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        A puzzling death. A cruel scam. And cookie sales that turn criminal.

      

        

      
        Baker Madeline “Maddie” Flynn thought helping the sheriff’s twin nephews with their cookie fundraiser would be sweet and simple. But when strange vandalism and a shocking death rattle the community center, it’s clear Maple Falls has more on its plate than sugar and spice.

      

        

      
        Determined to protect her town—and the kids—Maddie dives headfirst into the investigation. With her feisty Gran, her circle of loyal girlfriends, and Big Red, her mischievous Maine Coon, she stirs through a mix of secrets, scams, and suspects. The sheriff might be handsome, but even he can’t keep her out of the kitchen—or the crime scene.

      

        

      
        Can Maddie sift through the clues before another tragedy strikes? Or has she bitten off more than she can chew?

      

        

      
        [image: paw prints] The Maple Lane Mysteries are perfect for fans of culinary cozy mysteries, clever amateur sleuths, and small-town charm—always served with a dash of humor and a whisker of mischief.

      

      

      
        
        The Maple Lane Cozy Mysteries

        Sugar and Sliced - Maple Lane Prequel

        Apple Pie and Arsenic

        Bagels and Blackmail

        Cookies and Chaos

        Doughnuts and Disaster

        Eclairs and Extortion

        Fudge and Frenemies

        Gingerbread and Gunshots

        Honey Cake and Homicide - out now!

      

      

      
        
        Sign up for my new release mailing list and pick up a free recipe book!

      

        

      
        5* “Cookies and Chaos has a solid storyline, however, what makes this so enjoyable for me are the characters. I recommend the entire series.” ~ Dorothy S.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      Madeline Flynn ignored the ringing phone. Either of her two intern bakers, busy in the kitchen behind her, would answer it. Right now she needed to keep her focus on her VIP customers, ten-year-old twins, Jesse and James Dixon, who were very seriously considering what to choose for their after school treat.

      She smirked a little at the idea that whatever he bought them would last that long. Apart from her time living in New York, she’d known the pair for most of their lives and was embarrassed to be unable to tell them apart and had to find a new way each time she saw them to do so. She wasn’t alone in this, but it annoyed her ordered mind.

      Their uncle, Ethan Tanner, who happened to be the sheriff, gave her an amused wink followed by a shake of the head in mock exasperation as he waited for them to make up their minds.

      Their dark hair and blue eyes were so unusual that they required a second look from most people. Those eyes were exactly like their uncle’s and weren’t the only similarities between the three. The boys had also picked up Ethan’s mannerisms, which was natural since he was their only father figure. The way they leaned forward and then back, rocking on the balls of their feet right now, was just one example that made her grin.

      Sharing a childhood growing up in the small town of Maple Falls, which was not too far from Portland, Oregon, she and Ethan had some history. It was fair to say that her attention was equally divided between the twins and the handsome sheriff, who looked so darn fine in his uniform that she struggled to refocus on the boys each time he looked her way.

      Maddie worked in New York City for a few years but moved back to Maple Falls when her gran created a ruse that she needed help. Soon after her return, she and Ethan had started flirting with the idea of dating again. After hours of deliberations, the main thing holding her back was the risk of losing their rekindled friendship. She’d thought it lost after their bitter break-up years ago.

      She also had to acknowledge that the experience of a disastrous relationship during her time in New York City, where her ex had wanted her to be something she wasn’t, contributed to her hesitation.

      However, their relationship was begging to be given a second chance—like one of her recipes that hadn’t quite made the grade on the first attempt. She had missed his friendship so much and was delighted to let it develop. She just wasn’t sure it was possible to be romantically involved and still maintain that valued friendship. The attraction was definitely mutual, and thankfully they had both matured from the teenagers who couldn’t agree on many things.

      “The bakery looks to be doing a roaring trade.”

      His voice brought her back to the present when Ethan nodded at the full tables of regulars who were devoted to the breakfasts of fresh bagels and croissants she offered.

      “It is. I’m having to discourage Gran from increasing her hours again, because Laura, Luke and I are managing well. I might even hire another person to finally get the Saturday opening off the ground.”

      “As long as you don’t have to work any harder.”

      She grinned at his censure. “Unlike you? How is sheriff work today?”

      “All good. I’ve got some disgruntled Country Club members complaining about someone tearing up the golf course in a van and a suspicious character lurking around town. Just the usual.” He winked then turned to his nephews. “Come on, boys. Choosing can’t be this hard.”

      Six-foot-four, with an easy smile, that showcased his dimple, Ethan towered over the boys, who weren’t even slightly intimidated by his growly voice.

      “But they all look so good. It’s tough to decide on just one.”

      One of them pointed at the display case, while the other nodded enthusiastically.

      Maddie proudly straightened her white apron, which was emblazoned with the Maple Lane Bakery logo featuring Big Red, her amazing Maine Coon cat.

      “Don’t even think about it, James. The last time you two had more than one, you were on a sugar high for hours.”

      Pushing her long blonde braid over one shoulder she took note and felt pleased that she’d latched on to the fact that James wore a blue cap.

      “It’s not our fault that Maddie makes them like that,” Jesse explained.

      “Hey, leave me out of it.” She raised both hands. “I don’t force you to eat them.”

      James considered her more carefully, his features thoughtful. “You’re a really good baker, but you’re kind of like a deputy too now, aren’t you? Are you and Uncle Ethan going to solve any more crimes together?”

      “Are you undercover?” Jesse added in what was probably supposed to be a whisper.

      The blue eyes were innocent, but the memory of what James was referring to, gave her a jolt. Solving the murder of the mayoral candidate last summer and the blackmail around it had been horrible and wonderful in equal measure.

      Horrible in that Maude Oliver was killed, arguably by accident, and wonderful that they had saved more than a dozen beloved pets from potential death. The whole thing still made her shudder.

      She turned to look through to the back of the shop, where Big Red lay in a pool of sunlight just inside the back door of the industrial kitchen. The massive Maine Coon had been one of the pets that had been stolen for ransom, and she’d been afraid that she would never see him again. He was her best friend and confidante, even before her school friend, Angel, who she’d known nearly as long as Ethan.

      Angel owned the hair salon two doors down from Maddie and they saw each other every day, but Big Red hardly left her side … unless he was chasing butterflies or guarding the back door from unwanted visitors, which may or may not include delivery men. The determination depended on his mood and whether or not he liked whoever dared invade his territory.

      “No. I’m a baker. I like to help your uncle if I can, but I’m not a secret anything.”

      They looked disappointed, but went back to making their selection, and the moment passed.

      Luke, her young intern, came through from the kitchen, looking apologetic and awkward. “Sorry to interrupt, but there’s a call. I tried to deal with it, but he insisted on talking to you.”

      Maddie felt his unease at being left to serve Ethan, but it wasn’t something she could prevent indefinitely. The sheriff had grilled the teenager at length in regard to that murder and the blackmail, but there had been no evidence to prove he had anything more to do with it than protecting his brother’s girlfriend who had shown signs of abuse.

      “I won’t be long. Probably not as long as it takes them to choose,” she said to Ethan and winked at the twins, who laughed before going back to their selection.

      “How are you, Luke?”

      “I’m good, thanks.”

      Maddie smiled at the exchange, hearing the slight stiltedness in both men as she went into the kitchen. The call was from her supplier, apologizing that their delivery man, Owen, was having vehicle issues and her order wouldn’t be delivered until tomorrow. Fortunately, she had a fear of this very thing happening and never let her stock get too low, so it wasn’t a problem.

      It was odd that this wasn’t the first time Owen had problems delivering her order on the right day. He’d started out so efficiently a few months back and had a quick wit that had her interns in fits of laughter. Even Laura, who took time to warm to a person.

      Lately, Owen looked exhausted. And kind of sad, although he tried to hide it. You could never tell what was really going on with people, and she didn’t feel she knew him well enough to pry.

      When she finished, Ethan and Luke were talking quietly, the awkwardness gone. She took the time to frost two butter cookies with clown faces then carried them out to the shop on a tray.

      “How about these?” She showed them to the boys and was rewarded with fist pumps.

      “Awesome!”

      “Cool!

      “Thanks for that.” Ethan grinned. “Although, you shouldn’t spoil them.”

      “Why not? They’re good boys,” she answered sincerely.

      He looked at the twins, who were arguing over which one they wanted. “Hmmm. I’ll take the compliment on behalf of their mother and run.”

      “Maddie?”

      “Yes, Jesse?” She couldn’t keep a little pride from creeping into her voice at getting their names straight.

      “Ahhh ...”

      He seemed to be trying to get the words just right, and his brother gave him a dig with an elbow.

      “We want to do some fundraising.”

      “Good for you.” She stole a look at Ethan who seemed just as confused.

      James held his cap in his hands, something that his uncle did frequently, and threw her a beatific smile, as if he were trying to get on her good side for a reason she couldn’t fathom. He topped it off with an exaggerated sigh.

      “Our old bikes are falling apart and they’re for babies. We need bigger ones so we can ride to school, and Mom can’t afford new ones right now.”

      Ethan’s cheeks pinked. “I’m sure we can work something out,” he blustered.

      James continued as if he hadn’t spoken. “Mom told us not to ask Uncle Ethan for money. She said we have to come up with an idea to help ourselves, so we did.”

      “That’s great. Want to share?” Maddie knew this was a rhetorical question because both boys were bursting to tell her.

      They nodded enthusiastically.

      “We thought if we made cookies, we could sell them around town,” James said, as if he’d won at Ready Player One.

      “Sounds like a good plan. What did your mom say about doing that?” she asked, knowing full well that Layla’s job and looking after these two filled her days and nights.

      “Mom said she doesn’t have time to help us bake and we can’t use the oven on our own,” Jesse confirmed.

      Suddenly it all fell into place for her and by the look of Ethan’s astonishment he also understood what they were getting at. As much as she wanted to help, Maddie was exhausted by the end of the week and had put her other business plans on hold because of it.

      “I see where this is going, guys, but I’m busy myself.”

      Their faces fell, which made her feel bad. Gran had always made time for her love of baking, despite running a small farm.

      “Maybe I could help?”

      Luke had been cleaning tables and now he’d stopped, cloth in hand, his offer sincere.

      Ethan turned to him. “I don’t think my sister would like her home used as a bakery. Plus, she doesn’t allow strangers there.”

      Red-faced at the snub, Luke nodded. “I have spoken to her a few times, but I hadn’t thought about her not really knowing me.”

      Maddie frowned as she packaged the cookies separately in paper bags and handed them to the boys. They thanked her but were disappointed about the outcome of their request. Their down-turned mouths made the whole thing into a tragedy, and Maddie couldn’t let it end this way.

      “If I was on site, and Luke baked with them here, would Layla have any objections?”

      Surprised, Ethan took a moment to digest the suggestion then raised an eyebrow.

      “I guess it’s not really my call, but I’ll pass along the message to Layla, or perhaps you could discuss it with her?”

      “Please, Maddie. Mom won’t say no to you.” James begged unashamedly, as he and his brother hopped from foot to foot.

      “Tell you what, I have to visit the community center this afternoon with Gran, so I’ll drop by the clinic while I’m out.”

      It was like they’d won the lottery, the way they leaped around her. She was even bombarded with several hugs.

      Ethan calmly intervened. “All right you two, you’re squashing Maddie. She won’t be able to plead your case if she can’t breathe.”

      Immediately they stepped back.

      “Are you okay?” Jesse asked with concern.

      She laughed. “I’m fine.”

      Ethan wrestled with their bags as he added the cookies to their lunchboxes. It was awkwardly cute.

      “This will teach me to bribe them with treats first thing in the morning.” He rolled his eyes. “I better get them to school before the principal has my hide.”

      Maddie laughed again as she watched them go in the noisy way of boys. The principal was a tiny five feet, two inches and a force to be reckoned with. Suzy Barnes was a friend of theirs and, while she wasn’t physically imposing, she had developed other means to keep her pupils, parents, and staff in order, which meant it was rare that anyone was late for school.

      Luke returned to his cleaning with gusto and began humming a happy, if unrecognizable, tune.

      “That was very kind of you to offer to help them, especially since you don’t know them very well.”

      He ran a hand through his close-cropped fair hair. “I think entrepreneurial kids need to be encouraged. I had so many ideas as a kid, but my dad insisted I get good grades and play football. Nothing else. The grades I managed—football not so much. Anyway, I hadn’t intended to use the bakery, but it will be easier with all the pans and the size of the oven. I hope I didn’t overstep and force you into offering to let them do it here?”

      “Not at all. I would have been happy to help them myself, but I think it’s going to take several sessions and even though I’m not ready to open on Saturdays right now, I’m looking at opening up my cooking class to the public.”

      Currently, Maddie held a class for her friends. It had gone so well and been so much fun she thought it was time to listen to what many of her customers wanted and run one that other members of the community could attend. She’d been mulling it over for months and helping the boys could potentially affect that if she took more of a hands-on role.

      Luke’s green eyes lit up. “So many people have asked you about it, I don’t think you’ll have a problem getting people to sign up.”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence, but I still have some things to iron out. Back to the twins—if Layla says yes, we’ll need to decide how to manage them safely around the oven and sharp utensils.”

      “Absolutely.”

      Laura, her other intern came out of the kitchen with a fresh batch of cookies.

      “What needs managing safely?” she asked.

      Maddie explained, and Laura gasped.

      “You’re going to let the twins run wild in our lovely kitchen?”

      Maddie appreciated it wasn’t ideal but thought Laura’s horror was a little over the top.

      “With Luke organizing and overseeing them, they should be fine.”

      “I guess it is your kitchen.” Laura wasn’t convinced.

      “Maybe we could say it’s a trial. If they don’t listen, then we can nip it in the bud.”

      Laura sighed with relief. “I think that’s a wonderful idea. I’d help too, but kids scare me.” She looked away in embarrassment and patted her red bun, which had not a hair out of place.

      Maddie had a sudden recollection of instances where Laura had been busy elsewhere when the children came in prior to or just after school. Actually, it happened most days.

      “You’re not serious about them scaring you?”

      Laura nodded emphatically. “Very serious, I’m sorry to say. They seem to sense my fear and use it to their advantage.”

      Maddie had a vision of Laura jammed into a corner with a pack of wild children poking her with sticks.

      “That’s a shame. Maybe, we should introduce you to them in short bursts? Like an allergy that you build up immunities to.”

      Luke was fascinated with the interchange and unsure if it was fact or fiction. It was common to have banter in this kitchen—and at Gran’s place too—but he was still relatively new to it, so she gave him a wink.

      He grinned immediately. “I’ll keep them back, Laura, but I would say that watching you frost a cake or putting jelly into doughnuts would have them eating out of your hand.”

      And, just like that he was one of the team in every sense. Laura was both flattered and speechless.

      Maddie smiled. “Well done, Luke. The force is strong in you.”

      He’d probably heard the Star Wars reference many times but had the decency to laugh. Laura, on the other hand, didn’t seem to have a clue as she shook her head and went back to her baking, stopping to give Big Red some loving on the way.

      Her fluffy feline arched his back at the head rub. He adored Laura, but would he feel so benevolent towards the boisterous twins?
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      When the shop had its late morning quiet spell, Maddie sat Luke down in the small alcove that served as her office adjacent to the kitchen. They began to work out a few things around the cookie-making venture, mostly the safety and hygiene aspects.

      “There’s no point in going into too much other detail before I speak to Layla. I’ll stop by the clinic before the community center.”

      Luke ran his hands along the edge of the counter. “While we’re alone, I want to say again how grateful I am to you for sticking up for me with the police, but also with our customers. I know having your support has helped a great deal with how people in town see me. Instead of judging me by my brother’s crimes, as some initially did, plenty of residents have been going out of their way to ask how I am.”

      Maddie’s heart went out to him. The petnapping and murder were horrendous for everyone, but poor Luke had been the scapegoat for his brother. It was particularly annoying when no two siblings had ever been less alike.

      “If anything I’ve done or said has helped, then I’m glad, but I imagine having the sheriff explain things was far more effective than anything I could contribute.”

      Luke looked up. “I don’t know about that; you and Gran have a lot of sway in Maple Falls. Although, I still can’t believe he did that for me.”

      She smiled at his flattery while not entirely agreeing. “Why not? Ethan’s a good man, and so are you. You’ve taken the chance to prove it many times, but I don’t think you need to do more than be yourself. And, perhaps staying away from anything that could harm your reputation is good advice.”

      He nodded. “I will, I promise. Straight after the court case I had the feeling I’d already damaged it beyond repair. I got funny looks, and I overhead whispers and mutterings about my family which aren’t true. Mostly. Things are gradually getting better, and I feel like I can start to hold my head up … around here, anyway.”

      It was hard to see this nice young man in pain and so unsure of himself. A lot had happened since the day he had dared to go against his father’s wishes and train with her—good and bad.

      “I’m sorry that you’ve had to deal with the back lash. It’s not fair. Just give the ones who haven’t understood a little more time, and they’ll appreciate, as the rest of us do, that his crimes have nothing to do with you.”

      “I hope you’re right, and I hope Layla won’t say no to the boys baking here because of me.”

      So that was it—he didn’t want to disappoint the boys. One more sign that he was worth helping.

      “I’m sure she won’t have a problem with it,” Maddie reassured him, hoping she was right. Luke did not need another knock to his self-confidence.

      They worked hard all morning. After lunch, when the customers dwindled, Maddie loaded up her jeep, affectionally named Honey, with cakes and cookies for the regular Tuesday afternoon tea at the community center.

      Other than the bakery, Honey was her pride and joy—a gift from her late grandad after high school graduation. Grandad had taught her everything she needed to know to keep Honey in top condition, and this was her other passion.

      It was a shame that she didn’t get to take her out much due to the long hours she put in at the bakery, so she was looking forward to the drive, no matter that it was a short one.

      Gran would get a ride from Jed Clayton and meet her there with her own contribution. Together with the community center committee, they raised funds for various charities.

      “I should be back in time to close up,” she told her interns, appreciating how diligent and capable they were to carry on without her around.

      She drove to the clinic first, hoping to see Layla and get that out of the way before it bothered her more than it already did, and there was no point in conjecture.

      Stubborn like Ethan, Layla was a fantastic mom, and an excellent nurse. Maddie hoped that her nurturing side might help her see that Luke could be another good role-model for the twins.

      When Maddie entered the reception area, Layla was bringing a patient out of the doctor’s room. She smiled when she saw Maddie and continued to walk the elderly man to the door, talking loudly.

      “We’ll see you tomorrow to check on that dressing.”

      Mr. Edgar refused to wear his hearing aid, which caused everyone to either yell or repeat themselves many times.

      “It’s not necessary, dear. You did a good job with it today.” He held up his bandaged arm.

      Layla walked in front of him. “I promise you that it is necessary. If we don’t do this regularly, your infection will return. Don’t make me come find you,” she threatened in the nicest possible way.

      “If you say so.”

      He did not look convinced or worried, and after seeing him outside where Bernie, the town’s taxi driver, waited to take him home to the Sunny Days retirement community, Layla sighed as she came back to the empty reception area.

      “Men. At any age. The only time they want help is when they’re in the hospital or have man flu.”

      Maddie laughed at Layla’s portrayal of the male population of Maple Falls and potentially all men.

      “Or they want new bikes.” It seemed an appropriate segue into the reason she was here.

      Layla grimaced. “You’ve heard about that?”

      “I have indeed. And I have the solution.”

      Layla clutched her heart dramatically. “I’m not sure I want to hear this. What have my terrors conned you into?”

      Maddie laughed. “They want to bake cookies to sell. Using my bakery to do it so you don’t have to be there.”

      Layla’s look darkened. “They asked to cook in your bakery? I’m sorry, Maddie. They had no right. Wait until I get hold of them.”

      Maddie put up her hands. “Before you lynch them, let me say that it wasn’t their idea to use my kitchen, but I’m happy to let them. The only potential issue is that I don’t have a lot of free time, so Luke has kindly offered to watch over them and teach them how to bake cookies.”

      Layla’s eyes widened. “Luke Chisholm?”

      “My intern. Yes.” Maddie crossed her fingers at her side.

      Layla frowned. “This is a huge imposition for someone I barely know.”

      “The boys like him. He’s nothing like his brother if that’s what’s bothering you.” Maddie felt the need to point out.

      “Not as much as it probably should. I heard about how he protected Angel’s assistant, Beth, so I’m not worried he’ll drag the boys into a life of crime. Although, with those two, it would be hard to know who would be leading whom,” she added with a touch of irony.

      “What’s the problem then?”

      “Don’t you think it’s odd for a teenager to want to give up his time this way?”

      Maddie grinned. “When you get to know Luke better, you’ll see that he loves to help out. Frankly, he loves to bake so much, I don’t think he sees it as wasted time.”

      Layla mulled that over for a few moments. “Your opinion does matter, but what about ingredients and all the mess?”

      Maddie obviously had a few qualms around the survival of her pristine kitchen, but she wasn’t about to let Layla know about them.

      “Luke and I discussed this, and with the boys’ agreement, I’ll provide the ingredients, then they can pay for them at cost once they sell the cookies. The bonus is that they’ll get an appreciation for gross and net profit.” She grinned. “And rest assured that the mess will be dealt with by those who make it,” she ended firmly.

      “Good luck with that.” Layla gave a short laugh. “Where will they sell the cookies? I don’t like the idea of them going door-to-door.”

      “At the community center. I also thought that we could ask Angel and Isaac to sell some on their behalf at the salon and the diner.”

      Layla gave her a searching look, then nodded. “I can see that you’ve thought this through. Against my better judgment, I’m going to agree. Please know you can pull the plug if it gets too much, or they don’t behave. I won’t be offended. I just hope you don’t live to regret this.”

      Maddie smiled, despite the sinking feeling that if even the boy’s mom thought this could turn bad, it didn’t bode well.

      “I will, but I think they’ll be fine. And thanks for not holding Luke’s brother against him.”

      “Hey, at some stage we’ve all needed a second chance.” She gave Maddie a pointed look.

      Layla had never said anything directly, but clearly she thought Maddie and Ethan should cement their relationship.

      With the town having made up its mind and a lot of residents feeling the need to comment, she wondered if that was another reason she was so reluctant to commit to Ethan.

      Layla’s next patient arrived and promising to finalize things and let her know the details, Maddie headed to the community center to begin phase two of her plan.

      Some of the people there she could count on, but how would the rest of the group of mostly Sunny Days retirement community residents feel about helping the twins?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

        

      

    

    
      When Maddie arrived at the community center, Gran was already there, having been picked up by Jed Clayton since she didn’t drive. This carpooling had begun several weeks back when Maddie was busy managing the bakery on her own and didn’t have time to drive her.

      Since hiring Laura and Luke, she did have a little more time, and Maddie began to help at the community center as well, which meant, since they were living just down the road from each other, she could have brought Gran. She’d offered but had been turned down.

      Until today she hadn’t given it much thought. Was there something going on with Gran and Jed? Maddie shook her head at the idea. The two of them had been friends forever which is why they spent so much time together. Simple as that.

      She took the food into the kitchen where Gran and her friend Mavis Anderson were making tea and coffee.

      “These look delicious,” Mavis gushed as she took the tray and began to put the cakes and cookies onto plates. “Adding these to your gran’s blueberry tarts will ensure afternoon tea is another doozy.”

      The group had wholeheartedly adopted Gran’s love of an English afternoon tea. It served a dual purpose of getting everyone together who would otherwise be likely to spend most days on their own and as a fund-raiser for different projects within the community.

      Mavis, a round ball of anticipation, was partial to a daily dose of gossip, taken and given with a lighthearted view of life. She lived in the retirement community and knew everyone and everything that happened in and around it. Possibly the whole town as well.

      The community center was her other source of information and she was quivering with unasked questions. Right now, it was Maddie’s turn.

      “How are you doing, dear? I was so proud of you, solving that murder and saving all those pets last summer, but I do worry about the danger you put yourself in when you get involved in other people’s dramas.”

      Gran snorted at the irony, causing Maddie to turn away to hide her grin, although there had been nothing funny at the time. Plus, Mavis had seen her since the petnapping incident and said the same thing each time, almost verbatim.

      It was a common thread around town that if you wanted a thing known, tell Mavis. If you wanted a secret kept, tell Gran.

      “Having Big Red go missing involved me. I couldn’t sit by and wait for him to come home, and Mr. Clayton was losing hope he’d ever get Sissy back.”

      “Well, I grant you that Big Red is a special cat, and Sissy is a sweet Labradoodle, but surely the sheriff and his wonderful team could have solved the case without you?”

      Maddie gave a non-committal reply. Ethan had worked hard on the case, and she was certainly no substitute for a deputy, but she liked to think she had added a different perspective. Being raised by Gran, who believed in family being a global village, Maddie also had an innate desire to help people and had surrounded herself with like-minded women, affectionately known as the Girlz.

      Maddie, Angel, Suzy, and Laura. The first three had been through school together. Laura was a recent addition, but was no less one of them and becoming more so with the passing months since they had known her.

      “Shall we take out the refreshments, Mavis?” Gran intervened.

      “My, yes. Everyone has paid their five dollars for the fundraiser.”

      Once a month, the community center committee of which Gran was still the president, raised money for different charities and groups in the area. Today it was for play equipment at the local nursery school.

      The large room was sectioned into two by a couple of sliding screens, so it could be used by more than one group at a time. When they went through into their section with plates and cups the area was full of people. It made Maddie proud to see the level of enthusiasm for such a good cause.

      Initially she’d seen donating baked goods as a great way to try out new recipes on more than her employees, even though there was the potential for fewer sales at the bakery. She was pleasantly surprised to find that the group was now a source of advertising, since they told all their friends and family.

      “What delicious treats are we in store for? Whatever it is, I know it will be wonderful.” Jed Clayton rubbed his hands together.

      He was friendly to Maddie before, but since he’d gotten Sissy back, he couldn’t say enough kind things to and about her. The group erupted at his words trying to see past them to see what was on the plates and made guesses at flavors.

      “Today, we have a mini chocolate croissant, chocolate chip cookies, and Gran’s blueberry tart.”

      “Did you hear that?” Jed called out to the others who nodded enthusiastically and settled themselves for Mavis to bring the plates around.

      “Take one of each and if there’s any left, we’ll see.” She used her best mothering voice.

      Gran handed out cups of tea and coffee, knowing precisely how each person took theirs. Maddie knew she would have preferred to use her own cups, saucers, and plates and was not happy about the community center’s set, which were beyond drab in comparison to the ones she had at home and the many others she had donated to Maddie’s bakery.

      Brought to America as a small child by her English parents, Gran was a lover of everything British, and possessed many coronation, wedding and other kinds of souvenirs.

      After they were served, Maddie had the chance to watch their reactions to the cookies and cakes. It couldn’t have been better, and she sipped her tea in satisfaction.

      “These are your best yet.”

      “Thanks, Jed.”

      While it was good to hear, everything he tried of hers was apparently better than the last, so perhaps he wasn’t the best person to ask for an honest review.

      As they ate, the group branched out from discussing the food and their latest malaise, to what was happening around Maple Falls.

      “Irene Fitzgibbons is handling the mayor’s position quite well, isn’t she?” Mavis threw out into the group.

      “She is indeed, poor woman. It’s not like she actually intended to become mayor, but when Mickey Findlay was apprehended, that left her to hold the fort, as it were,” Jed added.

      It was well known that the Country Club and the Community Center group were often at loggerheads. Yet, since the last disaster over another election campaign mired in controversy, the town was less inclined to be as separate as they once were.

      Maddie couldn’t have been happier by this outcome. According to Gran, there had never been such separatism when she was young, but the Country Club had only been around for thirty years or so.

      Now that Maple Falls was known as the perfect place to retire, since it wasn’t too far from Destiny, and therefore, Portland, many wealthy people had arrived to call it home.

      “Are all the animals doing okay after their petnapping ordeal?” Mavis asked Jed.

      “I’ve been in touch with some of the owners, and they seem as right as rain. My Sissy has a new lease on life. It took her days to go out by the gate, but I’m not unhappy about that.”

      Most of the pets had gone missing in broad daylight and owners and pets alike were still wary of it happening again, despite the fact the perpetrator was languishing in jail. Jed kept in touch with some of the owners, who had all been traumatized over losing their pets and being powerless for some time to find out what had happened or how to get them back. It was a sweet outcome that a bond with pet lovers in and around Maple Falls was formed.

      “I hope that Owen managed to get his van fixed.”

      Maddie looked up from her tea at the sudden shift in conversation from Gran’s friend. “What do you mean, Mavis?”

      “His van has been parked in the back of the retirement community carpark all day. I popped out to ask if he needed assistance, but he said he was waiting for a part.”

      “That must be the reason for his delayed delivery this morning. I sure hope he can get it here tomorrow.”

      She said this as an aside to Gran, but Mavis had the hearing of a moth along with its inability to sit still.

      “Would you like me to check on that for you when I get home?” she offered.

      “No, thanks. I spoke to him earlier and I’m sure it will be fine. You could help with something else, though, if you don’t mind?” Maddie raised her eyebrows inquiringly and, anticipating the eager response, had to suppress a smile.
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