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Chapter 1

[image: ]




“YOU’LL DO WELL TO GET rid of that chip on your shoulder.”

Without removing his gaze from the lieutenant, Scott Whelan swiped the fingers of his left hand across both shoulders. “Yes, sir. Chip removed, sir. Is that all?”

Scowling, the lieutenant shook his head. “It’s obvious you don’t want my advice. But I’ll give you some anyway. Don’t be stupid, Whelan. Dismissed.”

Scott pivoted on his heel as smartly as any cadet and marched from his LT’s office. Not until he was in the elevator of the sheriff’s department—thankfully an empty elevator at the moment—did his jaw go from a tooth-breaking clench to a grimace. He leaned against the rear wall of the car, sucking air. He shifted, letting his right leg take most of his weight.

He shoved his hands in the pockets of his uniform slacks. Uniform. After eight years in plain clothes, despite several weeks in uniform on desk duty, he still considered his sheriff’s uniform something worn to ceremonies. Or funerals. Not so far off, really. A funeral for his career.

Well, if he wasn’t a detective for the sheriff’s department anymore, he might as well hold a wake. When the elevator dinged at the ground floor, he squared his shoulders and, ducking his head against the ever-present Oregon drizzle, made his way out of the building toward his car. At least the weather matched his mood.

He avoided the Thunderbird Grill, where he’d have to face too many colleagues, and drove across town to MacGinty’s. He succumbed to the pain in his leg and limped from his car to the pub. Brushing the raindrops from his hair, he found an empty stool near the end of the bar. When the bartender approached, he handed her his car key. “Macallan. Twelve year. Leave the bottle.”

She lifted an eyebrow, her gaze fixed on his chest. “You sure about that, Officer Whelan?”

He glanced down. Right. He should have gone home and changed. He should have gone home period. He gave the bartender a weak smile. “I’m off duty. But you’re right. Just give me the bottle. And my key.”

Back at his apartment, he stared at the bottle in his hand. With a resigned sigh, he put it in his liquor cabinet. So much for a wake. Head pounding, he stripped off his damp uniform, letting it puddle on the floor. Wearing nothing but his socks and briefs, he headed for the bathroom. After twenty minutes in a steamy shower, the aches in his muscles eased, and a semblance of feeling human returned.

He dried off, wrapped the towel around his hips, and padded out to the dining room. He stood in front of the closed door of his liquor cabinet for several minutes, then turned away.

Don’t be stupid.

He dragged a hand through his wet hair. He found a loaf of rye bread with some life left in it, and some cold cuts a mere two days beyond their expiration date. After eating two sandwiches, his headache retreated and his mood lifted. Meds and an empty stomach—not a good combination.

Don’t be stupid.

The LT had shown unusual restraint. Normally, he’d have said something closer to “Don’t be an asshole.” Everyone was coddling him since the incident.

Scott yawned. The sensible thing to do would be to hit the rack early, not show up for his first day in Pine Hills looking and feeling like something the cat wouldn’t bother dragging in.

Would it kill him to be sensible just once?

This new job at the podunk police department in Pine Hills was hardly a job at all. Not even a sworn officer. He’d almost turned it down. But deep down, he knew the LT had pulled strings, and damn it to hell, anything beat sitting around in his apartment, which was only a couple notches higher than lying in a hospital room.

He kicked his uniform halfway across the room, cursing as pain shot up his leg.

You’re still on the job. Just not the way you used to be.

***
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TEMPTED TO IGNORE THE ringtone telling her the contractor was calling, Ashley Eagan clenched her teeth and fished the offending device from the depths of her purse. What now? Forcing a cheery note to her voice, she said, “Tell me it’s good news, Carl.” Phone to her ear, she pressed the elevator button. “I’m on my way.”

Carl called daily with his updates, most of which were reasons why the construction work on her bakery was even further behind schedule—so much that she feared she might have to postpone her grand opening. If only the bank would let her postpone her payments. No way that was going to happen. But no way was her grand opening not going to happen. She’d find a way. The elevator arrived, and as soon as the doors closed, she lost the cell signal.

When she reached the lobby, Ashley punched Carl’s number into her phone. Impatiently, she waited for him to pick up while she dug for her car keys. Distracted by her concern, she careened into someone as she rushed across the tile floor. Two someones, actually. The building manager, Mr. Spencer, and another man. She heard a hissed intake of breath.

“I’m so sorry,” she mumbled reflexively, her attention centered on finding out what today’s bakery disaster had been.

“No problem,” the man said.

Ashley glanced up long enough to notice his close-cropped sandy-red hair, a jacket and tie. Here on some sort of official business, she supposed, since hardly anyone wore ties in Pine Hills. The two men moved on, and she returned her attention to her own problems.

“Pick up, Carl,” she muttered under her breath. His voicemail kicked in, and she disconnected without leaving a message. The bakery was a fifteen minute ride away. Hearing about yet another snafu could wait that long.

She shouldn’t have trusted Carl when he’d said his projected completion date would be absolutely no later than the middle of May. What contractor ever gave a realistic finish time? But he’d come highly recommended, and everything had zipped along at the beginning. She hadn’t been totally stupid—she planned her grand opening for June 15th. Of course, as soon as she’d spent money on ads and promotion, delay piled on delay, bills piled on bills.

Moving to Pine Hills and opening her own bakery specializing in chocolate had taken all her savings, not to mention loans she’d be lucky to pay off in ten years. Everyone back in Pittsburgh thought she was crazy, and maybe she was, but it would be worth it, doing something she loved, something all on her own.

She tossed her purse on the passenger seat of her Chevy Sonic and tried to focus on the positive as she drove toward the Pine Hills business district. She passed the redbrick buildings of what passed for downtown, and headed for the old buildings converted into the charming retail space that had drawn her to Pine Hills. The sun peeked through breaks in the silver clouds, and the flowering plum trees danced in the breeze. Surprised to find a slot on the street, she grabbed it and headed down the sidewalk toward her store. She still got chills thinking of it that way. Her store.

As she approached, Maggie Cooper, who worked at That Special Something, the gift boutique next to the soon-to-be-bakery, intercepted her.

Ashley sighed. Maggie was sweet, but she did tend to ramble on. And on.

“Good morning, Maggie.” Ashley smiled, but didn’t stop walking.

“Did they find who did it?” Maggie asked.

Ashley’s heart thumped. “Who did what?”

“I thought you knew.”

Ashley half-ran the last few yards to her store. Shards of glass littered the sidewalk. Ignoring the crunch under her feet, she stood in front of what should have been the picture window affording everyone a look at her wares. Instead, she saw sheets of plywood.

Belinda Nesbitt, who ran The Happy Cook, a kitchen specialty shop on the other side of Ashley’s bakery, stepped outside and gave Ashley a sympathetic finger-wave. Ashley shrugged, and Belinda popped back inside her boutique. Carl came forward, carrying a push broom.

“What happened?” Ashley said. She sensed Maggie hovering behind her, obviously wanting all the down and dirty.

“Sorry about this, Ms. Eagan. I’ve already got the new window on order. Rush. No extra charge, of course.” Carl started sweeping the glass from the sidewalk.

“Vandals?” she asked.

Carl rubbed his chin. “No, I’m sure it was an accident. Haven’t had anyone ’fess up, but I’ll be talking to the crew, you can count on it.”

Ashley sighed. “When will the new window get here?”

“Day after tomorrow. And I’ve got the sign painter coming in that afternoon. You’ll be ready to go. No problem.”

No problem. Carl’s mantra.

“Why don’t you come have some tea with me before I have to open?” Maggie asked.

Have some tea. Maggie’s mantra. A different kind of tea for every problem. “In a bit, Maggie. Thanks.”

“I have some ideas for your grand opening.” Maggie bustled off, her “I Love Lucy” red curls bouncing.

While Carl dealt with cleaning the sidewalk, Ashley wandered through her half of the converted Victorian, what would soon—she hoped—become Confections by Ashley. Merely thinking about it calmed her. Trying to see beyond the workers painting the walls a shade of mocha and the pounding from the restroom area, she envisioned her completed shop.

The hardwood floor, under canvas drop cloths now, but soon to be polished to a gleam. The small, tile-topped tables scattered throughout the seating area. And, to encourage a break from the typical hectic pace so prevalent today, some small upholstered chairs and maybe even a loveseat or two. And end tables. Let her customers linger over coffee. And her chocolate confections.

Her gaze moved across the space, imagining her bakery case, soon to be filled with cookies, cupcakes, brownies, and her own specialty, Decadent and Deadly Chocolate Fudge Cake.

After Carl came back inside, he and Ashley went over what had been done, what was left to do, and they did their routine walk-through. A glimmer of optimism eased its way into her mind. Until a crash and an expletive she didn’t recognize, yet completely understood, burst forth from the restroom area.

Carl rushed off, Ashley at his heels.

What now?

Inside one of the restrooms, a worker, surrounded by chunks of porcelain, clutched his forearm. He and Carl exchanged some words in Spanish, then Carl turned to Ashley. “He was setting the toilet and lost his grip.”

“Is he hurt? Should I call an ambulance?”

More Spanish. Despite the worker’s olive complexion, there was a sickly pallor to his skin.

“It’ll probably be faster if I drive him,” Carl said. He helped the man to his feet. “I’ll drop him off and be right back. No problem. This is a standard fixture. I’ll stop on my way from the emergency room and pick up another one.”

Anxiety that she’d have to cancel her grand opening—or worse, that she’d have to admit defeat—twisted her insides. Maybe a cup of one of Maggie’s touted relaxing brews would help settle the anxiety. She left the remaining workers to their tasks and went next door.

Maggie greeted her with a smile and ushered her through the boutique to the small office in the back of the store. “Make yourself comfortable. I’ll get the tea. Would you like a scone to go with it? Not as good as yours, I’m sure.”

There was something so normal about having tea with Maggie. Ashley allowed herself the break. “Don’t be silly. I’d love one.”

“How are things going?” Maggie asked.

So much for not thinking about her current crisis. “I don’t know. Carl says, ‘No problem’ no matter what. There are times I think he’s hired the Klutz Brigade for subs.”

Maggie’s face went slack, as if she were reading something in the space over Ashley’s shoulder. Seconds later, she blinked and shook her head.

“What?” Ashley said. “Do you know something?”

Maggie patted Ashley’s hand. “Oh, no, Sweetie. I was having a flashback to Sarah’s problems. But it’s impossible.”

“What problems?” Ashley had met Sarah, the owner of That Special Something, and Randy, her fiancé, but Sarah had been totally immersed in wedding plans at the time, and now she was off on her honeymoon. How could any problems Sarah might have had relate to Ashley’s bakery snafus?

Maggie thrust the plate of scones toward Ashley. “Like I said, there can’t be a connection. Sarah’s ex-boyfriend was sabotaging her shop. But that was personal, and he’s in prison now, so there’s no reason to think he could possibly be involved.” She smiled and patted Ashley’s hand. “Like you said, Carl probably hired too many klutzes. False economy, of course. They might work cheaper, but he’s paying the price.”

“This ex-boyfriend. You said he’s in prison?”

Maggie grinned. “In New Jersey. Randy put him away but good.”

“On the off chance there might actually be a connection, what’s his name?”

“Christopher Westmoreland. Do you know him?”

Ashley tried to think. Could he have been someone connected to her ex-fiancé? Nothing registered. “Never heard of him. I guess you’re right about the Klutz Brigade. I hope Carl gets everything together for the grand opening.”

Maggie leaned forward. “Well, maybe I can help. I’ve got an idea.”
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Chapter 2
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SCOTT WHELAN BIT BACK a curse as pain shot through his leg, sending black spots dancing through his field of vision. He sucked in a breath. The woman paying more attention to her cell phone than to where she was going hadn’t hit him hard, just enough to throw him off balance, and his injured leg protested when he’d tried to compensate.

“No problem,” Mr. Spencer had said to the woman.

Yeah, right. Not for you.

The manager continued his monologue as he led Scott to an apartment down the hall. Scott forced a polite smile and tried to focus on the man’s interminable chatter while he gave the place a quick once-over. The furnished unit was standard motel issue, but Scott didn’t expect to be doing any formal entertaining. And the complex boasted—actually, Spencer did all the boasting—a fitness complex with a Jacuzzi. Scott was already looking forward to a long, hot dip in the whirlpool. Plus, he could rent here month to month. No commitment.

Scott had planned to wait at least a week or two before deciding whether to pick up and move to Pine Hills, but this morning had convinced him sooner was better than later. Since his injuries, it took him a good hour to get moving in the morning. A painful hour. Add that to an hour commute—no way.

“Thanks, Mr. Spencer. How soon can I move in?”

It took the man a full two sentences of his pre-packaged spiel for Scott’s words to register. His eyes widened behind his glasses.

“I have to be at work soon,” Scott said. “I’d like to get this done.”

Spencer recovered quickly enough. “Sure thing. Come on to my office and we’ll take care of everything. This is the model, you understand. But I’ve got one ready to go on the third floor.”

“I’d prefer a ground floor unit, if you’ve got one.”

Spencer glanced at Scott’s leg. “Sorry, nothing down here. But there are two elevators. And there’s a laundry room on that floor. We can take a look if you’d like.”

“It’s the same as this one?” Scott said.

Spencer smiled. “Identical. Maybe a bit nicer. Only one tenant, and everything’s been repainted. New carpet, too.”

Scott gave the man his cop stare. The one that said if things didn’t live up to the description, there would be hell to pay. Spencer didn’t flinch.

Scott nodded. “Then let’s sign the papers.”

After dealing with the inevitable paperwork, Scott took his keys upstairs and entered his new, if temporary, home. Mr. Spencer hadn’t exaggerated. The fresh paint smell still lingered. Vacuum tracks patterned the neutral brownish-grayish-bluish carpet. The only sound was the hum of the refrigerator. The empty refrigerator.

His stomach rumbled. He needed to grab something to eat before his appointment with Chief Laughlin.

Inside the elevator, Scott leaned against the rear wall of the car—his new, normal posture—and cursed his weaknesses.

Suck it up. You’re alive.

Scott made a quick pass through town, getting the lay of the land. A bank, an insurance company, a hardware store. No fast food joints. So much for a quick lunch.

He turned down the next street, where redbrick was replaced by what appeared to be old, converted homes. Something like his grandmother had lived in. What the hell was Felicitea? He slowed. A tea shop. A bit frou-frou for his taste, judging from the delicate cups and flowery china teapots. Gold Needle. Sewing stuff. Another one he wouldn’t be frequenting. A bookstore held some promise. That Special Something? Some kind of gift shop, it looked like. Next to that one, he saw a construction project underway. No telling what that would be; the window was boarded up. Still, growth was good.

He found the one chain supermarket in town and hurried inside, trying to ignore his protesting leg. He ordered a roast beef sandwich from the deli counter and started eating as he went back to his car.

Scott found a slot in the public lot behind the redbrick Pine Hills Municipal Building. A cluster of marked patrol cars and a van marked “Criminal Investigations” sat at the west end of the building. He assumed that’s where the police department was. A department too small to have its own building. He sighed.

He pulled open the door and stepped inside. And back in time about thirty years. Memories smacked him like a blow from a patrolman’s baton.

Although he was due in Laughlin’s office in minutes, he paused long enough to take in the polished tile floors, the worn wooden benches, and the faint smell of disinfectant in the lobby. In the far corner, a man in blue coveralls wielded a string mop over a patch of floor, wrung the mop out in a bucket on wheels, then placed a yellow plastic sign warning the public to be careful. His father had worked in a building not unlike this one, scraping gum off the floors, waxing the benches, and scrubbing the bathrooms. Scott recalled too many Saturdays when he’d sat on one of those benches, waiting for his father to finish, wishing he could be at the playground with the other kids.

Walking past signs for the DMV, Traffic Court, and assorted legal offices, he headed for the entrance to the police department, pausing at a drinking fountain to pop another pain pill.

He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and covered the last few feet to the door. He did a quick personal inventory. Slacks pressed. Clean shirt. Neatly knotted tie. Sport coat. He ran a finger along his freshly shaved jaw. See, LT. I’m not being stupid. Proud of me?

Taking a deep breath, he pulled his body erect and twisted the knob. Pine Hills, get ready for your newest civilian employee.

The desk clerk motioned Scott inside. “This way, sir,” she said.

Scott followed her to a door with an old-fashioned frosted glass window and gilt lettering proclaiming it the office of the Chief of Police. Passing through an ante-room, empty except for an unused desk, she tapped twice on an inner office door, opened it and gave the man inside a brief nod before heading back the way she came.

Scott stepped inside. The man behind the desk rose. He wore a three-piece suit, tie, and matching pocket square. Scott wondered if he’d come from a press conference. No, he’d probably have been in uniform for that kind of occasion. Buzz-cut hair. Not a large man, but the aura of authority added to his stature. Piercing steel gray eyes. Eyes of a cop, not a politician.

“I’m Preston Laughlin. Sorry to keep you waiting. Welcome aboard.” Scott gritted his teeth as he returned the proffered handshake. Laughlin gestured toward the chair.

Scott nodded, gripped the armrests, and lowered himself onto the wooden seat.

Laughlin sat. “I hope we’re not too much of a letdown after working homicide for the county.”

No way Laughlin wasn’t aware of Scott’s history. He was skirting the issue, making polite small talk.

“I appreciate the opportunity to serve,” Scott said. “Even in a civilian capacity.” And for the first time, he regretted not doing his homework. He’d accepted LT’s word that Pine Hills would be a smart move, but in the back of his mind, Scott had considered it busywork. Something to fill his days. A paycheck to supplement his pension. Nothing worth taking seriously.

“Let’s get the formalities over with,” Laughlin said. “You’ll start on the morning shift. Seven to three.”

“Not a problem.” Aside from the fact that he’d have to get up by five to get his body moving. But that shouldn’t be permanent. At least that’s what the rehab therapist had said. Scott was still waiting.

Laughlin shoved a folder across the desk. “If you’ll fill these out, Doranna will get you into the system.” He smiled. “Paperwork’s a bitch, but it generates those paychecks.”

Laughlin continued talking while Scott filled out the endless forms. “We’re even more short-handed with Detective Detweiler on his honeymoon.” He frowned. “Town council has cut our sworn officer budget. Had to cut hours. Two on half-time, and our civilian staff is down to two per shift. He tilted his chin toward the empty ante-room. “My secretary was one of the casualties.”

Was he supposed to play secretary to Laughlin? “I’ll do what I can.”

“Afraid it’ll include a lot of paperwork.”

Scott looked up from the forms. “I accepted the position, sir. I do what I’m told.”

Laughlin gave him a level stare. “I’ll expect nothing less.” He picked up his phone, punched a few buttons, then spoke. “My office.”

Laughlin’s tone was civil, but Scott had the feeling he didn’t want to be on the receiving end of a summons when the man was in a bad mood.

Seconds later, there were two raps on the outer door, which opened without an invitation to enter. A man in khakis, a polo, and a badge on a chain around his neck entered. Under six feet, blond, with a pale complexion Scott could empathize with. At least Oregon was a good place to live if you were prone to sunburn.

The man nodded at Laughlin, then went through the handshake thing with Scott. By now, Scott’s arm made it clear it missed its sling, and he promised it a rubdown later.

“Kovak,” the man said. “Proud to be working with you.”

Scott gave the tiniest of nods and kept his expression neutral. The coddling was bad enough. Hero worship—especially since he didn’t consider himself anything remotely approaching a hero—was worse.

“I’ll turn you over to Detective Kovak,” Laughlin said. “He’ll show you around. Once you cut through all the red tape, you’re free to go. You can report at oh-seven-hundred tomorrow.” His gaze lingered on Scott long enough to make him feel uncomfortable. Then Laughlin smiled. “And unless you’re stuck with my job, we tend to dress more casually here. No need for the tie. Be comfortable.”

Once again, Scott brought up the rear as Kovak showed him through the various departments of the station, carrying out introductions. Scott found himself recalling Laughlin’s words and feeling ... comfortable. This was an environment he recognized, one he felt at home in.

“That’s about it,” Kovak continued, opening one last door to a room barely large enough for three desks and a bank of file cabinets. “These are the detective digs. We’re alternating three and four day shifts, but with the big guy on his honeymoon, we’re a man short.

“We don’t have anything like what you’re used to,” Kovak was saying. “Generic detectives. No homicide squad like where you come from. We had a homicide here last year—the biggest case this town has seen in decades. Diamond smuggling. Maybe you remember. County did most of the work.”

Scott gave a noncommittal shrug. What was big time in Pine Hills was another day at the office at County. Kovak paused, as if he wanted to say something. Scott recognized the look.

“Ask it,” Scott said. “What was it like, right?”

Kovak held up his hands in a gesture of surrender. “Hey, we all wonder what we’d do if we’re caught in the middle of a clusterfuck.”

“You pray,” Scott said.

***
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“CAN YOU BELIEVE IT, Lily?” Ashley tipped her watering can and gave the potted peace lily on her windowsill a drink. “I don’t know why that didn’t occur to me.” She moved down the row of plants. “Pretty cool, right, Violet? A brownie bakeoff, with the winner’s dish showcased on the menu.”

She moved on to the hanging plants, each sitting in its own intricately knotted web. Tempted to hurry through her ritual watering process, she forced herself to give each plant a moment of her undivided attention. Maybe not so undivided, because her mind spun through a swirl of questions. Would there be time? Or should she consider a soft opening, and have the bakeoff a week later?

Maggie had promised to recruit volunteers from her contacts at the Women’s Center. Ashley hadn’t been aware there was a Women’s Center in Pine Hills, much less what they did, but if Maggie said they could be counted on, that was good enough for her.

She set the empty watering can under the sink, then put on a pot of coffee. Sitting at her kitchen table, she started making notes.

As Ashley created a to-do list, Maggie’s comments about someone sabotaging Sarah’s shop insisted on intruding. Maggie had dismissed it as an impossibility, and she was probably right. But probably wasn’t letting Ashley concentrate on her task. Even if that guy—what was his name?—was still in jail, didn’t they have ways of communicating with people on the outside?

You’ve been watching way too many movies. If he was going to do anything, he’d mess with Sarah’s shop, not yours.

The phone provided a welcome interruption.

“Ashley, it’s Maggie. I know this is last-minute, but can you come to a meeting at the Women’s Center at seven? A group of us are more than happy to help get your store off to a spectacular start.”

“You’ve got it.” Ashley hung up, feeling as if she’d been wrapped in a warm blanket. People where she came from didn’t go out of their way to help each other. Especially if they’d never met you.

They’re doing it for Maggie, not you. Nobody says no to Maggie Cooper.

She thrust her notes aside. So what if they were rallying to help Maggie. Right now, she’d take all the help she could get.

And she wasn’t going to show up at the meeting empty-handed. Not to mention baking was her therapy. She headed straight for her recipe files. Something new, or stick with something foolproof?

New, she decided. If she was going to run a specialty shop, the more weapons in her arsenal, the better. She thumbed through the red folder of “worth a try” recipes. Closing her eyes, she plucked one.

––––––––
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PROMPTLY AT SIX-FORTY-five, Ashley peeked into the doorway of the meeting room at the Women’s Center. Pale institutional green walls, vinyl flooring, and folding chairs arranged around six foot tables. Maggie was at the far wall, plugging a coffee urn into an outlet beneath another table, this one draped in a blue-and-white checkered tablecloth. She straightened and flashed Ashley a warm smile. “Welcome.”

Ashley held up the foil-covered tray she was carrying. “I brought some goodies. Cookies and mini chocolate tarts.”

Maggie hustled over and took the tray. Peeling back a corner of the foil, she peeked at the confections Ashley had baked that afternoon. The aroma of chocolate mingled with freshly brewed coffee. “These look—and smell—fantastic.”

Ashley helped Maggie arrange the cookies on the table. “I can’t thank you enough for all this. Your idea of the bakeoff was fantastic, and to pull together an organizing committee out of the blue like this—it’s too much.” She leaned over and hugged Maggie’s slender frame.

Maggie’s face colored to rival her hair. “Don’t be silly. We’re happy to help a neighbor.”

Ashley busied herself arranging the napkins next to the cookie platter. “I’m hardly a neighbor. And these people don’t know me.”

“You live in Pine Hills. That makes you a neighbor.”

Ashley’s eyes burned and her throat tightened. Total strangers offering support. Something she’d never gotten from people close to her, who were supposed to love her unconditionally. She poured herself a plastic cup of the lemonade Maggie had added to the table and sipped it until she regained her composure. “You let them know that any time they need something, all they have to do is ask.”

Maggie’s eyes twinkled. “Oh, I’m sure they’ll be requesting donations now and again for bake sales. And you can tell them yourself.”

Heavy footfalls clunked through the hallway. “That’ll be Penny Foxworth. She’s always first to arrive.” Maggie lowered her voice to a whisper. “She always wants first crack at the refreshment table.”

A plump woman whisked in, wearing a long, floral skirt paired with a long-sleeved turtleneck in a darker shade of rose than the flowers on her skirt. Strands of colorful ceramic beads of all shapes and sizes hung around her neck, resting on her ample chest. A floppy, crocheted hat sat on her head. The wooden clogs on her feet explained the noisy footsteps. “Am I too early?” she asked.

Maggie threw a quick wink at Ashley, then turned to Penny. “Penny, this is Ashley. Ashley, Penny teaches art at the middle school.”

Maybe being an art teacher explained the woman’s eccentric attire, although to Ashley, it looked more like Penny shopped at The Second Chance thrift store. Then again, maybe she did. Teachers didn’t make much money.

Penny edged toward the platter of desserts. “Oh, my, don’t these look delicious. Where did you get them?”

“I baked them,” Ashley said. “Help yourself.”

Penny took a double chocolate chip cookie. “Oh, my. I’ve died and gone to heaven. If this is the kind of food you’re going to be selling—well, everyone here’s going to bend over backward to help you open with a bang.”

Ashley felt a blush creep up her neck. “I can’t thank you enough.”

Penny whisked a hand in front of her face, picked up a paper plate and filled it with two of everything on the tray. “These are plenty of thanks. Of course, instead of having to lose ten pounds, now I’ll have to lose twenty.”

She settled onto one of the metal folding chairs, set an oversized tapestry tote bag on the chair next to her, and munched on a cookie.

Ashley smiled at the next arrival, a familiar face. Kathleen Duncan worked part time at the Tool Shed, Pine Hills’ small-town version of a do-it-yourself emporium. As usual, Kathleen wore her silver hair in a perfectly coiffed up-do, a conservative skirt and sweater duo, along with her trademark string of pearls around her neck. Kevin, Kathleen’s son, owned the Tool Shed, and Ashley had spent some time there, choosing paint colors, floor coverings, and a multitude of other odds and ends.

“I was so sorry to hear you had another little setback,” Kathleen said. “Some days are like that.”

Or weeks, Ashley thought. “Carl assures me we’re going to open on schedule.”

“I’m sure you will. Kevin’s expediting orders, and Willie can put in some extra time if need be.”

Kathleen’s husband, Willie, was a local handyman. Carl had employed his services during the construction. Unlike many of the Klutz Brigade, Willie did get things done right the first time, although he seemed more of a plodder than a home-improvement-show expert.

The door opened once more, and a petite woman wearing baggy sweatpants and a long-sleeved sweatshirt shuffled into the room. Head down, she found a seat near the rear. “Sorry I’m late.” Her words were barely audible. Kathleen and Penny turned away. Penny pulled a hank of yarn and a crochet hook from her bag and concentrated on some brown-and-green creation. Kathleen dumped sugar and creamer into a coffee cup and busied herself stirring.

“Good. Lorna made it.” Maggie rushed to the woman’s side, taking the chair next to hers. She wrapped an arm around the woman’s shoulders and whispered something. The woman wiped her eyes, nodded, and squeezed Maggie’s hand.

Maggie strode to the front of the room, ignoring Ashley’s questioning glance. “Let’s get started, everyone.”
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Chapter 3
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SCOTT SLAPPED AT THE alarm, grimacing as his sore shoulder protested the sudden motion. He lay there, panting, filmed in sweat, waiting for his heart rate to drop. Slowly, he took in his surroundings. Pine Hills. His new apartment. His bedroom. Hints of sunlight filtered through the gap between the shades and the window’s edges. The encroaching daylight chased away the nightmare.

He lay there, breathing slowly. Staring at the ceiling. Working up the guts to move, knowing the pain was waiting when he did.

As always, the need to pee forced the issue. He gritted his teeth and pushed himself to a half-sitting position. Waiting for his muscles to accept his demands.

At least you can do this on your own. No calling for a nurse.

He limped to the john, took care of what had to be done, and leaned against the counter. More slow deep breaths. He splashed his face with cold water, brushed his teeth, and found the swim trunks he’d laid out last night. He closed the lid on the toilet and sat there, working his good leg, then his stiff one into the trunks.

Be glad you can dress yourself. Suck it up.

The gentle gurgling sound and the aroma of fresh coffee brought a faint smile to his face. At least he’d had the brains to set the timer on the coffeemaker before going to bed.

He stood, yanking the nylon swimsuit over his hips. Limping around the boxes he’d brought over last night, he made his way to the kitchen and savored that first sip of that first cup of coffee. Nothing better. He sniffed again. Chocolate? He’d noticed it last night, too.

He opened the oven and gave another sniff. Not the source. No matter. As residual smells went, chocolate sure beat cigarette smoke or eau de litter box.

After setting the cup on the counter, he took a few tentative steps around the kitchen, loosening up muscles that had stiffened overnight. When he could step without gnashing his teeth against the pain, he grabbed a towel, slipped his feet into rubber sandals and headed for the fitness room.

Opening the door to the fitness center, he smelled the mixture of sweat, disinfectant, and swimming pool chemicals. He shuffled to the hot tub and spent a minute figuring out the controls. Climbing in took some doing, but at last, he surrendered to the heat and pulsating water. Head back against the side of the tub, he closed his eyes.

Damn, he should have brought his watch or phone and set an alarm. Mornings sucked. He glanced around the room, noticed a clock on the far wall. That would help, as long as he stayed awake. His gaze took in someone stepping onto the treadmill in the far corner. She had the obligatory ear buds in, and seemed oblivious to anything else in the room.

Her brunette ponytail bounced as she ran. Her ass was hidden beneath baggy sweats. After about ten minutes, she shrugged out of her hoodie, revealing the sports bra she wore underneath. Not bad. She had some meat on her. Not one of those twig-thin numbers you were afraid you’d break if you got too close. Not that he had any intention of getting close to anyone in Pine Hills. But he could look.

Maybe living here wouldn’t be so bad. He dozed off and on, the buzz of the jets and bubbles blocking out any extraneous noise. When he’d gone well into prune territory, he hauled himself out of the tub, pleased with his increased mobility. Treadmill woman had already left. Her replacement had a bit too much meat on her for his taste. He avoided eye contact, although she, too, was engrossed in whatever came through her ear buds.

Drying off, then wrapping the towel around his hips, he left the fitness center, barely limping. As he approached the door to his apartment, the smell of chocolate intensified. Curiosity aroused, he followed the aroma past his apartment. It definitely emanated from the unit next to his. His stomach growled, reminding him he hadn’t eaten since his early pizza dinner yesterday, and he turned back to his own place.

He showered, shaved, and put on the plush robe his sister had sent when he’d been in the hospital. Pulling on his customary sweats still hurt too much to be worth it. Wearing a robe made him feel old as his grandfather, although his grandfather probably wouldn’t have gone for the handcuff print. But Scott didn’t want to risk spattering bacon grease on his work clothes. Or bare skin. Been there, done that.

Enough with this pity party. Cook, eat, and face your first real day on the job.

He was washing the dishes when someone gave a gentle knock on the door. Who knew he was here?

He dried his hands and checked the peephole. A distorted image of a brunette woman appeared. Belting his robe a little tighter, he opened the door. “Yes?”

“Hi. I’m Ashley. I live next door. I thought I’d ... um ... welcome you to the building.” She extended a platter covered in foil.

As he tried to process all the possibilities—she had a bomb under the foil; she was a reporter wanting yet another story; she was scoping out his apartment for a future burglary—he accepted the obvious. She was a neighbor being friendly. He found the wherewithal to attempt the same.

The platter was warm to the touch. “Thanks, I’m Scott.” He lifted the foil and discovered the source of the chocolate smells. “These must be what I’ve been smelling since yesterday.”

She nodded, keeping her eyes on his, backing away. “I should let you go. I have to get to work.”

“Wait. There’s no way I can eat all these.”

“Share them. I’m opening a new bake shop, and I’m testing recipes. I already eat too many of them. Thank goodness for the fitness center downstairs, or I’d be a total blimp. I have to go, really.”

His brain kicked into gear. She was the woman who’d crashed into him yesterday, and the first one he’d seen on the treadmill this morning. “Thanks. I can take them to the station.”

“Please do.” Stepping away, she spoke over her shoulder. “And if they like them, you can tell them my shop, Confections by Ashley, will have a lot more.” She paused, as if what he’d said had reached her brain. “The station? Where do you work, if you don’t mind my asking?”

“At the police station.”

Her gaze moved from his face downward, then back up. He realized she was looking at his robe. What had she thought? That he was into bondage games?

“You’re a cop?” she asked.

Not any more. “No, a civilian. I do administrative stuff, which lets the cops deal with cop stuff.”

“But you know cops, right?”

He almost told her he used to be a cop. Almost. That part of his life was over, and the sooner he buried it, the easier it would be.

Which is why you took a job at a police station? Get real. You can’t give it up. It’s been your life for so long.

He shrugged. “Actually today is my first day.”

She nodded. “So, you’re new to Pine Hills?”

Although he could tell she wanted to know where he was from, he ignored the implied question. “Yes. Just moved to town.”

When she smiled, his first impression that she was a drab, basic brown—hair, eyes, and a bronze tan to her skin—disappeared. Her eyes brightened, and there was a sudden prettiness radiating from her face. All the pieces worked together. Her straight nose fit perfectly between her deep brown eyes and her full lips.

“So did I. I’ve been here about four months. I used to live in Pittsburgh, but I wanted a small town. My dream was to open a bakery.” She flushed. “I’m sorry. I’m blathering. And I really have to go. I open on the fifteenth, and I’m not sure the Klutz Brigade is going to be finished.”

“I need to get going myself.” He lifted the tray. “Thanks again.” He watched her retreat in those curve-hugging jeans she now wore.

Cool your jets.

Nothing wrong with getting to know your neighbor, which could include enjoying the female form. He eased the door closed, then went to get dressed for work.

––––––––
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“THINK YOU CAN HANDLE reception? Doranna’s here until two, so she can show you the ropes.” Kovak seemed to have lost some of that “in the presence of a hero” aura he’d projected yesterday.

Scott’s thoughts strayed to Ashley. Maybe that was why he found her refreshing. If she’d been in Pittsburgh until four months ago, odds were she had no clue what had happened to him.

“Scott?” Kovak’s voice snapped him back. “Reception. Usually isn’t too busy, and you can get a feel for things. Answer phones, reassure people. File paperwork.”

“Sure, no problem.”

“Then I’ll leave you in Doranna’s capable hands.” Kovak nodded, then walked toward his shared office.

“You have local emergency dispatch, right?” Scott asked Doranna. “No 911 calls come to this desk?”

She moved a stack of file folders. “That’s correct. You’ll have your share of people screaming they can’t find their dog, or their neighbor’s hitting the volume on the stereo. Do whatever you can to calm them down, then route calls. There’s a list of extensions and the duty roster by the phone.”

“Spent the last three weeks riding a desk at County. I think I can handle it.” Scott eyed the chair. He’d skipped the pain meds this morning to keep his head clear, which in hindsight had been a stupid move. He excused himself, hit the john, and swallowed a pill. He stopped at the break room for coffee, where everyone had descended on Ashley’s cookies like vultures on road kill. Score a few points for the new guy.

He sipped the coffee. Burnt sludge. A police station standard. It felt like home.

He returned to the desk, took his seat. The public area was a tiny room with four chairs, separated from the police side of things by a glass partition. Long gone were the old days when any citizen could walk into a police station and actually see a cop. And now, his job was to maintain that separation.

He sensed Doranna looking at him. Please, let it be because she was making sure he didn’t screw up. Not because of more damn misguided hero worship. The phone rang. He gave her a nod. “After all that paperwork we filled out yesterday, guess I should start earning my paycheck.” He picked up the handset. “Pine Hills Police. Scott Whelan.”

***
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ASHLEY PAUSED AT THE door of Elaine Rathburn’s photography studio, which doubled as the town’s printing service. Inhaling a breath for courage, she pushed it open. Inside, there was no one at the counter.

“One minute.” A female voice came from somewhere beyond a narrow doorway behind the counter. Ashley settled onto a faux leather love seat and waited.

Photographs adorned the walls. Portraits filled one—weddings, babies, graduation shots. Another was landscapes. Although Ashley hadn’t been in Pine Hills long, she recognized some of the Oregon terrain. She got up and wandered over, admiring a group of seascapes.

“May I help you?”

Ashley turned at the voice. A tall, slender woman with blonde-streaked hair held atop her head by a plastic clip appeared from a back room.

“I’m Ashley Eagan. Maggie Cooper recommended you. She said you could print some flyers for me.” Ashley handed over the sample she’d spent two hours working on last night. “I know it’s last-minute, but it’s kind of an emergency. I need five hundred as soon as possible.”

Elaine slipped on a pair of readers and glanced at the page. “Ah, yes. The new bakery shop. Maggie called. If you want copies of this, I can have them in half an hour. If you want me to create a professional one based on this—” She paused and gave Ashley a look containing more than a hint of condescension. “It’ll be tomorrow.”

Ashley refused to take the bait. “I know what I’ve done isn’t very professional. But time is of the essence. I have the file on a flash drive if that will help.”

Tight-lipped, Elaine plucked a slip of paper from under the counter and slid it in Ashley’s direction, along with a pen. “Fine.” She disappeared into the back again.

As Ashley filled out the required information on Elaine’s Service Request Form, which seemed to stop short of demanding her blood type and promise of her first born child, she figured she owed Maggie another one. Without Maggie greasing the skids, Ashley had a feeling Elaine would have brushed her off unless she agreed to pay for an original creation. And probably taken three days to get it done.

Well, she didn’t have three days to spare, and it was a stupid flyer with a bakeoff entry form. In a week, it would be obsolete. She completed Elaine’s form, then went to the loveseat and retrieved the plastic container of cookies she’d left there. “Elaine? Excuse me?”

After a moment, Elaine emerged, her smile tight rather than friendly this time. “Finished?”

Ashley nodded and extended the container. “I thought you might like a sample of what I’ll be offering when the shop opens.”

When Elaine made no move to take the container, Ashley opened it and slid it closer. “Triple chocolate chip cookies.”

Almost reluctantly, Elaine nibbled the edge of one of the cookies. Ashley tried to keep the anticipation, the need for approval, off her face.

Elaine nodded. “Not bad. You’re going to be selling these?”

Ashley grinned. “And lots more.”

Elaine finished the cookie, took the container, and slid it under the counter. She inspected the sheet Ashley had filled out. “Let’s take care of the details.”

While Elaine ran Ashley’s credit card, Ashley took a breath, and plunged in with her next request, telling herself Elaine would be the hardest sell of the day. If Elaine shot her down, things could only go up.

“I thought you might like to photograph the event. I’m afraid I can’t pay much, if anything, but you’ll definitely be acknowledged. And, of course, I’d be coming to you to design and print the giveaway menus I plan to have.” No need to tell Elaine that the idea had come to her not three seconds ago.

Elaine’s eyebrows winged upward. She studied the sample flyer, frowned. “The fifteenth? I’ll have to check my calendar.” After clicking some keys and fussing with the mouse, she gave a smile a few degrees warmer than before. “I have that evening open. I’m doing a workshop on the coast the fourteenth, but I’ll be back that night.”

Ashley’s heart lifted. If she could convince grouchy Elaine to help, she should be able to recruit other merchants as well. Especially armed with more cookies. “That’s wonderful. Thanks so much. I’ll be back in an hour.”

Heading in the direction of her store, Ashley passed the Municipal Building. Remembering what Maggie had said yesterday about the sabotage at That Special Something, she wondered if the cops would be able to tell if whoever had caused Sarah’s problems might be causing hers.

Even thinking about walking into the police station and asking them to check had her feeling like a fool. Why would someone who wanted to harm Sarah’s business—someone she’d never heard of, and who had no reason to know about her—want to do her harm?

Maybe her new neighbor could do some quiet checking. He seemed nice enough. Perhaps she’d bring him another one of her experimental recipes tonight. If he worked at the police station, he had to be safe. Her face warmed as she recalled her initial images when she’d seen him in the handcuff-print robe.

Yeah, right. Like he’s got a four-poster bed and likes to cuff women while he has his way with them.

Her face went from warm to hot as she thought about how their bedroom walls backed up to one another, and how sound carried. Not that she’d met anyone here to make noise with. Or wanted to.

She brushed aside thoughts of her ex fiancé. Yet another dream crusher.

No, she wouldn’t bother Scott. Sarah would be back from her honeymoon soon, and Ashley would bring it up then. She’d only met Randy a couple of times, but he’d been friendly enough, and Maggie thought he was a good cop. He might be willing to do something for his new wife.

Part excitement, part dread filled her as she neared her store. Maybe a miracle had repaired her window. Carl hadn’t called yet today. That had to be good. To delay the possible discovery that things were not good, instead of circling the block to drive past the storefront, she turned left and headed straight into the back parking lot.

Heartened to see Carl’s pickup, Willie Duncan’s pickup, and an electrician’s van, she parked and strode to the rear entrance. As she opened the door, she paused. The whine of power tools and the explosive reports of the nail gun played like a symphony. No crashes. No curse words. Afraid she might jinx something, she left the crew to their work and tapped on the back door to That Something Special.

Maggie opened it. “Come on in. I was about to make some tea.”

When wasn’t she about to make some tea? Ashley stepped inside. “I wanted to thank you again for the brainstorming session last night.”

“Don’t be silly. Come on back to the office. Jennifer’s minding the front. I’m trying to make sure everything is ready for Sarah’s return. I imagine she’ll be tired after three weeks in Florida. All that sun. The ocean. The theme parks. Enough to exhaust anyone.” She winked. “Assuming she and Randy ever got out of their hotel.”

What was it with sexual undercurrents today?

Ashley nodded a hello to Jennifer, who was busy with a customer, and followed Maggie to the small back office.

“I meant to ask you,” Ashley said while Maggie poured two china cups of whatever tea she’d chosen for the day. “Tell me more about the Women’s Center. I wonder if I should join, or do you just show up? And what sorts of things do the women do—besides bail out struggling bakery stores?”

Maggie settled into her chair. “It’s primarily a support center. Gives women a place to go, people to talk to. They’ve got formal counseling, informal therapy groups.”

“You mean the women from last night were there because they have—problems?” She remembered the way the last woman—Lorna—had arrived, cowering as if she was afraid someone would jump down her throat for being late. “Lorna?”

Maggie lowered her voice. “An abusive relationship. She refuses to leave. No skills, no money, nowhere to go. She’s new to the group.”

She tried to imagine what that would be like. Ashley might have left home because she couldn’t find what she needed there, but she had skills. An expensive Culinary Institute education. A dream.

What if she’d believed her parents when they’d said she was foolish to want something more than to play a supporting role to her fiancé? “Why do you need to work?” her father had said. “Being a stay-at-home mom was good enough for your mother.” Ashley’s mother actually believed her husband could do no wrong.

“But if you need to work until you get married and settle down,” her father had said to her, “what’s wrong with being a secretary? I can get you a job with Norm Shapiro.”

Secretary. Even with the more modern terminology, administrative assistant, it was still an assistant. Ashley’s stomach churned.

What if she’d been locked into a marriage with Barry, who thought her dreams to open a bakery were cute? But no place for his wife.

Wife. Right. He expected her to give up her dreams to be his wife. What would he give up to become her husband? Not his social circle, that was for sure. He was a flipping insurance broker. His firm had offices all over the country. Would he even consider moving for her dream? Ha!

Even so, Ashley had never considered seeking a support group beyond a couple of daiquiris with her friend, Tina. Life happened. You found a way to cope.

Sipping tea, Ashley wondered what problems brought Kathleen and Penny into the group. They seemed perfectly adjusted.

None of your business.

Maggie must have sensed her curiosity. “Some of us are there to lend an ear. We take some basic training, but anything out of hand, we turn over to the counselors, who can refer them to specialized agencies if they need even more help.”

Ashley knew Maggie would never reveal where each woman fit, so she switched gears. “My web designer is uploading an on-line entry form for the bakeoff. Elaine’s going to do the flyers. I’m going to pick them up in an hour and start asking merchants to have them on their counters, stuff them in bags. And donate something for door prizes. Penny’s idea was great. If we have lots of prizes, we should get more people to come.” She smiled. “I brought cookie bribes.”

Maggie flapped her hand. “I know they’ll be appreciated, but hardly needed. We’re all in the same boat here. Small independent businesses trying to keep afloat before the mega-store iceberg hits.”

A crash from next door completed the image.
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Chapter 4
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“I’M GOING TO FILE THESE,” Doranna said, picking up a stack of color-coded folders. “You all right flying solo for a bit?”
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