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        A killer pie. A meddling ex. One sassy cat who smells trouble.

      

        

      
        Maddie never expected to win the apple pie contest and trip over her friend’s body at the Spring Festival. Now, thanks to a trail of suspicious evidence, she’s the prime suspect.

      

        

      
        With the clock ticking and the sheriff’s department breathing down her neck—led by her infuriatingly handsome ex—Maddie must clear her name before she’s serving time instead of pie.

      

        

      
        Good thing she’s got her ride-or-die friends, a tight-knit small-town squad, and a whisk-wielding determination. Add in one sharp-eyed, sassy cat who’s always underfoot, and Maddie’s on a recipe for uncovering secrets someone desperately wants to keep buried.

      

        

      
        But the deeper she digs, the more danger bubbles to the surface… and the next victim could be her.

      

        

      
        If you love Murder, She Wrote and culinary cozies sprinkled with humor, heart, and a dash of danger, you’ll devour the Maple Lane Mysteries.

      

        

      
        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!

      

        

      
        Remember to join the new release mailing list and pick up a free recipe book.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      Maple Falls, Population: 10,915.

      Madeline Flynn read the sign as it went by and smiled fondly. You couldn’t get much farther from New York City in distance or size—which was a breath of fresh air. Literally.

      As they came over one of the last hills, Maddie opened the passenger window of the cab to breathe in the smell of home and view the full vista of the town. With the crystal-clear waters of the lake behind and the mountains to the left, Maple Falls epitomized the ‘clean and green’ tag they’d been given long ago.

      As usual in this location, the radio began to crackle with static, and the driver changed stations to their local one. Noah Jackson, the DJ, was playing her kind of music: rock and country with a sprinkling of pop. Maddie tapped her fingers on the top of the door as her long blonde hair swirled behind her, a rarity since it wasn’t often let out of the thick braid she preferred for work.

      She would have cut it years ago, but her Granddad, rest his soul, had insisted Maddie keep it long like her Gran’s. Every time she thought seriously about seeing a hairdresser, his voice came back clearly.

      “It’s so beautiful, Maddie. Why would you get rid of a gift like that?”

      It was impossible to go against the kind and gentle man she adored, and even after he’d gone, she hadn’t the heart to do so.

      Pushing her hand into the breeze as they swept past farms with paddocks of cows, sheep, and others with crops, she relished the sense of freedom the drive from the airport was giving her. She couldn’t wait to get behind the wheel of her Jeep, currently stored in Gran’s garage, and cruise with the top down along familiar country lanes.

      ‘Honey’ was more than a mode of transport. Her grandfather had bought her for Maddie when she was sixteen and was a major source of good times for her and her close friends over the years. In fact, Maddie missed Honey—so-called because she was a rich, dark golden color—as if she were another friend and hated having to leave her behind almost as much as Suzy and Angel. New York City was no place for a country girl to drive, even if she’d been able to find or afford somewhere to park.

      When she sighed, Bernie Davis shot her a sympathetic grin. “Nearly home, love. It’s a shame you couldn’t come back more often. With not being so well over the winter, Gran’s sorely missed you.

      Was there a touch of censure in his statement? She wouldn’t be at all surprised. They’d chatted about all sorts of things that weren’t too personal, apart from the initial, ‘“Hi, how are you?”’ Clearly, the time had come for him to ask what the rest of the town would want to know. As the only taxi driver in town and the odd-job man for most of the population, it was expected that he would have the latest gossip on anyone entering or leaving Maple Falls. Especially if the passenger was one of their own.

      Maddie sighed again. It was probably best to get a plausible response out there and avoid the question being asked 10,914 times, even if it annoyed her to have everyone know her business. Like it or not, Maple Falls was probably never going to change regarding that.

      “It has been too long. I’ve been working hard and saving for my own bakery. A vacation hasn’t been possible.”

      Bernie grinned. “Well, you’re here now. Gran’s been telling us how well you’re doing, even after changing jobs. A bakery of your own in New York? You’ll be more famous around here than you already are when that gets out.”

      Maddie brushed that aside, still feeling awkward at receiving praise from an entire town; especially when they’d expected more from the business degree scholarship she’d been awarded.

      When she’d left college, she believed aiming for success in that arena was what she should be doing. After all, her marks in business studies had been what got her the scholarship. But as soon as the degree cooled in her hand and she was working her very first job, Maddie knew it was a mistake—a big one. Madeline Flynn was not made for sitting behind a desk. No, she was a working-with-her-hands type of girl.

      She should have known, and maybe deep down she had, but hadn’t wanted to admit it. At the time, accepting that scholarship meant she felt obligated to make it work and desperately made herself fit into that world. Every day was torture. Even the wonderful outcomes when she helped people achieve their dreams didn’t make her feel the way she did when she was baking. But baking was a hobby, not something she could make a career of. Or so she’d thought.

      Going from a well-paid job to starting at the ground level in a bakery would be a terrible waste. For two years, she reminded herself of that. Finally, when she was completely miserable with her life, and despite a steady boyfriend who thought she was insane to consider throwing away her career, she knew the time had come to stop working at something she felt no passion for, and she had called Gran.

      Naturally, her grandmother hadn’t said a word about the waste of a degree, wasn’t at all surprised by Maddie’s change of heart, and certainly didn’t care what people thought.

      When the opportunity to change careers arose, it was through a chance meeting with a woman who came to Maddie seeking help with marketing for a future venture. A venture that Maddie was naturally interested in since it revolved around owning a bakery. This shared dream ensured they became good friends and when Camille told her bosses at the bakery where she worked, all about Maddie, they’d called her in for an interview.

      The sights and smells of the famous French bakery were heavenly, and Maddie’s heart beat with the passion she’d been keeping under wraps. This was the life she wanted. Whether it was due to Camille’s good word or her own over-the-top delight, the owners offered her a job starting at the bottom. It was a huge leap of faith for a family business that didn’t generally hire outsiders, and Maddie liked to believe she was deserving of that faith.

      Her heart knew it was the right choice, and with Gran’s blessing, she’d jumped at the chance and never regretted her decision. However, a residual embarrassment lingered at being seen as a failure around Maple Falls.

      “What’s been happening here, Bernie?” She changed the subject.

      “The usual. People stepping on toes and then having a drink over their apologies.”

      “Nothing new, then?”

      They laughed together at the notion that Maple Falls might change in any way. Situated twenty miles south of the bigger town of Destiny, Maple Falls was a lot older, had charm in bucket-loads, and almost everything a person needed.

      Bernie suddenly frowned. “There is one bit of unsavory news. The mayor has been under fire from an anonymous source. I know Denise is a friend of yours, so I thought you might like to know she’s struggling a bit.”

      Maddie had been happy to let Bernie talk while she enjoyed the scenery, but now he had her full attention. Denise was a lovely, big-hearted person, so to hear she was being harassed was upsetting. “How do you mean?”

      “It’s stuff in the paper and flyers appearing all over town about how she isn’t living up to election promises of bringing in more tourists or boosting the economy in other ways.”

      “Surely Maple Falls is doing great for a small town?”

      His brow creased at her tone. “Hey, don’t shoot the messenger. I’m doing fine and so are most people, but gossip can spread, and we do have a few members of our community that don’t exactly share the same spirit as the rest.”

      Bernie was being tactful, but they both knew whom he was referring to. Maddie would be keeping an eye out for them, and as much as she might hate confrontation, she wouldn’t stand by and let Denise be hurt. She sighed. Not even home yet, and she was already enmeshed in a Maple Falls drama.

      “Sorry about snapping at you. I’m just surprised, because Denise has already done so much good.”

      He nodded as they crested the last hill, and there, stretching out before them, was the town itself. Once more, a peaceful feeling settled over her.

      To the left were the vineyards. Row upon neat row stretched out to the mountains, with the small lake sparkling at their base. To the right was farmland. Rich and fertile, the land around Maple Falls was a beautiful myriad of colors that never dimmed even in winter.

      At the bottom of the hill and on the outskirts of Maple Falls, Bernie slowed considerably. It was something people did automatically, even before the 30-mph sign was in view, because the old town was spectacularly beautiful and worth an unhurried look.

      Especially now, in her best season, anyone who had a heart was bewitched by Maple Falls. Spring was when the old girl shrugged off the darker shades of winter and burst out into the colors of the rainbow, when every garden in every street blossomed as if in competition.

      Maddie almost laughed again. There was no denying that the residents could be very competitive, from gardens to the annual spring fair, where they could showcase everything from flowers to baking, crafts to furniture making. Summer heralded the music festivals and farmers’ markets, while fall was full of family fun, harvest festivals, and corn mazes to delight the young and old. Finally, there was the winter carnival and the time when Christmas decorating took center stage. There was always a season and an unwritten opportunity to go one better. Of course, it was all done good-naturedly.

      A canopy of big-leafed maple trees shaded the main street and many of the ones intersecting it. They were enormous specimens of the Oregon native, some even reaching close to their top height of sixty feet.

      The founding fathers’ properties still stood interspersed along the main street with the businesses, the sheriff’s department, and the fire station. Out of the three brothers who had founded Maple Falls in 1880, one descendant, Mickey Findlay, occupied one, while the others had long ago been sold to the town. Of those, one was now the doctor’s office and a small pharmacy; the other was home to the Mayor’s office and the community center.

      They were impressive buildings which had been studiously maintained through the years. The community center was a hive of activity, serving as a meeting place for the older generation, who Gran presided over like a queen bee.

      Maddie hadn’t lived here for several years, although she had come home for most of the holidays until she changed jobs. That was when the questions about her use of the scholarship, veiled thinly with disapproval, began. Although a few things had changed, trees had grown, families had come and gone, businesses opened or closed, Gran and her best friend Angel were what always drew her back.

      When they reached the center of town, a wave of nostalgia hit her. Here was a place, despite being the town’s hub, which had the quiet grace only a small town could convey. The well-worn sidewalks and roads were spotlessly clean, as were the front yards of the locals who were rightly proud to live here.

      It wasn’t quiet because there were people around, but after living and working in the hustle and bustle of New York for a few years, for Maddie, this was a direct contrast. People acknowledged each other. They stopped to chat and really listened to what a person had to say.

      It was a relief to know the place where she’d grown up was still the same, and that the woman who’d raised her would be waiting to welcome her with open arms. Gran was more like a mother than a grandmother. She had taken Maddie in without hesitation when Maddie’s mother had left town for a faster-paced life. With no father on the scene, maybe her grandparents had felt they had little choice, but they’d never made Maddie feel anything but loved.

      Coming home meant so many things, but at the heart of her emotions was what the two of them shared. Because they were so alike in their love of baking and friends, it had been a wrench for Maddie to leave. And even at twenty-eight, it still was.

      Maple Falls was where her heart lay when it came to a place to live, but she had been on the cusp of something great in New York. Having looked into buying a bakery with a friend, she was so close to having her dream come true, she could taste it. Pun intended. Then Gran’s SOS had come, and there was no other choice for Maddie but to come home to Maple Falls, because her feelings about letting people down were no match for how much she would do for Gran.

      As they drove down Maple Lane, the main street, people waved as they went about their business. Isaac Carter ran the local diner, and he was writing the day’s specials on the board outside. Maude Oliver, president of the Maple Falls Country Club and secretary of the town board, stopped poking the vegetables on display at Janet Mitchell’s grocery store, and Jed Clayton, a sweet old man, was walking through the park, whistling for his dog. The grapevine would already be well into overdrive to say she was back, but there was nothing to be done about that.

      Then they were turning into Plum Place. Now, this really was home. Maddie had walked all over town more times than she could remember, but this was her street, and she knew every inch of it.

      Everything looked the same except for one of the shops. From the front, it appeared neglected compared to the others. From this side, it was almost derelict, which would not go down well with the town board.

      Then they were past it and pulling into her grandmother’s driveway. Wisteria graced the porch, the purple flowers hanging like succulent bunches of grapes. The rocker—exactly how old it was made an often-repeated conversation piece, since it had been there for three generations at least—was moving gently in the breeze.

      Gran appeared in the doorway as if she’d been watching for Maddie. Knowing Gran, she probably had been. A marvel at nearly seventy, she’d recently admitted she was getting too old to maintain the family home she’d inherited from her parents. After a major bout of bronchitis last winter, she’d decided to sell. That had been a shock, but as much as it tugged her heartstrings, Maddie was here to help her find a new home. It was the least she could do.

      The wonderful family bakery where Maddie currently worked with Camille, was in the heart of Manhattan and did a flourishing trade. In fact, they were one of the busiest in the city, and they needed every pair of hands right now. They’d granted her a week for this unplanned break, and if that wasn’t enough time to get the ball rolling, Maddie wasn’t sure what would happen. The one thing she did know was Gran wouldn’t choose the first place she saw. She was a thinker, and that generally took time.

      It was difficult to think of Gran as old. Her ramrod-straight back and salt and pepper hair tucked neatly into a bun looked the same as they had for years, as did her smile and floral apron. Both were her trademarks, and one rarely appeared without the other.

      “Hello, darling,” she called out as Maddie got out of the taxi. “Good timing. I’ve just pulled an apple pie from the oven.”
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      Maddie could smell the pie from where she was standing, and Bernie had a hopeful glint in his eyes. Once you’d tried Gran’s baking, nothing ever tasted as good. People came from miles away, paying her to make birthday cakes and delicious baked treats, and had done so for years. More often than not, she took less money than she should, and it was agreed by all her customers that whatever treat she made and whatever she charged was certainly worth it.

      Bernie opened the back of his van and carefully pulled out a large cage and set it on the grass beside the driveway. Once he’d taken her bag to the porch, Maddie gave him his fare and added a hefty tip for his trouble. Not everyone wanted a cat like hers in their vehicle, but Bernie never raised an eyebrow, and he always did the lifting, which was a marked difference from New York City cabbies.

      “Just you wait a minute,” Gran said to Bernie.

      He grinned in anticipation. No-one went away from here without something to eat.

      Then she gave Maddie a hug. They hugged hard, the way Maddie had been taught. The Flynn mantra was “hug someone like you mean it, or don’t bother.”

      She savored the smell of apples and cinnamon, which was Gran’s brand of perfume. One that couldn’t be bought. One that meant love and home.

      Gran smiled, a little misty-eyed, when they let go and went inside to fix a plate for Bernie.

      Big Red yawned as Maddie opened his cage, then jumped out onto the grass as gracefully as he was able. “I’ll be inside,” she told him, giving his arched back the expected scratch.

      The big Maine Coon gave her a disgruntled look, stretched, and with a flick of his tail sashayed over to the shade of the maple tree that dominated the front yard.

      Poor boy. She could appreciate that his trip had been a great deal less comfortable than hers. Even with the air conditioning on, the taxi had been hot, and what the plane had been like for him, she hated to think. He wasn’t a cage kind of animal, and he would only get into it with great reluctance and many treats.

      For such a short visit, she would ordinarily leave Big Red in the kennels, but they’d let her know last time that Big Red wasn’t welcome back—something to do with asserting his authority overzealously with his peers.

      Despite Gran’s ill health, a couple of incidents involving her ex-boyfriend who was involved in dodgy dealings made getting away from Manhattan more enticing. However, Maddie refused to give that any head space at all. It was wonderful to be home.

      Gran came out with the covered plate and handed it to Bernie who looked as excited as a child at Christmas. “I’ll expect that plate back next time you’re passing,” she said.

      “Much appreciated and I will.” He touched his cap and carried it carefully back to his car as if he held precious gems.

      “Welcome home,” Gran called out to Big Red. She gave a wry smile as Maddie joined her on the porch. “He looks cross. I guess he’ll come in when he’s ready.”

      “You know him so well.” Maddie grinned. “Now, tell me how you really are. I’ve been so worried since your call. I’m sorry it’s taken a couple of weeks to get here.”

      Gran waved her apron at the fuss. “I’m doing great, and I’d have been pleased to see you any time you could make it. I certainly didn’t expect you to be on the next plane.”

      Maddie had thought Gran might resist her help when she’d called to say she was on her way home. When no resistance was forthcoming, she’d assumed the worst. “I’m so glad you’re doing a lot better than I was anticipating.”

      “Goodness, did I give the impression I was on death’s door?” Gran chuckled. “The bronchitis was bad, but the cough’s nearly gone. Although, I do admit that the packing seems to have made me a little maudlin.”

      Maddie put an arm around her as they walked through to the kitchen, leaving her bag for later. “It’s only natural. This is your home, and you’ve lived here all your life.”

      Gran squeezed her waist. “Like you.”

      They were the same height of 5’7” and had similar builds. When Maddie looked at pictures of her childhood and compared them to Gran’s, they looked so alike that they could have been sisters. For a child without parents, that was a big deal.

      “Yes, that’s true, but I’ve also lived other places now. Not that I won’t shed a tear or two when you sell, but I’m sure it won’t be as painful for me as it will be for you.”

      “That you understand means a great deal to me, sweetheart. I sure hope you don’t mind using your vacation time to help me out. I hate to be a bother.”

      “Pssh! You could never be a bother, so don’t give it a thought. Where else would I take a vacation? Plus, I wouldn’t have let you do this by yourself. Real estate agents can be hard to deal with, and you’ll want to get a good price.”

      “I know you don’t take nearly enough vacation time, but I’m grateful you’re here now. The thought of tackling this on my own was pretty terrifying,” Gran sniffed, pinching the bridge of her nose. “Your granddad took care of the big things. Tea?”

      They might occasionally talk about being upset, but being staunch was also a major factor in their DNA. They were tough, and they liked it that way.

      Gran’s daughter, aka Maddie’s mom, had been a handful, according to Gran. Ava Flynn broke both their hearts when she left, even though they’d tried every way they could think of to show her they loved her. It had gnawed at the young Maddie, and she knew it had affected Gran because she would sometimes catch her staring at a photo of Granddad and Mom.

      Fifteen years later, Maddie’s mother was still missed, but they had moved on from being sad, and tea was still the magic potion for everything. Being an Anglophile, anything English was close to Gran’s heart, but tea was her main legacy from her parents. Born and raised in Bath, they had emigrated to America when Gran was a teenager, but she’d never forgotten her roots.

      Her kitchen had shelves filled with an assortment of bric-a-brac that all in some way represented England. Single sets of matching cups and saucers with side plates, tea canisters with pictures of the royal family adorning them, and many teapots in a similar vein were lovingly dusted on a regular basis.

      “I’d love a cup,” Maddie said. “In fact, I need one. The traffic was horrible until we got past Portland. I hope one day they build an airport in Oregon closer to Maple Falls that’s big enough to handle passenger planes.” The one in Destiny was for light planes and helicopters, all privately owned.

      Gran carefully took two cups and saucers from the shelf, along with side plates, while Maddie filled the kettle. It was an old relic passed down by Gran’s mother, who had died long before Maddie was born and had instilled in her daughter the art of tea-making. Each set of cups and saucers was different and often had not been purchased together.

      Over time, Gran had accumulated more than a dozen sets. If a person came for tea more than a couple of times, a particular set became theirs. Maddie always used the one with a pink rose, while Gran’s favorite had lilacs.

      “I haven’t been to Portland since you were last home. Actually, it doesn’t interest me to go far these days.”

      Maddie was plugging in the electric kettle that was as important as the best brand of tea that Gran insisted on using. She turned quickly. “You’d tell me if you were still unwell, wouldn’t you?”

      “Of course I would. Why do you ask?”

      “You’ve always loved your weekly jaunts to anywhere the buses or trains would take you, and you’ve said more than once that you’d have to be taken out of this house in a coffin to get you to leave.”

      Gran laughed. “I did say that didn’t I? But things change, and I have to be realistic. I’m no longer a spring chicken. I’m also thinking about handing over the leadership of the community group to some younger blood.”

      “What? No way. Those ladies depend on you to liven things up around here.” The club had been founded by Gran and a couple of her best friends, and they were forever searching for places to go and speakers who loved interesting things.

      “That’s the thing,” Gran said. “They need to change it up. This is the twenty-first century, for goodness’ sake. There must be other things to do that I’ve never heard of.”

      Maddie snorted at the idea of that group of women “changing things up”. They were the happiest bunch of older men and women, doing what they loved, but perhaps not all as open to change as Gran.

      Still, the club had played a big part in Gran’s life, especially after Maddie left. Since Gran had never learned to drive, a bus or taxi was the only way for her to get around unless someone offered her a ride to Destiny. Every month, she organized the community group jaunt to somewhere as a day trip, as well as their speakers. It was a shock for Maddie to hear her giving up on it. Who would take that task on now?

      Gran liked to be busy, and she also walked for miles. At least, she always had. She looked so healthy and fit, Maddie had a hard time thinking of her as either old or sickly.

      “It’s been good for me to be the president for so long, and it was something to keep me busy while you were away, but I’m over it,” Gran continued. “I’ve been everywhere several dozen times, and now I can honestly say that staying around home is far more appealing.”

      “Except you’re moving.”

      “That’s true, but a home is whom you fill it with, not wood and nails.”

      Maddie’s eyes prickled with tears, and she felt a distinct twinge of regret at the idea of someone else living here. Still, this was Gran’s decision, not hers. She sucked up her sadness and smiled as she warmed the teapot and added English Breakfast tea leaves, their favorite, then filled it with boiling water.

      “It’s so nice to be back in Maple Falls and out of the rat race, but I only have a week, which means we need to get on to finding you a new place, pronto.”

      They sat at the old oak table, which had been scrubbed so often that it was now much paler than it had started out. Gran pushed a pile of brochures and papers at Maddie, as well as a large slice of pie. It was still warm, and Maddie took a forkful, then closed her eyes.

      “Mmmm. I’ve missed your baking.”

      “I’m sure that after all that training in a French patisserie, yours is just as good, if not better.”

      Maddie tilted her head, savoring the pie. “Not quite. But it’s getting close.”

      Honesty had been a strong part of growing up with Gran, who couldn’t abide lies, so there was no point in false modesty. But how could you compare your own food with that of the woman whose recipes were loved by so many, and from whom you had begun to learn your craft? Gran had founded and fueled Maddie’s passion for baking, a passion that had never waned.

      She took another bite of pie. Yep, this was heaven on a plate. Gran was sitting across from her, patiently waiting for a decent pause, or for her to finish, whichever came first. Reluctantly, she put down her fork and spread out the brochures. Selling the family home was the right thing to do, but that didn’t make it easier. These walls held so many memories—most of them happy.

      Her heart sank at the sight of so many places to view. “Do you want to see all of these?”

      “I’ve circled a few that may be of interest, but I wanted to discuss another option.”

      Maddie knew that tone. Gran could be very persuasive in general, but when she adopted that tone, you could bet something you weren’t ready for was about to hit you squarely in the face and would probably stick like strawberry jam.

      She took a few sips of the strong brew then a deep breath. “Okay. I’m ready. Tell me what you’re up to.”

      Gran grimaced. “You’re being a little dramatic, and it’s not like I’d force anything on you.”

      She completely ignored Maddie’s open mouth at the unfamiliar censure and tapped the top brochure.

      “Here’s the retirement community Angel took me to visit. It’s quite nice, but they have a ‘no overnight guests’ policy, meaning you couldn’t stay with me. I don’t like that idea one bit.” She turned it over and replaced it with several more. “There are these.”

      She flicked each one by Maddie’s nose. Very fast. Maddie waited for the bomb to drop, and fortunately she only had to suffer the blur of papers for another few seconds.

      “Then there’s this. Now, I know you have your own plans, but please don’t say no right away. Read it, go see it, then decide. Okay?”

      Gran had begun to look jittery as she waved the paper in front of Maddie.

      “Good gravy. How bad can this be? My nerves are turning to custard.”

      The slightly wrinkled chin lifted defiantly. “It’s not bad at all. In fact, it’s a wonderful opportunity if you can see the potential like I do.”

      Maddie pulled the paper from her hand so quickly that a small corner of it remained in Gran’s fingertips. The front of the brochure was graced with a picture of a familiar block of four stores. A red rectangle was around one of them—the one Maddie noticed looked unkempt. At the end of the block, it not only sat on the main street of Maple Lane but backed onto Plum Place. Just up the road.

      “I don’t understand. You’ve decided to sell the house because it’s too much. Why would you want a shop?”

      Gran’s eyebrows shot up. “For a bakery, of course. If I buy the shop, that one there”—she pointed at the red one— “it comes with a two-bedroom apartment upstairs, and since they all back onto our road, they have small yards of their own. It’s a bit tired, but we’ve redecorated this house, so I know we can do the same to the shop and the apartment to make it just as lovely.”

      Maddie shut her gaping mouth with a snap. “You’re not making sense. You can’t manage a shop!”

      Gran looked astounded, as if Maddie had stupidly missed the point. But what, exactly, was the point?

      “No, I couldn’t, but you could.”

      “Me?” Maddie was as confused as confectioners’ sugar pretending to be frosting.

      “For goodness’ sake. I’m not speaking a foreign language. Isn’t that your dream? To open your own bakery?”

      Still feeling as if she were in an alternate universe, Maddie nodded. “Sure, but not here.”

      Gran sniffed. “Why not? I’d have thought Maple Lane was a perfect location.”

      Maddie had no idea what had brought on this weird conversation, but she wasn’t liking where it was going. “It would be if I didn’t plan on opening a bakery in New York City someday soon.”

      “It would be much cheaper to open one here.”

      Maddie tried to keep the frustration out of her voice. “That’s true, but I don’t have the money yet to buy a shop outright.”

      “Don’t get prickly. I appreciate all of that. First, the owner is desperate to sell, so it’s going for a song. Second, what if I put money in? I have savings. Or I could buy the whole thing outright with the sale from this place, and you could pay me back when you can.”

      Maddie was stunned for a moment. “No, Gran, I’m not taking your money. You’ve done so much for me already.”

      “I’ve done what family does when they love each other, nothing more. Anyway, you know everything I have will come to you when I’m pushing up daisies.”

      Maddie knew Gran wanted her back home, but this talk of not being around was scary, and it made her think once more that Gran might be sick and not telling her.

      “You’re not putting all your money into something that has no guarantee of success. I’ll come home if you need me, but I’m not buying a shop in Maple Falls.”

      Gran looked down for a moment. When she raised her head, she tried to smile but failed miserably. “I totally understand. You should follow your heart and do what’s right for you. Let’s not talk about it anymore today. We can discuss more options tomorrow. Maybe I should rethink the retirement community.”

      Minutes ago, Gran had been excited about the prospect of going into business together, and now she looked utterly despondent. Was Maddie the worst granddaughter ever? She sure felt like it. Each bite turned to sawdust in her mouth.

      This wasn’t a good start. If Gran had her heart set on the business and the apartment, then one week would never be enough to talk her into something else. Clearly it couldn’t be the retirement community if even the thought of it made her miserable.

      A germ of an idea took hold, and Maddie grasped it with both hands. The shops had been there for decades, and the one Gran was talking about looked truly awful from the outside. The inside had to be as bad. Probably worse. Maybe if they took a look at it and Gran saw how much they’d have to do to get it up and running, she would change her mind.

      Pleased with that idea and hopeful that they could find a nice place for Gran afterwards, she smiled. “On second thought, if you think it’s worth our time, let’s go see this place. After all, a look can’t hurt, can it?”

      Gran’s face lit up once more. “Really? Now?”

      Maddie raised an eyebrow. “Maybe I could finish my tea and pie?”

      Gran leaned back with an air of satisfaction. “Take as long as you like. I’ll give the agent a call in a minute. Should I say to meet her there in half an hour?”

      Maddie spluttered her mouthful of tea over the pristine white tablecloth. She had the feeling that she’d just been played, but she couldn’t think of anything to say in the face of such eagerness. She dabbed at the mess with a napkin while Gran brought the phone to the table.

      She’d never made Maddie feel anything but wanted and loved, and doing anything to make Gran happy had never been an issue. Unfortunately, this felt like a step too far.

      As soon as her plate was empty, Gran dialed the number and it was then that Maddie realized whom she was calling. They both knew the owner of the local real estate business, and the thought of seeing Virginia Bolton, let alone discussing business with her, was enough to make Maddie’s insides turn to jelly.

      What a morning, and it wasn’t done yet.
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