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For our Southern mothers and grandmothers, who had patient, pie-making hands and gentle voices.


Thanks for the pecan pie and banana pudding. Thanks for being there.





One
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Order up!”


Maggie Grady checked her email one last time. There was still no response from her latest job query, but it had only been an hour since she’d sent it. She had a good feeling about this one.


Unlike the hundreds of impersonal emails she’d sent to faceless hiring agents, she knew Claudia Liggette. Maggie had worked with her—partied with her—years before her life had been unceremoniously dumped in the trash.


“Maggie,” her aunt called. “This piece of pie isn’t going to grow legs.”


“Sorry.” Maggie left her laptop with a last, longing look at the screen.


Come on! Come on!


Professor Ira Simpson smiled as she brought the big slice of Lotsa Lemon Meringue pie to him. He was a kindly older man with sharp wings of white hair at his temples and a twinkle in his blue eyes. “Any luck today?”


She sighed. Did everyone know she was looking for work? She supposed it was obvious since she was back in Durham, working at her aunt’s pie shop. She’d asked her aunt not to spread it around that she’d lost her job. There were too many questions to answer about the last six weeks of her life.


“Not yet,” she responded. “But it won’t be long now.”


“You remind me so much of your mother,” he said. “You have her nose and her chin, you know. And those same peculiar green eyes. Your mother was a good student. Of course, so were you!”


Maggie filled his coffee cup. He always said that to her. She glanced at herself in the mirror behind the counter. She knew she favored her mother, but only from old pictures she’d seen of her parents. She couldn’t remember them. They’d died when she was very young.


She checked on the other five people, most of them eating the special—Dangerously Damson pie—made from fresh damson plums.


“Cheer up, honey,” her aunt said as she cut a Chocoholic Cream pie into four slices. “You’ve worked hard all your life. People will notice that. You’ll be out of here in no time.”


Those little pep talks made Maggie feel guilty. She’d ended up on her aunt’s doorstep with one duffel bag when she’d lost her job at the bank. She’d barely been able to scrape together enough money for a bus ticket to get home.


It had been twelve years since she’d left Aunt Clara and Uncle Fred in Durham, North Carolina, where she’d grown up. She’d only come home once during that time, and that was to attend Uncle Fred’s funeral. To make matters worse, she only called her family a few times each year.


Maggie blamed it on work—flying around the world for the bank, throwing lavish parties at her loft in Manhattan, wining and dining important financial clients from sheiks to senators. It was the kind of busy, high-powered life she’d always wanted.


Then one rainy Monday morning, she’d been accused of stealing money from an important client and had been escorted from the bank. Her boss, Louis Goldberg, showed her the documents proving her guilt and told her how lucky she was the bank wanted to keep it quiet. They weren’t pressing charges.


Her bank accounts had been frozen. The bank officer had told her they’d take what they needed to pay back her debt. A policeman was standing outside her door at home to make sure she didn’t take anything valuable with her.


By that afternoon, everything she’d had was gone. She had the clothes on her back and some money to go toward her bus ticket. The Salvation Army had helped her with the rest.


Aunt Clara had smiled when Maggie showed up at her front door. She’d listened to her cry as she told her aunt what had happened. There were no recriminations, no “how the mighty had fallen” speeches. Just a simple, “I’m glad you made it home.”


She didn’t deserve it. She’d been a poor excuse for a niece and was determined to make it up to Aunt Clara after she got a new job. She was a different person. Her life was going to be better, and so was Aunt Clara’s.


Maggie shook herself out of the depression that constantly threatened to engulf her since she was fired. “I’m sorry to be so whiny all the time. And I appreciate you giving me a place to live and work. You’re the best, Aunt Clara.”


As always, Clara’s wrinkled face grew pink with pleasure and embarrassment at her words. “You’re my only niece, you know. You’re more like my daughter. It’s not like I’d want you to be out on the street. I’m glad you came to me. It’s what your mother would have wanted you to do.”


Aunt Clara and Uncle Fred had raised Maggie after her parents’ death in a car crash. They’d been there through high school and college when Maggie had worked right here at Pie in the Sky for spending money, dreaming her big dreams about the future.


“I could use a little more tea,” an intense young man with spiky, green-tinged brown hair yelled out.


“I’ll get it,” Maggie said. “How’s that mystery pie coming along? People are waiting for it. I think we’ve already had a hundred suggestions for names. It’s smart to introduce new pies that way. Good marketing.”


Aunt Clara shrugged her shoulders. Her unnaturally red hair was a little frizzier than usual. It looked like an orange fringe around her still pretty face. She looked like Maggie’s mother with that red hair and green eyes. Maggie had inherited her father’s dark brown hair that she’d always worn short.


“It’s what I’ve always done. The kids like it. I never guessed when your uncle and I opened this pie shop forty years ago that I’d be here making pies without him.” Aunt Clara sighed. “But then things don’t always go the way you plan.”


You got that right.


Maggie brought another small pot of hot water and a tea bag to the young man’s table.


He looked like he was working on something important. He raked his hand through his hair again and spilled Amazing Apple pie on his worn black superhero T-shirt. The table was covered with diagrams and charts.


“What are you working on?” She glanced at the papers, trying to be friendly. It wasn’t always easy. It had been different when she’d worked here and known most of the students. Now she felt a lot like their mother.


“None of your business,” he barked, protectively covering the documents. “I have tea now. Go away.”


“Didn’t anyone ever tell you that you catch more flies with honey than with vinegar?”


He stared at her like she’d lost her mind.


Obviously not.


Maggie walked behind the counter to check her email again. Nothing.


“I can’t find that chocolate cream pie,” Aunt Clara complained from the small kitchen area at the back of the shop.


“Was that the pie you were just cutting?” Maggie smiled at her aunt’s forgetfulness. “I think you put it in the fridge.”


Aunt Clara found the pie in the large old refrigerator. “Sometimes I think I’d lose my head if it wasn’t connected.”


It was a slow afternoon. School had only been in session a few weeks at Duke University. It took a while for the new students to find Pie in the Sky and realize what a great hangout it was. It was the same way every year.


Faculty and almost every fireman and police officer in town came in on a regular basis too. It was a popular place through the school year. Summers were a little slow, but the shop managed to stay open.


“Hi, Maggie!” Handsome attorney Mark Beck sat down with his briefcase, like he did every few days around this time. “How’s it going?”


“Okay.” She sighed. “What can I get for you?”


“I’ll take some sweet tea and some Dangerously Damson pie.” He waggled his eyebrows. “Sounds exciting. What makes it dangerous?”


“I think it might only be the intent behind it. And Aunt Clara loves alliteration.”


“How can I resist?”


She wrote down his order and came back with the pie and tea a few minutes later.


“How’s the job search going?”


“Still going.” She put down the plate and glass. “It’s not a good job market right now.”


He smiled, even white teeth against tanned skin. “You’ll find something. You have banking experience and you’re good with numbers. Something will come along.”


Yes, she thought darkly, everyone knows I’m out of work.


At least they don’t know why.


Maggie decided to clean up the pie case and stack some dishes in the dishwasher while her customers were busy eating and talking.


She and her friends had loved to study there. That tradition hadn’t changed. They could usually count on a full house from 4:00 to 6:00 p.m. on weekdays.


Two young women came in the door together and Maggie took their orders. They went to sit down while she went back for two pieces of Popular Peach pie and two Diet Cokes.


It was hard not to think about those carefree days when she’d been at Duke. She wouldn’t have been able to afford school there, but she was a third generation of Duke University graduates, including her mother and Aunt Clara. Maggie had been a special case, maybe a hard luck story, since she’d lost her parents early on in life.


She’d never felt that way, though. She enjoyed her time at Duke and had moved to New York, full of confidence. She’d planned on taking the world by storm. And for a while, she felt like she had.


“Could I get some milk over here?” the guy with the charts and diagrams said sharply.


Maggie got a little pitcher of milk for him. “Would you like another piece of pie?”


“Do I look like I want another piece of pie?” he snarled at her. “Leave me alone.”


“Maggie!” Aunt Clara called from the kitchen. “Come quick! I think we’re having trouble with the dishwasher.”


She looked down at the rude young man and snarled back at him, “You’d better be in a friendlier mood when I get back or this chair better be empty.”


Maybe it wasn’t good business practice, but she could take only so much.


Maggie went back to the kitchen and stared at all the soap bubbles that were spreading across the floor, bulging from the dishwasher. “What happened? I didn’t start it.”


“No, honey, I did. I think that new soap might be bad. Get the mop, will you?”


Maggie passed the box of soap that was still open on the cabinet. “Is this what you used? No wonder it’s foaming up. This is hand soap for the bathroom dispensers.”


Aunt Clara had turned off the dishwasher by the time Maggie got back with the mop. Bubbles were still oozing from it. “Oh my stars, you’re right. What was I thinking?”


The front door opened again, making a little chiming noise to let them know there were new customers.


“I’ll clean this up,” Aunt Clara said. “You tend to the customers. They’re more important than this mess.”


“Hi, Maggie.” Angela Hightower smiled and greeted her when she came back out of the kitchen. “Am I the first one here for the book club?”


“It looks like it. I saved your tables in the corner. Would you like something to drink while you’re waiting?”


“That’d be great. Maybe a little half and half—half sweet tea and half no-sugar tea.” Angela laughed, tossing her dark blond, shoulder-length hair. “My son is getting married in six weeks and I’m trying to lose a few pounds.”


“No pie today?”


“Don’t be silly. Why do you think I’m drinking half and half ? I’m going to wait for pie until the other girls get here. We like to order different slices and share them around, you know?”


“I do.” Maggie put her order pad in the pocket of her jeans. “I’ll get your tea. What book did you read this month?”


“Something unusual for us—a murder mystery. Jean hardly had the stomach for it. But I thought it was good. Nice to read something besides family problems and books about women finding themselves. I don’t understand why all those women feel so lost in the first place.”


Maggie shook her head and hid her smile as she went to fetch the tea. She liked Angela, who was plainspoken and always ready to try something new. Aunt Clara told her Angela sold real estate and was on her fourth marriage, this time to a man almost half her age.


“The rest of the book club won’t be far behind,” Aunt Clara said as Maggie poured tea into an ice-packed glass. “I hope we have enough variety for them. I really need to teach you how to make piecrust. It’s the hardest part.”


“I could never make crust like you do.” Maggie put a slice of lemon on the lip of the glass. “I think we should keep things the way they are. You know I have to find another job. Don’t change things that have worked for years on my account.”


There would have to be changes, Maggie knew. She’d been surprised by both her aunt’s forgetfulness and the shabby condition of the pie shop. Aunt Clara wasn’t getting any younger. She might not be able to continue with the shop.


“It’s not that hard once you know the secret,” Aunt Clara said. “The women of our family have passed it on for three generations now. If you don’t learn, it dies with me. You’re all I have, Maggie. We have to stick together.”


Maggie smiled and kissed her aunt, a strong feeling of guilt clutching at her heart. She knew Aunt Clara needed her, but she couldn’t stay here tending the pie shop the rest of her life. She had her own dreams and ambitions.


She’d been good at what she did for the bank, bringing in millions of dollars with new clients every year. If she got a second chance, she knew she could do it again. She could be that blazing star, living the high life and feeling the satisfaction that came with it.


By the time Maggie took the iced tea to Angela, Jean and Barb were there. They’d already pushed some tables together in the corner and pulled up more chairs.


Jean was a nursing instructor at the university. She was very thin and always wore scrubs. Barb, a counselor at the school, wore a perpetual frown, as though life had let her down. The three women had been friends since childhood. None of them had ever lived outside of North Carolina—or Durham, for that matter.


They were examples of the women Maggie didn’t want to be.


“So that’s another sweet tea and a coffee.” Maggie wrote in her order book.


“Decaf,” Jean said. “I’ve already got the jitters from my new class. It scares me sometimes to think the people I teach might take care of me someday. I hope I die on the side of the road with the level of health care I see coming up.”


“Got it.” Maggie joked with the women about Jean’s new hair color and Betty’s rubber mud boots. As she’d learned in college when she worked here, talking to her customers got her bigger tips.


“Let’s wait for Liz and Sissy to order pie,” Angela said, clearly the leader of the group. “Have you heard anything about Mann Development lately, Maggie? Any new offers on the shop?”


“Not as far as I know,” Maggie replied. “I don’t think they’ll be back again with another offer after Aunt Clara ran them off with her pepper spray.”


All the ladies from the book club laughed at that image, except Angela. “They’ll be back. This piece of property is too important to that new medical office building. You know, your aunt should take advantage of the next offer. She could live in luxury the last few years of her life.”


Maggie’s generous mouth tightened a little at her words. “I think Aunt Clara is doing fine. She doesn’t need Mann’s money to live a good life.”


Angela smiled in a slightly devious way that made Maggie feel like she would never trust the other woman to buy or sell a piece of property for her.


“You and I both know you won’t be here forever, sweetie. You’ve had a few hard breaks, but you’ll be gone again in no time, leaving Clara to sort this out alone. All I’m saying is, why not take advantage of a good thing? If you encourage her now, you won’t have to feel guilty when you climb on that plane.”


Maggie didn’t know what to say. Angela’s words hit too close to the truth not to lodge in her chest. She was saying all the things Maggie had been thinking—and feeling guilty for.


“I’ll let Aunt Clara know that you’re waiting for Liz and Sissy before you order pie. Thanks.”


As Maggie walked away from the table in the corner, she heard Angela continue, “All I did was tell her the way it is. We all know Clara can’t fight progress.”





Two
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Her shoulders stiff with fury, Maggie ducked behind the counter and started a fresh pot of coffee. Angela was wrong about Aunt Clara having to cope with Mann Development. Let them have the old building. She could make a nice profit and go to New York with Maggie. Aunt Clara could live fine without it.


It was very quiet in the kitchen. Maggie glanced in back to see what her aunt was doing. “Making new piecrust?”


“We don’t need it yet.” Clara brought out the big sack of flour and a few measuring cups. “But I think now would be as good a time as any for you to learn the recipe.”


“We’re pretty busy.” Maggie tried to put her off. “Why don’t you write it down and I can look over it later?”


“This recipe has never been written down, honey. It has passed from mouth to ear for three generations. I surely won’t be the one to break that tradition.”


“Well maybe later then, when we close up for the night. Or tomorrow. We could come in early and you could show me. I don’t think I can make piecrust and wait on tables at the same time.”


Aunt Clara laughed. “You sound so old, Maggie. You’re barely in your thirties. When I was your age, I could make pie, wait on tables, and still have time for a quick cuddle in the kitchen with your Uncle Fred.”


Maggie smiled at the picture her aunt painted. Her aunt and uncle had been very much in love. She’d seen it every day as she was growing up. They’d shared that love with her.


It was a much different time, a happier time. Maybe it was because she’d been a kid and hadn’t known anything about the world.


Maggie smelled the coffee brewing. “I just think we should wait for the right time. I’m going to take the coffee and tea out to the book club ladies. I’ll be right back.”


Feeling like she had escaped an execution—her own—Maggie poured tea into a glass and coffee into a mug. She never thought it would come to this. Who knew there was a secret family recipe for piecrust? Aunt Clara had never mentioned it before. Why now?


How was she going to explain that the only food she’d ever made was something that came out of a microwave oven? Even popcorn was tricky for her sometimes. She obviously didn’t get the family gene for cooking that her mother and aunt had.


She was good with numbers. She’d cleared up Aunt Clara’s bad accounting in the first few days she’d been back. She was good with computers. She’d even understood the cash register that her aunt had declared impossible.


Wasn’t that enough?


Maggie felt sure she would never make even an adequate piecrust much less the kind people raved over. Something had to happen that would get her out of this situation. Aunt Clara too, it seemed. She realized that she couldn’t leave her alone for another ten years.


She thought about the offer for Pie in the Sky from Mann Development. She hadn’t seen the numbers, but it might be worth exploring. All she needed was a good job. She could convince Aunt Clara to sell the pie shop and they could go away together.


Maybe they could go on a cruise to the Bahamas or something. There were plenty of exciting things to do when you had money.


Maggie was dropping off the tea and coffee and picking up another order for Diet Coke from Sissy, who’d arrived while she’d been in back, when two things happened.


She heard a ping from her email, telling her that a possible job offer was waiting for her.


At the same instant, the chime on the front door rang and Louis Goldberg, her ex-boss, walked into Pie in the Sky.


Maggie dropped the Diet Coke on the floor. “Lou!” she squealed.


Her mind ran amok with possibilities. He was here to ask her to come back. There had been a mistake of some sort that he’d just realized. The bank had found the real culprit.


He’d come because the bank had decided to prosecute her after all.


All of these ideas ran through her head. She didn’t want to pick one. She just wanted it to be good news.


Lou stared back at her, then as suddenly as he’d shown up, he walked back out the door.


It only took an instant for Maggie to follow him. She didn’t even stop to clean up the Diet Coke. “Lou? What’s going on?”


“Maggie.” He shook his balding head and his whole large body began to tremble. His red-rimmed blue eyes teared up. “Seeing you in that getup was too much for me. I can’t believe I did this to you. I’m so sorry.”


She glanced into the pie shop window to make sure Aunt Clara didn’t need her. Excitement buzzed through her like an electric current. Yes!


“Why don’t you come back inside and I’ll get you some pie.” She could afford to be generous. “It will make you feel better and we can talk.”


He nodded, sniffing hard and wiping his nose with his handkerchief. He was wearing an expensive gray suit and a red, white, and blue tie with a little flag for a tie tack. Lou was nothing if not patriotic.


“That sounds good. Thanks.”


Maggie put him at a table on the side of the shop by the windows, away from the sometimes noisy book club. She needed to concentrate and didn’t want to be overheard. Her heart was beating double time in her chest. This is it!


She got Lou a piece of Dangerously Damson pie and a cup of coffee. As she crossed the floor from the counter to his table, Mark got up to ask for more coffee and they collided.


“I’m so sorry.” He tried to wipe the spilled coffee from the table, floor, and Maggie’s wrist.


“It’s okay.” Lou’s pie seemed to be fine—a little coffee sloshed on the plate. She wiped that away with a napkin. Her wrist burned a little, but it was nothing compared to her burning curiosity to hear what Lou had to say.


“Are you sure?” Mark tried to help her with the pie and coffee she carried.


“I’m sure.” She smiled at him. He was such a nice guy. “I’ll get you some coffee.”


Maggie gave Lou his pie and coffee, then poured coffee for Mark and checked with everyone (except the rude student) to see if they were okay for a few minutes.


Finally, she set her cell phone to record whatever Lou had to say. She’d learned her lesson from the whole experience and didn’t want to take anything for granted.


But if it all worked out—wow!


Trying not to get too excited after her six weeks of hell, she sat down across from the man who’d mentored and encouraged her for the last ten years.


Of course he’d also been the one who’d accused her of embezzlement and fired her. She figured he had no choice in that matter.


“What do you mean you did this to me?” Her voice was suddenly raspy. She cleared her throat.


He ate a piece of pie, coughed, and gulped some coffee. He seemed to be having some difficulty swallowing. She chalked that up to anxiety.


“You were falsely accused,” he finally explained. “I know now that you didn’t embezzle that money. The person who accused you—let’s just say he’s higher up on the food chain—he’s the one who took the money.”


“Who is that, Lou?”


He ate more pie. “You know, this stuff is really good. You always said you couldn’t boil water.”


Maggie was through stalling. “I want to know who did this to me.”


“Don’t worry. Trust me. I’m gonna do right by you. I’m going to hold a press conference, right here in . . .”


“Durham,” she supplied when he looked blank. “Can’t you tell me now? What will that mean? Will the bank hire me back?”


“Oh, you’ll get your job back,” he promised, finishing his pie and coffee. “You and I stand together, there’s no telling what we can do. There’s no reason for you to suffer like this anymore. You were meant for better.”


His voice had started getting louder as he’d finished. Maggie was sure everyone in the shop had heard that last bit. She knew grandstanding when she heard it. Lou wanted the credit for rooting out the real embezzler. That was fine with her.


She was a little embarrassed by what he’d said. Yes, she felt she was capable of more, but Pie in the Sky wasn’t exactly the dregs of the earth and she certainly wasn’t suffering—except at his hand.


Maggie excused herself and went to get more coffee for Lou and everyone else. Her rude student was packing up his charts and getting ready to leave. The members of the book club looked at her curiously. She ignored them.


Fortunately, Aunt Clara had been in the kitchen and hadn’t heard any of it.


“More pie?” she asked Lou before she sat back down.


“No, thanks.” He slurped the rest of his coffee, choked again, then smiled at her. He looked a little pale as he put a fifty-dollar bill on the table. “Be here tomorrow morning, ten a.m. sharp. We’ll expose what really happened at the bank. Once the media has the information, we’ll both be in the clear, Maggie. We’ll both be safe.”


Safe? She thought about his choice of words. It seemed an odd way to put it.


She watched him walk out of the pie shop, wishing he’d told her who’d framed her before he told the rest of the world.


What if he had a heart attack, God forbid, and the information was lost with him? Even though she had the recording of what he’d said in her hand, she wasn’t sure if that was enough without the person’s name to back it up.


Higher up on the food chain, huh?


Maggie tried to think which of Lou’s bosses that could be. She couldn’t imagine any of those people wanting to pin this on her—she barely knew them. She’d always supposed she was beneath their notice.


Apparently not.


How could someone just randomly pick me to take the fall for this? she wondered as she cleaned off tables and put plates, cups, and silverware into the now-compliant dishwasher. Why me?


It was going to be a long wait for the press conference.


She wasn’t sure what to wear. All of her good clothes were gone. She only had a few pairs of jeans and some Pie in the Sky T-shirts. She hadn’t had her nails or hair done since she got here. Her face was a mess—no facials.


Putting all of that aside, she mopped coffee from the tile floor in the empty pie shop. It was four, and they were open another two hours. This was going to be one of the slow days. Time was going to drag if she didn’t find something to do.


She checked her last email. It was only spam. Nothing yet from Claudia.


Full of energy and excitement—cautionary excitement—she tackled cleaning everything she could reach in the front of the shop.


With Uncle Fred gone, Aunt Clara hadn’t been able to keep up with all the dust and grime tracked in every day by hundreds of feet. Waitresses came and went like the pies consumed there. They didn’t care about the pie shop.


The tables were cracked and scarred in many places, the blue chairs the same. The tile floor was chipped and dreary in a way that couldn’t be cleaned. The counter needed replacing along with the pie stands and refrigerated glass cases.


Maggie scrubbed everything, from the ceiling fan that barely turned to the window ledges that needed painting. She even wiped down the old blue-and-white Hot Pie Now neon sign that flashed wearily in the window.


Exhausted, Maggie hauled the trash to the back door and put away the mop and bucket. She looked at the clock in the kitchen—it was barely five fifteen.


“You’re full of energy today,” Aunt Clara remarked. “Maybe now would be a good time for you to make your first piecrust.”


Maggie accepted the inevitable. Aunt Clara wanted to pass on the family recipe. This might be the last chance she had to learn it. “Sure. Let me put this trash out in the Dumpster and we’ll make some pie.”


“You’re going to be fabulous at it.”


The back door to the shop was stuck. No matter how hard Maggie pushed, it wouldn’t open. “I’m going outside to check this,” she told her aunt. “I’ll be right back.”


All the little shops in the plaza kept their trash in the back for easy pickup on the same day. There was plenty of it built up already even though trash day was two days away.


Maggie threw her bag of trash into the Dumpster and rounded the corner to see if a bag of someone else’s trash was blocking the back door. She stopped once she saw what the problem was.


Lou Goldberg was lying across the back step. His eyes were open as though he were staring at the blue sky.


Except Lou would never see another blue sky again.





Three
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Aunt Clara and Maggie sat inside the pie shop and talked quietly about what had happened while the police looked at the crime scene.


Maggie explained about Lou, who he was and why he was there. Aunt Clara sighed and shook her head, muttering about ill omens and other bad things. Her words filled Maggie with more dread than the idea of trying to make piecrust.


One of the first officers on the scene introduced them to a middle-aged, hard-faced man. Detective Frank Waters was wearing a cheap brown suit and never cracked a smile. He explained that Lou was dead—cause yet unknown.


“Mr. Goldberg’s body will be taken to the Medical Examiner’s Office at which time we will find out exactly what happened to him,” he told Aunt Clara and Maggie.


“That’s terrible,” Aunt Clara said. “Poor man.”


“Can you tell me why Mr. Goldberg was here?” He scrutinized them. “I’m sure he didn’t come all this way for the pie.”


Maggie wasn’t sure exactly how forthcoming she should be with the detective. Maybe Lou had that heart attack she’d been worried about.


Maybe it was something else.


After all, Lou had been talking about ratting on another man for embezzlement. If Lou had mentioned his plans to that man—well—that could have created a situation.


“Ms. Grady?” Detective Waters snapped his fingers to get Maggie’s attention. “Do you remember serving this man in the pie shop or not?”


“Yes,” she carefully answered. “He was here. He ate Dangerously Damson pie and drank coffee.”


“Dangerously Damson, huh?” He smirked as he wrote in his notebook. “Did he seem sick or anything? Anything unusual happen?”


“No,” Maggie said. “Nothing unusual.”


“You should tell him about why your friend was here, Maggie,” Aunt Clara said with a sweet smile.


“Yes, Maggie,” the detective mimicked. “Why don’t you tell me about your friend?”


Thanks, Aunt Clara.


“He wasn’t exactly my friend,” she started to explain. “Well, he was until he fired me six weeks ago.”


No! That sounded bad.


“Why were you fired, Ms. Grady?” the detective asked.


“It was all a big mistake.” Aunt Clara wandered in to help. “The bank she worked for thought she’d stolen money from them, but of course, that wasn’t true. Maggie isn’t a thief. Are you, sweetheart?”


Maggie sighed. Heavily. “No, Aunt Clara.”


Between the two of them, she’d probably be in jail by tonight.


“How much money?” the detective asked.


“About three million,” Maggie admitted, feeling trapped.


He looked up from his notebook. “Dollars?”


“Yes. But Aunt Clara is right. It isn’t true. In fact, that’s why Lou was here, to tell me who really took the money.”


“And that was?” Detective Waters prompted, his chewed-up pencil poised for her answer.


“He didn’t say,” Maggie replied. “He told me he’d arranged a press conference for tomorrow. He said the real thief is a big name at the bank.”


“No clue who it was?” Detective Waters nodded as he wrote.


“No.” Maggie bit her lip. This sounded terrible—possibly worse than the first time she’d heard it. “I recorded our conversation on my phone.”


“Really?” His eyes narrowed. “Was that for your protection because you knew people would be asking questions later when he was found dead?”


“It was for my protection. But not for that reason.” She fumbled around in her pocket trying to get her cell phone out. Her thrift store jeans were about a half size too small. It made the pockets tight. On the other hand, the jeans made her look about five pounds smaller.


Maggie finally produced the phone with a flourish. Detective Waters took it from her, put it into a plastic bag, and sealed it.


“Hey! That’s my phone.”


“Not now. Now it’s evidence.” He got up from the table. “I’ll check your story out and get back with you. In the meantime, don’t take any long vacations. I might have a few more questions after I explore some other angles.”


“Oh, you don’t have to worry about that,” Aunt Clara told him. “She used to go on wonderful vacations all around the world—Paris, London, Rome—but not now. The bank took everything. She was very angry. She’s handled it well. Such a pity.”


Detective Waters nodded. “Good thing. Look, I hate to do this, but your pie shop is going to have to be closed for a few days until crime scene has a chance to go over everything. Sorry for the inconvenience.”


“Oh dear.” Aunt Clara looked worried. “My piecrust will go bad.”


“We’ll get it done as soon as we can,” he promised. “If there’s nothing wrong, you should be back up and running pretty quickly.”


“Thanks.” Maggie held Aunt Clara’s trembling hand. “I get the phone back too, right?”


Detective Waters didn’t reply. The police officer who’d introduced him watched as they got their belongings together—after he’d searched their purses. Maggie was able to take her laptop home with her. Aunt Clara had bought it for her, used, so she could look for work.


Before they knew it, Maggie and Aunt Clara were out on the sidewalk while the police were in the pie shop. The door was locked behind them and covered with crime scene tape. The police had even confiscated their shop keys.


Maggie put her arm around her aunt. “Don’t worry. It’ll be okay. Once the detective gives us the go-ahead, we’ll come right back and open up again.”


She wasn’t feeling as optimistic as she sounded, but it wouldn’t do any good for Aunt Clara to worry about it.


They walked away from Pie in the Sky past the Spin and Go Laundromat. Saul Weissman, the owner there, offered his condolences. He was a short, round man with gray hair and glasses.


Maggie was sure he had a crush on Aunt Clara from the way he acted—always protective and eager to please. But if her aunt had any feelings for him besides friendship, she’d never confessed them to her niece.


“This is awful,” he said. “How can they come in and close you down this way? Of course, you didn’t have anything to do with this tragedy, Clara. We can’t choose our family.”


“It’s a misunderstanding, Mr. Weissman,” Maggie explained, trying to keep her temper under control. “It will all be cleared up in a few days.”


He didn’t look convinced.


Raji Singh joined them from the Bombay Grill, one of the other shops in the plaza. “No, Saul is right.” His dark face was stricken and worried above his bright red shirt. “It only makes a stronger case for Mann Development to come in and take our shops away.”


“No one is taking anyone’s shop away,” Saul said in a decisive way. “Clara is just in the middle of this. Once it gets sorted out, we’ll be fine.”


“I hope so,” Raji said. “I truly hope so. My wife and I are very happy here so close to the campus. We don’t want to leave.”


Aunt Clara looked up with tears in her eyes. “This is the first time Pie in the Sky has been closed for more than a holiday. I didn’t even close for Fred’s death.”


Maggie ignored the two men and hugged her aunt. “Let’s go home. Everything’s going to be fine.”


•  •  •


The house Maggie had grown up in was an older, two-story red brick a short walk away from the pie shop. The brick had mellowed in the hot Carolina sun to a pinkish color. The once white shutters and door had faded to gray with the years.


A huge old magnolia tree stood in the front yard with a few brick-outlined flowerbeds that held azaleas and boxwoods. Maggie remembered red and yellow tulips blooming here every spring from her childhood.


Everything about the house spoke of neglect, Maggie noticed as they walked up the cracked concrete stairs to the house. She supposed after Uncle Fred had died, it had been hard for Aunt Clara to get the larger things done. After straightening up her aunt’s ledgers on the computer, Maggie was painfully aware that the pie shop barely made ends meet.


Inside the house were the same carpets and furniture that had been there for as long as Maggie could recall. She’d never seen a dust bunny on any of the hardwood floors, but the walls needed painting and the whole place needed some sprucing up.


There was no way she could help now—at least not until she found another job. She regretted the years she could have and didn’t act. She hadn’t even thought her aunt might need help.


It had taken a fall from privilege and grace to wake her up. Maggie was grateful to realize how blind she’d been and she was determined to make it up to her aunt in some way.


For now, she was going to have to focus on getting her job back. If Lou knew she was innocent, someone else must know too. She still had some contacts, people who could check into it for her. If nothing else, she could call the New York police and tell them what had happened.


The two women dropped into wood chairs with flower cushions in the kitchen. For a long time, they simply sat and stared, too upset to speak, as the evening waned into night.


“Well, this will never do.” Aunt Clara finally got up and went to the refrigerator. “I’ve got this eggplant in here, Maggie. I’m going to fry it up and we’ll eat it. Uncle Fred always loved eggplant, remember?”


“I remember.” Maggie smiled. “He loved it with a ton of cheese and tomato sauce on it. I don’t think he really liked the eggplant.”


Aunt Clara laughed. “I think you’re right. I’m not crazy about it either, still I don’t want to see it go to waste. Mrs. Thompson gave me a bunch of it from her garden.”


Maggie agreed and snapped some green beans, also from Mrs. Thompson.


Clara peeled and sliced then fried the breaded eggplant. “You know, we’ve got some curry in there that Raji gave us too.”


“Sounds like a feast to me!”


After Maggie had made the sweet tea and poured it into tall ice-filled glasses, the two women were sitting down to eat when the doorbell rang.
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