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“SAM. HEY SAM!” I CALLED out. “Sam, why is the news crew outside?”

My business partner and best friend, Samantha Lowe, poked her head out of the supply closet. She had been tucked away in that closet doing inventory since we arrived an hour ago. “What?” she asked. With her light brown hair pulled up in a sleek ponytail, the bottom half which she recently dyed a vibrant red, was very visible today, making me smile.

Samantha Lowe’s only rebellious streak against her snobby, picture-perfect parents was the rainbow of colors she continuously displayed in her hair, changing it every few months, ever since she went away to college four years ago. Her parents were constantly disappointed that she showed no signs of outgrowing that phase.

Thanks to an impromptu girls’ day at the hair salon yesterday, I am also sporting a more colorful look today; much more colorful than usual for me, at least.

Me? I’m Piper. I’m messy buns, cargo pants, and chocolate chip cookies for breakfast. I wouldn’t call myself a tomboy, but I’ve never been a high heel and makeup kind of girl either.

My own dark brown, shoulder-length, wavy locks were typically drab in comparison to Sam’s flashy hair, which never bothered me in the least. However, Sam had begged me all day yesterday to join in on her hair appointment and do something “to bring a little fun” to my hair. I finally agreed to think about getting highlights, to which she gave a massive roll of her eyes and began purposefully muttering about “a complete lack of imagination” under her breath, but loud enough for me to hear. 

On a whim, more as a prank on Sam than anything else, I got in the chair and asked the hairstylist to color the ends of my hair both silver and a pastel turquoise. I thought after I freaked out Sam that I could have the ends trimmed off in favor of a short hairstyle.

Sam had been speechless when the stylist unveiled my new look. Considering the minimal amount of times that I’ve witnessed Sam speechless, I grimaced, and turned toward the mirror preparing myself for the worst, pangs of regret already tightening my stomach. I couldn’t believe my eyes. It was gorgeous! “Oh. My. Gosh.” At last, Sam managed to break free of the shock and stepped forward to run her fingers through my hair, lifting it to get a better look. “I am completely jealous, Piper. It looks amazing on you.”

Giving my head a little shake to snap out of the memory, I pointed at the large white van with KDOP Channel 17 News plastered on the side of it. The van had parallel parked at the curb directly in front of our store. While we watched, a lanky teen fumbled with unloading the camera equipment while Missy Sims, the local anchor, sprayed clouds of hairspray on her already perfectly springy curls.

Missy was busy snapping a barrage of orders, pointing all over the place, her hands waving frantically in the air, I think she even stomped her foot once. Nodding to Missy, scrambling to and from the van with all of the equipment, the pale-faced teen quickly began setting up the camera on the sidewalk right in front of our door. Sam and I shared a puzzled look. Closing the pocket knife that I had been using to open boxes of new kitchen utensils, I slipped it into my pocket, wiped the cardboard dust from the white and blue marble countertops, and grabbed Sam to head outside to investigate.

“Samantha Lowe and Piper Rivers?” Missy asked, jutting the microphone toward me the moment the door swung open. 

“I’m Piper, and this is Samantha” I confirmed. “What’s going on here?” I wiped sweaty palms on my jeans. Having a camera pointing at our doorway before 7 AM made me more than a little nervous and, I’ll admit, a bit abrupt; I couldn’t imagine what this might be about.

Samantha, the picture of politeness as always, inquired smoothly, “What can we help you with this morning?”

Completely ignoring Sam, Missy turned to the camera boy, whose name was Pete according to his badge, and made a “rolling” motion with her finger. A small, red light blinked to life on the camera and Missy immediately jumped into her spiel, a wide smile plastered onto her face. “Good morning to all of you early risers. I’m here today with Samantha Lowe and Piper Rivers, the owners of the Ooey Gooey Goodness Bakery, and winners of the four-day spa stay at O Heavenly Day Spay.”

My mouth dropped open in disbelief. 

The O Heavenly Day Spa! We won?! 

Sandy Shores Evangelical Church was the largest church in our beachfront town of Seashell Bay. In fact, the church was so massive that there was an entire campus complete with child-care programs, primary school and, of course, the spa. The spa operated as a spiritual retreat center for both members and numerous women’s groups statewide. Often one set of dormitories at the spa was opened to domestic abuse victims or single mothers; they were given jobs and use of the facilities. It was Sandy Shores Church who sponsored the contest and put up the prize for the Breaking Chains fundraiser, to encourage community members to partner with them in broader ministry opportunities. They donated several weeks a year free of charge to victims of crimes and trafficking or women struggling to get back on their feet after the death of a spouse or divorce.

The spa also accepted paying appointments from members and non-members, as well. Samantha’s mother, for one, had weekly appointments booked for months in advance.

Missy turned back to us while I was still processing everything. Samantha nudged me and I slammed my open mouth shut. “What an honor,” Samantha placed a hand over her heart and launched into speech mode – a necessary skill as a part of her prestigious family. Did I mention they are one of the original five founding families of Seashell Bay? Or that her father is the mayor? Thankfully, when Samantha spoke she was always genuine; my friend has a heart of gold. “I’m so pleased we were able to come together with local businesses and community members to raise funds and awareness for prevention of such horrific practices...”

I tuned out the conversation, nodding and smiling, knowing Samantha had it covered. I still couldn’t believe we won. I thought back to the day the contest had been announced.

~
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IT WAS ON A REGULAR Sunday afternoon, I was elbow deep in a bowl of batter and barely heard the soft sound of the bell out front announce someone’s entry. Sam yelled for me to hurry up front for some exciting news. Samantha almost never yells so, of course, I stopped everything I was doing and hurried out to see what the deal was. Licking the last bit of cookie dough off of my fingers, I pushed through the white metal door separating the kitchen from the storefront. And I grimaced. Sam’s brother, Griffin, stood before the counter. It wasn’t that I had a problem with Griff - not really. He just seemed so uptight sometimes, a hazard of his upbringing I’m sure. Griffin was a building inspector and a by-the-rule-book kind of guy. I just knew I would get a lecture on the health code violations of licking my fingers in a public bakery. He gave me a long look, but to my surprise, the lecture didn’t happen. 

“Piper, look! There’s a contest for local businesses. We just have to enter! It would be a great way to attract more customers and help people, too. Say yes, please?” Sam batted her eyelashes.

I rolled my eyes. “Come on, that face doesn’t work on me. Now let me see that paper.”

Griffin handed over the flyer that he had been holding up to show Sam. He only slightly raised his eyebrows as I wiped my damp fingers on my jeans, and that might have been a smirk he was trying to hide.
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PRIZE DONATED BY SANDY Shores Evangelical Church scrolled across the back of the flyer.

~
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MISSY PULLED MY ATTENTION back to the here and now. “Piper,” she began, but I was barely listening.

“Piper, do you have anything you would like to say about this contest or what winning means to you?” Missy waited for my response.

My brain was now kicked into high gear, working on overdrive trying to figure out what to do with the bakery during a four-day absence. Could someone run it for us? Would we need to bake everything before we left? It would really be a shame to miss out on all the new business we had gained from the contest. Then again, I could really use a break and I’d been hearing fantastic rumors about the spa since it opened. Having never been, I have to admit I was more than a little curious.

“Piper?” Missy asked once more.

I willed up a composed smile – I hate public speaking – and tried not to look directly at the camera as I answered, “Thank you for asking Missy. Actually, this fundraiser is very close to my heart. Much too often people think that human trafficking is a third world problem, a problem in poverty-stricken places where nobody is paying attention. The truth is, human trafficking can happen in our very own backyards. And it does.” 

I paused to collect my breath then carried on, “When I was a child, I lived only a few counties away from here; my best friend Landon and two other children were taken from a school field trip. Eight months later, during a raid on a drug house, several children including Landon were found. One of the girls has never been recovered. After being taken they were forced to work like mules for the gang, kept under the influence of drugs to be easily manipulated, and coerced with threats against their family if they tried to escape.”

I think for a moment you could hear crickets in the background. Sam had placed a hand over her heart, unshed tears forming at the corners of her eyes.

Missy, wide-eyed and somewhat stunned but always the consummate professional, recovered in a flash. “Thank you for sharing that grim reminder of why we need to be vigilant and supportive of the organizations such as Breaking Chains whose mission it is to put a stop to such evil.” She turned to completely face the camera, blocking Sam and me from further view. “Thanks for tuning in to KDOP Channel 17 News. And now, back to Korina for the weather forecast.”

We may as well have dawned our invisibility cloaks at this point. Missy barked orders. Much hustle and bustle began and in no time at all the news van was pulling away from the curb without even a backward glance.

As the proverbial dust cleared, Sam pulled me back into the bakery. “I’m fine, really,” I insist over the sound of the tinkling bell on the door.

“Sit down,” she said, ignoring my protests like any good friend. “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me about any of that. I’m getting us some tea and cookies.”

Within a minute, Sam settled a heaping plate of Walnut Dark Chocolate cookies on the small table between us. Taking a sip of the delicious iced tea and enjoying a bite of chocolatey-goodness, I knew there was no getting around talking about it now. 

“It was a long time ago,” I said shrugging. “We were eight. When they found Landon, he had lost around twelve pounds from malnourishment. It was close to a year before he stopped suffering from withdrawals of the drugs that they had been pumping him full of. Three years of counseling. I’m not sure the nightmares ever went away; he moved before we went into junior high.”

“That must have been pretty traumatic for you as a kid too, first finding out he was missing and then not understanding why your friend wasn’t the same anymore, not being able to help him,” Sam said, nodding and encouraging me to continue.

I finished off my second cookie in two giant bites, then took my time wiping crumbs from the table, avoiding looking her in the eyes. “The worst part I think is that sometimes a little part of me still feels guilty. I was home sick that morning and missed the field trip. I cried for weeks after school because I thought that if I had been on the field trip Landon would have been with me and maybe that would have changed things.”

“Piper Rivers!” Sam exclaimed and raised an eyebrow. “You know that is not true,” she continued emphatically, “your eight-year-old self might have been kidnapped right along with the others for all you know.”

“I know, I know. Mom put me in therapy for a month when I told her my feelings. Truly, I do know there is nothing I could have done.” I sighed. “The contest flyer was unexpected; it managed to bring each of the painful memories rushing back. And fresh guilt. I don’t even know the last time I even thought about Landon; I have no idea where he is or how he’s doing now.”

“Tell you what,” Sam smiled. “Right after our spa retreat, I’ll help you search for Landon. He’s likely to be on Facebook, Instagram, or some other social media somewhere, almost everyone is, and maybe he is still close by.”

Looking at my watch, I stood and hugged my best friend. “Sounds like a plan. But for now, we have to be ready to open in seven minutes so we better hustle.” I hurried away, trading the pain and memories for busyness.

~
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“LOOKS LIKE THE MORNING rush is over,” Sam called as the tinkling bell announced the exit of yet another satisfied customer.

I could feel the wide grin split my face. The morning rush! I loved the sound of that; it made me so proud of the Ooey Gooey Goodness Bakery. Who knew when we started this “irresponsible and childish” business, as Sam’s mom Deidra preferred to call it, that it would become popular so quickly. We had opened a little less than a year ago and were already in the black.

It had been a whirlwind of activity ever since the 6 AM broadcast of KDOP’s morning news segment airing Missy’s impromptu interview of Samantha and me. Our regulars, the business crowd who came for muffins and scones on the way to the office, congratulated us, of course. Then we had our second unexpected visit of the morning, this time from Mayor Lowe and his PR team to discuss how proud he was of his ‘darling daughter taking such a stand against these deplorable crimes against humanity.’ She was ‘a chip off the old block’ and he knew she had a bright future.” I was very proud. Samantha didn’t roll her eyes once. Until after he left.

A few new faces trickled in as well, some of the retired generations who admitted they had been hesitant to try this “fancy-pants” bakery. One such lady, Mrs. Gladys Hill, was quick to let us know she had been wrong, “I was drinking my coffee this morning, all by myself since my Joe passed on last year, and when I saw you sweet young ladies on the morning news and your kind hearts – well, I just said to myself ‘Gladys, you get yourself up and encourage those dear girls to keep doing good and being open-hearted.’ So here I am. And now that I’ve had this scrumptious cinnamon and apple scone, I am especially glad that I listened to my own advice.”

There were also some hateful responses to our win. Flo from Flo’s Flowers almost refused to even speak to me when I went next door to offer her some of our fresh scones, and she did refuse the scones. Before the contest, she would often order three or more a day.

Several of our competitor’s friends and family posted rude comments on Facebook, insinuating Sam’s family had bought our way into the spa trip. Ha! If only they knew that the mayoral family hadn’t even contributed to our bit of fundraising.

Later that morning, Griff came in to snag a to-go bag of cookies, not unusual for him. “Hey sis, nice hair. Has Mother seen it yet?”

“Sadly no,” Sam grinned, reaching under the counter for the crisp, white to-go bags. I found myself hoping that one day we could afford bags with our logo. As soon as we committed to a logo. Okay, so probably that day wasn’t anytime soon but a girl can dream.

“I need half-a-dozen to go please, whatever is hot,” Griff told her. Griff loves dessert.

I was folding napkins with my back to them, closest to the kitchen doors, so it was no surprise to me when Sam turned and asked, “Piper, can you run in the kitchen and grab six of the monster cookies that just came out of the oven?”

Turning to her, I smiled, “Of course, monster cookies for a monstrous appetite coming right up.”

“Piper?” I swear Griff’s jaw dropped right open. “Your hair...wow! I didn’t even recognize you with those colors.”

Winking at me, Sam turned back to her brother, “Right! Gorgeous, isn’t she?”

“Yes!” Griff nodded, still staring. He blinked, “I mean, it looks nice. Very unique.”

Disappearing through the kitchen door I shook my head. I would get Samantha back for that. I didn’t know how yet, but somehow, I would. Bagging up the cookies, I returned them to the front. Griff thanked us and headed back to work. We never made him pay; Griff had helped us get a lot of remodel work done and kept us up to code when we were remodeling before our grand opening. He had always been very supportive of his sister, unlike their parents. A few cookies on the house were nothing in return.

Quite possibly the most surprising result from our appearance on the news was our new-found respectability, or at least almost respectability, with Deidra Lowe’s Ladies Society. Deidra herself didn’t have the time to come, obviously, but she sent her secretary Abigail over instead.

It was around 9:15 AM when Abigail came in, a thick binder in hand. 

“Good morning,” I greeted her in surprise as Griffin left and I saw her next in line.

“Hi, Abigail. Did I miss an appointment with Mother?” Sam asked.

“Good morning Piper, Samantha. No, nothing like that,” she assured us. Abigail was about twenty-one years old, only one year younger than us. She was a bit heavy-set and wore glasses but had a keen fashion sense. Her blonde hair was cut in a cute bob style that I was certain I could never pull off, but it framed her face perfectly. According to Sam, she was very bright; her time was wasted fetching and scheduling for Deidra as far as I was concerned.

I looked at Sam who just shrugged, equally as perplexed as I about what errand Deidra could have sent the poor girl on today.

“I need to place an order for the Ladies Society’s brunch tomorrow,” Abigail flipped a page on her clipboard and began to reel off a list.

“Wait, what?” I asked in confusion. Never had Deidra so much as tasted a cookie from our bakery. She adamantly refused to support her precious daughter “throwing her life away.”

“I’m sorry Abigail, do you mean to tell me my mother actually wants to order baked goods? From us? Instead of from The Busy Bee where she has ordered for at least twenty years? And she sent you to do it rather than call and ask me?” Samantha crossed her arms and raised an eyebrow.

Abigail placed two fingers at her temple as if she was getting a headache.

“Call me Abby, please. Yes. I’m sorry. Look, I know it is silly and I tried to tell her she should come and order them herself, that you would be really pleased to see her.” She rolled her eyes. “I think that nearly got me fired. So please, let me place the order and do my job. I need the approval and recommendations that working for your mom can get for me, even if working for her may kill me”.

I decided right then that we should cut Abby some slack.

“My goodness, I can’t imagine the stress that goes with your job. Have you eaten yet?” I asked her.

“Me?” she seemed startled. “Well, um, why no I haven’t had time so far. The Ladies are all in a tizzy about the news this morning and not knowing about the business and in shock that Piper is associated with a crime and ...”

“Piper is not associated with a crime,” Sam jumped in.

“Well, I know that. You know that group just loves gossip.”

“My mother is not getting a discount,” Sam harrumphed.

Abby laughed out loud.

“Here,” I handed over a napkin-wrapped Oatmeal Chocolate Chip Flax Muffin – yes, I know, shocker - occasionally we have healthier options, trust me they are still delicious. “At least have some food while we go over the order for brunch.”

The rest of the day was busy but nothing out of the ordinary. However, just before closing up, I discovered a weird and disturbing note underneath of two pennies on one of the corner tables. I didn’t know what to make of it so I showed it to Sam.

Printed in bold block letters it read: YOU CAN’T HAVE EVERYTHING, I’M WATCHING YOU.

“That is so strange,” Sam agreed. “It doesn’t even say who it is for; I have no idea unless it could be to us from someone else who’s mad that we won the contest?”

“Yeah, maybe.” I put the note in my apron pocket as I continued to wipe down tables and did my best to forget all about it.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



[image: image]TWO









[image: ]




“COFFEE,” SAM GROANED. “Must have coffee.”

I gulped down my own iced green tea, understanding her need for caffeine. In order to fulfill Deidra Lowe’s order on time, we had to do a lot of extra baking and fast. That meant we got to work at three o’clock this morning. Artisan bread for their cheese and sandwiches, four types of scones and three different muffin flavors, plus lemon cookies and almond cookies. I’m not sure how many members there were in the Ladies Society, but they ordered enough baked goods to feed half the elementary school. That was on top of our regular baking for the goodies we would sell in the store today. 

Exhaustion was an understatement; I’m certain my appearance alone could rival the walking dead.

“On the bright side,” I made for an attempt at positivity, “we won’t hurt for profits during our four-day absence thanks to Deidra’s order.”

“Nope, and if by some miracle they start ordering for even half of their brunches and teas and plethora of meetings from us, then we will be able to afford that second oven sooner than we hoped.”

“True. Cheers to larger ovens.”

“Cheers!”

I left the last tray of Butterscotch Oatmeal Cookies in the oven for Sam to look after while I went about opening the bakery. I unlocked the door and turned the sign to open, tidied up the counter and flipped the light switches to illuminate the glass display cases full of – you guessed it – ooey-gooey goodness.

Gladys turned up as our first customer of the day. 

“Good morning dearies,” she greeted warmly. “Remind me, which of you is which now?”

“I’m Samantha, this is Piper,” Sam smiled, gesturing to me. “What can we get for you today?”

“A muffin today I think, perhaps blueberry if you have one?”

“Coming right up!”

“Thank you.”

“How do you take your coffee?” I asked Gladys as she got comfortable at a small table by the register.

“Dark roast please, with a good helping of cream to cool it down.”

Gladys sat at her table most of the morning, accepting a couple of coffee refills and reading her Bible. As the rush slowed, Sam took a plate of cookies over and asked Gladys if she would mind sharing her table during our break.

“For some of those mouth-watering morsels I’d probably share my house,” Gladys smiled as soft laugh lines crinkled around her bright eyes. Gladys was easy to talk to and had us holding our sides in laughter in no time as she recounted memories of her husband and their younger days.

After a while, Gladys did grow serious again, however. “I’ve made a decision today, but I need to know if it is okay with both of you first.”

“What is it, Gladys?” I asked curiously, unsure what bearing I should have on this sweet lady’s decisions.

“I’ve been very lonely but chatting with you two feels like having new friends. In my reading over my favorite scriptures this morning I was reminded of how much our good Lord encourages us to rest.”

Sam nodded for her to continue.

“I haven’t been to that fancy spa at the church yet,” Gladys continued, “and even though I don’t get out of the house much, it isn’t very restful for me. My mind is churning all day but there isn’t really anything to do besides vacuum night and day.”

I snorted because I can’t imagine vacuuming more than two or three times a month, truly.

“I thought, if you didn’t mind, I would book a stay at the spa the same four days that you two will be there and we can make a real vacation of it?”

“Oh, how fun Gladys!” Sam said.

“Excellent!” I agreed at the same time.

“Well that settles it,” I said raising a cookie in salute.

Knowing me well, Sam raised her own. “To the spa stay vacay!” she said.

The bell tinkled musically and Sam threw a wide smile to the entrance. I rose, preparing to help our next customer.

“Oh. It’s you.” I said, sitting back down to finish off my cookie.

“How’s that for greeting your top taste-tester?” Griff huffed good-naturedly, dragging a chair up to the already packed, round table and straddling it backward. “You’ve got something right here by the way.” And before I knew what was happening, he swiped chocolate from the side of my mouth and licked his finger.

“Oh, hello handsome,” Gladys grinned at the exchange. “You must be Piper’s boyfriend. I’m Gladys.”

“What!” I practically shouted and Sam blew tea out of her nose; I had a brief moment of being thankful she had switched beverages mid-morning because I’m betting hot coffee would have burned a tad more severely.

“Piper has a boyfriend?” Griff’s eyebrows furrowed, quite the change from his usual confident expressions.

“Oh! This spa trip is going to be so much fun, I can tell already,” Gladys laughed, amused at the tizzy she instigated at our table.

As usual, once composed that is, Sam stepped in with the niceties, “Gladys, I’d like you to meet my brother Griffin.”

“Who is not my boyfriend, may I clarify,” I told Gladys, my cheeks still feeling a bit warm.

“Pleased to meet you, ma’am,” Griff said, laying on the Southern charm.

Saved by the bell, another few customers started trickling in and I hurried to attend them.

Griff didn’t stay long. He left to go back to his office across the street after devouring three of his favorite snacks, Dark Chocolate Chip Brown Sugar Cookies, not that I’ve been paying attention.

The rest of the day passed as normal and before long, Sam was cleaning the kitchen and preparing to close up for the evening. We decided to close early, at 5 PM, so that we had plenty of time to pack for our spa stay.

“I can’t believe it’s here already.”

“Me neither,” I agreed.

“I’m excited. I will admit since I strayed from Mother’s good graces, I have missed having a good massage; she goes every week you know.”

“I don’t know, I’m not too keen on the idea of strangers touching me. Still, I’m glad for a break and I think it will be fun for Gladys to be there with us.”

“She is a character, isn’t she? I can’t believe she went skinny dipping with her husband on their 40th anniversary!”

“I’m guessing that is probably one of the numerous reasons your mother doesn’t include her in,” I raised my nose in the air and gave my best upper-class refined accent, “the Seashell Bay Ladies Society activities.” Sam doubled over in hysterics.

I laughed too. Deidra really was too easy to laugh at, mostly because she took herself so seriously.
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Attention Seashell Bay
Businesses!

-———

March 7 to March 14 will mark
our first annual Breaking Chains
Fundraiser Contest.

Breaking Chains is an

organization for the prevention

of and victim support for human
trafficking.

The business which raises the
‘most money will send two
employees to the O Heavenly
Day Spafor a four-day weekend
retreat.
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