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      The door of the Mayfair Diner burst open, almost knocking me on my keister.

      A handsome, dark-haired man grabbed my arm to steady me. “Sorry. I didn’t see you there.”

      “S’okay.” I gently extracted myself from his grip and stepped back to spare his nose. I really wasn’t fit for human company, especially of the male variety. I’d just come from mucking out stalls and feeding the equine residents of the Mayfair Riding Stables.

      The man eyed my Black Lab-Rottie warily.

      “Don’t worry,” I quickly said. “He’s harmless.”

      A smile lit up his boyish face. “You’ve got to be Marcia.” He pronounced my name correctly—Mar-see-a, not Marsha—and extended his smile to include my dog. “And Buddy.”

      Then he sneezed.

      “Bless you,” I said. “And you are…?”

      He stuck out his hand. “Jess’s fiancé, Dan.”

      I shook the hand with pleasure. “Finally, we meet.”

      “Look, I’ve gotta run. But talk to Jess. We’ll work out the details later.” He took off, loping down the sidewalk to a shiny black pick-up truck parked at the curb on Main Street.

      A newbie to Florida, Ms. Snark commented internally. The intense sun down here tends to turn dark vehicles into ovens.

      Ignoring my snarky persona, I stared after the man. Work out the details of what?

      I shook my head and stepped over the diner’s threshold, intending to call out a request for Jess to bring me a carry-out breakfast sandwich, since I had Buddy with me.

      A loud but strangely muted banging lured me farther inside.

      Through the large pass-through to the kitchen, I spotted the diner’s diminutive owner, Jess Randall, standing on her wooden footstool at the stainless-steel work table. She slammed a rolling pin down onto the biscuit dough in front of her.

      I winced, then called out, “Hey, Jess.”

      She didn’t respond, her gaze now focused on the round biscuit cutter that she banged down on the surface of the dough.

      She wore her usual pressed jeans, sneakers, and white chef’s jacket. But today her medium-length dark hair, that would normally be pulled back in a short ponytail with a hairnet over it, was stuffed up under a tall white chef’s hat.

      “Hey there.” I called out again.

      She glanced my way and slammed the biscuit cutter down.

      “Uh, could you go a little easier with a couple of those. I don’t want my biscuits pissed off before they even go into the oven.”

      A corner of her mouth quirked upward.

      “I met Dan as he was leaving.”

      Another glance that was more of a glare.

      “I take it he’s done something to piss you off.”

      She snorted and began putting discs of dough on a large, flat baking pan—a cookie sheet on steroids.

      “What’d he do?”

      Jess sighed, lifted the pan and slid it into the commercial oven behind her. Then she wiped her hands on a towel. “Coffee?”

      I grinned. “I thought you’d never ask.”

      She came out of the kitchen and grabbed a glass coffee carafe from one of the burners behind the counter.

      “Hey, Buddy.” She smiled down at him, apparently not all that concerned that his presence was breaking half the health codes in the county.

      I shrugged. It was fifteen minutes until she opened. As long as I had my stinky self and Buddy out of here by then. Taking my usual perch on the end stool in front of the counter, I lifted my long auburn ponytail to allow the air-conditioned air access to my sweaty neck. Buddy settled at my feet.

      Jess brought over two white mugs, brimming with the magic elixir of morning. I took a small sip, testing its temperature, and smacked my lips. Jess makes the best coffee I’ve ever tasted.

      She planted her elbows on the other side of the counter and blew out air. “Dan told Edna that we’d host a July fourth extravaganza for the town, out at the farm.”

      I groaned sympathetically.

      Jess loved to cook, but she did not love the smiling and small-talk making that were part of running a diner. She was good at faking it, however, and most people didn’t realize she was an introvert by nature.

      She’d sold her house in town, ostensibly to help pay for the farm she and Dan had bought. But she’d told me that Dan could have easily paid for the property himself. They now grew organic vegetables and had a passel of free-range chickens, providing most of the eggs Jess used at the diner.

      And Jess had an excuse to get out of Mayfair each afternoon, after the diner closed.

      She just wasn’t cut out for small-town living. She’d confided that the first time she’d truly relaxed since moving to Mayfair was when she watched the sunset from the back deck of their farmhouse.

      I took another sip of coffee, carefully choosing my words. “So, you’re not all that happy about having the town come to you.”

      Her face scrunched up as if she were in physical pain. “Yeah, you could say that.”

      “It’s only one day.”

      Water pooled in her dark eyes. “It’s not that I don’t like the folks around here. It’s… Well, crowds make me nervous.”

      “You could hide in the kitchen most of the time, theoretically preparing more goodies for us to feast on.” She was so organized, I knew she’d have everything prepared well in advance.

      She blinked away the tears. “Dan’s already hired a caterer.”

      “What?” I half shouted. I’d liked him immediately when we’d met out on the sidewalk, but now I was having second thoughts. How could he hire a caterer when his wife-to-be offered catering as part of the diner’s services?

      Jess grimaced, then her face settled into a defeated expression. “He said he didn’t want me to have to slave over a stove for days on end, yada, yada.”

      I sat up straighter on my stool. “Well, the good folks of Mayfair don’t know how much work goes into supervising such an endeavor. You could still hide in the kitchen most of the time.”

      Jess looked thoughtful for moment. A slow smile spread across her face. “I knew there was a reason why I like you, Marcia Banks, oops, I mean Haines.”

      I grinned back at her.

      Her face quickly sobered again. “The thing that really makes me mad is that he didn’t talk to me about it first. He said he wanted it to be a surprise.”

      I wanted to say something female buddy-ish to be supportive, but everything I thought of seemed more like man-bashing. Seriously, he thought Jess would like such a surprise?

      If you can’t say something nice, don’t say anything at all, my inner Mom intoned.

      I got it, Mom.

      Jess shook her head. “It’s partly my fault, I guess. He seemed to be going stir-crazy out at the farm all the time, so I encouraged him to come to town more, to meet people.” She sighed. “Well, I guess I’ll tie a knot in my rope and hang on. In a few weeks, it’ll be behind me and I can forget about it. You want your usual?”

      I wasn’t about to share my next thought either. If the bash was successful, then Edna Mayfair, one of the town’s matriarchs, would want to make it a yearly event.

      Instead, I said, “Make it an egg biscuit to go.” I glanced meaningfully down at Buddy. My stomach growled in anticipation of the melt-in-your-mouth biscuit coming its way.

      Jess stepped around the counter and leaned over to give Buddy an ear scratch.

      He obligingly stood up to give her better access.

      She grinned.

      “Now that you’re out at the farm full-time,” I said, “why don’t you get a dog? I’ll go with you to the shelters and help you pick out a good farm dog.”

      Jess grimaced again and then let out a slight laugh. “Unfortunately, Dan’s allergic.”

      Ah, thus the wary look and the sneeze.

      Jess vigorously rubbed Buddy’s chest. He closed his eyes, a blissful expression on his face.

      “Dang shame,” I said.

      “Yes, it is.” Her voice was wistful.

      “Hey, what’s with the hat?”

      She gave me another smile, this one slightly lopsided. “Another of Dan’s ideas. He says it gives the place class. I think it’s kind of over the top, no pun intended.”

      I chuckled. “I kinda like the look.”
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      Two days later, as I drove Edna Mayfair out to Jess and Dan’s farm, I struggled with how to explain Jess’s issues with the Independence Day Extravaganza, as it had been dubbed.

      “Um…”

      My, aren’t we eloquent today, Ms. Snark commented internally.

      You’re not helping.

      Edna turned her head toward me. “Yeah?”

      Buddy stuck his nose over the edge of my seat back, as if he too was eager to hear what I had to say.

      I smiled and my tense insides relaxed some. “Jess probably isn’t going to be out and about much during the event. She’ll have a lot to do in the kitchen.”

      Edna frowned. “I thought Dan was gettin’ a caterer from Ocala to do the spread.”

      “Well, yes, but you know Jess—she’s a perfectionist.” Actually, Edna didn’t know Jess all that intimately, even though she owned the diner’s building and Jess rented it from her. Edna had a tendency to assume everybody was as outgoing as she was.

      Today, she was dressed in one of her dressier muumuus, a lavender sack over her short, plump body. It was accented with black Cala lilies. I shuddered a little. They looked like the flowers of doom.

      She also wore her “dress” flip-flops, black with silver sequins. Her gray hair stuck out in all directions, as usual. For the umpteenth time since moving to Florida five years ago, I wondered if the woman owned a comb.

      Edna shook her head slowly. “I sure hope Jess don’t get too stressed out by all this. Nobody else expects perfection.” Her Florida Cracker accent grew stronger. “It’s a cookout, for heaven’s sake. Slap some burgers and hot dogs on the grill and git on with it.” She made a shooing motion with her hand.

      I chuckled inside at Edna’s simple, matter-of-fact approach to life and swung my car into the gravel lane leading to Dan and Jess’s big red barn and the white farmhouse beyond.

      Chickens scattered in front of the slow-moving car. A rooster glared at us from a fence post and cock-a-doodle-doed as we went past.

      Buddy woofed softly from the backseat. I wasn’t sure if he was exchanging a greeting with Mr. Rooster or warning us about the fierce attack bird nearby.

      Dan greeted us enthusiastically and showed us around the farm. His easy smile and attentiveness had Edna blushing like a schoolgirl. He lavished her with compliments on how much she had done to promote Mayfair as a tourist attraction.

      “Seriously, this town would be nothing without you,” he said.

      That was absolutely true. Edna’s brother had founded the town when he’d set up a tourist-trap alligator farm here in the 1960s. But Edna had supervised the building of the Mayfair Motel and had turned it into a thriving enterprise.

      And long after the gator farm’s demise and her brother’s death, she’d struggled to keep her motel and the town alive. The latter had dipped dangerously close to ghost-town status around the time I’d moved here. But it was growing now, slowly but surely.

      We entered a large, old barn. “If it rains on the fourth,” Dan said. “We can move the food in here.” He waved his hand in a big arc.

      “Uh, Dan.” A lanky teenager appeared in the doorway, silhouetted against the bright sunlight.

      It took me a beat to recognize Billy Baker.

      Heat filled my chest and rose to my cheeks. Seriously, Dan had hired Billy to work on his farm? The kid who’d helped a psychopath terrorize our town!

      Billy shoved too-long blond hair out of his eyes and glanced around. “Where’s Jess?”

      “In town, of course, at the diner.” Dan’s tone was slightly irritated.

      The teen’s shoulders slumped.

      “What do you need?” Dan’s voice was neutral now, and I wondered if I’d imagined the irritation. Or projected my own anger onto him.

      “Um, more hay outta the loft for the cattle.”

      Cattle? That was news to me. Dan and Jess had cattle? I focused on that, trying to get my pissed-off body to relax some.

      “I’ll get it,” Dan said, a bit too enthusiastically. But then again, he seemed to be enthusiastic about everything.

      I wondered if he was so joyful when he was taking out the garbage cans on trash night.

      He jumped onto the lower rungs of a wooden ladder and clambered up it.

      I tilted my head back and looked at the underside of the loft. Quite a few of the boards were lighter, new replacements that gave off the scent of recently hewn wood. “You’ve done a lot of work on the place,” I said, raising my voice to be heard over the sounds of movement above us.

      “I like working with my hands,” Dan responded. More rustling, then, “Timber.”

      I jumped back under the loft, grabbing Edna’s arm and pulling her along with me. A round bale of hay tumbled down and landed with a heavy thud in the shiny flatbed trailer hooked to an old rusty tractor.

      A high-pitched shriek, and Dan tumbled past us as well. He landed with an oomph on the barn’s hard-packed dirt floor.
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      I’d been avoiding the diner, which definitely placed me in the category of “bad friend.”

      It had been two days since Dan’s tumble from the loft. Edna had told me his injuries were minor—a mild concussion and a broken arm. But I still felt a twinge of guilt whenever I thought about him or Jess.

      I don’t know why. The fall certainly wasn’t my fault. Dan had tripped over a pitchfork, lying half buried in the loose hay on the floor of the loft.

      Even the July fourth bash hadn’t been my idea.

      Maybe it wasn’t guilt per se that was producing the heaviness in my chest and stomach. I had a gut feeling that Dan’s fall was only the beginning of the couple’s troubles. They didn’t seem to be all that in sync.

      I did feel a little guilty, though, about Billy Baker. I’d wished him ill from the moment I’d seen his pimply face and thin body in the barn’s doorway. But when Dan had blamed him for carelessly leaving the pitchfork in the loft and had fired him, my fickle emotions switched to feeling sorry for the kid.

      And speak of the devil. I’d finally forced myself to come over to the diner, figuring mid-afternoon would be a slow time, and here was Billy hanging out at the large corner booth with most of the other teenagers in town.

      He was sitting at the end of the booth’s bench, his eyes flicking every few seconds to the pass-through. I wondered if he’d positioned himself in that spot on purpose so he could watch Jess in the kitchen.

      The next oldest Baker, his sister Allie, spotted me and gave a little finger wave.

      She’d also been part of the craziness last October that had put my infant godson at risk, so not exactly one of my favorite people.

      Be nice, my inner Mom admonished.

      I gave Allie a small nod. That was the best I could do.

      Jess hailed me from behind the large pass-through. The chef’s hat was gone—her hair was pinned back under a hairnet—and her jacket, by this point in the day, was not all that white anymore.

      She gestured for me to come into the kitchen. Once through the swinging door, I patted the top of my head.

      “It kept falling into the food,” she said.

      I snickered before I could stop myself.

      She grinned.

      “How’s Dan doing?” I asked.

      Her grin faded. “Okay.”

      “I guess his injuries give you an excuse to cancel the July fourth bash.”

      “Nope. He and Edna are planning it as we speak.” Her lips pursed in an unhappy moue, as she squeezed icing out of a tube onto the mini-cupcakes lined up in front of her.

      “Did he apologize for not talking to you about it first?”

      Jess’s face softened some. “Yes. He said he didn’t realize I disliked crowds that much. I told him I plan to stay in the kitchen most of the time. He seemed to understand.”

      I smiled. “So, as you said before, in a few weeks, it will be behind you. Have you set a new wedding date yet?” I still didn’t quite understand why they hadn’t gotten hitched in May as planned, but who was I to question such things.

      “August seventeenth, but we’re waiting until after the kids are back in school before we go on our honeymoon.” She tilted her head in the general direction of the teenagers in the diner. “I don’t want to take away their summer hangout. They’ve got no place else to go, and as we know, bored kids can get into trouble.”

      I grimaced. Billy Baker had been more than bored when he’d caused so much distress last fall. More like sullen and resentful.

      “Hey, would you object,” Jess said, “if I hired Billy to make lunchtime deliveries?”

      I gave her a small smile. “You scare me sometimes. I was just thinking about him.”

      “Your expression gave that away.”

      “I’m okay with you hiring him. But thanks for asking.”

      “Hey, I know you’re not too fond of him, and I don’t blame you. I’d be furious with anyone who’d put one of my family members at risk.” Her mouth puckered again. “Not that I have any family at this point, except Dan.”

      My heart ached a little for her, even as a warmth spread through my chest. “Thank you for getting it that Becky and her babies are family. And sure, go ahead and hire Billy. He could use a break at this point.”

      “Yeah. He swears he didn’t leave that pitchfork in the loft, that he didn’t even have it up there recently.”

      “And you believe him.” A statement. I could tell from her tone that she did. “Do you think Dan left it there and then forgot?”

      She shook her head. “No, he’s a fanatic about putting tools in their proper place. Says it’s the only way he can keep track of them.”

      “Then how’d it get up there?”

      She shrugged. “That’s a darn good question.”
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      Shortly after four, Buddy and I had just finished a training session with our sole trainee. Usually I have two dogs going at once, at different levels of training, while my assistant, Stephie, is starting yet a third, reinforcing the basics like come and stay. But I’d had a delay last winter delivering Nugget, a Golden Retriever-mix, to her new owner. That had thrown me off schedule.

      Then Stephie had decided she was ready to try her hand at the more advanced levels of training. So she was continuing with our newest dog herself, with me acting as her supervising trainer.

      I was enjoying the bit of a break in my normally rigorous schedule, and Mattie Jones, the director of the agency I train for, was looking for a new assistant/trainer-in-training for me.

      I was really going to miss Stephie, but I understood she was ready to graduate and become a trainer herself.

      My current dog was a true mutt. About fifty pounds and thigh-high, he definitely had some larger breed in him. But his face and his coat said that most of his genes were Wire Fox Terrier. His coat was medium-length, dense and wiry, some areas of it black and others a grayish-white sprinkled with brown and black flecks that would be called “flea-bitten” if he were a horse.

      Edna had commented that he was ugly as a mud fence. True, but he was a sweetie, and as bright as they come. His soon-to-be-new owner had named him Fred.

      With Fred in his crate, happily chewing on a treat, Buddy and I relaxed in the kitchen of my old house, now my training center. Buddy was snoozing and I was swigging down some iced tea, when the doorbell rang.

      Buddy opened one eye and stared up at me, as if to say, “Do you need me for this?”

      I chuckled. “Stay put, boy.”

      I got up and ambled through my old living room, now sparsely furnished with the space in the middle of the room left uncluttered for training.

      I walked into the new section of Will’s and my house—a large living area, open kitchen and dining nook combined. Pausing for a second to admire the frosted-glass insets in our polished-wood front door, I let out a happy sigh before pulling it open.

      The first thing I saw was a white bag, stained with grease along the bottom and bearing the pink logo of the Mayfair Diner. Like one of Pavlov’s dogs, my mouth watered.

      Then I noticed the sheepish face of the delivery boy holding up the bag.

      “Jess sent this over,” Billy Baker said with a slight Cracker accent. “She wants yer opinion on this stew recipe.”

      I took the bag and caught a whiff of lamb. My stomach growled. “Thanks.” I started to close the door.

      “Um, Mz. Banks, I mean Haines.”

      I froze. If the kid was expecting a tip….

      He looked down, scuffed the toe of his sneaker against the surface of the wide porch. “Sorry for what happened last Halloween. My mom’s been buggin’ me forever to come and apologize.”

      He scuffed his foot again on the porch and stared off to the side. “I, um…I’ve been in counseling. The judge made me go, but now I’m glad he did. The counselor, he’s really helped me figure some stuff out.”

      Curious, I asked, “Like what?”

      “Like it’s not the town’s fault that I’m stuck here, that I feel as if I can’t breathe in this tiny place.” He stopped and, ironically, took a deep breath. “I just gotta bide my time until I can go off to college.”

      “Oh, where do you want to go?” Now I was mostly being polite.

      The kid broke out a grin. “To the big city. Gainesville.”

      I stifled a laugh. Gainesville was hardly a “big” city. Its two-hundred-thousand residents were a drop in the proverbial bucket compared to the Baltimore metro area where I was from. And no way was this kid getting into the University of Florida. His grades weren’t good enough.

      Since Billy couldn’t hear my thoughts, his grin was still intact. “I’m gonna study Zoo Technology at Santa Fe College.”

      There you go, making assumptions. My inner Mom shook her finger at me.

      I relaxed and gave Billy a genuine smile. “I’ve heard it’s a good school, and I think you’ll like Gainesville.”

      He cleared his throat and wiped his palm on his baggy shorts. He stuck out the hand. “No hard feelin’s then?”

      I shook his hand. “No hard feelings.”
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      The lead up to the Independence Day Extravaganza was exciting—with red, white and blue bunting hanging around town. Folks were talking about how generous Jess’s fiancé was for financing the food for the whole town, plus any tourists the advertising managed to attract.

      And there would be at least some tourists. Edna might be a bit eccentric…

      A bit? Ms. Snark smirked.

      Okay, a lot eccentric, but she was a smart businesswoman, and she’d proven before that she knew how to promote such events. Of course, we were competing with other festivals and fireworks displays, in every small town in the area, although ours was the only one offering free food.

      There was also a lot of speculation going on as to how this newcomer to Mayfair could afford such extravagant generosity. From Jess I knew a little about Dan Taylor’s background, but I was resisting the temptation to gossip. And mostly people had the right idea. He’d made a killing in the stock market and had retired ridiculously early.

      The day before the fourth, Jess admitted to me that Dan had done the right thing by hiring a caterer. “No way would I want to feed that many people essentially for free, since Dan’s money and mine will soon be in the same pot.”

      

      Independence Day dawned sunny and hot.

      Edna’s niece and I had agreed to provide pony rides for the kids. We trailered my black mare, Niña, and Susanna’s miniature palomino horse, Queenie, out in the early morning.

      They were now tucked away in stalls in the barn, munching on hay until it was time for their duties to begin. Susanna had tied red, white and blue ribbons on Queenie’s harness. I hoped their fluttering didn’t spook the small horse.

      I was surprised to find Billy Baker reinstated. Dan had him running all over the farm fetching supplies, as his boss alternated between glad-handing the early guests and dealing with the little problems that inevitably come up during the set up for such an event.

      The only time the kid seemed to slow down was when he caught sight of Jess. He’d stare her way for a few seconds, before remembering whatever errand he was on and taking off again.

      My second surprise of the day was Edna’s outfit. Especially for the occasion, she’d made a tunic that was a shortened version of her muumuu pattern—blue and white stripes with big red stars on it. She wore it with the black stretch slacks that were part of her hotelier’s outfit, the one she greeted guests in at the Mayfair Motel. And she sported new red, white and blue flip-flops.

      With her hair somewhat more subdued than usual, she looked almost normal.

      Surprise number three occurred midway through our morning stint of pony rides. Agnes Baker, Billy’s mother, showed up with her three youngest. We were leading kids around a large loop of mown grass in a field near the food stands—the older kids on my Niña and those four and under in the little cart pulled by Queenie.

      Eight-year-old Sarah Baker trotted over. “Hi, ma’am.” She grinned up at me. “Mama says I can ride by myself.”
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