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      "Where's Fancy?" I asked my grandpa as I toweled my long blonde hair dry with one hand and rooted in the fridge for a Coke with the other. Normally when I took a shower she went to sleep at his feet, but he was seated at the kitchen table and there was no sign of Fancy anywhere.

      He set aside his pen and half-completed crossword puzzle and reached for his non-existent cigarettes. (He'd stopped smoking when my grandma got sick, but lifelong habits don't die easy. He'd started smoking when he was twelve so that made close to seventy years of reaching for that pack of cigarettes tucked away in the breast pocket of his tried and true flannel shirt.)

      "Where do you think, Maggie May?" He nodded towards the hallway that led to the backyard.

      I sighed. "Bunnies."

      "Rabbits. And wouldn't be a problem if you'd let me take care of 'em."

      "You are not going to shoot a bunch of bunnies, Grandpa. One, because the neighbors would probably call the cops on you for using a gun in your backyard. Two, because even if they didn't, the police station is only a few blocks away and there's at least one cop there who would love to throw you in jail. And, three, because they're bunnies. Who shoots bunnies?"

      "A homeowner who wants to protect the foundation of his house from varmint, that's who." He leaned back in his chair and glared me down.

      I crossed my arms and glared right back at him. "They are not varmint. They're bunnies."

      "They're rabbits. And where there are two rabbits there are ten and then a hundred."

      "We are not going to have a hundred rabbits. There are what, two, living back there?"

      "More than that." He took a long sip of coffee, still glaring at me.

      I just shook my head. "They're bunnies, Grandpa. No shooting, poisoning, or otherwise harming them."

      As I made my way towards the backyard I wondered what I'd done in my thirty-six years of life to warrant my current situation—living with my eighty-two-year-old grandpa who most definitely did not feel a need for me to take care of him (although his predilection for using guns when he shouldn't indicated maybe he was wrong about that), running a not-yet-successful café and barkery in a small Colorado tourist town with my best friend (who had decided it was the perfect time to fall in love and get married), and trying to keep my precocious three-year-old Newfoundland, Miss Fancypants, from inadvertently killing a bunny in her desire to "play" with it.

      This was nothing like the life I'd had just a few months before in Washington, DC. And even though it was one I'd chosen for myself, it wasn't exactly peaches and cream.

      Was it too much to ask that my grandpa actually need my help, that my business actually thrive, that my best friend not go and get all moony over some guy, and that my sweet-natured dog not turn into a stone-cold bunny killer?

      I mean, honestly.

      I stepped out on the back porch and spared a moment to admire the clear blue sky and the mountain covered in evergreens and aspen trees that rose behind my grandpa's house—a view worth all the frustrations in the world. But I didn't take too deep a breath. That time of year there was a yellow-flowered weed of some sort that grew all around and smelled decidedly musky.

      Fancy was stationed on the bottom section of the ramp that led off the porch, her one hundred and forty pounds of furry bulk squeezed across the space over the last two slats. She was crammed in there so tight I wasn't sure how she was going to manage to stand back up.

      She looked up with a "please help me" look and a small whine before returning to licking the slats and snuffling at the space between them.

      I sighed. "Fancy…"

      I could never decide whether she was licking the slats because she wanted to make friends with the little furry creatures hiding underneath, or because she wanted to eat them. I'm honestly not sure she knew.

      Whichever it was, I was just glad they were separated from her by two slats of very sturdy Trex decking. And glad, too, that my grandpa hadn't used wood to build the ramp or we'd be making frequent emergency trips to the vet to have splinters removed from Fancy's tongue.

      I'd tried putting a welcome mat over the end of the ramp but she just pawed it away so she could get closer to the bunnies.

      I was about to shove Fancy off the bottom of the ramp and tell her to go play in the yard and "leave it"—a command she usually obeyed—when I looked past her.

      There in the grass, hunkered down not a foot away from Fancy, was a tiny little bunny about the size of my closed fist. It met my eyes and hunched its shoulders, pressing itself closer to the ground, not even smart enough to run away when it should.

      I laughed. Once.

      I know. I'm horrible, but I couldn't help it. There Fancy was, frantically licking at the slats on the ramp, crying her head off as she tried to get to the bunnies underneath it, and right behind her was one of the very bunnies she was looking for.

      Fancy looked at me again and cried, pawing at the slats with both feet like she could somehow dig through the decking.

      "Treat?" I said, hoping to lure her inside.

      Her head tilted a bit at the magic word but then she went back to snuffling at the spot between the slats. Seemed there was something Fancy liked more than food. Who knew?

      "I bet there isn't even a bunny under there, you big goof." I sat down next to her and peered between the slats, expecting to see nothing, but right there on the far right side was just a hint of brindled fur. So two bunnies. At least. Seemed my grandpa was right.

      (And I should mention here that I call all rabbits bunnies. It's a quirk I have. To me rabbits belong on a fancy dinner menu at some four-star restaurant. Bunnies are the cute little things that infest your yard with their furry white tails and complete lack of survival skills.)

      I stood up. "Come on, Fancy. Let's go inside."

      She didn't budge.

      Since she doesn't wear a collar at home I grabbed her by the ruff of her neck and tried to pull her towards the door. She cried out like I was torturing her and rolled onto her back.

      Which was not an act of surrender, I might add, although it might look like it to the uninitiated. Oh no, Fancy and her rolling on her back because she doesn't want to go somewhere is straight out of the pacifist playbook.

      It's like she's saying, "Look, I'm showing you my belly and making it so you can't actually get ahold of me to move me anywhere. Why don't you just give up on what you had planned and pet me instead?"

      Normally at that point I would've started a countdown because I was not about to fall for that one, but unfortunately the foolish little bunny that had decided to hang out a foot from a very large predator chose that moment to make a run for it.

      Away from the ramp.

      Fancy scrambled to her feet and chased after it while I chased after her shouting "Leave it" as loud as I could—a command that had absolutely no effect on Fancy because there was a small scurrying thing running along the ground and she was no longer an overweight domesticated house pet but instead a descendent of wolves who needed to catch her prey or else risk starving to death.

      Fortunately, the bunny somehow managed to dart past Fancy—baby bunnies are really fast—and through the slats in the deck. At which point Fancy started very loudly voicing her opinion about being defeated in her efforts to eat a bunny by crying at the top of her lungs.

      My grandpa poked his head out the door. "What happened?"

      "She chased a bunny under the porch." I tried to push her towards the house, but she dug in and wouldn't budge.

      He opened the door wider. "Fancy. Here. Now."

      Fancy hesitated for half a second, but no one refuses my grandpa when he uses that particular tone of voice. She slunk up the ramp, glancing back at me once before going inside.

      "That was far too close," I told my grandpa.

      "You need to let me take care of 'em. One of these days she'll get ahold of one and then what will you do?"

      I didn't even want to think about that. I knew she wouldn't kill one on purpose, but you take a tiny bunny and a big dog and put the one in the other's mouth and it's not going to come out well.

      My life. I swear. Why couldn't it be simple and perfect? Was that really too much to ask?
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      I followed my grandpa into the kitchen for breakfast. For some reason I'd decided I was getting old and losing my mind so I'd started trying to eat healthier, which meant breakfast consisted of oats soaked in yogurt with blueberries, bananas, shredded coconut, and some cinnamon sprinkled on top.

      It wasn't bad, but it wasn't the bacon and eggs I wanted.

      (And, yes, there was still a Coke involved. I am quite well aware of my hypocrisy, thank you very much. I figure baby steps are better than no steps at all.)

      "So what are you up to today?" I asked him. "Lesley coming over?"

      He shook his head. "Her husband's in hospice. I don't expect I'll see her until he passes."

      "Oh, Grandpa, I'm sorry."

      He and Lesley had an awkward situation. They'd once dated and been in love, but then he'd been sent away to prison for killing her sister's abusive husband. While he was gone she'd met her current husband and married him. (With my grandpa's blessing. He'd thought he'd be in a lot longer than he was.)

      It had all worked out in the end. Lesley's husband was a good man. He'd even given my grandpa a job when he got out of prison for the second time, and my grandpa had ended up with my grandma and been happily married for forty years until she died of cancer.

      But since then he and Lesley had spent a lot of time together because her husband was in the end stages of Parkinson's and she needed to get away sometimes. Being a caretaker is not easy.

      Nothing had happened between them as far as I knew, but there was definitely a more than friends vibe to what they had. Which meant staying away from Lesley had to be killing my grandpa.

      But even worse was probably trying to figure out what happened next. Small towns are not always forgiving when you cross the invisible lines of propriety. And since their special friendship was well-known after the Jack Dunner incident, all eyes would be on them, watching and judging.

      My grandpa shrugged it away. "Lesley's the one you should be sorry for, not me. But because she's taking care of Bill I'm stuck making twelve dozen cookies for the end of season baseball party."

      "End of season? So soon?"

      He nodded. "House will be full of pretty much everyone in town Saturday when we have the big end of season awards and pot luck."

      (Not that that was a lot of people. Creek only has about forty homes total.)

      I wanted to ask him if Matt had said anything more about whether he was going to stick around or not, but I didn't dare. My grandpa would read way too much into my question. Honestly. Just because I asked a question about a guy did not mean that I was in love with him and desperate to know if he was going to re-enlist or not.

      (Even though I was. Not that I was going to let Matt or anyone else know. And if they did figure it out that didn't mean I was going to act on it. There were reasons I was single. Reasons with a capital R. And being in love with a gorgeous, decent, intelligent man didn't change any of them.)

      My grandpa glared at his crossword puzzle and set it aside half-finished. "I also have to mow the yard and weed out that plot on the north side of the house. What are you up to on your day off?"

      I grimaced. "I was planning on reading a book. My favorite author just released the final book in her latest series, so I figured I'd spend the day devouring it."

      I'd really wanted to read that book, too. There's nothing I love more than getting lost in a good story. But…

      "I don't need to, though," I added. "I'll mow the yard for you instead."

      "Mow the yard? Why would I let you do that?"

      "Because it's hot out and you're…"

      "Old?" He shook his head. "I may be eighty-two-years-old but I am perfectly capable of mowing my own yard." (There was an extra word in there before yard that I'm not including here. My grandpa doesn't mince words and doesn't appreciate having anyone question his health or stamina.)

      "I'm just saying, Grandpa. I'm here. Use me. I moved in with you to help out around here. And mowing the yard is part of that."

      Ever since I'd moved in I'd been feeling like a burden more than a help. Half of the reason I'd moved to Creek was so he'd have someone to take care of him, but he wouldn't let me.

      He snorted. "You want to help out?"

      "Yes. Please."

      "Fine. You can bake the cookies. Here's the recipe. Ingredients are in the fridge." He slid a piece of paper across the table.

      Walked right into that one, hadn't I?

      I sighed. The last thing I wanted to do on my day off from working at a bakery was to bake. But I wasn't about to say no and my grandpa knew it. "Great. Love to. I'll get right on that after I finish breakfast."

      My grandpa winked at me before picking his crossword puzzle back up with a smug little smile.
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      Twenty minutes later, with Fancy out back on alert for bunnies and my grandpa out front mowing the yard, I stared at my grandpa's kitchen, hands on hips, prepared to do battle with an ancient oven and warped cookie trays. All for a bunch of kids that weren't even mine or related to me in any way.

      What had my life become?

      But when my grandpa actually voiced a need for my help, I wasn't going to turn him down, so there was no turning back.

      I grabbed my phone, started Rebecca Ferguson playing, cranked up the volume, and went to work.

      I do actually like to bake. I find it relaxing, especially when I have good music playing in the background. It's just when I'm forced to do so that I get a little cranky.

      But within minutes I'd settled into my rhythm and was happily singing about how nothing's real but love (ironic, I know, given my own aversion to the feeling) while I mixed my ingredients and pre-heated the oven.

      I'd just finished stirring in the chocolate chips when I turned to find Matt standing in the doorway, grinning at me. He wasn't in uniform but was instead wearing a pair of well-fitting and well-worn jeans with a blue t-shirt that matched his eyes.

      Honestly, it's not fair for a man to look as good as he does without even trying. Check the dictionary under tall, dark, and handsome and you'd probably find a picture of him.

      Not that I cared. I was too busy coughing my head off because I'd stopped singing so abruptly I almost choked myself to death.

      "Need some water?" he asked, still smiling at me.

      "I don't drink water." I grabbed a Coke from the fridge and took a deep gulp. "How long were you standing there?"

      "Long enough to hear you make it through a song or two."

      "Seriously?" I could've melted into the floor right then. I love to sing but I try not to torture others with it. I've been told nails on a chalkboard sound better. "I'm sorry. Why didn't you say anything? I would've stopped."

      "Why would I want to stop you?"

      "Because I'm horrible."

      He shrugged. "A little off-key, but I didn't mind. It's not often I see you so relaxed and happy." He grabbed himself a Coke and sat down at the kitchen table as he cracked it open. "Where's Fancy?"

      "Out back. She's developed an obsession with bunnies."

      "That's not going to end well."

      "Tell me about it." I started scooping cookie dough onto the cookie sheet, needing something to do so I wouldn't start thinking about those poor bunnies.

      Matt came over and snagged a bit of cookie dough. "Mm. That's good. What are you baking for?"

      "Your team as it turns out. My grandpa guilted me into doing it since Lesley can't."

      "Ah, yeah. Sad news about Bill. He's had a rough time of it the last month or so."

      "Do you know everyone in this town?" I'd visited in the summers, but hadn't grown up in the Baker Valley. Matt had, though. And now he was a police officer which probably put him in contact with even more people.

      "Not everyone. Just the troublemakers, like you, and family friends, like Bill and Lesley. Bill was best friends with my grandpa. Spent a decent amount of time around him when I was growing up. Good man."

      "Small towns, I swear. There's, what, three degrees of separation between any two people here?"

      "More like one."

      He reached for another taste of cookie dough and I slapped at his hand. "Take a beater if you're going to keep eating my cookie dough."

      "Yes, ma'am."

      As he helped himself to one of the beaters and started to lick it clean—something I tried very hard not to pay attention to—I put the first cookie tray in the oven. "Why are you out of uniform anyway? Thought you worked today."

      He grimaced and sat back down at the kitchen table, stretching his legs out. "I decided to take a little time off. Lots of decisions to make now that the baseball season is wrapping up."

      Suddenly my throat felt too dry. I grabbed my Coke and took a nice long swallow. "What kind of decisions?"

      He leaned against the wall. "Jack's decided to stick around for a bit. Said he wants to get on the straight and narrow. Asked if he could crash with me while he does. Figured I can't say no since it's our dad's place."

      That sounded like a non-answer, but it wasn't. One of the things Matt struggled with most as a small-town cop was the fact that he had to arrest or investigate his friends and family. And since his brother Jack was a criminal to the core—a good-looking, fun-loving, not going to hurt someone if he could steal their television while they were out sort of criminal, but a criminal nonetheless—his deciding to stick around town meant Matt was probably going to have to arrest him at some point.

      Not to mention Jack's bizarre statement that when he was healed up he was going to make a pass at me, something that Matt most definitely hadn't been happy about. (Even though he'd yet to make a real pass at me himself.)

      "Okay. So you're just taking a couple weeks off so you won't have to be the one to arrest Jack when he changes his mind?"

      "That's part of it."

      I grabbed the other beater so I'd have an excuse not to look at him as I asked, "And the other part of it?"

      "I got a re-enlistment offer. It's a pretty good one."

      I turned to stare at him, wanting so much to tell him to tear it up and throw it in the trash. But I couldn't. That wasn't fair to him. I couldn't ask him to make that decision for me when I knew I wasn't going to be there for him if he did.

      I forced myself to sound casual as I asked, "You think you'll take it?"

      He held my gaze for a few seconds more than was comfortable until I turned away to wipe down the counter. I'm the type of cook that can get flour on the ceiling, so there was a lot to wipe down.

      "I'm considering it," he said.

      I gotta tell you, I hate conversations with subtext to them. There he was, sitting in my kitchen, basically telling me he was going to leave and re-enlist in the military and what he was really doing was asking me if I wanted him to stay, poking around at the edges trying to figure out if there was some sort of a possibility of there being an "us" at some point.

      We both knew that's what he was doing, but neither one of us was going to come at the issue head on. Heaven forbid.

      Of course, that's what I figured was going on. There was always the chance that his interest in me was all in my head and I was just making up feelings that weren't there. I swear, I have spent far too many moments of my life trying to figure out if there's anything happening below the surface of a conversation when nine times out of ten there probably isn't.

      Most people are not as complex as I give them credit for.

      But with Matt…

      It didn't matter. I couldn't tell him what he wanted to hear from me. Matt was pretty much the perfect guy. Good-looking, good-hearted, smart, and with that undefinable something that drew me in. But relationships…

      They're just not my thing.

      Especially since I'd been forced to watch my best friend and business partner Jamie act like a lovesick fool the last couple of weeks. Honestly, I swear, if it was possible to float from happiness she would've been. And that kind of giddy, out-of-control foolishness was not what I wanted. Not at all.

      But I didn't want him to go either.

      "You're a good cop, you know. This town needs you."

      "You really think so?"

      Before I could answer, my grandpa stomped into the kitchen. "Maggie, you burn those cookies you're not going to do any of us any good."

      I whirled around to check on the cookies and by the time I was done getting them out of the oven and onto a cooling rack Matt and my grandpa had disappeared out back to have a talk. I desperately wanted to know what my grandpa's advice was going to be, but instead I busied myself with getting the next cookie tray ready and in the oven.

      I swear, life was a lot simpler when I was just a self-absorbed workaholic who lived alone and had no romantic prospects.
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      That Saturday I actually managed to attend the final baseball game of the Creek Coyotes, the town baseball team that my grandpa coached and that Matt had been helping out with most of the season. Normally I would've been working, but Jamie told me to take the afternoon off—we weren't exactly slammed with business even on a Saturday afternoon.
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