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

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

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

      I sighed. "Bunnies."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      I mean, honestly.

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

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

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

      I sighed. "Fancy…"

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

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

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

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

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

      I laughed. Once.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      She didn't budge.

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

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

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

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

      Away from the ramp.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      My life. I swear. Why couldn't it be simple and perfect? Was that really too much to ask?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      I followed my grandpa into the kitchen for breakfast. For some reason I'd decided I was getting old and losing my mind so I'd started trying to eat healthier, which meant breakfast consisted of oats soaked in yogurt with blueberries, bananas, shredded coconut, and some cinnamon sprinkled on top.

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

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

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

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

      "Oh, Grandpa, I'm sorry."

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

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

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

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

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

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

      "End of season? So soon?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      He snorted. "You want to help out?"

      "Yes. Please."

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

      Walked right into that one, hadn't I?

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

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

      What had my life become?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      "Why would I want to stop you?"

      "Because I'm horrible."

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

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

      "That's not going to end well."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      "More like one."

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

      "Yes, ma'am."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      "That's part of it."

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

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

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

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

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

      "I'm considering it," he said.

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

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

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

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

      But with Matt…

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

      They're just not my thing.

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

      But I didn't want him to go either.

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

      "You really think so?"

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

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

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

      Putting aside thoughts of destitution and bad life choices, I settled Fancy and myself in a spot of shade along the first baseline.

      I loved the baseball field in Creek. The whole town was surrounded by mountain ranges that thrust into a clear blue sky and the grass was brilliantly green, which for the mountains wasn't always the case. There's far more scrub brush than grass the higher up you go. But the town prided itself on its ball field.

      There were even cute little white-washed dugouts for each of the teams, something that hadn't existed when I was a kid. And two sets of wooden bleachers painted a bright blue.

      It was like an image straight out of a post card of small town America.

      Fancy and I hadn't been there two minutes before Jack Barnes, Matt's older brother, came to join us.

      Jack's trouble through and through. Setting aside his criminal proclivities, he's also the type of guy to make a woman lose all sense of reason and rationality. He's got the same tall, dark-haired, blue-eyed good looks as Matt, but he also has a mischievous streak a mile wide. One grin and suddenly running away to Cabo for the weekend to pick up a package for a friend starts to sound like a fun adventure instead of the life-threatening criminal enterprise it is.

      "Maggie May Carver. To what do we owe the pleasure?" he asked as he settled in next to me.

      Fancy rolled on her back as soon as he came close and Jack obliged by giving her a thorough tummy rub. (She's such a sellout it's ridiculous.)

      "Figured I baked all the cookies for the end of year party, least I could do is make it to a game." Before he could make some smart comment about my cookies, I added, "And what brings you out?"

      "Didn't you hear? I've decided to become a fine upstanding member of society. Means I have to interact with people and let them see how I've changed. Can't do that at the Creek Inn. Plus, I figured I could show my brother a little support."

      "He said you're going to be living with him."

      "I am. Which is going to make things really awkward when you and I get all hot and heavy." He leaned close enough he was almost touching me, but I wasn't looking at him. I was watching Matt watching us from the dugout, his hands fisted at his sides—until my grandpa whapped him in the back of the head, that is.

      I glared at Jack. "You're not a very nice person, you know that?"

      He leaned back on his elbows with a chuckle. "How so?"

      "Matt's right over there. He can't do anything about it. And yet here you are hitting on me when you know…"

      "What do I know, Maggie? That you pretended you guys were dating when I first met you. That doesn't make you off limits."

      "You know that he…" I pressed my lips together.

      "That he actually likes you? Hm. Seems you do, too." He leveled a look at me that reminded me of Matt's pin-you-to-the-wall interrogation stare. "So why are you playing my brother?"

      "I'm not playing him. I just…" I shook my head. "Tell me you've never liked someone you knew you'd be no good for. It has to have happened to you."

      "Never stopped me, though." He winked.

      "Yeah, well, that's where we differ."

      "So that's why you're keeping him at arms' length? Because you think you'd be bad for him? Why do you think that?"

      Who knows where that conversation would've gone from there—nowhere good, that's for sure—but right then the kid playing first base—a small boy with red hair peeking out under his baseball cap and more freckles than any single person should ever have—missed a simple grounder when it ricocheted off his glove.

      The other team erupted into cheering as the kid chased after the ball, and the batter, who'd thought he was out, continued on towards second.

      The poor kid had to scramble under a car to get the ball. By the time he threw it back to the catcher what should have been a simple out had turned into a triple and the kid was crying his eyes out.

      That would've been bad enough. But then a large hulking man in a stained white t-shirt, ratty jeans, and steel-toed boots stumbled over to the kid and started to scream at him. We were close enough to catch the reek of alcohol and body odor. A lovely combination, let me tell you.

      "What was that?" the man shouted, looming over the poor kid. "And why are you crying? Man up. You've got a game to win."

      The poor kid crouched into himself as if expecting a blow.

      The dude was a good six inches taller than me, probably twice my weight, and muscled in a way I most definitely am not. Plus, something told me he didn't have qualms against hitting women, but I was about to get up and give him a piece of my mind.

      Fortunately, Fancy beat me to it. She started barking her head off at him and even lunged in his direction.

      By the time I got her under control, Jack was on his feet ready to throw a punch. That wouldn't have helped his new plans to become a good law-abiding citizen but before anything else could happen Matt, my grandpa, and the other team's head coach all converged on us.

      So did a skinny woman with bright red hair and freckles to match the kid's. She grabbed at the man's arm "Come on, babe. Let's go home. Sam can get a ride after the party. Come on, baby. Let it go."

      He shook her off. The way she flinched I was pretty sure that in another time and place he wouldn't have just shook her off, but hit her.

      She didn't give up, though. She grabbed at him a second time and leaned into him, urging him to come away with her, murmuring something in his ear that finally had him calming down and stepping back.

      We all watched them go, Matt with his hand on his cellphone. "I swear, he gets in that truck of his, I'm calling it in," he muttered.

      But they didn't get in a vehicle. Just stumbled down the road towards a small set of rundown trailer homes a few blocks away.

      Too bad. That was one man who deserved to be locked away from others from the little I'd seen.

      Surprisingly, it was Jack who led the boy away towards right field, leaning close to whisper to him as my grandpa, Matt, and the other coach got back to the business of playing small town baseball.

      Jack knelt down to talk to the kid, gently wiping away his tears. Who knew he had that side to him? Within moments he had the kid calmed down and smiling. Not bad for a grifter and drifter.

      As they made their way back towards us, I showered Fancy with a bunch of kisses and ear scratches because she was still a little wound up. "Good girl, Fancy. Way to bark at the bad man."

      Jack nudged the kid back towards his dugout and dropped down next to me. "You going to give me a bunch of smooches and caresses, too, because I stood up to the bad man?"

      I smacked him on the arm.

      Hard.

      He just grinned back at me and winked.

      Men. I swear.
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      The end of year party was a madhouse. Take a bunch of sugar-hyped kids that had just won their final game of the season and add all of their parents and their parents' friends and you have loud, crowded, and insane. Exactly the type of situation I wanted to avoid at all costs.

      Normally, I would've used Fancy as an excuse and locked both of us away in my room until everyone was gone, but she was still on bunny watch. So while the kids ran through the house and filled up the front lawn she was out back stationed in the middle of the yard staring at the spot where that baby bunny had fled under the porch.

      I leaned against the railing. "Fancy, would you give it a rest?"

      She didn't even look at me. All else had failed to exist for her except for those stupid bunnies.

      Matt came out to join me. "Your grandpa said I might find you out here. She still looking for bunnies?"

      "Unfortunately. I don't know what she's going to do if she actually manages to catch one. Why is it that we make dog toys look so much like animals?"

      He grinned at me. "Because that's what they like to chew on. Buck, the dog we had when I was growing up, was a great birding dog. He'd retrieve those things like no one's business."

      I stared at him. "Why are you telling me this? Why are you okay with that? I want a dog that lays on her bed, snores funny, and eats bon bons. Not a…bunny killer."

      He just laughed. "Be glad you don't have a cat. They can climb trees. And get under decks like this one."

      I shuddered at the thought. "So why are you out here with me instead of in there celebrating with the kids?"

      "We just finished giving out all the awards so my part's done. And it just didn't seem right to leave you alone out here. Who knows who might corner you."

      Ah, so that was it. He was keeping me company so Jack wouldn't. I did not need to be stuck between those two. But saying anything about it meant walking on very thin ice. So I chugged down the rest of my beer and shook the empty can. "I need another beer. Want one?"

      "Sure."

      Matt and I made our way out front to grab a couple cans of Coors from a big metal vat filled with ice. I let him play the gentleman because no way was I putting my hand in water that cold if I didn't have to. As he dug around for two cans of beer under all that ice I glanced over to the side of the house where Jack and the little boy from the game, Sam, were sitting off to the side talking.

      "That's odd, isn't it?" I asked as Matt handed me my beer. "I never thought of Jack as being good with kids."

      He followed the direction of my gaze. "Not really. Jack dated Trish last time he was around this way. Sam would've been maybe four or five at the time? Not sure how things were between Jack and Trish—she's a volatile one—but I know Jack really got a kick out of spending time with Sam. Bought him his first baseball glove."

      "Really? I would've never guessed."

      Matt took a long swig of his beer. "That's my brother. A man of hidden depths."

      Of course, Jack chose that moment to wink at a woman I happened to know was very much married. I turned away, shaking my head. He was going to get himself shot (again) if he wasn't careful.

      Three boys ran by us screaming at the top of their lungs and I winced. "I'm going inside and hiding from all this mess."

      I wanted to just flee, alone, but I remembered how Matt had saved me at the charity thing so instead I added, "I guess you could come along if you want. I'm just going to be in my room listening to music."

      He glanced around. "Alright. Sure. Sounds fun."
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      Matt and I spent the next two hours in my room listening to various songs and discussing our favorite music, me sprawled on the bed, him sprawled on the floor.

      I felt like I was in high school again. Not that I'd ever actually had guys over to the house in high school. I'm not sure if it was a rule that they couldn't come over or if it just never happened. (Knowing me, it probably just never happened. Are you really surprised?)

      All the same. It felt very high school. All that was missing was me wearing my hair in a high ponytail and chewing some form of fruity bubble gum while my parental unit checked that everything was "okay" every fifteen minutes.

      We even left the bedroom door open so no one would think anything hinky was going on. Last thing I needed was to be the subject of small town gossip.

      It was fun, though. Matt was definitely one of those rare guys I could spend hours with without getting bored or annoyed.

      But eventually everyone headed out and so did he.
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      The next morning I found myself in a battle of wills with Fancy. Normally I take her into work with me, but that morning she was having none of it. I went out back when it was time to go and she actually ran away from me.

      "Fancy, what are you doing?"

      She glanced towards the ramp where the bunnies were hiding and cried her little head off at me. She may not speak English but it was perfectly clear she did not want to have to abandon her bunny watch post.

      "No. Leave it. Come on." If I let her stay home she'd sit there all day even when it was far too hot for her to be outside. Not to mention the chances of her actually snagging one, something I did not want to have happen.

      I cornered her on the far side of the yard, but then she pulled her rolling on her back act. Even a nudge with my foot wasn't enough to get her to flip back over.

      "Fancy, you have ten seconds." I stood over her and glared as I started my countdown. "Ten. Nine."

      She wiggled and cried and rolled around on the ground like I was performing some sort of exorcism on her as I continued to count down towards one.

      When I reached three I paused to glare at her. Was she really going to push it this time? If so, I wasn't quite sure what I'd do. Wrestling a collar onto her would probably be a lot like trying to wrestle a bear. Not a good idea.

      "Two," I continued, as I leaned down. "One."

      She cried one last time and then jumped to her feet. "Thank you." I put her collar on her before she ran away again. "Come on. We're going to be late."

      She strained towards the ramp as we walked by, but at least she followed me back inside and out to the van.

      As you can imagine, not being a morning person and then having to fight my dog to take her into work with me—something that she should have seen as a privilege and not a punishment—I was not in the best of moods when I finally pulled up outside the Baker Valley Barkery and Café, the business I ran with my best friend Jamie.

      Which meant as I stared at the cute little sign with the barely-legible script and Newfie heads on either end that I wasn't feeling all that positive about things.

      It had seemed like such a good idea when we came up with it. Part café for people—that was Jamie's side—and part bakery for dogs—that was my side. (Barkery. Get it? Haha.) What could be better than running a business with my best friend, living in a small town, and finally getting away from corporate life?

      (Money, as it turns out. A steady paycheck is actually a nice thing to have. When you work for some large soulless corporation those paychecks come nice and steady, but when you're running your own place sometimes those paychecks don't come at all.)

      It wasn't all bad. Jamie's cinnamon rolls had been a definite hit. And I did well with online sales at least. And I did have some regular customers—Greta and her Irish Wolfhound, Hans—but I was scared. Scared that I wasn't pulling my weight—Jamie could've probably run the café without the barkery and made twice as much. And also scared that now that she'd met Mason she wouldn't want to be there anymore. What would I do then?

      I'd started a "Name the Treat" fundraiser for the local boys and girls club, figuring it would be a good way to get word out about the barkery and garner us some goodwill at the same time, but unfortunately I'd only had a grand total of five dollars donated in the first week and the names they'd suggested were just plain awful.

      (One person had literally suggested "dog treats" as the name for my newest dog treat. Yeah, no.)

      Take it from me. Never, ever, ever let strangers name your product.

      Anyway. As I walked in the door I was already having a bad morning. Even the delicious smells of coffee and cinnamon rolls didn't help.

      Nor did seeing Jamie singing to herself like some scene out of Snow White, her long brown braid swinging happily back and forth with each step she took as she cleaned the tables.

      It got worse when I saw the paper.

      It was just the Baker Valley Gazette, the local paper, so not like the statewide paper or anything, but still. The headline on the front page was Local Police Too Incompetent To Solve Murders On Their Own. And right below that, as part of the article, was a picture of yours truly.

      I snatched the paper off the table and started reading as Jamie waved to me. "Hey, Maggie. Want a chocolate croissant? I think I've perfected the recipe."

      "Better make it two. And can you bring me a Coke?"

      I didn't even bother to put Fancy in her cubby in the back of the barkery, just sat down at the nearest table and devoured the article.

      It seemed that Peter Nielsen had gotten wind of the fact that I was involved with solving the last few murders in town. Rather than applaud me as a Good Samaritan helping out a hard-working police force (which was the truth) he'd used it as an opportunity to question their competence while painting me as an interfering busybody.

      Jamie set a Coke and a plate with a delectable-looking chocolate croissant on the table in front of me. "Hi, Fancy girl. How are you this fine morning?" She gave Fancy a kiss on the nose and a good ear scratch while I finished the article.

      I threw it aside and glared at the plate. "I thought I said two croissants?"

      "You did. But part of being your best friend is knowing when you mean something and when you don't. You'll be fine with one."

      No I wouldn't.

      But she was so darned happy I didn't have the heart to argue with her. Instead I took a bite of croissant. For a moment all my worries and anger disappeared, replaced by the sheer heaven of flaky, buttery pastry dough and real chocolate.

      "Mmm. Delicious. You nailed it. This could've come straight from a street vendor in Paris."

      "Thanks. Mason's mom helped me with the last little bit. She attended the Sorbonne when she was younger and still keeps a pied-à-terre in central Paris that she said Mason and I can borrow anytime we want. Wouldn't that be amazing? To live in Paris for like six months?"

      I was surprised she didn't float out of her chair out of sheer happiness, which is why I didn't point out to her that living in Paris for six months would make it a little challenging to run the café on a daily basis.

      Instead I said, "So you're getting on with the family, too, huh?"

      "Oh, absolutely. They're all wonderful."

      Call me jaded (I am), but I figured they probably weren't all wonderful all the time. But love will do that to you. It's why it's best avoided like the plague. Clouds the senses.

      "So you saw the article?" Jamie asked, sitting down across from me.

      "Yeah. Doesn't paint a very flattering picture does it? Of any of us."

      "I don't know. Depends on how you choose to see it. I think it's pretty impressive really that someone with no investigative training at all has been such a help to the police force."

      I laughed. "You would see it that way, wouldn't you? I bet Matt won't. And I bet his boss won't either." I took a long sip of Coke and another bite of croissant to steady myself. "Well, it doesn't matter. Because I am not going to get involved in any other police matter ever. I swear, if I see another dead body I'm stepping over it and going on my merry little way. Let someone else deal with that mess. And if I get accused of murder again, I'll just confess and do the time."

      "Mmhm. Sure you will." She gave me that knowing look she has.

      "What does that mean?"

      "It means I know you, Maggie. And if something else comes up and you think there's a way you can help, you're going to do it. You're not the type to turn away. And, heaven help the police if you think they're not doing a good job."

      I lifted my chin in disagreement. "You're wrong. From this day forward I am keeping my nose in my own business."

      Not even Fancy was buying it. She gave me a skeptical look from where she'd sprawled at my feet.

      Jamie just laughed. "If you say so. Hey, when you're done here I need some help in the kitchen. I'm trying out a new recipe and I could use your input."

      "For what?"

      "Lavender creme brulee."

      "Lavender?"

      "Mmhm. It's going to be delicious." She bounced out of her chair as a customer walked in.

      I winced but fortunately she didn't see it since she was already headed back to the kitchen.

      Lavender creme brulee? Why lavender? I know a lot of people like the scent and maybe the taste is nice, too, but ugh. There were so many other choices if you were going to make creme brulee. I'd had an amazing mango one once. But lavender? What ever happened to vanilla? Or chocolate? Or even coconut?

      Ah well. It was Jamie. I knew no matter how odd it sounded to me she'd make it taste delicious. And at least she still needed my help with something…
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      It turns out that a well-made lavender creme brulee is incredibly delicious. It has this delicacy to it that's absolutely heavenly. The iterations before that final sample were less so, but it was all worth it for the final product which Jamie, Greta, and I enjoyed while catching up that afternoon.

      Hans, Greta's Irish Wolfhound, rested at her feet, as stalwart as ever, but I noticed that she slipped him a few treats here or there, something she'd never done before. And that she reached down to pet him frequently. He was also lying close enough to her to keep in touch with her foot at all times.

      They'd been through a rough situation. I couldn't blame them for wanting the comfort of their closest companion. I'd had a hard enough time dealing with it and it wasn't even my dog that was hurt.

      Greta was doing well, too. She looked as polished as ever in a bright purple silk top and trim black slacks, her white blonde hair pulled back in a simple chignon at the base of her neck. She was insanely wealthy, but she kept the jewelry to amazing but subtle pieces. I figured she was only a couple years older than me, but it was hard to tell. She could have just had very good work done.

      We talked about Jamie and Mason's wedding options for a bit—a topic that fascinated Jamie and Greta far more than it did me. Who cared what flowers were in season? Or what the latest trend in bridal colors was? Or if there had to be a vegan food option just in case?

      And did it really matter if there was a chocolate fountain and a photo booth? Would people care any less if they weren't adequately entertained?

      It wasn't that I begrudged my friend a public celebration of finding the love of her life, or even the fact that she'd found someone. It was just that, well…

      I hate weddings.

      For some reason I'm always getting invited to weddings by close friends who seem to have all these other friends that I've never met. And I never have a plus one to bring, which means I generally get put at the "extras" table with a bunch of folks I've never met before who also don't have a significant other to bring and were probably only invited for arcane social reasons.

      Basically, I fall into the same category as the second cousin twice removed who Aunt Betty insisted had to come but no one in the family even knows, and who was only invited because they figured she wouldn't come but then she did.

      It's not that my friends don't want me there. They do. And it's not that I don't want to be part of the wonderful joining of their lives. I do. It's just that they're stressed and busy and not available the whole time and I get stuck making conversation with the weirdo next to me who's into something like bug collecting.

      And there is never, ever a good-looking, intelligent, funny, interesting single man at one of those things. You'd think there would be, but no. At least not all four qualities in one. (Usually I can't even find a guy who has two of those qualities at a wedding, and if he does have two of them, single isn't one of the two.)

      I was prepared to suffer through for Jamie, but that didn't mean I wanted to spend the next few months of my life hearing all the little details that led up to it.

      So I was zoned out and brooding about the stupid article and how Matt was going to react when he read it when Greta turned to me. "How is your cop?"

      "He's not my cop. He's just…a friend. And he seems to be fine. I mean, I don't know. I don't keep track of him. I'm not his keeper. But last time I saw him he seemed fine." I knew I sounded a little defensive, but he wasn't my cop. Not really.

      Greta raised one slender eyebrow as she took a delicate bite of her creme brulee. "So you are still single then? I could bring my friend, Eduard, by to meet you?"

      "No."

      "You are not single?"

      "I am not interested."

      Greta had an unfortunate belief that a woman's first husband should be very old and very rich. Since she was probably in the double digits husband-wise and already obscenely rich herself that meant pushing men who met her criteria in my direction instead.

      "I have better things to do with my time, Greta. Like figure out how to make the barkery actually thrive."

      "Money would help with this, no? Eduard would help with this. He is a very generous man. And very smart. Very good at business."

      "Greta…"

      I was on the verge of saying something extremely impolite when I saw Sam, the red-headed freckled kid from the baseball game, ride his bicycle into the parking lot. His cheeks were decidedly pink under his baseball cap and there were spots of sweat on his t-shirt.

      I pushed outside. "Sam, right? What are you doing here? Did you ride all the way from Creek? How long did that take you?" It took me twenty minutes by van, it had to have taken him a couple of hours on his battered red bike.

      He tried to gather his breath to answer me, but I could see that he'd been crying so I immediately shuffled him inside. "Let me get you something to eat and a drink. You like Coke?"

      He nodded. "Yes, ma'am, Mrs. Carver. Thank you."

      I pointed him to a table near Greta and Jamie as I ran to the kitchen for a Coke and a chocolate croissant. I figured he probably wouldn't appreciate the buttery delicacy of what Jamie had accomplished, but chocolate and fat are always good choices for anyone remotely human, especially kids.

      When I came back he was seated with Greta and Jamie. I was about to shoo him back to the table I'd pointed out to him, but Greta put her hand on his back and shook her head.

      Instead I dragged a chair over to join them and set the Coke and croissant in front of him. "Sam, what are you doing here?"

      He didn't answer right away. He was too busy drinking down half the Coke and tearing into the croissant. When he finally looked at me he had a smear of chocolate on the corner of his mouth. He'd somehow managed to get chocolate on his fingers, too.

      "I need your help, Mrs. Carver."

      "It's Miss Carver, not Mrs., but you can just call me Maggie. What's wrong?" I tensed as I remembered that ugly scene from the game the day before.

      "My mom's missing. I saw that article in the paper about how you solve crimes." He reached for his backpack and pulled out a baseball-shaped piggy bank that jangled with change as he hefted it onto the table. "I want to hire you to find her."

      I opened my mouth to tell him no, but how could I? He was staring at me with those big brown eyes of his like a lost puppy.

      "Sam…Ummm. I think you got the wrong idea from that article. But Matt, Mr. Barnes, your coach, I'm sure he can help you. He's a cop. It's his job to find people who go missing."

      He hunched his shoulders and looked at the floor. "I called the cops. They won't listen to me. Said to leave it to the adults. But Vick won't do anything. He doesn't care. Said it's just like her to run off. Not the first time she's done it either. She'll come back eventually."

      "Is Vick the guy from the game yesterday? The one who yelled at you?"

      He nodded, but still wouldn't look at me. I was pretty sure he'd started crying again.

      "And the woman? Was that your mom? The one who pulled him away when he got mad?"

      He nodded again.

      I flicked a glance at Jamie and Greta. "And she's gone?"

      "Yeah. She wasn't there when I got home last night. And she wasn't there this morning either. Sometimes she's gone at night, but not in the mornings usually."

      "Well, maybe she just needed to get away for a few hours. Vick seemed pretty mad yesterday. I know I wouldn't want to be around a man who was angry like that."

      He hunched further into himself. "He's always angry. She doesn't seem to mind."

      "But she has gone away before?"

      He kicked the table. "You're just like them. You're just like the cops. It's my birthday tomorrow. We were supposed to go shopping today. She's never been gone for my birthday. Never. Something happened to her."

      I pressed my lips together. I was way out of my depth on this one. The kid didn't need me. He needed the cops.

      I mean, it was pretty obvious to me what must've happened. Only question was whether Sam's mom had run off to get away from her abusive boyfriend for a while or whether the ugly fight I'd seen coming when they walked away from the game had turned into something permanent.

      Either way, I was not the person to handle it.

      "Tell you what. I'll call Matt for you. And he'll look into it. I promise."

      When Sam looked up at me I swear his eyes had doubled in size until he was like one of those cartoon characters that are all just sad eyes and floppy ears. "I want you to help, Miss Carver. Not him. I'll pay you." He pushed the piggy bank at me. "There's twenty-two dollars and thirty-one cents in there. It's all I have. Please. You have to help me."

      My heart almost broke for the poor kid. "Sam…"

      "Please." His eyes filled with tears. "I know she wouldn't leave me. I know it. She's hurt. You have to find her."

      I sighed. "Okay. Fine. I'll help."

      What else could I say? I would've happily and callously stepped over the body of a dead person to avoid getting sucked into another police investigation, but how do you turn your back on a sad little boy who just wants to find his mother?

      "Thank you, Miss Carver." He flung himself out of the chair and hugged me.

      I winced, wondering what kind of mess I'd gotten myself into now.
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      The first thing I did, of course, was call Matt. Sam might not want the cops involved, but I did. And I was still hopeful that there was a chance I could pawn the whole thing off on someone more qualified.

      "Maggie May. To what do I owe the pleasure?" Matt practically purred when he answered the phone.

      I stepped out back with Fancy so Sam wouldn't hear me. As Fancy ran around sniffing everything and doing her business, I filled Matt in on what had happened.

      I loved that space back there with its view of the mountains in the distance and the stream running by at the edge of the grassy area. Only Jamie and I ever used it, since it was fenced off on both sides, so it was like a little private oasis. A perfect spot to sit with a beer at the end of the day.

      When Fancy was done with the basics, she gave me a quick look and then ran for the stream, settling herself into the middle of it with a happy little look as I glared at her. I swear, that girl knows how to take advantage of a situation, and she knew I wasn't going to yell at her or try to wade in and bring her back out when I was on the phone.

      She is one smart little Newfie. (Smarter than me, I'm pretty sure.)

      When I finished telling Matt about Sam's mom I asked, "Do you think Sam's right? That the cops aren't going to look into it?"

      "I do. She's an adult. And she hasn't even been gone a day. Plus, from what I hear this isn't the first time Trish has pulled a runner. She's taken off at least once that I know of."

      I paced back and forth. That was not what I'd wanted to hear. "Did Sam call about that one, too?"

      "No. I don't think anyone did. I heard about it when I was hanging out at the Creek Inn. It seems a couple months ago Trish walked in, a fresh shiner on her eye, looked around the place, zeroed in on some out-of-towner having a beer with his buddies, and within half an hour had the man convinced to take her to Wyoming with him when he left town the next day. Didn't come back for a week."

      That wasn't a good sign. How do you tell a kid his mom won't be there for his birthday because she's a bit of a tramp that runs off with strange men?

      I pinched the bridge of my nose, thinking.

      Maybe this time was different. "Sam said his birthday's tomorrow. And that his mother has never been gone on his birthday before. Maybe this time it's worth investigating."

      There was a long silence.

      I waited Matt out as I watched Fancy come out of the stream and shake herself off and then go lie down in the shade along the fence. She was going to be a muddy mess. Good thing she seemed to miraculously clean up from even the worst messes after a few hours. If not, my grandpa was going to have something to say about it.

      I could almost picture Matt trying to figure out how to get me to drop the whole thing. But that wasn't going to happen, so I finally said, "I've gotta at least try to find her, Matt."

      "No, you need to stay out of it. She probably got in a fight with Vick, took off, met someone else, went home with him and spent the day sleeping it off. She'll be back for the kid's birthday tomorrow. Just let it go."

      "Sam rode his bike here all the way from Creek. That had to take hours. And you should've seen him, Matt. He probably cried most of the way here. I can't just let it go. He's a little boy who wants his mom there on his birthday. Doesn't he deserve that?"

      "Maggie."

      "Please help me. At least go by Vick's with me."

      Matt sighed.

      "Please?" I don't like to beg, but in this case I was willing to make an exception.

      There was a long silence on the other end of the line, so I continued, "You're taking some time off, right? Isn't this a better way to spend your time than fishing or watching Jack to see what trouble he'll get into? It's Sam's birthday tomorrow, Matt. He said she's never been gone on his birthday before. And you saw the way that man was with her at the game. I think he did something to her. What if she's injured and we could save her?"

      "You need to stay out of their business, Maggie. It could be dangerous."

      I didn't say anything. Of course it was going to be dangerous. The man had probably killed his girlfriend. But didn't Sam deserve to know what had happened to his mom?

      "Maggie…"

      I shook my head even though I knew Matt couldn't see it. Why did he have to be so darned stubborn?

      "Don't you know me by now? I'm not going to stay out of it, Matt. You can come along and help me ask the questions that need to be asked, so we can find this little kid his mother. Or you can sit at home with Jack and worry about what's going to happen to me when I show up at Vick's door accusing him of murder. Your call."

      "That's not fair."

      "It may not be fair, but those are your choices."

      Fancy watched me from where she'd laid down in the shade, one eyebrow raised. Even she knew I was playing dirty, but I didn't really care. This was about a little kid and his mom. I'd play as dirty as it took.

      And I really needed Matt to say yes. If he didn't I was going to have to ask my grandpa for help, which I did not want to do.

      As impetuous as I might be, even I knew that it wouldn't be smart to confront Vick alone.

      "Damn it, Maggie. Why can't you just leave things be?" Matt growled.

      I knew when he cussed that I had him. "So you'll meet me at my place in an hour?"

      "Yeah. See you there."

      "Thank you," I practically sang into the phone. I should've probably toned it down a bit given Matt's reluctance to get involved, but I was so happy I wouldn't have to rope my grandpa into helping out that I couldn't help it.
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      I sincerely apologized to Jamie for leaving her—yet again—to take care of things at the barkery. It's a good thing she's such a go-with-the-flow even-keeled sort of person or I was pretty sure I'd have lost her as a friend by that point.

      She just smiled and said, "We should've put some money on your statement that you wouldn't get involved in another police matter."

      "Well, technically, it's not a police matter since they wouldn't look into it. But I am sorry to do this again."

      She laughed. "Don't worry about it, Maggie. I completely understand. He rode all the way here. His mom is missing. You have to help. If you didn't, I would. Now go. I've got this."

      "You're sure?"

      "Positive."

      "Thank you." I gave her a quick hug before shuffling Fancy and Sam out to my van.

      Jamie is one of the best people I know. And competent as all get out. She could run the café, the barkery, and the world without breaking a sweat if she wanted to, so at least I knew the place was in good hands and I could focus on Sam and his mom.

      During the twenty-minute drive home Sam talked non-stop. I heard about what he and his mother had done on every single birthday since he'd turned five, the names of all of his friends at school, the names of the three older boys who bullied him at lunch each day, what those boys had done to him over the last school year, his plans for when he was grown up and could fight back, as well as the fact that he planned on being a superhero, a cop, an astronaut, and a fighter pilot. Oh, and a billionaire. And…

      It was a lot.

      By the time I walked in the front door at home I was ready for a nap or a Tylenol or maybe both, but that wasn't going to happen. Because sitting together at the kitchen table, their faces grim, were my grandpa and Matt.

      I should've known Matt wouldn't keep my grandpa out of it, but I gave him a really nasty glare anyway.

      I grabbed ice cream from the freezer for Sam, Fancy, and myself (puppy ice cream for Fancy) and in an artificially cheery voice said, "Hey, Sam, why don't you go out back with Fancy. I need to talk to these guys for a minute."

      Once they were outside I turned to deal with the dual threat of my grandpa and Matt. I figured I needed every advantage I could get, so rather than sit at the table I leaned against the fridge as I carefully unwrapped my ice cream bar. (Technically a salted caramel gelato bar—yum—but whatever.)

      "Maggie May." My grandpa folded his hands on the table, giving me flash backs to being grounded when I was a kid.

      "Don't even try to talk me out of this, Grandpa. I am not letting that little boy spend his birthday wondering where his mom is if I can do something about it."

      My grandpa tapped his fingers together as he glared me down. "Vick Kline is the worst sort of scum. You think he won't hurt you if he did this? He will. You even suggest he did it, he'll hurt you. Just for fun."

      I barely stopped myself from rolling my eyes. "It's not like I'm going alone. Matt's coming with me. And this Vick guy can't be stupid enough to go after a cop."

      My grandpa raised one eyebrow as if questioning that assessment. "Matt isn't going with you."

      I stared at Matt, hurt. "You're not? But you said you would."

      "I'm a police officer, Maggie." He rubbed the back of his neck with a wince. "And after that little newspaper article today my boss told me very specifically to keep you out of any and all police investigations."

      "But it's not a police investigation. If it was, I wouldn't need to do this. Why don't you tell him that?"

      He laughed. "Because I don't really want to push back on him right now. That would not be good."

      "Look, all I'm asking is that you come along while I ask a guy a few questions. That's all."

      He shook his head. "I can't do it, Maggie. Especially if you're planning on accusing him of murder. How am I going to explain that if he goes and complains?"

      "I don't know. You're smart. You can think up something."

      "I can't do it, Maggie."

      I looked back and forth between them. "So you guys just want me to drop it? Well, that's not going to happen."

      My grandpa reached for his non-existent cigarettes and then glared at his coffee like he wished it were whiskey instead. "We know. That's why I'm coming with you."

      "Grandpa…I don't think that's a good idea."

      (I know. If Matt had turned me down originally I'd planned on turning to my grandpa, but the more I thought about getting him involved with confronting a potentially dangerous man, the more that seemed like a really volatile combination that could end up with my grandpa in jail. Or worse.)

      "Maggie May, don't you even start with me. I may be old, but I survived years in prison surrounded by men like Vick Kline. I know how to handle a man like that."

      "That's what I'm worried about."

      He snorted.

      "Promise me before we go that you aren't going to do anything that would require someone to call the cops."

      He very deliberately took a sip of his coffee instead of answering.

      Great. So now my choices were go on my own—which was not a good idea and we all knew it—or take my grandpa who was likely to do something I'd regret witnessing and that might make me an accessory to something I didn't want to be an accessory to.

      Or I could just let it go. Walk away because it wasn't my business if some woman who ran off on a regular basis happened to do so the day before her kid's birthday.

      Even if her kid had ridden his bike all that way to find me and ask for my help.

      But that wasn't me. Jamie was right. If I could help Sam, I was going to do it.

      Just then Fancy ran inside followed by Sam who was screaming and trying to slap at her. I was about to tell him that no one, and I mean no one, yells at my dog. And certainly no one hits my dog unless they want me to hit them. But then I saw the two little paws sticking out of the side of Fancy's mouth.

      She'd caught a bunny.

      As if things weren't bad enough.

      "Fancy, drop it. Right now," I said, my voice whipping out at her.

      She did.

      But then it moved. So she picked it back up.

      The look she gave me said, "I dropped it like you asked me to, so don't glare at me like that." (I swear, sometimes she is too clever by half. It's like having a mischievous twelve-year-old boy around all the time.)

      "Drop it," I snapped again.

      She did.

      "Leave it," I said before she could pick it back up. I stepped forward. "Go. Outside. Now."

      Fancy cried at me, but she went outside, tail tucked down and head bowed. She knew she was in trouble, she just didn't know why.

      "You too, Sam. Go back outside."

      He looked at the slobber-covered bunny at my feet, but then followed her outside without argument.

      I glanced down at the bunny, part of me hoping that it was already gone so I wouldn't have to figure out what you do with a baby bunny that your dog has scared half to death but hasn't killed.

      Unfortunately, it was still breathing.

      Or fortunately. I mean, I was glad it was alive and that Fancy hadn't killed it. But now I had one more thing to deal with. And I couldn't just put the thing back out in the yard. It was making no effort to go anywhere, just lying there on its side breathing fast. If I put it in the yard and it didn't recover it would certainly be dead.

      But what else was I supposed to do with it? I was pretty sure there weren't a bunch of bunny rehabs out there. And I certainly didn't know the first thing about raising a bunny.

      Plus, I didn't want a pet bunny. I just wanted my dog to have not killed the wild bunnies living in our yard.

      I shook my head. "Someone get me a box."

      I grabbed a dish towel from the drawer and turned back but neither Matt nor my grandpa had moved.

      "Did you hear me? Someone get me a box."

      Matt looked at the bunny and back at me. "Maggie, what are you going to do with a box?"

      "Put the bunny in it. Give it a safe place to recover. When it's better I'll put it back outside."

      He and my grandpa exchanged a look.

      "What?"

      Matt looked like he wanted to say something, but instead he stood up. "You have a good box for rehabbing a bunny?" he asked my grandpa.

      My grandpa nodded towards the hallway. "Should be something on the top shelf in the front closet."

      When Matt came back he took the dish towel from me. "I'll take care of this. Why don't you and your grandpa go deal with Vick Kline before it gets dark. He should be home from work by now. He works the early shift at the mine."

      "Are you sure?"

      He nodded. "Yeah. Go."

      I left, glad I wasn't actually going to have to deal with the bunny.

      (I kinda knew there was probably nothing to be done for the poor bunny and that Matt was sparing me having to see that, but I pretended that he really was going to create a little home for it in that box and that in a few hours it would be back under my grandpa's porch hopping around with all its little bunny friends. The alternative was just too sad to contemplate.)
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      Vick Kline lived in one of a cluster of rundown trailer homes a few blocks from the ball park. There were no yards to speak of—the trailers were clustered too close together on a single lot. And no road either, just a dirt track that ran between them.

      We parked on the street and walked towards the cluster of trailers, my grandpa leading the way. Clearly, he knew where he was going. I certainly didn't.

      A woman in a big muumuu with bright flowers on it watched us with narrowed eyes. She was smoking a cigarette, her other hand wrapped around some sort of alcoholic beverage that probably consisted of cheap whiskey and generic soda on the rocks. A couple of kids a little older than Sam played in the dirt in front of her trailer and I wondered if one or both of them were the bullies Sam had told me about.

      She nodded to my grandpa. "Lou. What brings you around?"

      "Nat. Here to see Vick. Sam said Trish is missing. You seen her today?"

      "No, but good to know where that kid got to. I was supposed to be watching him but he lit out of here on his bike a few hours ago." She took a long drag on her cigarette as she eyed me up and down.

      I opened my mouth to ask if she'd bothered to be worried about him at all, but my grandpa grabbed me by the wrist and squeezed. He knew me too well.

      "By the way, Nat, this is my granddaughter, Maggie May. Maggie May, this is Nat."

      She nodded. "Seen you around. You have that dog thing in Bakerstown with the Green girl, right?"

      "The Baker Valley Barkery and Café. Yes."

      "Right. The dog thing." She narrowed her eyes as she blew out a stream of smoke. "People actually pay for that stuff?" (The word she used was not in fact "stuff" but it started with the same letter.)

      "Some people do." I tried not to sound offended, even though I was. I failed.

      "Huh. Who would've thought it."

      My grandpa dragged me away before I could say anything else, calling out, "Thanks, Nat. Give my best to Don."

      Nat nodded and went back to watching the kids who were jumping around and kicking at each other, shouting back and forth as they tried to re-enact some movie they'd seen somewhere. I heard a smack as one of the kids connected a little too hard and turned back to see Nat take another drag on her cigarette, completely unconcerned as the two kids rolled on the ground pummeling at one another.

      My grandpa led the way to a faded green trailer at the end of the line. There were some rusted spots, but overall it looked well-tended for what it was. The curtains in the window were crisp and white with little edges of dark green lace.

      He stepped up the wooden stairs and thumped on the door with his fist three times.

      Vick answered the door in a white tank top and what looked like the same jeans from the day before. He scratched at his belly and I was treated to the sight of way too much hair in places I didn't want to know it existed. "What?"

      "We're looking for Trish. She here?"

      "No." Vick looked like he'd just woken up from a nap, the creases from the couch still visible on his face and what remained of his hair sticking up in at least three places.

      "Where is she then?"

      "How'm I supposed to know? I'm not her keeper."

      I wanted to make some smart aleck comment about Sam and whether he'd even noticed the kid was gone, but my grandpa glared at me before he stepped into the trailer, forcing Vick to step back to avoid touching him.

      My grandpa filled the doorframe as he looked around the living area. "It's Sam's birthday tomorrow. He says they were supposed to go shopping today. Make sense to you that she's not here for that?"

      Vick ran a hand through his greasy, receding hairline, smoothing it down. "No. She loves that kid more than anything."

      "Then where is she?"

      "I don't know. Look. Trish took off yesterday. We had a thing. Said some words. And then she tore out of here. I figured she'd be back last night. When she wasn't, I figured she'd be back today. She does that sort of thing."

      "But she's not."

      Vick met my grandpa's gaze for a brief moment and hunched his shoulders. "She does that sort of thing, too. Always looking to trade up. But she comes back eventually. I'm good to her. Better than most of the losers she finds for herself."

      I stepped up to the base of the stairs. "Mind if we look around?"

      Both he and my grandpa glared at me, but I glared right back. "What? You're going to take his word for it that she just took off like that? Do you know what she's done for each of Sam's birthdays? Treasure hunts and special picnics at the park. That sort of thing. And now we're just supposed to believe him that she didn't care this year because they got in a fight?"

      Vick's eyes were black with hatred as he glared down at me.

      My grandpa very deliberately braced his arm across the doorway between us. "She could be a little more polite about it, but she has a point, Vick. Show me around."

      I stepped forward to join them, but my grandpa shook his head. "You stay out here. I'll be back in a minute."

      I wanted to argue, but I knew I'd lose. Instead I walked around the perimeter of the trailer looking for any signs of foul play.

      (And, no, I really had no idea what that would be. Pretty sure most killers don't intentionally leave a big pool of blood visible for anyone to see.)

      There was nothing that looked the least bit suspicious.

      No broken furniture. No rolled up rugs. No bloody baseball bats. Just a bunch of weeds and some rusted out car parts around back. The little bit I could see of each of the windows looked well-tended and clean, though. Seems wherever she'd disappeared to Trish had taken some pride in her home.

      My grandpa didn't find anything either. He just shook his head as he stepped back outside.

      He turned and shook Vick's hand. "Thanks, Vick. You'll let me know if she comes back?"

      Vick nodded. "And if you find her you'll let me know?" He actually sounded concerned.

      My grandpa nodded. "I will."

      As we walked back to my grandpa's truck, I muttered, "You didn't have to be so friendly to him, you know. Even if he isn't the reason she's missing, he probably still beats her. And he's most definitely a drunk. I mean, look at that woman who was supposed to be watching Sam today. A cigarette in one hand, a drink in the other…"

      My grandpa grabbed my arm and pulled me to a stop. "Maggie May. Not everyone has a charmed life like you did."

      I opened my mouth to protest that my life had been far from charmed, thank you very much, but the look he gave me made me snap it shut again.

      "I know. You're life wasn't perfect." He leaned closer. "But you ever been hit?"

      I shook my head. "No. Of course not."

      "You ever had a parent gone for months or years because they were in jail?"

      "No."

      "You ever had to add water to your ketchup to make it last longer?"

      "No." My dad had before my grandpa came into his life, I knew that, but I never had.

      "Or sleep on a friend of a friend of a friend's couch because that was the only way to have a roof over your head that night?"

      "No." I muttered the answer, wanting him to stop already. I got it. Other people were worse off.

      "Then don't judge, Maggie." He gestured at the trailers. "You look at these people and you see what they aren't. So what if they don't have pretty yards in front of their homes. Or they drink and smoke a little more than you think is right. Or maybe they get so worn out and run down by life they lose it every once in a while. That doesn't make them bad people, Maggie May. It just means they're living in bad circumstances."

      "Fine. Okay. But…If he was hitting her, that isn't right. And if he ever hit Sam…"

      "Agreed. But I walked through that place and it was clean as a button. And that kid had three times as many clothes as either of them. I'm not saying Vick isn't a violent man or that he couldn't stand to lay off on the drink. But I don't think he did this. Wherever Trish is, it isn't because Vick put her there."

      I pressed my lips together. I wasn't so sure. I mean, come on. Drunk man threatens woman and kid in public and then woman goes missing, how can you not think the drunk man is responsible?

      But there was no point in arguing with my grandpa about it. Not after I'd just insulted his friend. "Okay. So if she did leave on her own, then where'd she go?"

      "That's the question isn't it? Let's go home. Vick gave me a list of numbers you can call."
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