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      For my son who is everything I hoped he would become.

      Strong, loving, clever and caring.

      We are richer for having you in our lives. xx
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        Muffins, Murder, and Mayhem in Fairview!

      

        

      
        When a shocking murder rocks Fairview ex-celebrity chef Lyra St. Claire once again finds herself in the spotlight—thanks to the relentless paparazzi.

      

        

      
        The grumpy sheriff doesn’t want her meddling, but Lyra can't ignore the mystery, especially when her beagle, Cinnamon, sniffs out more than just muffins. Meanwhile, chaos brews at the Beagle Diner with a new server stirring up trouble and tensions rising among the staff.

      

        

      
        To make matters worse, love is in the air, forcing Lyra to choose between family, friendship, and finding justice. Can she solve the crime before scandal—and the press—ruins everything?

      

        

      
        The Beagle Diner Cozy Mysteries serve up delicious small-town charm, mouthwatering recipes, and a clever canine sleuth who always has a nose for trouble! Perfect for fans of culinary cozies, small-town whodunits, and dog lovers alike.

      

        

      
        You’ll  find a great recipe at the end of the book! [image: purple heart]
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      There was something about muffins that spoke of comfort food and love. Spread with butter or left as they were, all flavors were filling and delicious. Of course, Lyra St. Claire, ex-celebrity chef, might be biased.

      She stood back to admire the glass cabinet full of today’s baking, her eye drawn to the counter where a covered dish held large savory muffins. Fresh from the oven, her customers hadn’t spied them yet, and she anticipated a variety of feedback. Not that she’d had any complaints about her food so far, but the diner in small-town Fairview didn’t operate the same way as her LA restaurant had.

      The truth was some dishes were never going to be a hit here. Plain and tasty won hands down over fancy, but that wouldn’t stop her from pushing the boundaries from time to time. The thought amused her since a muffin could hardly be considered “out there.”

      No longer a celebrity chef, at least in her eyes, she’d settled into her new life easily. Well, easy might be an exaggeration. She missed the vibe of a restaurant kitchen from time to time, but it wasn’t that causing issues. Unfortunately, a murder and several dramas along the way to solving it had given her many sleepless nights. She wiped her hands down her apron and shook her head. That was all behind her, and Lyra was determined to focus on the happiness the move home to Fairview brought with it.

      “What’s that grin for?” Her assistant poured two coffees from the machine at the end of the counter.

      “I’m thinking that despite everything that’s happened since we arrived, I’m grateful we made the move here. What about you?”

      How Maggie and the others felt mattered a great deal to Lyra. Life was far different for the three people who followed her to the small town near Portland. She wanted her friends and family to be as happy as she was with their change in circumstances. Personal assistant, Maggie, along with Dan, her handyman and ex-driver, as well as her mom, took a huge leap of faith in coming here from the hustle and bustle of LA. It would be awful if they had regrets.

      “Don’t talk crazy.” Maggie handed her one of the coffees. “I love working for you. Life is never dull, and I’m proud that your latest cookbook is doing so well—with my input.”

      Lyra laughed and would have hugged her if the hot coffees weren’t a deterrent. She took the cup, grateful for the caffeine fix as well as their friendship. The first because she had been up early to get some cooking and baking underway before the breakfast rush, and the second, because without Maggie she would surely have found the transition from big to small town a lot tougher. Growing up here was not the same as owning a business, and having a colorful past some couldn’t forget was at times awkward.

      Breakfast rush over, the diner always had a few customers who stayed for as long as they liked. This included the Fairview knitting club, who sat at their usual table.

      Due to a strange set of circumstances, Vanessa Fife, the mother of Lyra’s last server, Poppy, and the previous unofficial leader of this boisterous group, was now a member of staff here. Her inability to give the group much time due to her job paved the way for Carrie-Ann to slip into the role. Usually good-natured, Carrie-Ann was enjoying this unexpected elevation in status, and her voice rang throughout the room, which made Lyra smile. How Vanessa felt about it could be seen in the lines around her mouth.

      Earl Crane, the dishwasher, somberly cleared tables and attempted to keep away from the group who had a knack for teasing him mercilessly. The poor young man had enough to contend with. He’d lost his good friend, and fellow worker, when Poppy pleaded guilty to the recent murder and arson. None of them had suspected her, and Lyra sighed at the odd turn of events that had Poppy’s mom working here instead. Life sure could change in an instant, and often in ways you could never predict.

      Did it make Lyra more wary of hiring going forward? Heck, yes! She’d needed more staff, and no matter that Maggie helped when necessary, this was not what she’d been employed for. So, when Vanessa pleaded her case of no income and no knowledge of what her daughter was up to, Lyra didn’t have the heart to refuse. Not many people could understand why Lyra would give her a chance, but so far Vanessa had kept her toned-down manner relatively free from the terseness she was known for.

      “Yoo-hoo! Lyra!” Carrie-Ann beckoned her over.

      “Sorry, I was miles away.”

      “Thinking about that man of yours?” Carrie-Anne’s eyebrows did a fascinating mambo. “I bet you’re missing him already.”

      The only person Carrie-Anne could be referring to was Lyra’s good friend, who ran his restaurant in Portland. “Kaden? No, I was thinking about how great it is to be back home and have things return to normal around here.”

      “Bless you, and thank goodness you did come back and sort out the diner before it was demolished. We can’t imagine being anywhere else now. Can we, ladies?”

      The others agreed, and Lyra smiled. She’d meant that she was glad to be back from her week’s holiday to see her friend Kaden and wasn’t referring to the spring day she’d arrived in Fairview. Carrie-Ann often skipped between topics, so Lyra let it slide. “That’s lovely to hear. How was the muffin?”

      Carrie-Ann rolled her eyes. “Heaven on a plate. I’d never think to put all those savory ingredients together, and it was so filling.”

      “I’m glad you think so.”

      “Only it does cause a conundrum.”

      “Oh?”

      Carrie-Anne’s eyes twinkled. “I saw the sweet ones you just put out, but I have no room to try one.”

      Lyra laughed at the fake problem. “The banana ones? Why not take one home for later?”

      “What a good idea. Please box one up so I don’t miss out. Where is your mom this morning?”

      “She had an errand to run.”

      Carrie-Ann tilted her head. As leader of the group, she might be more pleasant than Vanessa, but she was no less inquisitive about the happenings in town. Lyra merely smiled and collected the empty plates. What her mom was up to didn’t concern anyone else.

      “I don’t see Vanessa around either. How’s she doing? Does she mention Poppy at all?”

      Lyra’s smile slipped. The mere mention of the young waitress still upset her, and she wasn’t inclined to discuss her newest staff member either. “As far as I know, everyone is well. Vanessa will be in later. Why don’t you ask her then?”

      Carrie-Ann pouted. “She’s a little closemouthed about it all.”

      “I imagine she needs some time to deal with everything. This is a very difficult situation, as I’m sure you can imagine.”

      Martha Curran, her mom’s best friend, frowned. “Isn’t that what we just talked about, Carrie-Ann—giving Vanessa some space?”

      Carrie-Ann pouted some more. “Sure, but she is my friend, and I want her to know that I’m here if she needs to talk.”

      “I’m sure she knows how we feel.” With a shake of her head, Martha turned back to Lyra. “Vanessa did mention that you were hiring again.”

      “I’ve been looking into it and started running ads a couple of days ago. In fact, I have a couple of people coming for interviews today.”

      “That’s good news.” Martha smiled. “With the summer festival about to kick off, you’ll need all the help you can get.”

      Lyra nodded. “I remember from when I used to live here how it attracted a lot of out-of-towners.”

      “I’m sure having a celebrity in our midst will attract far more this time,” Carrie-Ann said importantly.

      “People will have forgotten about my show by now.” Lyra gently dismissed the notion.

      “Don’t be modest, dear.” Carrie-Anne waved a dismissive hand. “Your show is still on. We watch the reruns, don’t we, ladies?”

      The group nodded as one, hanging on every word while their fingers automatically did clever things to the various garments they were knitting.

      Esther Rand, gray-haired and sweet, giggled. “I’ve been trying one of the recipes, but the show goes too fast, and I’m pretty sure I missed something because it didn’t look the same at all.”

      “Then don’t penny-pinch and buy her cookbooks,” Martha tutted.

      Lyra bit back a laugh at the shock on Esther’s face. She was particularly careful with her money, but perhaps it was out of necessity. She really didn’t know many people well yet, and most of the ones she’d gone to school with had left town or she hadn’t bumped into again. However, this group were as close to unpaid cheerleaders as a person could get, and it wouldn’t hurt to know more about them. “Tell me which one you’d like to make, Mrs. Rand, and I’ll see if I can’t hunt out the recipe for you.”

      Esther grinned. “How sweet of you. That would be wonderful.”

      “Excuse me. I’m sorry to interrupt, Ms. St. Claire.”

      They turned to face a tall woman with short fair hair. The regulars usually took a seat unless they wanted something from the cabinet or a coffee to take away. This woman wasn’t one of them, and since no one recognized her, was probably a visitor to town. Lyra had seen her studying the special board on the counter and hoped she hadn’t been waiting too long.

      She excused herself to the group. “Sorry to keep you waiting. Would you like to take a seat?”

      The woman glanced at the interested faces behind Lyra and lowered her voice. “I’m not here as a customer. It’s about the job.”

      Checking her watch, Lyra saw that time had flown this morning. “Are you Raylene Dwyer?”

      “That’s right. I hope I’m not too early?” Her voice dipped considerably while her knuckles whitened on the handbag she clutched.

      Interviewing for anything new made everyone nervous, and having an audience didn’t help. Lyra deliberately ignored the group in favor of putting Raylene at ease. There would be plenty of time to introduce a new employee later—if she was satisfactory. “Not at all, early is always better than late. Come out the back where we can talk privately.”

      The applicant nodded enthusiastically.

      “Please take a seat in the office. There’s some paperwork to fill out on the desk which you can make a start on.” Lyra showed her to the door, then turned to speak to her assistant who sat at the large kitchen table. “Maggie, could you take care of the diner while I’m interviewing, please?”

      “Sure.” Maggie glanced at the large clock above her. “She’s keen,” she added softly on her way past.

      Half an hour to be precise, which Lyra chose to take as a good sign. Inside the office, Raylene sat primly on the edge of her chair, filling out the forms. Up close, Lyra decided she was perhaps a few years older than herself–possibly midthirties. Neatly dressed, her hands were clean, with short nails. There were dark smudges under her blue eyes that a heavy layer of concealer barely hid. Perhaps nerves to start over at a new job had kept her awake.

      Lyra remembered times like that. When she was new to her cooking class and then the show that was now canceled, she’d hardly slept a wink. But this wasn’t the time for reflections, and she consulted her notes. “I see you’ve had waitressing experience.”

      Raylene nodded. “Yes, I worked for a large diner in Portland. It was a while ago.”

      “And you’ve been traveling ever since, though you live in Fairview now?”

      The woman nodded. “I rented a house last week. It's a couple of blocks away.”

      “That is handy.” Being able to walk to work was certainly a plus. There’d be no excuses of cars breaking down or other transport issues.

      “When I saw you were hiring, I couldn’t believe my luck that I’d live close to work.” Raylene blushed. “I mean, if I got the job.”

      Lyra already liked the woman, who wasn’t pushy, but clearly eager for the position. Gun-shy after an employee failure, she’d gambled desperately on Vanessa, who had turned out well—so far. “Let’s tick off a few more things first. Your resume says you can work a coffee machine and a register. Plus, you’ve used tablets to take orders before?”

      Raylene nodded enthusiastically. “I came early to see how your diner operates and believe I have all the necessary skills. I don’t mind hard work. In fact, I like to be busy and will take any hours you offer.”

      While she didn’t want to rush into this, Lyra had a good feeling. “I prefer to start early, so I’d like to have someone who can start later and work later. The main reason is so I can walk my dog. She’s a beagle who loves attention, and you’ll see her hanging around the back veranda.”

      “That would suit me fine, and I love dogs!” Raylene grinned.

      This was what she needed to hear. Raylene’s last reference was glowing and had been verified by Maggie yesterday. She certainly looked good on paper. Lyra took the forms and checked that everything was filled in. When she saw that all the tax and bank information was done, she looked up and nodded in satisfaction. So much for taking her time. “In that case, when can you start?”

      Raylene gulped. “Really? How about tomorrow?”

      “Wonderful. If you’ve got time now, I’ll show you around and introduce you to the staff that are here.”

      “I have all day, and I’m in no hurry.”

      Lyra couldn’t have been more delighted by this flexibility. Business was booming, and they were short-staffed. Raylene was exactly what the diner needed, and the ability to start right away couldn’t be more perfect. She showed her the kitchen first. “This is Leroy. He’s our head cook and in charge when I’m not here or my mom. Raylene will be starting work tomorrow.”

      Leroy gave the woman a once-over and smiled, though it was a little forced. “Welcome aboard.”

      “Thank you,” Raylene said softly and looked away.

      Did she know about Poppy? And did it matter if she did? Raylene was here, and the diner certainly needed her. While it might seem that Leroy’s welcome was a little cool, Lyra empathized. He’d been very attached to Poppy as her mentor and friend. Naturally, he was wary of befriending a newcomer so soon. Just like Earl, who was almost inside the dishwasher as if trying to hide.

      “This is Earl. He’s our head dishwasher, but also helps in the diner clearing tables and delivering orders.”

      “Hello, Earl.”

      “Ma’am.” Earl nodded shyly.

      Maggie came to collect an order.

      “And this is Maggie. She’s my assistant and is supposed to be working on other things, but kindly pitches in when necessary. She’ll be just as glad to have you here as the rest of us—maybe more so.”

      Maggie laughed. “I don’t mind working in the diner. Although preferably not full-time.”

      Lyra laughed at the honesty and showed Raylene around the kitchen. “Let’s go take a proper look at the diner.”

      They stopped at the counter to where the huge coffee machine sat, followed by the register. “As you probably know, a coffee machine like this is worth its weight in gold. Would you mind giving me a demonstration of your ability?” It had taken Vanessa a long time to work the machine, which had been the only downside so far to hiring her.

      Raylene nodded and washed her hands before commencing. “How about a mocha?”

      “Perfect. They’re Maggie’s favorites and can make her day.”

      Raylene was fast and exact. With a flourish of fresh espresso over a heaped teaspoon of ganache in a cup, she mixed them together, then poured the hot milk over it, leaving a good froth that magically portrayed a leafy pattern. Something Lyra had never mastered. Next, Raylene held a saucer over half the cup and sprinkled grated chocolate on the exposed half, then placed the cup on a clean saucer and handed the mocha to Lyra. Taking a step back, Raylene clasped her hands in front of her.

      “It looks and smells great.” Lyra took a tentative sip. “Mmmm. Delicious and just the right temperature. Maggie will be thrilled. Just a heads up, our customers are slowly coming around to the fancier kind, but regular coffee is still a staple, and those cups should always be refilled. The tablets are used for every ordered item and sends a ticket to the kitchen for whoever is cooking to work from. Depending on the day or time, that could be me, my mom, or Leroy.”

      Raylene didn’t hesitate. “I’m familiar with ordering that way and know how much faster they are than writing up a docket which might be misread—and it saves a few trees in the process.”

      “Exactly.” The longer they spent together, the more positive Lyra felt about hiring her. “Do you have any questions?”

      “Not right now. Maybe when I start, I might think of something?” She said this almost apologetically.

      “Of course. No question is a silly one, so please don’t hesitate to ask any of us for help until you get your bearings and even afterward. You’ll have a small locker near the office for your bag and a peg for your apron. You can choose a hot meal every day you work, no charge, and there’s a staff discount on everything else. My mom comes in to help in the mornings, and I’m looking at hiring some casual staff for the summer festival in a few weeks. Times may change depending on who I hire and what their experience is, but for now, if you could come in at 10:00 a.m. tomorrow, we’ll get you started. By the way, I mentioned Cinnamon before. She’s very friendly, incredibly nosey, and is not allowed in the diner or kitchen. I’d rather you didn’t feed her and please discourage customers if you can do so politely.” Lyra grimaced. “Unfortunately, my dog never refuses food.”

      Raylene nodded. “It makes sense to have some control over her diet. I guess it’s hard for your customers to refuse her when she’s such a sweetie.”

      “You’re right; they think they’re being kind and that no one will notice a tidbit, but they all add up over the course of a day.” Lyra shook her head at that, wondering at the same time if Raylene had seen Cinnamon when she’d scoped out the diner earlier. This was another tick for her new employee, proving how thorough she was. “I think that’s it for now. Any questions?”

      “None that I can think of. Thank you so much for this opportunity,” Raylene gushed. “I think the diner is wonderful and can’t wait to start. See you in the morning.”

      She’d barely breezed out the front door when Carrie-Ann caught Lyra’s eye. The waving arms couldn’t be ignored, and really there was no point now that the decision was made. “She starts tomorrow, and her name’s Raylene.”

      “Such a pretty name, and she looked so happy by the time she left. Fingers crossed she doesn’t let you down,” Carrie-Ann added.

      Martha tutted. “That couldn’t happen twice.”

      A breeze came through the door, along with Officer Walker. Surely it was only the breeze making her shiver.
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      Tall and handsome, with short brown hair and cool gray eyes, Sheriff Walker was impressive in uniform—and not too shabby out of it. Lyra’s cheeks flamed as if she’d voiced the thought aloud. Heaving a sigh of relief when no one reacted, she shook her head at the silliness. Naturally, she’d been innocently thinking of him in jeans and a T-shirt.

      “Good morning, Sheriff,” the knitting group chorused.

      “Ladies.” He removed his hat, nodded, then switched his attention to Lyra and followed her to the counter. “The usual, please.”

      Without hesitation she slipped a fresh muffin into a bag while Maggie made his coffee. Naturally the sheriff noticed.

      “Ahhh, what did you put in there?” He pointed at the bag.

      “A muffin,” she said casually and picked up another bag.

      Confusion took a few years off his usually stern features. “Is it for me? Because I wanted a cupcake.”

      She almost laughed. “You can have one of those as well. I want an honest opinion on these new savory muffins and thought you’d be my best bet. Do you mind? It’s free.”

      Rob McKenna, a neighbor and friend, had been her go-to person for honest feedback outside of Maggie and Dan. With his death, the unpaid job was vacant. Where the spontaneous decision to ask him to step into the large shoes came from, she wasn’t entirely sure. He blinked a couple of times, and she thought he might refuse.

      “I guess it’s okay. What’s in it?” he asked suspiciously.

      “Good things, like spinach, feta, and pine nuts.”

      His face screwed up comically. “What the heck? I hate spinach.”

      “You sound like a big baby.” She smirked. “I promise it’s not the kind that you’ve probably eaten before—all mushed up and soggy. Anyway, you’re used to tackling things you don’t like, so why not give it a try. Like I said, it’s free.”

      He peered into the bag and grimaced. “Free isn’t much of an incentive if it makes me gag.”

      “I should be offended, and if you didn’t look so scared, I might have been. Tell me when you’ve had anything here that made you gag?”

      “There’s a first time for everything.”

      “Suit yourself.” She shrugged and held her hand out. “Don’t have it, but I swear you’ll be sorry you missed out on such a tasty muffin.”

      He raised an eyebrow, and Maggie laughed.

      “Lyra’s not fooling. They’re delicious.”

      “If other people have already tried them,” he huffed, “why do you need me to eat one?”

      “Because Maggie loves everything I bake, where as I know you’ll be brutally honest. I need that when I’m contemplating putting a new recipe in one of my cookbooks.”

      “So, I’m your guinea pig?” He groaned and held the bag as if it contained poison. “Twist my arm then—since it’s for research.”

      When Lyra simply grinned he shook his head. “How do you do that?”

      “I don’t know what you mean, Sheriff,” she said innocently.

      He snorted. “You get people to do exactly what you want even when they don’t want to.”

      “Me? I wish that were true.”

      “Hmmph!” He swiped his card while his lips fought against a smile.

      On the way out he passed Dan. They looked each other up and down and nodded. The two had a strange relationship, which had begun when Walker suspected Dan of killing Rob McKenna, who he was boarding with at the time. They’d called a truce and obviously respected each other, but some things stuck and were clearly hard to get over.

      “What would you like, Dan?”

      He looked up at the board above their heads to check today’s specials. “Chicken fettuccine sounds good. It’s such a nice day and I could use a break, so I’ll eat it out on the veranda.”

      “I can put that through,” Vanessa offered.

      “Thank you.” Lyra hadn’t seen her arrive and appreciated the way Vanessa didn’t muck around when she was at work. She’d be the perfect person to walk Raylene through her paces after her induction, and Lyra’d ask her about it as soon as she could. Right now, there was something she wanted to discuss with Dan out of Maggie’s and her mom’s hearing, so she accompanied him down the small hall that joined the two dining spaces.

      Cinnamon bounded across the wooden floor and slid to a stop at their feet. She loved everyone at the diner, but Dan and Maggie would always have a special place in the beagle’s heart.

      He immediately crouched and gave her a hug, then scratched her back the way she liked, talking to the beagle in the same sing-song voice everyone adopted when talking to pets.

      “How was your holiday?” he asked eventually. “Are the press still hassling you?”

      For weeks after the murder, the press hounded her relentlessly, making it hard to leave the farmhouse and harder still to get any work done in the diner. In the end Lyra took a week off and went to visit her friend Kaden Hunter in Portland. “Despite the reason, it was nice to get away, and thank goodness the fuss seems to have died… I mean, blown over.”

      He made a rude sound. “There’s nothing like a murder to get them back on your tail, but hopefully they’ve given up trying to get an interview. How is Kaden?”

      “Great. His restaurant’s booming, and I forced him into letting me work a couple of shifts.”

      He snorted again. “Should I be surprised? As for ‘forcing you,’ it’s more likely that he was only too happy to have the famous Lyra St. Claire work at Phoenix. I bet it’s less crazy than the diner was while you were gone. Although, I daresay it was good for business?”

      “Maggie told me the press hung around for a few more days until they realized I wasn’t in town, and she also confirmed that sales were up. Unfortunately, poor Vanessa’s had to cope with a few snide comments.”

      “It wasn’t nice,” he agreed. “Leroy, Maggie, and I ran as much interference as we could, but it was Arabelle, Martha, and Patricia who stood up to the press and almost ran them out of town.”

      Lyra chuckled at the image of three middle-aged women doing such a thing, and felt a rush of pride at the way the town circled wagons when one of their own was targeted.

      They stood at the railing, away from a few customers who sat at the outside tables, looking down the parking lot to the hedge and beyond to Lyra’s farmhouse with Cinnamon between them, ears perked and tail thumping the deck.

      Over the tree tops to the left, Dan’s garage and workshop roof could be seen. In fact, it was the rooftop of the apartment above that was visible.

      “How’s the garage doing?”

      Dan was given the garage in Rob McKenna’s will, and her former handyman was determined to make a go of it.

      “Work is pretty steady, which is a relief.” He grinned. “At the start people who know me from the diner were desperate enough to trust me with their vehicles rather than drive to Destiny or Portland. Since then, I guess the word got around that I do a good job, because I’ve had a lot of referrals and repeat customers.”

      “I’m so glad for you. Are you still working long hours?”

      “Yep.” He raised an eyebrow. “You know how that is.”

      She laughed. “I do, but I’m aiming to cut back in the future so I can do more testing.”

      “For a new book? Maggie says the last one’s going great.”

      They’d known each other too long for there to be any caginess around her success. Besides, with the amount of time Dan and Maggie spent together, they were bound to discuss most things to do with the diner which Dan had refurbished. “It sold out twice, and they’ve had to do more print runs. Reviews are wonderful, but I do wonder how much of it is due to the drama around here.”

      “I guess some of the fever might have been, but a Lyra St. Claire cookbook is always hot property because the food is so darned good.”

      “You’re certainly good for my self-esteem,” she chuckled.

      “I didn’t realize you had a problem with that.”

      Maggie snorted from behind them. “Are you kidding? She’s never understood why she’s so famous.” She pointed a finger at Lyra. “And don’t say you aren’t anymore and that you’re only a diner owner these days, because the sales of that cookbook prove otherwise.”

      “Cut it out, you two. Cheerleading practice is done for the foreseeable future.”

      “It’s the truth,” Maggie protested.

      They were interrupted as Lyra’s mom brought out Dan’s meal. “I hope this isn’t your dinner, young man.”

      “No way. All this work means that I’m starving several times a day.”

      Back and forth, Patricia and Dan joked about how much he ate, and it seemed that Lyra wasn’t going to get her private word with Dan after all. Since Patricia was back from her errands, Lyra excused herself and returned to her spreadsheets. In truth, it was Maggie who made the accounts balance, but after a harsh lesson running her LA restaurant, Lyra now signed off on everything.

      Only her concentration was lagging. A good friend and huge part of Lyra’s continued success, Maggie’s happiness preyed on Lyra’s ordered mind. Unfortunately, Dan was proving to be a block to this, and somehow she had to get him to understand why.

      She’d been at it for half an hour when Patricia appeared at the door with Vanessa peering over her shoulder.

      “Earl told us we have a new staff member starting tomorrow.”

      While Patricia was merely asking a question, Vanessa’s forehead creased. This wasn’t unusual, but Lyra wanted to reassure her, just in case it was perceived to be a threat.

      “Sorry, I meant to tell you both sooner. To be honest, it was a quicker decision than I intended to make, and these accounts have been calling my name for a few days, so it slipped my mind when you arrived. Her name’s Raylene, and I think she’ll fit in well around here. She has plenty of experience, which will be a blessing with the festival coming up.”

      “Young or old?”

      “Mom! You can’t ask that of an employee these days, and it shouldn’t matter.”

      Patricia shrugged. “Maybe not, but since it’s just us here, did you form an opinion?”

      Lyra hadn’t checked the birth date on the paperwork, and she wasn’t going to do so now. “Maybe midthirties—more importantly, I liked her.”

      “See, that wasn’t so hard. Come on, Vanessa, let’s leave her be. She gets grumpy when it’s accounts time.”

      Lyra huffed, until she heard Patricia snicker, and then she chuckled too. After a rocky start when her mom moved into the farmhouse, they were getting on well. Therefore, a bit of good-natured ribbing was fine with her.
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      Next day, the breakfast rush was easing when Raylene, only fifteen minutes early this time, arrived at the back door with Cinnamon beside her. After a quick rap, she opened the screen door and stepped nervously inside.

      “Welcome!” Lyra beckoned her closer. “You met everyone yesterday, except my mom, Patricia St. Claire, and Vanessa Fife, your fellow server.”

      Patricia was dropping cookie dough on a baking sheet that had circles printed onto it to ensure they would be uniform, and Vanessa literally had her hands full with an order to deliver.

      “Pleased to meet you.” Patricia waved sticky gloves. “We can get better acquainted when I’m done.”

      “Morning,” Leroy called from the grill.

      Raylene smiled weakly around the room.

      “I’ll be back in a minute.” Vanessa hurried into the diner, her face a mask of neutrality.

      Hopeful that this was a good sign, Lyra showed Raylene the small cubby to keep her bag, and then the shelf of aprons. “Please help yourself to a fresh one as often as necessary. Everyone should look clean when they go into the diner, whether you’re serving behind the counter or taking orders.”

      Raylene nodded and tied on an apron. “It makes a much better impression than wearing a grubby one all day. These are very smart too.”

      Pleased with the comment, Lyra donned another and picked up a spare tablet. “I’ll show you exactly how we do things, and as soon as you get the hang of it, let me know.”

      Vanessa reappeared, and seeing the wary glance she threw at Raylene, Lyra had a change of heart. “On second thoughts, I have a few things that need my attention. Vanessa will show you how the tablets work, then you can shadow her instead until you’re comfortable. Is that okay with you, Vanessa?”

      Two spots of color appeared on the older woman’s cheeks. “I think understanding the way we do things is a good way to start.”

      Mom grinned over her trays of cookies, and Leroy gave Lyra a thumbs-up behind the other women’s backs. It looked like they were on the same page. On occasion, Vanessa struggled to fit in, and being in charge in a small way might give her a boost of self-confidence she still lacked.

      Before she’d gone to visit Kaden, Lyra worried that it was a huge mistake hiring Vanessa after all the trouble her daughter brought down on them. The girl was getting psychiatric help, but Vanessa had to live in the town where it all happened, and people had long memories. It couldn’t be pleasant to have the topic brought up when she was trying to forget, or at least put it out of her mind as much as she could. Working in the diner must be a constant reminder that her daughter had not only inadvertently killed someone who was highly regarded but had hurt Leroy.

      After feeling guilty for not seeing the extent of Poppy’s problems, the main reason she’d given Vanessa the job was so she could pay her mounting debts, and Lyra hadn’t regretted the decision so far.
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