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      Murder in Maple Falls!

      From the moment Maddie Flynn comes home to Maple Falls mysteries are attracted to her like bees to honey. Her grandad must have known she'd be dragged into solving them, otherwise why would he have given her so many tools?

      She can see beyond what's in front of her and take care of herself, but it’s not as though she wants the drama. After all, she has a bakery to run.

      But how can she turn her back on the people of Maple Falls when they need her?

      With her friends, aka the Girlz, her sweet Gran and one bossy cat, not to mention the cute sheriff, Maddie doesn't have to sift through the clues on her own. Only why do there have to be so many?

      If only solving murder were as easy as apple pie!

      If you love Murder She wrote, you’ll enjoy Maddie’s style because she’s not taking no for an answer either.

      The Maple Lane Mysteries are light, cozy mysteries featuring a quirky cat-loving bakery owner who discovers she’s a talented amateur sleuth.

      Included are the first 3 books in the series:

      Apple Pie and Arsenic

      Bagels and Blackmail

      Cookies and Chaos

      Then you might like to pick up the next box set of

      Maple Lane Mysteries Books 4-6 which includes:

      Doughnuts and Disaster

      Eclairs and Extortion

      Fudge and Frenemies

      And the newest releases:

      Gingerbread and Gunshots

      Honey Cake and Homicide - out now!

      "If you like fun, clean, humorous cozy mysteries with a touch of romance, you will enjoy this series."

      

      Please note: Most are also available in paperback and some in audio.

      

      Remember to join Cheryl’s Cozy Mystery newsletter.

      There’s a free recipe book waiting for you. ;-)
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        A killer pie. A meddling ex. One sassy cat who smells trouble.

      

        

      
        Maddie never expected to win the apple pie contest and trip over her friend’s body at the Spring Festival. Now, thanks to a trail of suspicious evidence, she’s the prime suspect.

      

        

      
        With the clock ticking and the sheriff’s department breathing down her neck—led by her infuriatingly handsome ex—Maddie must clear her name before she’s serving time instead of pie.

      

        

      
        Good thing she’s got her ride-or-die friends, a tight-knit small-town squad, and a whisk-wielding determination. Add in one sharp-eyed, sassy cat who’s always underfoot, and Maddie’s on a recipe for uncovering secrets someone desperately wants to keep buried.

      

        

      
        But the deeper she digs, the more danger bubbles to the surface… and the next victim could be her.

      

        

      
        If you love Murder, She Wrote and culinary cozies sprinkled with humor, heart, and a dash of danger, you’ll devour the Maple Lane Mysteries.
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      Maple Falls, Population: 10,915.

      Madeline Flynn read the sign as it went by and smiled fondly. You couldn’t get much farther from New York City in distance or size—which was a breath of fresh air.

      The thought made her open the passenger window of the taxi. Maddie breathed in the smell of home as they came over one of the last hills to view the full vista of the town. With the crystal-clear waters of the lake behind and the mountains to the left, Maple Falls epitomized the ‘clean and green’ tag they’d been given long ago.

      As usual in this location, the radio began to crackle with static and the driver changed stations to their local one. Noah Jackson, the DJ, was playing her kind of music: rock and country with a sprinkling of pop. Maddie tapped her fingers on the top of the door as her long blonde hair swirled behind her, a rarity since it wasn’t often let out of the thick braid she preferred for work.

      She would have cut it years ago, but her Granddad, rest his soul, had insisted Maddie keep it long like her Gran’s. Every time she thought seriously about seeing a hairdresser, his voice came back clearly.

      “It’s so beautiful, Maddie. Why would you get rid of a gift like that?”

      It was impossible to go against the kind and gentle man she adored, and even after he’d gone she hadn’t the heart to do so.

      Pushing her hand into the breeze as they swept past farms with paddocks of cows, sheep, and others with crops, she relished the feeling of freedom the drive from the airport was giving her. She couldn’t wait to get behind the wheel of her Jeep, currently stored in Gran’s garage, to ride with the top down along country lanes again.

      ‘Honey’ was more than a mode of transport. Her grandfather had bought her for Maddie when she was sixteen and had been a major source of good times for her and her close friends over the years. In fact, Maddie missed Honey—so-called because she was a rich, dark golden color—as if she were another friend and had hated having to leave her behind almost as much as Suzy and Angel. New York City was no place for a country girl to drive, even if she’d been able to find or afford somewhere to park.

      When she sighed, Bernie Davis shot her a look. “Nearly home, love. It’s a shame you couldn’t come back more often. with not being so well over the winter, Gran’s sorely missed you. ”

      Was there a touch of censure in his statement? She wouldn’t be at all surprised. They’d chatted about all sorts of things that weren’t too personal, apart from the initial ‘“Hi, how are you?”’ Clearly, the time had come for him to ask what the rest of the town would want to know. As the only taxi driver in town and the odd-job man for most of the population, it was expected that he would have the latest gossip on anyone entering or leaving Maple Falls. Especially if the passenger was one of their own.

      Maddie sighed again. It was probably best to get a plausible response out there and avoid the question being asked 10,914 times, even if it annoyed her to have everyone know her business. Like it or not, Maple Falls was probably never going to change regarding that.

      “It has been too long. I’ve been working hard and saving for my own bakery. A vacation hasn’t been possible.”

      Bernie grinned. “Well, you’re here now. Gran’s been telling us how well you’re doing, even after changing jobs. A bakery of your own in New York? You’ll be more famous around here than you already are when that gets out.”

      Maddie brushed that aside, still feeling awkward at receiving praise from an entire town; especially when they’d expected more from the business degree scholarship she’d been awarded.

      When she’d left college, she believed aiming for success in that was what she should be doing. After all, her marks in business studies had been what had gotten her the scholarship. But as soon as the degree cooled in her hand and she was working her very first job, Maddie knew it was a mistake—a big one. Madeline Flynn was not made for sitting behind a desk. No, she was a working-with-her-hands type of girl.

      She should have known, and maybe deep down she had but hadn’t wanted to admit it. Accepting that scholarship meant she was obligated to make it work and desperately made herself fit into that world. Every day was torture. Even the wonderful outcomes when she helped people achieve their dreams didn’t make her feel the way she did when she was baking. But baking was a hobby, not something she could make a career of. Or so she’d thought.

      Going from a well-paid job to starting at the ground level in a bakery would be a terrible waste. For two years she told herself that. Finally, when she was completely miserable with her life, and despite a steady boyfriend who thought she was insane to consider throwing away her career, she knew the time had come to stop working at something she felt no passion for and she had called Gran.

      Naturally, her grandmother hadn’t said a word about the waste of a degree, wasn’t at all surprised by Maddie’s change of heart, and certainly didn’t care what people thought.

      When the opportunity to change careers arose, it was through a chance meeting with a woman who came to Maddie seeking help with marketing for a future venture. A venture that Maddie was naturally interested in since it revolved around owning a bakery. This shared dream ensured they became good friends and when Camille Fournier told her bosses at the bakery where she worked, all about Maddie, they’d called her in for an interview.

      The sights and smells of the famous French bakery were heavenly, and Maddie’s heart beat with the passion she’d been keeping under wraps. This was the life she wanted. Whether it was due to Camille’s good word or her own over-the-top delight, the owners offered her a job starting at the bottom. It was a huge leap of faith for a family business that didn’t generally hire outsiders, and Maddie liked to believe she was deserving of that faith.

      Her heart knew it was the right choice, and with Gran’s blessing, she’d jumped at the chance and never regretted her decision. However, a residual embarrassment lingered at being seen as a failure around Maple Falls.

      “What’s been happening here, Bernie?” She changed the subject.

      “The usual. People stepping on toes and then having a drink over their apologies.”

      “Nothing new, then?”

      They laughed together at the notion that Maple Falls might change in any way. Situated twenty miles south of the bigger town of Destiny, Maple Falls was a lot older, had charm in bucket-loads and almost everything a person needed.

      Bernie suddenly frowned. “There is one bit of unsavory news. The mayor has been under fire from an anonymous source. I know Denise is a friend of yours, so I thought you might like to know she’s struggling a bit.”

      Maddie had been happy to let Bernie talk while she enjoyed the scenery, but now he had her full attention. Denise was a lovely, big-hearted person, so to hear she was being harassed was upsetting. “How do you mean?”

      “It’s stuff in the paper and flyers appearing all over town about how she isn’t living up to election promises of bringing in more tourists or boosting the economy in other ways.”

      “Surely Maple Falls is doing great for a small town?”

      His brow creased at her tone. “Hey, don’t shoot the messenger. I’m doing fine and so are most people, but gossip can spread and we do have a few members of our community that don’t exactly share the same spirit as the rest.”

      Bernie was being tactful, but they both knew whom he was referring to. Maddie would be keeping an eye out for them and as much as she might hate confrontation she wouldn’t stand by and let Denise be hurt. She sighed. Not even home yet and she was already enmeshed in a Maple Falls drama.

      “Sorry. I’m just surprised, because Denise has already done so much good.”

      He nodded as they crested the last hill, and there, stretching out before them, was the town itself. Once more, a peaceful feeling settled over her.

      To the left were the vineyards. Row upon neat row stretched out to the mountains, with the small lake sparkling at their base. To the right was farmland. Rich and fertile, the land around Maple Falls was a beautiful myriad of colors that never dimmed even in winter.

      At the bottom of the hill and on the outskirts of Maple Falls, Bernie slowed considerably. It was something people did automatically, even before the 30-mph sign was in view, because the old town was spectacularly beautiful and worth an unhurried look.

      Especially now, in her best season, anyone who had a heart was bewitched by Maple Falls. Spring was when the old girl shrugged off the darker shades of winter and burst out into the colors of the rainbow, when every garden in every street blossomed as if in competition.

      Maddie almost laughed again. There was no denying that the residents could be very competitive, from gardens to the annual spring fair, where they could showcase everything from flowers to baking, crafts to furniture making. Summer heralded the music festivals and farmers’ markets, while fall was full of family fun, harvest festivals, and corn mazes to delight the young and old. Finally, there was the winter carnival and the time when Christmas decorating took center stage. There was always a season and an unwritten opportunity to go one better. Of course, it was all done good-naturedly.

      A canopy of big-leafed maple trees shaded the main street and many of the ones intersecting it. They were enormous specimens of the Oregon native, some even reaching close to their top height of sixty feet.

      The founding fathers’ properties still stood interspersed along the main street with the businesses, the sheriff’s department, and the fire station. Out of the three brothers who had founded Maple Falls in 1880, one descendant, Mickey Findlay, occupied one, while the others had long ago been sold to the town. Of those, one was now the doctor’s office and a small pharmacy; the other was home to the Mayor’s office and the community center.

      They were impressive buildings which had been studiously maintained through the years. The community center was a hive of activity, serving as a meeting place for the older generation, who Gran presided over like a queen bee.

      Maddie hadn’t lived here for several years, although she had come home for most of the holidays until she changed jobs. That was when the questions about her use of the scholarship veiled thinly with disapproval began. Although a few things had changed, trees had grown, families had come and gone, businesses opened or closed, Gran and her best friend Angel were what always drew her back.

      When they reached the center of town, a wave of nostalgia hit her. Here was a place, despite being the town’s hub, which had the quiet grace only a small town could convey. The well-worn sidewalks and roads were spotlessly clean, as were the front yards of the locals who were rightly proud to live here.

      It wasn’t quiet because there were people around, but after living and working in the hustle and bustle of New York for a few years, for Maddie this was a direct contrast. People acknowledged each other. They stopped to chat and really listened to what a person had to say.

      It was a relief to know the place where she’d grown up was still the same, and that the woman who’d raised her would be waiting to welcome her with open arms. Gran was more like a mother than a grandmother. She had taken Maddie in without hesitation when Maddie’s mother had left town for a faster-paced life. With no father on the scene, maybe her grandparents had felt they had little choice, but they’d never made Maddie feel anything but loved.

      Coming home meant so many things, but at the heart of her emotions was what the two of them shared. Because they were so alike in their love of baking and friends, it had been a wrench for Maddie to leave. And even at twenty-eight, it still was.

      Maple Falls was where her heart lay when it came to a place to live, but she had been on the cusp of something really great in New York. Having looked into buying a bakery with a friend, she was so close to having her dream come true, she could taste it. Pun intended. Then Gran’s SOS had come, and there was no other choice for Maddie but to come home to Maple Falls, because her feelings about letting people down were no match for how much she would do for Gran.

      As they drove down Maple Lane, the main street, people waved as they went about their business. Isaac Carter ran the local diner, and he was writing the day’s specials on the board outside. Maude Oliver, president of the Maple Falls Country Club and secretary of the town board, stopped poking the vegetables on display at Janet Mitchell’s grocery story, and Jed Clayton, a sweet old man, was walking through the park, whistling for his dog. The grapevine would already be well into overdrive to say she was back, but there was nothing to be done about that.

      Then they were turning into Plum Place. Now, this really was home. Maddie had walked all over town more times than she could remember, but this was her street, and she knew every inch of it.

      Everything looked the same except for one of the shops. From the front, it appeared neglected compared to the others. From this side, it was almost derelict, which would not go down well with the town board.

      Then they were past it and pulling into her grandmother’s driveway. Wisteria graced the porch, the purple flowers hanging like succulent bunches of grapes. The rocker—exactly how old it was made an often-repeated conversation piece, since it had been there for three generations at least—was moving gently in the breeze.

      Gran appeared in the doorway as if she’d been watching for Maddie. Knowing Gran, she probably had been. A marvel at nearly seventy, she’d recently admitted she was getting too old to maintain the family home she’d inherited from her parents. After a major bout of bronchitis last winter, she’d decided to sell. That had been a shock, but as much as it tugged her heartstrings, Maddie was here to help her find a new home. It was the least she could do.

      The wonderful family bakery where Maddie currently worked with Camille, was in the heart of Manhattan and did a flourishing trade. In fact, they were one of the busiest in the city, and they needed every pair of hands right now. They’d granted her a week for this unplanned break, and if that wasn’t enough time to get the ball rolling, Maddie wasn’t sure what would happen. The one thing she did know was Gran wouldn’t choose the first place she saw. She was a thinker, and that generally took time.

      It was difficult to think of Gran as old. Her ramrod-straight back and salt and pepper hair tucked neatly into a bun looked the same as they had for years, as did her smile and floral apron. Both were her trademarks, and one rarely appeared without the other.

      “Hello, darling,” she called out as Maddie got out of the taxi. “Good timing. I’ve just pulled an apple pie from the oven.”
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      Maddie could smell the pie from where she was standing, and Bernie had a hopeful glint in his eyes. Once you’d tried Gran’s baking, nothing ever tasted as good. People came from miles away, paying her to make birthday cakes and delicious baked treats, and had done so for years. More often than not, she took less money than she should, and it was agreed by all her customers that whatever treat she made and whatever she charged was certainly worth it.

      Bernie opened the back of his van and carefully pulled out a large cage and set it on the grass beside the driveway. Once he’d taken her bag to the porch, Maddie gave him his fare and added a hefty tip for his trouble. Not everyone wanted a cat like hers in their vehicle, but Bernie never raised an eyebrow, and he always did the lifting, which was a marked difference from New York City cabbies.

      “Just you wait a minute,” Gran said to Bernie.

      He grinned in anticipation. No-one went away from here without something to eat.

      Then she gave Maddie a hug. They hugged hard, the way Maddie had been taught. The Flynn mantra was “hug someone like you mean it, or don’t bother.”

      She savored the smell of apples and cinnamon, which was Gran’s brand of perfume. One that couldn’t be bought. One that meant love and home.

      Gran smiled, a little misty-eyed, when they let go and went inside to fix a plate for Bernie.

      Big Red yawned as Maddie opened his cage, then jumped out onto the grass as gracefully as he was able. “I’ll be inside,” she told him, giving his arched back the expected scratch.

      The big Maine coon gave her a disgruntled look, stretched, and with a flick of his tail sashayed over to the shade of the maple tree that dominated the front yard.

      Poor boy. She could appreciate that his trip had been a great deal less comfortable than hers. Even with the air conditioning on, the taxi had been hot, and what the plane had been like for him, she hated to think. He wasn’t a cage kind of animal, and he would only get into it with great reluctance and many treats.

      For such a short visit, she would ordinarily leave Big Red with her roommate, but she was currently without one thanks to a monumental argument. Apparently, Maddie shouldn’t be upset over said roomie and Maddie’s boyfriend enjoying more than friendship while she was away at a baking contest. Dalton’s agreement that she was overreacting still reverberated in her head, and if she was truthful, she was glad to escape the drama.

      The kennels had let her know last time that Big Red wasn’t welcome back—something to do with asserting his authority overzealously with his peers.

      Trying to make the proverbial lemonade with this bunch of lemons had drained her well of optimism.

      Gran came out with the covered plate and handed it to Bernie who looked as excited as a child at Christmas. “I’ll expect that plate back next time you’re passing,” she said.

      “Much appreciated and I will.” He touched his cap and carried it carefully back to his car as if he held precious gems.

      “Welcome home,” Gran called out to Big Red. She gave a wry smile as Maddie joined her on the porch. “He looks cross. I guess he’ll come in when he’s ready.”

      “You know him so well.” Maddie grinned. “Now, tell me how you really are. I’ve been so worried since your call. I’m sorry it’s taken a couple of weeks to get here.”

      Gran waved her apron at the fuss. “I’m doing great, and I’d have been pleased to see you any time you could make it. I certainly didn’t expect you to be on the next plane.”

      Maddie had thought Gran might resist her help when she’d called to say she was on her way home. When no resistance was forthcoming, she’d assumed the worst. “I’m so glad you’re doing a lot better than I was anticipating.”

      “Goodness, did I give the impression I was on death’s door?” Gran chuckled. “The bronchitis was bad, but the cough’s nearly gone. Although, I do admit that the packing seems to have made me a little maudlin.”

      Maddie put an arm around her as they walked through to the kitchen, leaving her bag for later. “It’s only natural. This is your home, and you’ve lived here all your life.”

      Gran squeezed her waist. “Like you.”

      They were the same height of 5’7” and had similar builds. When Maddie looked at pictures of her childhood and compared them to Gran’s, they looked so alike that they could have been sisters. For a child without parents, that was a big deal.

      “Yes, that’s true, but I’ve also lived other places now. Not that I won’t shed a tear or two when you sell, but I’m sure it won’t be as painful for me as it will be for you.”

      “That you understand means a great deal to me, sweetheart. I sure hope you don’t mind using your vacation time to help me out. I hate to be a bother.”

      “Psssh! You could never be a bother, so don’t give it a thought. Where else would I take a vacation? Plus, I wouldn’t have let you do this by yourself. Real estate agents can be hard to deal with, and you’ll want to get a good price.”

      “I know you don’t take nearly enough vacation time, but I’m grateful you’re here now. The thought of tackling this on my own was pretty terrifying,” Gran sniffed, pinching the bridge of her nose. “Your granddad took care of the big things. Tea?”

      They might occasionally talk about being upset, but being staunch was also a major factor in their DNA. They were tough, and they liked it that way.

      Gran’s daughter, aka Maddie’s mom, had been a handful, according to Gran. Ava Flynn broke both their hearts when she left, even though they’d tried every way they could think of to show her they loved her. It had gnawed at the young Maddie, and she knew it had affected Gran because she would sometimes catch her staring at a photo of Granddad and Mom.

      Fifteen years later, Maddie’s mother was still missed, but they had moved on from being sad, and tea was still the magic potion for everything. Being an Anglophile, anything English was close to Gran’s heart, but tea was her main legacy from her parents. Born and raised in Liverpool, they had emigrated to America when Gran was a teenager, but she’d never forgotten her roots.

      Her kitchen had shelves filled with an assortment of bric-a-brac that all in some way represented England. Single sets of matching cups and saucers with side plates, tea canisters with pictures of the royal family adorning them, and many teapots in a similar vein were lovingly dusted on a regular basis.

      “I’d love a cup,” Maddie said. “In fact, I need one. The traffic was horrible until we got past Portland. I hope one day they build an airport in Oregon closer to Maple Falls that’s big enough to handle passenger planes.” The one in Destiny was for light planes and helicopters, all privately owned.

      Gran carefully took two cups and saucers from the shelf, along with side plates, while Maddie filled the kettle. It was an old relic passed down by Gran’s mother, who had died long before Maddie was born and had instilled in her daughter the art of tea-making. Each set of cups and saucers was different and often had not been purchased together.

      Over time, Gran had accumulated more than a dozen sets. If a person came for tea more than a couple of times, a particular set became theirs. Maddie always used the one with a pink rose, while Gran’s favorite had lilacs.

      “I haven’t been to Portland since you were last home. Actually, it doesn’t interest me to go far these days.”

      Maddie was plugging in the electric kettle that was as important as the best brand of tea that Gran insisted on using. She turned quickly. “You’d tell me if you were still unwell, wouldn’t you?”

      “Of course I would. Why do you ask?”

      “You’ve always loved your weekly jaunts to anywhere the buses or trains would take you, and you’ve said more than once that you’d have to be taken out of this house in a coffin to get you to leave.”

      Gran laughed. “I did say that didn’t I? But things change, and I have to be realistic. I’m no longer a spring chicken. I’m also thinking about handing over the leadership of the community group to some younger blood.”

      “What? No way. Those ladies depend on you to liven things up around here.” The club had been founded by Gran and a couple of her best friends, and they were forever searching for places to go and speakers who loved interesting things.

      “That’s the thing,” Gran said. “They need to change it up. This is the twenty-first century, for goodness’ sake. There must be other things to do that I’ve never heard of.”

      Maddie snorted at the idea of that group of women “changing things up”. They were the happiest bunch of older men and women, doing what they loved, but perhaps not all as open to change as Gran.

      Still, the club had played a big part in Gran’s life, especially after Maddie left. Since Gran had never learned to drive, a bus or taxi was the only way for her to get around unless someone offered her a ride to Destiny. Every month, she organized the community group jaunt to somewhere as a day trip, as well as their speakers. It was a shock for Maddie to hear her giving up on it. Who would take that task on now?

      Gran liked to be busy, and she also walked for miles. At least, she always had. She looked so healthy and fit, Maddie had a hard time thinking of her as either old or sickly.

      “It’s been good for me to be the president for so long, and it was something to keep me busy while you were away, but I’m over it,” Gran continued. “I’ve been everywhere several dozen times, and now I can honestly say that staying around home is far more appealing.”

      “Except you’re moving.”

      “That’s true, but a home is whom you fill it with, not wood and nails.”

      Maddie’s eyes prickled with tears, and she felt a distinct twinge of regret at the idea of someone else living here. Still, this was Gran’s decision, not hers. She sucked up her sadness and smiled as she warmed the teapot and added English Breakfast tea leaves, their favorite, then filled it with boiling water.

      “It’s so nice to be back in Maple Falls and out of the rat race, but I only have a week, which means we need to get on to finding you a new place, pronto.”

      They sat at the old oak table, which had been scrubbed so often that it was now much paler than it had started out. Gran pushed a pile of brochures and papers at Maddie, as well as a large slice of pie. It was still warm, and Maddie took a forkful, then closed her eyes.

      “Mmmm. I’ve missed your baking.”

      “I’m sure that after all that training in a French patisserie, yours is just as good, if not better.”

      Maddie tilted her head, savoring the pie. “Not quite. But it’s getting close.”

      Honesty had been a strong part of growing up with Gran, who couldn’t abide lies, so there was no point in false modesty. But how could you compare your own food with that of the woman whose recipes were loved by so many, and from whom you had begun to learn your craft? Gran had founded and fueled Maddie’s passion for baking, a passion that had never waned.

      She took another bite of pie. Yep, this was heaven on a plate. Gran was sitting across from her, patiently waiting for a decent pause, or for her to finish, whichever came first. Reluctantly, she put down her fork and spread out the brochures. Selling the family home was the right thing to do, but that didn’t make it easier. These walls held so many memories—most of them happy.

      Her heart sank at the sight of so many places to view. “Do you want to see all of these?”

      “I’ve circled a few that may be of interest, but I wanted to discuss another option.”

      Maddie knew that tone. Gran could be very persuasive in general, but when she adopted that tone, you could bet something you weren’t ready for was about to hit you squarely in the face and would probably stick like strawberry jam.

      She took a few sips of the strong brew then a deep breath. “Okay. I’m ready. Tell me what you’re up to.”

      Gran grimaced. “You’re being a little dramatic, and it’s not like I’d force anything on you.”

      She completely ignored Maddie’s open mouth at the unfamiliar censure and tapped the top brochure.

      “Here’s the retirement community Angel took me to visit. It’s quite nice, but they have a ‘no overnight guests’ policy, meaning you couldn’t stay with me. I don’t like that idea one bit.” She turned it over and replaced it with several more. “There are these.”

      She flicked each one by Maddie’s nose. Very fast. Maddie waited for the bomb to drop, and fortunately she only had to suffer the blur of papers for another few seconds.

      “Then there’s this. Now, I know you have your own plans, but please don’t say no right away. Read it, go see it, then decide. Okay?”

      Gran had begun to look jittery as she waved the paper in front of Maddie.

      “Good gravy. How bad can this be? My nerves are turning to custard.”

      The slightly wrinkled chin lifted defiantly. “It’s not bad at all. In fact, it’s a wonderful opportunity if you can see the potential like I do.”

      Maddie pulled the paper from her hand so quickly that a small corner of it remained in Gran’s fingertips. The front of the brochure was graced with a picture of a familiar block of four stores. A red rectangle was around one of them—the one Maddie noticed looked unkempt. At the end of the block, it not only sat on the main street of Maple Lane but backed onto Plum Place. Just up the road.

      “I don’t understand. You’ve decided to sell the house because it’s too much. Why would you want a shop?”

      Gran’s eyebrows shot up. “For a bakery, of course. If I buy the shop, that one there”—she pointed at the red one— “it comes with a two-bedroom apartment upstairs, and since they all back onto our road, they have small yards of their own. It’s a bit tired, but we’ve redecorated this house, so I know we can do the same to the shop and the apartment to make it just as lovely.”

      Maddie shut her gaping mouth with a snap. “You’re not making sense. You can’t manage a shop!”

      Gran looked astounded, as if Maddie had stupidly missed the point. But what, exactly, was the point?

      “No, I couldn’t, but you could.”

      “Me?” Maddie was as confused as confectioners’ sugar pretending to be frosting.

      “For goodness’ sake. I’m not speaking a foreign language. Isn’t that your dream? To open your own bakery?”

      Still feeling as if she were in an alternate universe, Maddie nodded. “Sure, but not here.”

      Gran sniffed. “Why not? I’d have thought Maple Lane was a perfect location.”

      Maddie had no idea what had brought on this weird conversation, but she wasn’t liking where it was going. “It would be if I didn’t plan on opening a bakery in New York City someday soon.”

      “It would be much cheaper to open one here.”

      Maddie tried to keep the frustration out of her voice. “That’s true, but I don’t have the money yet to buy a shop outright.”

      “Don’t get prickly. I appreciate all of that. First, the owner is desperate to sell, so it’s going for a song. Second, what if I put money in? I have savings. Or I could buy the whole thing outright with the sale from this place, and you could pay me back when you can.”

      Maddie was stunned for a moment. “No, Gran, I’m not taking your money. You’ve done so much for me already.”

      “I’ve done what family does when they love each other, nothing more. Anyway, you know everything I have will come to you when I’m pushing up daisies.”

      Maddie knew Gran wanted her back home, but this talk of not being around was scary, and it made her think once more that Gran might be sick and not telling her.

      “You’re not putting all your money into something that has no guarantee of success. I’ll come home if you need me, but I’m not buying a shop in Maple Falls.”

      Gran looked down for a moment. When she raised her head, she tried to smile but failed miserably. “I totally understand. You should follow your heart and do what’s right for you. Let’s not talk about it anymore today. We can discuss more options tomorrow. Maybe I should rethink the retirement community.”

      Minutes ago, Gran had been excited about the prospect of going into business together, and now she looked utterly despondent. Was Maddie the worst granddaughter ever? She sure felt like it. Each bite turned to sawdust in her mouth.

      This wasn’t a good start. If Gran had her heart set on the business and the apartment, then one week would never be enough to talk her into something else. Clearly it couldn’t be the retirement community if even the thought of it made her miserable.

      A germ of an idea took hold, and Maddie grasped it with both hands. The shops had been there for decades, and the one Gran was talking about looked truly awful from the outside. The inside had to be as bad. Probably worse. Maybe if they took a look at it and Gran saw how much they’d have to do to get it up and running, she would change her mind.

      Pleased with that idea and hopeful that they could find a nice place for Gran afterwards, she smiled. “On second thought, if you think it’s worth our time, let’s go see this place. After all, a look can’t hurt, can it?”

      Gran’s face lit up once more. “Really? Now?”

      Maddie raised an eyebrow. “Maybe I could finish my tea and pie?”

      Gran leaned back with an air of satisfaction. “Take as long as you like. I’ll give the agent a call in a minute. Should I say to meet her there in half an hour?”

      Maddie spluttered her mouthful of tea over the pristine white tablecloth. She had the feeling that she’d just been played, but she couldn’t think of anything to say in the face of such eagerness. She dabbed at the mess with a napkin while Gran brought the phone to the table.

      She’d never made Maddie feel anything but wanted and loved, and doing anything to make Gran happy had never been an issue. Unfortunately, this felt like a step too far.

      As soon as her plate was empty, Gran dialed the number and it was then that Maddie realized whom she was calling. They both knew the owner of the local real estate business, and the thought of seeing Virginia Bolton, let alone discussing business with her, was enough to make Maddie’s insides turn to jelly.

      What a morning, and it wasn’t done yet.
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      When Maddie walked through the door of the disgusting mess that was Glitter and Gold, the old pawn shop, her thoughts of taking a quick look then having a conversation about how it couldn’t work slipped bizarrely away. This was what she’d been dreaming of, although her dreams had a New York City setting.

      The store itself was a perfect size. She was able to visualize, despite the state of the place and the awful smell of mold and moth-eaten furniture, exactly where everything would go. That insight made her think of a recipe she might formulate. It would come together in her mind until she was able to visualize the finished product, without having baked it yet.

      This place was bigger than the New York City space she’d been planning to buy, and the front shop area here was big enough so there would be space for tables and chairs. She could serve tea and coffee rather than just food to go.

      “Obviously, it’s pretty messed up, with holes in the walls everywhere. It would be a mammoth job to make it good enough to house a bakery,” Virginia said with a sneer, as if the idea was ridiculous.

      Gran moved between them. “Maddie’s not frightened of hard work, are you, sweetheart?”

      Maddie flexed her patience muscle. “It’s bad, but not impossible.”

      Virginia shrugged. “I already have another interested party, so if you don’t buy it, there’s absolutely no problem.”

      Maddie couldn’t get a handle on what was going on with Virginia. By all accounts, she had a steady business, possibly due to the fact that hers was the only agency in town, but surely sales weren’t so good that she could afford to push people away. Did she want to sell the place, or was this one of those tactics she used to force a buyer’s hand?

      Whatever. Maddie wouldn’t be rushed.

      Something occurred to her. “Who else wants it?”

      Virginia looked down her Roman nose. “I can’t tell you that.”

      “I’m sure I can find out. Maple Falls can’t keep secrets.”

      Virginia laughed, which was what Maddie had intended, but it was a singularly unpleasant sight. The woman’s eyes went to slits, and her teeth clenched.

      “You have no chance of that. Besides, what good would it do?”

      Maddie wished she hadn’t bothered trying to converse. “I have no idea.”

      Virginia watched her carefully as she spoke. “I don’t suppose Gran told you that old man Willis’s body was found right over there.”

      Maddie felt the blood rush from her face, and Gran, who had known Mr. Willis very well, had taken him meals after his wife passed away, gasped loudly.

      “When you say ‘found’, what do you mean?” Maddie asked.

      Virginia shrugged. “He died. He was old, and he clearly couldn’t look after himself.”

      Maddie took exception to the way Virginia looked at Gran when she made the statement. “Still, it must have been a shock for his family.”

      “You’d think so, but they were pretty quick to put the shop up for sale once he was buried.”

      Things like that happened, Maddie told herself; it was natural. But it made her feel a little ill at the idea of living and cooking in a place where someone had recently died. Not that there was so much as a stain on the threadbare carpet.

      Gran retreated into the kitchenette, which, because of its lack of even a cursory cleaning, was the last place anyone would want to be, apart from the hideous orange bathroom. She gave Maddie a small, apologetic smile. If someone had turned on a light bulb—not that it was an option since they were all missing—it couldn’t have been clearer. The shop was just down the road from her house, and even if it hadn’t been, everyone knew about the comings and goings of Maple Falls. Therefore, Gran had known about Mr. Willis’s demise before Virginia delighted in telling them.

      Virginia was watching them again, perhaps expecting a full-scale war. She didn’t have a clue about their relationship, and Maddie wouldn’t spare the time to enlighten her.

      “I’ve seen enough,” Maddie said. “We’ll let you know soon. Let’s go, Gran. We have a lot to discuss.”

      She ignored Virginia’s glare as they left.

      Gran followed, meek as a lamb, and waited until they got back to the house before she said a word, as if by the time they got there, Maddie would have calmed down and made the right decision. Whatever  that might be.

      “I know Virginia isn’t your favorite person, but the poor girl is dealing with a very sick mother right now.”

      Maddie hadn’t known that. “That’s rough, but she’s always been mean. Especially to me.”

      “Be that as it may. You could give her a little leeway. Why not pretend she isn’t a factor in your decision, then see what you come up with?”

      The fact that Virginia wasn’t her favorite person had Maddie scrambling backward (like Big Red did when it came time for his shots) at the idea of doing any sort of deal with her, just as Gran had intimated. However, it could also be said that the woman didn’t seem particularly inclined to sell her the place, either. She’d put out all kinds of negative vibes and brought up the death of Mr. Willis, encouraging Maddie to look elsewhere. That was odd behavior for someone whose life had always seemed centered around money.

      Maddie sat at the kitchen table. “Please sit down, Gran.”

      Sheepishly, Gran did so. “I should have told you about Clive Willis. But I knew you’d be squeamish, and really, you shouldn’t be.”

      “A person can’t help how they feel.”

      “But they can. Here’s the thing, sweetheart: people die all the time, and if we let it get the better of us… Well, half the population would probably be homeless if they chose not to live where someone had passed away. Maybe more.”

      Maddie was flabbergasted. “How did you reach that conclusion?”

      “Logistics. If I died tomorrow and you moved back here, would you sell my house?” Gran said patiently.

      “No, but that’s different.”

      “Is it?”

      Maddie thought about it. “I can see your point.”

      Satisfied, Gran leaned back in her chair. “I knew you would.”

      “You still should have told me.”

      Gran frowned. “I’m sorry. Is it a definite no, then?”

      Maddie pulled out her phone. “I need to talk to my friend in New York. We had plans to buy a place together. I hate to let her down.”

      “Oh. You never said it was a given.” Gran sounded concerned, then she smiled. “Still, if she’s your friend, she’ll understand. I’ll make tea.”

      Maddie shook her head at her back. How Long had she been devising this plan? And now Gran could see no reason for it not to work out as she’d anticipated, no matter what was thrown her way.

      Camille picked up at once, sounding delighted to hear from her. But from there, the call went as oddly as everything else that had happened today.

      They spoke for some time, with Camille having a lot to say after Maddie explained what was happening in Maple Falls.

      When they said their goodbyes, Maddie put her face in her hands, knowing what the outcome would be when she’d relayed all the news she’d just received.

      After a while, Gran came over and put a cup of tea in front of her. “What did she say, sweetheart?”

      Maddie rested her hands on the white tablecloth. “She said that when she told her family about our plans a couple of weeks ago, they were already negotiating with Camille’s bosses to open another store that the family’s going to run together. She didn’t tell me before I left, in case you were really sick. She’s delighted that I have a plan B and offered me a job any time if things don’t work out here.”

      Gran patted her hand. “There you go. Things are falling into place, which means it’s meant to be.”

      “But I only left New York last night. This is all surreal. Are you sure I’m not dreaming?”

      “Sometimes we have to take the hand life deals us.” Gran squeezed her arm.

      Maddie took a sip of her tea, then rested her chin on her hand. “I guess.”

      “Why don’t you sleep on it? We won’t talk about it anymore today. You’re probably still tired from your trip, and I’ve selfishly dragged you over to the shop and given you much more than you’d bargained for. You need to have dinner and an early night,” she added.

      Maddie nodded but didn’t move. “Just to be clear. You really want this for us? Because it would need two people at least to make it work.”

      “I do, but only if it’s something that could make you happy. If it isn’t, then we’ll look at other options. But, since I’ll have plenty of time after giving up my time at the community center, it should work out fine. I’ll fix us some dinner while you ponder things.”

      True to her word, Gran didn’t mention the shop again, but she sang like a canary all evening until Maddie had to go to bed or go mad. She wanted her to be happy, but Gran was assuming an awful lot, and despite her eagerness, at her age would it be too much?

      As she sank into the cozy bed in her old room, she began to relax. Coming home was a tonic. Usually. Big Red liked it too. Having finally forgiven her for the trip, he snuggled up beside her, his tail draped across her arm.

      “What do you think? Should we move back home? It would mean living over a shop, but you’d have your own yard, so it’d be a lot better than our place in Manhattan. Plus, no litter box.”

      He stretched, yawned in her face, and curled up ready for sleep, as if he didn’t care one way or the other.

      So, the question remained: a shop in Maple Falls—or a job in New York City?
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      Tossing and turning, Maddie weighed the pros and cons of buying a mess of a shop in this small town instead of getting her much-needed sleep. It would have been far easier to get up and make a list, but she didn’t want to wake Gran.

      Throttle her, yes, for scaring Maddie about how sick she was and for withholding important facts like Virginia’s involvement and Mr. Willis’s death, which had made the shop available. Gran wasn’t so sick or old that she wasn’t able to bake, pack, and more importantly, decide on a business venture.

      Regardless of how they’d gotten to this point, there were other things to consider. What would customers in Maple Falls want from a bakery?

      Maddie doubted she’d  be making too many fancy things for the clientele she could expect. That wasn’t a bad thing, since that kind of baking was labor-intensive, and it would be just her and Gran to begin with.

      Residents dining out were limited to O’Malley’s Bar, Isaac’s diner, or going north to Destiny. If there were another option, one that excited them, they might be inclined to try it. Especially with Gran’s baking on offer.

      Maddie could offer celebration cakes for birthdays, anniversaries, graduations, and so on, which would definitely help her sales.

      Finally, when sleep was clearly no longer on the agenda, she dressed and went downstairs with Big Red at her heels. Gran was already up, her eyes shining with interest, but she knew Maddie well and wouldn’t force the issue until they were both on the same page. The trouble was that Maddie’s page had been smeared into illegibility.

      “Morning, Gran. I think I’ll go for a walk before breakfast.”

      “Good idea, sweetheart. It’ll clear your head, since it looks like you didn’t get too much rest. I’ll have pancakes ready when you get back. Blueberry ones.”

      Blueberry pancakes with maple syrup was Maddie’s favorite breakfast. Gran wasn’t averse to cooking coercion, and her cheerfulness was catching.

      She had no destination in mind, but somehow her feet took her down Plum Place to the back of the shops with Big Red trotting beside her. Glitter and Gold was at the end of the block on a corner site, making the shop’s back yard much larger than the others.

      It too was a mess, but she could picture where she could grow herbs and other ingredients she’d need, to save on costs. It had been a long time since she’d spent any time in a garden, and her fingers were itching to get in there and make a start.

      Big Red jumped up on the fence that enclosed the space and over to the other side, where he gave the yard a thorough inspection while she pondered how she’d gotten to this point.

      She couldn’t deny the feeling that she was being forced into this, even though she knew that if she told Gran she didn’t want to do it, things would work out and their relationship would still be strong. Everything was falling into place, just like it had when she decided to go to New York City. Maybe Gran was right and this was meant to be. Dead body or no.

      Maddie had always assumed she’d end up back in Maple Falls. The brash ways and the noise of a big city had been tough to get used to, but she was grateful for the opportunities she’d been given there. Now that Camille wasn’t going to share in the costs of a business, buying something there was off the table; there was no chance Maddie could purchase a shop on her own. Which meant she would have to work for someone else for a very long time, or find another partner.

      What better partner than a silent one, and one she knew? Plus, Gran could help out with the baking when necessary because Maddie wouldn’t be able to afford to hire another baker. Perhaps she could hire an assistant and teach them the basics as a cheaper option.

      As Gran had said, the price was great, and the seller wanted a quick closing. If they decided on a 50/50 partnership, and using their savings, Maddie would need to top off her share with a loan from the bank. This way, it wasn’t as imperative that Gran’s house be sold right away, which meant that they would have a place to live while they did the makeover.

      Maddie’s mind whirled as she followed the path around the corner to study the tired storefront. It was jarring compared to the others: the secondhand shop, which was one of Gran’s favorite places, a butcher, and Angel’s beauty parlor, whose neat storefronts were all in keeping with the rest of the town and its pride in keeping things neat and clean.

      Maddie looked up to her best friend Angel’s windows, but the bedroom was at the back, so it was hard to tell if she was awake. There was no reason to tell Angel she was back. The town grapevine would have done that for her, plus she’d phoned her friend before she’d left the city to tell her she was on her way.

      In the middle of the intersection to her right, there was a small park with the biggest maple of all in the center. It was a wonderful place for picnics, with plenty of shade and a babbling brook nearby. She and her friends had spent a lot of time there, reading, studying and talking about boys.

      She’d missed her ‘Girlz’, a name that Gran had coined for their tight group, and which many others had adopted. The three of them, Angel, Suzy, and Maddie, had been inseparable since they’d started school, and although Maddie had made friends in New York City, it wasn’t the same.

      Coming home would mean seeing them whenever she wanted, and more importantly, she would be with Gran, who wasn’t getting any younger. There was an awful lot that appealed and much more that made sense.

      With a jolt, Maddie realized it had taken a mere twenty-four hours for her to come to her decision. Suddenly, she couldn’t wait to get back to the cottage, and she was almost running by the time she had rounded the block. Big Red thought it was a great game, and he pounced at her from fences and trees. Coming home seemed to be giving him a new lease on life, too.

      The smell of pancakes made her stomach rumble as she walked up the path, and Gran was setting them down on the table when Maddie came into the kitchen.

      Maddie threw her hands in the air in mock surrender. “You win. Let’s buy the store.”

      Gran tried hard to keep the glee off her face, which made her look at least ten years younger. Her eyes twinkled, and she was all but giggling, an odd but wonderful sight. “You won’t regret it. You’ll be so successful, people will come from miles around to buy some of your baking. Mark my words.”

      Maddie folded her arms. “They’d better, otherwise we could lose everything.”

      “Don’t be a gloomy Gladys. Positive thoughts and actions will get us where we need to go.”

      Maddie rolled her eyes, but Gran laughed again and hugged her even harder than usual. It was far easier to be optimistic when you had Gran in your corner, which was how Maddie had been brave enough to leave Maple Falls and this unconditional love in the first place.

      After they sat down, Gran piled her plate and handed her the syrup.

      “You can call Virginia after breakfast, if you like.”

      If she liked? No, she did not. She could almost hear the bell ring for round two with her nemesis.

      She’d barely swallowed her first bite, which was amazing, when a perfunctory knock on the door was followed by a vision in rainbow hues.

      “Morning! I hope you don’t mind me busting in like this, but I had to see you before I open. Hey, Big Red, how’s New York?”

      Angeline Broome was a breath of fresh air. Even having lived in Oregon for years, she was still a southern belle. Some might call her a ditzy blonde, but she was a force of nature, second only to Gran. After battling an awful childhood and an even worse marriage, she now owned her own beauty shop, something she had a real affinity for, and, since she was stunning, it was very appropriate.

      Big Red, having heard her come up the path, greeted her at the door by twisting around her legs, and she almost fell a couple of times as she tried to get into the kitchen.

      “Calm down, cat, and let the poor woman in.” Maddie was just as happy to see her, but fearful for her wellbeing.

      After hugs and kisses all round, Angel sat down. Gran immediately placed a cup of tea—the set with yellow daffodils—and a plate of pancakes in front of her, while Big Red sat between Maddie and Angel, waiting for a morsel to fall his way.

      “I knew there’d be something wonderful on this table. I could smell it all the way over from my place as soon as I opened the window.”

      There was always food available for anyone who walked through the door, and it was assumed that anyone who entered would eat. Gran’s English heritage was on fire when she had visitors, because to her, food was love.

      That was fortunate for Angel, since she was always hungry. They ate in companionable silence with Gran looking on benevolently as they made short work of the pancakes.

      Finally, Angel closed her eyes. “Oh my. These are your best yet.”

      “Hah. I thought so too,” Maddie concurred.

      Gran flicked imaginary dust from her apron. “Oh, you Girlz. They’re the same as always. Do you want some more?”

      “No, thank you,” groaned Angel. “I really have to fly. I’ve got back-to-back clients, but I had to say welcome home. Let’s catch up tonight if you can. Suzy and Laura are dying to see you.”

      Maddie didn’t intend to look sorry over the inclusion of Laura, an attractive red-head, who for some reason seemed to dislike her, but she could feel reluctance written all over her face. Luckily, Gran and Angel assumed it was something else.

      “Absolutely,” Gran said. “You go out with your friends, sweetheart. We can’t be packing every second.”

      Angel piped up, “Me and the Girlz would be only too happy to help out with that if you need us.”

      “It’s not just the packing now, is it?” Maddie shared a look with Gran.

      Angel was wiping her mouth on a napkin, but she saw the exchange. “Is everything okay here?”

      “Everything is perfect,” Gran said with an eyebrow raised at her granddaughter.

      Maddie nodded at the shorthand. They trusted Angel, so they could tell her their news. “I’m not sure about perfect, but Gran and I are planning on buying Mr. Willis’s shop. We’re going to open a bakery if the family accepts our offer.”

      “Well, knock me down and call me blonde, I didn’t see that coming. I thought the idea was to sell the house and move on.”

      “It was. But Gran had other ideas, which she’d kept to herself until yesterday. Ideas that included a meeting with Virginia.”

      Angel went bug-eyed. “We knew you’d be tired last night, and had things to discuss with Gran, so we let you be. I wish I could have been at that meeting, though. Did she behave?”

      “Let’s just say she didn’t spread out the welcome mat.”

      “I can imagine. She doesn’t like me, but she really… doesn’t like you.”

      Angel saw Gran’s frown, and changed her tack. Maddie knew she’d been about to say that Virginia hated her, which was probably close to the mark, but Gran didn’t like that kind of talk. She had her say, then moved on, and expected that was how everyone would behave when they encountered a person who didn’t agree with them.

      “Well, we’re all different and we can’t love everyone we meet. Isn’t the shop a wonderful idea?” Gran asked Angel.

      “It’s fantastic, is what it is. My best friend is coming home to stay, and we’ll own shops nearly side by side. What could be better?”

      Maddie felt a rush of warmth for her best friend. With Angel wanting the world to love her, and Gran insisting they did, Maple Falls was a tonic for her skepticism.

      “It hasn’t happened yet, and I don’t know when we’ll find out about the sale. How about you all come by tonight anyway. You can lend a hand with some packing and we’ll have a few drinks. Then we can either drown Gran’s sorrows or celebrate when we do hear.”

      Angel stood and hugged them both. “My money’s on celebrating. I’ll call the Girlz, and we’ll bring the wine.”

      They walked Angel to the porch, and when she’d gone, Maddie sighed. “Breakfast is done. I guess it’s time to call Virginia.”

      Gran put her arm through Maddie’s as they went inside. “Be nice.”

      “I’m always nice.”

      “Mostly, that’s true.”

      Maddie laughed all the way to the kitchen, where the phone was, then took a moment to gather her thoughts. She was a customer, spending a lot of money. Virginia had better understand that.

      If she didn’t, Maddie would explain as “nicely” as possible.
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      Bizarrely, after the first call, during which Virginia had reluctantly said she would present the offer to the family, Maddie’s nemesis had been absent from her business and entrusted a minion to take care of the offer and the settlement. Maddie was glad about that, but if Gran was right and Virginia’s mother was ill, she would have to find a way to be more tolerant. The daughter might be all kinds of mean, but Katherine Bolton was a sweetheart whom Gran adored.

      Two days later the offer was accepted. Gran insisted they celebrate with the rest of the Girlz. That night with Gran’s country music playing, fried chicken, potatoes, corn and salad ready and the table set, they sat on the porch waiting for their visitors. The setting sun shone through the trees dappling Plum Place and giving a fairylike glow to everything.

      A small blue car turned into the road, and soon Suzy was coming up the path, followed by Angel. Behind them Laura walked slowly.

      Maddie took a deep breath. Laura was Angel’s friend and there was nothing to be done about her being here.

      “Welcome,” Gran beamed at them. “We’re so glad you could come on short notice.”

      “We wouldn’t miss it for the world. I’m so excited for you, and now we’ll always be neighbors,” squealed Angel as she hugged them both, referring to the fact that her salon was two doors down from the planned bakery.

      Maddie’s ears rebelled at the noise, but she hugged her right back. Suzy followed suit, handing over a bunch of flowers. Laura hung back, looking around her.

      “You have a lovely place, Mrs. Flynn. I hope you don’t mind me tagging along?” Angel insisted.

      “Not at all, and thank you. I appreciate that no-one can refuse Angel.” Gran smiled, took Laura’s arm and pulled her inside. “Please sit everyone. Dinner is ready.” She quickly added the extra place setting while Maddie pulled up another chair.

      Fortunately, the Girlz kept up a barrage of questions which hid the fact that Maddie and Laura did not talk directly to each other. It was a mutual thing that had developed when Laura arrived in town a couple of years back and didn’t seem to be getting better. Maddie couldn’t pinpoint what the issue was, but Laura never seemed happy to see her or want to converse. It felt like she was hitting herself with a rolling pin each time, so she had simply stopped trying to engage with her.

      “So what’s the plan of attack to get the business up and running?” Suzy asked. A pocket rocket—5’2” if she was lucky—with a mass of auburn curls that took forever to tame, she thrived on challenges.

      “Perhaps you can come take a look when the sale goes through and give me some advice, because it is in the worse state imaginable.” Maddie grimaced.

      “I bet it is. Poor Mr. Willis wouldn’t have anyone in to help him when he started feeling sick. He sold what he could and shut the shop altogether.”

      Gran tutted. “I knew it was bad. I would bring him meals sometimes, but he was stubborn and insisted his son would take care of him. Initially, Ralph visited a couple of times a week, then it was more regular. That was when he began to keep everyone away saying his dad needed rest.”

      Suzy sighed. “Poor man, to die alone like that. His shop was not the nicest, but he seemed a genuine man.”

      “He was that, and rather sad. He never got over his wife leaving him. But enough of that, let’s eat.”

      As they helped themselves to the food Angel topped up their glasses of wine.

      “Let’s concentrate on the celebration. Here’s to Maple Falls’s latest entrepreneurs! May your cookies never crumble.”

      They laughed and clinked glasses. Even Laura.

      “If you need a hand with the cleaning up and decorating, we’ll all pitch in, won’t we?” Suzy looked around the table.

      “Of course, as long as there’s gloves.” Angel wiggled her beautiful nails at them.

      “Naturally. I’ll get you yellow ones too.” Maddie grinned.

      “That would be much appreciated,” added Gran.

      Laura looked down at her empty plate and said nothing.

      “What did your old boss say?” Suzy asked.

      “Handing in my notice was hard. I really liked the whole family. They were so kind to me and taught me everything I know apart from what Gran did, and I’ll miss Camille terribly. Hopefully, she’ll be able to come visit one day.” Maddie pushed through the sadness of leaving her friend behind to force a grin. “But look what I’ll have instead. My own bakery. My dearest friends close by. My wonderful Gran by my side. That’s plenty to be grateful for.” She raised her glass. “To you. My family.”

      “Aww.” Angel and Suzy responded, their glasses clinking on hers.

      “I wish you all the luck Maddie.” Laura said quietly.

      “Thanks.” Maddie wasn’t sure if Laura meant it or not, but she wasn’t going to let it bother her tonight. Not when her dream was coming true.
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      The next two weeks were spent organizing the loan with the bank and signing papers. She used the time well, sourcing suppliers of everything from ovens and fridges to cash registers and fittings.

      Back in New York City, Camille was kind enough to pack up Maddie’s apartment, which she couldn’t have afforded to carry on her own indefinitely. Finding a new roommate would have been daunting too. Those were both bonus things she wouldn’t have to deal with now. Another was that Camille offered to buy the larger furniture, which would save Maddie a fortune in shipping. She’d also offered to send Maddie’s personal things and smaller items by truck. Hopefully, they’d be here by the time she and Gran were ready to move into the apartment.

      After they’d signed the final papers, Maddie allowed herself some elation mixed in with trepidation for the task she had in front of her.  To have her dream come true was something special, and she vowed to herself that she would make it work because Gran losing any money from this venture was unthinkable, especially after all she had done for Maddie.  Most of all, she was determined to show Gran how grateful she was for this opportunity.

      Now, a month later, the store was coming together nicely. They’d taken the Girlz up on the offer to help decorate, and they were doing an awesome job. They’d spent every hour they could spare and were nearly as excited as Maddie—not only about the shop, but what this meant to them as a group. They’d often talked about her moving home at some point; she just hadn’t expected it to become a reality this soon. Touched by their eagerness and how proud they were of her for making it happen, Maddie insisted that it had all been due to Gran. They said they didn’t give a fig how or why, just that she was here.

      Maybe she had to give up the idea of owning a New York City bakery, but having friends and family around was so much better. She’d been too busy while she was away to be aware of how much she missed everyone, and how being home made her so much happier. Besides, owning her own store anywhere had been the real dream.

      As she painted the largest wall of the shop, she had a small misgiving. Laura had been included in the group since she became Angel’s friend, but she hadn’t set foot in the shop and seemed to be avoiding doing so. Something about being allergic to paint fumes.

      “Hello?”

      Maddie dropped the roller, sending a spray of paint over her coveralls, and turned to see a man bathed in sunlight in the doorway.

      “Can I help you?” she asked as she put a hand up to shield her eyes.

      “I guess you’re not open yet, so cake is going to be out of the question.”

      He smiled as he came closer, and Maddie’s heart made a quick flutter at the sound of the familiar voice, then several harder and more lengthy bangs at the sight of him. That tall figure with eyes so blue and a grin that lit up a room—there was no mistaking him.

      “Hello, Ethan. I’m doing my best to get up and running by next week. I see you’re still in the police department. Solving all the mysteries around town, are you?” she asked, as if seeing him up close was no big deal.

      He removed his hat and touched his badge. “I’m the sheriff now, and there aren’t too many mysteries around here. I see you’re still a cook. Although I’m pretty sure that’s paint on your cheek and not flour.”

      Looking at Ethan was like stepping back in time to when they were teenagers. Banter was the easy part but her cheeks got warmer. Foolishly, back then, they’d thought they were in love, and that things would stay the way they were forever.

      “I’m a baker. There’s a difference,” she said, unable to think of anything else.

      Ethan bowed a little. “Pardon me. A baker. Are you any good?”

      He grinned, and her heart did that free-fall thing. He hadn’t changed at all, which was annoying. He should have a pot belly or something that would make it easier not to remember what it felt like to be in his arms.

      “You shouldn’t tease a woman in charge of sharp knives.”

      “Tease? You know that’s not my style,” he said with feigned innocence.

      “It’s exactly your style. Some things apparently don’t change.”

      He grinned again. “Like you. It’s as if time has stood still from the day you left town.”

      She looked down at the curves that had replaced the skinny teenager and raised an eyebrow. “Not exactly. Plus, I’m sure I wasn’t covered in paint.”

      “That just adds to the overall picture, and you look great. Better.” He flushed a little, twisting the sheriff’s hat in his hands. “I was at a seminar, then on vacation with my family, when you arrived back in town, and I’ve been busy playing catch-up at work. Otherwise, I would have come around sooner.”

      Maddie could see that coming here hadn’t been as easy as he was trying to make out, which was rather touching. She didn’t think she could have been the one to make the first approach, so it was a relief that he was here, despite the awkwardness they were both experiencing.

      “I’ve been pretty busy myself.”

      “I’d say that’s an understatement. You’ve moved home and bought a business in only a few weeks.”

      Maddie shrugged. “I guess it was meant to be. The family was in a hurry to sell, so the price was ridiculously low. And to be honest, buying this place wasn’t my idea.”

      Ethan grinned. “The infamous Gran strikes again. She’s the kind of woman most people want to listen to. She usually has great advice, and now she’s finally found a way to bring you back to Maple Falls for good.”

      Maddie gave a wry smile. “You know what she’s like. She’d made up her mind before I even knew our buying a shop together was possible.”

      He laughed, a sound she had always loved to hear. It had been Ethan she’d missed the most after she’d first left, even more than Gran, Angel, and Suzy. Their childhood crush had begun to die a natural death when he went away to college, and it was done by the time she told him she was moving to New York. It was funny how they’d both ended up back where they’d started.

      Ethan came closer, looking like the awkward teenager she remembered. “When I heard this was no longer a flying visit, I thought it was time we had a talk.”

      “Anything in particular?”

      He gave her a steady look. “We’ve managed to avoid each other for years, but since you’re staying put, I thought it was important for us to clear the air.”

      “I guess we will see each other around a lot more,” she hedged.

      “It’s unavoidable, unless that’s what you’d prefer.”

      “Don’t be silly. We’re both adults now, and we’ve had other relationships. Besides, what we had was⁠—”

      An eyebrow shot up in that way he had as he waited for her to find the right words.

      “We were kids,” she said firmly. “Now, we can be friends again.”

      “Friends?”

      He thought about that for a minute while she agonized over every word she’d spoken.

      “I like the sound of that.” He took a walk around the shop. “The place is looking better than it ever did.”

      “Thanks. The Glitter and Gold was vacant for some time, as you no doubt are aware. The owners walked away without cleaning it up. It’s been hard work, so I hope it pays off.”

      “I’m sure it will. Poor Mr. Willis got sick real fast, and no one knew. It was a shame, but I’m glad you bought the place. Can I help at all?”

      Maddie wasn’t sure how she felt about him being around. Could they really be friends now, even though he’d agreed to it? A lot of time had passed, so maybe it was possible. Like Ethan said, they couldn’t avoid each other indefinitely. Not in a town as small as Maple Falls.
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      She pointed at the walls she hadn’t gotten to yet. “Can you paint?”

      “Paint and anything else you need. Some people say I’m very handy. You know, I fixed up my parents’ place after a maple branch fell on the roof. It looks okay and it’s still standing.”

      “Good to hear.” She looked at him thoughtfully. “What are you like at making shelves?”

      “I could give it a go.”

      “Brilliant. Everyone else seems busy.”

      He grinned. “Last resort, am I? Don’t answer that.”

      “I did notice that there’s a lot of building going on,” she said with a straight face.

      Suddenly, he was serious. “Actually, that’s true. Some of our residents aren’t so happy about the type of building. Mickey Findlay’s been trying to develop every square inch he can get his hands on and pressuring people into selling.”

      “That would ruffle some feathers.”

      “It has, plus it would be nice if Mickey looked at some local firms before he brings in outsiders. Some have had to go work in Destiny.”

      “That’s not right. I have heard some rumblings around town about it.”

      He shrugged. “I should have known, and I’ve probably bored you, but at least now you have another perspective.”

      “Coming from the law, I assume yours is a more valid one,” she teased.

      “Whoa. My opinion is my own. I’m just one man.”

      “A very important and influential one, so the gossip says.”

      He flushed a little. “I guess some people might be swayed by the voice of a sheriff, but I don’t say what I think about political stuff to many people.”

      Now, it was her turn to be embarrassed. “I’m pleased you’d trust me enough.”

      “Always. Listen, I’d like to clear the air a little more, if you’ll hear me out.”

      “I hoped we weren’t going to be doing the whole awkward ‘dance around each other’ thing, but I’m not sure what else we have to talk about.”

      “It’d be nice to get some closure and move on.”

      Maddie wasn’t sure that was necessary. “You want to do that now?”

      “No time like the present, especially since we seem to be alone. That isn’t going to happen much around here, as you know.”

      It was true: Maple Falls might be quiet, but being alone was a tricky thing to maneuver. “All right,” she said tentatively. “You start.”

      He scrunched the brim of his hat a little and took a deep breath. “I’m sorry for how I reacted and all the things I said back then. When you told me you were leaving, I was shocked. You’d always said it would happen one day, so it wasn’t your fault that I didn’t choose to believe it. Whatever else happened, you were honest with me, and no one can ask for more than that. I should have said this long before now.”

      “Well, thank you for saying it now. I guess the angry young man from back then has finally been tamed.” She gave him a wry smile.

      “I might have been a bit slow at reading women at the time,” he admitted. “Your turn.”

      Maddie couldn’t believe they had got to this point in only a few minutes. Years ago, an acknowledgement, an understanding that her leaving was instrumental for her to reach her goal, was all she’d ever wanted from him. Now, here they were.

      “I don’t know what to say. You hurt my feelings when you doubted my reasons for leaving. You know what? None of it matters, because, like I said, we were kids. We grew up, and we know some stuff we didn’t know before. Thanks for the apology, and I’m sorry too for my part in our break-up.”

      “It’s not necessary. So, we’re moving on?”

      She nodded. “Look at us. We already have. Now, can you help with the shelves?”

      “I can build and install them for you.”

      “I’m impressed.”

      He grinned. “I can’t promise I’ll be as good as the professionals, but hopefully you’ll be pleased rather than surprised when you see them.”

      “You always had to be the best at what you did. I’m sure it’s true in this case too. I’d like them over here.”

      As she showed him where the shelves would go, their conversation ran around inside her head. Her former boyfriend had filled out rather nicely from the gangly teen he used to be, and that wasn’t the only change. Angry at her for leaving, and unwilling to discuss it civilly, they had avoided each other whenever she came home for the holidays or on a vacation. She’d heard how well he was doing. Caught glimpses of him morphing into the man he was today. People could change.

      Had she been unfair to him? The truth of it smacked into her stomach like a mixer not fixed to the counter properly.

      She took a deep breath. Like he said, it was time to clear the air. “I’m sorry that I waited so long to tell you I’d found a job and was staying in New York City. I can see now that I wanted the best of both worlds, because I didn’t want to actually say goodbye.”

      “We really mucked things up back then, but we can move on,” he grinned again, surer of himself than she had ever seen.

      The uniform, a beige short-sleeved shirt, sat well on his broad shoulders, the black trousers a snug fit around his thighs. His badge gleamed, detracting slightly from the gun nestled in the holster on his hips. He was as handsome as a man could be. Ethan’s sandy-colored hair might need a trim, but that and the hint of a shadow around his jaw only made him more appealing.

      “I can come back after my shift and get started. Will you be here?”

      She snapped out of her introspection with a blush. “Hah! I’m glued to the darn painting for the foreseeable future. You turning up like this was a good excuse for a break. I was about to make lunch. Would you like a sandwich?”

      “If you have enough. What am I saying? The Flynn women always have heaps of food.”

      “That’s because Ethan Tanner has hollow legs, and we never knew when you’d be around for a meal.”

      They both laughed as they headed out to the small garden. Maddie had set up a cooler and a trestle table so she could make sandwiches, and they had a place to eat. Plastic chairs that had been bought for the shop were in a stack. Ethan pulled them apart and helped her by buttering some bread while Maddie added the filling. Just as she finished, the Girlz piled out of the house with Big Red at their heels.

      Suzy arrived first. “I smell coffee.” She stated, before skidding to a stop when she saw Ethan.

      This caused Angel and Gran to pile up behind her and Maddie grinned at their surprise. The most eligible bachelor in town surrounded by women was an interesting situation to witness.

      “Hello, ladies.” Ethan nodded at them.

      Gran pushed between them. “Come on, Girlz. There’s an apple and blackberry pie for after.”

      “We have to wait?” Ethan groaned, oblivious, or pretending to be, over the curiosity directed his way.

      “You know how we do things, young man.”

      “Sorry, Mrs. Flynn. I don’t know what I was thinking.” He winked at the other women.

      That broke the ice, and soon the Girlz were fussing over him. He was so good with people, natural and relaxed, and she remembered that children were his forte. Having seen him in action, Maddie guessed this was what made him such a good sheriff.

      Even Big Red remembered him, it seemed. Wrapping himself around Ethan’s legs, the cat head-butted his hand. Although he wasn’t friendly with men in general, Big Red always classified Ethan as an exception. Her ex, Dalton, had been wary of the Maine coon, and she had an inkling that her cat knew long before she did that the man was a schmuck.

      “Still kicking around, boy?” Ethan rubbed the big head affectionately. “It seems like he’s been around forever.”

      “He’s not that old. I should know.” Gran grinned as she piled a plate for him.

      “I guess he’s been away only as long as Maddie.”

      She let that be. She’d gotten Big Red from the shelter when she was in high school, and they had been almost inseparable ever since—apart from the time she was at college. After she’d moved to New York, whenever she came home for a week or more, Big Red had made the trip too.

      She bit into a sandwich made with fillings from Gran’s garden: fresh tomatoes, lettuce, pickles and topped with homemade mayonnaise. Ethan did the same, with a lot more fervor. His appetite certainly hadn’t diminished. He polished off a few sandwiches and two slices of pie, washing it all down with two cups of coffee, while managing small talk with Gran and the other Girlz. Maddie found it fascinating to watch as they flirted and teased. It was like going back in time.

      Finally, he stood up from the plastic chair and burped softly. “Excuse me. I hate to eat and run, but duty calls. Thanks for that delicious lunch and the delightful company.” He bowed to the Girlz. “I’ll see you tonight, Maddie.”

      Maddie returned his smile, feeling three more pairs of eyes on her. “See you then.”

      He’d barely made it through the shop when they swarmed her.

      “Spill! Why is Ethan coming here tonight? Is it a date? That was fast,” Suzy, principal of the local school, rattled off like a machine gun.

      Maddie held up a hand to stop the bullets. “Don’t be silly. He’s coming to put up some shelves. The paint should be dry enough by tonight.”

      “Hmm. Is that all there is to it? You two used to be an item.”

      “It was a long time ago. Besides, I’m sure he has a girlfriend by now.” Maddie willed her voice not to make it a question.

      “No, he doesn’t.” Suzy gave her a searching look.  “I’m pretty sure I told you that already.”

      “Did you? I don’t remember.”

      The other women looked at her skeptically, but Maddie ignored them and began to clean up the lunch things.

      Gran came to take the dishes from her. “Let me do that. I’m sure you have more important things to do.”

      She relinquished them, since it was true. Leaving her smirking friends behind was an added bonus. Even Gran appeared to be having fun at her expense.

      “When I’m done here, I might head back to the house,” Gran said. “I’m not climbing ladders and Big Red isn’t happy that he’s been left alone so much.”

      “I got that,” Maddie said with a nod. “He’s been very standoffish, even with me, because I keep sending him outside. He keeps getting in the way with his curiosity. Never mind. It’ll all be over soon. I just hope he’ll be happy here.”

      “He’ll be happy wherever you are, sweetheart. That cat is like a big baby, and you’re his momma who spoils him.”

      Maddie raised an eyebrow. “No one spoils him like you do.”

      Gran sniffed. “Well, I missed him nearly as much as I missed you.”

      She looked marginally guilty as she packed everything into the basket. They both knew she’d been supplying Big Red a ridiculous number of treats despite Maddie’s protests.

      “Well, don’t go feeding him any of these leftovers. In fact, leave the basket, and I’ll bring it when I come home for dinner.”

      Gran gave Maddie her innocent look as she clipped a lead onto Big Red. “I wouldn’t have.”

      Maddie shook her head and went back to painting the downstairs while the Girlz returned to sanding the walls upstairs, their laughter echoing behind them. Maddie had no doubt that the following conversation would be more about the sheriff than Big Red, and she was better off not knowing about it.

      They could say what they liked. Ethan was being helpful, just like they were. No difference at all. And if one of her friends wanted to get better acquainted with him, that was none of her business either.
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      Maddie rushed home for the chicken salad Gran had made, then took a shower and tried to get the paint off her face. There was an awful lot of it and after scrubbing her skin until it was tender, she decided to tackle what was left tomorrow since she’d be bound to add to it. If it didn’t come off, that didn’t matter because Ethan wasn’t coming to look at her.

      With that in mind, she put the flowing skirt she’d intended to wear back in the closet and slipped on a spaghetti-strap mid-length dress. It was much more practical, but she hesitated before she left the room, checking herself in the floor-length mirror. Then she laughed at her reflection.

      It was if she’d had a personality transplant since lunch, when all the reasons to keep not only Ethan but her thoughts of him at bay had slipped from her mind, replaced with how he looked and smelled so great, how kind and thoughtful he was. Apart from the fuss over her leaving, he’d always been that way and it was a shame that the bad things people did often hung around a lot longer than the good.

      Determined, she said goodbye to Gran, who was packing a few of her endless possessions, something she’d started prior to Maddie’s return, though strangely the place never seemed to get any emptier.

      They’d have to get into some serious packing once the bakery was up and running. Maddie already felt bad Gran had used all her savings; the least she could do was make sure the apartment was comfortable, then help to get the house ready for sale. The problem with the latter was there were simply no spare minutes, let alone hours, despite Maddie working every day as long and hard as she could.

      As she went out the front door onto the porch, something thumped her on the head. Big Red was sitting on the back of Gran’s rocker taking the opportunity to remind her once more that she hadn’t been paying him nearly enough attention to bat her with one of his hefty paws.

      “Sorry, boy. Just a few more days, then we’ll be settled in our own place and be together more often. It’ll be better than New York, because you’ll get to go outside whenever you feel like it. You saw the yard, which is just for you and me. You’ll like it after I fix it up, I promise.”

      He turned his head away as if he didn’t believe a word of it, so she kissed between his ears and left him to sulk. There wasn’t much she could do about it and wanted desperately to believe he’d be happy living above the bakery. She also hoped he’d behave himself with her customers. He had enough personality for ten cats, and as many ideas for getting into trouble.

      When she got to the store, she opened every window and door once more. The smell of paint was strong, and she worried that the fumes would linger after they’d finished their work. Nothing would be more off-putting in a bakery than the pungent odor of paint.

      It wasn’t until she reached the downstairs bathroom that she noticed glass on the floor. The window was smashed and ajar. She felt sure she’d closed it properly, but maybe not. The wind must have caught it and smashed it back against the sill.

      After fetching the broom, she swept the shards into a pile. Just as she finished, she heard a car pull up out front. The door was open, and she could see through the window Ethan emptying his pickup. He’d already taken some of the wood and his tools out of the back, so she went and helped him carry the rest inside.

      “You’ll mess up your clothes,” he warned.

      “I could say the same to you.”

      “I’m dressed for this kind of work. You’re not.”

      “I’m fine,” she called behind her as she led the way out to the kitchen, where he placed everything on the floor beside the things she’d left there.

      “What happened here?” He nodded at the pile of glass in the corner.

      “A window got smashed. It must have been the wind.”

      “Would you show me which one?”

      She pointed to the bathroom, a little disturbed over his deceptive casualness.

      Ethan didn’t take long. “You’re probably right,” he said as he looked around the kitchen. “Nothing looked touched or was missing?”

      “I don’t think so. Why do you ask?”

      “Just ruling out a break-in.”

      “Thanks. Now I’ll be paranoid.” She looked around her. There was very little to entice a would-be burglar, unless they were after paint and the old sheets they’d used to protect the recently polished floors.

      “Don’t mind me. Being suspicious is a by-product of the job. Don’t cut yourself on that.” He pointed to the glass. “In fact, leave it, and I’ll take it with my trash when I leave.”

      It was odd to have a man being so caring about her, and it did feel nice. Dalton had always called her independent, and she liked that she was, even though it had seemed like an excuse for him to be unromantic and selfish.

      “Earth to Maddie.”

      Ethan was looking at her funny, and she realized he had still been speaking.

      “Sorry. I was miles away. What did you say?”

      “I asked if this wood is all right. I wasn’t sure if you wanted to stain or paint it.”

      “I prefer painted shelves. I think they’ll be easier to clean, and when I put the baskets of bread on them, they’ll look really appealing.”

      “Then this will be fine, but I’m sure a shelf couldn’t make your bread any more appealing. Your baking was awesome back in the day. I bet it’s even better now.”

      Ethan had been her guinea pig, but that didn’t mean much. “You would have eaten anything back then and I’m pretty sure you did.”

      He laughed. “It’s kind of true, but don’t sell yourself short. You’re a great cook, and I believe you have some trophies to prove it?”

      “One or two,” she answered proudly.

      Gran had always praised her, and she’d received plenty of kudos from her tutors and mentors. From Ethan, it made her feel awkward. That was silly, when they’d been friends for so long except for that one huge argument.

      The distance had proven too great. Having no idea how long she’d be gone or if she would ever come back, Ethan, had suddenly decided that this was all a surprise, and since he had no ambition to leave Maple Falls, had accused her of planning the end of their relationship all along.

      She gave herself a mental shake to dispel those dark days. “Did you know it’s a fact that people eat with their eyes first, so any help in that aspect is a good thing.”

      His eyes twinkled at her. “Which is why I’ll have to watch myself and up my exercise if I’m going to set foot in your bakery after you open. If it’s all right with you, I’ll bring my tools into the kitchen in case any of the paint is still wet in the shop. There’s bound to be a mess of sawdust.”

      “Anywhere you want is fine.”

      Maddie waited as he set up a couple of wooden sawhorses and a large saw. When it looked like he had everything under control and didn’t need a spectator, Maddie took her laptop outside to avoid the noise and dust he was about to make.

      She sat at the trestle table and began to type up some lists. They were a specialty of hers, much like a savory muffin or a chocolate brownie recipe. There was a list for the first batch of baking she would do, a shopping list for ingredients, and another for all the items required for baking, such as pans and utensils.

      Gran was donating some of her “oldie but goodie” pans, and Maddie had a lot of her own that would be arriving on the truck any day, but there were several items she would still need, like tongs and paper bags, and since she was eventually going to have people eat in, she’d need plates and cutlery.

      Camille had sent her a shop-opening present of two hundred cake/cookie boxes stamped with her logo: a rolling pin with the words Maple Lane Bakery, a name she and Gran had chosen because it sounded so right, across the middle. It was so cute, she had nearly cried. They were covered with an old sheet in the corner of the kitchen to keep them safe.

      One item that headed her list had her worried. From years in the industry, she knew there was a great deal of money to be made in coffee—the latte/cappuccino kind—therefore, it was a necessity. It would also make the dining-in experience more appealing.

      The problem was, when would she find the time to learn how to use a coffeemaker or interview potential baristas? Her experience with bakeries had been in the kitchen, or behind the counter, not making fancy coffees.

      She kept Googling the machines to see if some were easier than others to operate and was so engrossed in studying the various kinds online that she wasn’t aware of the sawing and hammering ceasing until Ethan appeared at the door. Hot and sweaty, with bits of sawdust stuck to his forearms and face, he looked fantastic.

      She gulped. “How’s it going?”

      He rolled his shoulders, cracked his neck on both sides with a satisfied sound, and when his t-shirt stretched as far as it could across his biceps, she had to look away.

      “All done.”

      “You’ve finished?” Maddie was shocked. She’d expected him to take a few evenings to complete the shelves.

      “Sounds like you don’t believe me. It’s coming up toward nightfall. I guess you didn’t notice, what with all that thinking and list-making going on.” He nodded at her laptop.

      She checked her watch and was astounded. Now that summer was approaching, the days were longer, and she had been oblivious to the sun setting. Another thing bothered her: he’d been here for three hours, working solidly, and she hadn’t so much as offered him some water. “I’m a terrible host. Can I get you anything? A drink? Something to eat?”

      He grinned. “I’m fine. I didn’t think you’d mind me helping myself to water. Come see if they’re what you had in mind.”

      She closed the laptop and followed him inside. The shelves were exactly where and how she wanted them. “Ethan, they’re perfect. I can’t believe you did all this in such a short time. They look professionally made.”

      “Darned if you don’t make a compliment sound bad with all that disbelief around it.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      He gave her a wry smile. “You meant that as a sheriff, I did a reasonable job.”

      “Stop fishing for those compliments. They’re awesome. Truly. Exactly what I wanted.”

      “Why, thank you. I’ve given them a sanding, so they should be okay to paint tomorrow after a quick wipe.”

      “I can’t tell you how grateful I am, especially as this is probably one of your nights off. How much do I owe you?”

      He held his hand up. “Let’s say it’s a ‘welcome home’ and housewarming present combined, since I’m glad you’re back and that you’re staying.”

      She flushed at such a gesture. “Don’t be silly. It’s too much. I hope you didn’t think I expected it for nothing.”

      He shook his head, looking exasperated. “Maddie, just say thank you.”

      She hadn’t meant to offend him, and she didn’t want to turn this into an argument. “Thank you very much.”

      “You’re very welcome. Now, I need a hot shower and a soft bed.”

      He looked tired, but that didn’t stop her from envisaging him under running water then snuggling into a soft bed. At this rate, she might need a cold shower. What had gotten into her? She chastised her wild imagination as she helped him put his stuff in the pickup. Like the gentleman Ethan was, he waited while she locked up.

      “Good luck with the rest of the painting. I probably won’t see you for the next few days, but I’ll be sure to come by when you’re open.”

      She leaned in his open window. “When you do, lunch is on me. Make that several lunches.”

      “Be careful what you wish for.” He tapped her on the nose, and when she backed up, he drove off with a cheeky wave.

      Good advice. Yes, she’d better be careful. Ethan could eat up any profits in one sitting. She smiled at the idea.

      “Still after him, I see.”

      Maddie jumped a foot. “Virginia. I didn’t notice you there.”

      Her archenemy from school gave her a cool up and down appraisal.

      “It’s a free sidewalk, the last time I looked, and some of us like to keep fit.”

      Maddie had an urge to suck in her stomach despite being happy with her weight. “Working twelve hours or more a day, a lot of the time in hot temperatures, is enough exercise for me.”

      “Hmm. How we look is obviously more important to some of us than others.”

      The glint in Virginia’s eyes was an indication of her satisfaction that her barb had hit home. Somehow, it compelled Maddie to explain things.

      “Actually, Ethan offered to do a job for me, and now that he’s done, I’m about to head home.”

      Virginia did an imitation of having eaten something bad, and Maddie had to wonder at the woman’s business sense. If she was going to be so nasty, she could kiss goodbye to the listing of Gran’s place. Apparently, she didn’t care.

      “You know he’s too good for you.”

      Maddie was amazed at the venom in that statement, and then it hit her between the eyes. Virginia was one more casualty to fall under Ethan’s spell. Since college, Maddie had heard nothing about Virginia being with a man, and she’d made up her mind that the real estate agent didn’t particularly like men. Or, for that matter, anyone. What if her dislike of Maddie was fueled for her desire for Ethan?

      Whatever her motives, she didn’t have to be so downright rude, and Maddie could hardly ignore what she’d said.

      “For goodness’ sake, we went out when we were teenagers. I’m not after a relationship with Ethan Tanner.”

      Virginia tilted her head. “Then, why is he spending every spare minute with you?”

      Maddie sighed. “He’s not. If you must know, today was the first time we’ve seen each other closer than a street away for years. He made me some shelves. That’s what friends do for each other,” she said, quoting him. “Anyway, why do you care who he spends his time with?”

      The answering beet-red flush confirmed what Maddie had been thinking, and she couldn’t help asking, “You like Ethan?”

      Virginia’s eyes narrowed. “What if I do?”

      The admission, or lack of a refute, was too much for Maddie. “I see,” was all she could muster.

      “It’s none of your business who I like or don’t like,” Virginia growled.

      “That’s true. Perhaps you could remember that the next time you want to attack me.”

      Virginia took a step closer. “You think you’re so clever, but you’ll get your due.”

      Maddie’s eyes widened at the other woman’s aggression. “Are you threatening me?”

      “Whatever.” Virginia gave her a withering glare and stormed off down Maple Lane.

      Maddie went from anger to pity. That woman wouldn’t be happy even if she won the lottery.

      Shame she’d managed to spoil a wonderful day.
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