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      Thank you for purchasing Future Risk. I hope you enjoy the second book in the Pelican Bay Security series. I hope to continue this series for years to come. I have so many ideas!

      - You can also buy the rest of The Boys of RDA series by visiting my website -
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        These two stories are only available to newsletter subscribers!

        Tell me where to send your free exclusive stories by clicking HERE
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        Pelican Bay will never be the same in this funny, small-town, suspense standalone from USA TODAY Bestselling Author Megan Matthews!

        

        Secrets never stay hidden.

        

        It’s time to make my move.

        

        Anessa quickly became the cute bakery owner everyone loves when she moves to town. They only see her double fudge cookies. Me, though? I’ve noticed the woman behind the apron. But we can’t be together. My life is too risky for the sweet baker, and my secrets run too deep.

        

        Her smile makes it hard to stay away, especially when trouble lands in her kitchen. I’ll put everything at risk when Anessa finds herself with a stolen mountain of dough and criminals competing to make it theirs. It will take all my years of military training as a Navy SEAL to keep Anessa safe once the mob comes to collect.

        

        Future Risk is the perfect story for fans of friends-to-lovers books. Grab a copy and revisit your favorite characters in Pelican Bay.
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        To my dad - Just in case I never publish that thriller book.
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      Please don’t let this be a big hairy spider.

      Please don’t let this be a big hairy spider.

      With a deep breath I stick my hand in the hole in the drywall, making slow progress. The palm of my hand disappears until I no longer make out even an outline in the shadows. I stop and squint to get a better look, twisting my fingers.

      “What the fark?”

      I rip my hand from the hole and drop the green mushy stack. It falls to the floor with a squishy splat.

      It’s…money.

      A large stack of fifty-dollar bills is secured together by an orange band of paper in the middle. Bands like the kind banks use to keep money together. Using a single finger, I tip the stack over. The edges are wet and… well mushy. Like sitting in the wall behind an oven caused the money to deteriorate.

      My hand goes back in the hole, no longer concerned about spiders. There are probably some back there, but the prospect of money outweighs my fear. It takes three more trips back and forth. The last two stacks are farther away from where the oven sat against the wall so their condition is pristine. When I’m finished I line them all up behind my prep counter, creating a large pyramid of money, and sit back.

      I should’ve seen this coming. The realtor told me the building was special. I never considered she meant I’d find one hundred grand in a wall behind my old, outdated oven. Yet, here I sit, in the kitchen of my new bakery with — I do a quick count of the stacks of bills in my pyramid — fifteen stacks of wrapped fifty and hundred-dollar bills.

      To be fair I’m not sure it’s one hundred grand. I’ve never seen that much money, but there’s a hefty stack of green stuff in front of me. Much heavier than the so aptly named candy bar.

      I’d dreamed of owning a bakery and after years of being told I couldn’t, one generous tip last Christmas helped make it a reality. At the time I had no idea I’d end up on the other side of the country in another small coastal town. It was unexpected, but so far, it’s working for me.

      I eye the money cautiously, grab two stacks off the top and wave them in my hands. There must be a reason it was stacked in a hollowed out space and I can’t imagine it’s a good one. On the other hand, I’m quickly running out of my own funds. The fifteen thousand I started this venture with — most I saved up over the years — has drained away faster than water flows over Niagara Falls.

      “Are we out of cupcakes?” Tabitha calls out from the front of the bakery. I toss the two stacks of money I’m holding into a cupboard at the bottom of the kitchen island and stand as she backs through the double swinging doors.

      “Holy shit, Nessa. Do you know there’s a stack of money on your floor?”

      “Um…”

      Tabitha clears the space between us in three giant steps. “Where did it come from? Who does it belong to? What’s it doing here?”

      “The wall?” I swing my gaze to the large gaping hole where there’s normally a stove. I have been waiting on a new one to be delivered for over three weeks. The delivery service promised me it would be here today.

      “What? You stuck your hand in a random hole to see what you’d find?” Tabitha asks like it’s no big deal, but the look she gives me implies she thinks I’m crazy. Her dark brown hair is pulled up in a messy bun and her dull grey eyes are wide in shock.

      I can’t say much to defend myself. “I pulled out the oven. I wanted to clean up before the new delivery.” I point to the large green oven a few inches from my pile in case she missed the lumbering beast when she walked in.

      “You have to have at least two hundred grand here.” Tabitha grabs a few stacks of money and throws them on the counter, the bills spreading out when the paper ribbon breaks.

      “Two hundred grand? How do you know?”

      Tabitha pulls the rest of the money from the floor and lines it up on the table. “Crazy ex-boyfriend, remember?”

      Ahhh. She doesn’t need to say more. It’s barely been a month since she and Bennett were released from the hospital after Tabitha’s ex-boyfriend followed her to Pelican Bay to exact revenge. She’s been a little loose on the details, but Katy and I have put together most of the story. Ex-boyfriend, stolen money, drugs, and your everyday mafia connection. Not much happens in Pelican Bay, so the local newspaper covered it extensively. And so did Pearl’s nightly phone tree.

      “Why is some of it wet?” she asks lining up the rest of the bills into two long rows.

      “I don’t know, Tabitha!” I tuck a strand of brown hair back into my ponytail and resist the urge to yell.

      “Okay, calm down.” She switches to her inside voice, probably sensing I’m on the verge of a meltdown. “So this is your money?”

      “No!”

      “You don’t know where you came from?”

      “I told you. The wall.” Do I look like the type of person who hides a crap load of money in a wall behind an oven?

      She’s silent for a minute, those same shocked grey eyes analyzing me like she’s trying to decide if I am crazy. “Can I give you some advice?” She stacks the money into five piles.

      I could use a lot of advice right now. “Sure.”

      “Tell Ridge or better yet Bennett. Tell him everything. Trying to figure it out on your own is dangerous. Our boyfriends are kind of bad ass and they can handle it.”

      Bennett? Boyfriend? “Bennett is not my boyfriend. Why would you even think that?”

      “He’s here all the time. He might not be your boyfriend yet, but he wants to be.” She finishes stacking the money and then taps her fingers on the rows counting.

      Bennett is here at least once a day, normally for a coffee and a doughnut, but besides some casual flirting there hasn’t been any serious conversation between us. We’re friends. And that’s really not what’s important here.

      The thin metal swinging doors that separate the front of the bakery from the kitchen open, hitting the walls with a clamor. “Holy shit,” Katy says slamming to a stop halfway through the kitchen. “What was all that crap about having a budget and decorating cheaply?”

      “It’s not hers,” Tabitha says, her eyes never leaving the stacks of money.

      Katy stops at the counter. “Oh, okay then.”

      “What? It is not ‘okay then.’ What am I going to do?”

      “I don’t know, but you better decide soon,” Katy says backing away from the money like it might reach out and grab her, “because Bennett’s on his way back here.”

      “What?” Tabitha yells, jumping from the counter.

      She races around to the other side of the prep table, and she and Katy stand side by side. Their bodies block the large stack of money right as Bennett pushes open the metal swinging doors like he’s entering a saloon of an old Western.

      “What’s up, ladies?”
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      “Hey, Bennett,” I say, taking little side steps until I’m standing next to Katy. One more body in front of the money won’t hurt.

      He stops and tilts his head to the side, giving us a thoughtful expression I can’t quite put my finger on a name for. “Why are Katy and Tabitha standing in front of a stack of money?”

      Inquisitive. I guess his look would be classified as inquisitive.

      “Well…funny that…” I’ve never been especially quick on my feet when it comes to lying, and it doesn’t look like I plan to start now. It doesn’t help the hunky man-beast in front of me is gorgeous. He’s not as wide-chested as Ridge, but the bulging arm muscles more than make up for it. With his almost black hair and bright green eyes, he reminds me of all the crushes I had back in high school.

      Apparently I have a type.

      “Do you need a ride to the bank?”

      “Anessa found it in the wall.” Tabitha takes a step away from the money pile, distancing herself.

      Not to be outdone, Katy steps back gesturing to the table. “It’s probably dirty money.” They’re fleeing like rats from a ship!

      “Of course it’s dirty, Katy. I found it in the wall!”

      “Whoa, calm down.” With three long strides, Bennett stops in front of the money. “Anessa, tell me the story.”

      Katy opens her mouth, still standing on the other side the table, but Bennett holds up a single finger to silence her. “Only Anessa.”

      “The new oven I’ve had on backorder for the last few weeks is being delivered today so I figured I’d pull out the old one and clean behind there. You wouldn’t believe the crap I found on the floor, Bennett, enough flour to make a batch of cookies and two rubber bouncy balls. Where did they even come from?”

      “Yeah, but why were you in the wall?” he cuts off my story.

      While I’d been busy telling my story Bennett spent his time inspecting the wall and floor where I previously found said bouncy balls. He reaches in, his hand disappearing into the hole, and pulls out even more stacks of money. “Get me a flashlight.”

      Bennett continues peering in the hole while holding one hand out behind him waiting for a flashlight. When one doesn’t appear he turns his upper body around. The four of us cast glances back and forth, our eyes jumping between each member of our small group.

      “Bennett, this is a bakery.” Where does he think I store a flashlight?

      “Flour,” he uses the nickname he bestowed upon me the day he caught me falling from a chair while setting up the front room. My insides twist into a little knot. It’s such a ridiculous nickname and such a silly story—the whole flour versus flower thing—but it’s ours and for that reason alone I love it. “This is northern Maine. What will you do when the power goes out if you don’t have a flashlight?”

      “The power goes out?” I shrug. “I have candles upstairs.”

      “Are they scented?” Bennett asks. “Because scented candles don’t count.”

      “I have some vanilla ones. That barely counts.” Katy reaches out to grab a stack of money but I slap her hand. We shouldn’t touch the evidence when Bennett is around.

      “Yeah, I agree. Vanilla doesn’t count,” Tabitha weighs in.

      “I don’t actually know if they’re vanilla or not.” I’ve never been a huge fan of vanilla and normally opt for tropical smells. Not that I plan to admit those facts at this particular time. “But I can run upstairs and check.”

      “Ladies!” Bennett yells, his harsh voice quieting the room. “Tabitha, do you have your cell phone on you?”

      “Of course I do. Like Ridge will let me go anywhere without a cell phone.” She rolls her eyes while pulling it out from her back pocket.

      Cut off from the rest of town and close to the ocean, the main part of Pelican Bay doesn’t have great cell service. Most carriers give you zero bars, but if you know where to shop and have the right equipment, you can find a phone with at least a somewhat reliable signal.

      “Call Ridge and let him know we have a minor situation down at the bakery but make sure he’s aware you are fine first.” Bennett lays the new stacks of bills he pulled from the wall next to the original pile and starts fanning the edges of the money while mumbling about a crazy protective ass.

      “Who wanted a cupcake?” I ask Tabitha.

      Bennett is in control of the money situation and it’s time I went back to running my bakery. It’s also a helpful tactic so I don’t lose my cool and start crying like the ball of nerves I am.

      Tabitha doesn’t possess the same urgency in fulfilling the customer’s order. “Oh nobody. I wanted to eat a cupcake.” She doesn’t turn around when answering.

      “Go out and flip over the sign to closed,” Bennett says, stacking the money in a completely new but very similar shape to what we had it in before.

      “Um, hello.” Finally the three of them stand up from their hunched over positions eyeing the money and give me attention. “This is my business. How I pay my bills and buy food to eat. I can’t close the bakery randomly.”

      Bennett turns completely and crosses his arms over his chest. “You found at least a hundred and fifty thousand dollars in your wall. A few cookie sales are not your biggest concern.”

      “Excuse me?” My cookie sales are pretty damn important to my stomach. “Are you going to let me keep any of the hidden money?”

      “No, of course not. Nobody hides money in a wall for a good reason. Someone will be back for this.”

      “Then, yes, selling a few cookies is my biggest concern. This,” I point to the money, “is your problem. Everything that happens outside these doors is my problem.”

      Bennett tilts his head in that cocky way of his. “This is the way you plan to play the situation?”

      His question makes me pause. Is it? “Yes.” What else am I supposed to do?

      It’s obvious Bennett and I are about to enter a standoff. I’m focused and getting ready to do my best hip pop followed by a slight stomp when the bell attached to my entry door jingles. I lick my lips and give Bennett a look letting him know that this isn’t over.

      But I guess it is because before I make a full turn and head out to the front of the store, Ridge barrels through the kitchen. His long-sleeve black polo shirt with the Pelican Bay Security logo on the left side is identical to the one Bennett wears. It’s the standard uniform for the top two men at Ridge’s security firm.

      “What have you gotten yourself into now?” Ridge asks, stopping a few feet from Tabitha and running his eyes up and down her body checking for scrapes or bullet holes. When it comes the Tabitha you never really know.

      She throws her hands up. “Me?”

      Ridge turns his attention to Katy. “Did Katy do this?”

      “That hurts,” Katy acts affronted. “I’ll have you know this is all Anessa’s fault.”

      “Me?” Okay, she has a point. It could all be my fault.

      Actually, it probably is.

      Ridge turns his cool gaze in my direction and my shoulders go up with my rising nerves. I’m aware he’s a super nice guy, but when he gets his narrow-eyed look, one accusing you of putting his girlfriend in danger, nobody wants to be in the same room as him.

      “You? I pegged you as the good influence.”

      “Nessa found the money in the wall behind her oven.” Bennett steps up next to Ridge and winks at me. See? He has my back.

      “What were you doing with your hand in a wall?” Ridge asks.

      Seriously, are they trying to tell me none of them would get curious and look in the hole?

      “Who owned this place before?” Bennett asks, thankfully distracting Ridge from my lack of response.

      Katy’s answer has enough sarcasm and disdain to fill one of my large freezers. “Pierce owns the place, like he does half the town. He’s renting it to Flour for some outrageous price, I’m sure.”

      Bennett’s silly nickname doesn’t sound anywhere near as good when Katy uses it. And Pierce is only charging me a thousand a month for the bakery and the apartment upstairs. It’s a pretty good deal. Of course, I don’t say any of this out loud because now isn’t the time for one of Katy’s “I hate Pierce” rants. When she gets going it takes a while to calm her down.

      “Well, somebody get him on the phone and get his ass down here,” Ridge demands, not giving the direction to any one particular person, but we all jump.
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      Katy clears her throat for at least the sixth time in the last twenty minutes and looks at me, widening her eyes. Clearly she’s trying to tell me something.

      What that something is, I have no idea.

      I stop by the walk-in freezer with my hand on the door. “Would anyone like some cookies?”

      Bennett and Ridge were huddled together in the corner of the kitchen speaking in low voices two seconds ago, but now both turn with similar questioning looks. Hasn’t anyone heard of cookies making everyone feel better? It worked in the Matrix movies.

      “No, we’re good in the cookie department.” Bennett looks me up and down like he’s checking for a second head.

      “I could go for a cookie.” Tabitha steps around the prep table headed for the large walk-in refrigerator where I keep racks of extra desserts.

      “No cookies,” Ridge says a little louder than necessary. “We don’t know what the situation is yet. There could be evidence in there.”

      Tabitha stops long enough to give him an are-you-serious look. “Ridge, I’ve been in the freezer a hundred thousand times. Trust me. There is no cash in there.”

      “Tabitha, this is serious.”

      “I know. That’s why we ended up telling you.”

      “You mean you considered not telling us?” Ridge’s eyebrows turn up and he even takes a step back.

      In truth we didn’t have time to decide if we were telling or weren’t telling. And while I’m thinking on the matter it’s odd no one has called the police. Isn’t this something they should be involved in? Don’t get me wrong, Ridge is all bad ass and everything, but discovering piles of money is kind of a police matter. Isn’t it?

      “Do you think we should call the police?” I ask. Someone needs to.

      Ridge shakes his head like he can’t believe he’s lost control of the situation, but he answers anyway, “We’ll call the police once we know what we’re dealing with.”

      We know exactly what we’re dealing with—a lot of money and a wall.

      The bell at the front of the shop dings and Katy closes her mouth. It’s probably a good thing. As each second ticked by, the tension grew while we waited for Pierce to show up.

      The kitchen is stifling, but not from a hot stove. Someone is bound to snap sooner or later.

      “Hello. Anyone here?” a male voice calls from the front of the bakery. There is too much excitement going on back here for any of us to watch the front of the store.

      “Back here, Dumbass,” Katy yells at Pierce.

      He walks through the double doors, the only person so far who hasn’t come through as if he’s Clint Eastwood “Well look at this. There’s trouble in Pelican Bay and Katy Kadish is involved. Hard to believe,” he says with dry sarcasm.

      Katy scoffs. “Why does everyone think I’m involved?”

      “Do you know there’s a stack of cash on your table?” Pierce asks, his dirty blond hair gelled back perfectly as always. “I thought you needed a few more days to get me the rent?”

      “You cut her slack on her rent?” Katy asks almost cutting him off.

      “She said she needed a few extra days.” He shrugs.

      Bennett stands beside me while I do my best to inspect every far and away corner of the bakery. “Are you having money problems? Do you need help?”

      “No, I’m not having money problems. I switched banks and there’s a three-day lock on transfer funds. It’s no big deal.”

      He shakes his head twice, my answer barely passing. “Okay, but if you’re short call me.”

      “Uh-huh.” Tabitha shakes her head, her eyes wide, giving me a quiet look. This one I’m able to read instantly, but I refuse to view it as evidence Bennett likes me. He’s being helpful, that’s all.

      “Is any one of you going tell me about the money?” Thank God at least Pierce can keep his eye on the prize.

      Katy, standing next to Pierce, reaches over and pushes on his shoulder. He teeters for a second. “Of course you care about the money.”

      “Anessa found the money hidden behind the stove. Do you have any idea where it came from?” Ridge throws a stack of soggy bills at Pierce.

      He catches it, holding the mushy mess away from his body. “No, why would I?”

      “You own this place. Who used to rent it?”

      He hesitates. “You’re not going to like my answer.” Pierce lobs the stack of bills back at Ridge.

      “That’s what I figured. Who?”

      “Kevin Chambers.”

      From the way Ridge and Katy both suck in a breath, I’m guessing they really do not like Pierce’s answer.

      Tabitha leans on the counter. “We don’t like Kevin?”

      “You rented out a building to Anessa that a known drug dealer rented before her?”

      Pierce shrugs and finally turns his attention to me. “She’s cute. Of course I rented to her.” Katy grunts at his answer, but Pierce keeps on talking. “And besides the man was convicted of a drug charge not the building. I don’t discriminate when it comes to rent checks.”

      “And what do you think he was doing in the building?” Katy asks tapping on the counter. If her eyes had lasers Pierce would be flayed right now.

      “There is absolutely no evidence anything of a drug nature went on while he used this building as a storefront. You don’t burn the whole orchard down because it produced one bad apple.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” she responds.

      Ridge steps between the two of them. “He was convicted of running drugs across the border. Where do you think he stored them?”

      “Did you read the police report? He had two storage units in Whitecap. Why would I assume he did something here? Plausible deniability.”

      Katy leans over and hits Pierce in the shoulder with enough force we hear the impact. He only rolls his eyes and rubs the area mockingly. “So you risk my best friend’s life to make a few more dollars?”

      “What do you mean, risk her life? She’s fine.” Pointing to the money he finishes, “richer for it actually.”

      “I thought you said nothing ever happens here?” I ask the room at large. This Kevin guy definitely sounds like something happened here.

      Pelican Bay is not the quiet, sleepy seaside town I was promised.
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      “How long do you have to stay here?” I ask Bennett as he pushes my brand-new stove into place. The delivery guys dropped it off a few minutes after Ridge and everyone else left, roughly an hour ago. Thankfully, Ridge took the money with him so I was spared more questions.

      Bennett uses his hip to push the stove the final inch, which should be impossible for an industrial stove but he acts as if it’s simple. “What? Don’t you enjoy having me around to help?”

      Do I? That’s the problem. I like having Bennett around here way more than I should. His strong biceps, the way he bites the corner of his lips together when in thought, the way he stood by me protectively during the whole money thing. If I was a cartoon heroine, this is the point when I start swooning. Which means it’s also the time he needs to get out.

      It’s hot enough in my kitchen. I don’t need to add fantasies of Bennett to the oven.

      “Of course I like having you around,” I lie. Or don’t lie… I’m still not quite sure how I actually feel. “I just don’t want to keep you from big bad security guy stuff.”

      Bennett laughs. “This is big bad security guy stuff.”

      “Aren’t there like bombs to diffuse or damsels in distress to save?”

      Bennett opens the large freezer door, leaving three fingerprints on my perfectly polished stainless steel, and peeks his head in. There are definitely no robbers in the freezer, but getting to stare at Bennett’s ass makes me okay with the fact he’s raising the temperature of my frozen goods above the suggested level.

      He doesn’t answer until the freezer door is closed and he’s left another smudge mark on the front. “Anessa, you are my damsel in distress.”

      Oh, I’m distressed all right, but not for the reasons he thinks. How can I clean off the prints without him realizing what I’m doing?

      “Do you have any more of those cookies?”

      “Of course, I have the best cookies.” Oh. My. God. That is not what I meant. “I mean baked goods are my specialty. There are a lot of ways I can get you excited.”

      Bennett doesn’t move. He’s stopped with his hand on the freezer door as he stares, waiting for me to catch up.

      I eventually do.

      When what I’ve said hits me, my mouth drops open. “I mean…wow…um.” I am making this so much worse. “What kind are you looking for?”

      Way to throw it together there at the end, Nessa.

      Bennett steps away from the freezer and I grab the edge of my table—the metal cool against my sweaty palms—so I don’t run over there and clean the door as soon as he’s not looking. I must not let him know I’m crazy yet.

      “Those ones with the little red pieces and the white chocolate in them?” he asks.

      “Of course, the cranberry sugar cookies. They’re one of my favorites too. The recipe comes from my great-grandmother although I’ve made a few improvements.” Shut up. Shut up. Bennett does not care about your stupid cookie recipe, Anessa.

      I busy myself by pulling out a preloaded rack of cookies and sliding them into the new oven. Screw waiting for it to warm. I need the activity to keep my hands busy. If not, I’ll be wiping down the freezer doors or running my hands down his arms. Who knew I’m one of those girls who find arms sexy?

      Although, I have always had a thing for Vin Diesel and the way he fills out a T-shirt. Maybe this makes a little more sense after all.

      “If you don’t already have some made, don’t worry about it,” Bennett says, as he invades my space right next to the oven.

      I slam the oven door shut, lost in my thoughts of Vin Diesel and Bennett’s arms. If I was one of those girls with sex appeal, I’d have a witty comment to make right now. But I have so few moves I can’t even dance the Macarena.

      At some point in a past life I’ve screwed up and God is now taking it out on me by making me stupid while the cute guy is here. He couldn’t be fifty pounds overweight and balding.

      “Did you hear me?” he asks. “You shouldn’t make new ones.”

      Didn’t I answer the question? Focus, Nessa! “It’s fine. Time to test out the new oven anyway. I’d love for you to be my maiden voyage.”

      Did I just make a virgin joke? Could this get any worse?

      “You haven’t plugged it in yet.”

      “Huh?”

      “The stove. Do you want me to plug it in?” He holds up a thick black cord, definitely not plugged in.

      “Uh. Yes. Right. Thanks.”

      A bead of sweat drops off my face. I need to get out of this kitchen. It’s too hot. I’m losing my ability to rationally think. He bends over, plugging the cord into the wall, and I stare at his ass. It’s not every day there’s a hot former SEAL crawling around on my floor. Bennett’s been stopping by the bakery every day for the last few weeks along with Ridge and a few other guys. The two of us have never shared more than a few simple sentences back and forth over my counter. This is too much. I’m minutes from overheating.

      “Did you hear the door? I think I heard the door?” I mumble doing my best not to run out of the kitchen. I make it to freedom with a quick pace.

      For some reason — probably God’s continued punishment — Bennett follows right behind me. “Isn’t there a bell on the door?”

      Oh for freak’s sake. “Sometimes…it sticks.”

      “Really? I’ll have Mack bring a new one later today.”

      Why God? Why? Mack is the owner of the hardware store in town. The hot owner of the hardware store. The ladies love to wander in and talk about him every day. The bakery is their next stop after they peruse his shelves. And the ladies in this town have an unnatural requirement for home improvement items.

      Plus, Bennett makes it sound like he’s here to stay for a year. Ridge told him to “look the place over” and trust me when I say Bennett has been very thorough.

      “Is that a blueberry muffin?” he asks, his finger touching the clear glass at the back of my display counter.

      The blueberry sold out during the morning rush. “No, it’s bran.”

      He pulls his fingers away like the muffin burned him. “No wonder you have so many left.”

      I crinkle my nose at his comment, even though he has a point. For a town full of old people, they do not care about getting their daily fiber intake.

      “I’m out of blueberry. They sell fast every morning.” In fact, so well tomorrow’s plan is to scrap the bran muffins and make extra blueberry.

      “That’s okay. You can save me one tomorrow morning.”

      Tomorrow morning?

      “You think you’ll take that long? Isn’t Ridge walking the money to the police station and filling out a report?”

      Bennett laughs so hard my cheeks turn pink. I feel stupid, like I’m missing some joke. He takes a seat at one of mismatched chairs on the other side the bakery. Tabitha, Katy, and I painted all the chairs in the bakery a few months ago, but the teal color on this particular one has started to rub in certain areas. They will need another coat soon. Maybe a sealer.

      When he sees I’m not laughing along with him, Bennett does a few fake coughs and settles down. “Yeah, Ridge doesn’t work that way.”

      “What way?”

      “Once he takes on a case he sees it through to the end.”

      My heart continues to beat at a high enough rate it can’t be good for my health. When did this become a case? That can’t be a good sign. The whole situation is out of control.

      My mouth hangs open ready to ask Bennett for the definition of “case,” but the phone on the wall to my right rings. It’s an old phone, one of those with a rotary dial on the front. The lime green color faded in some spots, but it functions and came with the place, so I’m not complaining.

      “Pelican Bay Bakery,” I answer with the generic greeting Tabitha and I came up with. I need to name this place or else the lackluster calling will stick.

      There’s static on the other end of the line, like someone brushed across the receiver with a piece of clothing. “What happened to Kevin?”

      Well this can’t be good. “He doesn’t rent the place anymore.”

      “What do you mean he doesn’t rent the place anymore?”

      I stare in Bennett’s direction with huge wide eyes, but it doesn’t get his attention. He watches a slow trickle of people meandering down Main Street. “I mean, he moved.”

      Even with my raised voice Bennett doesn’t glance in my direction.

      “What where did he move to?” The voice raises in irritation.

      I slowly and quietly slide open the display case door and grab a bran muffin. Using an overhand toss I perfected in high school softball, I lob the muffin at Bennett’s head. It makes contact, bounces off the top of his ear and lands on the floor. Bennett jumps up and the teal chair falls to the floor behind him with a clatter that echoes through the empty store front.

      “I don’t know where Kevin moved to. I’m not his mother.” Those words get Bennett’s attention and he’s standing next to me in less than a second.

      The voice on the other end swears a few times. “Listen here, you little bitch. You better find me Kevin or else we’ll have problems.” Like I don’t have enough problems right now.

      Who the hell does this guy think he is? Bennett holds out his hands indicating he wants me to give him the phone, but there’s a fat chance of that happening. I slam the phone down on the wall box and give Bennett a satisfied smile. There’s nothing better than the feeling you get from hanging up on someone.

      “What the hell did you do that for?” Bennett demands.

      My bravado runs away with an exhaled breath. It’s going to be a long day.
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      The phone rings.

      “Don’t answer it,” Bennett hollers from the kitchen.

      I shake my head and pass over Pearl’s chocolate blueberry muffin. I couldn’t sleep last night so I came down and played for a few hours. Some people stress eat. I stress bake. And after 2 a.m. there’s no telling what will come out of my oven. There are perks and problems to living above a bakery.

      “Don’t shake your head like you don’t enjoy having a handsome guy like Bennett in the back of your kitchen,” Pearl clucks at me a few times while she takes her seat, balancing the muffin on a dainty plate.

      Bennett bumps me on his way through the metal doors in an effort to get the phone before it quits ringing. “The Bakery.”

      Pearl has a point. Bennett’s answered my phone for the past two days even though I haven’t had any new threatening calls. The first twenty-four hours having him constantly in my space had my nerves unraveling, but we found our groove working together. It’s nice to have someone around for the heavy lifting and when Tabitha isn’t here to man the front counter.

      “She’s open until six tonight.” Bennett hangs up the phone and then scribbles a few words on the notepad hanging on the wall next to it.

      From the way he goes back to his work in the kitchen, a sly smirky little grin on his face, I don’t waste any time before I read his note. The small scratch pad and pen were intended as a way to jot down phone orders, but they’ve quickly become Bennett and Tabitha’s personal suggestion box.

      Mainly for inappropriate bakery names. They’re all horrible and get worse by the day.

      Bennett’s suggestions from earlier is scratched off on the top of the pad. For some reason I’m not inclined to name the place Cream Pie Sweets or My Baked Goods. The last I’m sure is a comment on my meltdown from a few days ago.
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