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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      I hadn’t been in the Baker Valley a day before the trouble began.

      Fancy—that’s my three-year-old Newfoundland, full name Miss Fancypants—and I were sitting out back in the yard at my grandpa’s reading a book and minding our own business, enjoying the mid-spring day.

      Well, I was reading. Fancy was curled up nearby, her head on her paws, watching the world go by. Not that there was much of a world to see. My grandpa’s place is on the edge of town and backs up to a mountainside covered in tall evergreens and aspen trees, so all she really had to see was five hundred feet of trees followed by an incredibly blue sky without a cloud in sight.

      Man, I love Colorado.

      Anyway. There we were, minding our own business, not bothering a soul, when Fancy jumped up and raced to the fence, barking like a mad woman. And it wasn’t her “Hey, is that a dog, can we play?” bark either. It was her, “There’s a jerk too close to my home” bark.

      I reluctantly set my book aside—I’d just gotten to the good part, too—and dragged myself over to see what was bothering her. She’ll usually stop if I just check out whatever it is and tell her she’s been a good girl, but as I was walking across the yard I heard someone barking back at her.

      That’s right. Some jerk on the other side of the fence was barking at my dog. Seriously? I mean, what the…? Who does that?

      I’d just spent five years living in Washington, DC and not once had someone barked at my dog. They’d stepped away from her like she had the plague, and there’d been an inordinate number of people who thought leaving chicken bones on the sidewalk was just fine and dandy, but none of them had barked at my dog.

      And, because I was still in big city mode and not “love thy neighbor because you live in a town of a hundred where everyone knows everyone” mode, I stepped up on that little board along the bottom of the fence and told the guy off.

      You know what he did? You know what that jerk did then?

      He barked at me, too!

      He lunged at me like he was going to attack me and barked. Three times. Woof, woof, woof.

      I just stared at him like he was crazy. I mean, I’d moved to Baker Valley because it was supposed to be peaceful and nice and this is what I got on my first full day there? Some weird man barking at me? I didn’t even know what to do at that point.

      Unfortunately, while I was busy trying to figure out if werewolves might actually be real, which would at least explain the man’s ridiculous behavior, my grandpa got involved.

      With a shotgun.

      There I was, hanging onto the fence, Fancy barking her head off at my feet, and my grandpa comes walking around the side of the house to confront the guy, shotgun in hand. At least I was pretty sure it was a shotgun, I’m not a gun person myself, but it had two long barrels that he pointed right at the guy. After cocking it or whatever it is you do with a shotgun to let someone know that when you pull that trigger it’s gonna hurt.

      “Son, you’d best get on your way.” He planted his feet and pointed the gun right at the man, steady as steady could be.

      I held my breath wondering if the man was stupid enough to bark at him, too. I figured it was a fifty-fifty chance and I really didn’t know what my grandpa would do at that point, but I was pretty sure I didn’t want to find out.

      Fortunately, the guy just backed away, hands up. “Sorry, Mr. Carver. Didn’t mean any offense. Just walking by.”

      “Well walk a little faster.” My grandpa followed him with the gun, eyes flinty and jaw clenched tight. “And next time you leave my granddaughter alone or I’ll put you in the ground where you belong, you hear me?”

      “Grandpa,” I hissed. “You can’t say things like that.”

      This was exactly the type of thing I’d moved to Baker Valley to prevent. Well, okay, I’d had no idea before I moved that my grandpa was capable of pointing a gun at someone and threatening to put them in the ground where they belonged, but he had been slipping lately, and I’d been worried about him all alone now that my grandma was gone.

      Barking guy muttered something under his breath as he hiked a slim trail up the mountainside, but at least he was smart enough to keep going and not say it loud enough for my grandpa to hear.

      My grandpa followed him with the gun until he finally disappeared from sight, and then returned to the front of the house without another word, waving a hand at our neighbor, Mr. Jackson, on the way. Mr. Jackson nodded back at him and returned to tending his raspberry bushes as if my grandpa threatening someone with a shotgun was a daily occurrence not even worth mentioning.

      I hopped off the fence with a loud sigh. Fancy came to check on me and I scratched at her velvety black ears, trying to process what had just happened. “Holy cow, Fancy!” I whispered. “He almost shot that man.”

      She leaned into my hand with a grumble of pleasure as if to say it was all good now, no harm, no foul.

      Was I really the only one that thought it problematic that my grandpa had almost shot someone? I knew I should take the gun away. I mean, you can’t have an old man running around pointing a gun at people, no matter how much they might deserve it.

      But I was also pretty sure he wasn’t just going to hand it over. And I didn’t really want the thing. As dangerous as he might be with it, I would be even more so. I’d never handled a gun before and would probably end up shooting myself if I tried. Not to mention, it wasn’t the best way to start off my new life living in his house, trying to take his gun away.

      Maybe I could skate by with a stern talk this first time around. And take the gun if it happened again? Oh, that was a good plan.

      I trudged back towards the house. “Come on, Fancy. Let’s see if we can talk some sense into the most stubborn man I’ve ever met in my life.”

      She followed along at my side, tail wagging. I paused to grab my book, wishing I could just sit back down and lose myself in its pages, but I couldn’t shirk my commitment, not on my first day of self-appointed grandpa duty.

      As I led Fancy inside I comforted myself with the thought that at least he hadn’t shot the guy.
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      “Grandpa?” I called as I pushed through the back door and made my way past the laundry room towards the kitchen.

      Fancy shoved ahead of me, her tail wagging a mile a minute as she went to find him. I swear, she loves him ten times more than she loves me. She’d spent the entire night before with her head resting against his feet as we caught up. With me she stays nearby but never actually close enough to touch. Him? She was practically in his lap.

      Curse of my life, to own a dog that likes any man more than she likes me.

      I found them both in the living room. Grandpa was seated on the worn brown couch he’d owned for at least twenty years, small bits of stuffing pushing out of the tears in the seams. Fancy was leaning against his legs moaning happily as he scratched her ears.

      “Where is it?” I demanded, crossing my arms for emphasis as I stared him down.

      “Where’s what?” He glanced up at me, not the least bit intimidated.

      If I hadn’t known that he was eighty-two-years-old I would’ve probably put his age around sixty. He was a trim, tough man who looked like he could take on the world without hesitation, a white t-shirt peeking out from behind a short-sleeved plaid shirt that was tucked into his worn Levi’s. Part of the looking younger thing came from the fact that his hair had never grayed, just faded from dark brown to a lighter brown.

      I exhaled through my nose, my lips pressed tight together in disapproval. “The gun. You know, the one you just pointed at some stranger walking behind our house?”

      “That wasn’t a stranger. That was Jack Dunner. Kid’s been worthless since the day he was born.” He reached for his shirt pocket and then let his hand drop when he remembered he’d stopped smoking three years ago. Too late for my grandma’s cancer, but better late than never.

      “Well you can’t just go pointing a gun at someone because you think they’re worthless.”

      “Look, Maggie May…”

      “Maggie, please.” It’s not easy to be named after a Rod Stewart song, especially when your family insists on using the entire name every time they talk to you.

      His lips quirked in a small smile. “Fine, Maggie, you have to understand that some people need a little bit more than a firm word to keep them in line. And with a kid like Jack Dunner about the only thing he’s going to understand is a punch to the jaw or a shotgun pointed between the eyes. Trust me. I’ve dealt with plenty of Jack Dunners in my day.”

      I rolled my eyes. I couldn’t help it. Here I was, thirty-six-years-old, rolling my eyes at my grandpa. But, really? I mean, come on. Some people are only going to understand a punch to the jaw or a shotgun pointed between the eyes? Who says things like that? And believes them? Because he clearly did.

      “Don’t you roll your eyes at me, Maggie. You didn’t grow up around here, you don’t know anything about anybody.”

      I slumped down on the couch opposite him with an exaggerated sigh, trying not to get stuck as it sagged under my weight. It was a hideous goldenrod color that had probably last been popular in the 70’s. Based on the springs poking into my thigh, that was probably how old it was, too.

      I tried again. “I didn’t grow up here, I’ll grant you that. But I can’t think of anywhere where it’s okay to point a shotgun at someone. You’re lucky Mr. Jackson didn’t call the cops on you. Or this Jack guy—who is not a kid by the way. He looked to be about twenty-five or so.”

      “He’s a kid to me. Wasn’t too long ago I was walking him through how to field a grounder.”

      My grandpa had been the volunteer coach of the town baseball team for forty years or more. He’d coached every boy and girl in town at one point or another.

      “Well maybe you should’ve worked on his attitude while you were helping him with his fielding instead of having to pull a shotgun on him now.”

      My grandpa shrugged, reaching for his non-existent cigarettes once more. “Some folks are just born bad, Maggie. Nothing to be done for ‘em.”

      “Oh that’s ridiculous. No one is born bad, Grandpa.”

      I stood. I needed some fresh air. It had been my decision to move to Baker Valley, but so far things weren’t exactly going to plan.

      I grabbed my keys. “Look. I need to swing by the store. See how things are going and check in with Jamie. You going to be okay here?”

      He snorted. “I think I can manage for a few hours.”

      “Well just be sure to put that shotgun away, would ya? And try not to shoot anyone while I’m gone?”

      “I’ll try, but no promises.”

      I glared at him, but he just winked back at me.

      “Come on, Fancy. Let’s go.”

      She glanced up at him before making her slow way to me, making it abundantly clear she’d prefer to stay with him. “You will actually like this, you know, you purebred mutt,” I muttered as I put on her leash and collar.

      We walked down the front steps to the beat-up van I’d bought just to make Fancy’s life easier. I’d loved my old SUV but even at three Fancy already had bad days where it hurt to jump up. And using a ramp? Yeah, no. She jumped over the ramp every single time, making it even worse. So a van it was. I felt like a PTA mom, except my kid was a large black dog who never listened to me.

      As Fancy made herself comfortable on the bed that took up half of the back of the van—I’d removed the seats we didn’t need—I glanced towards the house, wondering if I’d made a mistake moving to Baker Valley.

      It had seemed like such a good idea at the time. I’d live with my grandpa—who wasn’t exactly a spring chicken anymore and who’d been all alone since my grandma died two years before. I’d get away from my miserable corporate job and be able to live in one of the most beautiful places I’d ever seen. And, best of all, I’d finally be able to open a business with my best friend from college, Jamie, who was one of the best bakers I knew.

      It also gave me a chance to indulge my love of dogs. We were calling the place The Baker Valley Barkery and Café. Get it? Barkery instead of bakery? Because it’s a bakery for dogs? At least, half of it is.

      (It’s alright. Most people don’t get it. They keep telling me there’s a typo in our logo. I figure someday we’ll be famous enough that everyone will know exactly what a barkery is. Until then I’m doomed to multiple conversations about how, no, that really is not a typo, thank you.)

      The other half, the café side, was for people. Assuming we ever actually opened. Jamie had been doing all the heavy lifting on getting the place open while I moved. We were two weeks away from opening day, theoretically, but when I’d talked to her the night before she’d told me there had been some “complications” that might delay our opening but not to worry about it, she had it handled.

      I’d trust Jamie with my life, but I also knew her well enough to know that when she said there had been complications that might delay the opening that that was Jamie-speak for all hell had broken loose. I needed to see just how bad things were.

      As I pulled out of the driveway I figured at least it wasn’t going to be worse than my grandpa pointing a shotgun at someone, right?

      Wrong.
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      By the time I reached the store I’d calmed down enough to see the humor in the whole shotgun situation. It helped that I had a good twenty minute drive to get there. And not through urban sprawl like I was used to, but along a two-lane highway that wound its way through cattle land that was green with spring and dotted with the occasional red barn or one-story ranch home tucked away half a mile off the highway, usually down some rutted dirt road separated from the rest of the world by a rusted metal gate.

      The whole area is called Baker Valley because it’s a long narrow valley tucked into the Colorado mountains. For tourist trap purposes the towns in the area all agreed to pool their advertising funds and advertise the whole valley, but there are actually a half dozen small towns spread throughout the area. My grandpa’s place is at the west end of the valley in a town creatively named Creek that has two gas stations, one church, the county seat, a funeral home, a pioneer museum, and about forty houses, half of which probably started off as mobile homes until someone built a foundation around them.

      About ten minutes from there is the town of Masonville. It’s where everyone in the valley goes to school and boasts its own McDonald’s and a supermarket. (New additions in the last decade. Prior to that folks would drive the hour and half into Denver to stock up on groceries once a month, assuming they didn’t live on the deer they hunted and the vegetables they grew in their backyard.)

      Another ten minutes past Masonville is the shining jewel of the valley, Bakerstown. (Someone was being awfully creative when they settled the valley, let me tell you. But that was the Colorado settlers for ya. Take your last name and slap it on everything you could find. If that failed, call a spade a spade. So we got Bakerstown for the Baker family, Masonville for the Mason family, and Creek for, you guessed it, the creek that runs through town.)

      Bakerstown is the hub of all activity in the valley because it has the ski slopes. Not that most of the locals ski—they’re far more interested in snowmobiling—but everyone knows that the skiers are the ones with the money, so the ski slopes are a necessary evil if you want to live somewhere as beautiful as Baker Valley year-round and not live off the land.

      And it is beautiful. Picture a sprawling green expanse surrounded on all sides by towering mountains that are covered in evergreens up to the tree line and have snow on the peaks even at the height of summer. Add to that one of the clearest streams you’ve ever seen running through the whole area like a silver ribbon. (That stream is Fancy’s favorite. She loves to go wading and bark at the fishermen there in search of trout.)

      I don’t know what it is about Baker Valley, but it’s always been magic to me. The sky always seems bluer, the clouds—when there are any—are whiter and softer, the air is cleaner, the people are nicer. (For the most part. Not as nice as when I was a little girl who’d come to visit my grandparents for the summer, but still nicer than most of the world.)

      I’d never lived full-time in the valley, but it was always where my heart was. And now it was my home, too. All my worries melted away as I drove towards the store, because I was finally where I wanted to be, doing what I wanted to do.
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      That soaring happiness lasted right up to the moment I parked outside our store and noticed the boarded up doors and windows and the black scorch marks on the brick façade.

      I sat there, not wanting to go inside and find out why our formerly-pristine building looked like it had been hit by a bomb. I would’ve probably sat there forever, but Fancy started crying her head off at me to get out of the car.

      You’d think a hundred-and-forty-pound dog would have a deep, booming bark but nine times out of ten Fancy resorts to a high-pitched cry that’s about as painful on the ears as fingernails on a chalkboard.

      It’s highly effective, I’ll give her that. No one wants to sit in a car with a dog making a noise that obnoxious in their ear. So as much as I wanted to bury my head in my hands and ask, “What now?” I scrambled out of the van and let Fancy out.

      Sitting in the car wasn’t going to make things better anyway. I needed to find out what Jamie had kept from me and hope it wasn’t so bad we’d have to delay our opening. All of my plans hinged on being open that first weekend in June.

      Something that did not look very likely at that moment.
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      I walked Fancy to the grass at the far end of the parking lot and turned back to look at the store. The little cartoon Newfie heads on either end of the sign made me smile—they’d been my idea, in honor of Fancy. In between, in the curly script the sign guy hadn’t wanted to use, it proclaimed this as the home of the Baker Valley Barkery and Café.

      (I’ll admit, it was a little hard to read, but I thought it had flare. Better than using Helvetica like he’d suggested. How boring would that have been?)

      The café was on the left, the barkery on the right, each with their own door and large picture window that would give guests a great view of the mountains—once the cheap plywood that was currently covering them was removed, that is. If I hadn’t known better, I would’ve thought a hurricane was coming, the way the windows were boarded over. But this was Colorado, so clearly something else had happened since my last visit.

      Inside there should be tables set up on both sides with a pass-through that would allow someone on the café side to access the barkery side and vice versa. There was a lot less seating on the barkery side than the café side because we wanted to leave enough room for dogs as well as humans to sit comfortably.

      We’d also added little cubbies surrounded by half-walls on the barkery side where people could leave their dogs safely for a few minutes while they ran to the restroom. (I’ve been that person traveling cross-country with their dog who just needs to pee real quick but doesn’t want to leave their dog in a hot car while they do, so I can appreciate the need to have a safe space like that.)

      My space—the service counter of the barkery—was at the far back on the right-hand side. We had one of those glass display cases like any good bakery would, but all of the treats were going to be for dogs instead of humans. Fancy’s favorite were the Doggie Delights—which were basically balls of peanut butter with other yummy stuff added in—but she was only allowed one per day. Those calories add up fast, and a big girl like her needs to watch the stress she puts on her joints.

      Fancy’s personal cubby—which was big enough for an extra-large dog bed and her food and water bowls—was in the far corner behind the barkery counter.

      Opposite that was our dogphenalia section that included Baker Valley leashes and collars, mugs with a circular version of our logo, those dog window stickers everyone loves, and whatever other kitschy items I thought might sell to a dog-loving tourist crowd.

      There were also some pre-packaged treat bags I’d had manufactured so people could take them home as gifts for their furry friends who hadn’t made the trip. (If you ever want to know how private label packaging works, just ask. I know more about it now than I ever wanted to.) And just in case we didn’t attract enough visitors to the store, I was also planning on offering everything via our website, too.

      I wanted to make it as easy for people to give me their money as I could.

      The opposite side of the store was Jamie’s side. It was a regular café that was going to serve things like coffee and cinnamon rolls. (Jamie makes the best cinnamon rolls in the world. I kid you not. They are better than any cinnamon roll I have ever tasted and I have made it my life’s mission to try cinnamon rolls everywhere I go.) The café side included a full kitchen and a small office that were kept completely separate from the barkery side.

      Let me tell you, negotiating everything with the local zoning inspector had been a challenge. He was full of what-if scenarios. What if two dogs were seated too close to each other and got in a fight? What if someone tripped over a dog trying to get to their table? What if dog hair made its way into the human food? What if, what if, what if.

      We’d met every single objection and then some, and I was proud of what we’d built, but now, looking at the scorch marks on the bricks around the windows and doors, I was a little scared to step through that door.

      No point in delaying, though. Best to see what had happened and figure out how to deal with it. I led Fancy across the lot, forcing myself to take deep, calming breaths. Jamie was alive and well. We still had two weeks. It was going to be okay.
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      Jamie met me at the door, wiping the sweat from her face with a hand still covered in a thick leather workman’s glove. She’d braided her long brown hair back, but little tendrils had escaped and were fuzzed around her face.

      As she pulled the gloves off her slender fingers and tucked them into the back pocket of her jeans, I asked, “Do I want to know what happened here?”

      “It’s fine. Nothing to worry about. I’ve got it under control.”

      I’ve never seen Jamie ruffled. You could put her in the middle of a total apocalypse and she’d look around with a shrug and say, “Well, best get to it. Things aren’t going to fix themselves.” It’s what makes her such a great business partner. Always dependable, competent as all get out, and never willing to admit defeat.

      But this time I had to wonder if she’d lost her connection to reality. There were black soot marks on the ceiling on the café side and it was clear that all of the glass in the windows and doors had been violently removed by a significant amount of force. A sooty smell hung in the air and Fancy sneezed twice, shaking her head.

      I glanced towards the kitchen which was a soot-stained mess from the little bit I could see. “It’s fine?”

      “A minor setback, that’s all.” Jamie bent down to say hi to Fancy while I pressed my lips together and counted to ten, reminding myself that if Jamie said she had it handled, she probably did.

      We’d known each other since we were babies and I’d come to the valley to visit my grandparents, but we hadn’t become life-long friends until freshman year of college at CU when we found ourselves on a volunteer project to repaint a local elementary school. The thing was a disaster. There was paint, thankfully, but that was about it. No paintbrushes. No drop cloths. No one who knew a thing about anything.

      Jamie and I both stepped up at the same moment to take things in hand. Within an hour we had all the supplies we needed and four teams hard at work. We’d been best friends ever since. And after years of complaining to one another about how miserable we were working for people who didn’t see what we could and commiserating over how much we missed the valley, we’d decided enough was enough, pooled our savings, and decided to open the barkery and cafe.

      Things had been going well.

      “So?” I asked.

      Jamie shrugged one shoulder. “We didn’t get the gas on the stove in the café hooked up the way it should’ve been and there was a bit of an explosion.”

      “A bit of an explosion? Was anyone hurt?”

      “No. It was just Katie and me working at the time.” She nodded towards a young woman with bright red hair pulled back in a ponytail and the most flawless porcelain skin I’d ever seen in my life who was hard at work scrubbing down the floor. “Luckily the gas buildup wasn’t near as bad as it could’ve been because I’d propped open the front door to let in some fresh air, so the explosion took out all the glass and knocked me for a loop, but that was it.”

      “Jamie! Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Because I had it under control and there was nothing you could do about it from wherever you were that day. Would you have really left Fancy and your U-Haul truck in Lexington, Kentucky so you could fly back here and check on me? No. And I wouldn’t have wanted you to. I knew you’d be here in a few days and I could tell you then.”

      I eyed her up and down. “No broken bones?”

      “No.”

      The way she answered made me narrow my eyes and study her more closely. “Concussion?”

      “Just a minor one. I’ll have a few extra headaches for a while, that’s it.”

      I glanced towards the girl scrubbing the floor who was now trying to keep Fancy at bay. Clearly not a dog person the way she was grimacing and shoving at Fancy. “And Katie?”

      “She was outside when it happened, so no injuries there, thankfully. Kitchen took the brunt of it.”

      “Fancy, leave the girl alone,” I called as I headed for the kitchen. Fancy came to join me, Jamie trailing along behind us.

      I stopped at the entrance to the kitchen. The walls and the ceiling were almost completely black and what looked like part of the stove was still embedded in the wall to my left. The burnt smell was almost overpowering and Fancy backed away pawing at her nose.

      “Here, Fancy.” I opened the door next to the kitchen and let her out into the dog run we’d had built out back. She went eagerly, but then turned back to stare at me plaintively when I didn’t follow her outside.

      I turned back to Jamie. “It could’ve killed you.”

      “But it didn’t.” She flashed me one of her signature smiles. “I’m lucky. You know that.”

      I shook my head. She was lucky—as this incident proved yet again—but still. That didn’t mean she had to be cavalier about it. What if she’d been in the kitchen when this happened? What if she hadn’t propped the door open?

      I shivered, trying not to think about it. “Are you going to sue the idiot who messed the gas line up?”

      “No. And neither are you. It was just a freak accident. No one needs to be sued over it. Everything’s going to be fixed in time for our launch and that’s all that matters.”

      I glanced back at the kitchen. “We’re launching in two weeks and that’s going to be fixed in time?”

      “Luke promised me he’ll take care of it and I trust he will.”

      “Luke, huh?” I stepped closer, holding her gaze. “Is this the same Luke who broke your heart at least once a year from third grade through high school and then at least twice in college? Mr. Honeyed Words and Hollow Promises?”

      She crossed her arms and glared me down. “He’s the best general contractor in the area. He’ll get it done. Trust me.”

      I wanted to argue—the fact that Luke was involved did not bode well—but I bit my tongue and let it go. Jamie was blind where Luke was concerned and the last thing I needed was a big blow up fight with my best friend and business partner two weeks before our launch.

      I just hoped she was right about him getting everything done in time. There was a big dog show that was going to be held at the local convention center in two weeks, and if we weren’t open in time for that I wasn’t sure how the barkery was going to get the word of mouth buzz it needed to succeed. The café side would probably survive a late opening, but the barkery? I didn’t think it would.

      While Jamie and I had been talking, Fancy had wandered back over to Katie, muddy paw prints showing her wandering trail from the back door to Katie’s side.

      “Sorry about Fancy,” I called to her. “I’ll clean that up in a minute. By the way, I’m Maggie.” I leaned across the counter and held out my hand.

      She stood, clearly not wanting to, and took my hand. “Katie.”

      Her handshake was about as warm as her non-existent smile and she barely made eye contact before looking away. I studied her as she made her way behind the counter and into the kitchen area, face completely blank of emotion. It’s always fascinated me when I meet a really attractive person who’s like that. I always wonder how someone can get such positive attention from the world—because with skin like that and red hair you know men had to bow and scrape around her all the time—and yet come out so…meh.

      My own looks—tall, blonde, and curvy enough to get some attention—had certainly made my life easier. Maybe I could see being shut down with men, because it could be too much sometimes, but all the time? It was just weird.

      Jamie, knowing this particular fascination of mine, distracted me by handing me a Coke from the little mini fridge under the counter. “Katie is Georgia’s daughter. You remember, Georgia, right?”

      “The one who liked to eat mud?” I whispered.

      “That’s the one.”

      I gave Jamie my “what were you thinking?” look but she just shrugged. She loves to collect strays and help “fix” them. I figure that’s what explains her lifelong fascination with Luke.

      “Katie will be with us through next summer and then it’s off to college. Right, Katie?” she asked as Katie returned, a mop in hand.

      Katie faced off against Fancy, the mop gripped in her hands like a bat. “That’s my mother’s plan.”

      I stepped between them and waved a treat under Fancy’s nose, luring her to her cubbie behind the barkery counter so I could lock her out of Katie’s way before something bad happened. Fancy hesitated for a second—she didn’t want to leave the action—but treats always win with her, even when they’re the size of a peanut.

      You’d think a dog her size would need big treats, but nope, not at all. She’ll follow you anywhere for a crumb of a crumb of a crumb.

      I settled Fancy down and returned to the café counter, careful to keep out of Katie’s way. “And what do you want, Katie?” I asked, genuinely curious and determined to break through that cold exterior. I figured she had to have some hidden passion, right? Everyone does, even if it’s stamp collecting.

      “I don’t know.” The way she said it made it pretty clear she was done talking to me. And the abuse she was inflicting on that mop and floor were enough for me to just leave her to it. She didn’t want to talk, fine with me.

      I turned back to Jamie. “You would not believe what my grandpa did this morning…”

      I walked her through the whole crazy incident while Katie worked around us, violently cleaning the floor until it shone. Jamie laughed so hard when I told her about my grandpa pulling his shotgun, I thought she was going to hurt herself.

      I grinned. “It was pretty funny, wasn’t it?”

      “Oh yeah. And your grandpa’s right, you know. There isn’t much that will get through to a man like Jack Dunner, but I bet that shotgun woke him up and made him pay attention.”

      “It certainly woke me up, I’ll tell you that.”

      “Can I go?” Katie interrupted us.

      Jamie blinked at her, clearly surprised, but then nodded. “Sure. See you tomorrow?”

      “Yeah.” She dumped the mop in the kitchen and left without so much as a smile or wave.

      “That is one odd girl,” I muttered as she revved the engine on an old blue pickup truck and backed out of her parking spot.

      “Yeah, well, her mom keeps her on a pretty tight leash. Doesn’t want Katie to end up like her, you know.”

      “How old was she when she had her first kid?”

      “Fifteen.”

      “And how old is Katie?”

      “Seventeen.”

      I shrugged. “She’s already done better than her mom then, yeah?”

      “Yeah, tell that to Georgia. She wants Katie to avoid all boys until she’s at college and maybe even after that.”

      I winced. “That’s not going to work out well…”

      “No, it’s not. So when Katie asks to leave a little early or come in a little late every once in a while, I let her. Kid’s gotta be a kid, you know.”

      “Hm. Well, when that backfires, you can deal with Georgia. Woman scares me. Always has.” I went to let Fancy out of her cubbie, but she was sound asleep, sprawled on her back, her right paw sticking straight up in the air. Goofy girl.

      “It’s just a half hour here or there. No big deal.” Jamie looked at Fancy and shook her head, smiling.

      “A person can do a lot in half an hour, you know.” We walked back to the café side and I grabbed a wash rag to start wiping down the tables that all had a fine layer of soot on them. “By the way, does Katie get friendlier the more you know her?”

      Jamie smacked me in the arm. “Be nice, Maggie. It’s hard to be a teenager.”

      I guessed, but I sure hoped she’d warm up soon, because she was not my idea of the ideal café employee. I’d have to stash her in the back and help all the customers myself if she didn’t warm up, which sort of defeated the whole purpose of having her around.

      Ah well. I glanced at the burned out kitchen. One disgruntled unfriendly teenager was the least of my worries.
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      The day before the store opening dawned blue and beautiful, like most days in spring in the Colorado mountains. Fortunately for me, the last two weeks had passed without any exploding stoves or reports of my grandpa pointing a shotgun at someone new. I’d spent most of the time with Fancy, Jamie, and Katie Cross—who’d grown on me some, but not much—getting the store ready for our opening.

      Luke had come through for us, just like Jamie said he would. He was still an over-the-top flirtatious sleazeball who was going to break my best friend’s heart—again—but at least by the day before the opening we had a fully-functional store that didn’t show a single sign of fire damage.

      I had plans that day to go into the store and make sure everything was perfect for our launch, but not until after noon. Poor Fancy had put up with a lot of long hours sleeping in her nook at the store and I figured she’d earned a little hike in the woods before opening day.

      Not that I really thought she minded all that time snoring away in the corner. She is a Newfie after all and Newfs aren’t exactly the most energetic of breeds. But I knew she also liked to get out and smell new things and we really hadn’t had a chance to do so since our arrival.

      So after I fed her breakfast at five-thirty in the morning—an unfortunate side effect of living those first crucial months of her life in an apartment with a neighbor who had a loud alarm and liked to get up at that time every morning of every day—we headed up the mountain behind my grandpa’s house.

      Most of the mountainside was covered not only with big evergreens and tightly-clustered aspens, but with juniper bushes and long grass that you wouldn’t want to try to walk through. Fortunately for us, there was a nice little trail I’d seen Mr. Jackson tending the day of our arrival that was just wide enough for me and Fancy to walk side-by-side. Mr. Jackson had done a good job of cutting back the branches, because not one slapped me in the face as we made our way towards the ridgeline about five hundred feet above my grandpa’s house.

      Fancy’s a good girl so she didn’t pull on her leash at all, just stopped to sniff and pee on things every few feet. She sometimes became a little too focused on one spot or another and I had to tell her to leave it and give a slight tug to move along, but usually I just let her do her thing. The walk was as much for her as it was for me, after all.

      It was a gorgeous late spring morning. Birds were singing in the trees, bees were buzzing around on the early wildflowers scattered along the mountainside, and everything smelled fresh and clean and alive.

      I was winded within five minutes because I wasn’t used to hiking up mountainsides, and certainly not at seven thousand feet, but that was okay. It was worth it to feel like no one else in the world existed for just a little bit, especially knowing how stressful things would be once the store actually opened.

      I probably should’ve thought about bears or mountain lions or criminals living in caves, but I didn’t. I’d always thought of the mountain as part of my grandpa’s home. Hardly anybody went there so it was easy to think of it as an extension of his backyard.

      I took a break on a large rock slab most of the way up the mountainside. It was big enough it created a perfect space for sitting and watching the sleepy little town below us. I could just barely hear the freight train that passed through town down by the creek on its way to some unknown destination. When we were little, Jamie and I would go up there to watch the trains while we munched on peach slices sprinkled with sugar that her mom had put in a plastic baggie for us.

      (It’s a wonder neither one of us has diabetes or serious weight issues, the way we used to eat.)

      Fancy sprawled out on the ground next to the rock, content to let me have my moment. She was snoring away within moments.

      I took a deep breath. Tomorrow was the day. Tomorrow we’d open the Barkery and Café and see if this crazy little dream of ours had any hope of succeeding.

      I was scared. Scared that I’d finally chosen to risk everything and pursue my dream and that I’d fail. Scared that I’d have to go back to living in the city, driving an hour each way to work, spending all day everyday inside while the sun shone outside, arguing with people about things that probably didn’t matter to anyone but us.

      I’d never held it against the folks that liked that sort of thing, but for me that rock in the middle of a mountainside had always been where I’d wanted to be. Right there, looking down at the peaceful little town that was my home, my dog at my side.

      It had taken longer to get there than I’d wanted, but I was finally making it happen.

      I just hoped it would work out…
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      After a while, Fancy got restless. Or at least her version of restless, which involved her giving me what I like to call her puppy side-eye where she looks at me out of the corner of her eye like, “Are we done yet? Can we go do something interesting now?” and cries really softly.

      If I ignore her, she’ll stop. She’s good that way. She’s learned over the years that sometimes I just have to do my work and she has to be patient until I’m done. But if I show the slightest weakness, she won’t let up.

      Since the hike was as much for her as for me, we moved on after her first little cry. We continued to the ridgeline where we could see a gorgeous valley nestled between four separate mountain peaks. I’d always loved that valley as a kid; it was so pristine and untouched, nestled there where no one could find it, a secret little hideaway.

      I narrowed my eyes at the small wooden cabin that now stood at one end of the valley, rows of something growing nearby. We were too far away for me to tell what was being grown down there, but I figured I had a pretty good idea. Just because Colorado had legalized pot didn’t mean that private grow operations had gone away. It wasn’t my scene, as a user or a grower, but I’d heard that some folks still grew their own despite the laws.

      I turned away from the valley, disappointed to see a treasured childhood memory tarnished that way, even though I’d known it was inevitable. Everything beautiful and private is eventually discovered and destroyed. Still makes me sad when it happens, though.

      Reminding myself that the forest around me was still a thousand times more beautiful than the concrete streets of most major cities, I nudged Fancy farther along the ridgeline, determined to enjoy it while I could.

      Fancy tugged at her leash and glanced back at me, pleading silently for me to let her run free. I debated doing it. She’s good at staying nearby, so I didn’t figure she’d run away or anything. But I still remembered that one time at Elk Meadow when she’d seen a couple elk and left me for a good ten minutes while she chased them. I’d been convinced that was the end until I heard her crying her little heart out trying to find me.

      I wasn’t going to take that kind of risk again, no matter how much she wanted to go exploring. Instead I let her tug me along the trail, her nose pressed tight to the ground as she followed some scent I couldn’t detect.

      Not until the end that is. Dead things have a certain common stench all their own. Not that I’d known that before I had a dog. But once I got Fancy and we started going to big outdoor dog parks I’d soon learned all about the smell of dead things.

      She loves them. We’ll be walking along just fine and then there she’ll go, off into the bushes, and I’ll come up to find her peeing on something that reeks of death. A badger, a squirrel, a rabbit. You name it, she’s peed on it.

      That’s nature for you. Things die, and when they do, they stink. And when they stink, dogs like to pee on them. It’s the circle of life. Or so I tell myself.

      And trying to keep Fancy from a dead thing once she’s found it is almost impossible. I’m not a small woman—about five-eight, one-sixty—but there’s no way I can hold back a hundred-and-forty-pound dog who’s built for pulling things when she’s determined to go somewhere.

      So I turned my face away as we got close and let her do her peeing thing. (Thankfully, she’s only tried to roll in dead things twice and both times they were fish, so no worries she’d do that this time.)

      When she’d finished, I tugged on her leash. “Come on, Fancy, let’s go.”

      She wouldn’t budge. I started to worry maybe she really was going to roll in this one and pulled harder. “Come on, Fancy.”

      I grabbed her collar and pulled her back, but she fought me for every step. “Darn it, Fancy. What’s so special about this one?” I demanded.

      I almost fell on my butt in surprise when I looked past her and saw what she’d been peeing on. Because it wasn’t a badger or a squirrel or a rabbit.

      It was a man. And not just any man, but that crazy man who’d barked at me the day after I arrived. At least, I thought it was. Maybe. Stupid ballcap was the same. Hair color looked to be, too.

      I stepped closer to take another look, burying my nose in my elbow to try to mask the scent. Somehow I’d been fine when I thought it was a small rodent I was smelling, but now that I knew it was dead human I wanted nothing to do with it.

      Of course, Fancy thought my stepping closer was an invitation to pee on him again…Sigh.

      It was a little hard to tell if it was him, because the body was mostly buried under some old leaves, but it certainly looked like him. I was tempted, just for a moment, to move the leaves out of the way to check. Call it morbid curiosity—I’d never seen a dead person who hadn’t died in a hospital before. I knew these kinds of things happened, but never in my world.

      Fortunately, I’d watched enough crime scene shows on television to know I didn’t want to mess with the scene or get my DNA all mixed up with his, so I dragged Fancy far enough along the trail to get away from the immediate smell of him while I tried to figure out what to do next.
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      The obvious choice when you find a dead body is to call the cops. Maybe the guy had just been mauled by a bear or something and that’s all there’d be to it. Just a “Howdya do, there’s a dead body on that trail up there that someone needs to take care of” and I could be on my merry way.

      But…

      My grandpa had threatened him with a shotgun. Not that I really thought my grandpa was capable of tracking a man up a mountainside, gunning him down, and burying his body under dead leaves.

      Not really.

      I mean…No. He’d had a rough early life, but he was past all that now.

      At least, I thought he was.

      But what if he wasn’t? What if he really had followed this guy up the mountain and gunned him down? Sure, I believed that murder was wrong and people should do their time and all that. But my grandpa? He was old. He didn’t deserve to go to prison. (Again.) Not at his age.

      So letting a little more time pass until someone else discovered the body made a certain amount of sense to me. Maybe by then Mr. Jackson would’ve forgotten the little confrontation he’d witnessed or at least be a little more fuzzy on the details.

      I know. I’m a horrible person. But this was family we were talking about.

      There was also the hassle factor. Did I really want to call the cops and get all mixed up in them finding a dead body the day before I was supposed to open my new store? They’d probably want to question me. And who knew how long that would take.

      Everything at the store was ready to go—Jamie and I weren’t the kind of people to leave things to the last minute—but still. I didn’t want to spend most of my last day of freedom in an interview room waiting to be questioned about the death of some jerk who’d barked at me.

      Not to mention the gossip factor. This was a small town. People would know I’d found the body and that’s all they’d want to talk about. I didn’t want to ruin our opening with thoughts of dead people under bushes. Talk about unappetizing.

      (I really am a horrible person, aren’t I?)

      But then I figured he probably had a mother who was missing him by now and who deserved to know that he wouldn’t be home for Christmas. And what if he had kids? Didn’t they deserve to know where their daddy was?

      While I debated and thought things through, Fancy lay down on the path. (She’s not one for standing if she doesn’t have to.) As I processed all the pros and cons she rested her head on her paws and watched me with her steady amber gaze, her mind already made up.

      “Fine,” I sighed and reached for my phone. “See? Happy now?”

      She closed her eyes while I dialed 9-1-1.

      Luckily for the dead guy, I had enough of a signal to complete the call, because if I’d had to walk back down the mountain first, I probably would’ve rethought my decision. But no, the call went through just fine. I explained to the very sweet and patient woman who answered exactly what I’d found.

      I’m not sure she believed me—Creek isn’t exactly a hotbed of criminal activity—but she took down my information and told me an officer would be by my grandpa’s to talk to me after they’d checked out my story.

      Good enough. I’d done my civic duty. If they decided it was a prank call, fine by me, I’d just be sure not to let Fancy close enough to pee on the body next time we were in the area.

      I stomped my way back down the mountainside to my grandpa’s, Fancy trotting along in front of me happily sniffing anything and everything, tail wagging with joy.

      At least one of us was having a good day.
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      When I got back home I told my grandpa what had happened, watching his face for any sign he already knew. His only reaction was to reach for his non-existent cigarettes and say, “Someone was going to shoot that man sooner or later. Only question was who,” and then turn his attention back to the daily crossword.

      I didn’t want to freak Jamie out the day before the opening so I just texted her that something had come up and I’d try to be in later but didn’t know when. She immediately thought something had happened to my grandpa and I had to text her back to let her know no one was hurt or injured. Or at least, no one that mattered. When she texted a “???” to that, I just let her know that I’d give her the full story once I got there.

      Whenever that was.

      And then I waited. And waited. And waited.

      I had a book I’d been enjoying, but my mind was so distracted I stopped trying to read it after I read the same paragraph ten times and still couldn’t remember what it said.

      I tried grilling my grandpa about the dead guy, but he told me to leave him alone. (He takes his crossword puzzles very seriously. Even has a crossword dictionary he carries around like other people carry a bible. And doesn’t appreciate if you look over his shoulder while trying to find something to do and solve one of the answers for him either, let me tell you.)

      I was tempted to start looking the dead guy up on the internet but then decided that probably wasn’t the best of ideas. What if the cops seized my computer and saw all those searches? What would they think?

      (Probably nothing, I know. But you try finding a dead body behind your house and then waiting for the cops to come by and see what you come up with to entertain yourself while you’re waiting.)

      Finally, when I was about at my wit’s end and ready to just head out to the store for something to do, there was a knock at our front door.

      “I’ve got it.” I raced to answer the door while my grandpa grunted a reply without even bothering to look up from his crossword. Fancy lifted her head halfway from where she was lying at his feet and then dropped back to the ground with a loud sigh. (She’s not the best of guard dogs...)

      I yanked open the front door—it sticks but I maybe gave it a little more force than it needed in my excitement—to find a very good-looking man in a cop’s uniform, hand raised to knock again. He was tall, dark hair, blue eyes, and filled out his uniform in a very pleasing sort of way.

      I gave myself two seconds to appreciate an example of the beauty this world has to offer and then I shut all that nonsense down, because I had a business to start up, a grandpa to take care of, and a dead body to discuss.

      “Bout time you got here,” I said. I knew I was being rude, but he’d made me wait a long time. Plus good-looking men make me cranky. I don’t like being distracted.

      He grinned at me in that way overly-confident men sometimes have. “Maggie May. It’s been a long time.”

      I glared at him. I’d remember knowing a man who looked like that. And I didn’t. “I’m sorry, am I supposed to know you?”

      My grandpa, who’d finally bothered to join us, squeezed my shoulder. “Now, Maggie May, is that any way to treat your first love?” He shook the man’s hand. “Women. How quickly they forget. How’ve you been, Matt?”

      Matt—whoever that was—shook my grandpa’s hand with a firm grip and slight nod. “Good, Mr. Carver. I’m at my dad’s old place. Getting all his stuff sorted and taken care of.”

      “And the new job? You’re liking it?”

      He shrugged one shoulder. “It’s not as exciting as Iraq.”

      “Not much is, I’m sure. That a good thing or a bad thing?”

      He thought for a moment. “Both.”

      My grandpa laughed and I crossed my arms, glaring at both of them. “If you two are done catching up? I assume you’re here about the dead body?”

      “I am.” He grinned at me, the smile wrinkles in the corners of his eyes giving him a mischievous look that was a little too appealing.

      “Let me get my shoes and I’ll show you where it is.”

      “No need. We already found him. I left Sue up there doing her thing so I could come down, welcome you to the neighborhood, and get your statement.”

      “Who’s Sue? And why do you think you know me? I’d…remember if we’d met.”

      He laughed. He had a good laugh, but I shoved that thought away as fast as it occurred to me.

      “Sue is the coroner. She’s taking her pictures and seeing to the body. And we have met. Many, many years ago. I lived in Creek before my mom moved us to Bakerstown. According to her, you and I were inseparable.”

      My grandpa chuckled. “You two were adorable together. Of course, I can’t say I appreciated how Maggie chose to demonstrate her affection for you.” He pointed at the wall behind me where the word Matt was scrawled in permanent black marker, twelve-inches high, the letters poorly-formed and wobbly. “Thirty years and I’ve never been able to remove that no matter how hard I try.”

      I flushed scarlet. “You’re that Matt?”

      “Yep. Sure am.”

      My grandpa laughed. “You want me to drag out the photo of the two of you cuddled together in my armchair reading a book? It really is a great picture.”

      Fortunately, Fancy chose that moment to introduce herself. She nudged Matt’s hand with her nose, demanding his attention.

      “Hey, there, who do we have here?” he asked as he knelt down and started rubbing her ears. She groaned in pleasure and practically knocked him over as she leaned into him, eyes closed in ecstasy. I was grateful for the save, but disgusted by how easily she let him win her over. Sellout.

      I headed for the kitchen, desperately in need of a Coke. This day was not going at all the way I’d planned it. At least Fancy redeemed herself when Officer Handsome tried to follow me to the kitchen. She wove her way between his legs like an oversized cat and almost tripped him. I smiled. Something needed to bring that man down a notch or ten. He was far too confident for his own good.

      Of course, he just laughed. Points to him for being a dog person, but a man who was handsome and a dog person was so not what I needed right then.
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      The three of us settled at the kitchen table, a small metal table shoved up against the wall, leaving only three possible places to sit. My grandpa picked up his crossword and pretended to be working on it, but I knew he was listening to every word we said.

      Matt opened the Coke I’d given him, the sound of its fizzing filling the air between us. He said there was no need for a formal interview down at the station. Unless I’d killed the guy, that is.

      After confirming that no, I had not killed the man, left his body there to rot, and then gone back to report it later, we got started. The first few questions were simple enough. Name. Address. Age. Marital Status. I raised an eyebrow at that last one but answered Single and moved on like it was nothing worth noting.

      Then he asked me how I’d found the body.

      I’d debated this one while I was waiting for him to arrive. Should I tell the cop my dog peed on the dead body before I realized what it was? Or should I just keep that to myself and let him assume any pee on the body was from wild animals? Because they’d have to notice, right? I mean, that kind of thing leaves something behind. And on all those cop shows they always are able to tell who the pee belonged to.

      I mean, okay, not like they’re going around testing pee all the time on those shows. But often enough that it’s come up as the one little thing that gets the killer busted in the end at least once or twice. I wouldn’t want them going down the wrong path only to find out it was my dog that had done it.

      So after taking an extra swallow of Coke, I told him what Fancy had done. Both he and my grandpa stared at me.

      “What?” I said, defensively. “Don’t look at me like that. She likes to pee on dead things. She’s a dog.”

      Matt glanced at Fancy who was sound asleep under the table, her head nestled against his foot, traitor that she was. “You don’t look like you like to pee on dead things,” he told her.

      “She has hidden depths.”

      He laughed softly. “So I see. You didn’t know she was peeing on a body?”

      “No. I wasn’t looking. I could smell it, but I don’t like to look too closely at the dead things she pees on.”

      He scrawled a series of notes on his notepad. I tried to see what he was writing—I’m pretty good at reading upside down—but his handwriting was completely illegible.

      He noticed and turned his notes towards me. “Short hand. My grandma taught me. You’d be amazed how much knowing it has come in handy over the years.”

      Ah. That explained it. He was cheating. I made a mental note to learn short hand. I don’t like not knowing what someone is writing about me. Not that we were ever going to cross paths again, not if I could help it.

      “That all you need?” I asked, ready for him to leave and never come back.

      “Almost. Did you know him?”

      I bounced my Coke can against the table, trying to figure out how to answer his question. “You mean, had we been introduced?”

      He narrowed his eyes. “Sure. Let’s start there.”

      “No, we had not.” I beamed at him, pretty pleased with how I’d side-stepped that landmine.

      He leaned closer and I felt like the overhead kitchen light had suddenly been transformed into one of those police interrogation lamps. “Did you know who he was when you found the body?”

      “I had my suspicions.” I held his intense blue gaze, refusing to crack.

      “How so? If you hadn’t been introduced?”

      I bit my lip, trying to figure out how to step around the question. The only sound in the kitchen was the tap, tap, tap of my Coke can on the tabletop as I tried to find an answer that wouldn’t implicate my grandpa.

      Unfortunately, he did it for me.

      “Oh for heaven’s sake, Maggie May, just tell the man.” He turned to Matt. “The day after Maggie arrived, Jack went walking up the trail behind our house, and when Fancy here barked at him he barked back at her. So Maggie told him what for and he barked at her, too.”

      Matt nodded. “Okay. What was so hard about that?”

      “Because Maggie probably thinks I shot him.”

      “Grandpa!” I pressed my lips together and bugged my eyes out in the universal sign for keep your mouth shut, but he wasn’t even looking at me.

      “And why would she think that, Mr. Carver?”

      My grandpa reached for his non-existent cigarettes and cussed softly when he remembered he didn’t smoke anymore.

      “Sir?”

      “Because I threatened him with my shotgun. You know how that boy was, words were never enough.”

      “Grandpa,” I hissed. “You didn’t have to tell him that.”

      Matt raised an eyebrow at me and I sat back in my chair, feeling only slightly guilty for encouraging my grandpa to lie to the police.

      My grandpa looked right at me as he added, “I didn’t shoot him, by the way. Not worth the lead. Especially when someone else was going to do it sooner rather than later.”

      Matt tapped his pen on his paper. “I believe you, sir, but that puts me in an awfully awkward position.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Because it looks like Jack was shot with a shotgun. At least that’s Sue’s preliminary.”

      “Well, I didn’t do it. Lots of people in this town own shotguns. Now, if you’d found the body on my front yard, maybe you could think it was me. But not halfway up the mountainside. I’m too old to go tracking someone down like that.”

      Matt pinched the bridge of his nose. It was clear he believed my grandpa but he was also a man of the law and he couldn’t just ignore such a likely suspect. “Do you have the gun, sir?”

      “Of course I do.” My grandpa crossed his arms and glared at Matt like he’d just proven himself to be a little low in the intelligence department.

      Matt didn’t even flinch. “Is it locked up tight in a gun safe?”

      My grandpa snorted. “What good would that do me? Take me ten minutes to get the stupid thing out and by then I’d be dead or the trouble would be gone.”

      I winced. I wasn’t surprised, but I really, really wished he hadn’t said that.

      Matt made a note on his notepad. “So your shotgun, which you swear you did not use to kill Jack Dunner, is somewhere in this house but not locked up?”

      “No. It’s in my truck.”

      I almost fell out of my chair. Seriously? He’d left a shotgun in his truck?

      “Is the truck locked?” Matt asked, his tone making it clear he already knew what the answer to that was going to be.

      “No. This is Creek, not some big fancy city. I don’t need to lock my truck.”

      “Grandpa…” I buried my face in my hands. Did he honestly not understand how problematic it was that he was carrying a loaded gun around in an unlocked truck? Set aside the fact that a man had been murdered with a weapon just like that, he had to know it was never a good idea to leave a loaded gun just lying around.

      Didn’t he?

      Matt nodded once. “Okay. I’m going to need to see that gun, sir.”

      “See it or take it?” My grandpa leveled a look at Matt that had backed down more than one dangerous man over the years.

      “Both.” Matt met him glare for glare, which I had to reluctantly admit was pretty impressive. “If you’d had it locked in your gun safe, maybe I could’ve left it with you. But you’re telling me that you had an unsecured firearm sitting in a vehicle anyone could’ve accessed within the vicinity of a murder. I have to consider that your gun, whether you shot it or not, was the murder weapon.”

      My grandpa huffed a laugh. “Fine. Take it. But you better bring it back to me as soon as you’re done with it.”

      “So you can point it at someone else who upsets you?” Matt asked with a smile.

      “Now you listen here, Matthew Allen Barnes, I knew you before you could toddle. And you will not make smart aleck comments to me like that. I am a responsible gun owner and I want my gun back once you see that I didn’t use it to kill someone. Got it?”

      “Yes, sir.” Matt downed the rest of his Coke and set it back on the table. There was still a faint smile on his lips. “Maggie, it was nice to see you again after all these years. Mr. Carver, if you’ll lead me to the gun?”

      As they walked to the door I hoped that would be the last of it. Unfortunately, the way things had been going so far, I suspected Officer Barnes would be back sooner rather than later.

      Just what I needed.
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      It was almost a relief to go to the barkery after that morning’s excitement. Jamie had brought in her golden retriever puppy, Lulu, and we let Fancy and Lulu run around in the dog run out back while I filled her in on all the details.

      “You don’t think he really did it, do you?” she asked.

      “No. He couldn’t have. I mean, okay, he probably could have, but he wouldn’t have. Like he told the cop, waste of lead.”

      Luke, general contractor and all around pain in my, well, you know, poked his head out the barkery door. “Hey, Beautiful. Hey, Sunshine. How are you ladies doing today?”

      I rolled my eyes and ignored him. I’d learned long ago that any man who calls all women by little names like that all the time is a player. You don’t have to keep track of who you’re flirting with if every woman is Beautiful or Sunshine.

      Unfortunately, Jamie had never learned the same lesson. (As her string of unfortunate boyfriends showed.) “Hey, Luke,” she simpered at him. “I thought you guys were done with all your work.”

      As he stepped onto the back patio I caught a peek of Katie staring forlornly at him before the door closed. Not her, too. What was it about the man? Sure, he was good-looking in that rugged cowboy/bad boy sort of way. You just knew he’d suggest going skinny dipping in some private pond tucked away on a bit of property he didn’t own given even a little bit of encouragement. But, really. Couldn’t they see through his crap?

      He leaned against the wall and leered down at us. (Okay, I call it leering. Jamie would’ve called it smiling and wouldn’t have noticed the way he angled himself for the best view down her shirt.)

      “I figured I’d drop by, give things one last look, and maybe give my ladies a little kiss on the cheek for good luck.” He had the audacity to wink at us.

      Jamie giggled. I stood up. “I’m good, thanks. And you just remember that that red-headed beauty inside is too young for you to be giving kisses to, you hear me?” I glared at him.

      “Who, Katie? She’s seventeen. That’s not too young.”

      “Yes, it is. You go anywhere near that girl in that way and you will answer to me. Got it?”

      He shrugged me off. “You don’t have to be such a buzzkill, Maggie. She’ll be eighteen in two more months.”

      I glared him down. I hadn’t missed the fact that he knew exactly how old she was and exactly when he could make a move on her without repercussions.

      Jamie looked up at him, a slight frown on her face. “Are you attracted to Katie?” Her voice trembled. Great, just what I needed. A love triangle between my best friend, the resident sleaze, and our shop assistant.

      Luke leaned in and brushed his hand down the side of Jamie’s face. “She’s a pretty girl, that’s all. Not a beautiful woman like you are. You’re so beautiful I sometimes forget to breathe when you’re around.”

      Jamie swooned. I made gagging noises. “Come on, Jamie, you’re better than this.”

      I shook my head in disgust, but there’s no stopping a woman who’s fallen for the wrong guy. “I need to do a final inspection. I’ll leave you two to whatever this is. Fancy, come on, girl.” I whistled and she came trotting to me, Lulu trailing along behind.

      As I pushed my way past Luke and back inside I told myself I should be grateful Luke had taken such an interest in the store. Without him we would’ve never recovered from the fire in time to meet our grand opening date. But I wasn’t so sure the tradeoff of having him around was worth it.

      I found Katie in the café’s kitchen, her nose pressed to the glass as she watched Luke and Jamie.

      “He isn’t worth it, you know.”

      She flinched back and pretended to be wiping down the counter. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Look, I was seventeen once, too. And when I was I thought it was so cool how these older men found me attractive. Like, wow. A man not a boy and he wants me. But I’ll tell you something…You get to be that man’s age and you think about being attracted to a seventeen-year-old and then you realize how downright skeevy that really is. Jamie and I grew up with Luke. He’s old enough to be your father.”

      She threw the washrag in the sink. “I said I don’t know what you’re talking about. Just leave me alone, would you?” She stomped past me. “Tell Jamie I had to go, but I’ll be here tomorrow.”

      She strode across the seating area and yanked the front door open, setting all the bells along the top jangling. I had to lunge for Lulu’s collar to keep her from following Katie outside. Did the girl have no sense for anyone but herself? Geez.

      I muttered curses as I turned to inspect the store one last time, telling myself I had better things to do than try to protect one seventeen-year-old girl from getting her heart broken by a loser. That was just part and parcel of growing up—letting some guy sucker you into thinking he was more than he was. She’d learn.
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      The next day dawned clear and blue and perfect. Fancy and I left for a quick walk around the neighborhood—not up the mountain, one dead body was enough for us, thank you very much—as the sun was just starting to rise, coloring the sky all pink and orange.

      I took a deep breath as I watched the colors spread along the horizon, reminding myself that no matter what happened from this moment onward at least I’d tried.

      I could’ve easily stayed in DC and kept making good money while being silently miserable, but I hadn’t. I’d taken the chance to get what I wanted. And even if I failed, even if I had to go back there some day to put a roof over my head, at least I’d know I’d tried. And the time I was getting with my grandpa—as long as I left his crosswords alone and kept him from shooting someone—was invaluable.

      If I’d waited another ten years, it might’ve been too late. For all of it. It would’ve certainly been too late to spend quality time with Fancy.

      As we reached the corner and passed by Luke’s rundown house, I stuck my tongue out. You’d think for someone who billed himself out as a construction contractor that he’d make a little bit of effort to keep his house from looking like a derelict dump. But no.

      When we’d been up on the mountainside the day before I’d been able to see into his backyard. It was a mess, full of rusted and rotted metal. I was surprised someone hadn’t called him in as a health hazard yet. Maybe if he kept playing with Jamie the way he was, I would.

      Serve him right.

      As I glanced up the mountainside I saw Mr. Jackson headed towards the ridgeline, a pack on his back. Interesting. I hadn’t figured he kept that path tended as a hobby. Maybe the extracurricular product that I’d spied down in the valley belonged to him.

      Could he have killed Jack? A little drug dispute gone bad? Maybe Jack had tried to steal his product and he’d put an end to it the best way he knew how. He certainly knew his way around a gun—he always had extra deer or elk meat to offer the neighbors and had served in ‘Nam. Maybe he was even trying to frame my grandpa by using a shotgun. He had seen that fight after all.

      I pondered the thought as I walked along, liking it more and more as I thought it through. But then I shrugged it off. If Mr. Jackson had killed Jack, Officer Handsome would figure it out soon enough; he didn’t strike me as the type to miss something so obvious. And, really, it wasn’t my business. Let the cops handle it. I had a business to run.

      Personally, I didn’t care if they ever caught the killer. I was just glad Jack Dunner wasn’t going to be around to bark at me and my dog anymore.

      About half a block later I saw Katie running towards me on the other side of the street, her long red ponytail swinging back and forth with every step, headphones snaking up to her ears, her arms moving with such perfect precision I wondered for a split second if she was actually a robot.

      I waved, but she didn’t so much as flinch, even though she had to have seen me. Not a ton of people out that early after all.

      I entertained myself the rest of the walk around town trying to figure out what career Katie would excel at. Fashion CEO a la The Devil Wears Prada? CIA operative tasked with seducing Russian oligarchs? Prison warden? Nah, a prison warden would need to be friendlier than that. Maybe headmistress of a military school. That had possibilities.

      I know. It wasn’t very nice of me—I told you before I’m a horrible person—but I just don’t understand people who don’t like dogs. I mean, it was bad enough when she snubbed Fancy that first day—broke her little heart—but Katie didn’t even like Lulu. Who doesn’t like a golden retriever puppy? And even more than that, who takes a job at a dog barkery if they don’t like dogs?

      I didn’t get it. Any of it.

      Ah well. She was a hard worker at least.

      When she was there. She certainly needed to duck out early quite a lot. But now that we were opening that was going to stop or she was going to find somewhere new to work. Jamie would object—she’s nice that way—but eventually she’d see that you can’t run a business if no one’s there to serve the customers.

      With that cheery reminder, I headed back home to change and get to the store. It was show time.
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      I was so scared I was trembling as I pulled up outside. I knew the café side would do well—people need their coffee and cinnamon rolls—but it was the barkery side I worried about. It wasn’t exactly a small-town concept, so I’d be relying on tourists to find and like it. Not the easiest audience to court. A loyal customer is gold that keeps paying day after day, but I’d be trying to run a business based on drawing in new customers week after week. Not the best strategy.

      At least we’d planned for all outcomes. If the barkery did fail, we’d just expand the café into the barkery side and I could still bring Fancy to work.

      It just wouldn’t be the same, that’s all. Plus, I don’t like to fail. It’s not me.

      Fancy cried in my ear, reminding me that we couldn’t sit in the car all day, we had to get inside and get open. Jamie was already there—probably had been since four or five—baking up all her daily goodies. I was lucky enough that all the dog treats could be made a day or two before, so I got to “sleep in” as much as Fancy ever allowed me to.

      (You should know that as much as I make little comments here or there about Fancy, that I adore her more than the world. So don’t for one minute think that I don’t happily roll out of bed at an ungodly hour and schedule my entire day around my dog with anything less than absolute gratitude that I have her in my life. Truth be told, if it weren’t for Jamie and my grandpa I could honestly say that I like Fancy more than anyone in the world. But that crying to get out of the car thing? Pure misery.)

      I led Fancy inside, flipped on the lights on my side of the store, let her out the back to run around in the dog run with Lulu, and then snuck across to see how Jamie was doing. She was elbow-deep in dough and I could see what looked like muffins baking in the nearest oven. A tray of cinnamon rolls was cooling on a tall rack nearby, the scent heavenly.

      “You need me to do some taste testing?” I asked. “First day of business and all. We don’t want to put out an inferior product.”

      She laughed. “I set one aside for you. Right there. Have at it.”

      I took a bite and sighed in pleasure. It was still warm, the frosting all soft and gooey, melting on my tongue in that perfect way good cinnamon rolls have, the cinnamon blending with the sugar in a perfect ratio of spicy and sweet.

      I would’ve been best friends with Jamie even if she couldn’t cook, but it certainly didn’t hurt things that she was magic when it came to baking. “I’m going to get so fat working here.”

      “Haha. Hardly. You know all the running around we’ve been doing getting this place ready? Just wait until we’re open.”

      “I hope you’re right.” I polished off the last of the cinnamon roll and stared out the back window where I could see trees swaying in a slight breeze as Lulu and Fancy rolled around on the grass. “Do you think we did the right thing, coming back to the valley and opening this store?”

      “Yes. Without a doubt. And, remember, I’m the one who grew up here so I had no illusions about it being some idyllic mountain paradise.”

      I threw a hand towel at her. “It is an idyllic mountain paradise.”

      “You keep telling yourself that, Ms. I Found a Dead Body.” She threw the towel back at me with a laugh. “Something doesn’t have to be perfect to be worthwhile, you know.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Are you talking about Luke?”

      “And what if I am?”

      “He’s a player, Jamie. You have to see that.”

      “Just because a man flirts doesn’t make him a player. He makes me laugh. You should be glad I’m getting out there again.”

      I sighed. Jamie had been through a really ugly breakup six months ago and I’d worried about her. She’s a person who isn’t happy outside of a relationship. (Unlike me. Give me a good book and I’m just fine all alone, thank you very much.)

      “Promise me two things,” I said.

      “What’s that?”

      “One, you won’t fall for him. You’ll keep in mind what I’ve told you about him and assume that he is probably flirting up half the county.”

      She pursed her lips, but nodded. “Okay, fine. And two?”

      “Two, you’ll keep an open mind about other men and try to find someone a little more worth your time.”

      She grimaced.

      “Jamie, please.” I heard the front door jangle and glanced out front to see Katie walking towards us. I turned back to Jamie. “Promise? That you’ll look for someone better than Luke?”

      She shrugged one shoulder.

      “Promise?”

      “Promise.”

      I grinned at Katie as she joined us. “And you can help, Katie.”

      “Help with what?” She glanced at us, emotionless as always.

      “Help me find Jamie someone better to like than Lucas Dean.”

      Katie stared at me like a deer caught in headlights.

      “Maggie! You are not going to start enlisting people to find me someone better to like. If someone comes along, fine. Until then, I am just fine with Luke, thank you very much. Katie, can you get started putting out the fruit cups? I hadn’t had a chance to do that yet.”

      “Sure.” Katie pushed past me towards the big walk-in, her steps stiff and robotic.

      Resisting the urge to check her neck for an off switch, I left them to their prep work. I’d have enough time later to keep working on Jamie. I just wanted to see my best friend happy, that’s all.
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