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      “Crime is really getting out of hand here in Brook Ridge Falls.” Mona Baker put the small-town paper down on the café table and pointed at the headline.

      Lexy Baker turned from where she had been straightening the white ceramic mugs at the coffee station in her bakery to look at her grandmother. Mona, or Nans, as Lexy called her, was seated at one of the café tables next to the large window with her three senior-citizen friends.

      Beyond them, Lexy could see Main Street with its old brick stores, colorful awnings, and planters full of lush flowers. Across the street, the waterfall sparkled in the sunlight, and right in front of the bakery, sparrows searched for crumbs around the wrought iron cafe tables she’d put out on the sidewalk.

      Nans’s three cohorts, Ruth, Ida, and Helen, leaned over the paper.

      The four of them came to the Cup and Cake right as Lexy opened up on most mornings to sip coffee, eat pastries, and discuss recent town events of interest. Unfortunately, the events that typically interested them had to do with crime, which often led to investigations, which often led to the four of them getting into trouble.

      “A robbery at Farraday Jewelers? That’s the second robbery in a month,” Ida said.

      “Maybe Ruth should ask Vinnie about it,” Helen joked. Just a few weeks ago, the four of them had gotten involved in solving a murder related to the robbery of an estate. During the investigation, Ruth had reconnected with an old friend of hers, Vinnie, who was now in prison for that robbery.

      “Too bad it’s just a robbery.” Ida sat back in her chair and bit into a chocolate cupcake with Swiss buttercream frosting. Lexy was trying the recipe out and had asked for Ida’s opinion.

      Ida chewed thoughtfully, wiped a smudge of frosting from the corner of her mouth, glanced up at Lexy, and gave a thumbs-up for approval before taking another bite.

      “Yeah, robberies are kind of boring.” Nans sipped her coffee. “But seeing as there’s been no murders, maybe we should keep our investigative skills sharpened by trying to figure out who the culprit is.”

      Lexy grabbed a coffee pot and went over to top off their mugs. She liked to keep tabs on their plans and felt it was her duty to try to steer the ladies out of danger, though they didn’t often listen to her. When they got it into their heads to investigate a murder, things could get dangerous. A simple robbery would be a refreshing change of pace.

      “That’s not a bad idea,” Helen said. “I need to launch my own investigation over at the senior center.”

      Ruth frowned. “Why?”

      Helen leaned in and lowered her voice. “Someone has been stealing K-Cups from the pantry.”

      The other three gasped. “Stealing from our own pantry?”

      Helen nodded and sat back in her seat. “Can you believe it? I mean, I have free coffee every Saturday; you’d think that would be enough. As president of the senior center, I feel like it is my duty to find out who it is.”

      “Indeed. And what kind of punishment will you give them?” Ida seemed excited to hear about what that might entail.

      “Well, I don’t think I’ll punish them. You know the saying ‘you catch more flies with honey than vinegar.’ I’ll see why they are stealing. Perhaps there is a reason. Maybe we can work with them. At the very least, I’m going to let them know that I know so that they don’t do any more stealing.”

      “Maybe it’s the same person who stole the diamonds from Farraday’s.” Ida pressed her lips together and squinted as if thinking. “I do remember hearing a car squealing into the development a few nights ago around eleven. Is that when the heist happened?”

      “Yes, that woke me up too.” Nans’s eyes sparkled with delight. “Do you think the thief could be living in the Brook Ridge Falls Retirement Community?”

      The four seniors lived in a fifty-five-plus community with an active senior center. The community was quite large, with apartment buildings and single-family homes.

      “It would make our job a lot easier. I think we should snoop around,” Ida said.

      Nans bit into the cupcake she’d had in front of her. It was frosted with Italian buttercream.

      “Yum! This is good.” Nans nodded to Lexy. “Is this what you’re using for the dog show.”

      “One of them. We’re planning a few types of frosting, and we’ve been working on some dog-shaped cupcakes and cookies. Of course, there will be a big cake for the party after the winners are announced.” Lexy was excited about getting the contract to cater the desserts for the annual dog show. The show was quite a big deal, with cash prizes for the winning dogs, and the catering contract paid well, not to mention providing exposure for her bakery.

      Ruth bit into her sample and nodded enthusiastically. “This one is a winner.”

      “I agree,” Ida said. “Are you entering Sprinkles in the show?”

      Lexy laughed. “Sprinkles? Are you kidding me? I can barely get her to sit still.”

      Sprinkles was Lexy’s white Shih Tzu–poodle mix. She was a sweet dog, and Lexy loved her, but she wasn’t quite dog-show material.

      “It’s probably just as well that you aren’t entering her,” Ida said. “Barbara Morrison’s dog, Prudence, is a favorite to win, as is Edwina Southwick’s pug, Queenie. They’re very competitive about it.”

      “It’s no wonder. There is a ten-thousand-dollar prize for the winner,” Nans said.

      “Still. They almost came to blows the other day at the hair salon while discussing whose dog was best.” Ruth shook her head at the memory of the inappropriate behavior.

      Helen pointed her cupcake at Lexy. “You don’t want to get in the middle of that, that’s for sure.”

      “You can say that again. I don’t think Sprinkles would pass the behavior category, but she is pretty. Which reminds me, she has a grooming appointment in half an hour. I’d better get going if I want to get her there in time.”

      “We’d better get a move on too. We need to get some intel on this robbery. I say we pay a visit to Farraday Jewelers just as soon as we finish these cupcakes,” Ida said as she reached for a strawberry buttercream frosted cupcake.
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      Lexy’s favorite place in the world was the kitchen in her small bakery. It was where she could immerse herself in the creation of delicious treats and where the smells of sugary baked goods permeated the air most strongly.

      Her assistant, Cassie, was busy mixing frosting in a large stainless steel bowl. She had on a vintage apron with cherries on it, and her pink-tipped, spiked hair bobbed up and down as she vigorously turned the spatula.

      On the long steel table in front of her sat various cakes, cupcakes, and cookies in dog-related shapes: bones, dog faces, paw prints. They’d been experimenting with how to make a three-dimensional dog out of cake for the dog show, but judging by the way the one they’d tried earlier in the day had collapsed into crumbs, they needed more practice.

      “What are those four up to?” Cassie nodded toward the front of the shop.

      “They’re disappointed at the lack of murders to investigate. I think they’re going to settle for looking into the diamond robbery down at Farraday’s.”

      Cassie straightened and frowned. “I heard about that. Kind of weird, don’t you think? I would have thought they’d have heightened security given how much those loose diamonds were worth.”

      “No kidding. I’m sure they have insurance.”

      Lexy grabbed a small tasting spoon out of the drawer. Was it coincidence that someone had broken into the jeweler’s when it had just gotten a big shipment of diamonds? She imagined the loose stones would be easier to get rid of than if they were in settings, and with insurance, the jeweler wouldn’t lose out on much. Could it have been an inside job for insurance money?

      She shook her head. She had no intention of getting involved in the ladies’ investigation. She had the dog show catering to focus on, and since it wasn’t a murder, she figured they couldn’t get into too much trouble on their own.

      “Is this the Swiss buttercream recipe?” She dipped the spoon into the frosting then popped it into her mouth, closing her eyes as she twirled it around on her tongue. The buttery-sweet taste was perfection.

      “Yep.” Cassie stood back, watching Lexy’s reaction.

      “This came out great. Can you do a batch of chocolate?”

      “You bet.”

      “Thanks. You’re a lifesaver.” Lexy removed her gingham apron and hung it on one of the pegs on the wall next to the door. “I need to take Sprinkles to Doggie Diva for a ten-thirty drop-off to be groomed. Can you watch the shop for a while?”

      “Sure. I’m done with this batch of frosting, so I’ll go out front in case customers come in. It’s still early, so we won’t have many customers.”

      “Perfect. Thanks.” Lexy headed out the back, calling over her shoulder, “Don’t let Nans and the ladies eat all our profits!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sprinkles was more than happy to go for a ride in the car, so it didn’t take Lexy long to get her out of the house and drive to Doggy Diva.

      The little dog seemed eager for the adventure, but as soon as Lexy let her out of the passenger seat of her small yellow Volkswagen Beetle and started toward the front door of the salon, the dog started to act funny.

      “Come on, Sprinkles, you usually love this place.” Lexy tugged the leash while backing toward the store. She loved the look of its fluffy poodle sign in turquoise and its white-and-pink-striped awning.

      Sprinkles tugged back, holding her nose in the air and sniffing.

      “Okay. I promise I won’t let them put the bright-red nail polish on.” Lexy had thought it looked cute, and it matched the bow they’d put on her the last time she’d been groomed. Sprinkles had had a different opinion though. She’d acted almost embarrassed, hiding her paws every chance she got.

      Sprinkles edged closer but looked uncertain about entering the shop.

      “Come on, now. I have to go back to work. I promise I’ll be back this afternoon to get you.” Lexy coaxed the dog forward. She opened the door with one hand while pulling the dog inside.

      The lobby was weirdly silent. Usually, there was someone behind the desk or just coming out of the back, and often, another client was either picking up a freshly groomed dog or dropping one off. Maybe Kelly, the groomer, was wrestling with an uncooperative canine out back.

      Sprinkles whined, her gaze intent on the counter, and Lexy got the ominous feeling that something wasn’t right.

      She glanced toward the door behind the counter that led to the back but didn’t see any sign of movement. “Hello? I’m here for Sprinkles’s appointment!”

      No one answered, so she edged closer to the counter.

      Sprinkles whined and pulled in the opposite direction.

      “Hello, anyone back there?” she yelled more loudly.

      No answer.

      Lexy sighed. She didn’t want to be a pushy customer, but she wanted to get back to the Cup and Cake before the lunch rush. Maybe she should just pop into the back…

      But wait! What was that smudge on the corner of the counter? She bent closer. It looked like blood!

      She rounded the corner. Someone lay behind the counter!

      She recognized the form as Freddy Lang, who worked part-time at Doggy Diva.

      She dropped Sprinkles’s leash and fell to her knees beside him, desperately feeling for a pulse.

      Lexy’s heart sank, because there was no pulse. Freddy Lang’s blank eyes stared at the wall. His fingers were curled around the handle of a blue leash, but the collar at the other end was empty.

      Had he been bringing a dog into the back? And where was that dog now?

      “What’s going on?” Kelly Farmer, one of the groomers at Doggy Diva, stood on the other side of the counter, looking confused as to why Lexy was crouching behind the desk. Lexy realized that from her vantage point, Kelly couldn’t see that Freddy was lying on the ground in front of her.

      Before Lexy could answer, Kelly’s expression turned apologetic. “I just ran out to grab something to eat. Freddy was supposed to be here. I hope you haven’t been waiting long.”

      She started toward the counter, but Lexy held up her hand. “No need to apologize. You might not want to come back here—there’s been an accident.”

      “An accident?”

      “Unfortunately.” Lexy whipped out her phone. “I’m going to have to call the police.”

      Kelly’s eyes widened. “The police? What kind of accident?” She peered around the side of the counter, where Freddy’s feet, clad in his trademark high-top sneakers, were clearly visible. She drew in a sharp breath. “Is that Freddy? Is he… is he…?”

      Lexy nodded as she talked to the police dispatcher.

      Kelly seemed completely distraught. “Oh, no, this isn’t good. Poor Freddy. What kind of accident could be that severe?”

      Lexy didn’t answer. She’d wait for the police to investigate. She’d told Kelly there had been an accident because she wasn’t sure what she should say, but judging by the way the back of Freddy’s skull was smashed in, his death had been no accident.
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      Lexy did her best not to interfere with the crime scene while she waited for the police. She was married to homicide detective Jack Perillo, so she was quite familiar with what she should and shouldn’t do at a crime scene. Her knowledge of crime scenes wasn’t only because of Jack though; she had happened across an unusual number of crime scenes with her grandmother.

      Truth be told, she would have liked to poke around a bit, but Kelly was very shaken, and Lexy spent most of the time sitting beside her in the lobby, trying to comfort her.

      Two Brook Ridge Falls police cars pulled up, and Lexy got ready to answer questions.

      Jack was first through the door. He had a concerned look on his face until their eyes met and he saw that she was okay. Dispatch must have told him that Lexy had called in the crime, and she imagined the good-natured ribbing he would get about her drumming up business for him later on. But her heart did a little flip to know that he still cared that much.

      Sprinkles’s heart must have done a little flip too, because she ran toward Jack, her tail wagging as she greeted him as if he’d just come home from work with a steak in his hand.

      “Hey, Sprinkles.” Jack bent down to scratch behind her ears, his lips curving in a slight smile despite the serious reason he was there in the first place.

      “Sprinkles, come!” Lexy grabbed the leash and pulled her back then addressed Jack. “Freddy’s behind the counter.”

      Jack’s face was grim as he proceeded to the counter along with the four other officers that had arrived. The presence of the police seemed to calm Kelly down.

      Jack gave instructions to the others as they processed the scene. He looked over the countertop and then opened the cash register. “Looks like they weren’t after money.” He glanced over at the empty end of the leash. “A dognapping?”

      “Or maybe the dog got loose? I haven’t seen a dog running around,” Lexy said. “I tried not to touch too much though. He could be scared and hiding in back.”

      “Are any dogs missing from the back?” Jack asked Kelly. His voice was gentle as he came to stand in front of them.

      “I don’t know. I had stepped out to get lunch, and Freddy was the only one here.” Kelly’s eyes darted to the door that led to the back kennels, from which sounds of barking and whining were filtering out. The only way to get there was to step over the body. “I really should check on the dogs.” Kelly looked at the front door. “I can go outside and get in from the back entrance. If I’m allowed to leave.”

      “Yes, of course you are. I’m interested to see if any dogs are missing.” Jack gestured toward a female officer, who Lexy recognized from her various trips to the police station. “Officer Kennedy can take you.”

      Kelly and the officer disappeared out the front door, and Jack turned his attention to Lexy. “Did you see anything unusual? Anyone driving away when you got here? Any idea of who might have done this?”

      Lexy was surprised that Jack seemed to have confidence in her powers of observation. Usually, he would simply warn her away from getting involved. Maybe she’d finally proven herself to him after all the clues she and her grandmother had given him on other cases. Unfortunately, she had no clues to give him on this one.

      She shook her head. “Nothing. The only things I noticed were the same things you did: the smudge on the counter and the empty leash.” Lexy thought for a minute then added, “But there is that dog show coming up, and it does have a big cash prize. Nans and the ladies said that two of the contestants have been arguing over whose dog is best. Do you think this could be related?”

      “Maybe.” Jack’s narrow-eyed gaze slid to the body, which crime-scene techs were loading onto a stretcher.

      “You don’t think it was an accident, do you?” Lexy indicated the corner of the counter.






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/cupcakesforheader2-2.jpg
S






OEBPS/images/dobbs-assaultandbuttercream.jpg
Lelghanﬂ Dob})s

AssaulC

BuCCeRCReam





OEBPS/images/cupcakesforheader2.jpg
S






