think about her relationship with Brett. Things seemed to be going well, but they’d both been in some pretty terrible relationships in the past and she was afraid that would hinder whatever future they might have. Frustrated, she threw a pillow over her head and forced other pictures in her mind. She pictured Wyatt, her small grandson, and Bradley, his father. She decided to focus her thoughts on their upcoming visit.

      Two hours later, Maggie woke up with a start. She sat up and checked the clock on her night stand. It was just after five. Ruby would arrive in less than an hour and she had yet to decide what to serve for dinner.

      She ran water over her face in the bathroom and brushed her teeth. She had gone to bed with her hair still slightly damp and tangled from her shower. She forced a wide-tooth comb through it and pulled it back into a long braid.

      Back in her kitchen, Maggie pulled a few ingredients together and quickly assembled a simple supper of loaded baked potato soup, green salad, and the homemade bread she had picked up from the bakery at the grocery store.

      Five minutes before six, Ruby pulled into the driveway behind Maggie’s car. For once, Maggie was grateful she had replaced the car that had been wrecked by an anxious bride on her wedding day a couple of months prior with a compact sedan. She had driven Ruby’s beastly farm truck Beulah for nearly a month.

      She preferred a smaller car to the pickup any day.

      “Oh, you made supper!” Ruby said as soon as she stepped inside the back door. “It smells delicious and wonderfully comforting.”

      “I hope you approve, Chef,” Maggie teased. She had gotten over the nervousness she once felt preparing food when her best friend, who was also a trained chef, was around. “Anyway, I took a nap and just put this together as soon as I remembered we probably needed to eat.”

      Ruby shrugged. “I was going to suggest we order a pizza, but this works,” she said. She set her laptop on the kitchen table and washed her hands at the sink. Maggie ladled the soup into bowls while Ruby fixed their salads. They worked together without exchanging words.

      “I did some preliminary searching this afternoon after Faylene left,” Maggie announced when she had drained her soup bowl.

      “I want your recipe, Maggie,” Ruby said. “That was really good soup. And I thought that might be what you were up to on your phone at the donut shop. Did you figure anything out?”

      Maggie stood to place their bowls in the sink. She shook her head. “Nothing terribly alarming,” she said.

      “I read the bios on the nonprofit organization’s website. Tyler Meeks is very highly qualified for his position.”

      “Really? Does that mean Lillian wasn’t?” Ruby asked.

      “She was, but not nearly as qualified as Tyler,” Maggie said. “But that’s hardly a smoking gun.”

      “By the way, have you heard what the method of death was?” Ruby asked. “I saw Brett across the parking lot when you left work.”

      “No, I haven’t heard a single thing,” she said. She deliberately ignored the comment about Brett.

      “I heard that the police were very interested in what Dave Leland was doing last night,” Ruby said. “Brooks said they had questioned him most of the morning.”

      “Surely his wife could answer questions about his whereabouts after the meeting,” Maggie said.

      “You would think so, but Jenny Leland works at the childcare center at Dogwood Mountain Elementary. She’s the director and always goes to bed around eight at night,” Ruby said. “She has to be there early in the morning.”

      “That’s interesting,” Maggie said. “So, she can’t provide an alibi for him?”

      “Not really,” Ruby said. “But she did say he was in bed when she woke up around four. I suppose the time of death is going to matter a whole lot in this investigation.”

      “I imagine the method of death will as well,” Maggie said.

      “It normally does, but in this case you would guess that the death occurred by the spur of the moment,” Ruby said.

      “What do you mean?” Maggie asked. “Aren’t most murders spur of the moment?”

      “Not a premeditated murder, or a serial killing, I suppose.” Ruby scrunched her nose and looked away.

      “Oh, let’s not borrow trouble with talk of serial killers,” Maggie said. “We don’t need that kind of negativity.”

      Ruby chuckled and rose to help Maggie clear the rest of the dishes off of the table. Maggie stacked the rest of the dishes in the dishwasher and pressed the ON button, and then excused herself to her bedroom where she retrieved her own computer.

      When she returned to the kitchen a moment later, she was surprised to see Faylene standing in her kitchen.

      “Faylene,” she gasped and set her laptop down quickly. “Are you alright? Has something happened?”

      “Faylene was closing up the bookstore this evening and remembered something she saw last night,” Ruby said quietly.

      “Have a seat,” Maggie said. She pulled out a chair for the older woman. “Now tell me what you remember.”

      Ruby poured water in the Keurig on the counter and adjusted the settings to brew only hot water. She opened the cabinet above the coffee maker and retrieved a mug and a box of chamomile tea, then fixed a steaming cup for Faylene. “Here you go,” Ruby said.

      “Thank you,” Faylene said. She shifted a little in her seat and wrapped her hands around the mug. “I saw something on the paperwork Lillian held against her chest when she yelled at me. It just took me most of the day to remember what I saw.”

      “What was it?” Maggie asked.

      “I think it was a court summons. I saw the front page and read the words ‘United States Circuit Court’ across the top,” she said. “I’m pretty sure I saw more, but I just can’t remember right now. I was in shock, you know. She was so rude to me at that moment. But I did look at the papers more closely, just for a second. I can see the words in my head, I just can’t remember what they said.”

      “It’s okay if you don’t remember,” Ruby said. “I’m sure that what you did recall will help the police anyway.”

      “Oh, I will remember eventually,” Faylene said, brightening a little. “I always do. I read very quickly, and my memory is sharp. But it does take me a little while if I was stressed at the time I saw something. Once, after I was in a car accident, I was able to remember the license plates and a description of every other car in the intersection. It took a full day to recall each one, but I did it. The police were a little skeptical at first. But they came around when every one of the people I described confirmed that they witnessed the accident.”

      “That’s interesting, Faylene,” Maggie said. “Why don’t you go home and sleep on it tonight. If you think of anything, come by the donut shop first thing in the morning and we’ll talk more.”

      “I think you need rest,” Ruby said. “You’ve been through a lot today, finding out about Lillian and all this morning.”

      “Thank you for the tea,” Faylene said. She stood and pushed her chair under the table. “That probably did more good than anything else could. But tell me something before I head home. Do either of you girls think I could have killed that woman? I couldn’t live with myself if there was any doubt in your mind.”

      “Of course not,” Maggie said. She crossed the kitchen floor and wrapped her arms around her friend. “I don’t think you’re capable of hurting anyone.”

      “Same goes for me,” Ruby said. “Why don’t you let me drive you home?”

      Faylene smiled and squeezed Maggie’s arm. “I’ll be alright,” she said. “I only live a few blocks from here anyway. I don’t want to be that old lady someone has to see home. I’m not ready for that quite yet.”
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      Maggie woke to a phone call early the next morning. She blinked until she could focus on the screen and answered on the third ring.

      “Hello,” she said.

      “Maggie, it’s Brett. I need to see you as soon as possible.”

      “You need to see me? Where? My house or the donut shop?” Maggie asked.

      “The donut shop is fine,” Brett said. “How fast can you get there?”

      Maggie rolled over in her bed and planted her feet on the cold floor below. “Give me twenty minutes,” she said and hung up the phone.

      It dawned on her a few minutes later that she should have asked him what he wanted to see her about. She dressed quickly, washed her face, and brushed mascara over her eyelashes and headed out of the house.

      When she got into her car to start the engine Maggie realized she had forgotten to do anything with her hair. She glanced at the clock and considered the fact that she had already locked up her house. She sighed and decided to run her fingers through her hair and pull it back with a hair tie she found in the cupholder of her car.

      “That will have to do today,” Maggie said to her reflection in the rear view mirror. She backed out of the driveway and headed the short distance to the donut shop. Brett’s police cruiser was parked in the alley near the dumpster when she arrived.

      “Let me unlock the door and get the lights on,” she said when Brett opened his car door and stepped out.

      “I’m right behind you,” he said. Maggie opened the door and left it that way for Brett to find his own way inside. She moved to the front and began a pot of coffee.

      “What’s going on?” she asked when she returned to the back. She stifled a yawn and rested on a stool close to the baker’s table. Brett retrieved another stool from the store room and placed it about five feet from where Maggie sat.

      “I wanted to talk to you about some plans I’ve been making,” he said. Maggie detected a bit of color in his cheeks. “But now that just seems so unimportant.”

      “What are you talking about, Brett? You aren’t making a whole lot of sense,” she said. “What plans?”

      He shrugged slightly. He managed a half smile and looked up at her. “I have been planning sort of a special date for you and me since the last one we tried to plan got interrupted, but I think that’s going to have to be put on hold for a little while once again,” he said.

      “Okay, and why is that?” Maggie asked. She was getting a little annoyed. A quick glance at the clock on the wall told her she might have had an extra forty-five minutes to sleep if he hadn’t called her so early for this meeting which, so far, seemed to be about a lot of nonsense.

      “That’s why I wanted to meet you so early, Maggie,” he said softly. “I wanted to tell you some news before you heard it from anyone else. You see, the overnight shift received a disturbing phone call last night about loud noises coming from a neighborhood a few blocks away from here.”

      “I’m still a little lost and I don’t think it’s because I’m not fully caffeinated yet. What are you trying to say?”

      Brett sighed. He stood up and moved his seat even closer to her stool. He sat back down and reached for her hands. “Okay, now I am worried,” Maggie continued. “Has something happened to Ruby? Myra or Brooks? Orson?”

      “No, none of them, but something has happened to a dear friend of yours, I’m afraid,” Brett said quietly. “When the call came in to dispatch, the night shift sergeant recognized the neighborhood and called Brooks in to help investigate the call. You see, the call came from Faylene Larabee’s next door neighbor.”

      “Oh, no. Faylene,” Maggie breathed.

      Brett tightened his grip on her hands. “When they got to her house, they found her back door kicked in. She was on the floor in the kitchen with a glaring gash to the back of her head.”

      “Oh, no.” Maggie sprung off of the stool and into his arms. He circled her in a hug. Maggie rested her head on his shoulder while he told her the rest.

      “She was hit from behind with a large object,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper.

      “Is she… Did she…” Maggie cried.

      “She’s in the hospital, but she’s not awake. I’m afraid she hasn’t woken up at all yet.”

      “Oh, my sweet friend,” Maggie whispered. “Do you think she’s going to be okay?”

      “I’ve been assured that she’s in the care of the very best doctors in the state. I’m hopeful that she’ll come around soon.”

      “Who could have done this?” Maggie asked.

      Once again Brett exhaled a long, exhausted breath. “That’s the thing about all of this,” he said. “I told you the back door had been kicked in, right? When Faylene was found her feet were pointing east and her head was pointed west. She was coming into her kitchen from the living room. The back door is off the kitchen in the back, on the west side of her house.”

      Maggie pulled her head up and faced him. “So, whoever struck her, got far enough into the house that Faylene was between them and the back door.”

      “That’s what we’ve discovered,” Brett said. “And there’s more.”

      “What more can there be? The woman from the neighborhood improvement group died two days ago and now someone has attacked Faylene,” Maggie said. “Are you going to tell me that there’s a serial killer on the loose?”

      “A killer, yes,” Brett said. “A serial killer, no. The thing is, Lillian Spencer was killed the same way as Faylene was attacked, a blow to the back of the head.”

      “But you don’t think it’s a serial killer? Why because they didn’t actually kill Faylene? It sure seems like they tried, though.”

      “No. We don’t think there’s a psycho lunatic hunting women at random,” he said. “We think Faylene might have known something about Lillian, or at least her death. We found a scrap of paper on the kitchen counter with some numbers scribbled on it. We think the numbers might mean something, but we’re not sure what.”

      “What were the numbers? Can you share them with me?” Maggie asked.

      “Why do you want to see them?” Brett asked. “Are you planning to look into this? We’re handling the investigation just fine.”

      Maggie smiled. “You know I’ll look into it,” she said. “And you know that I won’t get in your way.

      Besides, Faylene came to see me last night and asked me to look into Lillian’s death myself. It’s the least I can do for her. Plus, I know her better than probably anyone around here and since she isn’t awake…”

      “Alright, alright. I will send you a photo of the paper,” he said. “But you need to promise me that you will run everything by me before you put yourself in any danger, you hear me? I’m not playing around with this one. I think it’s clear that whoever is behind this has no problem silencing anyone who gets in the way.”

      “Do you think Faylene was in the way? Do you think that’s why this happened to her?” Maggie asked. “She was trying to remember what she had seen on the paperwork Lillian was holding after the meeting at city hall. She went after Lillian to ask her more questions and she said Lillian had spoken rudely to her. She was actually afraid the police might suspect her.”

      “Do you know what was on the paperwork?”

      Maggie shook her head. “She believed she would remember with time. It was something she knew because that’s how her memory works,” she said. “The only thing she did see was a header on the paperwork that said, ‘United States Circuit Court.’”

      “Sounds like a court summons,” Brett said.

      “That’s exactly what Faylene thought, too,” Maggie said. “She swore she would go home and remember the names on the paperwork. She was absolutely sure she would.”

      “Maybe she did,” Brett said. “And maybe that’s what got her nearly killed.”
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      Maggie walked through the motions of the morning with little thought to what she was doing. She turned the fryers on and powered up the donut machines. The glazer churned while she began the first batch of dough in the large stand mixer.

      “You’ve already done half of the work this morning,” Ruby said when she arrived. “How long have you been here?”

      “An hour,” Maggie said, glancing at the clock. “Brett called me and asked me to meet him here earlier.”

      “Why?” Ruby asked. “Why would he ask you to meet him so early?”

      “Because,” Maggie said and exhaled slowly. She pinched the skin on the bridge of her nose and closed her eyes. “He wanted to tell me about Faylene before I heard it from anyone else.”

      “What about Faylene?” Ruby asked. Maggie opened her eyes again and noticed that the color had drained out of her best friend’s face. She realized that she had just done the very thing Brett had made certain no one would do to her. “I’m sorry, Ruby. I shouldn’t have said it that way.”

      “Just tell me what happened, Maggie,” Ruby said.

      “A neighbor called the police last night to come and check things out at Faylene’s house. They called Brooks in and when they got to Faylene’s house, they found her in the kitchen on the floor with a huge gash in the back of her head,” Maggie said.

      “Okay, wow,” Ruby said. “What happened to Faylene? Is she in the hospital?”

      “Yes,” Maggie said. “But the blow to her head was bad and she’s not waking up.”

      “Oh, gosh,” Ruby said. She fell back into the sink and steadied herself. “Are you serious?”

      Maggie nodded. “There is more to it,” she said. “Brett said that the same thing happened to Lillian, except it killed her.”

      “Lillian was killed by a blow to the back of her head?”

      Maggie nodded. “He said that Faylene’s body was positioned in a way that made it clear that the killer got into the house and was in there long enough that Faylene was between them and the door. Her head was pointing toward the back door and not away from it.”

      “She had to be terrified,” Ruby said. Tears rolled down her face. “I hope she wakes up soon, I can’t wait to hug her.”

      “Something else they found,” Maggie said. She pulled her phone out and showed Ruby the photo Brett had shared with her.

      “What am I looking at?” Ruby asked.

      “A piece of scrap paper they found in the kitchen on the counter,” Maggie explained. “He said that they think Faylene was scribbling down a number when she was hit from behind. He doesn’t know if the number means anything and he has no idea what it might relate to, or if she was finished writing it down when she was hit.”

      “Did you tell him about her visit to us last night?”

      “I told him everything,” Maggie said. “He knows we’re going to look into things, too. I told him I had made the promise to Faylene that I would. He knows about those papers Lillian was holding after the meeting and that Faylene was sure she would remember the name on them.”

      “Does he think the killer targeted her to keep her quiet? Or was this a random attack?” Ruby asked. “I wonder if it was the killer, if they know she isn’t dead?”

      “He doesn’t think there is a serial killer running around Dogwood Mountain, if that’s what you mean,” Maggie said. “He’s more convinced that the killer chose Faylene just like they targeted Lillian.”

      “I need some coffee and a moment to catch my breath,” Ruby said. She headed toward the kitchen door and stopped. “We’re caught up and way ahead of schedule. Why don’t we both take a few moments to gather ourselves before the rest of them come in?”

      “I’m right behind you,” Maggie said and followed Ruby through the swinging door into the dining area. She stopped while she was behind the counter and set two empty cups next to the coffee maker. She found two tea bags and poured hot water from the dispenser into the mugs, and then joined Ruby at their usual table.

      “I thought tea might be a better option this time,” Maggie explained. “I have a feeling we’re going to consume enough coffee today anyway.”

      “I can’t believe someone hurt Faylene,” Ruby said. The shock was gone from her voice. She shook her head slowly and stirred a small bit of sugar into her tea. “Or worse, tried to kill her.”

      “First it was Lillian Spencer, but right away I figured that had something to do with someone out of town,” Maggie said. “Not someone local.”

      “Do you think it’s someone local now?”

      “I have no idea one way or the other,” Maggie admitted. “It’s more or less that I had an idea that her murder happened here, but that it wasn’t from here. Does that make any sense?”

      Ruby nodded. She sipped her tea and set the mug back down on the table. “Now it seems like the murderer could be from here.”

      “And maybe that he was after Faylene all along, but Lillian got in his way,” Maggie said. “It could be completely flipped around.”

      “Is that what you think? Do you think Faylene was the main target?” Ruby asked.

      “I don’t know,” Maggie said. “But at this point, how can we rule out anything? All I can think about now is what happens when whoever it is realizes that Faylene is alive.”
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      “I forgot to tell you this earlier, but I am planning to leave around one this afternoon,” Ruby told Maggie after the first rush of the morning had eased a bit. They stood together by the prep table, speaking quietly about the things they had both seen and heard. Myra was well aware of what had happened to Faylene, thanks to her husband Brooks. Orson was aware but fairly mum about things.

      Jake volunteered to work the front while everyone else avoided the comments and speculations from the public.

      “If things are slow, I’ve already talked to Myra about leaving around two myself,” Maggie said. “I’m going to go home and get a nap.”

      “I have a meeting at city hall,” Ruby said. “It’s mandatory for all candidates. Although right now, I wonder if I should just withdraw my name.”

      “Why would you do that?” Maggie asked. “Now more than ever, we need someone at city hall who will keep everything transparent to the public. And support the police department when it comes to planning the city budget.”

      “Are you sure?” Ruby asked. “I feel like throwing in the towel before I even get started.”

      “Go to the meeting,” Myra said from the other side of the room. “You’re needed there. Believe me.”

      Maggie nodded. There was nothing more she could add to the words of a police officer’s wife. “Oh, I forgot to tell you something else Brett said,” she told Ruby, remembering suddenly herself. “He said that he had been planning a special date for the two of us, although he wasn’t sure when it would actually take place given what’s been going on.”

      “Maybe that’s why he’s been hanging out with Flo so much,” Ruby said.

      Jake appeared from the front with a bucket of dirty water in his hands. “I need fresh water to wipe down the tables.”

      Maggie moved away from the sink and waited while Jake filled up the bucket. “We were just talking about the time Brett has been spending over at the food truck with Flo,” she said.

      “I heard you,” Jake said with a rare smile. “And you are partially right. But the rest of it has to do with people complaining to the police about the food truck being parked here in the parking lot.”

      “Wait, wait,” Maggie said. “What did you say? People are complaining about the food truck?”

      “A couple of people,” Jake said. “But I wasn’t supposed to know anything about it. I don’t think anyone was.”

      “So, why has Brett been over there?” Ruby asked.

      Jake shrugged his shoulders. “He’s helping Flo find some other places to park. He’s coaching her through the process of applying for some type of business license.”

      “She has a business license,” Myra said. She had heard enough of the conversation to add to it.

      “Right, but this is some other kind of license that will let her park that food truck wherever she pleases,” Jake said.

      “Do you know why she hasn’t said anything to the rest of us about this?” Ruby asked. She looked at Myra. “Did you know anything about this?”

      Myra shook her head. “This is the first I’m hearing of it, too.”

      “I think she told the chief that you all had done enough for her already and she didn’t want to tell you because she didn’t want you guys to do even more for her,” Jake said. He smiled and returned to the front with the fresh cleaning water.

      Ruby left as she’d planned shortly after the end of the lunch rush. Myra and Orson pushed Maggie out the door before two. When she left, Maggie decided to pay Flo a visit. Although the windows were still closed on the food truck, she knocked on the door.

      “We’re not open yet,” Flo called from inside. “No early sales.”

      “Flo, it’s me,” Maggie called. “I want to talk to you.”

      Flo opened the door and pushed her hair out of her face. “Hello, Maggie,” she said. “What’s up? I’m in the middle of prep.”

      “I’ll make it fast. A little birdie told me that you were dealing with some comments from the public about your food truck,” Maggie said.

      “I’m facing complaints from one or two people, and both of them are related,” Flo said. “I didn’t tell you because I don’t want you going to bat for me once again. I’ve been working with Chief Mission to secure a county parking permit that should shut the critics up once and for all.”

      Maggie smiled at her use of Brett’s official title. She was relieved that she wasn’t so familiar with him that she used his first name.

      And then she felt like a complete idiot for caring about it at all.

      “Don’t be angry,” Maggie said. “I just heard, and I wanted to offer to apply for any licenses or permits on behalf of the donut shop. You do us a great service by being here. Our businesses feed each other.”

      “I appreciate that, but like I said, I would like to handle this on my own,” Flo said.

      “Okay. I get that. But let me say this another way,” Maggie said. “Your presence here in the parking lot brings extra business into the donut shop. My sales have increased since you moved in under the sign. I can show you the figures to back that up. So, if I can do anything to keep you here, I hope you’ll let me know so I can do it. I’d rather not lose the extra business you help bring in.”

      Flo smiled and agreed to let her know. Maggie left feeling a little bit better than she had since she had heard about Faylene.
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      Maggie’s nap was interrupted by a knock on her back door. She rolled herself out of bed and checked her phone. No one had called. She moved carefully through the house and only answered when she spotted Ruby’s truck parked behind her car in the back.

      “I’m sorry,” Ruby said as she rushed inside. “But I had to come right over after that meeting at city hall.”

      “Sure, no problem,” Maggie said, still groggy. “Come on in.”

      Ruby moved past her and began making coffee. “You just have a seat at the table and let me make us some coffee,” she said. “I think it’s clear that I just woke you up from a nap. And I’m already wired for sound.”

      “What’s going on? Did you hear something more about what’s been going on?”

      Ruby filled the coffee pot with water and shook her head. “Not directly, but everyone is freaking out all over town about both a murder and an attack inside of a week.”

      “I can imagine. But nothing about that is unusual,” Maggie said. “What else did you hear?”

      “Remember how we figured that this group that Lillian was with would probably leave town right away and pull out of any negotiations with the city of Dogwood Mountain?”

      “Of course,” Maggie said. “I can’t imagine that anyone would even still be in town at this point unless they were ordered to stick around by the police department.”

      “They’re all still in town, and they are planning to present another program at city hall tomorrow night,” Ruby said. She sat down and waited for the coffee pot to finish brewing.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Maggie said. “That can’t be right!”

      Ruby nodded her head. “I heard it from Mayor Savino myself.”

      Maggie stood up and walked in a circle around the kitchen. “Oh, I’m not trying to sound like I doubt what you have to say, Ruby. I’m sure the mayor is a reliable source,” she said. “But I just can’t believe they would stick around and present the program again. I mean, it sounds inappropriate at best. Their leader just died. Here. By murder!”

      “It leaves you speechless, doesn’t it?” Ruby muttered.

      “To say the least,” Maggie said. “What could they be thinking?”

      “I don’t know, but part of me thinks maybe they are doing it as part of the police investigation,” Ruby said. “I have no idea either way, but it does make me wonder.”

      “Otherwise, how did the meeting go?” Maggie asked, finally coming to her senses. “I mean, with Faylene’s attack overshadowing everything now.”

      “Oh, it definitely overshadowed everything, that’s for sure,” Ruby said. “I swear some of those people are determined to turn a tragedy into the chance to holler their campaign slogans from the rooftops.”

      “Seriously? What do you mean?” Maggie asked.

      “Oh, one of the candidates started pounding his knee about increasing the police department budget, which isn’t a bad thing in itself, but when he started carrying on about the ineptitude of the officers we have already, that got under my skin,” Ruby admitted.

      Maggie sighed. She saw the full coffee pot and decided to get up and fix Ruby’s cup before she had a chance to do it on her own. “Do you think that’s going to be a problem for you? I mean, you have a personal relationship with two members of the police force, including the chief,” Maggie said. “Do you think you can remain neutral? I mean, if someone comes to a city council meeting railing against the police department, or Brett or Brooks in particular, can you sit there and take it, and even listen to their points without making up your mind against them?” Maggie asked.

      Ruby exhaled and folded her hands together on the table. “Maggie, it sounds like you’re accusing me of having a bias that runs so deep I can’t separate my friendships from the ability to listen to a citizen’s concern fairly,” she said. “Because I would hope that you can separate me, your best friend, from just being myself from the person I will have to be in the role as a member of the city council.”

      Maggie set the coffee on the table in front of her friend and slid back in her seat. “Yeah, I think maybe that comment was a little carried away,” she said apologetically. “The truth is, I think I just figured out why you are the right person to run for city council, and not me. I think my comments were mainly about me and not you.”

      “Maybe so, and I hope you’re right,” Ruby said. “You know, I have had plenty of experience judging in culinary contests. I’ve had to weigh my personal feelings against the truth about their dishes. It wasn’t easy then, and it won’t be easy as a member of the city council. I may have to come up against the police department or other groups with people I know involved. I wouldn’t have filed paperwork to run if I wasn’t absolutely sure that I could separate that from public service.”

      Maggie rose to fix a cup of coffee for herself. “Are you angry with me? I should have thought that out a little bit better,” she said.

      Ruby shook her head and smiled. “No, it was good exercise for me,” she said. “I have a feeling that this isn’t the last time I’m going to come up against comments like that. But let’s just get one thing straight, okay? If I come to you and rant and rave about something, it’s as a friend and a human being, and not as a public servant.”

      “Deal,” Maggie said.

      “I’m changing subjects a little bit now, but do you want to go to the meeting with me tomorrow night? It might be useful to return and see if we notice anything out of the ordinary at the meeting,” Ruby asked.

      “I don’t know if I feel like going back there,” Maggie said. “I’m still trying to understand what Brett told me about Faylene. I mean, I know what happened. I know that she is hurt, but I don’t think it has quite sunk in yet. I’m debating if I want to go visit her, but I’m not sure how that works since she isn’t awake.”

      “Maybe we shouldn’t go, then,” Ruby said. “We could skip the meeting and do something fun instead. Something to take our minds off what’s been happening.”

      “Is it okay if I think about it tonight?” Maggie asked. She didn’t feel like having fun was the right thing to do with everything else going on, but she wasn’t quite ready for the meeting or a visit to Faylene either.

      “Of course. You just let me know and whatever you decide is fine by me.”
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      Maggie woke up later than normal the following morning. She immediately fired off a text to Ruby and hurried to get ready. She left the house ten minutes later and rushed into the kitchen. Ruby had already turned on the donut machines and the fryers.

      “Good morning,” Ruby said. “Did you have a difficult night? I can’t remember the last time you didn’t get here at least a few minutes early.”

      Maggie nodded and tied her apron behind her back. “I had a rough time sleeping,” she said. “And I guess when I finally did go to sleep, I slept like a rock.”

      “What kept you from falling asleep?” Ruby asked, a concerned look on her face.

      “I don’t know,” Maggie said. She pushed the hair out of her eyes. “I kept thinking about Faylene.”

      “Are you okay now?” Ruby asked. “I can call the hospital to see if there’s been any change if you think it will help you feel better.”

      “No, no. I already called last night. I promised the nurse I spoke to a week’s worth of free donuts and coffee if she calls me the minute Faylene wakes up.” Maggie smiled a little, proud of her idea. “I think what will help me right now is some coffee. I’m not sure if I’m okay, but the caffeine will help wake me up. By the way, do you still want to attend the meeting tonight?”

      “I am definitely going,” Ruby said. “Do you want to go with me?”

      Maggie nodded. “I think it’s a good idea to go.”

      “Are you sure you’re up for it?”

      She shrugged. “I made a promise to Faylene. I bet that’s what kept me up all night. I want to figure out who tried to hurt her, and who killed Lillian Spencer. Or if it’s even the same person.”

      After two cups of coffee, Maggie finally found her rhythm and moved quickly throughout the morning routine. Jake arrived early and Orson and Myra came in at the same time. Business boomed until ten when it hit a bit of a lull.

      Maggie decided to occupy her mind with busy work. While Ruby had the kitchen well in hand and Myra ran the front, she decided to tackle the subway style tiles on the walls in the women’s restroom in the front. For weeks the appearance of the grout plagued her, and she decided that a deep cleaning was in order.

      Five minutes after she began, Maggie discovered that one of the tiles was loose. She pushed on it with her fingers, causing the tile to fall to the floor and shatter. “Darn it,” she hollered.

      “What’s going on?” Myra rushed in and asked.

      “That,” Maggie said, pointing to the shattered remains of the tile on the floor. “I’m going to clean this up and run to the hardware store. I want to repair this before the lunch rush begins.”

      “You go on and I’ll sweep up the mess,” Myra offered. “In fact, you might just run ahead and catch Ruby. She was headed out to the bank just a second ago.”

      Maggie squeezed Myra’s shoulders and she passed her and headed back into the kitchen. “Hey, wait!” she called to Ruby before she opened the back door. “I gotta go to the hardware store for a new tile and adhesive.”

      “Is that the noise I heard?” Ruby asked.

      “Yeah, I think I got a little too aggressive with that one tile.” Maggie chuckled.

      “I’m driving,” Ruby said.

      Ruby drove first to the bank and ran through the drive-thru before heading to the hardware store.

      “I wonder if I ought to pick up a few extra tiles while we’re here,” Maggie asked. “Maybe I never should have started this project today.”

      “I’ll run inside with you,” Ruby said. “Maybe we can find a simple grout cleaner that won’t loosen any more tiles. Sometimes that heavy duty stuff isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.”

      Maggie opened the passenger door and stepped out. “Whoa,” she said. “I never thought to check to see if they were open. Do you think the police investigation is over with?”

      “I’d say so,” Ruby said. She indicated the front of the store. “I see lights on and the sign in the window says it’s open. And there appear to be several people inside.”

      “Let’s go grab some tile then,” Maggie said. “Let’s just get in there and get out and try not to think about it too much.” She didn’t know if she was instructing herself or Ruby anymore. It seemed that her mind was much more clouded than Ruby’s lately.

      They headed into the hardware store and veered toward the section with tiles. Maggie felt a sense of comfort by the smell of fresh cut wood and the slight scent of chlorine from the lawn and pool chemicals. However, she saw nothing that would indicate where Lillian Spencer was found and she suspected if she had, she wouldn’t feel very comforted at all.

      “I think these are the same tiles,” Ruby said when they reached the small display. Maggie held her phone up to the tile and compared it with the photo of the tiles she had taken.

      “They look about the same,” she agreed.

      “Can I help you ladies?” Dave Leland called from the far end of the aisle.

      “No, I think we’ve got it,” Ruby said. “We just had a tile break in the women’s restroom and decided to replace it for right now.”

      “And you know how to do that?” Dave asked, a smug look on his face.

      Maggie heard the statement as a sarcastic question. She tensed immediately and looked over at Ruby. “Done it before,” she said with a little more of an edge than she intended.

      Dave’s eyes narrowed at Maggie. “You’re that woman that runs the donut shop, aren’t you?” he asked. “You got that food truck in your parking lot.”

      “That’s me,” Maggie said. “That food truck is a great asset to us.” She wondered for a moment if Dave was the one who had complained about the food truck.

      He moved closer down the aisle and leaned his arm on one of the metal aisle shelves. “And which one of you thinks she is going to be on the city council?”

      Immediately Maggie sensed Ruby tense up this time. “That would be me,” she said.

      “So, Ruby, what do you think about all of this ruckus going on around town?”

      “Depends on which ruckus you’re talking about, Dave,” Ruby said. “If you mean this outside group wanting to come in here and help us maximize our tourism, I honestly don’t know yet. I haven’t heard or seen enough to make that judgment. But if you’re talking about the horrific murder and attack that have taken place, I can only say that I hope that the person responsible goes to jail and suffers greatly for what they did.”

      “You’re not going to wait to hear what they have to say in court then?” Dave asked. His face reddened slightly. “You’re not going to let them defend themselves?”

      “That’s not what I said at all,” Ruby said. “When I say the person responsible, that implies after it is proven they are the ones who did it.”

      “You don’t want to hear their reason for doing it? You don’t think they might have a good reason?”

      “A good reason.” Maggie moved in front of him and asked. “Faylene Larabee is a seventy-year-old woman and a close friend of mine. What reason could there have been for someone to break into her house and cause her any harm at all?”

      “What about the other woman?” Dave asked.

      “The one who was found here? What did she do to deserve being killed? Once the guilt of the person is fully established without a doubt, what reason or explanation could they give?” Ruby asked.

      “Maybe those women did something to the killer? Maybe he was getting revenge on them,” Dave said. He folded his arms over his chest and smiled.

      “Why are you smiling, Dave? Is the subject of murder funny for you? Because it isn’t for me,” Maggie said. She turned and shoved the tile she had chosen back on the shelf. “I’m done here.”
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      Maggie hurried out of the hardware store and made her way across the street to the parking lot and waited next to Ruby’s truck. She walked in a circle three times before she spotted Ruby rushing toward her.

      “I don’t care if we have to drive all the way to Joplin for a replacement tile, I don’t want to spend a single penny in that hardware store,” she ranted. “I have a good mind to call Brett right now and tell him everything that cold-hearted son of a gun just said!”

      “Calm down a little bit, Maggie,” Ruby cautioned. “I think we ought to just get in the truck and head out of here.”

      Maggie bit her bottom lip and headed straight for the truck door. “Why did you tell me to calm down?” she asked when the truck started moving.

      “Because I don’t know what that was all about back there,” Ruby replied. “I’ve known Dave for a really long time. Not well, but I have known him. He’s always been one that likes to argue, but I honestly don’t know what that was all about.”

      “It sort of makes him sound like he’s feeling a bit of sympathy for the killer,” Maggie said. “Or offering excuses for why something bad happened to Faylene and Lillian.”

      “Think of it this way. It’s not smart of us to draw any attention to ourselves, especially if Dave is the bad guy in this situation,” Ruby explained. “That’s why I asked you to calm down. It wasn’t meant as an insult.”

      “What do you think we should do?” Maggie asked. She was satisfied to let the rest of the conversation go. Ruby was only trying to help.

      “If you’re asking me if I think we ought to share that conversation with the police, yes. I absolutely do,”

      Ruby said. She pulled into the alley behind the donut shop and shut off the engine.

      They walked through the door into the kitchen and immediately spotted Myra. “Have you seen Brooks or Brett recently?” Maggie asked.

      “Brett is in the dining room right now,” Myra said. “He wanted to talk to you and was waiting for you to get back from the hardware store.”

      “Perfect,” Ruby said. “You go out and talk to him. I’ll be there in just a second.” She headed for the employee restroom.

      “Didn’t you go after a new tile for the bathroom?” Myra asked. She looked at Maggie’s empty hands.

      “We had a bit of a situation at the hardware store and walked out of there without one,” Maggie said. “If you want to hear more about it, follow me into the dining room so you can listen in while I explain everything to Brett.”

      “I think Brett was wanting to talk to you alone,” Myra said.

      Maggie shook her head. “Whatever he has to say will have to wait a minute,” she said. “He needs to hear about the conversation we just had with Dave Leland.”

      “What conversation with Dave?” Brett asked behind her. Maggie turned and faced Brett, who had been brought into the back by Orson.

      “We were just at the hardware store, and he was acting oddly about Lillian Spencer and Faylene,” Maggie began.

      “How so?” Brett asked. Whatever had been on his mind had taken a back seat to his curiosity.

      “For one thing, he was offended when Ruby said she hopes the killer goes away and rots in jail. He asked her if she was interested in hearing why the killer did what he did.”

      “He said that exactly?” Brett asked. “You aren’t just upset and exaggerating a little?”

      “Oh, he said it, and that isn’t all he had to say,” Ruby chimed in when she emerged from the bathroom. “He also asked if we had considered that maybe the women had done something to bring on what happened to them.”

      Brett cocked his head to the side. “So, Dave attempted to blame the crimes on the victims themselves?”

      “That’s sure how I took it,” Ruby said. “He actually asked me if I was interested in hearing the culprit tell his side of the story and suggested that the women might have been targeted for revenge.”

      “Because they had done something to him,” Brett said.

      “As if Faylene Larabee could have done something and deserved to be nearly killed for it,” Maggie said.

      Brett rested his hand on Maggie’s shoulder. “I’ll have to catch up with you later,” he said and then headed back out to the front.

      “I have a feeling Dave Leland is about to get another visit from the police chief,” Ruby said as she followed him to the front.

      “But not before Flo does…” Maggie wished that she hadn’t gone to the front. That she hadn’t looked out the windows at the food truck sitting under the sign in her parking lot. Because that’s exactly where Brett had gone.

      Ruby frowned as she watched Brett talk to Flo. “Maybe it has something to do with Faylene or Lillian. Or maybe it’s the business license to park in town…”

      “When Brett left, he sounded like he’d figured something out about the crimes. There’s no way he’d race to Flo about some other matter before handling his work,” Maggie shot back. She went into her office and stayed there until close to the end of the day.

      “I’m heading out,” Ruby said, gently knocking on the office door. “I’ll pick you up on the way to the meeting.”

      With that, Maggie packed up her things and headed home. She hadn’t heard a word from Brett since he’d left and even after a few hours at home, she hadn’t heard a peep. She refused to chase him down and ask for information, so she got ready a bit early for the meeting and decided to look into a few things before Ruby arrived.

      She opened her laptop up and entered Dave Leland’s name in a search engine. She found page after page of comments and reviews on Dave’s Hardware in Dogwood Mountain and his second location in Hunter Springs.

      The second location was a surprise to her. She looked up the address on a map website and zoomed in on the location. The building appeared to be abandoned. She returned to the previous search and read through a number of reviews until she began to notice a very real pattern.

      The reviews were listed under the name of the hardware store and only after reading them did she realize that reviews for both locations were not separate but listed together. Most of the glowing, higher-starred reviews had been left for the main hardware store in Dogwood Mountain.

      But the reviews for the second location were anything but glowing. Most of the bad reviews shared several things in common. Very bad service. Poor quality materials. A few even mentioned the filthy nature of the store itself. Maggie scanned a few more reviews just to make sure this second location was owned by the same man.

      She found a few reviews that called Dave out for his crappy second location. The disparity between the reviews on the two locations was clear. Maggie decided there was no need to read further when she spotted a familiar name.

      Faylene Larabee had left a review for the second location just over two years before. “I visited this location on my way back from Joplin. I stopped in and expected the same level of service I have enjoyed at the Dogwood Mountain location but was sorely let down. This place needs a good scrubbing. But despite the appearance, I purchased a set of screws for a bookshelf in my business. Three out of the four screws snapped in half when they were used. Waste of my time and money.”

      Maggie printed the review out and took a screenshot of the website address.

      She had another thought and began a new search. She entered Dave’s name, the name of the hardware store, and then the term “lawsuit.” The search returned a few hits. Dave Leland had been sued a few times in the years since he had opened his hardware store. She searched for any records she could find.

      Her search resulted in a few. Maggie opened the results and scanned the pages. She read the few details available, and noted the names, but found nothing too revealing. From the context of the comments on the lawsuits three out of four were frivolous lawsuits that were quickly dismissed. Each of the lawsuits involved someone claiming that they had fallen at the Dogwood Mountain location and been hurt.

      Maggie searched the last document fully, until her eyes stopped on part of the header. She printed the page and looked closer, then returned to her search and printed several more.

      She glanced at the time. She had about five minutes to spare before Ruby would arrive. She ran to the bathroom and checked her reflection, and then returned to the computer once more. She opened the gallery on her phone, checked the photo Brett had sent her of the scrap of paper that had been found in Faylene’s kitchen and printed the results of her last search.

      Maggie heard Ruby’s tires on the gravel driveway behind her house. When the printer spit the last page out, she grabbed the documents and folded them over and stuffed them in her bag, then headed out the back door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOURTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      “You’re never going to guess what I found.” Maggie nearly flung herself into the truck.

      “You aren’t going to believe this,” Ruby said at the same time.

      They looked at each other and laughed. “You first,” Maggie said.

      “Okay, so two things.” Ruby sucked in a breath. “First, I stopped at the deli and got us some fresh lemonade.” She nodded at the cupholders. “When I was there, I ran into Tyler and the other woman he works with, Hannah.”

      “The outreach director?” Maggie verified.

      “Yeah.” Ruby nodded and picked up her lemonade. “Apparently, while she was, in fact, qualified to do her job, she also made it fully clear that Lillian was inept and ruining things more and more each day. It sounded to me like both she and Tyler thought they were better off on their own.”

      “They didn’t recognize you?”

      “They were at the booth right behind the register. Tyler had his back to me, or I think I’d have been recognized. I don’t think Hannah would know me.”

      “What were they saying?” Maggie asked, barely able to contain herself.

      “That brings me to the second thing. It seemed to me like Hannah was mad at Tyler for keeping them all in town even after what happened. At first, it sounded like the sweet, young girl was upset that life goes on even after a tragedy and I started to feel bad for her. But then I kept listening. She laid into Tyler about our small town and how useless it was to try to make Dogwood Mountain a better place. She complained that we were all too set in our ways to believe anything they had to say. Then she started talking about the old hag from the bookstore.”

      Maggie gasped. “Faylene? What a terrible thing to say.”

      “She never came out and said Faylene’s name, but there’s only one bookstore in town and there’s only one lady I know who works there that would stick up for Flo and her food truck,” Ruby paused.

      “What?”

      “Hannah mentioned something about having a better place to park the truck and so she went to talk to the owner about it, I’m assuming she meant Flo. Then she said how she had to deal with the ‘old hag’ from the bookstore who was at the food truck at the same time. I guess she was pretty set on all the reasons why the truck needed to stay parked where it was.”

      “I wonder what Faylene said to her?” Maggie asked.

      “I don’t know, but Hannah wasn’t thrilled about it.” Ruby shrugged a shoulder. “Neither of them mentioned a single name, but it’s easy to assume in a small town like this. Hannah started to say that she went into the book store to get a read on the ‘old hag’, but I had to race out of there before Tyler noticed me. One of the workers dropped something and made a loud bang, which caused Tyler to turn around. I dashed out of there like a madwoman. I even tossed a ten dollar bill on the counter just before I ran away.”

      Maggie shook her head at her friend. “It’s always an adventure with you.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Your turn. Now, you have to tell me what you know.”

      Maggie explained what she had found in her internet searches to Ruby on the short drive to city hall. She got to the part about the second location of Dave’s Hardware in Hunter Springs when they pulled up in front of the building. The parking lot had already filled up and Ruby was forced to parallel park on the road in front.

      “I got to looking for lawsuits against Dave Leland in my search, and only found a few hits,” Maggie whispered to Ruby as they entered.

      “What did you find?”

      Maggie was about to show her the last documents she printed when they were overwhelmed with people who rushed up to talk to Ruby. Maggie found two empty seats toward the back and saved a seat for Ruby who was still at the mercy of her future constituents.

      “Well, hello again.” Maggie looked up at Dave, who hovered just above her. “You know, I was quite impressed with you at my store earlier today.”

      “You were impressed with me?” Maggie asked. She was unsure she had heard him correctly.

      “I was,” Dave said. His eyes widened. “Very impressed. You’re a single lady, right?”

      “I’m sorry, what?” Maggie asked.

      “I asked if you’re single,” Dave said a little too loudly. Maggie sensed a hush after his outburst and wondered how many people overheard what he had said.

      “Why do you ask?”

      “I suppose you’d like to go out with me sometime.” The smarm that oozed from Dave astounded her.

      Maggie turned around in her seat and stared at the man looming above her. “Did you just ask me out on a date?” she asked. She was less careful about her volume.

      “I sure did,” Dave said. He looked her over once more.

      “Aren’t you married?”

      Ruby found her about then. Maggie looked from Dave to Ruby and back again for a moment in disbelief. A rustle at the front of the room turned the attention of the crowd toward the front. She wasn’t sure when Dave left, but she noticed he was gone shortly after the mayor began his remarks.

      His tone was decidedly less enthusiastic, almost apologetic. Maggie glanced sideways at Ruby and wondered how she could finish telling her about her discovery. She had yet to look at the final pages she had printed.

      The mayor turned the podium over to Tyler Meeks, but he was brushed aside by Hannah Stokes. Maggie expected to see a more somber tone in her demeanor and voice but instead, Hannah stepped in front of the podium and clapped her hands high above her head. “Are we ready, Dogwood Mountain? Are we ready to take this charming little hamlet into the next century? Let me hear you, Dogwood Mountain!”

      Hannah moved back and forth in front of the crowd. She grinned widely and seemed to search the crowd for positive reactions. But the room was painfully silent. Maggie glanced over at Ruby, who was busy scanning the crowd around them.

      “Okay, well, we’re all a bit sedate tonight, so let’s move on,” Hannah said. “Onward and upward! Now, for those of you who weren’t here earlier this week, we are here to help move this community toward maximum exposure. We have proven methods that we have used the world over.”

      “A bit inappropriate,” someone called from the crowd.

      “What’s a bit inappropriate?” Hannah asked. “And what is it with shouting out from the back of the room?”

      “A woman just died,” a female voice shouted.

      “And another was attacked,” someone else added.

      “I think we all know what happened in this town. But there are other things going on here that we need to move forward with,” Hannah said. She raised her hands above her head again. “And you will soon learn that with me in charge, things are done a little bit differently!”

      Tyler rushed over to the microphone and laughed awkwardly. “I’m sorry about that, folks. Hannah must be overtaken by her excitement to turn this town around.”

      “Have some respect!” This time the voice came from the front row. Maggie strained to see which of the city council members had spoken up.

      The meeting seemed to devolve after that. Maggie noted the sudden appearance of several members of the Dogwood Mountain Police Department edging into the room. She remembered the printed documents in her bag. She reached inside and pulled them out. She opened the photo app on her phone and studied the photo of the paper scrap from Faylene’s kitchen.

      “What’s that?” Ruby whispered to her.

      Maggie handed her the phone and pointed to the screen. “That’s the scrap of paper Faylene wrote on right before her attack. I searched the number online and found a lawsuit that it corresponds with. I think that may be what Faylene was writing down.”

      “What did you find out?” Ruby asked her quietly.

      Maggie shrugged. “I was printing when you showed up. I haven’t looked yet,” she said. “I just searched the first part of the number on the Missouri courts website and printed the results.” She opened up the folded over pages and smoothed them out.

      Ruby looked over the first page then folded it down to look at the second. “Oh, gosh,” she whispered. “Maggie, you have to see this.”

      She looked over at the page, expecting a list of court cases that might begin with the few numbers Faylene had managed to write down. What she saw instead was the same heading Faylene had described remembering. “United States Circuit Court.” Underneath was “Missouri Southern District.”

      She scanned the page further. The first few numbers of the court case matched the numbers Faylene had written. Lillian Spencer was listed as the name of the petitioner. Tyler Meeks was the name of the respondent.

      “Lillian Spencer had a lawsuit against Tyler Meeks?” Maggie questioned. “What does this mean?”

      Ruby gently pulled the remaining pages from Maggie’s hands. She looked through the papers and flipped to the fourth page.

      “Look,” Ruby said. She pointed at a paragraph in the middle of the page. Maggie read over the words and felt her heart skip a beat in her chest. When she had finished reading, she pulled the papers back from Ruby, grabbed her phone, and stood up.

      “Are we already walking out of the meeting? Why don’t you just sit back down, lady?” Hannah bellowed when she moved down the aisle.

      Maggie ignored her and caught Brett’s attention. She moved around the crowd standing at the end of her row.

      “Mayor, maybe you could exercise a little crowd control here?” Tyler glared daggers at Hannah as she went with Maggie to Brett’s side.

      The room erupted in chaos when the mayor stood and turned around to address the crowd. He glanced at Maggie but ignored Tyler’s insistence that he calm the crowd down.

      “I think this meeting is over for tonight, folks,” he said.

      “You have to take a look at this, Brett,” Maggie whispered and stepped away from Hannah. She pointed to the photo on her screen and gestured toward the paperwork. “I’m fairly sure those numbers correspond with a lawsuit Lillian Spencer filed against Tyler Meeks late last year.” She pointed out the names on the first page and then the number, then flipped the papers to the wording on the fourth page.

      Brett leaned over her while he read briefly, then took the papers from her. “You need to go with Ruby and head out to her farm,” he said. “I’m sending Brooks out there to stay with the two of you while we sort this out.”

      By now, they had the attention of several people in the room, including Mayor Savino. Brett turned his back to the room and whispered to Brooks. Maggie caught Ruby’s attention and gestured toward the door. Ruby stood and followed her out into the lobby.

      “We’re to get out of town and wait for him at the farm,” Maggie said. “Brooks is going to go with us.”

      “Okay,” Ruby said. “What does he think is going to happen?”

      “I don’t know, but I think we better get out of here before we have to find out,” Maggie said.
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      “It’s so nice that the weather has turned,” Maggie said. She was seated in her favorite chair with her feet up. Ruby was on her right. Brooks walked up and down the driveway watching for something.

      “Do you want something to drink, hon?” Ruby called over to him.

      “No, ma’am,” he said. “I’m going to stand right out here until I hear something different from the Chief.”

      “Alright,” Ruby said. She leaned over to Maggie. “Are you getting worried?”

      Maggie shook her head. “I don’t know,” she said. “I’m trying not to think about it. I’m worn out from thinking about it. I just want to think about Faylene.”

      Ruby said nothing but put her hand on top of her friend’s.

      They watched the small fire burning in the fire pit for another hour while Brooks continued to walk up and down the driveway. It was completely dark when Maggie noticed headlights moving slowly down the gravel road.

      “I think the two of you ought to head inside now,” Brooks said. “Wait in the basement for me to come and get you.”

      Ruby pulled Maggie out of her chair and hustled inside. Maggie allowed herself to be pulled along. She numbly followed Ruby through the house and down the stairs to the root cellar below the old farmhouse.

      “Are you okay, Maggie?”

      Maggie was seated on the bottom step with her elbows perched on her knees. She looked up and noticed the shotgun in Ruby’s hands for the first time. She shook her head and covered her face with her hands. Thoughts swirled in her head a million miles an hour. She hoped the discovery of the lawsuit and the correlation of the numbers Faylene had written down just prior to her attack meant an end to everything. She wanted it to be over. But something told her it was more to do with Hannah and less to do with Tyler.

      She wanted someone, anyone, to be arrested for the murder so she could carry on with the task of worrying about her friend. Until that happened, she had the sense that she would be caught up in an unending cycle of questions and suppositions.

      “It’s just Brett,” Brooks called down the stairs. “You can come upstairs now.”

      Ruby smiled and shouldered the shotgun. “Let’s head upstairs,” Ruby said encouragingly.

      Maggie just nodded and followed her back up the stairs. Brett was standing at the top of the steps when they opened the door.

      “We have arrested a suspect in the murder of Lillian Spencer and the attack on Faylene Larabee,” Brett announced. “It’s all over.”

      “Do we know the motive now?” Ruby asked.

      “Let’s all go and have a seat and I will explain everything,” Brett said.

      They walked back outside and sat around the fire again. Brett sat down next to Maggie. He handed her phone back over to her. “Oh,” she said. “I forgot I left it with you.”

      “Tyler was arrested for everything,” Brett said. “It was your clue that unraveled everything, Maggie. That and Hannah’s outburst at the meeting.”

      “What do you mean?” Ruby asked. “There is no way that awful girl helped anything tonight.”

      “Not unless she was putting on a show to get us all riled up. Even then, it worked.” Maggie groaned.

      Brett smirked. “That’s just it. It was a show. She pushed Tyler out of the way to get him riled up, not the crowd. She knew what Tyler had been up to and she was afraid to say anything and end up hurt or worse.”

      “So, instead she caused a public scene so it would all unravel?”

      “That was the hope. If it wasn’t for her doing that, you’d never have showed me the papers you found at that time and who knows how long it would have taken us to figure things out.”

      “And I was being petty and avoiding you, so you’re probably right.” Maggie hung her head.

      Brett gave her a look but continued, “I hadn’t put the numbers Faylene wrote down with a court case.”

      “Did he confess or what??” Ruby asked.

      Brett nodded. “He put up a bit of a fight first, but you’ll be surprised to hear that it was Dave Leland who tackled him to the ground.”

      Maggie rolled her eyes but was thankful for the creep of a man.

      “The lawsuit Lillian filed against Tyler was the last straw for him,” Brett said. “She sued him for harassment, but she also alleged that he had mishandled funds from within the nonprofit. He was afraid that the lawsuit would reveal his activities within the group. He confessed to embezzlement.”

      “Why didn’t Lillian simply fire him, then?” Brooks asked. “All she had to do was go to the police and turn over the evidence. I’m not blaming her at all, but I don’t get it.”

      “Well, that’s where things get a little crazy, and why Faylene ended up in the middle of everything. Hannah and Anthony filled in the blanks for us. Essentially, Tyler engaged in a campaign of slandering Lillian within their group, and the two of them fell for it. No one would listen to her when she tried to reveal what he was really up to. That night when Lillian bit Faylene’s head off, it was because Tyler had threatened to break her legs if she pursued the lawsuit. Tyler was sure Faylene had overheard their conversation.”

      “So, he tried to kill her,” Maggie said.

      “Yes, he did,” Brett said. “He was desperately trying to cover his tracks.”

      “Out of curiosity,” Maggie began. “How sure are you that Hannah isn’t in on this? She had some not nice things to say about Faylene and Flo and the rest of our town.”

      “Hannah wasn’t even going to come to the meeting at all. She admitted that her idea to cause a scene to try to bust Tyler was a last minute one. They’d both been staying at the bed and breakfast, but Anthony had already checked out. Hannah decided to stay one night longer so she could handle Tyler. I have confirmation from Gretchen at the Dogwood House about it,” Brett said.

      Ruby sighed. “So, Faylene was hurt for nothing. Does anyone even know if she even overheard their conversation?”

      Maggie’s phone buzzed and Brett leaned back in his chair as she tapped away on the screen.

      “I know whatever you have to say is very important Brett, but can you please put out the fire? Ruby and I have to go.”

      Ruby’s head swung around. “Go? Where are we going? Is the donut shop okay?”

      “The donut shop is fine. Well, except for the hit we’re going to take on finances for the next week. Faylene’s awake and I owe a really hungry nurse.” Despite the joke, Maggie felt the tears begin to flow down her face.
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      The following morning, Maggie heard a slight knock on the front door. She was in the kitchen and never saw who had come by, but when she opened the door she found a red envelope stuffed between the screen door and the door jamb. Maggie pulled it out and immediately noted the scent of musky cologne.

      She stepped back inside and shut the door behind her. She opened the envelope flap and pulled out the note. She looked first for a signature or a name but found none aside from her own.

      “Maggie,” the note began. “This is an invitation to a mystery date tonight. Please arrive at the donut shop at fifteen minutes before seven. If you want to know what to wear, call your best friend and ask her. She knows what to tell you. Thank you. I will see you tonight.”

      Maggie picked up her cell phone and immediately called Ruby.

      “You got the note,” Ruby said instead of saying “hello.”

      “Tell me, then, what I should wear?”

      “Something nice,” Ruby said. “I think a skirt and a nice top would do. Oh, and wear nice shoes,”

      “Nice shoes? Why nice shoes?” Maggie asked. She was slightly annoyed about all of this business. Maybe less annoyed and more nervous.

      “Just trust me,” Ruby said. “You will want to wear nice shoes with your nice outfit.” She made a fast excuse and hung up the phone.

      Maggie dialed Myra’s phone next. “I had a feeling you might be calling me,” Myra said.

      “You’re in on all of this, too?”

      “I’m afraid that I am,” Myra said.

      “Brett is really going to great lengths with all of this,” Maggie said.

      “Who says it’s Brett?”

      “I heard Dave Leland ask you out the other night,” Brooks shouted from the other side of the room.

      “Please tell me he’s joking,” Maggie said.

      “He is, I mean, wait… Did Dave ask you out?” Myra huffed.

      “Yes,” Maggie said. “And it was both creepy and inappropriate, given the circumstances. Anyway, is there anything I need to know about tonight?”

      “Just show up and when you get there, wait in the kitchen for further instructions,” Myra said, ending their phone call quickly just as Ruby had done.

      Maggie watched the clock all day, until the time had come for her to get ready for her mystery date. She showered and fussed with her hair and makeup until she was marginally satisfied with the way she looked.

      Maggie stepped outside and took her time getting in her car and heading down the alley. She pulled up behind the donut shop as instructed. It was nearly dark, and the wind blew a balmy breeze through the night. She felt the stirrings of summer in her soul and longed for her favorite Adirondack chair under the stars on Ruby’s farm.

      She unlocked the door and waited inside the kitchen like Myra had said. Ruby told her nothing about what she had to expect, other than the directions to wear something nice. Maggie chose a blue printed skirt with a short-sleeved navy blue sweater.

      It felt weird to walk across the kitchen floor with her heels clicking over the tiles. She was glad she had chosen a low heel. Walking around in anything higher than an inch or so was a dangerous activity.

      “Maggie,” Flo called from the dining area. “Are you here?”

      “I’m in the kitchen,” Maggie called out.

      “Okay, stay there,” Flo said. She rushed through the swinging door and closed it abruptly behind her. “I need for you to turn around,” she said and held up a white satin sash.

      “Come again?” Maggie asked. She still was unclear what exactly was behind the mysterious note and the ruse.

      “Just trust me a little bit, okay?”

      Maggie nodded and reluctantly turned her back to Flo and closed her eyes. She felt the silky material slide over her eyes and tighten as Flo secured it around her head.

      “Now what?” she asked.

      “Now you really trust me and walk with me outside,” Flo said.

      “You’re kidding me, right?”

      “Trust me and be a good sport,” Flo whispered in her ear. She steered her by her shoulders. Maggie held her hands out and pushed through the swinging doors. She walked with her hands outstretched and felt the front counter and walked around it.

      “Hang on a sec, Maggie,” Flo said. She walked around to her side and took Maggie by the right arm. Maggie felt the touch of someone else on her left. She felt someone take her other arm and lead her toward the door.

      “Who else is here?” Maggie asked.

      “That’s for me to know, and for you to find out,” Flo said. Maggie inhaled a new scent, the strong aroma of men’s cologne.

      “I think I can tell when it’s Orson,” she said. Neither of her companions said anything more.

      “Front door, hold on,” Flo said. Maggie waited while she was led out the front door.

      She felt the balmy air once again. “Curb,” Flo announced. “Step down.”

      Maggie complied and walked for a long way until she was sure they had reached the middle of the parking lot. She could see nothing but sensed that the sun had dipped well below the trees.

      “What now?” she asked.

      “Now you wait here with your mystery companion,” Flo said.

      Maggie breathed under the satin sash for a few minutes. She felt the warmth of the other person on her left arm.

      “I don’t suppose you’re going to let me in on this little secret, are you?” she asked. She felt the release of her arm. Suddenly the sash was pulled tight behind her, and then fell away. Maggie blinked as her eyes adjusted to the light.

      When she could focus again she was transported into a wonderland. Strings of lights hung from the back of both food trucks. A round table had been placed in the space between them, covered by a white linen tablecloth, lit candlesticks displayed in crystal candle holders she recognized from Ruby’s house, and a full place setting. She gazed at the dishes, delicate white China with patterns of tiny blue flowers.

      “What is this?” she turned around and spotted her mystery escort. “Brett!”

      “I told you I had been working on a date for us,” he said. He walked in front of her and pulled out one of the wooden folding chairs. “Please have a seat, my lady.”

      Maggie walked to the chair and carefully sat down. Brett pushed her chair in behind her and took the chair on the other side.

      Classical piano music drifted from speakers nearby. “We fitted The Diner with an outdoor sound system,” Brett explained.

      Orson appeared suddenly in a tuxedo. He walked slowly and dramatically with his eyes straight ahead and a white towel over his arm. “Champagne,” he said in a terrible English accent.

      “Please,” Brett said and held up each flute while Orson poured. He turned back to Flo’s food truck and disappeared.

      “How long have you been planning all of this?” Maggie asked. She was grateful that both trucks had been parked with their backs facing the space between them.

      “Since our last date was interrupted,” Brett said. “I figured I owed you one.”

      The next classical piece began over the speakers. Brett set his glass down and stood with his hand held out to her. “May I have this dance?”

      Maggie smiled and took his hand. He gently guided her from her seat and led her to the middle of the space. He slid his arms around her and began to gently sway with her under the lights. Maggie felt herself drawing closer to him as the music played.

      “It looks like dinner has been served,” Brett whispered. Maggie turned slightly and spotted Orson setting food on the table.

      “Please tell me Flo or Ruby did the cooking,” she said.

      “Why? Are you afraid of Orson’s cooking?” Brett teased as they took their seats again.

      “No, I know he has excellent ideas,” Maggie said. “I’m scared that he might come up with a lavender souffle or a rose petal pork chop or something.”

      Brett laughed and dug into his salad. Maggie was impressed with the multicolor, leafy green salad, fresh focaccia bread drizzled with olive oil, roasted red potatoes, and medium well filet mignon. She ate as carefully as she could and wiped her mouth with a napkin when she was finished. Orson reappeared to refill their champagne flutes.

      “Would you care to dance with me again?” Brett asked. Maggie stood and took his hand, sure of her steps this time. They returned to their makeshift dance floor and took their places together. The music swelled over the speakers.

      Roberta Flack crooned as Brett led her over the asphalt parking lot. Maggie felt her steps lighten and her grip on his hand tighten the longer they danced. She closed her eyes for a moment and let the events of the past week slide off of her shoulders. She focused her mind on the music, the warmth of her companion’s touch, and the dewy scent of the night air as they swayed together.

      “This is lovely, Brett,” she said, leaning further into him. “Thank you for taking the time for me.”

      “Maggie, the first time I saw you all those years ago, I knew, well, I hoped, that one day you’d be mine.”

      With the words, she felt her body melt into his. “I think I’ve always felt the same.”

      She rested her head on his shoulder and immediately felt his hand on her chin. He lifted her face to his. “There is nothing in the world that I wouldn’t do for you. I love you Maggie Sharpe.”

      “I love you too, Brett Mission.”

      They embraced in a tight hug and just as Brett leaned in for a kiss, they heard Orson howl from behind one of the food trucks.

      “Yippee!” And then a quieter, “It’s about darn time.”
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      Maggie Sharpe drove her car along the lower lake road, close to the shores of Dogwood Mountain Lake. She found the perfect spot, a grassy area close to the water, and pulled her car into the dirt parking area on the side of the road.

      “You don’t think that’s too close, do you?” her only son, Bradley, asked her. He had traveled north to visit her from his post in Oklahoma where he served as a naval liaison. His son, Wyatt, chattered and cooed in the car seat behind her. Each tiny noise he made had Maggie grinning harder.

      “He’s not going to get close enough to the water before you or I can get to him,” Maggie said. “It’s not like he’s crawling miles at a time or anything.” She was familiar with the worries that came with being a parent and enjoyed seeing her son experiencing them.

      “Fine. You grab Wyatt and I’ll get the picnic basket,” Bradley said. “It was nice of Aunt Ruby to fix up such a feast for us.”

      “You really like calling her Aunt Ruby, don’t you?” Maggie asked as she pulled the baby from his seat.

      Ruby Cobb was her best friend and business partner at Dogwood Donuts. As far as she was concerned, Ruby and the other members of their small crew was all the family she needed. It warmed her heart to hear her only child find a kinship with her new family, too.

      “I do.” Bradley smiled. “She’s closer to me than anyone else on your side of the family. Dad’s too, for that matter.”

      “You’re not spending time with your dad?” Maggie was careful not to say too much about her ex-husband in her son’s presence.

      “He still hasn’t even met Wyatt, Mom,” Bradley said.

      Maggie was silent for a moment. The last thing she wanted to do was cross wires with her son about her former husband. Since the divorce, he was no longer her problem and that was just fine with her. But she still didn’t like hearing that he wasn’t available for their son and grandson.

      “You know, that absolutely breaks my heart for your dad,” she said, holding the baby close to her chest. “If he only knew what he was missing out on.”

      Wyatt snuggled against her and placed a chubby baby hand on her face. “If he only knew what he was missing,” she whispered as she cradled the small boy against her.

      Bradley headed toward the grassy area with the picnic basket and a blanket. Maggie reached into the back for the light umbrella stroller. She opened the stroller with one hand and secured the lock with her foot. She told herself she still had it, handling a stroller with a baby on her hip was both as easy and difficult as she remembered it to be.

      Maggie wheeled Wyatt down the slight hill and stopped short of where her son had spread the blanket. She knelt on the blanket and reached into the picnic basket. She pulled out two boxed lunches and an extra small box with “Wyatt” written on the top. Maggie smiled and peeked inside. She found a small container of applesauce, a tiny portion of well-cooked rice, and a bit of sweet potato with butter. Ruby had added a few slivers of chicken as well.

      “It’s a good thing he likes food,” Bradley said.

      Maggie smiled. She made a mental note to thank Ruby for the adorable child-friendly meal. “I’m sure he will love everything. He’s such a good eater.”

      Bradley settled down on the blanket across from her. They took turns feeding the baby as they ate their lunch. Maggie was glad she had taken the day off for a picnic by the lake. Bradley was due to return to the base in a couple days and this was their last day of fun before life returned to normal.

      “I have some news to share with you,” Bradley announced about halfway through their meal.

      “You’ve been here an entire week and now you decide to share news with me,” Maggie said. “What is it? What’s wrong?” Her motherly instincts kicked in and she almost laughed at her dramatics.

      “This is good news,” he said, shaking his head at his worried mother.

      “I’m listening,” Maggie said. She offered a bite of sweet potato to Wyatt and smiled as he messily ate it.

      “I’ve put in for my terminal leave,” Bradley said. “I’m thinking about coming back up this way at the end of the summer to look for work,” he said. “Specifically, I’m lining up interviews in Joplin.”

      “Hold on,” Maggie said. She unstrapped Wyatt from his stroller and set him on the blanket next to her.

      “You’re leaving the Navy? I thought the plan was to stay in until you had twenty years.”

      “Gee, Mom. I thought you might be a little more excited for me,” Bradley said.

      “Oh, I’m ecstatic! I’m just shocked that you’re getting out,” Maggie said. She picked the baby up and kissed his chubby cheeks. “Joplin is so close to Dogwood Mountain! What kind of work are you looking for? I can ask around if you think it might help.”

      Bradley smiled and shook his head. “Slow down, Mom,” he said. “I appreciate the offer, but I’d like to try to do this on my own. I don’t want to feel like I’m riding your coattails or something. I’ve been looking for an I.T. position. I have a terrific resume from the Navy, and I’ll have some help with buying a house.”

      “I can’t believe it,” Maggie said. She shook her head and pulled little Wyatt onto her lap. “Maybe Mimi should take some time off from the donut shop to come up and take care of you.” She kissed her grandson on the top of his head.

      “No, Mimi needs to stay where she is and let me handle childcare,” Bradley said. “I want you to just be Mimi, not the babysitter. And it would be nice to have a place to go on the weekends when we want to come home.”

      “Deal,” Maggie said. “You boys can come home any time you want to. I can’t believe you’re going to move so close.” She was so proud to see him making these decisions.

      “I’m going to look for the possibility of working from home and in the office,” Bradley said. “That way I can spend more time with Wyatt.”

      They spent the rest of the afternoon playing with the baby and looking on their phones at neighborhoods in Joplin that Bradley thought he might move into.

      Maggie stood up and stretched her arms over her head. “I’m going to have to find my way to the restrooms soon,” she said.

      “That’s okay,” Bradley said. “I think it’s about time for this guy to take a long nap anyway.” He strapped Wyatt back into the stroller and folded the blanket up. Maggie picked up the remainder of their lunch and packed it into the picnic basket. She followed him up the hill to the car and handed over her keys.

      “Just drive around to the other side of the lake and you’ll see the restrooms,” Maggie said once they were all in the car. They rounded the lake and pulled in close to the campsites. Bradley pulled the car onto the road between the campsites and the R.V. parking.

      “What is that?” he asked and pointed toward the area behind the women’s restroom.

      “Looks like a bunch of trash,” Maggie tsked.

      “Looks like somebody had a party here last night,” Bradley said. “A lot of somebodies.”

      “I’ll let the police department know when we head back home,” Maggie said.

      “You mean you’ll call your chief of police boyfriend?” Bradley teased her.

      “Yeah. That still sounds so weird to say, though,” Maggie said. She blushed at his reference.

      “You two could always get married and that way you won’t have to refer to him as your boyfriend anymore.” Bradley shrugged, seemingly satisfied with his brilliant solution.

      “That’s enough of that. We are fine just how we are.” Maggie scrunched her nose and swatted at her son’s arm. He was getting as bad as Orson and the rest of the crew at the donut shop.

      “Could have fooled me,” Bradley sang to his little son in the rearview mirror. Wyatt cooed and giggled as though he knew just what was going on.

      Maggie shut the car door and rolled her eyes. She wasn’t against the idea of marriage, but it wasn’t a topic of conversation either. She moved past the trash, eyeing it carefully and thinking about what a shame it was to see, and headed straight into the restroom.

      “Oh, gosh,” she said out loud when she entered the bathroom. The smell of something rotten nearly overtook her. Her full bladder prevented her from running straight back to the car. She covered her mouth, ran into the closest stall, then washed her hands as fast as she could.

      She stepped out into the fresh air and let out her breath. But the wind had shifted. The stench came from just outside the bathrooms. Maggie walked around the side, careful not to step in the debris. She pulled the sleeve of her light windbreaker over her hand and covered her mouth again.

      “That is so gross,” she said. She moved around the back of the pile closest to her. The grass was covered in discarded alcohol bottles, cans, and dozens of cardboard boxes. She spotted takeout bags from three different restaurants, including some from Hunter Springs and others a good twenty miles from town.

      Maggie stepped around the side of the building where more trash littered the side. Some trash was even up against the wall. She shook her head but stopped short of heading back to the car. Something about the pile of trash seemed off to her. She stepped in a little closer, careful to avoid the trash around her feet, and walked ahead a few feet.

      “Oh, no,” she said and pulled her cell phone out of her back pocket. She snapped a photo of the pile of trash, sent it to Brett’s phone, and then called him.

      She guessed from the pair of shoes and the discolored hand poking out from the trash pile that the body had been there for more than a couple of days.
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      Brett Mission pulled his police cruiser to a stop behind Maggie’s car. He opened the door and stepped out into the heat of the day, which appeared to hit him along with the putrid smell of trash and death. Maggie noticed the look on his face and knew just how he felt.

      “Wyatt and I will see you at home,” Bradley called from the driver’s seat of his mother’s car. Maggie waved at the fussy baby in the backseat. Brett had asked her to stay for initial questioning and while he wanted Bradley to be there too, there was no way they could keep Wyatt around something so awful.

      “See you.” Brett waved to both of the Sharpe boys as they pulled out of the small area and onto the main lake road.

      “I hope you don’t mind running me back home when we’re finished here,” Maggie said. “I can always have Ruby pick me up if it’s better.”

      “We’ll work it out one way or another,” Brett assured her. “I’ll still need a statement from Bradley at some point, but I saw no reason to keep the little man from his nap. And, well, most normal people want to get as far away from a potential crime scene as they can.”

      “Except us.”

      Brett groaned and nodded. “So, tell me again what happened. Step by step.”

      Maggie started at the beginning. She told him about when they arrived, what they ate, and even the good news from Bradley about moving closer to Dogwood Mountain. When she moved on to finding all the trash and then the body, Brett held up a hand.

      “I’m sorry. I want you to know that I’m not trying to be callous or anything.” Brett frowned. “I noticed the look on your face when you were telling me about Bradley and Wyatt moving closer. I had to stop you to let you know that I’m thrilled by the good news. I want to make sure we celebrate this. Just not now.”

      Maggie smiled. “Oh, please. I totally understand. I wasn’t trying to share the news, you just asked me to go step by step and that’s what I did.”

      “Okay, keep going.” Brett looked relieved all of a sudden. It was always strange to have to separate the horrors of work with the real life stuff.

      Maggie led him around to the back of the bathroom structures and around the trash to the other side but made sure to stay far enough away from the body. “The odor hit me before I even went into the bathroom,” she said. “I ran inside and used the facilities and then came back out and followed the trash around to the other side.” She pointed to the pile of trash. She covered her mouth again when they stepped closer.

      “Oh, boy,” Brett said when he saw the hand.

      “Do you think the body is male?”

      Brett tipped his head side to side. “By the size of his hand, I would guess that,” he said. “But the medical examiner will be here soon to make that determination.”

      “What do you think happened here?” Maggie asked. “A party gone wrong, maybe? I’d hate to think this one person could consume all of this alcohol and junk food by themselves.”

      “Unless that’s what did him in,” Brett said. He looked up and nodded to Brooks Macklin who had just parked his own police cruiser behind the chief’s car.

      “About time you got here, Macklin,” Brett teased.

      “I got held up. There’s lots of drama downtown at the market. Some sort of coupon fraud and the manager isn’t having it,” Brooks said. “What’s going on here?” He eyed Maggie.

      “I’ll fill you in,” Brett said. He pulled on a pair of surgical gloves and turned to Maggie. “Do you mind…”

      “Not at all,” she finished, already knowing he was going to ask her to step away while they worked. “I’ll be by the lake.”

      Maggie took the opportunity to walk along the shoreline. She decided it was a good time to feel the breeze off the lake, anything to help get the smell of trash and death out of her nostrils. As she walked, her phone rang.

      “Hello,” she said.

      “Maggie, Bradley called me and told me what happened,” Ruby said on the other end. “Are you doing alright?”

      “I’m fine,” she said. “Brooks is here with Brett looking over the scene and taking photos now. I decided to treat myself to another walk down by the lake while they take care of things.”

      “How did the picnic go otherwise?”

      Maggie relaxed at the change of subject. “Those sweet potatoes were a hit, but that’s not even the best news. It seems Bradley is planning on leaving the military so he can find a job in Joplin,” she said, barely able to contain her excitement.

      “Are you serious?” Ruby said. “So, he’s getting out of the Navy?”

      “He thinks it would be the best way to continue to raise his son,” Maggie said.

      “I’m so happy for you and him.” Maggie could hear the genuine happiness in Ruby’s voice.

      “Me too. But what’s going on with you? It’s been so busy at work lately that we’ve hardly had any time to talk. When is your town hall meeting?” she asked.

      “It’s more of a meet the candidates forum and it’s Friday night at City Hall,” Ruby said. “Oh! Did I tell you that two other candidates dropped out this week?”

      “You didn’t. So, that means it’s down to you and two other people?”

      “Three others, but the polling numbers sure seem to point to just two of us,” Ruby said. “And I have a slight edge over Lois Turnbill.”

      “She hasn’t lived here long, has she?” Maggie asked.

      “I understand she moved up this way from Charlton City three years ago. Since then, she has started at least four different businesses,” Ruby said. “I don’t know what she actually does for a living.”

      “What businesses does she have?” Maggie asked. She could see some movement out of the corner of her eye. She turned her back to the scene up the hill and kept walking, this time in a new direction. She noticed a man and a woman under a tree about thirty feet from her. She smiled at first, seeing how happy they looked having their picnic, but then frowned, realizing they had no idea what was going on in the distance.

      “Lois has dabbled in real estate, timeshares, dog breeding, and she sells some high priced cosmetics to anyone who will listen to her for longer than two seconds,” Ruby said. “And I still have no idea where her money comes from.”

      “Has she tried to sell you cosmetics?”

      “She has.” Ruby laughed. “Beware. She will definitely make her way to you soon enough.”

      Maggie swore she heard a vehicle behind her. She turned in time to see the medical examiner’s white van driving up to meet Brett and Brooks. “Looks like the cavalry has arrived,” she said to Ruby. “I better go and see if the police chief is ready to take me home.”

      “If not, you call me,” Ruby said.

      “I know, you or Myra or Orson.” Maggie laughed. Maybe she was the one with the calvary.
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      A few hours later, Brett popped his head through Maggie’s open office door. “I’ve got about thirty minutes; would you like to grab a quick bite to eat with me?” he asked her. “I wouldn’t mind a blue plate special from Flo’s food truck.”

      Maggie smiled. She could use a bacon, lettuce, and tomato sandwich from The Diner, the small food truck that was parked in the donut shop parking lot beneath her highway sign. Flo Johnson, the truck’s owner had quickly become a close friend to both of them.

      “Well, I haven’t heard a thing from Bradley, which makes me think he decided to take a nap alongside his son,” she said, considering the idea. “Sure. Let’s go grab something to eat. We can bring it back here and eat in peace.”

      “Deal,” Brett said.

      They ordered their food after waiting in line behind a single woman and then a family of five. Thankfully, Flo was quick and efficient and before they knew it, they’d returned to Maggie’s office.

      “It’s no picnic.” She shrugged. “But neither was the one I attempted to have earlier…”

      “It’s perfect. Like I said, I don’t have very long before I have to get back to work, but Brooks has things covered while I eat. Plus, I wanted to check in with you.” Brett looked at her carefully. “How are you?”

      “I’m okay,” Maggie said as she got herself settled at her desk. “I’ll make sure Bradley gets down to talk to someone about his statement. I can even head out of here early to keep an eye on Wyatt if I have to.”

      “It’ll be fine. I can always stop by your house to talk to him. He’s not a suspect, just a witness and he’s barely one at that.” Brett cut into his hot roast beef sandwich with his fork. “And unfortunately, this guy isn’t going anywhere.” He paused. “That came out wrong. I’d love for him to get up and walk away, but sadly, that’s not going to happen.”

      “So, it is a male?” Maggie asked, understanding that Brett hadn’t meant to be harsh.

      Brett nodded his head. “I think that’s safe to say,” he said. “You aren’t going to give the newspaper a scoop on this, are you? I hear we’ve got a tabloid reporter running around this town and I’m doing everything I can to avoid being part of whatever nonsense they think they can stir up.”

      Maggie looked at him and rolled her eyes, wondering what on earth a tabloid reporter would want in Dogwood Mountain. It was hardly grounds for anything newsworthy with no famous people anywhere around. “Of course, I am. It’s first on my list of things to do when you leave. In fact, are you almost done?”

      “Yes, the victim is a male,” he said, ignoring her horribly dry sense of humor.

      “Victim? So, we’re talking about a crime here?” she asked.

      Brett nodded and pushed a forkful of mashed potatoes into his mouth but chewed them slowly. “He didn’t die of natural causes.”

      “It’s tragic either way, but I was sort of hoping this wasn’t another murder,” Maggie admitted.

      “Well, it’s up to the M.E. to determine officially,” Brett said. “But the big gash in his forehead might be a clue to a cause of death.”

      “Oh no,” Maggie said. “Do you think he was murdered there or moved afterwards or what?” She shuddered thinking about having just been there with her son and grandson.

      “I don’t know those answers quite yet,” he said. “But with all of that trash and debris around him, it sure looks like there was a party that went the wrong way. And then whoever he was with just abandoned him.”

      “Or that’s the way it was supposed to look…” Maggie said.

      “What do you mean by that?” Brett asked as he pushed the food around in its container.

      “I mean, it almost looked too convenient, don’t you think? There was so much trash all around him,” Maggie said. “Didn’t it sort of look like somebody just stood back and threw the trash at him?”

      Brett said nothing. Instead, he nodded his head and sipped his iced tea. “That’s a very good point,” he muttered at last. “You don’t think it’s possible they had a party, and everything just happened that way? You know how some young people can be, completely ignorant to where they’re leaving their stuff. Add a whole bunch of alcohol and you have zero consideration for anyone else.”

      “Okay, tell me this, then,” Maggie said. She sipped her own sweet tea and inhaled deeply before she began to speak.

      “I’m listening.” Brett slid his food out of the way and sat forward a bit in his chair. He leaned his arm on the desk.

      “First of all, why were all of the alcohol containers in a pile along with the fast food trash? Who eats and drinks alcohol all at once and throws the trash in a small area? Most parties I’ve ever been to require a whole lot of moving around and goofing off, not sitting still. And last but not least, who in the world drinks themselves into oblivion and eats fast food outside of a bathroom in the middle of a huge park by a big lake? Where and when did they even get the fast food? Most of those restaurants are nowhere close to Dogwood Mountain!”

      “Are you finished?” Brett asked her, looking at his food.

      “Have I made my point yet?” Maggie asked.

      “Yes, loud and clear.” Brett chuckled.

      “Okay,” Maggie said, her lip curling. “That’s all I had to say.”

      He shook his head. “You make good points and as you know, I’ll look into every last one of them.”

      “But will you tell me if I’m right?”

      Brett tilted his head. “How about we just finish eating and go from there?”

      “Right, but I really think there’s more to this than what it looks like,” Maggie said as she dipped an extra-long fry into a pool of ketchup.

      “And you’re probably right about that.” Brett sighed. “Believe it or not, I don’t love eating while we talk about this sort of thing. I commend you and your strong stomach, but I’m not cut out for this kind of conversation while I have food in front of me.”

      Maggie laughed. “Eat. I’m sorry. I just get worked up easily and feel like I have to talk everything out all at once.”

      “Trust me, I know.” He winked and dug into his sandwich with a smile on his face.
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      “I heard the good news,” Myra said when she came into the donut shop kitchen the following morning. “Bradley and the baby are moving to Joplin!”

      “Bradley is looking for work in Joplin,” Maggie replied. She was excited but trying not to get her hopes up yet.

      “Yes and who knows, maybe he can find a remote position and live even closer,” Ruby said with a wink. “Oh, by the way, I have a request from the Hunter Springs Day School for about five dozen boxed lunches. They specifically requested peanut butter and jelly donuts along with one of our typical dessert donuts.”

      “Please don’t tell me they requested a donut for the entrée.” Maggie cringed.

      “No, but they want me to cut the donut in half and use it in place of bread,” Ruby said. “But don’t worry. I’m more than making up for that with fresh veggies and some fruit. These kids are going to love ants on a log and apple slices before their picnic is over.”

      “What’s ants on a log?” Myra asked. “Please, please tell me that isn’t some weird delicacy with actual ants.”

      “Oh, my sweet summer child,” Ruby said and embraced the younger woman. “Ants on a log is a childhood classic. It’s literally peanut butter spread on celery sticks with raisins on top. Get it? Ants on a log!”

      “Oh, thank goodness!”

      “You girls sure do gab a lot,” Orson Howard, resident curmudgeon and adopted father to all of them, said when he poked his head into the kitchen through the swinging door. “Ruby, there’s a group of ladies out here wanting to speak with you. I recognize two of them as locals, but the others haven’t lived here long. Good luck.”

      “What now?” Ruby mouthed. Since the announcement of her candidacy as a member of the city council at large, more than one person had come by the donut shop to have a word with her. Recent polling showed that Ruby was the most favored to win, which meant people were flocking to her like crazy.

      “Can I help you?” Ruby asked. Maggie followed close behind her. She had a new tray of chocolate glazed donuts to add to the display case and decided to make herself busy while Ruby dealt with the public.

      They had an arrangement. While she was running for city council, Maggie would hang around close by in case the conversation got out of hand. Ruby had gone out of her way to provide members of the public with access to her. She met weekly for coffee with people who wanted to talk over the issues with her. She had a special phone number for people to call and leave messages, and she returned each and every phone call within one day. She kept her social media profiles open, too. But the one request she made was that no one come to Dogwood Donuts during business hours. However, it didn’t always happen that way.

      Most citizens respected her request, but a few, like the four women staring back at her from across the counter, didn’t care about her request. They were quite convinced that her time belonged to them. Maggie was thankful she had decided not to pursue the council seat herself. Ruby was built for such interactions. As an executive chef in her earlier life, she had plenty of experience dealing with emotional people. Maggie, on the other hand, could be professional but it was much easier for her to lose her cool.

      “We would like to talk to you about what happened at Dogwood Mountain Lake yesterday,” one of the women said. She stepped forward from the group and appeared to be the spokesperson. Each woman seemed to be somewhere in their forties and each one was a version of an unnatural blonde. They also all had the same look on their faces: narrowed eyes, stretched neck, and pursed lips.

      “I assume you’re talking about the body that was found,” Ruby said quietly. “Why don’t you ladies come to the coffee chat with me first thing in the morning? That would be the more appropriate setting for this type of discussion.”

      “Of course, we’re talking about the body that was discovered out there! We need to talk about what this means for our safety!”

      “What is your name, ma’am?” Ruby asked quietly.

      “You ought to know my name,” the woman snapped. “I have left you plenty of messages and spoken with you several times.”

      “I recognize your voice, but not your face,” Ruby admitted.

      “My name is Tanya Clemmons,” she said.

      “Okay, yes, Tanya.” Ruby smiled and nodded her head. “The thing is, I’m at work right now and this isn’t the right time or place to discuss these matters. Especially if you can’t do it quietly.”

      “Oh, you will discuss this with us right here and right now! We deserve that time from you,” Tanya said. Her voice seemed to rise with each word she spoke.

      “You know, my business partner may not appreciate us discussing such things while her customers are eating,” Ruby said. “If you want to take a seat, I can chat for a few minutes, but not here and not like this.”

      Maggie heard the first comment and moved in. It was her secret code to get involved. She approached the counter and moved slightly in front of Ruby.

      “Ladies,” she said softly. “I am going to have to ask you to either sit down and be my guest to a cup of coffee and discuss these matters a little more quietly or you’re going to need to wait until Ruby leaves the donut shop for the day.”

      “We have every right to talk to our city council members whenever and however we want to,” Tanya said. “I’m not going to tolerate serious things being made to look trivial. I had enough of that in the last place I lived.”

      Maggie sighed. “Actually, you can’t have access to anyone twenty-four hours a day. You all know that. I understand why you want to speak with Ruby even if she isn’t an official city council member yet. Heck, she’s my best friend and my business partner on top of it. I wish I could vote for her ten times over instead of just once. But this is her workplace. She is more than happy to spend about twenty minutes with you over coffee, which again, will be on the house. But a discussion up here at the counter isn’t going to work.”

      “I could go for one of those cinnamon lattes,” a woman to Tanya’s right said.

      “Be quiet, Sasha!” Tanya flipped around and whispered fiercely at her. Maggie recognized the woman from the line at the food truck.

      “One cinnamon latte coming right up,” Myra said behind them.

      “What will you have?” Maggie asked one of the other ladies behind Tanya. She quickly received their orders and turned back to Tanya. “You’re the only one left. What can I get for you?”

      “I’ll try the brown sugar cinnamon cappuccino,” Tanya said begrudgingly. “I would like a large one.”

      “Okay,” Maggie said with a smile. “Why don’t you pick out a place to sit and we’ll bring these out to the four of you as fast as we can? Ruby will join you soon.”

      Tanya gave her a half smile and led the pack to a far table.

      “Thank you,” Ruby whispered. “That one is a tough nut to crack.”

      Maggie decided to take over running the front while Ruby held her short meeting with the women. She heard some of their comments and was prepared to step in with an emergency in the kitchen if Ruby gave the code phrase. She didn’t feel a bit guilty or deceitful for the arrangement. Ruby had made more time for her potential constituents than any of the other candidates.

      “We need something to be done about the crime in this county,” Tanya said as soon as they were seated.

      “I know there are problems everywhere,” Ruby said. “But remember, as a potential future member of city council I can only affect what’s happening here in Dogwood Mountain, not the county at large. You want to speak with the county commission about those issues, too.”

      “I’m here speaking to you,” Tanya said. She glanced over at the counter where Maggie was busy rearranging donuts in the display case. She raised her voice slightly. “And I know full well that you have a special audience with the chief of police, too. So, what is he going to do about this?”

      “Well, the lake is actually under the county’s jurisdiction,” Ruby said. “But the Dogwood Mountain P.D. has a special agreement to patrol the lake for the county. The sheriff’s department will follow up on their investigation.”

      “Okay, fine, but what are we going to do about the fact that there was another murder out there?” Tanya asked.

      Maggie decided to join them. “I don’t know if you heard, but I’m the one who discovered the body,” she whispered. Tanya and each of the other women immediately scooted forward in their seats and leaned over the table. “I was the one who called the police first.”

      “What did you see?” Sasha asked her.

      “At first, just a bunch of trash,” Maggie said. She lowered her voice like she was telling a huge secret. “Then I saw a hand… a discolored hand.”

      “What else did you see?” Tanya asked. She was completely taken in as well.

      “Really, just a lot of trash,” Maggie said. She chose her tone as if she was telling state secrets, even though she merely repeated herself. “But I don't know if I can say anything else. I have to be careful.”

      “Right,” Tanya said. “That makes sense.”

      “And listen,” Maggie said. She leaned over and patted Ruby’s arm. “One thing I love about Ruby’s campaign is the fact that she doesn’t care who is in charge. She’s all about transparency, and she’s not loyal to one party line over another. It’s all about Dogwood Mountain.”

      The conversation turned to Ruby’s campaign after that. Maggie stood and excused herself quickly. She left everyone at the table smiling and talking in normal tones. Ruby rose from her seat a few minutes later and Maggie heard the approving words from the women.

      “You really turned that one around for me,” Ruby said when she walked back into the kitchen. “That Tanya Clemmons is a fire-breathing dragon.”

      “She is a force to be reckoned with,” Maggie said. “What are you going to do with her if you get elected?”

      Ruby shrugged and smiled. “I am going to ask her to become part of a neighborhood watch group. Someone like that is a diamond in the rough.”
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      Maggie gathered the pile of Wyatt’s clothes that she’d just folded and set it on top of the spare bed where Bradley had placed their luggage. She smoothed a small blanket with her hand and blinked back the tears she wanted to shed.

      Maggie fought off the tears through the rest of the morning while Bradley loaded his small son and their things in his car. He promised to call her with the dates he would be back in town in a matter of a few weeks. She told him she would take off work to keep Wyatt while he searched for a new job. He promised her he’d figure it out on his own, but she wouldn’t take no for an answer.

      Shortly after, as her boys drove off, Maggie waved until they were well off into the distance. She wiped away the tears she’d no longer been able to contain, and quickly got herself ready and to the donut shop.

      “And if you can’t get away for some reason, Wyatt can spend the day with me out at the farm,” Ruby said when Maggie arrived at work and told her everything.

      “And if Ruby is too busy on the farm, Wyatt can come and hang out with me at my house,” Myra offered.

      Orson shuffled the clean towels in his hands. He stared at the rest of them. “Fine,” he said. “If all of the women folk here are too busy, Wyatt will spend the day with his Papa Orson.”

      Jake Jenkins, the youngest member of the donut shop crew, looked up and held his hands out. “Don’t any of you look at me! I’m not good with kids, babies especially!”

      Myra burst into giggles, followed by Maggie and Ruby.

      “I’m serious,” he said and hurried through the swinging door and into the dining room like a team of babies were chasing after him.

      Maggie walked across the kitchen and draped her arms around Orson’s neck. She kissed his cheek softly and patted him on the back. “I love the sound of ‘Papa Orson,’” she said.

      Orson said nothing but hugged her back. Maggie was sure she saw him wipe a tear from his eye, and even more sure she noticed a slowing in his step. He had already cut his hours back to just a few a day and had begun coming in later in the morning.

      “I think we really need to have that talk, Maggie,” Ruby whispered to her. They had discussed hiring another person to help run things throughout the day. With the election looming, Orson slowing down and spending more time with Gretchen, Myra talking about starting a family, and now Bradley moving back into the area with Wyatt, Ruby argued that it might be a good time to discuss hiring a manager.

      “Fine,” Maggie said, much louder than Ruby’s whisper. “I know you’re right. We need someone who will be here day in and day out to help run things when one of us might have to leave.”

      Myra hovered over a tray of chocolate cake donuts. She dipped her spatula into the cherry flavored frosting and paused. “Hang on a sec,” she said. “Are you guys talking about hiring a manager for this place?”

      “Well,” Maggie said, frowning at herself for being so loud. “Orson cut his hours back again. It’s looking more and more like the election is going to go in Ruby’s favor. I’ll be here but when Bradley moves back it’s likely that I will have to be a backup for Wyatt if his sitter is sick. It just makes sense.”

      Myra set the spatula down and folded her arms over her chest. “Why don’t we just hire another worker and you all let me do what we talked about before?” she asked. “Why are you passing me over?”

      “Oh, Myra, we aren’t passing you over,” Ruby spoke up. “You’ve been talking so much about having a baby sooner rather than later, we just assumed your time would be more precious, too.”

      “Why don’t you ask me what my plans are?” Myra said. “The truth is, Brooks and I have discussed it at length. We plan to hire someone to care for our baby after she is born. Brooks usually starts work a couple of hours after I do, so he can take her to daycare. We will love our future baby, but we can still love our jobs, too.”

      Maggie glanced at Ruby. “And you’ve already planned this all out? This will work for both of you?”

      “We have and it will,” Myra continued. “And I would like to talk to the two of you about being here to open but take off around noon every day. That’s quite perfect if you ask me. I can work through the morning and be with her for the rest of the day.”

      “And you are quite sure this future baby will be a girl?” Orson muttered from the storeroom.

      Myra ignored his comment and turned back to Maggie. “Honestly, another pair of hands would be nice around here, but only to help us out. He or she could close each day and work on the weekends.”

      Ruby nodded her head and nudged Maggie. “Look at this one, getting all smart on us and everything.”

      Maggie nodded. “You are absolutely right, Myra. We did make the deal to have you take over more responsibilities, didn’t we? I am sincerely sorry for assuming what you might want to do when you start a family,” she said. “So, two things. One, why don’t you call the paper and put in an ad for a new employee? You can handle the initial interviews and Ruby and I will take over for the final interview.”

      “Okay, on it,” Myra said with a smile. “Now, what’s the second thing?”

      “The second thing is, just when were you planning to tell us? How long have you known?” Maggie asked.

      “How long has she known what?” Orson asked.

      “You’re not saying what I think you’re saying,” Ruby spoke up.

      Maggie looked at Myra and folded her arms expectantly. “Well?”

      Myra blushed, stood up, and pushed her stool under the baker’s table. She turned to the side and smoothed the front of her loose-fitting apron over her still flat stomach. “Brooks and I have known for a little while.”

      “What?” Ruby moved quickly across the floor to embrace her. Maggie followed. Orson remained in the storeroom and beamed.

      “Don’t you think I already knew?” he asked at last. “Why do you think I have been cutting back some of my hours? I’m going to help out with the baby, too. I can come in a little later in case Brooks has an emergency at work.”

      “Orson, you are too sweet,” Myra said. “I hadn’t even thought about that possibility.”

      “You knew and didn’t tell us?” Maggie grimaced but her smile was back right away. There was no chance she could be mad.

      “Well, when you and Brooks decided to make an apartment for me in your new house, I decided then and there I was going to help out in any way I can, for as long as I can,” Orson said.

      “You know, I think we ought to look at hiring two new people, both part-time, to help cover any gaps in the hours,” Maggie said. “We certainly could do it.”

      “I agree completely,” Ruby said. “Then we can consider expansion.”

      “Expansion?” Maggie and Myra asked in unison.

      “I’ve been thinking about Hunter Springs,” Ruby said. “This isn’t the time to bring it up, but I think we ought to look into running the food truck up that way a few days each week. Consider it a test run. We might decide to open up a second location before it’s all said and done.”

      Maggie winked at Myra and smiled. “Sounds like that newspaper ad better include one full-time and one part-time position,” she said. “And it might be a good idea to get it into tomorrow’s edition.”

      “I’ll make the phone call now,” Myra said. She started for the office.

      “Oh, no you won’t,” Ruby said. She shoved another stool at her. “First things first! How far along are you? When is your due date? Have you started thinking of names? How will you decorate the nursery? Who will be in the delivery room? Oh, what about a baby shower? I have so many ideas for food.” Ruby stared at the group like they were slowing her down. “What are we doing just standing here? I’ve got work to do.”

      As she rushed off, Maggie heard Ruby listing off food ideas.

      “Bacon skewers, veggie cups. Ooooh! Marshmallow rattles, and deviled eggs turned into tiny baby carriages…”

      “I think she’s excited,” Maggie said.

      “She’s definitely something,” Myra teased.

      Orson strolled into the kitchen with his hands on his hips. “I say she’s a few deviled eggs short of a dozen…”
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      Maggie left work a little early and headed straight for the restaurant supply shop in Joplin. Ruby wanted to join her, but when her farmhand informed her that one of her cows was close to calving, she had to beg off and leave the errand to Maggie alone.

      While she drove, Maggie decided that she’d drive around the town of Hunter Springs before going home. It wasn’t that expansion hadn’t been on her mind; it was merely the fact that her mind had been filled with many other things. “Maybe,” she thought, but then dismissed it immediately. Bradley wanted a career in technology, not running a second brick and mortar location of the donut shop.

      When she arrived at the store, she went straight in and began searching for a high-backed stool with a foot rest for Myra. She was determined to find ways to make the pregnancy as easy as possible. After she selected the best stool, Maggie shopped around for a bit longer and found everything she needed much quicker than she’d expected.

      Her cell phone rang as she headed back out to her car. “Where are you?” Brett asked her when she answered the phone.

      “Hello to you too. I’m in Joplin,” she said. “I had to make a run for some supplies.”

      “Right, hello.” Brett cleared his throat. “I’m guessing you’ve already heard the happy news. Brooks just now told me.”

      “And? Are you upset?” She couldn’t read his tone over the phone.

      “No! Not at all,” he said with a chuckle. “I did tell him some pointers for raising daughters if that’s what they end up having. But no, I am very happy for them. By the way, when do you plan to be back in town? I’d like to see you tonight.”

      “I’m headed back now,” Maggie said, suddenly feeling concerned. “I should be there in about forty-five minutes.”

      She dismissed her previous thought of looking around Hunter Springs. She had no right to suggest the idea to her son when he’d already settled on Joplin and a new job that had nothing to do with running a second location of her donut shop. She had to get the idea out of her head.

      “Do you care if I stop by? Or do you feel like Italian? We haven’t been to Curley’s in quite a while.”

      “Italian sounds great,” Maggie said. “But you have to give me fifteen minutes to change out of the clothes I’m wearing.”

      “Deal,” Brett said. “But I can do even better than that. I’ll see you in an hour and a half.”

      Maggie called Ruby next and told her about the stool and her finds at the store. She decided to drop everything off at the donut shop before making her way back home. She pulled into the alley behind the donut shop, and it only took her a moment to unload the new stool and a few bags.

      “Hello? Are you the owner of this place?” a male voice called from behind her. Maggie turned to see a strange man standing in the middle of her kitchen. He was tall, well over six feet, if she had to guess. His hair was black, and it stood up in thick shocks on top of his head. Maggie focused on his piercing blue eyes.

      “Why are you here? Who are you?” Maggie shouted her questions. She could feel the panic rising in her chest.

      “Hold on, I mean no harm,” the man said. “My name is Victor Larabee. Faylene Larabee is my aunt and I’m here in town about the bookstore.”

      “She never mentioned you,” Maggie said, thinking of her sweet friend who had recently decided to move away from Dogwood Mountain. Faylene had moved to Wisconsin and the last time Maggie spoke to her was the week before. She told her about a last-minute cruise that she and a new friend were taking. If Maggie remembered correctly, they had set sail the day before. It made no sense for her to send her nephew to town while she was gone, but of course, Maggie had several reasons to be paranoid of strangers, even the most well-meaning.

      “I’m not surprised that she didn’t,” Victor said. “I haven’t spoken with my aunt in many years. She and my father had quite a falling out. It surprised the heck out of me when she called me and told me that she wanted me to take over the bookstore. I just went through a messy divorce so moving down here to the Ozarks seemed like the next best thing to do.”

      “How can I help you?” Maggie asked. She was quite unsure what he was doing there in the first place. It wasn’t exactly that she felt threatened, but she did not like his presence.

      “I can’t seem to get in touch with her, but she did tell me about a good friend of hers who lived here. Unfortunately, I didn’t recall the name she gave me so imagine my luck when I stopped by the bookstore to check it out and ran into a very helpful local who knew all about you.”

      “You got into the bookstore?” Maggie asked. None of it made sense. There was no way he’d have a key to the place.

      “Oh, no, no. I was just browsing around the outside, and checking out the town,” Victor explained. “I wanted to make sure that I’d fit in here before I agreed to anything.”

      “I see. Well, I’m not sure how I can help. I think it’s probably best for you to wait and talk to your aunt.”

      “Yeah, I thought that too, but it seems she’s gone on a trip or something. I can’t seem to get in touch with her no matter how hard I try. I just have a few questions is all, and who better than a friend of hers and a citizen of this charming little town?”

      The more Victor spoke, the more Maggie had to wonder about him. Faylene never mentioned a nephew or a brother for that matter, but if Victor was telling the truth and there was a falling out, that made sense. She knew her friend was on a trip, which was why he couldn’t get in touch with her and without a cellphone, it, too, made sense. Perhaps with the move and the sudden cruise, Faylene had overlooked telling her about the possibility of someone taking over the bookstore.

      Deciding to give the guy the benefit of the doubt, Maggie agreed to help him where she could.

      “Why don’t you stop back here tomorrow morning at about ten, Victor? We can have coffee and discuss whatever it is that you want to know.”

      “Oh, well, I had hoped to take you out to dinner tonight,” Victor said.

      “She already has a date for tonight,” Brett announced from the doorway. He looked past Victor at Maggie. “I drove by here on the way to your house and saw your car. I’m glad I stopped.”

      “I got delayed, but I’m ready to head back home,” Maggie said, relieved to see Brett. She turned to Victor. “Why don’t you stop by in the morning like I suggested? We can talk about Faylene, and I’ll tell you what I know about the bookstore.”

      “Will he be here?” Victor asked. “Because I’m not so sure I want to stop by if he is.”

      “Just who are you, and why are you standing here in the kitchen of a business that’s closed for the day?”

      “Why do you want to know?” Victor snapped. “I’ve already explained to Ms. Sharpe who I am and why I’m here. You aren’t her stalker or something, are you?”

      “Brett is the chief of police,” Maggie said. She was getting agitated by the stranger’s attitude. He might be her friend’s nephew, but she felt quite put off by him. “And the reason I cannot go out to dinner with you. We are a couple.”

      “So, you see, I have two good reasons for asking you questions,” Brett said.

      “Okay. Then are you asking me as her boyfriend or as the police chief?” Victor asked.

      “Both,” Brett said firmly. Maggie felt a thrill climb up her back. Brett’s words and tone had an unexpected effect on her.

      “I’m out of here,” Victor said. “I will see you here tomorrow.” He walked out the door and stopped short of shouldering Brett as he passed him.

      “What in the heck was that all about?” Maggie asked after he left.

      “I was going to ask you the same thing,” Brett said. “Did he just show up here? Have you ever met him before?”

      “Never seen him before in my life,” Maggie said. “He just appeared while I was putting things away. He says he’s Faylene’s nephew and that he might take over the bookstore for her.”

      “Did you know anything about that?” Brett asked.

      “Not a thing, but it could be true. I know she didn’t want the bookstore to go to some stranger who would run it into the ground. I just think it’s odd she never mentioned him in general, never mind a quick call to tell me he was coming. She’s not much for spontaneity.”

      Brett pondered her words. “Normally, I’d agree with that, but she did just up and decide to leave town out of nowhere. And didn’t you say she was going on a cruise with some guy she just met?”

      “I’d hardly call being attacked by a crazed killer ‘out of nowhere’. And she’s not going with some guy she just met.” Maggie rolled her eyes, exasperated. “The local community center where she lives has these events a few times a year. There was an opening and her male neighbor told her about it.”

      “Close enough.” Brett shrugged.

      “Not really at all, but either way, I’ll do what I can do to help this guy and don’t think I’m not counting down the days until she gets back on land. The first thing I’m going to do is tell her she needs to invest in a cellphone and better communication skills.”

      “I’ll never understand why everyone doesn’t have a cellphone in this day and age. No matter how old or young you are, they’re just part of life. Maybe I should consider having a class about the importance of it in regard to personal safety,” he trailed off. “Anyway, do you want me to follow you home or do you want some time to change and stuff first?”

      “Of course, I still want you to follow me home.” Maggie grinned. “I won’t take any time at all to change, and we then can get going to Curley’s.”

      Brett followed Maggie out of the donut shop and waited while she locked the door. He looked around to make sure Victor was long gone. Satisfied, he walked her to her car and didn’t move a muscle until she was safely inside.
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      Brett opened the door to the Italian restaurant and waited while Maggie stepped inside. True to her word, she’d run home and emerged freshly dressed in less than ten minutes. She’d smiled to herself at Brett’s reaction to seeing her.

      “Would you like to have a seat on the patio, sir?” a waiter asked when they stepped inside.

      Brett looked at Maggie. “Do you want to sit outside? It’s a lovely night,” he said.

      Before Maggie could answer, thunder cracked outside. Lightning lit up the interior of the restaurant and Brett and Maggie laughed together. “I think that just answered your question.”

      They were led to a booth in a somewhat secluded section. Maggie was grateful for the privacy. She settled into her seat and ordered a glass of red wine. Brett ordered an appetizer and waited while Maggie looked through the menu.

      “I think we’ll just start with the appetizer,” he said. “We might need a few minutes to choose an entree.”

      The waiter nodded and left them alone. “What sounds good to you?”

      “It’s been a while since I’ve been here,” Maggie said. “Everything sounds good to me.”

      “I think I’m going to stay with a classic,” Brett said. “Lasagna.”

      “I’m going to order the seafood ravioli,” Maggie said finally. She folded her menu over and informed the waiter when he returned with her glass of wine.

      “So, what do you think about that Victor guy?” Brett asked her when the waiter left them again.

      Maggie shrugged. “I think he needs a lesson in manners. Who just walks into a place of business after hours and does that? He scared the heck out of me.”

      “I don’t like the guy at all,” Brett said. “I don’t care who he is or who he is related to.”

      “Are you saying I shouldn’t meet with him tomorrow? I think I can sit down with him for a few moments and see what he has to say,” Maggie said.

      “I’m not going to tell you that you shouldn’t meet with him,” Brett said. “I would never try to tell you what to do. Not unless I knew someone was a dangerous criminal or something.”

      “Speaking of criminals, has anything else happened with the body at the lake?” Maggie asked.

      “We don’t have an identity just yet, if that’s what you're asking,” Brett said. “He had no identification with him, but he did have a couple of tattoos that might help. But so far he doesn’t match up with any active missing persons reports.”

      Maggie nodded. “I’ve heard a few stories about people being identified because of super specific tattoos. I hope that’s that case here.”

      “I’m afraid the ostrich tattoo on his arm and the window tattoo on his chest aren’t going to prove very helpful,” Brett admitted.

      “What about the medical examiner’s findings?”

      “He definitely ruled it as a homicide,” Brett said. “He couldn’t pin down an exact time of death, but we had a look at the trash that was scattered all around and it sure seems like that trash was placed there. The food was aged at different rates, too. If that makes sense.”

      “In other words, chances are the trash was just thrown there and not part of anything the victim actually consumed,” Maggie said.

      “Basically, yes,” Brett said. “The fact is, I think somebody just took some trash out of the trash cans and threw it on top of him.”

      “That’s my best guess based on what we know right now, anyway,” Brett said. He stopped speaking and looked around. Although their voices had been low and quiet, the few people within earshot of them appeared to have stopped to listen.

      “Do you think they heard us?” Maggie whispered.

      Brett shrugged his shoulders. “I thought we were being very careful,” he said. “I don’t know how anyone could hear what we were talking about. Maybe they’re just not used to seeing us out together.”

      Their waiter appeared with the appetizer. Maggie nodded when he offered her a second glass of wine. She was going to enjoy herself, although she had no plans to drink too much wine. Brett ordered a light beer for himself. Maggie knew from experience that he would be careful not to drink too much, especially not in public.

      “I still can’t believe Myra and Brooks are going to have a baby,” Brett said after a bit. “I mean, not only does it make me feel very old, but it also makes me extremely happy that someone has found the love of their lives. They have a such bright future ahead of themselves.”

      Maggie smiled. “I couldn’t agree more,” she said. “It makes me hold out hope for…”

      “I hope you’re going to say for yourself, Maggie,” Brett said earnestly.

      “I was actually going to say it gives me hope that Bradley and little Wyatt might find someone else to share their lives with,” she said, blushing deeply.

      A shadow fell over their table before she could speak. Maggie looked up at a red-faced Tanya Clemmons, the woman who had been at the donut shop earlier in the day to speak with Ruby. Brett looked up at her as well. He glanced at Maggie and shook his head as if he was confused by the woman’s presence.

      Tanya folded her arms and turned toward Brett. “Is this really an appropriate use of your time, Police Chief Mission?”

      “I beg your pardon,” Brett said. “I don’t think we’ve met.”

      Tanya reached across the table and picked up Maggie’s wine glass. “Oh, this is rich,” she said. “Our very own chief of police is out here drinking in public while we have a murderer on the loose!”

      “Excuse me,” Brett said. He rose from his seat and removed the glass from her hand and set it back down hard on the table. “Who do you think you are?”

      “That’s my glass anyway,” Maggie said, though she wasn’t sure her words actually went anywhere. “What do you want, Tanya? You’re interrupting our dinner.”

      “Why is the police chief out rubbing shoulders with you when there is a crisis in this town? Why are you out here with him instead of letting him be so that he can do his job and keep this town safe?” Tanya asked. Her volume increased with each word she spoke. She looked over her shoulders for reactions.

      Another voice rang out from across the dining room. Maggie strained to see who it came from. “That’s a very good question,” the woman’s voice said. “I would like to have an answer to that question myself. I would like to know why the sheriff is not in his office right now working on this case. I’d also like to know why an elected official is not working on a murder case and is out to dinner with some woman instead.”

      “Some woman?” Maggie rose up out of her chair and turned toward the speaker as Brett tried to reason with Tanya.

      “Sit down, Sasha!” Tanya spat.

      She glared at Tanya and looked as though she was going to back down but kept going. “No, I demand to know why you aren’t out there trying to find the person responsible for the death of the young man at Dogwood Mountain Lake, Chief Mission,” Sasha shouted again. “Because it looks very bad for you to be here.”

      “Is there a problem here?” The maître d’ appeared in the middle of the dining room. Maggie sat back down abruptly.

      “My companion and I were enjoying dinner out, and this woman came over here and started shouting at me,” Brett said. Maggie was shocked at his calm demeanor. Her fists were still balled at her sides and ready to swing.

      “Ma’am?” The host waited for an explanation from Tanya.

      “I think I have made my case known,” she said. “I could ask you why you would serve alcohol to an officer on duty!”

      “I am not on duty,” Brett said coolly. “And I would appreciate it if you would mind your own business and let me get back to mine. I am the chief of police. And the investigation into the mysterious death at the lake is well in hand.”

      “If that’s the case, why are you here?” Sasha shouted from across the restaurant. Tanya shot her a look that could kill.

      “Okay, that’s it,” the host said. “All of you, out! You will remit your bills with the cashier up front and leave here at once!”

      “Looks like your date is over, Chief.” Tanya smirked.

      “Not them,” the host said. “You! And your loudmouthed friend over there in the corner.”

      “Sasha, if you just got me kicked out of this restaurant, you are really in for it,” Tanya snapped. Maggie watched as the restaurant manager joined the host to escort both women and all of their companions from the restaurant.

      When the ruckus was over, the manager appeared at the table. “I would like to offer you my sincere apologies for that,” she said. “Whatever that was.”

      “I wish I knew,” Brett said. “Maybe one of them is the tabloid reporter and they’re just after a story.”

      “They came into the donut shop,” Maggie explained. “They were a little boisterous then, demanding to know what Ruby planned to do about crime if she is elected to the city council.”

      “I am so sorry,” the manager said again. “I have comped your meals and I would like to offer you both gift certificates for your next meal with us.” She set the certificates on the table and apologized again.

      “Why does it seem like we can’t catch a break?” Brett asked when the manager left.

      “What do you mean?” Maggie asked.

      “Almost every single time we go out or plan to go out, something crazy happens,” Brett said. “Half of our dates were ruined by extraordinary circumstances.”

      Maggie shrugged. “Are you saying we should stop trying?”

      Brett looked shocked. “Of course not. But I am saying that maybe… well, I don’t know what I’m saying.”

      “How about we take our meals to go? We can head back to my house and watch a movie or something while we eat.”

      He nodded, a little defeated. “Yeah. That will be good.”
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      Maggie stepped into the shower after Brett left for the night. The words of the woman at the restaurant had really bothered her. Was the entire scene a response to their conversation about the body at the lake? She couldn’t imagine that anyone had actually heard what they were saying, but she couldn’t imagine two grown women interrupting their dinner, either. Not to mention what the other diners had to endure.

      She fell into bed with a headache and a desire to punch someone. Maggie was not the punching type, but the desire was still with her the following morning when she woke up to start her day. She had just finished making her coffee when she heard a knock at her door. She rushed through the kitchen to open it, thinking that it might be Jake.

      But when she got to the door and opened it, she remembered that Jake had moved into Orson’s old house. Victor Larabee stood on the other side of her door. “It’s four o’clock in the morning,” she blurted out.

      “It’s actually four-thirty,” he said and pushed beyond her into the house.

      “How do you even know where I live?” Maggie asked. “And why are you in my house? I haven’t invited you in.”

      “Oh, I thought you just did,” he said. “No matter. I'm here now. How about that coffee?”

      “Mr. Larabee, you can leave my house right this minute,” she said. “It is not okay for you to show up unannounced at four o’clock in the morning.”

      “Four-thirty,” Victor corrected.

      “Four-thirty, whatever,” she said. “It’s an ungodly hour. You are not invited in. You can come back to my place of business at ten o’clock as we discussed yesterday, and I will be happy to sit down with you and have a cup of coffee and discuss your aunt. Until then, do not show up at my house again.”

      “Your lights were on,” he said.

      “Yes, because I own a donut shop and we tend to get there early to start the day,” Maggie snapped. “That is not an open invitation for perfect strangers to show up at your door and invite themselves in,” she said.

      “But you’re already up,” Victor said. “Why can’t we talk now?”

      “Because I have things to do. I have to get to work and get things going for the rest of my employees. Have you been living under a rock or something?” Maggie asked. “Is there some reason that you don’t understand the way normal life works?”

      “I still don’t understand why we can’t just have a cup of coffee and a quick chat!” His fist came down hard on the table. “That’s all I wanted, just to talk to you. What’s so bad about that?”

      “Okay, you’re acting very strange, and you’re starting to scare me,” Maggie said firmly. “I want you to leave my house right now, Victor. Leave and do not show up here again.”

      Maggie held the door open for him and waited for him to leave. She could feel her heart beating hard in her chest. What if he didn’t leave? She wondered if he was dangerous. Her thoughts were interrupted when the glow from a set of headlights filled her doorway.

      “Who is that?” Victor asked. He moved toward the door and pulled her out of the way. “What can we do for you, Mr. Police Officer?”

      “Oh, no,” Maggie said. She looked past Victor and saw Brooks getting out of his police car.

      “Brooks,” she breathed, grateful to see him. “Come in. Please. Now.”

      Brooks stepped out of his car and stared at Victor. Maggie was quite aware of how things looked. Victor was answering her door long before the sun was due to come up.

      “What is going on here?” Brooks asked at last.

      “We were just about to sit down to a cup of coffee,” Victor announced. “I would invite you to join us, but this is a two-person kind of thing.”

      “No,” Maggie shouted. “No, we were not about to sit down and have coffee! I want you to leave and never come back!”

      “Sounds like you better hit the road, buddy,” Brooks said. Victor remained in the doorway.

      “Move right now,” Maggie said. “Get out of my way and get off of my property.”

      “I don’t think you really mean that,” Victor said. “Just what would my dear Aunt Faylene think?”

      “Oh, no,” Maggie said. “I love Faylene but promise you that I do mean every word of it. Leave. Get out. Get lost. Do not return. Clear enough?”

      “Fine,” Victor said. He threw the screen door open and let it slam hard against the side of the house.

      “You had better watch it,” Brooks warned. “You just might end up in the back of a police car.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Victor said. He threw a look over his shoulder at Maggie and disappeared down the road.

      “What on earth was that all about?” Maggie said when he left.

      “I thought I was supposed to ask you that question,” Brooks said.

      “I’m so glad you showed up when you did,” Maggie said. “I opened the door thinking Jake was here. And he just pushed his way inside. He is very pushy. And he got angry and hit my table really hard.”

      “He threatened you?” Brooks asked. His face was suddenly very dark.

      “Not with words, but I sure felt threatened,” she said. “I want there to be no misunderstanding here. I don’t want that guy around me at all.”

      “Understood,” Brooks said. “If you want to file a restraining order against him, we can take care of that today.”

      “That sounds like a good idea. I don’t care if that guy is Faylene’s nephew or not,” she said. She hugged her middle and shook her head. “Wait, why are you here, anyway?”

      “I came to tell you two things,” Brooks said. “It has been a very active night and early morning and Brett sent me here to talk to you because he couldn’t get away.”

      “What’s going on with Brett?”

      “He’s fine, but for one thing, we have an identity now on the victim at the lake. His name is Chester Thomas, and he has been missing from his job in Fletcher, New York.”

      “New York? He came all the way here from New York?” Maggie asked.

      “That’s what it looks like according to the sheriff’s department,” Brooks said. “They’re more involved now. Actually, they are in charge of the investigation from this point on. They have information that proves he was here on business, but that’s all I know.”

      “So, someone killed a guy from New York, and left him in the middle of the Ozarks?”

      “More or less,” Brooks said.

      “I wonder if it had to do with whatever business he was in?” Maggie asked.

      “Like I said, the sheriff has taken over the case and if I had time to dig into the man’s business, I would, but that’s the other reason I’m here this morning.” Brooks sat at the table and motioned for her to join him. “Turns out someone else was killed last night. Or maybe early this morning. The M.E. hasn’t given us a time of death on that one yet.”

      “Oh, my gosh,” Maggie said. “Who died?”

      “A Tanya Clemmons was found dead in her garage early this morning by her friend, Sasha Lorenzo,” he said.

      Maggie felt herself fall back a little. “You have got to be kidding me,” she said. “I just saw her last night. Oh, gosh.” She covered her head with her hands.

      “I didn’t know you two were close,” Brooks said.

      “We weren’t,” Maggie said. “I only just met her, but don’t you see? She had two very public meltdowns in a short time. And do you know the one thing both of those events have in common? Me.”
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      Maggie arrived late to the donut shop. She’d accompanied Brooks to the police station to give her statement about the events from Curley’s to another officer, along with information about her encounter with Tanya at the donut shop previously. It was Brooks who suggested she get her statement on record. He suspected that the investigation into the murder might be taken from the police department and given to the county sheriff.

      “Brett wants to come by later and take statements from everyone else,” Maggie announced when she arrived at last. She apologized again to Ruby for showing up so late.

      “Stop it,” Ruby ordered. “If you apologize again I’m going to throw something at you.”

      “Okay, okay,” Maggie said. “It’s been a rough couple of days.”

      “I heard about what happened on your date with Brett,” Myra said, her hand gently rubbing her stomach.

      “What happened?” Orson asked, suddenly hurrying over and looking very concerned.

      “I had an unexpected visitor early this morning,” she said, skipping over the information about her date. “That guy who said he was Faylene Larabee’s nephew showed up at my house and pushed his way inside. He got angry when I told him to leave, and Brooks just happened to show up in time. I want it known that he is not to come around here. If you see him show up, call the police.”

      “You’re terrified of this guy,” Ruby said. “I have never heard you sound so adamant before.”

      Maggie nodded her head. “I am terrified of him,” she said. “He wouldn’t take no for an answer this morning. And when I said no again, he slammed his fist onto my table. I have no idea what would have happened if Brooks hadn’t been there. I filed a restraining order against him as fast as I could.”

      “Okay, well, if we see him, we’ll call the police,” Myra said. “No worries.” She looked from Ruby to Orson with her eyes wide and wondering.

      “Look,” Maggie said. “You know how there is always that person in the movies or in a really good book who ignores all of the signs that something bad is going to happen, or that someone is dangerous?”

      “And you sit there yelling at the screen for them to listen to you,” Myra added. “I know what you’re talking about.”

      “Well, I am determined not to be that person,” Maggie said. “I want to be loud and clear. I don’t want that guy around me.”

      At Ruby and Myra’s insistence, Maggie spent most of the day working in the kitchen away from the public. Ruby fielded questions from curious members of the public about the death of Tanya Clemmons once the news circulated around town. She directed everyone to the press release sent out by the police department.

      When the day was winding down, Maggie made the decision to go home and sequester herself inside for the rest of the evening. Myra had set up interviews with two potential employees for the afternoon. If the candidates were acceptable, Ruby and Maggie would set up another meeting with them and make the final decision.

      “Do you want some company tonight?” Ruby asked her. “I was thinking about ordering a good dinner from Flo’s. I could bring dinner over to you and visit.”

      Maggie exhaled slowly. She wanted to choose her words carefully. In one respect, she loved the idea of spending time off of the clock with her best friend. But in another respect, she wanted to be alone. She felt like being alone and that had to be okay.

      If she was honest, she was feeling a little sorry for herself. She missed her son and her grandson. She wanted to be far away from anyone who might show up at her door uninvited and wreak havoc in her life.

      “Maggie,” Myra interrupted. “Are you still with us? You’re zoning out a little bit.”

      “Yeah, sorry,” Maggie said. “I’m here. I was just thinking about how I want to spend my evening.”

      “Maybe I’m being pushy right now, but that absolutely just made up my mind,” Ruby said. “I will be at your house around five with dinner. I will text you before I get there so you know that it’s me.”

      Maggie nodded and agreed to have her come over. The decision had been made for her. And it was okay. She might do better with some company for the night. If by some chance Victor Larabee showed up again, it would be nice to have someone else there with her.

      “I would love a turkey club and some soup for dinner,” Maggie said when Ruby asked. “Loaded fries might be nice, too.”

      “Got it,” Ruby said.

      Maggie headed home just after two. She decided to tackle the spare bedroom to stay busy while she waited for Ruby to bring dinner. She pulled the bedding off of the bed and carried it to the washer. She flipped the mattress and fluffed the pillows. Within an hour, she had the room dusted and vacuumed and completely rearranged.

      When she was finished, Maggie carried her laptop into the kitchen and then headed back to the laundry room to move the sheets to the dryer and place the heavy quilt in the washer.

      She glanced at the clock when she returned to the kitchen. Ruby would arrive in a little over an hour. She tapped the table with her index finger when she sat down. She felt impatient and frustrated. She looked at her cell phone and stared at the dark screen.

      An idea sparked in her head. Maggie turned on her computer and clicked on her favorite search engine. Her curiosity was fired up, but she wasn’t sure if she wanted to research new recipes for the donut shop or find out what she could about Victor Larabee.

      After about five minutes of debating, Maggie settled on a third option and typed “Tanya Clemmons” into the search bar. She wondered if maybe she was the tabloid reporter Brett had been talking about and perhaps she’d done something over the top and made the wrong person angry. She scanned to the end of the first page of search results and found a link to a blog under Tanya’s name. She clicked on the link and read through the description.

      “The Town Crier” was the name of the blog. Instantly, Maggie disliked the dark layout and white text. The other main color was red. She had to look away from the terrible color palette several times while she read through the first few posts. Her latest post was titled, “The Insanity of Small Town Life.”

      “In what is supposed to be a storybook setting, crime and violence has once more come home to roost,” the post began. Tanya wasn’t much of a writer, but she had a gift for exploiting minute details and inserting her own assumptions and hyperbole. The entire post read like an article from a tabloid from the grocery store, but it was clear she wasn’t an official tabloid reporter.

      Curious, Maggie scrolled back through the archives. She discovered Tanya’s story about the town she lived in prior to her move to Dogwood Mountain. At one point, she had lived in another small town, this one in southern Kansas. Her rhetoric was much the same. Harleyville, Kansas held all the charms of a quaint hometown. She had used similar words to describe Dogwood Mountain.

      Maggie’s curiosity soared. She found a few instances of Tanya calling out local officials, including law enforcement, for their inattention to the crime that plagued the small town. She read a particularly caustic post and frowned.

      “Today was another one of those days here in the blissful little town we all love. I sipped my coffee at Basic Brew while reading my latest library book. While I sat there, I watched the cars and people passing me by on Main Street. I tried to maintain a sunny outlook, but the glaring problems in this town make it too hard to enjoy a simple cup of coffee on a Wednesday morning.”

      The post continued to mention a few near-misses between passing cars, several drivers Tanya was sure ran over the speed limit, and a rumored assault near the car wash. All the while, she wrote, the two police officers on duty that day were seated ten feet away from her reading the newspaper and eating donuts in the coffee shop.

      “What will become of our charming small town if the local police department is too busy consuming their beloved carbs to pay adequate attention to the crimes committed right under their noses?”

      “Whoa,” Maggie said aloud. She picked up her phone when she heard the notification that Ruby had texted her. An hour had passed by as she read through Tanya’s blog. A moment later, Ruby appeared at her back door with their supper.

      “I have something interesting to show you,” Maggie announced when Ruby walked in. She passed a sack to Maggie and followed her into the kitchen.

      “I see you have your laptop open,” Ruby said with a smile. “Am I to presume that you have been engaging in some unofficial investigating?”

      Maggie smiled and pulled her food out of the sack. “I think a little unofficial investigation is better than counting the dust bunnies in my bedroom,” she said. “That was my other option.”

      Ruby pulled a chair from the table and sat down with her food. “Alright, what have you found?”

      “A blog,” she said. “Actually, Tanya Clemmon’s blog. She called it ‘The Town Crier’ and she used it to air her grievances with the town she used to live in. Looks like she had been doing the same thing since she moved here. And it seems she’d do or say just about anything to get a story.”

      Maggie turned the laptop screen. They read through a few of the blog posts, especially the posts that called out the police.

      “I can’t believe she had such a low opinion of the local police,” Ruby said. “It sure seems like she was gearing up to do the same thing here.”

      “Especially last night,” Maggie said. “What I want to know is, what in the world motivated her to do it?

      “Why call attention to yourself and try to polarize yourself with the rest of the town? Whether here in Dogwood Mountain or back in Kansas, why on earth would you do that?”

      Ruby took the mouse from Maggie’s side of the table and began to click through the rest of the website. After a moment, she turned the computer back to Maggie. “I think I found her motivation,” she said. “She has been trying to publish a book. Actually, several books.”

      “All about crime in small towns,” Maggie said. She examined four poorly made book covers and read the descriptions under each. “She was trying to get someone to pay attention to her work and publish her books. They look very unprofessional, but they appear to be selling okay. Maybe she wanted a bigger reach.”

      “She obviously had some support,” Ruby said. “We saw that when she showed up at the donut shop to demand my time. But it makes you wonder if there were those that did not appreciate her message. I wonder what the comment section looks like.”

      Maggie took the laptop back and clicked to the post she had read through before. She selected the comment section and sat back in her chair. “That post received over two hundred comments,” she said. “And there are a lot of people who didn’t like what she had to say. Some of them even talk about how what she has to say is nothing but trash and that she needs to quit writing if she knows what’s good for her.”

      “There are a number of comments about another blogger, too,” Ruby pointed out. “I saw a few people mention the name, ‘Fearless Fenster’ in their comments.”

      “I saw that, too. And I don’t think Tanya cared much for that. I found a few links to another true crime enthusiast who goes by that same name,” Maggie said. “And those commenters seem to think this person ‘Fearless’ is a much better activist than the likes of Tanya Clemmons. But I really have no other information about them, whoever they are.”

      “‘Fenster’ is the German word for window,” Ruby said. “Aside from that, I don’t know anything, either. “I just thought it was interesting.”

      Maggie froze. “I don’t even want to know why you know that, but how sure are you?”

      “About the window thing? A hundred percent. I used to work with a German guy years ago and when a plate was ready to be served he’d scream the word ‘fenster’ to alert the servers there was something for them to pick up in the food window.” Ruby shrugged. “I guess I’d be a good partner for trivia night.”

      “While that may be true, I think you might have just figured something important out. Chester Thomas, the guy who was found at the lake had a window tattoo. What if he’s this Fearless Fenster person?”

      “Chester Thomas. Chester. Thomas.” Ruby repeated.

      Maggie stared at her blankly.

      “There’s something about that name that sounds all too familiar. Is he from around here?

      “No, Brett said he came from New York or something.”

      “Hmm,” Ruby muttered. “So, we think Chester is… was Tanya’s rival. But we’re missing something since Tanya is dead too, now.”

      “Right,” Maggie agreed. “There’s gotta be someone else involved.”
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      Rain began to fall early the next morning. Maggie rushed out the door to her car, hopeful no one would appear out of the shadows before she could get in and lock her doors. She repeated her behavior at the donut shop and rushed inside the back door.

      This was one of the times she wished the food truck in the front opened as early as the donut shop did. She began to set the ingredients out for the batter for the automatic donut machines. Orson had challenged her to create a red velvet cake donut with cream cheese icing. Maggie considered it a little plain for “something new,” but it was also a classic and she was determined to put her own spin on it. She added a bit of orange zest to the batter and hoped that it would turn out well.

      Ruby arrived shortly after she got the first donut machine going. She set to work making the boxed lunches requested by the Hunter Springs Day School, including her version of a peanut butter and jelly donut. Ruby made a full-size donut similar to the smaller version she had created, then sliced it in half and added natural peanut butter and strawberry, grape, or peach preserves. “It sounds nuts coming from a donut shop owner,” she said. “But I wanted to reduce the sugar and increase nutrition where I could.”

      An hour later, she had the first dozen lunches complete. She assisted Maggie with a batch of regular cake donuts in the second automatic donut machine.

      “Did you go down any more rabbit holes online last night?” Ruby asked Maggie while they worked together to frost and decorate the cake donuts.

      Maggie bobbed her head side to side. “I might have gone through a few more posts,” she said. “And the comment sections.”

      “A few or a few dozen?” Ruby asked her.

      “I plead the fifth on that one,” Maggie said. “But I did find something interesting before I fell asleep from sheer exhaustion.”

      “And probably from eye strain on top of it,” Ruby teased. “I hope you didn’t find any blatant threats to her life. Then again, maybe it would be a good thing to find that sort of a clue.”

      “I didn’t find any blatant threats, but there were plenty of people who identified themselves as the spouses or significant others of police officers who told her she better watch herself,” Maggie said. “But most of those comments came from the town in Kansas and not here.”

      “If I recall correctly, that was years ago,” Ruby said. “I know people hold grudges but what are the chances of someone following her here to Dogwood Mountain?”

      “I don’t know, but I found a familiar name on the blog in many of the comments,” Maggie said. “Sasha.”

      “Sasha,” Ruby said and thought for a moment. “Isn’t that the name of the woman she spoke down to when they were here?”

      “Sure is,” Maggie said. “She was also at the restaurant when Brett and I were there for dinner. And she sounded ridiculous.”

      “Do you think it is the same woman? I mean, Sasha isn’t the most common name,” Ruby said.

      “Not like Maggie or Ruby, right?” Maggie teased.

      “Right.”

      “Anyway, the commenter was Sasha Lorenzo,” Maggie said. “She had left comments for years.”

      “Was there a photo with the comments?” Ruby asked. “Could you tell if it was the same woman?”

      “I think it was, but my eyes were very tired, and the picture was a thumbnail,” Maggie said. “I plan to verify it when I get a few minutes later.”

      Ruby agreed to help her look a little later in the morning. She left Maggie in the kitchen alone and headed up to the front to make sure the trays had been cleaned out of the display case. She carried a tray of freshly glazed donuts with her. Maggie followed with a second tray and stopped cold when she looked up at the windows across the front of the shop.

      “Who is out there?” she gasped. The sun wasn’t up yet, but she could see the outline of someone staring in the front door.

      “I don’t know who that is,” Ruby said. “But I’m headed back to the kitchen for my cell phone. You need to come with me,”

      Maggie could see the head of the person outside come up suddenly. He made eye contact with her and began pounding on the front glass.

      “Oh, gosh, Ruby,” Maggie said. “It’s Victor Larabee.”

      Victor moved in front of the doors. He pushed hard on the door and pushed his face against the opening.

      “Maggie! You filed a restraining order against me! Why would you do that?”

      “You better leave here right now, Victor,” Ruby warned. “If you don’t get out of here, you will be arrested and put in jail. Is that what you want?”

      “Where is she? I want to speak with Maggie right now!” Victor shouted. He gripped the handle of the door and shook it so hard Maggie thought he might break the lock.

      “Go away, Victor!” Maggie hid behind the counter and yelled. She was unaware of the crowd that had formed behind her. Jake had come into work along with Myra who had been dropped off by Brooks.

      Before Maggie was aware of it, Brooks had called for another officer to join him at the donut shop. He patted Maggie on the shoulder as he walked around her and headed for the front door. Victor Larabee stopped pulling on the door handle and pressed his face against the glass. His eyes widened when he saw the uniformed police officer headed across the dining room toward him. He turned to run but was stopped by a second officer who had come up behind him on the sidewalk.

      Brooks approached the door and twisted the lock open. He stepped outside and grabbed the other man’s arms, holding him still while the second officer put him in handcuffs.

      “Alright, alright,” Victor said. “I’ll go.”

      Maggie had to turn away from the scene out in the front of her building. She listened with her eyes pinched shut as Victor pleaded across the parking lot and into the back of the waiting police car.
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      “I’m beginning to wonder about this guy,” Brooks said at noon. He had returned to the donut shop to eat lunch with his wife. Brett joined him and asked Maggie to sit down with them.

      “What did you find out about his criminal record?” Myra asked.

      “Not too much,” Brooks said. “But I…”

      “You what?” Maggie asked, noticing the look Brett gave Brooks.

      “No… nothing. He has no criminal record,” Brooks said.

      “But?” Myra held her face close to his. “Who do you think you’re fooling? What aren’t you telling us?”

      Brooks looked at Brett as if to apologize.

      “What is going on?” Maggie asked. “If there’s something else going on, I want to know. This guy won’t leave me alone and I want to be able to tell Faylene that her nephew is a creep, and she shouldn’t do business with him.”

      Brett shook his head and sighed. “What Officer Macklin is trying not to say is that Victor Larabee is not who he says he is.”

      “What does that mean?” Maggie gasped.

      “It means that he is not Faylene’s nephew and that he is the tabloid reporter I was telling you about,” Brett explained.

      “He lied? How? Why?” Maggie rambled.

      “Reporters can be sneaky,” Myra said. “If they’re good at what they do, it’s pretty easy for them to get information.”

      Brett nodded. “She’s right.”

      “But why me?”

      “That remains to be seen,” Brett said. “But I definitely want you to keep the restraining order.”

      Myra tapped the table with her finger. “Do you think he might have done something to Tanya Clemmons? I mean, is it possible that he harmed her?”

      Brett sipped his cinnamon latte and nodded his head. “We are looking into that possibility, along with many others.”

      “What happens now?” Maggie asked after a while. “I mean, will I have to go to court and testify against him or something?”

      Brett rested his hand on top of Maggie’s and squeezed gently. “Let’s wait and see what the prosecutor wants to do after a review of the case,” he said softly. “Often times, these tabloid reporters are harmless, they just like to make themselves known. They like to be intimidating in order to get their story.”

      “Why would that help them? You’d think anyone in their right mind would run far, far away from someone like him.”

      “I don’t have the answers you’re looking for, Maggie.” Brett rested his hand on hers.

      “Okay,” she said, defeated. “Well, I know this isn’t related to this Victor guy or whatever his name is, but there’s something I need to tell you.”

      She told him about her research into Tanya and her blog. She explained what she’d found about the rival blogger, the Fearless Fenster, and that fenster meant window in German. Window like the tattoo on Chester Thomas.

      “Chester. What an awful name,” Myra said, sipping her lemonade. “I used to know a guy with that name but thankfully, he decided to use the name Chet instead. Much more flattering.”

      As she finished her sentence, Ruby joined them at the table. “That’s it!” She said the words so loudly, it caused everyone in the group to jump. They all stared at her. “Chester Thomas. The guy from the lake. You said he was from New York, right?”

      “That’s right?” Brett said, suddenly very interested. “Why?”

      “Is he a junior by any chance?”

      “Why Ruby? What are you getting at here?” Brett asked.

      “It might be nothing, but many years ago, I almost worked with a Chet Thomas. He’s from a big publisher in New York. Is it possible this Chester guy you found is related?”

      “I don’t know, but we’re about to find out.” Brett nodded to Brooks, who gave Myra a quick kiss goodbye. “Maggie, I’m sorry, but we’ve gotta go.”

      The women watched as Brett and Brooks took off out of the parking lot. Finally, Maggie spoke. “Brooks told me Chester was here on business. Can we find out somehow if he’s in publishing?”

      Ruby held up a finger and pulled out her phone. A moment later, she nodded. “He is.”

      Myra looked between Maggie and Ruby. “Is one of you going to tell me what’s going on?”

      Ruby glanced at the clock on the wall and sat, taking over Brett’s spot. “I believe Maggie is thinking that Chester Thomas came here to Dogwood Mountain on publishing business.”

      “To publish who? You? I didn’t know you were working on a new cookbook.” Myra beamed.

      “I’m not.” Ruby shook her head.

      “No, not for Ruby. I think he came here to meet with Tanya.”

      “Tanya Clemmons? The lady who just died?” Myra asked.

      “What if I’m right?” Maggie eyed Ruby. “What if Chester came here to talk to Tanya but it didn’t go well? They could have met at the lake and… Oh. The trash! Didn’t someone call her work trash on the blog? What if Chester had something to do with all of this and her means of retaliation was to kill him and douse him in trash?”

      “That’s a bit of a reach, Maggie, but I see what you’re getting at. I want to keep talking this through, but I have to go,” she said, looking at the clock again. “I have the candidate’s forum to prepare for and I need all the time I can get. I’d much rather ignore all of this and just talk about Myra’s baby all day, but responsibilities beckon.”

      They said their goodbyes and Ruby went on her way. They’d have time to talk more after the event tonight. Honestly, even with everything going on, Maggie was glad Dogwood Mountain Mayor Jason Savino had decided not to cancel the event. A dark cloud had settled over the election with the dead body discovered at the lake followed quickly by the murder of Tanya. But the citizens needed to hear from their elected officials. In the end he decided to hold the meeting, with the addition of added security.

      Maggie rushed home after work and decided to take a nap before the meeting that night. She fought the desire to jump back on her laptop and find out everything she could about every single new person that she’d met in the last few days. She knew the tabloid reporter probably had nothing to do with this mess, but at the same time, he’d proven he’d do just about anything for a story, including terrify her for no apparent reason.

      After her nap, Maggie took her time getting ready for the meeting. She hung around in the kitchen and enjoyed a cup of tea while she waited until it was time to leave. Her laptop was still on the kitchen table. While she sipped her tea, she decided to check some things out. If she happened to see something that pointed her in the direction of the nameless tabloid reporter, she promised herself she’d get to the bottom of it. Angry at herself for not getting his name, Maggie decided to google another name that was on her mind.

      Sasha Lorenzo had an extensive online presence. She had profiles on every major social media platform where she referred to herself as a true crime enthusiast.

      She returned to “The Town Crier,” Tanya Clemmons’ blog and read through her profiles even more carefully. She found Sasha’s name on nearly every post going back three years. She checked on her social media pages again. She had a number of towns under “has lived in'' portion of her profiles, all within the past few years. Dogwood Mountain was the latest on the list and before that was Hunter Springs. Maggie clicked on a few links in her profile that she hadn’t noticed before.

      Sasha Lorenzo was an amateur true crime podcaster, author, and enthusiast. It was little wonder that she had found Tanya. They seemed to operate in similar circles. What she wondered was how their paths might have crossed. Tanya seemed eager to take on law enforcement and call out police officers and public officials whenever bad things happened.

      Sasha was new to the call-out part of it. Her interests seemed to lie in storytelling, at least the interests reflected in her social media presence, but she didn’t seem to do very well despite what some fans had to say. Maggie wondered when she became jaded enough to call out people in public, just as Tanya had done.

      Maggie backed out of the search for Sasha Lorenzo and searched for one more thing. She checked the local obituary pages and found Tanya’s name. She clicked on the page and read. Tanya had been married and divorced twice. Maggie read over the words and stopped when she got to the part that listed those who preceded her in death some eight years ago. She found the name Tammy Clemmons. Her sister.

      Maggie googled the name and found a link to several articles describing the death of the woman after an accident with a drunk driver. Maggie opened a new tab and returned to “The Town Crier,” where she checked the archives. She went all the way back to the very beginning posts when the blog first began.

      Maggie noted that the date was about six months after the death of her sister.
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      Maggie arrived at city hall shortly before the meeting began. She risked having no place to sit to avoid time for too much conversation. Ruby was seated at the front of the room facing the audience. Maggie thought she looked like a natural sitting in front of the podium occupied by seated council members. She looked up and waved slightly at Maggie when she caught her eye.

      Maggie spotted Brett standing in front of the exit on the far side of the room. Brooks and two other officers were stationed at the other three entrances into the large council chambers. Brett was stiff and watchful. She wondered if there was more going on that she hadn’t been informed about. She took the last seat on the left side of the back row and waited.

      Mayor Savino walked across the front of the room and shook hands with various people. Ruby and the rest of the candidates made small talk while they waited for the meeting to begin. Maggie sat still and watched. She watched as several people came in and out of the doors. She could see even more people gathered in the foyer to her left. She wondered how many more might be coming. It was a good turnout, she thought. At least election day looked promising.

      The mayor stood at the front of the room and announced that the meeting would begin in five minutes. He asked for those in attendance to find their seats so that the meeting could begin on time. The din of the room hushed immediately. Maggie felt the whoosh of air from the door closest to her seat. She spotted Sasha Lorenzo out among the crowd in the foyer.

      She wondered if Victor Larabee had been released from jail. She forgot to check in with Brett and ask. Her heart raced a bit at the thought. Could he show up there tonight? The thought made her antsy. She glanced around the room. No sign of him. Maggie sat back in her chair and breathed a sigh of relief. She wanted to get through the meeting without the fear of another interaction with him.

      Mayor Savino moved to the front again. He tapped slightly on the microphone at the center podium and the crowd immediately fell silent. After a brief welcome, he announced that the meeting would begin, and asked for the members of the audience to limit their comings and goings during the meeting.

      “Welcome, citizens of Dogwood Mountain, to this Meet the Candidate Forum. Tonight, you will hear from the contenders for open seats on the city council and the school board. We will begin with a discussion among the city council candidates, followed by the school board, and finally, we will have a question and answer period involving each of the participants tonight.”

      “Why don’t we start with the question and answer period?” The shout came from the middle of the room.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, we have an agenda to follow tonight.” Mayor Savino returned to the podium. “Please, let us maintain order here tonight.”

      “I want to know what our elected officials plan to do about the crime in this community,” Sasha Lorenzo shouted. She walked down the aisle separating the rows of chairs and stood ten feet from the mayor. “Not too long ago, the body of a young man was discovered at Dogwood Mountain Lake, dead. Don’t we, the public, deserve a glimpse into the window of the great police department?”

      “Hold on there just a minute.” Brett stepped forward. Even from far away Maggie could see the stiffness in his posture. His face reddened in frustration. “We are no longer in charge of that investigation.”

      “Thank you, Chief Mission, for your devotion and service to this community,” Sasha said. Maggie was astonished at her demeanor and articulation. She was dressed and poised like a hot shot attorney delivering the death blow in an Orson-worthy legal drama. Gone was the bumbling woman making her ill-timed, clumsy speeches. “Do you know where the Chief was while his officers investigated the body out at the lake?”

      “That is enough, Ms. Lorenzo,” Brett said. “You are out of order and the mayor has already told you there will be a chance to ask your questions at the end of the night.”

      “Do you have that much to hide, Chief?” Sasha asked. She turned back to the people. “The night the body of young Chester Thomas was discovered at Dogwood Mountain Lake, our police chief not only met with his girlfriend and enjoyed a takeout dinner from the food truck parked in the donut shop parking lot, but she was also at the lake and found the body herself beforehand.”

      “Sasha Lorenzo, please take your seat and allow the meeting to run properly,” Mayor Savino said. “You are disrupting this entire process.”

      “I am only disrupting the status quo, because this town needs to know what is going on behind closed doors,” Sasha said. “Apparently, this is what it takes to make things happen.”

      The mayor threw his hands in the air. He gestured toward Brett. “Chief, you are going to have to restore order here,” he said.

      “Yes, Chief,” Sasha said. “Perhaps you should do your job tonight.”

      “Do you know why Maggie Sharpe and I…?”

      Sasha interrupted, “I’m not sure any of us really want to know what you were doing with Ms. Sharpe.” She smirked.

      Maggie stood up, having had entirely enough. “I was there with my son Bradley and my grandson, Wyatt. I had to stop at the restroom on the way out of the lake. That’s when I discovered the body of the young man. That’s why the chief and I were together. Neither of us had eaten dinner so later on, after Brett did what he had to do at the lake, we stopped at the food truck for something to eat. We discussed what I had seen when I found the body. Now, I’m sorry if that isn’t salacious enough for you, but there it is.”

      “Well,” Sasha stammered. “I saw you two out on a date together at Curley’s the other night.”

      “We do go out together,” Maggie said. “And you were vocal that night as well.”

      A grin spread across Sasha’s face. “I was there, along with the next person who was murdered in Dogwood Mountain,” she said. “Tell me, Ms. Sharpe, just how angry were you that night? Tanya Clemmons was there that night, wasn’t she? And if I recall, she called you out along with the police chief. Did that make you angry? Maybe angry enough with her that you would want to shut her up?”

      “I know that,” Maggie said. “And I know she was your friend. It must have been tough to discover her the following day.”

      Sasha stammered again. “Tanya Clemmons wasn’t my friend,” she said. “I had just met her. But we had something in common. Not only were we both new to town, but she was a diehard advocate for community safety and so was I. When I met her, she was fighting the good fight here in this town. And that is more than you, the police, or any of these politicians have ever done!”

      Maggie glanced over at Brett. “You weren’t old friends with Tanya, then?” she asked, beginning to piece things together. “I was under the impression you and Tanya Clemmons went way back.”

      “Can we be done with this conversation?” Mayor Savino asked. “There are nine people on this panel and a room filled with citizens waiting to hear from them.”

      “Not yet,” Maggie said, apologizing to Brett with her eyes. She had to shoot her shot and knew it the minute she heard Sasha say the town deserved a glimpse into the window of the police department. “Sasha, you said yourself that you and Tanya had something in common. From what I’ve read on your blog and hers, it seems that your commonality lay in more than simple activism.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Sasha scoffed and looked around the room.

      “I know Tanya was trying to get her books noticed. Is that true for you as well? I noticed you have a knack for storytelling.” Maggie gave her own smirk.

      Sasha stood with her mouth agape.

      “Is it true that you were so angry with Chester Thomas for agreeing to a meeting with Tanya about her books that you killed him?”

      “What! No!” Sasha’s face turned red.

      Now Maggie felt like a hot shot attorney. “Is it true that you not only killed him, but piled trash all over his body to make it look like Tanya might have done it?” Everyone in the room had their full attention on Maggie. “And then you killed Tanya to finish it all off? You see, you probably could have gotten away with Chester. It might have made sense, maybe he denied Tanya what she wanted for her books. But by killing Tanya, you ruined it for yourself.”

      “You have no idea what you’re talking about. Tanya and I weren’t friends, but that doesn’t mean I was jealous of her!”

      “Okay, so tell me this. How did you two both end up in Dogwood Mountain? Which one of you moved here first?” Maggie waited all of three seconds before she kept going. “I’m betting you followed her here because you wanted to know why she was getting traction being more of a vocal activist. You did well for yourself, and it was obvious that her readers thought more of you than her, but you couldn’t figure out why she was getting her stories into books.”

      “Her books were trash!” Sasha shouted. “Have you seen those covers?” She slapped her hand over her mouth.

      Maggie smiled. “They might have been amateur, but they were selling, and you were furious that someone was interested in giving her more of a platform. You wanted that for yourself, didn’t you? You commented hundreds of times on Tanya’s blog, you followed her here, and you couldn’t handle seeing her potential success, so you did what you had to do.” She crossed her arms. “Tell me I’m wrong. I’ll wait.”

      “No need to wait,” Brett interrupted. He walked across the front of the room and pulled out a pair of handcuffs. Brooks Macklin walked up the center aisle toward her.

      “What are you doing?” Sasha said. “What’s going on?”

      “Sasha Lorenzo, you need to come with us.”

      “What?” Mayor Savino headed straight for the police chief. Brett gripped Sasha by the arm and held her until Brooks was able to reach her. He leaned over and whispered in the mayor’s ear.

      The mayor stepped back and nodded to the crowd.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, we are going to take a five minute break after which we will reconvene the town hall meeting,” he said. “Please stand back while the Dogwood Mountain Police Department does what they need to do.”
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      Ruby held the wine glass high in the air. “To election night,” she said. “And to the Dogwood Mountain Police Department for apprehending yet another dangerous criminal.”

      Maggie raised her glass. Brett leaned over and winked at her while Ruby spoke. They were seated in their usual places, watching the flames spark and pop in the bonfire while they waited for the results to start trickling in. The polls had closed just over an hour before. It was nice being able to sit with friends and enjoy the night.

      “I would like to add another toast,” Brett said. He was seated in the Adirondack chair next to Maggie’s. His hand rested just centimeters from hers. He leaned in slightly as he spoke. “Once more, our local amateur sleuth assisted in the apprehension of that dangerous suspect. Here’s to Maggie Sharpe and her inability to leave well enough alone.”

      Myra shifted in her seat. “I’m still not clear on how you knew Sasha Lorenzo was the murderer,” she said. “One minute she is standing up at that town hall meeting raising all kinds of heck with Brett and Maggie and the city itself, and the next minute my husband has her in handcuffs and is walking her out of city hall.”

      “Tanya’s community activism blog, ‘The Town Crier,’’ Maggie said. “I read through many, many posts. And what I found was something of a fangirl in Sasha. She practically stalked Tanya Clemmons.”

      “Then why did she kill her?” Myra asked.

      “For a lot of reasons, probably. But I figured it out with the little keywords that people tend to miss unless they’re really paying attention. Like, I knew Fearless Fenster was Tanya’s rival, but because of the tattoo on Chester, it led me to believe it was him. I wasn’t completely sure about anything until I heard Sasha use the word window. Then I thought of how someone had called Tanya’s books trash and Chester just happened to be covered in trash. I definitely didn’t know if I was right but there were way too many signs that I was. Sasha followed Tanya here to see why she was getting her stories into books. Sasha might have had the backing from the fans on Tanya’s blog, but that wasn’t enough for her. She wanted more. That and I knew they had to know each other. Sasha tried to lie and say they’d just met. That might have been true physically, but they went way back online.”

      “Anything for a story,” Orson huffed, repeating what Maggie had said several times before.

      “I began looking into Sasha after that night at Curley’s,” Brett added “And Brooks did some internet sleuthing of his own after we heard from Maggie about Sasha’s apparent obsession with Tanya Clemmons. We got to wondering what the nature of their relationship might have been, given the fact that Sasha is the one who discovered Tanya and reported her death.”

      “And when she denied that she was friends with Tanya, or claimed that she barely knew her, that solidified our theory about her,” Brooks said to his wife. “Sasha acted like a bumbling buffoon around Tanya in order to get close to whatever cause she was working on at the moment. She did the same thing in Kansas, which is where Tanya began her activism.”

      “Sasha was a podcaster and a wannabe true crime author,” Brett continued. “On the surface, she was a dismal failure. But, as you saw that night at city hall, she was also a bit of a chameleon.”

      “She put on a good act in order to pirate a good story for her blog and her podcast,” Ruby said. “What I don’t understand is how she was able to garner any following at all. From her social media profiles, she wasn’t a very popular podcaster.”

      “Not on the surface,” Maggie said. “But we found out that Sasha Lorenzo wasn’t the only name she used online.”

      Ruby set her wine glass down and gawked at Maggie. “It was her, wasn’t it,” she said suddenly. “Sasha Lorenzo was the other blogger everyone on Tanya’s blog compared her to. Not poor Chester. He just was unlucky enough to have the wrong tattoo.”

      “And recommended over her,” Maggie said. “As soon as Sasha began speaking at the candidate’s forum, I knew she had been putting on a huge act for everyone else to see.”

      “You should have heard her that night at the Italian restaurant. There was nothing similar to the way she acted that night and the performance she gave in front of the entire town,” Brett said. “Along with her denial of knowing Tanya, it was the confirmation we needed to make the arrest.”

      “I’m still not entirely clear of her motive,” Myra admitted. “If she was this infamous blogger person why kill Tanya Clemmons? Why kill anyone if you have a good thing going?”

      “Whatever she called herself, her ego got bruised a few too many times by Tanya Clemmons,” Brett explained. “And Tanya herself was starting to gain more momentum as an activist.”

      “Did anyone ever figure out why Victor, I mean.. wait, what is his name?” Maggie asked.

      “Seth Silverton. It turns out that Tanya had contacted him to come to town and prove her theory about the local police,” Brett replied. “As you all know, she didn’t have a whole lot of faith in small town police departments so when she caught wind that Maggie here does a bit of her own investigating…”

      “She thought bringing in this Seth guy would prove her right, all while making us look like fools? Maggie finished. “I couldn’t figure out what he wanted with me. This whole time, he just wanted to what? Prove that I was helping to solve a few cases? That’s hardly newsworthy.”

      “I knew that guy wasn’t to be trusted. I can sense these things from a mile away,” Orson grumbled.

      Brett’s cell phone rang then. He picked it up and stepped away from the circle of chairs and walked toward the house. All eyes followed him as he walked and listened to the speaker on the other end of the line. When the conversation was over, he pocketed the phone and walked somberly back to the bonfire.

      “Were those election results?” Maggie asked, looking over at Orson who was swelling with pride and excitement.

      Brett nodded his head. “Jason Savino just called to let me know the results,” he said.

      “Well? Don’t keep us in suspense,” Orson said. “Do we have a new city council person, at large?”

      Brett nodded his head slowly. “With one hundred percent of the votes counted. It was a landslide. Ruby Cobb, you are the newest member of city council with eighty percent of the vote.”

      Maggie stood and hugged her best friend. Brooks, Myra, Orson, and Brett raised their glasses to her again in congratulations.

      “Well, Madam City councilperson, what do you have to say for yourself?” Brett asked.

      Ruby stood and raised her own glass to her friends. “First of all, thank you to my friends for your support and belief that I could do this,” she said. “But I have to say, after the events of the past few days, I’m starting to wonder what I may have just gotten myself into.”
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      Check out all the books in Emma Ainsley’s catalog!
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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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTACT SUMMER PRESCOTT BOOKS PUBLISHING

          

        

      

    

    
      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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